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Abstract - The term "Ecology” refers to environmental science, which is a relatively recent field of study in
India. The concept of ecology has evolved over time, influenced by the conditions prevailing during different
periods. Environmental problems and efforts to address them have existed since ancient times. Therefore,
it is unreasonable to expect earlier generations to have the same environmental awareness as we do
today. However, environmental consciousness has been present even in ancient times. From the Vedic age,
people recognized the importance of a favorable environment for healthy living. Vedic seers revered nature
and its elements such as water, air, soil, trees, rivers, oceans, and the sky as divine entities. Concepts like
jaladevata (water deity), vanadevata (forest deity), varunudevatda (water god), and vayudevatda (wind
god) became integral to tradition, and the Earth was regarded as a mother figure. In contrast, modern
human activities for personal comfort and enjoyment have led to the destruction of natural resources,
causing deforestation, soil degradation, and pollution of water and air, posing serious threats to the world
today. Hence, a widespread awakening is necessary to revive and apply the Vedic principles to combat
environmental pollution in the current context.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In the contemporary world, environmental pollution appears in many forms, including air pollution, water
pollution, noise pollution, vehicular pollution, thermal pollution, radiation pollution, marine pollution,
industrial pollution, solid-waste pollution, and wastewater pollution. Pollution, in a broader sense, is not
confined solely to modern industrial activities; it can be seen as a phenomenon that accompanies
existence itself. For example, even the natural process of respiration changes the composition of air, as
living beings inhale oxygen and exhale carbon dioxide. Recognizing the importance of environmental purity
and cosmic balance, ancient Vedic seers, who were deeply aware of these principles, prescribed various
Santipathas (peace invocations) aimed at restoring harmony and equilibrium in nature.

Dyauh $antirantariksam $anti, prthivi santirgpah santirausadhayah $antih vanaspatayah
santirvisvedevah $antir brahma $antih sarvam santih $antireva santih sG ma santiredhi//!

2. HISTORICAL AND ETYMOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS OF PARYAVARANA

The term parydvaranais commonly used in contemporary Sanskrit to denote the concept of the
environment. Just as the English word "environment” is composed of two parts- “environ” and “ment”- the
Sanskrit word parydvaranais also made up of two components: pariand avarana. Essentially, the meaning
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of paryavaranais equivalent to that of the word “environment”. The science that studies the environment
is called Ecology, which in Sanskrit is referred to as paryavarana-vijriana.

The Sanskrit compound parydvaranais derived from the root wn meaning “to cover”. Along with the
prefixes pariand dand the suffix /yut. Although parydvaranaitself is not found in ancient texts, related
terms such as paridhih were used in the Atharvavedato denote the environment, exemplified by the phrase
“paridhirjivandyakam®”.

In classical Sanskrit lexicons (kosas) and ritual texts like the Apastambasrautasatra, paridhirefers to
branches of sacrificial trees and also to the sun’s circumference. The Amarakosaand other lexicons
define paridhias a surrounding or encompassing entity, similar to parivesa (environment). Poets like
Kalidasa used paridhiin this sense as well.

The term "paryavarana” broadly refers to everything that surrounds the Earth, encompassing both living
and non-living entities. This includes the five great elements (pdﬁco—mohdbhﬂtas)— earth, water, fire, air,
and ether- along with rivers, oceans, mountains, seasons, plants, and animals that impact human life. The
ecological balance among these components is essential for sustaining life; any disturbance in this
balance can lead to destruction (pralaya). Thus, paryavarana signifies the harmonious relationship
between natures and living beings. Human beings, especially social animals, cannot live in isolation. Even
natural  enemies coexist within the environment, which comprises three spheres
or mandalas. sthalamandala (land and minerals), jalamandala (water bodies), and vayumandala (air and
space).

Vedic seers recognized and revered the subtle harmony between humans and natures, emphasizing that
any change in the environment impacts all living beings. The Atharvanic seers held the five elements and
all life forms in deep reverence. Ecological awareness is evident throughout Vedic literature- including the
Rgveda and Yajurveda- as well as in epics and Purdnas, which highlight the emotional balance between
humanity and nature. The sages promoted sympathetic understanding, believing that love between
humans and nature cultivates harmony.

This paper examines how broad ecological concepts, common in modern literature, were portrayed in
India’s oldest texts, with a focus on the Atharvaveda. Known as the lokaveda (Veda of the Masses), the
Atharvaveda addresses life’'s necessities and people’s prosperity, providing rich ecological insights.
Although the term “ecology” does not appear in Vedic texts, words like okas (meaning shelter or home) are
found in the Rgveda and Atharvavedaq, reflecting early awareness of environment. Similarly, the Greek term
Oikologie (study of home and surroundings) indicates a comparable ancient concern. The eminent
ecologist Ernest Haeckel defined ecology as the science of reciprocal relationships between organisms and
their environment, later simplified to “ecology.” All living beings exist within environments composed of
various materials and forces. Environmental biology studies these surroundings and their effects on
organisms, while ecology focuses on the structure and function of nature, examining how organisms
depend on and interact with their environment. Ecology includes specialized branches such as Ethnology,
Ornithology, Entomology, and Mycology.

A common thread in all ecological definitions is the interrelationship between humans and their
surroundings, including plants and animals. Many definitions emphasize societal comfort and well-being
as the ultimate goal of ecology. From the Vedas- through Samhitds, Brdhmanas, Aranyakas, Upanisads,
epics, and Purdnas- to modern times, Indian literature is rich with ecological ideas. Ancient Sanskrit writers
highlighted the vital roles of natural elements such as air (vayu), water (jala), land (Bhami), and time (kala)
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in regulating life. The concept of pancatattva (five elements) embodies the material circulation essential
for life. Since the Rgveda, humans have maintained close ties with nature, never assuming supremacy over
it. Despite their intellectual gifts, they understood that their prosperity depended on the natural elements.

Vedic texts personify and revere the forces of nature. In the Rgveda, water and rivers are deified, as seen in
hymns like “ta dpo deviriha mamavantu?(May the divine water protect me). The Taittariyasamhitd states
that all deities are centered in water. The Atharvaveda (AV) describes water as holy and purifying, invoking
it to bring happiness. Sacred mountain valleys and river confluences are highly praised, with water revered
as essential for sustaining and benefiting life. Dharmasatra authors such as Gautama and Baudhdyana
regard holy places- including mountains, rivers, pilgrimage sites, sages’ abodes, cowpens, and temples-
as sin-cleansing. Forests (aranyani) are also worshipped as deities. Indigenous philosophy holds that the
universe consists of five elements: earth (ksiti), water (apah), fire (tejah), air (marut), and ether (vyoma).
The Atharvaveda reflects intimate relationships between humans and these elements, treating them as
family members deserving blessings and protection. Numerous hymns in the Atharvaveda praise deities
and natural elements for protection and sustenance. Water is seen as medicinal and purifying; Earth as
mother; “prthirin ma amrtdm vai dharayatam”3(May Mother Earth sustain us with immortality) Air as
brother; and Dyaus (sky) as father; “dyaurme pita janita nabhiratra bandhurme maté prthi mahiyam™
Seasons guard against harm, while Agni (fire) purifies and grants prosperity. Earth is revered as the
nourisher of all beings, with prayers seeking safety and abundance. Agni is also deified as a prosperous
father figure. Various deities are invoked for protection from both natural and supernatural threats.

Atharvaveda hymns call for unity among winds and birds, sweetness in all water types, and healing powers
of water surpassing physicians. Gods are invoked for human welfare, and universal benedictions seek to
calm cruelty and make the Earth auspicious.

Earth: It is fascinating to learn that contemporary environmental ideas- such as treating the Earth as a
mother- are found in the Atharvaveda dating back at least 4,000 to 5,000 years. A lengthy hymn addressed
to Mother Earth in the Atharvaveda expresses the seer’s deep love and tender feelings toward the Earth. In
this hymn of sixty-three verses, the Earth is not only regarded as a mother but also revered with the highest
heartfelt respect throughout. The Vedic people lived in close proximity to nature and were deeply aware of
nature’s impact on human life and humanity’s indebtedness to it. In Atharvaveda it is declared:

Madta bhimih putro’ham prthivyéh//* (“The Earth is my mother; | am her son”).

This phrase represents the highest form of reverence for Mother Earth. For a devout Hindu, the Earth is not
merely a natural object but a loving mother who sustains all beings. Humans living on this Earth often feel
guilty for harming their mother through careless actions. Therefore, every morning they pray to Mother Earth
to seek pardon for their innocent transgressions.

One such prayer is:
Samudravasane devi parvatastanamapdale/
Visnupatni namastubhyari padasparsari ksamasvame [/

(O Goddess who wears the ocean, who has mountains as breasts, consort of Visnu, | bow to you; please
forgive the touch of my feet.”)
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Water: Water occupies a vital cosmic role in all living organisms and is regarded as the essential principle
of creation. Ancient wisdom holds that, in the beginning, everything existed as formless water, underscoring
its primacy in the genesis of life. In Atharvaveda-

$amm no devirabhistaya apo bhavantu pitaye / Sam yorabhi sravantu nah//f

Over time, water has been recognized not only as a life-giving liquid but also as one of the fundamental
elements constituting the microcosmic organism. This intrinsic connection between water and life is
reflected in the term jivana, which denotes both “life” and is intimately associated with water itself. The
quality of water consumed directly influences human health; impure water results in disease and suffering
in Atharvaveda-

Apsu me somo abravidantarvis§véani bhesaja [’

The Atharvaveda provides a profound metaphysical framework that echoes this understanding of water
as both a primordial element and the essence of life. In Atharvaveda water is invoked as a source of cosmic
vitality (pitaye), described as the divine force that permeates all living beings, sustaining their fundamental
existence. Furthermore, the text emphasizes water's medicinal qualities, stating that “within the Waters are
all healing balms” (antar visvani bhesaja), thereby presenting water as the original pharmacopoeia of the
microcosm in AV-

dpah prafta bhesajar varithar tanve mama/ jyokca saryam drse///?

The consumption of pure water is viewed as essential for longevity, functioning as a protective shield
(varatham) for the physical body. By purifying oneself through the “Mother Waters,” an individual secures
the health needed to “long behold the sun,” underscoring that without the purity of this essential element,
vitality inevitably gives way to iliness.

Fire: Fire occupies a significant role in the Atharvaveda, where it is often invoked as a powerful force capable
of destroying enemies and protecting the devotee. For instance, Atharvaveda contains a martial invocation
to Agni, the divine fire, requesting him to recognize and burn the enemies:

agnirnah $atrnpratyetu vidvanpratidahannabhisastimaratim/

sa sendri mohayatu paresdr nirhastamsca krnavajjatavedan//°

(“Let wise Agni recognize our enemies and burn them. Let him bewilder the army of foes and render them
powerless”). This verse reflects the perception of Agni as a divine warrior, whose fiery power is harnessed
to protect the community from external threats. Fire is described as the giver of long life: In Yajurveda-

dyurdd agne havisa jusano ghrtapratiko ghrtayoniredhif
ghrtam pitvd madhu card gavyan piteva putramabhiraksatddimam//®°

("0 Agni, giver of long life, is pleased with our sacred offerings. You, whose face is of Ghee and whose origin
is in Ghee, reside here. Having consumed this sweet, pure, and holy Ghee of the cow, protect this seeker just
as a father protects his son”).

Air: Air is the next element which was most taken cam by the Vedic people. The importance of pure air and
ventilation cannot be denied and the Vedic seers also recognized its importance. Vayu, the deity of air, is
invoked to become such pure that no impure things will dare to enter the atmosphere. Atharvaveda states
that wind is the support of all beings. In another mantra it is said that we praise the Vayu and Savitri who
surround the whole world and protect us. May they free us from sin?
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védyohsavitrvidathdni manmahe yavatmanvadvisatho yau ca raksthah/

yau visvasya paribhi babhiivathustau no muicatamhasah//"

Sky: In the Atharvaveda, heaven is poetically described as a cow and the sun as her calf. Through this
metaphorical calf, heaven is believed to bestow essential blessings such as food, strength, desire, a
prosperous life, progeny, nourishment, and wealth. In another context, the quarters are also stated as cows
and the moon as her calf.

rudrasya mitramasi amrtasya nabhih/
visGnakda ndma vai asi pitrndm malat uthita vétikrtanasani//?

Mitra, Varuna, Vivasvan and the planets on earth, air and heaven may favor us. Powers that seize the moon,
with Rahu and Adityas are prayed to be kind. Death and Rudras are also prayed for favor. The far-seeing
sunrise is prayed to bless, the four quarters of the heaven are prayed to be auspicious. The firmly seated
mountains, the Rivers and the waters are also prayed to be auspicious.

$arii no bhumirvepyamana samulkasam no bhiimirvepyaména samulka nirhaté ca ya /
§am gavo mangaldya bhavantu $am no naksatrani §amastu krtya /1

Due to the favorable environment people expected to live for hundred years. In AV it is said that a hundred
autumns may we see, a hundred autumns may we live, a hundred autumns may we thrive, hundred
autumns may we be, a hundred autumns may we bide :

Pasyema saradah satam /
jivema saradah satam /
budhyema saradah satam/
rohema saradah satam/
piisema saradah satam/
bhavema saradah satam/
bhdyema $aradah satam /
bhuyasTh $aradah satét [/

("Moy we see a hundred autumns, may we live a hundred autumns, may we thrive for a hundred autumns,
may we exist a hundred autumns, and may we endure for a hundred autumns”). This reflects a profound
aspiration for sustained health, prosperity, and continuity of life within the cosmic order.

3. FLORA & FAUNA

Environmental consciousness has emerged as a significant global concern since the second half of the
twentieth century. Modern ecological studies emphasize the conservation of biodiversity and the planting
of trees as essential measures for maintaining ecological balance. Long before the rise of contemporary
environmental movements, the Purdnas and other Sanskrit texts highlighted the importance of preserving
flora and fauna and advocated tree plantation as a sacred and socially beneficial activity.

The Puranic tradition contains detailed discussions regarding the selection of trees, methods of plantation,
irrigation, fertilization, and the treatment of plant diseases. Trees are viewed not merely as natural
resources but as living entities that sustain life on earth. They provide food, medicine, shade, fuel, shelter,
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and environmental protection. Consequently, the planting and protection of trees are regarded as duties
of every responsible individual.

The religious significance of tree plantation is reflected in several Sanskrit texts. The Matsya Pur@na extols
the merit of planting trees by stating:

Dasakdpasama vapi dasa vapi samo hradah
Dasahradasamo putrah dasaputrasamo druma/1s

(A reservoir is equal to ten wells, a lake is equal to ten reservoirs, a son is equal to ten lakes, and a tree is
equal to ten sons. This verse emphasizes the immense value of a tree for society and the environment).

From a secular perspective, trees fulfill the basic necessities of human life by providing food, clothing
materials, shelter, medicine, and ecological stability. From a spiritual perspective, planting and nurturing
trees constitute an act of dharma (righteous conduct) that contributes to both individual merit and
collective welfare. Thus, Purdnic ecological wisdom integrates environmental conservation with ethical and
religious values.

4. CONCLUSION

Cosmic Ecology in the Atharvaveda represents one of humanity’s earliest articulated ecological
philosophies. It integrates: Metaphysics (rta), Elemental ontology (paficabhdta), Ethical reciprocity,
Environmental humility etc. Cosmic harmony The Atharvaveda does not treat nature as resource but as
relative- Earth as mother, water as healer, air as life-breath, fire as purifier, sky as regulator.

This Atharvanic vision offers a civilizational ecological paradigm deeply relevant to the contemporary
environmental crisis. It calls not merely for conservation but for transformation of consciousness- from
domination to participation, from exploitation to reverence, from fragmentation to cosmic harmony. Thus,
Cosmic Ecology in the Atharvaveda stands as a foundational contribution of Indian Knowledge Systems to
global environmental thought.
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