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A
bstractB

arefoot C
ollege is an institution located in Tilonia village of

R
ajasthan, India and is based on the ideology and lifestyle of M

ahatm
a

G
andhi. T

he ideology of B
arefoot C

ollege has four key com
ponents:
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technology. T

he institution trains rural poor, especially w
om

en and
youth, to function as professionals in rural com

m
unity w

ithout the
conventional degree certificates of the form

al educational system
. T

hese
barefoot professionals are successfully engaged in several technical,
health and educational fields of the rural com

m
unity.  T

he m
ajor rural

developm
ent activities of B

arefoot C
ollege can be broadly categorised

into: (i) em
pow

erm
ent of rural w

om
en, (ii) dissem

ination of solar
technology, (iii) com

m
unity services of education, health and drinking

w
ater, (iv) econom

ic program
m

es of m
echanical fabrication w

orkshop,
vo

ca
tio

n
a

l tra
in

in
g

, a
n

d
 p

ro
d

u
ctio
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e p
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a
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g
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, a
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d
 (vi) kn

o
w

led
g

e
dissem

ination through developm
ent of rural com

m
unication and library

service.  O
ver the last four decades, B

arefoot C
ollege has established

itself as an innovative institution for the developm
ent of the rural poor

through self-reliance.
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N

E
m

pow
ering the rural poor m

eans developing their capacity. It
m

eans developing their skills so that they becom
e com

petent decision-m
akers

w
ith confidence to act on their choices. T

hus far, conventional approaches
to such em

pow
erm

ent have failed. T
he approach that big donors and

W
estern-conditioned experts have taken to reach the poor—

forget about
allow

ing the poor to develop them
selves—

has been patronising, top-dow
n,

insensitive and expensive. It excludes the m
arginalised, the exploited and

the very poor, and keeps them
 aw

ay from
 m

aking decisions on their ow
n.

T
hus it disem

pow
ers them

, leaving them
 dependent and hopelessly ill prepared

to im
prove their lives. M

oreover, these “patrons,” how
ever w

ell intentioned,
have refused to learn from

 their m
istakes. T

hey are stuck in a rut that w
astes

m
oney on a process that sim

ply has not w
orked.

E
nough research has been done. T

here is strong evidence to show
that the poor are becom

ing poorer around the w
orld because w

e have been
tackling rural problem

s by thrusting urban solutions on the poor. T
hat is not

w
hat they need. O

n the basis of overpow
ering docum

entation, w
hat is the

need of the hour is im
plem

entation. Fundam
ental change only com

es out of
conflict of ideas, approaches and m

ethods. T
here are indeed m

any w
ays of

em
pow

ering the poor. T
he “barefoot approach” is one such w

ay.

It starts w
ith giving the poor the right to decide for them

selves
how

 they w
ant to im

prove their quality of life. T
hey m

ust have the right to
choose w

hether they w
ant the urban experts to com

e into their villages w
ith

“m
odern” ideas. T

hey m
ust have access to inform

ation and know
ledge, and

the right to decide w
hether they w

ould like to be independent of advice and
skills from

 outside w
hen they already have such incredible technical, hum

an
and even financial resources w

ithin their ow
n com

m
unities. T

hey can even
decide w

hether som
e know

ledge w
ould be useful if they could adapt it to

serve their needs. W
hat they need is the opportunity and space to develop

them
selves.

W
hen provided w

ith that m
ental and physical space, the poor can

achieve w
onders w

ithout any outside professional interference or advice.
T

he trouble is that, even though established approaches have failed to achieve
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sustainable im
provem

ents, people are reluctant to turn the top-dow
n process

on its head and start from
 the bottom

 up. Few
 operational m

odels provide a
contrast that dem

onstrates the alternatives. B
ut outside the usual box are

other m
ore cost effective approaches that draw

 m
ore on the grassroots.

T
here are w

ays to build on local know
ledge and skills. A

nd these approaches
can be replicated on a large scale.
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In 1971, I w
ent to live and w

ork in the rural village of T
ilonia in

R
ajasthan, India, after receiving the m

ost elitist, expensive, snobbish private
education that any Indian could possibly receive. W

hen I arrived, I rem
em

ber
being shaken by the questions the elders asked m

e: A
re you running from

the police? D
id you fail in your exam

inations? D
idn’t you m

anage to get a
governm

ent job? Is there som
ething w

rong w
ith you? W

hy are you here?
W

hy have you com
e from

 the city to this village? T
here is no one here but

the very old, the w
om

en and the very young. T
he youth have left.

T
he youth had left to look for jobs—

any job that w
ould take them

aw
ay from

 the village—
because the predom

inant value system
 denigrated

rural life, skills and traditions, and offered little hope of im
proved incom

es or
quality of life. T

hey had certificates in their hands from
 uninspiring m

ediocre
technical institutes and colleges located in sm

all tow
ns producing “graduates”

by the thousands w
ith high expectations. T

hese youths thought that they
w

ere going to get w
ell-paid, secure jobs in the cities. Instead, they sw

elled
the ranks of the educated unem

ployables living on the pavem
ents and in the

slum
s in the m

etropolitan cities of India.

T
hey w

ere unem
ployable, because their paper degrees had no

value. T
he certified doctors, teachers and engineers, produced by thousands

every year, are paper experts w
ithout any practical experience. T

hey are
caught up in a system

 that is not accountable to the people it is supposed to
serve, and produces insufficient jobs to absorb the num

ber of job seekers.
C

ivil engineers build roads that do not last; w
ater engineers build tanks that

collapse or crack and cannot be used; doctors focus on curative approaches
and know

 little about preventive health. So in the absence of jobs but still
hoping for any job, they live an inhum

an existence in appalling urban slum
s.

T
he hum

iliation and scorn they w
ould face on returning to the village prevent

them
 from

 going back. A
nyone going back to the village is considered a

failure and the sham
e is shared by the w

hole fam
ily.

W
hen the youth fled, they took w

ith them
 the dying hopes of their

parents—
w

eavers, blacksm
iths, potters, builders, carpenters, farm

ers—
to

pass on the traditional skills to the next generation. T
hey left behind not only

their fam
ilies but also the know

ledge their elders had collected over the
generations to adapt to local conditions. T

his w
as know

ledge that no form
al

educational system
 valued, but w

as critical for developing a com
m

unity w
ith

dignity and self-respect. T
he form

al educational system
 had m

ade them
look dow

n on their ow
n roots.

For m
e, living and w

orking in the villages for five years as an
unskilled labourer digging and blasting w

ells and m
eeting w

ith very ordinary
poor people w

as an extraordinary experience. B
etw

een 1967 and 1971, I
w

ent through an “unlearning” process that provided the seeds for the hum
ble

beginning of B
arefoot C

ollege.  O
ver the last 40 years, w

hat w
e have

“unlearned” is our gross underestim
ation of people’s infinite capacity to

identify and solve their ow
n problem

s w
ith their ow

n creativity and skills,
and to depend on each other in tackling problem

s.  W
hat I learned is that

em
pow

erm
ent of the m

arginalised rural poor is about developing that capacity
to solve problem

s, to m
ake choices, and to have the confidence to act on

them
.

O
n a different front, the college understood the specific real needs

of the rural poor. T
hese people needed to assert their identity and dem

onstrate
that their know

ledge and skills w
ere not outdated, second-rate or irrelevant.

T
hey needed a college dedicated to their specific and special circum

stances,
and one located in a rem

ote rural area. T
hey needed a place w

here they
could feel a sense of ow

nership, w
here their self-respect and self-esteem

could be developed gradually over the years. B
arefoot C

ollege acts as a
counterpoint both to the incredible ignorance and arrogance the form

al system
displays and to its belief that it m

akes an indispensable contribution to tackling
poverty. In reality that approach of the form

al system
 is counterproductive,

even dangerous.

B
unker R

oy

R
ajagiri Journal of Social D

evelopm
ent

T
he B

arefoot Professionals of T
ilonia

June 2012

52
51



W
H

A
T

 IS B
A

R
E

F
O

O
T

 C
O

L
L

E
G

E
?

A
s an organisation, B

arefoot C
ollege is the only college in India

that follow
s the lifestyle and w

ork style of M
ahatm

a G
andhi. It is the only

college built by the poor, for the poor, and for the last 40 years, m
anaged,

controlled, and ow
ned by the poor.  U

nderlying the “barefoot” approach is a
firm

 belief in the know
ledge, creativity, practical w

isdom
, and survival skills

of the m
arginalised poor—

possibly the only answ
er to m

aking com
m

unities
self-reliant and sustainable. For an unem

ployed and em
ployable sem

i-literate
rural youth to be providing vital services in a village, replacing an urban,
paper-qualified doctor, teacher, or w

ater engineer is a totally revolutionary
idea. A

nd yet, this is w
hat happens at B

arefoot C
ollege every day. It is the

only college w
here paper degrees, diplom

as, and doctorates are a
disqualification because people are judged not according to their degree of
literacy or academ

ic distinction, but by their attributes: honesty, integrity,
com

passion, practical skills, creativity, adaptability, w
illingness to listen and

learn, and ability to w
ork w

ith all sorts of people w
ithout discrim

inating.

T
he term

 “barefoot” is both sym
bolic and literal. T

hose w
ho w

ork,
teach, learn and “unlearn,” and provide a technical skill w

ithout a paper
degree issued by B

arefoot C
ollege go barefoot and rem

ain so after they
return to their ow

n villages. T
heir goal is not to change their lifestyle but to

gain the basic skills they need to provide to their ow
n com

m
unities a vital

service, one that urban professionals are currently trying to provide, m
ost

often unsuccessfully. M
eanw

hile they are m
aintaining a healthy and

sustainable lifestyle for them
selves and their com

m
unity.

B
arefoot C

ollege is a radical departure from
 the traditional concept

of a “college” because it encourages a hands-on learning-by-doing process
of gaining practical know

ledge and skills rather than w
ritten tests and paper-

based qualifications. It prom
otes and strengthens the kind of education one

absorbs from
 fam

ily, com
m

unity and personal experience. It deliberately
confers no degrees, w

ith a view
 to reversing m

igration. If one can im
prove

the quality of life in one’s com
m

unity by providing a vital service, w
hy w

ould
anyone in her/his right m

ind w
ant to live an unspeakably m

iserable existence
in the urban slum

s? In any case, because barefoot professionals do not have
paper certificates, no one in the urban areas, sadly, w

ill seriously value their

skills.  T
he ideology of B

arefoot C
ollege has four key com

ponents: alternative
education, valuing traditional know

ledge and skills, learning for self-reliance,
and dissem

ination.

A
lternative E

ducation

First, B
arefoot C

ollege dem
ystifies education, taking M

ark Tw
ain

to heart: “N
ever let School interfere w

ith your E
ducation.” M

ahatm
a G

andhi
believed that giving m

ore im
portance, value and relevance to practical skills,

and applying traditional know
ledge to solving day-to-day problem

s w
ere

essential for the developm
ent of rural India. G

andhi’s thoughts live on in
B

arefoot C
ollege.

Valuing Traditional K
now

ledge and Skills

Second, B
arefoot C

ollege gives priority to the ideas, thoughts and
w

ishes of the rural poor. T
he college respects and em

phasises the im
portance

of traditional know
ledge, skills and practical w

isdom
. It values keeping the

oral tradition alive from
 parents to children. T

his type of education is deeply
rooted in the long experience of facing the challenges of living in particular
circum

stances and can never be replaced. T
he focus of the college is to

m
ake the young m

en, w
om

en and children living in the villages aw
are of this

precious resource so that eventually they w
ill stay in their villages and not

m
igrate to cities to end up living in a slum

.

T
his is a m

ajor reason w
hy the college places no im

portance on
urban experts w

ith paper degrees and qualifications w
ho w

ant to participate
in it. In fact, people m

ay be disqualified if they have too m
any paper

qualifications. Sadly, decades of exposure and experience in rural India has
taught us that m

ost people w
ith high-level paper qualifications are unfit (and

m
isfits) w

hen it com
es to living and w

orking in rem
ote rural areas. T

hey do
not have the patience, hum

ility, listening skills, open m
inds, tolerance or

capacity to show
 respect for traditional know

ledge and skills.

L
earning for Self-R

eliance

T
hird, B

arefoot C
ollege enhances the self-confidence and

com
petence of the poorest of the poor by providing them

 access to learning
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that enhances their ability to serve their ow
n com

m
unity, thus m

aking them
m

ore confidently self-reliant. O
ver the last 40 years, thousands of unem

ployed
and unem

ployable rural poor have been selected and trained as barefoot
educators and technologists. T

he criteria for selection are sim
ple. W

e select
only those village youth—

both m
en and w

om
en—

w
ho are illiterate, sem

i-
literate or barely literate and w

ho have no hope of getting the low
est

governm
ent job. T

hey have been trained as barefoot educators, doctors,
teachers, engineers, architects, designers, com

m
unicators, hand pum

p
m

echanics and accountants. T
hey have dem

onstrated that “experts” from
the urban areas w

ith paper qualifications are not really required to m
ake

villages self-sufficient and sustainable, because these trained barefoot experts
can do the w

ork them
selves.

D
issem

ination

Fourth, B
arefoot C

ollege is com
m

itted to the dissem
ination of

know
ledge, skills and technology to the rural poor so that they find opportunities

of livelihood w
ithin their ow

n rural com
m

unity. S
everal educational

program
m

es and vocational training outside the form
al educational system

are provided to the rural poor, especially w
om

en and youth.  A
n im

portant
program

m
e of technology dissem

ination is that of solar energy.

B
arefoot P

hilosophy

In keeping w
ith the barefoot philosophy, each training program

m
e

operates independently, defining its ow
n curriculum

 but keeping a few
 non-

negotiable tenets at the core of their operations, viz. equality, austerity and
collective decision-m

aking. (i) E
quality: A

ll people in the college are equal
regardless of gender, caste, ethnicity, age and schooling. In practical term

s,
this m

eans that the college has no hierarchy. T
he founder and director of the

college have the sam
e say and status as the new

 barefoot accountant w
ho

has just joined it, and the physically challenged barefoot operator w
ho answ

ers
the phone. (ii) A

usterity: L
iving conditions for everyone are sim

ple and dow
n

to earth (literally!). E
veryone sits, eats, and w

orks on the floor. E
veryone in

the college receives a living w
age, not a m

arket w
age. N

o one can receive
a salary of over R

s.4000 a m
onth. L

iving conditions focus on basic needs
and are designed to m

inim
ise w

aste. (iii) C
ollective decision-m

aking:

D
ecisions are m

ade collectively, not by individuals in isolation. For exam
ple,

the salary each person receives is decided by everyone in the organisation;
the process is based on a point system

 in w
hich each person evaluates

herself/him
self and everyone else according to several criteria.

A
C

T
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R
E

F
O

O
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In pursuit of its ideology and philosophy, B
arefoot C

ollege has
been engaged in several kinds of activities of rural developm

ent.  T
hey can

be broadly categorised into: (i) em
pow

erm
ent of rural w

om
en, (ii)

dissem
ination of solar technology, (iii) com

m
unity services of education, health

and drinking w
ater, (iv) econom

ic program
m

es, (v) developm
ent of the

physically challenged, and (vi) know
ledge dissem

ination through developm
ent

of rural com
m

unication and library service.

1.
E

m
pow

ering R
ural W

om
en

A
n im

portant focus of the program
m

es of B
arefoot C

ollege is for
the em

pow
erm

ent of rural w
om

en.  O
nly in the late 1980s did B

arefoot
C

ollege begin to recognise the potential of illiterate and sem
i-literate w

om
en

to succeed in non-traditional areas. A
s w

e have im
plem

ented this approach
over the last 25 years, the w

om
en w

e have w
orked w

ith have show
n an

aw
esom

e capacity and confidence to provide services to their com
m

unities
and to destroy stereotyped im

ages and roles in the process.

Today m
any w

om
en in non-traditional roles are serving their ow

n
com

m
unities. B

arefoot w
om

en are w
orking as night school teachers, hand-

pum
p m

echanics, solar engineers, w
ater engineers, architects, m

asons and
fabricators of solar cookers. Illiteracy has never been considered a barrier
to w

om
en developing them

selves as barefoot professionals. Illiterate w
om

en
are handling com

puters and training unem
ployed youth in feeding technical,

health, and literacy data of our organisation.  Som
e program

m
es cover areas

such as w
ater and education, w

here w
om

en have traditionally been very
active.  B

ut their role in spreading solar technology is totally new
 for them

,
although it does build on their traditional responsibility of m

aintaining supply
of kerosene for lighting and fuel for cooking.
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It is rem
arkable that for the first tim

e sophisticated solar technology
has been dem

ystified, and sim
ple village w

om
en have dem

onstrated how
effectively they can m

anage and control it to im
prove their quality of life.

T
hey now

 have the opportunity to develop their com
petence and confidence

to handle technology, providing services to their ow
n com

m
unity that give

them
 a new

 level of acceptance and the respect they deserve.

For the past several years, B
arefoot C

ollege has been training
sem

i-literate and illiterate rural w
om

en to assem
ble, install, repair and m

aintain
solar photovoltaic system

s. O
nce selected by their village to undergo training

in solar technology for six m
onths at B

arefoot C
ollege, the w

om
en com

e to
T

ilonia and acquire the com
petence and confidence to fabricate, install, repair

and m
aintain sophisticated solar energy units. T

hey then return to their
com

m
unities to install solar system

s in each house in the village, thus
establishing their credibility in the eyes of each fam

ily that pays a m
onthly

contribution to them
 for repairing and m

aintaining the units.

W
hat is innovative is involving the w

hole com
m

unity in selecting
sem

i-literate w
om

en as engineers to provide a vital and non-traditional
technical service in a field that is not generally associated w

ith rural w
om

en.
It also requires them

 to develop system
atic leadership skills, persuading the

com
m

unity to pay a m
onthly contribution for the repair and m

aintenance of
the solar system

s they have installed in each house in their ow
n village.

W
here this system

 w
as first adopted, the household contributions have been

com
ing in regularly.

B
eyond the shores of India, w

om
en of several developing countries

have been em
pow

ered as per the barefoot m
odel. T

he dem
ystified and

decentralised barefoot approach of solar electrifying villages prim
arily in the

developing countries of the southern hem
isphere w

ould not have been
possible w

ithout PA
R

T
N

E
R

S
H

IP
S

.  U
nder a unique schem

e of the
G

overnm
ent of India providing financial support called India Technical

E
conom

ic C
ooperation (IT

E
C

), over 200 illiterate grandm
others from

 nearly
30 less developed countries (L

D
C

s) have been trained at the B
arefoot

C
ollege. T

he hardw
are (solar equipm

ent) has been provided under a global
agreem

ent w
ith the G

lobal E
nvironm

ent Facility (G
E

F) of the Sm
all G

rants

P
rogram

m
e of the U

nited N
ations D

evelopm
ent P

rogram
m

e (U
N

D
P

)
covering U

ganda, N
iger, C

had, E
thiopia, G

hana, M
ozam

bique, R
w

anda,
B

urkina Faso, C
am

eroon and K
enya.

Several ordinary w
om

en of these countries have been enabled to
assum

e the role of solar energy technicians.  N
ever in the history of

A
fghanistan has an illiterate w

om
an left her house, her village, and her country

for six m
onths to train as a solar engineer in India; but that is exactly w

hat
the 26-year-old G

ul Z
am

an from
 the village of K

atasang in D
aikundi province

of A
fghanistan did in 2005. She and her 30-year-old husband M

oham
m

ed
Jan cam

e to T
ilonia for six m

onths. T
hey have a sm

all plot of land and have
to feed 10 people, and w

ork as day labourers for over 200 days each year.
Together the couple gently created history by solar electrifying their ow

n
village of som

e 50 houses, and the units have continued functioning since
Septem

ber 2005.

E
lectrifying houses provides additional incom

e and a new
 level of

confidence and leadership to the w
om

en w
ho train in Tilonia as solar engineers

and then serve as role m
odels for young w

om
en in their villages. It also

opens up other incom
e generating opportunities for all w

om
en, w

ho can
then use their evening hours to m

anufacture handicrafts and other goods for
sale.

W
om

en’s G
roups

In order to facilitate the program
m

e of em
pow

erm
ent, w

om
en

groups have been form
ed in the villages. In 2010-11 B

arefoot C
ollege had a

netw
ork of 68 rural w

om
en’s groups from

 an equal m
em

ber of villages
form

ing a total m
em

bership of 3000 w
om

en. T
he w

om
en m

em
bers m

eet
every m

onth in their respective villages.  D
ecisions taken at the m

onthly
m

eetings at the village and field-centre levels provide the basis to visualise,
plan, im

plem
ent and evaluate com

m
unity-m

anaged initiatives at the level of
B

arefoot C
ollege.

In addition to the m
onthly m

eetings, training sessions, w
orkshops

and conferences are organised by the w
om

en groups.  Issues discussed in
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such events include: w
om

en’s legal literacy, right to inform
ation, transparency

of w
ard and gram

 sabhas, social audit, drought and w
ater, food grain and

fodder, em
ploym

ent and em
ploym

ent guarantee act, w
orkers’ rights and

m
inim

um
 w

ages, w
om

en’s rights and atrocities on w
om

en, w
om

en’s health,
public distribution system

, developm
ental schem

es of the governm
ent,

com
m

unal harm
ony, and dem

ocracy and electoral process.

2.
D

issem
ination  of Solar T

echnology

A
 notable activity of B

arefoot C
ollege is dissem

ination of the
technology in solar energy.  T

he B
arefoot C

ollege’s Solar E
nergy U

nit has a
team

 of 15 m
aster trainer barefoot solar engineers (B

SE
s) and 10 additional

B
SE

s for im
parting training in solar energy.  T

he team
 includes w

om
en also.

T
his critical 25 m

em
ber team

 has been responsible for training rural w
om

en
from

 the L
D

C
s of A

sia, A
frica and L

atin A
m

erica as w
om

en barefoot solar
engineers (W

B
SE

s). D
uring 2010-11 the team

 has trained 60 W
B

SE
s from

H
im

achal P
radesh, B

ihar, R
ajasthan, M

adhya P
radesh, and Jam

m
u and

K
ashm

ir w
ithin the country as w

ell as from
 the other countries of K

enya,
Z

am
bia, N

am
ibia, Siera L

eone, C
had, B

urkina Faso, C
olom

bia, Jordan,
Palestine, G

uatem
ala and C

ongo.

It m
ay also be m

entioned that B
arefoot C

ollege is the only fully
solar-electrified college based in a village in India. Starting in 1989, barefoot
solar engineers installed a total of 40 kilow

atts of solar panels and 5 battery
banks, each containing 136 deep-cycle batteries. T

he solar com
ponents

(inverters, charge controllers, battery boxes and stands) w
ere all fabricated

in the college itself.

Solar C
ookers

Solar cookers are extensively used by B
arefoot C

ollege.  A
t present

the college m
aintains 18 solar cookers in its various units.  W

om
en are specially

trained in setting up and m
aintaining solar cookers. T

he W
om

en’s B
arefoot

Solar C
ooker E

ngineers’ A
ssociation (W

B
SC

E
A

) in T
ilonia prom

otes this
activity.  Several activities related to solar cooker are undertaken by the
association.  T

he activities of the W
B

SC
E

A
 during 2010-11 included m

eetings

for dissem
ination of know

ledge about solar cooker am
ong rural w

om
en,

conducting exhibition of solar cooker, and construction and repair of solar
cooker.

3.
C

om
m

unity Services

B
arefoot C

ollege has been providing several com
m

unity services
in the villages around. T

he m
ain com

m
unity services undertaken by the

college are for education, health and drinking w
ater. T

he educational services
of B

arefoot C
ollege have been outside the form

al system
. T

he m
ain

program
m

es under this activity have been pre-school education and night
schools for the rural poor.

P
re–School E

ducation

Since 1975 B
arefoot C

ollege has been co-ordinating rural balw
adis

or crèches, w
hich are pre-school education centres, for very young children

of the age–group of 1-5 years. T
hey prepare the young children for learning

readiness w
hile supplem

entary nutrition in the form
 of a balanced m

eal
including m

ilk is also provided. Parents of the children contribute tow
ards

this provision by helping out giving their tim
e and energy.

C
hildren attending the balw

adis are also provided health check-
up and as part of it, coloured arm

 bands are w
orn by the children. R

ed
colour arm

 band indicates severe m
alnourishm

ent and yellow
, m

arginally
above m

alnourishm
ent, w

hile green stands for norm
al physical grow

th of
the child. B

arefoot C
ollege presently co-ordinates 71 pre-school education

centres in Jaipur, A
jm

er and B
arm

er districts of R
ajasthan. A

 total of 855
boys and 1088 girls w

ere enrolled in these centres during the year 2010-11.
T

here w
ere 9 boys and 21 girls w

ho w
ere w

ith red bands in the category of
the severely m

alnourished.  C
hildren w

ith yellow
 bands (m

arginally above
m

alnourishm
ent) accounted for 68 boys and 110 girls. T

he program
m

e of
balw

adi is expected to get the children enrolled for further education.  A
total of 563 children (243 boys and 320 girls), after attending the pre-school
education centre, entered the form

al educational m
ainstream

 in the
governm

ent prim
ary school during the year 2010-11.
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N
ight School

A
 non-form

al education program
m

e conducted by B
arefoot

C
ollege for children outside the form

al system
 is that of night schools.  D

uring
the year 2010-11, B

arefoot C
ollege has been co-ordinating 120 night schools

in four states in India - B
ihar, M

adhya Pradesh, U
ttarkhand and R

ajathan.
M

ore than 1000 boys and 2000 girls attend these night schools.  Teachers of
night schools are provided special training.  R

egular training program
m

es
are organised for them

 during the year. Teaching-learning m
aterials are

distributed to teachers and learners. T
he barefoot doctors of the college

conduct health check-up of night school children and treat m
inor ailm

ents
like diarrhoea, scabies, fever and cold.

T
here are interesting cases of night schools and teachers.  O

ne
such case is that of L

alaram
 and the night schools run by him

.  L
alaram

 is a
resident of village Paner in the district of A

jm
er and has been a night school

teacher for the past 10 years. In his night school there w
ere 18 children

belonging to the K
albelias, a nom

adic com
m

unity in the year 2010-11.
C

onsidering the fact that this com
m

unity has had no tradition of schooling, it
has been a com

m
endable effort on the part of L

alaram
 in convincing the

parents of the children to change their attitude in favour of education of their
children and send the children to his night school. C

hildren of this com
m

unity
have been traditionally used to the practice of folk m

usic and dance.
B

arefoot C
ollege’s com

m
unity radio has m

ade its contribution in
encouraging and nurturing the inherent cultural talents of these
children.

A
nother interesting case is that of the night school for children of

sex-w
orkers.  T

his w
as again at the initiative of L

alaram
.  T

he school for
this group of children w

as set up in the village Satiyon-ki-dhani in the district
of A

jm
er. C

hildren w
ho have had to face the stigm

a in other villages could
now

 attend the night school and m
any of them

 have joined the form
al

m
ainstream

 education after attending the night school. N
o teacher w

as
prepared to go to this sm

all ham
let for teaching its children. L

alaram
 arrived

as the teacher in this com
m

unity.

C
om

m
unity H

ealth

A
n im

portant program
m

e of the B
arefoot C

ollege is that of
com

m
unity health.  T

he college has an outpatient dispensary.  T
he total

num
ber of patients w

ho visited the dispensary in the year 2010-11 w
as 2434.

B
arefoot C

ollege runs a pathological laboratory w
hich does blood and other

tests related to different kinds of diseases.  Several activities are carried out
under com

m
unity health.  T

he activity of “m
other and child w

elfare” attends
to the care of expectant m

others and delivery cases.  “F
am

ily w
elfare”

program
m

e provides services of sterilisation and other form
s of

contraceptives. A
nother activity is the treatm

ent of tuberculosis patients.
Im

m
unisation of children is yet another health activity of B

arefoot C
ollege.

C
am

ps for check up of general health, and eye and dental care are regularly
organised in pre-school centres, night schools and in other locations in different
villages.

D
rinking W

ater

O
ne of the basic needs of the rural population is safe drinking

w
ater.  B

arefoot C
ollege has been involved in this service to the rural poor.

T
he m

ain activities undertaken in this regard are rain w
ater harvesting (R

W
H

)
and know

ledge dissem
ination in m

atters related to safe drinking w
ater in

rural areas.T
he m

ain activity in R
W

H
 is construction of w

ater tanks to collect
and store w

ater from
 rooftops.  D

uring the year 2010-11 B
arefoot C

ollege
w

as able to construct and com
plete 19 R

W
H

 tanks in the night school
buildings, pre-school education centres and training cum

 com
m

unity centres.
T

he tanks have a total capacity of collecting 337000 litres of rain w
ater

from
 roof tops annually. T

he tanks have been constructed in the districts of
A

jm
er, Jaipur and B

arm
er in R

ajasthan and C
ham

paw
at in U

ttarkhand. M
ore

than 4100 persons in 19 villages are able to access drinking w
ater from

 the
tanks. In addition, the tanks have generated em

ploym
ent opportunities and

provided gainful w
ages to 371 persons.

V
illage surveys for R

W
H

 tanks have been conducted in field
centres/ sub-centres of B

arefoot C
ollege in R

ajasthan. M
eetings, w

orkshops
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and training cam
ps on drinking w

ater, transparency and social audit have
been organised at the village, decentralised field–centre and T

ilonia levels.
A

ltogether 160 m
eetings and 55 w

orkshops as w
ell as trainings cam

ps w
ere

organised during the year 2010-11. M
ore than 5000 m

en and w
om

en
participated in these events during the year.

A
s part of know

ledge dissem
ination in the availability of potable

w
ater, a w

eb–based w
ater portal, N

eer Jal  has been collecting data on
existing w

ater resources in Silora (A
jm

er district) and D
udu (Jaipur district)

blocks in R
ajasthan.  D

ata collected from
 these tw

o blocks pertain to 1000
drinking w

ater sources in 200 villages.  T
he w

ater sources include 736 hand
pum

ps, 88 w
ells and 176 tanks.  A

lso, a team
 of barefoot chem

ists regularly
collect w

ater sam
ples from

 existing w
ater sources for testing.

4.
E

conom
ic P

rogram
m

es

B
arefoot C

ollege has been involved in activities directed to livelihood
of the rural poor. T

hey include capacity building for em
ploym

ent and schem
es

of em
ploym

ent generation.  Im
portant am

ong them
 are the m

echanical
fabrication w

orkshop, the craft section for production and vocational training,
and the hatheli organisation of the rural artisans.

M
echanical F

abrication W
orkshop

B
arefoot C

ollege established its m
echanical fabrication w

orkshop
in 1990. Its m

ain objective is to use scrap iron for fabricating item
s of

hardw
are for the needs of the organisation’s ow

n building as w
ell as those

of the rural com
m

unities, and thereby replace w
ood for construction

purposes. T
he other im

portant objective of this initiative is to prom
ote

traditional know
ledge of black sm

ithy into m
etal-craft. T

he m
echanical

fabrication w
orkshop therefore fabricates iron girders, gates, trolleys,

w
indow

s, doors and other hardw
are item

s for m
eeting the needs of B

arefoot
C

ollege as w
ell as the villagers.

D
uring year 2010–11 the w

orkshop fabricated 15 doors, 4 tables,
42 stools, 3675 solar panel stands, 41 pot stands and 4 solar w

ater heaters.

D
uring the sam

e year the w
orkshop trained six barefoot engineers w

ho
could fabricate solar w

ater heaters. T
he annual incom

e generated by the
w

orkshop during 2010-11 has been R
s.1272800.

C
raft Section

T
he B

arefoot C
ollege has a craft section engaged in production

and sale of craft item
s.  T

he design, colour-com
bination as w

ell as the base
fabric used in the production of the craft item

s have been designed by friends
and w

ell-w
ishers of T

ilonia for over 30 years. N
ew

 designs have been added
by others w

ho have voluntarily suggested them
.  A

nother activity of the
craft section of B

arefoot C
ollege is vocational training. D

uring year 2010-11
training in sew

ing skills w
as organised for girls attending night schools. T

he
program

m
e w

as organised in eight night schools and 83 girls benefited from
the program

m
e.

H
atheli Sansthan

H
atheli is an organisation form

ed by the craft section of B
arefoot

C
ollege for prom

oting production and sale of craft item
s.  It is a registered

society of artisans.  In 2010-11 there w
ere 176 artisans w

orking w
ith H

atheli,
of w

hom
 as m

any as 164 w
ere w

om
en.  T

he m
ain crafts they have been

engaged in are patchw
ork, sew

ing, block printing, dyeing, em
broidery, quilt

m
aking, leather craft, w

ooden toy m
aking and bell totas (coloured fabric

birds w
ith a sm

all m
etal bell).

H
atheli exports as w

ell as sells w
ithin the country craft item

s
produced at B

arefoot C
ollege. D

uring the year 2010-11 item
s w

orth
R

s.1412095 w
ere exported.  W

ithin the country the craft item
s are sold

m
ainly through agency clientele, the craft shop of the college and exhibitions

organised in different parts of the country.  D
uring 2010-11 exhibitions w

ere
organised in six locations: B

him
 in R

ajasthan, D
elhi, M

um
bai, Pushkar

(R
ajasthan), T

uljapur (M
aharasthra) and Jaipur (R

ajasthan).  C
raft item

s
w

orth R
s.476077 w

ere sold at these exhibitions.  T
he craft shop accounted

for the sale am
ount of R

s.1408160.  In 2010-11 a total am
ount of R

s.7840423
w

as realised from
 the sale of craft item

s through the different outlets.
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5.
D

evelopm
ent of th

e P
hysically C

hallenged

B
arefoot C

ollege in its ow
n w

ay has been attending to the
developm

ent of the physically challenged persons in the rural areas.  Presently
it has three vocational program

m
es: carpentry w

orkshop, toys out of w
aste

and sanitary napkin m
aking.

C
arpentry W

orkshop

A
 group of six rural youth consisting of physically challenged

persons have been involved in a process of w
ood craft in order to m

ake
science toys for night schools and other w

ooden item
s.  T

his is also an
inform

al training program
m

e of residential nature for these youth. T
hey m

ake
w

ooden toys, w
indow

s, doors, tables, racks, chairs, cabinets, lockers, and
folding chairs and tables for the night schools. A

s part of the training process,
the youth have m

ade science toys used in 120 night schools and 71 crèches
during the year 2010-11.

 Toys out of W
aste

B
arefoot C

ollege has set up the kabad-se-jugad unit w
hich trains

physically challenged youth in m
aking toys out of w

aste. A
 team

 of six
physically challenged persons are presently engaged in it. T

he youth are
trained in m

aking different types of caps out of used new
spaper, science

toys out of w
aste ballpoint pen refills, battery cells, bulbs and toothpaste

tubes. T
he youth also m

ake exercise notebooks, candles, chalk and black-
boards. T

he kabad-se-jugad unit also organises one-day training
program

m
es in m

aking toys out of recycled w
aste at night schools, crèches,

training cam
ps, w

orkshops and m
eetings.

Sanitary N
apkin M

aking

A
 new

 program
m

e has been introduced in B
arefoot C

ollege w
ith

the setting up of a unit for m
aking sanitary napkins in the year 2010-11.  It is

also a program
m

e for the physically challenged.  Seven physically challenged
w

om
en are involved in m

aking the sanitary napkins.

6.
K

n
ow

led
ge D

issem
in

ation

B
arefoot C

ollege has been using the traditional and m
odern m

edia
of com

m
unication in its various program

m
es of dissem

ination.  T
he traditional

m
edium

 of puppetry has been in use since 1984. T
he college also encourages

the use of puppetry by the rural population, and gives training in the production
and use of puppets. D

uring the year 2010-11, the team
 at B

arefoot C
ollege

trained 71 barefoot com
m

unicators in puppet m
aking and puppetry, as w

ell
as in devising plays.

T
he audio-visual unit of B

arefoot C
ollege docum

ents all activities
of the college and organises video-screenings in night schools and villages.
D

uring 2010-11 the unit screened film
s in villages reaching out to a total

audience of 9645 persons including 2429 m
en and 7216 w

om
en. In the sam

e
year the unit digitally recorded 1000 hours of com

m
unity m

anaged activities
taken up by B

arefoot C
ollege as w

ell as the public events organised.

C
om

m
unity R

adio

B
arefoot C

ollege w
orks in an area of 500 square kilom

etres, and
in over 110 villages and ham

lets of Silora block of A
jm

er in R
ajasthan. In

order to reach the people of this area a com
m

unity radio has been established
by B

arefoot C
ollege. T

he com
m

unity radio started functioning in 2010 and
has an out-each of 30 villages w

herein B
arefoot C

ollege’s night schools are
located and other com

m
unity-m

anaged activities undertaken. D
uring 2010-

11, the com
m

unity radio has been able to cover training cam
ps, public events,

fairs, padayatras and other rallies, dem
onstrations, and street plays and

puppet show
s. Interview

s w
ith all the im

portant and em
inent visitors at

B
arefoot C

ollege from
 both w

ithin India and abroad have been broadcasted
on com

m
unity radio.

L
ibrary Service

Popularising reading habit am
ong the rural population is another

service provided by B
arefoot C

ollege in the rural areas. T
he college has a

library at its cam
pus at T

ilonia.  A
 large num

ber of novels and books have
been donated by friends of B

arefoot C
ollege to its library. A

t the last count,
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the num
ber of books in the library w

as 30000.  T
he library has 400 reader-

m
em

bers from
 the surrounding villages. In addition, tw

o rural library-cum
-

reading room
s have been established in the villages of N

alu and K
otdi; they

have a collective m
em

bership of 250 persons and contain 5000 books.

A
n innovation in library service w

as introduced during year 2010-
11 w

ith the starting of a m
obile library. It has been visiting villages and

distributing books to popularise reading habit am
ongst children as w

ell as
adult m

em
bers of the rural com

m
unity. In the inaugural year it has distributed

a total of 9000 books to night school children, their teachers and rural youth.

C
H

A
L

L
E

N
G

E
S A

N
D

 L
E

SSO
N

S L
E

A
R

N
E

D

W
hat is pioneering and innovative about the barefoot approach is

the em
phasis and respect it gives to applying the know

ledge, skills, and
practical w

isdom
 of the rural poor, w

hich m
ay be the only w

ay to m
ake

com
m

unities self-reliant and sustainable.  W
ith roots in the village com

m
unity

and a deep-rooted respect for the proper and w
ise use of w

ater, air, earth
and the sun, barefoot educators have set an exam

ple of how
 N

O
T

 to w
aste

or overexploit nature resources. T
hey are a living testim

ony to M
ahatm

a
G

andhi’s fam
ous saying: “T

he w
orld has enough for every m

an’s need but
not for one m

an’s greed.” T
he approach has had considerable im

pact in
changing the m

indset of urban “experts” and influencing their attitudes tow
ard

the idea of leaving the poor to identify and solve their ow
n problem

s.
D

evelopm
ent w

ith dignity m
eans developm

ent w
ith less dependence on urban

skills and m
ore self-respect. T

he barefoot approach has w
orked. T

he results
are there for everyone to see and feel.

P
rom

oting a D
ifferent V

ision of D
evelopm

ent

T
he first challenge of B

arefoot C
ollege has been to convince people

that a different vision of developm
ent is possible. T

hroughout its brief lifetim
e,

the college has w
orked hard to convince urban people that sem

i-literate
m

en and w
om

en from
 any village in India—

indeed, any rem
ote village in the

w
orld—

can com
petently provide professional services to their ow

n
com

m
unities. W

hile the results of the college’s w
ork speak for them

selves,

this task continues to be a daunting one since it involves changing long-held
stereotypes, m

indsets and attitudes tow
ards the poor. Still, a great m

any
people, including those w

ho hold im
portant positions, have learned about its

activities and have travelled to T
ilonia to w

itness its w
ork first-hand. W

e
m

ake progress w
ith each new

 person w
ho com

es to the cam
pus, as he/she

absorbs the spirit of the approach and is inspired to help dissem
inate and

expand it w
ithin his/her ow

n spheres of influence.

D
ealing w

ith Success

T
he second challenge has been dealing w

ith success. T
he college

has dem
onstrated that sem

i-literate rural w
om

en can solar-electrify rem
ote

villages and look after solar units m
ore com

petently than paper-qualified
solar engineers. In so doing, it has turned established perceptions upside
dow

n, and debunked the basic assum
ption that form

al education is required
for developm

ent w
ork. U

nfortunately, in challenging established thinking on
developm

ent, the college has generated hostility and jealousy, and has m
ade

m
any enem

ies.

T
hose m

ost hostile to the barefoot approach are people w
ho have

invested a great deal in acquiring an education through the official system
and then applying that m

isguided “expertise.” T
he very idea of sem

i-literate
w

om
en being able to m

anage and control initiatives at the village level
underm

ines those hard-earned credentials and credibility, and even threatens
the existence of their jobs. Indeed, one result of the barefoot approach in
India, w

here it is m
ost w

idely replicated, has been the replacem
ent of cost-

intensive initiatives and jobs w
ith low

-cost and intensive initiatives, providing
gainful em

ploym
ent w

ithin the villages.

L
earning from

 F
ailure

T
he third m

ajor challenge has been to learn from
 successful failures.

Taking risks, trying new
 ideas, failing and trying again are parts of a process

that is respected in B
arefoot C

ollege because w
e recognise that w

e should
learn as m

uch from
 failure as from

 success. B
ut the form

al education system
has no room

 for failure. In that system
, failure is considered a m

atter for
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sham
e and regret. B

arefoot C
ollege gives everyone involved the opportunity

to m
ake m

istakes and learn from
 them

. A
ny organisation w

orth its salt has
to go through crises. C

rises can either break the organisation into little splinters
or eventually m

ake it stronger. In the early 1980s, as decision-m
aking pow

er
w

ithin the college gradually shifted from
 the urban professionals to the rural

youth, m
any of the form

er left to join other organisations or opted back into
the system

. T
hat w

as a crisis that led to uncertainty and insecurity. B
ut the

college learned tw
o im

portant lessons that have since guided and influenced
future decisions.

1. D
o not depend on urban professionals because they w

ill not stay
there all their lives. In a w

orld dom
inated by m

aterialism
, they m

ay be
tem

pted to use the college as a stepping-stone to secure better-paying jobs.
T

he answ
er has been to develop the capacity, confidence, and com

petence
of the rural poor to provide their ow

n services. A
fter all, they have the

know
ledge and the skills that have stood the test of generations before the

urban-trained doctor, teacher, and engineer turned up on the scene. W
hy

not, as a policy, m
ove in that direction? T

hat is w
hat w

e have done and it has
been a key to our success.

2. You do your best w
ork w

hen you are insecure. W
hen your back is

against the w
all and you have now

here to run and no one to turn to, you
have no choice but to face the consequences. W

hen a crisis arises and
could possibly lead to violence, urban professionals norm

ally do not have the
staying pow

er. B
ecause they have som

ew
here to run to, they are not

prepared to see the crisis through.

C
O

N
C

L
U

S
IO

N

In m
any w

ays, B
arefoot C

ollege is a m
icrocosm

 of a m
ore just

and creative w
orld. Special em

phasis is placed on giving the physically and
m

entally challenged the sam
e opportunities to w

ork and belong to society as
the physically and m

entally able. People w
ho need m

edication but cannot
afford to pay the m

arket price are charged 10 per cent of that price by the
health centre; if they are really struggling they are given the m

edication free
of charge. W

aste paper from
 offices is recycled to m

ake bags, pencil holders,

toys of the Japanese art of origam
i and teaching aids—

w
hich are in turn

supplied to local night schools. O
ffice equipm

ent, fans and lights are pow
ered

by solar panels on the roofs of office buildings; living quarters are sim
ilarly

supplied w
ith solar energy. D

rinking w
ater and sanitation needs are m

et by
a com

bination of rooftop R
W

H
 and local hand pum

ps; and the local
environm

ent is strengthened by a netw
ork of troughs that harvest rainw

ater
and feed it into a large open w

ell used to recharge the w
ater table. D

iscarded
intravenous drip bottles and tubes are disinfected and used to irrigate plants
on the cam

pus in this sem
i-desert area.

B
arefoot C

ollege has been putting into practice an idea first
espoused by M

ahatm
a G

andhi: that the resources required to develop poor
com

m
unities lie w

ithin the bounds of those com
m

unities. H
um

an, technical
and financial resources need not com

e from
 outside in order for a com

m
unity

to bring about fundam
ental change and im

prove its quality of life. Too often,
com

m
unity resources are neglected, looked dow

n upon, and considered
inferior just because they have not conform

ed to the requirem
ents of the

form
al educational system

.

H
ow

ever, just as im
portant, the college has dem

onstrated to the
villagers them

selves that any one of them
, m

an or w
om

an, w
ith little or no

educational qualifications, can learn to provide basic services to their ow
n

com
m

unity. To be able to change the m
indset of poor rural people, w

ho had
been m

ade to feel that they could not do it them
selves, is an enorm

ous
contribution. L

ess developed countries w
ould benefit im

m
ensely from

 adopting
this barefoot approach. It can eventually transform

 the outlook not only of
developm

ent officials, but, m
ost im

portantly, of the rural poor them
selves,

instilling in them
 a “can do” attitude to im

proving their ow
n lives, and replacing

the apathy and hopelessness they m
ay feel after so m

any years of encounter
against an irresponsive system

 that does not respect their abilities. “F
irst

they ignore you, then they laugh at you, then they fight you, and then
you w

in”—
M

ahatm
a G

andhi.

B
unker R
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