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Roots of Chipko 

Philosophical and Ideological 

Moorings of Innovative Resistance 

through Satyagrahas 



"ecology is 

permanent 

economy" 

“It must be admitted that to begin with Chipko was an 

economic movement and we looked upon forests as 

a source of employment through tree-felling and 

providing raw material for industries. The long 

sufferings of hill women have guided the activists to 

reach new heights in their movement, when these 

persevering mothers of the future generations 

dictated that forests were their maternal homes, 

which provided water, food, fodder and fuel. Both the 

trees and the mothers teach that to live and also to be 

ready to die for the sake of others proves to be the 

real fountain of bliss. Thus came the famous 

slogan:  What do the forests bear?  soil, water and 

pure air; soil, water and pure air  are the basis of 

life.”    

(Award Speech, 9 December 1987) 



Gandhi at Darwen, England, 

September 26, 1931. with 

Miraben (Madeleine Slade) 

: “Year after year the floods in the North of 

India seem to be getting worse, and this 

year they have been absolutely 

devastating. This means that there is 

something radically wrong in the 

Himalayas, and that 'something' is, without 

doubt, connected with the forests. It is not, 

I believe, just a matter of deforestation as 

some people think, but largely a matter of 

change of species.”  

 

“the Banj brings them in no cash for the 

coffers, whereas the Chir pine is very 

profitable, yielding as it does both timber 

and resins.” 

 

 Mira Behn, 1952, ‘Something Wrong in the 

Himalaya’ 

 



‘ 

 

 

 

Daughter o f the Himalayas’ 

‘Mother of Social Activism’ 

 

Anti-Alcohol Movement 

 

“The principles that govern 

humanity are higher than 

those that govern the state … 

a centralized government, 

indifferent to its people, is a 

joke.” 

 

 

 

 



CHIPKO FOLK  POET 

 

GHANSHYAM RATURI (SHAILANI): 

FROM GHARWAL TO DOON VALLEY!  

 

“A fight for truth has begun at Sinsyaru 

Khala A fight for rights has begun in 

Mulkot Thano Sister, it is a fight to 

protect our mountains and forests They 

give us life Hug the life of the living trees 

and streams to your hearts Resist the 

digging of mountains which kills our 

forests and our streams A fight for life 

has begun at Sinsyuru Khala” 

 

 

 

“Embrace the trees in the forests 

And save them from being felled! 

Save the treasure of our mountains 

From being looted away from us!!” 



They are not from Chipko Movement. They are 

footboard travellers thrown out of the speeding 

buses at the turning. Times of India, 18 July 

2007 



“A common impression exists all over the 

world, except in the villages of Garhwal 

and Kumaon, that large number of 

people, especially women, have been 

embracing trees to prevent their felling. 

While the media has played an important 

role in spreading the positive message of 

the movement, some journalists have 

failed miserably to maintain minimum 

professional standards and have created 

serious confusions at the international 

level on the above question. “ 

         Jayanta Bandyopadhyay 

“When Vandana Shiva … and 

women villagers wrapped their arms 

around trees to prevent them being 

felled by commercial loggers, the 

name “tree hugger” was born. Since 

then Shiva’s influence on the global 

environmental movement has 

grown.”  The Guardian  8 March 

2011 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Does the Himalayan Chipko padayatra (foot march) undertaken by Sunderlal 

Bahuguna qualify as innovation?  If so, in what sense, if not, why not?  

 

 

 

 

 





Routes of Chipko 

“A Migratory Bird” 
“Like a migratory bird the Chipko Ideology 

traversed 2500 kms from the Himalayas 

crossing the central India and roots on the 

west coast in the Western Ghats in South 

India. It got a different name with the same 

tone known as Appiko (Meaning hug the 

trees in Kannada language) Andolan”  

 PANDURANG HEGDE 

ULISU (TO SAVE) Five F Philosophy to 

establish ecological health of the soil and 

the people and the wild life. Five species: 

Frit, Fodder, Fuel wood, Fertilizer and Fiber  

 

BELASU (TO GROW) 

BALASU (RATIONAL USE OF FOREST 

RESOURCES)  

 



Spread of Appiko Movement 

(various forest regions of Karnataka 
 Decentralized movement lead by local activists 

 

 Mobilization of local resources and close 

collaboration among a small ‘core group’ 

 

 Wise use of media, especially vernacular,  to 

popularize the movement 

 

 Sunderlal Bahuguna leading the ‘padayatra’ 

(foot marches) to inspire people and exert 

pressure on local administration 

 

 Catching hold of popular imagination also in 

literary and other fields 



Demands of Appiko Movement (1983-89) 

(“Good Ecology is Permanent Economy” 
  Stop the clearfelling of the natural forests 

 Halt the monoculture plantation of single 

species 

 Withdraw concessions given to forest based 

industries 

 Moratorium on felling of green trees in the 

forest regions of Western Ghats 

 Change in the forest policy from commercial 

objectives to ecological objectives with 

emphasis on the protection of the natural 

forests for water security and food security of 

the region 

OUTCOME: Moratorium on felling of green trees, 

withdrawal of concessions given to forest 

based industries, change in forest policies in 

favour of ecological principles 



Future Challenges before Appiko Movement! 

 

  Will the movement fizzle out due to the absence of a second 

line leadership? 

 

 How conducive is the current social situation in India to 

launch movement of any kind for public good? 

 What are the implications of excessive role of media, 

consumer culture and attraction of urban way of living for 

social struggles aiming at innovation? 

 

 “Even though the ban stays on felling of green trees in the 

natural forests, there are big projects like hydel dams, 

railway lines and mining which are taking a toll on natural 

forests.” 

 

 “HAVE THE MOVEMENTS LIKE APPIKO LOST THEIR 

RELEVANCE? HAS IT BECOME A LEGEND THAT IS 

INCORPORATED IN TEXT BOOKS IN SCHOOLS RATHER 

THAN TO BE FOLLOWED IN EVERYDAY LIFE? “                                                              
PANDURANG HEGDE 

 



Chipko to Climate Change! New Framings!  

‘Beej Bachao Andolan ! Resistance against Genetically Modified Crops 

“There was no trade in seeds. Our brides 

brought seeds with them, and when they 

went back home on visits, they took with 

them seeds from here. In this way, seeds 

were exchanged.” (Dhum Singh Negi) 

“The power of global environmental discourse is 

pervasive and operates at several levels. It influences 

national governments to formulate policies that are 

often insensitive to fragile rural ecologies; it also 

conditions the arguments of local movements. Chipko 

echoed the global green agenda of the 1970s and 

1980s, specifically that of conservation of forests and 

wildlife. Beej Bachao Andolan reflects the global 

emphasis on biodiversity of the 1990s. In the 21st 

century, as climate change takes center stage in the 

global environment debate, forests—in order to fulfill 

their ‘carbon sink’ function—could be made even more 

inaccessible. Again, it is local communities like Jardhar 

that will be the vanguard of a revolution not of their 

making” Pankaj H. Gupta 2008 

Vijay Jardhari, a practicing farmer and the 

voice of Beej Bachao Andolan. (Photos by 

Pankaj H. Gupta 

 



Chipko and the Marine Environments?  
 

 “Most subordinate classes throughout most of 

history have been rarely afforded the luxury of 

open organized political activity. But as fast as 

millions of anthozan polyps create willy-nilly a 

coral reef, so do the multitude of peasant 

insubordination and evasion create barrier reefs 

of their own”.  

 

James C. Scott  

Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of 

Peasant Resistance, 1985 

 

 

 



Is this not social innovation for Resistance at Sea? 

 “A good example is found in the state of Kerala, in India, where small-

scale, community-based fisherfolk initiated collective action to invest in 

rejuvenating the natural assets of the sea that had been destroyed by the 

incessant fishing operations of large-scale bottom trawlers in the region. 

They went about erecting artificial reefs at the sea bottom in coastal 

waters to create anthropogenic marine environments. Reefs act as fish 

refugia and become sources of food for them as the structures are soon 

covered with bottom-dwelling biomass. Artificial reefs placed in strategic 

positions in the coastal waters can in time increase the overall biomass 

and the fish stock in the local ecosystem. A unintended side-effect of 

sufficiently large artificial reefs is that they act as barriers to the operation 

of bottom trawl nets, effectively performing the role of a seabottom fence 

against incursions of trawlers into coastal waters. Such reefs have not yet 

healed the wounds inflicted on the coastal ecosystem of the area, nor can 

the fishing communities depend exclusively on them as a major source of 

livelihood. But such community investments by small-scale fisherfolk, and 

their appropriation of coastal sea area to form community property rights, 

point to the potential for strategies for visualizing natural resources in a 

new light – as natural assets that can contribute significantly to 

sustainable resource use, community empowerment, and well-being. 

Only with such strategies can we have the blessing of the commons.” 

(John Kurien 2004) 



Concluding Reflections 

 Once liberated from various myths and meta-narratives that have evolved 

around it over a long period of time, the Chipko has a number of valuable 

insights to offer for those engaged in pursuit of ‘innovation’ both at a 

theoretical-conceptual level and in terms of practices of resistance.  

 The ongoing movements such as Appiko (committed to forest conservation in 

the Western Ghat mountains of India) is a good example of how the spirit of 

resistance embodied by the Chipko continues to take on new forms, agendas 

and challenges in different geographical contexts. It shows the critical 

importance of political engagement in the wake of attempts to push such 

movements into a post-political phase.  

  Who decides whether a particular innovation is liberating/emancipatory or 

subjugating/dominating? Is innovation a means or an end, especially for those 

engaged in resistance against the geopolitics of domination? Does the 

Himalayan Chipko padayatra (foot march) undertaken by Sunderlal Bahuguna 

qualify as innovation?  If so, in what sense, if not, why not? Are there losers 

and winners in a particular instance of innovation?  

 

 



Replacing Scales with Circles? 

 “Life will not be a pyramid 

with the apex sustained by 

the bottom. But it will be an 

oceanic circle whose centre 

will be the individual always 

ready to perish for the village, 

the latter ready to perish for 

the circle of villages, till at last 

the whole becomes one life 

composed of individuals, 

never aggressive in their 

arrogance, but ever humble, 

sharing the majesty of the 

oceanic circle of which they 

are integral units.”  


