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Abstract: Increasingly, sustainability is conceived as a crisis of the human mind and  

the key challenge for pro-sustainability education is developing sufficient motivation  

in learners. The spiritual aspirations of religious communities contain sufficient  

motivational force, which may be deployed for effective sustainability education. This 

paper explores the approaches to sustainability and sustainability education of some 

internationally-oriented Hindu religious movements. These include the rural education 

initiatives of Gandhian Sarvodaya, which emphasizes non-harming, self-reliance and 

personal ethics, ISKCON, which emphasizes devotional service, P.R. Sarkar‘s Ananda 

Marg, which emphasizes cooperative enterprise, the Tantric body re-imagined at the social 

scale, and Swami Vivekananda‘s Sri Ramakrishna Order, which emphasizes karma yoga, 

spiritual development through service to the God in each human. It also describes the 

British Hindu contribution to the UNDP/ARC‘s multi-faith sustainability initiative ―Many 

Heavens, One Earth‖; which is the ―Bhumi Project‖ and its two main campaigns, Green 

Temples and Compassionate Living.  
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Sarvodaya; Gandhi; Vivekananda; PROUT; ISKCON; Ananda Marg; Karma Yoga; Bhakti 

Yoga; Bhumi Project 

 

1. Introduction  

Achieving effective education for sustainability, education that makes the issues and problems of 

sustainable living real and affective for all of the world‘s people, has been called the greatest challenge 

OPEN ACCESS 



Sustainability 2010, 2              

 

 

3501 

of our present age [1]. The issue is a struggle for hearts and minds whose goal is the construction of an 

ethic of personal responsibility towards the World. Even today, religion constructs the personal ethics 

and worldviews for the vast majority of the world‘s people, if not directly then indirectly through 

social and cultural tradition. O‘Brien and Palmer [2] suggest that over 80% of the world‘s people 

profess some form of religious allegiance and that almost all are born into a set of beliefs and ethical 

values that frame their relationship with the world. Palmer and Finlay [3] write; ―Ultimately, the 

environmental crisis is a crisis of the mind. And likewise, appropriate development is appropriate 

development of the mind. We see, do and are what we think and what we think is shaped by our 

cultures, faiths and beliefs‖. Of course, achieving pro-sustainability behavior requires two things: first 

is information, which exists in profusion but is largely ignored, so second, and more important,  

is motivation—the will to act [4]. The significance is captured by United Nations Assistant  

Secretary-General Olav Kjørven, who notes that the chief characteristic of the last 20 years of climate 

change negotiations has been ‗everyone generally wanting to do as little as possible, while pushing for 

others to do as much as possible…to make sure that someone else pays the bill‘ [5]. Of course, this is 

not the way a religious community thinks. For example, the Hindu tradition is constructed upon the 

notion of Seva (service), which is work done not for personal gain but as a matter of duty or an 

offering to God.  

This paper explores, briefly, the approaches to education for sustainability (ESD) being developed 

by four of the new Hindu religious movements in the West. These are the Ramakrishna Order of 

Swami Vivekananda, Gandhian Sarvodaya, ISKCON, the International Society for Krishna 

Consciousness or ‗Hare Krishna‘ Movement, and P.R. Sarkar‘s Ananda Marg. In Nattier‘s 

classification, these are all ‗Export‘ traditions that were brought to the West by Universalist strands 

within Hindu reformism [6]. They are not ‗Baggage‘ traditions that arrived with different immigrant 

communities, like the Swaminarayan movements, nor are they ―Import‖ traditions that were  

brought out of India by Western Gurus like Adi Da, although all are linked to the western New Age  

Movement [7].  

In philosophical terms, three of these movements may be linked with Vedanta and with the three 

paths to liberation described by the Srimad Bhagavadgita [8,9]. The teachings of Swami Vivekananda 

lean toward jnana-yoga, the path of knowledge although like the Mahatma Gandhi, the practice of his 

Ramakrishna Order emphasizes karma yoga, the path of dutiful work. However, ISKCON is firmly 

based in bhakti yoga, the path of devotion and surrendered action. By contrast, the teachings of Sarkar 

represent a modern communal version of Tantrika [10], while Vaisnava Pancaratra texts are an 

important influence within ISKCON. All four are reformist and universalist movements that emphasize 

religious engagement above community, caste and/or birthright. All four movements have significant 

cadres of Western converts as well as diaspora supporters. All four demonstrate a degree of 

hybridization with Western cultural ideas and values including, in all cases but Sarvodaya—which 

remains mainly secular, the development of active, congregational communities [11,12]. Finally, this 

paper describes the ongoing Bhumi Project. This umbrella project represents a unique attempt to 

develop a united voice and united action plan for sustainability by Britain‘s scatter of (previously 

disconnected) Hindu congregations [13].  
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2. The Ramakrishna Order: Service to the God in Every Human 

 

In 1893, Swami Vivekananda launched Hinduism as a World Religion in a speech to the Parliament 

of Religions in Chicago. His speech presented the Hindu tradition as promoting the unity of all people 

and as providing the heart of all religion [14]. After four years teaching and travelling in the USA, he 

launched the Ramakrishna Order and returned to India acclaimed as a hero-saint. In the West, Centers 

of the Ramakrishna Order, like the Vedanta Societies of Southern California and the UK, are leaders in 

the interfaith movement but tend to focus on teaching that emphasizes India‘s spiritual tradition of 

detachment [15]. Their Advaita Vedanta message asserts that all humankind, all existence and all 

Truth is One, a Universal consciousness. The apparent distinction suggested by the names and forms 

that we apply to the World are not the ultimate reality and, in fact, are illusory. Each human soul is 

divine and that divinity may be realized through detachment from the World [16]. However, 

Vivekananda adds that the process of Self-realization involves self development, which may be 

achieved ―by controlling nature: external and internal. Do this either by work, or worship, or psychic 

control, or philosophy—by one, or more, or all these—and be free. This is the whole of religion. 

Doctrines, or dogmas, or rituals, or books, or temples, or forms, are but secondary details” [17]. 

Swami Vivekananda further advised his Indian followers: ―With the help of Western science set 

yourselves to dig the earth and produce food—stuffs—not by means of mean servitude of others—but 

by discovering new avenues to production, by your own exertions aided by Western science. Therefore 

I teach the people of this country to be full of activities, so as to be able to produce food and clothing 

for themselves. For want of food and clothing …, the country has come to ruin—what are you doing to 

remedy this? Throw aside your scriptures in the Ganga and teach the people first the means of 

procuring their food and clothing, and then you will find time to read to them the scriptures. … teach 

them first of all to make provision for food, and then teach them religion” [18].  

For Vivekananda, “Education is the manifestation of the perfection already in Humans. Therefore, 

the only duty of the teacher ... is to remove all obstructions from the way” [19]. Following Hindu 

tradition, he offered that teaching is best conducted through a Guru, a teacher, who through empathy 

and example helps the learner rediscover their true Self through service and devotion [20]. 

Vivekananda‘s educational ideas involved whole-person character building through hard-work, 

learning through mistakes, but always service to the deity that lies within every human. “That 

education which does not help the mass of the common people equip themselves for the struggle for 

life, which does not bring out strength of character, the spirit of philanthropy, and the courage of a 

lion—is it worth the name?” [21].  

Among many celebrated examples of their work, the Mission‘s “Integrated Abujhmarh Tribal 

Development Project: Sustainable Development for Ethnic Minorities” in Bastar District, Madhya 

Pradesh tackles rural uplift. UNESCO observes that the project succeeds ―largely because of the 

holistic, integrated approach taken by the Mission” which extends from tackling the problems of the 

region (illiteracy, poor sanitation, poverty and ineffective agriculture) to their schools, which adopt  

―a similar integrated approach for the all-round development of learners‖ [22]. On a more grand scale, 

West Bengal‘s Ramakrishna Mission Lokashiksha Parishad takes the Mission‘s education in integrated 

rural development to more than 6,000 participants each year [23].  
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3. Mahatma Gandhi: Sustainability through Sarvodaya  

 

Karma-yoga, the religious path of work that is performed, not for any expectation of material gain 

but as dharma, duty, is central to the teachings of Mahatma Gandhi and his followers. Gandhi argued 

that “Education does not mean knowledge of letters ... it means knowledge of duty... True education 

lies in serving others...” [24]. His formula for social and ecological justice was to live simply so that 

others can simply live. Following Hindu tradition, Gandhi considered that attachment to material 

things was the source of most human problems. The Srimad Bhagavadgita explicitly links materialism 

with the asuric (demoniac) tendencies that cause humans to become a burden upon the Earth [25]. This 

text calls anger, lust and greed the three gates to hell, and points out that all are born of desire for 

possession. Gandhi‘s solution was to devise a system of trusteeship to replace personal possession.  

Beyond this, Gandhi built his version of education for sustainability on six concepts [26]. First is 

Truth, a synonym for God and the ultimate goal. Second is Ahimsa, which means non-harming. Most 

Hindus believe in the spiritual unity of all life. The doctrine of reincarnation implies that each spiritual 

‗self‘ is endlessly recycled through 8.4 million species of life according to the effects of its deeds in 

each life, its karma [27]. Vivekananda asked his followers to serve the divine spark contained within 

each human but, of course, that same spark exist in all creatures. The Srimad Bhagavadgita 18.20 

states “That knowledge by which one undivided spiritual nature is seen in all living entities, though 

they are divided into innumerable forms, you should understand to be in the mode of goodness”. 

Hence, Gandhi campaigned against meat-eating and for the rights of all creatures as well as against 

social prejudice. His famous method of civil non-cooperation protest, Satyagraha, represented the 

simultaneous realization of Truth and Ahimsa in the management of human affairs and it relied on 

‗Truth-force‘, the power of the moral high ground, to shame and transform wrongdoers [28]. Gandhi‘s 

fourth principle is Swaraj, which means self-rule—a term from India‘s struggle for independence. This 

Gandhi interpreted as self-control; a goal for each community and each individual. Fifth is Swadeshi, 

‗bread labor‘, a universal duty to engage in productive labor that also aims to undermine the notion 

that manual tasks (and those laborers who perform them) are inferior [26].  

Finally, together, these inspired Gandhi‘s political economic system—Sarvodaya [29]. Acharya 

Vinoba Bhave [30] summarizes Sarvodaya‘s goals as: capable people directing their capacity to 

service of others; people fully self-dependent and cooperative with non-violence as the social 

interaction. Additionally, decades ahead of its time, Gandhian Sarvodaya sought balance and aimed for 

stability not growth [29]. Like modern sustainability thinking, it emphasized sustainable local 

production rather than the unsustainable long distance transport of goods and it emphasized quality 

rather than quantity in all matters. It promoted social egalitarianism through small scale enterprise and 

pluralism to avoid class, caste, inter-community and employer-employee antagonisms. It preferred 

handicraft to factories, which were seen as sources of social inequity. It advocated decentralized 

governance to reduced oppression from distant administrations. In fact, it contained a vision of  

self-sufficient village republics living in harmony with their habitat. Khoshoo‘s ten principles of 

Gandhian Environmentalism update these ideas for the present time [12,31]. Collectively, they 

emphasise: humanity‘s unity and oneness with nature, self-discipline, ethical altruism, non-violence, 

local self reliance and the bottom-up approach to development [31].  
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The zeitgeist of Sarvodaya is captured by the title of J.C. Kumarappa‘s pioneering book:  

―The Economy of Permanence‖ [32]. Decades ahead of the schools of Clare Graves [33] and Ken 

Wilber [34], Kumarappa recognized three levels of human civilization, each dominated by one  

of Samkhya-Yoga‘s three modes of nature: Tamas—Ignorance, Rajas—Fruitive activity, and  

Sattva—Serenity, stability and goodness [35]. First is the ‗Animal‘ stage, when economies are 

unthinkingly parasitic upon their habitats. Second is the ‗Modern‘ stage of societies that are creative, 

materialistic and energetic in their ever-expanding exploitation of resources. Third is an advanced, 

spiritual, ―Economy of Service‖. ―The highest form of economy in Nature…is best seen in the relation 

between the young one and the parent. The mother bird will scour the jungle and risk its life in 

defending the young from its enemies. It functions neither for its present need nor for its personal 

future requirement, but projects its activities into the next generation, or generations to come, without 

looking for any reward‖ [32].  

In India, the tide of Sarvodaya activism rises and falls. In the 1950s, Acharya Vinoba Bhave‘s 

Bhoodan (land gift) program involved more than 1.6 million hectares and 1 million people. His 

Gramdan (community gift) program affected 140,000 villages, not always with lasting success [36]. 

Sarvodaya was also the power behind the growth of India‘s indigenous environmental movement, 

beginning with the ―Chipko‖ Hug the Trees campaign of the late 1970s and 1980s [37,38]. However, 

Sarvodaya‘s most dramatic development was in Sri Lanka. Here, A. T Ariyaratne built a 15,000 

village, grass root, self-help, development program based on Gandhian ideals mediated through 

Buddhism [39]. Sarvodaya Shramadana aims integrate spiritual and social development focusing on 

engaging the young and communal project work [40]. 

Long before the Green Movement in the West, Gandhi‘s followers recognized that Western 

materialism, with its cults of personal possession and perpetual growth, was the greatest threat to 

sustainable living. ―The most sophisticated danger... is the modern Western framework of  

thought‖ [41], which is why they ―propose a new education... a new way of living‖ [42]. Like 

Sarvodaya, Nai Talim (New Education) sought the elimination of social problems, especially poverty 

and the creation of a local, self-sustainable productive base. It aspired to create skilled learners with 

useful knowledge who lived by the principles of Truth and Ahimsa. It sought to produce learners who 

were integrated into community life through engagement in productive work and who desired to 

undertake service for humanity. It tried to find self-realized acharya teachers, whose lives would be 

―signposts that dissolved the need for words‖ [43].  

Of course, Gandhian thought has been hugely influential in both the Peace Education and Green 

Movements [44]. As the Guru of Deep Ecology, Arne Naess, notes: ―Gandhi‟s utopia is one of the few 

that shows ecological balance, and today his rejection of the Western World‟s material abundance and 

waste is accepted by progressives of the ecological movement” [45]. Indeed, Deep Ecology Pedagogy 

has deep roots in Gandhian Hindu thought, most notably, its goal of Ecological Self-realization, which 

is reached by expansion from a realization of the small personal self identity—as in childhood, through 

the reframing of identity that comes with recognition of the social Self, the self as a component of a 

larger human community—as in adolescence, to realization of the ecological Self, as a part and parcel 

of the community of all life on Earth [46,47]. Each step reduces the amount of the universe that can be 

called external and shifts perception ‗I am working to protect the ecosystem for my (individual) self‘ 
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to the more pro-sustainability stance of ‗I am part of the ecosystem working to protect my (Ecological) 

Self‘ [48]. 

 

4. P.R. Sarkar, PROUT and the Ananda Marg  

 

P. R Sarkar was the founder of the Neohumanist Philosophy—PROUT, (Progressive Utilization 

Theory) and, as Shri Shri Ananda Murti, Guru of the Ananda Marg or Path of Bliss religious 

movement. His approach was, like that of the West‘s Deep Ecology, a path of expansion, but one that 

reached beyond the transition from the personal to Ecological Self toward the cosmic Self. Sarkar 

writes ―The scientific process of expansion of mind is called Tantra. Tantra … literally means to attain 

liberation through expansion” [49], although it was Sarkar who shifted this from being an individual 

to a collective act. He contrasts his approach with materialism. “Suppose a person is trying to expand 

the mind, not to attain Parama Purusha, [The Supreme Consciousness] but a crude goal such as name, 

fame or wealth…. One … becomes mentally degenerated… as crude as matter. A person whose mind is 

engrossed in money becomes money itself‖ [50]. The Western tradition of describing someone as their 

occupation recognizes this process. A human becomes objectified and limited as a plumber, a 

Geography Teacher, or an administrator rather than person. 

The less unusual aspect of Sarkar‘s teaching, however, are influences from the revolutionary 

ideologies of Communism, whose failures had given a bad name to the revolutionary mobilization of 

the people. Like Gandhi, Sarkar proposed a new revolutionary doctrine. His Progressive Utilization 

Theory, PROUT, a kind of spiritual socialism is based on 5 principles. First, no one should accumulate 

individual wealth except by permission of the community. Second and third, there should be maximal 

rational use of all the potentialities in the world, be they material, super-mundane or spiritual and the 

same for humans and human societies. Fourth, peoples‘ roles in society should be developed in way 

that balances the spiritual and material and, fifth, implementation should also be balanced, 

humanitarian and progressive [51]. Learning from the collapse of Communism ―An important goal of 

PROUT is to encourage individuals to realize their full potential and achieve their dreams…‖ [52].  

The Ananda Margis are active in promoting sustainable development [53]. Maheshvarananda 

argues that there are six keys to a better world: 1. A Just Economy; 2. Community; 3. Ecology, which 

means recognizing the rights of all living creatures including animals and plants; 4. Ethics; 5. Ideal 

Leadership; and 6. Spiritual Values [54]. The PROUT approach to sustainable development contrasts 

with the Gandhian model, which is based on the notion of the village republic, by using the extended 

family as its model. Activist Krishna Ragu, working to apply these precepts in Venezuela, avows that 

―PROUT is the application of the family spirit to society‖ [55].  

The PROUT Model has several stages. First, as with Vivekananda, there is the goal of meeting 

basic needs. However second, and contrary to most sustainability thinking, is a drive to grow 

production to generate increasing purchasing capacity and increased leisure time through efficiency 

gains. More conventionally, there is a commitment to community-based, decentralized planning and 

the development of a three tier economic system, which limits private enterprise to very small 

concerns and Government control to very large, while the bulk is conducted through cooperative 

societies. PROUT researchers work hard at enhancing the effectiveness of cooperative enterprises and 

this work lead their aim of creating local economic self-sufficiency as in Sarvodaya. A key objective is 
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Economic Democracy. This involves the social control and regulation of wages, both minimum and 

maximum within a fairly narrow range and its final goal is spiritual development to shift the peoples‘ 

priorities away from materialism and greed and towards the construction of spiritual wealth and well 

being. The approach is resolutely bottom-up and targets first the poorest communities [56].  

PROUT‘s approach to sustainability and education follows a similar path to its predecessors, which 

is that of karma yoga. However, it engages more overtly with the education of the karma-yogi, karma 

sanyasa or sadvipra. This is a spiritual revolutionary who, through spiritual discipline and 

transformative practices, realizes the supreme consciousness and yet remains engaged in service work 

for social uplift and, more or less coincidentally, with habitat sustainability [57]. Describing the 

transformative spiral of PROUTist education, Marcus Bussey characterises the sadvipra as an acharya 

and change agent: ―an individual who brings, through their moral and intellectual courage, a 

transformative shift to society‖ [58]. This PROUTist curriculum embeds its own Deep Ecology. 

Australian practitioner Alister [59] notes that when a learner: ―actually feels oneness with all things, 

that experience can have a lasting effect. When you have deeply felt, „I am one with the trees, birds, 

earth, all the children of the world.‟ it becomes even more vital to protect and fight for their rights and 

survival‖. Like Gandhi, Sarkar also encouraged his followers to revolutionary activity by participating 

in ecological, farmers‘ movements and anti-capitalist workers movements, but unlike Gandhi, the 

Ananda Marg has not always avoided the taint of violence.  

PROUT education strives to combine local action with global awareness. In 2009, Acharya Ghista 

set out ambitious plans for an Ananda Marg Gurukula University, which would teach enlightenment as 

well as knowledge and educate ideological change agents to lead the transformation of society by local 

action, grass roots sociology, politics and work towards creating sustainable communities and global 

thinking. The goal would be to create a new Geopolitical order that would allow political autonomy 

and sustainability to all countries [60]. The new curriculum does not emphasize sustainability but its 

special programs would include: Equitable Globalization, Ecology and Environmental Protection, and 

Renewable Energy. More generally, writers associated with Sohail Innayatullah, Marcus Bussey and 

Ivana Milojevic, have worked to build a distinctive Neohumanist model of education, especially in the 

realm of Futures Studies [61]. 

Like Swami Vivekananda, P. R. Sarkar believed in a universal approach to education that blended 

and balanced the objective, materialist, approach of the West with the subjective, spiritual approach of 

the Indian tradition. He writes that: ―the West is completely obsessed with physical development. It has 

made spectacular progress in the fields of politics, economics, science, warfare, etc. … But for all that, 

it is not socially content and miserably lacks spiritual wealth … which has created a crisis. Therefore, 

it is abundantly clear that no country can progress harmoniously with only one-sided 

development….In the educational system of the East, there is the predominant element of spirituality… 

students ... led a strictly ethical and spiritual life and were mainly taught …spiritual knowledge and ... 

so the people … could not but be spiritual in their thoughts and actions. Whereas there is, in the 

western system of education, a clear and unilateral emphasis on mundane knowledge… to build up an 

ideal human society in the future, the balanced emphasis on the two is indispensable‖ [62]. 
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5. ISKCON: The Way of Devotional Service 

 

Vedic tradition, of course, is the episteme from which all these movements arise. However, 

nowhere is it more strongly emphasized than in the most openly theistic of the four movements 

discussed here, ISKCON, better known as the Hare Krishna Movement. Like Gandhi, this is Vaisnava 

in orientation. However, its means is devotional service (bhakti) and its goal is eternal, transcendent 

association with ‗the Supreme Personality of Godhead‘, which they identify as Sri Krishna. This 

Bhaktivedanta tradition, which emerges from Bengali (Gaudiya) roots, marks the teachings of disciples 

of the Sage Chaitanya, who is regarded as the Golden Avatar of Sri Krishna, and those of Srila A.C. 

Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada, who brought the ideology out of India and founded a movement in 

the West. Subsequently, this has permeated the Hindu diaspora and embedded itself back in India‘s 

major cities [63].  

ISKCON‘s core scriptures are the Bhagavadgita and the Srimad Bhagavatam, especially Book 10, 

which describes the rural idyll of Sri Krishna‘s youth as a cowherd in the river-side forests of 

Vrindavan and his romantic associations with Srimata Radharani and her friends [64]. The settings for 

these pastimes, described in glowing detail, are considered to be descriptions of Sri Krishna‘s 

transcendental heaven, Goloka, carried into the material realm for Sri Krishna‘s sojourn on Earth. 

Clearly, these are the landscapes that God loves and so devotees may win closer association to God by 

making their habitat on Earth as heaven-like as possible, so allowing the expression of its Divine 

Nature [65]. The tradition accepts that Sri Krishna has created everything, everybody, even time itself, 

from a small part of His transcendental person. So, Sri Krishna is the Truth underlying the material 

world, whose reality is no greater than that of a virtual world or video game. Mundane existence is a 

kind of ―Second Life‖ and, of course, there are better things to be done in the ―First Life‖ that  

contains it.  

Scripture also describes the process for education and sustainable living, which is again expressed 

in terms of service. In fact, the Gaudiya Vaisnava‘s prayer is to remain, eternally, a servant of the 

Supreme. Inevitably, their final position is that actions should be undertaken as an act of devotion, 

surrendered service to God, whose grace alone can grant Self-realization and eternal happiness. In the 

Bhagavadgita 18.55, Sri Krishna states: ―One can understand me as I am only by devotional service. 

And when one is in full consciousness of Me, by such devotion, can enter heaven‖ [66]. Their 

challenge, like that of the Heroic Arjuna to whom the Bhagavadgita is propounded, is only to identify 

the nature of the service that Sri Krishna has prepared for them. 

Being an organization with strong Western roots, ISKCON, is very concerned about its authenticity 

and, as a consequence, its spiritual leaders are strongly attracted to ancient Vedic ways of existence. 

This aspect applies to both their approach to education and sustainable living. Inevitably, the 

movement stresses ‗simple living and high thoughts‘ and encourages its devotees to construct spiritual 

development rather than material wealth [67]. There is a commitment to the Vedic Guru model of 

education, where the teacher is an Acharya, someone who is a role model and whose life-example is 

also their teaching, an approach also demonstrated strongly by the Acharya Vinoba Bhave. ISKCON is 

primarily urban in membership but, its spiritual leader, Srila A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada, a 

former Gandhian Sewak, wanted to give up the cities, where living is ‗abominable‘, re-establish a 

society based on rural village communities on Vedic lines, and help people to limit their perception of 
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wants to their real needs [68]. In respect of this, ISKCON supports more than 50 rural communities, 

each seeking to be a model of self-reliant self sustainability, with most oriented to cruelty-free cow-

herding, and all notable for having replaced their tractors with oxen. In promoting their vision of 

Isavasya (God Centered) agriculture, HG Rupanuga dasa argues that ―This God-centered attitude does 

not reflect a „primitive‟ agrarian culture or mentality…[but] a life-style that‟s in real harmony with 

the ideals of sustainable living‖ [69]. ISKCON also promotes Vanashrama Dharma, which is 

recognition of the four divisions of society, which, although originally based on the disposition of the 

individual, subsequently gave rise to the hereditary caste system with its inherent problems. However, 

ISKCON‘s GLOVESCO offshoot suggests that this is a route to a classless society and a basis for an 

education based upon their Vedic hierarchy of human needs [70]. These are first, spiritual needs, 

satisfied through devotion, second mental and emotional needs satisfied through Brahminical culture, 

and third physical needs, which are satisfied through land protection and cow-herding. Varna is 

assigned through observation, psychological testing, astrology, and, of course, heredity. Brahmanas 

study, teach and worship, Kshatriyas acquire, administer, develop, share and protect, Vaisyas conduct 

agriculture and commerce, whilst Sudras engage in labor and crafts. Education is tailored to the needs 

and aptitudes of each group. Brahmanas and Kshatriyas would be educated, formally, in Sanskrit 

scriptures, whilst Vaisyas and Sudras would undergo applied scientific and vocational training or 

apprenticeships, mainly through non-formal instruction. Society would be segregated by gender, with 

females undergoing training in the 64 arts prescribed by the scriptures [70]. The aim, therefore, is to 

make a return to the self-sustaining ‗Golden Age‘ of Vedic Civilization and it is intriguing that this 

exposition is produced by a Swami of French-Canadian origins, although these same ideas resurface 

fairly regularly in the speeches of Indian politicians. Similar ideas are found in Sahadeva dasa‘s four 

aspects for an alternative future, which are based on Self-realization, worship—meditation, cow 

protection, ‗enlightened‘ or organic agriculture and ‗thinking small‘ or voluntary simplicity of life [71]. 

Other projects with ISKCON influence, however, have a more conventional aspect. For example, 

the Working Villages International NGO‘s Ruzizi Valley Project in DR Congo, emphasizes full 

employment, feeding the workers, low-input organic agriculture and self-sufficiency at the village 

level, including village-based vocational training [72]. Here, Hindu and ISKCON influence is not 

emphasised and the keyword is the Gandhian concept of Swadeshi, which is interpreted as localized 

economics [73]  

Meanwhile, ISKCON remains a mainly urban phenomenon. In recent decades, it has completed a 

transformation from being, primarily, an ashram-based organization serving Western converts, to a 

congregational organization serving the Indian diaspora [74]. In this later form, and increasingly 

interacting with the sensitivities of its congregation, ISKCON has become involved with work that 

seeks to promote pro-sustainability behavior among its urban householder supporters. For example, in 

recent years, ISKCON (UK) has promoted two campaigns. One is the Ahimsa campaign devoted to 

encouraging the better treatment of cows and the production of ‗cruelty free‘, ethically pure, milk [75]. 

The other is ‗Karma to Climate Change‘ (K2CC), which is about making the lifestyles of the 

congregation more sustainable [76]. The K2CC educational experience is provided by a tented 

exhibition that travels religious festivals. It includes a series of exhibits, tableaux and audio-visual 

presentations, a lifestyle-choice questionnaire, and a consultation session where respondents discuss 

possibilities for lifestyle change and their personal feelings about sustainability issues. Its final step is 
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a ‗pledge tree‘ where visitors are given the opportunity to make a public and sacred pledge to make 

one or two changes in their lives. Thus far, >1000, mainly multigenerational family groups, have left 

records [76,77]. 

K2CC was created in an attempt to overcome the British Government‘s view that their Hindu 

minority is ‗hard to reach‘. It showed that while British Hindus might be hard to reach through the 

values and language of middle England, they were accessible to their own tradition. The project 

succeeds by translating standard ecological footprint analysis into something that resonates with Hindu 

people. Its keyword is karma, the Hindu notion that every action in the mundane world creates a 

shadow such that good actions lead to good consequences and bad actions to bad consequences both 

and the scale at the individual and society at large. This is linked to the notion that the problems that 

burden the Earth are the result of the sum of a billion small decisions made by individuals in human 

societies. It recalls that Sri Krishna incarnated, partly, in response to a request from the Earth, who 

wanted relief from her burden of uncaring and selfish people [78]. Of course, it is difficult to evaluate 

the larger impact of such works but the large number of pledges show families targeting small strategic 

environmental improvements in their family‘s way of being (better home insulation, greater energy 

efficiency, a move towards green energy and organic produce), often with an eye to conforming with 

the higher standards of their community. Today, K2CC and its cousins are part of a much larger  

pan-Hindu initiative on sustainability, the Bhumi Project. 

 

6. Bhumi Project 

 

In April, 2009, the leaders of the UK‘s four largest Hindu temple congregations met together for the 

first time at the Oxford Centre for Hindu Studies. The outcome was agreement to work together and 

produce a Hindu contribution to the interfaith Alliance of Religions and Conservation (ARC)/UNDP 

program: ―Plans for Generational Change‖ [79,80]. In fact, most of these organizations were already 

involved in pro-sustainability education. Active projects included ―Go Veg(etarian) Go Green‖ and 

―Be the Change‖ campaigns from the BAPS Swaminarayan Sanstha, London [81], ISKCON‘s K2CC 

and the work of the Sri Venkateswara (Balaji) Temple, West Midlands, UK, whose whole 5 hectare 

temple complex is reclaimed from former industrial wasteland [82]. From the formal education sector, 

the National Forum of Hindu Students described attempts to ‗green‘ their annual conferences while, 

Britain‘s first state-supported Hindu faith school, the Krishna-Avanti Primary School, explained that 

environmental responsibility was a key aim [83]. From these and subsequent discussions with many 

further Hindu communities, the Bhumi project was drafted and included in the suite of ―Plans for 

Generational Change‖ set before the UN Secretary General at Windsor Castle, UK, in November 2009.  

The Bhumi project‘s mission statement emphasizes service for the environment, compassion, 

education and partnership for sustainability [84]. Currently, the project has two foci; Green Temples, 

which aims to have the temples set a good example, and Compassionate Living, which aims to change 

the lifestyles of devotees in the wider community. The Green Temples campaign includes five steps 

beginning with greener worship, using locally gown and organic fruit and flowers, gardening to 

produce home grown food, greening festivals by demonstrating good practice through recycling, 

greening pilgrimage journeys by using public transport, and more ecological disposal and recycling of 

sacred waste. The Compassionate Living program for the wider community has its own five steps. 
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These involve dietary change: cutting out red meat to reduce our carbon footprint, adopting a 

vegetarian diet on ethical grounds, promoting better treatment of animals—as in the Ahimsa Cruelty 

Free Milk project, and ethical purchasing and shifting towards a life-ethic based on compassion for all 

the living world [84]. The plan is to roll out the project first to the British Hindu Community, using 

festivals as the vehicle, and then to the balance of the Hindu World, with the first step being a 

presentation to temple presidents in India in late 2010.  

 

7. Discussion 

 

The World‘s religions have enormous potential for promoting sustainability. They affect an 

enormous number of people. Hinduism alone reaches 0.9 billion, although the diaspora is no more than 

15 millions. By contrast, Christianity claims 2.1 billion, Islam—1.5 billion and Buddhism—0.4 billion 

[85,86]. These beliefs are also major motivational factors in the lives of many adherents. ARC argues 

that sustainability lies at the heart of ―what most of the world believes‖ [80]. It guides ethical positions, 

daily lives and planning for the future [87]. At the global scale, religion is already a major influence on 

green thinking but its potential is colossal. 

Reading the globalised literature of the West, one could be forgiven for thinking that only Western 

religions and agencies were engaged with sustainable development and sustainability education. As 

Paulo Freire noted, there is a tendency for dominant sectors of society to ignore the voices and deny 

dialogue to outsiders [88]. Krishna Kumar also comments on the colonial mindset that infects many 

former colonies, which defines ‗educated knowledge‘ as that known to the elite and so relegates the 

knowledge sets of others to the periphery [89]. He writes: ―It so happens, obviously due to the 

economic and political dynamics of our society, that ignorance of her system is an attribute of my 

image as an educated man. I am not supposed to know…On the contrary, her ignorance of the 

Western … is a proof of her lack of education because knowledge of the Indian … is not one of the 

attributes of the educated Indian in postcolonial India‖ [90]. This paper is written, partly, to change 

this impression. It deals with the sustainability education and works of four modern international 

Hindu Religious Movements; all belonging to Nattier‘s class of Export traditions [6]. It addresses two 

foundational traditions, Gandhian Sarvodaya and Vivekananda‘s Ramakrishna Order, whose combined 

influence is huge. It is written: ―Modern Hindus derive their knowledge of Hinduism from 

Vivekananda, directly or indirectly‖ [91], while Gandhi remains an iconic figure. It continues to 

consider the work of two sustainability-engaged modern movements, ISKCON and Ananda 

Marg/PROUT, and concludes with a brief look at the pan-Hindu Bhumi project, a British diaspora 

initiative. It summarizes the ideas on education and sustainability of these more internationally visible 

Hindu movements but, of course, it misses out many more. These include the works of the followers of 

Sri Aurobindo and the Mother, who have developed and practice an influential system of ‗Integral 

Education‘ [92,93] and the Brahma Kumaris, who have their ‗Living Values Educational Programme‘ 

[94]. There are also Sri Sri Ravi Shankar‘s Shaivite ―Art of Living‖ Foundation‘s ‗Deepening Roots‘ 

projects [95], Satya Sai Baba‘s ‗Educare‘ programme, where sustainability thinking is constructed 

from the five core human values of truth, right conduct, peace, love and non-violence [96] and many 

more. Outside these ‗Export‘ traditions, there is also much work going on in traditions that Nattier 
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classifies as ‗Baggage‘, because they arrived with particular immigrant communities, like the followers 

of Bhagwan Swaminarayan [97].  

This review does not tackle the issue that these pro-sustainability activities feature, 

disproportionately, the works of Western converts and second generation members of the Indian 

diaspora. (There are parallels here with such as India‘s Swadhyaya Movement, which engages town 

dwellers in travelling to help village development as ‗Bhaktipheris‘, those engaged in travel for 

devotional service [98]). It could be argued that some of these developments reflect the Hindu 

absorption of aspects of a Western value set. The counter argument, of course, is that the Western 

‗Green‘ value set, especially where it engages with spirituality, has its own very deep roots in the work 

of Gandhi [47] and other Dharmic traditions, especially Buddhism [99].  

Meanwhile, these movements are tackling the most fundamental problem of education for 

sustainable development. This is the problem of providing a sufficient motivation, enough good reason, 

why an individual human should act in cooperative and altruistic ways [100]. The driving motivation 

of conventional Western society remains the acquisition of material wealth and individual success—It 

reifies personal greed, perhaps extended to the benefit of a family or clan. Green thinking in the West 

stresses ethics and personal sensitivity, a sense of fairness and justice, but these are often dismissed as 

luxury items in the struggle for survival. This weakness also affects Gandhi‘s model, which aims for 

the moral high ground and adopts the difficult position that it is better to be sinned against than to sin 

yourself through violence [28]. The Srimad Bhagavadgita 14.16 points out that: ―The result of pious 

action is pure and is said to be in the mode of goodness. But action done in the mode of passion results 

in misery, and action performed in the mode of ignorance results in foolishness‖ [66]. Unfortunately, it 

is easier and, despite the longer term consequences, more immediately satisfying to be selfish or to 

tackle a problem through violence and the gentle steer of ‗guided idealism‘ is not enough to offset  

this [87]. However, these movements, which emphasize karma-yoga, self-purification through service 

to the world, do provide a transformative educational motivation for self-development that can be lived 

and that does offer sufficient depth and reward in a superficial and mercurial world.  

Of course, Swami Vivekananda urged his followers to: ―set yourselves to dig the earth ... by 

discovering new avenues to production, by your own exertions aided by Western science...be full of 

activities‖ [101]. Elsewhere, Rabindranath Tagore urges each learner to become a world-maker,  

a ―Visvakarman‖, who demonstrates the ―union of education and life‖ and acts for the welfare of  

all [102,103], while Gandhi talks about followers ‗establishing the kingdom of Rama in their own 

hearts‘ [104], Rama, of course, being the Lord of Dharma, or right action. Such thoughts rather 

undermine the conventional Western wisdom that Hinduism is about detachment from Worldly affairs. 

In fact, it teaches detachment only from the material results of engagement with the world. Sarkar 

agrees ―One should undergo penance for others‟ welfare, for the well-being of the world; and the good 

that the world enjoys due to one‟s sacrifice is the reward. One should not expect any reward greater 

than this. The good result of a good action is the reward of that action.…Human beings have come 

onto this earth to do something good …This is the reason why Vivekananda said, „As you have come to 

the world, you must leave some mark behind‟ That is, you must do something which will do good to 

human society…‖ [50]. 

ISKCON, a devotional sect, naturally asserts a classically Hindu religious motivation, again taking 

their lead from the Bhagavadgita. Their approach is deeper than the karma-yoga notion that actions 
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should be undertaken without regard to their results but simply out of a sense of duty. Like the ‗Gita 

itself, their final position is all actions should be undertaken as service to God, whose grace alone can 

grant liberation from the endless cycle of death and rebirth. Once again, in the West, the Hindu ethic of 

self-purification is often misinterpreted as ‗selfishness‘, when its true aspect is an ethic of personal 

responsibility, which is the grail of all that sustainability education that accepts that the chief threat to 

the welfare of the future is the uncaring human mind [4,105]. 

 Ultimately, the main importance of the work described lies in its spiritual aspect and that it 

demonstrates the value of religion in sustainability education. As in all religion, the aim is to be 

affective and it provides motivations deeper than the material here and now. It works on the individual 

and their desire for self-justification as ‗a good human being‘ and it embeds the self-realization of the 

interlinked unity of all existence. Its greater benefits accrue, however, not from reducing religious 

motivation to winning reward in heaven but, from extending religious concern to action in the world. 

Here, the Hindu concept of dharma, right action, is extended to service of the God in every human 

(Vivekananda), to the development of the social body (Ananda Marg), to living gently upon the Earth 

and building spiritual not material wealth (Gandhi), to service to God, who is the world and  

who appears to relieve the burdens of the Earth, and to help the Earth be as heaven-like as  

possible (ISKCON).  

 

8. Conclusions 

 

Our main environmental problem is the human arrogance that puts immediate human, often 

personal, welfare above the long term needs of either future generations or the habitat [106]. ESD 

concerns a re-examination of our ways of living; it aspires to be a whole life process that encompasses 

all of the things that matter to people, including their faith [107]. As Emma Tomalin warns:  

―no religion, Hinduism included, influences people‟s behavior and actions in a straightforward and 

predictable manner‖ [108]. However, collectively, the ESD of the new Hindu Religious Movements 

offer spiritual alternatives to material wealth and a set of social values that is much more in tune with 

the needs of the environment. Hinduism tends to regard the material world as subordinate and 

subsequent to a universal consciousness. Its approach to sustainability, while it may downplay the 

machineries of the organic environment and ignore the technologies of environmental protection, goes 

straight to the core of the current problem of the Western world. This may be excellent at science and 

technology but struggles with the problem of mind. As Orr reminds us, the main problem of the day is 

to make human minds fit for a living planet with limited resources [105]. P.R. Sarkar agrees that:  

―The practice of morality should be the most important subject in the syllabus at all levels‖ and he is 

explicit that this moral responsibility extends to all forms of life [109]. In fact, all these new Hindu 

Religious Movements agree that the key to achieving environmental sustainability is the spiritual 

awakening of the individual self and its breaking of its bonds of attachment to the objects and desires 

of the material world. In Education for Sustainability, the greatest problem is the way that humans are 

encouraged to think by modern society. When Gandhi said that there is enough in the world to meet 

the needs of every person but not enough for the greed of a single person, this is the problem he had  

in mind. Meanwhile, these Hindu Movements are working toward new styles of sustainability  
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education that avoid the selfish materialism of Globalised society and, instead, build upon a  

religiously-motivated construction of spiritual wealth through selfless service to society and nature. 
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