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Abstract: 

This research paper explores the intricate dynamics of environmental politics and policy in post-

independence India, focusing on the persistent conflict between nature and development. India's political 

landscape, shaped by its colonial legacy and the Western model of industrialization, has often sidelined 

environmental concerns in favor of rapid economic growth. Despite constitutional provisions like 

Articles 48A and 51A that emphasize environmental protection, Indian politics has been slow to 

integrate environmental issues into its mainstream agenda. The paper delves into pivotal movements 

such as the Chipko Movement and Narmada Bachao Andolan, which marked the emergence of 

environmental politics as a grassroots movement advocating for sustainable development and social 

justice. Moreover, it examines the role of political parties, including the limited influence of green 

politics, and the failure of the state machinery to prioritize environmental well-being. Gandhian 

environmentalism, with its emphasis on harmony between man and nature, offers a contrasting vision to 

the dominant exploitative development model. Through an analysis of environmental movements, 

government policies, and the influence of global environmental discourse, this paper highlights the 

ongoing struggle to balance ecological preservation with economic progress in India. Ultimately, it calls 

for a more integrated and holistic approach to development, one that prioritizes the environment 

alongside human well-being. 
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1. Introduction: 

In post-independence India, the pursuit of rapid economic development has often clashed with 

environmental preservation. Following independence in 1947, India adopted a development model 

influenced by Western industrialization, emphasizing infrastructure, industrial growth, and urbanization. 

While this approach led to significant economic gains, it also caused widespread environmental 

degradation, including deforestation, pollution, and loss of natural resources. Despite constitutional 

provisions aimed at environmental protection, the nation's political focus has largely been on economic 

progress, often sidelining ecological concerns, creating a persistent conflict between nature and 

development in India's political and policy landscape. 

 

Research Questions: 

1. How has India’s development trajectory impacted its environmental policies? 
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2. What role do environmental movements play in shaping policy? 

3. How have political parties addressed environmental concerns? 

 

Statement of the Problem: 

India's relentless pursuit of economic growth has frequently sidelined critical environmental concerns, 

prioritizing industrialization, infrastructure, and urbanization over ecological well-being. Despite 

constitutional provisions for environmental protection, policies have often favoured short-term 

development gains, leading to significant environmental degradation. However, a holistic development 

approach that balances economic progress with environmental sustainability is crucial for India's future. 

This paper argues that integrating sustainable practices into the development agenda, while considering 

the long-term health of natural resources, is essential for achieving both economic prosperity and 

ecological preservation. 

 

Literature Review: 

India’s colonial legacy and the subsequent adoption of Western industrialization models significantly 

influenced its early development policies, often overlooking environmental consequences. The British 

focus on resource extraction and infrastructure development prioritized economic exploitation over 

ecological sustainability. Post-independence, India continued to follow a development path that mirrored 

Western industrial nations, emphasizing large-scale projects like dams and industrialization, which led to 

environmental degradation. According to Ramachandra Guha, “India's post-colonial development 

trajectory was largely modeled on Western industrial societies, with scant regard for ecological 

concerns” (Environmentalism: A Global History, 2000, p. 88). 

In the global context, environmental politics has often been marked by a divide between developed and 

developing nations, with advanced countries advocating for environmental sustainability while having 

already benefited from centuries of resource exploitation. This creates tension in developing countries 

like India, where economic growth is seen as essential to lifting millions out of poverty. As Vandana 

Shiva notes, “Environmental conflicts in the Global South are often conflicts over the control of 

resources for survival versus the commodification of resources for profit” (Staying Alive: Women, 

Ecology, and Development, 1989, p. 42). 

India’s environmental discourse is shaped by diverse ideologies such as right-wing environmentalism, 

socialist, Gandhian, and feminist environmentalism. Gandhian environmentalism, for example, 

emphasizes harmony between human development and nature, rejecting Western models of unchecked 

industrialization. These ideologies provide frameworks for rethinking India's approach to development 

and environmental protection. 

 

Constitutional and Legal Framework: 

India’s Constitution provides a legal framework for environmental protection through Articles 48A and 

51A, which were added via the 42nd Amendment in 1976. Article 48A directs the state to protect and 

improve the environment, while Article 51A (g) places a duty on citizens to safeguard the environment. 

Despite these provisions, practical implementation has been weak. Environmental laws often remain on 

paper, with insufficient enforcement mechanisms. As Praveen Bhardwaj argues, “Constitutional 

mandates like Articles 48A and 51A have been more symbolic than substantive in shaping 

environmental governance” (Environmental Jurisprudence, 2016, p. 119). 
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Post-independence India saw the introduction of various environmental policies aimed at pollution 

control and resource conservation. The Water (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act of 1974 was a 

significant step towards regulating water pollution, followed by the Air (Prevention and Control of 

Pollution) Act in 1981. However, these laws often faced implementation challenges due to bureaucratic 

inefficiencies and lack of political will. The Environmental Protection Act of 1986 was enacted 

following the Bhopal Gas Tragedy, but gaps in monitoring and accountability remain. As Sunita Narain 

points out, “India’s environmental policies are often reactionary, developed in response to crises rather 

than as part of a proactive and holistic environmental strategy” (Conflicts of Interest: My Journey 

Through India’s Green Movement, 2017, p. 58). 

While the constitutional and legal framework exists, a more integrated and actionable approach is 

needed to effectively address environmental concerns in India. 

 

Environmental Movements: 

The Chipko Movement (1973-74) stands as a milestone in India’s environmental history, marking the 

beginning of grassroots environmental politics. Led primarily by women in the Himalayan region, the 

movement aimed to protect forests from commercial logging by physically "hugging" trees. This 

nonviolent protest not only advocated for forest conservation but also emphasized the importance of 

grassroots democracy and sustainable development. Vandana Shiva notes, "Chipko's success lay in its 

articulation of the intimate connection between ecology and the livelihood of rural communities" 

(Staying Alive: Women, Ecology, and Development, 1989, p. 72). 

The Narmada Bachao Andolan (NBA), initiated in the 1980s, protested against large-scale dam 

construction along the Narmada River, which displaced thousands of people and caused significant 

environmental damage. Led by Medha Patkar, the NBA called attention to the socio-environmental 

impacts of such developmental projects, especially the displacement of marginalized communities. 

Amita Baviskar remarks, "The NBA's challenge to the state's development agenda has been one of the 

most significant struggles for environmental and social justice in modern India" (In the Belly of the 

River: Tribal Conflicts over Development in the Narmada Valley, 1995, p. 45). 

These movements reflect the broader role of social movements in shaping India's environmental policy. 

Through protests and public engagement, they connected local interests with national policy debates, 

forcing the state to reconsider its development model. Social movements like these continue to be 

critical in advocating for sustainable, equitable development that prioritizes both environmental and 

human well-being. 

 

Political Parties and Environmental Policy: 

Green politics in India has remained peripheral, with parties like the Green Party of India and the Indian 

People's Green Party failing to gain significant traction. Despite adopting environmental platforms, these 

parties have struggled to secure substantial voter bases or influence national policy. Political scientist 

Bidyut Chakrabarty observes, “The fragmented and marginal presence of green political parties in India 

is a reflection of the country’s electoral priorities, where economic growth overshadows ecological 

concerns” (Environmental Politics in India, 2003, p. 120). 

Mainstream political parties have also been inconsistent in addressing environmental issues. While the 

Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) included pollution control in its Delhi agenda, particularly focusing on air 

quality management, such initiatives remain largely urban-centric and reactive. The lack of long-term 
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sustainable environmental policies in party manifestos has been a recurrent issue. Sunita Narain writes, 

“Despite growing awareness about environmental degradation, mainstream political parties have not 

fully integrated ecological concerns into their development agendas, reflecting a deep-rooted failure to 

view environmentalism as an integral aspect of governance” (Conflicts of Interest: My Journey through 

India’s Green Movement, 2017, p. 67). 

The failures of bureaucracy and political parties to integrate environmentalism into core policy-making 

reveal systemic challenges. Bureaucratic inefficiency, corruption, and a focus on short-term electoral 

gains over long-term environmental sustainability have hampered meaningful action. As a result, 

environmental concerns are often sidelined in favour of economic priorities, preventing the adoption of 

holistic, sustainable development models. 

 

Gandhian Environmentalism: 

Gandhian environmentalism is deeply rooted in Gandhi’s critique of Western industrialization, 

articulated in his seminal work, Hind Swaraj. He argued that industrialization led to ecological 

imbalance and societal disintegration, advocating instead for a model of self-sufficiency and harmony 

with nature. Gandhi stated, “The Earth provides enough to satisfy every man's needs, but not every 

man's greed” (Hind Swaraj, 1909, p. 70). This philosophy underscores the necessity of sustainable 

practices that respect ecological boundaries, emphasizing a harmonious coexistence between humans 

and nature. 

In modern contexts, Gandhian environmentalism has gained renewed significance, especially within 

grassroots movements that challenge exploitative development paradigms. Movements like the Chipko 

and Narmada Bachao Andolan resonate with Gandhi's principles, advocating for the protection of 

natural resources and community rights. Vandana Shiva notes, “Gandhi’s vision of a decentralized 

economy based on ecological sustainability continues to inspire contemporary movements that prioritize 

community empowerment and environmental justice” (Soil Not Oil: Environmental Justice in an Age of 

Climate Crisis, 2008, p. 53). This relevance highlights a growing recognition of the need for an 

environmentally sustainable approach, rooted in ethical considerations and social justice, as societies 

grapple with the consequences of unchecked industrialization and climate change. 

 

Environmental Policy Post-1990s: 

The economic liberalization of India in the 1990s marked a significant pivot toward industrialization, 

often at the expense of environmental considerations. This shift prioritized foreign investment and rapid 

economic growth, sidelining ecological concerns. As noted by environmental economist Kanchan 

Chopra, “The liberalization policies led to a neglect of environmental governance, as economic growth 

became the sole focus of policy-making” (Economic Liberalization and the Environment in India, 2006, 

p. 118). Consequently, industrial expansion often resulted in increased pollution and degradation of 

natural resources. 

In response, the judiciary began to play a pivotal role in environmental protection through Public Interest 

Litigations (PILs), effectively serving as a check on governmental and corporate actions. As 

environmental lawyer Prashant Bhushan states, “The judiciary has become a crucial player in 

safeguarding the environment by interpreting fundamental rights in the context of environmental justice” 

(The Law and the Environment, 2014, p. 35). 

Moreover, urban environmentalism has emerged as the middle class becomes increasingly aware of local  
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issues such as air and water pollution. However, this awareness often leads to limited action, as 

highlighted by sociologist Anil Agarwal, who observes, “While urban middle classes have raised 

concerns about pollution, their efforts are fragmented and do not address the larger ecological crises at 

hand” (Indian Environment: A Sociological Perspective, 2009, p. 142). Thus, despite increased 

awareness, urban environmentalism has struggled to enact significant change within broader ecological 

frameworks. 

 

Analysis: Nature vs. Development: 

The conflict between economic growth and sustainability is vividly illustrated by case studies such as 

the Narmada Valley Development Project and the Dholera Special Investment Region. The construction 

of large dams, while intended to promote industrialization and agricultural development, has led to 

significant ecological destruction and displacement of local communities. As Medha Patkar notes, “The 

Narmada project represents a fundamental violation of human rights, displacing thousands without 

adequate compensation or rehabilitation” (Narmada: The River of Life, 2001, p. 75). This highlights how 

economic ambitions often overshadow environmental considerations. 

Environmental degradation disproportionately impacts marginalized groups, particularly tribal 

communities and farmers. For instance, large-scale industrial projects often encroach on agricultural 

lands, threatening food security and livelihoods. As Vandana Shiva asserts, “The destruction of 

biodiversity and ecosystems directly undermines the lives of those who depend on nature for their 

survival” (Soil Not Oil, 2008, p. 103). 

To address these challenges, a more integrated development model is essential—one that prioritizes both 

economic growth and environmental preservation. This can be achieved by enforcing strict 

Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) for development projects and ensuring the involvement of 

local communities in decision-making processes. By fostering sustainable practices and protecting 

marginalized voices, India can work towards a balanced and equitable approach to development. 

 

Conclusion: 

India's post-independence development model has often prioritized rapid economic growth over 

environmental concerns, leading to significant ecological degradation and social injustices. Despite 

constitutional provisions aimed at environmental protection, the implementation has been inadequate, 

and the influence of environmental movements, such as the Chipko Movement and Narmada Bachao 

Andolan, underscores a growing awareness of the need for sustainable practices. Political parties have 

shown limited engagement with green politics, often sidelining environmental issues in favour of 

economic agendas. 

However, the emergence of grassroots movements, judicial activism, and a burgeoning environmental 

consciousness among urban populations signal a shift towards recognizing the importance of ecological 

preservation. To address the ongoing conflict between development and sustainability, there is a 

pressing need for a holistic development model that harmonizes economic progress with environmental 

stewardship. This model should draw inspiration from Gandhian principles of ecological harmony and 

global environmentalist perspectives that advocate for integrated approaches to development. By 

prioritizing both human well-being and environmental health, India can pave the way for a sustainable 

future that honours its rich ecological heritage while meeting the needs of its diverse population. 
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