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Abstract

Barefoot College is an institution located in Tilonia village of
Rajasthan, India and is based on the ideology and lifestyle of Mahatma
Gandhi. The ideology of Barefoot College has four key components:
alternative education, valuing traditional knowledge and skills,
learning for self-reliance, and dissemination of knowledge and
technology. The institution trains rural poor, especially women and
youth, to function as professionals in rural community without the
conventional degree certificates of the formal educational system. These
barefoot professionals are successfully engaged in several technical,
health and educational fields of the rural community. The major rural
development activities of Barefoot College can be broadly categorised
into: (i) empowerment of rural women, (ii) dissemination of solar
technology, (iii) community services of education, health and drinking
water, (iv) economic programmes of mechanical fabrication workshop,
vocational training, and production and sale of craft items, (v)
development of the physically challenged, and (vi) knowledge
dissemination through development of rural communication and library
service. Over the last four decades, Barefoot College has established
itself as an innovative institution for the development of the rural poor
through self-reliance.
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INTRODUCTION

Empowering the rural poor means developing their capacity. It
meansdevel oping their skillsso that they become competent decision-makers
with confidence to act on their choices. Thus far, conventional approaches
to such empowerment have failed. The approach that big donors and
Western-conditioned experts have taken to reach the poor—forget about
allowing the poor to devel op themsel ves—has been patronising, top-down,
insensitive and expensive. It excludes the marginalised, the exploited and
the very poor, and keeps them away from making decisions on their own.
Thusit disempowersthem, leaving them dependent and hopelesdly il prepared
toimprovetheir lives. Moreover, these“ patrons,” however well intentioned,
haverefused to learn from their mistakes. They are stuck in arut that wastes
money on a process that simply has not worked.

Enough research has been done. Thereis strong evidence to show
that the poor are becoming poorer around the world because we have been
tackling rural problems by thrusting urban solutions on the poor. That is not
what they need. On the basis of overpowering documentation, what is the
need of the hour isimplementation. Fundamental change only comes out of
conflict of ideas, approaches and methods. There are indeed many ways of
empowering the poor. The “barefoot approach” is one such way.

It starts with giving the poor the right to decide for themselves
how they want to improve their quality of life. They must have theright to
choose whether they want the urban expertsto comeinto their villageswith
“modern” ideas. They must have accessto information and knowledge, and
the right to decide whether they would like to be independent of advice and
skillsfrom outside when they aready have such incredibletechnical, human
and even financial resourceswithin their own communities. They can even
decide whether some knowledge would be useful if they could adapt it to
serve their needs. What they need is the opportunity and space to develop
themselves.

When provided with that mental and physical space, the poor can
achieve wonders without any outside professional interference or advice.
Thetroubleisthat, even though established approacheshavefailed to achieve
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sustai nableimprovements, people arereluctant to turn the top-down process
onits head and start from the bottom up. Few operational models provide a
contrast that demonstrates the aternatives. But outside the usual box are
other more cost effective approaches that draw more on the grassroots.
Therearewaysto build onlocal knowledge and skills. And these approaches
can be replicated on alarge scale.

ORIGINS OF THE BAREFOOT IDEA

In 1971, | went to live and work in the rural village of Tiloniain
Rajasthan, India, after receiving the most elitist, expensive, snobbish private
education that any Indian could possibly receive. When | arrived, | remember
being shaken by the questions the elders asked me: Are you running from
the police? Did you fail in your examinations? Didn’t you manage to get a
government job? Is there something wrong with you? Why are you here?
Why have you come from the city to this village? There is no one here but
the very old, the women and the very young. The youth have | eft.

Theyouth had left to look for jobs—any job that would take them
away from the village—because the predominant value system denigrated
rurd life, skillsand traditions, and offered little hope of improved incomes or
quality of life. They had certificatesin their handsfrom uninspiring mediocre
technical institutesand collegeslocated in small towns producing “ graduates’
by the thousands with high expectations. These youths thought that they
were going to get well-paid, secure jobsin the cities. Instead, they swelled
theranks of the educated unemployablesliving on the pavementsand in the
slumsin the metropolitan cities of India.

They were unemployable, because their paper degrees had no
value. The certified doctors, teachers and engineers, produced by thousands
every year, are paper experts without any practical experience. They are
caught up in asystem that is not accountabl e to the peopleit is supposed to
serve, and produces insufficient jobs to absorb the number of job seekers.
Civil engineers build roadsthat do not |ast; water 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 aninhuman existence in appalling urban slums,
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The humiliation and scorn they would face on returning to the village prevent
them from going back. Anyone going back to the village is considered a
failure and the shame is shared by the whole family.

When the youth fled, they took with them the dying hopes of their
parents—weavers, blacksmiths, potters, builders, carpenters, farmers—to
passon thetraditional skillsto the next generation. They |eft behind not only
their families but also the knowledge their elders had collected over the
generationsto adapt tolocal conditions. Thiswasknowledgethat no formal
educational system valued, but wascritical for devel oping acommunity with
dignity and self-respect. The formal educational system had made them
look down on their own roots.

For me, living and working in the villages for five years as an
unskilled labourer digging and blasting wellsand meeting with very ordinary
poor people was an extraordinary experience. Between 1967 and 1971, |
went through an “unlearning” processthat provided the seedsfor the humble
beginning of Barefoot College. Over the last 40 years, what we have
“unlearned” is our gross underestimation of people’s infinite capacity to
identify and solve their own problems with their own creativity and skills,
and to depend on each other in tackling problems. What | learned is that
empowerment of themarginalised rural poor isabout devel oping that capacity
to solve problems, to make choices, and to have the confidence to act on
them.

On adifferent front, the college understood the specific real needs
of therural poor. These peopl e needed to assert their identity and demonstrate
that their knowledge and skillswere not outdated, second-rate or irrelevant.
They needed acollege dedicated to their specific and specia circumstances,
and one located in a remote rural area. They needed a place where they
could feel a sense of ownership, where their self-respect and self-esteem
could be developed gradually over the years. Barefoot College acts as a
counterpoint both to theincredibleignorance and arrogance theformal system
displaysandtoitsbelief that it makes an indispensabl e contribution to tackling
poverty. Inreality that approach of the formal system is counterproductive,
even dangerous.
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WHAT IS BAREFOOT COLLEGE?

As an organisation, Barefoot College isthe only college in India
that follows the lifestyle and work style of Mahatma Gandhi. It isthe only
college built by the poor, for the poor, and for the last 40 years, managed,
controlled, and owned by the poor. Underlying the“barefoot” approachisa
firm belief inthe knowledge, crestivity, practical wisdom, and survival skills
of the marginalised poor—possibly the only answer to making communities
self-reliant and sustainable. For an unemployed and empl oyable semi-literate
rural youth to be providing vital servicesin avillage, replacing an urban,
paper-qualified doctor, teacher, or water engineer isatotally revolutionary
idea. And yet, thisis what happens at Barefoot College every day. It isthe
only college where paper degrees, diplomas, and doctorates are a
disqualification because people are judged not according to their degree of
literacy or academic distinction, but by their attributes: honesty, integrity,
compassion, practical skills, creativity, adaptability, willingnessto listen and
learn, and ability to work with all sorts of peoplewithout discriminating.

Theterm “barefoot” isboth symbolic and literal. Those who work,
teach, learn and “unlearn,” and provide a technical skill without a paper
degree issued by Barefoot College go barefoot and remain so after they
return to their own villages. Their goal is not to change their lifestyle but to
gain the basic skills they need to provide to their own communities a vital
service, one that urban professionals are currently trying to provide, most
often unsuccessfully. Meanwhile they are maintaining a healthy and
sustainablelifestylefor themselves and their community.

Barefoot Collegeisaradical departurefrom thetraditional concept
of a*“college” because it encourages a hands-on |earning-by-doing process
of gaining practical knowledge and skillsrather than written tests and paper-
based qualifications. It promotes and strengthens the kind of education one
absorbs from family, community and personal experience. It deliberately
confers no degrees, with aview to reversing migration. If one can improve
thequality of lifein one’'scommunity by providing avita service, why would
anyonein her/hisright mind want to live an unspeakably miserabl e existence
inthe urban slums? In any case, because barefoot professionalsdo not have
paper certificates, no oneinthe urban areas, sadly, will seriously valuetheir
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skills. Theideology of Barefoot College hasfour key components: aternative
education, valuing traditional knowledge and skills, learning for self-reliance,
and dissemination.

Alternative Education

First, Barefoot College demystifies education, taking Mark Twain
to heart: “ Never let School interferewith your Education.” Mahatma Gandhi
believed that giving moreimportance, value and relevanceto practical skills,
and applying traditional knowledge to solving day-to-day problems were
essential for the development of rura India. Gandhi’s thoughts live on in
Barefoot College.

Valuing Traditional Knowledge and Skills

Second, Barefoot College gives priority to theideas, thoughtsand
wishesof therural poor. The college respects and emphasi sestheimportance
of traditional knowledge, skillsand practical wisdom. It values keeping the
oral tradition alive from parentsto children. Thistype of educationisdeeply
rooted in the long experience of facing the challenges of living in particul ar
circumstances and can never be replaced. The focus of the college is to
make theyoung men, women and children livingin thevillagesaware of this
precious resource so that eventually they will stay in their villages and not
migrateto citiesto end up livingin aslum.

Thisis amajor reason why the college places no importance on
urban expertswith paper degrees and qualifications who want to participate
in it. In fact, people may be disgualified if they have too many paper
qualifications. Sadly, decades of exposure and experiencein rural Indiahas
taught usthat most peoplewith high-level paper qualificationsare unfit (and
misfits) when it comesto living and working in remoterural areas. They do
not have the patience, humility, listening skills, open minds, tolerance or
capacity to show respect for traditional knowledge and skills.

Learning for Self-Reliance

Third, Barefoot College enhances the self-confidence and
competence of the poorest of the poor by providing them accessto learning
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that enhancestheir ability to serve their own community, thus making them
more confidently self-reliant. Over thelast 40 years, thousands of unemployed
and unemployable rural poor have been selected and trained as barefoot
educators and technologists. The criteriafor selection are simple. We select
only those village youth—both men and women—who areilliterate, semi-
literate or barely literate and who have no hope of getting the lowest
government job. They have been trained as barefoot educators, doctors,
teachers, engineers, architects, designers, communicators, hand pump
mechanics and accountants. They have demonstrated that “experts’ from
the urban areas with paper qualifications are not really required to make
villages self-sufficient and sustainabl e, because thesetrained barefoot experts
can do the work themselves.

Dissemination

Fourth, Barefoot College is committed to the dissemination of
knowledge, skillsand technology to therural poor sothat they find opportunities
of livelihood within their own rural community. Several educational
programmes and vocational training outside the formal educational system
are provided to the rural poor, especialy women and youth. An important
programme of technology dissemination isthat of solar energy.

Barefoot Philosophy

In keeping with the barefoot philosophy, each training programme
operatesindependently, defining its own curriculum but keeping afew non-
negotiable tenets at the core of their operations, viz. equality, austerity and
collective decision-making. (i) Equality: All peoplein the college are equal
regardless of gender, caste, ethnicity, age and schooling. In practical terms,
thismeansthat the college has no hierarchy. Thefounder and director of the
college have the same say and status as the new barefoot accountant who
hasjust joined it, and the physically challenged barefoot operator who answers
thephone. (ii) Austerity: Living conditionsfor everyoneare simpleand down
to earth (literaly!). Everyone sits, eats, and works on the floor. Everyonein
the college receives aliving wage, not a market wage. No one can receive
asaary of over Rs.4000 a month. Living conditions focus on basic needs
and are designed to minimise waste. (iii) Collective decision-making:
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Decisionsare made collectively, not by individualsinisolation. For example,
the salary each person receivesis decided by everyone in the organisation;
the process is based on a point system in which each person evauates
herself/himself and everyone else according to several criteria.

ACTIVITIES OF BAREFOOT COLLEGE

In pursuit of its ideology and philosophy, Barefoot College has
been engaged in several kinds of activities of rural development. They can
be broadly categorised into: (i) empowerment of rural women, (ii)
dissemination of solar technology, (iii) community servicesof education, health
and drinking water, (iv) economic programmes, (v) development of the
physically challenged, and (vi) knowledge dissemination through devel opment
of rural communication and library service.

1. Empowering Rural Women

An important focus of the programmes of Barefoot Collegeisfor
the empowerment of rural women. Only in the late 1980s did Barefoot
Collegebegin to recognisethe potential of illiterate and semi-literate women
to succeed in non-traditional areas. Aswe have implemented this approach
over the last 25 years, the women we have worked with have shown an
awesome capacity and confidence to provide servicesto their communities
and to destroy stereotyped images and roles in the process.

Today many women in non-traditional rolesare serving their own
communities. Barefoot women are working as night school teachers, hand-
pump mechanics, solar engineers, water engineers, architects, masons and
fabricators of solar cookers. Illiteracy has never been considered a barrier
towomen devel oping themselves as barefoot professionals. Illiterate women
are handling computersand training unemployed youth in feeding technical,
health, and literacy data of our organisation. Some programmes cover areas
such as water and education, where women have traditionally been very
active. But their rolein spreading solar technology istotally new for them,
although it doesbuild on their traditional responsibility of maintaining supply
of kerosenefor lighting and fuel for cooking.

Rajagiri Journal of Social Development



The Barefoot Professionals of Tilonia 57

Itisremarkablethat for thefirst time sophisticated solar technology
has been demystified, and simple village women have demonstrated how
effectively they can manage and control it to improve their quality of life.
They now have the opportunity to devel op their competence and confidence
to handle technology, providing servicesto their own community that give
them a new level of acceptance and the respect they deserve.

For the past severa years, Barefoot College has been training
semi-literateandilliterate rural women to assemble, install, repair and maintain
solar photovoltaic systems. Once selected by their villageto undergo training
in solar technology for six months at Barefoot College, the women cometo
Tiloniaand acquire the competence and confidenceto fabricate, install, repair
and maintain sophisticated solar energy units. They then return to their
communities to install solar systems in each house in the village, thus
establishing their credibility in the eyes of each family that pays a monthly
contribution to them for repairing and maintai ning the units.

What isinnovativeisinvolving the whole community in selecting
semi-literate women as engineers to provide a vital and non-traditional
technical serviceinafield that isnot generally associated with rural women.
It also requiresthem to devel op systematic leadership skills, persuading the
community to pay amonthly contribution for the repair and maintenance of
the solar systems they have installed in each house in their own village.
Wherethis system wasfirst adopted, the household contributions have been
cominginregularly.

Beyond the shores of India, women of several developing countries
have been empowered as per the barefoot model. The demystified and
decentralised barefoot approach of solar electrifying villagesprimarily inthe
developing countries of the southern hemisphere would not have been
possible without PARTNERSHIPS. Under a unique scheme of the
Government of India providing financial support called India Technical
Economic Cooperation (ITEC), over 200illiterate grandmothersfrom nearly
30 less developed countries (LDCs) have been trained at the Barefoot
College. The hardware (solar equipment) has been provided under aglobal
agreement with the Global Environment Facility (GEF) of the Small Grants
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Programme of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)
covering Uganda, Niger, Chad, Ethiopia, Ghana, Mozambique, Rwanda,
Burkina Faso, Cameroon and Kenya.

Severa ordinary women of these countries have been enabled to
assume the role of solar energy technicians. Never in the history of
Afghanistan hasanilliteratewoman left her house, her village, and her country
for six months to train as a solar engineer in India; but that is exactly what
the 26-year-old Gul Zaman fromthevillage of Katasang in Daikundi province
of Afghanistan did in 2005. She and her 30-year-old husband Mohammed
Jan cameto Tiloniafor six months. They have asmall plot of land and have
to feed 10 people, and work as day labourers for over 200 days each year.
Together the couple gently created history by solar electrifying their own
village of some 50 houses, and the units have continued functioning since
September 2005.

Electrifying houses provides additional incomeand anew level of
confidence and |eadership to thewomenwho trainin Tiloniaas solar engineers
and then serve as role models for young women in their villages. It also
opens up other income generating opportunities for all women, who can
then usetheir evening hoursto manufacture handicrafts and other goodsfor
sale.

Women’s Groups

In order to facilitate the programme of empowerment, women
groups have been formed in thevillages. In 2010-11 Barefoot College had a
network of 68 rural women's groups from an equal member of villages
forming a total membership of 3000 women. The women members meet
every month in their respective villages. Decisions taken at the monthly
meetings at the village and field-centrelevel s provide the basisto visualise,
plan, implement and eval uate community-managed initiatives at thelevel of
Barefoot College.

I'n addition to the monthly meetings, trai ning sessions, workshops
and conferences are organised by the women groups. Issues discussed in
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such eventsinclude: women'slegd literacy, right to information, transparency
of ward and gram sabhas, social audit, drought and water, food grain and
fodder, employment and employment guarantee act, workers' rights and
minimum wages, women’srights and atrocities on women, women's health,
public distribution system, developmental schemes of the government,
communal harmony, and democracy and el ectoral process.

2. Dissemination of Solar Technology

A notable activity of Barefoot College is dissemination of the
technology in solar energy. The Barefoot College’s Solar Energy Unit hasa
team of 15 master trainer barefoot solar engineers (BSEs) and 10 additional
BSEsfor imparting training in solar energy. Theteam includeswomen also.
Thiscritical 25 member team has been responsiblefor training rural women
fromthe LDCs of Asia, Africaand Latin Americaas women barefoot solar
engineers (WBSES). During 2010-11 the team has trained 60 WBSEs from
Himachal Pradesh, Bihar, Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, and Jammu and
Kashmir within the country as well as from the other countries of Kenya,
Zambia, Namibia, Siera Leone, Chad, Burkina Faso, Colombia, Jordan,
Palestine, Guatemala and Congo.

It may also be mentioned that Barefoot College is the only fully
solar-electrified collegebased inavillagein India. Starting in 1989, barefoot
solar engineersinstalled atotal of 40 kilowatts of solar panelsand 5 battery
banks, each containing 136 deep-cycle batteries. The solar components
(inverters, charge controllers, battery boxes and stands) were all fabricated
inthecollegeitself.

Solar Cookers

Solar cookersare extensively used by Barefoot College. At present
thecollege maintains 18 solar cookersinitsvariousunits. WWomen are specially
trained in setting up and maintaining solar cookers. The Women’s Barefoot
Solar Cooker Engineers Association (WBSCEA) in Tilonia promotes this
activity. Several activities related to solar cooker are undertaken by the
association. Theactivitiesof the WBSCEA during 2010-11 included meetings
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for dissemination of knowledge about solar cooker among rural women,
conducting exhibition of solar cooker, and construction and repair of solar
cooker.

3. Community Services

Barefoot College has been providing several community services
in the villages around. The main community services undertaken by the
collegearefor education, health and drinking water. The educational services
of Barefoot College have been outside the formal system. The main
programmes under this activity have been pre-school education and night
schoolsfor the rural poor.

Pre-School Education

Since 1975 Barefoot College hasbeen co-ordinating rural balwadis
or créches, which are pre-school education centres, for very young children
of the age—group of 1-5 years. They prepare the young children for learning
readiness while supplementary nutrition in the form of a balanced meal
including milk is also provided. Parents of the children contribute towards
thisprovision by helping out giving their time and energy.

Children attending the balwadis are also provided health check-
up and as part of it, coloured arm bands are worn by the children. Red
colour arm band indicates severe malnourishment and yellow, marginally
above malnourishment, while green stands for normal physical growth of
the child. Barefoot College presently co-ordinates 71 pre-school education
centres in Jaipur, Ajmer and Barmer districts of Rajasthan. A total of 855
boys and 1088 girls were enrolled in these centres during the year 2010-11.
There were 9 boys and 21 girls who were with red bands in the category of
the severely malnourished. Children with yellow bands (marginally above
mal nourishment) accounted for 68 boys and 110 girls. The programme of
balwadi is expected to get the children enrolled for further education. A
total of 563 children (243 boysand 320 girls), after attending the pre-school
education centre, entered the formal educational mainstream in the
government primary school during theyear 2010-11.
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Night School

A non-formal education programme conducted by Barefoot
Collegefor children outsidetheformal systemisthat of night schools. During
theyear 2010-11, Barefoot College has been co-ordinating 120 night schools
in four states in India - Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Uttarkhand and Rgjathan.
Morethan 1000 boysand 2000 girls attend these night schools. Teachers of
night schools are provided special training. Regular training programmes
are organised for them during the year. Teaching-learning materials are
distributed to teachers and learners. The barefoot doctors of the college
conduct health check-up of night school children and treat minor ailments
like diarrhoes, scabies, fever and cold.

There are interesting cases of night schools and teachers. One
such caseisthat of Lalaram and the night schoolsrun by him. Lalaramisa
resident of village Paner in the district of Ajmer and has been anight school
teacher for the past 10 years. In his night school there were 18 children
belonging to the Kalbelias, a nomadic community in the year 2010-11.
Considering thefact that thiscommunity has had no tradition of schooling, it
has been a commendable effort on the part of Lalaram in convincing the
parents of the childrento changetheir attitudein favour of education of their
children and send the children to hisnight school. Children of thiscommunity
have been traditionally used to the practice of folk music and dance.
Barefoot College’s community radio has made its contribution in
encouraging and nurturing the inherent cultural talents of these
children.

Another interesting case isthat of the night school for children of
sex-workers. Thiswas again at the initiative of Lalaram. The school for
thisgroup of children was set upin thevillage Satiyon-ki-dhani inthe district
of Ajmer. Children who have had to face the stigmain other villages could
now attend the night school and many of them have joined the formal
mainstream education after attending the night school. No teacher was
prepared to go to thissmall hamlet for teaching itschildren. Lalaram arrived
as the teacher in this community.
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Community Health

An important programme of the Barefoot College is that of
community health. The college has an outpatient dispensary. The total
number of patientswho visited the dispensary in theyear 2010-11 was 2434.
Barefoot College runsapathological |aboratory which doesblood and other
testsrelated to different kinds of diseases. Several activitiesare carried out
under community health. Theactivity of “mother and child welfare” attends
to the care of expectant mothers and delivery cases. “Family welfare”
programme provides services of sterilisation and other forms of
contraceptives. Another activity is the treatment of tuberculosis patients.
Immunisation of childrenisyet another health activity of Barefoot College.
Campsfor check up of general health, and eye and dental care areregularly
organisedin pre-school centres, night schoolsand in other locationsin different
villages.

Drinking Water

One of the basic needs of the rural population is safe drinking
water. Barefoot College has been involved in this service to the rural poor.
Themain activitiesundertaken in thisregard arerain water harvesting (RWH)
and knowledge dissemination in matters related to safe drinking water in
rural aress.

Themain activity in RWH isconstruction of water tanksto collect
and store water from rooftops. During the year 2010-11 Barefoot College
was able to construct and complete 19 RWH tanks in the night school
buildings, pre-school education centresand trai ning cum community centres.
The tanks have a total capacity of collecting 337000 litres of rain water
from roof tops annually. The tanks have been constructed in the districts of
Ajmer, Jaipur and Barmer in Rajasthan and Champawat in Uttarkhand. More
than 4100 personsin 19 villages are able to access drinking water from the
tanks. In addition, the tanks have generated employment opportunities and
provided gainful wagesto 371 persons.

Village surveys for RWH tanks have been conducted in field
centres/ sub-centresof Barefoot Collegein Rajasthan. M eetings, workshops
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and training camps on drinking water, transparency and socia audit have
been organised at the village, decentralised field—centre and Tilonialevels.
Altogether 160 meetings and 55 workshops aswell astrainings campswere
organised during the year 2010-11. More than 5000 men and women
participated in these events during the year.

As part of knowledge dissemination in the availability of potable
water, a web—based water portal, Neer Jal has been collecting data on
existing water resourcesin Silora(Ajmer district) and Dudu (Jaipur district)
blocksin Rajasthan. Data collected from these two blocks pertain to 1000
drinking water sourcesin 200 villages. Thewater sourcesinclude 736 hand
pumps, 88 wellsand 176 tanks. Also, ateam of barefoot chemistsregularly
collect water samples from existing water sources for testing.

4. Economic Programmes

Barefoot Collegehasbeeninvolvedin activitiesdirected tolivelihood
of therural poor. They include capacity building for employment and schemes
of employment generation. Important among them are the mechanical
fabrication workshop, the craft section for production and vocational training,
and the hatheli organisation of the rural artisans.

Mechanical Fabrication Workshop

Barefoot College established its mechanical fabrication workshop
in 1990. Its main objective is to use scrap iron for fabricating items of
hardware for the needs of the organisation’s own building as well as those
of the rural communities, and thereby replace wood for construction
purposes. The other important objective of this initiative is to promote
traditional knowledge of black smithy into metal-craft. The mechanical
fabrication workshop therefore fabricates iron girders, gates, trolleys,
windows, doorsand other hardwareitemsfor meeting the needs of Barefoot
College aswell asthe villagers.

During year 2010-11 the workshop fabricated 15 doors, 4 tables,
42 stools, 3675 solar panel stands, 41 pot stands and 4 solar water heaters.
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During the same year the workshop trained six barefoot engineers who
could fabricate solar water heaters. The annual income generated by the
workshop during 2010-11 has been Rs.1272800.

Craft Section

The Barefoot College has a craft section engaged in production
and sale of craft items. The design, colour-combination aswell asthe base
fabric usedinthe production of the craft items have been designed by friends
and well-wishersof Tiloniafor over 30 years. New designs have been added
by others who have voluntarily suggested them. Ancther activity of the
craft section of Barefoot Collegeisvocational training. During year 2010-11
training in sewing skillswas organised for girlsattending night schools. The
programme was organi sed in eight night schools and 83 girls benefited from
the programme.

Hatheli Sansthan

Hatheli isan organisation formed by the craft section of Barefoot
College for promoting production and sale of craft items. Itisaregistered
society of artisans. In2010-11 therewere 176 artisansworking with Hatheli,
of whom as many as 164 were women. The main crafts they have been
engaged in are patchwork, sewing, block printing, dyeing, embroidery, quilt
making, leather craft, wooden toy making and bell totas (coloured fabric
birdswith asmall metal bell).

Hatheli exports as well as sells within the country craft items
produced at Barefoot College. During the year 2010-11 items worth
Rs.1412095 were exported. Within the country the craft items are sold
mainly through agency clientele, the craft shop of the college and exhibitions
organised in different parts of the country. During 2010-11 exhibitionswere
organised in six locations: Bhim in Rajasthan, Delhi, Mumbai, Pushkar
(Rajasthan), Tuljapur (Maharasthra) and Jaipur (Rajasthan). Craft items
worth Rs.476077 were sold at these exhibitions. The craft shop accounted
for the saleamount of Rs.1408160. In 2010-11 atotal amount of Rs.7840423
was realised from the sale of craft items through the different outlets.
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5. Development of the Physically Challenged

Barefoot College in its own way has been attending to the
development of the physically challenged personsintherura areas. Presently
it has three vocational programmes: carpentry workshop, toys out of waste
and sanitary napkin making.

Carpentry Workshop

A group of six rural youth consisting of physically challenged
persons have been involved in a process of wood craft in order to make
science toys for night schools and other wooden items. This is also an
informal training programme of residential naturefor theseyouth. They make
wooden toys, windows, doors, tables, racks, chairs, cabinets, lockers, and
folding chairsand tablesfor the night schools. Aspart of thetraining process,
the youth have made science toys used in 120 night schoolsand 71 créches
during the year 2010-11.

Toys out of Waste

Barefoot College has set up the kabad-se-jugad unit which trains
physically challenged youth in making toys out of waste. A team of six
physically challenged persons are presently engaged in it. The youth are
trained in making different types of caps out of used newspaper, science
toys out of waste ballpoint pen refills, battery cells, bulbs and toothpaste
tubes. The youth also make exercise notebooks, candles, chalk and black-
boards. The kabad-se-jugad unit also organises one-day training
programmesin making toys out of recycled waste at night schoolss, créches,
training camps, workshops and meetings.

Sanitary Napkin Making

A new programme has been introduced in Barefoot College with
the setting up of aunit for making sanitary napkinsintheyear 2010-11. Itis
alsoaprogrammefor the physically challenged. Seven physicaly challenged
women areinvolved in making the sanitary napkins.
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6. Knowledge Dissemination

Barefoot College has been using the traditional and modern media
of communicationinitsvarious programmesof dissemination. Thetraditional
medium of puppetry has beenin usesince 1984. The college also encourages
theuse of puppetry by therura population, and givestraining inthe production
and use of puppets. During the year 2010-11, the team at Barefoot College
trained 71 barefoot communicatorsin puppet making and puppetry, aswell
asindevising plays.

Theaudio-visua unit of Barefoot College documentsall activities
of the college and organi ses video-screeningsin night schools and villages.
During 2010-11 the unit screened films in villages reaching out to a total
audience of 9645 personsincluding 2429 men and 7216 women. In the same
year theunit digitally recorded 1000 hours of community managed activities
taken up by Barefoot College as well as the public events organised.

Community Radio

Barefoot College works in an area of 500 square kilometres, and
in over 110 villages and hamlets of Silorablock of Ajmer in Rgjasthan. In
order to reach the peopl e of thisareaacommunity radio has been established
by Barefoot College. The community radio started functioning in 2010 and
has an out-each of 30 villageswherein Barefoot College'snight schoolsare
located and other community-managed activities undertaken. During 2010-
11, the community radio hasbeen ableto cover training camps, public events,
fairs, padayatras and other rallies, demonstrations, and street plays and
puppet shows. Interviews with all the important and eminent visitors at
Barefoot College from both within Indiaand abroad have been broadcasted
on community radio.

Library Service

Popularising reading habit among the rural population is another
service provided by Barefoot College in the rural areas. The college has a
library at its campus at Tilonia. A large number of novels and books have

been donated by friends of Barefoot Collegetoitslibrary. At the last count,
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the number of booksin the library was 30000. Thelibrary has 400 reader-
members from the surrounding villages. In addition, two rural library-cum-
reading rooms have been established in the villages of Nalu and Kotdi; they
have a collective membership of 250 persons and contain 5000 books.

Aninnovationin library servicewasintroduced during year 2010-
11 with the starting of a mabile library. It has been visiting villages and
distributing books to popularise reading habit amongst children as well as
adult membersof therural community. Intheinaugural year it hasdistributed
atotal of 9000 booksto night school children, their teachersand rural youth.

CHALLENGES AND LESSONS LEARNED

What is pioneering and innovative about the barefoot approach is
the emphasis and respect it gives to applying the knowledge, skills, and
practical wisdom of the rura poor, which may be the only way to make
communities self-reliant and sustainable. With rootsin thevillage community
and a deep-rooted respect for the proper and wise use of water, air, earth
and the sun, barefoot educators have set an example of how NOT to waste
or overexploit nature resources. They are a living testimony to Mahatma
Gandhi’s famous saying: “ The world has enough for every man’s need but
not for one man’s greed.” The approach has had considerable impact in
changing themindset of urban “experts’ and influencing their attitudestoward
the idea of leaving the poor to identify and solve their own problems.
Development with dignity means devel opment with |ess dependence on urban
skillsand more self-respect. The barefoot approach hasworked. Theresults
are there for everyone to see and fedl.

Promoting a Different Vision of Development

Thefirst challenge of Barefoot College hasbeen to convince people
that adifferent vision of devel opment ispossible. Throughout itsbrief lifetime,
the college has worked hard to convince urban people that semi-literate
men and women from any villagein India—indeed, any remotevillagein the
world—can competently provide professional services to their own
communities. While the results of the college’swork speak for themselves,
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thistask continuesto be adaunting one sinceit involves changing long-held
stereotypes, mindsets and attitudes towards the poor. Still, a great many
people, including those who hold important positions, have learned about its
activities and have travelled to Tilonia to witness its work first-hand. We
make progress with each new person who comes to the campus, as he/she
absorbs the spirit of the approach and is inspired to help disseminate and
expand it within his’her own spheres of influence.

Dealing with Success

The second challenge has been dealing with success. The college
has demonstrated that semi-literate rural women can solar-electrify remote
villages and look after solar units more competently than paper-qualified
solar engineers. In so doing, it has turned established perceptions upside
down, and debunked the basic assumption that formal educationisrequired
for development work. Unfortunately, in challenging established thinking on
development, the college has generated hostility and jeal ousy, and hasmade
many enemies.

Those most hostile to the barefoot approach are people who have
invested agreat deal in acquiring an education through the official system
and then applying that misguided “ expertise.” Thevery ideaof semi-literate
women being able to manage and control initiatives at the village level
underminesthose hard-earned credentialsand credibility, and even threatens
the existence of their jobs. Indeed, one result of the barefoot approach in
India, whereit ismost widely replicated, has been the replacement of cost-
intensiveinitiativesand jobswith low-cost and intensiveinitiatives, providing
gainful employment withinthevillages.

Learning from Failure

Thethird major challenge hasbeen tolearn from successful failures.
Taking risks, trying new ideas, failing and trying again are parts of aprocess
that is respected in Barefoot College because we recognise that we should
learn asmuch from failure asfrom success. But the formal education system
has no room for failure. In that system, failure is considered a matter for
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shame and regret. Barefoot College giveseveryoneinvolved the opportunity
to make mistakes and learn from them. Any organisation worth its salt has
to gothrough crises. Crisescan either break the organisationinto little splinters
or eventually makeit stronger. In the early 1980s, as decision-making power
within the college gradually shifted from the urban professionalsto therural
youth, many of theformer |eft to join other organisations or opted back into
the system. That was acrisis that led to uncertainty and insecurity. But the
collegelearned two important lessonsthat have since guided and influenced
future decisions.

1. Do not depend on urban professionals because they will not stay
there all their lives. In a world dominated by materialism, they may be
tempted to use the college as a stepping-stone to secure better-paying jobs.
The answer has been to devel op the capacity, confidence, and competence
of the rural poor to provide their own services. After al, they have the
knowledge and the skills that have stood the test of generations before the
urban-trained doctor, teacher, and engineer turned up on the scene. Why
not, asapolicy, moveinthat direction? That iswhat we have done and it has
been a key to our success.

2. You do your best work when you are insecure. When your back is
against the wall and you have nowhere to run and no one to turn to, you
have no choice but to face the consequences. When a crisis arises and
could possibly lead to violence, urban professionalsnormally do not havethe
staying power. Because they have somewhere to run to, they are not
prepared to see the crisis through.

CONCLUSION

In many ways, Barefoot College is a microcosm of a more just
and creativeworld. Special emphasisis placed on giving the physically and
mentally challenged the same opportunitiesto work and belong to society as
the physically and mentally able. People who need medication but cannot
afford to pay the market price are charged 10 per cent of that price by the
health centre; if they arereally struggling they are given the medication free
of charge. Waste paper from officesisrecycled to make bags, pencil holders,
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toys of the Japanese art of origami and teaching aids—which are in turn
suppliedtolocal night schools. Office equipment, fansand lightsare powered
by solar panelson theroofs of office buildings; living quartersaresimilarly
supplied with solar energy. Drinking water and sanitation needs are met by
a combination of rooftop RWH and local hand pumps; and the local
environment is strengthened by a network of troughsthat harvest rainwater
and feed it into alarge open well used to recharge the water table. Discarded
intravenous drip bottles and tubes are disinfected and used to irrigate plants
on the campus in this semi-desert area.

Barefoot College has been putting into practice an idea first
espoused by Mahatma Gandhi: that the resources required to develop poor
communitiesliewithin the bounds of those communities. Human, technical
and financial resources need not come from outsidein order for acommunity
to bring about fundamental change and improveitsquality of life. Too often,
community resources are neglected, looked down upon, and considered
inferior just because they have not conformed to the requirements of the
formal educational system.

However, just as important, the college has demonstrated to the
villagers themselves that any one of them, man or woman, with little or no
educational qualifications, can learn to provide basic servicesto their own
community. To be able to change the mindset of poor rural people, who had
been made to feel that they could not do it themselves, is an enormous
contribution. Lessdevel oped countrieswould benefitimmensaly from adopting
this barefoot approach. It can eventually transform the outlook not only of
development officials, but, most importantly, of the rural poor themselves,
ingtillinginthema“cando” attitudetoimproving their own lives, and replacing
the apathy and hopel essness they may feel after so many years of encounter
against an irresponsive system that does not respect their abilities. “First
they ignore you, then they laugh at you, then they fight you, and then
you win”’—Mahatma Gandhi.
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