
CHIPKO MOVEMENT 

INTRODUCTION 

Gandhi’s life and works have been a continuous source of inspiration to different movements 

as you would observe in this course. Today the environmental issues have taken a centre-stage 

in many parts of the world. In this area of global concern too, Gandhi’s footprints are evident. 

Infact, Gandhi is now being considered as one of the earliest environmentalists and especially 

since the onset of the Chipko Movement in the Garhwal Himalayan region. As Guha rightly 

observed, ‘Ever since Mahatma Gandhi has been the usually acknowledged and occasionally 

unacknowledged patron saint of the environmental movement’ 

Aims and Objectives  

The significance of the non-violent environmental movements  

 Gandhi’s views on the protection of nature and environment  

The origin of the Chipko Movement and the Gandhian mode of resistance against forest 

resource exploitation  

The beginning of the ‘eco-feminism’ in India. 

ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENTS 

Environmental movements are generally understood as those movements that are taken up 

against the development projects as the latter depend on vast amounts of natural resources and 

their injudicious use and exploitation. The concept of development is usually prevalent in a 

market economy, where ‘development’ is associated with the material progress of the 

individual and the maximum extent to which he/she can enjoy the fruits of materialistic 

progress. 

In 1972, the DGSM requested communal access to ten ash trees in Chamoli for their local 

industry, and the government denied this request while giving the Symonds Company6 

permission to fell 300 trees for the production of tennis rackets (Jain, 1984, p. 1791). In 1973, 

the company officials arrived in Gopeshwar to chop down the trees, but were confronted by 

DGSM protesters, who beat drums and sang traditional songs, much like in the earlier 

dhandaks.  

The company retreated, but the Forest Department gave them access to the Phata Forest 

in another district. The local leaders joined forces with the protesters of Gopeshwar and 

protected the forests by keeping watch on the trees until the company’s contract expired in 

December 1973 Against this background, the Chipko movement started on March 26, 1974.  

Bhatt was visiting a Forest Department official in Gopeshwar and the men of Reni village were 

sent to Chamoli to receive compensation for the 1962 war with China. While they were lured 

away, the lumberjacks arrived at Reni forest but were witnessed by a small girl, who informed 

Gaura Devi .  

She organised thirty women to hug the trees and prevent them from being felled. 

Despite the fact that the women were shouted at and pushed around by the armed labourers, 

the female protesters still did not allow the trees to be chopped down. Two years later, in 1976, 

a ten-year ban on tree-felling was passed for the area of Reni. At a time when Prime Minister 



Indira Gandhi sought support for her agenda of nationalisation and expansion of the public 

sector, she used Bahuguna’s rhetoric against forest contractors and supported the Chipko 

initiative. 

Thus, in 1980 the National Forest Conservation Act was passed, prohibiting forests 

above 1,000 metres from being felled for the next 15 years, and this was renewed in 1987. 

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, there were many Chipko-inspired movements throughout 

India, the most famous being in Gopeshwar (1975), Bhynder valley (1978), Parsari (1979), and 

Dongri Paintoli (1980) (Jain 1984, p. 1792). Additionally, leaders such as Sunderlal Bahuguna 

went on numerous padayatras to promote Chipko’s message. 

The Ideology of Chipko  

According to Guha & Gadgil’s categorisation of environmental movements, Chipko activists 

could be considered ‘crusading Gandhians’ due to their harsh criticisms of ‘development,’ their 

desire to propagate an alternative grounded in Indian traditions, their inspiration drawn from 

the Hindu scriptures, and their wish to “return to precolonial (and pre-capitalist) village 

society” (Gadgil & Guha. However, an ideology is not equally shared8 by all of its members 

and changes over time, leading historians to focus mainly on the ideologies of the leaders of 

the Chipko movement. 

While both Bahuguna and Bhatt were concerned with coming up with new models of 

development that included both economy and ecology, Bahuguna was more interested in 

exporting the idea to other parts of India by giving speeches and going on padayatras  

Bahuguna promotes the three As: austerity, alternatives and afforestation, highlighting 

that people should find local ways of sustenance through a relationship with the forest 

(smooneyJan70, 2010c), and is suspicious of forest-based industries (Weber, 1987, p. 622), 

while Bhatt focuses more on alternatives to development and the relationships between finance, 

government control and local governance: “The money allocated for village forests should not 

be given to government departments but to village councils and voluntary agencies situated in 

villages 

Consequences Sunderlal Bahuguna was effective at promoting the Chipko movement 

among the media, politicians and villagers across the Himalayas. The Appiko (‘hug’ in 

Kannada) movement emerged in Karnataka in 1983, as an emulation of the Chipko movement 

Local environmental centres called ‘Parisara Samrakshna Kendras’ were also established to 

prevent any infringements of rules and keep an eye on the Forest Department. Moreover, 

Chipko-like protests sprang up all over India, as well as in countries such as Switzerland, Japan, 

Malaysia, the Philippines, Indonesia and Thailand 




