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Abstract

The Environmental problem is an important topic in recent times. We all face the
problem of Global Warming and the Green House effect. The environmental science and
ecology are two disciplines. Ecology is an important environmental aspect which refers the
close relation between plants and living beings. The Vedas are the treasure of ancient
knowledge. The Vedic hymns are based on the environmental and natural component. The
main Vedic views revolve around the concept of Nature. In this paper, an attempt has been
made to highlight the Vedic views on environmental and ecological awareness.

Full Paper

The Environment is natural surroundings in which the animals, plants and human beings all
are existed and lived. There is a difference regarding the importance of the Environment in the
Western theology and the Vedic thought. According to Old Testament “And God said, let us make
man in our image after our likeness, and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the
foul of the air, and over the cattle and all the earth...” (1). Some western doctrine is also Man centric.
Greek Sophist Protagoras was of the opinion that ‘Man is the measure of all things. After Christ, the
Nature and the man are treated as two different entities. Some environmentalists are of the opinion
that dualism theory of Descartes inspired the man’s prevalence over the nature (2). The environmental
movement originated in the World Philosophy Congress in 1973. The Global warming is the most
important issue which motivates the scientist and environmentalist to think about it. The Eco-system
is injured by the Green House effect. Carbon dioxide, Methane, Ozone etc. all these Green House
gases are affected by the environmental pollution.

The Vedic literature is based on the natural component. There are four Vedas which dealt
with the concept of Nature and the preservation of Environment. The entire Vedic hymns are laid
down the various manifestation of Prakrti or Nature. The human being is the part of the Nature in the
Vedic concept of environment There is no dualism between the man and the Nature. The man entirely
depends upon the Nature for his existence. The Vedic Rsi did not want to control over the Nature or
Prakrti. The derivative meaning of Prakrti is “prarabdha krtirasyah”, i. e. wherefrom manifested the
reality. For this reason, it is stated in Samkhya philosophy “miilaprakrtriravikrtirmahadadyah
prakrtivikrtayah sapta” (3), Primordial matter and the material cause of all physical bodies. The
eternal Prakrti is not manifested (avyakta) and subtle and beyond the limitation of time. Prakrti or
Nature is stated as asat or not manifested before Creation in Nasadiya stiktam of Rgveda (4). The
similar realisation found in Sarvadharavarnam hymn of Atharvaveda, i.e. ‘brhanto nama te deva
or material cause i.e. Nature only remains before Creation. It is occurred in Taittiriya-brahmana (7)
that there is no earth, no sky, and no ether before Creation, i.e. the manifested physical universe
comes out from the Avyakta Prakrti or the material cause. It has been mentioned in the Nirukta (8)
‘digghastaprakrtih’. Here, Prakrti is applied as primordial cause. According to Buddhist doctrine of
Creation the Universe comes out from ‘asat’, i.e abhava or sunyata: tatha hi kechidahuh asatoh sat
Jjayate iti’ (9).

The destruction of the seed causes the generation of plant or vegetable. The Buddhist is of the
opinion that ‘tantunasah’ is the cause of the creation of ‘patah’, it is the material cause of patah. The
destruction of the thread is not the reason behind the termination of cloth, i.e. abhavat bhavo jayate,
an object comes into existence from Nothing, sanyam. So, it is a series of causally connected
momentary entities. According to Vedanta philosophy, the Universal reality is ‘Vivarttah’of only



Brahman, i.e. ‘ekasya satah vivarttah’, like ‘rajju-sarpa pratitih’. The string is reflected as a snake
without changing its real identity. It is stated that before Creation one and only Hiranyagarbha Purusa
remains as Adhipati of all the physical matters. i.e.” hiranyagarbha samavartatagre bhiitasya jatah
patireka asit/ sa dadhara prthivim dyamutemam...’Rsi, here realized that ‘adydsrsti’ water contains
Prajapati, the pranabhiita of all the physical entities, i.e. ‘@Gpo ha yadvrhatir visvamayan garbham
dadhana janayantiragnim(10).

This Prakrti causes the Creation of five physical matters or Pasica mahabhita of
environment. These are namely the Earth (Prthivi), the Water (Jalam), the Fire (Agni), the Air (Vayu),
the Sky( Akasa). All these elements of effect/ (karya) are derived from Primordial cause (11) and it
is also said in Gita, as ‘prakrtyaiva ca karmani krivamanani sarvasah’ (12). In Vaisesika view,
Creation means combination of atoms in different proportion.

The contact is produced due to motion of one object and not the other. Both may be in
motion. Pragastapada, a commentator on the VaiSesika-siitra gives an instance a dyad of earth which
is in contact with two atoms of water which are themselves in contact and constitute a water dyad.
According to Maharsi Kanada, there are four types of atoms namely earth, water, fire, and air. These
atoms are qualitatively different and each atom exists as a separate entity. Unlike Vaisesika school,
Greek atomism accepts only quantitative differences in atom. Kanada thinks that during Creation of
the world motion is arisen in atoms from ‘peculiar dharma’. According to VaiSesika, ether, akasa,
time and atman are not atomic, but all pervading and thus eternal (13). An atom is an eternal, a
dimensionless particle and it has spherical symmetry but is invisible, ‘nityam parimandalam’ (14). It
is Hinayana Buddhism sect who accepts the existence of atom. Though, Buddhism considers that,
atoms are indivisible momentary and imperceptible and the elemental units of the ripa-skandha,
Sautrantikas think that atoms are a dynamic force or energy.

The Earth (Prthivi) as revealed in the Vedas

There are so many hymns dedicated conjointly to the earth and the sky in the RV. But there is
only one slender hymn of Rsi Bhauma Attri in which the earth is mentioned distinguishably, i.e
ballittha parvatanam khidram vibharsi prthivi Il pra ya bhiimim pravatvati mahnd jinosi mahini. (15).
Here, Rsi has recognised himself as Bhauma or the son of Bhiimi, the Earth. Rsi has glorified prithivi
in his saktam. The earth is strong and sublime that it grasps the rock of mountains and overhead
scattered clouds for floating down the rivers. The rain falls from the sky or antariksam to the earthen
bed for strengthening the roots of the plants underneath the layers of the soil. (16) Yaskacharya gives
the derivative meaning of Prithivi, prathandt prthivitydhuh (17). Satapatha-brahmana also states the
same as ‘tad bhiimirabhavat, tamaprathayat/ sa prthivyabhavat (18). The earth is symbolic of the
vastness of nature.

The Earth is not merely an abode in the Vedas, but it has been treated as Mother. For this
reason, the environmental elements are vividly described as in this Hiranyagarbha siiktam ‘yasyeme
himavanto mahitva/ yasya samudram rasaya sahahuh’ (19) i.e. through whose grandeur are these
snowy mountains or Himalaya, through whose greatness, is the ocean with rasa or the rivers. Also in
Aksa-stiktam, like the draught of Soma from Mount Mijavat (20). Mount Mjavat is mentioned as the
birth place of the valuable medicinal plant Soma.

It is located on the western part of the Kabul valley (now in Afganistan) and the south-west
part of Kashmir. It is said that prthivi provides us necessary bhesajam to become healthy as in ‘tanno
vata mayobhuvata bhesajam tanmata prithivi tat pita dyauh’ (21).

The grand and vast hymn of 63 stanzas of the Atharvana Prthivi or Bhimi in which Rsi
Atharva adores the earth like a child. It was the oldest universal hymnody of the Earth. The Poet
laureate Rabindra Nath Tagore was so much overwhelmed by this Bhiimistktam and he too wrote a
large Bengali poem on earth named ‘Vasundhara’ in his famous book ‘Sonar tari’ (22). Rsi Atharva



has observed that the earth who holds people on her lap without binding them, who has many high,
low and plain levels, who bears plants enriched with many powers, may the earth spread wide and
become prosperous (23). The earth has oceans and rivers for huge waters and the living beings
breathe and move over there. May that earth place us in the blessings of first drink, where the
universal waters flowing all around, ceaselessly day and night (24). Rsi called the earth as
‘haranyavaksa’, i.e. golden breast who feeds like a mother as in ‘ Visvambhara vasudhant pratistha
hiranyavaksa jagato nivesani (25). He is of the opinion that the earth is the up-holder of all the store
of wealth, the standing place, having golden breast and the resting place. The earth whose immortal
heart is in the highest heaven, encompassed with truth, may the earth bestow upon us lustre and grant
us power in the highest dominion, may the earth place us in food. Rsi realised the earth as his mother
and he is her son,i.e. mata bhimih putro’ham prthivyah (26). Here an echo of the 19" century Bengali
poet is heard, i.e. may my child always live with milk and rice (27). Rsi Dirghatamas looks on prthivi
as mother who keeps static and dynamic objects securely on her lap as in ‘sthatusca satyam jagatasca
dharmani/putrasya pathah padamadvayavinah (28) and also without limb prthivi protects limbed
animals like a mother in her womb, ‘bhiirim dve acaranti carantam padvantam garbhamapadt
dadhate’(29).

Even we find the hymn of Rsi Brhaduktha who offers his son Vajin’s dead body and the soul
to prthivi for his immortality as in ‘tanuste vajintanvam nayanti vamamasmabhyam dhatu $arma
tubhyam’ (30). After the end of the life, the person’s body rests in peace on the lap of the Mother
Earth.

At present, the environmental situation of the earth deteriorates gradually. Thus, we need to
be careful and also pray like Vedic Rsi, ‘devodevah suhava bhiitu mahyam/ ma no mata prthivi
durmatau dhat’(31), i.e. may | succeed to evoke all the deities and the mother earth never feel
unpleasant for us.

The Heavenly Sky or Akasa as revealed in the Vedas

Vyoman or the heavenly sky is referred to as habitat and Brahman is indicated as Parama
Vyoman or asraya, i.e. ‘prchhami vacah paramam vyoma’ (32), | ask you what is the asraya or
parama vyoman of all the speeches? Rsi Dirghatamas answered it in the next mantra, i.e. *
brahmayam vacah paramam vyoma’ (33), eulogist Brahman is parama vyoman or asraya of all the
speeches. In this way, brahmariipa Sabda-guna establishes vyoman as dwelling place in the Rk
mantras and it is supported by the philosophical thought later on. Scientist Acarya Jagadish Chandra
Bose said in his article entitled ‘akasa spandanam o akasasambhav jagat’ that the heat and the light is
the electrical motion of akasa (34). Like sound akasa is the habitat of the heat and the light, such as-
‘nrcaksa esa divo madhya asta apoprivan rodast antariksam’ (35).

The Heavenly sky or Akasa is regarded as father in the Vedas as in this mantra- ‘idam dyava
prthivi satyam astu, pitarmataryadihopabrube vam’ (36), i.e. giving the place to exist, O dyavaprthivi
or the heavenly sky and earth, both of you like our caring father and mother always stay with us. The
seer Agastya is astonished by their first emergence and who comes earlier in this environment. But,
he realises that their existence does not depend on one another. They move like a wheel for sustaining
the whole universe. The Sun or Aditya is said as a son of the heavenly sky. Like a father, Akdsa
protects all the physical bodies of the environment. An eulogy has been made by Rsi Grtsamada that
the sky and the earth both confer us food and lodging, as in-‘asya me dyavaprthivi rtayato
bhiitamavitri vacasah sidhasatah’(37). Rsi also observed the clear and glittering sky at night, i.e.
‘sintvali prthustake ya devanamasi svasa’ (38). Ratri is depicted as the sister of the divinity who
covers all the celestial and animate and inanimate earthly objects by her shadow like a tree. On the
other hand, Rsi Vi§vamitra has observed the shining dawn in the sky, such as ‘uso devyamartya vi
bhahi candraratha sianrta irayanti’ (39), O divine Usas thou eternal beautiful chariot shine out
awaking the pleasant and truthful speeches.



Water or Apah as revealed in the Vedas:

Rsi Medhatithi praised the water in eight mantras of the Rgveda in which he called the water
as ‘Devi’ and the ‘Mother’ too... i.e., ‘ambayo yantyadhvabhiriamayo adhvariyatam/
priicatirmadhund payah’ (40). Also, in ‘apo deviripa hvaye...” (41). The motherly water is treated as
a friend and sweet milk, so, it is called ‘madhu’ and ‘payah’ simultaneously.

Water or jalam is regarded as medicine and the source of existence and immortality. It is said
in the Atharvana mantra, ‘apsvantaramytamapsu bhesajam’ (42). Also, in this Rk mantra- ‘apsu me
somo abravidantarvisvani bhesaja’ (43), i.e., amyrta or soma is produced inside the water. Actually,
without water there will be no growth any bhesajas or medicinal plants on earth. For this reason,
water is referred to ‘pavitram’ or purifier in that mantra-‘idamdapah pra vahata yat kifica diritam
mayi’(44), i.e. O, Water! whatever misdeed I have done that cleansed by your purity. We find an
appeal of Rsi for pouring the water in form of rain as in, ‘rtasya gopavadhi tisthato ratham
satyadharmanda parame vyomani, yamatra mitravarunavatho yuvam tasmai brstirmadhumat pinvate
divah’(45). Varuna as well as Mitra is denoted as the divinity of Variraksaka or the saviour of water
in this mantra. They are truthful and offer sweet shower of rain from the celestial region. It has been
stated that, the cloud comes down from the sky as raindrop according to the desire of these divinities,
i.e., ‘tamabhrena brstya githatho divi parjanya dragsa madhumanta irate’ (46). Similar mantra is
found in Parjanya stiktam in which Rsi Bhauma Attri has provoked Parjanya or cloud to pour down
waters for flowing forward the streams and sprinkle both heavenly sky and earth with water. The
water helps to grow up grains in the soil and to quench the thirst of the living being and also to
restrain the decay of the ground (47). Rsi says in brsti-siktam, i.e., ‘varsasya svarga mahayantu
bhiamim’ (48). That’s why, the rivers are worshipped in the Rgvedic mantra. There are almost 25
rivers mentioned in the Rgveda, i.e., ‘imam me gange yamune sarasvati Sutudri stomam sacatd
parusnya...’here, we find famous three rivers ganga, yamuna, and sarasvati and also sutlej, iravati and
the other branches of the river Sindhu or Indus. In the Vedic period, the gold, the attire, wool and rich
horses, honey and soma plants are available in the Indus valley, i.e., ‘svasva sindhuh suratha suvasal
hiranyayt sukrta vajinivati’ (49). Thus, the river Sindhu is regarded as superior in the Vedic period
such as, ‘pra te’radad varuno yatave pathah sindho yadvaji avyadravastvam’ (50).

Rsi Visvamitra wanted to cross the rivers Sutudri (sutlej) and vipasa (beas) along with his
things of Sacrifice. But seeing the huge force of water, he felt that like two white cows licking the
calves, these rivers flow rapidly. Then he prayed the rivers that he comes to them afar with cart and
chariot, kindly bend down and be able to cross (51). The seer did not want to hurt the natural flow of
the motherly rivers. So, he seeks permission in his Vi$vamitra-nadisamvad-stiktam. Thus, we pray
like Vedic Rsi today ‘sam no devirabhistaye, apo bhavantu pitaye’ (52), to quench the thirst slowly
and peacefully flowing down for us, O goddess.

Wind Or Vayu as revealed in the Vedas

The Wind is called Paramabrahman in Taittirtyopanisad as- ‘namo brahmane namaste vayo, tvameva
pratyaksam brahmasi’ (53). The wind is an important element of environment, without it the living
animals can never exit on earth. The commentator Sayapa also states in his commentary
‘Hiranyagarbha as ‘pranavayu’, i.e., ‘prajapaterdevadinam pranatmako vayurajayata’ (54). Marut
and vayu are stated as two separate gods in the Rgveda. MacDonnell called Marut as the deity of
storm. Being identified with the phenomena of the thunder storm, the Maruts are naturally intimate
associate of Indra... from the constant association of the Maruts with lightning, wind and rain. It
seems clear that they are storm gods in the RV (55). Hillebrandt was of the opinion that Maruts and
the Wind are the same god (56).

According to Yaskacarya, ‘maruto mitaravino va mitarocino va mahaddravantiti va’ (57), i.e., The
Maruts have light noise and brightness or swift runner. Sayanacarya said that the Maruts are actually
the Sun rays and storm (58). Vedic scholar Anirvan is of the opinion that the Maruts are the varieties
of pranavayu (59). In the Rgveda, we find the storm gods Maruts come along with the chariot of
Vayu, i.e.‘vapanti maruto miham pra vepayanti parvatan/ yadyamam yanti vayubhih’(60). It is stated



also in the Rgveda that the Maruts along with Vayu pour down the rain and tremble the mountains. It
is clear that two separate functions of the Maruts and Vayu occurred in the Rgveda. Matari§va is too
called Vayu in the Vedic mantra. Yaska said, ‘matarisva vayurmataryantarikse svasiti mataryasmaniti
va’ (61). Matari means the ether or antariksam. Rsi Anila dedicated this Rk mantra to vayu,’ vatasya
me mahimanam rathasya rujanneti stanayannasya ghosah’ (62). The storm is so powerful that the dust
is blown away in the sky. Like Vedic Rsi, we now pray for fresh air as ‘vata avatu bhesajam...” (63)
may the wind blow like medicine.

The Fire or Agni as revealed in the Vedas

It is said about the fire that ‘eka evagnirbahudha samiddha ekah suryo visvamanu prabhiitah’
(64) i.e., the same fire is kindled in various ways in various forms like earthly fire, electricity in the
sky and the Sun. The fire gives vigour and digestive power and the Sun is referred to the soul of all
that moves and stands in the Rgveda (65). ‘Agnir vai sarva devatah’, said by Yaska (66). Agni and
the Sun, these two are called the source of tejak or energy as in, ‘agne yatte divi varcah prthivyam
yadosadhisvapsa yajatra/ yenantariksamurvatatastha tvesah sa bhanurarnavo nycaksah’ (67). The
tejah of Agni pervades everywhere. The equality of Agni and the Sun are found in the Taittiriya-
samhita, i.e., Sam tvamagne stiryasya varcasa’gathah...” (68). It is also said in the Atharvaveda that
the golden Sun has revealed itself as Agni, ‘hirapyavarno ajarah suviro jara myrtyuh prajaya
samvisasva/ tadagniraha...’ (69). This equality of the Sun and the Fire is said as tvasta or visvakarma
in the commentary of Sayana (70).

Ecological Awareness in the Vedas

We find the reservation of the Forest and plantation in Aranyani hymn in which aranya or the
forest is treated as divine mother. The Forest protects all animals and insects and the resource of food,
also the work place for people residing there (71). There are also reference of important seeds for
cultivation as in ‘vrihayasca me yavasca me mdsdasca me tildsca me mudgdsca me khalvasca me
priyangavasca me mehapavasca me syamakasca me nivarasca me godhiimdasca me masurasca me
yajiiena kalpantam’ (72). All these seeds made available by the performance of yajfia and this is the
prayer of Rsi Yajhavalkya. ‘Tato visan vyakramat sasananasane abhi’ (73), i.e., sasan animate and
anasan inanimate beings are all the extension of Purusa or Hiranyagarbha, that is imperceptible. It has
been proved by the Scientists too that each and all living and non-living environmental elements are
the atomic combination of the physical matter.

The animals were the essential part in the Vedic period. We find the hymns for their
protection as in ‘ya iSe asya dvipadascatuspadah’ (74), the Lord of these bipeds and quadrupeds.
Also occurred in famous Pani and Sarama dialogue hymn where the robbers panis stole the divine
cows and as a diplomat sarama, the divine bitch rescued them (75). Actually, panis are the symbol of
personified darkness and the cows are the symbol of Sunbeam which removes the darkness. In this
context, we find in the Atharvana hymn of cow as ‘etad vai visvaripam sarvarippam goriipam’(76).
In this manner, the Vedic Rsis have close relationship with the natural environment and they kept
maintaining as a part of it.

I conclude my topic with the famous ‘Madhurk’ mantra- ‘madhu vata rtayate madhu ksaranti
sindhavah, madhvirnah santosadhih, madhu naktamutosaso madhumat parthivam rajah’ (77): i.e.
Honeyed wind blows, the honey sprinkles from the rivers, may the herbs bring us sweetness, may the
nights and dawns and the earthly dust become sweet.
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