


“Drawing on examples across the continent, the monograph provides a 
fascinating account of the destructing role of the colonialism on indig-
enous knowledge system and its continuation even in present times. It 
makes a strong case for reorientation of academia in favor of ‘ecodemia’ 
based on principles and practices of exemplary institutions existing in 
different parts of the globe.”

Virginius Xaxa, Sociologist and Visiting Professor at 
the Institute for Human Development, New Delhi

“Sayan Dey’s newest book is a welcome intervention into the compla-
cency that too often plagues educational institutions, which should 
instead be the cutting edge of liberatory socio-cultural, transformations. 
In his characteristic, engaging narrative style undergirded by a powerful 
moral voice and scathing critique, Dr. Dey demonstrates the important 
role that educational systems must play in elevating ecological and envi-
ronmentally friendly systems of knowledge-making. His lens is global 
and wide-sweeping, the book meticulously researched and hopeful 
offering a new imaginary so desperately needed to energize, uplift, and 
empower youth, who are the receiving end of a dying planet, we must 
and can save.”

Diana Fox, Professor, Bridgewater State University

“Dr. Sayan Dey’s monograph on sustainable and eco-friendly education 
system in the post-COVID world is a path breaking study that revisits 
indigenous knowledge and education systems globally with the purpose 
of not only making those systems visible but also decolonize knowl-
edge production and dissemination. Through its offering of alternatives 
to the exploitative and violent knowledge structures of capitalism, the 
monograph cannot be better timed, and will surely be an invaluable 
contribution to transcultural pedagogy and decolonial studies.”　

Sukla Chatterjee, Postdoctoral Researcher, University of Bremen

“Building on ecological, decolonial and other politico-ethical 
approaches, this relevant and timely book critically engages with 
debates around sustainable development, demonstrating how the 
entanglement of modernity/coloniality and capitalism has resulted in 
ecological destruction on a global scale. Simultaneously, it beautifully 
visibilizes an array of transformative and reparative eco-centric initia-
tives, embracing the importance of Indigenous knowledges and episte-
mologies of the South in re-imaging and co-creating environmentally, 
socially, and culturally more sustainable and just futures for us all.”

Tiina Seppala, Lecturer, University of Lapland



“The relation between Capitalism and Modernity is a vexed one. Sayan 
Dey’s book helps us with great alacrity to identify the fault lines and 
allow us to imagine what post-Capitalist modernity might look like.”

Ajay Gudavarthy, Professor, Jawaharlal Nehru University

“Providing an insightful account of decolonizing and Indigenous ecolo-
gy-focused educational projects in India, New Zealand, Kenya and the 
countries of Latin America and the Caribbean, Green Academia con-
stitutes a vivid resource and powerful inspiration to learners, teachers, 
activists, and scholars that strive for social and environmental justice 
during the current uneasy times.”

Lenka Vrablikova, Lecturer, Goldsmiths, University of London

“Green Academia has an unmatched level of critical analysis which is 
deeply rooted in historicity and indigenous eco-knowledges in how they 
respond to capitalistic and universalistic knowledge production. The book 
practically engages pre-coloniality and modernity. Sayan Dey’s ability to 
give a historical account while conceptualizing a post-Covid-19 future of 
sustainable and eco-centric knowledges is unmatched, ground-breaking, 
and visionary.”

Ompha, Student Associate, University of Johannesburg
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This book studies the importance of adopting Green Academia as a sys-
temic long-term counter-intervention strategy against any form of impend-
ing pandemics in the post-COVID era and beyond. It argues that anti-nature 
and capitalistic knowledge systems have contributed to the evolution and 
growth of COVID-19 around the globe and emphasizes the merits of rein-
stating nature-based and environment-friendly pedagogical and curric-
ular infrastructures in mainstream educational institutions. The volume 
also explores possible ways of weaving ecology and the environment as 
a habitual practice of teaching and learning in an intersectional manner 
with Science and Technology Studies. With detailed case studies of the green 
schools in Bhutan and similar practices in India, Kenya, and New Zealand, 
the book argues for different forms of eco-friendly education systems and 
the possibilities of expanding these local practices to a global stage.

Part of the Academics, Politics and Society in the Post-COVID World 
series, this book will be an essential read for scholars and researchers of 
sociology, cultural studies, decolonial studies, education, ecology, public 
policy social anthropology, sustainable development, sociology of educa-
tion, and political sociology.
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This book series focuses on various forms of academic, social, and polit-
ical transformations that are taking place or are expected to take place 
in a post-COVID world. The biomedical crisis of COVID-19 has opened 
up a floodgate for all kinds of crises, like communal violence, racial dis-
crimination, geographical hierarchies, socio-political hegemonies, and aca-
demic exclusivities. These crises are also catalyzing massive geo-political 
shifts in various epistemological and ontological frameworks of knowledge 
production around the globe. These shifts in turn are bound to influence 
patterns of thinking and doing in a post-COVID era, including shifts affect-
ing pedagogical frameworks, curricular structures, institutional infrastruc-
tures, evaluation patterns, international policies, political ethics, communal 
relations, gender existence, racial connotations, mental health, and physi-
cal well-being. With respect to academic shifts, many elite academic insti-
tutions have transferred their courses online, while other institutions are 
forced to shut down because of the lack of sufficient technological infra-
structure. With respect to politics, countries are experiencing several shifts 
in terms of social, cultural, economic, and political policy-making that are 
bound to bring major changes in internal as well as international relations. 
With respect to society, the global pandemic has aggravated existing racial, 
communal, and cultural differences. At the same time, there are consist-
ent efforts toward new forms of solidarities, reconciliations, and humanity. 
These are all transformations that will continue to take place in a post-
COVID era. Keeping these shifting scenarios at the forefront, this book 
series critically analyzes the various forms of transformation taking place 
in academic, social, and political systems around the globe during this post-
COVID era.
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FOREWORD

Aditya Nigam

Sayan Dey has undertaken a task of critical importance in writing Green 
Academia: Towards Eco-Friendly Education Systems, for this has now 
become an imperative, and the need for a wholesale transformation of 
education systems to make them ecologically friendly is no longer possible 
to ignore. Sayan Dey argues passionately for putting in place fundamental 
changes that might sound quite outlandish to mainstream ears still attuned 
to hearing the drone of “market-friendliness” and “privatization,” predi-
cated on the figure of Homo economicus or the self-aggrandizing individ-
ual. His proposals, however, do not come out of some idiosyncratic ideas 
of his own but draw on a range of actual practical experiments that have 
already begun to take shape in recent times. And, yet, Dey’s is not simply an 
exercise in documenting such experiments; it is, rather, one of learning from 
them and synthesizing those learnings with the insights generated by what 
one might call the new “epistemic revolution” that is under way. For if there 
was a time when it seemed almost self-evident that the “economy” (human) 
is everything and the “ecology” was what “natural resources” meant for 
human consumption, today that relationship already stands reversed – at 
least in philosophical and theoretical terms. It is the “economy” (or the 
humans) that is seen as a subset of that larger entity that we might call the 
“ecology” or simply “nature.”

This shift in our understanding is of no less significance for the future of 
humanity than was the Copernican revolution that made us see that it was 
not the sun that revolved around the earth but, on the contrary, the earth 
that went around the sun. If that revolution showed us that the “planet of 
the humans” was not the center of the universe, this ongoing epistemic rev-
olution underlines, likewise, that humans are also not the center of this 
planet and that it is, in fact, not a planet of humans alone. It underlines in 
philosophical terms what the pre-modern communities perhaps always 
knew, if in their terms. Thus, for instance, in the film Buddha Weeps in 
Jadugoda, directed by Jharkhand-based filmmaker Shri Prakash (1999), we 
learn of the high degree of radioactivity that has been unleashed in the area 
(Jadugoda), inhabited by indigenous people, because of the uranium mining 
by the Department of Atomic Energy. This increased radioactivity has led to 
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an unusually high incidence of cancer in the area. In the film, Ghanshyam 
Beruli, an activist from the Jharkhandi Organization Against Radiation, 
talks of nature as the “sleeping snake that has been roused to anger” due to 
the mining. As long as the uranium lay undisturbed, it was fine, but once 
humans started meddling with it, they had to face its fury.

Let us take the fascinating story of the aboriginal people of the Andaman 
Islands, especially the Jarawas, the Onges, and the Great Andamanese, who 
survived the devastating tsunami of December 2004. When this fact came 
to light a couple of weeks later, it became a matter of great curiosity. Since 
most of these aboriginal peoples do not like to interact with the outside 
world, there was a lot of speculation about their survival; and, not surpris-
ingly, it was understood by journalists and anthropologists in terms of 
“indigenous knowledge” handed down from generation to generation. It is 
more likely, however, that this had more to do with lives who have been 
living in proximity to nature, as part of nature, where “knowledge” does 
not constitute a domain separate from “being” – you know by simply being, 
just as the fish knows its way around in the water. The aboriginal inhabit-
ants were thus able to sense the coming danger and moved to upland areas.

The modern European episteme distinguished itself by denigrating such 
lives as are lived close to nature, for, in its way of seeing, they constitute the 
life of the savage. Living the life of culture and civilization meant living 
away from this natural state. It was not just that it denigrated these life-
forms as savages; by designating them so, they were also made dispensable, 
as were other forms of life – including animals. In the new ideology of 
Progress, it was no longer possible for them to be left alone if they so 
wanted, for it was their land, their forests, and the minerals that lay beneath 
them that the “new European man” most coveted. It is with this account of 
the wanton pillage of the colonized domains of the non-West that Sayan 
Dey begins his account of the processes – and forces – of “Euromodernity” 
that have brought our world to the edge of the precipice. The colonizers 
have put in place systems of production and chains of profit that continue 
to this day, in a dramatic illustration of what Anibal Quijano calls the 
“coloniality of power.” The flip side of this story is that local populations 
who once inhabited those lands continue to live precarious lives. That story 
lays out the context for Dey’s argument regarding the greening of the 
academy.

This story is no longer the old one where the history of “modernity” 
was presented as one linear story of Progress and where “capitalism” and 
“colonialism” constituted but its “unconscious tools”. Today, scholars 
and thinkers outside the Euro–American world have increasingly begun 
to see “modernity” and “coloniality” as but a single configuration of 
“modernity-coloniality”. Colonialism was neither an aberration nor simply 
incidental to the larger story of modernity. It should also be remembered 
that this was not just the official narrative; it was also what the supposedly 
revolutionary philosophy of Marxism fed us on. The expression 
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“unconscious tool of history” was Marx’s characterization of what he 
believed was the “regenerative role” of British rule in India, and even though 
he gave up this understanding in later years, it continued to have a long 
afterlife in colonies like India. However, with the new epistemic revolution, 
our ways of relating to and understanding our complex pasts are also 
changing. We no longer believe in the happy story that once colonialism and 
capitalism have laid the foundations of highly advanced material civiliza-
tion, we will move towards the promised paradise of socialism and com-
munism. Indeed, scholars and thinkers in the postcolonial world no longer 
see “modernity” and “capitalism” as processes that have an objective logic 
of their own. Instead, they see these phenomena as the direct consequences 
of the modern European episteme and the bodies of knowledge – and, con-
sequently, subjectivities – produced by it. It is possible to argue today that 
“capitalism” itself is a mode of being, comportment, a way of relating to the 
world – rather than a mode of production – that appeared once a whole set 
of philosophical changes had cleared the ground for it.

It is increasingly recognized today that the two most fundamental aspects 
of the modern European episteme, namely its anthropocentrism and its 
individual-centrism, are both at the root of many of our miseries. If we 
think seriously about it, it was the belief that “man” was the new master of 
the universe, for whose progress nature existed. What is not so easily under-
stood, of course, is that individuals did not simply “emerge” out of some 
objective process of dissolution of communities but rather had to be pro-
duced through the ruthless destruction of pre-modern communities.

It is not surprising then that philosophers in the West have long had to 
debate the effects of what Bruno Latour has called the “Great Divide” 
between nature and culture or between the “Subject” and “object,” follow-
ing the Cartesian intervention. It is not surprising then that so much of 
modern Western philosophy has had to deal with the consequences of the 
divide that placed “man” at the center of the knowledge enterprise and, in 
so doing, opened the way for the instrumentalization of what thenceforth 
became the “external” world. However, almost as a parallel development, 
we have also seen more grounded activist attempts to reconnect with 
pre-modern modes of being (which are also modes of knowing), especially 
in indigenous communities all over the world. Almost without exception, 
these communities, as Dey’s opening story illustrates, insist on the one-ness 
of human beings with nature, on the one hand, and the mutual dependence 
of the “individual” person on all others, on everything that constitutes the 
cosmos. Philosophies like Buddhism, through concepts like “dependent 
arising”, too have long emphasized the inter-relatedness of all that exists, of 
which human existence forms but a part.

Epistemic revolutions of the kind that we are discussing, characteristi-
cally, play out over long durations. Changes in the philosophical terrain 
only gradually start sinking in, and one of the key modalities through which 
later generations can change their modes of thinking about, looking at, and 



xiii

F oreword     

relating to the world around them is through the education system. It is of 
vital importance then that questions of pedagogy and curricula keep pace 
with the larger shifts in our knowledge.

It should come as no surprise then that almost on a parallel track, for 
some decades now, attempts have been going on to experiment with educa-
tion and pedagogy in ways that make them more attuned to specific local 
contexts. Such attempts have not always started with the ecological crisis in 
mind but rather have sought to make education more meaningful to the 
lives of students in their locations/surroundings, moving away from what 
Dey refers to as the “one size fits all” curricula and systems. However, the 
very attempt to make curricula and systems more locally sensitive and rele-
vant has driven them towards greater ecological sensitivity. Dey’s case stud-
ies cover a range of initiatives, from the government-initiated Green School 
System in Bhutan at one end to the nongovernmental Green Belt Movement 
in Kenya at the other and a whole host of smaller initiatives in between. If 
the Bhutan government initiative follows from the overall understanding 
that measures progress through its idea of “gross national happiness” rather 
than misleading economic indices like gross domestic product, the Green 
Belt Movement in Kenya arose from the realization that food insecurity was 
directly linked to environmental degradation.

Sayan Dey’s book acquires an urgency today as it places this discussion 
within the overall challenge posed by the devastating COVID-19 pandemic. 
Dey looks at the challenge at two levels. At one level, the recognition that 
the outbreak of the pandemic is itself linked to anti-ecological and capitalist 
profit-making practices leads him to see these diverse initiatives as impor-
tant moves that will hopefully add up to changing the very logic of capital-
ist knowledge-production even in the mainstream educational institutions. 
His discussions show that in Kenya several mainstream schools too adopted 
the Green Belt model of praxis-based, ecologically oriented curricular struc-
tures and “vastly benefited during the crisis of COVID-19.” At another 
level, the book engages in an in-depth discussion of massive dislocations 
that have emerged in the wake of the outbreak of COVID-19, aggravating 
the elitist character of mainstream education. This has to do with the alac-
rity with which governments and powers-that-be in the educational institu-
tions moved towards online education despite the knowledge that a large 
majority of our students in India do not have proper access to Internet 
connectivity. Restructured or truncated syllabi, the changed nature of exam-
inations and grading, and other results of the online mode have had a dev-
astating effect, not to mention the fact that the school environment itself, 
especially in the new kinds of ecologically oriented systems, is supposed to 
be critical to the enterprise of education. While certain sectors of new capi-
talists benefit from this move to online teaching, it does not seem altogether 
impossible that a part of that profit is passed on to decision-makers at dif-
ferent levels, who then develop an entrenched interest in it.



xiv

F oreword     

It should be emphasized, however, that though Dey places so much value 
on the importance of learning from indigenous peoples’ lives and keeping 
their well-being at the center of our concerns regarding the greening the 
academy, he does not argue, as some might imagine, for doing away with 
science and technology. Dey draws on the work of scholars from the fields 
of political ecology and science and technology studies to argue against the 
existing dichotomies between “indigenous knowledge” and “science and 
technology.” The argument is that certain kinds of scientific knowledge and 
technology are necessary even for undertaking conservation and regenera-
tion activities, and the need is precisely to find the right balance where the 
two can work in tandem.

Aditya Nigam
Delhi, 2021
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PREFACE

The idea of writing this book was conceived in 2018 when I went to work 
in Bhutan for the first time as a lecturer. Besides working, as I started explor-
ing the country among many things, one particular aspect that appealed to 
me was the close social, cultural, spiritual, economic, and political asso-
ciation of the native people of Bhutan with the natural environment. In 
other words, the habitual life of the people of Bhutan is interwoven with 
the natural environment. Unlike most societies today that treat nature as 
a freely available resource of profit, propaganda, and power, the residents 
of Bhutan regard the natural environment as an active and integral part 
of their community. This is why 71 percent of the country is covered with 
forests. Though the book was conceptualized in Bhutan, I firmly believe 
that the seeds of theoretical and thematic discussions in this book were 
harvested during my childhood days through growing up and closely inter-
acting with nature.

I remember, as a child, I would run with birds and butterflies in my resi-
dential quarters; I would walk between the wild bushes and long grasses on 
my school campus; and I would try to locate the fruits, vegetables, flowers, 
and trees about which I would read in the science books in the vegetable 
and fruit orchards on the school campus. In this way, my understanding of 
different subjects like science, literature, history, and geography was widely 
influenced by my close interaction with nature. The value of context-based 
learning has been so crucial in my life that at different points in time 
I encountered challenges in relating textbooks to my experiential contexts. 
With time, I realized that this failure to relate the readings of the main-
stream academic disciplines with habitual life experiences is not only my 
problem, but many students across India face this challenge. Such a chal-
lenge provoked me to conceptualize this project.

After returning to India in January 2019 for a brief period, I started 
working on diversifying this book project beyond the geographical con-
tours of Bhutan and incorporating practices from the diverse indigenous 
knowledge spaces in India, Kenya, and New Zealand that have always 
pushed me to think beyond the borders of the four-walled classrooms and 
the laboratories. As I traveled back to Bhutan in August 2019 to join as a 
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Lecturer at Yonphula Centenary College, I started closely interacting with 
the villagers and students in Yonphula (a village in eastern Bhutan). The 
interaction took place through teaching-learning procedures in the class-
room; personal conversations; participation in eco-friendly community-
building activities like constructing greenhouses, natural compost dugouts, 
and organic farming; and many other ways. The childhood experiences in 
India, the firsthand experiences in Bhutan, and the theoretical research on 
the prevalent indigenous education systems in India, New Zealand, and 
Kenya commingled to develop this book. Apart from these aspects, it is 
necessary to acknowledge the influence of the book My Green School by 
Thakur Singh Powdyel on my work. This book officially laid the founda-
tion of the Green School System in Bhutan in 2006.

The discussions in this book tear open a global present which Achille 
Mbembe in his article “Bodies as Borders” (2019) calls “the sustainability 
and durability of our planet” (5). In the article, he adds that it is necessary 
to reassemble and reconstitute the planet “as an integrated system in which 
humans and non-humans, physical, chemical and biological components, 
oceans, atmosphere and land surface are interlinked in a grand gesture of 
mutuality” (5). This mutuality can be established only by making sure that 
the planetary effort to transform ego-centric education systems into eco-
friendly education systems never ceases. As a result, this book wholeheart-
edly embraces inconclusiveness as a paradigm of teaching, learning, caring, 
and sharing in daily life.

Sayan Dey
May 8, 2022

Work Cited
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INTRODUCTION

Why Green Academia?

Let me start this monograph with a story. This is the story about creating the 
Five Nation Tribes as written by a Mohawk army chief named John Norton 
in his letters in 1816. In the book Mohawk Memoir from the War of 1812 
(2019), Carl Benn narrates the following story as written by Norton. Before 
the evolution of the earth, there existed a country above the sky where 
“Superior Beings” (Norton cited in Benn, 2019: 34) lived. The land was 
ruled by the “Great Spirit” (ibid.). One day, the Great Spirit discovered that 
his daughter had been impregnated in an unlawful manner, which annoyed 
him. Out of anger, he uprooted a tree and pushed his daughter through the 
hole created by the Great Spirit’s followers. But, after pushing, when his 
anger subsided a bit, he realized that his daughter and the child in her womb 
might get severely injured and destroyed. Therefore, he ordered a “Great 
Turtle” (ibid.) to come on the surface of the water and hold her on its back. 
As she fell on the turtle’s back, she found some mud on it. Gradually, she 
converted the mud balls into an island. On that island, she gave birth to 
a daughter who grew up, married, and gave birth to two sons. The older 
son was named Teharonghyawago, which means the “holder of heaven” 
(ibid.), and the younger son was named Tawiskaron, which means “flinty 
rock” (ibid.). The elder son was kind, compassionate, and faithful, while the 
younger son was cunning, self-centered, and violent. Being pleased by the 
benevolent nature of Teharonghyawago, the Great Turtle gave him an “ear 
of maize” (ibid.) to harvest. The younger son was jealous of his brother, and 
he wanted to kill him. Teharonghyawago was also upset with his brother 
Tawiskaron for his torturous attitude against the animals on the island. 
Ultimately, the brothers broke into a fight. The elder brother defended him-
self with horn and flintstone, while the younger brother attacked the for-
mer with froth and reed. During this fight, the brothers traveled through 
different places and rebuked each other in various tones of voice. Later on, 
the different tones of voice got transformed into different languages for the 
people living in those different places.

This story from the Mohawk community reveals how in the precolonial 
indigenous societies, the evolution of the different aspects of habitual 
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human existence like language, society, culture, and food was attributed to 
nature. The Great Turtle saved the pregnant daughter, the elder brother was 
given maize by the Great Turtle to harvest, and the different voice tones of 
the brothers got transformed into various human languages. In other words, 
these instances of human–nature coexistence unfold the “disparate modes 
of producing knowledge and notions of knowledge” (Gordon, 2011: 95) 
that existed amongst the various indigenous communities across the globe 
during the precolonial era. During this time, nature was never alienated 
from the developmental patterns of human civilization. The knowledges 
that were derived from nature functioned as a “living discipline” (Gordon, 
2015: 2). Lewis R. Gordon analyzes living discipline as a form of humility 
in which the methodological resources reach reality but do not capture, 
colonize, or constrain it.

The purpose of introducing the book with this anecdote is to argue that 
‘green academia’ or eco-friendly systems of knowledge cultivation have 
been the central pattern of gaining and sharing knowledges since the evolu-
tion of this planet. Every contemporary form of an education system is 
rooted in the liveliness and practicality of the natural environment. The 
dresses we wear, the languages we speak, the foods that we consume, and 
the patterns in which we think and act have been inherited from nature. It 
is never possible to understand our histories “without taking the natural 
environment into account. Climate, natural resources, rivers, and moun-
tains do shape specific forms of and relations within human society” (Chen, 
2010: 103). So, the purpose behind the appeal toward collectively building 
green academic systems across the planet in this book is to reconfigure the 
existing eco-friendly systems of knowledge production in diverse social, cul-
tural, and geopolitical contexts. To manufacture self-profiting, abusive, and 
physiologically fractured empires of knowledge production across the 
globe, the knowledge systems that were rooted in the natural environment 
were systematically, epistemically, and institutionally disrupted by the 
European colonizers.

The emergence of the planetary project of European colonization gave 
birth to Ivory Towers of “Capitalist/Patriarchal, Western-Centric/Christian-
Centric, modern/colonial” (Grosfoguel, 2011: 7) knowledge systems. The 
knowledge systems, through “siphoning off natural resources” (Rodney, 
2018: 112) and indigenous human resources, created a “passage of abso-
lute knowledge” (Maart, 2014: 55). The passages are carefully safeguarded 
by the Ivory Tower priests, who commodify every form of knowledge “in 
the market place of knowledge exchange and legitimation” (Gordon, 2005: 
376). The expropriation of diverse indigenous eco-centric systems of 
knowledges and the appropriation of knowledge as an exclusionary, 
ego-centric, and universalized system of capitalistic pleasure brought forth 
an “apocalyptic reality of occupation and subjugation” (Simpson, 2014: 
15). The ego-centric Euromodern universalized system of knowledge as an 
apocalyptic reality, which Ramon Grosfoguel identifies as the “ego-politics 
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of knowledge” (2008), has led to epistemological and ontological invisibil-
ities. Grosfoguel adds:

The “ego-politics of knowledge” of western philosophy has always 
privileged the myth of a non-situated “ego.” Ethnic/racial/gender/
sexual epistemic location and the subject that speaks are always 
decoupled. By delinking ethnic/racial/gender/sexual epistemic loca-
tion from the subject that speaks, western philosophy and sciences 
are able to produce a myth about a truthful universal knowledge 
that covers up, that is, conceals both the speaker as well as the 
geo-political and body-political epistemic location of the structures 
of colonial power/knowledge from where the subject speaks.

(2008)

Columbian philosopher Santiago Castro-Gomez argues that the episte-
mological and ontological invisibilities that are underlined with myths of 
non-situated ego and truthful universal knowledge have led to the devel-
opment of “point zero – the point of view that hides and conceals itself 
as being beyond a particular point of view, that is, the point of view that 
represents itself as being without a point of view” (2003: 52).

Gordon elaborates on the invisibilities of Euromodernity by identifying 
the four major types of invisibilities: “invisibility of quantity or racial invis-
ibility, the invisibility of time linked to land or indigenous invisibility, invis-
ibility linked to voice, and invisibility linked to knowledge” (2019). With 
respect to the shift from the eco-centric indigenous systems of knowledge 
dissemination toward ego-centric Euromodern systems of knowledge pro-
duction, let us elaborately reflect on the various ways through which these 
invisibilities have been functioning since the colonial era across the globe.

Racial and indigenous invisibility

The European colonial era transformed nature from a ‘source’ of knowl-
edges into a ‘resource’ for hunting, gathering, extracting, and profit-making. 
The acts of hunting, gathering, extracting, and profit-making were physical 
processes and ideological processes. To elaborate, through the process of 
physically exploiting the natural environment, the colonizers made an effort 
to socially, culturally, economically, racially, and epistemically invisibilize 
and erase the multifaceted knowledge systems of the indigenous commu-
nities that were closely knitted to the natural environment. Ample histor-
ical evidence reveals how the European colonizers forced the indigenous 
natives into animal hunting, cutting down forests, removing agricultural 
lands, compartmentalizing residential areas, and so on. Different projects 
of industrialization as a form of colonization were built on the local envi-
ronmental and economic systems. The projects laid the foundation for a 
“worldwide movement for modernisation” (Pouchepadass, 1995: 2059) 



I N T R O D U C T I O N

4

and enabled the “systematic extraction of desired economic products” 
(Sivaramakrishnan, 1995: 7) through the extraction of minerals, cutting 
down of forests, killing, and domestication of wild animals, destruction of 
fertile lands, overuse of water resources, and in many more ways (Guha, 
1990; Gadgil and Guha, 1995; Shiva, 2016; Kothari, 2021). Many of these 
practices of “capitalist industrialization” (Watts, 2004: 196), monopoliza-
tion of nature, and biopiracy continue to function even today. For instance, 
the Malay Peninsula was “converted into a plantation economy” (Amrith, 
2015: 71) to meet the industrial needs of Britain and the US. During the 
industrial revolution in Europe, vast tracts of forest lands in the Malay 
Peninsula were destroyed to build cheap rubber factories. To meet the labor 
demands of the factories, besides the natives, indentured laborers from 
China and India were brought in large numbers. They were forced to clear 
the rainforests and earn their living at the expense of the local ecosystems. 
This culture of acknowledging colonial/modern systems of knowledges at 
the cost of performing ecocides continues to occur even today in the pen-
insular region. Several rubber factories are still in place, and they continue 
to exploit the natural environment. Owing to the excessive demand for 
palm oil and lumber, deforestation continues to worsen in the region of 
Malaysian Borneo (Reports & Multimedia, 2016).

Similar experiences of exploitation can be located in the Irrawaddy River 
basin as well. In colonial Burma, the flourishing Irrawaddy River basin 
became an appropriate site for the British colonizers to expand their tenta-
cles of economic colonization in Asia through the looting of minerals like 
coal, gold, and jade to Europe (Tagliacozzo, 2004: 370). Even today, the 
river basin produces a considerable amount of revenue for different 
European and Chinese companies. Still, the locals economically exist in 
adverse precarity with extreme social-ecological failures and human rights 
abuses (Pye, 2016).

In India, the situation during the era of European colonization (specifi-
cally British colonization) was not much different. The Government of 
India Act in 1935 provincialized the indigenous tribal areas in India into 
three groups: “Wholly Excluded Area,” “Area of Modified Exclusion,” or 
“Excluded Areas,” and “Partially Excluded Areas” (Bhowmik, 1981: 50). 
This act gave further impetus to the existing feudalism and caste exploita-
tion in India. The feudal lords mainly were Brahmins, and they forced the 
lower caste and tribal communities to either pay high taxes or surrender 
their respective agricultural lands. In this way, they also compelled the 
lower caste and tribal communities to engage in bonded labor. The 
socio-economic disintegration that this act resulted in continues to impact 
the lower caste and tribal communities in the contemporary era. For exam-
ple, the culture of tribal servitude in the Malabar and Wayanad districts of 
Kerala, which was unleashed on the lower caste and tribal communities by 
the Portuguese and the British with the help of local high-caste feudal lords 
during the 19th century, normalized their exploitation to such an extent 
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that even today a majority of such communities survive without sufficient 
access to food, water, housing, electricity, education, and jobs (Rajan, 2013).

Apart from uprooting the indigenous social, cultural, and economic prac-
tices of the natives, the European colonizers conducted multiple medical 
experiments on the animals, which later on got systematized as the disci-
pline of bacteriology across the globe. In the article “Beasts of Burden” 
(2010), Pratik Chakrabarti observes:

Animals were an important part of colonialism, and imperial-
ism added an important complexity to the modern problem of 
human-animal relationships … From the 1860s, as the British 
attempted to introduce various chemical drugs in colonial India, 
experiments on animals became necessary.

(130–131)

To analyze the quality and safety of chloroforms, two Hyderabad Chloroform 
Commissions were established. The first experiment by the commission was 
conducted in 1888, and around 141 animals were killed in the process. 
Edward Lawrie, one of the experimenters, notes: “I have killed scores of 
dogs with chloroform … and I have never seen syncope or failure of the 
heart’s action produced by it” (cited in Masson, Wilson and Hovel, 1969: 
1005). The first commission was not satisfied with the outcome. Therefore, 
another few sets of experimentation on animals were recommended by the 
second commission. In the article “Chloroform” (1974), K.B. Thomas notes 
that the next stage of experiments was conducted over 56 days, and around 
500 animals were killed in the process (725). But Dr. Lauder Brunton, a 
heart surgeon from Scotland, was highly impressed by the result. He said: 
“The amount of experimental work we did in three months was so great 
that it would have taken a man his whole time for three years to work out 
all that was shown by the tracings” (cited in Masson, Wilson and Hovel: 
1007). Under the discipline of bacteriology, the legitimization and institu-
tionalization of killing and preserving animals in laboratories continue to 
occur in the contemporary era.

During European colonization, southern and western parts of Africa 
were stripped entirely of their natural resources like diamonds, ivory, baux-
ite, and oil. This exercise of stripping the indigenous communities of their 
natural resources not only led to physical deprivation but also created what 
Ngugi wa Thiong’o identifies as “a double cultural decapitation” (2009: 87) 
and Eviator Zerubavel identifies as “mnemonic decapitation” (2004: 91). 
Thiong’o and Zerubavel believe that, on the one hand, these forms of 
decapitation physically violate the indigenous bodies through racism, slav-
ery, and poverty. On the other hand, it eradicates their “land, labor, power 
and memory” (M’Baye, 2010: 474). The drastic social, cultural, racial, eco-
nomic, and epistemic impacts of these ecological exploitations on the local 
indigenous communities continue even today by “fueling several brutal 
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wars” (Maguwu and Kippenberg, 2018) and mining of diamonds and other 
minerals. The re-configuration of the colonial patterns of violating the nat-
ural environment and indigenous lands in contemporary Africa can be 
understood through the following incident. On May 10, 2018, Farai 
Maguwu and Juliane Kippenberg, in their article “Diamond Trade Still 
Fuels Human Suffering,” mention an incident that took place near the 
Marenge diamond fields in eastern Zimbabwe:

Just two weeks ago, protests by villagers against the alleged looting 
of diamond revenue by state-owned companies turned violent. Res-
idents say that security force personnel beat women with batons, 
fired live ammunition into the air, and fired tear gas canisters – 
resulting in three children being hospitalized.

Likewise, Mandy Turner, in the article “Scramble for Africa” (2007), talks 
about environmental degradation, state corruption, and violation of indige-
nous knowledge systems in South Africa in the contemporary era. She says:

With oil, gas, timber, diamonds, gold, coltan, and bauxite, Africa 
is home to some of the largest deposits of natural resources in the 
world. Revenues from their extraction should provide funds for 
badly needed development, but instead have fueled state corrup-
tion, environmental degradation, poverty, and violence.

The planetary project of environmental extraction impacted the island of 
Nauru as well. In 1900, the Germans conquered the island of Nauru, which 
is located in the Pacific Ocean between Hawaii and Australia. While expand-
ing their colonial empire on the island, they discovered phosphates. This led 
to the development of phosphate mining, and during their stay, “roughly 
80% of the island would be strip-mined … leaving a virtual moonscape 
marred by steep pits that is almost completely devoid of plant and animal 
life” (Wood, 2015). During the 68 years of colonialism in Nauru by the 
Germans, British, and Australians, around 34 million tonnes of phosphates 
were extracted and exported (Gowdy and McDaniel, 1999: 335). The eco-
logical depletion of the island was so severe that currently it suffers from 
crises of food, water, and bio-diversity. To fulfill their daily needs, the island-
ers have to depend on expensive imported goods, which are leading to the 
aggravation of poverty heavily.

Similarly, between the 1930s and 1960s, the Soviet Union took control 
of cotton production in the Aral Sea basin, located along the border of 
Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan (which were part of the Soviet Union). To 
enhance their global position in the cotton trade, they diverted the water 
resource from the Amu Darya and Syr Darya rivers toward Uzbekistan 
and Kazakhstan. While both Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan received ample 
water, the Aral Sea basin started contracting rapidly. Gradually, it became 
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a hypersaline water body, resulting in severe food crisis, water crisis, 
droughts, and permanent closure of the local fishing industry. The barren 
lands have not only dismantled the local ecological modes of existence. 
They have also led to the alarming rise of extreme events like sand storms, 
which have drastically triggered the increase in respiratory diseases 
(Severskiy and Ponomarenko, 2005: 18).

During the 15th and 17th centuries, the colonization of the Andes 
Mountains and the Amazon River Basin was no different. Spanish invaders 
colonized the Amazon River Basin and the Andes Mountains and extracted 
massive amounts of silver. The Spanish wars in Europe socio-economically 
weakened the country and therefore they heavily depended on the South 
American silver to recover their economy (Moore, 2010: 61). This led to 
massive environmental destruction in the form of depletion of local natural 
resources and animal life. The indigenous communities also lost their forest 
and agricultural lands and were compelled to work in the silver mines. The 
disruption of the indigenous and ecological modes of sustenance of the 
natives by the Spanish colonizers has been affecting their contemporary 
ways of existence. The seeds of anti-indigenous, anti-nature, capitalistic, 
and Euro-modern structures of knowledge production that were once sown 
by the Spanish continue to bear toxic fruits to date in the forms of “epistem-
icide (where you kill and displace pre-existing knowledges)” and “culture-
cide (where you kill or replace the cultures of a people)” (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 
2020). Countries like Brazil, Bolivia, and Peru continue to suffer from acute 
deforestation and hyper-extractive mining, which were caused by exploita-
tive resource management activities. For “agriculture, cattle ranching, and 
large scale hydropower generation” (Nobre and Castilla-Rubio, 2016), 
deforestation and overuse of river waters have led to an enormous increase 
in forest fires and the destruction of biodiversity.

These incidents of environmental destruction reveal that racism was prac-
ticed against human beings, and socially, culturally, geographically, and top-
ographically, the natural environment was racially invisibilized. The 
racialization of the natural environment takes place through what Rozena 
Maart identifies as “pigmentocracy” (Maart, 2014: 15). According to Maart, 
the term expresses the “extent to which hierarchy of pigmentation occurs in 
Black communities … where divide and conquer strategies, as a consequence 
of our troubled relationship to White supremacy, gave rise to narratives of 
light-skinned/dark-skinned dichotomies” (2014: 15). The hierarchies of pig-
mentation as practiced by the White European colonizers against the non-
White non-European people across the globe were also used as a tool to 
anatomize the natural environment into compartments of colonial epistemic 
binaries like good nature/bad nature, wild nature/tame nature, civilized 
nature/uncivilized nature, progressive nature/regressive nature, and scientific 
nature/unscientific nature. This is why, as mentioned in the above examples, 
the natural environment and the indigenous natives were racialized, enslaved, 
and decapitated simultaneously in the Malay Peninsula, Irrawady River 



I N T R O D U C T I O N

8

basin, Malabar, Wayanad, South Africa, Zimbabwe, Nauru, Aral Sea basin, 
Andes Mountains, and the Amazon River basin.

The invisibility of voice and knowledge

In the article “Equity, Eco-Racism and Environmental History” (1995), 
Martin V. Melosi says: “Of the questions which challenge the contemporary 
world as well as the human past, the race is an issue also confronting the 
natural environment – and destined to help reshape it” (3). The destruction 
of the natural environment has led to the ‘domination of the physical space, 
reformation of “natives’” minds and integration of local economic histories 
into the Western perspectives’ (Mudimbe, 1988: 2). During the precolo-
nial era, the forest lands not only were a source for fulfilling the physical 
demands of life but also shaped indigenous religion, science, and medicine. 
But, with the beginning of hunting and gathering raw materials from the 
natural environment by the European colonizers, the natural environment 
became a displaced entity as they were uprooted from their original places 
and spaces of belongingness and hijacked into the museums, laboratories, 
and markets in Europe. On the one hand, the European colonizers, through 
the destruction of the natural environment and indigenous socio-cultural 
practices, delegitimized and dehumanized the indigenous knowledge sys-
tems, and on the other hand, they stole the sources of indigenous knowl-
edges to Europe, manipulated them, patented them, and presented them 
to the world as their inventions. This is what James Jaffe identifies as the 
“irony of colonial governance” (2015: 16), in which the colonial power 
structures first create a crisis of knowledge by looting the non-European 
indigenous communities and then present themselves as discoverers, sym-
pathizers, social workers, and solution givers. This ritual of extracting and 
incubating indigenous knowledges in the epistemological and ontological 
laboratories of Europe continues even today. The practices of extracting 
and incubating indigenous knowledges are no longer limited within the 
epistemological prism of the colonizer/colonized phenomenon. The postco-
lonial nation-states and economies are built on an architecture that has been 
borrowed and sustained through an international system of human–nature 
relationships. While the European colonizers played a massive role in regu-
lating the commodification and commercialization of nature-based indige-
nous systems of knowledges, one cannot deny that such extractive forms of 
state-building functioned as the backbone of the postcolonial states.

In the article “Depleting medicinal plant resources” (2014), K. Nishteswar 
expresses his concern about the loss of habitat that is caused by the high 
“export of medicinal plants” (349) from India to different parts of Europe 
and the United States. This is not just a depletion of the natural ecological 
systems but also a lack of the indigenous knowledge system of Ayurveda in 
India, which is strictly against the capitalization and marketization of indig-
enous scientific and medical knowledges. The United States and various 
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countries in Europe import the medicinal plants from India, process them 
into tablets, capsules, and syrups, and export them at high prices across the 
globe. Besides the export of medicinal plants to Europe and the United 
States, the process of capitalization and marketization of indigenous scien-
tific and medical knowledges is sanctioned and mobilized by India’s institu-
tions. Let us take the example of the Patanjali Ayurved company.1 According 
to a survey by Mint in 2020, for the financial year 2019–2020, the company 
earned a “net profit of 424.72 crores”, which is 22 percent more than the 
profit for the previous financial year (Staff Writer, 2020). Based on a survey 
by Forbes in 2017, the CEO of Patanjali Ayurved, Acharya Balkrishna, was 
ranked 48th in the Forbes list of India’s 100 wealthiest people “with a net 
worth of 2.5 billion dollars” (ET Online, 2017). Such practices of commod-
ification and commercialization of Ayurvedic science and medicine are 
strictly against the ethics and norms of Ayurveda because Ayurveda believes 
that the sources of knowledges derived from the natural environment 
should not be used for profiteering motives; instead, it should be utilized for 
the welfare and development of the human civilization in a self-less, de-hi-
erarchical, depolarized, pluriversal, and inclusive manner (Patwardhan, 
2016: 74).

Kenya, where the Western and Western-styled pharmaceutical industries 
have caused huge damage to the traditional scientific and medical practices, 
experiences an identical crisis. The process of disassembling the traditional 
practices started in the 19th century when the “colonial government had 
initiated programs to systematically discredit” (Gakuya et al., 2020: 2) tra-
ditional medicine practices in Kenya. Traditional plants like babul, khat, and 
tulsi are being used as appetizers, stimulants, and aromatic flavors, respec-
tively. But, today, these plants have become endangered in Kenya because of 
overuse by the medicinal industries within the country and abroad. Eunice 
Omanga et al., in the article “Industrial air pollution in Kenya” (2014), 
argue how the governing institutions in postcolonial Kenya, owing to “inad-
equate legislation and lack of political will” (1), have failed to build air 
quality management systems and pollution prevention technologies. They 
also observe that “pollution prevention technologies get sidelined in favor of 
short-term benefits from increased production and job creation” (1). On a 
similar note, Lucy Emerton et al., in the article “Environment, Poverty and 
Economic Growth on Kenya” (2001), argue that the growth of the private 
sector and employment in Kenya has led to massive depletion and degrada-
tion of the “environmental resource base” (1). They add:

Activities carried out in the major productive sectors of the Kenyan 
economy give rise to wide-scale environmental degradation, char-
acterized by air, water, and land pollution; land degradation; water 
resources depletion; reduced biological diversity; a decline in natu-
ral resources stocks; and loss of ecological services.

(3)
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This is how: the reckless policies of commercialization and industrialization 
have been destroying several indigenous plants in Kenya. Latin America 
encounters a similar challenge; there, the traditional medical and scientific 
narratives have been extorted and distorted by the colonizers and later on 
by the postcolonial governments for promoting “nation building, … public 
health initiatives, … modernising agendas and to legitimise state control 
through their perceived beneficial and ‘civilising’ effects” (Newson, 2006: 
368). The assault on the natural environment that was once unleashed by 
the Spanish, Portuguese, and British colonizers (since the 15th century) is 
also acknowledged and celebrated by the governing institutions in the con-
temporary era. In the essay “Environmental Conflicts in the Latin America 
& the Caribbean” (2018), Claudia Lagos Lira reflects on how the natural 
environment in Brazil, Columbia, Peru, and the Caribbean, which was once 
exploited by the European colonizers for mining gold and copper, continue 
to be exploited today. She says: “In the contemporary times and driven by 
a huge global demand, copper mining has become key to global econo-
mies, local communities, and national politics, sparking conflicts regard-
ing indigenous lands and endangering local communities.” The governing 
institutions in these Latin American countries and the Caribbean function 
as gatekeepers of the invisible empires of colonialism/capitalism. Within 
such governing institutions, the habitual exploitation of indigenous science 
and medicine is systematically concealed under the glossaries of capital-
ism/colonialism that consist of terms like ‘modernism,’ ‘industrialization,’ 
‘sustainability,’ ‘green capitalism,’ ‘ecological balance,’ environmental sta-
bility,’ and ‘economic growth.’ The glossaries are manufactured externally 
by foreign institutions and internally by the numerous social, political, cul-
tural, and research institutions within these countries. These instances from 
India, Kenya, Latin America, and the Caribbean revealed that the practice 
of patenting indigenous knowledges for profit (Rose, 2016) in the postco-
lonial states is centrally regulated by the governing institutions that have 
physically emerged within the postcolonial states but, ideologically, whose 
patterns of functioning are firmly embedded with the violent ideologies and 
ethics of colonialism. In the process of exporting medicinal plants to the 
research laboratories, selling indigenous scientific knowledges, and signing 
contracts of commercial exchanges with institutions in Europe and North 
America, the postcolonial states, in collaboration with organizations from 
the colonialist/capitalist West, give birth to what Sally Munt identifies as 
“victimocracy” (2017: 868). In a victimocratic state, the victims function as 
oppressors, as can be seen in the above-discussed instances of India, Kenya, 
Latin America, and the Caribbean, where the victims of European colo-
nization actively function as perpetrators of colonialism/capitalism today. 
So, concerning the systemic and epistemic demolition of the natural envi-
ronment, these situations unpack compartments of complex narratives, in 
which the oppressors and the victims are consensually entangled in such a 
manner that the existing dichotomy of the Euro–North American colonial 
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oppressor and the postcolonial indigenous oppressed is no longer distinctly 
visible. In other words, in the context of human–nature conflict, the colo-
nially structured oppressor–oppressed relationship needs to be understood 
through a lens of epistemological and ontological entanglements.

To further diversify the consensually entangled, anti-nature, and capital-
istic narratives of knowledge production and distribution, these violent sys-
tems have been institutionalized through the pedagogical patterns, curricular 
structures, and academic disciplines in the schools, colleges, and universi-
ties. Achille Mbembe, in his article “Decolonizing the university” (2016), 
argues that, in the 20th century, the universities function as “large systems 
of authoritative control, standardization, gradation, accountancy, classifica-
tion, credits and penalties” (30). The principal colonial bureaucratic meth-
odologies that have been affecting the current education systems across the 
globe are:

	 i	 A mania for assessments: In schools, colleges, and universities, the pro-
cess of assessing the performances of the students and teachers, instead 
of becoming a diversely creative process, has become a burdensome 
issue. The “system of business principles and statistical accountancy” 
(Mbembe, 2016: 31) of the educational institutions forces individu-
als into various prodigiously mechanized (Cesaire, 1972: 65) admin-
istrative works and to remain distracted from contextually productive 
academic and research engagements, which can ecologically contribute 
to the sustainable development of a society. In this way, learning and 
sharing in many educational institutions across the globe are discon-
nected from the contextual knowledges of the natural environment and 
ecology and remain cocooned within the written pages of the textbooks 
and the four walls of the text classrooms and laboratories.

	ii	 Flawed methodologies of student and faculty evaluation: To live up 
to the statistical desires of the educational institutions, the students 
and teachers have to depend on quantitative productivity instead of 
qualitative productivity heavily. To elaborate, a majority of the insti-
tutions around the world evaluate the academic and research growth 
of students and faculties based on “numbers of publications, several 
conference papers presented, numbers of committees served on, num-
bers of courses taught, numbers of students processed in those courses, 
numbers of advisees, quantitative measures in teaching excellence, 
etc.” (Mbembe, 31). As a result, teaching and research as qualitative 
methodologies of knowledge dissemination based on multidimensional 
ecological, environmental, and indigenous perspectives are highly 
underestimated and ignored worldwide.

	iii	 Conversions of students into customers and consumers: The capi-
talistic, anti-nature, and business principles of the institutionalized 
knowledge systems have converted the students into customers and 
consumers, in which “the students have become interested less and 
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less in study and knowledge for its own sake and more and more in 
the material pay off, or utility, which their studies and degree have on 
the open market” (Mbembe, 31). The nature-based indigenous knowl-
edges do not classify humans and nature into separate epistemological 
and ontological entities. On the contrary, such knowledge systems nav-
igate ways to weave possibilities of collaborations and intersections 
between humans and nature to learn, care for, and share knowledges. 
The industrialization and marketization of the academic system dis-
member the individuals from the constellations of nature-based indig-
enous knowledges that they have inherited from their forefathers and 
foremothers, commodifies them as certificate buyers and degree hold-
ers, and pushes them into decapitated states of epistemological and 
ontological “meaninglessness, powerlessness, and belonginglessness” 
(Clark, 1959: 849).

	iv	 Hierarchy of English language: Despite making efforts to revive, pre-
serve, and practice the indigenous languages around the world, the 
European languages continue to reign supreme. For example, in India, 
the postcolonial governing structures have focused on establishing a 
tri-lingual framework of teaching and learning – “mother tongue, 
regional language, and English” (Menon, 2015). This multilingual pol-
icy enables students and teachers to engage from/with their social, cul-
tural, and linguistic landscapes. In several English medium and local 
language medium schools, colleges, and universities, multilingual com-
munication amongst the students and teachers is a common practice 
within and outside the classrooms. But the hangover of the Macaulyan 
dream of Euromodernity through the imposition of the English lan-
guage as a social, cultural, racial, capitalistic, and linguistic phenome-
non exists even today. In the “Minute on Education” (1835), Thomas 
Babington Macaulay mentioned that the introduction of English at the 
cost of native languages in India is crucial not only for “reviving litera-
ture in India” but also “for the introduction of promotion of a knowl-
edge of sciences among the inhabitants of the British territories” (1). 
This statement by Macaulay reveals that the English language func-
tioned beyond a linguistic component and was used as an epistemolog-
ical and ontological weapon to dehumanize, delegitimize, and annihilate 
the indigenous sciences and literature derived from the natural environ-
ment. Today, the English-centered curricular structures and the peda-
gogical patterns in many educational institutions in India reflect how 
the capitalistic citadels of Euro–North American canonized systems of 
knowledge production have been re-installed.

	v	 Carryover of colonial texts: Besides various administrative, pedagog-
ical, and infrastructural transmutations, the colonial “re-Westerniza-
tion” (Boidin, Cohen, and Grosfoguel, 2012: 4) of the educational in-
stitutions in postcolonial India is underlined by the heavy presence of 
European textbooks in the curriculum. During 1962–63 and 1970–71, 
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Joseph W. Elder analyzed the English language textbooks that were be-
ing taught in the schools of Lucknow and Madurai and found out that

The British presence has not yet completely disappeared from 
India’s educational culture. Indian school children still read the 
stories of Little Red Riding Hood, Sleeping Beauty, Cinderella, 
and Aesop’s Fables (albeit with accompanying illustrations 
suggesting these stories might have taken place in India) … In 
the higher grades, Indian students are exposed to Jim Corbett’s 
account of a tiger hunt, the candlestick scene from Les Miserables 
and an abridged version of The Merchant of Venice.

(1971: 290)

Since the 1970s, the syllabus structures in the educational institutions 
have undergone paradigmatic changes to date with respect to the reduc-
tion of European textbooks and the introduction of various Indian 
indigenous literary texts in their native languages and English transla-
tions. But the global validation of several theories and philosophies that 
emerges within the epistemological and the ontological spaces of India 
continues to be sanctioned by the colonial West. Concerning the the-
matic context of this monograph, let us take the example of Rudyard 
Kipling’s The Jungle Book, where the colonial visions of land and the 
exploitation of the natural resources in India get normalized.

In that book, the images of colonial supremacy are systematically 
and benevolently constructed by Kipling through the characterization 
of Mowgli. According to the story, one evening, a human baby was 
found in the jungle by a black panther named Bagheera, who carried 
him to the wolves. The wolves adopted him and called him Mowgli. 
Though most animals loved Mowgli in the jungle, a tiger named Sher 
Khan did not like him and always wanted to kill him. Owing to the 
violent nature and the tendency to destroy the natural environment, 
Sher Khan regarded humans as his enemies. Throughout the story, 
Mowgli is consistently targeted by Sher Khan and is collectively pro-
tected by Bagheera, bears, wolves, and many other animals. At the end 
of the story, Mowgli rescues the animals from the torment of Sher Khan 
by driving him away with a burning tree branch and returns to human 
civilization. Through the portrayal of the intelligence, adaptability, and 
leadership of Mowgli, the story highlights the “colonially conceived 
cultural legacy in the Western view of the Orient” (Asghar and Butt, 
2017: 145). On the one hand, Mowgli’s ability to save the animals in 
the forest against the torment of Sher Khan justifies the superiority of 
humans over the natural environment. On the other hand, his return to 
human civilization by leaving behind the animals that adopted and pro-
tected him systematizes the colonial culture of treating the natural 
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environment as an object of extraction and as a resource of temporary 
refuge. The portrayal of Sher Khan, who has been a victim of human 
wrath (one of his eyes was injured by a burning tree branch) and who 
wishes to protect the forest against human invaders, as a demonic fig-
ure shows how “imperial education and rule” (McClure, 1981: 59) 
have always presented the conservators of the natural environment as a 
potential threat to the development of human civilization.

Let us take the example of another book, which has been taught reg-
ularly since 2005 to the standard 9 school students as part of the 
Central Board of Secondary Education (CBSE) English literature curric-
ulum in India. The title of the book is Beehive. The book consists of 27 
short stories, poems, and excerpts. Out of the 27 pieces, only eight 
belong to authors from India, and the rest belong to white Western 
authors. The book covers many themes like science fiction, family, 
school, sports, politics, education, and rural life. But not a single story 
focuses on the importance of ecological knowledges in the context of 
India and abroad. The book features a couple of nature-based poems 
by European Romantic poets. Still, it fails to engage with the diverse 
nature-based literature, science, medicine, philosophy, and so on, that 
were habitually practiced in precolonial India and later trafficked and 
distorted in the colonial West. Similar issues have been encountered in 
the curricular structures of other subject areas like science, mathemat-
ics, philosophy, and psychology in the schools and higher educational 
institutions of postcolonial India.

These books have played a pivotal role in shaping dominant, colonial, and 
capitalistic attitudes of individuals toward the natural environment. Such 
attitudes have resulted in various ecological crises to date and one such crisis 
is COVID-19. The evolution of COVID-19 and its development into a pan-
demic have been consistently reminding us of the ill effects of anti-nature, 
colonial, capitalistic, and institutionalized modes of knowledge production 
in the contemporary era through widening the existing economic divisions; 
class divisions; loss of jobs; closure of workplaces; lack of accessibility to 
education; lack of medical and health facilities; and lack of sufficient food, 
water, and other basic existential necessities. The roots of these crises during 
the time of COVID-19 lie in the “crisis of nature caused by capitalist activi-
ties that reverberated in the evolution and the spread of pandemic” (Nelson, 
2020: 1). To elaborate, to understand the various ecological dynamics of 
COVID-19, it is necessary to understand the pandemic as an ecocidal conse-
quence of capitalism. COVID-19 as an ecocidal consequence of capitalism 
shows that the outbreak can be interpreted not as a separate biomedical 
phenomenon but as a collective phenomenon that upholds the “totality of 
destruction” (Malczynski, 2020: 184). Usually, historically, the destruction 
of the environment has been exclusively considered a natural disaster. The 
death of human beings due to the outbreak of pandemics and epidemics 
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has been exclusively considered a biomedical disaster. But it is necessary to 
investigate the outbreak of COVID-19 within a “genocide-ecocide nexus” 
(Dunlap, 2021: 214) because the nexus discloses the link between capital-
istic patterns of knowledges and the evolution of COVID-19. To further 
understand the connection between capitalistic practices of knowledges and 
the development of COVID-19, let us briefly analyze the circumstances in 
which the birth of this virus took place.

The pandemic of COVID-19 is a result of a respiratory syndrome called 
SARS-CoV-2. It belongs to viruses that cause respiratory and gastrointesti-
nal infections in animals like bats, pigs, poultry, cats, and dogs. Some believe 
that the virus accidentally escaped from a laboratory, whereas others think 
it was intentionally done as part of bio-warfare. But the most common 
argument is that COVID-19 is a zoonotic virus and that the rise of this 
pandemic took place in an animal market in Wuhan, China (Nouri, 2020). 
After thorough investigations, a majority of the scientists around the world 
claimed that the virus erupted out of specific experiments that were con-
ducted on animals, which is not much different from the ways through 
which the British assessed the impact of chloroform on various animals in 
India in 1888 and butchered around 500 of them in the process. According 
to Rob Wallace, Alex Liebman, Luis Fernando Chaves, and Rodrick Wallace:

Some pathogens emerge right out of centers of production … But 
many like COVID-19 originate on the frontiers of capital produc-
tion. Indeed, at least 60 percent of novel human pathogens emerge 
by spilling over from wild animals to local human communities 
(before the more successful ones spread to the rest of the world) … 
Outbreak zones, meanwhile, are no longer even organized under 
traditional polities. Unequal ecological exchange – redirecting the 
worst damage from industrial agriculture to the global South – has 
moved out of solely stripping localities of resources by state-led 
imperialism and into new complexes across scale and commodity.

(2020)

With the outbreak, as lockdowns were imposed across the globe, the worst-
hit people were the economically backward class of people like laborers, 
daily wage earners, odd-job workers, and farmers. Most of these peo-
ple, who originate outside the exclusionary capitalistic landscapes of the 
urban areas and in the eco-centric spaces of inclusivity and diversity, were 
uprooted from their original environment by various capitalistic forces 
and were flung into spaces of “hyperincarceration” (Moran and Schliehe, 
2017: 2) and “stuckedness” (Hage, 2009: 98). Dominique Moran and Anna 
Schliehe understand hyperincarceration as “the space of the metropolitan 
center, and how the prison spaces open out into these urban areas of mar-
ginality” (2017: 5). During COVID-19, the imprisoned urban spaces have 
pushed the laborers, daily wage earners, odd-job workers, and farmers into 



I N T R O D U C T I O N

16

a state of what Ghassan Hage interprets as “stuckedness” or “existential 
immobility” (2009: 98). It can be categorically observed through the exis-
tential conditions of the laborers, daily wage workers, odd-job workers, 
and farmers in the countries like India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Sri 
Lanka, South Africa, and Brazil.

To prevent the continuity of these existential crises from the COVID-19 
era to the post-COVID-19 era, as triggered by the ideologies of anti-nature, 
ego-centric and capitalistic “European modernity” (Nzegwu, 2019: 367), it 
is highly crucial to revive the precolonial nature-based ethics of indigenous 
knowledges through building “environmental integrity, economic viability” 
and a “just society” (Giannini, 2020). Giannini further analyzes the rela-
tionality between COVID-19 and the ongoing climate crisis by saying:

We must unite to fight the impending threat of COVID-19 … But 
we cannot forget that the climate crisis is also a battle for our lives 
and that many will die from its effects if we do not act now.

(2020)

Didier Pollefyt elucidates this human-triggered climate crisis as a form of 
“Holocaust” that is performed “beyond (in)human imagination” (2013: 
23). He adds:

In confrontation with the dramatic perspectives on the future of the 
ecological system called ‘earth’… [we] often relativise the ecologi-
cal challenges, comforting ourselves with the idea that the situation 
is not as bad as we think, that we do not see or experience ourselves 
the decline of nature, that things are exaggerated, etc. Nature is as 
vulnerable to evil and destruction as our interhuman relations.

(ibid.)

Based on these confrontations, this monograph explores the various pos-
sibilities of dismantling the ego-centric “capitalistic law of value” (Nelson, 
2016: 45) and reinstating the nature-based and environment-friendly peda-
gogical and curricular infrastructures in the mainstream educational institu-
tions in the post-COVID-19 era. The discussions about environment-friendly 
pedagogical and curricular infrastructures in the post-COVID-19 era in this 
monograph are not imprisoned within the narratives of the pandemic in 
general and the COVID-19 in particular but make an effort to explore pos-
sible ways of weaving ecology and the environment as a habitual practice 
of teaching and learning in an intersectional manner.

The monograph is divided into five chapters. The first chapter, 
“Introduction,” sets the thematic and theoretical tone of this monograph. 
With respect to particular examples from different countries around the 
world, the chapter reflects on how the culture of violating the eco-centric 
indigenous systems of knowledges that the European colonizers once 
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globally created through unleashing the exploitative knowledge structures 
of capitalism on the non-European indigenous communities continues to 
function in the present era. It also argues how the anti-nature and capitalis-
tic knowledge systems have contributed to the evolution and growth of 
COVID-19 across the globe. The second chapter, “Ecodemia: A Journey to 
the Roots,” talks about some of the existing nature-based pedagogical and 
curricular practices that different organizations around the world follow. 
The ecological and environment-friendly systems of knowledge develop-
ment that have been discussed in this chapter are the Green School System 
of Bhutan; the Sarang School, the Barefoot College, Rabindranath Tagore’s 
experimental pedagogies, the Students’ Education and Cultural Movement 
of Ladakh (SECMOL), and Mohandas K. Gandhi’s Nai Taleem in India; the 
Green Belt Movement in Kenya; and the kaupapa Ma ̄ori education system 
in New Zealand. These initiatives reflect on how the indigenous knowledge 
systems and modern/Euro–North American knowledge systems collaborate 
and converge as a symbiotic entity to make the optimum use of the natural 
environment and conserve it as a space for teaching, learning, and sharing, 
and caring. The third chapter, “Transformations: Curriculum and Pedagogy,” 
focuses on how the various nature-based pedagogical and curricular initia-
tives, as discussed in the second chapter, can be adopted on a pan-global 
basis by weaving ecology and the environment within the pedagogical 
practices of mainstream educational institutions in the post-COVID-19 era, 
not as a momentary solution to pandemics in the near future but as a usual 
long-term intersectional framework of habitual teaching and learning. 
As examples, the chapter discusses how the indigenous eco-friendly educa-
tional practices like the Green School System, the Sarang School system, the 
Barefoot College project, Tagore’s experimental pedagogies, Nai Taleem, 
the SECMOL, the Green Belt Movement, and the kaupapa Māori educa-
tion system have been assisting or have the potential to help different com-
munities around the world to counter the pandemic of COVID-19 effectively. 
Besides these nature-based systems/projects of building ecologically sustain-
able knowledge systems, this chapter discusses the collaborative and co-
creative project of Vikalp Sangam in India and the way it has been weaving 
alternative frameworks of teaching, learning, caring, and sharing across the 
country since the pre-COVID-19 era. The fourth chapter, “Political Ecology 
and Science and Technology Studies: Weaving Intersectional Academic 
Spaces,” argues that to interlink various knowledge disciplines in the post-
COVID-19 era, it is necessary to position the alternate eco-friendly modes 
of education within the knowledge fields of political ecology and Science 
and Technology Studies (STS). In the process of doing so, the discussion 
identifies that the alternate curricular and pedagogical practices, elaborately 
discussed in the second chapter, have a lot of similarities with the functional 
patterns of political ecology and STS. But, as this chapter argues, there is a 
lack of collective effort to engage with the fields of political ecology and 
STS as an intersectional academic discipline across the globe. So, the 



I N T R O D U C T I O N

18

chapter navigates possibilities of developing political ecology and STS as an 
interwoven academic discipline within the educational institutions in India 
and outside in the post-COVID-19 era. The final chapter, “Non-conclusion: 
A Multidimensional Mechanism,” summarizes the findings of this mono-
graph. Based on the arguments in the previous chapters, this chapter also 
analyzes a multidimensional mechanism (de-regionalization, de-racialization, 
de-homogenization, and de-commodification) which can be generated 
through practicing ecologically sustainable forms of curricular and peda-
gogical aspects and which can create a long-term resistance against any 
form of pandemics in the future.

Note
	 1	 Among several companies that promote Ayurvedic science and medicine in 

India, I have particularly chosen the example of the Patanjali Ayurved Company 
because in 2018 (within 12 years of its evolution) Patanjali Ayurved was iden-
tified as India’s “fastest-growing FMCG [Fast Moving Consumer Goods] com-
pany” (Aggarawal, 2018). So, it is important for readers to understand that, in 
the name of preserving and promoting indigenous science and medicine, the 
Patanjali Ayurved Company has been extracting profits by trafficking, packag-
ing, and selling indigenous knowledges in India.
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ECO-FRIENDLY ACADEMIC 
SYSTEMS

A Journey to the Roots

“Pachamamanchiswanqa rimananchispuni sapa p’unchay.”
(Huaman, 2019: 13)

The quotation, as mentioned above, is in the Quechuan language, spoken 
by the indigenous natives of the Peruvian Andes. It can be roughly trans-
lated as the dialogic connection between the indigenous communities of the 
Andes and the natural world. It also reflects how the contemporary indige-
nous communities in the Peruvian Andes wholeheartedly rely on the values 
and instructions that they receive from their natural environment daily. This 
instance of indigenous scholarship reminds us that unlike the “death pro-
ject” (Suárez-Krabbe, 2012: 338) of anti-nature and ego-centric methodol-
ogies of capitalistic education, which are manufactured through textbooks 
written by a specific group of white and white-privileged authors; through 
the white boards and projectors in the classrooms; through grading and cer-
tificate distribution businesses; and through the laboratories, “the remaking 
of development must start by examining local constructions, to the extent 
that they are the life and history of the people, that is, the conditions for and 
of change” (Escobar, 1995: 98).

Apart from this example, several other examples from different indige-
nous communities in the world have successfully reclaimed, revitalized, and 
sustained their respective eco-friendly systems of indigenous knowledge 
and channeled them into the mainstream non-indigenous institutionalized 
systems of education. For instance, the Ma ̄ori community in New Zealand 
and the Kanaka Maoli community in Hawaii have built ‘parent-run 
Kōhanga Reo1 and Pūnana Leo2 “language nest” preschools in the early 
1980s.’ They have continued “with the Indigenous language- and cul-
ture-based education systems that now extend from preschool to graduate 
school” (Iokepa-Guerrero, 2016: 231). In a similar pattern, along the set-
tler-imposed international border of the St. Lawrence River in the United 
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States, the Mohawk community has been building traditional schools to 
revive their Kanienkehaka lands (lands that belong to the Mohawk people) 
and land-based cultural practices against industrial pollution. The schools 
have also been generating “community wide efforts in cultural and linguis-
tic revitalization” (White, 2015: 176). A community-based self-education 
initiative in Akwesasne, which is part of the Mohawk Nation territory, ena-
bles “master knowledge-holders to learn traditional, land-based cultural 
practices such as hunting, trapping, use of medicinal plants, fishing, water 
use, horticulture and basket making” (Alfred, 2014: 135). Taiaiake Alfred, 
a Mohawk scholar, feels that the “transmission of [the Mohawk] language 
and important technical focal vocabulary embedded in traditional resource 
harvesting practices are an important aspect in … restoring health and 
vitality of the people” (2014: 142–143).

However, apart from the binaries between Euro–North American colo-
nizers and the indigenous colonized, colonizing the natural environment 
and exploiting the indigenous communities also emerge as a dialogue 
between the indigenous communities and the indigenous communities’ 
colonialist/capitalist organizations. In regard to the consensual dehumani-
zation of the natural environment and the indigenous communities, 
Waziyatawin observes that the “legacy of this colonizing objective is fre-
quently parroted by Indigenous Peoples – even by some academics – who 
have obediently learned to restrict their vision according to the parameters 
set for us by the colonizers” (2010). But all of the dialogues between the 
colonial institutions and the indigenous communities do not end up in eco-
logical assimilation. The forthcoming examples in this chapter – the Green 
School System, the Sarang School, the Barefoot College, the Green Belt 
Movement, Tagore’s experimental pedagogies, the Students’ Education and 
Cultural Movement of Ladakh (SEMCOL), and Gandhi’s Nai Taleem – 
outline how, without disrupting and dehumanizing the indigenous con-
stellations of knowledges, certain tenets of the Euro–North American 
knowledge systems can be intersected with the indigenous knowledge sys-
tems. The patterns of water preservation, improving the fertility of agricul-
tural lands, energy production, building solar plants, and other conservational 
practices, as practiced by the above-mentioned nature-based educational 
systems, uphold the diverse ways in which the empirical indigenous knowl-
edges are co-produced with modern/Western knowledge systems in a de-
hierarchical and unassimilated manner.

To further reflect on the relevance and application of precolonial indige-
nous knowledge systems in collaboration with the modern/Western knowl-
edge systems in the contemporary era, it is essential to note that a large 
number of discourses about Euro–North American sciences and technolo-
gies were shaped by the non-chronological, non-linear, and nature-based 
patterns of indigenous knowledge systems. Without analyzing the position 
of the stars in the sky and the direction of the waves in the sea, no astro-
nomical and navigational devices could have been discovered; without the 
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experience of riding in canoes, kayaks, toboggans, and snowshoes, no mod-
ern-day boats and ships could have been constructed; without the existence 
of the varieties of flora and fauna, the scientific, medicinal, and gastronom-
ical diversity that the contemporary world experiences would not have 
existed; and without the understanding of the varieties of weather and sea-
sonal patterns, the academic disciplines like geography and mathematics 
could not have existed. As a result, these indigenous knowledge systems 
were once hijacked by the European colonizers, distorted, and patented in 
the laboratories of Europe. Then they were channelized around the globe as 
the original discoveries of Europe. But, in reality, the knowledge systems 
that were propagated around the world as the original discoveries of Europe 
were the integration of colonial/European knowledge systems and non-Eu-
ropean indigenous knowledge systems. Moreover, it is essential to realize 
the epistemological and ontological hierarchies that lie within the indige-
nous knowledge systems and how the hierarchies deny access to certain 
forms of knowledges to certain indigenous groups (Davis, 2006; Crewe and 
Axelby, 2012; Gelinas and Bouchard, 2014; Coope, 2020). Therefore, it is 
vital to locate and revive the different indigenous nature-based education 
systems within complex and entangled pedagogical spaces. The relationship 
between the colonial knowledge systems and the indigenous knowledge sys-
tems cannot be perceived as separate conflictual entities but should be 
addressed as an intertwined phenomenon. Based on these arguments, this 
chapter discusses some of the nature-based educational systems that are 
practiced in different countries around the world and that have the poten-
tial of being adopted on a planetary basis in the post-COVID-19 era. The 
nature-based education systems make an effort to confront those Euro–
North American models of colonial education that are brutal and to explore 
long-term possibilities of building ecologically sustainable systems of teach-
ing and learning, in which the Euro–North American systems of education 
and indigenous systems of education can function in a collaborative and 
co-creative way.

The Green School System in Bhutan

In My Green School (2014), Thakur S. Powdyel argues that green is not just 
a color but a phenomenon of ecological sustainability in daily life. He says:

Green is a colour. It is the primary colour of nature. But it is also a 
metaphor. Green stands for anything and everything that supports 
and sustains life in all its varied forms – human, animal, plant and 
all other living beings. In today’s context when sustainability of 
life has become a global concern, green as a metaphor assumes a 
critical significance. It is the organizing principle as we develop our 
cities, build our homes and offices and raise infrastructure.

(13)



E C O - F R I E N D LY  A C A D E M I C  S Y S T E M S

26

As part of the Gross National Happiness (GNH)3 phenomenon, the Green 
School System in Bhutan was launched in 2003 by former Education 
Minister of Bhutan Thakur S. Powdyel, collaborating with the fourth king 
of Bhutan, Jigme Singye Wangchuck. The central idea behind the devel-
opment of this phenomenal practice around the country is to “educate 
the youth to use the natural environment as the integrating context for 
learning and also use the local natural environment to teach students con-
cepts in all disciplines, while emphasizing hands on real world learning 
experiences” (Drakpa and Dorji, 2013: 314). This practice of amalgam-
ating indigenous nature-based knowledges with modern/Western educa-
tion systems in contemporary Bhutan is rooted in its monastic education 
system.

The nuclear purpose of monastic education is to generate spiritual pro-
gress by inculcating the natural environment’s knowledges. The knowledges 
that are imbibed from the diverse flora and fauna shaped the curriculum of 
the monastic institutions, which “consisted largely of religious rituals, 
grammar, English, mathematics, poetry, numeracy, graphic arts, painting, 
chanting rhymes, philosophy, logic meditation, etc.” (Dargye, 2008: 30). 
The monastic school system in Bhutan continues to function even today. 
After completing their studies in monastic schools, they can join a monastic 
college to pursue degrees in various Buddhist religious subjects, join a 
monastic body to embrace monkhood, or join a regular college to pursue 
degrees in modern-day disciplines. The Green School System in Bhutan, 
which the monastic educational patterns have largely influenced, is under-
lined with eight principles:

	 i	 Natural greenery: The purpose of integrating the pedagogical and the 
curricular patterns in a school in Bhutan with the natural environment 
is to learn and share knowledges in collaboration with nature. The 
physical environment of the schools is developed in such a manner that 
whatever the students learn from their textbooks in the classroom can 
be located, understood, and interpreted in the natural environment. 
Natural greenery as a medium of teaching and learning is put into 
practice by regularly involving the teachers and students in growing 
fruits, vegetables, and cereals; in rearing life stocks; in building gar-
dens for medicinal plants and flower gardens; and so on. According to 
Powdyel:

Natural greenery softens and relieves the hardness of our 
concrete walls, the coarseness of metal surfaces, and the cold-
ness of glass faces. The deficiencies of structural designs and 
aesthetic loss are made up for by the physical ambience that 
we create with the blessings of mother-nature.

(14)
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He adds:

If we are in a boarding school, we go back to the soil for nour-
ishment. We touch the soil and sow seeds. We grow our food, 
our own fruits, and our vegetables. We favour the natural and 
the organic. In our own small ways we promote sustainability.

(14)

	ii	 Social greenery: The involvement of the students and teachers in main-
taining the physical greenery of school campuses and learning and 
teaching through it also leads to the development of social greenery. The 
social environment is composed of not only physical bodies but also 
diverse experiences and ideologies. The existential patterns of the natu-
ral environment make the human civilization aware that the anti-nature, 
self-centric, and capitalistic systems of Euro–North American educa-
tion push the individuals into a state of bad faith, which, according 
to Lewis Gordon, is “a form of evasion of human reality” (1995: 92). 
Therefore, to avoid the trap of bad faith of knowledge production, it is 
crucial to create depolarized plural spaces of knowledge dissemination 
through implanting the knowledges of collaborative and co-creative 
existence from the natural environment within such spaces. According 
to Boaventura de Sousa Santos, collective and co-creative actions that 
are motivated by depolarized pluralities “stir up a new conception of 
‘unity in action,’ to the extent that unity stops being the expression of a 
monolithic will to become more or less vast and the last meeting point 
of a plurality of wills. It amounts to a new paradigm of transformative 
and progressive action” (2008: 265).

Similarly, the practice of social greenery in the schools teaches indi-
viduals to respect and acknowledge each other’s social, cultural, racial, 
economic, geographical, and topographical differences and to “build a 
community, a common place, a shared home … to learn, and to grow 
and to develop” (Powdyel, 16). Powdyel further describes the practice 
of social greenery in a school:

When we come to school, we bring more than our bodies, 
books, and stationery … This is our special universe – our 
school. We co-create it and give it our unique best. We release 
to our school our capacity to love, to build, to share and make 
a difference wherever we are.

(16)

He also says: “Our class, our club, our surroundings receive the impres-
sions of our mind, our heart and our hands as we leave them better 
than we find them” (16).
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	iii	 Cultural greenery: The close association of the people of Bhutan with 
the natural environment enables them to realize that the richness of 
culture gets manifested through the practices of rootedness, punctual-
ity, mutual respect, and fellow feeling, which are being diversely taught 
by the natural environment. The strength and beauty depend on how 
strong its roots are; the color of the natural environment depends on 
the brightness of the sky, the sun, the moon, the stars, the flowers, and 
the fruits. The music of nature depends on the call of the insects, the 
birds, the animals, and the rustling of the leaves. This existential diver-
sity is being upheld by the various ethics and aesthetics of discipline as 
practiced by the natural environment through the temporal patterns 
of day and night; the timely transformations of the seasons; the timely 
arrival and departure of the solar cycle and the lunar cycle; and in many 
other ways. To learn the diverse socio-cultural practices in a de-hierar-
chical, holistic, and inclusive manner, it is important to acknowledge 
one’s existential roots of eco-centric belongingness through preserving 
and upholding the different social, cultural, political, economic, and 
geographical knowledges of indigeneity that the natural environment 
over generations has inspired. Powdyel argues that it is the nature-
based teachings of punctuality and discipline which have enabled the 
natives of Bhutan to preserve and practice their indigenous knowledge 
systems in the form of developing ecological and environmental con-
sciousness by ensuring 60 percent forest cover; in the form of construct-
ing traditional architectural patterns and painting conventional art 
forms like thangka4; in the form of performing socio-religious rituals 
like Tshechus5 and Drups6; and so on.

	iv	 Intellectual greenery: Usually, the phenomenon of intellectuality is 
interpreted from a Euromodern perspective in which the daily exer-
cises of gaining and sharing knowledges are limited within the printed 
textbooks that successfully mimic the Eurocentric, anti-nature, hierar-
chical, exclusive, and capitalistic empires of knowledges. Mimicry is a 
“desire for a reformed, recognizable Other, as a subject of a difference 
that is almost the same but not quite” (Bhabha, 1984: 125) and this 
desire ultimately causes intellectual infertility (Canclini, 1995: 43). 
Intellectual greenery, as implemented and practiced by the Green 
School System of Bhutan, makes an effort to erase the desire for a 
reformed and recognizable Other by interrogating the violent perspec-
tives of the Euro–North American intellectual systems through the 
nature-based, non-chronological, non-linear, de-hierarchical, and 
spontaneous forms of academic upbringing as projected by the natural 
environment.

	v	 Academic greenery: The perspective of academic greenery focuses 
on incorporating the natural environment within the daily pedagog-
ical practices in schools. The practice of academic greenery enables 
students to build bridges between the written texts and the practical 
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contexts. Besides learning geography, literature, history, science, and 
mathematics in a Euro–North American pedagogical pattern in the 
classrooms and laboratories, the students, through growing fruits, 
vegetables, cereals, medicinal plants, and flowers on their respective 
school campuses, can position their textual knowledges within diverse 
ecological contexts. Powdyel analyzes the practice of academic green-
ery in the schools of Bhutan in the following manner: “We link the 
chapters in history with the march of the nations over time, and look 
for the impact of melting glaciers on the survival of the people down-
stream” (22).

	vi	 Aesthetic greenery: The notion of aesthetics that has been generated 
by the capitalistic parameters of Euro–North American knowledge 
systems created multiple forms of binaries such as high aesthetics/low 
aesthetics, good aesthetics/bad aesthetics, ethical aesthetics/unethical 
aesthetics, and legitimate aesthetics/illegitimate aesthetics. The pri-
mary purposes behind creating such epistemological and ontological 
hierarchies were to manufacture narratives that celebrate the colonial, 
anti-ecological, ego-centric, mechanized, and self-profiteering modes 
of knowledges and discard the environment-based systems of indige-
nous knowledges. The aesthetical values like color, sound, taste, 
vision, and performances derived from nature enable individuals to 
understand the differences between appearance and reality. After 
devaluing the aesthetical values of the natural environment, capitalis-
tic aesthetics have converted the human beings from “homo pictor, 
the symbol-producing animal” to “homo faber, the tool-making ani-
mal” (Bell, 1972: 11), who are dominated by “an anti-rational, 
anti-intellectual temper” (Bell, 13). So, aesthetic greenery as a medium 
of gaining and sharing knowledges in the schools in Bhutan allows 
teachers and students to gain “first-hand immediacy” of the natural 
impact of aesthetic qualities through “rolling countryside, meadows 
of wildflowers, blue-green mountains and fragrant pine forests” 
(Brady, 2006: 281). This is why Powdyel feels that the academic 
practices of drama, art, reading, writing, elocution, model-making, 
and painting should be aesthetically cultivated within the natural 
environment.

	vii	 Spiritual greenery: The spiritual values gained from the natural envi-
ronment expand beyond the mechanical, ritualistic socio-religious 
connotations of idol worship and amalgamate logic and rationality 
with spirituality. Unlike the human-made perspectives of spirituality 
underlined with varied forms of hierarchies and exclusivities, the nat-
ural environment presents spirituality as a de-hierarchical, inclusive, 
non-shapeable, and experiential phenomenon that blends spiritual 
values and rationally thinking. Concerning the application of spiritual 
greenery as part of the customary pedagogical practices in the educa-
tional institutions of Bhutan, Powdyel says that
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spiritual greenery is the condition of our inner life that accepts 
and honours the divine in us and that links us to the divine 
higher than us. It has really nothing to do with any religion or 
dogma, but could be allied to emotional intelligence

(26)

as created and practiced by the natural environment.
	viii	 Moral greenery: The moral teachings of the natural environment allow 

the individuals to realize the various ways through which collaborative 
and collective societies can be built by overcoming the narrow seduc-
tions of self-centeredness, violence, and corruption. The moral values 
that are procured from the natural environment empower education-
al institutions to “build an upright, clean and corruption-free society. 
Such a society is stress-free, confident and strong, whatever the size. It 
is a fair, just and caring society” (Powdyel, 29).

Through these environment-based, multidimensional practices of the Green 
School System, Bhutan has effectively tackled the pandemic of COVID-19. 
The increasing capitalistic practices of reckless industrialization and eco-
cides have generated a situation of “waste apocalypse, an irremediable fate 
of extinction through a gradual but certain course” (Ghosh, 2019: 277). 
The evolution and the global failure to tackle the pandemic are a result of 
these capitalistic practices, which have provoked the individuals to indulge 
in activities like hoarding objects of daily usage, isolating neighbors, socio-
culturally excluding the frontline health workers, spreading rumors against 
specific individuals and communities, generating false medical reports, and 
mistreating COVID-19 patients. But, with a 60 percent forest cover and 
a high level of collective ecological consciousness amongst the natives of 
Bhutan, the country has been countering the pandemic of COVID-19 with 
low active infection rates (compared with other countries in Southeast Asia) 
and two deaths.7 The collaborative and co-creative existence of human-
ness and fellow feeling, which have been consistently encouraged by the 
Green School System in Bhutan, have vastly assisted the country during 
the pandemic through the sufficient availability of the basic needs of daily 
existence; free medical and health facilities; establishment of quarantine 
centers within respective community areas by the residents; waiver of bank 
loans for all citizens; waiver of house rents for tenants, especially who have 
lost their jobs, by their respective house owners; and door-to-door supply 
of essential materials by public volunteers. The effectiveness of the Green 
School System has already ventured beyond the geographical boundaries 
of Bhutan. It is being adopted within the mainstream school education sys-
tem of many countries like Spain, Italy, Australia, Canada, Japan, France, 
Thailand, and Vietnam. The above analysis of the multidimensional nature-
based knowledge practices of the Green School System reveals the complex 
and entangled pedagogical dimensions that are collaboratively underpinned 
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with both traditional indigenous knowledge systems and Euro–North 
American knowledge systems, without any intention to dominate and over-
whelm each other.

Through the eight principles, the students learn both within the four-
walled Westernized classrooms and in the open spaces of the natural envi-
ronment. As part of the Green School System, the school tutors in Bhutan 
ensure the simultaneous practice of text-based learning and context-based 
learning of the students. On the one hand, the students are taught modern/
Western science, technology, mathematics, literature, geography, and other 
subjects inside the classrooms and laboratories. On the other hand, they are 
taken to the agricultural fields, dairy farms, fruit orchards, and forests that 
are located within the school campuses. The exposure to the agricultural 
fields, dairy farms, fruit orchards, and forests allows the students to gain 
firsthand experiences about the subjects, which they learn within the four-
walled classrooms, from the natural environment. For instance, let us ana-
lyze the pedagogical and curricular frameworks practiced in the Yonphula 
Lower Secondary School (YLSS).8 In YLSS, students from the very first day 
of school are taught how to strike a balance between textual and contextual 
knowledges. Besides the four-walled digitally equipped Westernized class-
rooms, the school campus consists of open fields with shade. In those open 
spaces, the students and teachers break away from the classrooms’ usual 
teacher-centric sitting patterns and sit in a circle. Within the circle, the 
teacher, instead of sitting in the center, sits with the students. Every day the 
classes are conducted within both the four-walled classrooms and the open 
spaces. This habitual shift allows the students to build a bridge between the 
indigenous education systems and the modern/Western education systems. 
With respect to the architectural styles, the school campus upholds the 
non-linear patterns of the natural environment. As the trees and the forests 
do not follow any predetermined linear pattern of growth, the buildings 
within the campus have also been constructed in a non-linear manner. 
During the construction of the buildings, the school authorities made opti-
mum use of the natural environment by incorporating it within the school 
infrastructure. A minimum number of trees and forestlands have been 
cleared to carry out basic constructions like classrooms, staffrooms, labora-
tories, libraries, and playgrounds on the campus. The structures have been 
made without disturbing the ecological balance of the surrounding environ-
ment in Yonphula village.

Based on the conversation with students and teachers, it was found 
that the Green School System has blended the modern/Western education 
system with the indigenous education system in a well-balanced and pro-
ductive manner. During the survey at YLSS, 20 students were selected from 
standard 1 to standard 10, and three teachers were selected. Out of the 
20 students, 10 were boys and 10 were girls, and out of the three teachers, 
two were female and one was male. The participants were selected based 
on  their availability and their interest in participating in the survey. 
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The outcome of the study was analyzed based on the response of the partic-
ipants to the following question: Does the Green School System, through 
weaving selective tenets from the modern/Euro–North American pedagogi-
cal patterns with the traditional indigenous pedagogical patterns, enable the 
students to gain diverse knowledge about the indigenous disciplines and 
modern/Western academic disciplines in a collaborative and co-creative 
manner? Out of the 20 students, 15 students agreed that the Green School 
System has enabled them to gain diverse knowledge about indigenous disci-
plines and modern/Western academic disciplines in a collaborative and 
co-creative manner. Three students disagreed and felt that the application of 
the Green School System in practical life needs to be diversified. They sug-
gested that diversifying the system, apart from improving ecological sus-
tainability, should focus on training students specifically for entrepreneurship 
and jobs. Two students preferred not to respond. All three teachers agreed 
that the Green School System enables students and teachers to diversely 
understand the indigenous disciplines in collaboration with modern/
Western knowledge disciplines.

The functioning process of the Green School System also shows that 
global adoption of this knowledge system will create possibilities of 
countering any form of a pandemic effectively in the future and generate 
habitual long-term and collective action plans for protecting the natural 
environment.

The Sarang School in the Attappady district of Kerala

The importance and impact of gaining and sharing knowledges in a 
thoughtful, relevant, and ecologically sustainable manner, as portrayed 
by the Green School System in Bhutan, can also be located in the peda-
gogical and curricular structures of the Sarang School. The Sarang School, 
located in the Attappady district of Kerala, interrogates and dismantles 
the colonial/Euro–North American pedagogical and curricular patterns 
through “no certificates, no rote learning [and] no one–size–fits–all cur-
riculum” (Sivaswamy, 2017). Disillusioned by the rote-learning pedagogy 
of the colonial/Euro–North American schools in India, Gopalakrishnan 
and Vijayalekshmi from Attappady quit their teaching jobs in 1994. They 
started concentrating on their Sarang School project. They started with 
one acre of land, which gradually expanded to 12 acres. Initially, the land 
was barren, the top soil was eroded entirely, and the only water source 
near the land was dry. But they believed that the land is in the most 
appropriate condition to teach the children about the practical struggles 
of survival and livelihood. So, along with their son Gautham and other 
children from the neighboring villages, Gopalkrishnan and Vijayalekshmi 
laid the foundation of the Sarang School with the dream of reviving the 
barren land.
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The process of reviving the barren land was an enormous task, and it 
suffered from a lack of sufficient helping hands. Unable to cope with the 
various geographical, topographical, and infrastructural challenges, many 
students left the school and went back to their respective villages. However, 
the couple, along with the remaining students, continued to pursue their 
dream of building a nature-based school with pluriversal, de-hierarchical, 
and flexible pedagogical and curricular structures. A significant portion of 
the land was earmarked to plant trees and create a forest. Apart from build-
ing a forest, the couple and the children started building houses in the land 
with “mud, thatching grass and bamboo” (Sivaswamy, 2017). They also 
began growing fruits, vegetables, and cereals on that land. While developing 
the land, the couple realized that to protect the land against natural chal-
lenges like forest fires, pest attacks, bacterial infections, and fungal infec-
tions, it was vital to conduct thorough research of the soil quality, the 
surrounding weather conditions, and the possible natural farming method-
ologies that could be implemented to nurture the land. This is how the 
children in the school “learned their physics, biology, geography, mathemat-
ics, chemistry and environmental science by seeing, feeling and doing. They 
also learned language, art, and culture and expressed themselves through a 
medium that they chose and loved the most” (Sivaswamy, 2017). The impact 
of eco-centric pedagogical and curricular practices in the Sarang School can 
be understood through the following experience of Gautham:

I saw other children going through the pressures of school while 
I found myself curious to learn … Life was so busy with engrossing 
activities and learning at the farm that there was simply no time to 
miss the school.

(cited in Sivaswamy, 2017)

At present, Gautham and his wife Anuradha look after the functioning of 
the Sarang School, which has expanded beyond the regional boundaries, 
by inviting students and their parents from different parts of the world to 
be part of its eco-centric experiences. The parents, who look forward to 
pushing their children into a learning environment beyond the “conven-
tional schooling methodologies” (Sivaswamy, 2017), take them to attend 
the eco-workshops and eco-camps in the Sarang School. Besides enabling 
the children to understand the various possibilities of engaging in a holis-
tic learning process within the natural environment, the workshops and 
camps encourage the parents to “become facilitators of open learning for 
their children and nudge children to learn out of their curiosity” (Anuradha 
cited in Sivaswamy, 2017). By indulging the parents and children in forming 
their eco-centric curriculum and pedagogy, the Sarang School upholds the 
practice of decentralization of knowledges. The anti-capitalistic and eco-
centric indigenous sensibilities that are interwoven with the modern/Western 
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ecological notions of conservation and action for balanced social-ecological 
relationships and well-being in the Sarang School are underlined with the 
following practices:

	 i	 Agricultural self-sufficiency: The students in the Sarang School, who 
are children, parents, and volunteers, get introduced to the academic 
disciplines of science, environmental sciences, and geography through 
planting fruits, vegetables, flowers, cereals, and medicinal plants in the 
forest. As the cultivation process begins, the students can understand 
the diverse ways through which the land is tilled, the seeds are sown, 
and the irrigation process is carried out. Akshaya Asokan, an ex-vol-
unteer at the school, noted: “For cultivation, the main technique used 
is mulching, which prevents moisture evaporation from the soil and 
makes the soil porous, thus helping water to seep through” (2017). 
Such experiences of gaining and sharing knowledge allow the students 
to engage with different academic disciplines in an eco-centric, contex-
tual, practical, and sustainable manner on the one hand and disassem-
ble the degree-based and certificate-centric curricular and pedagogical 
structures of the colonial/Euro–North American education systems on 
the other.

	ii	 Conservation of water: With respect to the vision of education as a tool 
for sustainable development, the Sarang School teaches its students the 
different ways of optimizing water usage without disrupting their daily 
existential chores. Attappady is a rain shadow area and therefore it 
faces the challenge of scanty rainfall. So, during the summer season, the 
school starts preparing for rainwater conservation. As Gautham shares: 
“To conserve water, we prepare for rain during summer; fashioning 
ducts that will direct the run-off to percolation pits and removing silt 
from check dams so that enough water can be stored” (cited in Asokan, 
2017). The school has also dug out soil pits for toilets, where, instead 
of flushing 13–19 liters of water from the cistern, the feces are covered 
with soil and ash. It later on functions as the natural fertilizer for the 
soil. In this way, the Sarang School has successfully reduced the usual 
domestic usage of water by 60–70 percent within the school premises 
and around the neighboring village areas.

	iii	 Pedagogy of the natural environment: The educational, infrastructural, 
and curricular ethics of the Sarang School ensured that instead of being 
a peripheral object, the natural environment should be the central reg-
ulating subject of teaching and learning in the school. As discussed 
above, the evolution of the Sarang School was based on the revival of 
12 acres of barren land. As a result, the nature of the Sarang School acts 
as guardians, teachers, classrooms, and laboratories for the students. To 
elaborate on how the diverse flora and fauna function as pedagogical 
tools for the students of the school, Gautham explains: “Every new 
species of vegetation creates a habitat for new beings, like the Southern 



E C O - F R I E N D LY  A C A D E M I C  S Y S T E M S

35

Bird Wing, a species of butterfly, laying its eggs on an Aristolochia ind-
ica creeper” (cited in Asokan, 2017).

	iv	 Eco-friendly residencies: The visitor and student houses constructed in 
the Sarang School are made from natural objects like timber, bamboo, 
and mud. Using these natural materials to build houses ensures reusa-
bility and the optimum usage of nature’s space. In other words, once 
these natural objects start withering, they get mixed up with the soil 
and contribute to enhancing the soil’s quality.

	v	 Reducing carbon emissions: The eco-friendly residencies without air 
conditioners, coolers, and refrigerators have widely contributed to re-
ducing carbon emissions in and around the school premises. Instead 
of petrol and diesel-run vehicles, hand-pulled carts, bicycles, and rick-
shaws are used as modes of transportation on the campus. Such envi-
ronment-friendly initiatives teach the students to exist on the available 
sources. Gautham adds: “We need to ensure that our kids have access 
to clean water, air, and shelter and that they learn to live and let live 
as discerning human beings in a democratic society” (cited in Asokan, 
2017).

Many individuals and research groups from mainstream educational insti-
tutions in India and countries like the United States, France, Germany, 
and the United Kingdom visit the Sarang School every year to experience 
their nature-based pedagogical and curricular frameworks and to adopt 
them in the traditional teaching and learning engagements back in their 
country through developing parent-run schools; nature-based pedagog-
ical practices; flexible, inclusive, and de-hierarchical curricular patterns; 
and non-degree, non-certificate, and apprenticeship-based learning meth-
odologies. Interestingly, the Sarang School’s operational process critiques 
and rejects the anti-nature Euro–North American pedagogical practices on 
the one hand. On the other hand, it acknowledges the amalgamation of 
specific Westernized knowledge frameworks with the indigenous knowl-
edge frameworks. To conserve water, build eco-friendly residencies, design 
nature-based curricular and pedagogical infrastructures, practice agricul-
tural self-sufficiency, and reduce carbon emissions, the Sarang School blends 
Euro–North American-centric technologies and indigenous nature-based 
methodologies. For instance, while constructing the eco-friendly residences, 
the residents of the Sarang School use not only dried leaves, straws, mud, 
wood, and clay to build the residencies but also modern/Western techno-
logical devices like a bolster, rods made of waste materials and recyclable 
plastics, a brick hammer, a chisel, a circular saw, and a cordless drill. To 
reduce carbon emissions, the Sarang School does not allow the entry of 
petrol and diesel-run vehicles on the campus. Instead, it encourages the use 
of hand-pulled carts, bicycles, and rickshaws, which are constructed with 
the assistance of Western technologies. The water conservation plants are 
made of recyclable plastics manufactured through Western scientific and 
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technological procedures. The nature-based curricular and pedagogical 
structures and agricultural self-sufficiency are practiced within the four-
walled classrooms and laboratories and within the open spaces of the natu-
ral environment. To understand the scientific, nutritional, and geographical 
values of different fruits and vegetables, the students in the Sarang School 
are first taught from the science books and taken to the laboratories to per-
form experiments. Then they are taken to the agricultural fields and taught 
how to sow seeds and nurture them. In this way, the students can balance 
the modern/Western text-based knowledges and indigenous context-based 
knowledges. In the post-COVID-19 era, if these eco-centric pedagogical and 
curricular practices of the Sarang School can be adopted around the main-
stream educational institutions in India and abroad, then any form of crisis 
that centers on the violation of the natural environment can be effectively 
resisted in the near future.

The Barefoot College in the Tilonia district of Rajasthan

In the process of engaging with the colonial/Euromodern statistics-based, 
degree-based, and certificate-based learning methodologies, “knowledge 
production is hurt, critical understanding is debilitated, and a discipli-
nary claustrophobia becomes a reality” (Ghosh, 2017: 452). Therefore, to 
overcome these constrained, narrow-minded, and ecologically unsustaina-
ble ways of teaching and learning in educational institutions in India and 
abroad, like the Green School System in Bhutan and the Sarang School 
in Attappady, the Barefoot College was founded in the Tilonia District of 
Rajasthan by Sanjit “Bunker” Roy in 1972. Initially, the college was founded 
as the Social Work and Research Center (RWRC) in 1972, after conduct-
ing a thorough survey of the state of water supply in 100 drought-prone 
areas in Rajasthan. During the survey, Roy and his team realized that solv-
ing the water supply problem alone wouldn’t improve the existential state 
of the villagers. It is crucial to empower the villagers toward sustainable 
development. So, along with improving the water and irrigation facilities 
of the villages, the RWRC started teaching and training the villagers about 
essential medical treatments, hygienic lifestyles, solar power facilities, water 
conservation, and technology. The central purpose behind these training 
initiatives was to make the villagers ecologically self-dependent and reduce 
their dependency on the ego-centric, mechanical, and exploitative forces of 
capitalism.

According to S. Srinivasan, one of the founding members of the Barefoot 
College, the college’s philosophy is that whoever joins the project has to 
undergo a “de-schooling process” (cited in O’Brien, 1996: 9) because sev-
eral aspects that are taught in colonial/Euro–North American educational 
institutions do not match with the experiences and challenges that exist in 
the fields of practical experiences. So, it is necessary for the individuals “to 
understand the inherent value of human beings” (ibid.) and how to work 
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with each other collaboratively. But this project of expanding the college 
center into a de-hierarchical and inclusive training space was underpinned 
by multiple forms of caste, religious, communal, gender, and geographical 
challenges. A social survey revealed that Tilonia alone houses “fourteen dif-
ferent castes with very specific social traditions” (O’Brien, 1996: 9). With 
the evolution of this project in Tilonia, the high-caste people have been 
trying their best to use this project as a medium to fulfill their self-centered, 
socio-economic schemes and to continue to marginalize low-caste people. 
But, despite these challenges, the college started growing with the active 
participation of the villagers from Tilonia and other neighboring villages, 
who got trained in medical sciences, health knowledges, solar power tech-
nologies, irrigation technologies, water conservation techniques, and other 
forms of sustainable needs, not only for the sake of self-empowerment but 
also to be the regulators of change for fellow villagers. Today, this training 
toward sustainable development has expanded beyond the geographical 
boundaries of India to the countries in Africa, Latin America, and Southern 
Asia. To uphold the principle of training socio-economically backward 
communities through anti-certificate, anti-degree, anti-rote learning, and 
learning-by-doing approach, the Barefoot College admits only those stu-
dents who are “a dropout, cop-out or wash out, poor, semi-illiterate, per-
haps physically challenged, with no hopes of getting a job. Anyone who 
comes to the college with a paper degree or qualification is disqualified 
from joining the college” (Roy cited in Goel, 2018).

Except for a training campus in Tilonia, the college exists in a decen-
tralized and physically non-shapeable state without any other campus. 
Unlike the mainstream conventional educational institutions in India and 
abroad, the Barefoot College is not a physical structure but an epistemo-
logical and ontological phenomenon that acknowledges the continuous 
practice of what Lewis Gordon identifies as “pedagogical imperatives” 
(2015: 8). The exercise of pedagogical imperative motivates an individual 
to admit that “she or he does not yet know and be willing to take respon-
sibility for self-development through tasks of learning” (ibid.). The peda-
gogical patterns in the Barefoot College make the students undergo a 
similar exercise by encouraging them to self-develop through learning in 
an ecologically sustainable manner. Let us look into some examples, 
which show the diverse ways in which the students of the Barefoot College 
have been collaboratively and co-creatively working toward community 
development.

In the article “A Visit to the Barefoot College” (2015), Srishti Sethi talks 
about a 60-year-old woman who, despite not being able to study in a formal 
school, can “prepare around 4–5 breadboard circuits in a day.” Sethi also 
talks about a girl who has studied up to the eighth grade in a school and 
runs a dental clinic in her village after graduating from the Barefoot College. 
Another 60-year-old woman, named Gita Devi, who has studied up to the 
third grade in the school, looks after the video library on the campus at 
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Tilonia after completing her training at the college. A young lady named 
Aarti, a school dropout, “runs a community radio with the FM Frequency 
90.4 which is accessible to more than 30 villages in a radius of 15 kilome-
ters reaching out to a total population of 50,000 persons” (Sethi, 2015).

Nilanjana Bhowmick, in one of her articles, narrates the story of a 
19-year-old Dalit woman named Santosh Devi, who has been a victim of 
severe caste discrimination since childhood. Before joining the Barefoot 
College, Devi was identified solely as an outcast. But, having graduating 
from college, she is looked up to as a solar engineer. In regard to her trans-
formed identity status amongst the high caste people in Tilonia, Devi says:

For them, I am a solar engineer who can repair and install the light 
installations. From looking down on the ground when higher caste 
people passed to looking them in the eye, I never imagined this 
would have been possible.

(cited in Bhowmick, 2011)

A 42-year-old woman named Florentine from Belize (located on the eastern 
coast of Central America) has undergone an identical transformation after 
completing her solar engineering training at the Barefoot College. Before 
joining the college as a student, she worked on a plantation farm in Belize. 
After entering college, she, along with other women, started learning how 
to make solar panels. After completing her college training, she returned 
to Belize and played a pivotal role in installing solar panels and bringing 
electricity for the first time to her hometown. She says:

I never thought I could do anything. My life revolved around plant-
ing corns and cassava. I only studied till class six, you know. I don’t 
read or write much. I had no idea what a solar panel is or that the 
sun can bring electricity. I was even surprised to discover a solar 
lamp when I first came here. But now I can fix a solar light.

(cited in Desai, 2014)

The transformative experiences that these women have undergone in the 
college and the practical ways in which they have contributed to the sus-
tainable development of their respective communities are stimulated by the 
following practices:

	 i	 Existential equality: The Barefoot College believes that the differences 
in religion, caste, class, creed, gender, and economic conditions of 
every man and woman in a society should be acknowledged. Before 
the construction of the college, the survey reports about Tilonia and 
other neighboring areas revealed the existence of the various socio-cul-
tural hierarchies based on caste, class, religion, and gender. Therefore, 
through its ecologically sustainable teaching and training programs, the 
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college looks forward to empowering economically backward commu-
nities for self-empowerment and overcoming the caste, class, and gen-
der biases in the villages. Irrespective of one’s class, caste, and gender 
belongingness, any staff position in the college is open for all. All the 
staffs

eat together in a common mess and wash the dishes they use. This 
was a new experience for many of the staff who come from the 
villages where caste hierarchies are still very evident, and it is quite 
revolutionary for some.

(O’Brien, 1996: 11)

	ii	 Existential self-reliance: The eco-centric modes of teaching and learn-
ing methodologies in the college, instead of provoking the students to 
depend on the non-sustainable, industrially manufactured, mechani-
cally processed, and artificially packaged objects for their daily sur-
vival, motivate them to learn and live with the resources that they find 
around themselves. Such a practice enables the students to be self-reliant, 
respect the natural environment, gain knowledge in an ecologically 
practical way, and utilize its resources optimally. These pedagogical 
exercises also allow the students to create collaborative and co-crea-
tive spaces between indigenous knowledge systems and modern/Euro–
North American knowledge systems.

	iii	 Making collective decisions: Collaborations and co-creations are the 
two most crucial principles that govern the pedagogical and curricular 
practices of the Barefoot College. After completing their training in 
the college, the students become self-empowered and self-reliant and 
extend their training to other villagers and empower them. To remove 
“both formal and informal hierarchies” (O’Brien, 1996: 11), all of the 
staff in the college participate equally in the decision-making processes. 
The graduated students collaborate to form Village Education 
Committees (VECs) to monitor the selection of teachers for the night 
schools that are held in the Tilonia campus of the college and to super-
vise the funds that have been allocated for the education of students in 
the college (ibid.).

	iv	 Decentralization of knowledges: The pedagogical system of the Barefoot 
College, unlike many mainstream educational institutions, does not de-
pend on a tutor-centric classroom approach. In other words, the capi-
talistic classrooms position the teachers on a pedestal of epistemic dic-
tatorship. Still, the ecological pedagogy of the Barefoot College makes 
efforts to diminish the teacher–student hierarchies and dismantle the 
dictatorial pedestals through decentralizing the knowledge systems. 
The decentralization of the experiences of teaching and learning in the 
college is carried out through the technology of common sense (Goel, 
2018). The technology of common sense believes that after completing 
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training as doctors, engineers, health personnel, and so on, from the 
college, the responsibility of the students does not end with going back 
to their respective places and living and earning in an ecologically sus-
tainable manner. Instead, the responsibility multiplies as the graduated 
students are expected to teach and train their fellow villagers in the 
same way. This is how, by erasing the teacher–student hierarchies, the 
college “favours the creation of village committees and the develop-
ment of skills required for rural communities to assess their needs and 
work collectively to meet them” (O’Brien, 1996: 12). For instance, data 
are “gathered to design and evaluate programmes through a participa-
tory research process. Night school teachers, midwives, and day care 
workers are trained in recording information on health and education 
topics” (ibid.).

These ecologically sustainable methodologies of teaching, learning, and 
training the economically backward communities in India and abroad have 
enabled such communities to cope with various socio-economic crises dur-
ing the pandemic of COVID-19. In training the students in medical sciences, 
health knowledges, solar power technologies, irrigation technologies, 
and water conservation techniques, the Barefoot College navigates ways 
through which the inherited indigenous knowledges of the students can be 
interwoven with the modern/Western knowledge systems. As the students 
are trained to construct solar power plants, solar panels, breadboard cir-
cuits, bore wells, tube wells, solar-based irrigation systems, and eco-friendly 
roads, along with the environment-friendly apparatuses of the indigenous 
knowledge systems like mud, clay, straw, and dried woods, the mechanisms 
of Western engineering are also implemented. For instance, while construct-
ing eco-friendly roads instead of cement, the students are taught to make 
bricks with natural materials like mud and clay. But the process of molding 
mud and clay into bricks requires modern/Western engineering techniques.

Similarly, the idea of building a solar-based irrigation system is an eco-
friendly initiative. Still, it needs raw materials like pipes, emitters, tubes, and 
valves, which can be produced only through modern/Western machinery. 
These instances reveal how in a depolarized plural fashion, the indigenous 
eco-friendly knowledge systems are intertwined with the modern/Western 
knowledge systems to train the students at the Barefoot College.

When most of the mainstream societies around the world have been suf-
fering from the frenzy of hoarding and over-consumption of the available 
resources for daily usage, individuals, who have been trained by the Barefoot 
College through the intertwined pedagogical patterns as discussed above, 
have collectively ensured the availability of the necessities like food, water, 
health, and hygiene to their respective communities through sufficient stor-
age and equivalent distribution of these necessities amongst the people. To 
counter the impending socio-economic crisis of the post-COVID-19 era, it 
is essential for the mainstream educational institutions in India and abroad 
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to adopt these ecologically sustainable pedagogical and curricular frame-
works of the Barefoot College as daily methodologies of knowledge 
distribution.

The Green Belt Movement in Kenya

“Harambee”
(Mathaai, 2006: 20)

In the Kiswahili language, the word Harambee means “let us all pull 
together” (Mathaai, 2006: 20). This slogan was nationally popularized by 
the first President of Kenya, Jomo Kenyatta. Then it became the driving prin-
ciple of the Green Belt Movement in Kenya as the ‘Save the Land Harambee’ 
campaign. Wangari Maathai, the pioneer of the Green Belt Movement, 
describes the campaign: “Rather than collect funds for community pro-
jects, Kenyans would be encouraged to collectively re-dedicate themselves 
to save the country from the threat of desertification through their active 
participation in forestation and reforestation” (Mathaai, 2006: 20–21). The 
collective thread of ecological sustainability against the anti-nature, unsus-
tainable, and capitalistic systems that have been woven in Bhutan and India 
is being woven in Kenya through this movement. Since 1977, the thread of 
the Green Belt Movement has been collectively and consistently woven in 
postcolonial Kenya as a resistance against the ongoing British colonial prac-
tices, which, through the preservation of the colonially compartmentalized 
government systems and the socio-economic violation of the indigenous 
communities, continue to appreciate the “kinship between colonial preda-
tion and contemporary forms of resource extraction and appropriation” 
(Mbembe, 2020). As Wangari Mathaai observes: “The British colonialists 
divided Kenya into regions so as to better control the indigenous people. 
After independence, the new local government decided to maintain these 
regions (or administrative units)” (2006: 3). The administrative units seg-
regated and uprooted not only the indigenous people but also the natural 
environment as well. The precolonial indigenous systems of knowledges in 
Kenya in the form of human–nature coexistence were disrupted entirely in 
the colonial and postcolonial eras.

On the one hand, the loss of forests and rivers generated an ecological 
crisis. On the other hand, it overpowered the knowledges of indigenous 
histories, sciences, technologies, medicines, and economic practices. As a 
result, through planting trees and recovering the ecological diversity of 
Kenya, the Green Belt Movement has been making efforts to revive the 
anti-capitalistic, self-dependent, eco-centric, and collective frameworks of 
indigenous knowledges in the contemporary era. Although the Green Belt 
Movement interrogates the colonialist/capitalist patterns of Euro–North 
American modes of knowledge production in postcolonial Kenya, the Green 
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Belt Movement, like the Green School System, the Sarang School, the 
SECMOL, and the Barefoot College, makes efforts to revive the indigenous 
frameworks of knowledge in the contemporary era by weaving complex 
spaces of entanglements between indigenous knowledge systems and mod-
ern/Western knowledge systems.

Under the National Council Women of Kenya (NCWK), the Green Belt 
Movement was launched in 1977 by Wangari Mathaai. Initially, the move-
ment started to address environmental issues and human existential issues 
like land degradation, deforestation, and food insecurity. But, with time, the 
NCWK realized that the various existential challenges of the indigenous 
communities in Kenya also encompass the problems of “disempowerment, 
disenfranchisement, and a loss of traditional values that had previously ena-
bled communities to protect their environment, work together for mutual 
benefit, and to do both selflessly and honestly” (“Our History,” 2020). This 
is why, through planting trees, conserving water resources, promoting 
women’s empowerment, and developing self-sufficiency and self-depend-
ency, the movement has been making efforts to resist the problems of femi-
cides, land grabbing by the government, and encroachment of agriculture in 
the forest areas. This process of addressing environmental changes in con-
nection with various social and political changes is underscored by the fol-
lowing practices:

	 i	 Planting of trees: The Green Belt Movement was initiated through plant-
ing trees and recovering the diverse forest cover of Kenya. Therefore, 
the NCWK has been reaching out to indigenous communities like 
“Kikuyu, Kamba, Kisii, Luhya, Luo, Meru, Embu, Samburu, and Taita” 
(Mathaai, 2006: 34) to engage with ecological sustainability collec-
tively. The planting of trees enabled the indigenous communities to 
establish a sustainable source of wood fuel. As “90 percent of the rural 
population are poor” (Mathaai, 35), they depend heavily on the forest 
for the supply of firewood to warm their homes and cook. Without any 
concrete plans for replenishment, dependency on the forest for fire-
wood has led to overuse and crisis. So, the project of planting trees has 
“addressed such problems by encouraging communities to plant trees 
to replenish what they cut to maintain a consistent supply and also 
to use energy-saving technologies” (ibid.). The communities have been 
replenishing the forest by planting trees near their homes. This allowed 
them to conserve the local biodiversity, improve their dietary habits 
with the produce from trees, and avoid walking long distances for col-
lecting firewood. Besides promoting environmental consciousness and 
ecological sustainability, the project generated income for indigenous 
women. Apart from self-consumption, the women sold the firewood in 
the village and city markets.

	ii	 Food security: The planting of trees and the restoration of the forest 
have secured the regular supply of fuel to a vast extent, but the food 
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crisis continues. So, to generate food in Kenya, the movement has been 
promoting sustainable farming methods and community education on 
nutrition and food production. Sustainable farming methods are being 
promoted by encouraging organic farming, crop rotation, eco-friendly 
farming techniques, and food production in individual households. 
Community education on nutrition and food production is being car-
ried out through the planting of indigenous plants like tubers, Parasol 
tree, Meru Oak, and Mpaga (belongs to the passionflower family) and 
through the preservation of traditional knowledges about agriculture. 
The planting of indigenous crops by the villagers also encouraged the 
students and teachers from nearby schools to adopt this practice. For 
instance, students at the Kanyariri Secondary School, which is located in 
Kabete near Kikuyu town of Kenya, have been growing and consuming 
indigenous foods on school premises (Mathaai, 46). This practice has 
assisted them in staying away from packaged fast foods. Concerning 
the preservation of traditional knowledges about agriculture, the move-
ment encourages indigenous communities to preserve, share, and uti-
lize the constellations of traditional knowledges that they have learned 
from their forefathers and foremothers.

	iii	 Water harvesting: To ensure a sufficient supply of water for agricultural 
and household purposes, the movement guided indigenous communi-
ties to harvest water through various eco-centric techniques like “dam-
ming, benching, mulching, pitting, cut-off drains, terracing, manure 
application, cover-cropping, double-digging, countour farming, fur-
rowing and agroforestry” (Mathaai, 46–47). These techniques of water 
conservation allow the agricultural farms to hold water in reservoirs 
and prevent frequent run-offs. To store water, the households use cor-
rugated iron sheets to channel rainwater into storage tanks. In this way, 
several liters of water get stored. The processes of installing corrugated 
iron sheets and water tanks are quite expensive. Therefore, many peo-
ple are unable to afford it. However, proper regulation of the commu-
nity funds enables villagers to purchase and install them.

	iv	 Civic education: As discussed above, this campaign is about creating 
environmental consciousness and generating social and political con-
sciousness that aligns with the ecological values of sustainable develop-
ment. So, the campaign has introduced several civic and educational 
projects amongst the indigenous communities in Kenya. The projects 
focus on the linkages between effective governance and the quality of 
the natural environment, the importance of indigenous cultural and 
spiritual values, and the awareness of human and environmental rights. 
During the workshops, the communities are being informed how poor 
governance in the forms of corruption, mismanagement of natural 
resources, and violation of biodiversity has been affecting the ecolog-
ical sustainability of indigenous communities and depleting their 
reservoir of indigenous knowledges. The workshops also make the 
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communities aware of the different ways in which the “cultural values 
and systems of the indigenous Kenyans were eroded, trivialized and 
deliberately destroyed in the process of colonization” (Mathaai, 48) and 
how the erosions and trivializations continue to take place even today. 
The workshops make the indigenous communities aware of their human 
and environmental rights by encouraging them to create collective 
spaces of caring and sharing between indigenous systems of knowledges 
and modern/Western American systems of knowledges in contemporary 
Kenya. Within such collaborative spaces of caring and sharing, the colo-
nial frameworks of knowledge productions are interrogated and dis-
mantled, not by the interplay of domination and counter-domination 
between indigenous knowledge systems and the modern/Western 
American Knowledge systems. Still, by the intersectional performances 
of teaching, learning, caring, and sharing, the indigenous and Western 
knowledge systems coexist. This awareness has empowered communi-
ties to restore and protect their “indigenous biological diversity, knowl-
edge practices, and wisdom” (ibid.).

	v	 Advocacy: The collaborative resistance of indigenous communities 
against the invasion of the capitalistic forces of the democratic govern-
ment in contemporary Kenya is polyrhythmic. In the article “Giving 
voice” (1994), Vanessa Sheared says: “The concept of polyrhythmic 
reality reflects the belief that individuals do not just have multiple re-
alities and distinct understandings of them. Instead, individuals experi-
ence intersecting realities simultaneously – their realities are polyrhyth-
mic” (28). Through the various projects of the Green Belt Movement, 
indigenous communities in Kenya have been upholding their intersec-
tional and polyrhythmic existence by building polyrhythmic resistance 
against multiple forms of ecological exploitation. For example, in 1989, 
the movement and indigenous communities stopped constructing a 
62-story building in Uhuru Park in Nairobi. In 1992, the movement ex-
tended its support to the mothers, who were protesting for the release 
of their sons in Uhuru Park. The sons were captured (some continue to 
be in prison) for protesting against government encroachments in the 
park. The movement also supported the Jubilee 2000 Campaign, which 
voiced the “cancellation of the unpayable debts that the less developed 
countries, many of which are in Africa, owe to the rich in the North” 
(Mathaai, 50). At present, irrespective of various social, cultural, geo-
graphical, and economic differences, the Green Belt Movement invites 
indigenous communities to share and expand their indigenous knowl-
edge systems within and outside the country.

This polyrhythmic resistance against the capitalistic invasions of the dem-
ocratic government in contemporary Kenya, which are underlined with 
initiatives like water conservation, replenishment of forest resources, res-
toration of barren lands, and self-empowerment of women, exhibits a 
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symbiosis between indigenous knowledge systems of Kenya and modern/
Western knowledge systems. For instance, in the Kanyariri Secondary 
School, where the principles of the Green Belt Movement are practiced as 
part of the school curriculum, students are taught how indigenous sciences 
and Western sciences coexist. On the one hand, students are familiarized 
with and encouraged to grow indigenous plants like tubers, Meru Oak, 
Parasol tree, and Mpaga at their homes, and on the other hand, through the 
Western scientific methods of sowing, fertilizing, irrigating, and harvesting, 
students are given firsthand experience of how to grow and preserve indig-
enous plants. Such experiential forms of learning allow students to remain 
rooted in their indigenous scientific values and updated about the develop-
ments in modern/Western science that are taking place around the globe.

An identical collaborative application of indigenous scientific methods 
and Western scientific methods can be seen in water harvesting, planting 
trees, and civic education. The process of water harvesting combines indig-
enous techniques of double digging, cover-cropping, terracing, pitting, and 
furrowing with modern/Western methods of damming, mulching, benching, 
and contour farming. Both the indigenous and modern/Western techniques 
are implemented through objects like shovels, spades, chisels, skid steers 
manufactured through Western engineering techniques. Before the planting 
of indigenous trees, community members are trained to test the soil quality 
in laboratories and understand the impact of different types of soils on the 
growth of other trees. While conducting workshops on civic education in 
Kenya to motivate indigenous communities to revive their social, cultural, 
scientific, geographical, and environmental values, volunteers of the Green 
Belt Movement train indigenous communities in various forms of digital 
activities like using software applications, reading and writing online, pro-
moting their conservational activities online, building online collaborative 
networks of environmental conservation, and updating themselves about 
modern/Western scientific and technological practices. These digital train-
ing experiences do not uproot communities from the indigenous knowledge 
systems imbibed by their foremothers and forefathers. On the contrary, the 
training enables them to enhance and diversify their indigenous knowledge 
values by establishing dialogues with modern/Western knowledge values.

These polyrhythmic practices of the indigenous people against the 
anti-ecological, capitalistic knowledge systems have ventured beyond Kenya 
and have been weaving threads of ecologically sustainable knowledge sys-
tems in other parts of Africa, Europe, and the United States through recov-
ering the river basins; replenishing the forest lands, preserving and practicing 
the knowledge systems of the indigenous communities, incorporating the 
indigenous knowledge systems within the pedagogical and curricular prac-
tices of mainstream educational institutions, and building eco-centric edu-
cational institutions. The process of venturing beyond the borders of Kenya 
into other parts of Africa, Europe, and the United States has only strength-
ened the dialogic exchanges between indigenous knowledge systems and 
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Western knowledge systems. This is how, like the Green School System of 
Bhutan, the Sarang School project of Kerala, the Barefoot College project of 
Rajasthan, and the SECMOL project, the Green Belt Movement, in the 
form of recovery campaigns and collective resistance against capitalistic 
systems of knowledge production, has also been laying down potential 
pathways of collaborative and ecologically sustainable pedagogical and 
curricular approaches that can be adopted in mainstream educational insti-
tutions around the world in the post-COVID-19 era.

Kaupapa Māori education system in New Zealand

The kaupapa Māori education system makes an effort similar to that of the 
previously discussed eco-friendly education systems. The kaupapa Māori 
education system in New Zealand was established in the late 1980s and 
the 1990s and was motivated by the idea of a unique Māori epistemol-
ogy (Salmond, 1985: 248; Roberts and Wills, 1998: 60). Since its establish-
ment, this education system of the Ma ̄oris has been playing a crucial role in 
recovering their indigenous modes of knowledges that were once distorted 
and annihilated by the British colonizers. According to Russel Bishop: “the 
current educational policies were developed and continue to be developed 
within a framework of colonialism and as a result continue, consciously 
or unconsciously, to serve the interests of colonialism” (2003: 3). So, the 
kaupapa educational system has been rejecting the colonially dehumaniz-
ing knowledge practices of objectification and universalization by replacing 
them with “the reification of ethnic and religio-cultural groups as primor-
dial and bounded entities” (Lourie and Rata, 2012: 3). The indigenous edu-
cational programs that have been incorporated within the kaupapa Māori 
education system are as follows:

	 i	 Haukina mai: In the Māori language, ‘haukina mai’ means ‘opening 
doors.’ It is a form of kaupapa Māori knowledge system. The iwi9, 
whanau10, and the indigenous schools collaborate to build an educa-
tional structure based on the kaupapa Ma ̄ori worldview. The peda-
gogical and curricular structures of the kaupapa Ma ̄ori worldview are 
underlined to expand the indigenous economies based on the indige-
nous principles of socio-cultural kinships. Let us take the example of 
an indigenous institution named Te Wananga o Raukawa, located in 
Otaki. Apart from teaching and learning the various theoretical and 
technical knowledge of the Ma ̄oris, the “other entities that comprise 
the Maori nation, Te kākano i ruia mai i Rangiātea” are also learned 
the process (Te Wananga o Raukawa, 2011). The kaupapa education 
system in Te Wananga o Raukawa is divided into kohanga reo (early 
childhood Māori educational institutions), kura kaupapa Ma ̄ori (pri-
mary schools), whare kura (secondary schools), and whare wananga 
(tertiary institutions). To have qualified teachers who can teach different 
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subjects by using the Ma ̄ori language and enable students to look at 
the world “through Maori eyes” (ibid.), a three-year teaching degree, 
which is accredited by the qualification authority of New Zealand and 
is approved by the country’s teaching council, has been designed in Te 
Wananga o Raukawa. Besides Te Wananga o Raukawa, several indige-
nous institutions have been established under the kaupapa Māori edu-
cation system to promote indigenous Māori economic practices. For 
instance, Te Wananga o Awanuiarangi offers bachelor’s degree pro-
grams like Bachelor of Humanities. Subjects like “Indigenous Business, 
Introduction to Indigenous Politics and Development, Indigenous 
Studies, Maori Language, and Whare Wananga Development” are 
taught (Te Wananga o Awanuiarangi, 2011).

	ii	 Te Mana Tikitiki: The Ma ̄ori phrase ‘Te Mana Tikitiki’ means to de-
velop positive behavior for learning. Under the kaupapa Māori edu-
cation system, this evidence-based educational program aims to “build 
resilience, self-esteem, and confidence” amongst the Ma ̄oris (Ministry 
of Education, 2020). The epistemological and ontological exercises of 
building resilience, self-esteem, and confidence are being carried out by 
motivating students to choose Māori-medium educational institutions 
for learning. Māori-medium educational institutions emphasize teach-
ing and learning subjects that promote Māori socio-cultural values, 
community growth, and eco-centric Māori customary practices. Megan 
Lourie and Elizabethan Rata further explain the pedagogical and cur-
ricular directions of the Māori-medium educational institutions:

The curriculum elucidates what it means to develop a confi-
dent learner in the Maori world in its Values and Attitudes … 
The learner understands the values of their whanau, hapu and 
iwi (extended family, sub-tribe and tribe), enabling access to 
the Maori world; is generous and caring for visitors; knows 
their identity and origins; knows their genealogy and whaka-
papa11 links; and works cooperatively with peers and groups.

(2012: 7)

This commitment of the kaupapa Ma ̄ori education system toward eco-
logical sustainability has effectively contributed to recovering, preserv-
ing, and practicing the indigenous knowledges within the Māoris and 
the non-Māoris around the country.

These indigenous educational programs within the kaupapa Ma ̄ori edu-
cation system are diversely practiced through synthesizing Western digital 
technologies with indigenous methodologies of teaching and learning. For 
example, let us investigate how a Māori institution named Te Wananga o 
Raukawa has been digitally archiving its curricular and pedagogical prac-
tices for the last three decades. For the last decade, the school has been 



E C O - F R I E N D LY  A C A D E M I C  S Y S T E M S

48

following a blended learning approach (Pape, 2010; Smith and Brame, 
2014; Rao, 2019). The phenomenon of blended learning is a pedagogical 
approach where face-to-face education and online learning are combined. 
Besides physically teaching the kaupapa Māori indigenous knowledge dis-
ciplines to students, Te Wananga o Raukawa has offered various online 
courses to introduce the Māori education system to individuals who are not 
familiar with the knowledge systems of the Māori community and who do 
not have the scope to travel to the institution physically. This diversification 
of the kaupapa Māori education system through digital modes of knowl-
edge sharing untangles the practice of “guesthood” as a Māori protocol 
of decolonization, in which the “strangers are turned, by careful stages, 
into guests rather than enemies” and they are expected to “enact and per-
form their part of that complex relational role with integrity and respect” 
(Harvey, 2003: 126). The practice of guesthood amongst the Māoris not 
only questions the benevolent image of the European colonizers, who con-
tinue to preserve such an image and glorify the indigenous communities 
as primitive, superstitious, and savage by conducting civilizing missions of 
voluntary donations (Smith, 1999: 85), but also interweaves their indige-
nous knowledge systems with modern/Western knowledge systems beyond 
the colonialist/capitalist practices of “conditional inclusion” (Cusicanqui, 
2012: 100).

Nai Taleem

The practice of interweaving indigenous knowledge frameworks with 
modern/Western knowledge frameworks to build environment-friendly 
teaching and learning spaces can also be located within Gandhi’s prin-
ciple of Nai Taleem. Nai Taleem is an Urdu phrase in which Nai means 
‘new’ and Taleem means ‘education.’ The pedagogical phenomenon of Nai 
Taleem was conceptualized by Mohandas K. Gandhi. It is underpinned 
by the idea that education should be accessible to everybody in India irre-
spective of one’s caste, class, gender, and race. In the Harijan magazine that 
was established to sensitize the low-caste people of India about their rights 
and duties, Gandhi described his philosophy of education in the following 
words:

By education I mean an all-round drawing out of the best in child 
and man-body, mind and spirit…I would therefore begin the child’s 
education by teaching it a useful handicraft and enabling it to pro-
duce from the moment it begins its training. Thus, every school can 
be made self-supporting.

(cited in K. Gandhi, 1987)

For overall development, Gandhi believed that handicraft or experiential 
learning like spinning, leatherwork, pottery, and weaving need to be practiced 
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through teaching and learning the various academic disciplines like science, 
history, and geography in an interlinked pattern. As he wrote in 1937:

Every handicraft has to be taught not merely mechanically as is 
done today, but scientifically, i.e., the child should know the why 
and the wherefore of every process….I have myself taught san-
dal-making and even spinning on these lines with good results. This 
method does not exclude knowledge of history and geography.

(ibid.)

Gandhi’s interlinked pattern of teaching and learning the academic disci-
plines is centered on the natural environment. He argued that the purpose 
behind experiential learning is not only to train the youths in India for the 
job market but also to generate awareness of ecological sustainability, and 
this awareness can be best understood through the functional patterns of 
the natural environment.

But the domination of Euro–North American-centric methodologies of 
teaching and learning in postcolonial India did not allow the practice of Nai 
Taleem to flourish collectively in the educational institutions in India. 
Despite a lack of collective effort to practice the pedagogical phenomenon 
of Nai Taleem, efforts are being made by various educational institutions in 
India to amalgamate the different experiential components of Nai Taleem 
with modern/Western systems of scientific and technological learning. The 
latest National Education Policy (2020) of India is outlined with different 
principles of Nai Taleem like learning by doing; focusing on manual work; 
emphasizing extracurricular activities like yoga, woodwork, gardening, and 
electric work; teaching in the mother tongue; building community relation-
ships; and developing multilingual proficiency (“NEP,” 2020; Thakur, 2020; 
Das, 2020; Iyengar, 2020). Even before the formulation of the latest 
National Education Policy, several alternate educational institutions like 
the Poorna Learning Centre in Bengaluru,12 Anand Niketan in Sevagram,13 
Puvidham in Dharmapuri,14 and the Happiness Curriculum in New Delhi 
were established. Through eco-centric patterns of teaching and learning, 
these educational institutions have been implementing the philosophy of 
Nai Taleem in various ways. To further understand the philosophy of Nai 
Taleem within diverse pedagogical and curricular contexts, let us look into 
how the above-mentioned alternate educational institutions and curricular 
initiatives function:

	 i	 Poorna Learning Centre: The Poorna Learning Centre in Bengaluru 
was established in 1993. The primary intention behind establishing this 
school was to build a schooling environment that would serve as an 
extension of the home. To ensure that children from diverse social, cul-
tural, and economic backgrounds can join the school, the student popu-
lation “includes 20% children from low-income families and 10% with 
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special education needs” (“Poorna Learning Centre”). The children in 
the school are taught in English, Kannada,15 and Hindi.16 Besides teach-
ing, the official activities in the school are conducted in all three of these 
languages, thus upholding Nai Taleem’s principle of multilingualism. 
Some of the different ways in which the school supports the principles 
of Nai Taleem are the following:

	 a	 The school follows a strict eco-friendly pedagogical practice by 
discouraging students from bringing plastic and aluminum food 
wrappers. In case the students get such food wrappers, they are 
asked to carry them back home.

	 b	 Students are taught to dispose of waste in an eco-friendly manner 
by separately disposing of the dry and wet waste and composting 
the wet waste.

	 c	 Students are trained in ecologically sustainable activities like rain-
water harvesting, grey-water reuse, and gardening. The school 
maintains an agricultural field on the campus, where the students, 
along with teachers, indulge in tilling, sowing, and caring for crops, 
vegetables, and fruits.

	 d	 Unlike mainstream schools, the learning center uses textbooks solely 
as reference books. As mentioned on their website: “Textbooks are 
used as guides where required. However, we do not limit ourselves 
to the textbooks” (“About Us”).

	 e	 Students are encouraged to bring home-cooked foods, and they are 
not allowed to bring food purchased from the shops.

	 f	 Students are taken on field trips to understand the various textual 
knowledges within diverse social, cultural, economic, political, geo-
graphical, and topographical contexts.

	 g	 Every Wednesday, one group of students is responsible for cooking 
and serving food to the entire school. The students visit the agri-
cultural field, gather the necessary crops, vegetables, and fruits, and 
plan the food items they wish to cook.

	 h	 Every week, a class-wide discussion group is organized, and stu-
dents and teachers discuss various social, political, economic, and 
cultural events that are taking place around the globe.

	 i	 Students learn different subjects through digital modes of edu-
cation in the classrooms and firsthand experience in the natural 
environment.

In tilling, sowing, caring, harvesting, and cooking, the students learn 
how and why the different academic disciplines like science, history, 
geography, and economics should be understood in an intersectional 
manner (Kilpadi, 2017). By gaining and sharing knowledge both digi-
tally and experientially, students in this school also learn that to disown 
the anti-nature and anti-capitalistic systems of knowledge production, 
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it is necessary to generate collective spaces where indigenous knowl-
edge systems and Western knowledge systems can function together. 
This commingling of the indigenous knowledge and Western knowl-
edge systems is one of the integral aspects of Gandhi’s Nai Taleem.

	ii	 Anand Niketan: Anand Niketan is a Nai Taleem school that Mohandas 
K. Gandhi initially established as Sevagram Ashram in 1937. After 
Gandhi’s demise, the organization was shut down because of a lack 
of enthusiasm. It was restarted in 2005 as Anand Niketan School, and 
the pedagogical philosophy is based on the three H’s: Head, Heart, 
and Hand (“Home”). The school believes that while learning different 
subjects, students need to prepare for the job market, but what is more 
essential is cultivating ecological sustainability values. Therefore, the 
school follows a diverse teaching and learning model in which students 
are trained textually and digitally on the one hand and experientially 
on the other. As in the Poorna Learning Centre, textbooks are used 
as reference texts. After learning about different theories, philosophy, 
mathematics, languages, literature, and scientific experiments in the 
classroom, students apply them in experiential activities like draw-
ing, painting, paper-folding, scientific-toy making, gardening, farming, 
dance, music, drama, and sports. The school has fewer buildings and 
more open plots of land for the children to sow seeds and grow crops, 
fruits, and vegetables for themselves. Students get familiarized with dif-
ferent crops, vegetables, fruits, insects, parasites, and birds not through 
frozen samples in the laboratories but while working in the natural 
environment.

For instance, in standards 4 and 5, students have a chapter on agri-
cultural farming in their science books. So, to understand the science of 
farming contextually and experientially, students are taken to the open 
fields and are taught how to grow different types of crops, fruits, and 
vegetables. As students prepare the land for cultivation by using fertiliz-
ers, they learn about how fertilizers are manufactured and how they 
should be used for developing healthy soil. After the ground has been 
prepared, students sow the seeds, and in the process of doing so, they 
come to know about the different types of soil and what kind of crops, 
vegetables, and fruits can be grown on them. Once students finish sow-
ing, they regularly visit the open fields to map the plants’ growth, ena-
bling them to “understand what parasitic growth and other related 
concepts” (Avinash, 2014). This entire experience teaches students to 
build ecologically sustainable spaces of habitual learning and sharing 
through blending text-based theoretical knowledges and context-based 
experiential knowledges. Once a month, one of the groups of students 
needs to cook for the whole school. It is a compulsory activity, and until 
standard 7, the students are graded based on their performance. While 
gathering and preparing different ingredients for cooking, students 
learn about the nutritional value of other elements and how they should 
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be used for cooking. In this fashion, learning is encouraged in Anand 
Niketan through “craft and work, from nature, through life, and by 
doing and exploration” (ibid.). And the methods that are used are inter-
acting with the adults, reading textbooks, examining the natural envi-
ronment, and implementing audio-visual aids. This framework of Nai 
Taleem, interwoven with indigenous and modern/Western pedagogical 
practices, is followed in Puvidham.

	iii	 Puvidham: The Puvidham School was founded by a couple named 
Umesh and Meenakshi, who, having spent several years in Mumbai, 
realized the various forms of environmental crises that a city expe-
riences and the factors that contribute to problems. This realization 
motivated them to procure “a 12-acre land at the Nagarkoodal village 
in Dharmapuri district and set up a learning centre called Puvidham 
School that follows a curriculum based on natural learning process, 
non-violence learning environment and experimental learning” (James, 
2019). The curricular and pedagogical frameworks of the school have 
been designed on the principles of Nai Taleem. At present, the school 
accommodates children up to 12 years of age, and all subjects are taught 
in a story-telling pattern within the natural environment. In teaching, 
the school makes an effort to build consciousness among students 
toward ecological sustainability by interlinking indigenous knowledge 
systems with modern/Western knowledge systems. For instance, let us 
look into the various pedagogical and curricular components used to 
teach students between 8 and 12 years of age. The different subjects 
like English, Tamil, Hindi, Science, Mathematics, and Social Sciences 
are taught through various methods like using word cards; drawing 
family trees; writing personal anecdotes; painting on the rocks; clay 
modeling; drawing pictures based on individual stories; drawing maps 
by using geometrical appliances and digital technologies; talking to vil-
lage elders regarding traditional patterns of environmental conserva-
tion; and experimental farming on small plots of land (“Activities and 
Curriculum”). These components contribute to the development of the 
children in the following ways:

	 a	 Learning naturally: Children at the Puvidham School undergo a 
natural learning process through understanding and experiencing 
the various text-based knowledges within the natural environment. 
To experientially understand the different types of soils and how 
they support the growth of other crops that the children study in 
geography books, to closely observe the reproductive process of 
the plants that they study in science books, to calculate the size of 
the agricultural fields that they study in mathematics books, and 
to understand the communicative patterns of birds and animals 
that they study in the books on literature and linguistics, students 
indulge in activities like farming, carpentry, cooking, weaving, and 
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pharmacy. All of the children in the school are divided into groups, 
and each group is allotted a plot of land to grow plants. During the 
process of growing plants, students measure the size of the plots, 
“design the rows and decide what they want to plant” (“Education 
for a Sustainable Earth”). To decide how the plants need to be 
grown, students study the quality of the seeds, then “mulch, water 
and watch” (ibid.) their plants grow. As the plants grow, students 
make sketches of different plants and the birds and insects that visit 
the plants. The illustrations are archived by scanning, binding, and 
printing. The students also try to understand the language of the 
birds and insects by imitating their sounds. To ensure a good har-
vest, students make fertilizers and pest controls with plant extracts, 
which also teaches them about the medicinal value of different 
plants. After the plants grow, students calculate the time they have 
invested in developing the plants and the quantity of harvest they 
have received from each plot of land. This enables them to analyze 
the financial cost of their activities (ibid.).

	 b	 Decentralizing the classroom: The above instance shows how 
students and teachers dismantle capitalistic teacher-centric peda-
gogical practices by learning and sharing knowledges. Once the 
harvest is ready, the students learn the different ways to prepare 
food. They know to gather firewood without disturbing the eco-
logical balance of the natural environment. After the firewood is 
collected, it is chopped and shaped to be used for cooking. While 
chopping and shaping, the students learn carpentry and cooking, 
and they learn the medicinal and nutritional values of different 
plants. The teachers and students facilitate these activities together 
as co-participants and co-learners. Through such experiences 
within the natural environment, the teachers and students show 
that to gain diverse knowledges it is crucial to learn collaboratively 
and co-creatively, without generating any form of epistemological 
and ontological hierarchies. Except for computer labs and science 
labs, the school does not have four-walled rooms to teach the stu-
dents. The campus consists of open spaces with shades with mov-
able blackboards (“Sustainability and Work in Education”). The 
open spaces are located close to the natural environment so that, 
unlike the four-walled classrooms, there is no barricade between 
text-based learning and context-based learning.

This is how Puvidham rejects the segregated practices of learning differ-
ent academic disciplines and promotes the philosophies of Nai Taleem 
by textually and contextually synthesizing constellations of indigenous 
knowledges with modern/Western knowledges.

	iv	 Happiness curriculum: The philosophy of Nai Taleem is implement-
ed not only in the Poorna Learning Centre and Puvidham but also 
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in several government schools in New Delhi through the Happiness 
Curriculum project. The Happiness Curriculum project was launched 
in 2019 by the state ministry of education in New Delhi. The project 
has been introduced in the government schools from classes Nursery to 
8 and is driven by Gandhi’s philosophy of inclusive education or Nai 
Taleem. One of the significant purposes of developing this project is to 
build such teaching and learning patterns that can contribute to “indi-
vidual, community or global well-being without exploiting other peo-
ple, the environment or future generations” (O’Brien, 2015: 291). The 
functional procedure of this project is underlined by what A. Nagraj 
called the “happiness triad,” which is composed of momentary happi-
ness, deeper happiness, and sustainable happiness (2015: 85). Let us 
analyze the different ways in which the happiness triad is implemented 
in the schools in New Delhi:

	 a	 Momentary happiness: The practice of happiness curriculum 
encourages students to gain knowledge through the active imple-
mentation of their five senses – sight, smell, taste, touch, and 
sound – in connection to the natural environment. To elaborate, this 
practice believes that to gain knowledge about different academic 
disciplines as diversely as possible, it is necessary to connect the 
text-based information with habitual experiences like eating deli-
cious and healthy foods, watching movies, painting and sketching 
pictures, sculpting, and gardening. As every natural environment 
component habitually exists and evolves experientially, the cogni-
tive system within the children should also be built through daily 
experiences. While consuming different types of foods, the children 
learn about how other plants are grown, how animals are reared, 
and how different types of soils are prepared. The students also 
learn about the nutritional values of different foods and the socio-
historical origin of spices. Similarly, movies assist the children to 
develop their social, cultural, political, and literary understanding 
of different textbooks that they study in the classrooms; the expe-
riences of painting, sketching, and sculpting allow the children to 
learn about other regional socio-cultural practices and the diverse 
contexts in which they are practiced. Gardening teaches the stu-
dents to channel their textual learning toward the natural environ-
ment and contribute collectively toward sustainable development.

	 b	 Deeper happiness: To expand the momentary experiences of hap-
piness, as shared above, into deeper and broader understandings 
of happiness, it is vital to diversely understand the ephemeral 
sensory experiences in a more comprehensive network of rela-
tionships between human communities and the natural environ-
ment. The Happiness Curriculum encourages students to utilize 
the knowledge they have gained in the classrooms to build family 
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relationships, nurture indigenous community values, and conserve 
the natural environment.

	 c	 Sustainable happiness: It is these habitual practices of building 
family relationships, nurturing indigenous community values, 
and conserving the natural environment that give birth to sus-
tainable happiness, which involves “clarity of thought, deeper 
understanding of self, being able to focus, being mindful finding 
cause, purpose, interconnectedness in our living, etc.” (“Happiness 
Curriculum,” 2019). These aspects of sustainable happiness can 
be achieved only by collaborating with the natural environment 
and by building economies of sharing and caring, where teachers 
and students, indigenous knowledge systems and modern/Western 
knowledge systems, text-based information and context-based 
information, theoretical learning methods and practical learning 
methods cohabit. The principles of the Happiness Curriculum, 
like the different components of the natural environment, identify 
the teachers and students as co-learners and co-participants, who 
should habitually engage in creatively learning other academic dis-
ciplines. As a result, students in the government schools are taught 
through techniques like story-telling, exhibitions, fieldwork, com-
munity interaction programs, gardening, and sports.

For instance, let us look into the timetable of the students from classes 
3 to 8. The students are theoretically and practically trained in medita-
tion, yoga, aerobics, and various indoor and outdoor games on Monday. 
On Tuesday, the students are told stories from different subject books, 
followed by questions and discussions. On Wednesday, students and 
teachers revise the stories that have been shared on the previous day. 
Thursday and Friday are reserved for different activities like fieldwork, 
community interaction programs, handicraft making, painting, sketch-
ing, gardening, and pottery. On Saturday, students and teachers dis-
cuss how the various theoretical and experiential knowledge they have 
gained throughout the week relate to each other and how they plan to 
collectively apply that knowledge for the sustainable development of 
the societies around them (ibid.). So, whatever students learn from the 
general subject books in the classrooms is contextually and experien-
tially re-learned within the natural environment.

To ensure that the principles of the Happiness Curriculum are thoroughly 
followed in the schools, happiness coordinators are appointed. A teacher is 
selected as a happiness coordinator from each government school and that 
person coordinates with fellow teachers. Besides coordinating with teachers 
in their respective schools, the coordinators visit other government schools 
to facilitate workshops for teachers and students and record the different 
activities conducted under the Happiness Curriculum project.
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This is how the execution of the principles of Nai Taleem in a reconfig-
ured and re-contextualized manner by these educational institutions once 
again reminds us that without addressing the issue of environmental degra-
dation through eco-centric practices of teaching and learning, the sustaina-
ble development of a society is not possible. In the book The Political 
Economy of Social Erosion in Developing Countries (2016), Piers Blaikie 
observes that “environmental degradation is seen as a result of underdevel-
opment (of poverty, inequality, and exploitation), a symptom of underde-
velopment, and a cause of underdevelopment (contributing to a failure to 
produce, invest and improve productivity)” (9). Therefore, to prevent envi-
ronmental degradation and revive the natural environment, it is crucial to 
develop collective knowledge spaces of learning, caring, and sharing, where 
“environmental knowledge and social order are coproduced” (Forsyth and 
Walker, 2008: 18).

Rabindranath Tagore’s experimental pedagogies

The coproduction of social order and environmental knowledge through 
the collective nurturing of indigenous knowledge techniques and Western 
knowledge techniques can be found in Tagore’s experimental pedagogies. 
Tagore’s practical pedagogies were centered on the role of the natural envi-
ronment in teaching and learning, and they laid the foundation of his exper-
imental school in Santiniketan17 in 1901. The experimental school was 
initiated to challenge the “factory-model” (Tagore, 1906: 70) of teaching 
and learning, whose sole purpose is to train individuals for the job mar-
ket. Concerning his personal experiences of denouncing the formal school 
and seeking private education at home, Tagore believed in what Mousumi 
Mukherjee calls a “relational humanist philosophy of inclusive education” 
(2017, 542), where the student, teacher, peers, and nature are intertwined 
with each other. The components of this philosophy are the following:

	 i	 Spiritual education: To nurture the values of sustainable development 
within a child, Tagore believed that

institutions should be a perpetual creation by the co-operative 
enthusiasm of teachers and students, growing with the growth 
of their soul; a world in itself, self-sustaining, independent, rich 
with ever-renewing life, radiating life across space and time 
and functioning as a planetary system of dependent bodies.

(1922: 45)

Tagore launched his experimental school with five students in an open 
field to build these values of interdependence and self-sustainability. 
According to Tagore, to uphold the highest form of spiritual matters, 
the relationship between teachers and students should be de-hierarchal 
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and collaborative. Instead of creating unidirectional pedagogical spaces 
in which teachers function as ‘dictators’ (by dictating notes) and stu-
dents as silent ‘transcribers’ (by writing down the notes), teachers and 
students should simultaneously function as co-teachers and co-learners. 
The collaborative and co-creative forms of learning between teachers 
and students are also crucial for the intellectual development of the 
students.

	ii	 Intellectual education: The decentralization of the teacher-centric edu-
cation model is a crucial step toward promoting and building holistic 
intellectual values within the students. While teaching in his experi-
mental school, Tagore interrogated the domination of colonial/Western 
models of academic disciplines within the schools in India and explored 
the “relationship between East and West in the contemporary postcolo-
nial period” (Collins, 2007: 80). Though Tagore was mostly taught by 
the European teachers about European sciences, histories, cultures, and 
philosophies, he gave equal importance to the learning of indigenous 
fields of knowledges. This experience enabled him to create a blended 
intellectual platform in his experimental school, where he taught stu-
dents Western knowledge disciplines and indigenous knowledge disci-
plines of India. This blended intellectual platform pushed the students 
beyond his experimental school’s physical spaces into diverse commu-
nities inhabited by people from varied social, cultural, racial, religious, 
geographical, and economic backgrounds.

	iii	 Physical education: Through interacting with diverse communities, the 
students in Tagore’s school could position their textual learning within 
the experiential ecological spaces and learn how the functional patterns 
of humans and the natural environment are interwoven with each oth-
er. Besides interacting with communities, students in his experimental 
school were trained in visual arts, performing arts, fine arts, sports, and 
other experiential activities. This training diversified their understand-
ing of the subjects they studied and how these are connected to the 
existential ways of the natural environment.

These integrated philosophies of teaching and learning have shaped the 
functional procedures of various schools and higher educational institu-
tions in India. As examples, let us analyze how the curricular and pedagog-
ical systems of the Visva-Bharati University in Santiniketan and the Patha 
Bhavan School in Kolkata are influenced by Tagore’s pedagogical practices. 
In both of these educational institutions, Westernized classroom practices, 
laboratory experiments, and grading patterns are blended with the varie-
ties of knowledges that can be drawn from the natural environment. Uma 
Dasgupta writes that “Rabindranath was seeking a world which has moved 
on from nationalism, patriotism, statism, and also capitalism – capitalism, 
because of his insistence on the best technology for Visva-Bharati without 
the greed for profit” (2013: 280). The best technology without any profit 
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motive can be sought only within the natural environment, and this is what 
the university has been promoting and practicing since its establishment in 
1921. Today, students in the university not only learn through various digi-
tal media but also experience their classroom learning by evoking the natu-
ral environment through dance, music, handicrafts, pottery, and community 
interaction programs. In the Institute of Education, subjects like education 
for sustainable development; gender, society, and education; peace and 
value education; environmental education; human rights, peace, and values 
education; health education and environmental studies; and value and envi-
ronmental education are taught. After digitally and vocally learning these 
subjects in the classroom, students are required to experience their learning 
by conducting surveys in the surrounding areas. The surveys are centered 
on the relation between the natural environment and the communities, and 
different factors like gender, class, economy, health, and human rights are 
taken into account. The fieldwork is archived by conducting interviews and 
shooting documentaries, which are then uploaded on social media. Apart 
from documentaries and interviews, students are expected to make a pres-
entation on their surveys. Students are encouraged to complete the pres-
entations in creative formats like poetry, poster making, animation, music, 
dance, and pottery. In such a way, students of the Institute of Education 
learn how to apply Western pedagogical systems together with indigenous 
pedagogical systems of education to build ecologically sustainable societies 
(“Courses with Environmental Sustainability”).

The Patha Bhavan School functions identically. The school, which was 
established in 1965, was built on the pedagogical ideals of Rabindranath 
Tagore. The school continues to maintain Tagore’s philosophical values by 
merging academic and cultural activities in the form of organizing literary 
festivals, film festivals, science workshops, art and craft exhibitions, semi-
nars, fairs, educational tours, fieldwork, community interaction programs, 
and many more (“Our School”). Like Visva-Bharati University, the school 
follows a fusion of Western knowledge systems and indigenous knowledge 
systems, in which the “students are not only given lessons in academics, 
they are also made aware of their roots, culture, history and encouraged to 
have a scientific bent of mind and a rational outlook” (ibid.).

Students’ Educational and Cultural Movement of Ladakh 
(SECMOL)

The SECMOL project was founded in 1988 by a group of students in 
Ladakh under the patronage of environment activist Sonam Wangchuk. 
Like the previously discussed initiatives, the nuclear purpose for develop-
ing this project has been to generate eco-centric consciousness amongst the 
people of Ladakh by weaving environment-friendly teaching and learning 
patterns at schools and homes. The project was inaugurated by building a 
model eco-friendly campus where the school buildings were constructed 
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with waste materials like broken twigs, dried woods, dried leaves, and 
straws with the minimal use of bricks and cement. The electric supply on 
the campus was developed by installing solar panels, and the water supply 
was initiated by building reservoirs on the campus. The solar panels and 
reservoirs were constructed by the students of the SECMOL project and 
the native villagers. Before construction, the students and villagers not only 
received training from the experts but also collectively applied the knowl-
edge that they have imbibed from their ancestors, parents, and grandpar-
ents and the natural environment in which they grew up. With time, the 
SECMOL project has branched out to transform the entire education sys-
tem of Ladakh by generating ecologically conscious systems of knowledge 
production in the village schools. The project has been making efforts to 
transform conventional schools in Ladakh into a place “to pursue practical, 
environmental, social, and traditional knowledge value and skills” (“About 
SECMOL”). The education reform initiatives (also known as the Operation 
New Hope, or ONH) that have been taken by the project are the following:

	 i	 Dismantling the Eurocentric and de-contextualized education system: 
Before the SECMOL project, the education system in Ladakh was 
plagued with multiple issues like lack of teaching (in) local languages 
in the schools, lack of contextualized curricular and pedagogical prac-
tices, lack of local teachers, and the lack of community participation. 
As a result, the education system was gradually falling off in Ladakh 
with a high rate of failure in the intermediate and higher secondary 
examinations. With the launch of the project, SECMOL started rig-
orously transforming the education system in Ladakh by removing 
the Delhi-based texts from the syllabus and incorporating works by 
Ladakhi authors in the local Ladakhi language that connected to local 
geopolitical, social, cultural, and environmental contexts. Besides 
transforming the syllabus, the pedagogical patterns were also changed. 
Western-based classroom-centric pedagogical practices were replaced 
by “creative, child-centered, and activity-based teaching methods” in 
collaboration with the natural environment of Ladakh (“Education 
Reforms and ONH”). To elaborate, students in the schools learned 
about contemporary mainstream disciplines of literature, history, soci-
ology, science, mathematics, and technology not only from textbooks 
and closeted laboratories but also through the habitual functional pat-
terns of the natural environment, like climate, soil, trees, vegetation, 
and flora and fauna. Such patterns of learning have assisted the people 
of Ladakh to generate ecological consciousness and self-sustainability. 
The process of learning in collaboration with nature has been allowing 
the residents of Ladakh to curate a praxis-based learning environment.

	ii	 Involving village communities in running the school: Besides curricu-
lar and pedagogical transformations, the SECMOL, in collaboration 
with the villagers, has formed VECs. The responsibility of the VEC is to 
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ensure the proper functioning of the schools and the active education 
of students in Ladakh. Every year, interested members from the native 
villages of Ladakh are invited to be a member of VECs, they are trained 
about the curricular and pedagogical designs of the SECMOL, and then 
they are distributed across different schools in Ladakh. In the schools, 
they collectively work with teachers to generate a balanced teaching–
learning environment of modern science and technology on the one 
hand and indigenous and eco-centric ancestral knowledge values on the 
other. The VECs also regularly organize village education festivals in 
which different movies (both locally made and outside) are showcased 
and different forms of local music and dances are performed. The inten-
tion behind organizing this festival is to preserve and practice the local 
eco-centric cultures and traditions and sensitize the communities about 
mainstream knowledge systems.

Such transformations in the teaching and learning cultures in Ladakh 
through blending mainstream knowledge systems with indigenous knowl-
edge systems have immensely benefited the communities during COVID-19 
which will be elaborated on in the next chapter. The educational reforms 
have impacted the lives of the villagers as well. Owing to the challenging cli-
matic conditions in Ladakh, it has always been important to rely on renew-
able sources of energy. Before the SECMOL project was launched, Ladakh 
lacked sufficient renewable sources of energy. The project has enabled vil-
lagers to learn and build solar electricity, solar panel, solar heater, and solar 
cookers. Besides these initiatives, villagers have been using their indigenous 
knowledges to develop organic farming as the habitual agricultural practice 
in Ladakh. They have also developed organic ways of preserving foods, 
seedlings, vegetables, and fruits during winter by interweaving mainstream 
scientific and technological values with indigenous ones. Water manage-
ment is a crucial aspect of daily life in Ladakh. Therefore, students of the 
SECMOL and villagers together have built dry compost toilets and greywa-
ter pipes. The dry compost toilets prevent any form of water usage, and the 
greywater pipes transport the wastewater from kitchens and bathrooms to 
the roots of the plants. This is how eco-centric knowledge systems form an 
integral aspect of daily life in Ladakh, where mainstream knowledges are 
amalgamated with indigenous knowledges in a de-hierarchical way.

The colonized countries have always been treated as a resource for min-
ing data by the European colonizers, who have globally portrayed them-
selves as intellectual gatekeepers by undermining indigenous modes of 
knowing, knowledge production, and other perspectives (Quijano, 2007: 
169). At present, the colonial ritual of repressing indigenous knowledge 
systems is practiced through capitalistic modes of knowledge production. 
These instances of applying Tagore’s experimental pedagogies in the con-
temporary era challenge capitalistic modes of knowledge production and 
uphold the necessity of “intellectual sovereignty” – a form of sovereignty in 
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which indigenous values are complexly entangled with Western values 
(Prah, 2018: 33).

Altogether, with respect to the instances of the Green School System, the 
Sarang School, the Barefoot College, the kaupapa Ma ̄ori education system, 
Nai Taleem, the SECMOL, and Tagore’s experimental pedagogies, this 
chapter discusses the various forms of eco-centric pedagogical and curricu-
lar patterns that are being practiced amongst different indigenous and 
non-indigenous communities around the world since the pre-COVID-19 
era. The next chapter further diversifies and contextualizes these discus-
sions by emphasizing the planetary impact that these forms of teaching and 
learning have been creating during the pandemic of COVID-19 and can 
develop in the post-COVID-19 era. It also discusses how it can be adopted 
within mainstream educational institutions in the post-COVID-19 era.

Notes
	 1	 A traditional kindergarten school in New Zealand where the lessons are deliv-

ered in Māori language.
	 2	 An organization that has been established in Hawaii and is run by families. The 

central work of the organization is to establish traditional pre-schools in Hawaii 
and deliver lessons in the Hawaiian language.

	 3	 As a counter-narrative of the global concept of gross domestic product (GDP), 
GNH believes that the concept of sustainable development should be holisti-
cally understood, not only in terms of the various economic aspects of progress 
but also in terms of the various non-economic aspects of well-being, like ecolog-
ical consciousness, fellow-feeling, and collective compassion.

	 4	 Thangka is a Tibetan-Buddhist art form, which depicts stories about the life of 
Lord Buddha, Buddhist spiritual beliefs and practices, flora and fauna, the agri-
cultural system, and so on.

	 5	 Tshechus is the national festival of Bhutan, and various forms of mask dances 
are performed on the occasion. Through the dances, the dancers offer their 
respect and reverence to the natural deities like the sun, the moon, the stars, and 
the forests.

	 6	 This festival is celebrated in honor of the seventh king of Tibet, named Songtsen 
Gampo, and varieties of mask dances are performed on the occasion. Like 
Tshechu, the dances are performed to show their respect and reverence for the 
natural environment.

	 7	 The argument about low active infection rates and one death has been on 
the basis of the data that was referred to from the official Facebook page of 
Ministry of Health, Royal Government of Bhutan on July 17, 2021 at 6 p.m. 
(Indian Standard Time). Until the above-mentioned date and time, Bhutan 
had 358 active cases and two deaths. In comparison with the high number of 
active COVID-19 infection rates and consequent deaths in the countries that 
are located in Southeast Asia, the 358 active infection rates and two deaths in 
Bhutan have been regarded as comparatively low by the author. For more details 
about the data, please refer to the following link: https://www.facebook.com/
MoHBhutan/photos/a.999012646827018/4343300572398192/.

	 8	 The Yonphula Lower Secondary School (YLSS) is located in the Yonphula vil-
lage of the Trashigang district, East Bhutan. In order to explicate the collabora-
tive practice of Euro–North American knowledge systems and the indigenous 
knowledge systems within the schools of Bhutan, the author has particularly 

https://www.facebook.com
https://www.facebook.com
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chosen the example of YLSS because, as a lecturer, the author was based at 
Yonphula Centenary College for three semesters (August 2019–January 2021) 
and the school is located on that college campus. Owing to lockdowns and 
post-lockdown restrictions for COVID-19, the author was not allowed to move 
out of the college campus. So, the author conducted a study on the curricular 
and pedagogical structures of YLSS.

	 9	 The Māori word ‘iwi’ means confederation of tribes.
	10	 The Māori word ‘whanau’ refers to a community of related families who reside 

in the same area.
	11	 The Ma ̄ori word ‘whakapapa’ refers to a community’s connection with the 

ancestors.
	12	 A city located in the state of Karnataka in southwestern India.
	13	 A town located in the state of Maharashtra.
	14	 A town located in the state of Tamil Nadu in southern India.
	15	 The state language of Karnataka.
	16	 Hindi is taught there because it is the most widely used native official language 

of India.
	17	 A city located in the Birbhum district of West Bengal, India.
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3

TRANSFORMATIONS

Curriculum and Pedagogy

With the beginning of the pandemic of COVID-19, the pedagogical and 
curricular frameworks of mainstream education systems have undergone 
a paradigmatic transformation. The physical classes have been shifted 
online; the syllabi have been re-molded to suit the online modes of teach-
ing and learning; several online databases that required paid subscriptions 
for accessing books and articles have been made accessible; the pedagogi-
cal patterns have been decentralized with teachers no more occupying the 
center of the classrooms; and the conventional public classroom spaces 
of educational institutions have been dismantled and shifted into uncon-
ventional private spaces like bedrooms, drawing rooms, and study rooms. 
These neo-pedagogical and neo-curricular approaches have yielded mixed 
results. Certain privileged sections of society around the globe who have 
access to infrastructures like the internet, electricity, and private rooms 
have acknowledged the transformations as an able solution to the various 
academic challenges that COVID-19 has posed. Owing to different social, 
cultural, and economic challenges, many school-going and college-going 
students do not have access to these infrastructures, and so the educational 
process has suffered a massive setback. In the article “How COVID-19 
deepens the digital education divide in India” (2020), Sushma Modi and 
Ronika Postaria observe:

A total of 320 million learners in India have been adversely affected 
by the COVID-19 pandemic and have transitioned to e-learning … 
With huge regional and household disparities in access to the inter-
net and technology, this transition has not been possible for all stu-
dents and educators … The rapid shift to e-learning prompted by 
the pandemic has resurfaced long-standing issues of inequality and 
a digital divide in India that must be addressed by future economic, 
education and digitalization policies.

The existing technological and infrastructural challenges that have wors-
ened during the pandemic of COVID-19 affected socio-economically disad-
vantaged students and their families physically and psychologically. During 
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the period of complete lockdown, India saw an acute rise in suicide, depres-
sion, and substance abuse amongst the students because of their inabil-
ity to access technological gadgets and internet services and attend online 
classes and their failure to participate in online examinations and perform 
in the examinations up to their expectations (Koshy, 2020; Feng, 2020; 
Premkumar, 2020; Agrawal, 2020).

These incidents reveal the “negationism, gattopardism and transition-
ism” (Santos, 2020) that the anti-ecological, self-centered, exclusive, and 
capitalistic modes of mainstream education systems have undergone during 
the pandemic COVID-19 from a state of ‘exclusive inclusiveness’ to a state 
of ‘coercive all-inclusiveness.’ To elaborate, during the pre-COVID-19 era, 
the capitalistic frameworks of education systems exclusively functioned for 
a particular section of socio-economically privileged people worldwide. 
Generally, such kinds of education systems talk about inclusiveness, but in 
reality, it is accessible only to certain select sections of society. The emer-
gence of the pandemic saw a re-adjustment, diversification, and further 
systematization of this violent system by creating a false narrative of all-
inclusiveness, which is socio-economically dehumanizing, physiologically 
exhausting, and ethically coercive. The coercive nature of all-inclusiveness 
can be observed through the situations in which parents who do not have 
access to the basic existential necessities like food, water, electricity, and 
housing are compelled to ensure the availability of the internet, laptops, and 
smartphones for the online education of their children. This compulsion 
comes not only from the physically visible agencies of capitalism like the 
schools, the colleges, and the universities but also from the invisible lexi-
cons of capitalistic ethics that are invested with perspectives like ‘intelli-
gence,’ ‘tech-smartness,’ ‘flexibility,’ ‘adjustability,’ and ‘transitionality’. 
These perspectives remain ignorant about the practical, existential chal-
lenges of the general human civilization and only acknowledge the existen-
tial patterns of those who celebrate the invisible lexicons of capitalistic 
ethics. Besides the acute increase in the digital divide, the online mode of 
education has aggravated the production of electronic waste, or e-waste, in 
India. Usually, when we engage with discourses on environmental pollution 
and waste management, the contribution of e-waste toward causing pollu-
tion is not much talked about. Although at homes, educational institutions, 
workplaces, and public places in India several initiatives are being taken to 
dispose of and manage general waste effectively, there seems to be a lack of 
collective concern about the disposal and management of e-waste. In the 
article “Studies of E-Waste in India” (2014), Mahesh Vats and Santosh 
Singh expose the appalling condition of e-waste management in India and 
observe how the “hazardous methods of e-waste disposal like open burning 
for the recovery of targeted metals like copper, aluminum, iron and steel 
from equipment peripherals and acid leaching for the recovery of copper 
and precious metals from PCB (Printed Circuit Boards)” have been “caus-
ing an explosion of pollutants in the environment” (16919). Despite 
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outlining thorough guidelines about how to dispose of e-waste on the pack-
aging boxes of electronic gadgets, the dumping of batteries, laptops, mobile 
phones, wires, chargers, and other electronic objects in the streets is a com-
mon sight in India. In 2019, United Nations reported that around “50 mil-
lion tonnes of electronic waste, or e-waste, is being thrown away each year” 
around the world (United Nations, 2019), and this casual disposal has led 
to a 21 percent increase in the last five years (Borthakur, 2020).

The situation has worsened with the outbreak of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. The shift from physical modes of education toward digital modes of 
education had an unequal impact on electronic and digital gadgets world-
wide. Baldé and Kuehr, in “Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on E-waste 
in the First Three Quarters of 2020” (2021), report that the

lower consumption of electronic and electrical equipment in the 
first three quarters of 2020 led to a reduction of 4.9 million metric 
tons (Mt) in waste of electronic and electrical equipment (e-waste) 
generated in the future due to the COVID-19 pandemic, especially 
in the first and second quarter of 2020.

They also report that e-waste disposal has been reduced by 30 percent in 
middle- and low-income countries but that, in the high-income countries, 
the reduction has been reduced by 5 percent (ibid.). But this reduction does 
not call for celebration because it only exposes the increasing digital divide 
around the globe. The higher rate of e-waste reduction in the middle- and 
low-income countries, compared with the high-income countries, reveals 
the increase in the existing economic and infrastructural challenges to 
access digital gadgets and internet services. It is also important to note that 
despite overall e-waste reduction, the use of electronic objects in selective 
formal sectors experienced a sharp increase. The consumption of “game 
soles, cell phones, electric ovens, and laptops increased due to COVID-19 
adding 0.3 Mt to the consumption of electronic and electrical equipment, 
and hence future e-waste generation” (Baldé and Kuehr, 2021). Apart from 
the formal sector, the informal sector widely contributes to the produc-
tion of e-waste. A joint report by the International Telecommunication 
Union, the International Labour Organization, and the United Nations 
Environment Programme proclaims that in some countries, the informal 
sector produces more e-waste than the formal sector (Ryder and Houlin, 
2019). In India, the NEC Corporation India Private Limited and Associated 
Chambers of Commerce of India have reported that out of the two mil-
lion tonnes of e-waste that was produced in India in 2016, 1.58 million 
tonnes was produced by the informal sector and only 0.42 million tonnes 
were produced by the formal sector (Wankhede, 2020). Mumbai (a city 
located in the state of Maharashtra in western India) has been the highest 
producer of e-waste in India over the last decade since the outbreak of the 
COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 and consequent lockdowns have “generated 
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more than 10 lakh metric tons (MT) of electronic waste but recycled or 
dismantled less than 1% of it” (TNN, 2021). These data show the lack of 
efficient implementation of the e-waste management protocols in both the 
formal and the informal sectors. In 2016, the government of India prepared 
legislation to manage e-waste. But, during the pandemic, the disposal of 
cartridges, batteries, and other electronic devices has failed to abide by the 
legislation. So, despite various initiatives for reducing the digital divide and 
e-waste, the failure to effectively implement them due to a “lack of decent 
environmental health and safety result standards” is resulting in “massive 
environmental pollution” (Henzler et  al., 2018: 8). Boaventura de Sousa 
Santos positions these digital divide and e-waste production crises within 
a broader framework of analysis by saying that in the transition of capi-
talistic practices of knowledge production from a state of exclusive inclu-
siveness to a state of coercive all-inclusiveness, “capitalism has only grown 
stronger” (2020). He also says that this act of capitalistic negationism has 
given birth to “gattopardism” in which certain selective sectors of a nation’s 
economy, like health and industry, satisfy the reckless self-profiting desires 
of capitalism and are reformed. This is why, during COVID-19,

the public health sector has to be expanded, and social inequalities 
have to be reduced, but no thought is given to changes in the pro-
duction system or the financial system, the exploitation of natural 
resources, the destruction of nature, or consumption patterns.

(Santos, 2020)

To counter these anti-nature, capitalistic exercises of knowledge production 
during the COVID-19 and post-COVID-19 eras, it is necessary to develop 
the phenomenon of green academic practices, in which green signifies not 
only the color of the natural environment but also a set of habitual teach-
ing and learning practices that uphold the necessity of ecological sustain-
ability in the post-pandemic era. The ecologically sustainable practices of 
knowledge gaining and sharing that were generally discussed in the previ-
ous chapter have been analyzed in this chapter in the context of COVID-19. 
The practices have been discussed in the various curricular and pedagogical 
transformations in the academic institutions needed in the post-COVID-19 
era. They are the following:

	 i	 Curricular transformations – Shifting from universality to diversality: 
Usually, the curricular structures found in most mainstream educa-
tional institutions around the globe are non-flexible. In other words, 
based on the different academic disciplines, the curriculum contents are 
institutionally fixed and students are expected to ‘fit’ themselves within 
them. In some institutions, certain curricular flexibilities are given to 
students to choose their topics of interest. Still, those flexibilities are 
designed to benefit a specific group of socially, culturally, economically, 
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and racially privileged class of people, who consistently contribute to 
the universal expansion of capitalistic modes of knowledge production. 
In the post-COVID-19 era, it is essential to dismantle such universal-
ized, anti-environmental, and capitalistic methods of knowledge pro-
duction and re-build the diverse, eco-centric, and indigenous modes of 
knowledge. In Local Histories/Global Designs (2000), Walter Mignolo 
argues that to respond to the challenges of coloniality/modernity, it is 
essential to practice “diversality as a universal project” (36). To shift 
from the universal project of universality to the universal project of 
diversality, some of the possible curricular transformations that can 
take place in the post-COVID-19 era are the following:

	ii	 Building disciplinary intersectionality: To develop ecologically sustaina-
ble curricular structures, it is crucial to disassemble the existing discipli-
nary systems like humanities, social sciences, sciences, and mathematics 
and incorporate eco-friendliness, acknowledge epistemic fluidity, and 
practice disciplinary intersectionality. Eco-friendliness can be embodied, 
epistemic fluidity can be acknowledged, and disciplinary intersectional-
ity can be practiced by dissolving the existing compartments of main-
stream academic disciplines and developing the teaching and learning 
aspects like radical democracy, economic democracy, social justice and 
well-being, culture and knowledge diversity, and ecological resilience.

In radical democracy, decisions are not made by capitalistic institu-
tional authorities. Instead, the citizens are invited to participate in the 
decision-making process actively. To re-shape democracy as a “matter 
of shared believes” (Kimmerer cited in Yuvan, 2020), the participants in 
radical democracy ensure that all forms of socio-cultural initiatives they 
take are in coherence with the natural environment. The coherence with 
the natural environment is being provided through building eco-regional 
units. The units are made of different groups of people who belong to 
different village areas. The representatives closely monitor each other’s 
daily community activities to ensure collective ecological well-being.

The human–nature coherence in radical democracy is further pur-
sued through economic democracy, which is motivated by the practice 
of caring and sharing. Instead of being in the hands of private corpo-
rate houses, the means of production and distribution remain in the 
producers’ hands. This ensures localized self-sufficiency by developing 
and maintaining the local markets in the villages, which can directly 
sell their products to the customers or get in touch with potential sellers 
without falling into the trap of corporate intermediaries.

These practices of caring and sharing give birth to social justice and 
well-being in the forms of social, cultural, class, caste, racial, and gen-
der equity. The practices enable individuals to overcome the narrow 
boundaries of differences and work collaboratively and co-creatively.

Social justice and well-being lead to the evolution of the diversity of 
cultures and knowledges amongst the communities. The hierarchies of 
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the capitalistic knowledge systems get dismantled, and knowledge dis-
semination is inclusively carried out for or by the ordinary people. The 
social, cultural, racial, economic, political, ethnic, gender, geographical, 
and topographical differences are acknowledged.

Another vital aspect of disciplinary intersectionality is ecological resil-
ience, which takes into account the practices of “conservation of nature, 
sustainable use” and “respecting planetary limits” (Keiramo et al., 2018). 
The mainstream educational institutions and the alternate educational 
institutions need to engage teachers and students in teaching and learning 
sciences, literatures, histories, mathematics, languages, sociologies, archae-
ologies, and anthropologies that appreciate the diverse, eco-friendly, and 
experiential knowledge constellations of the natural environment.

The ecologically sustainable curricular initiatives of radical democ-
racy, economic democracy, social justice, knowledge diversity, and eco-
logical resilience get reflected through the curricular frameworks of 
alternate academic projects like the Green School System, the Sarang 
School, the Barefoot College, Puvidham, the Poorna Learning Centre, 
Anand Niketan, the Happiness Curriculum project, Visva-Bharati 
University, Patha Bhavan School, the Green Belt Movement, and the 
kaupapa Māori education system. With the outbreak of COVID-19 in 
Bhutan in March 2020, as classroom teaching and examinations were 
suspended and replaced by online remote learning techniques, the cur-
ricular structures of the green schools in Bhutan were also modified 
circumstantially. For instance, during online remote learning, school 
teachers realized that subjects like science, mathematics, and literature 
could not be taught remotely. Therefore, to prevent students from get-
ting disconnected from their habitual learning processes and keep them 
productively engaged, teachers re-designed the curricular structures, 
which pushed them to learn with and from their surrounding natural 
environment. During a survey in August 2020, a group of students, 
who were studying in the third standard in the Yonphula Lower 
Secondary School, reported that owing to the closure of the schools, 
they were unable to learn the life cycle of plants from the printed 
demonstration charts and laboratories. So, their science teacher gave 
them a three-week project. They were expected to plant a sapling in 
their respective natural environment, closely observe the changes that it 
undergoes over three weeks, and write it down in the chart papers. In 
this way, they creatively continued with their learning processes and 
could diversify their knowledges through ecological experiences.

The Sarang School in Kerala, Anand Niketan in Maharashtra, the 
Poorna Learning Centre in Karnataka, Puvidham in Tamil Nadu, Visva-
Bharati University, and Patha Bhavan School in West Bengal, the gov-
ernment schools in New Delhi, the Students’ Educational and Cultural 
Movement of Ladakh (SECMOL) project, and the Barefoot College in 
Rajasthan have indulged in identical eco-centric educational practices 
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during the series of lockdowns in India. Though the campuses were 
shut down and the regular community activities were suspended, the 
community-building activities of these institutions did not stop. During 
the closure of the schools in Ladakh, the students of the SECMOL 
project could continue with their learning in their respective homes 
along with family members and neighbors from the villages because of 
the self-sustainable eco-centric learning patterns. They have also been 
involved in community-building activities like creating public quaran-
tine centers, self-quarantine zones, emergency medical centers, mobile 
health facilities, and sufficient food, vegetable, and grocery storage.

As discussed in the previous chapter, these educational institutions, 
since their establishment, have enabled socio-economically underprivi-
leged communities to develop self-reliance and self-sufficiency as holis-
tically as possible. As a result, when most of the socio-economically 
privileged mainstream communities in India were struggling to cope 
with the crises created by the pandemic, the communities that have 
been educated and trained through the ecologically sustainable curric-
ular structures of these institutions could effectively counter the prob-
lems by doing the following: maintaining essential health and hygiene; 
ensuring sufficient stock of cereal and agricultural products; distribut-
ing daily necessities equally; ensuring sufficient medical supplies; build-
ing quarantine centers; strictly observing social distancing measures; 
individually indulging in eco-friendly teaching–learning activities like 
farming, gardening, storytelling, preparing homemade health remedies, 
soil nourishment, painting with natural extracts; and learning digitally 
(subjected to availability and accessibility).

In Kenya, during the upsurge of COVID-19 infections in 2020, the 
Green Belt Movement campaign played a crucial role in preventing the 
pandemic from interfering with the customary eco-centric existential 
practices of the various indigenous and non-indigenous communities. 
By maintaining proper health, hygiene, and social distancing measures, 
the indigenous communities that live near the forests could sustain the 
available resources of the natural environment. Several mainstream 
schools in Kenya, which adopted the praxis-based and ecologically sus-
tainable curricular structures of teaching and learning of the Green Belt 
Movement, have vastly benefited during the crisis of COVID-19. The 
self-sufficiency and self-sustainability that the teachers and students 
have gained through growing fruits, vegetables, and cereals on the 
school campuses; developing essential health, hygiene, and medical 
facilities; and preserving and nurturing the surrounding natural environ-
ment have assisted them and the residents in neighboring areas of the 
school campuses to resist various forms of existential crises effectively.

Like the Green Belt Movement in Kenya, the kaupapa Māori educa-
tional system plays an essential role in New Zealand’s successful resist-
ance against the pandemic of COVID-19. The integration of the 
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ecologically sustainable curricular patterns of the Māoris in the main-
stream education of the country has allowed individuals to deviate from 
the anti-environmental and capitalistic modes of knowledge and con-
centrate on the preservation and practice of knowledges that call for 
collective sustenance, ecological conservation, optimum use of natural 
resources, equitable distribution of resources, and revival of local eco-
nomic traditions. Despite lockdowns, closure of physical classes, and 
social distancing measures, the collaborative efforts of the indigenous and 
non-indigenous communities in New Zealand ensured that the learners 
were not disconnected from habitual learning processes by shifting the 
curricular engagements online. The Māori television channels broad-
casted educational programs, which were presented by “kaiako [Maori 
knowledge] and te reo Maori [the Maori language] experts” (Hurihanganui, 
2020). The educational programs focused on the eco-centric indigenous 
knowledge systems of the Māoris and how they could function as practi-
cal tools to counter the pandemic of COVID-19 in New Zealand. During 
the lockdown, the government also provided “free learning packs with te 
reo Maori resources to support lessons at home” (ibid.).

	iii	 De-authorizing curriculum: Apart from introducing the anti-capitalistic, 
ecologically sustainable, and intersectional modes of curricular prac-
tice in the post-COVID-19 era, it is essential to de-authorize and de-
monopolize the curricular structures. The institutional proprietorship 
of the curricular frameworks in mainstream educational institutions 
should be replaced by collective stewardship. Students and teachers 
can collaborate to develop ecologically sustainable, experience-based, 
and flexible curricular structures in the post-COVID-19 era. The envi-
ronmentally sustainable academic practices of the Green School, the 
Sarang School, the Barefoot College, Puvidham, the SECMOL project, 
Visva-Bharati University, Anand Niketan, the Poorna Learning Centre, 
Patha Bhavan School, the Happiness Curriculum project, the Green 
Belt Movement, and the kaupapa Māori education system, as discussed 
above, consistently deviate from the universally authorized curricular 
structures and move toward diverse curricular formats in which every 
individual, irrespective of their institutional positions, collectively par-
ticipates in developing the various subjects of teaching and learning. 
Under these projects, teaching and learning issues are shaped accord-
ing to the multiple forms of habitual social, cultural, geographical, 
and economic crises of different communities, which are contextually 
considered to co-create ecologically sustainable knowledge systems of 
epistemological and ontological emancipation.

This is why the Green School System in Bhutan has been initiated 
to prevent the destruction of forests and rivers; the Sarang School pro-
ject has been created to recuperate the barren lands and counter the 
socio-economic hierarchies in the Attappady district of Kerala; the 
SECMOL project has been conceptualized to counter the climatic and 
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educational challenges in Ladakh; the Barefoot College project has 
been developed to cope with the situations of drought, caste-based 
violence, gender biases, and socio-economic challenges in the Tilonia 
district and neighboring villages in Rajasthan and in the socio-eco-
nomically backward regions of Africa, Asia, and Latin America; the 
Puvidham school, Ananda Niketan, Visva-Bharati University, Patha 
Bhavan School, and the Happiness Curriculum project have been es-
tablished as models to systematize eco-friendly, context-based, and ex-
periential teaching–learning methodologies within the mainstream ed-
ucational institutions in India; the Green Belt Movement campaign has 
been initiated in Kenya to prevent the loss of forests, river bodies, and 
other ecological sources of indigenous knowledges; and the kaupapa 
Māori education system has been amalgamated with the mainstream 
systems of education in New Zealand to collaboratively build coun-
ter-resistant networks of epistemic solidarity against the anti-nature, 
ego-centric, and capitalistic frameworks of Euromodern academic cur-
ricula. As the journey of epistemological and ontological emancipation 
begins from these experiences of habitual crisis, teachers and learners, 
who are part of these systems/projects, are not coerced into one-size-
fits-all curricula, are not forced to learn to qualify for semester exam-
inations, are not compelled to achieve a certain percentage of marks/
grade points, and in some cases are not asked to produce degrees and 
certificates (e.g., the Barefoot College, the Sarang School, and the Green 
Belt Movement). Instead, the de-authorized and de-monopolized cur-
ricula are designed so that after completing their degree/non-degree and 
certificate/non-certificate-based learning and training, the individuals 
do not merely function as suppliers and consumers but collectively par-
ticipate in ecologically sustainable modes of community building.

These de-authorized and non-disciplinary curricular engagements of these 
systems/projects must be adopted and practiced on a planetary basis. To 
de-commodify and de-capitalize the colonial/Euromodern educational sys-
tems in the post-COVID-19 era, it is important to globally incorporate these 
ecologically sustainable curricular practices in the existing mainstream edu-
cational institutions on the one hand and to create alternate institutions/
systems/projects that can collaborate with the mainstream educational 
institutions to globally weave various de-hierarchical and co-creative fab-
rics of teaching, learning, caring, and sharing on the other.

Pedagogical transformations: Shifting from hierarchy 
to heterarchy

Since the pre-COVID-19 era, several mainstream educational institu-
tions around the world have been experimenting with various forms of 
pedagogical practice that uphold inclusivity, diversity, and creativity, but 
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on most occasions, the institutions, consciously or unconsciously, remain 
entrapped within the self-centered and self-profiting designs of capitalism. 
Undoubtedly, the exclusive teacher–student interactions within the physical 
spaces of the classrooms have undergone a praxis-based diversification and 
expansion in the form of language laboratories, science laboratories, study 
tours, fieldwork projects, and so on. But one can experience transformed 
pedagogical experiences only at the cost of heavy financial expenditures. 
Such profiteering motives of the educational institutions are safely guarded 
by the economical parameters of ‘annual fees,’ ‘maintenance fees,’ ‘labo-
ratory fees,’ ‘supervision fees,’ ‘cultural fees,’ ‘social work fees,’ ‘education 
tour fees,’ ‘voluntary donations,’ and so on. Some of these financial param-
eters are not revealed to the parents during the admission of their children. 
In the middle of the academic sessions, parents are notified about ‘special 
events,’ which are organized to enhance students’ socio-cultural aptitude. 
By introducing schemes for grading, certificates, and degrees, the participa-
tion of students in the ‘special events’ is made mandatory, and parents are 
compelled to pay such extra fees. Such hidden agendas by many mainstream 
educational institutions unfold the ruthless conspiracies of capitalism. To 
counter the capitalistic pedagogical hierarchies in mainstream educational 
institutions in the post-COVID-19 era, it is crucial to design and practice 
heterarchical pedagogies, which attempt to break away from such violent 
capitalistic pedagogies and “conceptualize social structures” (Grosfoguel, 
2008), which are de-hierarchical and inclusive. The development of de-hi-
erarchical, inclusive, non-profiteering, anti-capitalistic, and heterarchical 
pedagogies in the post-COVID-19 era can be made possible through the 
following practices:

	 i	 Pedagogical fluidity: Concerning the ecologically sustainable curricu-
lar frameworks, as discussed above, the pedagogical patterns of the 
Green School, the Sarang School, the Barefoot College, Puvidham, the 
SECMOL project, Anand Niketan, the Poorna Learning Centre, Visva-
Bharati University, Patha Bhavan School, the Happiness Curriculum 
project, the Green Belt Movement, and the kaupapa Māori education 
system diminish any form of epistemological and ontological hierar-
chies that exist between the teachers and students and uphold decentral-
ized methodologies of teaching and learning. Under the Green School 
System of Bhutan, teaching and learning procedures in the schools are 
not centered on human tutors. Still, they are widely positioned in the 
tutorship of the natural environment. In the schools of Bhutan, instead 
of being the central figures in the classrooms, human tutors primarily 
function as a catalyst by making students understand the importance of 
learning in an ecologically sustainable manner within the natural envi-
ronment. Therefore, to understand the quality of soil; to realize the dif-
ferent types of crops, fruits, and vegetables that a particular kind of soil 
can support; to understand the importance and usage of different types 
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of biofertilizers; to observe the growth and transformations of plants; 
and to understand the impact of varied climatic conditions on the sur-
rounding environment, students in the schools of Bhutan do not solely 
depend on the textbooks, laboratory samples, online search engines, 
and display charts but gain firsthand experience through preparing 
agricultural fields, flower gardens, and fruit orchards. While preparing 
these, students can analyze the soil conditions, the types of biofertilizers 
that can be used to enhance the quality of the soil, the climatic impact, 
and so on. In this way, students can learn subjects like geography, phys-
ics, chemistry, biology, and environmental science within the natural 
environment.

Similar forms of ecologically sustainable pedagogical practice can be 
found in the Sarang School, where students learn sciences by tilling, 
plowing, and planting the forest lands in Attappady; learn engineering 
by building their hostels and guesthouses in the school campus with 
bamboos, dried leaves, and so on; learn environmental science by 
researching the available forest lands; learn painting by using paints 
made from wild fruits that are collected from the campus forest; learn 
dance, music, and acting by making props and instruments from bark, 
branches, and leaves; learn nutrition science from fruits like poochap-
azham (a type of berry), which are heavy with micro-nutrients and are 
eaten as a raw fruit, cooked as a vegetable, and processed into pow-
dered form to be consumed as a health drink; and learn ecological sus-
tainability by utilizing the sources of nature in an optimum manner.

At the Barefoot College, the pedagogical patterns have been designed 
in such a manner so that individuals can collectively learn all forms 
of science, technology, engineering, and medical sciences to contrib-
ute to ecological sustainability. As discussed in the previous chapter, to 
resist the degree-based, market-based, consumerist, commodified, and 
rote-learning patterns of capitalistic pedagogies, one of the significant 
criteria of gaining admission to the Barefoot College is that one cannot 
have any form of certificate/degree before joining the college. Therefore, 
the students who complete their training and graduate from the college 
are identified as doctors, nurses, medical practitioners, solar engineers, 
and nature specialists, not based on grades, percentages, and the num-
ber of degrees/certificates but based on their capability to contribute 
to the improvement of medical facilities, health conditions, irrigation 
facilities, water supply, housing conditions, road conditions, and elec-
tric supply of the socio-economically backward villages in India and 
abroad. Such learning patterns have enabled individuals to collectively 
participate in the sustainable development of communities and reduce 
dependency on capitalistic forces and build self-sustainability by train-
ing fellow villagers in the same way as the college has taught them.

The pedagogical practices of the Green Belt Movement campaign 
also concentrate on the importance of environmental conservation and 
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self-sustainability in Kenya. The campaign participants are a mixed 
group of degree holders and indigenous community members who 
have never undergone any form of degree-oriented learning. They col-
laborate to understand the various ways of reviving the forest lands, 
water bodies, and the indigenous communities’ socio-economic prac-
tices in Kenya. In their understanding, they conduct research on the 
soil conditions, water quality, climatic conditions, availability of forest 
produces, and so on. The frameworks of their research are created 
through amalgamating the knowledges that have been gained from the 
degree-based mainstream institutions and the non-degree-based con-
stellations of indigenous knowledges that have been inherited from 
the forefathers and the foremothers. These pedagogical practices of the 
movement campaign are practiced in several mainstream schools in 
Kenya today. Though the schools continue to focus on the usual degree-
based learning formats, they have been shifting their text-based and 
laboratory-based pedagogical structures to apprenticeship-based ped-
agogical systems. The apprenticeship-based pedagogical approaches 
enable students to learn different subjects, not simply for the sake of 
getting jobs but to contribute to the ecological sustainability of a soci-
ety holistically.

In the Poorna Learning Centre, Anand Niketan, the government 
schools of New Delhi, Visva-Bharati University, and Patha Bhavan 
School, the curricular and pedagogical practices collapse the binaries 
between modern/Western knowledge systems and indigenous knowl-
edge systems, theory-based knowledge systems and praxis-based 
knowledge systems, and text-based knowledge systems and con-
text-based knowledge systems. Unlike the Barefoot College and the 
Sarang School, these mainstream educational institutions award 
degrees and certificates to students but make sure that they do not learn 
just for the sake of earning a few degrees and certificates. Instead, the 
diverse pedagogical practices in these institutions assist students in 
finding ways in which the natural environment can be recreated as the 
central classroom, and its components can be recreated as teachers, 
in  which humans play the roles of co-learners and co-participants. 
Student–teacher interactions occur within the four-walled classrooms, 
but such classrooms function as peripheral entities and are utilized only 
to read textbooks and digital demonstrations. The classroom-based 
knowledge about various disciplines in these institutions is validated 
when they are experientially analyzed through multiple activities in the 
natural environment.

Identically, the indigenous pedagogical frameworks of the kaupapa 
Māori education system in New Zealand have been collaborating with 
the pedagogical frameworks of mainstream education systems. 
Indigenous kaupapa Ma ̄ori pedagogical practices like Rangatiratanga 
(teaching and learning for self-determination), Hui Rumaki Reo 
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(teaching and learning of and in the Māori language), Heke/Poutuarongo 
Whakaakoranga Ko ̄hungahunga (diploma in teaching and learning 
through Māori world views), Wairuatanga (teaching and learning 
according to the Ma ̄ori cosmologies), Manaakitanga (teaching and 
learning through the knowledges of family ties and community kin-
ships), and Iwi and Hapu studies (teaching and learning through the 
knowledges of different Ma ̄ori societies) are incorporated in main-
stream schools of New Zealand to recover, preserve, and practice the 
constellations of indigenous knowledges in the contemporary era which 
center on the idea that the conservation of the natural environment is 
important to ensure the holistic ecological growth of a society.

These practices of pedagogical fluidity, in which the hierarchies 
between teachers and learners are diminished, and teachers acknowl-
edge their lifelong roles as learners and collaborators, have been func-
tional even during lockdowns at the time of COVID-19. When the 
challenges of online accessibilities, unavailability of internet services, 
lack of electronic gadgets, and the physical closure of the classrooms 
have been vastly affecting the students of most of the mainstream edu-
cational institutions around the globe, these alternate pedagogical prac-
tices have ensured the continuity of teaching and learning amongst the 
students through self-sustainable, eco-centric, and community-based 
methodologies. The shift to online education and the challenges of the 
digital divide were inevitable. But, despite such challenges, these alter-
nate projects/systems kept on functioning effectively during COVID-19 
because their teaching–learning methodologies are not dependent on 
the dictatorial deliberations of human-centric, profit-based, and capi-
talistic agencies but on various anti-capitalistic, collective, and shared 
agencies. The anti-capitalistic, collaborative, and shared agencies are 
guided by various eco-centric pedagogical tools like the forest lands, 
agricultural lands, river bodies, climatic conditions, and other natural 
environment components, in which humans, instead of acting as dicta-
tors, play the roles of co-learners and co-creators. To develop long-term 
projects of counter-resistance against any form of the pandemic in the 
post-COVID-19 era, it is crucial to create these ecologically sustainable 
pedagogical practices as habitual teaching and learning methodologies 
around the globe.

	ii	 Alternatives confluence: These eco-centric, anti-capitalistic, and al-
ternate practices of teaching and learning have generated multifar-
ious possibilities of ecological collaboration and co-creation in the 
post-COVID-19 era, which Ashish Kothari, an Indian environmentalist, 
and his team of collaborators have identified as a planetary project of 
Vikalp Sangam (alternatives confluence). Despite the efforts by medi-
cal scientists and virologists to discover effective antidotes against the 
pandemic of COVID-19, it is known to all that medical treatment is 
only temporary relief to a particular health crisis. But, historically, it 
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has been observed that one of the conspiracies of capitalism is to dis-
courage long-term solutions and instead put such ‘patchwork solutions’ 
into place because any form of a long-term solution is threatening the 
ego-centric and self-profiting motives of capitalism. The ‘patchwork 
solutions’ have successfully created pseudo-narratives of success during 
COVID-19 by developing immediate magical solutions in the form of 
online modes of teaching and learning, working from home, and so on.

Systemically and epistemically, these immediate magical solutions 
have been preventing individuals from addressing planetary issues like 
ecological imbalance, environmental pollution, over-usage of natural 
resources, biological warfare, and laboratization of the natural envi-
ronment, which have led to the evolution of such pandemics in the past 
as well. This is why, in the process of engaging and experimenting with 
the various possibilities of the new normal in the post-COVID-19 era, 
most of the existing anti-ecological, ego-centric, and patchwork narra-
tives of capitalism, instead of making efforts to build long-term ecolog-
ically sustainable epistemological and ontological resistance against 
any form of a pandemic in the future, are being recycled and refur-
bished. Regarding the re-opening of schools and work institutions 
around the world, the debates highly center on balancing online and 
offline modes of work during and after COVID-19. But the concern 
about the necessity of restoring the ecological sustainability of the 
planet is comparatively low. Within specific communities, work institu-
tions, and academic institutions, individualistic efforts are being made 
to disentangle from the capitalistic modes of functioning and embrace 
various eco-friendly modes of living and working, yet to tackle the 
immediate, half-baked, and incomplete solutions of capitalism, the 
urgency of building anti-capitalistic and ecologically sustainable plane-
tary projects is still missing. So, apart from discussing the curricular 
and pedagogical structures of the Green School, the Sarang School, the 
Barefoot College, Visva-Bharati University, Patha Bhavan School, the 
Poorna Learning Centre, the SECMOL project, Anand Niketan, 
Puvidham, the Happiness Curriculum project, the Green Belt Movement 
campaign, and the kaupapa Ma ̄ori education system in this mono-
graph, this section will reflect on the collaborative and co-creative pro-
jects of Vikalp Sangam, which has originated in India under Kalpavriksh 
(a non-profit based environment action group in India) and has been 
weaving ecologically sustainable systems of knowledge around the 
country.

To counter the ego-centric immediacies of capitalism with anti-
capitalistic and eco-centric urgencies, Vikalp Sangam was launched 
in 1979. Initially, Vikalp Sangam was individually looked after by 
Kalpavriksh. Still, with time, it started collaborating with other alter-
native organizations like Shikshantar (engages with eco-friendly alter-
natives of education and development in Rajasthan), Bhoomi Network 
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(engages with earth consciousness and sustainable living in Bengaluru), 
and the Deccan Development Society (engages with the self-empow-
erment of outcaste women in Telangana). Vikalp Sangam has estab-
lished confluences of educational and development alternatives with 
almost 46 collaborators around the country. The collaborators include 
research institutions (such as the Ashoka Trust for Research in Ecology 
and Environment, the Centre for Equity Studies, and the Alliance for 
Sustainable Holistic Agriculture), animal conservation trusts (such 
as Deer Park Institute, the Snow Leopard Conservancy India Trust, 
Sahjeevan, and the Last Wilderness Foundation), rural conservation 
trusts (such as Ekta Parishad, the Gene Campaign, the Timbaktu 
Collective, and Khamir), institutions for social upliftment and self-
empowerment (such as Vivekananda Girijana Kalyana Kendra, the 
ACKnowl-EJ project, the North East Slow Food and Agrobiodiversity 
Society, South Asian Dialogue and Ecological Democracy, and Students’ 
Environmental and Cultural Movement of Ladakh). Along with these 
collaborators, the teaching and learning patterns of Vikalp Sangam 
attempt to

(i) help document, understand, and make more visible ongoing 
practical and conceptual alternatives in all fields of human endeavor; 
(ii) provide a platform for people working in these to come together 
for sharing, learning, and collaborating, especially across sectors; (iii) 
be a forum for collective visioning of a better future and pathways to 
it; (iv) contribute to the possibility of a critical political mass that can 
more effectively challenge and change the system(s) or systemic forces 
mentioned above. (Kothari, 2019: 71)

These alternative attempts toward environment-friendly existence 
are being practiced in India by Vikalp Sangam through the following 
initiatives:

	 a	 Alternative economic and technological practices: To overcome the 
existing problems of caste, class, gender, ethnic, racial, religious, 
regional, and geographical hierarchies in contemporary India and to 
uphold “dignity, cultural diversity and pluralism” (“The Search for 
Alternatives,” 2020), the teaching and learning patterns of Vikalp 
Sangam focus on the decentralization and localization of eco-
nomic activities in a democratic manner. The process of economic 
decentralization, localization, and democratization occurs through 
acknowledging diverse livelihoods, building collective exchange 
forums for producers and consumers, reviving the cultures of 
non-monetized economic exchanges, and developing ecologically 
sustainable methodologies of production and consumption, as can 
be seen in the cases of the Kudumbashree initiative in Kerala, the 
traditional economic practices by the Kondh Adivasi Community 
in Odisha, and so on.
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The Government of Kerala launched the Kudumbashree initiative 
in 1998 for the ecological sustainability and self-empowerment of 
women. The process of self-empowering women was underlined by 
the practice of collective farming. Initially, the cooperative farming 
initiative did not yield positive results since the restricted mobility of 
women created a shortage of labor, several legal issues created barri-
ers to leasing outlands, and financial constraints led to low-interest 
credits. The 10th Five Year Plan (2002–2007) addressed these issues 
by diversifying the Kudumbashree initiative and shifting the focus on 
“agricultural production, local economic development, poverty erad-
ication, and social equity” (Kulkarni, 2018). These aspects are put 
into practice by the women through working closely with the Area 
Development Societies (ADS) at the ward level and the Community 
Development Society (CDS) at the district level. In collaboration with 
these societies, the women have formulated Joint Liability Groups 
(JLGs). Each JLG consists of around 5 to 10 women who procure 
land for collective farming and bank loans at low-interest rates. This 
has enabled them to overcome the previous issues of scarce labor, bad 
loans, and shortage of lands. At the time of crisis, Vikalp Sangam, 
in addition to the government of Kerala, played a crucial role in 
extending technical and infrastructural help to the women in Kerala 
through supplying seeds, biofertilizers, and eco-friendly tools (made 
up of natural objects) for plowing, tilling, land conservation, and 
water supply.

In collaboration with the Alliance for Sustainable and Holistic Culture 
(a volunteer-driven organization that looks after the ecological welfare 
of the villagers) and Living Farms (a non-profit organization that works 
with and for the Kondh Adivasi Community in Odisha), Vikalp Sangam 
has been assisting the Kondhs in Odisha to revive and preserve their 
non-monetary-based, community-based economic practices. Concerning 
the indigenous, non-monetary-based, and community-based economic 
practices of the Kondhs, Kavitha Kuruganti and Ananthu Rajagopal 
observe:

Cowherd services will be rendered by a few persons (it could be 
men or women, young or old, and mixed) for the entire ‘kutumb’ 
(a ‘family’ of all the members of the village or habitation), where 
they would take animals of all households grazing (it would be 
cows, even buffaloes, sheep, and goats) and in return, would be 
paid an apportionment of the agricultural harvests.

(2018)

Besides such non-monetary-based economic practices, women play 
a phenomenal role in community-based economic approaches. The 
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Kondh community markets are taken care of by women involved in 
the production and sale of goods. This economic autonomy of women 
is “linked to their access to nature’s common resources” (ibid.). The 
invasion of the self-profiting and commodified knowledge systems of 
capitalism in the Kondh community completely disrupted these collec-
tive and eco-centric systems of knowledge. So, in collaboration with 
the Alliance for Sustainable and Holistic Culture and Living Farms, 
Vikalp Sangam has been working with the Kondhs to revive their tra-
ditional economies of caring and sharing by building village funds, cre-
ating grain banks, addressing the forest as a mother, and protecting the 
forest as their children. According to their socio-economic capability, 
the village funds and grain banks are non-monetary, and every house-
hold contributes grains, vegetables, fruits, seeds, hens, and cows for 
storage. To ensure that nature’s produce gets consistently supplied and 
stored in the grain banks, collective efforts are being made to prevent 
the destruction of the forest lands by protecting the forest as a mother 
against overuse.

The Kondhs have realized that it is vital to protect the forest eco-sys-
tem because without indulging in monetary-based capitalistic transac-
tions, they can access uncultivated forest produces like “fruits, berries, 
mushrooms, tubers, leaves and greens, fuelwood, grazing for animals, 
thatch, bamboo, poles and such building material (in addition to crop 
residue), etc.” (ibid.). These forest-based existential practices of the 
Kondhs play an essential role in their daily non-institutionalized and 
non-degree-based pedagogical practices.

The ecologically sustainable patterns of teaching, learning, and shar-
ing as experienced by the women in Kerala and the Kondhs in Odisha 
have not been affected by the crises in COVID-19. Self-sustainable, 
eco-centric, and collective enterprises like JLGs, village funds, and grain 
banks have enabled the rural women in Kerala and the Kondhs in 
Odisha to effectively resist the different forms of socio-economic crisis 
that COVID-19 has created.

	 b	 Eco-centric livelihoods: The experience-based, eco-centric ped-
agogical patterns of Vikalp Sangam encourage the indigenous 
communities in India to preserve and practice their ecologically 
regenerative livelihoods like “agriculture, pastoralism, nomadism, 
forestry, fisheries, craft” (“The Search for Alternatives,” 2020) and 
others. The eco-regenerative practices of livelihood are ensured 
by conserving biodiversity, minimizing household and agricul-
tural waste, and avoiding plastics and pesticides, as observed in 
the forest rights management cases in the villages of Gujarat and 
Chhattisgarh, the rainbow recovery movement in Telangana during 
COVID-19, and so on.
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After the passing of the Forest Rights Act in 2006, the indigenous com-
munities in the villages of Gujarat and Chhattisgarh formed Community 
Forest Rights Management Committees (CRMCs) “with at least one-
third women as members” [Community Forest Rights (CFR) Learning 
and Advocacy, 2020]. The functions of the CRMCs are to ensure the 
protection of the forest lands on the one hand and to create awareness 
amongst the villagers about the natural forest-based food resources on 
the other. This ecological awareness has enabled village communities 
to develop self-sustenance through the optimum use of forest resources 
and ensure sufficient storage of forest-based food resources. With the 
lockdowns during COVID-19, when markets were shut down and peo-
ple lost their jobs, many households in the villages were almost on the 
verge of starving. The CRMCs identified such families and ensured the 
supply of rations to them for at least three months. The forest-based 
food security practices allowed the villagers to avoid crowds in the 
marketplaces and ensure proper health safety measures. The CRMCs 
also installed radios in remote village areas so that villagers, who do not 
have habitual access to electricity and television, can remain updated 
about the health and medical developments that are taking place during 
COVID-19.

Apart from the forest rights management in the villages of Gujarat 
and Chhattisgarh, the rainbow recovery movement in Telangana has 
been contributing effectively during COVID-19. According to Ashish 
Kothari, the rainbow recovery initiative embraces a form of ecological 
recovery, which “is not just based on restricted notions of green or red 
but is multi-colored and founded on creating dignified livelihoods, pro-
tecting nature, ensuring justice for all, and reviving solidarity” (cited in 
Bhaduri, 2020). To tackle the crisis of cereals, vegetables, fruits, and 
other necessary food items in the Sangareddy district of Telangana, the 
women, in collaboration with Vikalp Sangam and Deccan Development 
Society, formed sanghams (self-help groups) during COVID-19. The 
sanghams “came up with solutions by reviving traditional crops such as 
millet, pulses, oilseeds, and wild greens suited to the area” (Bhaduri, 
2020). Such an ecologically self-sustainable initiative enabled the vil-
lagers of Sangareddy to depend on the local food products during the 
COVID-19 lockdowns in 2020 instead of depending on any form of 
external supplies.

Ecologically sustainable political systems

The teaching, learning, and sharing methodologies of Vikalp Sangam 
also assist indigenous communities in building environmentally sustain-
able decision-making systems and people-centered governance, in which 
individuals, instead of being passive listeners, can actively participate in 
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decision-making processes. The ecologically sustainable political sys-
tems are created through building communities, which can raise “non-
party political concerns at the local level and beyond” (“The Search for 
Alternatives,” 2020), through reimagining the current political boundaries 
in an ecologically compatible manner, through the equal distribution of 
power amongst all sections of the society, and through practicing eco-de-
mocracy at the regional levels. As examples, let us analyze the ecologically 
sustainable practices of Eco-Swaraj and self-governance in the Gadchiroli 
district of Maharashtra.

In collaboration with Ami Amchya Arogyasathi (a non-governmental 
organization that works to uplift the socio-economically backward com-
munities in Gadchiroli), Vikalp Sangam has been infrastructurally assisting 
the villagers in re-defining development and well-being in contemporary 
times through recovering the traditional forest areas. It is crucial to revive 
the conventional forest areas because the indigenous communities in the 
Gadchiroli district depend heavily on nature, the natural cycle, and the nat-
ural resources for their daily survival. Kumari Jamkata, an Adivasi resident 
of Gadchiroli, observes:

We have had close relationships with our water, forest, and land for 
centuries. Our traditions, our cultures, our rituals, our foods and 
our livelihoods are associated with it. We get so much more from 
the forests in a year, than we can from our agricultural fields. For 
foods, for weddings, and offerings to the dev (gods and goddesses) 
we get flowers, paan (betel) leaves and fruits in abundance from 
the forest.

(cited in “Transformations – Wellbeing,” 2020)

Besides preserving food and culture, the forests play an essential role in 
shaping the local economy and health. The villagers depend heavily on the 
forest products of bamboo, wild vegetables, medicinal plants, and so on. 
These forest products are so in abundance that the villagers have sufficient 
stocks to feed their community members even during insufficient rainfall. 
Instead of institutionalizing and hierarchizing the socio-political existence 
of individuals as found in mainstream societies, the indigenous commu-
nities, through the collective revival and protection of the forest lands in 
the Gadchiroli district, have been practicing eco-centric and de-hierarchical 
forms of self-governance.

Apart from the collaborative self-governance initiative in Gadchiroli, 
Vikalp Sangam has initiated the pan-Indian project of Eco-Swaraj in collab-
oration with organizations like the Deccan Development Society and 
Homes in the City. According to Ashish Kothari, Eco-Swaraj refers to eco-
logically sustainable self-rule that upholds “my own autonomy, self-reliance, 
self-sufficiency, my independence, both as an individual and as a community. 
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But it’s not the American notion of individualism that I can do what I want” 
(cited in Abraham, 2020). Kothari adds:

One of the fundamental tenets of Eco-Swaraj is radical democracy, 
which means power at the level of the ordinary people. It’s not 
about a government laying down policies. It’s really about every-
body. Every person in a village builds the capacity to be centrally 
part of decision making.

(cited in Abraham, 2020)

In Eco-Swaraj, radical democracy is put into practice through engaging in 
ecologically sustainable activities like collective organic farming, waste man-
agement, groundwater replenishment, and rainwater harvesting. To resist 
the domination of the landowners and to overcome the dependency on other 
people’s lands for meager wages, women workers of the Sangareddy district 
of Telangana, in collaboration with the Deccan Development Society and 
Vikalp Sangam, came together to initiate self-sufficient and self-empower-
ing methodologies of earning, living, sharing, and caring through collective 
organic farming. As Mary-Rose Abraham notes:

The 3,000 women sangham members are now organic members, 
growing up to 35 different crops – such as millet, pulses, oilseeds 
and wild greens – on every acre of land, they also have their own 
seed bank of 80 varieties. During India’s coronavirus lockdown, 
each member donated 10 kilograms (22 pounds) of millet to cook 
a nutritious porridge for hundreds of healthcare and sanitation 
workers.

(2020)

This collective, self-sufficient, and self-empowering resistance against the 
hierarchies of mainstream power structures can be seen amongst the resi-
dents of the Bhuj district in Gujarat. The extensive construction of borewells 
in the city has completely depleted the underground water resource, leading 
to acute water shortages. Despite complaints lodged in the local munic-
ipal corporation offices and other government offices, the issue remains 
unattended. Therefore, instead of depending on mainstream government 
organizations, the residents, in collaboration with Homes in the City and 
Vikalp Sangam, have been creating ecologically sustainable projects by 
recovering the traditional conservational practices. The traditional conser-
vational methods have played an influential role in replenishing groundwa-
ter systems, cleaning up polluted water bodies, and harvesting rainwater at 
houses, schools, and colleges.

Such praxis-based ecologically sustainable methodologies of collaborative 
teaching, learning, caring, and sharing amongst the villagers in Telangana 
and Gujarat have enabled them to cope with varieties of existential crises 
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during COVID-19. The lockdowns, closure of schools, and social distancing 
measures could hardly impact the habitual, eco-centric teaching and learn-
ing patterns of these communities.

Ecologically sustainable knowledge systems

To challenge the ego-centric, self-centric, and capitalistic methodologies of 
teaching and learning of the mainstream educational institutions, Vikalp 
Sangam has been making efforts to create ecologically sustainable educa-
tional spaces, which would enable individuals to renew connection “with 
the environment and nature, with communities, with one’s inner voice, and 
with humanity as a whole” (“The Search for Alternatives,” 2020). Vikalp 
Sangam proposes to renew ecological connections through generating de- 
hierarchical and collective pedagogical frameworks, unlearning and alienat-
ing from the individualistic and chauvinistic modes of education, and encour-
aging community-based teaching and learning in which the phenomena of 
the tradition, the modern, the local, and the global intersect with each other. 
Examples are the creation of nutrition gardens in the schools in Jharkhand 
and creating eco-centric and recyclable art forms in Lakhsmi Murmu Smriti 
Shishu Vidyalaya (a school) in the Bankura district of West Bengal.

In collaboration with the Ministry of Human Resource Development 
(MHRD) and the School and Community Based Quality Improvement 
Program (SCBQIP), Vikalp Sangam has assisted schools in Jharkhand in 
creating nutrition gardens on school premises. The teachers and students 
create the nutrition gardens by planting varieties of fruits and vegetables. 
On the one hand, instead of depending on public vegetable markets, the 
self-sustainable nutrition gardens ensure a consistent supply of organically 
grown vegetables to the school kitchen for preparing meals for the students. 
On the other hand, the gardens also enable students to get practically edu-
cated beyond the classrooms and connect with nature (Gosai, 2020).

Likewise, in the Bankura district of West Bengal, the Lakshmi Murmu 
Smriti Shishu Vidyalaya encourages its students to get educated in an eco-
logically sustainable manner by using natural objects like leaves, twigs, 
branches, and flowers. As most of the students in the school belong to the 
local Santhal community, teachers make sure to keep the “Santhali life-
world” (Sanyal, 2019) alive amongst the students by encouraging them to 
merge indigenous Santhali methodologies of teaching and learning with the 
pedagogical patterns of the conventional education systems, to learn vari-
ous academic disciplines. In collaboration with the Chhachanpur Mahila 
Kalyan Samiti (a non-profit organization run by local Santhali women) and 
Kishore Bharati Trust (a trust comprising school teachers from Kolkata), 
Vikalp Sangam assisted the local Santhals of Bankura in establishing the 
school. One way of teaching sciences, environmental sciences, geography, 
and art is to engage the students in leaf art. For example, let us see how 
Rekha, an 11-year-old girl, created leaf art. After collecting some fallen 
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Peepal leaves, she soaked them for five days in water to drain out the chlo-
rophyll and then dried them in the sunlight. After the leaves were dried, she 
colored them with crayons. This intrigued her schoolmates, and they also 
performed this creative experiment. Through drying, de-coloring, and 
re-coloring the leaves, the students “developed an understanding of chloro-
phyll, the necessity of it, the means to drain out the ‘green’ element and how 
they would use different resources (wind, sunlight, fire, etc.) to dry the wet 
leaves without damaging it” (ibid.).

Despite lockdowns and the closure of the schools during COVID-19, the 
self-sustainability and eco-friendliness of such pedagogical practices, as 
seen in the schools of Jharkhand and Bankura, have enabled students to 
continue with their learning processes at home. The students in Jharkhand 
have been building and maintaining nutrition gardens in their respective 
homes. The students of Lakshmi Murmu Smriti Shishu Vidyalaya have been 
learning at home through the natural environment. The pandemic could not 
discontinue the learning of science, geography, mathematics, arts, and liter-
ature for these students at Jharkhand and Bankura, unlike those of many 
mainstream education institutions in India.

Altogether, the contributions of the Green School System, the Sarang 
School, the SECMOL project, the Barefoot College, the kaupapa Māori 
education system, Nai Taleem, Tagore’s experimental pedagogies, and the 
Vikalp Sangam project during COVID-19 motivate us to disassemble 
the colonially constructed human–nature dichotomy and to appreciate the 
interrelatedness of various knowledge apparatuses in the post-COVID-19-
era. These alternate curricular and pedagogical systems also invite us to 
understand the complex entanglements of indigenous and modern knowl-
edge systems that have been discussed in this chapter and in the previous 
chapter within a broader intersectional spectrum of political ecology and 
STS, which will be addressed in the next chapter.
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POLITICAL ECOLOGY AND 
SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY 

STUDIES

Weaving Intersectional Academic Spaces

Political ecology is the “study of the intersection and relationship between 
the political, broadly understood, and environmental and ecological phe-
nomena” (Minch, 2011: 24), and Science and Technology Studies (STS) 
deals with the “inseparability of science and technology from social struc-
tures and practices” (Rohracher, 2015: 200). The anti-capitalistic and 
environment-friendly pedagogical patterns of the institutions that have 
been discussed in the previous chapters reveal the necessity of reviving 
the various indigenous eco-friendly academic systems in connection to the 
modern-day sciences, technologies, and political ecologies. Historically, 
the fields of ‘indigenous knowledge’ and ‘science’ have been projected in 
a dichotomous way by “separating universal, value-free, static truth from 
situated, value-laden, changing cultural beliefs” (Philip, 2015: 779). As a 
result, science and technology are usually perceived as separate academic 
disciplines within the educational spaces. Their relation to society, culture, 
race, gender, religion, class, caste, geography, and topography is structurally 
ignored. In school, my introduction to the disciplines of science and tech-
nology was restricted to discoveries, laboratory experiments, mathemat-
ical equations, programming solutions, and software applications. While 
reading the biographies of different scientists and technologists, I came 
across a few socio-historical narratives. This is how, since my childhood 
days, the knowledge fields of science, technology, society, culture, history, 
politics, and ecology have been systemically, epistemologically, and hier-
archically conceived as unrelated and separate academic disciplines. The 
knowledge fields of political ecology and STS make an effort to address 
this gap by exploring the connections between “nature, culture and capital” 
(Kasdogan, 2016). In the process of exploring these connections, the dis-
courses regarding science, technology, culture, society, politics, and ecology 
are broadened, and the existing dichotomies between ‘indigenous knowl-
edge’ and ‘science and technology’ are “radically challenged by STS, which 
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suggests that all knowledge, including scientific knowledge, is specific to its 
particular cultural context” (Philip, 2015: 781). So, science and technology 
phenomena cannot be segregated from politics, ecology, and indigenous 
knowledge systems.

According to Rebecca Lave:

The same political-economic forces that set the conditions for the 
resource conflicts we study also shape the conditions of production 
of the environmental science that plays such a crucial role in those 
conflicts. The production, circulation, and application of science 
are deeply interconnected, so our analysis should be too.

(2012: 1)

The alternate curricular and pedagogical patterns of the Green School 
System, Nai Taleem, the Students’ Educational and Cultural Movement 
of Ladakh (SECMOL) project, the Sarang School, the Barefoot College, 
Tagore’s experimental pedagogies, and kaupapa Māori education system 
echo the same. During activities such as building water conservation plants, 
protecting forests, reviving barren lands, growing indigenous plants, gen-
erating food security, and other conservational activities, the interplay of 
indigenous social, cultural, and historical apparatuses and the modern sci-
entific and technological apparatuses cannot be denied. Such an interplay 
demonstrates how the “study of indigenous knowledge has increasingly 
shifted away from the province of ethnographic ethnographers who tended 
to value it in opposition to science, assuming it to embody primitive expres-
sions of folklore that defy rationality and mythologize social relations” 
(Philip, 2015: 781). The application of STS and political ecology in our 
daily understanding of science and nature makes us realize that modernity 
is an interlinked phenomenon (Latour, 1993: 71) underpinned by humans, 
nonhumans, nature, culture, belief, reason, myths, and technologies. For 
instance, as part of eco-centric pedagogical practices, the students at the 
Sarang School engage in various creative activities like face painting; body 
painting; pottery making; making dresses out of dried leaves, straws, and 
branches; making paints from natural colors; and dancing and play enact-
ments. When these creative activities are performed, sciences and technolo-
gies are used in such a manner that the natural environment of the Sarang 
School is not affected. During face painting and body painting activities, 
instead of synthetic colors, natural colors that have been produced from the 
leaves, roots, and the barks of the trees are used. As the plays are enacted, 
the natural environment and natural materials are used as stage props. The 
participants build the plot and the structure of the plays to ensure the opti-
mum use of the natural environment and not cause any harm (“Videos”). 
The plays are enacted in the daytime so that there are no requirements for 
halogen lights (that are usually used on the stages in theatre halls). The use 
of halogen lights is discouraged because it causes infrared radiation, which 
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drastically affects the ecological balance and is very expensive (Elliott, 2007; 
Chen and Zhang, 2015; Energy Efficient, 2021). In this way, the pedagog-
ical and curricular designs of the Sarang School interpret and implement 
science and technology according to the specific social, cultural, ecological, 
and economic contexts.

In the article “Standpoint Theory, in Science,” Sergio Sismondo argues 
that “science is a thoroughly social process, and perspectives that tend to 
expose some of the effects of social structure are thus valuable throughout 
the sciences” (2001: 14953). He adds that understanding science and tech-
nology in a diverse and intersectional manner is essential to consider the 
“definite social locations” (14954). Similarly, the Green School System in 
Bhutan and the Barefoot College in Rajasthan apply modern-day scientific 
and technological dimensions within their curricular and pedagogical prac-
tices based on the surrounding social, cultural, economic, political, and geo-
graphical environment. By gaining firsthand experience in harvesting, forest 
preservation, dairy farming, water conservation, and handicrafts, students 
in the educational institutions in Bhutan learn about science and technology 
as general academic disciplines and understand how they should be imple-
mented within specific contexts. At the Barefoot College, trainees are taught 
to use solar energy to light households and streets in the villages and con-
struct water and irrigation pumps and power plants. During training, stu-
dents are taught how to refrain from the overuse of science and technology 
and create awareness about it among their fellow villagers. The SECMOL 
project, Gandhi’s phenomenon of Nai Taleem, and Tagore’s experimental 
pedagogies uphold a similar pattern of teaching and learning. All of these 
projects/institutions, through these ecologically sustainable pedagogical 
and curricular practices, unpack the complex entanglements of the “politics 
of multiculturalism, the ownership of knowledge in the information econ-
omy, and the role of nationalism and group identity in a globalized world” 
(Philip, 2015: 783). Though the institutions discussed in this chapter incor-
porate STS and political ecology in various ways, the knowledge fields of 
STS and political ecology as official academic disciplines exist in only a few 
institutions around the globe.

According to a list prepared by Cornell University in 2015, India has only 
two institutions that teach STS as a separate academic discipline. The insti-
tutions are the Centre for Studies in Science, Technology and Innovation 
Policy in the Central University of Gujarat and the Centre for Studies in 
Science Policy at Jawaharlal Nehru University (“STS Departments, 
Programs, and Centers Worldwide”). At some other institutions like the 
Indian Institutes of Technology, Indian Institute of Science Education and 
Research, and the University of Hyderabad, STS is taught as a term paper 
at the postgraduate level and as a subject during doctoral course work, not 
as a separate academic discipline. In New Zealand, STS as an educational 
and research discipline is taught only at Victoria University of Wellington 
(“Science and Technology Studies”). In Kenya, a separate research archive 
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on STS has been created by the Kenya National Archives (“The Kenya 
National Archives”). Still, STS as an academic discipline has not yet been 
introduced in educational institutions. In Bhutan, discourses on STS are 
limited to personal discussions and workshops. Apart from the absence of 
collective planetary initiatives to habitually engage with STS in teaching 
and research, a major issue in the existing scholarship on STS is that it is 
predominantly a “white space” (Anderson, 2015: 12) with an “overwhelm-
ing presence of white people” (Mascarenhas, 2018: 154). In the article 
“Going South” (2018), David Kervran, Mina Kleiche-Dray, and Mathieu 
Quet further inspect the Euro–North American–white-centric dominance of 
STS and perceive that “the official genealogy of the influence (editorial, the-
matic and geographical) of STS is most often limited to articles by academ-
ics writing in the North, or from a Northern point of view, about the 
scientists from the ‘major’ countries that have dominated scientific produc-
tion and technological innovation since the end of the 19th century” (281). 
But, in recent times, the monopoly of the North has been questioned. A 
great deal of scholarship on STS has been emerging from the South, yet 
“one cannot avoid noting the disproportionate weight of studies on the 
major countries of the North, reducing only too often the ‘global’ dimen-
sion to a representation of the commonplaces of power located in the major 
institutions of the wealthier countries” (ibid.).

As the epistemological and ontological gaze of STS shifts from the North 
to the South, the knowledge field gets diversified and encompasses the numer-
ous characteristic features of the natural environment and ecological sustain-
ability, which may not fit STS scholars’ theoretical and analytical frameworks 
from the North. To expand STS as a planetary project, it is essential to con-
sider these factors. Susan Star, in the article “Power, Technologies and the 
Phenomenology of Conventions” (1991), says:

We are all members of more than one community of practice and 
thus of many networks, at the moment of action we draw together 
repertoires mixed from different worlds. Among other things, 
we create metaphors – bridges between those different worlds.

(52)

Through venturing beyond the epistemological and ontological contours of 
the North, STS should acknowledge the existence of different knowledge 
repertories and build networks of environment-friendly community prac-
tices in which “everything is complex, nothing is inevitable, and everything 
is possible” (Perkins, 2020: 300). Now, coming to the knowledge field of 
political ecology, it is widely taught as a subdiscipline of knowledge fields 
like sociology, anthropology, political sciences, geography, urban policy-
making, and many others. But the intersectional knowledge framework of 
political ecology and STS is hardly addressed within the pedagogical and 
the curricular patterns of the educational institutions. Let us explore how 
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STS and political ecology can be introduced as an intersectional framework 
within the educational institutions in India. They are the following:

	 i	 Introducing STS and political ecology in schools: The knowledge fields 
of STS and political ecology should be taught right from the primary 
stage in the schools. From the very beginning of school education, a 
child should be familiarized with science and technology not as separate 
academic disciplines but in relation to society, culture, and the natural 
environment. A child must understand that the natural environment is 
not an endless resource of scientific and technological experiments but 
an open-ended source of collaboration and co-creation, which should 
be carefully preserved and subjected to optimum use. A child should be 
taught that a science laboratory is not meant to make (or at times fake!) 
discoveries by victimizing the natural environment. Still, a collective 
de-hierarchical space for navigating ways in which the disciplines of sci-
ence and technology can bridge the “great divide” (Rodriguez-Muniz, 
2016: 215) between indigenous nature-based knowledge systems and 
modern techno-centric knowledge systems needs to be created. All of 
the school curricula in India should make STS and political ecology 
compulsory subjects at every level. Irrespective of the disciplines (like 
arts, science, and commerce) the students choose to study, it is nec-
essary for learners to understand that all the knowledge fields are a 
massive interwoven constellation, in which all information is interre-
lated to each other. As it is necessary to identify the differences between 
the different knowledge fields, it is also required to locate the various 
points of interrelatedness. To introduce STS and political ecology as 
an intersectional academic discipline within the schools in India, the 
following initiatives need to be undertaken:

	 a	 The mainstream schools should build collaborations with alter-
nate nature-based educational organizations like the Sarang 
School, the Barefoot College, Vikalp Sangam, the Alliance for 
Sustainable and Holistic Culture and Living Farms, the Deccan 
Development Society, Lakshmi Murmu Smriti Shishu Vidyalaya, 
and Living Farms.

	 b	 As part of the collaborations, the schools should regularly organize 
teacher and student exchange programs. The mainstream schools 
and the alternate nature-based education institutions can build 
dialogic spaces of training and sensitize each other regarding the 
relation of the natural environment with every field of knowledge 
production.

	 c	 While recruiting teachers, school authorities must give preference 
to applicants who have teaching and research experience in differ-
ent disciplines and motivate students to engage with the practices 
of ecological sustainability collectively.
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	 d	 Besides recruiting teachers with interdisciplinary and intradisci-
plinary experience, it is necessary to design separate training pro-
grams for the existing teachers, which would enable teachers to 
teach their respective subjects in relation to each other, not only 
theoretically but also experientially in connection to the natural 
environment.

	 e	 Through engaging with teaching and learning of different subjects 
in the schools in an intersectional manner, STS and political ecol-
ogy as an interwoven discipline can “develop new ways of studying 
complex systems and ecologies of material practice, as a means of 
understanding the distributed mindedness … in creative processes 
of worlding” (Freitas, Lupinacci, and Pais, 2017: 553).

	ii	 Building STS and political ecology labs: Apart from introducing inter-
disciplinary and transdisciplinary modes of teaching and learning in 
the schools, building STS and political ecology labs for conceptualizing 
assessments and conducting fieldwork are necessary. STS and politi-
cal ecology labs will allow students and teachers to mobilize ways to 
apply the various knowledge disciplines beyond the individual texts 
into collective social, cultural, and ecological contexts. The labs should 
not be structured as a four-walled room but should be conceived as an 
open space (both physically and functionally) within the natural envi-
ronment. To further clarify the possible structure and function of the 
labs, let us look into a situational example. Let us imagine a situation 
where the teacher is teaching a particular language in the class. While 
learning that language, students might wonder how humans can com-
municate with nonhuman beings. The teacher can address this query in 
two possible ways. Either the teacher can suggest the students ask this 
question in the science class or the teacher may address the question 
beyond the classroom space by inviting the students to gain firsthand 
experience in the natural environment. As part of the intersectional 
curricular and pedagogical exercises of STS and political ecology, the 
teacher is expected to choose the second possible way. To make the 
students understand how human beings communicate with nonhuman 
beings, the teacher should encourage students to spend time with the 
natural environment habitually and to study how plants grow, shed 
their leaves, fruits, and flowers, and wither away; how the sky changes 
its color; how the wind blows in different directions; and how different 
living creatures contribute to environmental growth and ecological sus-
tainability. This experience of spending time with the natural environ-
ment will allow students to understand the diverse ways in which the 
natural environment tries to communicate with human beings. To crit-
ically understand the myriad forms of communicating with the natural 
environment, students have to transition beyond the knowledge field 
of language learning and collectively venture into physics, chemistry, 
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biology, genetics, and environmental studies. The different social, cul-
tural, geographical, and topographical backgrounds of the students will 
provoke them to critically interpret the communication patterns of the 
natural environment from their respective existential positions.

The diverse existential positions will influence students to engage 
with cultural studies, sociology, anthropology, urban studies, and many 
more. This imaginary situation of eco-centric teaching and learning is 
not new in the schools in India, but the way it is conducted is highly 
problematic. In many schools across India, teaching and learning out-
side the four-walled classroom space and connecting to the natural 
environment are acknowledged only during ‘club activities.’ In other 
words, to nurture creative thinking and learning among students 
beyond the physical spaces of the classrooms, different clubs like nature 
clubs, dance clubs, and music clubs are formed. But these club activi-
ties are not regularly practiced and are restricted to leisure hours. The 
leisure hours incarcerate the intellectual diversity of the students by 
‘fixing’ a specific time within which they are ‘permitted’ to think and 
act creatively. This mechanical and dictatorial way of commanding cre-
ativity pushes students into a state of infertility. The proposed STS and 
political ecology labs as open spaces within the natural environment 
will authorize students and teachers to epistemologically and ontolog-
ically uncage themselves from the hierarchical compartments of indi-
vidual knowledge fields and to perceive the various knowledge fields 
as an interwoven framework. Within such a framework, the differences 
between the various knowledge fields are not perceived as instruments 
of intellectual hierarchies. As the different components of the natural 
environment, they are perceived as tools of knowledge diversity.

	iii	 Building intersectional research scopes in STS and political ecology: 
The process of learning through firsthand experience in STS and polit-
ical ecology labs needs to be critically and theoretically analyzed. This 
analysis can be facilitated by building intersectional research scopes in 
STS and political ecology. As already discussed, few higher educational 
institutions in India do research on STS. Still, it is essential to generate 
research possibilities on STS and political ecology as an intersectional 
academic discipline in schools. Along with gaining firsthand experience 
in the labs, the students need to understand the situated nature of sci-
entific knowledge in connection to society, culture, politics, economy, 
and the natural environment (Kuhn, 1962; Latour and Woolgar, 1979) 
by studying “scientific and technological practices in diverse geographic 
sites and historic periods, revealing the ways that science (or knowledge 
of the natural world) is embedded, embodied and enacted in particular 
political conditions” (Freitas, Lupinacci, and Pais, 2017: 553). This is 
why developing intersectional research projects in STS and political ecol-
ogy in the schools is necessary. Also, to support the projects intellectu-
ally, it is vital to create archives of different research on STS and political 
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ecology conducted around the globe. The archives will invite students 
to connect their collective classroom and laboratory experiences with 
the vast set of scholarship produced on STS and political ecology. The 
archives will also generate a space for peer learning to break away from 
the teacher-centric learning in the classrooms and learn.

The different de-hierarchical and intersectional possibilities of teaching 
and learning generated by STS and political ecology practices are widely 
shaped by the existential patterns of the natural environment. As every 
component of the natural environment is interlinked, STS and political 
ecology as an intersectional academic discipline incorporate this character 
of correlativity from the natural environment to understand the connec-
tions between science, technology, culture, society, politics, economy, and 
the natural environment.

So, as we are steering ways to build eco-friendly and anti-capitalistic 
planetary systems of teaching, learning, caring, and sharing in the post-
COVID-19 era, it is important not only to incorporate the alternate eco-
friendly pedagogical and curricular initiatives within the mainstream 
educational institutions in India as can be seen in the Poorna Learning 
Centre, Puvidham, government schools in New Delhi, Visva-Bharati 
University, and Patha Bhavan School but also to link them to the discipli-
nary perspectives of STS and political ecology. Several organizations, pro-
jects, and campaigns worldwide have been working together to shape 
ecologically sustainable modes of teaching and learning. But, unfortunately, 
eco-centric educational systems or ‘green academia’ as a planetary project 
still ceases to exist. On that account, to develop ‘green academia’ as a col-
laborative and planetary project, the next chapter focuses on how the adop-
tion of all of these alternate curricular and pedagogical systems will generate 
a multidimensional mechanism (de-regionalization, de-racialization, de-
homogenization, and de-commodification) that every educational institu-
tion/project/campaign can conceive as a long-term resistance against any 
kind of ecological crisis in the post-pandemic era.
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NON-CONCLUSION

A Multidimensional Mechanism

In the non-conclusion, before elaborating on the multidimensional mecha-
nism, let me weave together the various arguments that have been made in 
this monograph. The diverse forms of curricular and pedagogical practices, 
as discussed in this book, have been making efforts to delink the tutors 
and learners from anti-nature, capitalistic, job-based, market-based, and 
profit-based mechanisms of capitalism and push them toward eco-friendly 
praxis-based methodologies, which have the potential to contribute toward 
the development of societies in an ecologically sustainable manner. Based 
on these discussions, this monograph explores the various reasons and ways 
in which environmentally sustainable academic systems or the phenomenon 
of ‘green academia’ should be adopted as a planetary curricular and peda-
gogical strategy in the post-COVID-19 era. While reading and interpreting 
this monograph, the readers need to note that the urge to seek education 
for ecological sustainability is not new. The United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (UNSDGs), which were framed in 2015 at the United 
Nations headquarters in New York, were a “universal call to action to end 
poverty, protect the planet and ensure that all people enjoy peace and pros-
perity by 2030” (“Sustainable Development Goals,” 2020).

The universal call for action is underlined with 17 goals, and the fourth 
goal is to provide a quality education that aims at building lifelong learning 
opportunities for all through “galvanizing commitments from higher 
education institutions to teach and encourage research on sustainable 
development, greening campuses and support local sustainability efforts” 
(“Education,” 2020). But the outcome of this education goal has hardly 
been achieved to date. According to a report by the United Nations 
Department of Economic and Social Affairs, before COVID-19, the purpose 
of inclusive and equitable education has been very slow, and it is estimated 
that around 200 million children will still not have any access to education 
in 2030 (“Before COVID-19”, 2020). The report also reveals that during 
COVID-19, the existing unequal access to education has been aggravated, 
especially in low-income countries. A survey in low-income countries has 
shown that only 34 percent of children from poor households could com-
plete their school remotely during lockdowns (ibid.). Another survey reveals 
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that “at least 500 million students” (ibid.) do not have access to remote 
learning facilities around the world and that only 65 percent of primary 
schools in the world “have basic handwashing facilities critical for 
COVID-19 prevention” (ibid.).

Despite the UNSDGs’ vision of lifelong learning about sustainable devel-
opment, equitable education continues to be a far-fetched reality because it 
fails to disentangle itself from the various conspiracies of capitalism. In his 
article “3 challenges facing the U.N.’s Sustainable Development Goals” 
(2015), James Patterson identifies three significant crises that capitalism has 
unleashed on the UNSDGs. First, there is a lack of coordination between 
the stakeholders like the national governments, transnational corporations, 
local non-governmental organizations, villages, and several others, who 
operate at various technical and administrative levels to implement the 
development goals. Also, the participation of many of these stakeholders is 
motivated by the self-centric agenda of profit-making, which is strategically 
hidden under the mask of benevolence. Second, there is a lack of equitable 
implementation of the development goals.

Regarding the performance of the goal of universal primary education, 
the United Nations report of 2015 reveals that the Middle East, North 
Africa, Latin America, and the Caribbean have achieved 95 percent of the 
goal, South Asia has reached 91 percent of the goal, and Sub-Saharan 
Africa “lags behind with a 70 percent primary completion rate” (cited in 
Maeda, 2015). Third, there is a lack of formulation and implementation of 
the development goals concerning diverse contexts. As Rafia Zakaria says, 
“While buzzwords such as “sustainable development” are often tossed 
around at the U.N., little agreement exists among economists and interna-
tional non-governmental organizations on the methods, meaning, or even 
utility of a one-size-fits-all development paradigm as a means of helping 
the world’s poor” (2014). The universal ‘one-size-fits-all’ sustainable devel-
opment goals fail to acknowledge the diverse social, cultural, political, eco-
nomic, ecological, geographical, and topographical scenarios of different 
countries. This false faith in the universal applicability of sustainable 
development systemically, epistemically, and ontologically continues to 
preserve capitalism’s violent threads in the contemporary era. Pope Francis 
argues that

talk of sustainable growth usually becomes a way of distracting 
attention and offering excuses. It absorbs the language and val-
ues of ecology in the categories of finance and technocracy, and 
the social and environmental responsibility of businesses often gets 
reduced to a series of marketing and image-enhancing measures.

(2015: 26)

Ashish Kothari, Federico Demaria, and Alberto Acosta identify the plan-
etary project of sustainable development as entrapment of ecological and 
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environmental responsibility within the capitalistic devices of finance, mar-
keting, and technological conspiracies and call it the false agenda of “green 
capitalism” (2015). In green capitalism, the natural environment is concep-
tualized as an “economic asset” by “opening the doors for commodifica-
tion” and “unbridled consumerism” (Kothari, Demaria and Acosta, 2015).

So, to challenge these anti-nature, non-sustainable, and capitalistic modes 
of knowledge production in the post-COVID-19 era, it is essential to build 
“a diversity of movements for environmental justice and new world views 
that seek to achieve more fundamental transformations” (Kothari, Demaria 
and Acosta, 2015). The movements should not reduce the eco-friendly and 
alternate practices of teaching, learning, caring, and sharing into a single 
model, which “predispose[s] us to see or not to see; listen to or not listen to; 
read or not read; cite or not cite; concern ourselves and not concern our-
selves with specific Other peoples, issues and societal dynamics” (Moya, 
2011: 79), as could be observed in the implementation of sustainable devel-
opment goals in many countries. Instead, the movements must function by 
acknowledging the varied positionalities of the participants and by enabling 
them to analyze who they are, from where they are coming, and what 
impact their actions may have on the socio-natural environment (Jay, 1984; 
Dussel, 2011). The acknowledgment and analysis of the positionalities 
invite the learners to understand every discipline of knowledges in an inter-
sectional and diverse manner by generating an “interpretative horizon” 
(Alcoff, 2005: 95) of knowledge production. According to Alcoff, the inter-
pretative horizon is a

substantive perspectival location from which the interpreter looks 
out at the world, a perspective that is always present but that is 
open and dynamic, with a temporal as well as a physical dimen-
sion, moving into the future and new spaces as the subject moves.

(ibid.)

This is what the phenomenon of ‘green academia’ proposes in this mono-
graph. The phenomenon of ‘green academia’ does not refer to a physical 
structure. Still, it is an urgent planetary project that can effectively disman-
tle the capitalistic structures of knowledge production with eco-friendly, 
anti-capitalistic, and sustainable pedagogical and curricular frameworks. 
The modern/Western knowledge systems and the indigenous knowledge 
systems coexist. This coexistence is underlined by the assemblage of “differ-
ent ways of knowing, practicing or being” and the “assemblage highlights a 
felt need to inquire and experience the affinities, divergences, complementa-
rities and contradictions between them” (Mueller, 2020: 11).

To provoke the readers to understand the urgency of the project of 
‘green academia,’ I started the monograph with an anecdote that centers 
on the origin and existence of the Five Nations Tribes and how their ori-
gin was  centered on the diverse knowledges of the natural environment. 



N O N - C O N C L U S I O N

104

The readers need to note that before the arrival of colonizers, these kinds of 
experiential narratives, which have been imbibed from the foremothers and 
forefathers, played a crucial role in shaping the social, cultural, political, 
economic, ecological, geographical, and topographical knowledges of the 
indigenous communities around the globe. With the inception of European 
colonization, such experiential narratives were systemically distorted, 
silenced, and imprisoned within boxes of pseudo-sciences and pseudo-
philosophies. Usually, the acknowledgers (individuals as well as institu-
tions) of capitalism, through celebrating the superiority of capitalistic 
knowledges over everything else, raise a fundamental question: if Eurocentric 
colonialism/capitalism was superior to every non-European mode of knowl-
edges, then why was it necessary for the European colonizers to plunder the 
various non-European indigenous systems of knowledges around the planet 
to establish their own? To explain further, usually, the necessity of destruc-
tion arises only from the epistemological and ontological states of inferior-
ity, insecurity, and crisis. So, if the Europeans regarded the non-European 
indigenous knowledge systems as inferior, then they didn’t need to destroy 
those knowledges to prove their superiority. Therefore, logically, it can be 
argued that the Eurocentric knowledge systems of colonialism/capitalism 
emerged under extreme senses of insecurity and crisis as experienced by the 
European colonizers, who believed that the practice of ecological diversity 
of the indigenous communities is threatening to their universal project of 
establishing empires of hierarchical, anti-ecological, and exclusive knowl-
edges. To justify this argument about the insecurities of colonialism/capitalism, 
I have discussed how the Malay Peninsula in the Indian Ocean and the 
Irrawady River basin in colonial Burma were destroyed for extracting min-
erals and trafficking them to Europe; how flora and fauna were destroyed 
in India for building factories and for conducting laboratory experiments; 
how southern and western parts of Africa were exploited for natural 
resources; how the Germans destroyed the forests in the island of Nauru to 
mine phosphates; how the Soviet Union destroyed the Aral Sea basin for 
cotton plantation; and how Spanish invaders destroyed the Amazon River 
basin to extract silver. The chapter also discusses how the destruction of the 
natural environment has led to the disruption of indigenous knowledge 
systems.

Despite destroying the eco-centric knowledge systems of the indigenous 
communities, the European colonizers could not overpower their epistemo-
logical and ontological states of insecurity and crisis. As a result, they 
converted their insecurities and concerns into a full-fledged planetary phe-
nomenon, which mutated the physically visible colonial empires into invis-
ible empires of capitalism. These invisible empires continue to feel threatened 
by the epistemological and ontological diversities and continue to generate 
narratives of counter-threat through practicing exclusivities, manufacturing 
hierarchies, and spreading health crises. The pandemic of COVID-19 is an 
outcome of such a scenario. As different COVID-19 vaccines get launched 
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globally, various business organizations, which have been assigned with the 
distributorship of the vaccines, have already re-configured the existing 
capitalistic narratives of exclusivities by generating high prices creating 
unequal distribution policies and so on. Once again, such hierarchical prac-
tices benefit only a specific group of socio-economically privileged individ-
uals, and the rest continue to suffer.

To counter these violent capitalistic practices in the post-COVID-19 era, 
I have discussed the importance of recovering the various indigenous teach-
ing and learning systems around the globe. While writing this monograph, 
I was aware that despite the failure of the various sustainable development 
goals, different efforts are being made to dismantle the capitalistic pedagog-
ical and curricular methodologies of mainstream educational institutions 
and curate alternate eco-friendly methodologies, which can promote eco-
logically sustainable educational practices. For instance, I have discussed 
the Green School System of Bhutan, the SECMOL (Students’ Educational 
and Cultural Movement of Ladakh) project, the Sarang School in Kerala, 
the Barefoot College in Rajasthan, the Green Belt Movement in Kenya, 
Gandhi’s Nai Taleem, Tagore’s experimental pedagogies, and the kaupapa 
Māori education system in New Zealand. Several articles have been written 
on these pedagogical and curricular practices, and discussions have been 
organized to date. Though some of these projects have expanded interna-
tionally, their function remains limited within particular social, cultural, 
and geographical contexts and ceases to exist as a planetary project. So, by 
integrating all of these alternate teaching and learning methodologies in the 
same chapter, I have tried to argue the various ways in which these educa-
tional practices have been promoting anti-capitalistic and eco-friendly sys-
tems of teaching-learning, caring, and sharing since the pre-COVID-19 era. 
As I have selected only seven alternate education systems from different 
corners of the globe to discuss in this chapter, the readers might wonder 
why I chose these seven practices for my discussion categorically?

When I was preparing the manuscript, I was based in Bhutan. This 
allowed me to closely understand the Green School mechanism being fol-
lowed by the educational institutions there. During my stay, I could interact 
with the teachers and students to know how this mechanism is based on the 
diverse knowledge systems of the indigenous communities and how it 
contributes to the ecological sustainability of the country. During the first 
outbreak of COVID-19 in 2020, I also had the privilege to closely observe 
the collective effectiveness through which the country resisted community 
transmissions and lockdowns. Though Bhutan experienced short periods 
of lockdowns and economic crises, it was not as severe as could be found 
in the so-called ‘developed’ and ‘socio-economically flourishing’ countries 
around the globe. One of the significant reasons behind effectively curbing 
COVID-19 infections has been the successful implementation of the Green 
School mechanism to date. Today this Green School System of education is 
being adopted by various countries.
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Besides the Green School System in Bhutan, I have discussed the Sarang 
School in Kerala, the Barefoot College in Rajasthan, the SECMOL project 
in Ladakh, Nai Taleem, Tagore’s experimental pedagogies, and the commu-
nity roles that these alternate projects played during COVID-19 in India. 
Undoubtedly, India has experienced heavy infection rates and community 
transmissions, but amongst several communities, the contributions of these 
projects toward ecological sustainability and self-sufficiency cannot be 
ignored. I have written explicitly about these eco-friendly educational pro-
jects in India because before writing this monograph, and, as part of my 
teaching module on eco-criticism in Bhutan, I worked with my students on 
a brief independent research project, which was centered on these alternate 
pedagogical and curricular practices in India. As this monograph engages 
with the importance of incorporating anti-capitalistic and eco-friendly ped-
agogical and curricular systems within mainstream educational institutions 
and alternate educational projects around the globe in the post-COVID-19 
era, I have positioned this classroom project within a bigger interactive 
space in this monograph. Hopefully, this will enable the readers to under-
stand how indigenous teaching and learning systems can be habitually 
intermingled with modern/Western teaching methods and learning and put 
into practice in the contemporary era. Another factor motivating me to talk 
about the Sarang School, the Barefoot College, the SECMOL project, Nai 
Taleem, and Tagore’s experimental pedagogies is their global outreach. 
Although these projects were conceived within specific social, cultural, 
geographical, and topographical platforms, their collective community 
activities of ecological sustainability have been expanding across different 
parts of the world.

The Green Belt Movement campaign in Kenya has also played a crucial 
role in shaping my arguments in this monograph. I have discussed this eco-
logically sustainable educational campaign because, unlike those of many 
‘mainstream’ environmental and educational campaigns, its contributions 
have remained globally underrated to date. After Wangaari Mathai, along 
with the National Council of Women of Kenya, launched the movement, she 
was globally acknowledged with the Nobel Peace Prize and several other 
awards. Still, its activities have remained limited mostly within the borders 
of Kenya. The campaign threatens the capitalistic designs and the corrupted 
practices in contemporary Kenya. As a result, the movement faces multiple 
forms of resistance and is limited mainly to rural-based educational institu-
tions. Despite these limitations, during various forms of crises and lock-
downs at COVID-19, the campaign enabled the indigenous communities in 
Kenya to counter the pandemic effectively. As one reads about this cam-
paign in the second chapter, one can understand how effective it can be as a 
planetary pedagogical and curricular project in the post-COVID-19 era.

It is for the same set of reasons that I have reflected on the kaupapa 
Māori education system. It is known to all of us that when most countries 
were clueless about controlling the continuous rise in COVID-19 infections, 
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New Zealand declared itself COVID-19-free on June 8, 2020. Among sev-
eral factors, one major factor contributing to the country’s successful recov-
ery is the amalgamation of indigenous Ma ̄ori education systems with 
mainstream education policies since the 1980s. On the one hand, the amal-
gamation allowed the Māoris to preserve and practice their eco-centric 
indigenous knowledges. On the other hand, it also allowed them to share 
these practices within the non-Ma ̄ori epistemological and ontological 
spaces in New Zealand.

To justify the relevance of alternate educational projects in the post-
COVID-19 era, I have argued the various ways through which the Green 
School, the Sarang School, the SECMOL project, the Barefoot College, Nai 
Taleem, Tagore’s experimental pedagogies, the Green Belt Movement, and 
the kaupapa Ma ̄ori education system can de-hierarchize and de-universalize 
the existing capitalistic pedagogical and curricular systems. Besides writing 
about these perspectives, I have written about the initiative of alterna
tive confluence or Vikalp Sangam as a form of non-institutionalized, anti-
capitalistic, and eco-centric pedagogical possibility in the post-pandemic 
era. After reading through these ecologically sustainable teaching and learn-
ing practices, individuals can understand the different ways in which they 
can adopt eco-centric curricular and pedagogical practices at the individual 
and collective level and beyond the fixed institutional spaces. In the process 
of adopting these teaching and learning practices at homes, workplaces, 
and so on, individuals can globally uphold the following multidimensional 
mechanism as a long-term resistance against any form of pandemic in the 
future. The approach consists of the following components:

	 i	 De-regionalization: The discussions about alternate, anti-capitalistic, 
and eco-friendly pedagogical and curricular practices in this book 
reveal that unlike capitalistic modes of knowledge production, they 
are not limited to specific socio-cultural and regional spaces. To elab-
orate, the growth and expansion of the natural environment are not 
restricted by a fixed set of socio-cultural and regional terms and con-
ditions. Similarly, the teaching and learning methodologies practiced 
in the natural environment also can venture beyond their respective 
socio-cultural and regional boundaries to generate a planetary project 
of self-empowerment, self-sufficiency, and ecological sustainability. If 
collectively adopted, the alternate curricular and pedagogical practices 
can dismantle the existing region-based hierarchies of teaching and 
learning that are supported by narratives like ‘urban areas have more 
scope than rural areas,’ ‘students of urban areas are more diverse than 
the students from rural areas,’ and ‘people from certain regions are 
considered more intelligent than others.’ It is crucial to create a global 
map of ecologically sustainable knowledges without any epistemolog-
ical and ontological boundaries through de-regionalizing teaching and 
learning methodologies.
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	ii	 De-racialization: The alternate teaching and learning methodologies 
also generate the possibilities of de-racializing the existing capitalis-
tic systems of knowledge production. The diverse knowledge derived 
from the natural environment consistently reminds human civiliza-
tion about the futility of racial practices. The self-profiting designs of 
capitalistic knowledges have given birth to different forms of racism 
like class-based racism, caste-based racism, religion-based racism, 
economy-based racism, and color-based racism, which the eco-friendly 
pedagogical and curricular practices make an effort to dismantle. From 
the perspective of ‘green academia,’ the different educational projects 
that have been discussed in this book clearly outline that their curricu-
lar and pedagogical practices are not limited to specific racial groups, 
as found in the case of capitalistic education systems around the globe. 
These projects make an effort to embrace every possible knowledge sys-
tem that disrupts ego-centric practices and promotes eco-centric prac-
tices. The methodologies continuously make us realize that ego-centric 
pedagogical and curricular methods form the center of the racially 
exclusive knowledge patterns. Therefore, it needs to be disrupted and 
replaced by knowledges that are centered on the natural environment.

	iii	 De-homogenization: De-regionalization and de-racialization of knowl-
edges also lead to the de-homogenization of knowledge systems. These 
different eco-centric projects against rote learning and one-size-fits-all 
curriculum make an effort to de-homogenize the capitalistic knowledge 
systems, which are usually ‘owned’ and ‘sold’ by different academic 
institutions. These alternate pedagogical and curricular projects allow 
the individuals to realize that instead of owning and selling knowl-
edges, it is crucial to share knowledges in a collaborative, co-creative, 
and heterogeneous manner, as can be observed in the case of the natural 
environment.

	iv	 De-commodification: Another crucial component of this multidimen-
sional pedagogical and curricular mechanism is the de-commodification 
of the education system. The mechanism makes individuals realize 
that teaching and learning are parallel processes. People can habitu-
ally engage with it without exclusively being confined to the capitalistic 
boxes of degrees and certificates. The capitalistic boxes of degrees and 
certificates present the knowledge systems as market commodities with 
ego-centric and self-profiting motives, which the de-commodified sys-
tems of eco-friendly knowledges look forward to encountering.

The components that have been discussed under this multidimensional 
mechanism do not intend to build an unquestionable ivory tower of all-
pervading solutions against the conspiracies of capitalism. It only proposes 
a few possibilities of constructing a global project of practicing ecological 
sustainability and wishes to invite readers to actively participate in expand-
ing the opportunities and weaving a planetary project of ‘green academia.’ 
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By now, readers may have realized that ‘green academia’ is not just a term 
but an urgent appeal, a planetary resistance, and a non-conclusive move-
ment against all forms of capitalistic forces of knowledge. Instead of using 
weapons like guns, pellets, water cannons, socio-cultural exclusivities, eco-
nomic suppressions, and political violence, ‘green academia’ uses seeds, 
forests, agricultural fields, sunlight, water bodies, and other natural com-
ponents as weapons to weave an unceasing epistemological and ontological 
reality of collective, co-creative, and ecologically reciprocal relationships 
between “human and other than human beings” (Mueller, 12). With respect 
to these aspects, I have titled the last chapter ‘Non-conclusion’ because the 
arguments about the phenomenon of ‘green academia’ in this monograph 
do not wish to be restricted to classroom discussions, conference presenta-
tions, workshops, book launches, library archives, and research publica-
tions but want to multiply through opening up innumerable avenues of 
diverse, anti-capitalistic, and eco-centric practices, which would never cease 
to exist in the post-COVID-19 world.

This monograph has also addressed the various crises that the modern–
colonial–Western systems of knowledge production have generated in an 
intersectional way. The majority of the scholarship that exists on the neces-
sity of reviving the indigenous knowledge systems around the planet is built 
on the binary of modern/Western knowledge systems and non-Western/
indigenous knowledge systems, where the former is regarded as a potential 
threat to the latter and is kept outside the latter’s functional realm. This 
binary is epistemologically and ontologically impractical and problematic. 
Practically, it is impossible to revive the eco-centric indigenous knowledge 
frameworks without the techno-centric knowledge frameworks, which 
have evolved in the colonial West. Within the discourses on eco-friendly 
education systems, if we are segregating these two knowledge structures, 
then we are performing systemic and epistemic mayhem by not only main-
taining the existing dominant and exploitative networks of modern–colonial–
Western educational systems within their own functional spaces but also 
allowing them to mutate, diversify, and produce the “myth of self-production 
of truth” (Grosfoguel, 2012: 89). The myth of self-production of truth is a 
“myth of modernity, the myth of self-generated and insulated Europe, 
which develops independently without depending on anyone else on earth” 
(ibid.). This is why the monograph proposes to interweave indigenous 
knowledge systems and modern/Western knowledge systems through inter-
secting techno-centric initiatives with eco-centric initiatives so that the colonial–
Western knowledge frameworks do not get a chance to flourish on their 
own anymore and are compelled to work in tandem with the various indig-
enous modes of knowledge production. This monograph, along with the 
different eco-friendly curricular and pedagogical frameworks, discusses 
why and how Science and Technology Studies (STS) and political ecology 
should be introduced within the school and higher education curricula in 
India. These intersectional spaces of varied “socioecological relations” 
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(Bassett and Peimer, 2015: 159), instead of trying to dismantle the “Master’s 
tools” and the “Master’s house” (Lorde, 2018: 35), invite readers to “devote 
attention to using those and other tools to build new, more open houses” 
(L. Gordon and J. Gordon, 2006: 15). So, before taking a short break from 
these discussions and arguments on various challenges and possibilities of 
building eco-friendly education systems, I would like to invite all of us first 
to ask ourselves and then each other: From where should we begin weaving 
a post-COVID-19 world, so that knowledges are no more manufactured as 
temporary solutions to counter pandemics like COVID-19 but are unceas-
ingly performed as collective long-term resistances against any form of eco-
logical crisis?
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POSTSCRIPT

William Jethro Mpofu

We are widely diverse human beings united by the idea that the 
understanding of the world is much larger than the Western 
understanding of the world. We believe that the transforma-
tion of the world may also occur in ways not foreseen by the 
Global North. We are animals and plants, biodiversity and 
water, earth and Pachamama, ancestors and future genera-
tions—whose suffering appears less in the news than the suf-
fering of humans but is closely linked to theirs, even though 
they may be unaware of it.

Boaventura De Sousa Santos (2014: 4)

The present book joins an extended family of critical works of scholars 
from the Global South, and some in the Global North, that is calling for 
the decolonization of power, knowledge, and being part of the planetary 
project of liberation. It is in the text and spirit of the book that the area 
of human education is too important to be left to the monopoly of the 
Western and colonial model of education and its technocrats and experts 
but societies of the Global South from their natural settings have some-
thing to contribute to human education at a planetary scale. In other words, 
knowledges from below and from the periphery have a lot to contribute 
to the betterment of the human condition. No matter how hegemonic the 
capitalist and colonial model of education is, it remains a systematic and 
structural human construct that is not beyond correction and decoloni-
zation. Colonial constructs have that systemic and structural tendency to 
present themselves and to be presented by their champions as if there is no 
alternative to them when in actuality they are artifacts of power that can be 
challenged and their privilege pushed back. The conquest and domination 
of the Other by the West which unfolded in genocidal earnest in the long 
sixteenth century, and in many ways continue their tyrannical march many 
years after the end of juridical colonialism in the Global South, necessitate 
that scholars, political activists, and leaders work and live in decolonial 
terms by challenging the constructs of colonial power and push back the 
privilege of colonial systems of knowledge, power, and being. This is a book 
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that concerns ‘diverse human beings,’ their histories, traditions, and cultures 
that are ‘united by the idea that the understanding of the world is much 
larger than the Western understanding of the world.’ The book employs the 
‘new eyes’ of decolonial theory and philosophy to magnify such efforts as 
that of Valentin Mudimbe (1988), who decried the ‘invention of Africa’ by 
capitalist European conquerors who reduced the continent, its people, and 
the bounty of natural resources to objects for extraction and exploitation. 
The people, plant and animal life, water, and minerals became raw materi-
als in the scheme of the capitalist impulse of the empire. The understand-
ing of the world, and relationship with nature that the Africans held, for 
instance, was conveniently reduced to superstitions that not only needed to 
be ignored but had to be dutifully silenced and erased as part of the vaunted 
grand mission of civilizing the conquered barbarians. With emphasis similar 
to that of Ulrich Duchrow (1998) in the argument that, after all, there are 
economic systems that are alternative to triumphalist global capitalism, the 
author of the book in hand insists that the colonial, capitalist, and Western 
systems of education that are currently hegemonic are not irreplaceable or 
unchangeable. It is perhaps the ‘tragic optimism’ (Santos, 2014) of the book 
that systematic and structural coloniality, no matter how powerfully estab-
lished and built, can be compromised.

If in his Philosophy of Liberation Enrique Dussel (1985: 107) raised an 
alarm that ‘nature’ as ‘a natural being’ in the Global South was reduced by 
invading conquerors into a natural resource to be exploited to satisfy the 
economic appetites of the Empire, this book invites attention and activism 
back to nature as a living source of life and knowledge that must be in a 
symbiotic and core-respectful and mutually preserving relationship with 
humans. In that way, the book illuminates how the genocides that depleted 
human populations of the conquered were accompanied by epistemicides 
that sought to destroy their knowledges, ecocides that aimed their destruc-
tion at the ecology, and nature that hosted the victims of conquest. For that 
reason, decolonizing power, knowledge, and being in the Global South can-
not be done without a recovery of nature from being an object, a natural 
resource, and its restoration to a living ‘being’ and source of life and knowl-
edge. Decolonization is not only the negation of coloniality, colonialism, 
and its afterlives but also a search for liberation that cannot be completed 
without recovery and also a restoration of human and nature relations that 
are not necessarily capitalistic. Such terms as ‘biopiracy’ and ‘ecocides’ are 
deployed in the book to describe the destruction of biodiversity that is at 
the same time the violation of nature by capitalist colonialism and its after-
lives that, for profit, will eventually bring life on the planet to an end. Even 
as an unabashed celebrant of Eurocentricism, Slavoj Zizek (2011) can 
describe the ‘living in the end times’ that has been brought about by a cap-
italist economic system that on a world scale has invested in profit and 
growth that are eventually at the expense of life, including its own and that 
of its beneficiaries and champions. It is the tragic paradox of conquest, 
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imperialism, and colonialism as driven by the capitalist impulse that the 
monopolization of resources and life itself becomes a slippery road to col-
lective death and end. This book denounces such a paradoxical tragic 
impulse as ‘capitalistic,’ ‘anti-nature’ and dehumanizing, and in many ways 
anti-life. An important gesture that the author highlights in the shape of 
‘green academia’ therefore is the cultivation and promotion of diverse forms 
of curricula and syllabi, pedagogical practices, and indigenous practices 
that should delink education systems of the Global South from ‘anti-nature, 
capitalistic, job-based, market-based and profit-based’ structures of power 
and render them to ‘eco-friendly praxis-based methodologies, which have 
the potential to contribute towards the development in an ecologically sus-
tainable manner.’ The phenomenon of ‘green academia’ is advanced as a 
planetary curricular and pedagogical strategy in the post-COVID-19 world 
that has been awoken by the pandemic to not only the fragility of human 
life on earth but also the importance of a healthier relationship with nature 
as a source of life and knowledge.

Green Academia

Green academia as rendered in this book is the description of decolonized 
and liberating education that is based on learning from nature and its diver-
sity and multiplicity that necessitates conversation, dialogue, and critical 
exchange. What Santos (2014: 188) has called ‘ecologies of knowledges’ 
is a confrontation with the logic of monoculture in academia where one 
Eurocentric knowledge system is paraded as the knowledge of the whole 
world and the whole of humanity when it is another provincial knowledge. 
Real human dialogue that is liberating rather than dominating is a dialogue 
that is based on the exchange and conversation of diverse people from their 
different geographic locations and histories. Dialogue as opposed to mon-
ologue in the exchange of thoughts and knowledge is what Paulo Freire 
(2013) described as ‘education for critical consciousness’ that is also edu-
cation in conversation with the natural environment and education as the 
practice of freedom. One measure of decolonized education, that is ‘green 
academia’ in the gesture of this book, is how far it goes in its respect for 
and preservation of nature and collective life. It should be an education 
that goes well beyond anthropocentric egoism and selfishness and enter-
tains diversity of being and planetarity. The green part of the term ‘green 
academia’ therefore is more than a reference to nature as represented in 
living green vegetation but a metaphor of nature as alive and a subject 
that sustains life and is in conversation, dialogically, with humans. Much 
like Floris Van Den Berg (2009: 9), who counsels that the first part of edu-
cation is taking ethical and ecological consequences of our daily lives and 
activities into account in respect of human beings, animals, and nature, this 
author valorizes nature and its relationship with all life, which is what col-
onizing conquerors did not do. ‘Ecodemia’ is the term the author deploys 
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to describe academia that is eco-centric in the way it does not ignore but 
valorizes the relationship between humans and the natural environment 
and order of things. ‘Greening’ as in actively negating the conquest and 
colonization of nature, collaborating with nature, learning from nature, 
and teaching using nature becomes part of the tools in the decolonization 
and liberation toolbox. Arguments for the decolonization of education that 
have been advanced by scholars of the Global South, and some in the Global 
North, have included calls for epistemic diversity, human diversity, multilin-
gualism, inclusive institutional infrastructure, affordability, and excellence 
that is combined with relevance. It is novel that this book highlights the 
importance of the ecology and context of nature in the decolonization and 
liberation of education from its entrapment in Eurocentrism and colonial-
ity. Even more refreshing is the emphasis on greening as part of decoloniza-
tion in a context, and a moment in the global academy, when Eurocentric 
propaganda seeks to emphatically frame decolonization in negative terms 
as hatred, vengeance, violence, and a negation of quality and standards in 
education. This book presents decolonization in its green light.

Going green and greening can easily be a fashionable trend and a mes-
merizing vogue. However, in this book, the phenomenon of ‘green aca-
demia’ is carefully and critically distinguished from politically correct green 
activism that seeks to tick the right boxes in sound but in sense proceeds 
with the business as usual of the colonized, marketized, commodified, and 
racialized education that is anti-nature. Toxic capitalism itself is shown to 
frequently perform some green pretensions to conceal its actual anti-nature 
and anti-life realities. Decolonized academia of the Global South is locally 
rooted as much as it is globally relevant and inclusive. Furthermore, what 
elevates the gesture of the book from decolonization as a slogan, or another 
catchy buzzword, is the way the book selects existing education sites of 
different communities in the world and uses their daily practices and 
approaches to education to illustrate the decolonization of education in 
practice. The agricultural self-sufficiency of communities, conservation of 
water, pedagogy of the natural environment, eco-friendly residences and 
dwellings, and the reduction of carbon emissions are part of the assorted 
deliverables of decolonized education that are not exhausted in the high 
qualifications and good-paying jobs for individuals but are also fulfilled in 
the care for nature. The book debunks Eurocentric and colonial education 
systems that valorize individual academic qualifications, prestigious jobs 
for individual graduates, elevated gradings, and ratings of the academic 
institutions whose campuses, as notable in the African universities, are dec-
orated with statues of Western conquerors and Empire builders, populating 
the universities with monuments and other figurines that commemorate 
conquest. For students and staff that hail from embattled communities of 
those that were enslaved and colonized, such university campuses become a 
living memorial of the Empire that not only are alienating but also tend to 
mock their victimhood.
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Specifically selected for the illustration of various indigenous teaching 
and learning systems across the globe that represent aspects of ‘green aca-
demia,’ are several telling examples from some educational systems and 
institutions. The Green School System of Bhutan, the Sarang School in 
Kerala, the Students’ Education and Cultural Movement of Ladakh 
(SECMOL) project, the Barefoot College in Rajasthan, Gandhi’s Nai 
Taleem, all in India, the Green Belt Movement in Kenya, and the kaupapa 
Māori education system in New Zealand are the telling examples of aca-
demia that is greening in its efforts to establish alternative ways of produc-
ing and circulating eco-friendly knowledge that is foundationally respectful 
of nature. These examples in their diversity valorize nature as a ‘living 
being’ that is not just a natural resource but also a source of knowledge and 
life. Ngugi wa Thiongo’s Kamiriithu Community Theatre experiment that 
put rural community members in Kenya at the center of knowledge produc-
tion and circulation, recognizing them as dignified knowledge producers 
and not helpless consumers, is another example from Africa, one of whose 
novel strengths is to recognize villagers as knowers, that comes to mind as 
one reads this book. Paulo Freire (2013) spent decades in the field of adult 
education in rural and urban Brazil, where he observed how, given dignity 
and a platform, villagers, peasants, and workers can perform their legiti-
mate roles as thinkers and knowledge producers. The author’s travel and 
stay in the educational sites and institutions that he writes about make the 
students and teachers their active subjects and not docile objects of research. 
The performance of knowledge production by villagers, peasants, and 
workers is a reality that challenges the hegemonic assumption in the 
Westernized education in the Global South where knowledge production is 
the preserve of qualified and certificated producers and reproducers of 
Eurocentrism. The philosophy and practice of Ubuntu in Africa would be 
another educational scene to study in the expansion of the present book, 
which is set to ignite further conversations on ‘green academia’ and the 
decolonization of education on a world scale. The insurrection of not only 
epistemologies of the South in the decolonization of education but also the 
upsurge of knowledges from below, from the ground, from poor bodies, 
and nature seems to be the present direction.

Dr. William Jethro Mpofu
University of the Witwatersrand

Johannesburg
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