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Abstract

Environmental history is a relatively modern discipline that examines the intricate relationship between human societies
and their natural environment. Prior to the 1970s, historiography in India largely overlooked environmental factors,
focusing instead on political and social narratives.

This paper explores the environmental history of medieval India by examining human interactions with flora, fauna, and
water management systems. It highlights the interplay between adaptation and exploitation during a period of empire-
building, offering insights into the ecological consciousness of the time.
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Introduction

Historical scholarship before the 1970s rarely engaged with environmental issues and the natural elements such as
forests, pastures, mountains, and wetlands were often relegated to the background of historical narratives. However, early
contributions by historians such as Sir Jadunath Sarkar, who focused on the political history of the Mughal Empire, shed
light on environmental impacts, including those of Mughal military expeditions in southern India.

The Annales school played a pivotal role in advancing environmental history. Harbans Mukhia, a prominent historian
from this tradition, explored the connection between the environment and social formations in his work Was Their
Feudalism in Indian History? introducing the relationship between nature and human society as a critical sub-theme.

Environmental Consciousness in Medieval India
The Medieval history of India began when Muhammad of Ghor invaded India and defeated Prithviraj Chauhan or Rai
Pithora at the battle of Tarain in 1192 CE.

Despite extensive resource utilization, medieval Indian society displayed a degree of environmental consciousness.
Religious traditions emphasized the sanctity of nature, with sacred groves and rivers being revered. The Bishnoi
community of Rajasthan, for instance, strictly prohibited tree felling and hunting.

Agricultural practices such as crop rotation and intercropping reflected an understanding of ecological sustainability.
Urban planning incorporated water management and drainage systems, as seen in cities like Fatehpur Sikri and Mandu.
Forest reserves and regulated grazing zones further illustrate attempts to balance exploitation with conservation.

Art and literature of the period often celebrated the natural world, reinforcing its importance in cultural and spiritual life.
Texts like Mriga-Pakshi-Shashtra documented the behavior of animals, while Mughal paintings frequently depicted
harmonious interactions with nature.

Flora and Fauna in Medieval India

The medieval period in India witnessed an extensive documentation of flora and fauna. Significant texts such as Majma-
i-Siya, Rahat-al-Insan, Tibb-i-Sikandari (1512), Shifa-i- Mahmudi, and Mriga-Pakshi-Shashtra by Hamsadeva provide
valuable insights. The memoirs of Babur and Jahangir further enrich this narrative, offering detailed observations of the
natural world.
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Trade and diplomatic exchanges during this period introduced new plants and animals to the subcontinent. The Konark
Sun Temple, for instance, features a depiction of a giraffe, a testament to India’s connections with Africa.

Emperor Jahangir, known for his passion for natural history, maintained a collection of exotic animals and encouraged
their documentation by court painters such as Ustad Mansur. Mansur's painting of the dodo remains one of the most
accurate depictions of this extinct species.

The introduction of crops and fruits from the Americas, such as tobacco, chillies, potatoes, and guavas, significantly
impacted Indian agriculture. Akbar's establishment of Lakh Bagh, a mango orchard in Darbhanga, and Ali Quli Afshar's
introduction of sweet cherries to Kashmir are noteworthy examples of agricultural innovation.

Despite such advancements, exploitation of wildlife was rampant. Jahangir is recorded to have hunted over 28,000
animals during his reign, often using firearms. Hunting transitioned from a noble pastime during the Sultanate period to a
royal prerogative under the Mughals.

Water Management in Medieval India

Water management was an essential aspect of medieval Indian governance. The Tughlug dynasty pioneered canal
irrigation, with Ghiyasuddin Tughluq initiating construction and Firoz Shah Tughlug significantly expanding the system.
His projects, such as the Rayabwah and Ulugh Khani canals, transformed arid regions like Hissar into fertile agricultural
Zones.

The Mughals further enhanced water management practices. Shah Jahan's Nahr-i-Bihisht and improvements to the
Western Yamuna Canal exemplify their engineering prowess. Structures like ganats (underground channels) and baolis
(stepwells) played a vital role in water conservation. Notable examples include Chand Baori in Jaipur and Rani ki Vav in
Patan, both architectural marvels that doubled as water reservoirs.

Hunting in the Mughal Period

Hunting, or shikar, was a deeply ingrained activity in the Mughal Empire, playing a significant role in both the personal
and political lives of the emperors. It was more than just a royal pastime; it symbolized power, dominance over nature,
and the authority of the ruler. Emperors like Akbar, Jahangir, and Shah Jahan were particularly fond of organizing grand
hunting expeditions, which became lavish displays of imperial wealth and military prowess. These hunts were often
elaborate affairs involving large entourages of nobles, soldiers, and attendants, reflecting the grandeur of the Mughal
court.

Hunting served multiple purposes in the Mughal Empire. While it was a source of leisure and entertainment, it was also a
way to train for warfare. Skills such as archery, swordsmanship, and coordination, vital in battle, were honed during
these expeditions. It was a means of cultivating martial abilities among the emperor and his court.

Additionally, hunting expeditions were an opportunity for the emperor to tour his territories, assert his authority, and
strengthen political ties with local rulers and nobles. These tours often had a dual purpose of reinforcing imperial control
and engaging in statecraft.

Jahangir, in particular, brought a unique dimension to the Mughal hunting tradition with his keen interest in nature and
wildlife. He meticulously documented the animals he hunted and observed, commissioning detailed paintings and
descriptions of various species. This reflected his scientific curiosity and contributed to the Mughal tradition of natural
history. For the Mughals, hunting was not merely a sport but a multifaceted activity that combined leisure, political
strategy, military training, and intellectual engagement, embodying the complexities of their imperial culture.

Conclusion

The environmental history of medieval India reveals a complex relationship between human aspirations and ecological
realities. While the period witnessed remarkable adaptation and innovation in resource management, the pressures of
warfare, empire-building, and population growth often led to overexploitation. This dynamic interplay between
conservation and exploitation provides valuable lessons for understanding the historical roots of environmental
challenges in the Indian subcontinent.
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