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PRAISE FOR TERRA VIVA

‘Vandana Shiva has led an extraordinary life as a scientist/activist and leader of a global movement for food sovereignty, and she tells her remarkable story in this powerful new memoir. Filled with important information and history on the corporate theft of biodiversity, Terra Viva also tells the rich stories of the grassroots fight to take back sacred community knowledge and rights, in India and around the world. Just as our world would be a lesser place without Vandana Shiva, our literary heritage would also be diminished without this crucial book.’

– Maude Barlow, author of Blue Covenant, Right Livelihood Award laureate

‘Like her previous celebrated books, Vandana Shiva’s Terra Viva shines with ecofeminist wisdom, passionate activism, and impeccable systemic thinking. Against the background of her devastating critique of reductionist science and predatory capitalism, she gives a thrilling account of the numerous grassroots movements she founded, cofounded, and supported; movements to protect trees, seeds, water, soil, and community – essential strands in the web of life. I warmly recommend this brilliant and deeply moving book.’

– Fritjof Capra, author of The Tao of Physics and Patterns of Connection

‘This book is a testament to the great work that Vandana has done for the food and ecological movements. It is a testament to how she encouraged the safeguarding of biodiversity and fought for the rights of women and farmers’ communities.’

– Carlo Petrini, founder, Slow Food

‘Vandana Shiva is the most brilliant woman I know; she is impressive, with a global knowledge of the environmental problems created, above all, by social disorders and the selfishness of short-term power. The awareness that her work and her actions provoke is sublime. This book is brilliant. It will bring you light. And answers.’

– Gilles-Éric Séralini, molecular biologist, co-author of The Monsanto Papers

‘Vandana Shiva’s brilliant, discerning mind, granite character, poetic soul, and her galvanising skills as a grassroots organiser have won her place in the pantheon of the most effective and beloved leaders of the global environmental movement. Among her extraordinary gifts are her grasp of the enmeshment between human and natural history and her deep understanding of agricultural and forest ecology. Shiva is the world’s most eloquent and persuasive champion of family farms, traditional agricultural practices, and against the evils of chemical and industrial farming and GMO crops. She documents, in this book, the insidious role chemical agriculture plays in diminishing food quality, soils, microbiomes, species diversity, human health, personal freedom, and in the corrosive impoverishment of the human soul. She shows how chemical warfare on agricultural pests gives rise to totalitarian political systems and the commodification of both humanity and creation.’

– Robert F. Kennedy Jr.

‘Vandana Shiva’s life story is the living story of the struggle to save soil, seeds, and human sanity. This beautifully written memoir is a compelling narrative which should be read by everyone who loves land, life, and the integrity of our precious Planet Earth. Every page of this book is filled with passion and compassion. This is one of the most informative and inspiring books for all activists, present and future, who wish to see ecological, social, and spiritual transformation emerging out of our current chaotic predicament.’

– Satish Kumar, founder, Schumacher College

‘In Terra Viva, Vandana Shiva retraces her life as an accomplished academic and savvy activist, with a deep understanding of the planet’s ecosystem functions and the destructive impact of the Poison Cartel and its supporters. The optimist Dr Shiva lives by example. Reading this book will open your mind to the causes of the deep problems we have been pushed into by the actions of a few, and give you hope and courage to reverse the downward spiral.’

– Hans R. Herren, founder and president, Biovision Foundation for Ecological Development

‘A journey through Vandana’s life and work is most inspiring. She is a phenomenal woman – her work and conviction on the issues she has confronted with such determination and courage are not only admirable but breathtakingly amazing. From tackling the water barons and the manufacturers of genetically modified seeds, to the pharmaceutical companies and the food markets of the world, she has shown such superior insight and knowledge that she has been able to floor these giants. In South Africa she has many followers, admirers, and devotees among whom I, too, am present. This book is a must for all of us who are interested in an alternative world order, where issues of environmental protection, conservation, food sovereignty, peace, and nonviolence are uppermost.’

– Ela Gandhi, former member of parliament, South Africa

‘Terra Viva is one of the most remarkable books I have ever read. It is an awe-inspiring tale of multiple struggles against multiple injustices against people and our environment; an engaging life story of how one perceptive individual can empower various groups of people to take on governments and corrupt corporations and win justice for them – a classic David versus Goliath. This book is a must because Dr Shiva’s multiple successes give us hope that we can regenerate our planet, empower our people, and build fair societies that enable well-being for all of us. Her life story shows that she is one of our most extraordinary leaders like Mahatma Gandhi and Dr Martin Luther King.’

– André Leu, international director, Regeneration International

‘Terra Viva captures the dynamic vibrance of Mother Earth and the necessary practice of Right Livelihood. Vandana Shiva shares them through brilliant research, writing, speaking skills and also, importantly, getting real things done on the ground. She shows courage, competence and conscience and always speaks truth to power, assertively and consistently, without fear or favour. Her wisdom flows through this book, it shines through like multiple beacons of a lighthouse that will inspire more of us “glocally” to take up the many challenges of these dismal times.’

– Anwar Fazal, Multiversity International

‘In Terra Viva, Vandana Shiva offers us rare insights into who she is and what has shaped her outlook and focus in life. The book chronicles her thoughts, knowledge, convictions, and a sustained commitment to movement-building and maintenance of life. Diversity, symbiosis, mutuality, and reciprocity are the pillars on which her work has been built. Thank you, Vandana, for the generous offering of this testament, this living book, this sharing of your life.’

– Nnimmo Bassey, author of To Cook a Continent
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Looking Forward, 
Looking Back


I was born in the Doon Valley in 1952, to a father who had become a forest conservator after leaving the army and a mother who had become a farmer after leaving a senior government job in education. My parents had met during the war, and when my father proposed to my mother she agreed to marry him if he eventually left the army and if she could continue to work. They also decided to give up their caste name as part of the anti-caste movement, which was a very significant part of our independence struggle, and adopted the caste-neutral Shiva. Mother was posted in what became Pakistan after the tragic partition of India in 1947; she survived miraculously, but she had become a refugee. Refugees of Partition were rehabilitated – shopkeepers got shops, employees got jobs, farmers got land. Instead of taking up a government job equivalent to what she had lost, my mother decided to get rehabilitated as a farmer.

I was born five years after Partition, and my childhood was shaped by the forests in the Himalaya where my father was posted and by my mother’s farm in the foothills. Nature was my first inspiration – and the study of nature my first passion – which is how I ended up becoming a physicist.

My most intimate memories of childhood are the sights and sounds, tastes and smells of the Himalayan forests where I grew up; they became my physical and intellectual cradle. I feel a deep umbilical connection to forests of rhododendron, oak and deodar, and to mountain streams. We lived in Chakrata when I was born and later moved to Nainital, Pithoragarh, Tehri, Uttarkashi and Dehradun, which my parents decided to make their home. Today, these Himalayan regions are an independent state called Uttarakhand (the mountain state).

The British had annexed several Himalayan districts in 1815, mainly to exploit their forest wealth. Pine (called chir, locally) was felled on a large scale to make ‘sleepers’ for railway lines. The entire catchment of the river Ganges falls in my region; in the Garhwal Himalaya, an Englishman, Mr Wilson, obtained a lease in 1850 to exploit all the forests of the Bhagirathi river valley for a low annual rental of Rs 400. Under his axe, several valuable deodar and chir forests were clear-felled and completely destroyed. In 1864, inspired by Mr Wilson’s flourishing timber business, British rulers of the north-western provinces obtained a lease for twenty years and engaged him to exploit these forests as well for them. European settlements, such as Mussoorie, created new pressures for the cultivation of food crops, leading to a large-scale felling of oak forests. Inspired by the economic success of Mr Wilson and the government, the Tehri state took over the management of forests in 1895. Between 1897 and 1899, forest areas were reserved and restrictions were imposed on village use; these restrictions were resented and completely disregarded by the villagers, which led to incidents of organised resistance against the authorities. On March 31, 1905, in response to the resistance, a Durbar Circular (No. 11) from the Tehri king announced modifications to these restrictions.

The contradictions between people’s basic needs and the state’s revenue requirements, however, remained unresolved, and in due course these contradictions intensified. In 1930, the people of Garhwal launched the non-cooperation movement to draw attention to the issue of forest resources; forest satyagrahas to resist oppressive forest laws were most intense in the Rawain region. The king of Tehri was in Europe at that time; in his absence, Dewan Chakradhar Jayal resorted to armed intervention to crush a peaceful satyagraha at Tilari. A large number of unarmed satyagrahis were killed and wounded, while others lost their lives in a desperate attempt to cross the rapids of the Yamuna river. Years later, the martyrs of the Tilari massacre provided inspiration to the Chipko movement, when people pledged themselves to protect their forests.

There were very few roads in the Himalaya when I was growing up, so most of our journeys took place on foot or on horseback. As a forest conservationist, my father’s job was to inspect and manage forests and regenerate them. During all our vacations we joined him on his tours. Our ‘rations’ would travel in huge boxes laden on mules, and there would always be another box full of books. We lived like nomads, far away from cities, amidst the wealth of the forest. This experience has clearly influenced my thinking about wealth and poverty; for me, the forests of my childhood were the source of abundance and beauty, diversity and peace. With my sister, I would collect ferns to turn into works of art; wildflowers were our pearls and diamonds. That is why when the forests started to disappear, I joined the Chipko movement to protect them.

The Chipko movement is historically, philosophically and organisationally an extension of the traditional Gandhian satyagraha. Its special significance lies in the fact that it took place in post-Independence India; the continuity between the pre-Independence and post-Independence forms of this satyagraha was provided by Gandhians, including Sri Dev Suman,1 Mira Behn2 and Sarala Behn.3 Equipped with the Gandhian worldview of development based on justice and ecological stability, they contributed silently to the growth of woman power and ecological consciousness in the hill areas of Uttar Pradesh. The influence of Mira Behn and Sarala Behn, the two European disciples of Gandhi, on the struggle for social justice and ecological stability in the hills of Uttar Pradesh has been immense – they generated a new breed of Gandhian activists who laid the foundation for the Chipko movement. Sunderlal Bahuguna4 is prominent among this new generation, deeply inspired by Mira Behn and Sarala Behn. In an article written in 1952, Mira Behn had stated that there was ‘Something Wrong in the Himalaya’:


Year after year the floods in the north of India seem to be getting worse, and this year they have been absolutely devastating. This means that there is something radically wrong in the Himalayas, and that ‘something’ is, without doubt, connected with the forests. It is not, I believe, just a matter of deforestation as some people think, but largely a matter of change of species. Living in the Himalayas, as I have been continuously now for several years, I have become painfully aware of a vital change in the species of trees which is creeping up and up the southern slopes – those very slopes which let down the flood waters onto the plains below. This deadly change-over is from banj (Himalayan oak) to chir pine. It is going on at an alarming speed, and because it is not a matter of deforestation but of change from one kind of forest to another, it is not taken sufficiently seriously. In fact, the quasi-commercial forest department is inclined to shut its eyes to the phenomenon because the banj brings in no cash for the coffers, whereas the chir pine is very profitable, yielding as it does both timber and resin.



Mira Behn had identified not merely deforestation but change in species suitable to commercial forestry as the reason for ecological degradation in the Himalayas. She recognised that the leaf litter of oak forests was the primary mechanism for water conservation in mountain watersheds.

Mira Behn and Sarala Behn were frequent visitors to our home. Sunderlal Bahuguna and Bimla Bahuguna,5 too, came to meet my parents, and Ghanshyam Raturi (Shailani), the legendary Chipko poet, would spend hours with my mother, reciting his new songs. Our home was open house for social activists, poets and intellectuals; its stimulating environment must have been part of the informal education that made ecological values and values of social and economic equality basic to my life and work.

In 1972, women in a high-altitude village, Reni, blocked logging operations by wrapping their arms around the trees, giving birth to the Chipko (literally, to cling) movement. The name was given to the movement by Raturi, who composed folk songs which were sung by every child, woman and man in Garhwal.

Nineteen seventy-two witnessed the most widespread organised protests against commercial exploitation of Himalayan forests by outside contractors – in Uttarkashi on December 12, and in Gopeshwar on December 15. It was during these two protest meetings that Raturi composed his famous poem describing the method of embracing the trees to save them from being felled:


Embrace the trees and

Save them from being felled;

The property of our hills,

Save it from being looted.



In 1973, the tempo of the movement in Uttarkashi and Gopeshwar reached new heights. Raturi and Chandi Prasad Bhatt6 were its main organisers; while a meeting of the Sarvodaya Mandal was in progress in Gopeshwar in April 1973, the first popular action to chase away the contractors erupted spontaneously in the region when villagers demonstrated against the felling of ash trees in Mandal forest. Bahuguna immediately asked his colleagues to proceed on foot to Chamoli district, following the axe-men and encouraging people to oppose them wherever they went. Later, in December 1973, there was a militant non-violent demonstration in Uttarkashi in which thousands of people participated. In March 1974, twenty-seven women under the leadership of 50-year-old Goura Devi7 saved a large number of trees from a contractor’s axe in Reni, a village that lies on the road from Joshimath to Niti Ghati, following which the government was forced to abolish the private contract system of felling. This was the first major achievement of the movement and marked the end of one phase.

During the next five years, Chipko resistance spread to various parts of the Garhwal Himalaya. It is important to note that it was no longer the old demand for the supply of forest products to local small industries, but a new one for ecological control of forest resource extraction to ensure a supply of water and fodder that was being aired. Among the numerous examples of Chipko’s successes throughout the Garhwal Himalaya in the later years are those in the Adwani, Amarsar and Badiyargarh forests. The Adwani forests were scheduled to be felled in the first week of December 1977. Large groups of women led by Bachhni Devi came forward to save the trees. (Interestingly, Bachhni Devi was the wife of the local village head, who was himself a contractor.) Chipko activist Dhoom Singh Negi8 supported the women’s struggle by undertaking a fast in the forest; women tied sacred threads to the trees, symbolising their vow of protection. Between December 13 and 20, a large number of women from fifteen villages guarded the forests, while discourses from ancient texts on the role of forests in Indian life continued non-stop. It was here in Adwani that the ecological slogan ‘What do the forests bear? Soil, water and pure air’ was born.

The axe-men withdrew, only to return on February 1, 1978, with two truckloads of armed police. The plan was to encircle the forests with the help of the police, in order to keep the people out during the felling operation. Even before the police reached the area, volunteers of the movement entered the forest and explained their case to the forest labourers who had been brought in from distant places. By the time the contractors arrived, each tree was being embraced by three volunteers. The police, seeing the level of awareness among the people, hastily withdrew before nightfall.

In March 1978, a new auction was planned in Narendranagar. A large popular demonstration was organised against it and the police arrested twenty-three Chipko volunteers, including women. In December 1978, a massive felling programme was planned by the public sector undertaking, the Uttar Pradesh Forest Corporation, in the Badiyargarh region. The local people immediately informed Bahuguna who began a fast unto death at the felling site in January 1979. On the eleventh day of his fast he was arrested in the middle of the night; this only served to strengthen the commitment of the people. Ghanshyam Raturi and a priest, Khima Shastri, led the movement as thousands of men and women from neighbouring villages joined them in the Badiyargarh forests. The people guarded the trees for eleven days, after which the contractors finally withdrew. Bahuguna was released from jail on January 31, 1979.

The cumulative impact of sustained grassroots struggles to protect forests resulted in a rethinking of forest management in the hill areas. The Chipko movement’s demand for declaring the Himalayan forests as ‘protection’ forests instead of ‘production’ forests for commercial exploitation was recognised at the highest policy-making level. The then prime minister, Indira Gandhi, after a meeting with Bahuguna, recommended a fifteen-year ban on commercial green felling in the Himalayan forests of Uttar Pradesh.

The moratorium on green felling gave the Chipko movement breathing time to expand its base, and Bahuguna undertook a 4,780 km long, arduous march from Kashmir to Kohima in Nagaland, contacting villagers along the long Himalayan range and spreading the message of Chipko. At the same time, activists found it opportune to take the movement to other mountain regions in the country.

I decided in 1974 that, while pursuing my PhD in quantum theory, I would volunteer with Chipko every vacation. And that is what I did.

Chipko was clearly my university for ecology. While my parents provided the embedding in a forest culture and an appreciation of natural mixed forests, it was Chipko that made me realise, in intimate detail, how biodiversity is at the heart of sustainable economies and how nature provides for the basic needs of the large majority in the world. As I worked with peasant women, transferring fertility from the forest to the field, I learnt my first lessons in organic farming: sustainable societies rest on humus. In those early years, as I moved between quantum physics and protecting the Himalayan forests, I learnt to respect both the best of modern ecological science and the best of traditional knowledge. I developed a humility about my doctorate studies, recognising how much I did not know, and how much knowledge illiterate village women, with no formal education, had. That is why the term ‘knowledge society’ as a description of computer-based societies is so inaccurate and misleading to me, implying that non-industrialised, non-computerised societies are without knowledge. In the case of biodiversity, of forest species and plant species, this is clearly not true; women and indigenous communities, the excluded of the industrial world, are the real custodians of biodiversity-related knowledge.

Nuclear physics was my chosen speciality until I realised that the science had a dark side to it. I changed course to become a theoretical physicist and worked in foundations of quantum theory, fully expecting to stay on and become a professor, when I was confronted with the nagging thought that I wasn’t informed enough about how society works. We in India have the third largest scientific community in the world. We are among the poorest of countries. Science and technology are supposed to boost growth, remove poverty. So, where is the gap? I wanted to answer this question for myself, so I took three years off to look at science policy issues, be a little more educated socially, and then go back to physics. I went to the Indian Institute of Science and the Indian Institute of Management (IIM) in Bangalore, where I studied interdisciplinary research in science, technology and environmental policy.

After three or four years, what started as a look at policy issues became the focus of my life. Speeding me along a path that would ultimately lead to grassroots activism was my growing reputation as an authority in the field of environmental impact. I found myself learning more and more about the threat posed by biotechnology to biodiversity. In 1981, the Ministry of Environment invited me to study the effects of mining in the Doon valley. As a result of my report, the Supreme Court banned mining there in 1983. This was the first time I had done something professionally about conservation – it was not just an academic engagement divorced from action or consequences; I found it so fulfilling, working with communities and making a difference in society.

Research by itself cannot save the environment. Empowered communities are where action takes place, so I set up the Research Foundation for Science, Technology and Ecology (RFSTE) in Dehradun in 1981-82 to connect to communities and treat them as experts. I also decided on adopting a holistic approach to research because I believed that, for instance, geology cannot tell us that we are destroying water resources, geohydrology does that. It was this aspect of my work that was recognised when I was given the Right Livelihood Award in 1993 for creating a new paradigm for research and for working in novel ways with communities.

I realised during the great drought of 1984 in Karnataka that the very way we do agriculture is flawed. That year also saw the peak of militancy in Punjab. I wrote about the violence of the Green Revolution that gave rise to a non-sustainable form of agriculture, which was pretending to create more food but was actually destroying nature, farmers’ sense of self, and creating war within society. What was really a sustainability and democracy issue was politicised and communalised.

In 1987, during a meeting at the United Nations (UN), I thought, Mahatma Gandhi had used a charkha or spinning-wheel to spearhead satyagraha; I came up with the idea of the seed as an equivalent of the charkha for our modern satyagraha against the appropriation of agriculture by multinational corporations (MNCs). Navdanya was born in that moment of awareness, although it did not become a full-fledged organisation until 1991. The conservation farm was started about five years later with a view to inspire farmers to come and see two-hundred-and-fifty varieties of rice and eight-hundred species of plants growing in the same field.

When Satish Kumar, editor of Resurgence, asked me to set up something in India along the lines of Schumacher College, which he had co-founded in the UK, I hesitated because I preferred building movements to building buildings. But he convinced me that it was time for an institution like the Bija (seed) Vidyapeeth, and so we set up the Bija Vidyapeeth/Earth University in 2000 – mainly because it was going to be at the Navdanya farm, which was a seed bank, and also because a seed is an inspiration for renewal as well as an example of the small embodying the whole. The Bija Vidyapeeth really became a bija; instead of buildings, I could see the progression of a dialogue and mutual growth. And so we continued to hold courses with Schumacher College, and the best of people agreed to come and teach: the physicist Fritjof Capra; The Body Shop founder, Anita Roddick; and Satish himself.


The farm at Pirumadara

My mother’s farm was at Pirumadara (which means the place where a great pir rests), very close to the Jim Corbett National Park, a famous tiger reserve in the foothills of the Nainital Tarai. My older brother and sister were born in Nainital, and until I was twelve, I studied in a convent there. In the early years, weekends often meant going down to the farm at Pirumadara. We would first take a bus to the plains, and then a train. A bullock-cart would come to receive us at the station to take us to the farm, which was five miles away. A giant banyan tree dropped its twenty aerial roots down to create a bigger shelter than our little cottage on the farm, which had first been a tent, then a straw hut, and finally a small brick house. Most of my time was spent in the shade of the banyan, either sitting or playing on the swing. Our parents had planted an orchard and a garden, and every fruit imaginable was available for plucking – litchee and mango, guava and lemon, pomegranate and custard apple.

Next to the house flowed an irrigation canal, called ‘gul’ in the local language, where we would jump in and swim whenever we wanted to, and at mealtimes we would go off to the fields to collect mustard leaves or chickpea or bathua for saag – the typical broth of greens in Indian cuisine, nutritionally very rich in iron, vitamin A and B complex.

Thus, even though my parents were educated and middle class and we were sent to the fanciest English schools, we were also educated in ways that rural children are – by the trees and the soil. This is probably why ecology for me is not just an intellectual response; it is, in a very physical sense, the feel of the earth, and I am grateful to my parents for giving us the opportunity to grow up in the two worlds that India encompasses – a rural majority and a westernised elite. Though having access to a privileged education, we did not make it the source of arrogance, insulation and exclusion. It is this growing insulation between a rural India of farmers and an urban westernised elite that is dividing the country so deeply today and threatening her very survival as an equitable and ecological civilisation.

*****

When I was about four, we had to rush off to a small village called Duhai, near Meerut, where my mother’s father had built the first school for rural girls. He had wanted the school to become a college. As was typical in those days, anyone working for social change used fasting as a means to draw attention to their cause. My grandfather not only did not eat any food, he also did not drink any water. He died fasting for girls’ education. The President of India arrived one day after his death to announce that the school would now be a college.

My mother was the first in her community to have become a graduate. She studied in Lahore at Lady Maclagan College, and her mentor was Sir Chhotu Ram, who played an extremely important role in protecting the rights of peasants. The laws on land alienation that he saw passed in 1934 and 1936 were critical to preventing the creation of landlessness in Punjab and Uttar Pradesh, of the kind found in Bengal, Orissa and Bihar, where the British had introduced the zamindari system. In north-west India, land stayed in the hands of owner-cultivators, largely due to Chhotu Ram’s efforts.

My mother was also deeply influenced by Gandhi, and travelled alone from Lahore to Poona to meet him when he was in jail. Her book Two Words with My Sisters and Gandhi’s Teachings is based on the special brand of Indian feminism which can be called Gandhian socialist feminism; it is not a liberation based on an individual as an atomised construct, but the broad and deep emancipation of all members of society from all oppressions – social, cultural and economic.

My parents were the ultimate feminists – my father would cook and sew our clothes, my mother attended public meetings and joined politics. The subtle education in our home was that there was no difference between being a man or woman, boy or girl. This education in equality ran so deep that my sister and I would use the masculine pronoun for ourselves because we were copying our brother, who was the oldest. We grew up happily unaware of all these differences, and our parents did not consider it important to teach us gender discrimination. We were even allowed to choose our own names. I settled for Vandana when I was eleven; Mira, my sister, took equally long to adopt a name to her liking, but Kuldip, our brother, stayed with the name given to him by our parents.

We grew up as totally free spirits – seeking our personhood, unencumbered by the burdens of caste, religion and gender identity, and our parents took every care to create the context for that freedom that I hold so dear and defend so ferociously in everything I do.

More than half a century has passed since my childhood. My parents are no more, but Mira, Kuldip and I still share one world and each of us, in our own way, continues to live the values of simplicity and sharing, compassion and caring, conservation and protection
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