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Our Ancient Hindu religion and culture provide moral guidelines regarding environment 

pollution and its preservation. It teaches us, how should we care to our nature. As we 

know that Ethics is a “philosophical discussion of morality” and an important thing that 

should be clarified in the outset is that ethics is not discussed separately in Indian 

philosophy. It is present as an undertone in religious and philosophical treatise. Like 

other civilizations, philosophy, religion and morality are interconnected in India. Ethics is 

the explanation and evaluative discussion of the characteristic of behaviour, actions and 

moral regulations of humans.  The chief objective of all these is the betterment and 

beautification of our practical lives. But ethics in Indian philosophy does not stop there. 

Moral idealism is to arrange for social welfare through every possible course of action. 

Indian ethics emphasizes the welfare of all creatures, not only the welfare of humans.  

The crisis that we are facing  today is not only a cause of using science and technology, 

but also our today’s advanced lifestyle, erosion of moral values, indifferent attitude 

towards our culture, traditions etc. Our religion and culture offers a unique set of moral 

values and norms to guide  and teaches how to  to react and maintain with nature. our 

Hindu scriptures reveal a clear conception about the ecosystem and it has been also seen  

in other religion that they provided same message about care ethics of nature. If we read  

the holy text Bible, we may found in the Ten Commandments, where a code conduct for 

prevention of environment has been stated as follows-  

1. Thou shalt not litter. 

2. Thou shalt not pollute the air and water. 

3. Thou shalt not  burn incandescent light bulbs. 

4. Thou shalt not drive a hummer. 

5. Thou shalt not waste resources. 

6. Thou shalt recycle. 

7. Thou shalt eat organic foods. 

8. Thou shalt reduce thy consumption. 

9. Thou shalt xeriscape  thy lawn. 

10. Thou shalt install solar-energy panels on the roof.1 

So, the objective of the present article is to throw some light on pollution and to show 

that the full guidelines of prevention  have been mentioned in our ancient Texts and 

scriptures. I shall also point out how much significance of their vision concerning 

nature is still relevant today.  

 
 

1Encyclopaedia of Environmental Ethics and Philosophy,  Abbey to Israel(volume-1), J. Baired Callicott 

and Robert Frodeman (editors), p. XVIII 

Abstract 
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Introduction:  as we learn that philosophy stands for love of wisdom or search for truth. 

In Indian literature, philosophy  is termed ‘darsana’ that represents ‘the vision of truth’. if 

we go through both philosophy Indian and western , we may notice that there is a basic 

difference  in the outlook between them.  Like Western philosophy, Indian philosophy 

also deals with the problems of Metaphysics, ethics, logic, psychology etc. The difference 

with western philosophy is that western philosophy deals with the problem separately, 

but indian philosophy does not deal with the problems in that same way. It deals with 

problems from different angels of views.   

 Indian philosophy is the result of all our Indian ancient or modern thinker’s thoughts. 

Indian philosophy is sometimes called Hindus or non-Hindus, theist or atheists. Here the 

term ‘Hindu’ is not taken in religious faith, it is taken in the geographical sense of 

‘Indian’.2 Indian philosophy is the essence of our country’s culture and civilization. It 

shows us the ways of leading life with maximum benefit, either mental or spiritual, not 

material. Most of the schools of Indian Philosophy try to discover the origin of sorrows 

and misery of life and it does not stop here; rather it tries to find out the ways to get rid of 

these sorrows and evil in this life or in life after death. 

 In India, philosophy, religion and morality are interconnected. Ethics is not discussed 

separately in Indian philosophy. It is present as an undertone in religious and 

philosophical treatises. Generally ethics concern the evaluative discussion of human 

behaviour and its actions. Ethics is the science of morality and primarily it concerns the 

conduct of individuals living in society. We can say that ethics is a philosophical 

discussion of morality. Philosophy does not deal with abstract ideas and concepts. The 

aim of philosophy is to give a synoptic view of the world and life. It is presupposed that 

philosophy only deals with some metaphysical theories, but this kind of presuppositions 

is partially true. Besides this, philosophy includes all the aspects of our life including 

practical aspects as its subject matter. Ethics, a new and important part of philosophy, 

deals with our practical life. What should we do or not do, it provides the justification of 

our behaviour. So, when we are trying to explain the relation between human beings and 

nature or environment, we are getting our justification from a new kind of ethics. This is 

called environmental ethics. Environmental ethics is one kind of moral philosophy 

concerning human beings along with non-human nature. The main aim of environmental 

ethics is to deal with the relationship between human beings as moral agents and non-

human nature.  

 Main Objective:  

According to our ancient texts and scriptures, our body is composed of materials 

elements that is called Pancha Mahabhutas- namely ether (akash), air (vayu), fire(agni), 

water (ap) and earth(Ksiti). This pancha mahabutus are functioning as cosmic elements, 

which helps to  create and sustain all forms of life.  It has important role in preserving the 

 
2An introduction to Indian Philosophy, S.Chatterjee & D. Datta, p. 3 
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environment.3 We may noticed that all these Mahabhutashave been traced in the Vedas 

and Puranic literature.  As we find that Prithive (earth) is considered as a mother and 

protector of the holy cosmic law, Vayu as the bond, and water is also treated as the first 

of the cosmic elements.4 Ancient Greek Philosophers Thales also echoed the same 

opinion regarding water.  

 

The Carvakas (one of the  atheist schools of Indian Philosophy) hold that the material 

world is composed of four perceptible elements- air, fire, water and earth. They reject 

ether as its existence cannot be perceived. Not only non-living material objects but also 

living organisms, like plants and animal bodies, are composed of these five element, by 

the combination of which they are produced and to which they are reduced on death.5 

 

Indian philosophy is much more primitive from the point of its beginning than western 

philosophy. Western philosophy started developing primarily in Greece in the 6th century 

B.C. But Indian philosophy started its journey before the 16th century B.C.  thus, we can 

easily say that Western Philosophy should be indebted to Indian Philosophy as many 

theories of Western Philosophy had their origin in Indian philosophy. We may cite the 

examples of theories of ‘Panchabhuta’(five elements) (water, air, fire, earth and ether), 

‘karma’,  ‘paramanu’(atoms) etc. which are found in western philosophy in different 

forms. Now let me show the nature and functions of five elements from which we can 

have a clear understanding of how our ancient thinkers were so conscious about nature.   

1. Prithive (earth) Rig Veda describes Prithive as a divinity as well as one of the 

Mahabhutas. She is mother and Upholder of all (Rig veda, book X, hymn 18, 

verse 10, book I, hymn 155, verse 2) Prithive is also identified as a mother and 

protector of the holy cosmic law.  Sometimes she called a divine ship, full of life- 

sustaining harvest. Like other four Mahabhutas, she sustains our universe.6 

 

2. Water(Ap): Philosophy always asks a question about nature such as – of what is 

the world composed of? The first answer was water. According to Vedas, water 

was the first of the cosmic elements. They give the argument in support of their 

view. For example, Rig Veda says that “in the beginning, all was water, and there 

was darkness which engulfed it”7 (Rig Veda, book X, hymn 129, verse 3)  

 
3 ‘Classical India’ by O.P. DWIVEDI in A Companion to Environmental Philosophy, (2001), Dale, 

Jamieson (ed.), p. 38 
4 Ibid, p. 39  
5An introduction to Indian Philosophy, S. Chatterjee & D. Datta, p. 59 
6‘Classical India’ by O.P. Dwived  in A Companion to Environmental Philosophy, (2001), Dale, Jamieson 

(ed.), p. 38 
7  Ibid 
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The first Greek philosophers who focused his thinking on nature. One of the pre-Socrates 

Philosopher Thales (624B.C-550B.C) was considered the first philosopher who ask to the 

question ‘what is the basic stuff of the universe?’ He considered that the universe is 

fundamentally water, because water admits of being vapours, liquid and solid. He 

comments that all comes from water and water all returns.  

3. Vayu (air) Air (Vayu) is considered in the Vedic literature like a bond and the 

thread which keeps the universe together. Air is also identified as Prana (the life-

sustaining breath) since airis the germ of the world. They think that without air 

nothing survives.8 

Anaximander, a pre-Socratic Philosopher (558B.C.-524B.C) tells of air as the first 

principle. He also says that air is the fundamental stuff of which the world is composed. 

He considers air as a breath of the universe. Hence this breathing universe was 

considered to be a living organism.  

4.  Akash (space): The akash denotes space rather than sky or ether as mentioned in some 

translated Vedic literature.  They say that it is not a material or physical element. There 

are many synonyms of aksh(space) in our ancient texts such as nabhas, kham, 

antarichcha, or dyaus.according to Chhandogya Upanishad, the Akash is the final refuge 

of all beings since all beings come from akash and after destruction all returns to akash9 

(Chhandogya Upanishad, book I, part 9, verse 1)  

5.  Agni (light/fire): Agni is considered in Vedas as the spring of our life because it 

creates life on earth. In later Vedic descriptions, we have found Agni called sun and light 

and it also is regarded as the soul. (Maitrayana Upanishad, chapter 6, verse 35)  we have 

found  a series of hymns (such as 1-8, 11-12, 16, 20-1, 37, 45-6, 51 etc.) regarding the 

Agni.10 

 

In some ancient texts and scriptures, we can see that there are many instructions 

regarding  the protection of our nature. They told us that people must not demand or 

command domain over other creatures. They strictly are forbidden from exploiting nature 

and they suggest seeking peace and living in harmony with nature.  In our Hindu 

tradition, we believe in rebirth. Our soul continues to take birth in different life forms 

such as birds, fish, animals. At the time of Rig Veda, tree worship was quite popular and  

we also do it till today. This practice has been seen in Jharkhand State. Rig Veda 

regarded plants as having divine powers, with one entire hymn devoted to their praise, 

chiefly with reference to their healing properties11. Hindu ancestors considered it their 

duty to save trees and in order to do so they attached to every tree a religious sanctity. 

From this point of view, they considered every tree to have a Vriksha-devata.  For that, 

 
8 Ibid 
9 Ibid 
10 Ibid 
11Ibid, P.43 
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they found Goddess Lakshmi in Tulsi, Goddess Shitala in Neem. Thus, Tulsi and  neem 

trees are commonly seen at the corner of  every house in our culture.  

 

Messages from Hindu Scriptures to protect our environment:   

Some ancient texts give a clear conception of the ecosystem. We may find that an 

important code of conduct has been followed in the Vedic period for maintaining a proper 

sanitation. In the past, it was considered to be the duty of everyone and default was a 

punishable offence. As Kautilya Wrote: 

‘The punishment of one eighth of a pana should be awarded to those who throw 

dirt on the roads. For muddy water one-fourth pana. If both are thrown the punishment 

should be doubled. If latrine is thrown or caused near a temple, well or pond, sacred 

place, or government building, then the punishment increases gradually by one pana in 

each case. For urine the punishment should be only half.’12(Kautilya’s Arthashastra, 

book II, CH-36, verse- 145)  

It about 200 BCE, the Charaka (writer of the Famous Text  Charak Samhita) wrote about 

Vikriti (Pollution) : 

‘The polluted air is mixed with unhealthy elements. The air is uncharacteristic of 

the season., full of moisture, stormy, hard to breath, icy cool, hot and dry, harmful, 

roaring, coming at the same time from all direction, bad smelling, oily, full of dirt, sand, 

steam, creating disease in the body and is considered polluted’ (Charaka Samhita, 

Vimanastanam, ch- III, verse- 6.1)  

 

In our culture, we consider water as a powerful medium for purification and also a source 

of energy and it has religious value. We found that in the Rig Veda, prayer is offered to 

the deity of water:  

‘The water in the sky, the waters of rivers, water in the well whose source is the ocean, 

may all these water protect me’(Rig Veda, book- VII, hymn- 49, verse – 2) 

The healing properties and medicinal value of water has been accepted  universally, if it 

is pure and free from all pollution. In Islam, Jamjam pani  (it is situated in Arab) is 

famous for every muslim. They believe that it has the power to recover any disease. Thus, 

Those who visit to Madina sharif for Hajj, they are very keen to visit Jamjam place and 

bring a bottle of jamjam pani (religious water)   So, it is clear from above view on water 

and air, we can assume that among ancient Indian thinkers, they were aware of the 

reasons for polluted.  We also see  that an important instructions has been conveyed to us  

in Manusmriti, which are- 

 
12Ibid, P. 46  
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One should not cause urine, stool, or cough in the water. Anything which is mixed 

with these un-pious objects, blood and poison, should not be thrown into water’13 

(Manusmriti, book IV, verse- 56) 

 In our Country, many rivers are considered sacred, like Ganga, Saraswati etc. Among 

these, the river Ganga is considered by Hindus as the most sacred body of water. Thus, 

they clearly prohibited not performed such acts near the holy waters of the river Ganga: 

i.e. remove excrement, brushing and gargling, removing cerumen from body, throwing 

hairs, dry garlands, playing in water, taking donations, performing sex, attachment with 

other sacred places, praising other holy places, washing clothes, throwing dirty clothes, 

thumping water and swimming.14 

Conclusion:  

We are created by God and only God has the right to do or control everything in our 

lives. We  are the only beings who are self-conscious and self controlled. We  have a 

future vision and we also can create relationships with other beings and think for them. 

These all characteristics have made us more dignified and valuable, than any other 

creations. So in every sense we are different and distinct from other animal beings. 

Man has progressed a lot through civilization.  What does civilization mean by 

civilization? It literally means some of the attainments characteristic of life. Civilization 

refers to the whole machinery or system of devices developed by man. Civilization 

springs from the desire of man to control those conditions which are addressed to make 

him happy. This happiness is primarily of two kinds- material and mental. Destruction of 

forest, cutting trees, making a bridge, damp for changing a river force in the name of 

civilization is not a real development. Man should use his power in the environment with 

the full guidance of the spiritual supremacy that leads to life completely. Man always 

used to regulate the earth according to his end. Man lives on this earth with all other 

species and there is an intimate relationship with each other.  

 

Our ancient religion and culture provide a system of moral guidelines regarding 

environmental preservation and conservation. As we have seen that the ethical beliefs and 

religious values influence people’s behaviour toward others. Hindu religion and its 

cultural philosophy offers a unique set of moral values and norms regarding protecting 

nature from pollution. In the final analysis, the environmental crisis that we are facing 

today is not only an excessive use of the crisis of science and technology, but also our 

negative attitude towards our values and tradition is responsible for our miserable 

situation. So, we may conclude by saying that in our ancient texts, the entire universe is 

seen as an extended family, with all living beings in this universe as members of the 

household. This concept is also known as Vasudhaiv Kutumbakam. Here vasudha means 

earth, Kutumba means extended family. We can explain it as follows – all human beings 

 
13‘Classical India’ by O.P. DWIVEDI in A Companion to Environmental Philosophy, (2001), Dale, 

Jamieson (ed.), p. 45 
14 Ibid, p. 47 
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as well as other creatures living on earth as members of the same family of Devi 

Vasundhara. We should care about the welfare of all without harming others and 

destroying the environment. If we take some lessons about the eco-spiritual thought of 

our ancient religion then it will help us to protect nature for our future generation. And 

finally we have to avoid mistreatment and defilement of nature.  
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