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2020 marks the 50th anniversary of Earth Day. This sets the goals towards 

shaping the future of 21st century environmentalism. 

 

Earth Day founded by US Senator Gaylord Nelson on April 22, 1970 presents 

a framework to educate the society about the significance of our planet 

earth and its environment. Since then it has become an annual event 

celebrated around the world to demonstrate global support for the 

protection of our Paryavaran or Environment. The focus being on pollution, 

deforestation, sustainability, etc. Thus, following this, June 5th, 1974 

became the World Environment Day, in order to also raise awareness about 

reducing pollution, overpopulation, global warming and unsustainable 

consumption.  

Celebrating Earth Day is to protect the planet from pollution and 

deforestation. By taking part in activities like picking up litter and planting 

trees, we're making our world a happier, healthier place to live. For the first 

time in human history, Earth Day gave a voice to an emerging public 

consciousness about the state of our planet. Today the divide between the 

Rich and Poor countries are rapidly shrinking due to profligate consumption 

patterns and the creation of unsustainable wastes. This also compounds air 

pollution with differential levels of toxic and noxious gases being dumped 
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into the environment. In fact, smells of air pollution in cities and towns was 

commonly accepted as the smell of prosperity by the vast legion of rural-

urban migrants. We compromised everything to secure livelihood and 

prosperity for our family.  Indeed, polluted environment threatens human 

health. 

Vedas and the relevance of the Assisi Declarations  

N. J. Lockyer (1894:6) in his classic Dawn of Astronomy declared that,  

“the Vedas, in fact, is the oldest book in which we can study the first 

beginnings of our language and of everything which is embodied in all the 

languages under the sun. The oldest and most primitive form of Aryan-nature 

worship”.  

In the Vedas, the gods are called ‘Devas’, which means ‘bright’ ‘brightness’ or 

‘light’ being one of the most general attributes shared by the various 

manifestations of the deity”. 

The Assisi Declarations (1987) was a gathering of all world religions which 

was established to help reinforce the critical role of religions in the 

protection of our planetary health. In this Declarations the Hindu 

perspective included the following statements: 

• The human role is not separate from nature. Everything in the universe, 

including beings and non-beings, is pervaded by the same divine spiritual 

power. 

• Nature is sacred and the divine is expressed through all its forms. 

Reverence for life and ahimsa (non-violence) is an essential principle. 

• Nature cannot be destroyed without humanity destroying itself. 

• "The Earth is our mother and we are all her children".  

Ancient Indian Spiritualism and Environmentalism  

In our ancient spiritual tradition humans were considered as part of the 

nature or ‘Panchabuttas’. Our Hindu traditions, our living cultural heritage 
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is a testimony to this unchanging cycle of life. Our Vedas, Puranas, 

Upanishads and indeed our incredible ballads of Ramayana, Mahabharata 

and Discourses of the Bhagawad Gita continues to reinforce the significance 

of our environment from time immemorial.  

The key idea being that both the sentient and insentient beings are infused 

by the same level of spiritual consciousness and power required to maintain 

the balance among the 5 elements of this universe. Such a sense of 

spiritualism is enabling and reinforces the concept of individual 

empowerment, in that it secures the sense of sovereignty, a sense of freedom 

among everything around us. Divinity in Hinduism thus reflects such a 

sense of sovereignty. Human race in its totality is seen as being an integral 

part of the multitudinous life forms and not apart from it, as reiterated by 

the Darwinian and the Judeo-Christian explanations.  

Thus, the Atharva Veda presents a magnificent Hymn to the Earth which is 

replete with incantations about the significance of ecological and 

environmental values. The following verses are taken from this extraordinary 

hymn is a testimony to this ancient wisdom: 

a) Earth, in which lie the sea, the river and other waters, in which food and 

cornfields have come to be, in which lives all that breathes and that moves, 

may she confer on us the finest of her yield.  

b) Earth, in which the waters, common to all, moving on all sides, flow 

unfailingly, day and night, may she pour on us milk in many streams, and 

endow us with lustre. 

c) May those born of thee, O Earth be for our welfare, free from sickness and 

waste. Wakeful through a long life we shall become bearers of tribute to thee.  

d) Earth, my mother, set me securely with bliss in full accord with heaven, O 

wise one, uphold me in grace and splendour.  
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Not only in the Vedas, but it is instructive to note that later scriptures of the 

Upanishads, the Puranas and subsequent texts, such a Hindu view of nature 

remain firmly endorsed. In other words, a reverence for life and an 

awareness that the great forces of nature, e.g. the earth, the sky, the air, the 

water, fire and ether, including plants and trees, forests and animals, are 

seen as being cosmically bound to each other within the cyclic rhythms of 

nature and of universe. Interestingly the divine is never exclusive to creation 

but manifests itself through the natural phenomena. A case in point is 

expressed by the Mundaka Upanishad, where divinity is described as: 

“Fire is his head, his eyes are the moon and the sun; the regions of space are 

his ears, his voice the revealed Veda; the wind is his breath, his heart is the 

entire universe; the earth is his footstool, truly he is the inner soul of all”  

In the same manner, the animal world also receives the very same care and 

consideration. One can find numerous instances in the Hindu texts 

exhorting kind and compassionate treatment of all animals, including cows, 

dogs, peacocks, tigers, elephants and snakes. Diverse Hindu iconography 

and mythology provides insight into the close relationship between various 

deities and their favoured animals and birds. Each of these creatures 

thereby represent immanent or latent powers derived by association to these 

deities or divinity.  

In addition, a unique perspective on the evolution of life on our planet earth 

is afforded by the Vaishnava tradition, which is distinctly separate from 

Darwinian versions of the ‘survival of the fittest’.  Here evolution is 

symbolized by a series of divine incarnations, beginning with fish, moving 

through chains of amphibious forms and mammals, and on to human forms. 

Life forms attain the highest level of excellence as a human, with embedded 

consciousness. In other words, humans did not spring out as fully formed to 

dominate lesser forms of life. Rather it evolved gradually of these forms and 

therefore is integrally connected to the whole of the manifest creation on this 

earth. Such a pre-Darwinian position remains distinct part of our heritage 

and we do not have to reinvent concepts such as ‘sustainability’.  
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The Yajurveda lays down that "no person should kill animals helpful to all. 

Rather, by serving them, one should attain happiness" (Yajurveda 13:47).  

This view was later developed by the great reformers such as Shakyamuni 

Buddha, Jain Tirthankara, Mahavira, among others and is followed to this 

day. Here Ahimsa, or non-violence is the greatest good and preserving the 

right to life is of paramount consideration, even it goes against the ethics of 

euthanasia. This philosophy was reiterated by Mahatma Gandhi who always 

spoke of the importance of Ahimsa and looked upon the cow as a symbol of 

the benign element in animal life. Thus, strengthening our reverence for all 

life including animals and insects becomes part and parcel of our Samskara.  

In Sanskrit, therefore the word Paryavarana is used for environment, 

meaning that which embraces us- our surroundings. In the Atharvaveda we 

find equivalent terms namely, Vritavrita, Abhivarah, Avritah, Parivrita, etc. 

Vedic view on the basic elements of our environment is referred to in the 

Atharvaveda as Chandamsi: ‘Wise utilize three elements variously which are 

varied, visible and full of qualities. These are water, air and plants or herbs. 

They exist in the world from the very beginning’.  

The Panchabuttas or the Five Elements that are manifested on the planet 

earth are: Earth or land; Water; Light or lustre; Air, and Ether. Maintaining 

the balance of these five elements is critical for the survival of life on earth. 

Going beyond the ecological limits or expanding our ecological footprint can 

only usher in a disequilibrium and this was manifested with the unleashing 

of COVID19.  

Conclusion: 

In the Atharvaveda, the Earth is described in one hymn of 63 verses. This 

famous hymn referred to as Bhumisukta or Prithivisukta reinforces the 

significance of environmental consciousness.  
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We need appreciate that the key problem in our rural areas is that of 

'ecological poverty' rather than simply that of 'economic poverty'. As the late 

Anil Agarwal reiterated that the survival and wellbeing of the poor depended 

more on 'Gross Natural Product' rather than 'Gross National Product'. This is 

because the poor are dependent on the environment for their survival, any 

degradation of the environment would have a profound impact on their lives.  

There is a need to introduce a Liability Law to punish the corporates-global 

and national, who are guilty of corruption destruction of the environment 
and who are guilty of misuse of public funds. In the name of the global, local 

issues cannot be marginalised and the ‘right to survival ‘includes ‘ecological 
survival’, based on robust national environmental regulatory framework 

where Bharat takes the lead among all the nations. Environment and its 
protection can only be gleaned by putting into action the teachings of our 
ancient texts and scriptures.  

 
Thank you 
---- 
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Recently completed projects include: 
Role of Heritage in Zero-Carbon Footprint- Plastic Mukt Bharat- 2018-19 

• Engaged Research in Cotton University, Assam: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7jMR9B6JoxQ&feature=youtu.be 

• Towards a Zero Carbon Majuli: The Pledge: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P-QL2SXW2Wg&feature=youtu.be 

• Living Arts Festival, 2018- https://youtu.be/Ew29w8hFYjs 

• Towards a Plastic Free Majuli- https://youtu.be/fUB0CqBlKw8 

• Majuli- Raas Mahotsav- https://youtu.be/uWCqxC5FbzY 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7jMR9B6JoxQ&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P-QL2SXW2Wg&feature=youtu.be
https://youtu.be/Ew29w8hFYjs
https://youtu.be/fUB0CqBlKw8
https://youtu.be/uWCqxC5FbzY

