
1. INTRODUCTION 

The history of human civilization is intimately associated with 

plants, beasts and birds. The plant kingdom and the animals always 

have played a vital role in human life. The pre-historic period was 

much more longer than the historic period of the human society. 

During this period when human beings were exclusively food 

gatherer population began to come to a close with the domestication 

of plants and animals. This coincided with the receding of the fourth 

glaciation about 10,000 years ago. 

Historians have argued that climatic changes at the receding 

of glaciers, 10,000 years B.P. led to a creeping back of the forest 

cover and in time to a food crisis. This crisis very likely led the hunter· 

gatherer people to domesticate animals and cultivate plants.1 Some 

archaeologists believe that wood was used along with stone during 

the Old Stone Age. But the oldest evidence of use of wood is from 

the Upper Palaeolithic Era as has been discussed by Hawkes and 

Woolley. 2 

During the Neolithic or the polished Stone Age, man acquired 

the skill of grinding and polishing stone implements. He began to 

control his food supply by cultivating plants and domesticating 

animals. Bernal regards the invention of the technique of agriculture, 

ranking with the utilization of fire and power as one of the three 

most momentous invention in human history. Apart from the discovery 

of agriculture and animal husbandry the Neolithic people had other 

achievements like wood-working, manufacture of pottery and textiles. 



The Neolithic revolution brought a major change in the technique of 

food production and gave man a control over his environment and 

saved himself from uncertainty of hunting and gathering wild berries 

and roots. 

The crisis about which our attention was drawn above, was 

not equally acute everywhere. It was the Middle f=.fJSLwhere the 

crisis was most serious and attempts towards the domestication of 

animals and cultivation of plants received momentous success in 

this area. The plants like wheat, barley and lentils, and animals such 

as cattle, sheep and goats were first domesticated here. 

The origin of plant domestication could be traced to the early 

attempts of the food gathering people at settling down in congenial 

environments and gradually utilising the plant and animal resources 

which were found easily accessible to them. Undoubtedly. wild plants. 

their roots, fruits, tubers and seeds were among the principal plant 

resources, used as food by early man. 

For many years man had to struggle with stone weapons only 

in his untiring efforts for food gathering and defence. But still the 

Stone Age is a long chapter of stagnation because stone as a 

material for tools had its obvious limitations. "The advent of metal 

was a real break-through in man's technological progress." 3 The 

mastery of the metal was a big boost to the development of the human 

society. 

The term 'Chalcolithic period' is applied to the time when people 

used stone implements along with those of copper or bronze. With 

the cultural advancement stone was steadily leaving room for metal 

implements which increased gradually in proportion. 



, In India, some tools in the copper-hoard of the Harappans 

helped largely to clear off the jungles of the Indus area and ushered 

in an era of successful agriculture and that the "entire civilization 

flowered forth as a result of surplus agricultural economy" cannot 

be doubted. 4 Knowledge of metal had a far-reaching socio-economic 

importance. Previously it was thought that Indus area had heavy 

rainfall and thick forest. 5 But later researches showed that the 

Harappan civilization flowered in relatively drier tracts. The Indus 

had soft and pliable alluvial plains and a gallery of forests. In contrast, 

the Doab was impenetrable thick forest within the monsoonal belt.'; 1 

The halcolithic people equipped with copper tools very likely 

favoured a dry milieu as their habitat. So, it appears that t 

ecological conditions along with the primitive tools were the 

necessary pre-conditions for adopting domestication of plants and 

animals. 

It can be taken without argument that man became careful 

observer of nature for the sake of his own necessity and existence. 

In course of time he came to know about the growth characteristics 

of plants, their effects on the human body and the process of their 

rearing as well as reproduction. The empirical knowledge of man in 

fact became the main stepping stone in his march towards a civilised 

life aided by various success of scientific importance. 

Plants bearing fruits and flowers as well as the medicinal 

herbs originally remained mixed up in the wild and preserved in the 

great store-house of nature and since man wanted all of them to 

serve his own purpose, he found no other alternative but to bring 

them out of the wild vegetation and sort them out as far as possible 

and replant the species according to his need. But this did not happen 

in a day. It was the outcome of long experience acquired from 

experiments through a process of trials and errors. 
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All the cereals have arisen from wild grasses and wild 

ancestors of a number of them are known. 8 A fascinating history of 

cultivated plants has been built up by the discovery of carbonised 

seeds and impression on potsherds from archaeological sites. 

Sculpture and painting depicting agricultural operations also provide 

evidence of agriculture in the past. The excavations at Harappa and 

Mohenjodaro have given clear evidence of brisk agriculture. Among 

the agricultural products barley, wheat, cotton. may be specially 

mentioned. Millet, melon and dates were among the principal fruits. 

During the Neolithic period along with cultivation of cereals, 

domestication of animals was also carried on. A good deal of 

attention was paid to animal husbandry in course of time, which 

included breeding, feeding and amintenance of domestic animals 

Most of the domestic animals served the purpose of men in two 

ways. Domestic animals like sheep, goats and cattle were easily 

movable sources of food and their dung served the purpose of 

fertiliser. People could get both flesh and milk from goats and cattle. 

The hair of sheep and goats protected them from cold. The animals 

also came into use for carrying loads in later days. So, we find that 

the domesticated animals on the one hand supplied food to satisfy 

the hunger of man, clothing and wearing to protect human body 

from being weather beaten, helped cultivation to produce cereals 

and on the other brought mobility in the economic life of the people 

by being utilised as the beast of burden. 

Changes in climate and advent of aridity are regarded as 

important compelling factors for domestication of wild animals. With 

the decline of food and water supplies the wild animals roamed 

hungrily in search of food and drink round the scattered human 

settlements. Some very recent events of coming down of the 



elephants from Dalma Hills and leopards and elephants from Dooars 

area to the plains of Darjeeling districts are mentionable incidents 

in this respect . Such type of incidents brought the wild animals into 

closer to human being and paved the way for their domestication. 

So the study of flora and fauna which formed the immediate 

environment came to occupy a prominent and foremost place in 

human life The ancient Indian also were similarly interested in this 

job. This is evident from the rich compositions ~~~e.~~~! life, animal 

life and various sanskrit literature. The epics and Pt!raQaS contain 

descriptions of many trees, plants and flowers. The picture of wild 

life and animal kingdom in India was in no way different from that 

other part of the world .. The earliest reference in India is from the 

Indus site "The dramatic entry of India on the stage of oriental 

history with the excavation of Harappa and Mohenjodaro·· has in 

fact thoroughiy revolutionised the mode of periodising the history 

of ancient India and removed the obligatory limitation of accepting 

the vedic literature as sole source of our information regar<;;Jing 

the earliest chapter of our history." 

The rich yield of plant and animal remains, comes from the 

sites of Mohenjodaro and Harappa. This earliest evidence of the 

use of cereals, woods and other plants and the remains of animals 

unearthed from the prehistoric sites gives concrete proof of the 

knowledge of the Indus people in this regard. We can have some 

idea as to the impact of animal life on the pre-historic Indian culture 

from the glyptic art which are represented on the seals, paintings 

on pottery and animal figurines and toys. 
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Coming down to the age of the Vedas agriculture became an 

important and noble vocation. Importance of agriculture is stressed 

in the ~gveda. The literary records like Samhitas. the Brahmaf)as. 
"':----

···-"··--··---~---

the Aral)yakas and the Upani~ads abound in several matters of 

scientific interest learning on plants though in a scattered nature. 

The increasing acquaintance with the plant life further reflected in 

the appreciation of the medicinal properties of the herbs and plants 

in the Atharva Veda. 

The Taittiriya Samhita and Vajasaneyi Sarhh1Ta describe the 

different parts of the plant body. 

In the post Vedic Age, we have again depend on varied 

types Sanskrit literature and commentaries which bear eloquent 

testimony to the knowledge and awareness of tl'\e people of the age 
,., "----~------~---·---~ - .,_. - ". , ••• •••••• ····-·----···-···- "'~""--··--~~-----· •• " ··- 0 -

regarding plants and anin1als The ArthaSastra, the B[hatasamhita 

and a number of Puraryas give the impression that the ancient 

Indians had developed a tradition of protection of the living world 

around them. 

The scientific spirit of enquiry about the plant kingdom grew 

among the people of ancient India and as a result of this we have 

got from them the medical treatises of Caraka and Susruta. 

Diseases of plants and their treatment have been dealt with in 

B[hatsamhifa, AgnipuraQa and Upavana- Vinoda. Ancient Indian's 

wisdom about plant science has been proved to be of high order by 

the discovery of a manuscript of the Vrksayurveda attributed to . . 
Parasara. This is a full-fledged treatise on plant science. A very 

valued treatise called K[!?ipam~ara may be taken to be as clearly 
------·"~--~-·~--~- --~-·-......,. 

indicative of the then existing knowledge and practices relating to 
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successful agriculture. In addition to the chapters on matters relating 

to cultivation there is also discussion on the issue of protection of 

crops from diseases and the care of the animals. 

in the Kamasutra of Vatsyayana, V[k~ayurveda is mentioned 

as one of the sixty-four arts. The Vrksayurveda of Suraplila which is . . 
believed to be a composition of about 1Oth century A.D. ( ? ) gives 

an account of the treatment of plant diseases. 

The earliest evidence of man's contact with animals Is furnished 

by cave-paintings of neolithic men in India (Fig. 1 ). In this context, 

Bhattacharya refers to the residential cave floor of about ,000 

years old as revealed from the recent excavations at Bhimbetka in 

the Raisen District of Madhya Pradesh. 11 

The Indians of the past were curious enough about the animal 

world. The animal remains and the animal depicts on potteries, seals 

and toys found in Harappa and Mohenjodaro are the clear evidences 

of keen interest of the Indus people for animal world as has been 

mentioned earlier. With the advent of the Aryans, a new chapter 

began in the history of India. The Aryans were the keen observers of 

the living-world. Their observations on habits and habitats of several 

animals have been kept preserved in the Vedic and other Sanskrit 

literature. The vedic people were essentially agriculturists and 

agricultural practice was regarded as dignified/vocation. A FJgvedic 

hymn says "plants, I hail thee I Divine Mother of mankind ( Rgveda . . 
X. 97 .4)". Naturally, the animals receiving special importance were 

cow, goat, sheep, buffalo etc. The horse and elephants were 

honoured for their economic and military importance. The cow 

especially became the most adored animal in course of time. A 

typical example of this is the advice deva - go-brahmar:a-guru 

V(ddha-Siddhacaryan arcayet- one should worship the gods. cows. 



Brahmins, preceptors, spiritual adepts and teachers (Caraka Sarhhita 

1.8.18). In course of time, the social thinkers of ancient India 

absorbed themselves into the problem of the diseases of the beasts. 

They also began to think over the protection of the animals from the 

cruel and aggressive attempts of man on their lives. 

The fruit of such thinking appears in many sanskrit treatises 

and literature of the part. In the f3gveda we find references to both 

plants and animals. In the BrahmaQaS, two classes of animals are 

mentioned : some were rural i.e. domesticated and some were wiid 

which lived in the forest. 

·-·"-We get zoological information from Paf!ini, the Dharmasastras. 

Susruta Sainhita. Caraka Samhit7i Matsya Puriif}a. VayupurarJa. 

Agni-Puri:ma etc. Various information relating to elephant life have 

be~n disc~ssed in the Artha!>astra. Brhatsamhitll the S ukranfti and 

the NTtisara of Kamandaka. Hastyayurveda has treated the dtseases 

of elephant and Matatigaliia contains various information regarding 

elephants. The Asva$~stra bears many information_ regarding horses 

and their diseases and remedies. 

So we see that with the invention of the technique of plant 

cultivation and animal domestication, the ancient people started a 

hopeful journey towards the higher pursuit of knowledge that ushered 

in the age of gradual advancement. But the danger to the animal did 

not lie only with the natural diseases. People became another source 

of danger to them. The man threw his covetous eyes on the wild life 

and tried to profit themselves by hunting the dumb animals. 



But here too, the ancient Indian thinkers did not sit with their 

eyes closed. Many scriptural injunctions and state prohibitions for 

not making any damage or injury to trees and animals were imposed 

on the people. We have ample evidences of animal and nature

protection in the Artha·sastra, Manusmrti. Sukramti and Kamandaka 

Nitisara. In the Edicts of Asoka, we find serious attempts for protection 

of life. Buddhist and Jain literature created an atmosphere of 

universal non-violence. In fact, India bears an age old glorious 

tradition of conservation of the living world. But in this context, some 

discussion should be made on the question of forest administration 

and management in ancient India as because the forest is the 

abode of wild animals and it harbours a great variety of plant species. 

From the immemorial forests have been fighting a losing battle 

althrough the centuries for their existence since beginning of 

human settlement In this battle man's role is that a predator but 

here again, it is man himself who guided by his empirical knowledge 

had been trying to protect this sole shelter for his own existence by 

creating an air of social conservation through scriptural injunctions 

and state prohibition. 

So, there remains little doubt that India in the past was aware 

enough to develop a tradition of protection of plants and animals. 

The information on the forestry in ancient India as a distinct science 

as it stands today is not explicitly available However, the 

administration and management of forest department were 

considerably developed as is evident from the Arthatastra and 

some other sources. 

The tradition of highlighting an interpretative affinity between 

man and nature caught the attention of the scholars since long. This 
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resulted in the publication of a number of good works. Thus, 

G.P.Mazumdar (1927)12 wrote Vanaspati: Plants and Plant life as in 

Indian Treatises and Traditions related to plant science of ancient 

India. The other notable contributions are : An Introduction to the 

V(kf{ayurveda of Parasara by N.N.Sircar13 (1950}, Flora and Fauna 

in Sanskrit /iterature' 4 by S.C. Banerjee (1980), Interpretation of Rock 

Edicts and Pillar Edicts of Piyadasi by M. Chakravarty (1906) 1
\ 

articles on the knowledge of ancient Hindus on the fishes, their 

sanskrit names and fisheries of India from different sources by 

S.l.Hora (1948a, 1948b, 1950), 16
· 

17
· 

18 and the article of C.D.Chatterjee 

(1964) entitied Forestry in Ancient lndia. 19 

There are good essays on agricualture by Raychoudhuri, Gopal 

and Subbarayappa"' (1971 ), on Botany by Chowdhury (Pre-historic 

period}" 1 and the vedic and post vedic period by Ghosh and 

Sen22 (1971 ). An article rich in zoological information by Bhaduri, 

Tiwari and Biswas23 (1971) is also worth mentioning in this context. 

A socio-economic perspective of ecological history of India 

and prudent use of forest produce has been analysed by Gadgil 

and Guha (1993). Very recently some attempts have been made to 

analyse the concept of ancient Indians about nature and 

environment such as the articles of R.Mukherjee (1995)~ M. Saha 

(1995)~ and R.Ghosh Roy (1995)~. Each of these contributions 

deals in the plants, animals, forestry, and environment independently. 

None of these recent works treated these three components as 

inter-related factors of ecosystem. 

Here in the present monograph an attempt will be made to 

concentrate on the study of ancient Indian tradition of protection/ 

conservation of plants, animals and forests on the basis of some 
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original sources. An assessment will also be attempted on the 

contributions already made by the scholars. 

The work will be divided into the following Chapters : 

Chapter 1. Introduction 

Chapter 2. Domestication and protection of plants. 

Chapter 3. Domestication and protection of animals. 

Chapter 4. Forest management 

Chapter 5. Conclusion. 
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