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INTRODUCTION 

RENA LAISRAM 
 
 
 

Concept and Context 

Ecosystem degradation represents one of the major global concerns which 
is threatening human well-being and biodiversity as a whole. Although 
nature worship has been integral to religious belief systems around the 
world, forest covers have been shrinking at an alarming rate due to disregard 
for indigenous cultures and encroachments in the name of development.  
Sacred Natural Sites are part of a broader set of cultural values that different 
social groups, traditions, beliefs or value systems attach to places and which 
‘fulfil humankind’s need to understand, and connect in meaningful ways, to 
the environment of its origin and to nature’ (Putney 2005, 132). The close 
relationship between the divine world and the natural environment is traced 
to Graeco-Roman antiquity which is attested by textual and material 
evidence (Caroll 2017, 3).  The terms alsos and temenos were used in Greek 
literature to refer to a terrain set aside for a divinity (Barnett 2007). Natural 
sacred sites are found in all the continents except Antarctica (Bhagwat and 
Rutte 2006), Africa and Asia being home to a large number of sacred groves. 
The size of sacred groves may range from a few trees to dense forests of 
hundreds of hectares. Here, it is crucial to distinguish between a single tree 
being regarded as sacred, such as the famous oak of Zeus at Dodona, in 
north-western Greece (Frazer 1925), and a sacred grove, which refers to a 
cluster of trees that are close together and accorded sacrality. The type of 
evidence available includes texts, visual representations, and material 
remains.  

Hughes and Chandran (1998) define sacred groves as... 

 “…. segments of landscape containing vegetation, life forms and 
geographical features, delimited and protected by human societies under the 
belief that to keep them in a relatively undisturbed state is expression of an 
important relationship of humans with the divine or with nature.” 
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Sacred groves are relatively undisturbed tracks of virgin forests with often 
very old trees and are categorised according to the deity, shrine, burial or 
cremation grounds associated with it. In tribal-based societies, sacred 
groves provide spaces for veneration of ancestors through a chain of rituals. 
However, irrespective of particular belief systems, sacred sites are 
recognised as community-based symbols of spiritual and socio-economic 
values. Myths and taboos have attempted to explain the relation between the 
spiritual and the human world. A storehouse of biodiversity, such sacred 
spaces are protected by the communities since their ethnic history is closely 
connected to it through mythological traditions. Women and men 
experience sacred space differently and often play contrasting roles within 
the spaces.  It must be noted that most of the world’s religions have 
promoted a patriarchal structure of male authority and female subordination, 
and the liturgical practices and rituals are performed by male 
functionaries.  However, the Okinawas in Japan offer an example of an 
indigenous religion where women lead the official mainstream religion of 
the society (Sered, 1999). Religion’s central role in consolidating gender 
difference and inequality was recognized, explored and critiqued by 19th 
century feminists such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton (The Woman’s Bible, 
1999). Given the enormous influence of religion in human affairs, the 
continued exclusion of women’s roles of religion is bound to reflect 
negatively on Sustainable Development Goals. 

The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
(UNDRIP, 2007) addresses the protection and recognition of sacred natural 
sites. There are currently thirty-six biodiversity hotspots worldwide with a 
unique set of diverse ecosystems that are home to more than 2 billion 
people. Conservation experts and ecologists have taken increasing interests 
in these sites, and acknowledged ‘the ability of traditional societies to 
preserve biodiversity through their knowledge and rituals’ (L’Homme 1998, 
10). The United Nations declared 2010 as The Year of Biodiversity, bringing 
to focus the value of biodiversity and urgent need for action. The two key 
organisations that play a crucial role in addressing indigenous concerns of 
such invaluable sites are: International Union for the Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN) working in the field of nature conservation and sustainable 
use of natural resources, and International Council on Monuments and Sites 
(ICOMOS) which focuses on the conservation and protection of cultural 
heritage places. The need to protect sacred groves is agreed upon, but the 
question is: what urgent steps are being taken by individuals, governmental 
and non-governmental organisations to safeguard the endangered 
environment?  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nature_conservation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sustainable_use
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sustainable_use
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_resource
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Conserving Sacred Groves:  
An Interdisciplinary Approach  

This volume addresses cultural and conservation aspects of sacred groves 
threatened by habitat loss through an in-depth study of representative 
samples from Africa and Asia. Based on the long-term research of the 
contributing authors, the nine chapters reflect a continuous process of 
redefining the sacred grove within an interdisciplinary framework grounded 
on existing literature and ethnographic field research. In analysing the 
various dimensions of the sacred sites, the researchers have also collected 
information through interview and questionnaire methods. The addition of 
photographs, tables, and figures have enriched the subject under discussion. 
Biodiversity hotspots around the globe are homes to culture-specific 
vegetation, which offers a huge scope for scientific research. The highlight 
of the discourse is the complex interactions and negotiations between the 
‘sacred’ and the ‘secular’ - which brings center-stage the subject of sacred 
status that communities have given to nature.  

The book is organised in two parts, viz.,  
Part I: Culture, Nature and the Sacred;  
Part II: Sacred Ecology and Sustainable Development. 
 
Chapter I: Sacred Groves of the Karbis in Religio-Cultural Perspective by 
Laxmi Hansepi, examines the centrality of sacred groves in Karbi society 
and attempts to gain insights into the changing dynamics of interface 
between nature and culture. It is worthwhile to mention that culture is 
understood as that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, 
morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man 
as a member of society. The sacred groves of Karbi Anglong district 
(undivided), located in Assam, India exemplify the role taken by 
communities in preserving natural resources that are consistent with 
Indigenous and Community Conserved Areas (ICCAs) globally. The Karbis 
as one of the largest ethnic groups in Assam represent one of the many Indo-
Mongoloid groups of people whose worldview centres around ancestor 
worship. The community shares a close connection with the ecosystem 
culturally and/or because of livelihood needs. Animistic belief system is 
manifest in the living tradition which is reinforced through various rituals 
performed throughout the year. All members of the clans partake the feasts 
and revive their bonds of kinship. The myths and taboos ensure that the 
sacred groves are protected and maintained. The study reveals that the 
community is the major decision maker in management and conservation of 
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the natural resources. Therefore, the community-conserved areas thrive on 
a symbiotic relationship between nature and culture.  

In Chapter II: Ritual Practices and Nature Conservation among the 
Misings of Assam, Ripun Doley discusses the Mising religious belief system 
in the context of ritual observances and conservation of nature. Ritual as a 
component of culture is crucial to the sustenance of social organisations 
among ethnic groups. The importance of rituals in religious activities have 
been explored by anthropologists such as Victor Turner, who defined 
‘ritual’ to mean ‘prescribed formal behaviour for occasions not given over 
to technological routine, having references to belief in mythical beings or 
powers.’ Prescribed ways of carrying on religious acts and procedures, ways 
of worshipping, praying, chanting, sacrificing, making offerings etc., are 
practiced in rituals. Ritual is an inevitable component of culture, extending 
from the large-scale social and political processes to the most intimate 
aspects of self-experience. The Misings of Assam follow social norms 
which can be divided into four categories, viz., beliefs, rituals, superstitions, 
and taboos. Taboo is a ritual prohibition that is rooted in specific cultures. 
It is through the practise of these customs that the community has helped to 
maintain the sacred sites as repositories of traditional knowledge systems. 
The traditional priests also play a key role not only in officiating as priests, 
but also as healers or medicine - men as the indigenous method of curing 
diseases has been known to them and handed down from generation to 
generation. 

Chapter III: Of Groves and the Goddess: Women, Ecology, and Sacredness 
by Sakti Sekhar Dash, analyses the complex dynamics between human 
community, religion, socio-cultural beliefs, and ecology. It examines the 
role of groves and the creation of ecological sacredness which coincides 
with the emergence of the cults of the magna mater, celebrated as the Great 
Goddess of the Earth.  

Rosy Yumnam explores textual knowledge to understand nature and culture 
in Chapter IV: The Tunes from the Sacred Groves: An Ecocritical Reading 
of Hijan Hirao. Ecocriticism is one of the crucial recent research trends in 
the field of cultural and literary studies. The main aim and concern of 
ecocriticism is to explore the artistic and creative power of literature and to 
relate it to the environment in the present times. Relatedly, cultural ecology 
is an approach of ecocriticism which aims to unify various cultures of 
knowledge across diverse disciplines and sub-disciplines. This chapter 
seeks to examine the ecocritical elements in Hijan Hirao, a folk song of 
Manipur in North-East India. The framework of cultural ecology is explored 
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