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GARY NULL (GN): My guest today is one of the more remarkable individuals that you will
ever hear speak on the subjects that we’re going to discuss: the relationship between
globalization and poverty, the oil  industry’s destruction of agriculture, plus other issues
involving the disposition of land and power and the body politics in Africa and India. Dr.
Vandana Shiva is one of India’s top nuclear physicists and an internationally renowned
environmental and social activist. She has been credited as a principal founder of India’s
ecological and eco-feminism movement.

In 1982 she founded The Research Foundation for Science and Technology and Ecology in
New Delhi,  which  led  to  the  creation  of  an  organization,  Navdanya,  dedicated  to  the
restoration of organic farming across India and the preservation of indigenous knowledge
and culture. For several decades Vandana has fought for changes in the globalized practices
of  agriculture and food and has traveled the world  speaking against  the bio-piracy of
indigenous plants and their medicinal properties by large agriculture and pharmaceutical
corporations.  She has received numerous international  awards including the Alternative
Nobel Prize, UNEP’s Global 500 Award, and the UN Earth Day International Award. Her most
recent book is “Soil Not Oil: Environmental Justice in An Age of Climate Crisis.” There are so
many pressing issues in the world today, and I would like to start with one that is not getting
the  mainstream  media  attention  that  it  deserves,  specifically  the  relationship  between
corporate globalization and increased poverty, including the policies of the World Bank, IMF,
the WTO and their western government backers. From your point of view how has the US
and its aggressive push for free market economics contributed to the increase in poverty
and  a  widening  of  the  gap  between  the  haves  and  have  nots  throughout  the  world,
especially in light of Barack Obama recently stating that he is very much for globalization
and free market efforts.

VANDANA SHIVA (VS): I think India is a good test case to see how globalization increases
real poverty even while measurements of growth make it look like the country is booming.
India’s growth these last few years has been 9 percent and it is seen as one of the fastest
growing economies. And yet in this decade of high growth under free market globalization
India has the largest number of hungry people in the world. An agrarian society that has all
the capacity to feed itself is today unable to feed its children partly because the land is
being diverted for mining, for car companies and highways, and because agriculture itself is
being diverted for luxury crops for the rich. One of the greatest tragedies of the new poverty
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that India is witnessing is the emergence of an epidemic of farm suicides. It’s one step
beyond poverty to have to end your life because you’re so deeply indebted and the debt is
completely  related  to  corporate  seed  monopolies,  such  as  Monsanto’s  genetically
engineered BT cotton. It’s a globalized agriculture controlled by a handful of agribusiness
companies-the Cargill’s and ConAgra’s-and the WTO that wrote the rules of agriculture. The
combination of  seed and commodity  controls  has  denied India  its  basic  right  to  food,
especially for the poor.

GN: There is also 9.1 percent growth in China and still  66 million hungry, unemployed
people who are now beginning to protest. Do you believe that we will begin to see protests
and riots in India such as what we have seen in Pakistan where the poor were not being
subsidized and where there is no infrastructure to care for the poor?

VN: Actually protests are happening. Some protests come out in the language, voice and
pain of the people themselves. They protest for land. They protest for food. They protest for
water. They protest for forests, for the indigenous communities. But very often, just as our
food is being genetically modified protests too are being genetically modified to appear as if
they concern religion or are related to terrorism and extremism. And this mutation into a
new form of response is partly a manipulation of those powers in control. They do not allow
a farmer’s protest to be viewed as simply a farmers’ protest. This is what was happening in
the state of Punjab two decades ago. Farmers’ protests were mutated into a protest about
religion. Out of it came the invasion of the Golden Temple in Amritsar, the military standoff,
and finally the assassination of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi who had ordered the army to
deal with the issue of the Punjab and extremism. But today terrorism is made to look like it
appears by itself. I can offer two examples of conflicts about land and livelihood which have
been distorted to look like they’re conflicts initiated by people on the basis of caste, religion
and ethnicity.  We have had a major  protest  among the pastoral  tribes in  a region of
Rajasthan, a desert area where livestock is the only economy because you can’t really farm
extensively with very little water. All of those common lands which are pastoral have been
handed over to industry to grow bio-fuel. The pastoralists are now without land as well as
livelihood. When they protest they stop the entire transport system of India. Yet the protest
is  not  written in the language of  the land and people’s  livelihood.  It  is  written in the
language of caste. Caste is a name for an occupation, just as pastoralists signify a pastoral
occupation.  Even  the  large  Darfur  conflicts  in  the  Sudan,  which  are  made  to  appear  as  if
they are only about religious strife, is really about collapsing livelihoods with increasing
desertification  due  to  climate  change.  The  settled  agriculturalists  and  the  pastoralists
cannot meet their own needs. So they end up warring against each other. I think it is time
for us to read the narrative of the new conflict and the new violence as distorted protests
that were engineered to look like something else. And of course it suits the powerful and
wealthy because they can keep free market globalization going and define war economies in
every society as a means to contain terrorism.

GN: A lot of that has to do with policies on Wall Street and in Washington, which today are
virtually one and the same. So if you have a peaceful protest of hungry farmers who cannot
afford and do not want to use the genetically modified crops, such as cotton, and who are in
such personal debt that they would rather commit suicide by the tens of thousands instead
of  seeing  their  families  suffer  anymore,  then  of  course  they  would.  But  when  you  have
people sitting on corporate boards and on Wall Street and in Washington who don’t give a
damn about the Indian public-in fact they don’t even care about the average American
because the average American is being thrown out on the street while these individuals are
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reaping humungous rewards by the very people who caused the problem. These are anti-
civic individuals. How do you stop that mindset so that every truly progressive movement
that deserves to be heard is not just stamped with the moniker of terrorist?

VN: I think the most important way to conduct resistance for a more just and peaceful
society is to be absolutely committed to nonviolence. That was the bar of India’s freedom
movement, and that is the bar of the civil rights movement in the United States-to challenge
power and wealth strategically but also nonviolently. That is a very strong demand of our
time. The second very important issue is to continue to defend the democratic right to
dissent. After all what is democracy if not the right to dissent? A dictatorship doesn’t allow
the right to dissent, and as I’ve written in book after book corporate globalization has
become a dictatorship. It is drawing states into implementing that dictatorship, and as long
as corporate globalization implements this dictatorship it will destroy democracy. It will treat
every legitimate democratic action as equal to the worst form of terrorism. So we stand for
democracy and democracy is our birthright and our duty.

GN: In our society, like your own, we have our own caste system. There are the have’s and
have not’s. I’ve never in my lifetime seen the powerful bring in the poor and ask for their
advice. So how in the world are we ever to change any thing constructively if the most
powerful people in the land surround themselves with the elitists and refuse to acknowledge
that the poor and those less up the ladder also may have something constructive to offer?
Was it not Albert Camus who said, “We rarely confide in those who are better than we are?”
What if the ‘better’ means people with more humanistic and practical views of how to solve
problems, such as the advocates of the organic movement? What if all of India, Africa, and
the United States were to start  looking at  long-term sustainability  of  small  agriculture
projects in every community using organic heirloom instead of genetically modified crops?
Think of the consequences to the water, to the air, to the land, to erosion, to reforestation,
to sustainability and compatibility.  And yet we have no such movement except at the
grassroots level. Not a single dollar in the United States goes for organic, and yet everything
goes for the big and very immoral food companies.

VS:  During  the  last  20  years  I’ve  worked  with  both  a  scientific  realization  as  well  as  a
political  realization  that  one  of  the  most  radical  revolutions  of  our  time  is  adopting
biodiversity, saving open-pollinated seeds and practicing organic farming. As you said it’s a
solution to every problem we face. It’s a solution to climate change. Moving beyond oil
returns  more  to  the  soil,  and  we  find  in  an  ecological  and  organic  agriculture  both  the
mitigation and the adaptation strategies for knowing how to deal with the mess that a fossil
fuel civilization has created. Organic food is the best solution to the biggest health problem
of our time. Two billion obese and ill with food-related diseases. One billion denied their
rights to food. Hence three billion are denied the right to wholesome food that can be solved
with a local ecologically robust food economy. Then there is the issue of water. Ten times
more water is used in industrial chemical agriculture. Water is clearly a limiting factor and
will become more of a crisis as climate change melts our glaciers, dries up our springs, and
leaves more and more areas water scarce. It’s also a solution to the conflicts all around us. I
recently returned from a long field trip in the very poor Indian state of Orissa. Culturally, in
terms of peace and harmony between nature and people and between people and people,
there are amazing examples. Every villager has the deepest humanity. Every villager has
the deepest sense of self sufficiency and enough-ness. That is the future we have to strive
for. And I think the biggest monopoly in our time is when agribusiness went into the oil
economy. It is a new genetic engineering industry. They are not going to allow governments
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to  move  towards  organic  farming  rapidly.  They  will  try  everything  to  force  genetic
engineering upon us. Two decades ago when I started the Navdanya movement in India,
these  companies  had  announced  they  would  have  all  seeds  patented  and  all  crops
genetically  engineered  by  the  turn  of  the  century.  They  have  so  far  only  genetically
engineered  four  crops  on  any  significant  scale:  cotton,  soy,  rice  and  canola.  They  haven’t
managed to patent everything under the sun, and we have built a movement that will not
acknowledge patents. I call it the seed satyagraha just like Gandhi’s satyagraha when he
told the British that nature gives salt for free. We need it for our survival. We will make our
own salt. In the same way we get seeds from our ancestors and nature. We will continue to
save them for future generations, and we will not obey patent laws. I believe if we keep
saving our open-pollinated seeds, if we keep doing organic farming, and those in the cities
commit themselves to eating only food that is genuinely free of patents, GMO’s, pesticides
and toxins,  and free of  corporate control,  we can succeed.  Even if  governments don’t
change their policies we will have created another economy. And if you look at the growth of
the movement, it has grown without policy protection in spite of adverse policies. When we
combine  the  financial,  climate  and  food  crises,  the  manipulative  corporate  economies  will
not survive. The economies of care and compassion fight it by their recognition that we live
on a very fragile earth and have a very high level of responsibility to protect it. If there’s
going to be a future, it’s going to be found in people’s actions.

GN: I’ve always been an organic farmer, and I’ve been a major promoter of organic farming
in the United States on a small scale. I’m a believer in moving back to the land, and then
creating small sustainable communities. To grow one pound of organic potatoes takes 60
gallons of water. To grow one pound of meat, a 16 ounce steak, requires 12,000 gallons of
water. If we’re running out of water, and we are, would you suggest that it would make
sense to preserve our water by being conscious that you’re going to eat something that
requires  less?  Now  that  meat  has  arachidonic  acid.  That  arachidonic  acid  increases
chemicals  in  the  body  called  cytokines  and  tumor  necrosis  factors  that  result  in
inflammation.  By  eating  organic  and  eating  more  naturally  not  only  are  avoiding  these
chemicals, besides many environmental toxins, but we are also saving water. Much food we
buy at our corporate markets has traveled thousands of miles to reach our tables, and this
leaves a large carbon footprint. So wouldn’t it be better to buy something local, support our
local food crops and organic movements to lessen pollution? Isn’t it advantageous then to
do everything we can to clean up the environment by going green? For those in India and
other parts of the world who are principally vegetarian, and who care about life and the
environment, do you imagine that at some point there needs to be a collective shift in
consciousness that supersedes the power brokers and the policy makers, and says, “We
tried it your way and look where we’re at. We’re now going to do it our way, and you’re
welcome to join us, but we’re not going to listen to you anymore.”

VS: Just because the corporate media doesn’t cover it, doesn’t mean it’s not happening on a
large scale. I think if you add together the people who want to eat and live consciously, who
want to reduce the human ecological footprint on the planet, who want to do less harm to
other human beings — because every economic system that does violence to the planet
also violates the rights of fellow human beings — creates a powerful force in the world. I
think as this information becomes more coherent and moves more quickly a conscious shift
will take place. A year ago people would never have believed those of us who were saying
all  these  measures  of  financial  growth  are  fictitious.  It’s  just  a  bubble  waiting  to  burst.
Twenty years ago I started to organize rallies of half a million farmers in the street to
declare that the agra-industrial system would kill our farmers. It was a death knell for our
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farmers and a recipe for hunger. People didn’t believe it. Today the farmers are committing
suicide. Today the food prices have risen. Food sovereignty and local food systems are back
on the agenda and that reveals the incoherence of the dominant corporate system. The
governance of the truth we stand by, the truth of the earth, the truth of nature, the truth of
justice is our greatest strength and that will only increase consciousness. From it we’ll only
grow  with  every  step  along  the  way.  The  next  five  and  ten  years  will  be  absolutely
unpredictable times, but as long as we can hold our ground and hope, I believe the shift of
consciousness will turn today’s dominators into the marginals who will be enlightened to
come join our table of peaceful food and of abundant food.

GN: Well I absolutely agree with you. That was a very special insight. Now to two other areas
that are not getting the attention, in my opinion, that they deserve in the United States.
Every  US  administration,  Democrat  or  Republican,  has  looked  at  profit  as  preferable  to
people.  How has the mega corporations  and western administrations  given us  a  false
utopian  concept  regarding  human  and  economic  development  and  environmental
sustainability for raising people out of poverty? During the elections I didn’t see a single
statement that was printed or a voice spoken about the hundred million poor in the United
States, the 36 million who go to bed hungry each day, the 12 million children in the United
States who don’t have enough to eat, let alone the 27 thousand children who die each year,
and most of them from infections, from bad water or malnutrition. Not a word about these
things, and yet they blather on as if somehow they’re in touch. I’m asking who are they in
touch with? Since it’s always about profit and never about people.

VS:  You  know  as  the  food  crisis  has  intensified  during  the  last  year,  food  prices  have
doubled.  But we’ve also seen the corporate profits driving the food system double.  I  think
we now have a major contest between two futures. There’s the future that you and I are
talking about and living in. It’s a future of providing food security to the last child on the
basis of people working lovingly with the land. More farmers growing good food, growing
organic  food,  and  this  will  drive  away  hunger  and  food  scarcity.  I  really  find  the  United
Nation’s millennium goals highly un-ambitious because seven or eight years ago they talked
only about halving the number of  people who go to bed hungry.  Well,  with ecological
farming and biodiversity agriculture we are not only doubling and tripling but we could
increase food production five-fold and nutritional production even higher because the foods
grown organically have much higher levels of  nutrition.  That’s the way to address the
problem of hunger. That’s the way to make sure society does not neglect people. Of course
there is another agenda. And that agenda will attempt to use the crisis it has created to
grab more of the food and agrarian economy. Look at what happened at the June Summit on
climate and food. The biggest winner was fortune’s foremost Bill Gates and his foundation
who wants to sell  more chemical fertilizers to Africa, and then commercialize the food
supply for Africa. The second winner was the genetic engineering lobby. Of course both of
these plans are completely inappropriate. The prices of fertilizers are going high. Nitrogen
fertilizers are a major cause of global warming because the nitrogen oxides emitted are 300
times more lethal in global warming than carbon dioxide. To push more chemical fertilizers
during this period of climate change is doubly criminal because it will force African peasants
into  debt,  and  then it  will  force  all  of  humanity  into  an  ecological  debt.  The  genetic
engineering  lobby  offered  a  false  solution.  They  said  only  they  can  solve  the  problem  of
addressing climate change. They can’t because genetic engineering can only deal with
single gene manipulations. Climate resilience in crops is a multi-genetic trait. They cannot
engineer climate resilience. They can steal salt resistant seeds from us. They can steal flood
resistant seeds from us. They can steal sources of seeds from us. I’m in fact preparing for
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our  next  campaign  against  bio-piracy-when  agricorporations  patent  our  traditional
knowledge, our indigenous seeds. And when corporations are patenting, and there are 500
pending patents on climate resilience traits in crops, all of this is based on bio-piracy. Of
course the real solution that we are offering is building community seed banks, building the
commons for people to share as disasters happen. For example, we took salt tolerant rice
down to the tsunami areas and drought tolerant rice to the areas in central India where they
were having a four-year drought linked again to a climate catastrophe. The corporations will
continue to seek profits. So we have to build on community. We have to build on people’s
rights. And this contest is not going to go away in a hurry. But the fact that it doesn’t go
away in a hurry doesn’t mean we don’t build the power of people.

GN: I would like to discuss the relationship between how the loss of natural biodiversity
increases population growth and thereby increases poverty. If you would address the large
agro-industrial players that you mentioned earlier and the destruction of biodiversity with
their genetically modified seeds. I might mention that Hillary and Bill Clinton were sponsors
of the Stevens Financial Group out of Little Rock, Arkansas, who was a major player in
developing  these  genetically  modified  seeds.  Under  NAFTA  and  the  WTO,  the  Clinton
administration and its supporters thought it was a great idea. Little did they ever consider or
care about the consequences. So if you would take a look at what it means to be forced into
using seeds because your own natural seeds are no longer available. This has been true
around the world where the World Bank and IMF went into almost every developing country
and said, “We’ll give you a loan, but you must now give us structural adjustments. No more
growing sustainable crops. No more small crops. Now you’re going to plant cash crops:
cotton, soybeans, rubber and crops that you can get out of the country and sell abroad. That
was also the case in India. Also speak about the contradiction between the great Green
Movement, which won one person the Nobel Prize. But they weren’t looking at what this
green revolution actually meant in terms of the average person.

VS: Well you know the Green Revolution was far from green. It was introduced in India in
1965 and ’66 when we had a drought. Because of the drought we needed to buy grain, and
the  US  government  said  we  could  not  have  higher  imports  unless  we  changed  our
agriculture to the new seeds and the new chemicals.  This package of new seeds that
required chemicals is what is called the Green Revolution. The seeds had been evolved by
Norman  Borlaug  who  received  the  Nobel  Peace  Prize.  The  assumption  was  that
commercializing and making agriculture more dependent on purchases would create a
capitalist alternative to the spread of communism. And the reason the Green Revolution was
called green was because it was contrary to red. It was not called green because it was
ecological. The word green did not describe any ecological movement at that time. The
Green Revolution was also pushed by the World Bank, which forced structural adjustments
on India.  It  gave loans linked to  structural  adjustment  to  move seeds,  pesticides  and
chemicals. The World Bank financed large dams that provided the intensive irrigation their
seeds  and  chemicals  required.  Within  the  first  few  years  25  percent  of  the  peasantry  of
Punjab had been wiped out. They were displaced from the land. Well within a decade,
agriculture in Punjab had fallen into disarray,  which is  what then led to the extremist
movement of the late ’70s and early ’80s. That was the basis of my book, “The Violence of
the Green Revolution,” because I wanted to understand why the land, which was called the
most prosperous, is today the angriest and why young Punjabis were taking to guns. What
the Green Revolution basically did was push farmers into debt. It left the land desertified. It
destroyed variety. Punjab used to grow 250 crop varieties. Today it grows monocultures of
wheat and rice during two separate seasons and a monoculture of genetically engineered
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cotton. Punjab is one of the areas where we have large numbers of farm suicides. Twenty
percent of the Punjab is now unfit for cultivation. Ten percent is water logged by putting too
much water in intensive irrigation. Now this is precisely the package upon which the genetic
engineering revolution has been built. The biotechnology industry calls it the second green
revolution, and Bill Gates wants to take this package to Africa as the Alliance for the Green
Revolution  in  Africa.  Gate’s,  the  Rockefeller’s  and  their  corporate  affiliates  would  like  to
bulldoze over Africa a green revolution like they bulldozed it  on India in 1965 through
conditions and through destruction of our sovereignty and democratic decision making. But
the true green revolution is the ecological agriculture revolution. That’s what we are trying
to build.

GN: A final question I would like you to address is the difference between what evolutionary
biologists, such as the late Francisco Varella and others, call autopoetic systems as opposed
to allopoetic systems. Autopoetic systems are those that are self-organized and are self
renewed and such systems rely on biodiversity and are self-sustained. If agriculture, human
development  and  economics  were  to  think  autopoetically  there  would  be  a  flourishing  of
well being and sustainability. On the other hand, allopoetic systems are externally driven.
This is what the entire Green Revolution believed in. Therefore, this revolution seized upon
external  stimuli  to  develop  artificial  energy  and  external  resources.  However,  this  is  a
completely mechanistic model. There is nothing holistic about it. It’s totally against what
we’re talking about and requires increasing energy input like dumping more and more fossil
fuels into an industry that would not be required if it was autopoetic.

VN: In my view, ecology is about self organization. It’s the ability of an eco system to clean
itself up. That’s self organization, an autopoetic system. It’s about seeds being able to
reproduce themselves. That’s an autopoetic system. A genetically engineered seed is an
allopoetic system. It needs an external control for its reproduction. A genuine seed is a seed
that needs only itself, some soil and sunshine to give you a plant. A child growing into an
adult in their full humanity is an autopoetic system. Slaves live under allopoetic conditions.
Chemical agriculture and industrial agriculture are allopoetic. The free market globalized
economy is an allopoetic system. It’s externally organized. Sovereign local economies are
autopoetic systems. Gandhi called this an economy of place, the ability to be creative and to
produce for yourself and to meet your own needs. Self-organization is also the highest form
of democracy. Democracy is not just going and voting. Genuine democracy is the ability to
self-organize to make real decisions about how we are to live: to be able to shape our food
system and our education. That means taking power back. That power will not be handed
over to us by those who have taken it away. It will have to be shaped by our everyday
actions. We will have to reclaim that deep democracy and that’s our autopoetic system.

GN: I want to thank you very, very much for being with us today. You’ve given us a lot of
great insights, and hopefully people will read your new book, “Soil Not Oil: Justice in An Age
of  Climate  Crisis,”  or  go  to  your  website:  www.vandanashiva.org  and  see  all  of  your
activities.

Gary Null, Ph.D. is the nation’s longest talk show host on alternative health on NPR and
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