[IMRRS

International Journal for Multidisciplinary
Research, Review and Studies

Volume l-liIssuel

2024

B 2024 International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research Review and Studies




Learning from Ancient Indian Culture
to Combat Climate Change Today

Authors:

Manan Singh
2" Year, B.A.(Hons.) Liberal Arts and Humanities [Major — History],
O.P. Jindal Global University

Shaurya Agarwal
2" Year, B.A.(Hons.) Liberal Arts and Humanities [Major — Economics],
O.P. Jindal Global University



Agarwal and Singh | 3

Learning from Ancient Indian Culture to Combat Climate
Change Today

Authors: Manan Singh and Shaurya Agarwal

Abstract

Itis believed that modern-day problems require modern-day solutions, but as any student of history,
we too vouch for the fact that there is a lot we can learn from the past to create a better future. History is a
reflection of the mistakes and achievements of our ancestors. It informs us about actions which we may
refrain from doing, along with practices that can be beneficial for us. Similar is the case of climate change.
It may be a term coined in the past couple of centuries but the study of the environment and climate dates

long back.

Not a phenomenon unknown to anyone, climate change has resulted in the same amount of heat in
global forums as it has raised the temperatures of our planet. Something humans have accepted is that they
are the cause of climate change, and it lies upon them to solve it before it gets too late. From multilateral
forums like the United Nations, the COP and the G20, every country, whether developed, developing or
under-developed, has been creating policies to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals and prevent the

climate change problem from further aggravating.

This paper uses qualitative research and addresses the climate change issue from a unique
perspective. Realizing that along with policy changes, the goal to protect the environment would require a
rather larger lifestyle shift, the paper studies the lifestyle and practices of ancient Indians and intends to

bring out suggestive measures which can be implemented to combat climate change.

The 12" Shloka of the Prithvi Sukta of the Atharva Veda reads: “Mata Bhumih, Putroham
Prithivyah” (The earth is our mother and we are her children). Similarly, the Rig Veda talks about the 5

elements of nature, namely Earth, Water, Air, Fire and Space and ordains the responsibility to conserve
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them upon humans (“Environmental Protection and Religious and Cultural Heritage in India,” 2020).
Considering the fact that the Vedas were written between 1500 and 500 BCE, it showcases the respect for
the environment and its importance for the people living in the sub-continent ever since. All those residing
in the region, irrespective of the religion they practised, in their own ways had applied sustainability in their

lives.

It is this culture we wish to study and bring forward changes that can be possibly brought into our
day-to-day lives to hopefully combat the global climate change crisis by creating stringent policies. The
paper also intends to fill the gap between policy and practice by suggesting innovative human-centric
solutions. History holds not only the root cause of the climate change problem but also has adequate
remedies for it. This research desires to highlight sustainable practices in lifestyle, agriculture and
development followed by residents of the Indian subcontinent before 750AD which can be effective in the

present times to combat climate change.

Keywords: climate change, sustainability, ancient Indian practices, culture, lifestyle

1. INTRODUCTION
1.1. History as a ‘Teacher’

By a large part of the population around the world, history is conceived to be just a theoretical
subject, probably about dates, empires, wars, colonization and rulers. A reason behind such an
understanding of history can be said to be because of the way it is taught in our classrooms. However,
history is way beyond what we study in the closed settings of our classrooms. It is a teacher in itself. It is a
repository of the actions of human beings who have lived on the planet. An in-depth study of history

provides us with the stories and incidences which led to the formation of the world we see before us today.

“History is about man. It is the story of man in his changing relations”, states John Moncrief in his

paper titled - ‘History the Teacher of Mankind (Moncrief, 1906). He, in his paper, talks about how history
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holds in itself the capability of being a teacher to humans. As previously called a ‘repository of human
actions', history provides us with the opportunity to learn. It presents before us the mistakes as well as the
achievements of our ancestors and the consequences of these actions. It creates an atmosphere in which we
can understand mistakes and prevent ourselves from repeating them while carrying forward the knowledge
from our achievements and mingling it with modern advancements to create a better society. Interestingly,
history is not just a field of study in itself but there is nothing that does not have a history. From physics to
political science and chemistry to psychology, every field of study derives its modern form from the study
of its own history. Modern-day scholars and researchers study the scholars of yesteryears and then further

develop subsequent theories and concepts.

It is often said that an individual learns the best through experience. It is this experience history
that gives us access to, the ‘experience of people of the past'. Even Martin Luther King Jr. in famously said,
"History is a great teacher.” However, there remains a problem with this teacher, that its content is too vast.
It may be hard for a single individual to study all of history and then present it to the world because as you
keep on reading, and while we speak today, new history continues to be written, that will allow for our
future generations to learn from our actions. In such a situation, scholars, researchers, and historians have
a major role to play. The responsibility that lies upon their shoulder is not just to read and write history but
also to pinpoint and share with the world key takeaways and share suggestions of practices which may be

applicable in the world.

1.2. Ancient Culture and its significance

Talking about history as a whole may be too big a task and may not fulfil the requirements of our
paper. For the subject matter of our research, we have limited ourselves to the study of cultural practices
and beliefs of people living in the subcontinent before 750 AD. So, before we begin to discuss what their
practices were along with whether and how they can be implemented today to combat climate change, let

us understand how ancient culture is even significant in today's world.
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Firstly, let's specify what we mean by culture. Culture, in its general definition, means "all ways of
life including arts, beliefs and institutions of a population that are passed down from generation to
generation. It includes codes of manners, religion, art, norms of behaviors, language, dress and rituals (What
Is Culture? n.d.). This section may become a little repetitive with the arguments of the previous section,
but the truth is that ancient culture is the foundation of our modern-day societies. Ancient civilizations
become the basis of the future states, nations, and empires (“Ancient Civilization - Students,” n.d.). A study
of ancient cultures helps us trace down how our ancestors lived and were successful in creating sustainable
living. It also highlights where we went wrong as our culture transformed with the passage of time and
reflects upon the root cause of various problems we face today. Within the search for the root cause, we
might be able to find the solution to these problems as well. This is what we attempt to explore in our paper

—a solution in the ancient Indian culture to one of the major global problems today — climate change.

1.3. Modernization and its impact

Evolution is an inherent nature of society. Be it the various theories of evolution, political theories
of the evolution of state or economic concepts of formulation of modern-day society, an underlined
affirmation across all these theories is that with the passage of time, society has evolved. Once nomadic,
present-day society has undergone a series of revolutions and evolutions before being structured as it is
today, and they continue to evolve, as we speak. Change and adapting to change have been a constant
feature of society, and that is what we term modernization. In generic terms, it can be defined as updating
oneself according to contemporary requirements. However, if we are to consider a more sociological
definition, modernization can be stated to be, 'the transformation from a traditional, rural, agrarian society

to a secular, urban, industrial society (“Modernization,” n.d.).

Just as social evolution is a reality, one must be congruent with the fact that every change is
followed by its own set of advantages and disadvantages. So, as modernization does bring with it

technological advancement, rapid economic growth, improved standard of living for those who can afford
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it, quicker carrying out of activities, increased productivity and enhanced understanding of social cultures

and identities, it too, does not at any lesser rate begin to impact the world negatively.

When we say that societies will evolve and they will have their positive and negative impact on the
world, we must not forget that we humans have been and will always be the agents of this transformation.
Societies cannot exist without humans, thus they cannot change until humans change. This pre-requisite
factor also provides control in the hands of humans of the degree of gains they wish to have and what extent
of consequences they are willing to bear. The argument we are trying to make here is that just as humans
can work towards achieving gains for themselves if they are mindful, they can also successfully reduce the

negative impacts, rather than prevent any large-scale negative consequences.

It is only achievable by being considerate, realizing the responsibility and taking ownership of their
actions. Otherwise, the current form of modernization has presented before us the consequences of
negligence, as the world experiences issues like inequality, wars, loss of social cohesion and climate change.

Many of them have either already reached or are reaching a stage post which they would be irreversible.

1.4. The Global Crisis of Climate Change

No meeting of any global forum ends without a strenuous discussion on climate change. The reason
behind considering climate change as such an alarming crisis is that if not resolved, it might lead to our
planet not being habitable in the near future. Not only humans but all living organisms are affected by the
adversity caused due to climate change. The increasing temperature of our planet due to global warming
has already begun to pose a threat to the existence of a variety of organisms. Thus, if life is to sustain on
Earth, the problem of climate change needs to be resolved. Nonetheless, the extinction of life is still far
away. And extinction of life is not the only problem caused due to climate change. It hampers our daily
living. The number of diseases caused due to climate change has increased drastically, it has increased the
number of natural disasters the planet faces. Climate change constitutes a larger social problem, impacts

day-to-day lifestyle, and forces issues like displacement, hunger and nutrition crises and even livelihood
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crises. It has led to the creation of a new form of refugees — 'Climate refugees'. As per reports, there could

be 1.2 billion climate refugees in the world by 2050 (McAllister, 2024).

A problem of this magnitude requires drastic and immediate steps to be taken to make the world
free of the crisis. It will surely not happen within a day. If the problem has taken hundreds of years to
become as big as it is today, it might take a couple of hundred years to resolve it. Ending it tomorrow might
not be in our control, we might not even see it get resolved in our lifespan. However, what is in our control
is initiating the right steps and starting to create a foundation of a path which will lead to resolving the

problem.

The rise of Earth's temperature due to greenhouse gases was first predicted by Svante Arrhenius in
1896. Since then, we have seen increased emphasis on climate protection every decade. The climate crisis
came into major limelight in the United Nations Conference on Human Environment in 1972 (popularly

called the Stockholm Conference). A series of conferences followed,

e The Rio Conference in 1992
e United Nations General Assembly Special Session on Sustainable Development in 1997

e World Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002

The number and consistency of such conferences have only increased. The COPs (United Nations
Climate Change Conference) have been held every year since 1995. We previously had the Millennium
Development Goals and now have the Sustainable Development Goals. But all these discussions have
mostly only been discussions, policy suggestions and target setting and less of on-ground impact. Surely
progress has been made, but not at the rate that is required. And even if our own very goals were testimonials

of our progress, the world has even failed to accomplish these goals over time.

Yes, policy changes are vital and global discussions, deliberations, collaborations, and global
responsibility are indispensable. Still, a more revolutionary approach needed to be taken which involves

every individual. In this paper, we are not trying to argue that our approach may be the best to tackle climate
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change, but it can surely prove to an agent to expedite change. Solving climate change needs a lifestyle
change because it has been caused due to this lifestyle change 'modern living' has brought. And lifestyle
change requires a mindset change. Henceforth, we argue and cite examples of the kind of mindset Ancient

Indians had towards climate, which needs to be imbibed today.

1.5. The Relevance and Applicability of Ancient Culture in modern-times

The continuous efforts to conserve the environment, policy developments and goal setting to
conserve the climate since the late 1970s have proved to us that climate protection if to be made a reality,
needs to be beyond just certain policy changes. If each individual is a contributor to the global problem we
face today, then the solution to it also lies in individual and collective action of every human being.
Environment protection thus requires a lifestyle change and to ensure a lifestyle change, there needs to be

a change in the mindset.

This is where the ancient Indian culture becomes relevant. Ahimsa and Karma are concepts which
have flowed throughout Hinduism, Jainism and Buddhism. They had kept ancient residents of the
subcontinent away from harming the environment around them. The culture considered the environment to
be an integral part of human life and suggested co-existence. This encouraged humans to preserve the
environment, or in other words not interfere with it. In certain texts, it has been revered as highly as one's
mother. The Yajur Veda propounds on the interrelation between Yajna and our environment (Tiwari, n.d.).
It puts forward the idea that sacrifice, give and take are part of the environment and that each element in
the environment is interrelated and affects each other (Tiwari, n.d.). This is a simple example of how

environmental education backs to the times of the Vedas in the subcontinent region.

Teachings from Vedas were imparted from early childhood before Sanskrit too became an ‘upper
caste' language. This made humans understand the importance of the environment and manage their conduct
and relationship with the environment accordingly. We will surely be citing many more examples and

providing a deeper analysis of the text and how learning from it can be useful in today's world. In this
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section of our introduction, we just intend to give an overview of how not complex, but basic practices in
ancient times affected how individuals treated the Paryavarana (environment; all things in our
surroundings), which by default led to its preservation, rather prevented its destruction as no one excessively

interfered with it, especially for selfish or capitalist reasons.

2. HYPOTHESIS

The introduction of the paper, in great detail, reflects upon the climate change crisis the world is
facing. Even before the coining of the word in the study done by the National Academy of Science in 1979
(Chasan & Rossa, 2016), the world had started to predict the catastrophic situation that had already started
to approach. The Stockholm Conference in 1972 had already recognized the need to make environmental
protection an essential issue. Ever since policies have been drafted, goals have been set and targets put on

the board, but the question remains how effective they have been.

We do not deny that there has been no progress at all, but the rate of action is not sufficient.
Researchers have specified that at the current rate, not only meeting the target of limiting global warming
below 1.5°C is impossible, but even if all countries fulfil their committed NDC targets, the world will still

not be able to prevent global warming even below 2°C (Elzen et al., 2019).

In such critical times, looking back at history and studying the culture and practices of our past
becomes necessary, with the hope of learning something from the lives of our ancestors. Owing to this
claim, this paper intends to study the culture of the ancient Indian subcontinent and investigate if we can
seek some recommendations from, the text and practices of those times, and inculcate them in our lifestyle

to combat climate change today.

3. RESEARCH QUESTION
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We have heard Barack Obama famously say, "We are the first generation to feel the effects of
climate change and the last generation who can do something about it." He aptly makes the claim. However,
as correct as the second part of his statement is, the first part of it can be further explored. Former U.S.
President Obama is not wrong in saying that we are the first generation to feel the effects of climate change,
but if we dive deeper into the subject of climate, we are not the first ones to have studied it in such depth.
Moreover, if we further delve into the concept of sustainable living, the same claim can be made. The
ancient scriptures of our subcontinent, religious texts and archaeological evidence depict the reverence
towards climate, followed by sustainable practices. What is more important is to keep in mind that this
sustainable living was being practiced along with the goal of developing as a society. Sustainable living
was not forgotten while achieving economic, social and infrastructural development. The claims we make
will be further backed by existing literature and accompanied by our own understanding of the ancient
culture. While highlighting the practices of yesteryears, we will also attempt to connect them with modern
times and how such practices can be applied in today's times, with required modifications, if needed. This
paper, thus, dives into the study of ancient Indian culture and makes an effort to answer the question of why

certain practices of ancient Indian culture be adopted in our lifestyle to combat climate change today.

4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

When we claim to find solutions to climate change in our history, there is no escape to the texts of
those times. Thus, to prove our claim we have used the qualitative method of research. As we study these
texts with our own limited understanding of the languages they are written in, we also have referred to prior

research done by experts and organizations and their analysis of the text.

The primary text we have referred to includes but is not limited to the Vedas, Upanishads, the
Bhagwat Gita, and other Hindu texts. The study also refers to values emphasized in the Islamic texts,
Buddhist texts and Jain texts. The scope of the research is not bound by religious texts. It also alludes to the

social practices of ancient civilizations in the subcontinent. Our paper will greatly make mention of modern
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scholars who have worked on the idea of finding solutions to climate change in ancient Indian history. To
gain firsthand understanding, we have also conducted interviews with experts and intertwined information

gained from literature with the inputs given by these experts.

5. LITERATURE REVIEW

This literature review aims to carefully analyze relevant literature and practices prescribed in the
ancient texts along with their subsequent impact to arrive at human-centric adaptable practices that can aid
us in incorporating lifestyle and policy changes that are mindful of climate change and its impact. We build
our foundation on the idea prescribed by Shashi Tiwari in his research paper that students, and for the scope
of our paper, all human beings, must search for the earliest ideas about any discipline in Vedic Literature
(Tiwari, n.d.). However, we do not limit our research just to Vedic Literature. This paper by Shashi also
hints towards the immense environmental knowledge present in Vedic Literature. Further, a stream of
research projects undertaken by Banaras Hindu University under the umbrella series entitled
‘Environmental Ethics: Indian Perspectives’, illustrate how the ancient Indian environmental vision as
prescribed in the Vedas can become an integral part of the larger mechanism of combating climate change
(Singh, 2012). In his paper, Rana Singh presents the argument that the ethic of 'sustainable development',
to which almost everyone subscribes today, requires this generation to use the world's environmental
resources in ways that do not jeopardize the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. For it to
be successful, this principle requires another dimension — reverence and revelation. Based on the recent
developments in environmental catastrophe that we have witnessed for the better part of the last decade is
a direct consequence of the human-led 'modernization’ in the Anthropocene. This has made it clear that it

is high time for the implementation of environmental practices and ethics to be given priority.

Rana Singh further makes the case that we can understand the significance of the value of reverence

by evaluating our environmental ethics. One of the best ways of doing the same is by studying the
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environmental vision and ethics prescribed in the Vedas along with texts relating to Jainism and Buddhism
(Singh, 2012). Moreover, he goes on to state that it is in the process of grasping the importance and utility
of reverence towards the environment and instilling it, where ancient Indian environmental ethics play an
important role. Sustainable practices stemming from a nuanced and rich environmental vision have always
continued to be a major part of a myriad of ancient texts and practices across India. For example, Vedic
texts keep trees in high regard and consider them to be the origin of life. The Rig Veda in great detail
discusses the importance of trees and their impact on human life and encourages humans to plant and
conserve trees. In Vedic literature, trees or Vraksha are always regarded to be the object of great reverence
(Panda, n.d.). This paper by Dr Narsingha Panda also elucidates the connection of gods and deities with
trees. Not only do the Vedas follow such a practice, but even early Harappans are considered to be tree-
worshipers. It is believed that during the Indus Valley Civilization, there were no temples and Gods lived
in trees (Ramasami, n.d.). However, the reason behind this reverence is not limited to Godly association
with the tree, but scriptures also realize the impact tree plantation will have on the existing and future

generations, like in this hymn from the Shiva Purana.

"Those who plant trees in deserted and difficult-to-reach places
Give salvation to their previous and future generations.”
~ Shiva Purana Uma Samhita (11:7)
Vedic texts do not separate human life from the trees and consider trees to be an extremely integral
component of human survival. Rather, they also believe trees to be maintaining humans and fulfilling all

their demands. Trees are to be considered great personalities, from whom no one goes away disappointed.

This relationship of trees and humans can be understood from a hymn from the Bhagwat,

3TET U R S AU |
e ANt & foa At e 033 01
~ Bhagwat (10:22:33)

(aho esam varam janma sarva-prany-upajivanam
Su-janasyeva yesar vai vimukhd yanti narthinah)

The people of this period thus consciously worked towards tree plantation and conservation. This

consciousness was due to awareness regarding the plant kingdom and not only in the sense of religious
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association but also in the context of possessing immense knowledge of medicinal, health, therapeutic
benefits and daily utility of plants. Reverence acted as a precedent for various communities and was an
inspiration to conserve trees and plants. Even the Buddha had great appreciation and affection for plants,
trees and natural habitats (Upadhyay & Prasad, 2011). As the world progressed, this reverence probably
became secondary due to the creation of the prior idea of 'development'. Large-scale deforestation followed
for procurement of resources, for agriculture and to vacate land for settlements. In such vulnerable times, a
few communities still continued practices of environmental stewardship which can be witnessed through
the customs adopted by communities such as the Bishnoi community of Rajasthan that took inspiration
from the Hindu ethos of environmental preservation.

Research also highlights the role of reverence in developing an excellent systemic understanding
of environmental processes and designing suitable environmental practices accordingly. This is
contemplated as the presence of reverence ensured the passing of ecological practices from generation to
generation (Singh, 2012). It also made sure that the practices prescribed in texts are easily established and
religiously followed for the betterment of all living creatures on the planet.

Hindu and Jain ethos supports the notion that all living beings need to be respected. Ancient Indian
texts like Vedas, Puranas and Upanishads clearly describe the eco-friendly attitude of Hindus. It is for the
same reason, that almost every temple in South India has a "sthalavriksha™, a special tree regarded as sacred
to that area. The sthalavriksha symbolizes all trees and reminds pilgrims that all trees are worthy of respect
(Shyamala & S., 2018).

The environmental ethics and crisis of water pollution have also been realized in Hindu thought in
the ancient period. One of the hymns of the Rig Veda (7.49.2) states, "The water in the sky, the waters of
the rivers, and the waters in well whose source is the ocean, may all these sacred waters protect me." To
maintain the sacred power of water, norms have also been suggested: "One should not cause urine, stool,
or cough in the water. Anything which is mixed with these impious objects; blood and poison should not,
be thrown into water" (Manu Smriti, 4.56). The importance of water is fully elaborated in the Mahabharata

(12.183.24): "The creator first produced water for the maintenance of life among human beings. The water
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enriches life and its absence destroys all creatures and plant life." But in the course of time, the implications
of the textual ideals and practice by the masses followed antipodal paths, which turned to scarcity of
drinking water and a critical level of availability of pure water. Aa a proverb says, '‘Binu pani, sab sin’
(without water, everything gets deserted) (Singh, 2012)

The Vedic seers were also well-versed in the importance of air for life. They understood all about
the air in the atmosphere and the air inside the body. The Taittiriya Upanishad throws light on five types of
wind inside the body: Prana, Vrana, Apana, Udana, and Samano. Air resides in the body as life. The
concept and significance of air is highlighted in Vedic verses. Rig Veda mentions, “O Air! You are our
father, the protector”. According to the Rig Veda, air has medicinal value. It further goes on to state ‘Let the
wind blow in the form of medicine and bring me welfare and happiness.' Here medicated air is represented
as the international physician that annihilates pollution and imparts health and hilarity, life, and liveliness
to people of the world. Hilly areas are full of medicated air consisting of herbal elements. (Tiwari, n.d.)
The evidence of their implementation of this understanding can also be sourced from texts across Vedas
where great significance has been attached to the Peepal tree (Ficus religiosa) concerning air purification
and environmental preservation. Which was also recently identified as one of the 150 trees and herbs that
are pollution fighters as recognized by the National Botanical Survey of India (NBRI) Lucknow (2013).
These pollution fighters can intercept several toxic gases and dust and also infuse the atmosphere with
plenty of oxygen (Rabindra, 1985).

Along with the value of reverence, another principle that played a pivotal role in the establishment
and development of suitable and sustainable practices was the principle of reciprocity or karma. It is
believed that whatever energy you put towards the environment and other life forms will come back to you.
If your actions had a negative impact on your surroundings; the negative consequences will be reaped by
you or your family. This ideology is best put forward by John and Rose in their paper titled "What Can
Traditional Indigenous Knowledge Teach Us About Changing Our Approach to Human Activity and
Environmental Stewardship in Order to Reduce the Severity of Climate Change'. Where it is stated that

natural laws travel in a circle or a cycle. When you put out something it is going to come back whether it's
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positive or negative. If you put out a positive that's what will come back, but if you put out a negative that's
what will come back, either to you, or your family but the effect will definitely come back. It will keep
going unless you restore it to balance and harmony in a good way (Hansen & Antsanen, 2018). It was this
interpretation of Karma and the understanding of the natural law of reciprocation that guided the actions of
communities towards creating an environment that was suitable for the sustenance of all living creatures,
as this codified their environmental ethics and actualized the realization for them that's best put in the
interview of indigenous communities recorded by John and Rose for their paper where the interviewee
talked about the rules their community followed in relation to respecting and sustaining environmental
processes, "Our laws are not based on greed. Ours is based on good health, help, understanding and
happiness. Our laws are for those four things only, for the survival of the people, for the survival of
medicines, the survival of animals, and the winged ones. So these laws are not only to protect the Earth, but
all humans all life.” (Hansen & Antsanen, 2018). Thus, the paper simplifies the process of derivation of
such laws and practices mentioned as they were just based on the keen observation of ecology and
environmental processes by humans in the yesteryears that were formed around the idea of mutual co-

existence that equates the importance of all life forms for the sustenance of the ecosystem.

We can again look back at Rana Singh’s paper for a similar perspective, which goes on to state that
very often, the sacredness of nature appears to be a necessary precondition for the practice of ecological
rationality given certain cognitive limitations and everyday anxieties of large populations in the
contemporary world (cf. Ginerand Tabara 1999); however, in ancient Hindu thought the great sages already
envisioned it (Singh, 2012). The claim of this statement and the impact of considering the environment as
sacred can be traced by mapping the successful environmental movements led by different communities
such as the Bishnoi community in Rajasthan and indigenous communities residing in the Garhwal region
in the Himalayas. The first half of the word, Bish means 20 whereas noi means 9. This terminology is used
to represent the community as it signifies the 29 commandments established by its founder

Gurujambeshwari to be followed for the purpose of environmental conversation. These principles were
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based on the ideologies and practices prescribed in the Vedas such as that of ahimsa which is prevention of
harm to all forms of life, which we also encounter as primary principles of both Buddhism and Jainism. As
the 1so-Upanishad has revealed the secret of the existence of life on earth is maintaining the importance of
every organism for mutual survival as they clearly state that, *"No creation is superior to any other". Human
beings should not be above nature. They clearly instruct us to let no one species encroach on the rights and
privileges of other species. (Renugadevi, 2012). The Bishnoi community embodied these principles in their
practice when 363 members of the community sacrificed their lives protecting the revered Khejri trees

against the best wishes of the King of Jodhpur.

Following the Hindu description of three basic categories of forest that is 'Shrivan’, the forest which
provides prosperity. ‘Tapovan', where one can contemplate as the sages did and seek the truth. And
'‘Mahavana' is the great natural forest where all species of life find shelter. Each of these categories must be
preserved. The primitive Hindu societies of India represented by the tribal (aborigines) living in mountains
and forests have significantly contributed to the protection and preservation of several virgin forest patches
rich in biodiversity (David, 1980). They are called “sacred groves” (Forest of God) and are left untouched
by the local people. For example, many villages had a sacred lake, and around it a grove of trees to catch
rainfall and protect the banks from erosion. The lake and its grove would store rainfall to irrigate
surrounding fields and also to provide drinking water to the local community. In recent times, the neglect
of these simple techniques for gathering and protecting clean water has led to a serious water shortage crisis
(Shyamala & S., 2018). Such sacred groves are found all over India, particularly in the Western Ghats and
north-eastern Himalayan regions and have become part of the "Biosphere Reserves" of India containing
some of the rare and endangered species of plants and animals. They are repositories of some valuable
"germless” fields which would be needed by the posterity for sustaining agriculture in future (Renugadevi,
2012). These practical implications of virtues referred to in ancient texts by indigenous communities and
the success they achieved in terms of environmental preservation of patches of vegetation and sacred

grooves that have been mentioned in the Vedas and hold cultural significance, reflect the scope for
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innovative solutions that can be generated by building on the traditional indigenous knowledge with modern
scientific capabilities and technologies. They further also assist us in deriving the relevance and
noteworthiness of the argument about how modernized systems and messages contained in ancient wisdom

should be allowed to co-exist to help realize humanity's link with nature (Singh, 2012).

6. BODY

This paper seeks to address the literature gap on the social dimensions of climate change in
relevance to solutions-oriented from ancient Indian texts and practices. It aims to provide human and
community-centric innovative solutions that can be used to tackle climate change or at least reduce its
effects in the present times. Even though there are papers that suggest the incorporation of the
environmental vision prescribed in classical texts, there remains scope for more research that addresses the
guestion of how exactly we incorporate this environmental wisdom in developing more equitable policies
that can assist in reducing the negative impacts of modern industrial practices that have been in play for the
better half of the last three centuries. In addition to this, the bigger aim is also to encourage a mindset and
a way of living which is established on the foundation of sustainability. Though industries greatly contribute
to the climate problem, it is our daily lifestyle and thought process that has also been a major contributor to
the climate problem. The ancient culture and especially Vedic literature and practices show that it was the
mindset of sustainability and reverence that led to our ancestors being able to build a sustainable community
for themselves. This is what we propose - to integrate into modern-day society to enable unified action to
initially re-create and then maintain an environment of sustainable development. We also intend to suggest
both, a top-down and a bottom-up approach. The top-down approach, through scientific research,
environment-friendly developments and policies has somewhat been brought into place. It surely can be
improved, and we will provide a few suggestions we feel may be advantageous. But a bottoms-up approach

which includes the participation of each individual through conscious actions in daily lifestyles is something
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that still needs to be properly initiated and brought into place. Both these approaches go hand-in-hand and

can hopefully be structuralized by adopting valuable insights from our ancient culture.

We have also made an effort to find out the awareness of ancient Indian people about the
environment. (Tiwari, n.d.) When we try to understand where this principle of reverence stems from, we
come to understand that the Vedic sages observed and meticulously studied all the forces of nature that they
experienced. They appreciated these forces. They worshipped and prayed to them with due regard. It is
these practices that they followed that led them to an important instinctive realization that all forms of
action, movement, creation, change, and destruction in nature are the results of forces beyond men's control
and that they cannot be completely controlled by humans. It was this realization that led them to attribute
the value of divinity to nature and further actualize the significance of mutual existence of all life forms,
present in the environment around them. It becomes important for us to highlight here how this realization
remains contrary to the principle of anthropocentrism which states that the environment is meant to be
shaped around human beings' desires which led us into the Anthropocene and exacerbated the climate
change crisis. The recent developments in environmental catastrophe that we have witnessed for the better
part of the last decade are a direct consequence of the human-led 'modernization' in the Anthropocene. The
argument put forward by Tiwari makes it exceptionally clear why the ancient Indian practices need to be
studied and why it is high time for the implementation of environmental practices and ethics to be given
priority. Even the government has acquired a few values from ancient cultures and they need to continue to
conceptualize how these ancient practices can be inter-twined with policies to create a sustainable future.
One such practice we see in the past century is the initiation of the Van Mahotsova or the 'festival of trees',
launched by K.M. Munshi in the year 1950. It takes inspiration from the ancient idea of the need to plant
trees and conserve them for our present and to ensure that we leave a habitable planet for future generations.
The Van Mahotsava is a week-long nationwide tree plantation program that is still organized in the month

of July every year and large numbers of trees are planted all across India.



Agarwal and Singh | 20

As we see the reverence for nature in Vedic literature, especially the 5 elements, trees and animals,
it is also evident that they have been strongly ignored to a relative extent since the advent of the processes
of colonization, modernization and industrialization. The problem was that the idea of nature and
environment was arguably forgotten, if not forgotten, and had lost its stature amidst development, industrial
revolution, formulation of states and nations, wars and politics. Humans, who would worship nature, began
to interfere with it both consciously and unconsciously. While they continued to blindly cut through forests,
they certainly did not fathom what the consequences of their actions would be. It is only later we begin to
see people re-recognizing the value of nature and the environment (which we have discussed in the
Introduction section of our paper). This arose the need for environmental protection. The rate at which we
need to work to preserve our environment is a repercussion we face because of the time we lost due to

unsustainable development.

We argue that this renewed conception of sustainable development would not have been required,
had we not changed the sustainable mindset and values our ancestors had. The Vedic seers also
acknowledged the importance of ideologies and mindset towards the environment as they considered that
the mind is most powerful and unsteady. Many prayers are found in Vedas requesting the God to keep the
mind free from bad thoughts, and bad thinking. In this regard, the Shivasankalpa Sukta of Yajurveda is

worth mentioning. They realized how ideologies can then shape the environmental ethos and practices.

To formulate the right mindset, the first suggestion we would like to provide is — that 'education’,
from the early stage is essential. Theoretical study about the environment needs to be accompanied by
connectivity with and responsibility towards the environment. It is crucial that we do not consider ourselves
and the environment as two distinct entities and feel the relationship we share. Ultimately, humans are
nothing but a part of the environment. The reason why certain indigenous communities have been able to
maintain a sustainable environment around them is solely because their traditional knowledge has not been
forgotten and was passed from generation to generation. That is why, these communities, from time to time

have been successful in being the torch bearers of protecting the environment, if not globally or nationally,
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at least within the area they resided in. Furthermore, a great amount of literature based on the arguments
surrounding the aspects of the role of Indigenous communities in being environmental stewards, indirectly
critique the modern education system as they attempt to re-evaluate the theme it's based on and observe that
it does not help frame that rich environmental ethos in the minds of students. This further acts as an obstacle
for them in the process of developing the required values towards the environment which can play an
integral part in framing an impactful and conscious lifestyle approach towards the environment. A lot of
Indigenous communities believe that their inherent education and values concerning the environment are
not respected and were firstly neglected by the colonizers and then subsequently with the rise of rigid
schooling system and framework that became prevalent across the country that also acted as an obstruction
to the passing down of indigenous knowledge about environmental preservation to the youth (Hansen &
Antsanen, 2018). It is these policies and educational programmes that need to be re-evaluated to better
cultivate rich environmental awareness and a sense of co-existence within students. The value of this system
of education is further exacerbated in a quote by Rabindranath Tagore that states, "The Highest education
is that which does not merely give us information but makes our life in harmony with all existence." Thus,
education is one of the primary mediums to inculcate values and encourage individual and community

action.

Apart from education, larger policy interventions also need to take place. A sector which may
greatly impact the change we intend to bring is construction. Mud bricks and cow dung bricks have been
used in the subcontinent for centuries, and have proven effective. They continued to be used in the rural
areas. The use of cow dung and mud bricks in building houses today, as mentioned in the Vedas, is a topic
of ongoing research and practical application. Various researchers have found that cow dung can enhance
the durability of mud mortar, making it a viable option for construction. Emery has highlighted in her paper
the historical prevalence of mud-brick architecture, particularly in ancient Egypt, suggesting its continued
relevance. A few other scholars have emphasized the potential of earth-based materials, including mud, for

Third World housing, indicating their continued use in certain regions. These cow dung bricks are not only
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cost-effective, insulate the house from heat entry and have the ability to regulate indoor climate by
absorbing moisture but they also contribute to a 90% reduction of CO2 emissions compared to conventional

bricks (“Cow Dung Bricks: Stronger, Cheaper and More Sustainable,” 2023).

As we go deep into reading our ancient texts, we observe the knowledge they contained about the
environment. It was this knowledge and the instructions of the sages, leaders and teachers that ensured that
people led a life in which non-eco-friendly practices were not an option. But it was keeping in mind the
basic rules and values. The kind of rapid development we see today entails the risk of rapid climate change.
It is not like development did not take place in those times. When we track the timeline from the Indus
Valley Civilization to the Gupta period, there has been drastic development. Moreover, these societies in
themselves were very state-of-the-art. The inability to reciprocate a drainage system as high-tech as that of
the Harappan Civilization itself shows how ancient knowledge has been neglected during ‘development’
in the industrial period. Development is vital, but the literature we have studied makes us believe that we
need to take a few steps back and learn from our ancient practices, as they hold in them valuable lessons.
These lessons become even more valuable due to the crisis we face and understanding our environment
through the lens of our ancient texts and cultures is one of the only things that give us hope for elevating

the condition of the climate of our planet.

7. CONCLUSION

Our paper immensely refers to the value of 'reverence' throughout. And we emphasize this word
because of the integral part it played in ensuring a sustainable lifestyle for our ancestors. Though, we have
mostly cited examples in the Indian context, this idea of ‘reverence' for the environment is relevant for all
parts of the world. If we connect the dots, the ancient Indian texts and cultural practices based on them have

a flow and one thing leads to the other, finally ensuring sustainability and environment protection (or
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prevention of environment degradation). It starts with imparting knowledge, which makes individuals
revere everything in their surroundings, especially the environment. This reverence then builds a mindset
of not disrupting the environment for our personal benefit and in the name of development. The formation
of this mindset initially leads to the deliberate and later unconscious formulation of the kind of behaviour
which restricts the possibility of climate degradation. Everyone adequately recognizes and shoulders the
responsibility to protect the environment. Finally, when this cycle passed on from generation to generation,
it became the culture. This culture automatically leads to each individual leading a sustainable life and the
communities working together to grow while keeping themselves within boundaries of interfering with the

environment.

Ultimately, what we wish to insist upon through our paper is a recreation of this cycle. Our research
evidently demonstrates that our ancestors bore the fruit of this cycle. We certainly, live in times which are
very different from 750AD and before. Life was entirely different, the economic structure and expectations
varied and mainly technology did not exist. Re-establishment of the exact same lifestyle is not what we are
demanding. We only expect that the idea of 'reverence' to be brought back, it will in itself lead to sustainable
development. Therefore, after studying the ancient culture of the Indian subcontinent, we suggest that to

combat climate change today, there needs to be:

Climate-centric experiential learning as a part of the school curriculum from an early stage;

e Deeper research into the ancient scriptures and practices to dig out effective sustainable
alternatives to various modern-day practices;

e Formulation of inclusive policies, such that each citizen can contribute to the cause;

e Creation of a roadmap to build a sustainable lifestyle, one through which all humans can
reduce their carbon footprint; and,

e Inculcation of 'reverence' towards the environment, will form a mindset of sustainable

development and people, will come up with innovative ways to pursue development

without negatively impacting the environment.
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https://sphweb.bumc.bu.edu/otlt/mph-modules/PH/CulturalAwareness/CulturalAwareness2.html#:~:text=Culture%20can%20be%20defined%20as,%2C%20religion%2C%20rituals%2C%20art.
https://sphweb.bumc.bu.edu/otlt/mph-modules/PH/CulturalAwareness/CulturalAwareness2.html#:~:text=Culture%20can%20be%20defined%20as,%2C%20religion%2C%20rituals%2C%20art.
https://vsktelangana.org/environment-conservation-in-ancient-india
https://materialdistrict.com/article/cow-dung-bricks-stronger-cheaper-and-more-sustainable/
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