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“What is your problem?”

At first glance, the question seemed harmless,
even necessary. 

But over time, we began to realise that the
question itself can reshape the relationship
between communities and civil society.

I still remember the early years when we
entered villages carrying this simple question:

When communities are asked only
about their problems, they are
often unintentionally reduced
to sites of deficiency. People
become “beneficiaries with
needs.” Villages become
inventories of gaps and
shortages.

And conversations begin revolving
around ‘WHAT IS MISSING’, roads,
ration cards, drinking water,
pensions, schools, and services.

These concerns are real,
But when communities are engaged 

only through the language of 
problems, something deeper is lost.



But when we sit longer, if we continue
listening beyond the first answers,
something deeper begins to emerge.

The conversation slowly changes.
People begin speaking not only about services, but
about relationships

...about forests

...about migration

...about memory

...about dignity

... disappearing seeds

... why children no longer speak

their language

... women carrying silent exhaustion

... rivers that once flowed

differently

... songs that are no longer sung

... institutions that stopped

listening

And then another realisation emerges.
Communities are not powerless.
They have simply been disconnected from their
own collective strength!



It often reminds me of the story of Hanuman
in the Ramayana, a figure who possessed
extraordinary strength and wisdom, yet had
forgotten his own power until others helped
him remember who he truly was.

Many rural and Indigenous communities live inMany rural and Indigenous communities live in

similar conditions today.similar conditions today.

Not because they lack wisdom.Not because they lack wisdom.

Not because they lack leadership.Not because they lack leadership.

But because systems have systematicallyBut because systems have systematically

reduced them into recipients rather thanreduced them into recipients rather than

participants.participants.

Many rural and Indigenous communities live in
similar conditions today.

Not because they lack wisdom.
Not because they lack leadership.

But because systems have systematically
reduced them into recipients rather than
participants.

They are not stories ofThey are not stories of

charity.charity.

They are not stories ofThey are not stories of

isolated interventions.isolated interventions.

They are stories of communitiesThey are stories of communities

redesigning governance from theredesigning governance from the

ground up.ground up.

They are not stories of
charity.

They are not stories of
isolated interventions.

They are stories of communities
redesigning governance from the
ground up.

These field notes emerge from those
encounters with those living capacities.



Over the last fifteen years, we have
witnessed something remarkable.

Across villages in
India, people are
quietly building
systems of listening,
accountability,
participation,
collective imagination,
and public action.

When communities begin listening to one another
again, when they build collective platforms, when
they realise that thousands of people can say one
thing at one time, democracy itself begins to shift.

And perhaps, the future of democracy may arrive
not from global capitals, but from places the
world forgot to listen to.

These efforts are often
informal, fragile, and
unfinished and often do
not fit neatly into
development templates or
governance frameworks.



Policies are frequently designed far away from
lived realities. Technology is scaling
communication rapidly, but not necessarily trust,
accountability, or democratic connection.

At the same time, climate change, migration, food
insecurity, ecological degradation, and widening
inequality are intensifying social fractures
across societies.

In response, governance systems have become
increasingly dependent on dashboards, metrics,
surveys, and administrative frameworks. While
these tools are important, they often fail to
capture the emotional, cultural, ecological, and
relational dimensions of people’s lives.

Across the world, democratic institutions
are facing a crisis of legitimacy.

Why These Field Notes Matter

The Global
Governance Crisis

Marginalised communities
continue to remain invisible
within governance systems

Citizens increasingly feel unheard.
Participation is often symbolic.



As a result,
participation frequently

becomes extractive.

This gap becomes especially visible in
indigenous and rural communities.

"Beneficia
ry

Cluster"

""Forest Dependent
Population"

"Water St
ress

Category
"

Too often, these communities are approached
primarily through the language of deficiency:

as beneficiaries rather than co-designers,

as data points rather than knowledge holders,

as populations to be administered rather than
societies carrying governance wisdom
accumulated across generations.



These notes attempt to document
fragments of that emerging possibility —
not as perfected models, but as grounded

experiments in rebuilding democracy from
the margins outward.

The world does not only need
better delivery systems.

It needs a new democratic imagination.

Communities are consulted occasionally,
surveyed repeatedly, and documented
extensively — yet rarely invited to shape the
systems affecting their futures.

At the same time, many of today’s governance
challenges cannot be solved through
centralised institutions alone.

Questions of ecological resilience, cultural
continuity, democratic trust, migration,
nutrition, and collective wellbeing require
deeper forms of participation, listening, and
local intelligence.



Across tribal and rural
India, communities are
quietly building another
possibility:

One rooted in listening,
collective action,
ecological relationships,
cultural memory, and
community-led governance.

‘‘These experiments may appear small.

 But together they represent something profound.

They represent communities redesigning

democracy in real time’’.

These field notes begin from
a simple proposition:...

The world
urgently

needs a new
democratic

imagination.

They are experimenting with:

listening systems,

decentralized participation,

digital accountability,

women-led governance,

collective leadership,

ecological stewardship,

community evidence systems,

synchronized civic action.



Democracy is often understood throughDemocracy is often understood through

elections, constitutions, and institutions.elections, constitutions, and institutions.

But in villages across rural India,But in villages across rural India,

democracy is negotiated daily through:democracy is negotiated daily through:

water,water,

schools,schools,

forests,forests,

nutrition,nutrition,

migration,migration,

land,land,

health,health,

and dignity.and dignity.

Democracy is often understood through

elections, constitutions, and institutions.

But in villages across rural India,

democracy is negotiated daily through:

water,

schools,

forests,

nutrition,

migration,

land,

health,

and dignity.

The Core Thesis

Over years of grassroots work, 
one core insight repeatedly emerged:

‘‘Democracy is not only representation.
 Democracy is an infrastructure for listening.’’



Human
Evidence  

Listening 

Participation 
Requisites for
Reimagining
Governance

Listening is Governance

It allows institutions to remain connected to lived
realities. It is what transforms information into
accountability, and participation into collective meaning.

This work rests on three
interconnected arguments

Participation Needs Structure

Communities do not participate simply because
opportunities exist. Communities need platforms, rituals,
communication channels, and local leadership structures.

Evidence Can Be Human

Modern governance systems privilege quantitative
evidence, but communities carry many other forms of
knowledge: Data must include emotion. Governance must
include lived experience.



trust increases,
participation deepens,
collective ownership emerges,
and communities begin shaping solutions
themselves.
In many rural areas, people have experienced
decades of institutions arriving only to
instruct, distribute, or collect information.
Very few institutions arrive simply to listen.
The moment communities feel heard,
participation changes.

It requires communication systems that
connect scattered experiences into shared
understanding.
It requires synchronisation across
villages, groups, and movements so that
isolated concerns become collective voice.
Sustained participation also depends on
cadre — local leaders, facilitators, youth
groups, women’s collectives, and community
institutions capable of maintaining
continuity over time.

Without these structures, participation
becomes episodic and symbolic.

LISTENING: 
When systems genuinely listens

PARTICIPATION: 
Needs Structure



A voice note recorded after a failed harvest.
A grandmother’s observation about changing
forest cycles.
A community pledge against distress migration.
Stories of hunger, care, fear, resilience, or
ecological memory.
Local mapping of water sources.
Traditional knowledge passed through practice
rather than documentation.

HUMAN EVIDENCE:
Realities essential to community wellbeing

cannot be fully captured through conventional
data systems alone. It can be...



Our work is rooted in one central belief:
Communities themselves hold the capacity to shape governance
systems when provided with platforms, structures, relationships,

and collective spaces for participation.

Over the past
fifteen years,
Atmashakti has
evolved into a
large-scale
grassroots

ecosystem working
across multiple
states in India.

The approach focuses on strengthening democratic
culture from below — through

local leadership, synchronized participation,
community dialogue, and collective action.

The Governance Architecture
Emerging from the Ground



Over time, this has evolved into a layered
community-led governance architecture that
connects villages to wider networks of
learning, accountability, and public
engagement.

The ecosystem includes:

Village-Level Committees
Gram Panchayat Collectives
Block and District-Level Structures
Jansathis (community facilitators)
URMI Women Leaders
Young Eagles youth networks
#Warriors digital collectives
Indigenous Leadership Councils
GAPA digital leadership platforms
Grameen Charcha public dialogue spaces
Indigenous Yatra listening platforms

A Possible
Democratic Cycle

Listening
↓

Collective
Meaning
↓

System Response

When these three
remain connected,

democracy becomes

adaptive, participatory,
and alive.

What emerged over time was not simply a programmatic
model, but a living democratic infrastructure rooted in

participation, listening, and community ownership.

These inter
connected s

paces
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 to identif

y shared

challenges,
 strengthen

 local

leadership,
surface gov

ernance

issues coll
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systems.



Pillars
STRUCTURE

Building village-to-
state level collectives
capable of sustained
participation.

Creating systems
where thousands of
people can
collectively amplify
issues.

SYNCHRONISED 
COMMUNICATION

This ecosystem operates through
four interconnected pillars:

Developing grassroots
leaders from within
communities rather than
importing external
leadership.

LOCAL LEADERSHIP

PUBLIC NARRATIVE 
BUILDING
Ensuring grassroots realities
influence public discourse
and policy conversations.
The ecosystem today reaches
thousands of villages and
demonstrates how
decentralized participation
can function at scale while
remaining deeply local.



One of the most significant learnings from the field
emerged through Indigenous Yatra.

The initiative began with a simple but radical idea:

What happens when communities are listened to at scale?

Instead of entering villages with predefined programs,
teams entered with tools for listening.

Listening as Democratic
Infrastructure

Indigenous Yatra



These included:

Wisdom Boxes,
Voice Reports,
Community letters,
oral histories,
food documentation,
traditional seed
collections,
ecological narratives,
and emotional memory
mapping.

Wisdom Boxes became symbolic
listening infrastructures.

Communities placed inside them:
handwritten letters,
seeds, recipes, medicinal
knowledge, voice recordings,
village concerns, and
collective aspirations.

These boxes represented
something powerful:
Knowledge does not only exist
inside institutions.
Communities themselves are
repositories of governance.

These emotions shape governance.

The Indigenous Yatra revealed that systems
must listen not only to problems, but also to

memory, emotion, and aspiration.

Listening as Democratic
Infrastructure

Wisdom Boxes



12 Baje 12 Minute

Communities Creating
Accountability Systems

In many villages, governance failures continue not
because problems are invisible, but because
communities lack mechanisms to collectively amplify
them.

12 Baje 12 Minute emerged as a
grassroots digital accountability
platform designed to change this

equation.



The process demonstrated that technology
becomes transformative when combined

with collective action.

complaints rem
ained scattere

d,

villages felt 
invisible,

and people lac
ked confidence

in systems.

Before collectiv
e

digital escalati
on:

issues gained visibility,officials responded faster,communities gained confidence,and local governance becamemore accountable.

After synchronized
digital participation:

The idea was simple:
Every day at 12 PM, communities
collectively raise local governance issues
through digital platforms by tagging
responsible officials and departments.

What began as an experiment gradually evolved into
a form of micro-democracy:

From Isolated Complaints to Collective Voice



URMI created grassroots women-led leadership
structures where women collectively addressed:

Women Redesigning
Public Leadership

From Beneficiaries
to Governance Actors

URMI Leaders

domestic violence,
water access,
nutrition,
social protection,
health,
education,
livelihoods,
governance participation

Across many villages, women
historically remained excluded
from governance spaces.

Their labour sustained households.
But their voices rarely shaped
public decisions.

The URMI leadership initiative
began changing this reality.

Taruni Majhi

Pushpanjali BeheraSapna Bhoi



The most significant transformation
was not only institutional. 

It was emotional.

Women who once hesitated to speak publicly
began negotiating with administration
officials, organizing collectives,

facilitating meetings, using digital tools,
and leading public action.



In many tribal and rural areas, youth are
frequently perceived only through the lens of
migration or unemployment.

But over time, another possibility emerged.
Youth themselves became civic facilitators.

Youth, Digital Citizenship,
and Civic Participation

Young Eagles &
 Mo Chatshali



Through initiatives like 
Young Eagles and Mo Chatshali,
local youth began:

facilitating learning spaces,
documenting village issues,
supporting governance processes,
conducting STEM activities,
and mobilizing communities.

The COVID-19 crisis revealed the importance of
this local leadership.

Mo Chatshali became one of the most powerful
examples of local civic innovation.

Instead of waiting for external systems
to solve the crisis, communities
themselves mobilized local resources.

Children continued learning.
Dropout rates remained controlled.
Education became community-owned.



Digital Citizenship
from Villages

Digital tools also transformed participation.
Youth helped communities:

create social media accounts,
document grievances,
escalate governance failures,
and publicly amplify local concerns.

This shift redefined citizenship.

Villagers were no longer passive recipients.

They became visible participants
in governance systems.



In many Indigenous societies,
ecology is inseparable from
governance systems.

Governance Beyond
the State

One of the most important learnings from the field
is that governance cannot be understood only
through state institutions.

Communities govern their
relationships every day
with:
 

forests,
rivers,
seeds,
food,
culture, and
one another.

Ecology, Culture,
and Democracy



The Brown to Green initiative emerged from
this understanding.

Large areas of rice-fallow land remained
uncultivated after paddy harvests.

Through community mobilization, seed
distribution, and collective participation,
farmers began cultivating second crops
across these lands.

Brown to Green

The initiative improved:

food security,
livelihoods,
nutrition, and
ecological resilience.

More importantly, it
demonstrated that
sustainable agriculture
becomes scalable when
rooted in community
ownership.



Nutrition
Kitchen Gardens

Villages and communities
established nutrition
kitchen gardens to
improve dietary diversity
and reduce malnutrition.

Women became central
actors in this process.

The initiative linked:
nutrition,
local agriculture,
women’s leadership,
and household resilience.



Through play:

confidence in
creased,

dialogue emer
ged,

and women beg
an

stepping into
 public

leadership ro
les.

Games created safe spaces for participation.

Governance through
Traditional Games

Sanginidar
Initiative

In Sanginidar centres,
traditional games became
spaces for governance
learning.

Women gathered not only to
play but to discuss:

health,
rights,
leadership,
gender equality, and
collective action.



Emotion
Community dignity

Memory
Belonging
Identity

Participation

The framework highlights that
governance systems become
stronger when they understand
these interconnections rather
than treating issues in isolation.

Modern development systems
often separate ecology,
economy, and society.

But communities repeatedly
demonstrated that these
dimensions remain deeply
interconnected.

Ecology
Forests

Water

Seeds

Biodivers
ity

Tradition
al 

ecologica
l

knowledge

Ecology, Culture, and
Collective Futures

Atmashakti gradually developed a framework centered around:

Economy
Livelihoods
Agriculture
Migration

Local enterprise
Community
resilience



The process included:

consultations,
exhibitions,
challenge labs,
storytelling
sessions,
cultural
participation,
and public dialogue.

One of the deepest democratic needs is not only
services. People also need spaces to imagine together.

Grameen Charcha emerged as a public democratic space
where communities gathered to:

analyze problems,
exchange knowledge,
reflect collectively,
showcase innovations,
discuss governance,
and imagine futures.

Democracy requires public imagination.
Communities need spaces where they are not merely
petitioners but thinkers, creators, and co-designers.

Grameen Charcha demonstrated something important:

The Power of
Collective Imagination

Grameen Charcha



Challenge Labs further expanded this process.

Communities collectively analyzed:

migration,
water crises,
agricultural systems,
education failures,
market exclusion,
and ecological degradation.

The goal was not only to identify problems.
It was to build collective understanding and

community-owned pathways forward.

Challenge Labs



Communities collectively sent hundreds of thousands
of postcards demanding changes in food security
inclusion criteria.

The scale of synchronized participation generated
pressure that eventually influenced government
policy.

More than one lakh additional families gained access
to food and nutrition support.

The campaign demonstrated a profound democratic
lesson:

One of the most powerful
examples of synchronized
action emerged through a
massive postcard campaign.

When thousands of marginalized people say one thing
at one time, systems are forced to listen.

Governance Innovations
from the Ground

Million Voices, One Change

The Power of
Postcards



In another initiative, cyclists travelled
through villages collecting people’s demands
and aspirations. Instead of political parties
defining agendas, communities themselves
shaped a People’s Manifesto. The process
reversed traditional top-down politics.

Children across Odisha painted their “dream schools”
while contrasting them with existing school
realities. Their visual narratives highlighted
infrastructure gaps and educational inequalities.
The campaign eventually influenced government
investment toward school improvement. The initiative
demonstrated that children themselves can become
powerful governance actors when given platforms for
expression.

The People’s Manifesto

Dream Schools Campaign



Following the COVID-19 learning crisis, children
documented their educational experiences on a massive
cloth installation.

The visual storytelling process generated public
visibility around learning loss and contributed to
policy responses focused on learning recovery.

Gunjaran: Storytelling
through Fabric



Across all these experiences, several lessons
repeatedly emerged.

Democracy Needs Listening Systems

Participation cannot survive where institutions
stop listening.

Data Must Include Emotion

Lived experience is also evidence.

Participation Requires Rituals and Spaces

Communities need continuous spaces for dialogue,
imagination, and collective reflection.

What These Communities
Are Teaching the World



Technology Should Strengthen Collective Agency

Digital tools become transformative when
communities control them.

Women’s Leadership Reshapes Governance

Women do not only improve participation.
They redefine priorities and democratic culture
itself.

Indigenous Knowledge Holds Governance Wisdom

Traditional ecological and social systems
contain critical insights for sustainable
futures.

Scale Can Remain Human

Large-scale participation does not require
centralized systems alone.
Communities can scale collective action while
remaining deeply local.



The Future Listening Systems
and Democratic Futures

The future of governance may depend less on
stronger control systems and more on stronger
listening systems.

The experiences documented in these field notes
point toward emerging democratic possibilities:

community evidence systems,
AI-supported voice documentation,
listening laboratories,
decentralized civic infrastructure,
women-led governance,
youth civic networks,
and place-based democratic ecosystems.

This is not a finished model.
It is an evolving democratic prototype.

The work ahead involves:

deepening listening systems,
strengthening local leadership,
building global collaborations,
creating public learning platforms,
and ensuring communities remain central
to governance futures.



Closing Essay

Democracy is a Verb

In many villages, democracy is not discussed
through constitutions or political theory.
It is practiced through everyday acts.

It lives in:

water meetings,
voice notes,
women’s gatherings,
seed exchanges,
school discussions,
grievance calls,
theatre performances,
playgrounds,
and collective marches.

It appears when communities stop waiting.

It appears when women who once remained silent
begin speaking publicly.

It appears when youth realize they can shape
governance.

It appears when villages collectively amplify
their voices.

It appears when systems begin listening.



These field notes are not documentation
of finished solutions. They are fragments
of an emerging democratic future.

A future where governance is not only
administered. It is co-created.

A future where communities are not
recipients. They are designers.

A future where listening itself becomes
political infrastructure.

The future may not arrive first in capitals.

It may arrive quietly from places the world
forgot to listen to.
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