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ABSTRACT

India’s environmental history reflects the long-standing relationship
between people and nature, shaped by colonial policies, post-
independence development models, and local resistance. Environmental
movements in India emerged as historical responses to ecological
degradation, social injustice, and the alienation of communities from their
natural resources. Focusing on major forest, anti-dam, and biodiversity-
related movements, this paper explores how these historical struggles
redefined development, emphasized sustainability, and led to critical
environmental reforms. These movements are more than ecological

protests—they are part of a broader historical narrative of resistance,
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1. INTRODUCTION

The environmental movement in India has deep historical roots in struggles over natural resource control,
particularly forests, rivers, and land. The colonial state’s forest policies and the post-independence pursuit of
industrialization often conflicted with the traditional ecological knowledge and livelihoods of local communities,
especially Adivasis and peasants. In this context, environmental movements emerged as a form of historical
resistance against ecological and social injustice. This paper focuses on key historical environmental movements
from the 1970s to early 2000s and analyzes their significance in shaping sustainable and equitable environmental
practices in India.

2. MAJOR HISTORICAL ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENTS
1) Chipko Movement (1973)

Originating in the Garhwal Himalayas, the Chipko Movement involved villagers—mainly women—hugging trees
to protect them from commercial logging. Led by Sunderlal Bahuguna and Chandi Prasad Bhatt, the movement drew
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from Gandhian methods of non-violence and traditional forest management practices. Chipko marked a shift in
environmental discourse by emphasizing community-based conservation and critiquing state-led deforestation.

2) Appiko Movement (1983)

The Appiko Movement in Karnataka’s Western Ghats mirrored Chipko’s approach but emphasized a broader
ecological agenda: afforestation, conservation, and sustainable use. Led by Pandurang Hegde, it responded to
deforestation and monoculture plantations imposed by government agencies. Appiko revived traditional ecological
practices and created awareness about biodiversity loss and forest rights.

3) Silent Valley Movement (1978-1983)

In Kerala, the Silent Valley Movement successfully opposed a hydroelectric dam project in one of India’s last
remaining tropical rainforests. Aided by scientists, writers, and activists, the movement brought ecological science
into public policy and underscored the importance of conserving biodiversity hotspots. The project was eventually
abandoned, and Silent Valley was declared a national park.

4) Narmada Bachao Andolan (1985 onwards)

One of the most prominent anti-dam movements in India, the Narmada Bachao Andolan (NBA) protested the
displacement caused by the Sardar Sarovar Dam on the Narmada River. Led by Medha Patkar and Baba Amte, NBA
highlighted the massive social and ecological costs of large-scale development. It raised fundamental questions about
who benefits from development and at what cost, making it a landmark in environmental justice history.

5) Jungle Bachao Andolan (1982)

Launched in Singhbhum district of Bihar (now Jharkhand), the Jungle Bachao Andolan was a tribal-led protest
against the government’s decision to replace natural sal forests with commercial teak plantations. It criticized
policies that prioritized timber value over ecological and cultural significance. The movement reflected longstanding
conflicts over forest rights and environmental degradation.

3. CONCLUSION

Historical environmental movements in India represent a powerful legacy of ecological resistance rooted in
traditional knowledge, social justice, and democratic participation. These movements brought critical attention to
the environmental costs of development and the marginalization of indigenous and rural communities. They laid the
foundation for major environmental legislation, influenced national discourse, and foregrounded sustainability in
policy and planning. Importantly, they remind us that environmental conservation is not a modern invention, but a
deeply historical, community-driven process in India’s past. As India faces intensified ecological crises, the lessons
from these movements remain relevant for shaping a just and sustainable future.
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