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Environmental Crises and Responses in the Himalayan Region :
Philosophical and Organizational Continuity of the Chipko Movement

Key Words : Chipko, environmental movement, subsistence, Sattyagraha, key—persons
Kanazawa Kentaro

The Chipko (‘to embrace’ or ‘to hug’ in Hindi) is one of the most celebrated environ-
mental movements in India that originated in Garhwal at the foot of central Himalaya. It was
born in the early 1970’s on the local women’s initiatives to protect trees by hugging. Although
Chipko was first practised in Garhwal, it has spread to most of the country, especially the hilly
regions. The cumulative impact of the sustained grass—roots struggles along non-violent lines
was a re—thinking of the forest management strategy. The movement achieved success in
forcing a 15-year ban on commercial green felling in Garhwal Himalaya, and in generating
pressure for a national forest policy which is more sensitive to the people’s need from the
bounties of nature’s diversity. What Chipko is trying to conserve is not merely local forest
resources but the entire life—support system and options for human subsistence. The strength
of the movement lies in its historical, philosophical, and organizational foundation in this
region. They are (1) the ethical culture of peasant movements, (2) “female principle” of
creating and conserving life, (3) Hindu cosmology giving respect for nature, and (4) Mahatma
Gandhi’s Sattyagraha tradition to undertake sufferrings voluntarily. The movement is not the
conceptual creation of any one indivisual but the expression of an old social consciousness in a
new context. Women in Garhwal are the main bearers of this consciousness. Several key—
persons who inherited Gandhian Sattyagraha have also played significant roles in the
movement.
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