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I have lived most of my life in the forested countryside of eastern and central India among tribes-people, in particular in 
the Northeast, Jharkhand and Orissa. I found them to be people who believe very deeply that their own actions must 
never harm or hurt others, especially not hurt future generations. That is the reason they conserve their resources, 
particularly non renewable resources.  They do not harm others or future generations through actions for fulfilment of 
their own desires no matter how fruitful such actions might be to them temporarily, for they see the larger picture of the 
need for the well-being of society and unborn generations. This is a conservation ethic among autochthonous and 
survival societies everywhere and the reason of their continued survival and the survival of their natural environment 
over untold millennia. For this reason they hold their land as sacred and never see it as a commodity to be sold for gain. 
They only part with their land when there is no other alternative. This consciousness that our actions must never hurt 
others and that the land and all it contains – rivers, lakes, forests, mountains, agriculture -- are a sacred source of 
survival for unborn generations is implicit in their culture. It is a survival principle carried on from the most primitive times 
and is in direct contradiction to the modern economic order through which western industrial society has imposed itself 
in the past five centuries worldwide through colonialism. It has continued into our present times albeit in a more rarefied 
manner particularly in erstwhile colonized countries. Colonialism and western industrialism – in particular great banks 
and corporations -- have caused the destruction of vast tribal territories and acculturated their peoples into a modern 
industrial order of which modern India is an example. India’s tribals have been massively displaced and disoriented by 
furious industrial development on a colonial model for economic growth through exploitation of minerals, which has 
devastated not only the sub-continent’s natural resources, altered its climate and soil, but destroyed the fabric of its 
village societies who are ghettoized in urban slums for cheap labour. The funding and lending for such large-scale 
industrial development comes from the West and so it is to a western audience we must address ourselves. The 
ultimate crises of planetary social and ecological destruction - and in the ultimate analysis economic as well in a fast 
changing globalized world - will in the short term also affect the West. Therefore there is the need for a new 
consciousness in the West itself of the ecological and humanitarian crises its actions are causing which must in the 
emerging world ecological and economic order affect itself also. The way to this realization must come through 
introspection and re-assessment of everything the modern industrial West holds sacred. Its values and traditions forged 
in the industrial-colonial model and Enlightenment must stand the test of severe questioning. India with its older order 
of ancient spiritual values, non-violence toward man and nature, tolerance and psychological fulfilment stands ready to 
show the way. 
  
The industrial civilization is an aberrant civilization. It has strayed from the path of Nature. It has made war, brutality and 
profit a path without compassion or hope. It heralds natural catastrophe with the effects of global warming.  
  

………….. 
   
   
The thing which struck me most forcefully when I learned of the nomination for the peace award was that even the 
smallest contribution can be of inestimable importance in the process of change. My work being at an international level 
naturally gathered international attention. But how many countless people and organizations doing similar work remain 
unknown!? 
  
Art is vital for peace and sanity, as an expression of the beauty we often forget is central to life. Women’s art in 
particular celebrates the dignity of the creator, and creates an opening for the worldwide shift in consciousness which 
many of us are intensely aware is needed, if we are to save our world. Tribal women in particular, and their art forms, 
have sustained a role and consciousness linked directly to the earth and to the nature-consciousness that needs 
regeneration in our times. Tribal women’s art has evolved directly from the prehistoric rock art of Jharkhand / 
central India, which my work has helped to draw wider attention to. 
  
As such, tribal art highlights the immense cultural richness at stake when tribal lands are sacrificed to the gods of 
mining-based industrialization. Huge areas of Jharkhand are now a wasteland of immense open cast coal mines. This 
mindless devouring of India’s coal deposits not only makes the lives of countless indigenous communities into a living 
hell, it devastates living ecosystems and landscapes, including water systems, forests and ancient patterns of 
cultivation, as well as ancient standing stones and rock shelters. Tribal art therefore represents a powerful channel of 
protest. Women speak through their art in counterpoise to the ongoing rape of their landscape and communities.  
  
The shift in consciousness we all need starts from understanding that our life support systems are at risk, and already in 
crisis, facing Ecocide; and that this is due to the spread of consumerism, based on aspirations towards a “modern” 
lifestyle that evolved in the West, and in the long-term is completely unsustainable. The shift can also take inspiration 
from tribal culture and its multi-layered art and life skills – including dancing and nature-based festivals - reminding us 
that other ways are possible, based on a greater community consciousness, respect for nature, and sharing resources 
rather than competing and fighting over them. 
  



My ideas on Intellectual Satyagraha, evolved through my campaigning against mining in the Karanpura Valley in 
Jharkhand, involved creating a non-confrontational dialogue with the State through the mediation of international human 
rights organizations and programmes of cultural awareness to show what was being lost. 
  
What is required is a new realization of life’s meaning beyond the bounties of crass materialism which are so heartlessly 
destroying the world in its unprotected places, helped by local regimes where the indigenous people are defenceless 
and victimized, using colonial era legislation and modern weapons. 
  
Has the human instinct for what is right and good completely died in our modern world?  In his presidential address to 
the Indian National Congress (Mumbai, 1918), my grandfather Syed Hasan Imam said, “It is not by literacy that men 
know their rights, but by that instinct which God has given to all races.” Is that instinct dead today in those people in 
charge of capitalist economies? How can we all help to revive this innate instinct for what is right? 
  
In countless ways, modern society has forgotten the instinct to discriminate between good and bad, right and wrong. 
Present trends suggest the emergence of a ‘Brave New World’ society, based in greed and immorality, unconscious of 
its roots, and fanatical for growth towards unsustainable patterns of consumption. As a result, as we all know, the poor 
are getting poorer and the rich richer. Man’s nobler instincts appear to be rapidly dying and the future is entirely 
unpredictable. 
  
In this world of unpredictable change, the art of our tribal women is a ray of hope, alongside dance, music and song, 
and I would like to dedicate this award to these voices of hope in a world being destroyed by man himself. 
  
All too often, our centres of educational excellence have become engines for driving the over-exploitation of planetary 
resources in the name of economic growth. Unless our thinkers and educators can rise above the compartmentalized 
thought forms that led us into this mess, we face a future of planetary annihilation. Gandhi’s thinking is of greatest 
relevance in this context, highlighting the need to protest against the insanity, and the flame of hope for a change of 
consciousness that he knew was needed. 
  
The might of corporations has entered the life-blood of India – as in most other countries too - and only a new realization 
in the centres of economic power – including here in London – can help to save what’s left of natural environment and 
human dignity. For example, in the Karanpura Valley in Hazaribagh, where I have lived most of my life, over 30 new 
opencast coal mines are planned, displacing 200 villages of Tribal and Scheduled Caste people, their homes and 
agricultural lands, and destroying huge areas of forests that have served as vital habitat corridors for apex species 
including tigers and elephants. This exploitation by the State, supposedly for energy and development, is targeting 
minerals lying under land that has belonged to the tribal people for thousands of years. Displacing them forcibly from 
resources that they have protected over countless generations through a sustainable lifestyle is a fundamental injustice 
and makes no economic sense. The sheer scale and rapidity of this displacement is phenomenal. The situation 
amounts to cultural genocide and ecocide, causing a savage decline in living standards for thousands of people. It 
needs to be addressed by the international community immediately and at the highest level. 
 
The values of our modern economics and cultural norms have been shaped by the age of colonialism, industrialism and 
capitalism. On the one side, people everywhere are starting to believe in a new immoral order, based on financial 
cleverness, manipulation of laws, the death of our instinct for what supports Life. On the other, more and more people 
are searching for a fundamental shift in consciousness towards a more holistic awareness of our roots in nature. The 
ecocide and cultural genocide has to stop. Patterns of consumption, profit and economic growth have to be scaled 
down. The plunder that is destroying our world – too much of it still funded from this beautiful city of London?!? - has to 
stop. 
  
As a species, if humans are capable of further real development, this will be developing beyond the habit of settling our 
quarrels through wars and takeovers. Are we capable of this? Can we develop ways of learning how to share the earth’s 
resources, instead of destroying them? Can we learn the principles of real, long-term sustainability from India’s ancient 
cultures, instead of obliterating these cultures? 
  
I would like to on this occasion thank The Gandhi Foundation, my sponsors, my family and my colleagues around the 
world for making this award possible. 
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