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Editor’'sNote

The Department of English, Banaras Hindu University, Varanasi, India, isdelighted
to present the latest special issue of itsjournal Research and Criticism, focused on
thetheme*“ Literatureand Environment.” Thejournal wasoriginally launchedin
1965. Thisnumber isthe eleventh issue of the New Seriesof thejournal. We have
maintained a steady publishing record, with only abrief interruption. We remain
dedicated to sustaining regular publication and are committed to exploring emerging
and evolving areas of research in each forthcoming issue.

This special issuefocuseson theintersection of literature and the environment,
under the expanding umbrellaof the Environmental Humanities-an interdisciplinary
field that brings together the arts, sciences, and humanities to address urgent
ecologica concerns. Astheclimate crisisaccel erates, therole of literaturein shaping
environmental awarenessand ethical responsibility has gained significant scholarly
attention. Acrossthe globe, universities are responding by establishing dedicated
centres and programs that foster research in this crucial domain.

While, asthe poet W. H. Auden once observed, " poetry makes nothing happen,”
the imaginative possibilities opened up by literature and other forms of creative
arts can serve as powerful catalysts for environmental awareness and critical
reflections. Whereas artistic depictions of ecological harm may not be enough to
change deeply rooted, environmentally destructive habits on their own, they can
reignite concern for the planet and stimulate creative thinking about its future.
Literature, withitsrich capacity toreflect, critique, and reimagine human experience,
hasbecomeacrucial tool in understanding our rel ationship with the natural world.
From narratives of ecological loss and resistance to poetic meditations on
landscapes and nonhuman life, literary texts provide nuanced insights into how
cultures perceive and interact with their environments. Engaging with imaginative
works allows usto reconsider the consequences of our choicesand envision more



sustainable alternatives, offering a space where empathy, ethics, and ecological
consciousness can intersect in meaningful ways.

This issue has submissions that explore these dimensions, using critical
frameworks such as ecocriticism, ecofeminism, new materialism, and critical animal
studiesto deepen our understanding of texts acrosstime and language. Theaimisto
uncover how literature not only represents environmental issues but also actively
participatesin the broader strugglefor environmental justice and climate action. By
situating textswithin their socio-political and ecological contexts, contributorshave
examined how literature chalenges dominant ideol ogies, reconfiguresour relationship
with the nonhuman, and inspires more sustainable ways of living. Ultimately, this
special issue seeks to engage both scholars and general readers in a conversation
about the transformative potential of literature in the age of ecological crisis.

Warm regards and best wishesto all our readers

Editor (s)



|s Anti-War Literature Really Anti-
Militarist? Anti-War Literature within
the Scope of Eco-Criticiam

Eren Alkan

Abstract

This paper discusses the mainstream anti-war American literature in the twentieth
century through eco-criticism. In the pieces chosen, it does research how anti-war
literature defines the concept of war and anti-war by deciphering anthropocentrism
which comes to the forefront in these literary texts. It tries to find out the nuclei of
speciesism probing the approach of these pieces towards non-human beings and
nature. The paper not only discusses how anti-war American literature alienates non-
human beingswhilethey are underlining how human beings are alienated by wars, but
it also suggests anti-war literature authors that they integrate identity-related issues
with non-human settings, as well. Using specific examples from World War | and
World War Il anti-war American literature, that redefining anti-war literature as a
literary genre from an eco-critical perspectiveisamust will bethe scope of thearticle
adding the word itstory to the academic fields of history and herstory.

K eywords: Eco-criticism, anti-war literature, 20" century American literature

Introduction

Eco-criticism underlines the responsibility of both literary readers and poets and
writersto protect the ecosystem. Using eco-criticism as background in examining
anti-war literary works allowsthese works, which have the mission of showing the
destructiveness of war and criticizing war policies, to beinterpreted from adifferent
perspective because it can be stated that anti-war works in twentieth-century
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American literature place theindividual at the center and describe the destruction
that war causes on the ontological existence of theindividual. In thisrespect, anti-
war literature addresses universal peace specifically for the human speciesfrom a
humanist and anthropocentric perspective.

Inthiscontext, it cannot be said that anti-war poems, stories, and novels make
an effort to devel op ecol ogical awarenessintheir readers. Therelationship between
anti-war literary works and the ecosystem and biosphereis human-centered; hence,
it does not allow detailing the damage caused by war to the environment, natural
life, animals, plants, and all inanimate beings. Based on one of the very first eco-
criticsCheryll Glotfelty’sdefinition of eco-criticism, asused in the examined works
of the poets and writers in this article, the metaphors about land are generally to
indicate the belonging of theindividual. Therefore, they are structured as objects
that are “bought,” “sold,” “occupied,” or “rescued.”

In addition to investigating the representations of nature in the works examined,
evauating the" symbolic structuring of species’ (Glotfelty, 1996, p. 28), whichisthethird
stage of eco-criticism, is important in terms of showing how humans are centraly
positioned within other living or non-living speciesand phenomena. Inthisrespect, anti-
war literary works reflect a human-centered perspective, as Arne Naess's concept of
“deep ecology” (1994, p. 143) dsoindicates, and athough theseworks seem to advocate
peece, itisobviousthat they reflect an explaitative attitude and are written in away that
highlights the superior side of humans. In the context of deep ecology -athough the
damageto theenvironment and non-human creaturesisoccasionally mentioned in some
works- agenerd sdlf-awareness cannot be mentioned in anti-war literary works. What is
reflected hereisrather ashallow ecologica perspective. Intheworks, thereisno example
of aplanetary or post-humanist anti-war stance in which the individual abandons his
egocentric attitude, creates an equd life with al living things, and develops a self that
respects nature and the physical environment. As aresult, it can easily be said that the
charactersin the examined literary workslack an eco-sophical self.

Aim, M ethodology, and Scope of the Sudy

Thisarticleamsto investigate how anti-war literatureisliterally anti-war within
the scope of all living species. Using various examplesfrom 20™century American
literature, descriptivetext analysiswill be used asthe main method with the help of
thetheories of eco-criticism. Based on the sel ected examples, the problem situation
of the research has been determined as the emphasis on anthropocentrism in a
significant part of mainstream anti-war literary works and the inequality between
genres detected in the anti-war discourses of these works.

Thestarting point of theresearch isthat these works criticize the destructiveness
of war inthe context of its effects on humans and society and that they deprive non-
human creatures and the ecosystem of the attention they apply to humanity. At this
point, the main discussion of the research will seek answersto thefollowing questions:

(1) Does anti-war literature indirectly contribute to the continuity of the existing
system from an anthropocentric perspective and reproduce war discourse against
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non-humans by ignoring them in their anti-war discourse? If so, what are the
motives and implementation practices behind the emergence of thisproblem? OR
(2) Does anti-war literature have a post-humanist perspective? In this case, where
should the suggestions for “how to move from an anthropocentric approach to a
post-humanist approach” (Glotfelty, 1996, p. 33) be located in the literature?

To help answer these main questions, it is necessary to determine sub-questions.
In thisresearch, answersto the following sub-questions will be sought within the
scope of the main problem above:

(@ Inanti-war literary works, is anti-war considered only in the context of harm to
human beings/anti-war against humanity?

(b)  What is the attitude of anti-war literary works in the war against nature/
environment?

(c) How dowritersand poets expresstheir opposition to war in terms of ecocultural
diversity, linguistic, and eco-critical attitudes?

(d) Arethere similarities between those who produce war literature and those who
produce anti-war literature?

(6 What isthe approach of anti-war works towards non-human beings?

(f)  Can writers and poets take an approach beyond human rights in their works?

(9 What kind of perspective do writers and poets have towards speciesism in the
human-ecol ogy-culturetriangle, while reflecting power and hegemony relations
between races and species using language and symbolsin their works?

(h)  How dothesewritersand poets criticize war discoursesin an eco-critical context?

In brief, how inter-species relations are reflected in anti-war literary works that
display a“humanist” perspective and whether these worksaretruly anti-war inan
eco-critical context, isaquestion that remainsto be answered. The answer to this
questionwill change perspectives onthisliterary genrefrom anon-anthropocentric
post-humanist perspective and contribute to new readings and future definitions
of anti-war worksand anti-militarism.

Regarding the scope of the article, with relatively new theories such as post-
humanism and eco-criticism, the scope of domination, power, and hegemony
relations has expanded, and literary studies have escaped the narrowness of the
humani st perspective and started to be carried out from apost-humanist perspective,
which has enabled the works to be analyzed more broadly. At this point, research
and analysisin thisarticle will be carried out through an in-depth study of works
within the scope of qualitative data, and answers to the questions will be sought
through examples selected from mainstream American literature. These works
consist of two novels, one story, and five poems; Angela Morgan’s Battle Cry of
the Mothers (1915), CharlesW. Wood's King of the Magical Pump (1914), Ernest
Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms (1929), In Our Time (1924), Robert Lowell’sOn
the Eve of the Feast of the Immaculate Conception, 1942 (1943), Randall Jarrall’s
The Death of Ball Turret Gunner (1945), Louis Simpson’s poems Carentan O
Carentan (1949), and Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 (1961). Themain factor in choosing
these works is that the twentieth century was the century of great wars, and the
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most anti-war literary workswerewrittenin thiscentury. It isa soimportant because
the works are included in mainstream literature and reach many readers, thus
creating a kind of public opinion and awareness. To be more specific, since the
most devastating warsin world history that affected the wholeworld took placein
the twentieth century, and this century was thought to be the most appropriate
period in terms of making the works discussed clearer and more comprehensivein
drawing conclusions. Examining anti-war literary workswill both contributeto the
spread of the value of peace studies created to the discourse of battle against war
and will better reveal theattitude of literature, which isone of the channel sthat most
influence people on a mass basis, against wars. It is thought that examining the
twentieth century, which weleft behind and which isthe most destructive century in
human history, from this perspective will make a post-humanist contribution to
revealing the parameters in the background of war discourses in the context of
American policies, increasing the value of universal peace and protecting the right
to life of all living species. In addition, this isimportant in terms of revealing the
attitude of American literature regarding the sociopolitical and sociocultural attitude
of the United States against war and war in theinternational arena. At this point, the
works examined in the research were selected independently of genres. Selected
works of poems, stories, and novelswill aso reflect American literaturein general.
Thisprojectionwill bereflected theoretically by making use of eco-criticismwiththe
effect of being multi-disciplinary. It is thought that the analyses carried out with
these theories will go beyond anthropocentric perspectives and provide more
opportunities for the researcher to obtain more comprehensive ideas and make
inferences about anti-war literature. In this context, the potential problems and
limitations of the article arethat only some of the mainstream anti-war workswritten
in the twentieth century and in the United States will be examined in the research.
However, it isthought that the sel ected works cover the twentieth century in general
terms and provide data saturation for this research with their scope.

Analysisand Evaluation of the Texts

Themain referencein the early anti-war works of twentieth-century American
literature is to the First World War. As the destructiveness of the war affected
many states and civilian populations, it also affected the American state and its
people. The activeinvolvement of the USA in the second half of the war expanded
the perception of the war in the country and influenced almost everyone. In this
context, it would be appropriate to analyze the anti-war works selected from the
mainstream American literature about the First World War with the theories of
ecocriticism. While selecting the works that fall within the scope of this research
and are analyzed in the context of the First World War, the American poets and
writerswho are the most prominent among the works containing anti-war discourse
weretaken into consideration based on the mainstream WWI literature review. In
hisarticle “ American Literature and the First World War”, Tim Dayton mentions
that although thereisageneral perceptioninworld literature that Americaisone of
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theleast affected countries among the countries affected by the war, the war isnot
perceivedin American literature at all (2016). When the war started in Europe and
before Americawasinvolved in the war, American writers began to express their
opinions about thewar. These ranged from writerswho mostly advocated aposition
in favor of the Allies to a group of writers who opposed the war altogether. For
example, in his poem “American Neutrality” (1914), poet and playwright Percy
MacKaye arguesfor the justification of joining thewar onthe side of theAllies. He
stated that neutrality was the wrong attitude, saying that peace was “divine” and
that the goals of Britain and Belgium were equivalent to their own (p. 8). George
Sylvester Viereck isanother example who proposed joining thewar in favor of the
Central states. In hispoem “German American to HisAdopted Country” (2002), he
states that “the Germans fought for freedom” and that Germany defended the
wholeworld against “ colonial Russia’ (p. 55). In the defense of both sides, militarism
islinked to ideology and historical affinity. Within this context, the works were
written both in favor and against the war.

To begin with, “Battle Cry of the Mothers” (1915), the first of these works
analyzed inthisresearch, written by AngelaMorgan (1875-1957), amember of the
Women's Peace Party, speaks of the need for women to oppose the war because
their children are a part of their own lives. Although its structure is based on
traditional biblical resonance and the use of regular rhyme and meter, it differsfrom
the pro-war spirit of the period by adopting anon-traditional anti-war stance. First,
the anti-war attitude in Morgan’s poetry is structured on the basis of the damage
caused by war to humans and their sonswithin the context of maternity and blood
ties. Thereis no clear anti-war attitude towards nature or the environment in the
poem. In the context of the destructive effects of war, Morgan condemns war by
putting human beings, particularly her own born child at the front, at the center:

Bone of our bone, flesh of our flesh,

Fruit of our age-old mother pain,

They have caught your lifein the nations' mesh,

They have bargained you out of their paltry gain

And they build their hope on the shattered breast

Of the child we sang to rest.

On the shattered breast and the wounded cheek — (171)

However, thisisnot to depict heroism but the rebellion of the soldiers' mothers at
the front against the war. The main similarity in this context is that the central
positioning of the soldier/warrior individual inmilitarist worksisalso clearly present
in the poem. The biggest proof of thisis that there is no reference to any non-
human being in almost the entire poem. While“emperors’, “kings’, “governors’,
“ministers’, and other silent “women” are depicted asthe onesresponsible for the
war in each stanza, it is emphasized that it is the innocent soldiers and their
mothers who are harmed by the interests and policies of these people. Thus,
althoughit can be said that AngelaM organ devel ops adiscourse against militarism,
it cannot be claimed that she is able to display an eco-critical approach beyond
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human rights. In addition, the “fruit” in the second line, one of the rare nature
symbolsinthe poem, isused asatool to symbolizethe son at the front as“thefruit
of our age-long mother pain” (Morgan, 1915, p. 171). Here, with theimplication that
thefemale body isalife-giving tree, it can beinferred that the child isthe fruit of
thistreethat nourisheslife. The second use of nature-related symbolsin the poem
is“forest brutes’ in the fourth stanza. The poet expresses that the governor and
ministers do not care about mothers as much as forest savages: “You have
bargained our milk, you have bargained our blood, / Nor counted us more than the
forest brutes” (p. 171). Through this symbol, the poet integrates wild life with
“brutes” and devalues it by complaining that human life is not even as important
as wild life in the network of interspecies power relations. Morgan’s anti-war
rhetoricischaracterized by thewords:. “mesh”, “ shattered”, “wounded” , “trampled
down”, “pang”, “writhe’, “numb”, “sore”, “heedless’, “cry”, “pierce”, “bleeding”,
“wreck”, and “ravage”’. Whileword choices such as“agony”, “woe”, and “throe’
contribute to the negative, pessimistic, and accountable tone that mothers feel
about the death of their children due to war, from a post-humanist perspective, it
can be stated that militarist motifs are reproduced in the poem. Considering all
these, it isclear that although the poem uses anti-war language, thisis not because
war policiesharm all living things. It can be said that the poem, asapoem inwhich
mothers express this anti-war sentiment with the “motive” of protecting their
children, isfar away from deep ecological discourses.

Apart from women’s organizations, some poets who were members of socialist
trade unions also wrote anti-war poems. For example, in his poem “King of the
Magical Pump” (1914), Charles W. Wood uses alliteration and other figures of
speech to ridiculethewar, describing its absurdity and how economic interests go
hand in hand with war. The poem contains alot of invented words and slang. It
describesthe rel ationship between the “ King of the Magical Pump” and his people
inanimaginary country called “the Kingdom of Chumpetty-Chump”. The poem,
which can be regarded as one of the early absurdist works, seems to predate the
tone and language used in the works of absurdist writers such as Samuel Beckett,
Dario Fo, and Eugene lonesco with its word choices and diction. In the
aforementioned kingdom, the only labor people work on is pumping. Thereisno
referenceto nature here. Peopl e are too busy mechanically pumping for the sake of
thekingdom. They loudly declare”“ Amen” that the work their king has given them
isadivineblessing (1914, p. 77). Infact, they do so much work that an oversupply
situation arises due to overproduction. The King points to “foreign aggression”
(1914, p. 78) as the reason for this and declares that “the foes” must be fought.
“Theninjoy and in laughter, they upped and went after / To fight for their country
and King; / For their pumpty old country and King” (1914, p. 78). Hereit isdescribed
that the workersin the factoriesin the crushing wheels of capitalism are mentally
paralyzed and act according to the directives of the government. Thefact that war
isatool used to legitimize the economic policies of the government exemplifies
how militarism hasturned into an organized structuring model among the people.
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Inthisenvironment, the placeisthe factory where production ismade, and thereis
no place for nature or the natural. Although one cannot speak of an “ecological
wisdom” in Glotfelty’sterminWood's poem, the cynical Marxist criticism made by
Wood can be given as an example of the use of “place” as a critical category in
addition to race, class, and gender in the ecocritical context in terms of showing
the corruption of social values. In the poem, place (the Kingdom) is the dominant
element that affects people. The fact that there is no metaphor in the poem that
could be an example of speciesism signals that the poem can be read from amore
post-humanist point of view in terms of showing that the driving forces that
ensure the development and continuity of atotal country (the Kingdom) in the
state system as a whole are “ignorant people’ and war, beyond showing the
destruction caused by the war on human beings by putting human beings at the
center. However, this does not prove that Wood has an ecocritical sensibility.

Third, Ernest Hemingway (1899-1961), the Nobel Prize-winning Americanwriter
and one of the most prolific writers to use the First World War in his works and
famous for his anti-war novels and stories, writes the destructiveness of war as
one of the general themes in his story In Our Time (1924). In the story, which
consists of eighteen chapters, each of which contains a brief description of the
war situation, he presents sections from various cities in Europe. In the story,
which does not have a specific plot, the effects of the war are projected to the
reader in different placesfrom thefront lineto the street, the house to the hospital,
the hotel room to the bullfighting arena. The use of nature or animalsiscommonin
the description of the chapters. In the first chapter, the colonel is seen riding his
horse in a drunken state. The second chapter depicts the matadors' fight with a
bull inan arena. A boy hasto “kill five bulls” and one of themissaid to be“just like
him” and “a good bull” (p. 6). The killing of bulls in wrestling continues to be
described in chapters twelve, fourteen, and sixteen.

In the third section, animals briefly show the difficulties experienced on the
road by the people who were forced to migrate during the exchangein Adrianople.
Here buffal oes, cattle, and camelsarethe figures used to carry people’sbelongings.
In the sixth chapter, while describing the murder of six cabinet ministerson arainy
day, “leaves’ are used to darken the tone of the chapter: “ There were wet dead
leaves on the paving of the courtyard” (p. 10). In the thirteenth chapter, the animal
appearsto the reader asthe object that formsawine bottlewithitsskin. Finally, in
the elghteenth chapter, the reader sees the queen of Greece pruning arose bushin
the garden. In general, Hemingway's opposition to war in this story, although he
reflects the war from different regions with a universal objectivity, the work is
structured through the damage caused by war to humanity. Natural lifeand animals
arethematerialsof fiction asliterary symbolsand extras, not the main characters.
Inthiscontext, animal s such as camels, cattle, and horsesare auxiliariesfor human
use, while bullfighting isabackdrop created to visualize alament for the atrocities
of war. In thisrespect, Hemingway shows this opposition from the perspective of
humanism by focusing hisanti-war attitude on human beings. Although thewar is
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accepted inthe country asanew crusade asafight of civilization against barbarians,
asisknown from Woodrow Wilson's congressional speeches, Hemingway is one
of the writers who meets this crusade with skepticism.

However, the traces of Hemingway’s approach to non-human beings in the
eco-critical context aremoreclearly seeninhisnovels. For example, in hisnovel A
Farewell to Arms (1929), which stands out asan anti-war novel in canon literature,
the author’ stest with speciesism can be analyzed through the discourse he reflects
through the use of language and symbols. The novel aso contains someinspirations
from the author’s life. The main character Frederic Henry, like Hemingway, is a
soldier working in an ambulance at the front in Northern Italy. Catherine Berkley,
the nurse Frederic falls in love with, is presented as a female character who
symbolizesfamily unity under war and peace in the face of the destructiveness of
war, as in the author’s other novels. The plot of the novel consists of Frederic's
struggle for life with other soldiers at the front, his love for Nurse Berkley, his
injury at thefront, and his effortsto seek silence, love, and peace by escaping from
the front with his lover to Switzerland where there is no war. Thus, the author
makes an in-depth analysis of events such as desertion from the army and
abandonment of thefront, which can be questioned both militaristically and socially
intermsof morality. The psychological damage caused by thewar ontheindividua,
the feeling of fear, guilt, and nothingness, and the fact that the soldiers are just
numbers are given through the dialogues of the characters; hence, the reader is
expected to take a stand against the war.

When analyzed from an eco-critical perspective, it isnoticeablethat the novel
begins with a description of nature. The dust rising from the roadstravel ed by the
soldiers makes the leaves of the trees white, which is the first signal that the
soldiersalso transform the natural environment (1929, p. 11). Although theplainis
very fertile and full of fruit gardens, the mountains beyond the plain are “brown
and bare” (1929, p. 11). Thegunsare hidden by branches of trees, the cannon carts
by vines, and the ammunition is carried by mules. Thus, it is seen from the very
first chapter that trees and animals are used as means of transporting war materials
and protecting them from the enemy (1929, pp. 11, 42). Thefact that the mountains
are bare makes the reader think that all the battles are fought in the mountains.
Geography and settlements are the property captured and damaged by the troops:

The forest of oak trees on the mountain beyond the town was gone. The forest had
been green in the summer when we had come into the town but now there were the
stumps and the broken trunks and the ground torn up, and one day at the end of the
fall when | was out where the oak forest had been | saw a cloud coming over the
mountain. It came very fast and the sun went adull yellow and then everything was
gray and the sky was covered and the cloud came on down the mountain and suddenly
we werein it and it was snow. (1929, p. 13)

The priest, who represents more common sense and moral viewsin the novel,
advises Frederic to go to Abruzzi because it is hunting season. In the
destructiveness of war against humanity, animal hunting stands out as a hobby of
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men, not a speciesism that should be questioned. In short, from the point of view
of common sense and the moral view, the destructiveness of war can be discussed
to the extent that it affects human beings. However, the discussion on what war is
and its consequences is constantly questioned by the soldier characters
throughout the novel:

“Tenente,” Passini said. “We understand you let us talk. Listen. There is nothing as
bad as was. We in the autoambulance cannot even realize at all how bad it is. When
peoplerealize how bad it isthey cannot do anything to stop it because they go crazy.
There are some people who never realize. There are people who are afraid of their
officers. It is with them the war is made.”

“1 know it is bad but we must finish it.”

“It doesn’'t finish. Thereisno finish to awar.”

“Yesthereis.” Passini shook his head. “War is not won by victory. ...” (1929, p. 50)

Similar to the poem “ The King of the Magic Pump” analyzed above, the emphasis
on war as a policy of violence in which the state authorities use the civilian
population as a means of making money, and the despair and absurdity it creates
ontheindividual are also evident here. The necessity of war failsto convince even
the“ignorant” villagers. In addition to this, the meaninglessness of war isdepicted
through the nothingness it leaves on human beings. The conversations between
soldiersdo not include the rights of living beings other than human beings. Horses
are used as frontline equipment carrying officers, as a game of chance where
money iswon in races and bets are placed (p. 114), or as a means of transport for
traveling (p. 99); flies land on ceilings and light bulbs as motifs to depict the
boredom of the space (p. 66); pigs, anchovies, trout, pheasants, quail, and monkeys
are foods consumed by officers at the front and behind the front, such as salami,
sausages, grilled and boiled (pp. 100, 134, 167, 220); swallowsareanatural backdrop
that calmsthe soul (p.101); larksare ahobby tool that the Italians put mirrorsinthe
fieldsto attract them and thus hunt them easily (p.132); sparrows are game animals
that make time pass quickly and enjoyably (p.189); dogs are companions
accompanying the peasantswho haveto migrate dueto thewar (p.173); cats, swans,
gulls, seagulls, cormorants, wolves, and foxes are el ementsthat warm the atmosphere
of aromantic meal or atrip to the lake and soften the narrative (pp. 243, 251, 261).
Sometimes the eating of animal flesh isa so used as ajoke among the soldiers:

The priest shook his head. The orderly took away the stew dish. “What are you
eating meat for?” Rinaldi turned to the priest. “Don’t you know it's Friday?’

“It's Thursday,” the priest said.

“It'salie. It'sFriday. You're eating the body of our Lord. It's God-meat. | know. It's
dead Austrian. That's what you’re eating.”

“The white meat is from officers,” | said, completing the old joke. (1929, pp. 152-
153)

Inthisexample, it can beinferred from the fact that meat is not eaten becauseitis
associated with a sacred figure that meat can only assume a sacred identity in the
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context of human flesh. A post-humanist discourse on animal rights cannot be
inferred from thisjoke. Theforest, on the other hand, takes place at the beginning
of the novel as well as in the following chapters as a spoil of war that will be
captured together with the mountains and thus strengthen the mechanism of
power. Asin the examplesthe main character seesforests covered with mist, steep
slopes, and there are forests that are quickly captured but not razed to the ground
(p. 157) or “You take one mountain, the other one takes the other” (p. 159), the
mountain, forest, or plain, which constitute geographical divisions, are seen asa
“sacred” property to be fought for.

Towards the end of the novel, Frederic gives the emptiness of the meaning of
wordssuch as“sacred”, “glorious’, “ sacrifice”, and “in vain” through the analogy
of “stinky meat” and equates these concepts with the garbage dumps in the meat
slaughterhouses industrialized for human consumption.

| did not say anything. | was always embarrassed by the words sacred, glorious, and
sacrifice and the expression in vain. We had heard them, sometimes standing intherain
almost out of earshot, so that only the shouted words came through, and had read
them, on proclamationsthat were slapped up by billposters over other proclamations,
no for along time, and | had seen nothing sacred, and the things that were glorious had
no glory and the sacrifices were like the stockyards at Chicago if nothing was done
with the meat except to bury it. (1929, p. 161)

The saving power of nature is shown when Frederic is saved from being shot by a
willow tree in the face of this destructive and uncaring attitude of man towards
nature. However, this example also supports Hemingway’s opposition to war
through the human focusin an eco-critical context.

In general terms, based on all these examples, it can be seenthat inHemingway's
Farewell to Arms, nature is in the position of a background that is barren due to
war. Theroleof the physical environment in the plot of the novel iseither depicted
as desolate, grey, and dark or evolves into a colorful, peaceful, and bright
environment, reflecting the mental states of the characters. The physical
environment, with its vast landscapes, mountains, and forests, is portrayed as a
hell inwhich the soldier triesto survive and damagesthis environment in hishaste
to survive. Although the novel emphasizes that war negatively affects the
individual’s perception of life and makes him nothing with itsanti-war discourse, it
isclear that thenovel iswrittenin aliterary stylefar from ecological wisdom. Inthe
novel, the soil is perceived by the characters not as an entity to be respected for its
own sake, but asthe basic life provider of human beings. Inthisrespect, Hemingway
does not prefer to use the place as a critical category, although he analyses war
politics from a class perspective. The place (frontline-behind the frontline) has
only thetask of setting the scene of the novel, and it is unthinkable at this point to
analyze it independently of itsrelationship with human beings. As amale writer,
Hemingway’s use of natureinthenovel isquite patriarchal and heterosexist inthe
context of the sexual politics of meat, from hunting to eating practices, from
metaphors to jokes.
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In conclusion, it cannot be said that thereis aself-awarenessin terms of adeep
ecological perspective in anti-war works about the wars in which America was
involvedin thefirst half of the century. The worksthat focus on how wars affected
the individual, who was put at the center by the Age of Enlightenment after the
Renaissance, in the twentieth century when modernity was destroyed, arefar from
any criticism of environmental sensitivity, non-human living rights, and the
destruction of nature. In this respect, nature, animals, forests, and vegetation are
either romanticized as the backdrop of fiction or used as metaphors that help to
reflect the tension of the characters, as seen in the works examined.

Second World War, Anti-Militarism, and Eco-Criticism

Anti-war poems were also written in abundance during the WWI1. One of the
most prominent of these poems is Louis Simpson’s (1923-2012) “Carentan O
Carentan” (1949). As a soldier who fought in Carentan on D-Day, Simpson’s
description of the war isvery vivid and clear. The poem describes how Carentan
wastransformed from aplace “[w]here loverswandered hand in hand” (Simpson)
toafront line of battle (1949). Thereisadescription of the environment throughout
the poem. After the main character saysthat the wound, he hasreceived issimilar
to the wound he received during play as achild and that his mother should not be
upset, hewaitsfor the experienced officers around him to guide him on what to do
and how to behave. However, he receives no response from the colonel, the senior
sergeant, or the captain. He concludes the poem by saying with the manner of an
innocent child that they knew neither death nor the meaning of losing a human
being before they met Carentan on a clear June day:

Carentan O Carentan

Before we met with you

We never yet had lost aman

Or known what death could do. (Simpson, 1949)

When the anti-war stance of the poem isanalyzed from an eco-critical perspective,
it is seen that the poem positions its stance against the war through the trauma
caused by the war in the individual. The depiction of the environment appears as
away of showing the destructiveness of war in anironic way by Simpson: “Trees
inthe old days used to stand / And shape a shady lane” (Simpson, 1949). But now
it is not the trees that make the green, but the soldiers marching in double lines.
The romantic and idyllic atmosphere of the natural environment where “lovers
wandered hand in hand” (Simpson) is transformed into a dark and murderous
atmosphere where the blue sky is filled with the sounds of rifles and death is
rampant. The use of non-human elementsin the poem isused in asupporting role
to indicate the tone and rhythm of the poem, asin the examples of “[t]he watchers
in their leopard suits/ Waited till it wastime” (Simpson, 1949). In this respect, it
cannot be said that Simpson takes an approach beyond human rights. In the poem,
in which the destructiveness of war is compared with the good old days, the
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presence of death isreal in the place of war, unlike children’s games, and in this
respect, the place (Carentan) isused in the context of acritical category asaplace
where war makes the individual nothing. In this respect, there isasimilar use to
Mark Twain's story analyzed above; however, in Simpson, asin Twain, aview of
planetary rights beyond human rights cannot be mentioned.

However, unlike Simpson, Randall Jarrell (1914-1965) can be said to have
approached post-humanism to some extent. Like Simpson, Jarrell wasasoldierin
the Air Force, but he did not actively fight on the front line but worked in the
workshop wherewar equipment was made. J. A. Bryant, Jr. says of Jarrell that the
poet was sensitive to the lives of all living creatures, “plant, domestic, and wild
animal, man, woman, and child” and that he respected all of them individually
(1945, p. 51). One of Randall Jarrall’s most famous war poemsis the short poem
“The Death of Ball Turret Gunner” (1945). Like the other poems analyzed above,
this poemiswrittenin thefirst person. Thismay be because the poets themselves
had experienced the war, or it may be an attempt to show the reality of war more
vividly, smoothly, and from theinside;

From my mother’s sleep | fell into the State,

And | hunched in its belly till my wet fur froze.

Six milesfrom earth, loosed from its dream of life,

| woke to black flak and the nightmare fighters.

When | died they washed me out of the turret with a hose. (Jarrall, 1945)

In general, the poem dramatizesthat theindividual is nothing morethan statistical
data and an instrument in war. The protagonist of the poem, who identifies the
turret heisinwith hismother’swomb, fallsto hisdeath by opening hiseyesto the
nightmare created by “fighter” planes and ground anti-aircraft guns from inside
theturret, just as hefell from his mother’s womb, which was a sheltered and safe
environment for him, and opened his eyesto America (Jarrall). When he dies, the
parts of hisbody adhering to the womb-like turret in which he fought in the fetal
position are cleaned with a hose and the turret is prepared for another soldier to
settle inside. This can be likened to the process of removing the fetus from the
womb of awoman who has had an abortion. Here, the USA, asthe motherland, is
in the position of a mother whose soldier’s life is terminated before he reaches
adulthood. In thisrespect, both the mother and the homeland become two similar
figureswho, with a sense of nothingness, surrender the individual from the place
where they are safe to the dangers, brutality, and cruelty of the outside world and
recklessly acquire new fetuses/soldiersin its place. From an ecofeminist point of
view, theidentification of theterritory of the homeland with women and women'’s
fertility resultsin this anti-war poem being written with a sexist approach. Since
the“falling” of the baby and its separation from the mother’s body, whether dueto
birth, miscarriage, or abortion, is constructed in similar terms to the killing of a
young warrior destroyed by the enemy, it can be inferred that the poem iswritten
from aconservative perspectivein terms of gender codes. Although Bryant states
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that Jarrell is not a speciesist, we cannot see hislove for animals, especially cats,
in his poetry. In short, although Jarrell criticizesthe alienation, trauma, and chaos
caused by thewar in afew lines, Jarrell’s opposition to war reproduces militaristic
language in an ecofeminist context.

Another anti-war poemisRobert Lowell’s(1917-1977) poem “ On the Eve of the
Feast of the Immaculate Conception, 1942" (1943). Displaying astance against the
Second World War and always questioning the rationality of war, Lowell continued
thisstancein his poems. Using ametaphysical style and abundant allusionsin the
poem, Lowell ironically combines the war policies of the American government
with many religiousand political figuresfrom Western human history, placing the
concepts of war and peace on auniversal level. Lowell statesthat the bloody wars,
from Cain and Abel to the important fronts of the Second World War such as the
city of Bizerte in Tunisia, and from German concentration camps to Buna, are a
“[s]ix thousand year[-old]” savagery that destroysall divine and graceful ideal s of
Plato (“Shall I wring plumsfrom Plato’sbush” [393]) and crushes* Utopian mind”
(393). He expresses that for centuries, under the rule of Mars - the god of war -
people have kneeled at the dust raised by the heel of Mars, licking it, and that at
the place where the Romans and Huns kneeled, “ Freedom and Eisenhower have
won/ Significant laurels” were gained, indicating that the rule of Mars- thewars-
hasbeenin effect for centuries (1943, p. 393). Thosewho died in Bunaand Bizerte
now represent the blood and body of Jesus, the wine and bread. Therefore, in this
environment of war and massacre, the Virgin Mary, who stands out not with her
innocence but with her beauty among the soldiers, does not symbolize
immacul ateness but takes on the typology of a“ Celestial Hoyden” (1943, p. 394).
In short, Lowell saysin hispoem that in the civilization history shaped by reason,
science, and thought that has existed for thousands of years, the wars that have
always conflicted with them have continued unchanged until contemporary times.
In this war, there has been no obstacle or sanction for philosophy, science, and
religion.

From an eco-critical perspective, it can be assumed that the poemisasatireon
humanity. In this respect, the people and policies that create wars have been
destructive since the beginning of human history. Religious and philosophical
figures symbolizing a pacifist spirit, such as Jesus, Plato, or Mary, have always
existed and have been crushed or destroyed under the destructiveness of Mars,
one of the important gods of mythology. Here, Lowell’s despair and pessimistic
view of future can easily be understood from the metaphor of the “plums.” The
“plums” symbolizing hope in Western iconography have been crushed in
concentration camps and war fronts. However, in the poem, the focusis not only
on the destructiveness of wars on individuals but also on the damage they cause
to the environment, nature, and other living beings. The use of non-human beings
in the poemisat asymbolic level and has been used to strengthen the expression
of figures of speech that contain allusions and metaphysical meanings. Non-
human beings such as “bloodhounds’, “sheep”, “plums’, and “[s]nake” (393-

Research and Criticism, | SSN 2229-3639 Page 19



394) appear in the poem asiconographic referencesto the Catholic denomination.
From this perspective, it can be said that Lowell’s anti-war discourses are
constructed with an approach that is far from environmental ethics.

One of themost important anti-war novels about World War 11 is Joseph Heller’s
(1923-1999) work Catch-22 (1961). Thenovel, praised by Harper Leeas“theonly
logical war novel I've ever read” (n.d.), was also acclaimed by contemporaneous
authors such as Kurt Vonnegut, Norman Mailer, and Anthony Burgess. The term
“Catch-22", asdefined by Christopher Buckley, refersto “asituation in which the
desired outcome or solution is impossible to achieve due to a set of inherently
illogical rulesand conditions’ (8). Coined by Heller, the term describes one of the
army regulationswhereasoldier isconsidered insaneif herefusesto fly in combat,
but if he requests to be relieved from duty, he is deemed sane and therefore
ineligibleto berelieved. Theterm“ Catch-22" became so popular throughout America
that it entered the dictionary as a term used to describe absurd and impossible
situations and to illustrate the pitfalls of bureaucracy. After news anchor John
Chancellor wasinspired by the novel’s protagonist Yossarian and printed bumper
stickers with the phrase “ Yossarian Lives,” it eventually became a slogan for the
anti-war movement.

Buckley notes that at the time the novel was published, people who had
experienced World War |1 - one of the most devastating wars in history, resulting
in the deaths of sixty million people worldwide, including 400,000 in America -
embraced the humor of the book as readersin despair and shock. He also mentions
that during the Vietnam War, it became atool for protest embraced by the youth,
and during the Afghanistan War, it provided a breath of relief for soldiers (9). In
Jonathan Eller’sarticle “ The Story of Catch-22" (1992), the novel isdescribed as
capturing the feelings of helplessness and horror created by the dark side of the
American dream, and the use of sarcastic language and elements of humor by
Heller is seen as a technique to make the horror of war more convincing (608).
Although the novel focuses on World War 11, Heller, in his essay “Closing Time”
(1977), states that Catch-22 has an ideological structure that encompasses the
wars that followed World War 11, and he points out that it resonates with his
contemporariesin capturing the spirit of thetime.

Inthe novel, theword “they” is presented asasymbol that createsthe greatest
dilemmafor individuals asthe elements of society, bureaucracy, and the “military
mind”, asdescribed by Studs Terkel (1961) in hisarticle“ There'sAlwaysaCatch,
Especialy in Catch-22". Thismilitaristic mindset causesinconsistency intraditional
standards throughout society, and the way to escape this inconsistency, survive,
and maintain sanity is through a“morale of refusal” to develop and avoid going
insane (Terkel, 1961, p. 636). Therefore, the protagonist Yossarian isan anti-hero.
Heller, while portraying the rel ationship between war and privateinitiatives, capita,
and the economy in the subtext, also worksthrough the rej ection of militarism for
war policies, evasion of war and military service, and survival, highlighting the
fundamental conflict between the economy and idealism (Brustein, 1961, p. 637).
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The absurdity of wanting to be destroyed by hundreds of thousands of people
unknown to oneself is reflected as a denial of civilization. It becomes clear that
Heller's comedy is an artistic response to all-encompassing evil, asif laughter is
theonly way to escapefrom amalevolent world. When examined from amilitaristic
perspective, it is evident that the novel is anti-militaristic. From an eco-critical
perspective, although it is understood that Heller’s opposition to war focuses on
the destructiveness of Western civilization on the individual, there is no clear
message about how the environment and nature are affected by war. In terms of
eco-cultural diversity and attitudes, the absence of non-human entitiesin Heller’s
novel indicatesthat it isnot sensitive to environmental ethics. However, it should
be emphasi zed that the similarities examined in other novels, whether romanticizing
war or anti-war, such asHemingway's, are not present in thisnovel. The approach
of Catch-22 to non-human entities in power and hegemonic relations between
races and species, as reflected through the language and symbols in the novel,
setsit apart from others. The use of animal, plant, and tree species in the novel,
whether inareal or metaphorical sense, isminimal. The mention of animal species
such ascats, dogs, insects, or fish asfood in the novel isquiteironic. The metaphor
hereisabout the alienation and fear of the unfamiliar. The use of violence against
animals and the fear of them isrelated to the fear of confronting violence and the
history of violence in humans. The practices of using violence are to increase
pressure on another individual whom the perpetrator sees as weaker, whether on
an individual, social, or national level. Yossarian's avoidance of intervening in
violence against animals, just ashe avoidsthe military to survive, can berelated to
his direct avoidance of confronting fear and the history of violence in humans.
Both the dog and Yossarian are helpless, and the power that harms their physical
and mental integrity is the one in control. In this respect, it can be said that
although Heller’s novel does not have a planet-centered perspective from an eco-
critical point of view, it is far from reproducing militaristic discourses and even
approaches post-humanist understanding at times, subjecting the system-
civilization-militarismto acomprehensive critique.

Asaresult, just likeinworkscritical of thewarsof thefirst half of the century,
in the wars of the Second World War and afterward, war opposition is largely
carried out by writers and poets with a humanist perspective. It would not be
wrong to make a generalization that a deep ecological perspectiveis not seenin
the canonical anti-war works of this period.

Conclusion

The texts above discuss the criticism of war in literature, focusing on the
alienation, emptiness, and identity crisis created by states and armed forces on
individuals and human communities, rather than questioning the contribution of
war literature to the formation of environmental irresponsibility in domestic or
international conflicts. They also mention that war literature often portrays a
narrative where human lifeis considered more“ valuable’ than other living beings,
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objectifying thelives of other speciesfor the continuation of human life or pleasure.
Furthermore, theseliterary works underline the urgent need for anti-war literature
to adopt a planet-centered perspective, rather than solely focusing on human-
centric anti-war sentiments. They also highlight the connection between war,
gender discrimination, and environmental destruction, indicating that war literature
often draws motivation from religious and male-centered political sources. These
texts also delve into the historical and geographical context of the United States,
emphasizing the role of natural resources and diversity in shaping the country’s
political and economic power, aswell asthe systematic killing of non-human living
beings. It discusses how war, conflicts, and international relations haveinfluenced
American history, with Protestantism playing a regulatory and dominant rolein
this context.

Additionally, these anti-war literature poems, stories, and novels argue that
anti-war literature tends to overlook the impact of war on nature, forests, soil, or
animals, and instead focuses on the psychological trauma experienced by
individuals on the front lines or in the aftermath of war. They also show that anti-
war literature often objectifies non-human entities, similar to how it objectifies
human characters, thus drawing parallels with speciesism. In conclusion, these
works assert that anti-war literature, despite its anti-war stance, often fails to
adopt a deep ecological perspective and environmental ethics, and therefore,
labeling it solely as anti-war literature from a human-centered perspective is
misleading. Therefore, further research should explore how war is depicted in
nature writing and ethnic literature, and how a post-humanist approach could
bring new perspectivesto war literature. | would liketo concludethearticle saying
that anti-war literature must definitely be redefined within the context of eco-
criticism by emphasizing the use of itstory instead of hisg/herstory.
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From Resgance to Remembrance The
Panamure Elephant’s Sory in
Symphonic Theatre

Charitha Dissanayake

Abstract

Thisarticleexaminestheintersection of literature, art, and environmental crisisthroughthelens
of the Environmental Humanities, focusing on Sri Lanka's‘ Panamure Tusker’ and itsartistic
representationin the symphonic theatre production, Panamura Kunchanada. Thislarge-scale
work commemoratesthe e ephant’sresistanceto captivity in 1950, an event that catalysed the
prohibition of the brutal kraal system and remainsabenchmark for environmenta justiceand
multi speci escoexi stencedebates. Thearticleexploreshow the production transforms historical
memory into environmental pedagogy, critiquescolonid and patriarchal exploitation of nature,
and modes new forms of ecologica consciousness. The historical context section details
centuriesof elephant explaitation, intensfying under colonid rule, and highlightstheimmense
suffering inflicted during kraaling. The Tusker’ sresistance and desth led to widespread public
outcry, ending thispractice. Panamura Kunchanada effectively engagesaudiencesemationdly,
fostering affective ecol ogy and democratic engagement vita for environmentd action. It actsas
both amemoria and acall to action, linking persona and collective responsibility, cultivating
the culturd and ethical capacities needed for transformetive changein the Anthropocene, and
advocating for arenewed sense of responsihility toward the more-than-human.

Keywords: Panamura Kunchanada, Elephant kraal system, Human-elephant conflict,
Environmental justice

Introduction
Theintersection of literature, art, and environmental crisisisacentra concern of
the Environmental Humanities. Artistic interventions not only reflect but also shape
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our understanding of ecological relationships and the ethical dimensions of human-
nonhuman interactions. In Sri Lanka, the story of the ‘Panamure Tusker’ —an
el ephant? whose resistance to captivity in 1950 catalysed the end of the brutal kraal®
system*—has become abenchmark for debates about environmental justice, colonial
legacies, and the future of multispecies coexistence. Panamura Kunchanada®, a
large-scale symphonic theatre (Marchenko et al., 2021) productioninvolving over 200
artists, brings this story to contemporary audiences through a fusion of musical
traditions, dance, and drama. Throughitscommemoration of the Panamure elephant’s
sacrifice 75 years ago, the production demonstrates how literature and art can serve as
vita mechanisms for environmental memory, resistance, and advocacy. This article
explores how the production transforms historical memory into environmental
pedagogy, critiques colonia and patriarchal exploitation of nature, and models new
forms of ecological consciousness. In doing so, it demonstrates the power of art to
foster ethicd reflection and inspire collective action intheface of ongoing environmental
crises.

Historical context: elephant kraalsand colonial explaitation
Thekraal system

Thestory of the Panamura el ephant emergesfrom acomplex historical backdrop of
human-elephant relationsin Sri Lankathat spans centuries of systematic exploitation
and commodification of wildlife. For centuries, Sri Lankawas renowned for itswild
elephants (Olivier, 1978; D’ Oyly, 1938), which were captured and tamed for roya
processions, labor, and export (Pieris, 1920, p. 24; Widyarathne, 2016). The kraal
system—Ilarge enclosures constructed from hardwood logs and ropes—was the
principal technology for capturing entire herds (Katugaha, 2008). The kraal wasbotha
physical and psychological trap. Elephants were driven into the enclosure, starved,
harassed, and weakened until they could be subdued and tamed (Gamage, 2019;
Jayawardene, 2014). The suffering inflicted during kraaling wasimmense. Historical
records and photographs (Plate, 1890; Samarapaa, 2023; Katugaha, 2008) show
el ephantsweakened and bleeding with bruisesall over their bodies, their sagging skin
due to poor nourishment, a testament to the exhaustion and trauma they endured

(Gamage, 2019).

Coalonial and postcolonial dimensions

Thekraal system persisted through successive colonial regimes. European powers,
particularly the Dutch and British, intensified elephant capture for economic gain,
integrating it into global networks of trade and spectacle (Wijesuriya, 2016).

The operation of kraalswas embedded in broader systems of human exploitation.
Thousands of villagers, often unpaid, were conscripted to build and maintain the
enclosures, reflecting the intersection of class, caste, and environmenta violence
(Tisdell & Bandara, 2005; Olivier, 1978; Jayawardene, 2014). The spectacle of thekraal

Research and Criticism, | SSN 2229-3639 Page 25



attracted colonid officias and local dlites, transforming animal suffering into public
entertainment and reinforcing hierarchiesof power (Gamage, 2019). By themid-twentieth
century, expanding agriculture and human settlements had drastically reduced elephant
habitatsin Sri Lanka(WWF, 2019), intensifying human-el ephant conflict” (Gunawansaet
al., 2023) and leading to increased captures. Thekrad at Panamure, which had operated
since 1896, becamethesiteof adramatic turning pointin 1950 (Damithah, 2012).

The‘PanamureTusker’: resistanceand sacrifice

The1950kraal and theeephant’ sdefiance

Onthenight of August 9, 1950, (Wijayawardena, 2021) aherd of sixteen elephants,
including three calves, wasdriveninto the Panamurekraal® (Widyarathne, 2016). The
youngest calf wasonly four monthsold (Wijayawardena, 2021).

Eyewitnesses describe how the elephant, despite starvation and injury, launched repeated
attackson thekraa’sfences, kicking up dust and trumpeting in defiance. Her resistancewas
not random but strategic: she tested the enclosure, sought weak points, and attempted to
protect the calves and other vulnerable members. The elephant’s actions disrupted the
capture processand forced apublic reckoning with the brutality of kraaling (Gamage, 2020)

Ultimately, the elephant waskilled (Perera, 2016; K atugaha, 2008), an act that shocked
the nation and news was reported internationaly (Muthumali, 2017). The event was
widely reported (Arumugam, 2023), and theimage of the charging elephant becamean
icon of resistance. The public outcry that followed led to the prohibition of kraalsin Sri
Lanka® (Ever Kind, 2023), marking the end of acenturies-old practice (Katugaha, 2008).
Thishistorical context reveal sthat the Panamure el ephant’ sresi stance occurred within
asystem of institutionalised ecological violence that had operated for centuries.

I nter speciesagency and ethical significance

The Panamure elephant’s resistance has been interpreted as more than instinctual
reaction; it demonstratesagency, social cognition, and even ethical reasoning. Ethological
research confirmsthat €l ephantspossess complex emotional lives, socia structures, and
the capacity for empathy and strategic action (Poole & Granli, 2021). The eephant’s
defense of his herd aligns with what critica anima studies describe as “entangled
empathy” ° (Gruen, 2015)—across-species capacity for careand mora action.

Theincident also exposesthe contradictions of colonial and patriarcha ideologies
that justified animal exploitation whilerecognising their intelligenceand sociality. The
€l ephant’ s sacrifice becameacatayst for change, challenging thelegitimacy of human
domination and prompting are-eval uation of human-animal relationsin Sri Lanka.

Artigticrepresentation: PanamuraKunchanadaand environmental memory
Hybrid genreartigicfuson

Panamura Kunchanada brings the story of the elephant to life through a unique blend of
Western classical, North Indian, Karnateka, jazz, Sri Lankan folk, and traditional and
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modern danceformsand thegtrical elements, createsapolyvocal artistic formthat mirrors
the complexity of human-environment rel ationships (Gamage, 2020).

Thishybrid genre* (Levinson, 1984) approach mirrorsthe complexity of environmental
issues, requiring diverseartisticlanguagesto capturethe ecol ogicd, cultural, and palitical
dimensions of the story. This multigenre approach®? suggests that environmental
narratives require diverse artistic languages to adequately represent their ecological,
cultural, and political dimensions.

The production involves over 200 artists, creating a collective artistic process that
pardlelsthecommuna natureof both el ephant societiesand thehistorical kraal operations.
The performance is structured to move between historical narrative, ritual, and
contemporary commentary, collapsing tempora boundaries and inviting audiences to
reflect onthe ongoing relevance of the e ephant’s sacrifice. Gamageexplainshiscresgtive
effortas.

We have become accustomed to interpreting and depicting any event. Thisisafundamental
characteristic of art. Numerous events throughout history illustrate this tendency. It is
important to convey such experiences from one event to another. Music, as a form of
expression, hasthe capability to communicate complex ideas effectively. Thefocusof this
Panamura Kunchanada project is to highlight support within the elephant family rather
than the instance of an elephant being shot (Gamage, 2014).

Confirming Gamage sargument, several books, poems, and songs have been dedicated
to this subject matter, leaving artists in a state of shock®.

Sonicand choreographic strategies

Panamura Kunchanada musical score incorporates both traditional Sri Lankan
percussion and innovative sound design to evoke the infrasound frequencies used by
elephantsfor communication (N. Gamage, personal communication, June2, 2025). This
sonic ecology™ createsan embodied experience for audiences, fostering empathy and
emotiona engagement (Atkinson, 2007). Field recordings of wild elephantsarewoven
into the music, preserving endangered acoustic ecologies and challenging
anthropocentric definitionsof art. Choreographicaly, dancersmimic € ephant movements,
socia behaviors, and herd dynamics, blurring the boundaries between human and
nonhuman embodiment. The “dust-kicking sequence,” which reenacts the elephant’s
find charge, usesritua gesturesand cyclica formationsto transform individua animal
resistanceinto collective cultural memory (Meckien, 2025; Assmann, 2011, pp. 1-69).

Environmental pedagogy and spiritual inter pretation

The production’s thematic emphasisis on balance—between forests, nature, and
human civilisation. It seeks not only to memorialise the past but to educate audiences
about theethical and ecologica stakesof human-animal conflict. By integrating spiritual
frameworks, the performance addresses the meaning crisis underlying ecological
destruction, offering audiences asense of respect and responsibility toward the more-
than-humanworld (Buell, 2005/2009). Thiscollectiveartistic process can be understood
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ascreating aform of environmental solidarity that counterstheindividudistic frameworks
often associated with both artistic creation and environmenta destruction. The
production thus models aternative forms of human cooperation that might inform
more sustainabl e relationships with the natural world.

Ecocritical and postcolonial analysis

Decolonisinghuman-animal relations

The story of the Panamure elephant and its artistic representation invites a
decolonia reading of environmental history. Thekraal system exemplifieshow colonia
regimesimposed technologiesof control on both human and animal bodies, reinforcing
hierarchies of race, class, and species (Wolch & Emel, 1998). The production’s
incorporation of folk musical forms servesto preserve loca knowledge and confront
the predominance of colonia narratives.From an ecocritical perspective’, Panamura
Kunchanada functions as what Lawrence Buell (1995) might term “environmental
literature” - an artistic work that demonstrates* environmental commitment” and hel ps
audiences* envision dwelling more sensitively within the biosphere.” The production
meets these criteria by centering non-human agency, critiquing anthropocentric
development, and proposing alternative relationships between humans and nature.
The choice to commemorate an elephant’s resistance rather than human triumph
representsasignificant departure from anthropocentric narrativetraditionsthat typicaly
celebrate human dominance over nature. By foregrounding animal agency and
multispeciessolidarity, the performancealignswith postcol onia ecocriticism'® (Huggan
& Tiffin, 2015), which seeksto recover suppressed histories and epistemol ogies.

Environmental justiceand dow violence

Panamura Kunchanada narrative exemplifieswhat Rob Nixon (2011) callssow
violence' the gradual, often invisible forms of environmental destruction that
disproportionately affect marginalised communities. The displacement of elephants
through habitat loss and the suffering inflicted by kraaling are forms of violence that
accumulate over time, shaping both ecological and social futures.The opera’s
educational focuson environmental justice connectshistorical patternsof exploitation
to contemporary crises, such as deforestation, climate change, and ongoing human-
elephant conflict. By making visible the histories of violence and resistance, the
performance contributesto the broader project of environmental justice, which seeks
to address both the di stribution of environmental harmsand the recognition of diverse
ways of knowing and being.

Contemporary relevance: human-eephant conflict and climatechange
Ongoing conflicts

Despite the end of the kraal system, human-elephant conflict remains apressing
issuein Sri Lanka. Habitat fragmentation, agricultural expansion, and infrastructural
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devel opment continue to push elephantsinto closer contact with human populations,
resulting in frequent and often deadly encounters (Fernando et al ., 2005). According to
data, each year, hundreds of elephantsand dozensof humansarekilledin such conflicts
(Begum, 2024; WWEF, 2019).

Operasituatesthese contemporary challengeswithin alonger historical trgjectory,
emphasising the need for coexistence and the ethical imperativeto protect both human
and nonhuman communities. By invoking the memory of the Panamure el ephant, the
performance frames current conflicts not as isolated incidents but as the legacy of
colonia and postcolonia environmental management.

Climatechangeand multispeciesvulner ability

The story of the Panamure el ephant al so speaksto the broader context of climate
change and the Anthropocene'®. Elephants, as keystone species, are particularly
vulnerable to environmental disruptions, and their decline has cascading effects on
ecosystems (WWF, 2021). The performance’s emphasis on intergenerational and
interspeciescareoffersethical modelsfor responding to the uncertaintiesand injustices
of climate change (Gamage, 2019).By foregrounding thevul nerabilities of both elephants
and rural communities, the production advocates for a holistic approach to
environmental policy—onethat recognisestheinterconnectednessof social, ecological,
and ethical concerns.

Throughout various periods of human civilisation, actions by humans have inflicted
considerable harm on the Earth’s natural beauty and disrupted its harmonious rhythms.
These disruptions are often viewed as evidence of the triumphs associated with the
advancement of modern human civilisation. However, the question arises: can werestore
the unified rhythm of nature that has been damaged and destroyed by our own activities?
The Panamura opera emerges asamusical endeavor aimed at conveying the message of
rediscovering this universal harmony to contemporary society, which has disturbed the
balance between forests, nature, and human culture. It isour aspirationto disseminatethis
musical concept and its underlying message not only within Sri Lanka but also globally
(Gamage, 2019).

Art, affection, and environmental advocacy

Emotional engagement and affectiveecology

Oneof themost significant contributions of Panamura Kunchanadaisits capacity
to engage audiencesemationally. Performance employswhat ecopedagogy™ theorists
call affective ecology®, the use of art to foster empathy, grief, and hopein responseto
environmental loss (Barbiero, 2014). The production highlights the issues faced by
elephants and their resistance, aiming to addressthe public’s often detached response
toenvironmental crises. Theaffective power of the performanceisnot merely emotional;
it ismobilising. Audiences are invited to move beyond passive spectatorship and to
consider their own rolesin shaping ecological futures. The production thus functions
asbothamemorial and call to action, linking personal and collective responsibility.
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Participatory lear ningand environmental democracy

Thecollectivenature of the production—itsreliance onlarge ensembles, community
participation, and public performance—models a form of democratic engagement
necessary for environmental action. By creating spaces for dialogue, reflection, and
shared experience, the performance fosters what environmenta philosophers call
ecological citizenship® (Reid et al., 2002). This participatory approach challengesthe
individualism of much environmenta discourse, emphasising instead the need for
collective action and solidarity across species and social boundaries.

Concluson

Panamura Kunchanada exemplifiesthe potential of art and literatureto intervene
inenvironmental crises by preserving memory, fostering empathy, and inspiring ethical
reflection. By revisiting the story of the Panamure el ephant, the production not only
memorialises apivotal moment in Sri Lankan history but also offers new modelsfor
understanding and addressing the challenges of the Anthropocene. Through itshybrid
genre, multispecies, and multivocal approach, the performance challenges dominant
narratives of human exceptionalism and invites audiences to imagine more just and
sustainable futures. As climate change and biodiversity loss intensify, such artistic
interventions are not merely supplementary to scientific and policy efforts; they are
essential for cultivating the cultural and ethical capacities needed for transformative
change. The legacy of the Panamure el ephant—preserved and reimagined through
contemporary performance—reminds us that environmental justice requires both
remembranceand resi stance, both mourning and hope. In honoring the sacrifice of the
elephant, Panamura Kunchanada callsusto arenewed sense of responsibility toward
the more-than-human.

Notes

1 Thisanimal, named the elephant king of Panamure, was an extraordinary elephant.
About 9 feet tall and 25 years old, this female elephant was taller than all the other
elephants in the stable (Ever Kind, 2023).

2 Despite being widely referred to as the “Panamure Tusker” in popular culture and
some media reports, the elephant was not actually a tusker. This is a significant
historical inaccuracy that has persisted in the popular narrative surrounding the event
(Katugaha, 2008; M. Vidyapathy, personal communication, June 8, 2025; Muthumali,
2017). There is a misconception regarding the Panamure elephant’s gender; it is a
female elephant (cow), not amale (K. Wijayawardena, personal communication, June
8, 2025; Roar, 2016)

3 Kraa isaDutch Word signifying Enclosurefor Cattle. The SinhalaNameisGala, or as
itismore commonly called Athgala, Elephant Penn or Enclosure (Pieris, 1920, p. 261)

4 The term Kraal refers to a method used historically for capturing wild elephants. It
involves constructing a stockade, typically made of sturdy jungle timber, and designed
in atriangular shape with a wide opening that narrows into a funnel-shaped passage.
Within the stockade are timber enclosures, large enough to contain agroup of elephants
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driveninto the structure. Onceinside, the elephants are restrained, tamed, and trained.
This method was first introduced by the Portuguese and later adopted by the Dutch
and Britishin SouthAsia, particularly in South Indiaand partsof Sri Lanka(Widyarathne,
2016). Kraals were utilised extensively for elephant captures, often leading to their
exportation. Locations like Labugama, Kurunegala, and Sabaragamuwa in Sri Lanka
were known for conducting such operations (Katugaha, 2008; D’ Oyly, 1938).
Panamura Kunchanada symphonic theatre was first performed on May 30 and 31,
2014 at the Nelum Pokuna Theatre in Sri Lanka (Gamage, 2019).

Panamura Kunchanada, rooted in Sri Lankan cultural heritage, encapsulatesanarrative
interwoven with the country’s musical traditions. This piece reflects on humanity’s
rel ationship with nature, addressing both the lamentabl e consegquences of modernisation
and the enduring hope for balance between wilderness and human culture. Musician
Navarathna Gamage and the creative team aim to present this universal tragedy as a
contemporary message, resonating across temporal and spatial boundaries, urging
reflection on humanity’s evolution and aspirations (Gamage, 2019).

Human-elephant conflict in Sri Lankarepresentsacritical conservation, socio-economic,
and environmental challenge. As human and elephant populations grow rapidly, both
faceincreasing difficultiesin sharing limited land resources (Gunawansaet al ., 2023).
Panamure kraalswere held in 12 times, in 1896, 1898, 1902, 1907, 1912, 1914, 1918,
1922, 1924, 1929, 1944 and the last in 1950. This land was part of the 99,000-acre
virgin forest belonging to Francis Molamure and was built around a natural water
spring (Weerasooriya, 2014; Damithah, 2012).

Thekilling of the elephant spread to Parliament and was taken up by the left-wing MP,
Dr N M Perera, who was the Leader of the Opposition. Within five Parliamentary
meetings, atotal ban was passed on the capture and killing of el ephants and the holding
of elephant kraals (Arumugam, 2023).

The Empathetic Elephant isthe collaborative connector. You have exceptional emotional
intelligence. Thanks to your ability to understand others on a deeply emotional level,
you're able to forge strong connections (Gruen, 2015).

11 The term “hybrid genre” is used to describe works of art, music, and literature that

12

13

14

15

combine elements of two or more genres. These works are sometimes called mixed
genres, cross-genres, or multi-genres (Levinson, 1984; Salao, 2022).

Multigeneric Approachesinvolve blending diverse artistic and non-artistic disciplines.
These concepts are deeply intertwined, as the complexity of ecology often demands
that artists transcend traditional genre boundaries, employing hybrid forms like
installation, performance, socia practice, scientific collaboration, data visualisation,
and activism to effectively explore, critique, and intervene in ecological relationships
(Hanauer, 2003).

Thefamous poetsand Lyricistslike Chandraratna M anawasi nghe, Ananda Rajakaruna
and Sugathapala Malalasekara, composed lyrics and songs on this animal. Some of
them appear as ‘ Elephant Hero of Panamure’, ‘Motherly love in elephant kraal’ and
‘Majestic elephant of Panamure’ (Gamage, 2019).

Sonic ecology addresses urgent issues like human-elephant conflict, focusing on sound,
space, and life (Atkinson, 2007; Katrice, 2015).

Theecocritical perspectivein art movesbeyond formal aestheticsto ask urgent questions
about art’s role in our ecological crisis and its potential for fostering ecological
understanding, empathy, and change (Buell, 1995, pp. 83-114; Fromm & Glotfelty,
1996; Demos, 2017).
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16 Postcolonial ecocriticism bridges the gap between environmental concerns and social
justice, urging peopleto rethink our relationshipswith nature in the context of colonial
histories and ongoing global inequities (Huggan & Tiffin, 2015).

17 Slow violenceisoften overlooked duetoitslack of immediacy and spectacle, yetitis
vital for environmental justice and equitable treatment, particularly for communities
impacted by environmental degradation (Nixon, 2011).

18 Theescalating tensionsand interactions between humansand wildlife, driven by habitat
destruction, climate change, and resource competition, reflecting the broader ecological
disruptions and human dominance characteristic of the Anthropocene epoch (Lewis &
Maslin, 2015).

19 Eco-pedagogy bridges education and environmental action, aiming to cultivate a
generation of informed, proactive stewards of the planet (Gadotti, 2008).

20 Affective Ecology examines our connection with Nature through an interdisciplinary
lens, based on biophilia and multiple intelligences theories. Biophilia is our innate
ability to form healthy relationships with Nature, while naturalist intelligence is the
skill to recognise, care for, and interact with living organisms. These concepts guide
environmental education by emphasising mental energy and inborn potential to connect
and empathise with Nature (Barbiero, 2014).

21 Ecological citizenship isan evolving practice which emphasi ses shared responsibility
towards ecological sustainability and social equity.
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Rethinking Nature, Solitude, and
Entanglement: Agential Realism in
Anita Desal’s Fire on the Mountain

Narinder K. Sharma

Abstract

Literary and cultural studiesare now undergoing ashift intheir approach whenit comesto
depicting nature, known asthe new material turn. Asaresult, there has been asignificant
increasein the devel opment of adetailed understanding of the connection between humans
and non-humans, as well as the physicality and influence of the natural environment,
concerning interdisciplinary scholarly interpretations of literary texts. AnitaDesai’sFire
onthe Mountain (1977) deal swith the subtleintricacies of human emotions, interpersona
connections, and the natural world. This paper uses Karen Barad's agential realism to
analysetheinterrelationship and connecting patterns of ‘intra-action’ betweenindividuas
and their environment inthe novel. Accordingly, thisarticle exploresthe novel withinthis
specific framework and investigates the complex paths taken by the characters, their
environment, and the actions that shape their lives. Referencing the interconnected
production of substance and meaning, this paper enriches the novel’s exploration of
memory, identity, dienation, relationships, and social injustice on the axis of concepts,
viz., solitude, entanglement, intra-action, intra-active becoming, agential cuts, etc.

Keywords Exigence, Agentid Redlism, Intra-action, Agential Cuts, Entanglement, Solitude.

Anita Desai’s Fire on the Mountain (1977) deals with the subtle intricacies of
human emotions, interpersonal connections, and the natural world. Desai’'s
worldview predominantly paints the tragedy of human soulstrapped in the pangs
of existence. Thus, her emphasis on the intangible realities of life, the innermost
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depths of the human psyche, the demystification of the chaotic underworld of the
human mind, the dilemma of making a choice, and an individual’s quest for a
personal meaning in life gives her a distinct position in Indian English fiction.
Interestingly, she dealswith these issues by utilising innovative symbols, images,
metonymic parallelisms, metaphoric condensations, ironic reversals, flashbacks,
the method of objective correlative, and the stream of consciousness technique.
Augmenting such ethos, Fire on the Mountain “presents a kind of emotional
wasteland in which hardly anything happy or good takes place; in a rocky
background where the landscape is barren, bare, and dismal with dust storms
rising and complicating movements and helping the forest fires coupled with
ominous howlings of jackals, sounds of cicadas, and strange, eerie, melancholy
songs of the crickets that do not cease” (Tripathi, 1986, p. 83). Itisin thislarger
context that this paper uses Karen Barad’s agential realism to analyse the
interrelationship and connecting patterns of ‘intra-action’ between individuals
and their environment in the novel. Barad's paradigm effectively combinesideas
from quantum physics with feminist theory, demonstrating how their
interconnections influence both substance and meaning. Barad's idea of an
intertwined performativity goesbeyond an ordinary perception of reality, prompting
aradical reconfiguration of the conceptual framework around the categories of
environment and reality. Accordingly, this article explores the novel within this
specific framework and investigates the complex paths taken by the characters,
their environment, and the actions that shape their lives.

Introducing Barad’sAgential Realism

This framework mandates the decentering of humans because socio-material
discourses shaperedlity. It isevident “ through quantum experimentslike the double-
dlit experiment, which tell us that the measurement of a particle fundamentally
changesthe nature of the particle (Barad, 2007, p. 97). Thefocusison the natural
world and how people participate in “flows, interchanges, and interrelations
between human corporeality and the more-than-human world” (Alaimo, 2010, p.
142). Inthissense, the charactersin thisnovel represent humanity as* coextensive
with the material world” (Barad, 2007, p. 172), subverting the boundaries between
human identity and nature. By doing this, they showcase the potential for an
alternative, less human-centered interaction with the broader universe. Thus, a
performative and relational understanding of existence forms the foundation of
agential realism. Crucially, it does not begin with resolvable distinctions like
structure/agency, mind/body, nature/culture, and world/representations. Rather,
the process beginswith fundamental connectivity, or entanglement. Barad opines
that realism “is not about representations of independent reality but about the real
consequences, interventions, creative possibilities, and responsibilities of intra-
acting within and as part of the world” (2007, p. 37). Thus, it emphasises the
importance of “ performative aternativesto representationalism, shifting attention
from the correspondence between descriptionsand reality to the practical aspects
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of actions and behaviours” (Barad, 2007, p. 28, emphasis added). This
conceptualization depictsthe world asit appears and scrutinises the dynamic and
ever-changing potentialities of material reality asit shapesitself through continuous
intra-actions.

The agential corollary of matter does not reside in its inherent qualities but
rather in its ongoing process of transformation. As a result, this procedure is a
reference to Barad's concept of ‘intra-actions,” which foregrounds the division
between our concept of entities and Barad's concept of agencies. Notably, the
notion “ of intra-action recognises that distinct agencies do not precede, but rather
emergethrough, their intra-action” (Barad 33). In other words, thisterm “signifies
the mutual constitution of entangled agencies’ (Barad, 2007, p. 33). Therefore,
entanglement, as conceptualised by Barad, does not imply the merging of separate
entities with the possibility of future separation. Instead, “entangled agencies
constitute a complex embeddedness in each other, and their mutual intra-action
producestheir existence asdistinct agencies’ (Fourqueran, 2022). It isthrough this
process that agencies become meaningful to one another, and their qualities and
characteristics are aways evolving and transforming. Barad opinesthat each intra-
action widens the scope of potential outcome changes and produces opportunities
for other interactions. Interestingly, these intra-actions simultaneoudly limit and
expand the potential for the process of perceptua signification.

In moredetail, thisframework isan “ ethico-onto-epistemol ogy that recognises
theinterconnectedness of ethics, knowledge, and existence” (Barad, 2007, p. 185),
asthe author adds ethical responsibility to agential realism. In this sense, thelack
of a“strict or fixed boundary line dividing a scientific laboratory from the rest of
theworld [implies| humans can never observethe universe asthough from outside
of it” (Gambleet d., 2019, p. 122-123). Thisishow the ethical dimension of agentia
realism stands out. In other words, Barad's approach situates humanity in awider
global context and acknowledges the mutual influence between humans and the
nonhuman world. This perspective also calls for a fresh understanding of the
concepts of responsibility and accountability. It clearly foregrounds the idea that
itisdifficult to fully separate or differentiate human and nonhuman forces because
their ongoing intra-actions become intertwined. Hence, humans are constantly
evolving, interconnected agents and are actively entangled with environmental
potentialities. The preceding discussion highlights that agential realism is a
conceptual framework that subverts the ideas of separation between human and
non-human entities, along with the dichotomy of subjectsand objects. Asaresult,
it defies the binary opposition of nature and culture, object and subject, and
substance and meaning to provide a more holistic account of reality.

Entangled Solitude: Charactersand their Environments

The atmosphere of Kasauli, an Indian hill station, has a significant influence
on the lives and experiences of the individuals depicted in Desai’s Fire on the
Mountain. Augmenting agential realism, Nanda Kaul’srel ationship with theworld
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is not only superficial or accidental but rather represents a deep and complex
interconnectedness. Nanda, the widowed wife of avice chancellor, livesin aremote
ivory tower onahill station, far from the crowdsthat are swarming around her. Her
self-cultivated desperation to retain her seclusion and aversionto any intrusionis
aresult of her existentialist choice, which she defines as her longing for peace.
This desire is a manifestation of a counter-reaction to her prior existence in the
world, which consisted of ordinary participation in mundane worldly affairs. Jain
opines, “dl her life, the claims have been far too many submitted to the requirements
of her husband’s status and his wishes” (30), and her “seclusion is a kind of
protective shell” (Rani, 2002, p. 129). In other words, her departure demonstratesa
defiant attitude against the absurdity, boredom, and aggravation that she
experienced in her earlier life, which was monotonous and regular. Notably, she
hasthe option of either submitting to thefolliesin asubdued manner or beginning
a struggle against them and continuing her existence. She decides to live by
herself in a universe based on her imagination. Nanda Kaul is projected as a
character with all the problems, the agonies, the insecurities, and the indifferences
of modern life. Thisis how the novel highlights the “...contrasted conditions of
human consciousness pitted against an apathetic social reality and the quest for
therealisation of ideal harmony” (Shahane, 2008, p. 121).

After her husband’s death, Nanda chooses to spend her remaining days at a
lonely house on ahill station in Carignano for “stillnessand calm” (Desai, 1977, p.
17). Carignano “...embodies the spirit of the place, which is absorbed by its
occupants, whose expanding horizons of consciousness seem to share in the
linkage of the house with the processes of ageing, barrenness, loneliness, decay,
and death” (Shahane, 2008, p. 121). Further, the symbolic house at Carignano also
“standsasaknoll, ameeting placefor the three protagonists[Nanda, Raka, and I1a
Das]” (Chakranarayan, 2000, p. 95). At this juncture, Nanda is self-assured that
“everything she wanted was here... on the ridge of the mountain in the quiet
house” (Desal, 1977, p. 3). Inthissense, the act of creating acocoon in the form of
her new house at Carignano is aretreat, and it underscores her attempt to escape
her facticity. Sharma opines, “her withdrawal stands for an emotional staticity, a
kind of psychicfrigidity, that refusesto take note of any movement around” (1981,
p. 119). Shewishesto belike“acharred tree trunk in the forest, abroken pillar of
marblein adesert, alizard on astonewall” (Desai, 1977, p. 23). Importantly, she
does not want to have any sort of disturbance in her static, unquestioning world.
She prefers to maintain a protective shell of detachment. Desai aptly evokes the
image of the garden of her new hometo delineate Nanda'sexistential predicament:

Like her, the garden seemed to have arrived, simply by a process of age, withering
away and elimination at a state of elegant perfection. It was made up of very few
elements, but they were as exact and germane as the strokes in a Japanese scroll. She
no longer wished to add to them than she wished to add to her own pared-back,
reduced, and radiantly simplelife. (1977, p. 3)
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Referencing agential realism, the way in which Nanda Kaul interacts with her
home, Carignano, is a perfect illustration of the intimate connection that exists
between personality and setting. Carignano, with its rustic splendour that is
deteriorating with time, isareflection of Nanda'sinner situation. Nanda performs
thisconnection both literally and discursively, making it more than amere metaphor.
Not only does the home, with its squeaking floorboards and overgrown yard,
represent Nanda's sense of isolation, but it also actively contributesto her pursuit
of solitude. Nanda’'s meticulous cultivation of her garden is a tangible and
communicative activity that reflects her need for authority and organisation. This
connection is reciprocal; the garden, which is inherently resistant to total
domestication, serves as a metaphor for the aspects of her past and emotions that
she lacks the ability to regulate. The conversations taking place inside Nanda's
Carignano environment contribute to our understanding of theinterconnectedness
between her identity and emotional state. The house, aphysical object that actsas
acentral point for Nanda srecollections and sentiments, hasasubstantial influence
on both her identity and her comprehension of solitude.

The introduction of Raka, who is Nanda's great-granddaughter, marks the
beginning of afresh set of intra-actions that deepen the connections between the
characters and their surroundings. Interestingly, Raka is herself “insecure and
lonely, and yet she wishesto beleft to herself” (Sengupta, 2006, p. 151), and sheis
“ perhaps the most complicated and mysterious child character in the entire gamut
of Indianfictionin English” (Chary, 2008, p. 88). Rakaisenthralled by thewild and
uncontrolled beauty of Kasauli. In stark contrast to Nanda's regimented way of
life, she visits the hills on aregular basis and has a profound connection to the
wild environments she encounters. Not only this, she also prefersto “stand apart
from being loved, cared for, and made the centre of attention” (Desai, 1977, p. 79-
80). Raka sactsarematerially discursive; her tripsand her obsessive concentration
on the catastrophic mountain fire are evidence of her proactive capacity to deal
with difficulties and stressful circumstances. The fact that Raka prefers the wild
and has a propensity to flee into nature is a reflection of her desire to absorb the
traumas she has experienced in the past. Intermsof her emotional and psychological
growth, her relationship with the world is not only a background but rather an
active participant. Throughout the novel, thefireitself emergesasacrucial agential
force. Symbolising Raka sinner turmoil and need for change, it actsasadepiction
of both destruction and rebirth. The tangible embodiment of thefire, together with
its influence on the environment and the lives of the characters, symbolises the
close connection that exists between natural events and the emotions and
experiences of individuals. It isworth extrapolating that the fire acts as a catalyst
for change, bringing about modifications in the interpersonal connections of the
charactersand theindividual sthemselves. Inlight of thefact that the fire occurred
and the following conversation that followed, it is clear that natural calamities
have the potential to foster personal development and the establishment of new
social bonds. Both natural catastrophes and those caused by humans have a
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significant influence on society and the environment, which demonstrates the
interconnection of these two aspects of life. In other words, the fire performsthe
role of a material-discursive actor, hence having an impact on the identities and
experiences of the charactersin the story.

IlaDas, alongtimefriend of Nanda's, addsasocial dimension to the narrative,
signifying avital intra-action nodein the novel. On acritical note, her predicament
is a painful reminder of the larger social and political background that has an
impact on thelivesof individuals. The sad events (rape and murder) that befell her
and the harsh treatment that she underwent signify the material -discursive practices
of gender, class, and violence that are prominent in the socio-cultural realms. Both
the circumstancesthat transpired in I1a'slife and the end that she reached highlight
the interweaving of individual lives with larger socio-cultural influences. It is
through her fight against social inequalitiesand her terrible death that the tangible
repercussions of discursive practicesthat arerelated to gender and class hierarchy
are brought to light. I1a’s predicament dives into the unpleasant truths of societal
inequity and demonstrates how these forces present themsel ves through particular
behaviours within the real world. It is through lla’s intra-actions with both her
environment and society that we get insight into the complex link that exists
between personal reality and social reality.

Barad's framework also emphasises the connection and co-constitutiveness
of material and discursive acts. These behaviours are skillfully embedded in the
narrative and are evident through the interactions that the characters have with
their surroundings and with one another. A close connection exists between Nanda
Kaul’s memories and the physicality of Carignano. Interestingly, these memories
are not only abstract recollections. Thisis how the protagonist traverses between
the distant past and the present, emphasising the performative conduct of memory
and the continuing production of reality. It isthe actual space of the home, withits
concrete reminders of the past, that brings her memories into the present,
highlighting “the limitation of female space to a small circle inside the house
marked with confinement, anonymity, and exclusion” (Janic, 2008, p. 130). In order
toillustrate how memory is a material-discursive process from Nanda's point of
view, the objects that serve as physical anchors for her memories include old
photographs, letters, and pieces of furniture. For instance, a specific piece of
furniture or a specific location within the home can trigger memories, thereby
bringing the past into the present in atangible way. Participating in activities that
include her relationships with the specific objects and places that are being
scrutinised is something that Nanda does throughout the process of perpetually
rewriting her identity and her perception of her history. In this sense, Nanda's
solitude is not aplain state of being; rather, it isacondition that comesinto being
through her interactions with the environment and the people in her near
proximity—adiscursively generated state. Not only does she engagein behaviours
that contribute to her need for isolation, but she also withdrawsfrom her socid life
and retreatsto Carignano, both of which are factorsthat contribute to her need for
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solitude. Her day-to-day activities of maintaining the home and garden materialise
this discursive construction, enacting her self-sufficiency. Carignano’s physical
isolation and Nanda's active attempts to separate herself from other people are
examples of material-discursive practices that foster her sense of isolation and
maintain it. Not only does she participate in these behaviours, but they are also
closely linked to her identity and self-perception. Thisis how the process of self-
construction is always changing and evolving for the protagonist.

The narrative aso effectively brings to light the complex interplay between
society and nature through the portrayal of the characters’ engagementswith their
surroundings, obscuring the differentiation between the two. Raka's exploration
of the hillsand her engagement with the natural surroundings present aformidable
obstacleto traditional notions of infancy and femininity, describing theintertwining
and interdependence of nature and culture. Raka's practices, which include her
affection for the outdoors and her rejection of the home sphere, are examples of
behavioursthat contradict the norms of the culture. An anal ogous transformation
occurs as the fire that raged upon the mountain, an organic phenomenon,
transformsinto asignificant cultural symbol throughout the narrative. It emphasises
the inseparability of cultural and natural elements in the process of generating
human experiences through the reflection of the emotional states and social
situations of the characters.

Here, itisimportant to refer to Barad’s concept of agential cuts, which elucidates
how specific behaviours establish boundaries. These cuts are clear examples of
how the charactersin Fire on the Mountain identify themselves and interact with
one another. By using agential cuts, Nanda can define who sheis, isolating herself
from her family and her history. This is how she engages in boundary-making
techniques, such as the retreat to Carignano, to distinguish her current self from
her previousroles as amother and wife. However, her interactionswith Raka, lla
Das, and other individuals within her own group constantly re-negotiate these
limits. Nandaengagesin behavioursthat continually ater her limitsas sheinteracts
with her surroundings and other people. IlaDas srecollectionsand Raka's presence
make it hard for her to be alone, showing that setting boundaries is a tricky
phenomenon. Extrapolating further, these cuts are flexible, dependent divisions
that alter with activities and exchanges. Raka's encounters with the natural world
are also a representation of her own agential cuts, which are the sites where she
comes to terms with her identity and limits. She participates in boundary
conversations that call into question the conventional conceptions of childhood
and the standard perspectives on gender. Her predisposition towards isolation
and her interaction with nature help her define and set limits. These efforts, which
are not only resistance, are integral to her identity formation and worldview. Not
only this, Ila’slifeand death also highlight the social limitsthat are defined by the
practices of material discourse. Her struggle against social injustices, along with
her tragic end, illuminates the harsh realities of these limitations. However, these
limits are not merely socia constructions; they also have tangible consequences
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that impact the lives and experiences of individuals. Thisis how her predicament
represents the material-discursive nature of socia institutions and the profound
impact that such frameworks exert on individuals' existence, signifying the
interdependence of individual and communal identities. Barad's idea of intra-
active becoming also deals with how agencies evolve through intra-actions.
Accordingly, both Nandaand Rakaevolve asaresult of their relationships. Asshe
learns more about her great-granddaughter’s experiences and needs, Nanda's
aversion to Raka changes. Raka's lifelong encounters with Nanda and her
environment shape her identitarian responses. Thisishow every character actively
develops their identities through encounters, leading to reciprocal development
and change. Raka's presence makes Nanda reassess her limits and self-perception,
making her reexamine her seclusion. Thus, Raka's encounterswith Nandaand the
environment change her identity and worldview.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Barad'sframework informsaclearer understanding of the complex
interconnections among the characters, their surroundings, and the socio-cultural
realms that influence their perception of the world. By highlighting the
interconnected production of substance and meaning, this approach enriches the
novel’sexploration of memory, identity, alienation, relationships, and social injustice
on the axis of concepts, viz., solitude, entanglement, intra-action, intra-active
becoming, agential cuts, etc. When seen through the lens of agential realism, Fire
on the Mountain unveils itself as a deep narrative about a person’s continuous
metamorphosis of human and non-human, cultural and environmental, self, and
other-related categories.
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Exploring Climate and Water Injugice in
Kaiser Hag's“The New Frontier”: An
Ecocritical and Hydrocritical Analyss

Liton Chakraborty Mithun

Abstract

L eading Bangladeshi English-language poet Kaiser Hamidul Hag, popularly known as
Kaiser Haq, is famed for his postcolonial and cosmopolitan poems grounded in the
culture and nature of Bangladesh. Using an idiosyncratic diction manifesting
intellectualism, scholarship and humor, his poetry arouses thoughts, evokes memories,
and provokesaction. For example, hisseminal poem “ Ode onthe Lungi—which critiques
colonialism, neocolonialismand neoliberalism, celebrates national and local culture, and
posits adecolonial/postcolonial praxis— has also motivated what istermed as“Lungi
activism.” Thetitle poem of hislatest book of prose and versetitled The New Frontier
& Other Oddsand Endsin Verseand Prose presentsthe climate changeissues unfolding
in the ongoing Anthropocene era. Dueto global warming, theworld is confronted with
rapid melting of the polar and mountain ice deposits. This causes a steady increase in
the seawater level, inundating the low-lying regions of the Global South including
Bangladesh, Maldives, Indonesia, Caribbean islands, Micronesian and Polynesian
countries, and parts of India. The continuous climate injustice exacerbates the already
precarious situation as the melting Arctic unfolds as a new frontier for the global
powers. Applying insights from different critical theories, mainly ecocriticism and
hydrocriticism, and employing textual analysis of “The New Frontier,” the title poem
of the volume The New Frontier & Other Odds and Ends in Verse and Prose, this
qualitative paper will endeavor to critique climate injustice and globalized capitalism,
and explore the eco-pedagogical potential of thelong poem.

Keywords: Environment, Climate Justice, Hydropoalitics, Globa South, Anthropocene,
Capitalism
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Introduction

Prominent Bangladeshi English-language poet Kaiser Hag's The New Frontier &
Other Odds and Endsin Verse and Prose (The New Frontier, henceforth) is“about
the poet, his poetic predilections, and situatedness at thistime of human existence’
and it “articulates his present-day concerns in new and striking poetic measures”
(Alam, 2024, para. 1). As “a collection of poems dedicated to the gradual, G8-
organised demise of our planet” (Almond, 2024, p. 142), the volume seeksto opena
new frontier of climate discoursein Bangladeshi aswell as South Asian anglophone
poetry. A poet reputed for his postcolonial and cosmopolitan poetry rooted to the
culture and nature of Bangladesh, Haq cannot ignore one of the great challengeshis
motherland faces, namely the climate crisis. Ranging from the ordinary, daily tidbits
to the transnational and the global issues, his poetry encapsulates the resonances
of our contemporary times. Likewise, hisrecently released book of prose and verse
titled The New Frontier bears his poetic trademarks and promisesto open awindow
into anew territory: anthropogenic climate change and its consequences. Infact, the
title of the volume*“ stemsfrom aguiding interest in the“ Emerging Arctic” [whosg]
receding ice caps are beginning to unveil — and the depressing variety of neo-
colonia strategies the world's leading powers are employing to appropriate them”
(Almond, 2024, p. 141). The Arctic, a subject-matter of the title poem, has been
exposed to global warming for along timenow. AsHirsch says, “ Sincethelate 1970s,
warmer temperatures have caused theArctic’'sperennia seaiceto shrink dramatically.
Satelliteimages show theice' sdecline. In 2012 the seaice shrank to the smallest size
ever recorded, just half thesizeit had beenthirty yearsearlier” (2017, pp. 10-11). This
book, especially thetitle poem, therefore, endeavorsto navigate the crucial issue of
climate change that underpins the transformation of the Arctic region against the
backdrop of the ongoing Anthropocene.

Because of global warming caused and triggered mainly by different kinds of
greenhouse gases entering the atmosphere from carbon-intensive industries, the
world isencountering awide variety of negative consequences manifested in terms
of rapid melting of the polar and mountain ice sheets. This ultimately leads to an
uptick in the seawater level inundating— or about to engulf— a vast swath of
coastal and low-lying regions of the Global South, which includes Bangladesh and
other South Asian nations, African countries, South Pacific and Caribbean islands.
The dangerously evolving and increasingly uncontrollable climate change situations
are, alegedly, historically caused by the industrially developed Global North and
joined recently by some emerging nationslooking towards economic potentialsand
obtaining geopalitical advantage. Despitetheir historical contribution in the ongoing
climate catastrophe, the governments of theindustrially advanced countriestend to
overlook the interests of the Globa Southern nations, who have insignificant
contribution to global warming. The continuous climate injustice towards poorer
nations with insignificant carbon emissions records has taken a new dimension as
the melting Arctic unfolds as anew frontier, anew horizon for the global powersto
explore and exploit. Increasing competition and rivalry between the mutually hostile
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global geopolitical powers seem to be existentially threatening for the global
subalterns, many of whom live in the Globa North. Kaiser Haqg brings forth this
geopolitical development underscored by exploitation and injusticein abid to register
hisfrustration and protest. Characterized by pragmati sm, pessimism, and a sense of
ecological insecurity, along poemtitled “ The New Frontier” and aprose pieceinthe
volume expose the potentially dangerous battlefield, a deadly frontier, that is the
Arctic. Applying insights from different critical theories, mainly ecocriticism, and
hydrocriticism, and employing textual analysisof “TheNew Frontier”, thisqualitative
paper will endeavor to critique climate/water injustice and globalized capitalism. It
will also seek to explore the eco-pedagogical possibilities of the poem in bringing
forth the often-overlooked climate/environmental crises affecting the Global South.
It must be noted that the paper does not intend to generate any bias against and
negativity towardsthe peopleinthe Global North. Rather, it triesto hold responsible
the policies and actions taken by the powers that be- both in governments and
corporate organi zations—with significant impact on climate change asit isexpressed
in Kaiser Hag'spoem “The New Frontier”. | must add that as a Bangladeshi citizen
living in one of the most climate change-affected Global South countries, | find
myself motivated to speak on behalf of the Global South as| analyzethetext, which
itself addresses the concerns of the Global South people.

Theoretical Frameworks: Ecocriticism & Hydrocriticism

“The New Frontier” qualifies as an environmental narrative, which “broadly
defined, includes any type of narrative in any media that foregrounds ecological
issues and human—nature rel ationships, often but not always with the openly stated
intention of bringing about social change” (Weik von Mossner, 2017, p. 3). As“the
study of therelationship between literature and the physical environment” (Glotfelty,
1996, p. xviii), ecocriticismiswell poised to interpret and analyze the poem, whichis
underpinned by thenotion of planet Earthin crises. Of dl threewaves of ecocriticism,
the third phase resonates with the concerns put forward by “The New Frontier”. As
weknow, the“third wave” of ecocriticism stressesthe need for aglobal understanding
of ecocritical practicethrough issueslike global warming and it meldselementsfrom
thefirst and second waves, aiming to go beyond Anglo-American ambit and “ press
for more cosmopolitan ways of understanding the work of ecodiscourse” and
“include, in principle, any text whatsoever” (Buell, 2005, p. 27). In fact, the poem
being studied encompasses an issue with a planetary reach, that is climate change.
The consequences and manifestations of climate change are unevenly distributed
between the Global North and Global South, and the latter stands as the worst
sufferer. Kaiser Hag's poem focuses particularly on the Global South, especially his
motherland Bangladesh—a Global Southern nation.

Indiscussing“ The New Frontier”, theterm “ planetary environmentalism,” coined
by Rakibul Hasan Khan, can be pertinent. Planetary environmentalism can be defined
as a kind of environmentalism, which addresses “the planetary crisis caused by
climate change, demanding environmental justice both for humans and nonhumans
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across the planet. It extends beyond any geographical boundary or border created
by humans, as the concept of a border loses its meaning when the whole planet is
threatened by climate change” (Khan, 2024, p. 2). Planetary environmentalism, rather
thanlocal or regional environmentalism, issignificant here becauseissueslikeclimate
change transcend national borders, even species borders as they manifest. Climate
change and global warming encompass the whole planet and disregard even the
Global North-Globa South kind of dichotomy. Given the planetary reach of the
climatic events, planetary environmentalism can be harnessed to advocate
environmental aswell as multispeciesjustice. Now, it is pivotal to understand what
climate changeisand how it operates behind many of the present crisestheworldis
confronted with. According to the 1992 United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change (or UNFCCC), “* Climate change’ meansachangeof climatewhichis
attributed directly or indirectly to human activity that alters the composition of the
global atmosphere and which isin addition to natural climate variability observed
over comparabletime periods’ (1992, p. 7). Climate change, aswe experienceit, is
basicaly if not wholly a consequence of human actions. The contemporary erais
called, among other things, the Anthropocene. This era signifies the emergence of
humankind as“ageological force” (Chakrabarty, 2021, p. 7). In apaper titled ‘ The
New World of the Anthropocene’, Zalasiewicz et a. (2010, p. 2231), statesthat “the
Anthropocene represents a new phrase in the history of both humankind and of the
Earth, when natural forces and human forces becomeintertwined, so that the fate of
onedeterminesthefate of the other. Geologically, thisisaremarkable episodein the
history of thisplanet”. Thankstoindustrialization, urbanization, colonial exploitation,
and other unsustainable human activities underpinning the Anthropocene, climate
change has been accelerated posing an existential threat to Planet Earth.

Global warming-induced melting of the polar ice caps is responsible for the
subsequent emergence of theArctic asanew frontier— an economically viableand
contested territory. The rise of the Arctic is contemporaneous with the fall
(submerging/destruction) of the low-lying territories of mainly Global South. The
two phenomenaare ontologically, integrally connected. The climate change-induced
geographical aternation bringsforward awhole host of repercussions of which the
transnational climate refugee crisisisahighly sensitive development. As Samkaria
says, “the act of crossing bordersdueto climate emergency istantamount to thefact
that climate change does not discriminate between geographical borders, nation-
states, and living beings’ (2022, p. 38). Inevitably, climate changeraisesanumber of
political crisesinitswake. Climate changeissues, particularly globa warming, can be
ecocritically analyzed to the extent they are reflected in literary and cultural texts.
This paper seeks to ecocritically examine Kaiser Hag's“ The New Frontier” asthe
poem foregrounds the consequences and manifestations of anthropogenic climate
change on Planet Earthin general, and Global South in particular.

Hydrocriticism, anewly emerged critical approach operating withinthe boundary
of ecocriticism, has a particular focus on the relationship between water, literature/
culture, and the world. There is significant overlapping between ecocriticism and
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hydrocriticism aswater being acrucia €l ement of natureand the environment remains
acommon factor inits multipleforms. While ecocriticism hasabroader focuson all
aspects of the environment, hydrocriticism intendsto investigate how water playsa
crucial role in our understanding of the planetary/local environmental crises and
ecologica equilibrium. Sincemuch of climate changeissuesunfoldin thewaterscapes
and directly or indirectly pertainsto water, it isimportant to bring into consideration
what the theory of hydrocriticism offers. Hydrocriticism can be defined as “an
intellectual construct that captures and explores how human activities impact
negatively on the ozone layer, which results into maritime and oceanic spin, whirl,
turn, rise or growth inthe sealevel” (Enukora & Okolo, 2021, p. 74). According to
Mabel Morafia, hydrocriticism isacritical and theoretical approach concentrating
ondifferent socio-cultural redlitiesaswell asformsof domination inwhich bodies of
water play acrucial role, asthe“medium for reaching and controlling people, lands,
and/or natural resources’ (Morafia, 2022, p. 1). She also says,

Asenvironmental variables, bodies of water generate specific strategiesfor the exercise
of power and resistance, and for the sustainability of life. Concurrently, collective
imaginariesintegratein multiple waysliquid and territorial spacesand develop creative
ways to articulate these domains both in material and symbolic manners. (pp. 1-2)

Hydrocriticism can be employed as a pertinent critical tool asit helpsillustrate the
many waysthe anthropocentric projects such ascolonialism, imperialism, capitalism,
industrialization, urbanization and the Western mode of devel opment—key reasons
behind planetary climate change— are hydro-centric phenomena. Some of the major
climate disasters manifest through and around waterscapes. For instance, cyclones,
tornados, tsunamis, floods, erosion, the melting of icecaps and glaciers, droughts,
and desertification are hydrological events, manmade or otherwise. In addition, the
major political and historical eventslike colonialism and imperialism are primarily
maritime affairs. The control, domination and conquest over the oceans and other
water bodiestrandateto political subjugation of the colonies, world over. Coloniaism,
therefore, isvirtually hydrocolonialism and it continuestill datein thisform or that.
AstheArctic with its climate change-linked new incarnation is ahydro-colony of a
few major global powers, leading to a continuation of that hydrocolonialism/
hydroimperialism. Hydrocriticism, asawater-focused sub-category of ecocriticism,
triesto study this hydrocol onialism/hydroimperialism.

While the actions and policies by the powerful quarters in the industrialized
Global Northareallegedly, largely responsiblefor climate change, theformer colonies
of European nations located in the Global South are the worst sufferers. Many
Global Southerners lose homes, lives and livelihood as victims to climate events,
most of which are hydrological. Thisturnsthem, | assert, into hydrocolonial subjects
inthe emerging new world order. Hydrocolonialism isdefined by | sabel Hofmeyr as

(2) colonization by way of water (variousformsof maritimeimperiaism), (2) colonization
of water (occupation of land with water resources, the declaration of territorial waters,
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themilitarization and geopoliticization of oceans), and (3) acolony on (or in) water (the
ship asaminiature colony or apenal island). (Hofmeyr, 2019, p. 13)

Of course, the indirect colonization of the Global South people happens through
inundation or submergence of the homelands and the resultant destruction of the
material conditionsfor their survival, posing threat to their national sovereignty, all
due to climate change. This paper strongly contends that such climate change-
related existential threats for the Global Southern peoples should be seen as a
continuation of hydro-colonialism/imperialism since the responsible partiesaswell
asthe potential beneficiaries of the crisesremain more or less the same.

Thepoem“TheNew Frontier” bringsforth hydronarratives by featuring among
those literary-cultural media such as “literary fiction, film, music, photography,
museum exhibits, public art, landscape architecture, and other media’ that “amplify
silenced environmental epistemologies, that story frequently erased histories of
exclusion and violence, and chart atransitionto amorejust, equitableword” (Henry,
2022, p. 6). Henry defines hydronarratives as “ stories and cultural representations
that imaginejust water futures” (p. 6). Headds, “ Amidst theglobal riseof theclimate
justice movement, demand for ajust transition hasbecomeara lying cry for frontline
and fenceline communities most impacted by climate change and energy transitions”
(p. 6). Julie Sze says that cultural productions are the potent sites to “compose a
counterhegemonic soundtrack for a restorative environmental justice politics
grounded in solidarity” (2020, p. 76). According to Anuradha Mathur and Dilip da
Cunha, “Water iseverywhere beforeitissomewhere.... Itisaterrain that challenges
assumptions, remindsusof our fallibility, accommodates compl exity, and locates our
horizon” (Mathur & Cunha, 2014, pp. x—Xi). Most of the climateissuesplaying outin
hydro-spaces must make us ponder seriously about our treatment of water asavital
element. The fact remains that water receives the brunt of most of the destructive
human actions, be it contamination, acidification, waste disposal, hydrological
engineering, over-extraction, or commodification. Hydrofictiona texts as well as
hydro-poetry, suchas“ TheNew Frontier”, arecrucid tounderstand theneo-liberd palitics,
which isacontinuation of century-old (hydro-)colonization as aresponsible force behind
theplanetary climate catastrophes. AsPramod K. Nayar pointsout, “ Greed and explaitation
asasystemic condition engendered by thestateiseverywherein contemporary hydrofiction”
(Nayar, 2024, p. 31). This paper, through the lenses of ecocriticism and hydrocriticism,
intends to unveil the corporate-driven neoliberalism aswell as hydro-politics driving up
planetary dimatechange, biodiversty criss, and environmentd refugeeissuesasportrayed
inthepoem“ TheNew Frontier” by Kaiser Hag,

Critical analysisof thetext: Inlight of ecocriticism and hydrocriticism

This section will analyze the poem “The New Frontier” from ecocritical and
hydrocritical perspectives. Asmost of the environmental and climateissues manifest
through waterscapes, ecocriticism and hydrocriticismwill convergeinthediscussion.
Itisaready common knowledgethat the unchecked climate changeismaking possible
the submergence of coastal and low-lying regions of the Global South, not |east
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Bangladesh. The land located in the world's largest delta, namely Bengal Delta—
which a so housesthe Eastern | ndian state of West Bengal—isparticularly vulnerable
to the adverse consequences of climate change. The rise of sealevel caused by the
melting of the polar ice caps means the southern territories of the country are going
to beengulfed by the sea. Millions of Bangladeshi citizensaswell asIndian nationals
(in addition to Global Southerners of other nationalities) will be rendered homeless
and penniless acquiring the (de facto) status of climate refugees as “[b]ased on
current climate scenarios, expertsbelieve the twenty-first century will see migration
on amassive scale, with more people on the move than at any other timein human
history. Climate migration will touch the lives of everyone on the planet” (Hirsch,
2017, p. 19). Theinhuman lifethey would haveto live amidst the catastrophe and the
law-and-order crisis created by such catastrophes is encapsulated in the following
stanza:

Thejostling of increasing numbers— the diminishing earth-
The rising salt water- not to mention the threatened
Shovefrom abig honcho’s sidekick’sgang of goons—

They want to disappear you-

Give them ahelping hand —

Disappear (Haq, 2024, p. 45)

The rise of right-wing populist politics across the globe, especially in the Global
North, leadsto further corporatization and neo-liberdization of the global economics,
trade and commerce. Climate denialism, racism, anti-immigration policies, budget
and funding cutsin areas of social welfare are some defining features of such regimes.
Profit-oriented, money-minded and busi ness-focused politicsin many of the powerful
and emerging nations means they have no respect for human rights of the wretched
of the Global South affected by climate events. Their agents are active in the
developing nations influencing the policy making establishments of those nations.
Metaphorically, they represent the “gang of goons’ under the “sidekick” (local
agent) of the“big honcho” (powerful corporate/political leadersbased in the Global
North). They intend to make sure the suffering multitudes disappear, meaning they
do not appear in the priority policy agenda. Again, the “gang of goons’ can aso
symbolize the transnational criminal networks who thrive on the suffering of the
people, especially those from the devel oping nations. Engaged in human trafficking,
dealing in organ trades, sex racketeering, and modern slave trades, these criminals
are adept at (forced) disappearance of the vulnerable people, who face violence,
physical and mental assault in the hands of such criminals. The speaker, therefore,
ironically suggeststhe climate victims do them thefavor of disappearing themselves.
The employment of irony here foregrounds the severity of the crisis bel eaguering
the common masses of the Global South.

Climate refugees must navigate through the new realitieswith much hardship as
the “[i]nternational refugee law does not recognize climate migrants as refugees, a
category that would grant them specific protectionsunder thelaw, such asprotection
fromforciblereturnto theareafromwhichthey fled” (Hirsch, 2017, p. 30). Many of
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themwould be desperateto crossthe national boundariesravaged by climate disasters
for the Arctic, the new dream destination. However, this is not a straightforward
process as many might pursueillegal channelsto reach their destination. It entails
crossing the borders guarded with barbed wire fences, travelling across mountainous
terrains, deserts, and rough water channels by rickety and heavily crowded boats,
paying ransom to human traffickers, bribing corrupt border security personnel, and
facing policefiring, imprisonment, adverse weathers, sexual harassment, starvation,
and so forth. Dying, getting wounded, amputated, traumatized, and languishing in
jallsonforeign lands are part of the ordeal . The speaker of the poem dramatizesthe
desperate drive of his compatriots to flee the climate disaster-prone motherland in
their popular attire of ‘lungi’. The satirical undertone exudes typical Kaiserian wit
and humor and reinforcesthe gravity of the otherwise unfunny situation. The speaker
says,

THE ARCTIC ISTHE NEW FRONTIER
And that’s where I’m headed- in my lungi- on my bicycle
— waving my gamchhalikeaflag —
Crawling under barbed wire —swimming smelly rivers—
vaulting over walls—
Praying to every god goddess demon devil demoness—wary
of strangers yet learning to trust some — (Haqg, 2024, p. 46)

Thisstanzaisredolent of Kaiser Hag'smost reputed poem “ OdeontheLungi” wherehe
celebratesthe popular attire of Bengali menand menin many other Global South nations.
One key aspect of the poem isits dexterous use of humor in depicting the multiple uses
of thelungi inavariety of situations, someextremely funny yet serious. Inthispoem, he
humoroudly mentionshow aman in lungi may usethe cloth in acatastrophic deluge:

If your luck runs out

and the monsoon turns into
abiblical deluge

just get in the water and hand-pump
air to balloon up your lungi —

now your humble ark

When you find shelter

on a treetop

take it off’,

rinseit,

hold it aloft —

flag of your indisposition —

and wave it at the useless stars (Haq, 2008, pp. 143-144)

However, the desperate effort of the lungi-clad men (from Bangladesh as well as
other partsof the Global South) to migrateto the new frontier of theArcticissquarely
linked to the high-frequency of disastersbattering their homelands. AsGhosh clarifies
in his nonfictional work “ The Nutmeg's Curse: Parables for a Planet in Crisis,
“Bangladesh, and the Bengal Delta more generally, is exceptionally vulnerable to
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climatechange[.] [. . .] [M]uch of the country lieslessthan one meter above sealevel,
and it has aready lost a good deal of land to the rising waters’ (2021, p. 155).
Likewise, according to Douglas Causey, “ TheArctic isthe place that’s reacting the
fastest and in the largest way [to climate change]” (ascited in Hirsch, 2017, p. 11).
Then, the dilemma of these peopleis both ecological aswell as hydrological.

Theincisivecriticism of the disaster capitalism by Kaiser Hag comesintheform
of his attack on the use of language of advertisement of the new frontier as a new
holy grail for fortune seekers. He decriesthe corporate organizationsfor their rapacious
exploitation of the people suffering disasters. The speaker says,

A new term for the new frontier — The Circumpolar North
- it fills the mouth like a gobstopper —
| suck on it when | can’'t cadge ameal —which happensrarely
In the affluent northern parts of the northern hemisphere — (Haqg, 2024, p. 47)

The promotional register of theArctic verges on sensationalism geared towards
attracting global consumers. The high-sounding term “The Circumpolar North” is
quite appealing asit evokes agustatory image with the speaker feeling like sucking
on a“ gobstopper” . In other words, the commodity value of the Arctic isaugmented
through sensational presentation of the region using captivating language—
something which ecolinguists critique. The neoliberal mantra of unlimited
consumption, one key factor behind planetary climate change, continues unabated
through promotional endeavors including advertisements. The speaker says,

THE EMERGING ARCTIC

(Courtesy of the Council on Foreign Relations)
Spectacular natural beauty — high adventure — untold riches —
WHOA! WOW! YAY! - (Hag, 2024, p. 48)

Thelanguage of the advertisement here promotesthe spectaclethe “ natural beauty”
of the new-look Arctic hason offer. It also appeal sto the pleasure-seekers, adrenaine
junkies, tourists and holiday-makers by promising “high adventure.” In the same
vein, it endeavorsto attract potential investorsto channel their money into profitable
enterprises asthe Arctic is replete with “untold riches.” The exclamations in block
capitals, that is “WHOA! WOW! YAY!” are employed hyperbolicaly to induce
amazement, marvellousness, wonder, excitement, surprise, and similar strong emotions
in potential consumers and investors to engage with the Arctic in different ways.
However, such engagement entails, more often than not, ecologically destructive
practices leading to further global warming as well as climate change. As the
ecolinguist Arran Stibbe says, “The language of advertising can encourage us to
desireunnecessary and environmentally damaging products...” (Stibbe, 2021, p. 1).
However, the new cash cow, the Arctic region, is contested among the powerful
nations which speaks of the victory of capitalism yet again. The speaker says,

So long encrusted in polar ice —now coming out —
the new debutante —
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Courted by a dozen states — soon ice-free summers will draw
Billionsin investment — O how | love these statistics —
billions of dollars invested
In shipping fishing energy- more gas more petrol —
more global warming- (Haqg, 2024, p. 48)

Thiseconomic horizon unfurled by the emergence of theArctic firms up the hold of
dollars, which delineates “a conviction of humankind's irreversible moral decay
probably more capitalist than Calvinist but no lessirremediable for that” (Almond,
2024, p. 141). As Rob Nixon says, “Ours is an age of onrushing turbo-capitalism,
wherein the present feels more abbreviated than it used to — at least for theworld's
privileged classes who live surrounded by technological time-savers that often
compound the sensation of not having enoughtime’ (Nixon, 2011, p. 8). Governments
and corporate conglomerates of the capitalist states, such as those “ dozen states”
mentioned by Kaiser Hag, have no time to waste in exploiting the new economic
opportunity and they rush headlong into investing their capital in carbon-intensive
industries. The immediate consequences on the life and livelihood of indigenous
communities and the biodiversity are palpable as Dipesh Chakrabarty says, “The
globe and the planet — as categories standing for the two narratives of globalization
and global warming —are connected. What linksthem are the phenomenaof modern
capitalism (using thetermloosely) and technol ogy, both globa inreach” (Chakrabarty,
2021, p. 4). The victimization of people and nonhuman species in the ongoing
anthropogenic climate crisis is linked to how modern capitalism operates. The
sarcastic tonein the speaker’ svoicewith regardsto haplessvictims of the capitalism-
climate change nexusis obvious:

To hell with iconic wildlife—native communities go suck
your thumbs —

Besidesthey say it can all be done

Sustainably and peaceably —

Hallelujah

Allahu Akbar (Hag, 2024, p. 48)

The existential challenge to the local indigenous people on the periphery of the
Global North, caused by the radical transformation of the Arctic, is enormous as
hydro-critics observe: “Astheicy territories of Arctic Indigenous peoples dissolve
into warming seas, they open new channels of exploitation” (De Wolff & Faletti,
2022, p. 20). Interestingly, the plight of the indigenous populace and wildlife is
relegated to a marginal space in dominant discourses of sustainable devel opment.
As Amitav Ghosh asserts in The Nutmeg's Curse: “systemic inequalities can
exacerbate theimpacts of the planetary crisis’ (Ghosh, 2021, p. 140). The ubiquitous
use of the buzzword “ sustainability” dominates all climate discourses as a solution
tothecrisis. Theterm “ sustainable development,” that is devel opment aligned with
environmental standards and protocols, comesincreasingly under rigorous critical
scrutiny for its inherent contradiction and hollowness. The use of the word then,
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many accuse, is part of greenwashing. The speaker of the poem spotlights the
hypocrisy of such high-sounding claims of sustainable and peaceable development
by juxtaposing them with religious cries of “Hallelujah” and “Allahu Akbar.” The
sacredness of thereligiousexpressions, used usually in articulating wonder, surprise,
gratitude, or the greatness of God by the faithful ones, has been employed here to
stress the bogusness and falsity of the development narratives. Hence, “ To hell with
iconic wildlife” bringsforth the hell imagery underscoring theintensity of ecocide.
Ironically enough, the“thumb-sucking” advice, given by the speaker, doublesdown
on the helplessness of the marginalized communities whose rights to place and
existence are ignored by the corporate and national authorities. The speaker of the
poem, then, satirizes the concept of sustainability employing erotic lingo and takes
agibeat it in the Bakhtinian sense of profanity. He says,

Anold friend from old Dhaka

Tweets that when you want to screw the earth
at an obtuse angle
You' ve got to keep cool and sport a sustainable erection — (Haqg, 2024, p. 49)

Thetweet hasaBakhtinian carniva esque aspect toit. For Bakhtin “the unofficial
carnival is people’s second life, organized on the basis of laughter” (as cited in
Cohen, 2011, p. 178). An obscene language has been to equate official discourses of
“sustainable development” asasolution to ecological degradation and climatecrisis
with the rape of the planet through “sustainable erection”. Thus, the very word
“sustainable” is desacralized and rendered laughable. This stanza, therefore,
resonates with a sense of resistance to the climate injustice perpetuated but often
obscured by the corporatized, neo-liberal politics. Then the poet takes up a serious
and straightforward tone in exposing the imminent danger lurking around the
corporate takeover of the melting Arctic. He says,

All undecided about the next step — grave security
risks abound

Now that the big guys have come down on the
defrosting Arctic — (Hag, 2024, p. 50)

Indeed, in the waterscapes of the Arctic unfolds the rise of a new geopolitical and
economic front that privileges certain nations, “the big guys,” while exacerbating
the already precarious conditions of the Global Southern subalterns facing
multifarious threats emanating from disturbed water bodies surrounding them.

Whereasit isvitally important for humankind to treat ice with care and respect
for its crucia role in the maintenance of ecological balance, we are making
technological intervention and harnessing globa warming forcing ice capsto melt
or disappear. Stephanie C. Kane warns that “We have to make an aly of ice,
understanding its shape-shifting formations and qualities and, most importantly,
working withice'slogistical powersof stabilization” (Kane, 2022, p. 58).
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Since the Arctic appears as anew economic theatre, Global Northern countries
seek to tap into the manpower pool provided by the poorer countries. Climate/
environmental refugees are primed to provide the labor Arctic nations desperately
need. Mediaclamorsfor the revision of immigration policiesto import manpower or
legaizetheillegal (climate) migrantstherein order to transform theArctic region and
make profit out of this catastrophic reality.

AsPramod K. Nayar considers catastrophic realism as “amaterialist aesthetic,
focusing on local change, material loss and ontological disasters affecting human
and nonhuman forms, theliving and the non-living” (Nayar, 2024, p. 26). Hegoeson
to say that it “demonstrates how the material aspects of water systems become
enmeshed infinancial networks, producing entirely new eval uations of nature, which
then break down” (p. 26). Already Malian, Syrian and Bangladeshi immigrantsin
Greenland, “wearing tartan serge lungisand/ layers of ponchos’ lounging “at alittle
shop” launched by “a deshi bhai,” who sells “hot sweet milky deshi cha— pan —
cigarettes—/ hard-boiled eggs—/ Coconut and mustard oil and oddsand ends’ (Haq,
2024, p. 50). The international constellations and contingents of environmental
migrants, mainly illegal, trying to makealiving inthe Global North through odd jobs
is atestament to the deplorable conditions of their climate change-affected home
countriesin the Global South. The speaker revedls,

CANADA NEEDS A NORTHERN IMMIGRATION STRATEGY
Screams the Toronto Star —
With the tundra ready for builders and ploughmen
Desperate hands are wanted — and we are proof they are
never in short supply —
But it looks like we' ve got to go back home
To start the paper work — very well —try again —fail again
- fail for good —
We board an ice raft big enough to last the voyage to the
Bay of Benga (Hag, 2024, p. 51)

The desperate climate refugees, who have made it to the Global North, perhaps,
throughillegal channeswithout valid travel documents, arerequired to do the paperwork
in abid to get advantage of the new immigration policies adopted by the host nations.
The irony is that the journey back home will be an arduous one. The poet playfully
depictsthedesperation and highlightsthe utter hel plessnessof theillegd climatemigrants
by showing that alargeiceraft ableto sustain avoyageto the Bay of Bengal isrequired
to bring thisBangladeshi climate destitutesback home. Again, therequired paperwork is
shownto bemiredin bureaucretic red tapei sm, and repeated applicationsand rgjections.
Thisbleak picture of the climate refugee issues, as portrayed in the poem, corroborates
the concerns of climate activists and thinkers worldwide as to what to happen in the
context of climate catastrophes affecting mainly the Globa South.

Despite a humorous depiction of the gloomy reality befalling the climate-hit
Bangladesh and other nations, Kaiser Hag does not mince words in illustrating the
doomed future haunting the posterities. The pathetic condition of the global
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wretched, including Bangladeshis, triggersthe poet to term them as*“ a piece of shit”
(Haqg, 2024, p. 51). As the “salt water imperceptibly rises’ forcing the speaker to
“hitchup[hig] lungi up” (p. 52), we get to realizethe Global Southernidentitiesof the
climatevictim since“ Hundreds of millions/ from East Africato Indonesia/ wear the
lungi” (Hag, 2008, p. 140). In addition, “morestillbirths” occur dueto the saltwater
intrusion and other climate impacts, which compels people to harvest rainwater to
avoid further casualties (Hag, 2024, p. 52). Astheworld turnsinto an “ overcrowded
swampland” thanksto an unchecked global warming, theArctic or “Thenew frontier
cannot be sealed off fromtherest” of humanity (p. 52). In other words, although the
climate crisis appears asabusiness opportunity for many corporate organizationsin
the Global North, the common peopl e of the Global North cannot avoid some of the
untoward consequences it engenders. The speaker wonders:

Will the torrents and hurricanes and furnace breath go back
Like geniesinto the bottle out of which we let them out
Like thoughtless children playing at devilry —

Shall weliveto witnesstherewilding of land laid waste —
Maybe —

Maybe not (Hag, 2024, p. 54)

There emerge awhole host of uncertaintiesand climate anxietiesrel ated to recurrent
terrible hydrologica disasterslike“torrentsand hurricanes.” Although these disasters
can occur as natural phenomena, anthropogenic climate change has aggravated the
ecological processesthusincreasing their intensity and frequency. The poet equates
them with the proverbial genieswhom the humankind haslet out of the bottle“[l]ike
thoughtless children playing at devilry.” The poet Kaiser Hag hasoffered anincisive
self-critique of Homo Sapi ens as a speci es capabl e of self-destruction underlined by
acriminal lack of vision and maturity. The precarious situation of the planet, caused
by human hubris, greed, and anthropocentric self-delusion, lays the ground for a
dystopian future for thewhole species, whichis confronted with grave uncertainties.
Hence, climate trauma or eco-traumaasin our pursuit of “arefuge from ecological
catastrophes, and our quest to combat them, we can face a sensory overload—an
experiencea so consistent with psychological trauma’ (Narine, 2015, p. 2). Indeed, it
ishightimewefought for climatejusticeand engagein climate actionto mitigatethe
paceof planetary warming. Since“ Structurally, poetic modes are capable of enacting
the unexpected and multiple phenomena of climate change and their connections’
(Griffiths, 2017, p. 138), asexemplified by Kaiser Hag'spoem“ The New Frontier” we
should use climate change poetry to better communicate climate concerns.

Eco-pedagogical potentialsof “ TheNew Frontier”

Inthe context of the ongoing planetary climate crisis, education can be harnessed
to effect some positive changes. Therefore, education should be reconceptualized
as“educational ecology” (Bartosch, 2021, p. 4). Literary education seemsto be an
effectivetool in tackling climate change and environmental degradation asliterature
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offers “deep-time negative capability...inducting us into the strangeness of
temporality that vastly exceeds both personal experience and intergenerational
memory” (Farrier, 2019, p. 5). Literature’ spedagogical valueliesinthe dramatization
of the cultural processes by which climate change becomes cognitively and
emotionally legible” (Garrard 2017, p. 122). Therefore, literary discoursesand criticism
can serve eco-pedagogy, a timely befitting mode of teaching and learning. Eco-
pedagogy inspires/promotes “sustainability literacy,” which refers to “the skills,
attitudes, competencies, dispositions and values that are necessary for surviving
and thriving in the declining conditions of the world in ways which slowdown that
decline as far as possible’ (Stibbe & Luna, 2009, p. 10-11). It also highlights
“contemplativeactivism” or “active contemplation” (Bartosch, 2021, p. 5). Bartosch
sayselsewhere, “ Thereisan educational demand for reconfiguring our engagements
not only with theworld but with the cultural formsthrough which we make sense of
our environments’ (2019, p. 4). “The New Frontier” asacrucia poem dealing with
climate change and itsimpacts, isacultural form/text having theintrinsic capacity to
fire up our imagination, pique our curiosity, shock us out of our complacency and
gavanize usinto action.

Theevocativelanguage, graphic detall, stylistic flair, and striking imagery of the
poem are powerful enough to advance eco-/climate justice discourses. If studied
critically along with other climate-focused literary texts, it can generate intellectual
enthusiasm with regards to the ongoing and potential repercussions of planetary
climate crisis on humankind in general and the Global Southernersin particular. As
the German professor in Comparative Literature, Eva Horn, rightly puts it: “the
discovery of anthropogenic climate change requiresanew understanding of climate
asacultural force” (2018, p. 63). Duelargely toitsemotional appeal, shock valueand
imaginative strength, “The New Frontier” can inspire activists and intellectuals
alike. For the students of literature and Humanities, this poem may come acrossasan
invaluable text for a deeper critical and contemplative engagement with one of the
biggest crises they navigate outside the classroom. This paper highly recommends
thispoem beincluded in English/Humanities departments acrosstheworld, especialy
inthe Globa South.

Conclusion

Thetitular poem of Kaiser Hag's The New Frontier has emerged asaresult of a
“Climate change-related project” from the collaboration of the University of Swansea
and the Dhaka Literary Festival (Hag, 2024, p. 57). Concerned by the fact that “the
wealthy countries were poised to capitalize on a global disaster” (p. 57), that is
climate change, Haq pensthisvery thought-provoking poem. Hevividly articulates
hiseco-anxietiesemanating from aplanetary crisisaffecting millionsof hiscompatriots
and other nationsin the Global South. He also registershisopposition and resistance
to the dehumanizing capitalist system that seeks to profiteer at the miseries of the
global subalterns. This paper hasdrawn on theinsightsfrom ecocriticism (addressing
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ecological, environmental, and climate crises broadly) and hydrocriticism
(investigating those crises as far as they manifest in waterscapes) to analyze the
poem, which “delineates a desperation situation” (Hag, 2024, p. 59) confronting
Planet Earth. The paper argues that Haq successfully exposes the nexus between
corporate capitalism, climate change and climate refugee issues. It also contends
that hydro(colonization) by Globa North hasbeen continuing in different incarnations,
driving up myriad planetary crises, not least climate change, and profiting off them.
As an eco-poetic text, “The New Frontier” is, hence, poised to open up a new
frontier inliterary studiesthat take up theissues of immediate and long-term concerns.
As “In our damaged world, ecological awareness is a civic duty and a social
responsibility; poetry avessel to that” (Varutti, 2024, p. 230), Kaiser Hag'spoemis
well-suited toigniteour imaginary andintellectual curiositieswith regardsto planetary
issues and to motivate climate activism. To conclude, the paper acknowledges the
potential of “The New Frontier” asaliterary-critical tool to enhance advocacy for
human rights and climate/environment/water justice, and considers Kaiser Hag asa
voiceof the Global South.
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Romantic |dedlization of Evgling) and
Sakuntala: A Cloe Reading of the
Narrative of Soaal Ecdlogy and Feminine
Will in Kalidasa's Abhigyanam
akuntalam and Frances Burney's Evdina

Baidehi Mukherjee

Abstract

The paper isaclose estimate of atextual reading of Kalidasa's Abhigyanam Shakuntalam
of the Classical Sanskrit antiquity and Frances Burney’ seighteenth-century novel, Evelina
in the light of understanding the representations of ecology that shape up the actions,
circumstances and socia mohility of the female protagonists, namely Shakuntala and
Evelina. Socia Ecology stands prominent in the context of the analysis build up here
because both the women have been ‘romantically idealised’ by their respective creators,
where nature unearths the constant cohabitation or rift between the bipolarity of the
spaces of the rural and the urban. The cityscape of London is in stark contrast to the
idyllic environment of Berry Hill in Evelina, wherethe protagonist of the novel wasraised
by her foster father, Rev. Arthur Villars. Kadidasa's play Abhigyanam Shakuntalam sees
how the political realm of Hastinapur (symbolised by King Dushyanta) gazed and inturn
became a subject of counter gaze by the simple idyllic hermitage of Sage Kanvain the
forest, where Shakuntala was reared up. Both the women were raised by their celibate
foster fathers, who wereinstrumental iningtilling the spirit of the ecological spacearound
to them. The study undertaken analyses the literary angles on the ground pertaining to
how the environment in the literal sense affected the lives and the choices made by these
women and whether that acted as an element of resistance in them.

K eywor ds: Socia Ecology, Environment, Romantic Era, Kalidasa, FrancesBurney, 18" c.
Englishnovels, Classical Sanskrit Theatre.
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The paper aims to read and analyse how the environmental ethics shapes up the
essential characteristic traits of Evelinaand Shakuntalain the two works placed apart
in terms of their geographical contexts and centuries in which they were published.
Frances Burney, awoman novelist considered as aprecursor to the novel asa‘genre
by a woman in the second half of the eighteenth-century England would be a stark
contrast to the canonical Hindu male poet of the Indian Classical antiquity, Kalidasa.
The nomenclature ‘Evelina - developing out of the quintessential Eve - the female
companion to Adam and the symbolic harbringer of knowledge and death to mankind
(in the Biblical analogy) channelised through the process of Temptation in/by the
ecological environment around. Eve had her position secured alongside Adam in the
idyllic Garden of Eden under the guardianship of the Almighty. Her betraya resulting
out of Temptation sets open the necessary quest for an argumentative reasoning that
wasway too ahead of itstime. Her defiance was an outcome of the rebellious spirit of
questioning the current position/status in the Garden of Eden. Adam is believed to
have followed Eve in this process of Temptation, Reasoning and Rebellion but the
underlying psychologica framingwasvery different, which hasbeen readily represented
so by Miltonin hisepic describing “ Man'sfirst disobedience” (Paradise Lost). What
costed mankindin lieu of thetemptation wasan exile/banishment to adifferent ecological
space (the Earth) - an inhabitation to the planet Earth that subsequently sets the root
for planetary studies henceforth. The bipolarity of the two places signified that the
forced inhabitation to the Earth (in between thelocal es of the Heaven and the Hell) was
connected to de-populating Heaven, restoring the latter space as essentialy for the
morally good and pure.

This idyllic space of the Garden of Eden leads us to the argument in the paper,
where the primary target is to compare Evelinaand Shakuntala's inherent speciality
and the subsequent transitiona location. The Romantic representations of the two
women acrossgenres (oneadramaand the other anovel), ages (Classical Sanskrit and
18" c. England) and territorial differentiation of theidyllic forest of Sage Kanvaonthe
banks of River Malini and theidyllic land of Berry Hill, where the clergyman, Rev.
Arthur Villarsreared up Evelina. Both the women were reared up by their foster (and
not biological) fathers - Sage Kanvafor Shakuntalaand Mr. Villarsfor Evelina, after
they were | eft abandoned (parentless). Interestingly, the two women were born as an
outcome of a union that was sociologically unmatched - Sage Vishwamitra and the
celestial nymph Menakawho werethebiologica parents of Shakuntalaand Caroline
Evelyn and Sir John Belmont, a rich aristocrat as biological parents of Evelina
Shakuntaa s parentswere not the dwellers of theworldliness of theworld - father Sage
Vishwamitrawould never let his penances be compromisedin thefolds of domesticity,
and mother Menaka would not compromise or made to compromise her duties at
Indrasabha in Swargal oka. The birth of Shakuntalawasthe outcome of an agendato
which Menaka was an agency - to break the vow of penance of Sage Vishwamitra.
Menaka, a dweller of the celestial world (swargaloka) had to renounce the earthly
world (martya loka) and subsequently abandon the morta baby, who was raised in
theashramof Sage Kanva, whotook therole of thefoster father. Evelina'shirth onthe
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contrary isan extension to her mother’sabandonment by her father and having severed
all connectionswith her biologica family. Itisevident from thenovel Evelina, specialy
from the opening letter exchanged between Rev. John Villars and Lady Howard. The
readers of the novel encounter a tryst with the biological origin and the saga of
Evelind srearing up daysfromtheinitial | ettersexchanged. Her innocenceisnecessarily
an outcome of the placein life that sheis brought up by her foster father. An evident
connection devel ops between Shakuntalaand Evelinahere, asboth of them have been
brought up in an otherwise idyllic but austere surrounding, as represented by a sage
inthe context of Shakuntaa(Kanva) and aclergymaninthecontext of Evelina(Villars).

Thetrope of theidyllic environment speaksfor an unhindered ‘ naive’ upbringing
of the two adol escent women who were at astage of experiencing multiple emotional
and physical changes as young maidens at the onset of the texts. Evelina's spatial
transition calls for a transgression into the world of experience and maturity. The
subtitle of the novel Evelina focusses and is successful enough in order to keep the
focusof the novel throughout the subtitlethat it wasindeed about Evelina's‘ entrance’
intothe‘world'. Thesubtitle: ‘ The History of a Young Lady’'s Entranceinto the World'
closely surveysthe historicity of the layers of narrative underlying the family bonds
and relationshi ps surrounding Evelina sbirth. Her transition from theidyllic world of
Berry Hill to Howard Groove, whichisaprototype of opening up avenuesfor Eveling,
as she receives good company in the form of Lady Howard, Mrs Mirvan and Ms.
MariaMirvan. Theworld of London isapromise of societal and economic prosperity
aswell asthe cultural hub of the eighteenth century literary and artistic growth. The
Parisian world and the promise of economic growth coupled with French mannerisms,
isafoil totheworld of London. Madame Duval, Evelina's maternal grandmother isa
representation of the aristocratic foppishness that the eighteenth century ‘English’
literaturetypically reflected.

The city life was a transgression and transition in the lives of both Evelina and
Shakuntala, the crux of which hasbeen placed asan argument before. Evelinabeing a
part of the process of “Londonization” (Burney 21) alongside the Mirvansreflect her
innocence, obliviousto the larger complex network that it sets. Shakuntald's passion
for Dushyantatoo reflects on aself-willed transgression - from theidyllic childhood/
adolescence to the marital world of maturity, entering the prospect of the political
domain that encompasses King Dushyanta's life. From the hermitage to the palace,
Shakuntalaisapart of the symbolicinitiation (Evelina's“ entranceinto theworld”) to
being the chief queen of King Dushyanta. Kalidasa'splay describesthe quintessential
natural scape of the unharmed virgin nature that has nurtured Shakuntalaso far and is
also the place where she isfirst encountered by King Dushyanta. Herein lies a stark
difference between Kalidasa sand Burney’sheroines, asEvelinaand Lord Orville meet
for thefirst timeinthe cityscapeof London, which naturally putsapressureon Evelina
to act in accordanceto themuch more orderly fashion of the classy aristocratic balls of
the posh society of London. Incidentally, the gardens of Vauxhall and Marybone act
asan agency of threat to Evelina, where she unknowingly gets separated from the rest
of thegroup and landsupin the company of somemiscreants. Thisshiftintermsof the
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literdl locd eto the metaphoric spaceisashift inthe paradigm of human-natureinterface.
The pre-romantic erain English literature, asthe novel waspublishedin 1778, seesthe
French Revolution and the transition to the natural world in literature shortly. The
upcoming Industrial Revolutionin thewesternworld brought in havoc implication on
the Man-Nature relationship. On the whole, several Victorian literary texts evidently
reflected asimilar cultural ethos.

Thecrissof existenceinthemidst of therura and urban ecological debate spanned
the eighteenth-century English consciousness. The representation of Evelina is
essentialy as a child of Nature. Whose beauty and virtues are undisturbed till her
seventeenth year due to the circumstances under which she was raised. Her seeking
permission from Rev. Mr. Villars for accompanying the Mirvansto London while at
Howard Groove, raises concern as not just it justified aformal permission from her
foster father / official guardian, but also the clergyman Rev. Mr. Villars and the world
that he symbolised kept Evelina away from the snares of the city life (her biological
father and her maternal grandmother) sofar. Evelina sfirst meeting and the subsequent
meetings with Lord Orville occurs quite logically in the absence of Rev. Mr. Villars,
much in the strain of Shakuntala meeting King Dushyanta, their secret matrimonial
alliance and resultant relationship required an official sanctioning from Sage/Father
Kanva, which washowever not done. The striking differencethat wefind betweenthe
two women hereis probably that Shakuntalawas very ahead of her timesand did not
(unintentionally) wait for the official sanctioning by her foster father and the master of
the hermitage. Evelina on the contrary reflects on every action that she plans and
narrates her course of action to her seriesof lettersto Rev. Villars. Asamatter of fact,
Mr. Villars' initid inhibition about Lord Orvilleiscemented in Evelina s consciousness
and she possibly never dreams of going beyond what her letters instruct her to. She
exists predictably in those narrative frames of the letters.

Asadlready reflected, thetwo foster fathersin each of theinstancesin thetextsare
responsible for shaping up the rura /country gaze of the women - natura, inherent,
primordial and suited to view thesymbolic‘ outsde’ world (city/palitical life) in case of
both Lord Orville and King Dushyanta. Rev. Mr. Villars considers his own condition
right at the onset of the novel as*remaining unmolested” (Burney 9), acondition that
wasformed asaresult of hiswill power to keep hisward Evelinaaway from the sneers
of the ‘polished’” world, which keeps her “innocent as an angel, and artless as purity
itsdlf....” (Burney 15) Thereferenceto“ shopping” (Burney 21) indicatesthe dynamics
of the transition that Evelina symbolically becomes a part of, after metaphoricaly
segregating hersalf from the Berry Hill world. A close association withthenove Evelina
will indicate that the date and place entries above each and every letter focuses not
just onitsepistolary form, but symbolicaly beginswiththemonth of March - springtime.
A pardlel can be drawn to Abhigyanam Shakuntalam here as the focus is on the
sprintime - avital motif to read and comprehend the forest and its beauty that runs
parallel to Shakuntald s narrative. It may be argued that when Dushyantasets hisfirst
gaze at Shakuntala, that was the time when she was clothed in the attire made of the
‘bark of the trees’ and watering plants at Sage Kanva's hermitage. The immediate

Research and Criticism, | SSN 2229-3639 Page 64



impact that this scenario has on Dushyanta - as he says. “the bark dressincreases her
charm - beauty finds its ornaments anywhere” (Miller trans. Kalidasa 94) - on the
spectators of the drams, her association with the nature/environment around becomes
avisuad representation of her personality. The metaphor of hunting stands crucial to
the context of the ecological baance and reading the environment around. Dushyanta
istheruler of Hastinapur - the seat of political power - as mighty asthe name sounds,
where the word ‘hasti’ in Sanskrit refers to an elephant. This implication is at the
mightiness of the seat of political power, Hastinapur, which shall be the centre of the
political conflict in Mahabharata. Dushyanta reaches to the forest on the banks of
river Malini, possibly the location of the hermitage of Sage Kanva. Hastinapur is
located on the banks of River Ganges, which is geographically known and
mythologically represented. Therefore, the civilization of Hastinapur thrived on the
Indo-Gangetic plain. River Malini, believed to have been | ocated in the Pauri-Garhwal
district of modern day, Uttarakhand, had an adjoining areaof thick foliage, originating
in the Kotdwar area and eventually merging with the Ganges. This is factually an
ecologicd replicainthelinesof Shakuntalaand Dushyanta. It may beright to comment
that liketheriver Malini, Shakuntala sjourney to King Dushyantaand Hastinapur was
not an easy course.

Theforest isthat ecological zonewherelot of sacred ritestake place - making it a
very appropriatelocation to becharted out for Kaidasa Hunting asamotif (assmentioned
before) is an act of transgression, an erosion of the privacy of pristine innocence of
both the geographical locale and the woman representing that. The target of
Dushyanta's hunting was an antelope, as per the drama, but it gets substituted by
Shakuntala, as the course of his passion progresses. He notes:

“I can’t draw my bowstring
To shoot arrows at deer
Who live with my love
And teach her tender glances.” (Miller trans. Kalidasa 103)

Therivershaveavita roleto play for any human habitation and that has been proven
fromtheplay. The* sacrifices /sacrificial ritesthat take placein thehermitages, indicate
an association of nature with the human belief system - likeWordsworthian Pantheism
in English Romantic poetry. The ‘kush’ grass required for the sacrificid rites (Miller
trans. Kdidasa 111) indicate a deep-seated connection between ritualistic practices
and nature. Water, abasi c component of the ecosystem - aprimary element among the
five dementsor ‘ panch mahabhutas', alongside ‘ agni’ /fire (another vital component
for ritual practices of purification), ‘akash’ (aether), ‘vayu' (air) and ‘prithvi’ (earth).
Water isinstrumental for any curseto be bestowed as per tradition and the fulfillment
of the same depended on that. Shakuntala’'s unknowing ignorance about the presence
of Rishi Durvasa made her the subject of the curse, the effect of which befell on her
husband, King Dushyanta, and he (a prototype of the political seat of the state on the
banksof river Ganges) forgot about the existence of Shakuntala(of thesmall hermitage
on the banks of river Malini). In the event of the fateful incident, afish accidentaly
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swallowsthering (emblematic of the political power) while Shakuntalawasdrinking
water, that she had so fondly adorned on her finger, thereby making her be abandoned
by her ruler-husband who was unable to recognise her or the matrimonia aliance
under the effect of the curse. Dushyanta at a subsequent point, refers to “funeral
waters’ (Miller trans. Kaidasa159) and “yearly libation” (Miller trans. Kalidasa 159)
wherethe purificatory/purgatoria role of water as one of the purest base elements (of
the ‘ panch mahabhutas’) has been mentioned. In case of Hindu mythology, no curse
isfulfilled by mere utterance on the part of the yogi (curse giver), rather it hasto get
transferred to the ‘ cursed’ individual through the act of springling droplets of water.
Shakuntala's context calls for another vital observation that iskey to the argument in
this paper. In the light of the above mentioned curse, the impact of the cursefallson
Dushyantaand hismemory - for which heforgetshiswifeand therelationship - but it
is(evenif accidentally) incurred by Shakuntaa. Her situationisvery similar to that of
the symbolic mother of womankind - the Biblica Eve. Eve was subjected to the
temptation by the guile of Satan in the form of the serpent, which too had been avital
reflection of she being the agency of the cursethat was ultimately targetted at ‘ man’ -
kind (Adam/Dushyanta). This is quite a debatable point whether the woman was
responsiblefor thefal of maninthenatural/idyllic context - whether shewasresponsible
for /instrumental inthelarger context of the cursewhich goesbeyond that of thetexts,
or wasit that “Man'sfirst disobedience” (ParadiseLost) asMilton mentionstargeted not
just theflawed woman but also the man. Thereforethe target of the cursewas banishment
for Adam (with Eve) and loss of the power of recollection of theincidentsthat the natural
world of Kanva shermitage had been awitnesstoo. Shakuntala scharacter washrought to
questionlike Eve smoativebehind mankind'sfall, Shakuntala sattempt to restorethe power
of recollection to the king in the presence of the curse and the absence of the politica
emblem of the king's ring (mudra) can be interpreted as her attempt to enlighten the
Hastingpur monarch about what had occurred in the wilderness of the forest lands - far
away. Her attempt may be compared to that of Eve'swill power to know the unknown, to
taste the fruit of the forbidden tree of Knowledge, likethe figure of Prometheusin Greek
mythology for gifting theliterd fireand the metaphoric knowledge of mankind.
Knowledge, power and enlightenment stand central to the argument here. In this
strain, Evelina and her historical context can be comprehended . The antonym for
knowledge (abhigyanam for Shakuntala) of any sort can be secrecy that played a
pivotal rolein the context of Kalidasa's play and Burney’sfiction. Evelina's parents
had their marriagein secrecy wheretherewasnoformal sanctioning fromtherespective
families. Caroline Evelyn and Sir John Belmont kept their marriageasecret and Evelina
was given birth by Caroline in isolation, abandoned by her husband, only in the
benevolent company of Rev. Mr. Villars. Thelack of acknowledgement of themarriage
onthe part of Belmont and consequently abandoning his pregnant wife, standssimilar
in the context of Dushyanta and Shakuntaa, as their marriage had a literal father/
guardian in theform of Sage Kanvaby the side of Dushyanta'slack of recollection at
alater point lead to no reunion in Earth, but in Heaven - avital point to understand
being that there was no reunion targeted at the political chaos of Hastinapur. The
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continuation of therelationship for Shakuntalaand Dushyantatook placeat apoint where
the location was not anywhere in the peripheries of planet Earth, thereby protecting their
union beyond the realms of the five base e ements (pancha mahabhutas).

Evdina- ‘the offspring of Nature in her smplest attire - according to Rev. Mr.
Villars- isBurney’ smannersism to understand the eighteenth century London society.
Since Eveinawas brought up with no knowledge (like Evein her pre-lapsarian stage)
of manners expected of her, her behaviour iswithout artifice. However the world of
L ondon and the prospects of going to Pariswasarranged by her maternal grandmother,
Madame Duval (much against Evelina swillingness) - were agencies of ‘ temptation’
for her. Both Evelinaand Shakuntalawerereared up by singlemen - who never married
and were replicas of the piousness associated with the respective places. Initidly
connected with “the amusement and occupations of the country” (Burney 32). The
novel is a clear exploration of the ecosystem of the 18" c. London, particularly
highlighting the ddli cate balance and potential dangersfor ayoung woman navigating
itscomplex socia strata, which can beinterpreted asaform of ‘ social ecology’.

To go back to the principa argument in this paper, Evelina and Shakuntala's
femininewill stands central to the Romantic idealisation of thesalf. A forma summing
up of the arguments placed will see how Nature has veritably caused and shaped up
how both thewomen Evelinaand Shakuntalawere nurtured. For Eveling, itisthesocia
mobility that caused her to meet Lord Orvilleandfall inlovewith him (at alater point).
For Shakuntala, contrarily, the socia mohility is an outcome of love. The respective
biological background being hidden, they live up to establishing feminine choice and
will andto clear out how that isinstrumental in understanding their quest for knowledge
and eradication of the darkness of the lack of knowledge. Evelina's backdrop of the
Enlightenment sees revol utionary idealsin Burney, transferred to Evelina, who takes
the narrative of her mother’s story forward, much like how the manuscript of the
‘History of CarolineEvelyn’ wasburnt by FrancesBurney before shecould contemplate
on another manuscript and subsequently published novel, Evelina. The natural
environment inwhich Evelinaisbrought up saw Dame Green asher wet nurse, however
aminor character, hasamajor roleto play intermsof being thebiological mother tothe
imposter who was planted in Sir John Belmont’shouse asthebiological child. Inshort,
thisact snatched Evelina sbasic right to beacknowledged by her biological father, Sir
John Belmont, hence proving that the latter was not at fault to have not inquired after
his ‘red’ daughter so long. Evelina's unfortunate substitution by the imposter in Sir
John Belmont'slifeindicatesasituational crisisthat shewasmadetofacetoevolvein
her quest for legitimacy. Shakuntala squest for | egitimacy wasmore so for her marital
relation with the king and to provethelegitimacy of thechildin her womb.
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“Kolleru Has Changed”: Ecological
Entanglement, Hydrocolonialiam, and
Solagagia in Akkineni Kutumbarao's

Softly Diesa Lake

Indrajit Mukherjee

Abstract

From being the rulers of the universe at the pinnacle of the hierarchy of existence, we
(humans) arebecoming aware of the potential for adreadful condition of being displacedin
itspursuit of capitalist/materialistic glory in contemporary times. Our native landscapesare
transforming from the Anthropoceneto the demonic entity of the Cthulhuceneat arapidrate
that alows usto observe the harrowing ecologica devastation— particularly in cherished
locations— within asinglelifetimerather than across generations. Akkineni Kutumbarao's
Softly Dies a Lake (2014) weaves through the grotesque transitional phase of the Kolleru
Lake due to the double oppression of the selfish inhabitants and the unholy nexus of the
government and the capitalist-materialist enterprises. Thistext marksthe dynamics of how
the senditive ecospace of the waterbody in South India has constituted a site for the
application of biopower while concurrently being theessential origin of indigenousidentity,
interpersona reconciliation, and pristine pastimes. Looking through Isabel Hofmeyr's
theorisation of the contours of hydrocoloniaism, the following section sheds light on the
colonisation of water to enquire about the subaltern strugglesagainst the politico-economic
power of authoritarian regimes and the perilous effects of radical climate catastrophe.

Keywor ds: Anthropocene, capitalis, ecologicd entanglement, hydrocolonidism, solastdgia

Introduction
The Anthropocene rings a devalued era in which “human agency has become a
significant geophysical force at par natural forces, modifying the world’s
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ecosystems with a greater rapidity than witnessed in any earlier period of human
history” (Rangaragjan, 2018, p. 1). Asthe Anthropocenereflectsthe often-destructive
influence of unprecedented human actions on the long-term health of the
ecosystems of our planet, “it seemsto us more than appropriate to emphasize the
central role of mankind in geology and ecology [...] for the current geological
epoch” (Crutzen and Stoermer, 2000, p. 17). The consequences of human acts on
natural resources have been far-reaching, affecting not only the environmental
biodiversity but also the most vulnerable communities of human societies. The
interplay between climate change, the hunt for sustainable communities, and
persistent issues of waste and severe pollution isthe primary focus of the twenty-
first-century literary canon worldwide. The Telegu writer Akkineni Kutumbarao's
Softly Diesa Lake/Kolleti Jadalu (2014), trand ated into English by Veteran feminist
activist Vasanth Kannabiran in 2020, documents the continuation of the hyper-
exploitative human forces. This ecological memoir chroniclesthe gradual decay of
Kolleru Lake through the shards of childhood recollections of the protagonist
(SrinivasaRao alias Seenu). This narrative delves deep into how the deteriorating
status of Kolleru Lake undermines the livelihoods of its dependent inhabitants
and leads the villagers to lament the natural decline. This study begins with the
halistic vision of the natural site of Kolleru Lake by enlightening the close kinship
between the human and the non-human worldviews (i.e. ecological entanglement).
Next, this article endeavours to discuss the representation of the hydrocolonial
atrocities in this text to critique the multifaceted dimensions of morbid human
impact on the lake and instil ecological consciousnessin usin the lethal polluted
world of climate drought and globa warming, aswell asthe excessive modification
of the earth. Thisresearch paper finally undertakes the environmental disruption
of the picturesque Kolleru Lakein Pulaparru by applying thetheoretical framework
of solastalgiato warn us about the future.

M apping Ecological Entanglementsin Softly DiesaLake

Situated between the West Godavari and KrishnaRiver deltatwenty kilometres
away fromthetown of Eluru, Kolleru Lakein AndhraPradeshisone of the deepest
and largest lakes not only in India but also in South Asia. This resplendent
waterbody stretches “across two hundred and sixty square miles’ (Kutumbarao,
2020, p. 10) and acts as a crucia flood-balancing reservoir for the Krishna and
West Godavari rivers. This freshwater |ake receives water from numerousrivers,
such asAkkilleru, Budaleru, Naguleru, and Sammiveru, and links more than sixty-
eight inflowing channels, drains, and streambeds. This biologically diverse area
has been a wildlife sanctuary of three hundred and eight km since 1999 and has
been declared awetland of international significanceintheyear of 2002. It provides
aprevalent ecological interconnectioninwhich villagersinteract with and influence
the nonhuman environsin the broader dynamics of South Indian society. For this,
Kolleru Lake unpacks the efflorescence of a “bioregion” that is “literally and
etymologically a‘life-place’ — a unique region definable by natural (rather than
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political) boundaries with a geographic, climatic, hydrological, and ecological
character capabl e of supporting unique human and nonhuman living communities”
(Thayer, 2003, p. 3).

Understanding the nuances of the environmental discourse requires a
fundamental knowledge of the symbiotic rel ationships among living organismsin
the natural habitat. This connection between humans and nonhumansis“used in
ecocriticism asasynecdochefor alarger ideal of undisturbed natural harmony that
isat best rareand at worst wholly fictional” (Garrard, 2009, p. 8). The cultivation of
inter- and intra-species connections among plants and animals is fundamental to
coming to terms with ecological entanglements that “highlights the complexity
and dynamism of mutable ecosystems whereby thereisno exterior being affected
by activeagents’ (Taffel and NicholasHolm, 2017, p. xiii). Ecological entanglement
“forces usto abandon the idea that humans are separate from nature” and instead
erritori that “we are entangled with the natural world in ways that have profound
ethical implications” (Latour, 2017, p. 5). Rather than viewing the universe as
composed of separate individual agentsthat merely interact, entanglement offers
a more comprehensive perspective of existence— an evolving process in which
human beings and nonhumans are integrally interrelated. This perspective calls
for ashift from anthropocentrism to amore biocentric viewpoint, theimportance of
maintaining the balance between the close interconnections of human and
nonhuman components “with respect for the differences between them” (Oliver,
2008, p. 102).

Kutumbarao's Softly Dies a Lake churns up the ecological entanglement
between humans and nonhumans through the memories of the sixty-five-year-old
narrator (Srinivasa). The protagonist reflects on his childhood days, recalling a
simplebut divinerural setting intimately linked to natural objectsin hisPulaparru
village on the banks of thelovely Kolleru Lake. Kutumbarao (2020) remarks, “ All
thepeopleinit arered. Thevillageisrea. Kolleruisreal” (pp. xxi-xxii). Srinivasa's
reminiscence of the idyllic past years and experiences in the unspoilt territory
traces the depredation inflicted upon the area and the necessity to restore the
intricate relationship between humans and nature. He calls on how the lake was
oncereplete with verdant grass, aromatic and vibrant blooming flowers, and other
weedsthat provided enough sustenancefor the grazing cattle, aswell asabeautiful
cacophony of vibrant sounds from migratory birds, “blackbirds, storks, cranes,
herons, hawks, snakebirds, cuckoos, mynas, red-legged storks, spotted-beak ducks,
black bald hens’ (Kutumbarao, 2020, p. 10), aquatic life, and insects permeating
the environment. As the buffaloes munched lazily and attempted to submerge the
cranesinwater, the birds perched upon them to catch fish and appeared to consume
the ticks to clean the ears of cows. As this cautionary narrative records:

Flocksof quaking ducksfloated alongside, overtaking them at timesand being overtaken
sometimes. Cranes would alight on the buffaloes and hunt fish from there. Laying
their catch on the buffalo’s back they would peck at thefishand eatit[...] Therewere
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so many birds chirping and circling the sky and creating ahullabaloo. Theair wasfilled
with the sounds of children minding the herds and calling out and warning each other.
(Kutumbarao, 2020, p. 5)

The perception of ecological entanglement pinpoints that earthly existence must
be seen as a collaborative process to demonstrate the significance of human-
nonhuman interactions. The two predominant communities of Pulaparru village,
Kammadoras and Vaddirajas, rely on Kolleru Lake for their survival strategy in
their day-to-day lives. While the Vaddirajas (fishermen) hinge on catching fish
from the lake, the Kammadoras (farmers) nourish their cattle with the vegetation
and weedsflourishing initsaquatic space. Kutumbarao (2020) summarises, “ Each
morning, the fishermen would go out ontheir palm rafts and bring back the trapped
fish to shore. The women of each family would then heave the heavy baskets on
their heads and set off at abrisk trot, swinging their armsasthey walked” (pp. 13-
14). Srinivasa discovers how calm waters cover with “flowers of many hues, a
cluster of lotusesin full bloom and wild weeds and water plants]|...], floating and
swaying inthewaters, slender creeperstracing patternsin the water and countless
flocks of birds chirping away, bringing thelaketo life” (Kutumbarao, 2020, p. 2).
Here, the children herd buffaloes to the lake, carry bundles of lotus roots, forage
for delectablefruits, endure the persistent leeches, employ lake mud asahemostatic
agent, and contend with the thick foliage. While herding cattle near Kolleru,
Srinivasaand hiscompanions (Baby, Dasu, Kishtdu, L akshmi, Pottodu, and Rajulu)
indulgein delectable, fresh lotusfruits and drink straight from the stream. During
the scorching heat of summer months, “countless birds from across the world
would comelikefaraway travellersto brighten theland with their colours’ and turn
the“placevibrant with the sound of their music” (Kutumbarao, 2020, p. 10). Asthis
lake has been home to over twenty million birds, thetrilling “songs of birds’ and
“calls of the fishermen” create a surreal site of “a hundred ragas and notes’
(Kutumbarao, 2020, p. 88). Therefore, Srinivasa’'smemoriesoutlinethelost splendour
of the nurturing ecosystem of Kolleru Lakethat deliversahiologically prominent
zone teeming with birds, buffaloes, fishes, and snails to bespeak an alignment
between the lake and its nonhuman residents and territoria heteroglossic unity
among all lifeforms. As Kutumbarao (2020) informsthereader:

Therewas no dearth of fodder in Mothevarilanka. There werewater plants, bulrushes,
grasses of every kind and long-stemmed lotuses. Because the green fodder was so
plentiful the cattle that went there would graze as long as they could, then stand and
chew the cud peacefully and when they got tired they began to play with each other,
chasing and teasing each other. They would graze again and then go to the Peddagundam
and drink water to their fill, play about in the water, and then come back to theisland
and take alast graze. (pp. 98-99)

Kutumbarao recreates the magnificence and vitality of the lost world of Kolleru
through thelensof Srinivasa snostalgiato facilitate alocalised connection between
humans and nonhuman creatures. He adopts an intense ecological perspective to
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attack neoliberal aesthetics that prioritise economic advancement at the expense
of both human and nonhuman existence and contribute to climate change and
environmental pillage. On the one hand, this kind of eco-nostalgia lays out an
imaginative paradigm to restore the damaged natureto itsformer, authentic condition
during periods of rejuvenation. On the other hand, it promotes place-based
awareness as a means of self-preservation to offer methods for inspecting
environmentally compromised, territoriali, and endangered natural places in
territorialization. Asweread:

Thewater wasfull of fish, crabs, snails, snakes, leeches|...] not just one but asfar as
one could see arange of different forms of water life. On the water awealth of green
grasseswaving in the breeze. Feeding on these grassesthe cattle, birds and insects. All
living things depending completely on nature and mingling with nature in complete
harmony, Kolleru seemed to reveal agreat and miraculoustruth. (Kutumbarao, 2020,
p. 101)

Thissense of spatial belonging is crucial to understanding “topophilia’ to explore
theideaof ecological entanglement, the“ affective bond between people and place
or setting” (Tuan, 1974, p. 4) on the changing, troubled planet. Topophilia
concentrates on asense of spatial attachment to denote how addressing ecol ogical
i ssues necessitates acknowl edging the emotional connectionsbetween individuals
and their surroundings. Here, the lake not only intricately invol ves human thoughts
and feelings but also blends the present with the unsullied, pastoral past and the
future, inner with outer cycles, and private with the collective. This symbiotic
relationship is*“the nature of immediate experience and aesthetic appreciation; the
nature we have destroyed and polluted and are asked to conserve and preserve’
(Soper, 1995, p. 125).

Hydrocolonialism asa Disr uptive M ode of Ecological Entanglement in Softly
DiesaLake

The precarious projection of Kolleru Lake in Softly Dies a Lake establishes
hydrocolonialism as one of the most urgent threats to the erasure of human
civilisation, aswell as nonhuman organisms, here on Earth. The section attempts
to analyse how the text virulently denounces the human-driven ecological
infringements of Kolleru Lake by highlighting the oppressive mechanisms of
hydrocolonial activities. Isabel Hofmeyr’s notion of hydrocolonialism is an
emerging subfield within the rubric of postcolonial environmental humanities to
accentuate how the constant pollution of waterbodies “signals a commitment to
understanding aworld indelibly shaped by imperial usesof water” (Hofmeyr, 2019,
p. 13). The neological term “hydrocolonialism” combines the two words * hydro’
and ‘ colonialism’ to produce atool for interrogating hegemonic control of aquatic
space, humans, and nonhuman others. The theoretical framework of
hydrocolonialism “makesvisible relations of power that have been shaped around
water” (Hofmeyr, 2019, p. 13) and enablesusto rearticulate and reread the narratives
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of waterbodies. In pursuit of new routes within the academic discipline of oceanic
studies, hydrocolonialism refers to the ongoing capitalist network,
instrumentalisation, and resource extraction of the waters by national order or
corporate houses. Hydrocolonialism acts as a hermeneutic for connecting to a
growing interest in climate/blue humanities scholarship to “ offer ways of defining
literary regionsand generic structures’ (Hofmeyr, 2022, p. 17). AsHofmeyr (2022)
describes hydrocolonial turn as a postcolonial discourse thus:

Hydrocolonialismriffs off the term postcolonialismand, like that concept, hasawide
potential remit that could include colonization by way of water (various forms of
maritimeimperialism), colonization of water (occupation of land with water resources,
thedeclaration of territorial waters, the militarization and geopoliticization of oceans),
acolony on (or in) water (the ship asaminiature colony or apenal island), colonization
through water (flooding of occupied land), and colonization of the idea of water
(establishing water as a secular resource). (pp. 15-16)

“Hydrocolonialism”, according to Hofmeyr, unmoors “the literary implications
opened up by overlaying the hydrological cycle” (Hofmeyr, 2023, p. 23) of the
colonisation of water bodies in Third World countries. Softly Dies a Lake draws
attention to the tearing down of the water bodiesin the process of the neocol onial
view of development in Pulaparru village, putting up how the charming lake
becomes a phantasmagoric site in which the pernicious aftereffects of a
hydrocolonial apocalypse can be located. This eco-memoir exposes how the
capitalist-materialist tendencies of hydrocolonia actswithintheideological state
machinery haveturned Kolleru L akeinto adwindling waterbody that has sustained
itsinhabitants viaagricultural outputs, fish, fibre, and fodder for along time. The
utilisation of renewablewealth for fundamental requirements, the establishment of
fishing ponds, and the incursion of the unplanned industrial aquaculture sector
have gradually made Kolleru ahotbed of vast pollutionin anumber of forms. Apart
from these, the influx of industrial discharges from agrochemical plants, sugar
factories, tanneries, paper, and rice mills, pesticides, various expanding sewage
effluents from neighbouring areas of the municipal corporation and enterprises,
and approximately eighteen thousand tons of inorganic fertiliser residues and
organic debrisfrom paddy landsviathe Krishna Canal are also discharged into the
water of the lake. These harmful elements have been destroying the site “full of
greenery, grasses, bulrushes, fragrant flowering shrubs, and awealth of other wild
green weeds and colourful flowersswaying inthe breeze” (Kutumbarao, 2020, pp.
4-5) for thelast few decades. Since 1982, the Kolleru Lake Devel opment Authority
has been implementing multiple measures to restore the lake and its surrounding
habitats, safeguard the environment, and enhance the aquatic flora and fauna.
Postcolonia hydrocolonialismis*both material and symbolic” inthat “it works
through a material-spatial separation of the resource and through the symbolic
humiliation and discrimination perpetuated on the thirsty” (Nayar, 2024, p. 59).
Softly Diesa Lake sketches how thelocal ecosystem of the fluid lake goesthrough
aseriesof changesfrom grasslandsinto adiluted space infected with macrophytes
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and eutrophication. At the same time, the nearby areas have been identified as
hyper-eutrophic based on specific abiotic characteristics courtesy of the material
conditions of mindless capitalist hydrocolonialism. The reduction of dissolved
oxygen dueto impedimentsto the unobstructed water flow and sporadic discharge
of metabolite-laden effluents (mercury, arsenic, lead, cadmium, zinc, and copper)
from fish ponds makethe water of Kolleru Lakeinappropriatefor consumption. As
Kutumbarao (2020) reveals:

Because the oxygen in the Krishnacanal has gone down completely and it hasemerged
that the reason for it isthat all kinds of waste are being led into it. From the fish food
to the medicines everything is toxic waste. All that rots further and flows into the
Kolleru. (p. 194)

This excerpt showcases agrim portrayal of the aquatic ecosystem to ponder over
how the hydrocolonia actsindiscriminately defile natural resources of water bodies
inhospitableto biological forms. Ashydrocol onidism “has produced and will continue
to produce achagtic plurality of ecological disorders’ (Hofmeyr, 2019, p. 13-14), the
novel holdshow theamospheric pollutionin Kolleru Lakehasled to floods, diminished
fertility of land unsuitablefor agriculture, and acontaminated pond serving asabreeding
ground for pathogens and hazardous trash. Hydrocol onialism becomes an alternative
form of postcolonial ecocriticism to create aspacefor the materiality of theterrestrial
water to emerge as an agentia force against the imposed order of the totalitarian
regime. Therefore, thetext isanimplicit, sharp critique of theeventua dow violenceof
the post-industria consumerist and capitalist-technocratic structurethat is“ aviolence
of delayed destruction that isdispersed acrosstime and space” (Nixon, 2011, p. 2) by
ensuring ‘biopower’ through the lives of the living in numerous ways.
Hydrocolonialism supplies “one route for engaging with thisliquid violence,
tracing the painful imaginariesthat emerge asforms of imperial and neo-imperial
power compel bodiesonto, into, and under water” (Hofmeyr, 2023, p. 31). It canbe
looked upon as merely an aspiration towards hegemonic power politics detached
from the macroscale of natural harmony to extend terrestrial domination on the
water bodies and their landscapes. In this narrative, Srinivasa details how the
hydrocolonial impositions of the“hands greedy for wealth” (Kutumbarao, 2020, p.
2) consistently jeopardise the stability of the ecosystem of thelake, mainly how it
wrecks the thirty-four thousand hectares of the Ramsar wetland in the procedure
of the extensive land reclamation for agricultural purposes. The duplicitous
administration and cunning politicians sought to undermine the protection of the
wetland, enacting plansto “release the rest from Wetland Protection Act and take
over the released fifty-five acres into their control” (Kutumbarao, 2020, p. 195).
They install irrigation hand pumpsin the middle of the |ake to extract water from
five hundred acres of Kolleru demography and capturefish by destroying therich
underwater biodiversity of floraand fauna. Eventually, the insidious cyclicity of
hydrocolonial power structure shatters aquatic life to claim ownership of a space
that is not their own to inflict disproportionate harm upon the life forms, both
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human and nonhuman, in the northeastern region of Andhra Pradesh. Of these
heinous hydrocolonial actions, Kolleru Lake has desiccated the potential
breakdown of natural food chains and the disappearance of diverse species in
severa partsof South India. These calamitiesfrom green crimes perpetrated by the
joint operations of government and business entities in their reckless expansion
and profit-seeking motifshave an indelibleimpact manifested as mental and physical
defectsthat persistently affect individualsfor generations. In theface of impending
ecological disaster, they signal that “the Anthropocene has begun to loom on the
horizon of our present” (Chakrabarty, 2021, pp. 35-36) and resonate with the
collective“ short—or medium-term psychol ogical suffering aswell asapermanent
ontological crisis’ (Rastogi, 2020, p. 215). These crimes also underscore how
hydrocolonialism denotes the control of water bodies as a monstrous unnatural
embodiment of erroneous human ‘ development’ in Developing countries.
Hydrocolonialism locates subaltern struggles against the politico-economic
power of autocratic regimes, aswell asthe pejorative effects of climate catastrophe
on postcolonial subjects. This eco-narrative traverses how the local villagers
pursuit of wealth has seriously harmed the aquatic ecosystem while the authorities
have neglected the devastated ecologies it manufactures. Not only the capitalist
infrastructure and governmental policies but also Vaddis's hydrocolonial acts
contribute to the depl etion of thelake'sresources by controlling thefish popul ations
that have historically sustained the residents. The ecology of the lake is deeply
affected by collective agriculture of six years, mainly due to the greedy Vaddis
laborious construction of hundreds of fishing pondsand their extensive bird hunting.
Srinivasaexpresses apprehensionsover climate change and the erosion of traditional
lifestyles, stemming not just from the degradation of natural ecosystems in the
exercisesof uncontrolled industrialisation but al so from motivated human behaviours.
Herecognisestherole of local peoplein persistent natural hazards, particularly the
threats they pose to deteriorating agquatic ecosystems in their dominion over the
environment in their insatiable quest for monetary gains. Asthe text narrates.

Our village Vaddis have flourished on much because of the fish ponds. Recently they
put in a petition for an airport in our village because some fish were getting spoilt in
the lorry. The Income Tax fellows came and raided their houses. In each house, they
found gunny sacksfilled with five hundred and thousand rupee notes under their cots.
(Kutumbarao, 2020, p. 191)

TheVaddis' assertion of exclusive ownership over their catches of fish from Kolleru
Lake instead of distributing them equitably among the local people resultsin a
socioeconomic divide among marginalised villagersin Pulaparru. Thisdistortion
and militarisation of waterbodies lead us to look upon the ramifications of
hydrocolonialism as comparableto territorial conflictsin asuccession of ravages
in South Asian countries. Inthe words of Kutumbarao (2020):

Thecollectivefarming went well for fiveor six years|...] Assoon aseveryone began
to have some money each one thought he was a hero. These peopl e began to say, why
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should the Vaddis have the fish in Chinnagundam? The Vaddis said, not just the
Chinnagundam but even the fish in the creeks you have made to let water into the
fields belong to us. (p. 189)

It represents how hydrocolonialism signifies how various colonial forms of
subjugation have persisted beyond colonial times to carry on with producing
undesired effects on the ecology. From the perspective of ayouthful interlocutor,
the novel serves asarequiem for the environment of alake that not only supports
diverse flora and fauna but also invigorates the tightly-knit communities of
Pulaparru village. These hydrocolonial activities spark eco-injustice against
localised pollution and the widespread impacts of climate change that disrupt
standard weather patternsand cause droughtsand floods. Three natural €l ements—
air, water, and soil— are now irrevocably intertwined with the repercussions of
global, liberal capitalist modernity— plastic, petroleum, and hazardous chemicals.
Thispronounced accumulation of pollutantsfunctionsasageological and manmade
earth-altering force to compose the material embodiments of global and planetary
historiesin contemporary times. |n Softly Diesa Lake, “the Government [ ...] could
not even see these villages or these people. These people did not even know that
there were governments and that their troubles could be ended” (Kutumbarao,
2020, p. 157). It announcesthat the intricacy and magnitude of the environmental
predicament, the disparity between production and consumption, substantial
profits, and externalised costs connote those environmental injustices that often
risk beyond comprehensibility.

Solastalgiaasan Alter nativeWay of Grieving the Ecological Disaster in Softly
DiesaLake

This section indicates how ecological degradation, fabricated by the native
people of Pulaparru, the political ideologies, and the capitalist worldviews,
constructs solastalgiain Softly Dies a Lake. The notion of solastalgia“has much
to offer those who seek clarification about the relationship between the state of
human emotions and the state of the built and natural environment” (Albrecht,
2020, p. 9). It is an overarching hypothesis to address eco-anxiety and other
emotional responses to climate pillage in its exhibition of longing for something
that is either already gone or may be lost in the upcoming years. According to
Glenn Albrecht (2005), “solastalgia’ is the feelings of loss, anguish, and sorrow
“caused by the loss or lack of solace and the sense of isolation connected to the
present state of one’'shomeandterritory” (p. 48). Itisintimately linked to continuous
environmental alterations, manifesting as psychological scarsor existential sorrow
in individuals after unforeseen changes in their surroundings exacerbated by an
interstellar of modern science and capital-dense economies. It encapsulates “the
recognition of that type of despair within anindividual or acommunity connected
tothelossof an endemic sense of place” (Albrecht, 2005, p. 46) whilestill livingin
it. In other words, solastalgia brings to the surface an innovative tool for looking
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at avariety of socioeconomic contextsrelated to the deplorable encounter with the
changing climate and its adverse effects.

This “place-based distress in the face of the lived experience of profound
environmental change” (Albrecht et al., 2007, p. S96) includes not only the mourning
of past losses but also the anticipation of futureruination. Asclimate disastersare
connected to the neo-colonialist exploitation of resources, vulnerable groupsin
the Global South have been experiencing solastalgia, “aglobally significant source
of psychoterratic distress’ (Albrecht et al., 2007, p. S98), for the last decades.
Therefore, solastalgiais* an appropriate term to define and describe theloss of the
sense of place, especially an endemic sense of place” in “local scale and regional
desolation of thelandscape seenas‘home'” (Albrecht 2020, p. 13). The sublimation
of solastalgia positions the landscapes we inhabit as more than just human
environments; they are essential in shaping our psychological identities and those
of othersin a postcolonial society.

In Softly Dies a Lake, the perception of solastalgia and place-based sadness
of the underprivileged inhabitants of Palaparru against the extensive effects of
climate emergency and environmental degradation is recorded through the
microcosmic depiction of Srinivasa's act of acknowledgement. Acute climate
plunder and insane ecological bulldozing result inthe adverse state of solastalgia,
characterised by feelings of desolation, wretchedness, dread, discomfort, fear,
anxiety, and alossof sense of self, belonging, and familiarity. Asthe novel comprises
several eco-disastrous components that demolish the native “ sense of place” and
causetheinhabitantsto lose“the potential for solace from their home environment”,
the villagers are subject to “ solastalgia’ (Albrecht, 2020, p. 12). The protagonist
begins the eco-memoir by contrasting the transitional realm lodged between past
and present, aswell asthe delightful demography of Kolleru of his childhood days
with the disjointed lake. Srinivasa's planetary memoriesin this narrative proveto
impart an evocative depiction of the conversion of Kolleru Lake from acultivator
of existence “dense with plants and creepers and flowers” (Kutumbarao, 2020, p.
1) intoaliving inferno, “afilthy pond, abreeding ground for germs, adanger to the
environment, atoxic net for birds’ (Kutumbarao, 2020, p. 2). Hissolastalgiagradually
erodes the pleasure associated with returning to the aching joys of his childhood
and adol escence whileinstilling asense of terror about the traumatic transition of
that familiar location.

This metamorphosis sums up a “poignant moment [...] of solastalgia’ at the
time“individuals directly experience the transformation of aloved environment”
(Albrecht, 2005, p. 46). After observing this “image of destruction and death”
(Kutumbarao, 2020, p. 2), the sexagenarian narrator asks, “\Where had the rows of
ducksfloating like streams of flowers gone? Where had the sounds of birdsrising
like scattered blooms gone?’ (Kutumbarao, 2020, p. 1). Thefiction culminatesin
the distressing and lamentabl e recognition that Kolleru Lake of Srinivasa'syouth
has vanished and erected into a desiccating waterbody of suffocating pollutants.
Asthe noxious pollution of “the regional landscape (place) has|...] been adirect
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cause of solastalgia’ (Albrecht et al., 2007, p. S96), the novel advocates the need
for a more profound understanding of solastalgia. It implies how the eco-novel
dealswith “the existential and lived experience of negative environmental change”
(Albrecht, 2005, p. 39) about the experiences of local peoplein the climatic and
territorial annexation. Therefore, solastalgiafurnishesaplatformto talk about the
“conceptual clarification to the experience of people whose home environment
was being changed in unwelcomeways’ (Albrecht, 2020, p. 9).

AsKolleru has turned into a cesspool of filth and muck, draughts and floods
have increased, and the deformations from ecological disturbances in the local
peopl€e'slives are now glaringly evident. Thetext spellsout how Kolleruislikened
to afinancial commodity and how the constricting ideologies of pervasive neo-
colonialist imperatives govern human interactionswith nature. The capitalist effect
isevident in the soundscape: it obstructs animal communication, compelsbirdsto
modify their sweet songs, and contributesto amyriad of psychosomatic ailments
in people due to elevated noise levels. It conveys how solastalgia evinces “an
emotional state that is increasingly being generated by the negative forcings of
the Anthropocene, the era of human dominance over all Nature” (Albrecht, 2020,
p. 19). As alocation epitomises the conjunction of acommunity with nature, the
obliteration of place within the supermodernity of anindustrial-scientific paradigm
designates feelings of alienation and a disassociated relationship with the
waterbody. Many layers of solastalgiaare most powerfully expressed inthe author’s
incisive condemnation of corporate avarice and the rampant abuse of the
environment in theforms of subaltern outcries. Thevillagers“ strongly empathise
with the idea that the earth is their home and that witnessing events destroying
endemic placeidentity (cultural and biological diversity) at any place on earthis
personally distressing to them” (Albrecht, 2005, p. 49). They experience chronic
anguish from solastalgia engineered by the loss of cherished locations and their
spiritual ecology that has* connected to the alleviation of distressor tothe provision
of comfort intheface of distressing” (Albrecht, 2020, pp. 11-12).

As“solastalgiais the outcome of social and economic forcesthat are, in turn,
theresult of deliberate palitical policy” (Albrecht, 2020, p. 20), the protest movement
of Srinivasaand Radhakrishna, along with thevillage el ders, playsapertinent role
in this novel. Although these manufactured mutations dismantle the relationship
between humans and nonhumans in the Kolleru Lake basin, villagers have little
awareness of its detrimental, malignant effects at first. Srinivasa utters, “‘ Today
we have given up thinking responsibly or thinking about our villages at all. Not
just us but everyone. We have all turned into voters but not responsible citizens'”
(Kutumbarao, 2020, p. 196). His geo-samaritan acts symbolise the “resistance to
the power and arrogance of both government and corporate bodiesto silence and
isolate public participation in the development approval and environmental
monitoring processes’ (Albrecht, 2005, p. 54). Experiencing solastalgia, these
oppressed individuals retain affection for their spatial origins and want the
restoration of its positive attributesto subscribeto their affirmative sense of place
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identification and ecological alignment before thetransition of spatiality. However,
“all three elements of its etymology [solastalgia]—solace, desolation, and
nostal gia—were made to have clear connections” (Albrecht, 2020, p. 14) to their
grief about the demise of Kolleru Lake.

Kolleru Lake experiences a progression from meadows to rugged terrain,
fostering a bioregional consciousness that transcends mere affection for nature
and promotes a deeper mindful connection with the ecology. The“pining for lost
places, for places we have once been in yet can no longer re-enter” (Albrecht,
2005, p. 43) in Softly Dies a Lake |eads to a sense of place pathology. Such pain at
losing the homel essness of one's habitat generates “ solastalgia’, particularly the
moment “thereisthelived experience of the physical desolation of home” (Albrecht
et al., 2007, p. S96). As solastalgia stipulates emotional reactions to ecological
alterations that disrupt our conjunction with nature, the helpless villagers grieve
theviolation:

That evening they looked at the Kolleru that had vanished and thinking of the enormity
of the natural bounty that was destroyed with it forever they all grieved. They
realised their wrong but realised it too late. Looking at the dry, barren, lifelessKolleru
one last time and thinking of the Kolleru of their childhood they set off for their
homes. (Kutumbarao, 2020, p. 197)

These words inherently manifest the cataclysmic environmental consegquences of
human actionsthat transform their natural milieu into an unsettlingly familiar but
distinctly horrific space. This quotation also points out how thetrope of solastalgia
acknowledges “the deep integration of humanity with nature [...] that human
emotions such asgrief and grieving arelikely to follow from the desol ation of that
integration” (Albrecht, 2020, p. 13). This self-induced solastalgiais a prohibited
longing for the glorifying past, marked by an idealised environment in Kolleru, as
well as aforbidden desire for the hopeful future. It also suggests how solastalgia
“offershopein that damaged places can berepaired” (Albrecht, 2020, p. 15) asan
alternative way of countering ecological exploitations to achieve environmental
justice.

Conclusion

Softly Dies a Lake interprets the ruthless collapse of the whole ecosystem
through the depletion of alake and, therefore, emphasi ses the need for humansto
coexist sustainably with nature in the twenty-first century. Thewriter isconcerned
with the interconnections between oppressed communities and their bioregion to
conduct are-evaluation of the postcolonial method of the erection of the modern
nation-state. Srinivasa’'s physical and psychological connections to and reliance
on thefreshwater |ake enable theland of Pulaparru to act asarepository of memory
and a source of hope and resolution. It isalso a“move towards a more biocentric
worldview, an extension of ethics, a broadening of humans' conception [...] to
include nonhuman life forms” (Branch et al., 1996, p. xiii). This study elucidates
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how the anchoring ideaof solastal gia, theorised as a consegquence of anthropogenic
environmental change, displays the chaotic scenario of natural catastrophesin
the water sphere of Kolleru. This article contributes to academic discussions on
the psychosocial impact of climate crisisin adeserted landscape that seemsto be
aspace devoid of human dignity, justice, and rights. It al so demonstrates how the
€co-memoir warns us about the upcoming eco-disaster and offerswell-documented
visionsof hopeto combat the apparent hopel essness of the subcontinental ecology.
While analysing the reasons for eco-grief associated with the psyche of the
villagers, Softly Diesa Lake negotiateswith the planetary necessity of incorporating
the ethics of ecological caring and reciprocity more than clinically illustrating
environmental entanglements for the betterment of the future.
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From Smile to Metaphor:
Writing Lifeand Liberty

Nimmi Nalika Menike

Abstract

Literature, as a space constructed through language, is often in harmony with nature
to create asafe environment to accommodate all forms of lifewhile offering aprofound
understanding of life and liberation, especially when the monotony of everyday life
and language becomes unbearable with itsinnumerable desiresfor power, control, and
ownership. Hence, this paper intends to delve into the idea of life and liberation
offered by Shyam Selvadurai in the Mansions of the Moon sheltering Yasodhara | eft
by Siddhartha. It aso explores how Selvadurai employs nature and the environment
to infuse Yasodhara with a deep sense of freedom from belonging and attachments.

K ey words: literature, nature, environment, liberation, belonging

This| have heard, mitto: A woman, thinking ariver calm and peaceful, entersit with
ablissful mind, intending to cleanse and rejuvenate herself. Yet, once she haswaded in,
shefindsherself caught in astrong current and swept along. Helpless, she watches her
clothes on the shore become specksin the distance. Soon, theriver narrows, the banks
drawing close, and she sees grass, sawgrass, reeds, creepers and bushes, all hanging
into theriver. As she goes past the grass, shetriesto cling toit, but it breaks off in her
hands. She clingsto the sawgrass next, but it cuts her hands. She clingsto the creeper,
the reeds, even the bushes, but nothing can withstand the current and she is carried
along by theriver. (Selvadurai, 2023, p. 359)

The abovelines quoted from Mansions of the Moon by Shyam Selvadurai implies
the impossibility of maintaining self-sameness due to the presence of the other.
The otherness, both anterior and interior to the self, interrupts the continuity of
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being with its fascination, obsession, and attachment to itself. This awareness of
thisimpossibility, however, cannot stop self-desirefor belonging. It instead creates,
asLevinas (1969) argues, awar-like situation where the self-attemptsto resist the
other. Thisresistance can be multifarious and getsfurther complex when caught in
language of words that fails to be exact of what it expresses, hence perpetually
ridden with the guilt of betrayal (Blanchot, 1995; Derrida, 2005). Understanding
many forms and means of resistance, therefore, is prerequisite not only to
understand how it affects our desireto love, respect, and honour or to hate, desert,
avenge and to murder another but also to realize and acknowledge how we approve
of violence for our safety, comfort, and benefit. Selvadurai’s Mansion of Moons
delineates such unsettling complexity and contradiction operativein humanswith
a critical examination of how desire for belonging and power with its various
ramifications become hindrance to human liberation from suffering.

Desireand Suffering

Selvadurai begins a journey in language, writing (about) the journey of
Siddharthawho stepped out from homein search of liberation. Thejourney without
a destination is an attempt that does not assure success. Perhaps, success is not
even acriterion or ameasurement for someonelike Siddarthawho walked into the
void leaving behind everything that he had in his possession making him yet
another agent of the discourse of power and success. Siddhartha's exploration of
liberation, first of all, demonstrates his vulnerable exposure to the outside and
readinessto accept what isto come. Such absolute opennessin Siddhartha s attempt
for liberty becomes fundamental to Selvadurai’s desire to write Mansions of the
Moon sheltering Yasodhara's suffering. Hisdesirefor writing isaddressed by writing
down the desires of Siddharatha and Yasodhara. Writing desire is a challenge that
demandsthewriter’s absol ute submission to language. Such surrender isprerequisite
to hisliberation asawriter. Therefore, to writeisto suffer in/from languagefor being
and language “free of any center” (Foucault, 1987, p. 25).

Selvadurai’s liberty with Siddhartha and Yasodhara happens through writing
in which he is unconditionally exposed to the suffering pertaining to the very
enterprise. Suffering isintegral to writing. He opens Mansions of the Moonswith
Yasodhara's longing for two things; one is “the deluge” against “THE HOT
SEASON”; theother istojoin “thewomenworkersintheraja’sfield” (Selvadurai,
2023, p. 1). However, none of them seemsto be possible. Considering theformer,
she can do nothing but wait till therain falls. Rain remains as a possibility though
the knowledge about the exact time of itscoming isimpossible. In any case, there
has been “an occasional drizzle” along with “thunder and rumbling in the skies’
(Selvaduria, 2023, p. 1). Hence, the only thing she can do is wait for the rain to
come. Yet, the latter is different in comparison to the former as it is a man-made
condition, therefore, can prolong till her last breath unlessshetakesan initiative to
challenge the constraints imposed on her. The novel informs us, on one hand,
about the strict command of conduct and behaviour demanded from Yasodara as
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awidow for ten years since the disappearance of Siddhartha. It, on the other hand,
hints at the possibility of inventing another condition against the one already
operative under arigid discourse of patriarchy. Therefore, IF Yasodharadesiresto
change her present condition, sheis capable of change. Nevertheless, the question
here is whether Yasodharais ready to confront her present condition. Selvadurai
offersusvarious approaches adopted by Yasodharato bear life after Siddharatha’'s
departure by metaphorically inventing her character with referenceto ariver —the
water, the ripples, the currents, the depth, the size, the flow, the banks and the
journey.

River as a metaphor is decisive in the novel as it evocatively presents and
expresses the difference between nature and the human. Selvadurai’s depiction of
Yasodhara sindefinitelonging for love, freedom, and stability for life communicates,
on the one hand, her attachment to the future through the attachments to pleasure
and pain inthe past, and, on the other hand, her detachment from the present. She
desireslife against the onein the present asif thereisanother life assuch, already
exterior and to be achieved, and we see her longing to welcome and embrace that
lifeagainst theonenow and here. Thewriter attemptsto write Yasodhara's condition,
unknown and unexplainable even to herself, through an indirect expression of a
metaphor. River, the “ central metaphor” inthe novel (Selvadurai, 2023, pp. xvii -
xviii), isthe only way not only for the writer to invent Yasodhara but also for the
fictional character Yasodharato invent her life, unavailingly though, against herself
being acharacter of astory offered to be narrated by anyoneincluding Siddhartha.
Yasodhara in the Mansions of the Moon can be empowered for liberation only
through a profound understanding of the sufferings that she endures being the
closest woman inthetal e of Siddhartha’slife wherein Siddhartha' sliberation from
samsaric suffering is magnificently erected and venerated.

Yasodhara svoyagefor liberation is presented through the self-analysis of her
life where language becomes instrumental to self-pity. When she hears the news
of the reappearance of Siddharthain the city of Rajagaha, she erupts with anger,
sadness, and frustration.

| wish he was dead, why is he aive, why?
(]

In her room, she paces, fingers twisting the pleats of her dhoti, then sits on a stool,
leaning forward, hands clasped tightly on her knees. “Yes, yes,” she murmurs, “why
isn’t he dead, why?’ Whatever ground she has gained in the last ten years, whatever
little stability and happiness she has found, is slipping away from her. No—he, her
former husband, has snatched it from her. (Selvadurai, 2023, p. 2)

LifeintheRiver

The commiseration often appears in the novel through Yasodhara's feelings
resulting in the comparison of her lifeto a“ seedpod” fallento theriver and carried
by “river current” (Selvadurai, 2023, pp 67). It shows ustwo different thingsat the
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sametime, situating herself against ariver: on oneside, her approachtolife; onthe
other side, her approach to theriver. Considering Yasodhara's mind asdepictedin
the novel, the former becomes meaningful only when it is seenin relation to and
with referenceto thelater. A seedpod iscrucial for the growth and dissemination of
some seeds. It is designed to contain another life within —the seed. The seed is
attached to theinner wall of the pod until it isadequately matured to beindependent
of the pod. When the time comes, either the pod splits open releasing the seed(s)
or just fallsto theground. In any case, it is destined to be separated from the thing
that it creates, contains, nourishes, and protects and is deprived of claiming
ownership to the same. Now, in the Mansion of the Moons, Yasodhara sees herself
likeaseed pod. Selvadurai’slanguage of the simile evokesthe natural and biological
function of afemale. It a so, on the other hand, hintsat the possibility of adangerous
gulf resulting from the act of comparison where language offers to present and
describe one through another; so, doing, oneis expected to be understood through
the other, for which knowledge of the other is prerequisite.

Now, the knowledge of the other through comparison becomes problematic as
it is based on the point of view of the self. Yasodharara's understanding through
the comparison of her life to the seedpod fallen to the river is derived from her
analytical skillsapplied ontheempirical. The conclusion of the comparisonis, first
of al, aresult of active participation of the self in seeing, reading, analyzing,
recogni zing, defining, naming, and | ocating the other. The nature and the function
of the seedpod that appearsin the language of comparison isthusno morethe one
in nature; it instead is the one moved in language — the one that of widowed
Yaosdhara in the Mansion of the Moons. Discussing the problematic of keeping
ultimate reliance on the expressionability of/in language, Blanchot (1982;1985) and
Derrida (2005) warn us against the possible betrayal of language asit cannot be
exact in expressing the intended. It expresses either more or less without being
exact. Hence, Yasodhara' s approach to analyzelife through comparison isalready
complex, perhaps even misleading since the gap between the thingsin comparison
gets widened depending on how one locates him/herself against the other on the
basis of the self-ability to seethe other. Theissue hereishow far can one see even
in the act of seeing? How can seeability define the difference between the two
things under comparison? On the other hand, how can this comparison help
Yasodharato change the present condition of her life? AsDerridaargues el sewhere,
one does not have to compare one thing with another as the difference between
thetwo cannot be eliminated at any rate. Therefore, Yasodhara'srealization of her
condition through the comparison can only aggravate her despair while
underestimating her capacity to survive separations and detachments. As
Selvadurai writes, Yasodhara continues with this knowledge gained through the
method of comparison until she realizes the meaninglessness of the same. The
distance between the two thingsin comparison continues despite thelinguistically
constructed link through the word like. The link collapses soon when the word is
removed and they are freeto movein any direction. Now, the challengein front of

Research and Criticism, | SSN 2229-3639 Page 86



Yasodhara is whether she is ready to let go of the word that links her life in
comparison to the seedpod fallen to theriver. And, that does not happen effortlessly
and overnight. Moreover, she should not wait until the word voluntarily resigns
fromthevocabulary; instead, she should try to find an exit from both theword and
the desirethat link her in comparison not only to the seedpod fallen to theriver but
also to all other nounsin language ready to be picked up to be compared to life.

The novel shows us how Yasodhara tries to find an exit from the stressful
present by shifting places and people with the purpose of finding a better life.
These shiftsfull of departuresand arrivals exhaust her like the woman’s character
in a story that she had heard. The woman in the story,

thinking ariver calm and peaceful, entersit with ablissful mind, intending to cleanse
and rejuvenate herself. Yet, once she haswaded in, shefinds herself caught in astrong
current and swept along. Helpless, she watches her clothes on the shore become
specksin the distance. Soon, theriver narrows, the banks drawing close, and she sees
grass, sawgrass, reeds, creepersand bushes, all hanging into theriver. As she goes past
the grass, she tries to cling to it, but it breaks off in her hands. She clings to the
sawgrass next, but it cuts her hands. She clings to the creeper, the reeds, even the
bushes, but nothing can withstand the current and she is carried along by the river.
(Selvadurai, 2023, p. 359)

A story can befascinating. Similarly, one can befascinated by astory to the extent
that she/he may feel the urge to identify herself/himself with a character in the
story. Yet, isit possibleto identify oneself with acharacter that isfound in astory
or otherwise? Thedesirefor identity can only continue asadesire which can never
be fulfilled as a whole due to the unavoidable relationship between self and the
other, wherein the arrival of the other and the otherness of the other cannot be
predicted and identified in advance. Hence, the resistance initiated by the self
against the other is futile for the self is unaware of how, what, when, and from
where the other can come. Now, coming back to the novel, Yasodhara's desire to
identify herself with reference to the woman’s character in the story that she had
heard is determined by how she had defined herself against the happenings of her
lifeintermsof asimileinlanguage - the seedpod. It isthrough the language of the
simile of the seedpod fallen to the river that she is positioned against the river
creating adistance between herself and theriver. Asdiscussed above, the distance
isprerequisiteto any simileinstrumental to comparison, and the distance between
the two things under comparison neither disappears nor does it get eliminated
despite its contribution to create an understanding and knowledge regarding the
same. The preposition like marks not only the distance and the proximity between
the two things under comparison but also the fact that one is different from the
other. Now, it isthis difference, on the one hand, that is exhibited in Yasodhara's
desireto identify herself with thewoman’s character in the story, and, on the other
hand, the impossibility of identifying herself as the woman in the character. The
difference-cum-gap isrewarding for both the women — Yasodharaand the character
—as it enables them to become other than who and what they are to themselves
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and to others. Thereward is of and from language for women who are caught in a
knowledge found through the language of comparison, and Selvarai leads the
movement of empowering Yasodhara to make use of the difference between her
and the character inthe story for her liberation so that she could become more than
acharacter in a story centered around Siddhartha.

Life-River

Thewriter moveswith Yasodharafrom one placeto another inlanguage, and in
each such movement is directed to outside and far from her comfort zone. The
repercussion of the grave incident between the Sakiya and the Koliyais the last
blow that hits Yasodharahard leaving her with no option but to |eave the husband's
pal ace and thelocality (Selvadurai, 2023, pp. 334 - 396). If not, she should decide
whether to bein ‘the courtesan houses or bonded slavery’ (Selvadurai, 2023, pp.
346-347). Consequently, she decidesto step outside both the palace and thelocality,
becoming amodel for other women around her to follow her, if interested. Asthe
writer suggests, it is a step taken into homel essness yet determined by the desire
to be admitted to the Order of the Awakened one. She pursues her purpose despite
several rejections by Siddharthauntil therequest is, at least, partially granted with
“eight rulesand all the others’. (Selvadurai, 2023, P. 395)

Selvadurai’swriting of Yasodhara stepping outside her shelter at the pinnacle
of her sufferings as a daughter, wife, mother, and awidow isawriting step of/for
liberation which, on the one hand, writes Yasodhara s endeavor for liberation from
sufferings by dismantling her desire to find life outside the present moment, and
on the other hand, enablesthewriter to liberate himself from the very thing that he
writes so that, as Blanchot (1995) argues, he isfreeto write again. Therefore, the
writing mo(ve)ment of liberation, whichisalso aliberating mo(ve)ment for both the
character and the writer, is the present moment wherein the writer moves by
becoming both language and writing at the same time while being the writer and
the one in writing — the character and the creator. In this mo(ve)ment of writing,
one becomes an-other without being aware of what it is becoming; it isaprocess
without having anything to be processed. Hence, one is free to become anything
or anyone without getting attached to any of that it becomes. It is such ultimate
liberation that is desired by Yasodhara after her years of suffering due to her
attachments to many things including her desire to understand herself in
comparison to aseedpod fallen to theriver — the simile. Selvadurai offershow her
desireto belikethe seedpod slowly drips away from her mind when she slowly yet
attentively gives up on fighting against the present— the moment, now and here,
which does not require any knowledge found upon analysis and comparison. The
need for anidentity and identification through the simile of the seedpod gradually
becomes insignificant to Yasodhara when she becomes passive in front of the
forceswhich are beyond her control. After many days of traveling from one place
to another under adverse conditions in search of liberation, she does not have
energy to resist anything any longer. All she can do isto accept life asit unfolds
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without “ expecting” it to bethisor that. Selvadurai writeshow Yasodaraisdelivered
to atruth at the bank of ariver with aresponse she gave to a question posed by
Rahula
“Amme,” Rahulasays after amoment, “in all the time you’ ve been here, my pita has
never cometo visit you.”

“Ah,” Yasodhara says, realizing for the first time the truth of this. “You are right,
putha. And here | wasn’t even aware that he hadn’t come.” After a moment, she
corrects herself. “Not unaware, but rather not expecting.”

Shetravelled for fifteen days, endured heat, bleeding feet, starvation, thirst, illness -
even the Waterless Wilderness. Sheis no longer the girl of sixteen who married her
cousin. Sheis not the wife who struggled to keep her husband in their marriage but
failed. Sheis not even the same kind of mother she was a few months ago. One self-
left Kapilavastu; adifferent self sits here on the banks of thisriver. And this new self
is also changing — yes, she can feel it — becoming less seedpod and more river.
(Selvadurai, 2023, P. 396)

Yasodhara's inner transformation is a result of an inward journey that started
happening along with her departure from the palace. Her wandering through fields
and forests with a wounded body and a mind to meet the Awaken one for his
approval of the entry of women to the Order takes her to the abyss of her being,
granting her the opportunity to meet many different beings bearing the same name
— Yasodara. Each Yasodarais related to the onein the present though the present
one is different from the former ones. No method or language of analysis or
comparison isadequateto identify and define the difference. On the other hand, it
is not possible for Yasodhara to turn back from the journey both outward and
inward at the sametime. Sheis exposed to the unknown unconditionally. In away,
it is better to say, she is defenselessly open to accept the condition of the outside.
However, her life within the shelters and the walls of any of her houses could not
educate or train her adequately to be aware of the nature of the natural world.
Similarly, her lifeasafemaleraised under thelimits of variousdiscourses of language
and culture invented by humansdid not allow her meet the crude being and crude
word within — nature, the unconditioned. Had she been exposed to the nature of
her inner being, she would have |eft the very desire to own adefinition to define
the onein flux; she would not have wasted her time and energy to define her form
and function in comparison to another thing from nature— seedpod. Nevertheless,
Selvadurai patiently takes time with Yasodhara until she realizes her delay in
understanding, let alone the impossihility of claiming ownership for anything or
anyone, theimpossibility of belonging to herself. She understands her delay only
when she is under the shelter of nature through which she is exposed to nature's
way. Among the many things of nature which exhibits nature’s way, she is
perpetually fascinated by the way of rivers. Selvadurai writesthe way of riversin
his flow of/in language. The constant flow is natural to theriver. No river triesto
go against the very thing that makesit river — the flow. Every river appearsasthe
locus of freedom asitisfreeto flow aimlessly. It appears asit flows; similarly, it
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flows as it appears. It presents itself all the time as fresh and different without
being attached to the past or future. Thus, it istestimony for both now and here.
This ever-changing nature of the river captures Yasodhara waiting for liberation
from suffering. She slowly learnsthat freedom is not something that can be brought
fromoutside. Itisaready therewithinif sheisready to free herself from the desire
for belonging. Theriver passing by murmursthe freedom in its each drop, ripple,
and flow, and Yasodhara in Selvadurai begins to free herself from the woman's
character in the story who had compared her lifeto aseedpod fallento ariver. And,
she is no longer the one being carried by the current of the river; instead, sheis
becoming the river — thought, language, life, and living.

Here, Yasodharais certainly no longer available to herself as simile; instead,
sheishbecoming ametaphor by becoming “moreriver” which isbeyond comparison
as sheis perhaps not yet theriver. There is something in between the actual river
and her “becoming moreriver” that isunnamable and indefinablein the language
of word, and it is perhaps through this narrow space between the two that Yasodhara
realizesthe ultimate bliss of being detached from theties of al kinds. Nevertheless,
the idea of freedom that emerges in Yasodharais not, perhaps, the one suggested
by the Awakened One, Siddhartha; rather, one that of Yasodhara offered by
Selvadurai in language that is not conditioned by any given discourse of religion,
gender, or community, hence, as Foucault (1987) argues referring to Blanchot's
works, “free of any center, unfettered to any native soil” (p.25).
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Han Kang and the Dendrocene

Riccardo Gramantieri

Abstract

The recent award of the Nobel Prize in Literature to the South Korean writer Han
Kang has drawn attention to her psychological novel The Vegetarian (2007), the story
of'a woman who refuses to eat. Although it has mainly been read from a posthuman
point of view, or as a clinical case of an eating disorder, its strong symbolism lends
itself to ecological considerations, especially when read together with the short story
“The Fruit of My Woman” (2000), which represents a first, more fantastic and
optimistic, version. In both stories, the woman stops eating in order to feed only on
sunlight, like a plant. This symbolism of the tree allows us to share the ecofeminist
interpretations made so far and, at the same time, to see the stories as an eschatology,
a vision of a future geological era, which we can call the Dendrocene, in which plants
will have replaced mankind and thus cancelled the power it exercises over nature.

Keywords: Dendrocene, Han Kang, “The Fruit of My Woman”, The Vegetarian,
Trees.

Introduction

The term Dendrocene, although not yet fully used, is not unknown in literary
criticism: for example, Birgit Spengler used it in her analysis of The Overstory by
Richard Powers (2019, p. 84); Laura op de Beke, Joost Raessens and Stefan Werning
define it as an “age of the tree” in which “felling or even damaging trees has
become [synonymous with] murder” (2024, p. 39). In this sense, we will read two
texts by Han Kang, winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature in 2024. The author of
some novels with a strong historical and social connotation, such as Human Act
(20| 2Cf, 2014) and We Do Not Part Part (&2ietx/ 2=t 2021), she is best known
for The Veegetarian (#4/79/4, 2007). Read primarily as a clinical case study of an eating
disorder (Macsiniuc, 2017; Kim W-C., 2019; Almeida, Santos, 2020; Choudhury,
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2021; Ratra, 2023), and at the same time as an example of posthumanism (Biscaia,
2019; Kim M., 2020; Tsimpauki, 2021; Zhang, 2021), and a critique of patriarchy
(Bose, 2017; Beeston, 2020; O’Key, 2022; Finck, 2022; Tabor, 2024), the novel has
a strong symbolic value that allows it to be read as an eschatology, a vision of a
future age that we can call the Dendrocene, in which plants will have replaced
humans. In awarding her the Nobel Prize in Literature, the Swedish Academy said
about her “intense poetic prose deals with historical traumas and exposes the
fragility of the human being”,! concentrating on two characteristic elements of her
writing: the representation of the historical facts of her country and her style. The
jury’s choice speaks of human fragility, which is particularly evident in The
Vegetarian, the story of a woman who does not become a vegetarian, as the title
suggests, but who stops eating anything and feeds only on sunlight, like a plant,
a fragile human being who feels forced to change. The interpretation of the novel
as a story of refusal to conform to the domination of male society and the culture
of meat consumption is only partial, and for this reason even the posthumanist
and feminist readings that have been made examine only some aspects of the
story, leaving out the ecological aspect, which is instead implied by the woman’s
transformation into a tree. In her intimate intentions, the woman wants to abandon
the human condition and evolve to the state of a plant. A reading that is confirmed
by “The Fruit of My Woman” (L{O{Xt2| &, 2000) from the novel is based on, the
comparison of which allows us to read the text beyond the parameters of
posthumanism and feminism, situating it within environmental theories, from
ecofeminism and beyond, reading “The Fruit of My Woman” and The Veegetarian
as a description of the transition from the current Anthropocene to the Dendrocene.

Thestory and thenovel

The story “The Fruit of My Woman” was published in Korea in 2000 and
translated into English in the British online magazine Granta in January 2016.
Divided into chapters, the first six told by the husband and the seventh by the
unnamed protagonist, who ideally confesses to her mother, it is the story of the
gradual transformation of a woman into a plant. It all begins with blue-green spots
on the skin, which the woman thinks are bruises, and the urge to undress in the
sunlight. She starts drinking a lot of water and “can’t even manage half a bowl of
rice in a whole day” (Kang, 2000, § 2). She also notices that she has a heightened
perception of vegetal things, because even if she doesn’t see them, everything
seems “fresher, more alive” (Kang, 2000, § 7); he hears the sprouting of buds, the
opening of petals in places near and far, and the larvae emerging from the cocoon.
The husband is not frightened by this change: “My wife had never been so
beautiful” (Kang, 2000, § 6). Gradually, the wife stopped speaking, her body turned
completely blue-green and her legs began to cramp, preventing her from moving.
She dreams of becoming a poplar, of breaking through the ceiling, of growing and
soaring. When winter comes, her feet are put in pots, a bundle of roots sprouts
from the inside of her thighs and dark red flowers bloom from her breasts. The arms
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are branches. At the end of her life cycle, she ejects seeds as big as a pomegranate
from her mouth. The husband collects them and plants them, hoping that the
following spring the woman will be reborn by sprouting.

While the story is an intimate one in which the transformation is welcomed by
her husband, The Vegetarian is a completely different tale. Whereas in the story
the plant-woman continues to love her human husband while anticipating the
evolution of the human species, in the novel the woman is indifferent to her
husband and soon to the entire human race, which she sees as an increasingly
violent species. Divided into three parts, the first narrated by the husband, the
second by the brother-in-law and the third by the sister, as if the protagonist had
never had a voice of her own, it all begins when Yeong-hye dreams of a deserted
plain and a barn from which she escapes, stained with the blood of slaughtered
flesh. From that moment on, she stops eating meat, a refusal that reaches its peak
when the couple is invited to her parents’ house and her father tries to force her to
eat it. In rebellion, Yeong-hye slashes her wrists with a knife. The second part
takes place two years later. Hospitalised for her injuries, she is transferred to a
mental institution after being found topless in the garden, feeding on the sunlight.
After her husband leaves her, she lives with her sister and her brother-in-law, a
video artist. The latter is struck by the fact that Yeong-hye still has the Mongolian
mark on her buttocks, a blue birthmark that usually disappears with development.
This mark on her skin becomes an erotic obsession for him, and he imagines her
painted with flowers, so he decides to make a video work with erotic content,
painting her body and turning her into a real plant. Yeong-hye refuses to perform
the sexual act for the video work, but when her brother-in-law has flowers painted
on her body, Yeong-hye not only does not reject him, but even provokes him to
have sex with her. Discovered by his sister In-hye, the man tries to jump off the
balcony, but Yeong-hye is hospitalised instead. In the third episode, set a year
after the previous one, she has stopped eating altogether and is admitted to the
clinic, where she is diagnosed with a form of schizophrenia. Her sister, a woman
well integrated into society and a professional, tries to understand Yeong-hye’s
motivations, as she is often found upside down, immobile, convinced that her
arms are roots and her legs are branches. Destined to be fed through a tube and
then sedated to prevent her vomiting, she is taken to the civil hospital to avoid
death.

In many ways, the novel develops in the opposite direction to the short story.
While “The Fruit of My Woman” is a fantasy story of transformation, The
Vegetarian is realistic, and the transformation into a plant is described as a
psychiatric delusion; in the story, the husband isolates himself from the world to
remain close to his mutant wife, while in the novel Yeong-hye is abandoned by
him; in the story, the epidermal photosynthesis is completely real, with the skin
turning blue-green, while in the novel there is only the Mongolian spot to emphasize
the difference from the normal epidermis, and the transformation into a plant is left
to the brother-in-law’s body art. What the two texts have in common is the
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presentation of it is the idea that the human species can evolve into something
else, real in the story and hallucinated in the novel.

Thenarrativeof thedendrocene

The Vegetarian has been widely read as a posthuman history in its various
declinations (Bose, 2017); Biscaia, 2019; Kim W-C., 2019; Beeston, 2020; Kim M.,
2020; Alos, 2021; Tsimpauki, 2021; Zhang, 2021; O’Key, 2022; Kim E., 2024; Tabor,
2024), a theoretical model that includes environmental considerations. It should be
noted that the various “post” movements are in themselves post-anthropocentric,
so it makes sense to include considerations of nature in a novel considered an
example of posthumanism. The majority of critics who have dealt with it have
highlighted the themes of complaint, the aspects that we could call “negative”,
such as the lack of consideration for Yeong-hye from her husband and father, the
lack of comfort from her mother and the lack of understanding from her sister.
Instead, Rosa Moreno Redondo suggested, without going further, that Yoeng-
hye intends to “to change her nature and stop being human” (2019, p. 21), a
consideration that can suggest a dendrocentric vision and a “positive” interpretation
of history, including the acquisition of new and purposeful characteristics; a reading
that highlights aspects of ecofeminism and, at the same time, proposes a different
vision of the future environment.

The word Dendrocene is derived from the Greek 8¢vdpov, déndro (tree) and
the sufﬁxK(xw(')g , cene, (new, recent), the latter a word used as the second element
of compound terms to indicate the geological chronology of planet Earth, such as
Eocene, Miocene and the recent Anthropocene. With Dendrocene we can literally
mean a post-anthropocene era in which plant life has replaced human life.?

A dendrocentric reading is therefore one that not only refers to the post-
anthropocene, but also goes beyond the posthuman body and the post-human
environment. Many critics who have read The Viegetarian have already emphasised
the environment: Shilpa Bright spoke of an “ecofeminist novel” (Bright, 2021, p.
397), meaning that just as there seems to be no solution to the exploitation of
women, there seems to be no solution to the exploitation of nature, as theorised by
ecofeminism, which explains the causes of environmental degradation in terms of
the need for male domination over nature. The term ecofeminism was first used by
the novelist and essayist Frangoise d’Eaubonne in Le féminisme ou lamort (1974)
and popularised in the Anglo-Saxon world by Susan Griffin’s Woman and Nature
(1978). Kang’s novel has been analysed from this perspective by Gizem Damla
Cakmak (2021), Christa Grewe-\blpp (2024, pp. 48, 52), and Rincy Chandran and
Geetha R. Pai (2017, p. 26) who equate the environment with the female body. Here
we will try to go beyond the male-female dualism, that is, to go beyond the anthropos,
to situate ourselves in the context of the non-human environment.

Yeong-hye rejects the violence of the human species and wants to become a
plant, and Kang describes situations that are the antithesis of human. When her
brother-in-law tries to seduce her, she rejects him and pushes him away, but when
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he paints flowers on his body and becomes a plant-man, it is she who seduces him.
In other words, she only becomes sexually receptive when her painted body is no
longer human but a plant. Yeong-hye rejects the human. She is dehumanised (Kim
E., 2024, p. 149). She gets rid of the human part of her person. Abhignya Sajja is one
of the few scholars to emphasise not the flight from the human world, but the
desire to become one with nature: “The Fruit of My Woman” “can be read as a
metaphor urging the readership to strive to reach back to their roots, embrace
nature and adopt ethical, peacefully co-existent modes of life. The gradual transition
from human (woman) to plant is seen as a journey from being ruthlessly inhuman
to becoming one with nature” (2021, p. 43), and the novel, though less explicitly,
moves in the same direction. Fiona Joshi and Anishya Dani get to the heart of the
novel when they write: “Yeong Hye’s veganism helped her to remain one with
nature. The more she isolated herself from the society, the more she was united
with nature” (2022, p. 40).> However, they do not develop the idea of Yeong-hye as
alien to human society, preferring to focus on the theme of trauma.

The protagonists of Kang’s two stories become part of the environment. In
“The Fruit of My Woman”, the unnamed protagonist unknowingly undresses
completely and exposes herself to the sun on the veranda: “Not knowing if anyone
could see me... and not even trying to hide myself...  mean, like [ was some crazy
woman!” (Kang, 2000, § 2). Crazy, that is, without human consciousness and at the
mercy of a vegetative unconscious* in search of photosynthesis to mutate into a
new species. Yeong-hye’s personality expands: she hears the leaves and insects
moving. She even senses the growth of plants. While in the story the husband
facilitates the transformation by planting his wife’s seeds in the vases, in the novel
this evolutionary path to dendrocene is blocked by human action. Her husband,
father, mother and sister all try in different ways to stop Yeong-hye’s evolution,
but this does not mean that her transformation, even if only psycho-symbolic, has
not begun. From the beginning, the woman is less and less human: When her
husband finds her in front of the refrigerator, she is “motionless” (Kang, 2007, p.
7); the family members think that words are enough to make her eat (“just tell her
not to follow this diet”, p. 28), says the mother-in-law to Yeong-hye’s husband)
but she, a plant woman, is as if she doesn’t understand these words because they
are human, and vice versa, the family members don’t understand the few words
she says; In the morning, at breakfast with her husband, she kept “her lips pressed
firmly closed as per usual, clearly not paying the slightest bit of attention to
anything I might be saying” (pp. 31-32). Even in the second part of the novel there
are signs of this dendrocentrism: the Mongolian bush is something ancient and
pre-evolutionary (Marcati, 2020, p. 437), or a trace of photosynthesis. The woman’s
voice “had no weight to it, like feathers. It was neither gloomy nor absentminded,
as might be expected of someone who was ill. But it wasn’t bright or light-hearted
either. It was the quiet tone of a person who didn’t belong anywhere, someone
who had passed into a border area between states of being” (Kang, 2007, p. 63).
She became like a landscape: “Rather than provoking lust, it was a body that made
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one want to rest one’s gaze quietly upon it” (2007, p. 65). After her brother-in-law
has painted her with flowers, she demands that the paint never disappear: now
that she is a plant, she wants to remain so, as if in a state of perpetual flowering. In
the third part, when she escapes from the clinic, she is found in the woods: “Look,
sister, ’'m doing a handstand; leaves are growing out of my body, roots are sprouting
out of my hands...they delve down into the earth. Endlessly, endlessly...yes, 1
spread my legs because [ wanted flowers to bloom from my crotch; I spread them
wide...” (2007, p. 107). While it is natural to think that trees stand with their heads
(foliage) at the top and their legs (roots or feet) at the bottom, anthropomorphically,
she, who is no longer human, correctly positions herself in reverse,® with her arms
in the earth to collect nourishment and act as roots, while her legs, spread apart
from which the sprouting foliage emerges, stretch towards the sun. She says: “I’m
not an animal anymore, sister, [...] I don’t need to eat, not now. I can live without
it. All Ineed is sunlight” (2007, p. 128). And again: “Sister...all the trees of the world
are like brothers and sisters” (2007, p. 144). She already belongs to another species
and the drugs have no effect on her.

Conclusions:. therevealing dream of thedendr ocene against human power

According to psychoanalysis, dream interpretation, and therefore the dream
itself, is “ The royal road to a knowledge of the unconscious activities of the mind”
(Freud, 1900, p. 608); that is, it reveals what has been repressed and forgotten.
There are many dreams in both “The Fruit of My Woman” and The Vegetarian,
and several critics have identified their function within the narrative (Kim W-C.,
2019; Raimy, 2020; O’Key, 2022). The interpretations so far have been Freudian,
and the dream of weeping would be evidence of a repressed trauma. Becoming a
plant would therefore be a reaction to something unpleasant that one does not
want to remember. A dendrocentric interpretation, on the other hand, requires a
vision not of the past but of the future. The psychological models proposed by
psychoanalysts such as Carl Gustav Jung and the post-Freudian Wilfred R. Bion
can support the dendrocentric thesis.

Jung did not believe that dreams were necessarily the expression of a trauma
that had been repressed because it was unpleasant; rather, he believed that they
were the description of a meaning that was not clearly given and that stemmed
from an unsolved problem. At the same time, he believed that they were a
compensatory dream representation in terms of the attitude of consciousness, and
that they were teleological, that is to say, predictive in the sense that they gave
meaning to a situation that was incomprehensible in the present but would be so
in the future. On his part, Bion theorises something similar when he writes that the
dream corresponds to a process of digestion of the truth, which produces knowledge
and contributes to the creation of a kind of déja-vu, which he calls memoir of the
future,® that is “Prophecy without foresight. Prophetic hindsight” (Bion, 1992, p.
392).

In “The Fruit of My Woman” there is a dream at the origin of everything: “I
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dream that I’'m growing tall as a poplar. I pierce through the roof of the balcony and
through that of the floor above, the fifteenth floor, the sixteenth floor, shooting up
through concrete and reinforcing rods until I break through the roof at the very
top. Flowers like white larvae wriggle into blossom at my tallest extremities. My
trachea sucks up clear water, so taut it seems it will burst, my chest thrusts up to
the sky and I strain to stretch out each branching limb. This I how I escape from
this flat. Every night, mother, every night the same dream” (Kang, 2000, § 7). Even
in The Vegetarian, Yeong-hye’s dreams do not represent a trauma from the past,
but rather foreshadow a future state. More specifically, the dawn of the age of
plants, the Dendrocene. It is true that the forest can be a symbol of impenetrability
(traumas removed, therefore invisible), but it is also true that the plant, the tree, is
also a symbol of the vital content of the unconscious, since it is rooted in the
earth. Yeong-hye, who penetrates the earth with her arms, is the human being who
sinks into the mineral and inanimate world in order to become part of it. Yeong-hye
dreams “Dark woods. No people. The sharp-pointed leaves on the trees, my torn
feet. This place, almost remembered, but I’m lost now. Frightened. Cold” (Kang,
2007, p. 16). At first, she is afraid, but in a later dream, “I was alone, the only thing
remaining in all of infinite space” (2007, p. 22), aware of a different role in a post-
anthropocene world where there are no animals or humans. The protagonists’
dreams describe an ancestral link between the distant past and the distant future
(non-human eras), Dendrocene eras where there were and will be no carnivores,
only the sun and water necessary for plant growth. As Yeong-hye explains to her
sister: “Well, I was in a dream, and I was standing on my head...leaves were
growing from my body, and roots were sprouting from my hands...so I dug down
into the earth. On and on...I wanted flowers to bloom from my crotch, so I spread
my legs; I spread them wide... [...] I need to water my body. I don’t need this kind
of food, sister. I need water” (pp. 123-124). Dreams prefigure future behaviour, and
Kang’s two texts describe a world in which human domination is cancelled out by
the silent domination of plants, a situation that “The Fruit of My Woman” assumes
to be utopian (there is no resistance from the husband) and The Viegetarian assumes
to be dystopian (the men - the husband and the father - reject Yeong-hye’s change;
the women do not understand it). This is a speech that will become typical of
Kang, who will address the theme of silent resistance, against life itself in Greek
Lessonszs|zio) Ajzt 2011) and against power in Human Acts.

Notes

1 https://www.theguardian.com/books/2024/oct/11/tell-us-what-does-nobel-laureate-
han-kangs-literature-mean-to-you

2 This is a theme that is symbolically present in many literary works. For example, in
the “Dialogue between a Folletto and a Gnome” in Giacomo Leopardi’s Operette
Morali, a gnome is sent by his mother to find out why men “haven’t bothered us for
a while, and in his whole kingdom there’s not a single one to be seen”. After meeting
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an elf, he reveals that they are all dead. The gnome is initially concerned, fearing that
the world will end without human things to mark the time, but the elf tells him that
this is not the case. It is true that the humans thought “For not only did they believe
that there was no other reason for everything in the world to exist, except for their
personal use and benefit, but they also thought that, in comparison with the human
race, it all was of no consequence whatsoever” (Leopardi, 1824, p. 93), but it is also
true that, just as in ancient times there were other species of animals that no longer
exist, the world still exists,and “the Earth doesn’t feel that there is anything missing”
(p. 95).

3 FionaJoshi and Anishya Dani refer to Attention Restoration Theory (ART) developed
by Rachel and Stephen Kaplan: “the time spent with nature or admiring nature can
improve the mental fatigue and concentration of people. It can also relieve people
from stress and help them lead a peaceful life. In this novel the protagonist experiences
unexpected stress which revolves in her in the form of dreams and memories of
childhood violence. Therefore Yeong-Hye tries to become one with nature which
relieves her guilt of violence. For her, nature acts as the only cure which would relieve
her from all the emotional torments” (Joshi, Dani, 2022, p. 41).

4 Thatthe elements of the environment (trees) are connected with man is a bold hypothesis
by Jung, who in the fourth conference of his seminars on Zarathustra in 1935 said: “the
tree being a plant represents a very different kind of life from an animal; usually warm-
blooded animals have red blood for instance, so the plant must represent a life which is
really quite strange to what we would call life. And since such a symbol is used and
always has been used by the collective unconscious, we must assume that we have some
notion within of a kind of life in ourselves which is not animal life. This is of course a
very bold hypothesis, but what do we know, after all? [...] Now, if you assume that the
life of the collective unconscious is life in general, not only the life of the human species
but perhaps also of animals, monkeys, horses, elephants, snakes even, then why not go
further and include the life of plants? Why not assume that they are at the very
foundation of our life, engrammes or archetypes which contain also the potentiality of
plantlife?” (Jung, 1934-1939, p. 515-516). A Jungian interpretation of the tree symbolism
in Kang’s work is developed in Gramantieri (2024).

5 In Eastern belief: the acevattha tree has roots above and branches below. As in the
principle of yoga, it tends inwards (arms into the earth): “outward things no longer
affect an ego-bound consciousness, thus giving rise to mutual attachment, but that an
empty consciousness stands open to another influence. This “other” influence is no
longer felt as one’s own activity, but as that of a non-ego which has the conscious
mind as its object. It is as if the subject-character of the ego had been overrun, or taken
over, by another subject which appears in place of the ego” (Jung, 1939, § 890)

6 A Memoir of the Future is also the title Bion gave to his trilogy written during his
Californian period. It consists of The Dream (1975), The Past Presented (1977) and
The Dawn Of Oblivion (1979).
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Cultural Ecological Knowledge in IFA
Poetry and Yoruba Spirituality

Kehinde Oyetimi

Abstract

This study investigates the rich environmental symbolism within Ifa poetry, focusing on
its literary portrayal of Yoruba ecological wisdom and its broader implications for sustainability
and conservation. In Yoruba cosmology, nature is not merely a physical entity but an
interconnected web of spiritual, ethical, and ecological significance, where every element of the
environment holds intrinsic value and a functional role in maintaining balance. This paper
explores specific verses within Ifa poetry where natural elements such as trees, rivers, animals,
and seasons serve as potent symbols that communicate principles of environmental harmony,
ethical land stewardship, and sustainable resource management. For example, in the Odu Ifa of
IrosunMeji, the iroko tree is revered as a sacred entity embodying resilience, stability, and
equilibrium, symbolizing the Yoruba belief in respecting old-growth forests, preserving
biodiversity, and recognizing the wisdom embedded in ancient natural landscapes. Another
critical verse from OyekuMeji underscores the cyclical nature of water and its spiritual significance,
portraying rivers as ancestral entities that sustain life, demand reverence, and must be protected
to ensure the community’s survival and prosperity. Additionally, the study examines Obara
Meji, which employs the tortoise as a metaphor for patience, wisdom, and foresight, reinforcing
the value of long-term planning, sustainable resource use, and environmental stewardship in
Yoruba tradition. By interrogating these verses, the paper reveals how Ifa poetry encapsulates
a form of ecological wisdom that advocates for a respectful and reciprocal relationship with the
environment, aligning with contemporary discussions on conservation and ethical ecological
practices. This analysis contributes to the field of ecocriticism by positioning Ifa poetry as an
indigenous literary tradition with profound environmental ethics, demonstrating that oral
traditions are not only cultural artifacts but also repositories of ecological knowledge. In doing
so, it highlights the enduring relevance of Yoruba environmental consciousness in shaping
sustainable practices, offering valuable insights into how cultural heritage can inform modem
environmental discourse and policy.

Keywords: Environmental symbolism, Ifa poetry, Yoruba ecological wisdom, Ecocriticism
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Introduction

Ifa poetry, an essential component of Yoruba oral tradition, serves as both a spiritual
guide and a cultural archive, encapsulating the wisdom and beliefs of the Yoruba
people. Rooted in the ancient divinatory practice of Ifa, this poetry represents a
comprehensive system of knowledge that encompasses philosophy, history, ethics,
and natural science. In the Yoruba worldview, nature is not seen merely as a
physical landscape but as an interconnected web of life, rich with spiritual energy
and meaning. Ifa poetry, thus, plays a pivotal role as a repository of ecological
wisdom, imparting values that emphasize balance, sustainability, and reverence
for the natural world.

Within the Yoruba cosmology, nature is imbued with spiritual significance,
seen in the sacred regard for rivers, forests, animals, and other elements as
embodiments of orisha (deities) and ancestral spirits. Ifa verses often highlight
these elements, using symbolic language to convey ecological principles and
ethical relationships with the environment. The iroko tree, for instance, symbolizes
resilience and the importance of conserving biodiversity, while rivers represent
continuity and the necessity of water conservation for communal survival. Through
its richly symbolic language and cultural metaphors, Ifa poetry educates listeners
on the principles of harmony and reciprocity with nature, urging a lifestyle that
aligns with the natural cycles and spiritual rhythms of the earth.

In the context of ecological wisdom, Ifa poetry can be seen as a powerful
medium of indigenous environmental knowledge. It offers insights into sustainable
practices, such as the preservation of sacred groves and the responsible use of
natural resources, underscoring the Yoruba belief in the interdependence of all
living things.This research aims to critically examine the environmental symbolism
embedded in Ifa poetry and its profound reflection of Yoruba ecological knowledge.
By situating the symbolic representations of natural elements such as trees, rivers,
animals, and seasons within selected verses of Ifa poetry, the study seeks to
uncover how these elements convey principles of sustainability, environmental
ethics, and harmonious coexistence with nature.

The scope of this research extends to analyzing the cultural, spiritual, and
ecological dimensions of Ifa poetry, situating it within the broader framework of
indigenous environmental knowledge systems. Through a focused exploration of
specific Odu Ifa (divinatory verses), such as IrosunMeji, Oyeku Meji, and Obara
Meji, this study will highlight the interconnectedness of Yoruba cosmology and
ecological wisdom. It will also explore the relevance of these teachings in addressing
contemporary environmental challenges, emphasizing their potential contributions
to global discourses on sustainability and ethical environmental stewardship.

This study employs ecocriticism and indigenous ecological knowledge (IEK)
as complementary theoretical lenses for analyzing Ifa poetry. Ecocriticism, as a
literary theory, explores the intricate relationship between literature and the
environment, emphasizing how texts reflect, critique, and engage with ecological
themes and human interactions with nature. It provides a framework for
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understanding the environmental symbolism within Ifa poetry, focusing on how
its verses articulate sustainable practices, ecological balance, and reverence for
natural elements (Glotfelty & Fromm, 1996). This approach allows for the
interrogation of Ifa poetry as a cultural expression that addresses broader ecological
concerns while emphasizing the interdependence of humanity and the environment.

Indigenous Ecological Knowledge (IEK) refers to the rich reservoir oftraditional
environmental wisdom, practices, and worldviews that indigenous communities
develop through sustained interactions with their ecosystems. It acknowledges
that indigenous knowledge systems, such as Yoruba cosmology, encapsulate
ethical principles for environmental stewardship and sustainability. Through the
lens of IEK, Ifa poetry is positioned as a repository of Yoruba ecological wisdom,
wherein natural symbols like rivers, trees, and animals embody ethical relationships
with the environment and highlight sustainable practices grounded in cultural
values (Berkes, 2018).

Together, these frameworks illuminate how Ifa poetry intertwines cultural
identity, spiritual beliefs, and ecological ethics, offering insights into the relevance
of Yoruba ecological knowledge in addressing contemporary environmental
challenges. By combining literary analysis and ecological perspectives, this study
underscores the universality and applicability of indigenous knowledge systems
in fostering global sustainability discourses.

Yoruba Cosmology and the Interconnectedness of Nature

In Yoruba cosmology, nature transcends the physical realm, embodying an
interconnected system where the spiritual, ethical, and ecological dimensions coexist
harmoniously. The Yoruba worldview envisions the natural world as a sacred and
dynamic entity, integral to maintaining cosmic equilibrium. This holistic perspective
is deeply rooted in the cultural belief that every element of nature, whether animate
or inanimate, is imbued with spiritual essence and intrinsic value. Consequently,
natural elements are revered not merely for their utilitarian purposes but for their
roles in sustaining both human life and spiritual balance (Falola & Akinrinade,
2017).

Nature serves as a vital conduit for communication between humans and the
divine in Yoruba thought. Rivers, mountains, forests, and animals are often
perceived as manifestations of orica (deities) or symbolic representations of spiritual
principles. For instance, Ocun, the river goddess, is venerated not only as a source
of water but as a divine embodiment of fertility, nurturing, and healing, underscoring
the interdependence of human life and natural resources (Adejumo, 2018). Similarly,
the iroko tree, often featured in sacred Ifa verses, represents resilience, continuity,
and protection, epitomizing the Yoruba philosophy of maintaining balance within
the ecosystem (Olajubu, 2020).

This spiritual connection to nature is further reflected in Yoruba ethical practices.
Central to this worldview is the principle of reciprocity—humans are expected to
treat the environment with respect and reverence, recognizing its intrinsic value
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beyond exploitation. Acts such as deforestation, pollution, and overextraction of
resources are viewed not merely as environmental degradation but as moral and
spiritual violations that disrupt the delicate equilibrium of the cosmos (Ajibade,
2019). For instance, the Yoruba adage, Aiyeloja, orunnile (“The earth is the
marketplace; the spirit world is home™), emphasizes the transient nature of human
life and the importance of living harmoniously with the environment to ensure
spiritual and communal prosperity (Abimbola, 2006).

The role of Ifa poetry in preserving and transmitting these beliefs cannot be
overstated. Embedded within its verses are profound ecological teachings that
advocate sustainable practices and emphasize humanity’s reciprocal relationship
with nature. For example, Ifa poetry often personifies natural elements, imbuing
them with agency and highlighting their role in sustaining both physical and
spiritual well-being. This perspective challenges reductionist and anthropocentric
approaches to environmental management, advocating instead for an integrative
model that respects the interconnectedness of all life forms.

In Yoruba culture, Ifa poetry holds a central place as both a spiritual and ethical
guide, embodying a deep reservoir of wisdom that extends beyond the religious
and cultural spheres into practical aspects of life, particularly the environment.
The verses of Ifa, as revealed through the Odu Ifa (sacred texts), provide not only
spiritual direction but also serve as ecological blueprints, offering insights on how
to maintain harmony with the natural world. This dual function of Ifa poetry—
spiritual guidance and ecological sustainability—stems from the Yoruba belief
that nature is a divine creation and that human survival and prosperity are
inextricably linked to how we interact with the environment (Adejumo, 2018).

At its core, Ifa poetry articulates a worldview in which nature is sacred and
imbued with spiritual significance. In this framework, natural elements are not seen
as mere resources to be exploited, but as sentient beings that must be treated with
reverence. Rivers, trees, animals, and even the seasons are revered as manifestations
of divine energy or orica, each with specific roles in the cosmic balance. Through its
verses, Ifa emphasizes that the natural world is a dynamic and interconnected system
where every element plays a role in sustaining life (Falola & Akinrinade, 2017).

For example, in the Odu Ifa of Irosun Meji, the iroko tree is extolled as a symbol
of strength, longevity, and spiritual resilience. This tree, revered in Yoruba
cosmology, is not just a physical organism but is recognized as an ancestral entity
with profound symbolic significance. The preservation of the iroko tree, therefore,
becomes an act of maintaining spiritual balance and ecological harmony. Ifa verses
encourage the respect and care of such trees, aligning ecological preservation
with spiritual practice (Olajubu, 2020). In this sense, Ifa poetry becomes a practical
guide for maintaining biodiversity, illustrating the necessity of protecting sacred
flora to uphold both ecological and spiritual well-being.

Similarly, Ifa verses frequently underscore the importance of rivers as spiritual
and life-giving forces. The Ocun river, dedicated to the goddess of fertility, is
highlighted in the verses of Oyeku Meji as both a physical and spiritual resource.

Research and Criticism, ISSN 2229-3639 Page 104



In Yoruba tradition, the river is not only the source of water but also a life-sustaining
deity whose protection is paramount. Ifa poetry thus urges the preservation of
clean water sources, not only for physical survival but to ensure spiritual prosperity
and communal harmony (Adejumo, 2018). Such teachings underscore an ecological
ethic that goes beyond environmental conservation, emphasizing a reciprocal
relationship between humanity and the natural world.

The verses of Ifa also advocate for the sustainable use of natural resources.
The Obara Meji verse speaks to the wisdom of the tortoise, which symbolizes
patience, foresight, and strategic planning. The tortoise’s deliberate and measured
movements serve as a metaphor for sustainable resource management. The lessons
imparted in these verses encourage individuals to practice long-term planning and
to engage in responsible stewardship of the environment. Just as the tortoise’s
slow and thoughtful movement ensures survival, the careful and respectful use of
nature’s resources guarantees the continued flourishing of future generations
(Ajibade, 2019).

Thus, Ifa verses function as a practical guide for living in harmony with nature
by offering ecological wisdom embedded within spiritual teachings. These verses
convey that to disrupt nature—whether through deforestation, water pollution, or
unsustainable resource use—is not only an ecological offense but a moral and
spiritual violation that impacts the community and the universe as a whole. In this
regard, Ifa poetry fosters an integrated understanding of ecology, ethics, and
spirituality, teaching respect for the natural world as a sacred, interconnected
entity (Abimbola, 20006).

Environmental Symbolism in Ifa Poetry

Environmental symbolism in Ifa poetry reflects the deep connection between
nature and spirituality in Yoruba cosmology. Natural elements such as rivers, trees,
animals, and the earth serve as metaphors for wisdom, transformation, and divine
intervention. Through these symbols, Ifa poetry conveys moral lessons, societal
values, and the dynamic relationship between humans and their environment.

i. Trees as Symbols of Resilience and Balance

The Iroko tree, known as “ir6ko” in Yoruba, is one of the most significant trees
in Yoruba cosmology and Ifa literary traditions, symbolizing resilience, stability,
and spiritual authority. In the Odu Ifa Irosun Meji, the Iroko tree is deeply embedded
within the metaphysical and ethical teachings of Ifa, serving as a bridge between
the human and spirit worlds. The tree’s towering presence, deep roots, and
longevity make it a potent metaphor for endurance, ancestral wisdom, and balance
in the Yoruba worldview. The verse from IrosunMeji illustrates this connection:

“Odo to gun titi ko see faya, Iroko
nlaniiboju wo /A ki i jiyatia ki iriri/
Iroko nimogbé / Iroko ki i wiogbo.”
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(“The river that stretches far cannot be

easily crossed, the great Iroko watches

over / We do not suffer without gaining

wisdom / | stand by the Iroko / The Iroko

does not wither with age.”)
This excerpt from IrosunMeji conveys the symbolic power ofthe Iroko as a guardian,
a source of wisdom, and a symbol of resilience. The Iroko is often associated with
Orunmila, the deity of wisdom, who teaches that human existence is a journey
requiring patience, adaptability, and spiritual fortitude, much like the tree itself,
which stands tall despite the changing seasons and external pressures.

In Yoruba cosmology, the Iroko tree is not merely a physical entity; it is believed
to be inhabited by powerful spirits, including the enigmatic “Iroko-man” (Oni
Iroko), a spirit that is said to appear to those who attempt to harm the tree without
due reverence. This belief has led to various taboos surrounding the cutting of
Iroko trees, reinforcing their sanctity in Yoruba cultural spaces. The tree is often
left undisturbed in sacred groves, ancestral shrines, and village centers, signifying
its role as a mediator between the earthly and spiritual realms. In many Yoruba
communities, it is customary to make offerings to the Iroko tree when seeking
blessings, protection, or justice.

Beyond its spiritual reverence, the Iroko tree also symbolizes resilience and
balance, qualities that align with the teachings of IrosunMeji. In the verse, the
reference to the Iroko’s unyielding nature serves as a metaphor for human
endurance. Just as the Iroko withstands storms, droughts, and human interference,
individuals are encouraged to remain steadfast in the face of life’s adversities. The
Iroko tree’s deep roots further emphasize the necessity of staying grounded in
tradition, wisdom, and moral values despite external influences.

The reverence for the Iroko tree also has significant implications for
environmental conservation and biodiversity. Because of its sacred status, many
Yoruba communities have historically preserved old-growth forests where the
Iroko and other significant trees thrive. These forests function as ecological
sanctuaries, fostering biodiversity and maintaining the balance of the ecosystem.
The intertwining of spiritual belief and ecological preservation underscores the
depth of indigenous environmental consciousness embedded in Ifa traditions.
Sacred groves, such as those found in Osun-Osogbo and other Yoruba heritage
sites, remain protected primarily due to cultural and religious reverence, ensuring
the conservation of various plant and animal species.

In contemporary discussions on environmental conservation, the traditional
Yoruba perspective, as encapsulated in IrosunMeji, offers valuable insights. By
viewing nature as an extension of the divine and recognizing trees like the Iroko as
bearers of wisdom, Yoruba cosmology advocates for an ethics of sustainability
that modern environmentalists continue to emphasize. The respect accorded to
the Iroko tree serves as a reminder of the interconnectedness of human existence
and nature, reinforcing the need for balance, conservation, and sustainable living.

Research and Criticism, ISSN 2229-3639 Page 106



The symbolism of the Iroko tree in [rosunMeji extends beyond mere metaphor;
it represents resilience, spiritual authority, and environmental wisdom. Its towering
presence in Yoruba culture underscores the importance of endurance in the face of
adversity, the necessity of maintaining spiritual and moral equilibrium, and the
imperative to respect and conserve nature. The Iroko is more than a tree; it is a
living testament to the Yoruba worldview, one that harmonizes the spiritual, ethical,
and ecological dimensions of existence.

ii. Water as an Ancestral and Cyclical Element

The Odu Ifa Oyeku Meji contains profound references to water, particularly
rivers, as symbols of life, ancestral connection, and spiritual renewal. In Yoruba
cosmology, water is not merely a physical resource but a vital force that sustains
existence, bridges the realms of the living and the dead, and serves as a conduit for
purification and transformation. OyekuMeji emphasizes the dual nature of water—
both as a giver of life and as a force that demands respect and careful management.

One of the key teachings in Oyeku Meji is the acknowledgment of water as the
origin of life, a belief deeply rooted in Yoruba ontology. The verse states: “Omi ni
a fi da l’aiye, omini a fi da orun (Water was used to create the earth, water was
used to create the heavens)”. This passage underscores the primordial nature of
water, positioning it as the fundamental element of existence. In Oyeku Meji, rivers
are depicted as sacred, living entities that embody the continuity of life. Just as
rivers flow perpetually, so too do ancestral lineages persist through time. This
connection between water and ancestry is evident in Yoruba rituals, where offerings
are made to rivers to seek the blessings of departed ancestors.

The verse: “Odo ni a fii pe okuwa, omini a fi ibaara e wa so oro (It is through
the river that we call upon our dead, it is with water that we speak with our kin)”
reinforces the idea that rivers serve as spiritual conduits, allowing communication
between the living and the departed. This belief encourages a deep reverence for
rivers, which translates into communal efforts to preserve water bodies as sacred
and protected spaces.

The theme of renewal is also central to Oyeku Meji. Water is associated with
cleansing, healing, and rebirth, both physically and spiritually. Ritual purification
with river water is common in Yoruba traditions, as it is believed to wash away
misfortunes and restore balance.

The verse: “Omi lo I’aye, omi lo [’ara (Water owns the earth, water owns the
body)” suggests that just as the human body depends on water for sustenance,
the world itself must be cared for through responsible water management. This
perspective aligns with traditional Yoruba water conservation practices, such as
the prohibition of wasteful water use and the protection of sacred rivers from
pollution.

In practical terms, the reverence for water in OyekuMeji has historically
reinforced respect for communal resources. Yoruba communities often manage
water collectively, with rules governing usage to prevent depletion. Taboos against
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contaminating sacred rivers serve as early environmental regulations, ensuring
that water sources remain pure for both spiritual and practical needs.

Oyeku Meji presents rivers as more than physical landscapes—they are life-
giving forces, ancestral linkages, and sites of renewal. The symbolic weight given
to water in Yoruba cosmology promotes conservationist attitudes, as maintaining
clean and flowing rivers is not only an ecological necessity but also a spiritual
obligation. This traditional wisdom remains relevant in contemporary discussions
on sustainable water management, emphasizing the intersection of cultural heritage
and environmental responsibility.

iii. Animals as Ethical Guides for Sustainable Living

In the Ifa literary corpus, the tortoise (/japa) is a recurring symbol of patience,
foresight, and strategic thinking, particularly in Obara Meji. The Odu presents the
tortoise as an archetype of wisdom, embodying the virtues of careful planning and
endurance. Yoruba oral traditions frequently depict the tortoise as slow-moving
but highly intelligent, relying on cunning rather than brute force to navigate
challenges. These qualities make the tortoise a powerful symbol of long-term
sustainability, particularly in relation to environmental stewardship and resource
management.

A verse from Obara Meji reflects the tortoise’s careful approach to life:
“A ki i fi esé séworog,
k’amdbaasunworoTi a kobd la ti, a
kogbon
(One does not walk carelessly to avoid
missteps / Without patience, wisdom
cannot be gained.)”

It highlights the importance of caution and deliberation, qualities embodied by the
tortoise. In Yoruba cosmology, wisdom is not merely about intelligence but also
about understanding the rhythms of nature and acting in ways that ensure longevity
and balance. The tortoise’s slow and steady movement serves as a metaphor for
sustainable living—avoiding reckless exploitation of resources and instead making
careful, calculated decisions that benefit both present and future generations.

The connection between the tortoise and environmental sustainability is
evident in traditional Yoruba agricultural practices, which emphasize measured
use of land and natural resources. Just as the tortoise does not rush but progresses
steadily, Yoruba farmers historically adopt rotational farming, allowing soil to
regenerate before replanting. Similarly, traditional fishing and hunting practices
incorporate seasonal restrictions to prevent overexploitation. These principles
align with modern ecological ethics, which advocate for sustainability through
mindful consumption and conservation.

In Obara Meji, the tortoise also represents resilience, demonstrating how slow
but steady efforts yield long-term rewards. Another verse states:
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“Ti a bdddgbére-gbére, a o
segbéSugbdnti a bd fi suurtse, a o ri ire
(If we rush recklessly, we will fail / But if
we act with patience, we will reap
goodness.)”

This teaching is particularly relevant to environmental conservation, where
short-term exploitation often leads to ecological destruction. The tortoise’s wisdom
lies in understanding that sustainable progress requires patience—whether in
reforesting depleted lands, protecting endangered species, or preserving water
sources for future generations.

The role of animals as teachers in Yoruba ecological ethics further reinforces the
connection between Ifa wisdom and environmental responsibility. Animals like the
tortoise, often featured in folklore and divination narratives, serve as moral exemplars,
teaching humans how to coexist with nature. By observing the tortoise’s deliberate
actions, humans learn the value of restraint, strategic thinking, and ecological balance.
This aligns with the broader Yoruba belief that all elements of nature—rivers, trees,
and animals—possess intrinsic wisdom and should be treated with reverence.

The tortoise in Obara Meji is more than a trickster figure; it embodies patience,
foresight, and the wisdom of long-term planning. These attributes make it an
enduring symbol of environmental sustainability, advocating for careful resource
management and respect for nature’s delicate balance.

Ifa Poetry and Ecological Responsibility
As asacred oral tradition, Ifa not only offers guidance on human existence but
also establishes principles of environmental stewardship, emphasizing the
interdependence between humans and nature. Yoruba cosmology, as reflected in
Ifa, does not perceive nature as an external or subordinate entity; rather, it recognizes
the environment as a living force with which humanity must maintain a reciprocal
relationship. Through poetic verses, Ifa teaches respect for land, water, animals,
and plant life, reinforcing the need for conservation and sustainable resource use.
One of the central ecological themes in Ifa poetry is the recognition that human
survival is tied to the well-being of the natural world. This idea is explicitly stated
in the verse:
“diyel’oja, orunnile
Omi ni a fi i gbe aye
(The earth is a marketplace; the afterlife
is home / It is water that sustains the
earth.)”
It underscores the transient nature of human existence and the necessity of caring
for the environment while on earth. Water, as a life-sustaining force, must be
preserved to ensure continuity. Such wisdom encourages Yoruba communities to
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protect rivers and streams from pollution, recognizing their sacred and life-giving
properties.

Furthermore, Ifa poetry often portrays nature as possessing agency, reinforcing
the belief that trees, rivers, and animals have spiritual significance. The Odu
IrosunMeji, for example, cautions against the indiscriminate felling of trees,
particularly the Iroko, which is believed to house powerful spirits:

“Igigbigbonibabaigigbogbo? niti o ba
da l’okel’okeniyoor’ésere

(The great tree is the father of all trees /
Whoever cuts it recklessly will bear the
consequences.)”

This verse promotes an early form of environmental conservation, discouraging
deforestation and advocating for the preservation of old-growth forests. It reflects
the Yoruba understanding that trees are not mere resources but guardians of
balance, providing shelter, medicine, and oxygen. The sacredness attributed to
specific trees has historically functioned as an ecological safeguard, preventing
the destruction of vital ecosystems.

Additionally, Ifa poetry highlights the ethical obligation of reciprocity in human-
nature relationships. The principle of ’bf (sacrifice) extends beyond spiritual
offerings to include acts of environmental responsibility. In Osa Meji, the verse
states:

“Ti a ba ran ni n’ise, ti a ko dupe, bi a
se tan ni a n ghagbe
(If one is given a gift but does not show

gratitude, it will soon be taken away.)”

This proverb, when applied to ecological responsibility, warns against the
exploitation of nature without giving back. Traditional Yoruba societies understood
this through agricultural practices such as crop rotation, controlled hunting, and
river rituals to maintain balance. These practices ensured that resources were not
depleted, embodying sustainability long before contemporary environmental
discourse.

Moreover, Ifa poetry addresses the consequences of environmental neglect.
In OyekuMeji, drought, famine, and disease are depicted as outcomes of human
disregard for ecological harmony:”Omi a danu, ayé a baj'i (If water is wasted, life
will be ruined.)” This cautionary verse serves as an admonition against wasteful
practices and environmental degradation. The Yoruba worldview emphasizes that
the mistreatment of nature results in both physical and spiritual consequences,
reinforcing an ethic of responsibility toward the environment.
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Taboos and Sacred Spaces as Conservation Practices in Ifa Verses

Ifa oral traditions play a crucial role in shaping indigenous conservation
practices, particularly through the use of taboos (eewo) and the veneration of
sacred spaces. These elements function as regulatory systems that preserve
biodiversity and maintain ecological balance. Within Yoruba cosmology, nature is
not seen as an inert resource for exploitation but as a living entity that demands
reverence and responsible interaction. Many Ifa verses provide direct injunctions
against the reckless destruction of forests, water bodies, and animal populations,
framing these prohibitions within spiritual and ethical contexts.

One of the most significant conservation practices embedded in Ifa is the
protection of sacred forests (igboibile or ighoaba). These spaces are considered
the dwelling places of deities (orisa), ancestral spirits, and powerful natural forces.
The Odu Ifa Odu Meji states:

“Igbo ni a fi nj?, igboni a fi nmi

Eni ti 0 ba dana sun igbo, ire a o mo o

(The forest provides food, the forest provides
breath / Whoever destroys the forest will not
know prosperity.)”

This verse highlights the fundamental role of forests in sustaining life and warns
against their indiscriminate destruction. Sacred forests, such as the Osun Sacred
Grove in Nigeria, have been preserved for centuries due to their spiritual significance.
This has inadvertently contributed to biodiversity conservation by preventing
deforestation and habitat loss.

Similarly, taboos serve as powerful deterrents against environmental
degradation. For instance, in [rosunMeji, a strict prohibition is placed on cutting
certain trees, particularly the Iroko (Milicia excelsa), which is believed to house
powerful spirits:

“Iroko kiiwo’gbo

A ki i woigho Iroko

(The Iroko tree never withers / One
must not cut down an Iroko tree.)”

This verse emphasizes the sacredness of the Iroko tree, leading to its protection in
many Yoruba communities. The ecological impact of this belief is significant, as
the preservation of such large, old-growth trees contributes to carbon
sequestration, biodiversity maintenance, and microclimate regulation.

Water bodies are also protected through taboos, ensuring their cleanliness
and sustainability. In OyekuMeji, rivers are described as sacred entities, and
polluting them is strictly forbidden:
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“Odo kii se ibiidoti

Ti a ba da omiru, o di wahala fun
gbogboaiye

(The river is not a place for filth / If
we pollute the water, it becomes
trouble for the whole world.)”

This verse reinforces the communal responsibility of keeping water bodies clean,
a practice that aligns with contemporary efforts to combat water pollution. Yoruba
traditional communities enforce these taboos through social and spiritual
consequences, ensuring that members adhere to sustainable water management
practices.

Furthermore, certain animals are protected through Ifa-sanctioned taboos. In
Ose Meji, the killing of certain species, such as the python (%0), is forbidden, as
these animals are believed to be messengers of the deities:

“Ejokiiseeran Ejoniorisa

(The python is not meat / The python is a
deity.)”

By discouraging the killing of specific animal species, such taboos contribute
to species conservation and prevent overhunting. This principle mirrors modern
conservation strategies that emphasize the importance of keystone species in
maintaining ecological balance.These verses embed ecological wisdom within
cultural and spiritual frameworks, ensuring that conservation is not merely a
scientific endeavor but a deeply ingrained moral and religious duty. Venerating
sacred spaces and enforcing taboos against destructive environmental practices
have historically sustained biodiversity and ecological balance. These indigenous
practices provide valuable insights for contemporary environmental conservation
efforts, demonstrating how cultural beliefs can be harnessed to promote sustainable
coexistence with nature.

Conclusion

Ifa poetry serves as a profound repository of Yoruba ecological wisdom,
embedding environmental symbolism that emphasizes the sacredness of nature,
the interdependence between humans and the environment, and the necessity of
ecological balance. Through verses that highlight the significance of water, forests,
and sacred animals, Ifa conveys an ethical framework that promotes conservation
and sustainability. The reverence for the Iroko tree in /rosunMeji, the depiction of
water as life-sustaining in OyekuMeji, and the protective taboos surrounding
certain animals in Ose Meji illustrate a worldview that prioritizes ecological
responsibility. These insights demonstrate how Yoruba oral traditions function as
an indigenous system of environmental ethics, preserving biodiversity, promoting
resource conservation, and reinforcing sustainable land and water management
practices.
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Above environmental preservation, Ifa poetry also underscores the vital role
of cultural heritage in shaping sustainable practices. The integration of spiritual
beliefs with ecological consciousness reveals how environmental stewardship is
deeply ingrained in Yoruba traditions. As modern environmental challenges
escalate, the insights found in Ifa poetry provide valuable lessons for contemporary
sustainability efforts. Recognizing and incorporating indigenous ecological
knowledge into conservation strategies can offer alternative and culturally
grounded solutions to environmental degradation, particularly in regions where
traditional beliefs still influence community behaviors.

Future research on Ifa’s ecological symbolism could explore comparative studies
between Yoruba environmental wisdom and other indigenous traditions worldwide,
particularly in African, Asian, and Native American contexts. Additionally, scholars
could investigate the practical applications of Ifa’s ecological principles in
contemporary environmental policies, including afforestation programs,
biodiversity protection, and sustainable agriculture. By bridging the gap between
indigenous ecological knowledge and modern sustainability frameworks,
researchers can contribute to a more holistic and inclusive approach to global
environmental stewardship.
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Ocean Ecodoges and Environmental
Judice An Ecocritical Reading of Resf

Asima Gogoi and Anurag Bhattacharyya

Abstract

This paper examines Romesh Gunesekera's (1994) Reef through thelens of ecocriticism,

foregrounding the novel’s engagement with oceanic destruction and its intersection
with class and ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka. While contemporary ecocriticism has
predominantly focused on land-based ecol ogies, Reef offersasignificant intervention
by centering marine degradation, particularly the disappearance of coral reefsin the
Indian Ocean. The novel, narrated by Triton, a Sri Lankan expatriate in England,
reflects on his past in the household of a marine biologist, Ranjan Salgado whose
study of reef destruction highlights the detrimental effects of human activities on
marine ecosystems. By juxtaposing environmental degradation with the socio-political
realities of ethnic violence and class disparity in Sri Lanka, the novel presentsthe reef
as both a literal and symbolic site of crisis. The paper explores how Reef critiques
anthropogenic damage to oceanic ecosystems, exposing the unequal distribution of
environmental risk, the extractive practices of modern industry, and the neglect of
indigenous and working-class interests. Through an ecocritical and environmental
justice perspective, this study argues that Reef challenges dominant narratives of
development, advocating instead for a more inclusive and symbiotic relationship
between human and non-human communities.

K ey Wor ds: Ecocriticism, environmental justice, ocean ecology, reef, class conflict.

Water, as an indispensable element of human life and society, hasheld asignificant
place in literary texts since ancient times. According to Patrick Murphy (n.d.),
water has both literal and symbolic significancein literature. Inliteral level, water
may appear in the setting or background of a story asrivers, seas, oceans, lakes,
precipitation etc. In symbolic level water can be adestructiveforce, alifeforce or
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apurifying force. Gentle water such as calmriver isseen asalifeforce. It isthe
symbol of strength and flowsof life. But water can al so be destructive and fatal. So
water is used as a symbol of destruction and death, as well. Again water is often
used as a symbol of purity since it is a purifying and cleansing agent. It also
symbolizes rebirth in the sense that all the sins of the previous birth are washed
away by water. Apart from this, water sometimes appearsasacharacter inaliterary
text. In such texts, water isnot amere object, but an agent that playsacrucial role
in the development of the plot.

Sidney I. Dobrin (2021) in his book Blue Ecocriticism and the Oceanic
I mper ative arguesthat thereisan “ ocean deficit” in contemporary ecocriticism (p.
9). According to him, ecocriticism by far is centred mainly on land-based ecol ogy,
and despite the abundance of literary works featuring the ocean, there is still
remarkable lack of attention in ecocriticism towards the oceanic representations.
This paper isgoing to touch this often neglected area of water-related ecocriticism
through areading of Romesh Gunesekera’'s (1994) Reef which addressesthe growing
destruction of the Indian Ocean, asreflected in the gradual disappearance of coral
reefs. Set in the island country of Sri Lanka, Reef is preoccupied with an ocean
sense, a sense of attachment and connection with the ocean and marine ecology.
Through the character of Ranjan Salgado, the marine biologist in the novel who
studiesthe destruction of the coral reefs on the South coast of Sri Lanka, the novel
warns us against the harmful human activitieswhich are disturbing the equilibrium
of the ocean water inviting danger both for the marine ecology and human society.
Told from the perspective of Salgado’s servant cum cook- Triton, the novel draws
sufficient attention towards oceanic destruction which is subtly blended in the
novel with the issue of class conflict and ethnic violencein Sri Lanka.

Romesh GunesekeraisaSri Lanka-born British author who started hiswriting
career in 1992 with ashort-story collection called Monkfish Moon. Reef published
in 1994 is hisfirst novel which wasfollowed by The Sandglass (1998), Heaven's
Edge (2002), The Match (2006), The Prisoner of paradise (2012), Noon Tide Toll
(2013) and Suncatcher (2019). Except The Prisoner of Paradise, all hisnovelsare
set in his home country Sri Lanka. The rich biodiversity of the island, the scenic
seascape, Sri Lankan culture and its socio-political history find ample spacein his
novels. However, hiswritings are often accused of exoticizing Sri Lanka, and Resf,
too, isnot exempted from this charge. According to Walter Perera(1995), “Reef is
guilty of recuperating and of perpetuating certain myths and stereotypes about Sri
Lanka in its often-jaundiced depiction of characters, class and politics’ (p. 76).
Similarly, Ruvani Ranasinha (2013) arguesthat Reef “ recreatestheforeign culture
in accordance with Eurocentric attitudes that pre-exist in the target western
“audience” ..." (p. 28). Yet, there is sufficient applause for this novel among
international readership for itslucid style, grasping narrative and most importantly
for its ecological consciousness. One pioneering reading of the novel in the light
of itsecological orientationis* Jungle Tide, Devouring Reef: Postcolonial Anxiety
and Ecocriticismin Sri Lankan Literature” by Sharae Deckard (2010) in which she
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praises Reef for its uniqueness in bringing out the “ecological dimension of the
current conflicts” referring to the ethnic violencein Sri Lankawhich according to
her is the outcome of the same socio-political-economic structure that also leads
the path to environmental destruction (p. 18). Deckard (2010) argues that reef in
the novel is*an ambivalent symbol in which the signifiers of ecological crisisand
classinequalitiesarerepressed and overwritten with the signifiers of ethnic violence
and political conflict” (p. 80). Inthisstudy, however, we are going to focus more on
the “repressed” signifiers of “ecological crisis and classinequalities’ in order to
foreground the water politicsin the novel.

Reef is narrated through the mouth of a Sri Lankan expatriate in England, a
restauranteur, who once was a house boy to arich marine biologist in Sri Lanka.
Thenovel beginsat apetrol station in England where the narrator, Triton who has
been in the country for long twenty years meets another boy, a reflection of his
own, from hishome country that has been ravaged with ethnic violence. Ironically,
the boy turns out to be a Tamil whereas Triton himself is a Sinhalese, the two of
them thus bel onging to the two opposite ethnic groups who are in conflict in their
home country. Thisawkward encounter reminds Triton of hisgrowing yearsin Sri
Lankaand leadsthe reader back to Mister Salgado’s Colombo house, where Triton
was sent as aservant after achildhood mishap. Soon he became the sole caretaker
of Salgado’s house and hiskitchen, and grew up perceiving the world through his
master and his associations. Like all the people living in coastal areas, the sea
occupies an important place in Triton's life; but more so in his case because he
livesin the house of a marine biologist. Triton looks at his master with awe and
reverence as he studies “mosquitoes, swamps, sea corals and the whole boated
universe” (p. 24). Salgado writeslong articles about “thelegions under the sea, the
transformation of water into rock- the cycle of light, plankton, coral and limestone-
the yield of beach to ocean” (p. 24), as Triton informs the reader. Salgado is
particularly obsessed with the endangering coral reefsin the country’s sea scape
and takes up a government project to study the impact of human activities on
polyp life. Unfortunately, hefailsto complete his project on time and cannot come
up with a definite conclusion regarding the reason behind the coral-death. Then
after awhile hetakes up ajob in England and shiftsthere with Triton, although it
is Triton who finally remains there alone while Salgado returnsto Sri Lankaafter
some years.

Through this apparently simple bildungsroman of a Sri Lankan boy, the novel
drawsattention to seriousissueslike environmental destruction and ethnic violence.
Though Triton isthe narrator and we get to know the story from his perspective,
most of thetimeit is his master Salgado who is at the center of action and Triton
alwaysremainsin the periphery. Triton isfascinated by his master. Therefore most
of Triton’snarration consists of Salgado’slife, hisactivities, hiswords, hisbeliefs
etc. Gunesekera's choice of amarine biologist at the centre of action indicates his
intention to make the novel an ecologically oriented text. In his conversation with
his friends, Salgado often talks about the impending danger caused by the
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destruction of the coral polypsinthe country’s seasphere. In one such conversation
with hisfriend Dias, Salgado talks about the threat to Sri Lankan polyps and he
hypothesizes that such destruction of the coral reefs will increase the coastal
erosion and will eventually engulf theisland.

“You see, surveys have been done since the 1880s, but | don’t think they have any real
understanding of what is happening. Coral grows about asfast asyour fingernails, but
how fast is it disappearing? Nobody knows!’

‘What, from dynamiting and all?

‘Anyhing! Bombing, mining, netting.’ ... ‘ You see, this polyp isreally very delicate.
It has survived aeons, but even asmall changein the immediate environment—even su
if you pee on the reef—could kill it. Then thewholething will go. And if the structure
isdestroyed, the seawill rush in. The sand will go. The beach will disappear. That is
my hypothesis. (pp. 47-48)

Corals reefs are an important oceanic eco-system that consists of thousands of
coral polyps. The coral polyps co- inhabit with Zooxanthellae, amicrobia which
provide the polyps with food and colour. When there is any change in the ocean
water, the Zooxanthellae leaves the polyp, thereby depriving the corals of their
nutrition and colour. Thisincident is called coral bleaching and thisis athreat to
polyp life. The coral reefs are in danger of extinction worldwide due to several
factors like global warming, overfishing and destructive fishing, irresponsible
tourism practices etc. Popularly known asthe rainforest of the sea, the coral reefs
give shelter to thousands of speciesin the ocean. Moreover, it acts as a natural
barrier against the waves protecting the coastal population from the sea. Salgado’s
concern over reef destruction and coastal erosion is, thus not an imaginary or
fictional problem, rather itisapressing environmental issue and refersto the material
reality of the isand. In fact, Tsunami of 2004 proved Salgado right in his fear of
destruction by the sea. A study says that “If Sri Lanka till possessed as many
natural defensesasit did beforeits sand dunesand coral reefs had been mined, then
thetsunami may have donefar lessdamage” (ascited in Erney, 2020, p. 161).
Destruction of coral reefs and other marine animals by the anthropocentric
activities of human beings is described several times in the course of the novel.
During his first visit to Salgado’s observatory, Triton notices “skull-heaps of
petrified coral—five -foot pyramids beside smoky kilns... tomorrow’s cement
fodder” (p. 59). Thisisan obviousreferenceto coral mining that isdonein order to
produce lime to support the construction industry. Coral isthe principal source of
lime for Sri Lanka's construction Industry. Traditionally, only relic reefs were
collected from the beaches. But with the rapid expansion of the construction
industry, new sources of corals are exploited that includes collecting live coral
from the sea. The sight of coral pyramids near smoky kilns noticed by Triton,
Salgado and Diasin their journey to the observatory near Gala South Coast, wasa
common scene by the roads in certain parts of Sri Lanka until coral mining was
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declaredillegal inthe country in 1983. Even after passing of thelaw, illicit mining
practices are going on in large scale. According to a survey done in 1984 by the
Coast Conservation Department (CCD) in the south western and southern coastal
areas of Sri Lanka, about18,059 tons of coral is supplied annually to the lime
industry and about 58% of itiscollectedillegally (Lowry, 1994, p. 8).

The novel’stitle as well as the descriptions of large-scale reef destruction in
the story is read by many critics on the light of the civil war and ethnic violence
witnessed by theisland for long twenty six yearsfrom 1983 to 2009. Malcom Sen
(2013), for exampl e opinesthat the dying reefsin the novel are“ metaphoric of the
expanding palitical violencein Sri Lankawith an ever increasing number of human
casuaties’ (p. 489). MelanieA. Murray (2009), similarly, writes, “the erosion of the
coral reef by the ocean can be understood as symbolically erasing the island and
itsidentity” (p. 217). While such symbolical significancesare abundantly available
in the novel, a close reading of the literal and physical description of the reef is
equally important in order to understand the environmental implication of the
socio-political phenomenon of the country. Hans-George Erney (2020) focuseson
the novel’s“ earthliness’-"its complex interaction with its physical environment”
and calls it foolish to insist that a reef in a novel must necessarily be read
metaphorically (p. 161). According to him, such afocus on the novel’s earthliness
will provideusinsight intoits“moral extensionism” (p.161). Hewrites: “with Reef,
Gunesekeramanagesto create an exceptionally wide circle of concern by inviting
the readers to imagine themselves as being part of one huge ethical community
(including the non-human environment), without recklessly anthropomorphizing
nature. In Reef... what hurtsthereef,... hurtsus, wearethereef” (p. 162). Drawing
fromAldo Leopold'sfamousessay “ Thinking likeaMountain”, Erney (2020) argues
that Gunesekera’'s novel urges the readers to think like areef, i.e. “ conceiving of
the people and the reef as part of one ethical community” (p. 166).

Todd Kuchta (2020) develops on Erney’s call to fucus on the novels
“earthliness’ by historicizing the novel’stheme of environmental destruction. He
connects Salgado’s research on the vanishing reef of the island with real time
research on the topic. Kuchta points out that the first massive mass bleaching
occurred in 1980s, almost fifteen years after thetime Salgado was doing hisresearch
inthenovel. Around the time Gunesekera started writing hisnovel, mass bleaching
had caught global attention; many awareness programmes were also conducted
by UN around that time. So, it isobviousthat reef in hisnovel doesnot only serve
asametaphorical tool to talk about the socio-political history of violence, rather it
isequally related to the ecological realities of the country. Going one step further
to Erney’sargument, Kuchta (2020) notesthat “if Gunesekera snovel thinkslikea
reef, it does so through Triton” (p. 8). Kuchta (2020) arguesthat although Salgado
failsto draw any conclusion regarding the reason of coral bleaching, itis Triton
who achieves the ultimate ecological vision of the novel who “slowly but surely
comesto fathom what Salgado failsto grasp: carbon emissionsarekilling the reef”

Research and Criticism, | SSN 2229-3639 Page 118



(p. 5). On the light of these arguments we can make an environmental justice
ecocritical reading of Reef by focusing on the unequal distribution of risk related
to oceanic destruction.

One major threat to the corals and to the whole oceanic ecosystem, is the
practice of overfishing. With the increasing demand and growth of the export
industry of seafood, the traditional methods of fishing have been transplanted by
modern fishing methods such as dynamiting, trawling etc. This has resulted in
massive decline in the stocks of many species of fishes and other aquatic animals
in the Indian Ocean. In Reef, thereisadescription of afish market located on the
beach near Salgado’s observatory to which Triton accompanies Nili. The fish
market sceneisfull of detailed description of slaughtering of aguatic animals:

Therewasaterrific thrashing on the ground and | saw thefat, grey body of areef shark
twisting as a fishmonger hacked at it with a cleaver. Blood spurted. The creature
flapped and writhed. The man brought the cleaver shining down again and again likea
hammer. Smart, fat thunks punctuated by the sharper sound of the blade sparkling off
the concrete beyond the shark’s beady eyes. It didn’t die until the head had been
severed, and the man stood up with its curved dlit of teeth smiling in his hand. Thick,
black blood pumped out of the body on the floor, forming a pool.

We walked along the gallery and | pointed out the fish neatly arranged in rows on
wooden tables. Their eyeslike buttons and their mouthswide openin‘O’sof surprise
at being lifted from the sea, gagging and drowning on a moon of warm air, their
stomachs turning before being ripped open and gutted. (pp. 117-118)

These descriptions explicitly indicate the violence going on upon marine ecology
in the name of sustenance and livelihood. Obviously these scenes perform dual
acts of critiquing ecological destruction and bloodshed in the name of ethnicity
and race. Yet, to look at them only as signifiers of human pain and struggle will
definitely mean to put a blind eye to a burning ecol ogical issue.

The scenes at the fish market make Nili sick. When she sees them selling a
dolphin, she asks in utter disgust “Why dolphins? What next?’ (p. 118). This
guestion, although raising concern over the ever escalating exploitation of the
natural world by human beings, also carries a hidden irony because Nili is
disappointed only when she seesadol phin asacatch. Otherwise sheis* fascinated”
at the sight of heaps of crabs and crayfishes “waiting to be plunged into boiling
water” (p. 118). Dolphinslike other large animals such astigersand elephantsare
always considered first for conservation programmes whereas abuses on species
like fish, crab, coral etc. often get overlooked. Notably, the day before the fish
market visit, Nili wasexcited to seeaparrot fish bought by Triton from afisherman
on the beach and had a happy meal with it. Noteworthy point is that Parrot fish
plays an important role in maintaining the health of coral reefs and thus impacts
the overall ecosystem of the sea. Parrot fishes eat the algaein reef that helpscorals
grow and thrive. So, theirony hiddenin Nili’sreproach of the fishermanliesinthe
fact that the demand for exotic seafood comes from the affluent classes of both
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home and abroad, of which Nili is also a part. Thus they are also indirectly
responsible for the overfishing and destructive fishing going onin Sri Lanka.

Themost important factor that impactsthe Ocean ecology is, however, climate
change and global warming which isaresult of various|ocal and global activities.
A researcher at the centre for Climate Change Research at the Indian Institute of
Tropical Meteorology in Pune, says that climate change and resultant ocean
warming leadsto declinein food chain under the ocean. “ All of the state-of -the-art
climate models unanimously project that the Indian Ocean will continue to warm
under increasing greenhouse gases. This will result in a further decline of the
phytoplankton in the Indian Ocean, exaggerating the stress on the marine eco-
system and thefish, which are already affected by overfishing” (Perera, 2016, para.
13). Another researcher from the same institute comments that rapid warming in
the Indian Ocean “may cascade through the food chain, potentially turning this
biologically productive region into an ecological desert” (Perera 2016, para. 6).
Thiswill take aheavy toll on the coastal population that livesmainly on thefishing
industry. With the rapid downfall in the fish population they will be deprived of
their livelihood. Triton isinformed by somelocal fishermen on the beach that they
do not find plentiful of fishes on the sealike they earlier used to do: “ Sometimes
we go all night and there’s nothing. Not like in the old days when they used to fly
into our hands” (p. 114). These people are the direct victims of harmful activities
on the ocean, although they have least contribution towards global warming.
While being asked about the reason for such decreasein fish stocks, the fisherman
replies sarcastically: “What do you expect with this government?’ (p. 114). The
conversation indicates their total disillusionment with the government who has
shown more interest in reviving the inland seas instead of protecting the ocean
that giveslivelihood to majority of the citizens.

Soon after this visit to the South Coast, Triton informs the reader that Mister
Salgado’s coastal project has passed its zenith. In spite of his concern regarding
reef destruction, he somehow lacks the drive to take an active part in creating
awareness among the masses or to warn the government against it. “[H]e should
have been drawing his conclusions together in some big report but, rather than
analysing and writing, he procrastinated” (p. 119). Engrossed in his romantic
relationship with Nili and being busy in entertaining his growing social circle of
urban elites, Salgado forgetsabout hisresponsibility asascholar. Most importantly,
Salgado’secological vision never includes the ecosystem people. For examplewe
can talk about his dream of creating a sea sanctuary: “If only we could make the
wholecoast like Yala. A seasanctuary, with not asoul there. A real refuge” (p. 161).
Hiswordsare areflection of the Western model of conservation that deep ecology
advocates. But as Ramachandra Guha (1989) famously argues such amodel isnot
appropriatefor athird world country where ecological problems cannot be seenin
isolation from the issues of poverty and class. A sea sanctuary without a soul will
mean depriving thousands of people of their livelihood, whereas the greatest
threat to the marine ecology is not these ecosystem people rather the
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technol ogically advanced modern fishing techni ques and growing tourism industry.
Ironically, his dream of a sea sanctuary includes blue glass-bottomed boats and a
floating restaurant (p. 177). So, ultimately it meansto bea‘refuge’ for touristsand
rich peoplelike him, whereasthelocal fisherman and other ecosystem people will
be deprived of their age-old living.

Another dimension of environmental justice found in the novel isthe politics
surrounding big dam schemes. While Salgado’s coastal project on reef destruction
has been suspended, the government invests on developmental schemes such as
the Mahaweli I rrigation programme. Triton describes Salgado and hisbeloved Nili
being excited about the inauguration ceremony of the Mahaweli Irrigation scheme
and both of them attending the same as special invitees. It isdescribed in the novel
as“A giantleap intoinland irrigation not seen for athousand years. Thediversion
of the biggest river in the land” (p. 121). Mahaweli scheme is considered the
largest national developmental programmein Sri Lankawhichwasstartedin 1961
with the fund of UNDPand World Bank. The main purpose of the programme was
to provide irrigation facility to the dry zone areas of the country and to produce
hydroelectric from the water of Mahaweli Ganga. Although the scheme involved
great promises of development and prosperity, it turned out to be just another
exampleof neo-colonialist development inthethird world countries. Sharae Deckard
(2010) liststhe ecological consequences of the Mahaweli Scheme as* siltation and
increased salinity, destruction of habitats in a biologically rich region, and a
disastrous reduction of the great river’s watershed to eight percent of its former
capacity, leaving the entire region vulnerable into flood and erosion” (p. 82).
Besides, large numbers of people were resettled in the process of setting up the
dams, and thisis considered by some as*aprime cause of the unrest that saw tens
of thousandsdead...” (Pearce, 1992, p. 155). Minoli Salgado (2007) writes:

The Mahaweli Project — Sri Lanka's most expensive irrigation project, made possible
through massiveforeignloansin themid-1970s—was promoted on the basis of nationalist
rhetoric that compared it to the ancient irrigation systems of Sinhalese kings. This
project was enforced through resettling nearly 130,000 families — including 100,000
Sinhalese peasantry into Tamil-dominated areas — and also resulted in the dramatic
cultural and materia dispossession of the indigenous forest dwellers of Sri Lanka,

whose dwelling space and hunting lands were made into anational park. (p. 14)

In the novel, while Salgado was indifferent towards the potentially dangerous
consequences of the scheme on the ecosystem of the island, Triton registers the
hypocrisy involved in the political discourse of development through artificial
tanks and dams whileignoring the protection of the seathat surrounds the island:
“Meanwhile [when Salgado’s project passesits zenith] anationalistic concern for
inland sea grew as politicians invoked the spurious visions of ancient kings. All
our engineers, trained in London and New England, suddenly saw great advantages
inreviving thetraditional skillsof irrigation”, Triton informsthereader (p. 119). As
aservant, Triton seesfrom the bottom the socio-environmental implication of the
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developmental schemes that Salgado fails to grasp from the height of his social
position asarich elite. Infact, itisnot Salgado but Triton who isthe mouth piece
of the author in the novel. In his introduction to the novel, Gunesekera (1994)
writes, “As | looked through Triton’s eyes everything became coloured by what
he knew, by what he believed, and by what he felt in his heart. His politics, his
history, hislanguage” (para. 7). Gunesekera’'s choice of the namefor hisnarrator is
also notable in this context. In Greek mythology, Triton is a sea god, the son of
Poseidon and Amphitrite. In English literature, heis often depicted asthe messenger
of Poseidon, the seagod. Unlike hisfather who isfully anthropomorphicin ancient
art, Triton appears as amerman, half human and half fish. He is also depicted as
possessing a conch shell which he blew like atrumpet to calm or raise the waves.
Gunesekera’'s naming of hisnarrator thusindicatesthe centrality of the ocean and
marine life in the novel. Gunesekera perhaps envisions Triton as the mediator
between the sea and human society. He acts as a herald conveying the pathos of
the lives under the sea to the human society, registering at the same time the
suffering of hisfellow human beings.

But despite his name, that suggests that he is the guardian angel of the sea,
Triton is always seen uncomfortable near the ocean. During his first visit to
Salgado’s observatory situated on the beach, heisterrified by the sea. He describes
his experienceinthefollowing words:

It was like living inside a conch: the endless pounding. Numinous. You couldn’t get
away from it. No wonder Mister Salgado said the sea would be the end of us all.
During those two nights we spent on tour | felt the sea getting closer; each wave just
agrain of sand closer to washing thelife out of us. They say the seaair makesyou feel
better, but | reckon that must be to lull us to sleep; it made me feel helpless. After a
whileit terrified me. (p. 60)

Here, the sea appears as a destructive agency. It takes us back to the novel’'s
epigraph “ Of his bones are coral made” taken from Ariel’s song in Shakespear’s
The Tempest. In the famous Shakespearean play, Ariel in his song laments the
death of Ferdinand’sfather (though actually he was not dead) during a shipwreck
and who is now believed to lie at the bottom of the sea.

Full fathom five thy father lies;

Of hisbones are coral made;

Those are pearls that were his eyes:
Nothing of him that doth fade,

But doth suffer a sea-change

Into something rich and strange.

The sea here appears as a symbol of redemption through transformation that
changes the human body into its primordial form and unites it with the natural
world- changing the bones into corals and the eyes into pearl. The epigraph also
refersto the interspeci es rel ationship between human beings and the corals. These
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ideas suggested by the epigraph resonate throughout the novel. Especially,
Salgado’swarning that “the seawould be the end of usall” isan expression of the
belief that whenever there is too much evil on the earth, the sea floods in and
washesaway al thesins(p.172). Talking about the Great Flood, Salgado once says
tohisfriend circle”...But then the earth was corrupted and the seaflooded in” (p.
84). So in this age of the Anthropocene too, the seawill be the ultimate rescue to
restore the lost ecological balance of the earth.

The redemptive power of the seais aso reflected in the words of Wijetunga,
Salgado’sassistant in thereef project, who gradually becomes rebel liousinfluenced
by the growing class tensions and ethnic conflict in the country. When Triton
meets Wijetunga for the first time in the observatory, the later tellshim: “... You
know brother, our country really needs to be cleansed, radically. There is no
alternative. We have to destroy in order to create. Understand? Like the sea,
whatever it destroys, it uses to grow something better” (p. 11). Here the sea's
transformative power islinked with the discourse of ethnic violence. Wijetunga's
words mirror the growing conflict during the time between different groups or
classes of people living in Sri Lanka. Like the sea, Wijetunga and other
revolutionarieswant to change the land radically and revive the past ethnic heritage
of theisland.

Triton, however, repliesnaively to Wijetunga'scall: “But | amonly acook” (p.
111). He has not been touched by the revolutionary zeal of Wijetunga, being
confined safely in the kitchen of his master. But, towards the end of the novel, we
see Triton gradually being influenced by the prevailing tensionsin hiscontemporary
society. Hewillingly disobeys one of Salgado’sfriendswho callshim ‘Kolla and
‘bugger’ at acard party, and it actsasakind of epiphany for him that reminds him
of hisclass status and the words of Wijetunga comes back to his mind: “ Something
in the night air infected me too. Too much was going on. Wijetunga on the beach
had worked it all out. | wished | had finished my school certificate. Stupid, stupid
boy. Stupid Kolla... Inside me, everything was burning up” (p.154).

According to Todd Kuchta (2020), Triton’s budding class consciousness is
linked with his growing ecol ogical understanding. He comesto the realisation that
itisthe bourgeois class of theisland that is destroying the country’s economy and
ecology by their luxuriouslife style that includes automobiles which is one of the
chief causes of global warming. Asthe party ends and the guests|eft ontheir cars,
he walks down to the main road and watches the traffic “going from nowhere to
nowhere”. Hefeels“the ocean pressing around us’ (p.164). Thetraffic on theroad
reminds him of the growing pollution in the air that is absorbed by the sea and
affectsthe delicate polyps. Thefear of the ocean sweeping away the country thus,
struck him again.

Inthisway, Gunesekera’ snovel subtly fusesthetheme of ecological destruction
with that of class conflict and ethnic violence. These two significant issues are
placed inthenovel at aparallel level, so that none can be seeninisolation. Mutual
respect and acceptance of the ‘ other’ as part of the same ecosystem are essential
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to stop violence of any kind whether on nature or among human beings. Mr.
Salgadorealisesthislater in hislife, ashe saystowardsthe end of thenovel: “The
urgeto build, to transform nature, to make something out of nothing isuniversal.
But to conserve, to protect, to care for the past is something we haveto learn” (p.
178). Thenovel urges usto carefor the weak and vulnerabl e, and thisincludes not
only thereef but also the fishermen, the displaced group and the ethnic minorities.
Like the reef, we must learn to live in a symbiotic relationship with the others
around us, including both human and non-human entitiesin order to maintain the
equilibrium in our society and in the environment.
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Henry David Thoreau’s Walden:
Biophilia or Soiritualigm?

Navleen Multani

Abstract

Henry David Thoreau, an American transcendentalist, is one of the predecessors of
environmental justice movements. This movement unravels the unevenly distributed
environmental harm to communities of colour and the marginalized. His radical

commitment to justice emanates from nature piety. Nature, woods, for Thoreau is a
place of peacewhere he openshimself to people of colour and the poor. He acknowledges
the strangeness of society in Nature and actively engages with new set of relationships
in \Walden. Thoreau’ swritings resist the emaciated vision of materialistic progress and
economy. He thinks that justice comes not from outside but from within when men set
therelationship right. Thoreau endorses akind of relational justice that isto be worked
out between human and non-human. Thoreau’s vision of justice in which relational

setting mattersincludes human rel ationshipsto the natural world. Thoreau, “ American
environmental saint”, notes Laurence Buell, has inspired many to rethink their
relationship with society and the natural world. Thoreau’s\Walden proffers environmental

ethics that links environmental protection to human happiness. Thoreau advances
experimental ethical virtues, judgements and possibilities. The paper exploresThoreau's
belief that human beings can progressinthereal senseonly whenthey follow aprudential

approachto Nature. Theinternal sauntering at Concord that elevated Thoreau spiritually
while he walked in the woods opens up new vistas and envisages environmental ethics
necessary for progress of man aswell as society.

Keywords: Environment, Ethics, Nature, Transcendentalism, Environmental Justice,
Eco-consciousness, Self-discovery, Spirituality, Man, Values

Transcendentalism, asignificant intellectual movement in mid-nineteenth century,
exercises a vitalizing effect on art, literature and development of democracy in
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America. Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, Whitman Hawthorne,
Meélvilleand many American Renaissance writersrecord transcendental experiences.
Transcendentalism emergesfrom di ssatisfaction with emotiona and spiritua sterility
of Unitarianism aswell as acceptance of L ockean sensationalism to renew religious
idealism. American transcendentalists use the terms of Immanuel Kant. Emersonin
essay, “The Transcendentalist” insists on distinct ideas and imperative forms
owing origin to intuitions of mind. He denominates these astranscendental forms.
The act of intuitive perception, for transcendentalists, results in mystical union
between Nature and soul. The ecstasy accompanying this union provides not
only experiential confirmation but also validity to views of man and nature. One of
thefive sensesinitiatestranscendental experiencein thethinkers. Thoreau records
the effect of nature on apassive perceiver whoisprimarily alistener, asin“ Sounds’
of Walden. Sound, primary medium of Thoreau's correspondence with nature,
allowshimto achieve mystical unionwith aspiritua reality (Reynold 148-150). The
dynamics of transcendentalism extends beyond individual expression to echo a
call for socia transformation. Theimmanent political dimension of transcendentalism
nurtured by Henry David Thoreau in his writings envisions a new democratic
society. He maintains an ethereal approach and emphasises onimmaterial attitude
that iscontrary to materialism (Constantinesco 3-7). Thoreau studiesthedivinein
nature and anindividual pursuit of divinein the natural world. His system of belief
grapples with relationship between God and humanity. Thoreau’s ideology aids
man'’s efforts to cope with the inexorable advancement of civilization (Willsky-
Ciollo553).

Transcendentalism focuses on ideas that emerge from belief in immanent
presence of the spiritual. These ideas transcend the sphere of external senses and
reiteratethe supremacy of mind over matter. Transcendentalists explorerelationship
between individual and state as well as relationship of human with environment
(Malachuk 285). Several and severe environmental problems have spurred the
emergence of environmental ethics. Environmental ethics specifies dutiesto and
valuesinthe natural world. Thewritings of Henry David Thoreau, an individualist,
apolitical American transcendentalist, offer environmental ethics. Hiswritingsfall
inthe categories of social (asin anti-slavery essays) and individual (asinWalden)
ethical values. Heisan important link between Jeffersonian agrarian republicanism
and environmentalism. Thoreau, like Jeffersonians, focusses on palitical economy
of citizenship, personal independence and simplicity. Thoreau rejects Jeffersonians
idea of conquest of wilderness and economic industriousness as he espouses
preservation of nature. He regards nature as a community deserving respect. He
believesthat economic industriousness promotes destruction of environment and
greed (Cannavo 101). Thoreau's Walden affirms environmental virtue ethics. It
links environmental awareness and protection to human progress and pursuit of
excellence. He recognises the value of nature. He assumes that by restraining
physical consumption human beings can lead healthy and enjoyable lives. By
devoting to higher pursuits and acting in enlightened self-interest, human beings
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can also promote the conditionsin which thefuture generationslive. Such aliving,
espouses Thoreau, greatly benefits many species (Cafaro68-70). Thoreau maintains
a naturalist’s focus on minute, unseen, unnoticed resemblances or differences
among concrete objectsto establish acosmic empathy. Heisclearly committed to
biodiversity and has protective attitude for all lifeforms. His biophilic philosophy
is buttressed by conviction in nature's plenty. He articulates a global land ethic
and believes that nature is inexhaustible (and caters to the needs of diverse
inhabitants) (Saunders 7-14).

Henry David Thoreau’'s Walden (1854) documents his stay in the woods near
Concord, Massachussets. He records his experiencesin journalswhich eventually
finds place in Walden after adecade. Whileliving in atiny house by the shores of
Walden Pond, Thoreau grew beans, read books and walked in the woods. He
invests the Pond with human characteristics like ‘neighbour’ and ‘bed-fellow’.
Thoreau, ‘saint of woods', integrates piety of nature with radical political
commitments to voice his concerns about economic and racial justice in Wal den.
Thoreau investigates man’s relationship to nature. His profound affinity with the
natural world provides an ecocritical paradigm that examinesliving earth. While
describing his “life in woods”, Thoreau identifies nature as a source of human
vitality and contentment. He describes his experiment of living, house by asmall
pond. The pond, hetells, liesinthe midst of reforested area. He describes hisdaily
walks and the area that abounds with plant and animal life. He discusses the
importance of habitat evaluationin“Wherel Lived, and What | Lived For”.Thoreau
reports on behaviour of wildlife in the area. This includes mice, squirrels, ants,
jays, muskrats, ducks and loons. Conducting experiments to discover facts about
freezes and thaws, Thoreau refutes the myth that Walden is a bottomless pond.
Walden reveals Thoreau’s conviction that having knowledge about environment
and living creatures el evatesthe very concept of life (Saunders 1-4). Thoreau also
complains about those landowners who put up fences and interrupt his walking
routes (Balthrop-Lewis 1-6).Thoreau challenges conventional ethics in Walden.
He assertstheintrinsic value of non-human nature, trees, woodchuck and Walden
Pond. Thoreau endorses the idea that human beings derive greater benefits by
recognizing value of nature and living accordingly.” He read nature on daily basis
in his native Concord and then translated its revelations onto the page,” writes
Willsky-Ciollo (566).He provides adetailed account of variousfishing “ A Week on
the Concord and Merrimack”. The description accurately brings out the
appearance, behaviour, feeding, migrations and habitat preferences of the fish.
While describing the different species of fish, Thoreau puts forth the otherness
and closeness of fish to human beings. He alludesto these wonderful creatures as,
“our funny contemporaries in the Concord waters’ and part of the landscape.
Thoreau also refers to the plight of the shad and other anadromous migratory
fishes.Making his moral concern explicit, Thoreau pens the plight of the Shad,
which migrates each year up theriver only to meet the Billericadam.
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The fish is not capable of “petition for redress’ to unjust treatment. Dams,
according to Thoreau, are not only inexpedient for fishermen and human beings
but also are inappropriate for Shad because of wrong effects. This injustice is
enough to justify anew kind of civil disobedience, opines Thoreau. He callsfor a
non-anthropocentric ethics. Deploying many fish puns, Thoreau argues that fish
may have virtues of their own.Thoreau’ ssuggeststhat certain piscine qualitiesare
virtues. Thisbelief parallelswith attempts of environmental philosophersto justify
intrinsic value of non-human beings. Natural qualities of sentience, intelligence
and goal directedness, claim the environmental philosophers, make them good-in-
themselves.Shad do possess knowledge as they return to their native spawning
grounds. Some environmental cues do send them from oneriver to another.Dams
unjustly obstruct fish, ruin the fishing and limit contact of man with wild
nature.Hence, Thoreau movesfrom factsto val ues, assertsfish virtue and demands
interspecies justice (Cafaro 71-72). He argues that men must steer the course
between uncritical anthropomorphism and hypercritical reductionism that
undervalues the qualities of others. Human beings, according to Thoreau, should
work to know nature and transcend superficial viewsthat exhibit their selfishness.

Thoreau critiques hunting, fishing and meat eating in the chapter “Higher
Laws’. Thiscallsfor anew understanding about existence of the human and non-
human. In this chapter Thoreau illuminates the dual nature of human beings (part
spiritual and part animal). He writes, “We are conscious of an animal in us, which
awakensin proportion as our higher nature slumbers’ (206). He believes that the
good in men distinguishes them from brute beasts. No man, opines Thoreau, past
his boyhood would murder any creature. He perceives within men aninstinct that
takes them to a higher spiritual life. Thoreau appreciates the existence of non-
human life and equates true humanity to greater sympathy for all creatures of
nature. No benefitsthat outweigh loss of life, he opines, by killing animals can be
attained. Thoreau movesbeyond aconcernto avoid killing of animalsto aconcern
for preserving animal habitat and the wild landscape in the chapter “ The Bean-
Field”. This concern epitomises a true environmental ethics which transcends
animal rights ethics. Thoreau plants beans on two and a half acres of Emerson’s|ot
to feed himself and earn livelihood during his stay near the Walden Pond. His
labour all summer to make portion of the earth’s surface yields blackberries, and
the like, before, sweet wild fruits and pleasant flowers. While others see only
guestions of economic expediency, Thoreau perceives ethical issues in the
landscape. He sensitises humanity to the moral issue of appropriating part of the
landscape and displacing other who isalso of anintrinsic value. Though he asserts
that Thoreau must produce this pulse to keep his own pulse going, he focuses on
minimizing the displacement of nature for fulfilling human needs. He advocates
simple living and exhorts human beings to distinguish their true needs from
superfluous wants.

Thoreau suggests that human beings should appreciate nature. He leans on
his hoe and pausesto listen to brown thrashers singing in the trees while working
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in the fields. Thoreau regards the sounds and sights of thrashers, nighthawks,
salamanders as part of inexhaustible entertainment. This appreciation of intrinsic
value of nature allows man to recognise the higher uses of nature. Thoreau firmly
believes that cultivation leads to improvement in yields and pausing while
cultivating leads to a different accounting. The method of appreciation of nature
moulds human conduct. Only superior reason and intellect can justify limited
human appropriation of wild nature. “Reason in service to unnecessary
consumption is no longer a superior faculty, and justifies nothing” (Cafaro 76).
Thoreauvean environmental ethics is quite evident from the transcendentalist’s
new perspectives. He writes:

Whilel enjoy the friendship of the seasons, | trust that nothing can make lifeaburden
to me. The gentle rain which waters my beans and keeps mein the house today is not
drear and melancholy, but good for me too. Though it prevents my hoeing them, it is
so far more worth than my hoeing. If it should continue so long as to cause the seeds
torotinthe ground and destroy the potatoesin the lowlands, it would still be good for
the grass on the uplands, and being good for the grass, it would be good for me. (131)

Thoreau believes that happiness comes to those men who play apart in the cycles
of seasons. A feeling of gratitude for gifts of the Earth and belief in the rightness of
naturecan enable men to be in harmony with the landscape. Thoreau shuns the
entrepreneurial attitude that makes man modify the landscape for maximumyield
and profit.

Thoreau’s Walden also celebrates simple sensual experiences in nature. The
simple messagesto run, walk, sweat and swim have great significancefor all times.
Mindful of the fact that brain and body must work and rest together, Thoreau’'s
sauntering explores not only outer surroundings but also inner mindscape. Walking
and the internal sauntering, according to Thoreau, keep body fit and sharpen
mind. Asphysical vitality enhances mental acuity, Thoreau affirmsthat walk induces
powerful sublime thoughts. He practices his beliefs. “Walking stimulated and
fostered special kind of thinking/spiritual intuitions” remarks David C.
Smith(134).Thoreau observes in his journal that walks initiated free thinking in
him. The city and temporal thoughts blocked intuition; concerns about the affairs
of men impeded the quest to saunter within, opines Thoreau. It isthe responsiveness
of internal state to the external environment that enabled man to enjoy the beauty
and tranquillity of nature. Thoreau could plunge deep into the interior of his
mental ocean in quietness and solitude of natureto gain insights (135-136). These
Insights not only provided him with ecstatic spiritual state but also transformed
him greatly. “ Thoreau’s approach to walking as spiritual discipline offersapattern
for self-discovery open to the modern walker” (139). He observes:

They who never go to the Holy Land in their walks, asthey pretend, areindeed mere
idlersand vagabonds; but they who do go there are saunterersin the good sense, such
as| mean. . .. For every walk isasort of crusade, preached by some Peter the hermit
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in us, to go forth and reconquer this Holy Land and the hands from the hands of the
Infidels. (Thoreau 205-206)

Thoreau’'s words inspire men to purge of mundane concerns and use physical
energy for reaping fruits of spiritual renewal. The pastoral and wild nature is
source of transformative spiritual experience and psycho-spiritual growth (Gould
177).

Walden documents Thoreau’'s success in attaining personal fulfilling
relationship with nature. He recounts hislove for nature and pursuit for knowledge
in “The Ponds’. He describes the varied inhabitants and explores the personal,
mythological and historical aspects of pond. Pond, for him, is symbolic of beauty,
purity and inexhaustible fecundity of nature. Thoreau’s sustained efforts to know
and appreciate nature set him apart from “flowery nature fakers’ and “anemic
postmodern literati” (Cafaro 80). The complex ecological system of the pondinthe
earth and the pond in the book in “The Ponds” constructs the understanding of
readers about pursuit of truth and goodness of nature. Thoreau delves into the
stream of life, articulatesinchoateideals, finds his voice and makes philosophical
achievements.

“Wild Fruits’ and “Higher Laws’ bring out the challenges to environmental
ethics. Market-oriented society, lucrative trade, materialism, over-consumption
and preferencefor artificial alternatives have greatly contributed to environmental
damage. Insensitivity to landscapes and negligence towards preservation of
naturehave broken man’s bond with nature. Wal den does not advocate withdrawal
from society, as construed by critics. Rather, it envisages environmental ethics
that furthers genuine flourishing of al life forms and envisions away of life for
better existence.Walden outlineslimitsto human appropriation of wild nature and
evokes deep ecological thoughts for better Earth. Thoreau advocates a modest
way of living. Walden celebrates nature and brings out Thoreau’s message that
happiness is in experiencing as well as knowing nature and not in consuming,
owning or transforming nature.
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Redaiming the Sacred Grean: Indigenous
Ontologies and Ecological Constiousness
In Achebe and Vedic Thougnts

Geeta Rani

Abstract

Contrary to dominant narrativesthat situate ecocriticism within recent Western academic
discourse, precolonia worldviews, articulated through oral narratives, cosmological texts
andritua practices, havelong sustained biocentric ethicsrooted inrel ationality, reverence
and reciprocity with the natura world. Through acomparative analysisof ChinuaAchebe's
Things Fall Apart and the Vedic vision of Rta, the essay demonstrates how both the Igbo
and Vedic cosmologies reject anthropocentric hierarchies in favour of animate, moral
ecologieswherethe Earth, sky, animals, and deitiesform asacred continuum with human
life. Achebe's novel is situated not only as a cultural response to colonial dispossession
but asan ecological archive preserving indigenousknowledge systems erased under colonia
modernity. The narrative’'s moral order, anchored in the Earth goddess Ala (the oracular
authority of nature and taboo ethics), foregrounds an environmental justice framework
where cultural and ecological ruptureareinseparable. Similarly, Indian philosophical texts
and classical Sanskrit literature portray nature as divinely animated and spiritually
indispensable to ethical life. By placing these two traditions in conversation, the paper
challengesWestern binaries of nature and culture, human and non-human, and proposesa
decolonial reorientation of ecocriticism. Ultimately, in the face of accelerating climate
crises and the ongoing violence of the Anthropocene, environmental humanities must
draw fromthese older, marginalised ontol ogies. Reclaiming themisnot agesture of nostagia,
but an ethical and political act, restoring a planetary imagination grounded in kinship,
humility, and sacred ecological continuity.

Keywords. Ecocriticism, Indigenous Ontology, Postcolonia Ecology, Vedic Cosmology,
ChinuaAchebe, Environmental Justice, Anthropocene, Literature and Nature
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Theontology of ecocriticismisasancient or as recent as human consciousness
itself. In early Indian thought, especially among the Aryans, nature was held in
deep reverence. The Vedic worldview did not regard the environment as a mere
backdrop but as an active moral and spiritual presence. Rta was the term for the
cosmic law that governed both natural rhythms and human morality, binding the
universein ashared ethical order. The natural world was portrayed not asinanimate
but as responsive and sentient. The lotus flower, keeping its vigil through the
night, opened with devotion to the sun. The bee and flower performed their dance
of mutual delight. Kalidasa's Abhijnanasakuntalam presentsamoment of collective
grief ashirds, trees, and deer mourn the departure of Shakuntala. Likewise, Indian
epicsspeak of creatureslike the swan who conveys Damayanti’s message to Nala,
or Jatayu, the valiant bird who sacrifices hislife trying to save Sitafrom Ravana.
These portrayal sare not romantic embellishments but reflections of aworldview in
which natureiskin, deeply woven into the human emotional and spiritual fabric.

Similarly, the Igbo worldview depicted in Chinua Achebe's Things Fall
Apart (Achebe, 2001) presents nature as fully alive. The Earth goddess Ala, the
Sky, and even snakes are seen as moral and communicative beings whose will
must be respected. This cosmology challenges the Western separation between
nature and culture or human and animal, a dualism that has historically justified
ecological exploitation (Rueckert, 1996; Nixon, 2011). In both Indian and African
indigenous systems, nature is not placed outside human life; it isembedded in ethics,
rituals, cosmol ogies, and kinship (Chakrabarty, 2021; Puig delaBellacasa, 2017).

Returning to the ecological wisdom of these traditions is not a retreat from
theory, but areframing of it. It means paying attention to insightslong silenced or
overlooked. The disruptions brought by colonial modernity did not always arrive
with violence; more often, they unfolded as slow, cumulative losses. Rob
Nixon (2011) describesthisas“slow violence,” akind of harmthat is“ gradual and
out of sight,” spreading across generations and landscapes. In Things Fall Apart,
Achebe depicts such losses not through grand catastrophe but through quiet
erasure: thefading of sacred stories, the desecration of groves, and the disappearance
of names that once resonated with Earth and Sky. Achebe's novel does not mourn
the past for nostalgia's sake. Instead, it captures aworld built on relationships with
gods, seasons, ancestors, and land that begins to unravel not only through
colonisation but also when careand reverence are withdrawn. What was once sacred
becomes superstition; what wasritual becomessin. Dipesh Chakrabarty (2021) urges
us to see the climate crisis not simply as an environmental issue, but as a deeply
historical one. It carrieswithin it thelegacies of coloniaism, economicinjustice, and
the idea of a human subject imagined as separate from nature (pp. 15-17). The
Anthropocene, therefore, isnot only astory of carbon. It isastory of forgetting: the
first lands broken, the first gods dismissed, the first voices silenced.

If the Anthropocene is defined by this forgetting, then ecological restoration
may begin with acts of remembrance. MariaPuig delaBellacasa (2017) callsthis
“care,” not a mere feeling, but a rigorous, ongoing practice of tending to the
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world'sfragility and interconnectedness. “ Care,” shewrites, “isabout maintaining,
continuing, and repairing theworld so that all canliveaswell aspossible” (p. 89).
From this perspective, the rituals in Things Fall Apart and the hymns of
the Rigveda are not cultural remnants. They are expressions of ecological care,
rooted in soil, story, and relationship. They teach us that ecological wisdom does
not always speak in declarations. It may whisper in aproverb, breathein aprayer,
or unfold in adaily act of tending.

Bringing indigenous worldviewsinto global ecological discourseisnot about
validating them through modern theory. It isabout expanding theory’s boundaries
to walk beside other ways of knowing. In atime of planetary crisis, these older,
earth-connected ontol ogies offer guidance not by promoting mastery over nature,
but by emphasising respectful relationships. Colonialism did more than seize
territory or imposelaws. It fractured the very grammar of being. Western ecological
thought, shaped by Enlightenment rationalism and Cartesian dualism, rendered
naturelifelessand inert, athing to be cal culated, controlled, and used. The human
self, imagined as rational and autonomous, was placed above the natural world.
Earth, stripped of spirit, was reduced to raw material for human use.

Raymond Dasmann (1972) echoesthisurgency in Planet in Peril, writing, “It
isthe business of those who direct the activities that will shape tomorrow’sworld
to think beyond today’s well-being and provide for tomorrow.” Unfortunately,
contemporary civilisation often acts asthough the Earth exists only to meet human
needs. Thisanthropocentric mindset hasled usto the brink of ecological collapse.
In contrast, the Atharva Veda proclaims:
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Be of our welfare, free from sickness and waste,

Wakeful through along life, we shall become bearers of tribute to thee.
Earth, my mother, set me securely with blissin full accord with heaven.
O wise one, uphold mein grace and splendor. (AtharvaVeda 12.1.12-14)

Such hymns remind us of atime when Earth was seen as animate, conscious, and
sacred. This vision has inspired modern ecological thinkers like William
Rueckert (1996), who describes literature as a renewable energy source. He
compares poemsto green plants, absorbing and storing the energy of imagination
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and returning it to readers. “If poets are suns,” he writes, “then poems are green
plants’ (p. 108). Eugene Odum (1963) builds on this by emphasising that ecology
is concerned not just with individuals but with populations, communities,
ecosystems, and the bhiosphere. Barry Commoner’s (1972) first law of ecology,
“Everything is connected to everything else,” calls for a shift away from
individualistic and extractive thinking. lan McHarg (1969) reinforces this ethic
in Design with Nature, urging each individual to take creative and cooperative
responsibility for the biosphere.

Literature can act as a wellspring of cultural memory and ecological
energy. As Scott Russell Sanders (1996) laments, “What is missing from much
recent fiction... is any sense of nature, any acknowledgement of a nonhuman
context” (p. 183). Whilethismay betrue of mainstream literature, African American
and Indigenous Indian fiction remains deeply rooted in the land. Even when their
themes appear unrelated to nature, their narratives return us to a world where
ecological awareness is not loud but intimate, inscribed in story, character, and
rhythm. The cosmol ogies of the Vedas and the Igbo traditions see the land not as
aresource but as arelative. The goddess Alais not a metaphor but aliving force
demanding harmony between spirit and matter. Rta binds river, breath, speech,
and season in moral rhythm. To livewell isnot to transcend theworld, but to dwell
responsibly withinit.

The appearance of the African novel written by Africans, with Africa as its
central landscape, began to take shapein the 1950s. Thesewriters, emerging in the
wake of colonial rule, sought not only to deconstruct the Western
misrepresentations of Africa but also to reclaim their past and rewrite their own
narratives. One method of achieving thisreclamation wastherediscovery of Africa's
precolonial history through careful historical and cultural research. As Carroll (1990)
explains, “In this process they tried to gather the remained pieces of information
about Africa’s history and create its real history before the colonialism” (p. 7).
Achebe’s (2001) Things Fall Apart is particularly significant as both a cultural
document and an ecocritical text. The novel actively counters the portrayal of
Africa by European author Joseph Conrad, whose Heart of Darkness famously
presents the continent asthe heart of evil and nihilism. Walter Allen (1967) notes
that Conrad’stitle refers simultaneously to “the heart of Africa, the heart of evil,
everything that is nihilistic, corrupt and malign; and perhaps the heart of man.”
Achebe, having lived under colonia rule and educated within its institutions,
stood at the crossroads of two cultures: a Christianised, Western-facing Nigeria
and the indigenous Igbo traditions that surrounded him. This unique vantage
point shaped his voice asawriter committed to cultural restoration.

Achebe believed that literature should serve society. In his essay “Chinua
Achebe,” he emphasizes the writer’s responsibility to educate readers about their
history and identity, stating that the purpose of writing is not just artistic but
pedagogical: “ Any good story, any good novel, should have amessageto deliver”
(Achebe, 2007, p. 103). In societies where communal solidarity takes precedence
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over individualism, the didactic function of literature becomes even more essential.
Within thisframework, Things Fall Apart emerges not only as a postcolonial text
but also as a profoundly ecocritical one. The novel portrays an African society
whose values and rhythms are intimately tied to the natural world. Children learn
moral lessons through animal fables and nature-based myths. One such tale tells
of aquarrel between Earth and Sky, where Vultureis sent to plead with Sky for rain
to end a seven-year drought. These stories are not merely folklore; they are
ecological allegoriesthat emphasi se balance, respect, and interdependence between
humans and nature (Things Fall Apart, 2001, p. 39).

Nature in Achebe’'s work is far from silent. It communicates, listens, and
responds. A snakeisnot called by itsnameat night, “becauseit would hear. It was
called astring” (ThingsFall Apart, 2001, p. 8). Thisanimistic worldview seesthe
Earth, Sky, and animals as moral agents, just like in the Igbo cosmology, where
Chukwu (the supreme god) is mediated by deitieslikeAla, the Earth goddess, who
governs fertility, morality, and the boundary between life and death. Respect for
Alaismandatory; to insult the Earth through unjust actionsisto threaten the well-
being of the entire community: “ The earth goddess whom you have insulted may
refuseto give us her increase, and we shall al perish” (Things Fall Apart, 2001, p.
23). In this worldview, humans are not masters of nature but its children and
stewards. Warfare itself is subjected to ecological and moral scrutiny.
As Achebe (2001) writes, Umuofiadoes not go to war unlessits Oracle (the voice
of the hills and caves) deems the cause just (p. 10). Justice and sustainability are
not separate; they are intertwined.

This sacred regard for the land is also echoed in African American literature,
particularly in Toni Morrison’s (1999) The Bluest Eye. Morrison links human sin
and natural infertility when Claudiaremarks: " Therewere no marigoldsinthefall of
1941... Wethought, at thetime, that it was because Pecolawas having her father’s
baby that the marigolds did not grow” (p. 4). What first appears as a child's
superstition deepens, across the novel’s arc, into an ecological lament—a
recognition that the soil itself has registered the weight of human sorrow. The
barrenness of the earth is not simply the absence of growth, but asilent testimony
to unspeakable violence. The marigolds do not fail due to mere neglect; they
wither under aworld “Quiet asit’skept,” whereinnocence and dignity are denied
room to take root. This subtle convergence of trauma and ecological sterility
mirrors, in a profound way, the quiet unravelling of moral order
in Achebe’'s (2001) Things Fall Apart. The disappearance of marigolds in
Morrison’s Ohio echoes the vanishing of sacred groves, rituals, and cosmol ogical
kinshipsin Achebe'sUmuofia. In both cases, violence, whether colonial or domestic,
institutional or intimate, leaves traces not only on human bodies, but on the land
itself. The earth becomes both witness and participant in the unfolding grief.

“We live in peace with our fellows to honour our great goddess of the earth,
without whose blessing our crops will not grow,” warns one elder. “ The evil you
have done can ruin the whole clan. The earth goddess whom you have insulted
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may refuse to give us her increase, and we shall all perish” (Things Fall Apart,
2001, p. 23).

Where Igbo cosmology emphasises harmony with the unseen order of the
earth, through rituals, oracles, and communal festivals, Okonkwo resists that
rhythm. His strength, so celebrated in a younger, warrior-centred generation,
becomesbrittlein atimethat callsfor listening, adaptation, and care. His preference
for force over dialogue, control over vulnerability, isolates him not just from his
community, but from the earth itself. Even his ultimate act of suicideis rendered
not as heroic defiance but astransgression: “It isan abomination for aman to take
his own life. It is an offence against the Earth” (Things Fall Apart, 2001,
p.147). Achebe (2001) does not make Okonkwo avillain. He makes him aman who
cannot hear the changes in the wind. The novel moves through cycles: seasons,
generations, festivals, planting and harvest. It is not just to mark time, but to
situate human life within something larger and alive. The narrator, too, seemsto
bear witness not only to cultural loss but to an ecological silence slowly spreading
across the terrain. The voice is restrained, aimost elegiac. It does not shout; it
remembers.

Toread Things Fall Apart ecocritically, then, isto see Okonkwo not only asa
tragic figureinthe historical sense, but asaman severed from the moral ecology of
hisworld. Hisdownfall isnot merely political. It iscosmological. And in the quiet
ruins left behind, Achebe (2001) invites us to listen again: to the folktales, the
winds, the Earth goddess, and the language that till carriesthe memory of balance.

Joseph Meeker, in The Comedy of Survival, argues that comedy aligns with
the logic of the biosphere. It values adaptation, flexibility, and the instinct to
survive over abstract ideals. Comedy’s heroes, like weeds and rats, can endure
because they adapt, not because they dominate. Meeker’s (1996) model urges us
to value stories in which life, however humble, finds a way to continue. In
the Bhagavad Gita, too, Lord Shri Krishnaoffersavision of the cosmosin which
lifeisnot only interwoven but sacred. Herevealsaworld aivewith divinity, where
every element bearsthe imprint of the eternal:

" TAISEHY, I AT ST |
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“Hey Kaunteyal | am the rasa (essence) in water,
the light of the sun and moon,

the syllable OM in all the Vedas,

And the strength of men.

| am the calmness of the moon,

the essence of the earth,
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the heat of fire, and
the sound inthe sky.”  (Bhagavad Gita 7.8-10)

Here, the universe is not inert matter, but vibrant with spirit. Creation is not
separate from God, but an unfolding of Hisown being: abreathing, living totality.
To dwell in such acosmosisto live with reverence, to listen for divinity in wind,
fire, water, and stone.

Among all living forms, Lord Krishna honours the Peepal tree.
Called Ashvattha, the everlasting, and Ichhapurti, thefulfiller of desires, it stands
as a silent sentinel of life. Unlike trees that sleep at night, the Peepal exhales
oxygen even in darkness, offering breath to the world while othersrest. Its shade
is gentle, its medicine ancient. Its leaves heal the body; its presence cams the
spirit. Like asage who giveswithout asking, it becomesaliving emblem of selfless
offering. The Rigveda openswithfire, not merely as physical flame, but asthefirst
divine presence, the priest who mediates between humans and gods. From this
fire, all cyclesflow. The seasons, therains, and the offerings of grain areall rituals
that nourish the world.

Aftefies qafed
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“| praise Agni, the chosen priest,
God, minister of the sacrifice,
the hotar (invoker), the bestower of treasures.” (Rigveda, Mandala 1, Sukta 1)

This is not a symbolic metaphor; it is ecological theology. To light a fireisto
sustain a bond between realms. To break that bond, as modernity often has, isto
fracturethe rhythm of life.

Rivers, too, are not just watercourses; they are mothers. Their generosity is
not framed in metrics of utility, but in ethics of kinship. The Ganga, the Yamuna,
and the Sarasvati are not “resources’ but deitieswho flow with memory and moral
weight. Their desecration is not simply pollution; it is sacrilege. Hence,
the Gitawarnsus:

"IFRERE: =l Joad e fhfoay: |
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“Those who cook food only for themselves truly eat sin,

while the pious who partake of what remains after sacrifice
arefreed from all wrongdoing.” (Gita, 3.13)
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Sacrifice here is not destruction, but reciprocation. It is the refusal to take
without giving back. The cycle of food, rain, and human action is not mechanistic
but sacred. Each link is dependent on dharma. Rain depends on yajna; yajna on
right conduct; conduct on divine order.

To return to the Peepal is to return to this deeper ecology. It does not ask for
anything, yet it gives continuously. The Gita praises it not just for its physical
form, but for its rootedness, endurance, and silent compassion. So too with the
Tulsi plant, venerated in homes across India, itsleaves held to be potent in healing
the body and steadying the mind. These are not superstitions but expressions of
aworldview where healing, holiness, and ecology are entwined.

In this cosmol ogy, the divineis not above or outside creation, but withinit. To
exploit nature is to violate the sacred. To honour it is to walk in dharma. In
the Mahabharata, the world is described not as aresource but as aresidence: the
dwelling place of the divine. Every species, every river, every mountain has its
placein the sacred architecture of the cosmos. Theland isnot owned; it isinhabited
with care. This way of seeing, as shared by many indigenous cultures, is not
nostalgia, but ethical clarity. It reminds us that to live well on Earth isto livein
rhythm, not rupture. In this, Krishna's voice echoes Achebe's: both remind us
that the loss of relation, whether ecological or cultural, isawound to the world's
balance. Anditisinour stories, our rituals, and our remembering that healing may

begin.
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Progress or Peril? Human and Ecological
Cost in Indra Sinha’s Animal’s People

Seema Dash and Ashutosh Singh

Abstract

This study looks into the notion of progress in the novel Animal’s People (2007) by Indra
Sinha, considering it from historical, psychological and socio-cultural perspective along
with environmental sustainability. This research highlights how the novelist reinvents
progress in order to create existing paradigms and advocates possible frameworks based
on justice and sustainability through the characters.The study employs an interdisciplinary
theoretical framework that includes postcolonial theory, ecocriticism and trauma studies.
Postcolonial theory emphasizes the exploitative tendencies of industrialization and
globalization, especially in the global south. Ecocriticism contextualizes the novel’s
environmental deterioration and anthropocentric perspectives. On the other hand, trauma
studies illuminate the personal and communal wounds suffered by the disaster survivors.
These perspectives taken together offer a comprehensive prism to examine the novel’s
critique of development.

Keywords: Ecocriticism, Progress, Postcolonialism, Resistance, History

“Bhiimeh sutanivananinadya
Girayascagiri- gahvara ica,

Sarva yetanibhaginyah pr thivyah
Tasya pid anamnasadhumanye.”

In the above shloka from Valmiki’s Ramayana (Kiskindha Kanda 1.9), Aadi Kavi Valmiki
expresses great ecological awareness. He anthropomorphizes nature by depicting
forests (vanani), rivers (nadyah), mountains (Girayah), and caverns (giri-gahvarani) as
Earth’s offspring (sutani) and sisters (bhaginyah), creating an emotional and moral
connection between humanity and nature. He warns that damaging any of these
natural elements is comparable to injuring Earth itself (prthivyah), which he clearly
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rejects as immoral (nasadhumanye). This ancient perspective represents ‘deep-ecology’,
which acknowledges the intrinsic value of all natural forms, not just for their benefit to
humans, but also as crucial, interrelated elements of a sacred whole. Valimiki’s view is
especially relevant in today’s setting of ‘progress and peril’

As the cornerstone of modernity, human progress is commonly understood as the
advancement of civilization through science, technology and rationality. The term
progress reveals itselfas a double-edged narrative, one that empowers and marginalizes,
creates and destroys. However, this progress frequently jeopardizes ecological balance:
deforestation, river pollution, mountain mining and the destruction of pristine
ecosystems are all activities that Valmiki warns against in the shloka. Theodor Adorno
and Max Horkheimer warn saying, “what men want to learn from nature is how to use
it in order wholly to dominate it” (Dialectic of Enlightenment, 1997, p. 4). The novel,
Animal’s People (2007) by Indra Sinha serves as a powerful critique of the cost of
industrial progress, simultaneously revealing the devastating impact on human lives,
social structures and the environment. Set in the fictional city of Khaufpur- as mentioned
by the author in the editor’s note as a model of Bhopal- the novel is a fictionalized
account of the long-term aftermath of a chemical disaster similar to the Bhopal Gas
Tragedy of 1984. The novel highlights the exploitative aspects of corporate
industrialization, especially in the Global South, where profit is valued above
sustainability and justice, through its intensely personal yet politically charged narrative.

Industrial Modernity and the Myth of Progress

The narrative of industrial modernity believes that technological innovation and
industrial development are undeniable signs of human progress. This idea, which is
extensively established in Enlightenment thought, proposes a linear trajectory in which
cultures progress from primitive to advanced phases by means of industrialization.
However, this approach has been severely looked into and disputed by a number of
environmental activists and literary experts such as Timothy Morton, Rob Nixon,
Amitav Ghosh, Vandana Shiva, Naomi Klein, Edward Goldsmith and many more. They
argue that this type of perspective frequently ignores the associated social and
environmental consequences.

The novel Animal’s People (2007) is set in Khaufpur, the fictionalized version of
Bhopal, India, where a Union Carbide leak released 27 tons of methyl isocyanate into
the night sky above a sleeping metropolis. The worst industrial accident in history
resulted in at least 9000 deaths. According to Bhopal Gas Tragedy Information (Union
Carbide Corporation, 2025), estimate death toll have risen to 25,000 with halfa million
people exposed to the deadly gas for decades. The novel confronts the myth of
progress by exposing the human and ecological toll of industrial expansion.

In The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideas in America,
Leo Marx investigates the conflicts between pastoral environment and the development
in the industrial technology. He identifies a repeating motifin American Literature in
which the peaceful natural setting is interrupted by the unexpected arrival of machinery,
which reflects the assault of the pastoral ideals. Marx (1964) says, “‘within the lifetime
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of a single generation, a rustic and in large part wild landscape was transformed into
the sites of the world’s most productive industrial machine”(p. 343).This statement of
Marx is formed explicit in Sinha’s tale as the rusty remnants of the Kampani’s chemical
plant sit at the heart of Khaufpur like a festering wound, an abandoned symbol of
global capitalism’s failed promises. Animal, the protagonist, takes us on a sensory tour
of this ruin:

The factory lies dead in the heart of the city. Its chimneys stand like tombstones, the
building are black with soot. Vines and weeds grow through the walls. Bats hang in flocks
like rags from the roofs. When the wind blows from that direction, the stink is like rotten
eggs mixed with burnt hair. But worse than the stench is the poison that seeps from the
ground into the wells, into the river, into our bones and dreams. (Sinha, 2007, p. 45)

This evocative portrayal is more than just environmental imagery. It represents the
entropic underside of modernity, what Walter Benjamin refers to as the ‘storm’ of
development, which leaves its ruin in its wake. Khaufpur has become a necropolis of
failed development, with new infrastructure serving solely as a tomb for the
impoverished.

Animal’s physical transformation represents this critique of the industrial society.
After the gas leak, Animal becomes twisted by its effects; he describes his own existence
with scathing irony as follows:

I’'m what people call unusual. Not just because I walk on all fours and have a face like a
snout. Not just because my back is twisted into a question mark, or because people cross
the street to avoid me. I’'m unusual because I remember. I remember everything. The night
of the accident, the screams, the burning eyes, the smell of death in the air. I was not even
born then, but I remember. It’s in my body. (Sinha, 2007, p. 18)

His deformed physique is a tangible and figurative representation of progress gone
wrong. Animal, by symbolizing the gas calamity, rejects memory erasure and sanitized
myths of development that disguised its victims. His self-identification as a non-
human ‘I’'m Animal, I bite’ is a kind of defiance against the dehumanizing powers of
both industrial capitalism and humanitarian paternalism. This argument is consistent
with Rob Nixon’s concept of ‘slow violence’ in which environmental harm occurs
gradually and quietly, disproportionately harming those who are pauper and politically
marginalized. Nixon (2011) in Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor
contends that such aggression is “typically not viewed as violence at all” due to its
time postponed and spatially shifted effects (p. 2). Animal perfectly describes it by
describing the new-born babies having ‘eyes like fish, their fingers webbed and their
lungs weak like old people.” He becomes irascible listening people saying, ‘Time heals
everything.” But, he feels that time instead of healing is making things worse. A mother,
who came to Dr. Elli, for the check-up of her child says, “our wells are full of poison. It’s
in the soil, water, in our blood, it’s in our milk. Everything here is poisoned. If you stay
here for long enough, you will be too.” (Sinha, 2007, p. 108). The continuation of
toxicity, both chemical and political, highlights the hollowness of post-industrial
redemption narratives. Rather than alleviating the misery of Khaufpur’s people, time
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reveals the enduring colonial ethos of disposability that underpins modernity. With
time, many foreigners come to Khaufpur to take evidence of the devastating
consequences of ‘that night’ like the journalist, who asked Animal to document his
experiences over these years in tapes and Eli, the doctor, who assumes to be more
beneficial to the survivors with her medical knowledge. Nevertheless, instead of all
these attempts and promises what the Khaufpuris want is the justice, the Kampani
itselfto compensate for the damages. What they want is ‘someone’ who will listen
their plights. The failure of these initiatives exemplifies what Gayatri Chakravarty
Spivak (1988) warns against: supressing the subaltern with the pretence of
humanitarian rescue (p. 285).

Ecoprecarity and the Persistence of Toxicity:

Many works have looked at how Sinha’s account of Animal s People opens up the
fundamental imbalances perpetuated by global capitalism. Alam examines the subject
matter of “ecological rifts,” emphasizing how the novel depicts the breakdown of
natural and social systems caused by industrial exploitation. He observes that the
disaster in Khaufpur is an example of how “global capitalism perpetrates [disaster]
over time and distributes [them] unevenly”’(Alam, 2023, p. 19). This approach is
consistent with the description of the ongoing environmental and health challenges
experienced by the people of Khaufpur in the novel. The toxicity lingers in the air, water
and the bodies of the community. Animal, the narrator, gives a description of illness
embedded in their daily lives. He says, “in jhuggis we all cough. The old, the young,
even babies just out of their mothers. We all cough and burn inside. The Kampani’s
poison is in our lungs, our bellies, our bones” (Sinha, 2007, p. 53). Aliya has inflamed
lungs, Pandit Somraj has too difficulty in breathing, Shambhu can hardly breathe and
many more victims are there who are suffering from the catastrophe of that night.
David Williams (2018) points out the abject body of the narrator Animal, his deformed
spine functions rhetorically to present ‘slow violence’ and long term bodily degradation
(p. 587). Rob Nixon (2011) argues, “slow violence is neither spectacular nor
instantaneous but incremental, its calamitous repercussions playing out across a
range of temporal scales” ( p. 2). This portrays the sufferings of the residents of
Khaufpur as ongoing and structurally overlooked by both national and international
authorities. One very dramatic literary example is when Animal describes how the
government and international bodies respond to the aftermath ofthe industrial disaster:

All these years we’ve been waiting for justice, for compensation, for proper treatment.
What do we get? Report after report, court date after court date. Meanwhile, people die
every day. The factory stands there, still leaking poisons into our wells. The Kampani has
run away and no one lifts a finger. (Sinha, 2007, p. 89)

This comment demonstrates that the suffering of Khaufpur inhabitants is not only
persistent, but that the response processes are performative, bureaucratic, and
disconnected from the victims’ lived realities. The repetitions ‘report after report” and
‘court date after court date’ conjures judicial paralysis- a hallmark of what Rob Nixon
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refers to as ‘slow violence’, in which harm occurs gradually and is consistently neglected
due to the invisibility of minority suffering. Zafar remarkably gives a scathing
commentary on global accountability. He says,

You think the people of Khaufpur will get justice from courts in Amrika? You think the
Kampani will be dragged here in chains? They are too rich, too powerful. They buy
governments, they buy silence (Sinha, 2007, p. 102).

Zafar demonstrates how structural neglect is integrated into the legal and political
response due to both domestic corruption and international lawlessness. The Kampani,
which represents Union Carbide/ Dow Chemicals, is depicted as being above the law,
reflecting actual global justice failures.

Furthermore, the concept of “hyposubject’(as proposed by Patranobish) defines
the novel’s subaltern characters who navigate and resist the toxic landscapes placed
on them. She claims that Khaufpur inhabitants rethink pollution and poison beyond
the rules of silencing, providing “alternative decolonial and anti-capitalist
configurations” (Patranobish, 2007, p. 233). This viewpoint emphasizes the agency of
underprivileged populations in combating environmental injustices. Arundhati Roy’s
The Ministry of Utmost Happiness (2017) presents a similar illustration, showing how
the poisonous landfills and dumps of Delhi also result in areas of living death for
underprivileged people. Living close to a trash facility and cremation cemetery, a
character of the novel refers to the area as a “morgue of industrial ambition” ( p. 234).
Both the novels establish a literary continuity in postcolonial ecocriticism by depicting
the environment as a place where the living are gradually dying. Through the extended
image of Khaufpur (as quoted below) Sinha depicts it as a lived necropolis offering a
direct parallel to Arundhati Roy’s portrayal of Delhi’s toxic wastelands, establishing
the literary continuity in postcolonial ecocriticism of settings transformed into ‘zones
of living death.” Sinha here collapses the boundary between human and animal, past
and present, death and life underscoring a total ecological precarity. The narrator
Animal describes Khaufpur as:

Khaufpur has become a city of the dead. Not those who lie buried in graveyard, but the
living who breathe poison every morning. Our wells are graves- water that kills, not
quenches thirst. The ground is strewn with the bones of animals that drank it, their
carcasses rotting in the sun. Every day I walk through streets where children cough up
blood, where old men stumble blind with poisoned eyes. This is our cremation ground and
landfill all in one- a single landscape of death in slow motion. (Sinha, pp. 52-53)

The novel’s toxic substances constitute more than just a backdrop; it is an active,
insidious force that changes the socio-political environment. Williams (2018) analyses
how Sinha uses the abject to emphasize the material realities of the victims, arguing
that the novel “foregrounds the body as a crucial rhetorical element in a contest
between marginalized people and the gargantuan powers that oppose and oppress
them” (p. 587). This perspective emphasizes the embodied nature of environmental
trauma, as well as the struggle for acknowledgment and justice.The notion that ‘time
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heals’ is called into question when children born following that cruelest night gas
leakage have serious malformations and developmental delays. Animal says that “the
new ones come into the world already broken, their bodies twisted, their minds clouded”
(Sinha, 2007, p. 147).The protagonist, Animal, represents the physical repercussions of
environmental neglect and industrial misconduct. His physical defects, which are the
result of harmful chemical exposure, demonstrate the disaster’s long-term impact.
Animal’s self-identification reinforces his alienation when he says, “I no longer want
to be human, I want to be an animal, turn me into a dog, a pig, anything that is not
human.” (p. 15)

The way that medical bureaucracy functions as a neo-colonial apparatus that acts
without actually documenting is reflected by Zafar, the local activist. He encapsulates
this betrayal in his critique of the so-called health camps. He criticizes, “These health
camps are a joke. They test our blood, our lungs, write down results, but we never see
the reports. It is all for the record books, not for our bodies” (Sinha, 2007, p. 111).
Achille Mbembe (2019) refers to the residents of Khaufpur as “necropolitical subjects”-
those who lives are permitted to deteriorate due to corporate impunity and abandonment
(p- 21). These health camps turn into symbolic rites in which the victims receive just
minimal recognition to maintain their legal and medical invisibility. By doing this, Sinha
criticizes colonial governance systems that classified, documented and governed
colonial bodies without providing care, in addition to corporate negligence. Gayatri
Spivak’s fundamental query, ‘Can the subaltern speak?,’ is echoed in Zafar’s
dissatisfaction. The subaltern does speak in this instance, but only as data, not as a
person deserving of justice or healing. This is consistent with Patranobish’s (2024)
findings, which imply that the characters in Animal s People become ‘hyposubjects’-
being less than human status whose pain is documented but never addressed
meaningfully (p. 233). Their presence in the system is acknowledged, but then
administratively eliminated. In Helon Habila’s Oil on Water (2010), set in the oil polluted
Niger Delta, villagers face respiratory problems, infertility, and contaminated water
diseases. A doctor states, “The air we breathe here is enough to kill a healthy man in
five years” (Habila, 2010, p. 94). Like Khaufpur, these communities suffer from
environmental exploitation, where oil and chemicals symbolize both wealth and death.
Both the novels stress the bio political abandonment of regions sacrificed for industrial
profit.

Resistance and the Re-imagination of Progress:

Despite the overwhelming sufferings depicted in Animal s People, the novel also
portrays resistance as a means of redefining progress. The people of Khaufpur refuse
to accept the position of passive victims. They mobilize politically, organize protests,
reject simplistic answers and create a discourse of justice that goes beyond legal
settlements and monetary compensation from the Kampani’s attempts to evade
accountability. The protagonist known only as Animal, and Zafar, a local activist, are
the focal points of this rebellion. Zafar, the leader in particular, represents Antonio
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Gramsci’s concept of “counter-hegemony”- a challenge to prevailing ideologies by
subordinated classes striving to reform society’s intellectual systems (Gramsci, 1971,
p. 245). Hisrallying cry, “We don’t want their money, we want justice”” (Sinha, 2007, p.
221) is remarkable. This rejection of corporate compensation in favour of systemic
change challenges capitalist notions of progress, which often reduce justice to financial
settlements rather than structural reforms. T. S. Eliot’s reflections on broken modernism
and spiritual desolation strike a deep connection with the novel’s setting. He writes,

“What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow
Out of this stony rubbish?” (The Waste Land, 1976, lines 19-20)

The above lines put a query reflecting Khaufpur’s degraded and ruined ecology.
While Eliot’s figurative barrenness also conveys the spiritual emptiness of development
paradigms that forsakes ethics in the name of progress, the ‘stony rubbish’ becomes
apparent in Sinha’s poisonous cityscape.

Gramsci’s counter hegemony is more than just opposition; it is a rearticulation of
values and meanings. This is shown in Khaufpur inhabitants, where people residing in
Khaufpur imagine a future based on accountability, remembrance, and ecological
sustainability rather than economic development or foreign investment. Zafar’s rejection
to accept the Kampani’s offer of compensation exemplifies a widespread refusal to
legitimize injustice through institutionalized forms of closure. In this setting,
compensation becomes a technique of forgetting, a tool for erasing transactional firms’
ethical commitments. As such, the novel contributes a broader postcolonial critique of
global capitalism, in which development is frequently forced rather than negotiated.

Development as Freedom by Amartya Sen provides a complementary theoretical
framework. Sen contends that development should be measured not by income or
industrial output, but rather by the amount to which it increases people’s talents and
freedoms. This perspective is supported by the novel of present discussion by Sinha,
which depicts development as inextricably tied to health, environmental justice, and
participatory government. Despite their economic hardship, Khaufpur inhabitants
have a strong political consciousness (due to Zafar’s efforts) and a sense of local
mutual support and respect. These characteristics allow them to criticize and fight
mainstream paradigms of advancement that prioritize infrastructure and capital over
human experiences and rights.

This ethical dimension of resistance is also evident in the novel’s ecological
sensibility. The poisoned environment of Khaufpur becomes a metaphor of what
Nixon (2011) refers to as ‘slow violence’ — the cumulative, invisible environmental
devastation that disproportionately influences underprivileged groups (p. 2). In their
resistance to this aggression, Khaufpur does not seek to return to a pre-industrial
condition; instead, the people seek acknowledgment, compensation for moral injury,
and long-term future alternatives. This is in contrast to the frequently technocratic
rhetoric of development, which views the environment as an externality rather than a
lived and contested area.
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The re-imagination of progress in Animal’s People also challenges the
epistemologies of international humanitarianism. The novel comments on the
paternalistic frameworks of aid and global health that frequently serve to reinforce
neo-colonial power dynamics. For instance, health camps established in the aftermath
of the disaster are described as performative: they collect data without offering real
care. Importantly, the novel transforms the concept of development from a Western-
centric, technocratic ideal to a dialogic, locally based goal. For in Khaufpur , progress
is measured not by GDP or technological advancement, but by ethical responsibility,
ecological balance, and human dignity. In this regard, the novel serves as a literary
counter development, providing a relational, historical and thoroughly lived vision of
social justice. This view is consistent with the ideas of Arundhati Roy’s postcolonial
ecocritical novel The Ministry of Utmost Happiness (2017), which criticizes the
environmental deterioration and bureaucratic indifference faced by India’s underclasses.
Both the novels (4nimal’s People and The Ministry of Utmost Happiness) depict
regions of environmental death and social abandonment as sites of resistance, where
new political subjectivities develop. In doing so, they add to a growing body of
literature attempting to decolonize environmental rhetoric and reframe development in
terms of justice rather than exploitation.

Conclusion

Beyond the stark dichotomy of “progress and peril,” Animal s People proposes a
third way of thinking- one that neither mindlessly praises modernity nor dives into
nostalgic romanticism. This alternative path, expressed in Khaufpur’s grassroots
resistance, represents a dialogic, participatory vision of development based on the
lived experience of the oppressed. It asks not what can be built, but what needs to be
remembered, healed, and safeguarded. Sinha’s story resonates as both contemporary
and timeless in today’s global context, where industrial disasters, climatic emergencies
and ecological displacements are no longer anomalies but rather permanent realities.
The gas leak in Khaufpur is not an isolated tragedy; it represents the systematic
failings that continue to plague the interaction between capital, the environment, and
the disenfranchised. In this light, the novel’s ethical imagination becomes a mirror of
our current situation. How can we listen to the communities most impacted by
environmental disaster? How can justice be achieved without reinforcing power
structures?

The story of Khaufpur encourages the reader to rethink not only development
programs, but also the metaphors we use to define progress. The metaphor of the
‘leak’- a rupture, a creeping seepage, a lack of containment- aptly represents the
failings of accountability and the permeability of institutional boundaries in restraining
corporate power. These metaphorical and material ruptures are where literature comes
in: to give from to what official histories erase, to name the silent, and to bring disparate
suffering together. Similarly, the characters in Animal’s People are more than just
victims; they are also narrators of resistance. Animal, with his twisted spine and irreverent
speech is a physical and narrative distortion of conventional bodies and official narrative.
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His voice, which is frequently comical and genuine, rips beyond sanitized humanitarian
jargon to regain agency via storytelling. In doing so, the novel becomes a form of
resistance- a literary insurgency against the reduction of people to data points,
casualties, or legal footnotes.

The pervasive toxicity of Khaufpur- chemical, institutional and psychological-
reflects a world in which progresses has lost its moral compass. Yet it is in this decaying
terrain that new solidarities form. As a result, thereader is faced with an ethical imperative
rather than despair. We are challenged to reconsider our own culpability, our
understanding of justice, and our ability to envision otherwise. What does it mean to
build a world in which progress is measured in terms of clean air, dignified labour and
fair healing rather than megawatts or market share? Can we imagine a world in which
technological advancement promotes ecological restoration rather than extraction? In
addition, most importantly, can the long ignored voices of Khaufpur become the
architects of a truly inclusive future? These are not rhetorical inquiries, but blueprints
for a new critical consciousness. Animal’s People does not supply simple answers,
instead, achieves something far more powerful: it destabilizes inherited narratives,
creating opportunity for new ones to arise. T. S. Eliot’s lines below amplify the core
message of the current study that in our rush towards progress, we often lose the
wisdom of restraint, the ethics of care and the humility to listen.

“The endless cycle of idea and action,

Endless invention, endless experiment,

Brings knowledge of motion, but not of stillness;

Knowledge of speech, but not of silence.”
(Choruses from The Rock, 1934)
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Of Festivals and Nature: The
Anthropocene and Planetary
Sustainability in Tagore

Mausumi Sen Bhattacharjee

Abstract

In 1928 during the Brikhsharopana festival in Santiniketan Rabindranath Tagore penned
most of his poems in the collection that he later named Bonobani (The Message of the
Wild). Nature for Tagore has been in many ways a trope to engage with the otherwise
anthropocentric universe - it has been a tool for the critic/poet to participate in the
discourse of an irrational and indiscriminate oppression of the Mother Earth. If we go
by the mantra of ‘live and let live’ his Bonobani poems and especially his critical essay
“The Message of the Forest” may be seen as a prologue to this very nascent issue of the
anthropocene that has finally come upon us as an anagnorisis. But unfortunately, as
always is the case with South Asian intelligentsia, it is getting disseminated into the
academic thought and society at large vis-a-vis the theoretical scaffold of the west.

This essay aims to analyse these texts by Tagore to study their relevant nuances. It
proposes to show how Tagore detects through the ritualistic performances and
involvement of nature festivals (both in his works and praxis as in his Santiniketan
asram project) is celebrated not merely to achieve the mediating connectedness with
his Upanishadic idea of the Supreme One, but to reassert that Mother Earth is meant
for all living beings equally. Subsequently it aims to show how Tagore offers a subtle
critique against these oppressive practices of the human way back in the early 1920s.
In the process my paper also aims to illustrate how through the selected texts Tagore
was already theorising the tenets of planetary sustainability even before it could be
conceived by the canonical thinkers from the west. Hence his plea for the planetary
through the selected works is iconoclastic in its own unique way.

Keywords: anthropocene, planetary, deep ecology, festivals, asram culture.
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Amidst the rising concerns of environmentalism and climate changes, the
anthropocene has almost been a password to tackle these concerns in a rational
way. The anthropocene, whether one addresses it as a geological epoch or as a
working term to measure the anthropogenic changes humanity has promoted on
this earth, has been a compelling motif to assess and review literature on the
environment. The dissemination of the idea of the anthropocene into literary studies
as a term may be assessed by the following:

The recent coinage of the term ‘ Anthropocene’ by atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen
and biologist Eugene Stoermer (Crutzen and Stoermer, 2000) has highlighted how
important it is to explain the prominent role of humans in driving geologic, atmospheric
and geomorphological changes. The coinage is an analogy with the construction of
other recent geological epochs, such as the Holocene, the epoch we are commonly
assumed to be within, starting around 12,000 years ago following the last glacial
period. The construction of the term anthropocene is a suggestion that we need to
take seriously the idea that the transformations we have caused as a species have had
such a significant effect that we need to think of our role as triggering a new geological
phase distinct from the last.

The argument is now being made that we are being threatened with a mass extinction

event the likes of which has occurred only five times in the last 540 million years or
so (Barnosky et al., 2011) and that this mass extinction should be associated with
human activity. This has triggered the suggestion that anthropology now needs to
think of what it means to be writing culture in the anthropocene (Kirksey & Helmreich,
2010), a suggestion that is part of a broader move in the humanities and social sciences.
(Irvine & Gorji, 2013)

Furthermore, its intensity may be fathomed in how Dipesh Chakrabarty reflects on
the emergence of the concept of anthropocene

the wall between human and natural history has been breached. We may not experience
ourselves as a geological agent, but we appear to have become one at the level of the
species. And without that knowledge that defies historical understanding there is no
making sense of the current crisis that affects us all. (Chakrabarty, 221)

My task here is to bring Rabindranath Tagore to the fore as a writer, reformer and
activist for whom social history and observations of the natural world were
intricately combined and through his work he offers us a way of thinking about the
challenge put forward by Chakrabarty as early as in the 1920s. Tagore’s capacity to
hold human and natural history in view simultaneously in his writings offer an
alternative way to deal with the anthropocene. In this paper I will analyse Tagore’s
Bonobani collection of poems (1928), his essay “The Message of the Forest (1922)
and his Introduction to Elmhirst’s essay “The Robbery of the Soil”(1928) in the
light of assessing Tagore not merely as a poet of nature rejoicing in its bountiful
manifestation, but also as a seer and activist whose literature was enabling a praxis
of cleansing the human tainted nature to revitalise the symbiosis between Mother
Earth and the human through his asram culture at Santiniketan. In these writings
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are adumbrated vital echoes of our very contemporary ideas of the anthropocene,
deep ecology and planetary sustainability that enable us to review him as an
environmental prophet much ahead of his times.

According to Ramchandra Guha “environmentalism must be viewed as a social
program, a charter of action which seeks to protect cherished habitats, protest
against their degradation, and prescribe less destructive technologies and
lifestyles”. (Guha, 2000) Beginning with the forest movements of Australia and
America in the early nineteenth century and finally manifested with a big bang
with Rachel Carson’s publication of Silent Spring in 1962, environmentalism in the
west did take a new turn accommodating serious concerns of the impact of chemicals
upon bio life. It moved further with Arne Naess’s platform for “deep ecology”
concern in respect of saving the wolves. This movement as Guha sums up “fights for
‘biocentric equality’, that is, the placing of humans on par with and not above other
species”. (Guha, 2000) The eight principles as cited by Guha from David Rothenberg’s
“Is it too Painful to Think? Conversations with Arne Naess™ to unite the deep ecologists
worldwide may be considered here. The 1993 version reads like this:

1. The flourishing of human and nonhuman living beings has intrinsic worth. The
worth of nonhuman beings is independent of their usefulness for human purposes.

2. Richness and diversity of life forms on earth, including forms of human cultures,
have intrinsic worth.

3. Humans have no right to reduce this richness and diversity, except to satisfy
vital needs.

4. The flourishing of human life and cultures is compatible with a substantially
smaller human population.

5. Present human interference with the nonhuman world is excessive and the situation
iS worsening.

6. The foregoing points indicate that changes are necessary in the dominant way
humans until now have behaved in their relation to the earth as a whole. The
changes will, in a fundamental manner, affect political, social, technological,
economic, and ideological structures.

7. The ideological change in the rich countries will mainly be that of increased
appreciation of life quality rather than high material standard of living, in this way
preparing [the way for] a global state of ecologically sustainable development.

8. Those who subscribe to the foregoing points have an obligation, directly or indirectly,
to try to implement the necessary changes by nonviolent means. (Guha, 2000)

These tenets of “deep ecology” are almost all applicable to Tagore’s thinking and the
way he has presented his concerns in his writings. Tagore’s environment writings
have been in many ways a trope to engage with the otherwise anthropocentric universe
—it has been a tool for him to explore, navigate and subvert the discourse of irrational
and indiscriminate oppression of the Mother Earth. To introduce his collection of
poems, Bonobani (The Message of the Wild) Tagore manifests

The language of Nature is the eternal language of creation. It penetrates reality to
reach the deepest layers of our consciousness, it draws upon a language that has
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survived thousands of years with the human ... it is the musical instrument of nature,
it replicates the rhythm inherent in life Itself. If we listen carefully, we will be able to
trace within them the murmurs of eternity where the spirit of liberation, peace and
beauty lurk, it reminds us of the sea that is ‘santam, shivam, advaitam ... it reminds
us of the bond with the world ...if we can accept this music of the wild within us, we
can perceive the great music of oneness ... in this hotel of Vienna, I thus fondly
remember the flora and the fauna of my household at Santiniketan. (Sen & Sarkar,
2018)

His response to nature is strongly infused with the Upanishadic philosophy of
monotheism as he visualizes the Divine Spirit within all creation and its
manifestation is reflected in the manifold richness of nature. As commented by
Apurva Biswas

The wide variety of nature with the changes of seasons and the dance of time permeated
his poetry to a great extent ... the change of seasons was not for the poet a change in
the external manifestations of nature — each represented a phase, an insight into life
which Rabindranath grasped intuitively. (Biswas, 1996)

This ‘insight into life’ is related to what Naess would view as “deep ecology and it
is evident in the poems of Bonobani especially in “Debdaaru”, “Amraban”,
“Nilmanilata”, “Kurchi” and “Sal” varieties, in his celebration of the change of
seasons — rejoicing in their blossom. Acknowledging and celebrating their fall,
revival and renewal are the sources of Tagore’s idea of the festival. He introduces
his last poem of the collection “Basanta Utsav” with the following introductory
lines that may be considered in this regard.

This year dolpurnima befell crossing the Chaitra at the advent of Falgun. The blossom
of the mango flowers is over, no honeybees in the mango groves, the palash flowers
are gone, the Simul flowers bowed adieu after bequeathing their last drops of honey
for the ants. The bowers were almost empty except for the Sal flowers still shining in
their inflorescence. In the dawn of the festival the girl students of the asram danced
around the throne of nature and decked them with colours while laying garlands in the
Sal shades. At the advent of early dawn when the full moon was about to take leave
and the first ray of sunlight was about to emerge, then I penned this verse offering for
the festival of spring. (Tagore,1986, translations mine)

Listing each detail of the presence and absence of seasonal flowers, their colours
participating in the celebration of seasons is characteristic of Tagore’s perception
of nature and his idea of the festival is intuitively and consciously secularised and
segregated from the mythical fables to attune their vibrance with the seasonal
cycle. Hence Holi for Tagore and the Santiniketan asramites have always been
“Basanta Utsav” and not the mainstream festival centering around the Hindu
myths. Furthermore, if we investigate the last lines of this poem, we note the subtle
union of the human and nonhuman life:

Our affection for you silent friend,

Receive my song offering in this spring.
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In this festival of joy the voices of the children,

Mingle with the songs of the koel,

Dressed in the happiness of your aroma

This offering is replenished on this holy occasion. (Tagore,1986, translations mine)

The festival of spring thus, here for the poet, announces not only a marriage ofall
lives from plant to animals and human but a complete coordination of each with the
other that resuscitates and rejuvenates life on earth. The synesthetic effect created
by a deliberate fudging of the tactile senses here in the poem only expedites this
subtle union and it sings of the fulfilment and flourishing of both human and
nonhuman life through the celebration of spring.

In his poem “Briksharopana Utsav” the poet deifies a tiny sapling alluring
care, respect and worship. The poem seems to pay homage to each force of nature,
and they all participate in this macrocosmic process of life making.

Let the flag of victory over dreariness
Flutter, o great force of life!

Bless these particles of dust today
With the softness of your grace:

The songs of the silent earth

Will sing to the tunes you craft,
Awakening blossoms all around us.
Bless us O beautiful life!

Fellow travellers, in the green shade
Let us relax for a moment;

Come to us O playmate of the wind
Make the azure sky radiant!

Awake the first light with hope

Let the last rays of dusk settle,
Compose the nest of mighty repose
O generous life!

O child of nature, let the force of life fill you!
Gather the blessings of light and wind

To attain the sap of youth;

I welcome you today with the depth of my wishes
Be our neighbour, be our friend! (Sen & Sircar, 2018)

William Rueckert’s proposal that “green plants are among the most creative
organisms on earth. They are nature’s poets” (Rueckert, 1996) become very relevant
while reading the way Tagore represents their reality in the above lines.

The worshipping of trees is with what the collection opens. This collection of
poems has “Briksh- Bandana” as its opening poem. It manifests life’s triumph over
all dreariness and the emergence of the tree as the redeemer hero that shares its life
bonding intuitively with Mother Earth:
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From the deep bowels of the earth you heard
The call of the Sun, O Tree, you witnessed
The first beat of life, you uttered

The call of life in the dreariness.

Brave son of the earth, you declared

War to liberate the soil from the

Sterility of the desert; the battle continues
To establish the throne of the green

On every page of rock

You extend your path to every space.

Your life and shade sustain me

I come forward, a messenger of Man;

Dressed in your garland I offer,

My poetry to you as my humble offering.

Dressed in your garland I offer,

My poetry to you as my humble offering. (Sen & Sircar, (2018)

Often such writings have provoked a comparison with Wordsworth’s writings.
One striking difference between Wordsworth’s approach to nature and that of
Tagore as evident in these poems is that Wordsworth and his ‘egotistical sublime’
is more anthropocentric in seeing a conflict between man and nature. Human for
Wordsworth is the agent that enables recognition of nature, and it foregrounds
human centered issues. By contrast, Tagore is consistently more into the
anthropocene. While Wordsworth sought nature for

...aspect more sublime; that blessed mood,

In which the burthen of the mystery,

In which the heavy and the weary weight

Of all this unintelligible world,

Is lightened: (Wordsworth, 1970,1975: 36-41)

or to hear the “still sad music of humanity”, for Tagore it is foregrounding of
nature, and he is “dressed in your garland” and his poetry is a “humble offering”.
Here we can infer how Tagore’s views are more eco-centric and has a spiritual
proclivity than being anthropocentric. This is in keeping with the propositions of
Arne Naess and his definitions of the “deep ecology”.

The function of poetry, says Francis Ponge in The Voice of Things

is to nourish the spirit of man by giving him the cosmos to suckle. We have only to
lower our standard of dominating nature and to raise our standard of participating in
it in order to make the reconciliation take place. When man becomes proud to be not
just the site where ideas and feelings are produced, but also the crossroad where
they divide and mingle, he will be ready to be saved. Hope therefore lies in a poetry
through which the world so invades the spirit of man that he be- comes almost
speechless, and later reinvents language. (Ponge, 1974)
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This can be validated in the way Tagore explores and celebrates nature and
nonhuman lives in these poems. Interestingly, Bonobani also has a poem called
“Jagadishchandra” dedicated to the scientist who took the contemporary society
by storm proving plants also live. Here we notice Tagore’s play with the metaphors
of the silent and voiceless that subtly become explicit in Ponge’s suggestion.

...O hermit you wholeheartedly

Gave voice to the silent, have heard alone

The inner pain of the wilderness

The cry of the silent life

Have enervated life in the Mother Earth’s breast...

The voice of desire from the inner chambers of the silent
Emerge from darkness to vision’s light

In your enlightened soul speaks

About a bonding between the plant and human soul
That testifies the ancient most and primitive of all relations. (Tagore,1986, translations
mine)

This acknowledgement of the eternality of the bonding with plant life and the
human testifies Tagore’s strong affinity with the anthropocene.

“The Message of the Forest” based on the Bengali essay “Tapoban” was
reproduced in The Modern Review in May 1919 and was first read out on the
opening of the Festival of Fine Arts in Bangalore on 12" January 1919. Here Tagore
deifies the forest as a socio-temporal space containing our proper environment.
For that he relates the forest to its representation in the classical tradition in
Sanskrit epics

under the sublime shade of those ancient forests; and, in the forest, the most intense
pathos of human life found its background in the greatest of our romantic dramas. The
memory of these sacred forests is the one great inheritance which India ever cherishes
through all her political vicissitudes and economic disturbances. (Sen & Sircar, 2018)

What interests us here is not merely the idealisation of the forest but also his
locating in it “lives and the Grand Life that permeates the Universe”. (Sen & Sircar,
2018) Here Tagore is having in mind the Upanishadic concept of the emancipation
of the soul. In his later essay “The Religion of the Forest” from Creative Unity
collection (1922) he begins with: “our soul lies in its realising the ultimate truth of
unity”

Ishavdsyam idam sarvam yat kinch jagatyam jagat.
Y¢na tyakténa bhunjetha ma gradha kasyasvit dhanam.

(Know all that moves in this moving world as enveloped by God; and find enjoyment
through renunciation, not through greed of possession) (Das,1996)

He moves on to discuss how the “ideal of perfection preached by the forest-
dwellers of ancient India runs through the heart of our classical literature and still
dominates our mind”. He also attempts to highlight the uniqueness of India through
the Upanishadic conceptualisation of finding divinity in nature:
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India holds sacred, and counts as places of pilgrimage, all spots which display a
special beauty or splendour of Nature. These had no original attraction on account of
any special fitness for cultivation or settlement. Here man is free, not to look upon
Nature as a source of supply of his necessities, but to realise his soul beyond himself.
The Himalayas of India are sacred and the Vindhya Hills. Her majestic rivers are
sacred. Lake Manasa and the confluence of the Ganges and the Jamuna are sacred.
India has saturated with her love and worship the great Nature with which her children
are surrounded, whose light fills their eyes with gladness, and whose water cleanses
them, whose food gives them life, and from whose majestic mystery comes forth the
constant revelation of the infinite in music, scent and colour, which brings its awakening
to the soul of man. India gains the world through worship, through spiritual communion;
and the idea of freedom to which she aspired was based upon the realization of her
spiritual unity. (Das, 1996)

By associating the forests with spirituality their elucidation as part of the spiritual
entity is reiterated. Furthermore, India is represented to the west as the land where
this unique bonding is possible. Hence it is an emphatic postcolonial response to
west’s hegemony on the politics of the anthropocene.

In one of his earlier poetic-plays Prakritir Pratishodh or The Ascetic (1921)
Tagore deals with the ascetic who renounces nature as a deterrent to philosophical
wisdom and epistemic pursuits.

What pain you have given me

O demon of Nature in your trap!

... I had promised to revenge myself

To free from your bind. (Sen & Sircar, 2018)

However, he returns to a reconciliation with nature’s regenerative cycle in his
manifestation,

I throw away the vestige of Sanyas(renunciation)

I inhale the joy of living

With the great vessel of the world floats

I submit to its motion - I live

With the millions who travel on it. (Sen & Sircar, 2018)

We see how in “The Message of the Forest” for his illustration Tagore uses the
metaphor of the tree while relating the human to history and reiterating its organic
nature.

I would rather insist on the inexhaustible variety of the human race which does not
grow straight up, like a palmyra tree, on a single stem but like a banian tree spreads
itself in ever-new trunks and branches. Man’s history is organic and deep-seated life-
forces work towards its growth. It is hopeless to cater to some clamorous demand of
the moment, by endeavouring to fashion the history of one people on the model of
another. (Sen & Sircar, 2018)

Here we are reminded of the analogy of Dipesh Chakravarty cited before. Ifnot a
“geological agent”, Tagore here implores to bridge the divide and insistently
attempts to mend “the wall between human and natural history” when he refers to
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the “deep-seated life-forces” working towards its growth. Anthropocene in terms
of its historical progress receives a sustained connotation in such views.

But with his fine-tuned environmentalism, Tagore did not stop at bare
theorisation. “The Message of the Forest” and “The Religion of the Forest” (1922)
may be viewed as deliberate interventions anticipating some of the fundamental
premises of the literary discourse of ecocriticism. His Santiniketan asram or hermitage
project finds a practical shape and in many ways is a pragmatic realisation of the
tapovana he intellectually conceived. It simultaneously will fulfil his pedagogic
projects too.

Tagore’s mission of founding a school at Santiniketan in late 1901 was no
doubt instigated by the swadeshi (Nationalist) activity in Bengal and other parts
of India around the turn of the century. As Krishna Dutta and Andrew Robinson
points out in their Selected Letters of Rabindranath Tagore collection:

His aim was to establish a modern version of the tapoban (forest hermitage)) of
ancient India, apart from Calcutta and its fleshpots and away from the lure of the
West... Rabindranath was disillusioned with the swadeshi movement and role of
Brahmo Samaj and concentrating in building up Bengal educational, artistically and
economically. ... But by 1907 the movement degenerated and precipitated in Hindu-
Muslim riots. Disillusioned, Tagore withdrew and shifted his efforts on establishing
his school and improving the condition of the peasants on his estates. (Dutta &
Robinson, 1997)

To increase his academic aids in this Santiniketan-project he sent his son
Rathindranath Tagore and son-in-law Nagen Ganguly to be trained in agro-sciences
from the University of Illinois. They would be of immense help for his subsequent
rural development and Sriniketan project. Further, it may be noted how Tagore was
pioneering the interdisciplinary in his academic approach. In his letter to Nagen
Ganguly, his daughter, Mira’s husband in Ilinois, dated 14 Ashwin, 1314 BD
(10ctober, 1904 in English Calendar) he writes: “It is vital that in addition to the
principles of agriculture you discuss English literature and so on... otherwise your
education will become narrow”. (Dutta & Robinson This suggests how Tagore
was already practising the precepts of the anthropocene in his education policy
that prioritise an interdisciplinary approach for a holistic academic training. In
both the essays discussed here, he reinstates nature to its central position thereby
subverting the anthropocentric assumptions and foregrounds what Naess would
later term “biotic community”. According to Arne Naess, “biotic community” is a
concept acknowledged to be influenced by the Buddhist ideology of tolerance
where human and non-human entities are symbiotically as well as nonviolently
interconnected to each other. Its balance must be preserved to secure the future
ecosphere. (Naess, 1989) This, thereby, suggests that the human history is implicated
in the natural history. Tagore’s establishment of the Brahmacharydsrama seems
to create an alternative cultural and biotic community where pupils were educated
to harmonise with nature and not harm its balance in anyway. Here we may cite
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Tagore’s self-composed song of the dsrama sangeet itself to elucidate intuitive
sensitivity of this symbiotic bonding:

The stillness of her shades is stirred by the woodland whisper;

her amlaki groves are aquiver with the rapture of leaves.

She dwells in us and around us, however far we may wander.

She weaves our hearts in a song, making us one in music,

tuning our strings of love with her own fingers;

and we ever remember that she is our own, the darling of our hearts. (Sen & Sircar, 2018)

Education at Santiniketan was a mode of attaining this union and not mechanically
an end. Such an organic way of thinking, reading, writing and finally implementing
it to his hermitage / asram project in an age that was suffering, fast transitioning
with the post world war angst, industrialisation and mechanisation, speaks so
much about his pragmatic environmentalist approach that is so vital especially, in
the present context of global warming and climate change of the twenty-first
century. In this sense with his Santiniketan project, Tagore may be seen as a
pioneering guru of disaster management as well.

The Santiniketan project has its roots in the Indian Gurukul system while
incorporating the idyllic natural ambience of Kalidasa’s Shakuntala, Ritusamhara,
and Kumara-Sambhava - the tapovana idea where we can resuscitate the “varied
harmony of nature’s sympathy”. Simultaneously, what Tagore does not openly
acknowledge (but was too aware) is the Platonic idea of the academé (critiqued on
different lines for denying conjugal love / marital bliss as evident in Shakespeare’s
Love’s Labour’s Lost for instance) is combined with the notion of the Vedic
Brahmacharyadsrama. Here we may also note the confluence between the East
and West in conceptualizing pedagogy.

Tagore elaborates on the forest life as an ideal and links it up with the uniquely
Indian way of life

Our tapovana was just such a vital centre of our social body. In it throbbed the rthythm of
our life’s ebb and flow: it gave truth to our thoughts, right impulse to our feelings, and
guiding force to our work. We distinctly see from the works of our poet, that the teaching
of the forest was not towards the inertia of passivity, but towards true heroism and
victory ... the ideal hermitage of ancient India was not a theatre where the spirit should
wrestle with the flesh, or where the monastic order should try conclusions with the social
order,- it was to establish a harmony between all energies and the eternal reality. That is
why the relations of Indian humanity with beast and bird and tree had attained an intimacy
which may seem strange to people of other lands. (Sen & Sircar, 2018)

This “relation” cited by Tagore is a peaceful accommodation of all species,
acknowledgement of biodiversity, a symbiotic bonding that is in cohort with the
idea of “deep ecology” as well as the anthropocene. Planetary sustainability will
never be ruptured in this idyllic space as “tapovana is Shantarasaspadam, - that
the emotional quality peculiar to the forest retreat is Peace, the peace which is the
emotional counterpart of perfection”. (Sen & Sircar, 2018).

Research and Criticism, ISSN 2229-3639 Page 160



The idea of the festival emerges from existence in this idyllic tapovana. His
fascination in considering festival (utsava) as a confluence both cultural aspects
of humanity and the natural cycle is embedded and emergent from the life of
perfection when each life from human to nonhuman are in peaceful coexistence.
Tagore’s notion of the utsava was no less than a celebration of the whole humanity,
or manabsamaj, where at least the possible meaningful creative sharing and global
cooperation would exist

Combined with this was the notion of the importance of forests that are, indeed,
storechouses of biodiversity. The biodiversity of the forest teaches us lessons of
democracy, of leaving space for others while drawing sustenance from the common
web of life. In his “The Message of the Forest” essay Tagore writes:

Indian civilisation has been distinctive in locating its source of regeneration, material
and intellectual, in the forest, not the city. India’s best ideas have come where man was
in communion with trees and rivers and lakes, away from the crowds. The peace of
the forest has helped the intellectual evolution of man. The culture of the forest has
fuelled culture of Indian society. The culture that has arisen from the forest has been
influenced by the diverse processes of renewal of life, which are always at play in the
forest, varying from species to species, from season to season, in sight and sound and
smell. The unifying principle of life in diversity, of democratic pluralism, thus became
the principle of Indian civilization. (Sen & Sircar, 2018)

It is this “unity in diversity” as Vandana Shiva points out,

that is the basis of both ecological sustainability and democracy. Diversity without
unity becomes the source of conflict and contest. Uniformity without diversity becomes
the ground for external control. This is true of both nature and culture. The forest is a
unity in its diversity, and we are united with Nature through our relationship with the
forest.

In Tagore’s writings, the forest was not just the source of knowledge and freedom: it
was the source of beauty and joy, of art and aesthetics, of harmony and perfection. It
symbolised the universe. (Shiva, 2011)

In his Introduction to L.K. Elmhirst’s book The Robbery of the Soil, that was an
extension lecture at Visva Bharati in Calcutta on 28" July 1922, Tagore links the
village and city as complimentary halves of the metaphorical body of the organism
with reference to the planetary resources of water:

Streams, lakes and oceans are there on this earth. The exist not for the hoarding of
water exclusively each with its own area. They send up the vapour which forms into
clouds and helps in a wide distribution of water. Cities have a special function in
maintaining wealth and knowledge in concentrated forms of opulence, but this should
not be for their own exclusive sake... They should be like the lamp post, for the light
it supports must transcend its own limits. Such a relationship of mutual benefit
between the city and village remains strong only so long as the spirit of cooperation
and self-sacrifice is a living ideal in society as a whole. When some universal temptation
overcomes this ideal, when some selfish passion finds ascendancy, there isa gap
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formed and widened between them. The mutual relationship between city and village
becomes that of exploiter and victim. This is a form of perversity in which the body
becomes its own enemy. The termination is death.

... Our object is to try to flood the choked bed of village life with streams of happiness.
For this the scholars, the poets, the musicians, the artists as well as the scientists have
to collaborate have to offer their contribution. Otherwise, they live like parasites,
sucking life from the country people, and giving nothing back to them. Such exploitation
gradually exhausts the soil of life, the soil which needs constant replenishing by the
return of life to it, through the completion of the cycle of receiving and giving back.
(Sen & Sircar, 2018)

While introducing L.K. Elmbhirst to his Santiniketan community he elucidates the
significance of the “art of agriculture” through the legend of King Janaka. This
analogy justifies his awareness of the need of the village and rural reconstruction.
It also brings home the unbiased union of the thinker and the farmer breaking
preconceived notions of class, caste and religion:

One of the highlights of our Indian tradition is the legend of King Janaka who is
reputed to have combined his quest for the highest truth (Brahma) with his knowledge
of agriculture. For this wonderful synthesis that he achieved in the days of yore
between the heavenly and the earthly, he is still considered to be the ideal monarch. It
is in such context of the highest human ideal that we must regard the art of agriculture.
If we fail to do so, this noble pursuit loses all its dignity... But when a kingly sage like
Janaka puts his hand to the plough there can be no question of stultification or
enslavement of the mind. When the time comes for our thinkers and intellectuals to
take agricultural activities under their responsibility, the schism that at present exists
between the hand and the brain for a large section of our population, will vanish. (Sen
& Sircar, 2018)

Among the festivals celebrated with great pomp in the asram, Basanta utsava or
the festival of Spring was the most striking and environment conscious in
multifarious ways. Tagore not only secularises it, but also links it up with the
seasonal cycle. Once again, he was reiterating in his own ways the Upanishadic
ideology inherited by his father Devendranath Tagore. As a festival of colours, it
celebrates Basanta or the blossoming of spring. Bonobani’s poems also are a
testimony for this poetic celebration. As a lyrical pageantry of recitations of poems,
songs, dance and dance-dramas performed by the students and teachers and an
exchange of colours that were prepared beforehand by the students and teachers
and the other asramiks, this festival foregrounded nature’s fulfilment and our
fulfilment in nature. The colour for this purpose was not the popular chemicals that
had already entered the Indian market in colonial Bengal but made from dried
flower petals (merrigold and palash, to name a few). Even the yellow saris worn by
the girl students of Santiniketan on this occasion were coloured by the dyes
extracted from the above-mentioned flowers and indigenous seeds readily available
in the laterite soil belt of Birbhum, the Bengal district that houses Santiniketan.
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The corporate tag of “ecofriendly” nowadays, minting money from the elite
consumer society and capitalistic market economy had its quiet and humble
initiation here at Santiniketan, far from the bustling cries of nationalist movement,
partition, colonial oppression that ransacked contemporary Bengal with Calcutta
as its gory centre. The cottage industry and handloom movement of Gandhi could
nowhere else have a better manifestation.

In July 1927, Tagore observed the festival of the earth through Briksharopana
(tree planting) and Halakarshana (ploughing) utsava thus incorporating also
agroeconomic concerns. This was “phire chal matir taney” — an environmental
awareness gesture to restore lost values and reassert them in his “modern” hermitage
called Visva Bharati:

Yatra visvam bhavatya eka nidam (Where the world makes its home under a single
nest). This is the motto of Tagore’s university.

The awareness of the anthropocene in the light of this analysis, thus, is not
essentially a white / west project — Tagore cites and establishes its lineage to our
Vedic and Upanishadic culture. Ecological concerns in his alternative vision were
interwoven with ethical perspectives because nature for him was a manifestation
of the Upanishadic Supreme One. But with his Santiniketan (literally meaning “a
haven of peace”) venture he far excels the western ideology and stands out as a
visionary much ahead of his times. He is such a thinker-activist who rightfully
deserves not only the title Visvakabi but possibly something further. My humble
suggestion would be Visvamanab (may be translated as the ‘“universal human’)
and not only mahamanab (to borrow from Tagore’s own terminology).

Tagore combines ecological concerns with moral and ethical issues. “Yatra
visvam” is not merely a West/East cultural conglomeration in Tagore’s thoughts.
More intrinsically, it is a diverse “biotic community” symbiotically generating a
communion between nature, human and its other millions of living organisms. But
Tagore himself says in “The Message of the Forest”, “For India to force herself
along European lines of growth would not make her Europe, but only a distorted
India”. (Sen and Sircar, 2018). Here he is propounding his nation building project
as well and Santiniketan for him was a microcosmic world order imbibing all these
natural and ethical values. In such an endeavour to save the natural resources and
seek rural reconstruction to deify the village, he emerges as a predecessor harbinging
a unique conceptualisation of the anthropocene. His plea for planetary
sustainability through his writings, songs, poems and social and pedagogic
projects of Visva Bharati being one, he was the unique bard from the east who
appealed much earlier to usher in this planetary awareness of sustainability in his
own unique way.
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An Ecocritical Sudy of the Representation
of Jadav “Madla” Payeng, the
‘Foret Man of India

Recho Benjamin Teron

Abstract

Environmental activism necessitates the creation of heroes among mortals, saviours to
rescue fallen humanity from environmental collapse leading to destruction of human
civilisation. Likethe Noachian flood, climate change and globa warming seemto prophecy
of another imminent worldwide flood that would wipe the planet off if archetypal heroes
do not rise up and lead the massesto stem the tide. This prophecy of destruction hasbeen
mede proper through the collectiveforce of literature and massmediain ahighly imaginative
twenty-first century civilisation and therefore humanity seeks salvation. The collective
unconsciousthat Carl Jung theorises, that of the present age, seesthe need of such kind of
Jungian archetypeswho would rise up to lead the charge for the massesto mend the gaps
inthewallsof civilisation, to batten down the hatches, strengthen the gates, and to restore
paradise. OnesuchfigureisJadav “Mola” Payeng, asmpleMising tribevillage man from
rural Assam, a cowherd who was discovered tending his own forest planted by his own
hand by ajournalist and celebrated as ahero for environmenta activismin literature and
massmedia. The Mising tribe hasarich traditional performance ecology andtheir villages
stand under threat of eviction due to floods and erosion and need someone like Jadav
Payeng. Such asimplevillage man with little education, untainted by the world, captured
the imagination of the whole nation of India being later dubbed as the “Forest Man of
India” and even crossing bordersto be recognised worldwide as an environmentalistisa
testament to the fact that the people are looking to such persons as a return to the native
basics to save the world from destruction, rather than modern complicated solutions.

Keywor ds: ecocriticism, Jungian archetype, environmental activism, collective unconscious.

Research and Criticism, Journal of the Department of English, Banaras Hindu University,
Varanasi, India, ISSN 2229-3639 Page 165



Introduction
“The best time to plant a tree was twenty years ago.

The second-best time to plant atreeisnow. — Proverb” (Gholz, 2019, p. 2)

Thisishow the children’sbook, The Boy Who Grew A Forest: The True Story of Jadav
Payeng, written by SophiaGholz andillustrated by KaylaHarren begins. Thereiteration
of apopular age-old proverb in the minds of children to drive home amoral lesson to
save the environment is an apt beginning for the book based on a beloved
environmentalist, Jadav Payeng. From arural part of the state of Assam, India, Jadev
Payeng was asimpleindigenous villager who lived by farming and livestock rearing,
but hisdedicationto planting treesday after day, year after year to make hisown larger
than 550-hectareforest, aphenomena modern-day achievement, elevated himto national
prominence. Looking at how articles, books, documentaries and films were written
about Payeng, it can be seen that hiswork in creating aforest isafeat that isheld in
adulationinthelarger public domain by the public psyche. An ecocritical examination
of suchworkson Payengwill lead to agreater understanding of environmental activism
in the present times.

Carl Jung, in hisremarkablebook, TheArchetypesand the Callective Unconscious,
published in 1959, puts forward his theories of the archetype and how the collective
unconsciousisrelated toit. In Jungian theory, archetypes areinherited mental images
or ideas passed down in the unconscious of theindividual whoispart of the collective
unconscious. The collective unconsciousisthe common human link in theindividual
unconsciousthat drawsfrom human history and experiencesto produce shared mental
concepts. He says. “Archetypes are like riverbeds which dry up when the water
desertsthem, but whichit can find again at any time.” (Jung, 1939, p. 395) Thislineis
coincidentally and meaningfully rel ated to thetopic at hand. The present environmental
degradation and collapse in the earth has worked on the collective unconscious to
present an apocalyptic view of the future. The search for a Jungian archetype to stop
this environmental apocalypse is necessary to prevent annihilation. Thisiswhere an
Indian village man, Jadav Payeng steps into the picture as a hero for environmental
activism. Inthehistory of environmental activismin India, we havethe man Sunderla
Bahuguna, one of the earliest environmentalistsin modern India. The man behind the
Chipko Movement, Sunderlal Bahugunapassed away last year on May 21, 2021 dueto
COVID complications. A pioneer environmental activist from India, this man from
Uttarakhand desired to protect the Himalayasand rallied the entire nation to the cause.
But the baton had been passed. The man Jadav Payeng isthe new and larger-than-life
saviour.

Jadav Payeng—thear chetype

The creation of an environmental saviour is necessitated by the theory of climate
change, that the climate of theworld ischanging rapidly over timedueto changeinthe
environmental greenery ratio aswell asdestruction of animal species. Rachel Hartnett
quotes. “Global climate change has been called the single greatest threat to human
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civilization. It threatens to kill or displace millions or even hillions of peopleand
will irrevocably change the lives of practically every human being on the planet.”
(Hartnett, 2021, p. 139) Beginning fromAl Gorewinning the Nobel Peaceprizewith his
cal tothearmsagainst climate change, the world started to sit up and take notice. The
world will drown in a flood if the glaciers melt and the rising temperature is left
unchecked. Thehorror of the Titanicisbut aminiscul e representation of the horrors of
aworldwideflood.

“Successful ecocriticism must focus on the tangible palitical consequences of
environmental policy that are undoubtedly destroying the planet...Oftentimesit takes
images of planetary  annihilation to motivate peopleinto action after years of sitting
idly by watching things dowly  decay. In redlity it takes awareness of impending
disaster to compel policymakersto enact even  piecemed reform. On the screen it
takes the actual appearance of ecologica apocaypseto set  the plot in motion.”
(Schatz, 2012, p. 20)

JL Schatz points out the need to ring the apocalyptic darm bells by scholarsin
ecocriticismin order to effect changein theworld. However, inthiscaseitisnot awell
learned man from the halls of learning that rises up to take the charge, but a barely
literate tribal man from aremote village. It is not the university-educated, politically
conscious, materialy equipped, tech savvy, first world person who emerges as the
hero, but a smple cowherd from a remote tribe and people, a Mising man- Jadav
Payeng. Do thewarning sirensof aworldwideflood ring abell? Inthe Judeo-Christian
tradition, it wasthe prophet Noah who was said to have preached for ahundred years
calling peopleto repentance or else aworldwide flood would destroy the earth. Noah
isthe Jungian archetype, the righteous man who saves the progeny of the human race
by building an ark that saves not only himsalf, his wives, sons and daughters in-law
but two of every animal, bird and creeping thing. In Jung's theory of archetypes we
find Noah, a perfect Biblical archetype. The creation of Noah as an archetype was
necessitated because of the prophecy of worldwide destruction by flood.

In the twenty-first century and that same apocalyptic prediction of imminent
destruction by worldwide flood is shouted out from the ‘ rooftops’, by environmental
activists everywhere. Literature and mass media playstherole of the sirensasarticle
after articleischurned out regularly by the believersof thisapocalyptic prediction. The
Biblehasthebook of Revelation towarn people of the end timesthrough itsapocalyptic
message. The post-modern world has shifted its focus from the pages of the Bible's
apocalyptic prophecies to a more postmodern nihilistic megaphone that blares out
warnings of destruction by flood acrosstheworld. Treesare cut, glaciersare melting,
temperature is rising and therefore another Noachic level flood is going to destroy
human civilization. Thisfeeling of apocalyptic dread isscary for many asthey protest
and cry out against environmental degradation. The modern day prophets are many,
echoing that same Biblica cdl of repentance that Noah offered thousands of years
ago. The biblical practice of urging people to change their ways and repent of their
misdeeds if humanity is to survive destruction is repeated in a postmodern erain a
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more sophisticated manner and age. Modern day Biblical archetype prophets range
fromAl Goreto amorerecent student climate activist GretaThunberg. These modern-
day prophets lay bare the statistics gathered from climate experts and through their
speaking prowess usher in a dreaded apocalyptic advent.

The apocalyptic prophecies of climate change and a worldwide flood usher in a
panicked populace who are desperately looking for salvation. Thereis an ark to be
built, and the need of another Noahic archetype to rise up and save humanity. The
need for asaviour to save humanity from environmental collapse hasbeenthedistress
cal inthe collective unconsciousthat Carl Jung theorises. Furthermore, the collective
unconscious inadvertently seeks the saviour-figure, the environmental hero who
understands the need of the hour and delvesin to prevent the apocalyptic flood. One
suchfigureisJadav ‘Mola’ Payeng. The environmenta hero who standsasaJdungian
archetype, who by his exploitsis seen asamodern day Noah, saving floraand fauna
by his relentless efforts.” It may only be by considering climate change through a
postcolonial lensand utilizing indigenous resi stance that the damage of thisnew form
of climateimperialism canbeundone.” (Hartnett, 2021, p. 138) Climateimperidism, as
termedinthefield of ecocriticism, suchwhere* empireand imperialism have contributed
to, and continueto shape, theever- looming threat of global climatecrisis, especialy as
it manifestsinthe tropics’ (Hartnett, 2021, p. 138), can only be undone and rescued by
such “indigenous resistance’ led by a‘man of the soil’ as Jadav Payeng.

Jadav Payengwasborn and brought upinthe Mising tribein rural Assam, aNorth-
eastern state of India. The Mising tribeisa Sino-Tibetan indigenous ethnic group that
occupied the villages around with itsrich culture and tradition reverberating through
the Brahmaputrariver valley. ThenameMisingitself isan endonym, acommon native
namefor thisgroup of people, which, trandated from their language means* man of the
soil”. Andtruly their performance ecol ogies point to the significance of that endonym,
thetraditional Mising tribalswith their indigenous practicesgenuinely embodied their
being sonsand daughters of the soil. Their performance ecology isvibrant, the greatest
exampleincludestheMising tribe sage-old festival, theAli-Ayé-L igang, which marks
the beginning of the sowing and planting season. ‘ Ali-Ay€ in the native language is
stated to mean ‘ seeds/seedlings in alinefrow’ while ‘Ligang’ is trandated to mean
‘sowing/planting of the seeds/seedlings’ . Thus this lively festival that is famoudy
celebrated among the whole Mising populace and also inviting the other surrounding
tribes gives true meaning to the roots of these people who share a tremendous
relationship with the natural environment in the Brahmaputra valley. That an
environmental saviour is stated to rise from such a tribe seems to be a prophetic
fulfillment. Jadav Payeng therefore seems to give true meaning to the term Mising
because heistruly a‘man of the soil’, heisthe one who givestrue expression of Ali-
Ayé-L igang by hissingle-handed planting marathon where he plants countlessbranch
cuttings, saplings and seeds into the barren wasteland to sow into the dead soil and
resurrect it into lifeistrue fruition of the Mising tribal ideology. From his childhood
days, Jadav Payeng was associated with farming and rural livelihoods, living off the
land. An erstwhileunknown figure, living amidst therural hinterland, hewas suddenly
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roseto fameafter an eager journdist who rightfully exalted his previoudly unrecognized
efforts. That the world could find an environmental saviour to come from such atribe
and such a backward area is true testament to the indigenous Mising traditional
ecologies. Jadav Payeng is the indigenous “crowning achievement” for the
environmentally conscious populace.

The North-eastern states of India are some of the most densely forested areasin
the country, known for itsmountains, hills, rivers, itsgreenery and indigenousculture.
Very different from the rest of India, located on the borders of China, Bhutan and
Myanmar, the North-east is sometimes neglected by the mainland because of cultural,
linguistic differences and its backwardness. However, national and international
significance has been awarded to the man Jadav Payeng who was hidden for yearsin
thenortheastern hinterland. Theideaof an environmental saviour rising fromaneglected
part of the country is arags to riches story, fascinating to the world. The collective
unconscious brought the man Jadav Payeng to the level of a Jungian archetype,
coming from the remote hinterland to present humanity an ‘ark’ to save from the
incoming annihilation. Jadav Payeng's ‘ark’ rests near the largest river idand in the
world, floating over thelargest river inIndia, the Brahmaputra.

Majuli, theriver idand approximately 40 km where Payeng did hismammoth work,
which seems to be a microcosm of a sinking earth. The threat of its existence is
imminent with acres of lands eroded every year due to excessive flooding in the
Brahmaputra. Inhabited mostly by the Mising tribe, the tribal villagers have to face
eviction year after year astheflooding increases. Theplanting of ahugeforest single-
handedly seemsto be an answer to that pressing problem. Similarly, theincreasing of
afforestation al across the globe seems to be the need of the hour to prevent an
environmental collapse. And thehero to stemthat gap isnone other than Jadav ‘Mola’
Payeng. The book The Boy Who Grew A Forest: The True Story of Jadav Payeng,
written by Sophia Gholz and illustrated by Kayla Harren, is an example of the way
Payeng is transformed into an archetype.

Inthat childrenillustrated book, thewriter and theillustrator transformsthered life
story of Payeng into afable. The didactic approach isintentional, the children areto
look at Payeng asahero, an exemplary figure, thelegendary feat performed by himis
atale of the ages. The book can be termed as a hagiography, the story of the life of a
modern-day saint. As with most hagiographies, the story begins with Payeng's
childhood and theillustrations depict him asachild. Granting aperson mythical status
requires embellishment of the actual details. As we delve into the children’s book,
though the ageis not mentioned specificaly, theillustration of Payengisthat of apre-
adolescent to adolescent kid in order to create an aura of an extraordinary childhood.
An extraordinary childhood isthe recipe for many hagiographies and the portraya of
Jadav Payeng in the book isno different. The red-life Payeng, crosses adulthood and
is reported to have started his environmental endeavours at the age of 19 years way
back in 1979, when hefirst started his planting spreewith bamboo seedlings. However,
thedrawingsinthechildren’shook illustration seemsto show thelittle Payeng beginning
hisplantingsat an earlier agethan redlity, contributing to the hagiographic characteristic

Research and Criticism, | SSN 2229-3639 Page 169



of the book. The sensitivity to the environmental degradation at an early age isvery
saint-like and the relentless effort to stem the tide of environmental collapseisshown
to be extraordinary. Payeng is said to be saddened over the stranded animals in the
sandbars of the Brahmaputraand therefore, he starts planting trees. Thewriter narrates:
“Hefeared that if animal swithered without trees, peoplewouldtoo”. (Gholz, 2019, p. 5)
The line symbolises the creation of an archetype, a saviour of humanity is at hand.
Payeng did not have thewhole world'sfatein hishands, but astime passed, literature
and mass mediahave thrust the fate of theworld in hishands. In afeat of recognition
he has been dubbed asthe“ Forest Man of India‘’ by former Indian president, late Dr.
A.PJ. Abdul Kalam, and that epithet has stuck. Being awarded the Padma Shri, the
fourth highest civilian award in India, Payeng has been turned into alegend. He has
also been awarded honorary doctorate degrees and referred to as a ‘“forest
scientist”’.” The boy was proud of hiswork, but he worried it wouldn't be enough to
stop the swelling river or to provide shelter for animals’. (Gholz, 2019, p. 12) Such
tender empathy from ayoung Jadav Payeng ishagiographicin character. Looking into
William D McMaster’s Cannes awarded documentary titled “ Forest Man”, we come
acrossanother example of Payeng asaJungian archetype. Jadav Payengisshowcased
asthe one and only ‘ Forest Man’ unparalleled in modern history.

The documentary begins with thisline flashing in the screen: “ Since 1979 Jadav
Payeng has single-handedly planted aforest in the middle of abarren wasteland. His
forest isnow larger than Central Park.” (Forest Man) The emphasisis on one man of
single-minded determination and single-handed, amost superhuman feat. He stands
out fromtherest of usmortals, likeanimmortal among mortas. Central Parkisamark of
callectivehuman achievement in the cacophony of modernity, wheremodern devel opment
and old world natural scenic environment can exist sSide by side. That the Molai forest,
named after Jadav Payeng, ishigger than Centrd Park ismentioned right at thebeginning
of the documentary, is a testament that Payeng has achieved a feat bigger than the
foundation of Central Park and therefore is a work of globa proportions. Payeng's
achievement eclipsestheexampleset by Centra Park, whichwasachieved viacollective
human labour whereasthe morethan 550 hectaresMolal Forest wasdoneby oneman. In
themany archetypadl figuresacrosstime, wefind the grandeur of their works manifested
intheir single-handed heroic compl etion, oneman out of the many and only that man had
the makings of the archetype and therefore none el se had the audacity to fill that gap.
This depiction aigns closdly with Jungian theory as author Susan Rowland in The
ecocritical psyche: Literature, evolutionary complexity and Jung, says:

Jung contributes to ecocriticism by taking the three ways we understand nature, as
totality, a binary with culture, and as spectacle, into making consciousness that can be
incorporated into literary reading and writing viasymbols. The Jungian psyche, aswell as
literature asawhole, and in genres, can al be regarded as evol utionary complex adaptive
systems. (Rowland 250)

Theéeffect of such adepiction of Jadav Payengin literature and filmisan adaptivework
of symbolicresistanceto environmenta degradation. The narrator of the documentary,

Research and Criticism, | SSN 2229-3639 Page 170



JituKalita, the photographer who discovered Payengin the beginning narrates: “Magjuli
wasaplace of wonder for me.....Tome, Majuli isheaven...” (Forest Man) Jitu Kalita
found paradisein Mgjuli from his childhood, but that heaven was no more, it started
degrading, paradise waslost and asthe desire to see paradise regained and restored to
itsformer glory, led himto find that one man who would restore heaven, their beloved
idand Majuli. As the story of the world runs, the beginning of it al was paradise.
Majuli, the place of the environmental archetype, Jadav Payeng, from ancient times,
was a place of natural beauty, unique cultura diversity and was a‘ place of wonder’,
like Jitu Kalita said. But the story further continues with the fall of man: “ Scientists
recently announced that in 15-20 yearsMgjuli island could be completely gone” (Forest
Man) Man, by his disobedience and sins has lost paradise. The destruction of the
planetisinevitable. Just liketheflood inthetimes of Noah, the sinsof the peoplehhave
caught up to them. The apocayptic prediction is here, Mgjuli is doomed to belost to
theflooding waters. The climate change brought on by human destruction of greenery
has eroded heaven away. The collective unconsciousisworried and islooking for an
environmental saviour. And as soon as Jadav Payeng was discovered, hewaselevated
to be the Jungian archetype that the world waslooking for. The documentary narrator
further narrates:

Oneday, in 2009, | was exploring a barren part of the Brahmaputra by boat, when | saw
something strange. It looked likeaforest far in the distance. | began walking towardsit and
when | reached it, | couldn’t believe my eyes! | had found adense forest in the middle of
a barren wasteland. When | |€ft the forest, | saw a man far in the distance, so | began
following him. | found him by theriverside. At first, hethought | was a poacher and tried
to attack me but he stopped when | told him | was just a photographer. | asked him what
he was doing in the forest. He explained that he was planting trees and that he had been
since the 1970s. He told me his name was Jadav Payeng. (Forest Man)

Thisisreminiscent of the making of the ark in Noahic times. The Bible records that
therewasnorain ontheearth, nolikelihood of flood, yet out of the barrennesstowered
theark that Noah built. Archetypes are pioneers, they are stand-a oneswho maketheir
own prints on the barren land. In the midst of the barren sandbars floats the Molai
forest, just likeNoah'sark floated carrying theworld' sanimal species, saving theworld
from complete annihilation. Payeng's forest was the restoration of abit of the former
paradise that Majuli was. The description of the discovery of Molai forest is almost
mythical, aplace of paradise, rising out of the barren wasteland, what was just ahuge
empty sandbar that showed the desertification of greenery inthe area, was stopped in
its tracks and a miracul ous apparition occurs. Payeng builds an ark, a veritable fort
single-handedly that will save usfrom the apocalyptic flood, and likeNoah, whoissaid
to have taken around 120 years to build his ark from the time of the apocalyptic
prediction, Payeng takes almost 30 years of painstaking almost demigod-like effort to
breathelifeinto the barrenness. The barren bonesare breathed into with creativeforce
viaPayeng's hands as life springs up in the desert not only of the thousands of trees,
but the many birds, animals and creeping insects that have flocked to Payeng's ark.
They havefound refugefrom thedestructive delugein Payeng'slife-giving forest. The
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saviour has saved livesthrough his superhuman-like feat. It is no mean labour and he
isunparalleled. Asthe collective unconsciouswasin the search of asaviour, they have
found their environmental saviour archetype and have latched on to him for dear life.
“When | discovered Jadav Payeng and hisforest, | wrote an article about it inalocal
newspaper. Soon after, he became known throughout India.” (Forest Man) In the
grand scheme of things, the northeastern part of Indiais some of the greenest places
of the country, with greenery and beauty of the likesnot found anywherein the Indian
subcontinent, and therefore, there was no dire need of saving from environmental
destruction likeinthemainland of India. Assam hasafairly balanced cover of greenery
and anima diversity, and apart from the monsoon floods, land erosion and some
animal poaching, there is no red-light warning. However, the national and global
collective unconscious, desperately looking for an environmental saviour archetype,
asuperman, picksout atiny man looking to solvealocal problem and launcheshimto
atowering height of such magnitudeasto handleglobal proportionsof theenvironmenta
apocalypse.

The prophecy of destructionwasmostly negetively oriented with Nietzschenihilism
grabbing hold of the postmodern populace. Those born in the bed of postmodern
philosophy have grown with the existentia crisis of the planet, the nihilism that has
arisen out of the apocalyptic prophecies of global warming, climate change and the
likes. The future is bleak, gloomy, unhopeful. The problems of overpopulation have
burdened the planet so much that the birth rateisat an dl timelow, even Chinahad to
changefrom aone-child to atwo-child policy in order to stem thedownhill tide. If there
isno hopeful futureto be had, then what isthe point of eagerly welcoming achildinto
theworld?Abortionisrising at an alarming pace. Paradiseislost and there seemsto be
no hopeof paradiseto beregained. However, inthemidst of thisapocalyptic darkness
comes out atiny shimmer of hope from the Mola forest. Heaven can be restored;
ecology can be fixed and there is this Jungian environmental saviour archetype that
has risen up in the time of need. From the locdl, he is made into the archetype figure
who is now a global symbol of environmental restoration. The narrator further
encapsulates: “ Sometimes | wonder what ten Payengs or hundred or thousand Payengs
could do. Heoncetold me* 1 worry about thefate of theworld just like everyone. | see
bad thingshappening on my idand and | dowhat | canto help. | amjust asmpleman,
thereare many just likeme. When | asked himif hethought Majuli could be saved, he
replied, ‘ Yes.” (Forest Man)

In this search for an archetype, the collective unconscious settles on the form of
the hero- the Payeng. When the narrator wonders about the differenceit would create
to the planet if there were ten, hundred or athousand Payengs, thisis the creation of
a proverb based on Payeng's hagiography. It is extremely rare to find someone like
Payeng and across history there are only few who come somewhat close to his feat.
And therefore, the collective unconscious looks to the inspiration set by Payeng, and
wonderswhat athousand Payengs could do even if finding ten Payengslookslike an
impossible dream. The children’sbooks based on the true story of Jadav Payeng look
toinspirekidsto be Payeng-like. The documentary by William D McMaster offersthat
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call through thisnarration: “ Payeng has already shown the examplethat if one person
can, at hisown effort, can do this plantation, then why not others?” (McMaster, 2014)
Therewasonly one Davidwhokilled Goliath inthe Judeo-Chrigtiantradition. Similarly,
thereisonly one Jadav Payeng. But there can be many peoplewho cantakeinspiration
from Payeng and make aconsiderable effort in aff orestation. Jadav Payeng hasfurther
been invited to other countries who have taken up reforestation programs based on
his work. Payeng says: “My dream isto fill up Majuli and Jorhat Idand with forest
again. | will continueto plant until my last breath. | tell people cutting those treeswill
get you nothing. You must cut me down before cutting my trees!” (McMaster, 2014)
The words of an archetypal environmental hero echo in the documentary, taking the
example of heroes of the bygone ages who have uttered similar words of sacrificia
dedication. Theidea of sacrificing oneself for family, country or the world is deeply
ingrained in the psyche of the hero. Payeng indicates his heroic characteristic, that he
iswilling to spend hisentire existence, hiseffortstill hislast breath to mend the broken
environment is essential to his archetypa character. The prospect of dying before
letting treesbe cut hasalwaysbeentheclarion call of environmental activists, preceded
many years before in the likes of Sunderlar Bahuguna and the Chipko Movement
where people hugged the trees to prevent them being cut down.

In another children’s book “Jadav and the Tree-Place” by Vinayak Varma, the
beginningillustrationisthat of Jadav Payeng hugging atreewhich hasastark flashback
to the tree huggers of the erstwhile Chipko Movement, a preeminent environmental
protest of the people. Jadav Payeng follows in that legacy. Payeng weeps over the
environmental collapse. The book shows him weeping over the dead animalsin the
barren sandbar. This is an archetype who weeps for the land, who then rises with
unwavering determination to save. That children’ shook isalso likeanother hagiography
of Payeng. Heisput on apedestal beforethe next generation, the Jungian environmental
saviour archetype. The writer in that book states: “ So, he grabbed his bags of seeds
and started walking across the world. And as he walked, Jadav started planting the
seeds in all the no-tree-places he saw. And he planted. And planted. And planted.”
(Varma, 2016, p. 17) Thewriter gives Jadav Payeng superhuman capabilities, he starts
walking acrosstheworld. Hebecomesamythical, legendary hero. Hewalksacrossthe
world planting his seeds in al the barren places to create more forests. This is no
ordinary man, from the local, he enters the globa arena because the collective
unconscious has made him the archetype for environmental restoration. In the
prophesied nihilistic future, he creates a dent that gives hope to the next generation.
And hedoesn't stopttill dl thebarrennessisno more. Hisrelentlesswork ethicismade
legendary. The book ends with an illustration of Jadav Payeng planting saplingsin a
barren wasteland and the whole book centersin two words: “ Jadav plants.” (Varma,
2016, p. 18) The Payeng environmenta saviour archetypeisthe perpetua planter, who
stands alone between the speedily onrushing desertification and the remnant of the
green planet and as he plants, he is preventing the apocalyptic destruction of the
planet. The environmental saviour figureis Jadav Payeng the tree planter - the Forest
Man.
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In afilm named Kadaan (trandated Forester) in Tamil, written and directed by
Prabhu Solomon and released in 2021, the fictional protagonist was based on Jadav
Payeng. Released as Aranyain Telugu and Haathi Mere Saathi in Hindi, the movie
fictionalises a Jadav Payeng based character who protects the forests and elephants
from destruction dueto alarge corporate devel opment project intheforestinwhich he
resides. The English subtitles of the movie trandate in this description of the Forest
Man: “He grew up with these animals. Even the animals consider him a part of their
family. Since he's been awarded thetitle of The Forest Man of Indiaby the country’s
president, peoplecall him Bandev (Forest God)” (Solomon, 2021) Thetitle The Forest
Man of Indiahas been conferred on none other than Jadav Payeng from then President
Dr.A.RPJ.Abdul Kalaminreal lifeand the protagonist takesthat sametitle. Themovie
further goes on to add another sobriquet to the Jadav Payeng-based hero, that of
‘Bandev’ or ‘Forest God'. Thisis symbolic and significant in many ways. Indiaisa
country of crores of gods and goddesses. In this land of many gods and goddesses,
cinemafictionally adds a Forest God- Bandev, an environmental hero. Through this
film, Payengistransformedinto agod-like character, heisushered into the pantheon of
thelndian gods. A land that seeksto worship and adore many exemplary charactersas
gods, it is no wonder that a Payeng-based character is turned into a Forest God.

Ecocritical theory will term the creation of the Molai forest by Payeng as the
creation of an ‘ ecotopia’, aterm coming from Ecotopia: The Notebooksand Reports of
William Weston, autopian novel by Ernest Callenbach, which pointsto autopiawhich
is ecologicaly perfect and an ideal for the world. Manheim writes, “Utopia, on the
other hand, emerge when particular individuals or social groups envision and enact
setsof ideasin practice, thereby shattering the existing social situation” (Mannheim,
1939, p.192)

Thus, when books and movies elevate environmental activists like Jadav Payeng
tothelevel of agod, itiswhat Heather Alberrotermsan “ ecotopian expression”. These
“ecotopian expressions’ arise out of “ Anthropocene decline” (Alberro, 2020, p. 1) to
restore paradise from the ashes of civilization. The deification and “apotheosis’ of
Payeng, represented by Bandev inthemovieKadaan, i.., turning amorta environmental
activist like Payeng into agod, isasimilar story of indigenous South Indian literature.
Famous mythologieslike theancient Tamil epic Cilappatikaram, deal with apotheosis
of mortals, like Kannagi who, by the power of one'sintegrity and chatity, stand up
againgt injusticeand therefore becomes el evated to divinity. Thisindigenousexpression
stemming from ancient tradition is applied in asimilar manner to the environmental
saviour who stands up against the destruction of the environment. He becomes the
God of the forest by his sheer hardworking handiwork. Aswe proceed forward in the
movie Kadaan, with sneering unbelief, the person from the devel opment firm quips. “If
humansarenot alowed, thenwho areyou? God?‘ Bandev'” (Solomon, 2021) Bandev
treads where humans are not allowed. He is one with the forest. The Forest Man of
Indiais God-like in the sense that he al so treads through the barrenness and breathes
lifeby creating aforest single-handedly. Bandev himself says: “| planted 100,000 trees
singlehandedly. And | sowed them with my blood. It's not just roots and soil that are
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holding these treesin place. It's my sweat and blood. They must go through mefirst
beforetouchingthem” (Solomon, 2021) Thisisreminiscent of Jadav Payengtellingin
William D McMaster’s documentary Forest Man, “You must cut me down before
cutting my trees!” (McMaster, 2014) Thelife of Jadav Payeng flowsthrough theforest
he planted, fittingly named asMolai forest after him, his sweat and blood being given
through the decadesto makeit what it is, agreen paradise. The movie further addsto
the hagiographic characters given to what can be called the Payeng archetype, that he
isnolesslikeaForest God.

Concluson

The Payeng archetypeiscreated through the collective unconscious, thisarchetype
is the environmental saviour, the green hero, who prevents the environmental
apocaypse. William Douglas McMaster's documentary ‘Forest Man” which was
awarded the Best Documentary prize at the Emerging Filmmaker Showcase in the
American Pavilion at the 2014 CannesFilm Festival has7.1 millionviewsasof late, with
a7.8/10 IMDb rating, which shows that the world has sat up and taken notice of the
man and turned him into an archetype. Not only that, popular Youtuber Nas Daily,
made a YouTube short on Jadav Payeng which racked up 16 million viewstill date.
Therearea so other documentaries made on Jadav Payeng by many other documentary
filmmakers with thousands of views. Payeng has further been signed an agreement
withaMexican NGO Fundacion Azteca, to plant 7 million treesin Mexico. Payeng has
dowly become what popular culture calls a ‘global phenomenon’ and his legend
continues to grow. The Payeng archetype is essentia for the planet.

In the Judeo-Christian worldview, the book of Genesiswhich detailsthe story of
creation and the making of man by God'sown hand from thedirt, reportsthismandate
given by God to Adam and Eve: “Befruitful and increasein number; fill the earth and
subdue it. Rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky and over every living
creaturethat movesontheground.” (NIV, 1973, Gen. 1:28) The Biblefurther records:
“TheLord God took the man and put himin the Garden of Edentowork it and teke care
of it.” (NIV, 1973, Gen. 2:15) Thecreationa mandate of man hasalwaysbeentoruleover
the flora and fauna with God's authority for good. Furthermore, the Garden of Eden
was planted by God and givento manto liveinit, and aswritten, ‘to work it and take
careof it'". When it isnot done properly by man, goodness disappears, man iskicked
out of the Garden of Eden, thrown out of paradise and brings about his own downfall
and suffering. Jadav Payengisfulfilling part of that God-given mandate. Heisrestoring
paradiseby creating hisown forest garden, likethe Garden of Eden planted by God and
isatoning for humanity’ssins. The act of planting in abarren patch of land isan act of
restoring paradise and this is what Payeng does. He is restoring paradise single-
handedly. The Payeng archetype is an absolute necessity for humanity’s survival.
Thisisamodern-day archetype of Biblical proportions, and thisis an archetype that
promisesto save humanity from theimpending apocalypse ushered by environmental
degradation.
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Redaiming The Arboreal: Sumana Roy’s
Critigue of Eurocentric Ontologies and
Ramagining Ecological SAfhood in How |
Became A Tree

Madhulina Choudhury

Abstract

The most conventional way of understanding life is associating it with motion,
privileging movement and action as the requisites of existence. This Eurocentric
perspective, aggravated by the deep-rooted Anthropocene's emphasis on human
activity as the impetus behind environmental change, has led traditional ecocritical
discourse and narratives to concentrate on nature in terms of crisis and conservation.
In Hegelian terms, plants “have another self-outside themselves, an outside unity
towards which they tend and on which they depend” (llletterati 156), and hence
plantslack what Hegel calls' subjectivity’ and are conceived as‘incomplete organisms'.
(156) This deeply entrenched prejudice has historically situated plants asinferior to
humans and animal's, postul ating that movement and communication are the defining
attributes of ontological superiority. This paper argues that Sumana Roy’s How |
Becamea Tree (2017) unsettlesthese conventional discoursesand proposesan arboreal
alternative to ecological resistance and ontological and epistemic reality. Drawing
from thetheoretical framework of decoloniality, ecocriticism, posthumanism, vegetal
ontology, and transcorporeality, this paper argues that Roy’s work challenges the
Eurocentric paradigms of progress, time, and modernity, andin her yearning to ‘ become
atree’, shereimagines an alternate identity and selfhood.

Keywords: Anthropocene, ecology, decoloniality, modernity, ontology

Introduction
The Anthropocene's emphasis on human activity has reinforced a Eurocentric
ontology that prioritizes human agency, mobility, action, and progress as the
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quintessential characteristics of existence. This embedded prejudice, shaped by
the Enlightenment philosophy, Cartesian polarity, and Hegelian influences, has
historically rendered non-human agenciesasinferior. Hegel’s Philosophy of Nature
(1842) reinforces a hierarchical view of nature, positioning plants as replaceable,
inferior entities. In contrast, by dint of their mobility, humans and animals embody
ahigher level of subjectivity, inwardness, and self-awareness, representing amore
advanced stage of natural development. (pp. 101-02) This Euro-Anthropocene
world view hasled traditional ecocritical discourse and narrativesto concentrate
on nature in terms of crisis and conservation, treating nature as a resource to be
studied, exploited, or tamed, thereby marginalizing non-human entities, particularly
plants, as passive and incomplete beings. Hall highlights arelevant point:

Nature, often perceived as an intangible and marginal force, is deeply entrenched in
the existence of plants, entities so fundamental to life that they have become almost
imperceptible in their ubiquitousness. Within the imprecision of the term nature, the
global dominance of the plant kingdom is seldom recognized. In a plant-dominated
biosphere, it is possible that nature has become so amorphous and peripheral because
of the way that plants (synonymous with nature) are themselves perceived. (Hall,
2010, p. 3)

European capitalism and scientific development turned ‘ nature from terra mater
into amachine and asource of raw material; with thistransformation, it removed all
ethical and cognitive constraints against its violation and exploitation.” (Shiva,
1988, p. xiv) The paper explores SumanaRoy’sradical intervention and critique of
this human-centric approach presented in her book How | Became a Tree (2017).
Blending philosophy, art, history, personal reflections, music, and literature, Roy
subverts this Eurocentric obsession with progress, speed, and movement and
offers an alternative rethinking of ecological relationshipsin the Anthropocene.
In hissystematic exploration of plant-human relationship, Matthew Hall (2011)
posits—"Most places on Earth which contain lifearevisibly plantscapes...Human
lifeis contingent upon the existence of plants.” (pp. 3-4) Matthew Hall’srecognition
of plants as sentient beings redefines human-plant relationships, emphasizing
mutuality, respect, and interrelation, which resonates with Roy’s philosophical
and meditative stance in How | Became a Tree. In pursuing a more embodied
existence, the author embarks on a journey of self-discovery, of ‘becoming’ a
tree— ‘asubtle, more ordinary process of becoming’ (Baishya, 2017, para. 4). Roy
‘loved theway in which trees coped with dark and lonely placeswhile sunlessness
decided curfew hoursfor me. | liked too how treesthrived on thingsthat were still
freely available—water, air, and sunlight; and no mortgage despite their lifelong
occupation of land.” (Roy, 2017, p. 3) This yearning to ‘become’ atreeisnot a
capriciousfantasy but areflective critique of humanity’salienation from nature—
a realm that is overwhelmingly dominated by the vegetal kingdom, yet often
rendering them astrangeinvisibility and relegating them to the periphery of human
CONSCciousness as inactive or unreceptive rather than active, vital forces shaping
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theworld. Roy, in her book, challengesthis perceptual blindnesstowardsthe plant
world by advocating an alternate model of existence—of being that trees can offer
in their silent resilience, rootedness, and interconnections. Throughout this
thought-provoking work, Roy questions the anthropocentric prejudices that have
shaped colonial modernity and the cultural, ethical, and philosophical
underpinnings of anthropocentrism. The author’s dissatisfaction with fast-paced
modern lifeand itstemporal valuesis captured from the very beginning of the text
as she aspires to become atree for its ability to defy human conceptions of linear
time—' So, when | ook back at the reasonsfor my disaffection with being human,
and my desireto becomeatree, | can seethat at root lay thefeeling that | wasbeing
bulldozed by time'. (Roy, 2017, p.3)

Decolonizing M oder nity, Progress, and Time: TheArboreal Alter native

The book beginswith Roy’s ‘ disaffection with being human, and my desireto
become a tree’ (Roy, 2017, p.3). This offers a unique perspective on time—the
linear, conventional concept associated with modernity, devel opment, and progress.
In How | Became a Tree, Roy expresses a deep longing to transcend the temporal
frameworksthat dictate human life. Sheenvies‘thetree, its disobedienceto human
time (Roy, 2017, p.3) growing silently intheir own slow, natural pace—her desireto
liveinwhat shecalls‘ Tree Time' (Roy, 2017, p.4) isastrong critique of ‘ coloniality
of time’ (Mignoalo, 2021, p. 152), which values speed and efficiency over slow pace
and interconnectedness of existence. Mignolo posits that the Western
conceptualization of timeis* caught and woven into theimaginary of the modern/
colonial world system”, (Mignolo, 2021, p. 152), and argues“ asfar asfor Western
(since the Renaissance) cosmology “time” is one, singular and universal, you
have no way out: you are trapped in auniversal timethat isowned by a particular
civilization.” Decoloniality instead opens up to the multiple times of culturesand
civilizations upon which Western Civilizationsimpose their conceptualization of
time. The ‘de-’indicates above all the need and the goal of the re-epistemic
reconstitutions, re-emergence, resurgence, re-existence. That is, neither new nor
post.” (Interview - Walter Mignolo/Part 2: Key Concepts 3) Katharina Hunfeld
(2022) reflectssimilar sentiments and argues— “ The col oni zation of time, aprocess
within which the time of the European colonizers wasinstitutionalized, created a
discourse of othernessthrough timethat hel ped to construct theracial and cultural
inferiority of non-Europeans as well as the marginalization and suppression of
non-European ways of narrating and relating to time.” (p.101) One of the most
radical facets of Roy’snarrativeisher denunciation of modern, mechanized, linear
temporality that valued productivity, speed, and exploitative labour. Trees, she
believes, in contrast, embody atemporality that iscyclical, unhurried, and deeply
unified with the natural world. Roy’saspiration to ‘ become atree’ isacritique and
an act of resistance against colonial modernity and its glorification of perpetual
motion, ambition, and economic productivity. Her orientation with arboreal
immobility and tranquillity destabilizes Western teleological progress, offering an
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alternative paradigm where growth is not defined by capitalistic expansion but by
kinship and interconnected existence, echoing indigenous ontologies that view
trees as perceptive beings rather than commodities. Roy beautifully capturesthis
inthefollowing lines:

All around me were estate developers sending their fleets of workers to construct
skyscrapers to tight schedules. The trees they planted in the gated communities
annoyed them—they would grow at their natural pace. It was impossible to rush
plants, to tell atreeto ‘hurry up’. In envy, in admiration and with ambition, | began
tocall that pace‘Tree Time' ...l wastired of speed. | wanted to liveto treetime. (pp.
3-4)

This resonates with Vandana Shiva’'s (1988) notion of progress and development
encouraged by the Western thought process:

The Age of Enlightenment, and the theory of progress to which it gave rise, was
centred on the sacredness of two categories: modern scientific knowledge and economic
development. Somewhere along the way, the unbridled pursuit of progress, guided by
science and development, began to destroy life without any assessment of how fast
and how much of the diversity of life on this planet is disappearing. The act of living
and of celebrating and conserving life in all its diversity - in people and in nature -
seems to have been sacrificed to progress, and the sanctity of life been substituted by
the sanctity of science and development. (p. xii)

Roy’s narrative also critiques language, literature, and culture, reinforcing
hierarchical structuresand normsinherited from colonial discourse and indigenous
traditions. Her resistance to the metaphor of women as inactive, passive and
serving decorative purposes like flowers and her attempt to reframe herself as a
‘tree’ rather than aflower can beinterpreted asan act of decolonial reclamation—
abold attempt to subvert inherited cultural narrativesand creating identities beyond
imposed frameworks of societal standards and norms. Quijano (2024) arguesthat
coloniality extends beyond political colonization into culture, identity, and
epistemology (pp. 169-70), and to resist coloniality does not only mean rejecting
exterior forces of oppression but also questioning internalized frameworks that
shape our thought, identity, language, culture, and traditions. In rejecting the
conventional paradigms of beauty and femininity, the author interconnects beauty
standards and stereotypes with colonial modernity’s obsession with make-up,
jewellery, whitening creams, and sunscreens. She finds herself “unable to wear
earrings—| have the sensation of someone hammering a nail through tight tree
bark” (Roy, 2017, pp. 10-11)—thisisasymboalic rejection of rituals performed to
enhance women'’s beauty just like while trimming her hair, “ she begun to feel the
violence of seasonal pruning and cutting that was inflicted on plants and trees.”
(Roy, 2017, p. 10) The deep-seated unease of Roy, with the dominant paradigms of
modernity/coloniality and human supremacy is captured in one evocative passage
inthe book: “Both the hairdresser and the gardener seemed to believein thevalue
of snips and cuts for a better future, and in this | began to see the kinship of my
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undisciplined hair with the wayward branches of trees.” (p.10). Although
uncomplicated in its observation, thismoment opensarich ground for decolonial
interpretation. The metaphors of hair and ‘wayward branches’ defy normative
aesthetics and challenge deep-rooted colonia concepts of order, discipline, and
development. The author’sidentification with the  undisciplined’ and the‘ wayward’
hints at a silent and subtle rebellion against the controlling practices entrenched
in colonial modernity. The metaphor of ‘snips’ and ‘cuts' mirrors the colonial
obsession with regulating the unregulated, with disciplining what is
undisciplined—nhere, the seemingly ordinary actsof grooming and pruning become
symbolic of colonial modernity’scivilizing mission. (Quijano, 2024, p. 90) Decolonial
scholar Mignolo (2021) rightly assertsthat:

Colonization and Westernization are two different ways of referring to European
expansion since 1500: the first refers to control and management, the second to
schooling. Colonization carries the image of violence and force; the second suggests
thedouble project of disseminating Western values and their acceptance by governments
and people beyond the West in their effort to emulate or at least to follow the lead of
Western dictates. (p.315)

Roy’s reflections on the ‘ epidemic of fairness’ (Roy, 2017, p.11), the fascination
with skin-whitening products, turning ‘the sun into atormentor’, and the need to
discipline hair and trees can al so be understood as the broader distinction between
colonization and Westernization as two interconnected but discrete modes of
European extension. While colonization isto control not just land and people, but
also minds, bodies, and knowledge, Westerni zation isa subtle processthat operates
by adopting and internalizing Western norms, often believing them to be universal
or superior. The ‘double project’ of Westernization involves both universalization
and acceptance of Western standards. Roy’s critique of the ‘ epidemic of fairness
and thetransformation of the suninto atorturer illustrates an internalization and a
quest for Western ideals of beauty.

Roy’swork endorses a decolonial rejection of ‘the value of snips and cuts for
abetter future —afuturethat liesinthe very ‘ process of restructuration of power,
on the one hand, in capitalist and urban social relations and nation-states; and, on
the other, in the col onization of the rest of theworld.” (Quijano, 2010, p. 175) Her
refusal becomesapowerful exampleof ‘addinking that leadsto de-colonial epistemic
shift and brings to the foreground other epistemologies, other principles of
knowledge and understanding and, consequently, other economy, other palitics,
other ethics’ (Mignolo, 2007, p. 453) and other alternative ontologies of being.

Beyond Anthropocentrism/Zoocentrism: Selfhood and the Desirefor Arboreal
Becoming

In How | Became a Tree, Sumana Roy’s yearning for ‘becoming’ a tree
challengesthe normative human identity by voicing adesireto live, feel, and exist
like atree. In aworld structured by the ideals of modernity, Roy questions the
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speed, violence, and demands of human life. Thisdesireto ‘become’ atree canbe
understood as reimagining subj ectivity, which aligns closely with Matthew Hall’s
argumentsin Plants as Persons: A Philosophical Botany (2010). Hall challenges
‘the refusal to acknowledge any aspect of agency, sensitivity, or mentality in
plants (Hall, 2010, p. 25), asa‘deliberate palitical ploy’ (p. 25) of Western modernist
thought process asserting that plants, like humans and animals, deserve ‘moral
consideration’ (p. 2) and should be ‘regarded as beings that are capable of
flourishing and of being harmed.” (p.10) Hall challengesthe hierarchical relation
between the plant world and the human and non-human world, and argues against
the* predominance of zoocentric perspectives, (p. 6) and the Western * drive toward
separation, exclusion, and hierarchy.’ (p. 6) The primary tenet of hisargument that
plantsare‘fundamentally autonomous, valitional, communicative, relational beings
(p. 11) resonates with Roy’sradical desire for embodying trees.

A gtriking affinity between Roy’sstanceontreelifeand Hall’s central argument of
plantsaspersonsliesin their emphasison the kinship between the plant world and the
vegeta world. When Roy describes* aneed toreturnto ow time' (Roy, 2017, p. 62) or
for ‘treelanguage’ (p. 62), sheissubtly engaging in what Hall (2010) advocates.

This acknowledgement of plants as persons is based on and in turn strengthens the
recognition of plants as kin. Indeed, personhood is expressed and galvanised within
specific kinship relationships between individual plants and humans. These specific,
local kinship relationships are accompanied by obligations of responsibility, solidarity,
and care. Therefore, they are one of the most important aspects of inclusive human-
plant relationships. (p.100)

By reconceptualizing human-plant relations asinterpersonal rather than hierarchica,
both authors emphasise that ‘by distancing ourselves from plants and denying
their autonomy, we jeopardize a true sense of human identity, situatedness, and
responsibility. Only inthe company of othersdo we arrive at the true sense of our
own personhood and ecological identity’. (Hall, 2010, 100). Roy’s refusal of
progress, speed, and capitalist development can be read as a representation of
Hall’s ‘ philosophical botany’, which destabilizes human-centric approaches and
makesroom for other ontologies. Matthew Hall’s engagement with Val Plumwood's
dual approach of ‘(re)situating humans in ecological terms and non-humans in
ethical terms’ (Hall, 2010, p. 2) offersacrucial theoretical lensthrough which to
comprehend How | Became a Tree. Roy’s text enacts this very ethical stance
through its philosophical and meditative engagement with vegetal life. She
resituates not only the ecological being, but a so the human by rejecting mainstream
anthropocentric ideals of autonomy, rationality, violence, and hierarchy and
embracing an ethical reorientation of the self within an ecological framework—one
marked by slowness, rootedness, and stillness. Concurrently, she confers ethical
consideration to nonhuman beings, especially plants:

If plants had agency, if they could move, raise flags, cause bloodshed in humans, and
if humans had not suffered from plant blindness for centuries, an ailment where we
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see and do not see plants because, like the sky, they are there and yet not there, they
would not be treated the way they have been. If trees operated on the eye-for-an-eye
ethic, for every felled tree there would be a human corpse. (Roy, 2017, p. 166).

Theintersection of Hall’sand Roy’sideasis specificaly significant fromadecolonial
perspective, as both authors, in their critique of Western botanical knowledge,
bring attention to the plant-centered Indigenous and non-Western sources.
According to Hall, ‘Indigenous sources provide the most significant material to
contrast with worldviews that seek to exclude plants.” (p.10). Both writerstry to
reclaim indigenous epistemol ogies suppressed by colonial modernity. Roy draws
on various sources—from botanist Jagadish Bose to Tagore, from oral traditions
of folkloric stories to Buddhist beliefs on ecology, whereas Hall relies mostly on
Buddhist, Jain, and Hindu traditions to provide an epistemic alternative, thus
performing what Walter Mignolo terms‘ epistemic disobedience’ (Mignolo, 2024,
p. xxi)—a deliberate refusal of adhering to anthropocentric epistemologies and
ontologies, thereby granting personhood and subjectivity to plants. This
repositioning aligns with posthumanism’sfocus on resituating subjectivity beyond
human limits, emphasising interdependence and interconnectedness—' | take the
posthuman predicament as an opportunity to empower the pursuit of alternative
schemes of thought, knowledge and sel f-representation. The posthuman condition
urges us to think critically and creatively about who and what we are actually in
the process of becoming.” (Braidotti, 2013, p.12)

Posthuman Subjectivity and the IndigenousLineage

Posthumanism, as theorized by scholars like Rosi Braidotti, Donna Haraway,
and Cary Wolfe, ‘introduces a qualitative shift in our thinking about what exactly
isthe basic unit of common referencefor our species, our polity and our relationship
to the other inhabitants of thisplanet.” (Braidotti, 2013, p.12) and emergesfrom an
“all too human concern about the kind of knowledge and intellectual valueswe are
producing as a society today’ . (Braidotti, 2013, p.12) It challenges ‘ human asthe
universalized format of humanity’ (Braidotti, 2013, p.26) and the‘ unitary subject of
Humanism, including its socialist variables, and to replace it with amore compl ex
and relational subject framed by embodiment, sexuality, affectivity, empathy, and
desireascorequalities'. (p.26) Roy’swork contributesto thiscritique by rejecting
therational, modern, and utilitarian subjectivity. Her meditative reflection on tree-
lifeand longingto ‘become’ atree echoeswith posthumanist ideas of decentering
the human asthefocal point of the meaning-making process. Roy’s critique of the
culturedriven by violence, competition, consumption, and control resonates with
Braidotti’s concerns about the ‘kind of knowledge' and ‘intellectual values
(Braidotti, 2013, p.10) that the society is built upon. It can be rightly argued that
Roy’s work reconfigures subjectivity through a posthumanist lens, underscoring
interdependence and kinship in the Anthropocene.

A riveting moment in the book is her chapter on Rabindranath Tagore. The
chapter focuses on the overlooked facets of Tagore's life: ‘| have never seen or
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heard anyone commending the way inwhich at |east three generations of Tagore's
nurtured plant life in an inhospitable space.” (Roy, 2017, p. 88) Roy details how
Tagore cared for trees, baptized them ‘with new names’, missed them, and wrote
about theminletters. Inthe Summer of 1933, hewrote aletter to hisdaughter Mira
inquiring about his trees, imbuing human-like characteristics to the subject: ‘At
last my madhumaloti has acquired some health. Do not forget to cool her down
with your bath water from now on... The spirefrom the templ e that’s been broken,
keep that in acorner of my garden and get thejhumkolatato climbontoit.” (Roy,
2017, p. 89) Roy further accentuates this tradition by building on classical and
folkloric sourcesfrom the Indian subcontinent. Shedrawson Ellison BanksFindly’s
example of the \rikshayurveda, where a flowering ‘ Shyama creeper looks like a
damsel’ (Roy, 2017, p.115), underlining the affective relationality between plant
and human. In Kalidasa's Abhijnana Sakuntalam, ajasmine vine and amango tree
areenvisioned asamarried couple, symbolizing vegetal subjectivity and physical
intimacy. A Nagafolktal e represents similar ideas where a princess befriends—and
ultimately falls in love with a peepul tree, highlighting not only fantasy but a
culturally sanctioned understanding of human-plant kinship. Another example
shecitesisfromA. K. Ramanujan’s‘ A Flowering Tree’ whereawoman transforms
into atree. (Roy, 2017, p. 115). These narratives affirm an understanding of plant
life and human-non-human kinship that precedes Western ecological and
posthumanist discourses.

Roy’s chapter “ The Buddha and the Bodhi Tree” (Roy, 2017, p. 183) deepens
this posthumanist engagement by foregrounding the spiritual and philosophical
relationship between the tree and enlightenment. Roy reflects on the Bodhi tree
not merely as a metaphor but as a participant in the Buddha's awakening. The
tree’s quiet presence, warm shade, and stillness initiate a transformative moment
that redefinesexistencein which ‘ Buddhaallowsatreeto be aconvenient substitute
for himself.” (Roy, 2017, p.185). In addition, Hindu scriptural sourcesliketheVedas,
the Upanishads, the Mahabharata, and the Ramayana offer a philosophical
foundation in which the plant, animal, and human worlds areinterrelated through
the cycle of rebirth or reincarnation. Plants are not seen as passive decorative
beings, but as fully sentient, capable of mental, moral, and spiritual significance.
Jainism, building upon the ideas of non-violence, institutionalizes ahimsa in
practical communicationswith the plant world. Thiswhole spectrum of culturally
embedded practice that Roy provides exemplifies a posthumanist ethic long
preceding Western theoretical frameworks. Roy’sinvocation of indigenous culture
thus helps discover an Indian lineage of posthuman thought—one that values
kinship, care, and ethical predicament with the more-than-human world. Roy’s
work, it can be well argued, is both posthumanist and decolonial initsinvocation
of indigenous culturesthat resituate the vegetal within an Indian knowledge system
that resists Western frameworks of utility, progression, and capitalism. In the
context of the present study, Indigenous lifeways may “offer insights that may
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help dominant societies unlearn some things and become open to other ways of
knowingtheworld.” (Hall, 2010, 99)

A key principle of posthumanism isthe dismantling of the belief that humans
areontologically superior to other formsof life. Braidotti (2013) posits:

A materialist politics of posthuman differences works by potential becomings that
call for actualization. They are enacted through collectively shared, community-based
praxis and are crucial to support the process of vitalist, non-unitarian and yet
accountable recomposition of a missing people. Thisisthe ‘we' that is evoked and
actualized by the post-anthropocentric creation of a new pan-humanity. It expresses
the affirmative, ethical dimension of becoming-posthuman as a gesture of collective
self-styling. It actualizes a community that is not bound negatively by shared
vulnerability, the guilt of ancestral communal violence, or the melancholiaof unpayable
onto logical debts, but rather by the compassionate acknowledgment of their
interdependence with multiple others, most of which, in the age of anthropocene, are
quite simply not anthropomorphic. (pp.100-101)

Braidotti’s (2010) ‘ potential becomings’ (p.110) refersto the possibilities of non-
human subjectivities which must be ‘actualized’. Roy’s admiration for trees and
her radical yearning to ‘become’ atree or everything like atree, not only blursthe
line between subject/object, but also hints towards an arboreal subjectivity. This
is noteworthy because it overturns the usual mode of empathy. Instead of
positioning treeslike humans, she desiresto become ' liketrees', thereby subverting
the colonial and anthropocentric gaze. Roy says: ‘| wanted to become, grass,
moss, weed, something that would not draw attention to itself, something that was
of no use to humans, something almost nameless except as some footnote in a
sincere botanist’sdull diary.’ (93)

Rethinking Embodiment: Vegetal Ontology and Trans-cor poreal Kinship

Roy’s sense of being isrooted in her interconnectedness with the vegetal, the
atmospheric, and the soil. She sees the body as porous, ordinary, and vulnerable,
yet entrenched in coexistence. Her longing to be atree, when situated within the
frameworks of vegetal ontology and transcorporeality, revealsacritique of dominant
ontologiesof being, productivity, and embodiment. Michael Marder’'s (2013) vegeta
ontology, as elaborated in Plant-Thinking: A Philosophy of Viegetal Life, challenges
Western metaphysical traditions that position plants as passive, inane, and
ontologically substandard. Marder arguesthat ‘ thelimit to the kinship of traditional
thought with vegetal proliferation is precisely this: the metaphysical project bent
on leaving the darkness of mere life behind undercuts the conditions of its own
existence.’ (Marder, 2013, p.143) Roy’salignment with plant-being—her desirefor
slowness, rootedness, and coexistence reverberates Marder’s call to rethink the
ethical and ontological position of plants. Roy chooses a being that is non-
teleological, that grows without aims and competition, that does not stay up ‘all
night to become asuccessful examinee the next morning’ (Roy, 2017, 3), shewants
to live in tree world that ‘remained unaffected by changes in governments and
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results of cricket matches' (p. 4) While reflecting on the modes of existence of
plants, Marder emphasi seson three ontological dimensions—'temporality, freedom,
and wisdom.’ (Marder, 2013, para. 3) In How | Became a Tree, Roy deeply aligns
with thisvegetal temporality. Marder’s presupposition that ‘ the plant isan entirely
spatial, extended being, excluded from the order of temporality,” (Marder, 2013,
para. 2) findsaffinitieswith Roy’syearning to liveinwhat shecalls‘treetime —'a
life without worries for the future or regret for the past’ (Roy, p.6) atime ‘would
surely seem too leisurely to post-industrial humans'. (Roy, p. 61)
Michael Marder (2013) conceptualizes plant-thinking, asamode

traversing the axis of possibility—impossibility, as opposed to potentiality—actuality,
will bring to theforethetemporal “truth” of vegetal life uncoupled from the teleol ogical
actualization of the seed’'s hidden potentialities. In so doing, it will cast off the
metaphysical negation of becoming, endorse the immanently historical—which isto
say, contingent—self-presentation of truth and glimpse the elusive time of plants.
(para. 1)

This‘traversing’ reframes subjectivity toward the ‘ axis of possibility-impossibility’,
aspace where ‘ becoming’ and subjectivity, isnot goal-oriented. In How | Became
a Tree, SumanaRoy’s philosophical contemplation symbolizesthisshift by resisting
the teleological expectations imposed by modernity and its narratives of
development, efficiency, and progress. She writes, ‘| wastired of speed’ (2), thus
prioritizing anon-linear, slow-paced temporality analogousto what Marder calls
the‘elusivetime of plants’. (Marder, 2013, Part |1, para. 2) Roy’sdesireto ‘ become
atree isdriven by aslow surrender into a state of being where change is subtle
and gradual, rather than forced and determined. Roy’sinterest in unconventional
life forms like dead trees, cacti, and weeds subverts human-centric notions of
temporality and purpose. Thisvegetal temporality, indifferent to haste or outcomes,
sustains Marder’s (2013) vision of truth as‘ contingent’ and ‘immanent.’ (Marder,
2013, Part 11) Roy’s vegetal longing, therefore, is not for change but for
unbecoming—a kind of philosophical and meditative withdrawal from human
narratives of time. She embodies the rootedness she aspires for, which in turn
becomes a symbol of silent, vegetal resistance. Her tree-desire is thus a call to
reconceptualize embodiment as deeply interconnected with the more-than-human
world.

While Marder’s vegetal ontology offers aphilosophical revision of plant life,
Stacy Alaimo’s (2010) concept of transcorporeality offers a way to rethink the
human body in relation to the more-than-human world. In Bodily Natures, Alaimo
emphasizes that ‘human corporeality is ultimately inseparable from “the
environment”’ (Alaimo, 2010, p. 2) Stacy Alaimo’stheory of transcorporeality, as
elaborated in Bodily Natures: Science, Environment, and the Material Self, (2010)
offers a powerful framework for comprehending the porousness of bodily limits
and the interconnection of human and non-human. Alaimo challenges Cartesian
binaries, proposing instead a materialist ontology where bodies are never
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autonomous but always intertwined with the environment. (Alaimo, 2010, 13)
SumanaRoy’sHow | Became a Tree embodies adeep affinity with thispremise as
it explores the author’s longing to escape the demands and anxieties of human
subjectivity and instead become part of the vegetal world. Roy’s text enacts
transcorporeality not only through itscentral theme of ‘ becoming atree’ but through
its ethics, aesthetics, and epistemology rooted in profound kinship.

Alaimo (2010) asserts:

...thinking across bodies may catalyze the recognition that the environment, whichis
too often imagined as inert, empty space or as aresource for human use, is, in fact, a
world of fleshy beingswith their own needs, claims, and actions. By emphasizing the
movement across bodies, trans-corporeality reveals the interchanges and
interconnections between various bodily natures. But by underscoring that trans
indicates movement across different sites, trans-corporeality also opens up a mobile
space that acknowledges the often unpredictable and unwanted actions of human
bodies, nonhuman creatures, ecological systems, chemical agents, and other actors.
(Alaimo, 2010, p. 2)

Thisassertion stressesthe material and ethical ‘ interchanges and interconnections’
between various bodies, revealing the porosity of bodily formsand how ecological
relationsarereciprocal rather than exploitative. Thisframework radically resituates
the environment, ‘not located somewhere out there, but is always the very
substance of ourselves’ (Alaimo, 2010, p. 4) —the environment as not merely a
passive background or resource to be extracted but as a potential agent.

Roy’s longing to become ‘grass, moss, weed... almost nameless except as
somefootnotein asincere botanist’sdull diary’ (Roy, 93) isaclear rejection of the
impermeable human self—her vegetal aspiration can beinterpreted asareclamation
of the fluidity of bodily forms reiterating what Alaimo suggest for the ‘toxic
bodies —’ they encourage us to imagine ourselves in constant interchange with
the environment and, paradoxically perhaps, to imagine an epistemological space
that allowsfor both the unpredictable becomings of other creatures and the limits
of human knowledge.” (Alaimo, 2010, p. 22)

Roy’s appreciation of dead trees—' looking for the perfect angle that would
capture the beauty of their branches, actually the beauty of the geometry of adead
body. This beauty of bareness | began to see later as the beauty of barrenness,
say, the beauty of adesert, for in being shorn of flowersand leaves', (Roy, 31) can
be read as an affirmation of the fluid body of ‘dirt’ which, according to Alaimo
‘demonstrates an agency without agents, afoundational, perpetual becoming that
happenswithout will or intention or delineation. And yet, dirt, arather nondiscrete
substance, isnecessary for the emergence of lessdiffuselifeforms,’ (Alaimo, 2010,
143)—akey ideain transcorporeality that dissolves the boundaries between life
and decay, human and non-human, form and formlessness.

Roy’s evocation of mythic and folkloric tales—such as the princesswho falls
in love with a peepul tree or Kalidasa's vision of the jasmine and mango as a
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married couple, as argued earlier, dismantles clear-cut differences and offers a
relational ontology that precedes and even surpasses Western philosophical
models. These narratives help articulate what Alaimo calls a posthuman trans-
corporeal subjectivity that ‘is always an agent of change and always already
within and without the permeable membrane of the human.” (Alaimo, 2010, p.154).
Alaimo further uses Susan Squier’s concept to define this trans-corporeal
subjectivity: “language helps structure our sense of possibilities,” but that
“material conditions shape and reshape what we can put into words’’. (Alaimo,
2010, p. 9).

Conclusion

To conclude, ‘this sense of trans-corporeality may best be understood as
posthuman inthat material agenciesreconfigurethe very boundaries of the human
assuch’ (Alaimo, 2010, p. 154), inthat material agencies— whether in theform of
trees, weeds, dead trees, and dirt, reconfigure the very boundaries of what is
known as the human. Roy’s aspiration to embody a tree represents a profound
shift from anthropocentric conventions and humanist hierarchiesto asubjectivity
that is fluid and relational. Timothy Morton’s long quote from The Ecological
Thought, (2010) sums up what Roy’s book stands for:

Theecological thought isavirusthat infectsall other areas of thinking...ecology isn’t
just about global warming, recycling, and solar power-and also not just to do with
everyday relationships between humans and nonhumans. It hasto do with love, loss,
despair, and compassion. It has to do with depression and psychosis. It has to do
with capitalism and with what might exist after capitalism. It hasto do with amazement,
open-mindedness, and wonder. It has to do with doubt, confusion, and skepticism. It
has to do with concepts of space and time. It has to do with delight, beauty, ugliness,
disgust, irony, and pain. It has to do with consciousness and awareness...It hasto do
with ideas of self and the weird paradoxes of subjectivity. It hasto do with society. It
has to do with coexistence. (2010, p. 2)

Roy’s meditative journey, her course of ‘becoming’, her engagement with folk
tales, indigenous and non-Western spiritual narratives, her ‘wilful commitment to
inactivity' (Bhattacharjee, 2022, p.79) further disrupts conventional epistemological
frameworks by providing alternative modes of knowing that are rooted in intimacy,
care, and ecological ethics. Thiscan beread as an ontol ogical and epistemological
rebellion, blurring the line dividing human and the non-human and positioning
itself within ecocritical discourse while offering a unique perspective on time,
decoloniality, and aternative ontol ogies. In doing so, How | Became a Tree becomes
aposthumanist and decolonial critique of colonial modernity. To becomeatree, in
Roy’svision, isthus‘to becomethis, liberated of identity tags.’ (Roy, 12) Her work
reminds usthat radical posthumanism isnot just about decentralizing the human,
but about reimagining life where the human and the vegetal are not oppositional
categories but interconnected and interdependent modes of being, rooted in care,
kinship, and ethical recognition of the more-than-human.
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