A.T. Ariyaratne, Sri Lanka. A thematic essay which speaks to Principle 9 on recognizing
the ignored, protecting the vulnerable, and serving those who suffer

Awakening and the Earth Charter in Sri Lanka
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beautiful country, the negative effects of urbanisation and commercialisation become strikingly evident. Air pollution and
reliance on non-renewable energy restrict our very ability to
breathe. The transportation infrastructure required to move vast
quantities of unnecessary and artificial consumer goods from
port to village is woefully inadequate. From outer space one can
see this island, once covered by rain forests and teeming with
wildlife, as a crowded patchwork of roadways choked by a gridlock of people leaving home and family to manufacture clothing
and goods for consumption at retail prices far in excess of what
those workers themselves can afford. The “Made in Sri Lanka”
label on your garments may carry with it a short-term benefit
but a long-term curse.
Though one can be paralysed by despair at such trends, Sarvodaya and the Earth Charter are rooted in a distinctly different
way of thinking and acting. Instead of giving in to the intense
violence of civil war, Sarvodaya has seen that mass meditation
involving more than two million ordinary people has, at critical
moments, established an overwhelming ambience and psychosocial disposition for peace. Visitors to Sri Lanka’s most notorious prisons are now finding that meditation programmes sponsored by Sarvodaya have loosened the shackles of retribution.
Jailed hardcore criminals have become remarkably less violent.
Sarvodaya programmes in gender relations and children’s and

Principle 9. Eradicate poverty as an ethical, social, and environmental imperative.

women’s rights focus on “the spirit of the law” as well as the
questionable workings of a legal system that, in general, provides little succour to the poor.
Discussing details of projects, however, does not adequately
communicate the fundamental principles of the Earth Charter to
masses of Sri Lankans and their counterparts across the globe
who endure unspeakable suffering. Just as economic poverty or
isolation rob villagers of even a modicum of happiness in their
struggle to stay alive from one day to another, a comparable
spiritual poverty and sense of alienation render hollow the
material comforts of post-industrial societies. That is why the
awakening of all which Sarvodaya and the Earth Charter envision is of a more fundamental nature.
Even the best initiatives of governments, and of partisan politics, will not produce desired results if the individual citizen
does not understand them or willingly participate in them. We
will all benefit if we can help ordinary people to experience the
joy and accomplishment of self-governance through participation. Nations can gather deliberate and make declarations. We
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