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Caroline Tisdall discusses her interaction with others who were exploring simple living in 
Azerbaijan 

In 2007, three expatriates based in Baku, capital of Azerbaijan, shared some concerns: how 
can we ‘live simply’ when we lead such privileged lives? We, a Quaker, a Baha’i and a Hindu, 
were painfully aware of the contradictions and compromises within our own lives in terms of 
care of the environment and sustainability. We also struggled with issues around equality and 
justice, and wanted to explore these concerns with others in a constructive, non-judgmental 
way. 

We hoped to learn how others were able to live more simply; from those fortunate in having 
such a choice and from those for whom ‘simple living’ in a material sense was imposed. To us 
simplicity had a spiritual dimension too. And so a discussion group, ‘Living Simply’, was born. 
We were all seekers, and also shared a concern about the negative effects of affluence and 
pollution on people and the environment.
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The context
Azerbaijan is a former Soviet Republic on the Caspian Sea, south of Russia and Georgia and 
north of Iran. Since independence in the early nineties the country has undergone 
considerable change; great wealth for some, much derived from oil revenues, but also 
considerable poverty. Baku’s increased population, largely caused by internally displaced 
people from Nagorno-Karabakh, has not been matched by the development of infrastructure 
and services. People are remarkably resourceful, not least refugees from countries such as 
Afghanistan and Chechnya. 

Pollution in this fascinating and ancient city increases as the number of cars grows each year 
– most running on leaded petrol. There are few recycling points, although glass bottles are 
collected, and sometimes people can be seen rummaging through rubbish. Plastic bags 
adorn the trees although an army of workers tries to keep the streets clean. Market traders 
generally find requests for produce to be put into reusable bags amusing and strange; after 
all, plastic bags are new, clean and free. 

In this context we determined to explore the notion of simplicity and how it could be applied in 
practice. 

The group
Through word of mouth, and posters that included Gandhi’s ‘Live simply so others might 
simply live’, we invited people to join us for an evening ‘Living Simply’ discussion. Together 
we decided to meet monthly and that we each shared responsibility for the group’s 
development. It met for two years. 

We were a mixed bunch: men and women, aged twenty-five to fifty-eight years, from India, 
Iran, the United States, Norway, Nepal, Trinidad, and the United Kingdom; plus Azeris (one 
ethnically Russian) and a young Afghani refugee and her brother. We included agnostics, 
atheists, Muslims, Hindus, Baha’is, Buddhists, Parsis, Quakers, Catholics and Mormons 



among us. Our common language was English, although most were multilingual, which was 
very helpful. 

The group was open and its membership changed as people moved in and out of the country 
– a core providing continuity. Sometimes a friend or visitor was brought along; all were 
welcome and each evening was treated as a ‘stand-alone’. 

Each evening began with food to share, segueing into loosely facilitated discussion around a 
chosen theme. Afterwards there were informal conversations and more refreshments, 
together with a wide range of relevant books and materials to browse.

Over time we considered practical, emotional, spiritual, psychological and physical 
approaches to living simply. We shared personal understandings of simplicity – wisdom 
gleaned from many different sources. We explored what had informed our values, opinions 
and behaviours in this area, and our experiences past and present. Indians described the 
norm of everyday recycling in their country; Azeris told us how life had changed since 
independence and of the effects of moving from communism to capitalism; and the Afghani 
refugee spoke eloquently about what it meant to ‘live simply’ on about a dollar a day. 

We shared experiences of trying to de-clutter, not just possessions but also our minds. Here, 
as in other aspects of simplicity, we found common and rich experiences, irrespective of 
material wealth. This led to discussions about approaches that had increased our awareness 
and through which we felt supported, such as passage meditation, prayer, Buddhist 
mindfulness and Quaker silence. We shared readings, quotations, poetry and music that 
spoke to us. We were introduced to the notion of simplicity in design and in many other facets 
of life, including decision-making and the process of change. We spoke of relationships and of 
plain speaking as a form of simple communication. 

We shared concerns for our part in contributing to the destruction of our beautiful world and 
looked optimistically at how we might each reduce our carbon footprint, little by little. As 
awareness of the issues increased we questioned our own assumptions, prejudices and 
unhelpful habits, acknowledging difficulty in changing these. Working hard at creative 
listening, we tried not to judge each other, reminding ourselves that we ‘might be mistaken’, 
especially when there were disagreements. A commitment to this approach resulted in 
considerable sharing and encouragement, gentle challenge and lasting friendships. 

Collective action
Open to what might emerge, we had no expectations about how long the group would 
continue meeting or that any particular actions would result. Nevertheless there have been 
practical spin-offs linking simplicity, people and the environment: the design and making of 
reusable bags from cloth and recycled plastic cartons by our Afghani friend and the 
development of the ‘Living Simply Sewing Project’ at the Women and Youth Refugee Centre. 
This initiative, which we hoped would evolve into a sustainable business, was partially funded 
by a benefit evening hosted at a venue owned by a group member. Two others of our group 
were part of a cover band that generously provided the entertainment. ‘Living Simply’ bags 
were sold and a slide show promoted the talents and work of the refugee community.

Reflections
Two of us are Quakers, and there were times when the group felt almost ‘gathered’, with 
ministry being offered and listened to with openness and respect. There was no insistence 
that all spoke on every occasion or on any issue. All were there as equals and their 
contributions valued as such. This was so when the contribution was in words, in the silence 
or through touch or some other medium, in the discussion itself and in the less formal 
conversations before and afterwards. 

Without a doubt the experience shone a light on existing levels of awareness, understanding 
and practice, and there was learning and development in each. We enjoyed and valued being 
part of such a diverse group; being able to explore sometimes sensitive areas, and being 
exposed to new and different approaches and views. In terms of ‘living simply’ we did not all 
have the same approach, or starting point, or even similar priorities, and our experiences and 



journeys were inevitably unique – and this was fine. 

Now, back in the UK, I often reflect on the experience. We were all seekers, and also shared 
a concern about the negative effects of affluence and pollution on people and the 
environment. I had missed the engaging, enlightening and challenging discussions held 
amongst Friends, and yet ‘Living Simply’ was all this and more. It is an experience for which I 
will be eternally grateful. It confirmed my commitment to simplicity and equality, contributing to 
my wellbeing and also significantly to my spiritual journey. I give thanks to and for each 
member of the group, past and present, and to the universe for making it possible.


