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he arrived on eu& as a part of evolution. He
leamnt to live with five elements of natures "the
earth”, the water”, "the gir", "the light" and "the
Cosmos". The organic link that inextricably binds

the nature and the man has remained unchanged -

even today. The strides in the field of Science
and Technology has only reinforced the view and
calls for better understanding between Man and
Nature. Communion with natare has been article
of faith with man and has been on integral part
of his life since time immemorial. This has been
both a phenomenon and legacy which has been
handed down from one generation to another.
In course of living mam began to see nature
with reverence. His mnt’ gratefulness went
-to the extent of investissg godhood in all forces
of nature, Asapmofﬂatm he began iden-
tifying several flora with-particular personalities
of the Hindu pantheon and started worshipping
them. Peepal tree (Ficus refigiosa) became sym-
bolical for Lord Krishna and Tulsi (Oscimum
sanctum) for Rama. The elements of Prithvi"
(Earth) was xdenttﬁedvﬁlwdﬁmesh and the
plants Shami (Acacia ;
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sacred for its worship. The element of water was
identified with goddess Bhavani with the plants
Ashoka (Saraca indica) and Vishnukranta (Evo-
lulus alsionoides) being sacred for its worship.
For the "air" Lord Vishnu was identified and the
plants Peepal (Ficus religiosa) and Tulsi (Osci-
mum sanctum) were considered sacred. With
"cosmos" and "light” were identifed Ishawara and
Surya respectively and accordingly Bel (Aegle
marmelos) and Drona (Leucas cephalotus) for the
former and Kaner (Nerium odrum) for the latter
were held sacred. The list is endless with similar
favourite plants being prescribed for other mem-
bers forming part of the religious and spiritual .
milien and in the worship began an odyssey of
harmonius links between Man and Nature to
commence a journey into the realm of eternity.
But what is astonishing and interesting is that
the early dwellers on this planet conceived the
idea of close interdependence between man and
nature, more of the former than the latter and nur-
tured this idea throughout their existence. The
concept is very much relevant even today and as
we now look upon, it is pregnant with strong

. environmental and ecological overtones and one

which is vital for survival of mankind itself. In
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the search for the ultimate the primitive folks
were asked to discover the nuances and richness
of the heritage of nature and appreciate it. In
simple words of today, it was a message to.pro-
tect and preserve the flora and fauna through the

discovery of God. One has to marvel at the
manner in which the traditional peopie of kndia -
without ' the benefit of modern education bug

mainly on account of their faith and beliefs s

deeper understanding about nature thought about

its preservation and devised their own plans in -
a myriad ways to bring home the message.

- INDIAN PEOPLE: THEIR FAITH
AND BELIEFS IN NATURE
Animism, naturalism .teverenceandrupect' for
nature and its creations such as plants, animals,

rivers and mountains were all part of the cultursl -

life and tradition, of the Indian people and this
belief and practices have continuéd in one or
other form even to the present in certain sections
of the Indian society particularly the primitive
tribal societies and the rural folks of India. The

belief systems of the traditional people of India
extended their relationship from social to the nat- -

ural environment treating rivers as mother god-
dess, forests as gods, totemic animals as brethem,
pey species as mutualists, Many elements of the
nature were offered protection from harm at
human hands. In the terms of religion such prac-
tices might then have helped territorial hunters
and food gatherers to safeguard the health of their
resource base in order to promote long term per-
sistence of the scarce natural resources. Many
such traditional environmental conservation prac-
tices have continued on the Indian Sub-continent
to the present times and help protect a wide diver-
sity of the physical and biological resources and
the ecosystem. '
The traditional people of India believed that
a blessing or curse could be caused by some- trees
or rivers, If a baby was born it was thought to
be gift of nature through these objects. In Raj-
asthan women worship Peepal (Ficus religiosa)
to ward off widowhood. In Bihar women wor-
ship Amla (Emblica officinalis) and Tulsi (Osci-
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mum sanctum) to get heaven after death. In
Masharastra, Andhra, Kerala and Karnataka
people break coconut fruits (Cocos nucifera)
before entering into a temple. Coconut is believed
to be a symbol of fecundity and so the women
who nurse the desire to get a son are given coco-

‘nut as Prasad (Divine gift).

_ People in India beliéve that trees can bring

‘péace and consolation to mankind if protected

and worshipped. Cutting of a green tree is con-
sidered to be a sin and sacrilege which could spell

-disaster for the family and even for the entire vil-
‘lage. A father of a son was specially guided by
the moral restriction of destroying a green tree.

It was believed that even the cutting of branches

" could make the son invalid.

.- Common beliefs and superstitions regarding
- trees, herbs, flowers, fruits and vegetables are
‘prevalent among the people of both rural and
“urban India, Interestingly these superstitions are

not only confined to India but to several other
parts of world particularly in Asia, Africa and
Australia. The Wanika of East Africa believe that
forest trees are animate and would not even allow
incision on the bark lest cutting its branches. The
aborginals of Canada have reverence for the
Maple Leaf trees and the Red Indians of United
States of America consider the Red Wood tree
as sacred and protect it. The Buddhist in China
and Bhutan have reverence for Peepal tree (Ficus
religiosa) and the Maiden-hair tree (Ginkgo
biloba). The latter is on the verge of extinction.
They have protected them by planting in their
monastries.

FAITH AND TRADITION OF THE
PRIMITIVE SOCIETIES OF INDIA IN
NATURE'’S CONSERVATION

The tribal societies of India have still retained
the age old tradition and culture of India. Nature
worship is a form of belief which is prevalent
among them. They believe that nature’s creations
have to be protected and destruction of any of
them would be met with punishment. The faith
of these aboriginal people of India in plants, ani-
mals, rivers and mountains have greatly helped
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in the preservation and protection of many nat-
ural ecosystems in India. Sach tribal beliefs have
survived several forests in India in its pristine
glory. They have been termed as "Sacred Groves”
or "Deovan” (Forests of God). They are patch
of forest or part of large forests left untouched
by the localpeopbﬁﬁ' into it was
eded to a deity of
‘sugapased to protect and
preside over thegroveﬂﬁ!mders will be
punished. Such sacred gitves are found all over
India in the tribal zones. At present there are
about 400 groves in Malistsatitra (Gadgil and
Vartak, 1976).- There ate séveral in the North
'Eastern States oflnﬁt.ww Meghalaya
and in the Andamans snd e Nilgiris of South
India. The Mawflong nssr Skillong in Meghal-
aya; the Mangaoon and Ghet in western moun-
tain ranges and the ghats of peninsular India
(Vartak and Gadgil, 1981) are some example of
these virgin forests. The sacred groves of these
primitive human societies have become part of
the "Biosphere Reserves” of modern India pre-
serving some of the rare and threatened species
of plants and animals which are on the extinc-
tion list. These biosphere reserves with 54
National Parks in about 21003 sq. km. and 372
wildlife sancturies in about 88649 sq. km. con-
situte the major part of the terrestrial forest ecos-
ystem of India and is largely the legacy of the
‘tribal communities.

Many of thesc tribal soe:etm in India have

reverence for a particular tree also. The Mundas
and Santals of Bihar, worship Mahua tree (Bassia
latifolia); the Bhuyias and Gonds of Madhya
Pradesh consider Palash (Butea monosperma) as
sacred; the Bhils of Rajasthan (and also the Bish-
noi communities) have reverence for Khejri tree
(Prosopis cineraria). They would never allow the
destruction of those trees.

Many tribals of India and also traditional cul-
tivators have not adopted the cultivation of the
improved hngh yielding varieties of crop plants
which require heavy inputs of chemical fertiliz-
ers and pesticides to maintain productivity even
at the cost of the environmental degradation.
They grow the traditional varieties of crops and

the wild relatives of commonly cultivated crops

-which are less susceptible to diseases and usu-

ally using compost as fertilizer but no pesticides.
It has great significance in terms of genetics,
environmenta! safety and ecological conserva-
tion. They have helped in the maintainance of
valuable gene pool of specific characters of har-
diness, disease and adaptability to adverse cli-
matic conditions like waterlogging, extreme
drought or cold etc. The plant breeders can use
them in future for evolution of better varieties
of crop plants.

THE MYTHOLOGICAL PLANTS OF
INDIA AND THEIR SIGNIFICANCE IN
ECOSYSTEM PRESERVATION

Several tree species in India which constitute
important part of the terrestrial ecosystem of the
peninsula have important historical antecedents
for their growth and past happenings. Many of
them occupy a significant position in the Hindu
mythology, relating to right and wrong acts of
human beings. Others have hygienic stress from
the viewpoint of purifying the atmosphere and
curing certain human diseases. Several trees,
herbs, bushes, grasses and creepers enjoy unpor-
tance as an object of divinity and sacredness.
They symbolise god and goddess to the rural
folklore,

The trees like Peepal (Ficus religiosa), Bargad
(F. bengalhensis), Mango (Mangifera indica),
Sandalwood (Santalum album), Bel (Aegle mar-
melos), Coconut (Cocus nucifera), Ashoka
(Saraca indica), Arjuna (Terminalia arjuna),
Kadamba (Anthocephalus cadamba), Jamun
(Syzygium cumini) Amla (Emblica officinalis),
Meem (Azadirachta indica),”Agastya (Sesbania
grandiflora) and Imli (Tamarindus indica) etc.;
the shrubs like Shoeflower (Hubiscus rosasin-

- ensis), Pili Kaner (Thevetia nerifolia), Dhatura

(Datura alba), Marigold (Tagetes erectd), Rosa
(Rosa indica), Sadabahar (Vinca rosea) etc..
grasses like Doob (Cyanodon dactylon) and
Bamboos (Bambusa spp.) are considered sacred

in Indian mythology and their destruction is

sacriligous. Their leaves, fruits and flowers
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" arerequired at several relegious and-social fime-
tions marriage, death, child birth, various wor-
-ships and festivals. They are widely gro
protected for their religious, ic
: meatalvalnes.'l‘heyhayeconsmerabg' erably
the operation of the terrestrial ecos
and also in the mainteniance of the
ance of country particularly in the y 'h
rural ecosystems. L
There are some mythological trees o I
called "Kalpabriksha" (Tree of eternity) sl
is of multipurpose use (as food, fodder, |
timber etc.) to the People where it grows, ;
have great reverence for such trees, One sn
is Khejri (Prosopis cineraria) grown in.
numbers in the deserts of Rajasthan in & :
Bishnoi communities of Rajasthan have -
reverence for Khejri for centuries. Khejri's h
“Played significant role in the operation and
servation of the Desert Ecosystems in the arid

~zones of Rajasthan.
CONCLUSIONS
Beliefs, faith and tradition has

played significant role in the conservation of - -

environment and preservation of €cosystems not
only in India but in other parts of world too, But
the question remains how long it would continue
to play this protective role? So long as the total
demand on the natural resources remained lim-
ited the human population would tend to come
to equilibrium with nature. But as the Ppopulation
increases and demands overtake supply, the
equillibrium will be lost and question of "sur-
vival” would become primary and religion secon-
dary. The stage seems to be approaching fast in-
India. The religious overtones and moral bind-
ings with regard to protection of sacred trees is
fast vanishing in India.

In one of our field studies made at Jaipur in
Rajasthan we came across a sensational discov-.
ery that the sacred trees Peepal and Bargad wese
being frequently cut for fuelwood by the rural
poor and sold to the market. Interestingly, to -
» vescapethewmthofsinandfearofsacrilegethe; '
Hindus employ Muslim tree cutters for the job
(Shekhawat and Sinha, 1990). Similar situation
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exists in the tribal belts and other rural areas of
%Inordertosmvive,theuibalsandmennal_
eopie have started interfering into those forest
8- which was held sacred for centuries, When

ivial is at, stake, morality and religion
Nevertheless, human faith, beliefs, traditions
superstitions have played significant role in
 ecological conservation in India for centur-
ies and will continue to have its conservative
impact for times to come. Significantly several
of those trees and shrubs which were held sacred
d protected for one or other reasons by the tra-
ditional people have found to be environment-
ally very useful. National Botanical Research
Tnstitnte (NBRI) Lucknow has identified some
.those plants e.g. Peepal, Bargad, Mango,
Neem, Kaner etc. as a "natural pollutant sink"

- which intercepts dusts and noxious gases of the

atmosphere. It will be highily desirable to under-
take mass scale plantation of these sacred plants
in the afforestation drive and declare them as
"Sacred forests" to put moral bindings upon the
people for their conservation and protection.
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