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ABSTRACT

Indigenous festivals often embody ecological knowledge that has evolved through centuries of interaction
between communities and their natural environment. Among such traditions, Harela, one of the most
celebrated festivals of Uttarakhand, symbolizes greenery, agricultural prosperity, and the harmonious
relationship between human beings and nature. While the festival has traditionally been examined from
cultural and agricultural perspectives, its ecological significance has received comparatively limited
scholarly attention. This paper examines Harela as an indigenous tradition that embodies ecological
consciousness and functions as a medium for promoting environmental awareness through indigenous
practices. Drawing upon the theoretical perspectives, the study analyses how the rituals of sowing seeds,
worshipping Harela seedlings, welcoming the monsoon, and tree plantation reflect an ethical relationship
with the natural world and encourage sustainable human-—nature interactions. The paper further explores the
role of Harela in preserving traditional ecological knowledge and transmitting environmental values across
generations. It also highlights the contemporary relevance of the festival in addressing environmental
challenges such as climate change, biodiversity loss, and ecological degradation through community
participation and conservation-oriented practices. By integrating indigenous traditions with modern
environmental discourse, Harela demonstrates that cultural festivals can serve as effective instruments of
environmental education and sustainability. The study argues that recognizing and promoting such
indigenous eco-cultural traditions can strengthen ecological consciousness. Thus, Harela emerges as a
living cultural model for fostering environmental responsibility and sustainable coexistence between
human society and nature.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Uttarakhand, popularly known as Devbhoomi (the Land of the Gods), is widely recognized for its profound
spiritual heritage, sacred temples, and pilgrimage sites. Beyond its religious significance, the state is
equally celebrated for its rich cultural diversity, which reflects the indigenous traditions, customs,
languages, folklore, and festivals of the indigenous communities of the region. The cultural heritage of
Uttarakhand is deeply rooted in its natural landscape, where mountains, forests, rivers, and agricultural
practices have shaped the everyday life and worldview of local communities. The natural landscape of
Uttarakhand exemplifies the intimate relationship between human beings and nature, a relationship that lies
at the heart of the concept of ecology. According to Eugene P. Odum (1971), ecology is "the study of the

[JCRT2208611 ] International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org \ €946


http://www.ijcrt.org/

www.ijcrt.org © 2022 IJCRT | Volume 10, Issue 8 August 2022 | ISSN: 2320-2882

structure and function of nature.” Similarly, Ernst Haeckel (1866), who first coined the term "ecology"
defined it as the study of the relationships between organisms and their environment. These definitions
emphasize the interdependence of humans and the natural world, a principle that is deeply embedded in the
indigenous traditions and festivals of Uttarakhand.

Several indigenous festivals of Uttarakhand, including Harela, Phool Dei, Bikhauti, Ghrit Sankranti or
Ghyu Tyohar, Kandali, and Hilljatra, are deeply rooted in the region's cultural traditions. These festivals
reflect the collective identity, indigenous knowledge, and cultural heritage of the local communities,
preserving customs and values that have been passed down through generations. Among these festivals,
Harela occupies a distinctive position as one of the most significant eco-cultural festivals of Uttarakhand.
Although Harela has been widely discussed for its cultural and agricultural significance, limited attention
has been paid to its ecological dimensions and its role in promoting environmental awareness through
indigenous traditions. In the contemporary context of environmental degradation and climate change, there
is a need to reinterpret traditional festivals from an ecological perspective. Such an approach is essential for
understanding how indigenous cultural practices continue to contribute to environmental sustainability in
the contemporary world.

From this perspective, the present paper examines the ecological consciousness embodied in the Harela
festival and explores how it serves as a medium for promoting environmental awareness in Uttarakhand.
By exploring the ecological values embedded in its rituals and practices, the study highlights the relevance
of indigenous traditions in fostering sustainable human-—nature relationships and contributing to
contemporary environmental discourse.

1. DISCUSSION

A. Harela: An Indigenous Festival of Uttarakhand

Harela derives its name from the Kumaoni word Haryala, meaning "greenery," and symbolizes prosperity,
agricultural renewal, and the arrival of the monsoon season. Rooted in the traditional cultural practices and
agrarian lifestyle of the Himalayan communities, it has been preserved through generations as an integral
part of Uttarakhand's indigenous heritage.

During the festival, people perform traditional rituals, wear customary attire, prepare regional cuisines, and
visit relatives and neighbours to exchange greetings and blessings. These practices not only strengthen
social bonds but also ensure the transmission of indigenous customs, values, and cultural traditions from
one generation to the next. Thus, Harela is more than a seasonal festival; it serves as a living cultural
institution that strengthens community identity and ensures the continuity of indigenous customs and
traditional knowledge.

Harela is celebrated on the occasion of Karka Sankranti (the Sun's transition into the zodiac sign of
Cancer). About nine to ten days before the festival, five or seven varieties of seeds, such as wheat, maize,
barley, black gram (urad), and mustard, are sown in a wooden tray or a shallow container filled with soil.
The tray is then kept in a dark and sacred place, allowing the seeds to germinate and grow until the day of
Harela. (Sharma, p.71-78)The germination of these seeds symbolizes fertility, prosperity, and hope for a
productive agricultural season, reflecting the close relationship between the local communities and their
natural environment.

On the evening before the festival, the Harela seedlings are ritually prepared for worship. Various kinds of
fruits are placed as offerings, and the seedlings are worshipped. On the day of the festival, after the worship
is completed, the Harela shoots are cut. They are first offered to the deities and then placed on the heads of
family members as a symbol of blessings and prosperity. Harela is also sent to those members of the family
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who are living away from home. (Dumka & Joshi, p.118) These rituals symbolize gratitude towards nature
and reinforce the spiritual and cultural bond between human beings and the natural environment.

A variety of traditional dishes are prepared on this occasion. The festival holds special significance for
married daughters, who traditionally visit their parental homes during Harela, strengthening familial bonds
and cultural continuity. (Dumka & Joshi, p.118) Harela has been celebrated in the Himalayan region for
centuries and continues to preserve the cultural identity, indigenous traditions, and agrarian heritage of
Uttarakhand. Beyond its cultural significance, the festival embodies a harmonious relationship between
human beings and nature, making it an important expression of ecological consciousness.

B. Harela and Ecological Consciousness

Ecological consciousness can be understood as an awareness of the interdependent relationship between
human beings and the natural environment. It encourages individuals to recognize the environmental
consequences of human activities and promotes responsible and sustainable practices that help protect
biodiversity, maintain ecological balance, and ensure the well-being of future generations. This idea is
closely reflected in Arne Naess's philosophy of Deep Ecology, which argues that nature possesses intrinsic
value independent of its usefulness to human beings. Naess formulated the key principles of this
philosophy. His major ideas are as follows:

* Human life forms are an integral part of the Earth.

» Human forms must expand to include more of the others (this gesture at a certain spiritual tendency in
Deep Ecology).

* There has to be an emotional relation with and response to nature and not merely a rational-intellectual
one.

* Both human and non-human life forms have intrinsic values.

* The value of non-human life is not dependent upon the usefulness of these life forms for humans.

» While human life can flourish with smaller numbers of humans, for non-human forms to flourish, it
requires smaller number of humans. That is, ecosystems in nature can only tolerate a certain level of human
activity or interference.

* The emphasis should be on appreciating the quality of life. (Nayar, 2019, p. 246)

Harela may be interpreted through the framework of Deep Ecology because its rituals express a holistic
understanding of the relationship between human beings and nature. The practices of sowing seeds,
welcoming the monsoon, worshipping Harela seedlings, and planting trees symbolize the
interconnectedness of all forms of life. Rather than treating nature merely as a source of material resources,
the festival encourages an ethical and emotional engagement with the natural world. The reverence shown
towards seedlings, agricultural land, trees, and seasonal cycles reflects the Deep Ecological view that non-
human life possesses intrinsic value irrespective of its utility for human beings. In this way, Harela
promotes environmental stewardship, sustainable living, and respect for ecological balance, making it a
significant indigenous expression of ecological consciousness.

While Deep Ecology provides an ethical basis for understanding the human-nature relationship, Lawrence
Buell offers an ecocritical framework for analysing how environmental consciousness is represented
through cultural practices. In The Environmental Imagination (1995), Buell suggests four criteria for
evaluating a text as embodying an environmental consciousness:

1. The non-human dimension is an actual presence in the text and not merely a facade—thus implying that
human and non-human worlds are integrated.

2. The human interest is not privileged over everything else.

3. The text shows humans as accountable to the environment and any actions they perform that damages
the ecosystem.

4. Environment is the process rather than a static condition. (Buell, 1995, p.7-8)
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The rituals associated with Harela closely align with the ecocritical principles proposed by Lawrence Buell.
Nature occupies a central place in the festival's symbolic and cultural practices. The sowing of seeds,
celebration of the monsoon, and observance of agricultural cycles demonstrate the integration of human life
with natural processes. The festival also reinforces environmental responsibility by encouraging
conservation-oriented practices and respect for the regenerative capacity of nature. Furthermore, its
emphasis on seasonal renewal highlights the environment as a dynamic and continuous process rather than
a static condition. Thus, Harela emerges as an indigenous ecological tradition that nurtures environmental
awareness and exemplifies a sustainable model of harmonious human-nature coexistence.

C. Harela as a Medium of Environmental Awareness

Environmental awareness has emerged as one of the most significant concerns of the contemporary world
due to rapid urbanization, industrialization, climate change, and the excessive exploitation of natural
resources. Although governments and environmental organizations regularly organize awareness
campaigns, workshops, and conservation programmes, the success of such initiatives ultimately depends
upon the active participation of society. Environmental consciousness cannot be sustained solely through
formal education or governmental policies; it must also be nurtured through cultural traditions that remain
closely connected with people's everyday lives. The Thilisi Declaration emphasizes that environmental
education should develop awareness, attitudes, skills, and participation among individuals to enable them
to protect and improve the environment (UNESCO, 26). In this context, Harela serves as an important
indigenous cultural medium that promotes environmental awareness among the people of Uttarakhand.

Harela demonstrates that local cultural traditions can contribute significantly to environmental
conservation. Although the festival is primarily celebrated in the Kumaon region of Uttarakhand, its
ecological significance extends beyond its geographical boundaries. The rituals encourage individuals to
understand the intimate relationship between human life and nature. Edwin T. Atkinson describes Harela as
one of the important agricultural festivals of Kumaon associated with the seasonal cycle and agricultural
prosperity (Atkinson, p.518). These traditional practices cultivate environmental sensitivity by reminding
communities that human survival depends upon the health of forests, fertile land, water resources, and
biodiversity.

The significance of Harela has become even greater in the present age because modern lifestyles have
increasingly distanced people from nature. The pursuit of economic prosperity, urban lifestyles, and
consumer culture has encouraged the extensive use of natural resources without creating an equal sense of
responsibility towards their conservation. As a result, many people remain disconnected from their
ecological responsibilities. Environmental awareness, therefore, requires cultural practices that reconnect
individuals with nature in meaningful ways. According to Fikret Berkes, traditional ecological knowledge
represents "a cumulative body of knowledge, practice and belief" developed through continuous interaction
between human communities and their environment (Berkes, p.7). Harela reflects this traditional ecological
knowledge by preserving indigenous practices that encourage respect for nature and sustainable living.

Unlike formal environmental education, Harela creates environmental awareness through direct
participation. The festival encourages families and communities to sow seeds, observe ecological
processes, participate in tree plantation activities, and celebrate the regenerative power of nature. Such
participation transforms environmental conservation from an abstract concept into a lived cultural
experience. Greg Garrard argues that ecocriticism examines the relationship between human culture and
the physical environment, emphasizing that cultural practices shape ecological consciousness (Garrard, p.
5). In this sense, Harela functions as a cultural institution through which environmental values are
transmitted across generations.

The environmental role of Harela has been further strengthened in recent years through the active
participation of the Government of Uttarakhand, educational institutions, forest departments, and social
organizations. Tree plantation drives, environmental awareness programmes, seminars, and community
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campaigns organized during the festival encourage students and local communities to participate actively in
conservation efforts (Directorate of School Education, Uttarakhand). These initiatives demonstrate how
indigenous traditions can complement contemporary environmental policies by transforming cultural
celebrations into opportunities for ecological education and public participation.

The significance of Harela may also be understood in comparison with organized environmental
movements in India. The Chipko Movement, which emerged in the Himalayan region during the 1970s,
mobilized local communities to protect forests against commercial deforestation. Ramachandra Guha
describes Chipko as both an ecological and a social movement that highlighted the intimate relationship
between local communities and forest resources (Guha,p.2-4). While the Chipko Movement generated
environmental awareness through collective resistance and protest, Harela promotes similar ecological
values through cultural continuity, ritual participation, and community celebration. Thus, both contribute to
environmental conservation, but they employ different methods of creating environmental consciousness.

Furthermore, Harela illustrates that environmental awareness does not always originate from large-scale
national movements or institutional campaigns. A local indigenous festival can effectively communicate
ecological values by integrating environmental responsibility into the cultural life of the community. The
festival transforms environmental conservation into a shared social practice rather than merely an
administrative objective. As Aldo Leopold observes, "A thing is right when it tends to preserve the
integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community™" (Leopold, p. 224). The values embodied in Harela
reflect this ethical commitment by encouraging communities to protect and preserve the natural
environment for future generations.

Therefore, Harela should not be regarded merely as a seasonal agricultural festival of Uttarakhand. Rather,
it functions as a significant medium of environmental awareness that reconnects human beings with nature
through indigenous knowledge, cultural traditions, and collective participation. In an era marked by
increasing ecological crises and declining environmental sensitivity, Harela demonstrates that local cultural
practices can play a vital role in cultivating environmental responsibility and promoting sustainable
coexistence between human society and the natural world.

111.CONCLUSION

The Harela Festival illustrates that indigenous traditions are not merely cultural celebrations but enduring
repositories of ecological knowledge and environmental ethics. Its rituals symbolize a respectful and
reciprocal relationship between human beings and nature, fostering values of conservation, sustainability,
and collective responsibility. By encouraging practices such as seed sowing, reverence for natural
resources, and tree plantation, Harela cultivates ecological consciousness at the community level and
demonstrates that environmental protection can be embedded within everyday cultural life.

In the twenty-first century, when the world is confronting unprecedented challenges such as climate
change, biodiversity loss, environmental degradation, and the overexploitation of natural resources, the
ecological values embedded in Harela have acquired renewed significance. The festival reminds us that
sustainable development cannot be achieved solely through technological advancement or governmental
policies; it also requires the preservation and revitalization of indigenous knowledge systems and
community-based environmental practices. In this regard, Harela offers a culturally grounded model of
environmental stewardship that remains highly relevant in the contemporary context.

The ecological philosophy embodied in Harela also resonates strongly with the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). Its emphasis on tree plantation, biodiversity conservation, and sustainable
interaction with nature contributes directly to SDG 13 (Climate Action) and SDG 15 (Life on Land), while
its promotion of environmentally responsible lifestyles and traditional ecological knowledge supports SDG
12 (Responsible Consumption and Production). Furthermore, by encouraging community participation and
environmental education, the festival strengthens local engagement in achieving sustainable development.
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Therefore, Harela should be recognized not only as an indigenous festival of Uttarakhand but also as a
living example of how traditional cultural practices can contribute to contemporary environmental
discourse. Integrating such indigenous eco-cultural traditions into environmental education, public policy,
and conservation initiatives can strengthen ecological consciousness while preserving cultural heritage. In
an age of increasing ecological uncertainty, Harela demonstrates that indigenous wisdom offers valuable
pathways toward a more sustainable, resilient, and environmentally responsible future.
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