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It does not require oil, gas, coal or nukes;
it empowers people not machines; it is
shramadana. Literally meaning the giving
(dana) of human energy (shrama), this
source of power is widely used in rural
Sri Lanka. In more than two thousand
villages over the past twenty-two years
that is how roads have been built, irri-
gation canals dug, markets and meeting
halls erected. Note the name: neither the
purchase of energy through tariffs,
taxes, tolls, nor the forced conscription
of human labour, shramadana is rather
its free gift — dana denoting both gift
and the virtue of generosity itself, the
supreme and most meritorious ‘perfec-
tion’ in the ancient Buddhist tradition
of this land.

OVER THE CENTURIES the notion of
dana had become largely identified with
alms-giving to the Sangha or order of
Buddhist monks. It was almost forgotten
that, long before the colonial rulers came
with their Western ways, the great irriga-
tion systems, that had made of this
island the ‘granary of the East,” were
constructed and maintained through the
voluntary sharing of human energy. This

was recalled, however, as a glory of the
past that could be reappropriated, when
in 1958 a young Buddhist schoolteacher
organized the first shramadana work
camp in one of the island’s poorest, most
backward communities.

The campaign launched then, by A.T.
Ariyaratna and his friends, has grown into
a national movement for rural develop-
ment. Sarvodaya Shramadana, its name
meaning the ‘awakening of all’ through
the ‘giving of energy,’ is now the largest
non-governmental programme in the
country. While its activities have branched
out into many forms, from preschools
and craft centres to alternative marketing
schemes, shramadana remains a central
feature. The financial aid from foreign
countries that has poured in in recent
years, affording handsome headquarters,
training centres, motor vehicles, has been
attracted by the movement’s energy on
the grass-roots level — a vitality which
springs from shramadana and which
money cannot buy.

Any day, any week, there will be
several shramadana’ work tamps under-
way around the island — one or two may
go on for months, but most occur on

Sundays, when folks are free from jobs
and school. You can cut a two-mile
road through the jungle on three Sundays,
if you rally enough people. And ‘people’
does not mean just ablebodied men, but
children, too, and mothers and grand-
parents, everybody can contribute. If you
are not big and strong enough to wield
the heavy mammoty or to loosen, lasso
and pull over a palm tree, you can rake
the dirt or carry the kettle of hot sweet
tea that goes the rounds. Except for the
elephant borrowed on'the first Sunday 10
haul out the heaviest trees, all the power
is people power. There is no roar of bull-
dozer or drill to compete with the music
that blares from the loudspeaker set up
in the temple compound — or with the
laughter. Toward the temple’s open
preaching hall pots full of rice and
curries, with fresh banana leaves tied on
for tops, are carried from each house-
hold. Come noon, you leave your tool,
converge there with the others for a co-
operative meal and the traditional Sarvo-
daya ‘family gathering.” You can sit then
on a straw mat, as the hottest part of the
day slips by, sharing the curry a neigh-
bour cooked and the songs and prayers
and talks which follow.

Then it is back to work, to see if we all
can finish the section of road as far as the
paddy field before we quit until next
week or next month’s Sunday shrama-
dana. As you collaborate to lever up some
roots, you may find yourself in a team
with someone you hardly know. He may
be from the other side of the village and
from a caste different from yours. But
you work together now, learning to know
and trust each other’s strength; and, as
you heard done in the ‘family gathering’
and as you were urged there to do, you
call him malli, brother.

Shramadana campaigns proved so effec-
tive in organizing villagers, that in the
mid-60s the government conducted some
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