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INTRODUCTION

In India as well as in the Global South, activists and the rank and file of ecological,
social, political, decolonial, feminist movements have changed the relations
between humans and nature as well as economic, social and gender relations. The
contributions in this volume were initially presented as papers during the annual
conference organised by the Société d’Activités et de Recherches sur les mondes
Indiens on the theme Ecofeminism in India: History, Struggles, and Perspectives on the
28th and 29th May 2021. The articles are anchored in sociological and
anthropological fieldwork, literature, and poetry. They contribute through their
different perspectives towards environmental history, past and present
conceptions of nature and women, while revealing some of the pioneers in the
struggle for the preservation of natural resources and famous events connected
with ecofeminism.

Tree of Life 
© Jamie Alexander
The cover design is an adapted version of the Tree of Life. This tree is often a
central element depicted in Warli paintings, a ritualistic art of the Warli tribe of
northern Maharashtra in India. Given the destruction of forest cover that is being
witnessed in the 21st century, and for this volume on Ecofeminism in India, it
seemed an appropriate reminder of the soothing presence of trees, which are the
very important life providers and sustainers of ecosystems across the world.
It also hails the Chipko Movement, one of the emblematic moments of women’s
resistance against the felling of trees. On behalf of the SARI, we thank Jamie
Alexander, who designed this front cover.
This volume is dedicated to the memory of our much loved and admired colleague,
Madhu Benoit.
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TEXTE

On behalf of the SARI, I dedicate this volume to our beloved and departed
colleague, Madhu Benoit, former Vice Pres ident of the asso ci ation SARI, who
worked at Gren oble Alpes University.

In addi tion to the COVID- 19 crisis, which may become one of the
defining “before/after” moments in contem porary life, the years 2017
to 2022 might be remembered in the future as the ones being
punc tu ated by natural or unnat ural cata strophes. Hurricanes and
tornadoes in the Indian and Atlantic oceans, forest fires in Australia,
France, and other parts of the world, floods in India and Pakistan to
name a few natural disasters, were among the images of the climate- 
related disorders which could, in Ghosh’s (42) words, represent “the
envir on mental uncanny” playing itself out.

1

World wide efforts to restore forest cover and agro forestry (Vidal)
notwith standing, climate- change can no longer be taken for science
fiction. Fiction itself has progress ively incor por ated climate change- 
related concerns, and partic u larly migra tion as objects of reflec tion
and repres ent a tion of the real ities of people living in different
settings and contexts.

2

Changes affecting indi viduals’ everyday lives have the poten tial of
opening the floodgates of resist ance. On the ground, eco- activists of
the young gener a tion across the world have been protesting against
the inac tion of offi cial bodies in tack ling the issue of envir on mental
protec tion. The resulting anguish can some times find refuge in action
and in words. Neolo gisms thus gain currency with their capa city to
express thoughts. In English, the terms eco- grief and eco- anxiety

3
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have entered common parlance and others (Gachman) are being
created to express specific asso ci ation of ideas (blis son ance: bliss and
disson ance, gwilt: when you cause plants to wilt because you’re
trying to conserve water, etc.) emer ging from feel ings about the
envir on ment and climate change.

A glob al ised economy heavily dependent on natural resources and
global supply chains, with agri cul ture, urban isa tion and indus trial
activity, mass move ments of people, dumping of waste across the
planet and in the oceans, and the extinc tion of already endangered
species are common place in the media images that form part of our
daily lives. The under lying idea is that of the deple tion of natural
resources with over con sump tion and the increasing inequal ities in
distri bu tion and access to resources pushing the limits of
sustain ab ility. Viol ence towards nature is an inherent part of this
process of exploit a tion in growth- led economies.

4

Feminist thought has demon strated the links between intensive
capit alist mode of func tioning and patri archal soci eties. Women’s
rights, be it concerning the inher it ance or posses sion of land, access
to educa tion, marriage and divorce, or remu ner ated employ ment,
often narrate a violent story. Thus, the acquis i tion of rights by
women has been an ongoing struggle and in the matter of rights,
nothing can be taken for granted. It is a mined terrain, linked to
several other issues, as we read the history of struggles of the ideas
and issues concerning the human popu la tion not only in local
settings but also around the world. In the past few years, civil society
move ments with the involve ment of youth for climate brought about
a new turn in women’s move ments with the envir on mental issues
capturing the head lines of journals.

5

As early as 1974, one of “the pion eers of the degrowth move ment”
(Gold blum), Françoise d’Eaubonne coined the term écofeminisme
asso ci ating women and ecology in this neolo gism. It expressed
dissent with the forms of know ledge or estab lished views about
growth- led economics. Moving away from ques tions of power,
viol ence and exploit a tion, d’Eaubonne through her thought and work
sought to trans form the rela tions of human beings with nature by
adopting a respectful stance towards women and nature. Both were
seen as endowed with birth- giving powers.

6
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Often explained as the combating of the strained rela tion between
the domin a tion of nature and the subjug a tion of women, espe cially in
patri archal setups, ecofem inism becomes a mark of asserting the self
as being involved in the stance of preser va tion of natural resources. It
also carries an inherent belief in the eman cip atory poten tial of the
term and the mean ings that are loaded in the different strands of
ecofem inism, even when these seem to be at odds with each other. 1

7

With surviv alist and neo- fascist move ments surging across the world
and adding the ecolo gical cause to their stew, it appears that ecology
and the envir on mental cause is the preserve of neither ecofem inist
nor Left move ments (Dubiau). Different polit ical and social
move ments have adopted ecology as an excuse, a reason, a canvas for
action in a world where the access to natural resources, food
sover eignty and afford able prices of commod ities, know ledge and
science, are inter linked issues. In the case of India, devel op ment and
infra struc ture have been leit motifs for the posses sion of land and the
envir on mental destruc tion that has ensued. At the same time,
produc tion and use have been causes of conflict and debate within
communities (grazers, cultiv ators, farmers, village communities etc.)
closely working with the envir on ment (Gadgil and Guha 245).

8

According to the 2011 census, about 70 per cent of the Indian
popu la tion lives in rural India and about 30 per cent lives in urban
areas; 50 per cent of the overall labour force is dependent
on agriculture. 2 Although in rural India 73 per cent of women
workers depend on agri cul ture, only 14% of the landowners are
women (Agarwal 2021a). Women landowners have, in some ways,
made a mark for themselves, 3 by intro du cing organic farming and
fishing activ ities, and by innov ating in the forms of governance of
group farms and cooper at ives that run food- related busi nesses.
Never the less, the ques tion of access to loans becomes diffi cult
(Kerketta) if a person does not own the title to the land or an
iden ti fic a tion in offi cial records. This is the case, for example, of the
Adivasis or people belonging to indi genous communities, who have
not always lived sedentary forms of life.

9

Rachel Carson’s book Silent Spring signalled public health concerns
related to the disturbed and damaged ecosys tems through the use of
pesti cides in farming and through the disposal of waste in nature by

10
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indus trial complexes. In India, farmers caught in a debt trap
committed suicide as a last resort and in recent years, media and
inde pendent reports have docu mented these tragic events.
Throughout the 20  century, there has been uprising and struggle
against the impos i tion of intensive agri cul tural prac tices or the
alloc a tion of land by the State for the implant a tion of factories and
dams on sites from which people are displaced or their access to
resources hampered.

th

The latest among these struggles has been the farmers’ resist ance
across the country and more specific ally in the capital New Delhi
(2019-2021) to the impos i tion of Land Laws in India, which led to the
govern ment with drawing the Bill in 2021. The conten tion of the
farmers was that the dereg u la tion of food prices would endanger
access to food and grains at afford able prices. Issues related to the
pollu tion of ground and river water were also the causes of dissent,
the aware ness of which made consensus within the move ment
possible. Women played a key role in this move ment to preserve land
and resources from pollu tion, and encroach ment for “devel op ment”
purposes. The perspect ives that women have created for them selves
through innov ative agri cul tural prac tices, taking the lead in organic
farming and fishing, creating group farms (Agarwal 2021b), foraying
into cooper ative farming, and creating seed collectives 4 show the
poten tial of creating new human rela tions with a different vision.
Subsist ence (related farming and other activ ities) can also be a form
of resist ance and vital for the survival of the planet (Pruvost).

11

Indian cities face the chal lenges of urban isa tion rein forced by the
migra tion of labour unable to find accom mod a tion, or basic
amen ities. The urban bour geoisie, living a seem ingly comfort able life,
is not always spared by power cuts or water short ages, resources that
form the basis of infra struc tural devel op ment programmes. Yet even
in urban envir on ments, the celeb ra tion of popular fest ivals, linked to
lunar move ments, the cycle of agri cul tural activ ities, change of
seasons and linking astral posi tions to rites of passage in the lives of
indi viduals witness a profound link with nature by consid ering
humans to be a part of the align ment of the universe.

12

Joining the global concern about the preser va tion of biod iversity,
fundraising initi at ives by indi viduals and corporate entities, char ities

13
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and found a tions, for instance, to “save soil” 5 and to recreate
forest cover 6 have induced urban popu la tions, in some ways, to sit up
and take notice of, if not to get involved in, envir on mental issues.
Even before “green washing” and “pink washing” became trendy
through Corporate Social Respons ib ility imper at ives leading to
invest ments in the envir on mental and women’s causes, indi viduals
and organ isa tions working for social causes to comple ment or fulfil
the absence of state programmes had already been involved in
envir on mental preservation. 7

In order to address the issues related to the pres ence of women in
the envir on mental cause in the Indian context, the Société d’Activités
et de Recherches sur les mondes Indiens (SARI) devoted its annual
confer ence held in May 2021 to the theme of “Ecofem inism: History,
Struggle and Perspectives”. 8 Papers were presented in French and
English by researchers working on the Indian and Latin Amer ican
contexts in the field of liter ature and social sciences. This volume of
Représentations dans le monde anglophone incor por ates some of the
texts presented during the conference. 9

14

The texts presented here are English in form, vernacular in their
content and global in their outreach. One could also say that
multi lin gualism is the under cur rent in the Anglo phone world in
general and the Indian context in partic ular. Which language to use in
order to effect ively commu nicate or make one’s voice heard, is a
ques tion for engaged activism.

15

This volume certainly does not pretend to address all the issues
related to Ecofem inism in India but attempts to provide glimpses into
the struggles and perspect ives of the move ments to preserve natural
resources. The recog ni tion of women’s everyday activ ities which are
not neces sarily accounted as work but which are essen tial to all that
consti tutes economic activity in the urban or rural areas is
not acquired suo moto. Be it collecting forest produce, weeding,
planting, reaping, threshing, weaving, winnowing, farming, gardening,
collec tion of waste, decor ating, or be it in care giving, when it comes
to human rela tion ships or with nature, as the term ecology denotes,
women work closely with the envir on ment. The migra tion of women
into low- pay-high-value jobs such as nursing, construc tion, giving
care has been consist ently recorded by liter ature and the social

16
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sciences. With the failure of inter na tional summits to take urgent
steps to contain climate change, the need for state inter ven tion to
regu late farming, an economic activity dependent on climate, is made
all the more neces sary (Nigam), as is that of activ ists involved in the
move ment against the Land Laws.

Emblem atic among the ecofem inist move ments and the one setting
an example, was the Chipko move ment against the felling of trees in
the forests of Himachal Pradesh. This women- led move ment to save
forests had become an inspir a tion for envir on mental move ments.
Furthering the envir on mental cause, Vandana Shiva’s endeavour to
create seed collect ives, in order to share and (re-)create seeds for
farmers to gain inde pend ence from the power of multina tional
companies imposing genet ic ally modi fied seeds, chem ical fertil isers
and pesti cides, among other products, has gained
world wide recognition.

17

Women’s move ments in post- independence India have had several
turns, and have taken up issues related to women’s eman cip a tion and
freedom of choice. The history of women’s activism in India cannot
be disso ci ated from other social move ments and the politics of
devel op ment. As we can read from Caroline Michon’s work
in “Women’s move ments and envir on mental activism in India:
theor et ical reflec tions based on the study of New Delhi”,
envir on mental activism in this city has been a part of the agenda of
women’s move ment, without the term “ecology” being actu ally used
to describe the actions under taken. Since the 1980s, several issues
have been addressed by women’s and feminist organ isa tions filling in
the gaps of public policy, or raising aware ness on issues of concern
such as pollu tion, disaster manage ment, provi sion of means of
live li hood to the displaced, gender inequality and viol ence against
women, recog ni tion of the right to urban living for slum dwellers and
the poor.

18

Based on field work in the Uttara Kannada District in Karnataka,
Manisha Rao’s text “Rethinking the Ecofem inist Discourse: View
from the Western Ghats, India” docu ments a local community- led
move ment to save the forests on which the spice garden economy
depends. People who parti cip ated in the Appiko Move ment in the
state of Karnataka in the 1980s continued to have a strong affinity

19
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with the move ment, which later on led to the creation of collect ives,
exchange forums and social and economic activ ities related to
agro forestry and farm produce. In the face of rampant privat iz a tion
of the Commons and envir on mental destruc tion, the ecofem inist
discourse in this local context needs to be seen from a feminist
polit ical ecology perspective.

Published in 1998, Kiran Desai’s novel Hullabaloo in the
Guava Orchard, is set in the early 1990s, and it hints at the
liber al isa tion of the Indian economy and throws up the ques tion of
the future of the country as the narrative unfolds in myster ious ways.
In “Eco- humanism in Kiran Desai’s Hullabaloo in the
Guava Orchard (1998)”, Lydie Le Moine analyses how Kiran Desai’s
debut novel adopts magic realism to tackle envir on mental issues and
how an imbal anced rela tion to the envir on ment affects communities.
While doing so, the novel calls for an ecohu manist approach.

20

Amitav Ghosh is one of the prolific voices in contem porary writing in
English on issues of envir on ment and climate change in his fiction
and essays. In “Crit ical Ecofem inism in Amitav Ghosh’s
Fiction: From The Hungry Tide to Gun Island”, Maria- Sabina
Draga Alexandru presents Ghosh’s writing, which docu ments the
continuity and discon tinuity between worlds, the trans mis sion of
know ledge over the centuries and the ques tion of losing and finding
vital links with humans and nature. By looking at the import ance of
the women char ac ters in his fiction, Maria- Sabina Draga Alex andru’s
text traces the author’s endeavour to critique oppressive neo- 
colonial prac tices that endanger the envir on ment and renders the
lives of the under priv ileged all the more vulnerable.

21

If ecofem inism as a move ment gained prom in ence in the second half
of the 20  century, attempts to rethink everyday house hold ecology
and tech no logy had already been a subject of imagin a tion in the work
of Rokeya Sakhawat Hussain, an author whose texts pres aged the
emer gence of both spir itual and polit ical ecofeminisms. Leslie
de Bont’s text entitled “An Ecofem inist Fore mother? Rokeya
Sakhawat Hossain’s oneiric repres ent a tion of nature, tech no logy
and gender roles in ‘Sultana’s Dream’” intro duces the reader to a
feminist author writing in Bengali and English at the begin ning of
the 20  century. The locus of the powerful prose of Hossain is not

22
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c
ause

TEXTE

From November 2020 to the end of 2021, after the Indian Parlia ment
passed the Indian agri cul ture acts (also known as Farm Laws or Farm
Bills 2020), farmers initi ated massive protests in New Delhi. Their
main criti cism was levelled against precari ous ness due to the
with drawal of the State from market regu la tion, and against policies
favouring large companies and multinationals.

1

Women farmers held a central and singular place in these
demon stra tions by artic u lating their exper i ence in term of gender,
class and caste (Bolazzi et al. 20), namely the lack of recog ni tion of
their economic parti cip a tion, the diffi culties they faced in terms of
land owner ship (Agarwal et al., “How Many” 4) and their exclu sion
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from decision- making roles within local and national institutions. 1

Indeed, while women account for nearly 80% of the Indian
agri cul tural work force, they remain largely absent from the discourse
and policy meas ures regarding agri cul ture, including agri cul tural land
and legal acknow ledge ment of their work (Agarwal, “Green
governance” 3). As a matter of fact, women are more affected than
men by envir on mental degrad a tion and the privat iz a tion of land,
mainly because they are largely dependent on the commons for the
provi sion of food and water for the house hold (Agarwal 10). These
mobil iz a tions high lighted, once again, the specificity of gender issues
in rural areas and the gender- based aspect appeared as an echo of
contem porary women’s envir on mental struggles since the 1960s.

Women’s envir on mental struggles in India could be considered as a
part of a broader move ment called the Indian women’s move ment.
Initi ated at the end of the 19  century, the women’s move ment has
gone through several phases of expan sion and back lash. In its
contem porary form, the women’s move ment in India could be
described as a national network with permeable borders composed of
formal and informal groups (women’s and feminist organ iz a tions,
autonomous organ iz a tions, profes sion al ised organ iz a tions, plat forms,
polit ical women’s branches, student unions, trade unions), social
workers and activ ists strug gling for equality. This national women
field cause (Bereni) is based on several ideo lo gies and branches of
feminism including envir on mental women’s movements.

3

th

Of course, using the term ‘feminism’ in Third world coun tries and
espe cially in India is a major issue. Feminism in the form of socio- 
political move ments and ideo lo gies for gender equality is one of the
concep tions that is asso ci ated with it world wide. However, its diverse
variety of beliefs, shapes, and agendas could explain the
unwill ing ness of a number of women to use it to describe them selves.
In India, the debate around whether or not women’s collect ives and
activ ists should define them selves as ‘feminist’ is part of the colo nial
and post co lo nial debate. For some activ ists, feminism in India is
considered too tied to its Western origins and colo nial legacy
(Kishwar). Further more, feminism might not reflect the diversity and
the specificity of the contem porary women’s anti- patriarchal
mobil iz a tions because of its ‘westernness’.

4
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Discus sions on the relev ancy of feminism in India char ac ter izes the
debate around ecofem inism. Some activ ists like Vandana Shiva
advocate for a local Indian ecofem inism. This move ment has sprung
from the idea that women are intrins ic ally linked to nature because of
their depend ence on it. In this version of ecofem inism, the
patri archal viol ence against women is compared to the exploit a tion
of nature. For some others, ecofem inism is not relevant in the context
of India (Nanda WS2; Agarwal, “Gender and envir on ment” 119). Among
other things, they make the point that ecofem inism in India has
remained blind to the multiple iden tities that shape women’s
exper i ence (caste, class, reli gion) and has neglected the material
aspect of domin a tion and labour.

5

In this essay based on field research on urban women’s move ment in
New Delhi conducted between 2012 and 2016, I wish to high light the
deploy ment of women’s envir on mental move ment in India and
under line the debate around ecofem inism as it has taken shape
through discus sions among women activ ists in New Delhi and the
connec tion between feminism and envir on mental issues.

6

Women’s struggles for envir on ‐
mental issues in India, a long
herstory 2

In India, the social and polit ical envir on mental coali tions have a long
herstory of mobil iz a tion. Envir on mental concerns have been rooted in
social and devel op ment concerns because of the signi ficant impact of
envir on mental destruc tion on people’s lives. The envir on mental
move ment in India is an umbrella term covering a variety of local and
national mobil iz a tions claiming for the conser va tion and
improve ment of the quality of the envir on ment (Gadgil and Guha). At
first glance, these conflicts seem to assemble people from different
back grounds, castes, classes, genders and reli gions. However the
study of local struggles shows that most of the time, envir on mental
conflicts oppose the rich and the poor, the upper castes and lower
castes and women against men (Guha and Martinez- Alier 4).

7
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Throughout the history of the envir on mental move ment, the concern
about envir on ment may have varied, but the most dramatic conflicts
have been around the access to natural resources such as forests,
land, water and air, with issues of pollu tion, restric tion of access to
local communities, and privat iz a tion. Within India, since the 1980s
rapid indus tri al iz a tion and urban iz a tion for the purpose of economic
devel op ment have exacer bated the trend of alter a tions in the
envir on ment but also social inequal ities (Sethi). For the past decade,
lots of Adivasi and Dalit communities from rural areas have been
displaced because of the construc tion of big dams or the privat iz a tion
of communal lands (Benbabaali 138).

8

Envir on ment manage ment based on social, economic and health
consid er a tions is described as “util it arian conser va tionism” by Sunita
Narain, as opposed to the concept of “protec tionist conser va tionism”
which prevails across paradigms of envir on ment manage ment in the
western world. Broadly, because of their depend ence on water,
fire wood, food, medi cinal plants and so on, marginal groups or local
communities have been directly affected by the destruc tion of forest
and close envir on ments. The mix of poverty, dispos ses sion of rights
and health concerns brought about by climate change, defor est a tion
and soil and water pollu tion have gener ated aware ness amongst the
most affected popu la tion regarding the need to main tain a sustaining
balance between envir on ment and devel op ment. It has also
high lighted the import ance of communities’ parti cip a tion in resource
governance (Sahu 7).

9

The atten tion paid to the social, material and polit ical contexts of
these envir on mental justice move ments enlighten some differ ences
in the origins, between Western and Southern envir on mental
move ments (Guha and Martinez- Alier 16). Collective mobil iz a tions of
disad vant aged people mostly from the global South could be
theor ized as “envir on ment alism of the poor” (4). According to this
approach, nature- based conflicts had their roots in peasant and rural
communities struggle over access to and exploit a tion of resources.
As opposed to the “envir on ment alism of the poor”, in the West,
envir on mental issues were mostly related to the protec tion of nature,
the manage ment of outdoor recre ation areas and the creation of safe
living spaces to counter- balance concret iz a tion and urban iz a tion of
spaces, also known as “main stream envir on ment alism” or “first world

10
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envir on ment alism”. One of the offshoots of which is the violent
displace ment of poor people in the name of wild life conser va tionism
and the protec tion of the natural habitats of animals (Baviskar,
Uncivil City 120). While “first world envir on ment alism” ignored
envir on mental harms affecting the poorest, the “envir on ment alism of
the poor” is rooted in social move ments advoc ating for envir on mental
justice (Guha and Martinez- Alier). While the distinc tion has been
relevant in many ways, the study of women‘s struggles in urban
centres such as Delhi shows a coex ist ence of these two strategies in
Northern and Southern countries.

In India, while envir on mental issues have not been considered central
by feminist move ments for a while, women’s mobil iz a tions and the
envir on mental move ment are tied by social and polit ical concerns.
Women play a para mount role in the manage ment, conser va tion and
use of natural resources. Despite serious limit a tions in access and
control of these resources, women are mainly respons ible for
gath ering and supplying food for their house holds, along with
collecting water and fire wood for heating and cooking.
Envir on mental degrad a tion intens i fies women’s burden by making
their tasks more diffi cult and time consuming (Agarwal, “Gender and
envir on ment” 124).

11

In the 1970s, women came out to parti cipate in envir on mental
move ments in several parts of India (Agarwal, “Gender and
envir on ment” 145), one of the most famous and glob ally celeb rated
ecofem inist agit a tions being the Chipko move ment. While at its
begin ning, agit a tions were mostly led by local men workers claiming
their rights over bene fits of the forests in several areas of the
Himalayas, women took the lead of the move ment after thou sands of
houses were destroyed by monsoon floods exacer bated by
defor est a tion. Women appeared at this time as imme diate victims of
envir on mental destruc tion not only because of the loss of their house
and goods by floods but also because of the State selling out the right
to use of neigh bouring forests to external companies and local
workers. By embra cing the trees to protect them, women from the
Chipko move ment created a new method of struggle and became the
symbol of the ecofem inist move ment in India (Jain 1791).

12
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Following these demon stra tions, that spread all over India, in 1980,
the Indian State decided to decent ralize envir on mental governance
to local communities by amending the Indian Forest Act. The joint
forest manage ment programme gave the priority to local
communities on forests’ exploit a tion and conser va tion. In spite of
this, while some men were asso ci ated with the decision- making
process, it appears that this programme had a limited impact in
creating a signi ficant shift in decision- making dynamics between
men and women (Agarwal, “Green governance” 51). Indeed, studies
conducted in 2000 exposed the ongoing process of women’s
exclu sion from decision- making around the preser va tion of forests
and from the formal economy.

13

Envir on mental protests were also related to the displace ment of
people due to the construc tion of dams. These conflicts arose for
instance around the Tehri dam in Uttarakhand (1967), the Koel- Karo
dam in Jharkhand (1973), the Subarn arekha dam in Bihar (1979), the
Icham pally dam concerning the states of Chhat tis garh, Maha rashtra
and Telan gana (1983), and the Narmada Bacchao Andolan in Gujarat,
Madhya Pradesh and Maha rashtra (1990) (Gadgil and Guha 72). Once
again, these social move ments high lighted the correl a tion between
envir on mental degrad a tion and impov er ish ment (Agarwal, “Gender,
Resist ance and Land” 81; Pattnaik et al. 2). Dalit, lower castes and
Tribes have been the primary victims of land privat iz a tion, evic tions,
displace ments and envir on mental degrad a tion (Fernandes 88),
worsened by the dereg u la tion of the market economy and
privat iz a tion (Gadgil and Guha 34). Among them, women have been
dispro por tion ately hit by envir on mental destruc tion
and privatization.

14

From envir on mental feminism to
ecofem inism in India
Since the end of the 1980s, due to envir on mental concerns and
concom itant to the rise of ecofem inist theory and prac tice in
different parts of the world, interest in the women- nature
rela tion ship has grown in India. Despite the variety of ecofem inist
analyses (including those who do not claim to be part of this
move ment) and internal debates, ecofem in ists all over the world

15



Représentations dans le monde anglophone, 26 | 2023

share a wide under standing of the gendered dimen sion of ecocide,
based on the nature- culture divi sion and the correl a tion between
gender viol ence and the domin a tion of nature.

The term ecofem inism was coined by Françoise d’Eaubonne in 1974,
and mostly forged as theories in the West (Sale; Warren). According
to Karen Warren, ecofem inism is a plural space of prac tices and texts,
that brings women activ ists together around an analyt ical approach
based on

16

the posi tion that there are important connec tions—histor ical,
exper i en tial, symbolic, theor et ical—between the domin a tion of
women and the domin a tion of nature, an under standing of which is
crucial to both feminism and envir on mental ethics. (Warren 125).

This posi tion is also shared by the leading pion eers of the ecofem inist
move ment in India like Vandana Shiva, for whom “the viol a tion of
nature is linked to the viol a tion and margin al iz a tion of women,
espe cially in the Third World” (Shiva 41). At the heart of Vandana
Shiva’s analysis, is the idea that the exploit a tion and degrad a tion of
nature is connected to the subor din a tion and oppres sion of women.
She connects this viol ence with the growth of the capit alist economy
and patri archy in the colo nial context. From her perspective,
patri archal capit alism simul tan eously sustains the ‘non- recognition’
of women’s tradi tional ecolo gical know ledge and contri bu tion to the
economy as workers and farmers and deprives women of their rights
over their bodies (Mies and Shiva 33).

The over ex ploit a tion of nature negat ively affects women’s health and
food security, and also increases gender viol ence and domestic
burden. The percep tion of nature by modern sciences and
inter na tional devel op ment projects as some thing that needs to be
controlled and exploited, is compared by Shiva to men’s domin a tion
and subjec tion of women’s bodies (14). Under lying her criti cism of
modern science is the idea that before colon iz a tion, Indian women
and men had an egal it arian rela tion ship with nature, considered as a
living and creative process (Prakriti) asso ci ated with feminine
prin ciples (Shakti) (Shiva 38). She ends with the perspective that the
“feminine prin ciple” is the central key for women to “stay alive” and
oppose the system.

17
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Despite the high visib ility of Vandana Shiva’s analysis of patri archal
science and the tradi tional power of women, some aspects of her
work have been chal lenged by activ ists and scholars both inside and
outside the women’s move ment. In India, the term ecofem inism is
criti cised as being gender essen tialist and not paying atten tion to the
plur ality of women’s iden tities (Agarwal “Gender and envir on ment”
119; Nanda WS2). The glor i fic a tion of tradi tional power of woman hood
is also shared by the Hindu nation alist move ment, which at the same
time tends to asso ciate India to Hinduism, and by extra pol a tion,
englobing Indian women as being Hindu. Thus it denies the secular
nature of the Indian culture and prevents from the ques tioning of its
patri archal prac tices (Diet rich, “Women, ecology and culture" 79).
Moreover, the roman ti ciz a tion of the past often makes the
envir on mental debate caste- blind by not recog nizing the depend ence
of Dalits on natural resources and their central role in nature
preser va tion (Omvedt, “Dalits”; Sharma 47).

18

For Bina Agarwal, who advoc ated the use of the term “feminist
envir on ment alism”, the link between women, men and nature should
be under stood in their mater i ality and singu larity (“Gender and
envir on ment” 146). On the one hand, women and men’s connec tion to
nature is related to the context and the local history. On the other
hand, the inter sec tional dimen sion of iden tities makes it diffi cult to
speak of female power as a unique iden tity. This criti cism comes
along with the rejec tion of the idyllic vision of Southern coun tries
before colon iz a tion, and the lack of consid er a tion of the plur ality of
reli gious iden tities in India or its caste hier archy (Agarwal 125;
Sharma 47). In addi tion to this, for Meera Nanda, Vandana Shiva’s
rejec tion of modern science as a western patri archal paradigm,
contrib utes simil arly to the natur al iz a tion of patri archal customs and
beliefs but it also denies women’s autonomy and feminist
epistem o lo gical produc tion (WS2).

19

In the shadow of theor et ical debates, envir on mental concerns in
prac tice have been limited to rural areas for many years, enhan cing
the discourse on an Indian rural tradi tion (Gadgil and Guha 103).
However, India’s urban iz a tion coupled with climate change and
growing pollu tion, has given rise to a mix of main stream and local
envir on ment alism in cities. As usual, women have played a crit ical
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role in the politi ciz a tion of social and envir on mental concerns by
driving local and national actions.

The women’s movement
in New Delhi
Histor ic ally, New Delhi has had a bust ling culture of protests. Now at
the epicentre of India’s polit ical power, New Delhi offers a high
national and inter na tional visib ility to protest move ments. Since the
middle of the 20  century, many farmers, workers, Dalits or women’s
mobil iz a tions mainly from the northern part of India, have taken
place in Delhi (Gadgil and Guha 61; Kumar 130; Omvedt, “new
peasant” 127).

21
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In the late 1970s, in New Delhi, several feminist groups emerged in
response to dowry deaths (women killed by their husbands’ families
over not bringing enough wealth from their homes) and gender
viol ence faced by women inside and outside the private sphere. In a
concom itant manner, India was also marked by agit a tion against rape
(Gandhi and Shah 273). Composed mostly of urban women from
middle and upper classes, feminist collect ives claimed the
“autonomy” of their groups from any polit ical parties and trade
unions. Driven by the momentum of this period of aware ness,
feminist and women’s collect ives under took a large range of actions
based on a plur ality of concerns (campaigns against dowry, rape, low
wages, land rights, the gender- blind nature of devel op ment projects)
(Gandhi and Shah 23).

22

A few years later, at the begin ning of the 1990s, the local move ment
exper i enced a paradigm shift in a disturbing polit ical context. While
suddenly women’s issues were brought at the fore front of
inter na tional and national concerns, India exper i enced a social,
polit ical and economic turn marked by economic liber al iz a tion, the
rise of Hindu nation alism and an exacer ba tion of communal conflicts.

23

The adop tion of neo- liberal economic reforms in India at this time
deeply impacted the women’s move ment. The market dereg u la tion
and the privat iz a tion of indus tries and several sectors including
welfare services, resulted in State with drawal from social
respons ib il ities and the opening of the country to inter na tional
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investors (Biswas 4407). Concur rently, in order to assist in
devel op ment projects, inter na tional insti tu tions provided funds to
reduce discrim in a tion against women, seen as an obstacle to
devel op ment. In line with the prin ciple of revital izing civil society
that prevailed at that time, they turned toward women’s civil society
organ iz a tions to drive women’s eman cip a tion program and local
communities’ devel op ment (Bernal and Grewal 302). Because of the
massive influx of devel op ment funding targeting poor women, lots of
profes sion al ized, funded organ iz a tions close to Non Govern mental
Organ iz a tions (NGOs) were founded in cities like Delhi. While
bene fiting from the decent ral iz a tion and deleg a tion of State power to
the civil society, organ iz a tions had to demon strate their
profes sion alism and meet the stand ards of inter na tional insti tu tions
which led to the incor por a tion of mana gerial and profes sional
struc ture in funded organ iz a tions (paid employ ment, 9 to 5 working
hours, internal hier archy, fund- raising) (Menon 242). Unlike most of
local women and feminist organ iz a tions which had a polit ical and/or
stra tegic approach of women’s liber a tion, funded organ iz a tions were
pushed to adopt a prac tical approach of devel op ment, based on social
and economic empower ment with projects related to access to
educa tion, health care, food, etc. (Mitra 66; Molyneux 232). This
increased number of funded organ iz a tions working on women’s
devel op ment could be described as an NGOiz a tion of the women’s
move ment. NGOiz a tion is not only the increase in the number of
NGOs but also the world wide deploy ment of the liberal ideo logy of
devel op ment and the adop tion by polit ical move ments of the tools
and discourses of inter na tional agen cies (Alvarez 176; Roy, “Beyond
NGOiz a tion” 97). In many ways, NGOiz a tion is related to the
glob al iz a tion of gender (Cîrstocea et al. 11), which refers to the
inter na tional adop tion and circu la tion of the concept of gender and
related termin o logy by inter na tional insti tu tions and the
insti tu tion al iz a tion of struggles for gender equality.

In cities like Delhi, NGOiz a tion has led to a homo gen iz a tion of
prac tices inside the women’s field but it doesn’t mean that at the local
level, polit ical approaches no longer exist. As a matter of fact,
profes sion al ized organ iz a tions dedicate a large part of their time to
apply for grants, to promote women’s access to school and basic
amen ities. While profes sion al iz a tion has become a standard for most
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of the activ ists (Menon 176) working in the women’s devel op ment
sector, a number of feminist and women’s organ iz a tions have tried to
chal lenge local patri archal ideo lo gies by supporting grass roots
mobil iz a tions. In the mean time, the post‐1990 social and polit ical
context has cata pulted new mobil iz a tions around gender- related
issues in India focusing on issues of freedom, choice and desire while
denoun cing the latent viol ence in the Indian society. In hind sight, the
fear of depol it iz a tion caused by insti tu tion al iz a tion has been
ques tioned by the emer gence of a new gener a tion of activ ists
bringing new concerns and prac tices into the movement.

This period was also marked by the growing visib ility and milit ancy of
caste politics. Lower caste women, including Dalit, chal lenged the
woman subject of feminism. While denoun cing the upper caste and
middle- class domin a tion on the women’s move ment, these women
founded their own women’s collect ives to address gender issues
related to caste as well as reli gion (Diet rich, “Dalit move ment” 57;
Arya and Singh Rathore 26). The will to build an all- inclusive type of
feminism in India based on an inter sec tional approach of gender, has
paved the way for a new approach of iden tities and struggles
for equality.

26

In the late 1990s, growing AIDS Aware ness in India and the avail ab ility
of monetary resources finally helped legit imize discus sions on sex- 
related matters outside the hetero norm ative frame work. While men
were first targeted, it also offered support and legit imacy to lesbian
women who were asked by some women’s organ iz a tions not to raise
their issues inside the women’s move ment (Menon and Nigam 131;
Dave 120). The demo crat iz a tion of the conver sa tion around sexu ality
has also been facil it ated by the explo sion of audio- visual media,
internet and cellular phone, combined with a rise of consumerism
and increased mobility. For Nivedita Menon and Aditya Nigam (86)
this social and economic turn has led to the rise of a “new economies
of desire” mostly in cities.

27

The intens i fic a tion of new aspir a tions has resulted in vari ations in
member ship, prior ities and prac tice within the women’s move ment.
The new gener a tion of women, men and trans gender people entering
the move ment in the 2000s have politi cized new demands related to
freedom, desires and gender iden tities. They have been taking the
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streets to defend rights and denounce sexual viol ence, harass ment,
gender discrim in a tion, gender wage gap and to reclaim freedom to
move and act. Like previous move ments, which raised signi ficant
issues in the past, this new gener a tion of activ ists is facing hostile
back lash from the govern ment as well as from the neo- conservative
and right- wing forces. After the Nirbhaya case (2012) in Delhi
involving a gang rape in a bus which led to the death of a young
student, people came out in the streets of Delhi to protest against the
inac tion of the state, the atti tude of police and the society as a whole
which condones viol ence against women. In 2014, the Kiss of love
protest denounced moral poli cing. The Happy to bleed move ment
began in 2015 to counter menstrual taboos and stigma in India and
the #Metoo move ment in 2016 have become in a few years, the
symbol of this new wave of struggles for equality where the
politi ciz a tion of intimacy is linked to the exposure of ongoing gender
viol ence (John, “#Metoo” 138).

As we can see, the history of women’s activism in India is insep ar able
from the history of the growth of neolib er alism, devel op ment politics,
but also workers, Dalit and envir on ment alist movements.

29

Women’s activism in Delhi
and the environmental cause
Yet, for a long time, the impact of cities on envir on ment and agrarian
peri pheries received little atten tion (Soni 78). The belated interest in
ecolo gical issues in urban areas seems to be the result of the
distan cing of agri cul tural consid er a tions from everyday life and the
preval ence of a modern approach implied by policy devel op ment
(Sethi; Green et al. 267). But due to the increasing air and water
pollu tion, govern ment and citizens have started to consider the
impact of envir on mental degrad a tion on people’s health and lives.

30

Ecolo gical aware ness first appeared in the 1990s around
envir on mental injustices (Baviskar, Uncivil City 56). At that time, air
and water pollu tion, access to resources and afford able and decent
housing became a matter of public concern. Never the less, instead of
bringing more equality, many cities set on new policies that have
increased inequal ities. In the urban context, ecolo gical issues go
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hand- in-hand with gentri fic a tion and politics of cleaning up the
cities of the poor (Baviskar, “Viol ence and Desire”; Bhan).

The under going trans form a tion of Delhi into a “world- class city”
since the 1990s has worsened social frag ment a tion and social
exclu sion (Baviskar, Uncivil City 47). Whereas the urban devel op ment
policies have fostered the emer gence of a new middle class claiming
rights over urban citizen ship and governance (Ghertner 176), it has
also intens i fied segreg a tion and evic tion of the poor (Dupont, “The
Chal lenge of slums” 78). Indeed, while the most disad vant aged people
bear the brunt of envir on mental dangers, a lot of urban
envir on mental policies are anti- poor, justi fied on the side of policy- 
makers by envir on mental concerns (Baviskar, Uncivil City 4;
Bhan 218).

32

Urban envir on mental conflicts at the local and national levels show
two different and concom itant approaches to envir on mental issues.
On the one hand, the policies imple mented in the city aim to improve
the living condi tions of the most affluent popu la tions, by providing
them safe spaces for gath ering and active recreation. On the other
hand, because of the State with drawal from devel op ment policies,
NGOs have become the main actors of policies devel op ment
targeting poor and vulner able people with palli ative care policies.
Consequently, it rein forces inequal ities regarding access for poor
citizens to the “right to the city”. This concept covers both the
citizens’ right to access resources and infra struc tures, to parti cipate
in urban governance, to be safe and the recog ni tion of their civil and
polit ical rights (Dupont et al. 2). While the spec trum of envir on mental
approaches and concerns is broader than that, these two trends have
been dominant in cities like New Delhi.
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The way in which envir on mental issues have emerged in cities such
as Delhi explains in part the way in which women’s and feminist
organ iz a tions have embraced envir on mental problems. Since the
1980s, a large number of women’s and feminist organ iz a tions have
estab lished their headquar ters in New Delhi in order to benefit from
the prox imity of central power and insti tu tions (Michon 34).
Together, they politi cized women’s issues at the national level and led
many battles for equality. In the 1990s, because of the health care and
social services privat iz a tion, profes sion al ized organ iz a tions have
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become the main actors addressing ques tions related to women’s
poverty and poor living condi tions including envir on mental issues.

In Delhi, envir on mental issues have been raised quite early in the
1980 by women’s and feminist organ iz a tions through both the
analysis of the way in which gender shapes women’s rela tion to
nature and the denun ci ation of the insan itary living condi tions of
women. Since the 1980s, women’s organ iz a tions and activ ists in Delhi
have taken actions by three different and comple mentary ways to
address ecolo gical issues.
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First, when polit ical or climatic tragedies occur, many activ ists and
organ iz a tions come together to help victims in the various states of
India. They mainly help women and chil dren who are the most
affected by providing essen tial goods, such as food, clothes and
medi cines. They also send equip ment or finan cial aid, teach chil dren,
help women to organise canteens and support them. This is what
happened, for example, after the Bhopal explo sion in 1984 or during
the flooding in Uttarakhand in 2013, in Gujarat in 2015, and in South
India and Kerala in 2019. These human it arian responses to
envir on mental disasters are to some extent the consequences of the
growing parti cip a tion of NGO in the imple ment a tion of State
devel op ment policies. Consequently, women’s organ iz a tions have had
to fill in the gaps in the State policies by endorsing
social responsibilities.

36

At the cross roads of feminism and envir on ment alism, the second
type of women’s organ iz a tions campaigns focus on resource- less
women. The denun ci ation of their vulner ab ility and the
imple ment a tion of devel op ment campaigns are the two main types of
work run by women’s and feminist organ iz a tions. In most Indian
cities, women living in slums face everyday prob lems to access water,
food and other resources. The lack of access to basic amen ities tends
to generate greater inequal ities between men and women. Because of
the gender divi sion of labour, women and girls are predom in antly in
charge of water and fuel collec tion, cooking and taking care of the
house hold. This repro ductive work and its repet itive nature is further
burdened by the decline of resources, consid er ably short ening the
time they have avail able for school, work or self- care. In addi tion to
this, the absence of urban sanit a tion has a direct impact on women
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health and increase the risk of (exposure to) viol ence (Datta, “The
Intimate City” 323). The gender envir on mental perspective through
the prism of poverty adopted by women’s organ iz a tions since the
1990s is linked to the development- based strategies of the
inter na tional insti tu tions. The inter na tional politics of devel op ment
adopted in the 1990s, called “Women, envir on ment and devel op ment”
(WED) (Green et al. 260) have promoted sustain able devel op ment
projects based on economic growth, social inclu sion and
envir on mental sustain ab ility. In some respects, the changes in
emphasis and approach by the NGOiz a tion of the women’s move ment
could be a lens for the analysis of the way envir on mental issues have
been endorsed by women’s organ iz a tions. However even if prac tical
gender interests ride over stra tegic gender interests 3 (Molyneux
232), the study of the everyday prac tices shows that a large part of
these organ iz a tions tries to raise women’s conscious ness about
gender inequality.

The third envir on ment alist approach of women’s organ iz a tions
relates to viol ence against women and men belonging to the most
precarious categories in the context of urban sanit a tion and
beau ti fic a tion policies. Urban devel op ment plans, which are
considered to be tools for controlling pollu tion and improving the
quality of urban life, are accom panied by the evic tion of shanty towns
from city centres, the relo ca tion of polluting companies and a ban on
indi vidual polluting prac tices (fires, burning of waste, old cars,
construc tion activ ities) (Chakrav arty and Negi 204).
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Since the 1990s, the way poor people are viewed has changed, with a
move towards the crim in al iz a tion of poverty. Several studies have
shown that actions carried by the middle classes in the name of
envir on ment are often “othering” pollu tion, by attrib uting the causes
of pollu tion to the poorest (Véron 2096). By doing so, they asso ciate
air pollu tion, waste manage ment, noise and visual pollu tion prac tices
with lower class along with the “irreg ular” use of public
space (Baviskar, Uncivil City 47; Anjaria 393).
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Moreover, in the past couple of decades Delhi witnessed an increase
of rural to urban immig ra tion leading to the growth of unau thor ized
settle ments colonies or slums. While migrants have been part of the
devel op ment of Delhi economy and also provided essen tial services
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to middle and upper classes, most of the time they have not been
seen as relevant citizens in Delhi (Dupont, “nomades” 29). Since the
1990s, the Delhi author ities enforced master plans with the target of
fighting pollu tion and making the city more attractive for middle and
upper classes. These oper a tions of beau ti fic a tion (Dupont, “Slum
Demoli tions” 79) led to the destruc tion of several slums and
unau thor ized colonies, and the reset tle ment of some of them at the
Delhi borders (Dupont et al. 9). For many of the resid ents who were
displaced, this spatial segreg a tion resulted in unem ploy ment, loss of
the solid arity network and their isol a tion from urban infra struc tures
like the metro or bus services.

Between 1996 and 2005 the Delhi govern ment, under pres sure of a
Supreme Court Order, decided to close hazardous factories and
relo cated polluting indus tries outside the city (Baviskar, Uncivil City
60). The closure or the shifting of these indus tries had a major impact
on workers who lost their jobs or had to move with their families.
Further more, the attempt to clean Delhi’s water and air was not a
long- term sustain able solu tion. It mainly moved the problem outside
Delhi in areas that are no longer limited to indus tries because of
spreading of urban areas and workers migra tion towards them.
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In response to this, women’s organ iz a tions based in Delhi like Jagori,
Action India, and Action Aid have launched campaigns with displaced
popu la tions with the aim of lobbying for the recog ni tion of their
rights as legit imate urban citizens. In prac tice, women’s organ iz a tions
are helping local resid ents who were displaced to obtain water tanks
and to access elec tri city or sanit a tion. By doing so, women’s
organ iz a tions are creating together with women resid ents a safe
space where women can feel confident to address and combat
inequal ities and gender violence.
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While women’s and feminist organ iz a tions have tackled issues that
cut across gender, poverty and the envir on ment, during my field work
under taken between 2012 and 2016 in Delhi, I found that in most of
the public a tions and on the field, activ ists hardly ever addressed
climate change and nature- based concerns directly. However, by
reclaiming women’s rights to live free from viol ence and
discrim in a tion, to own prop erty, to access food, sustain able
live li hood and to be educated, women’s organ iz a tions have been
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providing a frame work to address the gender dimen sion of
envir on mental degradation.

The reason why ecology was some thing that was hardly ever
discussed by field workers or activ ists in Delhi could be found in the
way envir on ment alism was embedded in discourses in national and
inter na tional insti tu tions and local govern ments. In cities like Delhi,
envir on ment alism focused on fostering devel op ment rather than
addressing social justice and basic needs. In addi tion, envir on mental
laws have often failed to protect the poorest and people from
communities that were bearing the brunt of urban iz a tion policies.
Accord ingly, it could also explain why ecofem inism had until now,
found little reson ance in the Indian women’s cause.
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In recent years, in urban and rural areas, a new gener a tion of activ ists
belonging to a younger gener a tion have got involved in
envir on mental polit ical struggles because of the rise of climate
anxiety (Hickman et al.; Singh, “Indian Youth”). Built on previous
envir on mental and feminist struggles, youth activ ists claim their
belonging to feminist and envir on ment alist move ments while
supporting Dalits, Muslim and peasant struggles. By doing so, they
enjoy a certain visib ility expanded by the polit ical oppor tunity
provided by the transna tional envir on mental youth activism. Once
again, young women have been path leaders of demon stra tions by
raising a range of polit ical issues about feminism, caste and ecology.
For instance in 2017, Ridhima Pandey took legal action against the
State after the 2013 floods in Uttarakhand. She accused the State of
being respons ible for the mishand ling of the crisis. The same year, in
the fishing village of Allapad in Kerala, a young girl took action against
mines and soil erosion. In 2019, for several weeks students from the
organ iz a tion “Friday for the Future” marched into the city to
denounce State inac tion against the climate crisis.
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In July 2020, despite the medi at iz a tion and being symbol ic ally
asso ci ated as hope for the future, some of the youth activ ists were
attacked and charged by the police for conspiracy against the
govern ment after supporting the farmers’ protests and adapting an
activist kit distrib uted by Greta Thun berg (Chen). A few days later, it
was the turn of two other activ ists, Shantanu Muluk and Nikita Jacob,
respect ively involved in the Save Mollem move ment and Extinc tion
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NOTES

1  https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/farm- laws-women-and-men
-are-standing-shoulder-to-shoulder/article61437509.ece. Accessed 16th
November 2022.

2  Herstory is a term used by feminist scholars to emphasize the role of
women in history.

3  Prac tical gender interest is seen by Maxine Molyneux as a direct response
to women’s need that doesn’t neces sarily go hand- in-hand with struc tural
change whereas stra tegic gender interest is based on a polit ical analysis, the
purpose of which is to over come inequal ities and oppres sion (233).
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The visib ility of women’s envir on mental struggles for equality in the last few
years, led me to ques tion the links between rural and urban women’s
move ments and the way envir on mental issues are addressed in
these spaces.

Français
En Inde les mobi li sa tions de paysans en 2020-2021 ont fait écho aux luttes
en faveur de l’envi ron ne ment menées depuis les années 1960. La présence
des femmes comme fers de lance de ces mani fes ta tions a remis au premier
plan la dimen sion genrée des luttes pour l’envi ron ne ment et l’égalité dans le
monde rural et le monde urbain. 
En tant que capi tale, New Delhi est un espace où l’enga ge ment des femmes
dans le mouve ment devient possible. Depuis les années 1970, les femmes et
les orga ni sa tions fémi nistes ont poli tisé les ques tions concer nant l’égalité
au niveau local ainsi qu’au niveau national. Même si les mobi li sa tions dans
les villes sont deve nues plus visibles, l’expres sion des problèmes vécus par
les femmes se fait via diffé rentes mobi li sa tions qui s’influencent
mutuel le ment et qui parfois se rejoignent. 
La ques tion de la visi bi lité des luttes pour l’égalité et l’envi ron ne ment
menées par les femmes m’a amenée à étudier les liens entre les
mouve ments dans le monde rural et le monde urbain et à m’inter roger sur
les ques tions envi ron ne men tales qui se posent dans ces espaces.
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TEXTE

Introduction
The connec tions between women and nature have been the focus of
research atten tion in recent years. In Western and Indian thought,
there are a number of meta phors that link women with nature.
Nature is described as ‘Mother earth’ and the destruc tion of nature is
described in terms of viol ence like the ‘rape of the sea’ or ‘rape of the
earth’ (Shiva, “Staying Alive”; Datar; Mies & Shiva, “Ecofem inism”).
Women have been in the fore front of a number of protest move ments
over the envir on ment. In the early 1970s, some of the now well- 
known envir on mental move ments swept India: at Silent Valley in
Kerala against the setting up of a hydro elec tric power project, the
Chipko Move ment in the Garhwal region against the logging of wood
for a sports goods factory, the Narmada Bachao agit a tions against the
setting up of hydro elec tric power projects in the states of Madhya
Pradesh, Maha rashtra & Gujarat. More recently, anti POSCO,
Gand hamardhan, Baliapal agit a tions have protested against the
setting up of dams, forest cutting, large mining projects for iron- ore,
bauxite or setting up nuclear missile test range in Orissa state. The
Jenu Kuruba tribal communities stand against evic tion from a tiger
reserve and for their land rights (Times Of India), have had women in
the fore front of protests.

1

Besides these move ments, there are a number of lesser- known ones
where communities have struggled collect ively against all odds to
regain control over productive natural resources and to defend their
live li hoods and life styles (Kothari). This paper attempts to under stand
one such lesser- known move ment, the ‘Appiko’ chaluvali (to hug
move ment, in Kannada) of Uttara Kannada district (UKD — an
admin is trative bloc, situ ated in the Western Ghats) which took place
in the 1980s in the southern state of Karnataka to protect the local
forests on which the local communities are dependent for their
live li hood. While doing so, it will examine what role gender plays in

2
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under standing envir on mental issues; whether there exists a close
connec tion between women and nature uniformly across nations,
regions and communities. The paper begins with a review of the
multiple and competing approaches to under stand the rela tion
between gender and nature in the main tenets of ecofem inism. With
an explor a tion of the altern at ives suggested through feminist
envir on ment alism, these rela tions are then examined in rela tion to
the Appiko chaluvali of UKD. Finally, the paper attempts to rethink
the discourse on ecofem inism and suggests the need to look at the
women and nature discourse from a feminist polit ical ecology
perspective. The paper argues for the need to under stand the
ecofem inist discourse some what differ ently within India and the
Global South.

Gender & environment: differing
perspectives
Ecofem inism refers both to move ments and to a set of ideas that are
at the inter sec tion of feminism and radical envir on ment alism. It
points to the histor ical, material and ideo lo gical connec tions between
women and nature that are both subjug ated and domin ated. It puts
forward a world view that believes in the care and diversity of all life
forms (Terreb lanche 163). Move ments labelled as ‘ecofem inist’ like the
Green- belt move ment in Kenya, Chipko move ment in India, the anti- 
militarist move ment in the U.S. and Europe, the move ments against
the dumping of toxic wastes in the U.S. are dedic ated to the
continu ation of life on earth. They reflect the politics of resist ance at
the nodes of power that plays out at the micro level. Rachel
Carson’s book Silent Spring, that heralded the second 1 wave of the
envir on mental move ment in the U.S., high lighted the harmful effects
of pesti cides like DDT and the toxic land scape produced by indus trial
capit alism and the military. Inspired by direct action move ments,
ecofem inism claims to contribute to an under standing of the
inter link ages between the domin a tion of people and nature by sex,
race, class and caste.

3

The ecofem inist move ments emerged in the West in the late 1970s
and early 1980s as a product of the peace, feminist and ecology
move ments. The term ecofem inism was coined by the French

4
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feminist Fran coise d’Eaubonne in 1974 appealing for a complete
recon struc tion of the rela tions between men and women as well as
humans and nature. Ynestra King developed it further pointing to the
inter con nec ted ness of theory and prac tice and high lighted the
devast a tion of the earth by corporate groups as feminist concerns. It
is the masculinist mentality that domin ates women and nature and
which depends on multiple systems of state power and domin ance to
have its way. The first ecofem inist confer ence, entitled “Women and
Life on Earth: Ecofem inism in the 80s”, was organ ized at Amherst,
Massachu setts, USA (Spretnak). It examined the connec tions between
feminism, milit arism, health and ecology and was followed by the
form a tion of the Women’s Pentagon Action, a feminist, anti- militarist,
anti- nuclear war weapons group. Protest move ments at the
grass roots level against ecolo gical destruc tion, threat of atomic
destruc tion of life on earth, new devel op ments in biotech no logy,
genetic engin eering and repro ductive tech no logy, high lighted the
connec tions between patri archal domin a tion and viol ence against
women, the colon ized non- Western, non- White peoples and nature.
It led to the real iz a tion that the liber a tion of women cannot be
achieved in isol a tion from the larger struggle for preserving nature
and life on this earth. The philo sopher Karen Warren (“Feminism and
Ecology”) points out that ecofem inism is based on the incor por a tion
of multiple perspect ives of those whose perspect ives are typic ally
omitted or under valued in dominant discourses, in devel oping a
global perspective on the role of male domin a tion in the exploit a tion
of women and nature. It emphas izes the crucial role that context
plays in helping one under stand sexist and naturist prac tices (Datar).

Ecofem inism high lights the exist ence of important connec tions
between the oppres sion of women and oppres sion of nature. The
nature of these connec tions needs to be under stood in order to
under stand the oppres sion of women and nature (Warren). Carolyn
Merchant (“Radical Ecology”) claims that for the cultural
ecofem in ists, in patri archal society, women and nature are closely
(biolo gic ally) asso ci ated and both are devalued. Within the patri archal
concep tual frame work, all those attrib utes asso ci ated with
masculinity like ‘mind’, ‘reason’, ‘ration ality’ are given higher value or
status or prestige than those asso ci ated with femin inity, like ‘body’,
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‘emotion’, resulting in ‘hier arch ical dual isms’ (Warren, “Feminism and
Ecology”; Tong and Botts).

Ecofem in ists are of the view that it is the “logic of domin a tion”, in
asso ci ation with value- hierarchical thinking and value- dualisms that
sustains and justi fies the twin domin a tion of women and nature
(Warren, “The Power and Promise”). For ecofem in ists, there fore, the
domin a tion of women and nature is basic ally rooted in ideo logy. In
order to over come this, one needs to recon struct and
recon cep tu alize the under lying patri archal values and struc tural
rela tions of one’s culture and promote equality, non- violence, non- 
hierarchical forms of organ iz a tion to bring about new social forms.
According to the ecofem in ists, one also needs to realize the
inter con nec ted ness of all life processes and hence revere nature and
all life forms. This essen tialist strand of (cultural) ecofem inism
celeb rates the rela tion ship between women and nature through the
popular iz a tion of ancient rituals centred on the Mother Goddess, the
moon, animals and the female repro ductive system that was
dethroned by an emer ging patri archal culture with male gods to
whom the female deities were subser vient. Nature was further
degraded by the Scientific Revolu tion of the 17th century, that
replaced the nurturing earth with the “meta phor of a machine to be
controlled and repaired from outside […] The earth is to be
domin ated by male developed and controlled tech no logy, science and
industry” (Merchant, “Radical Ecology” 191). So these ecofem in ists
argue against the dominant view that women are restricted by being
closer to nature, because of their ability to bear chil dren. In fact,
women’s biology and nature are seen as sources of female power to
be celeb rated. The personal is the polit ical, and hence the female
private sphere is just as important and applic able to the male public
sphere. Humans should not try to control nature, but work along with
it and must try to move beyond power- based rela tion ships. This
would mean integ rating the dual isms on the polar iz a tion of the male
and the female in one’s concep tion of reality. Import ance should also
be given, the ecofem in ists argue, to the process rather than only to
the goal. One needs to change the patri archal nature of the system by
with drawing power and energy from patri archy (Gaard, Ecofem inism:
Women, Animals and Nature 16-20). Ecofem inist theory has brought
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into sharp focus the fact that viol ence against nature and women is
built into the dominant devel op ment model.

Feminist scholar Vandana Shiva (Staying Alive) argues against modern
science and tech no logy as a western, patri archal and colo nial project,
which is inher ently violent and perpetu ates this viol ence against
women and nature. Pursuing this model of devel op ment has meant a
shift away from tradi tional Indian philo sophy, which sees prakriti
(Nature) as a living and creative process, the “feminine prin ciple”,
from which all life arises. Under the garb of devel op ment, nature has
been exploited merci lessly and the feminine prin ciple was no longer
asso ci ated with activity, creativity and sanc tity of life, but was
considered passive and as a “resource”. This has led to
margin al iz a tion, devalu ation, displace ment and ulti mately the
dispens ab ility of women. Women’s special know ledge of nature and
their depend ence on it for “staying alive”, were system at ic ally
margin al ized under the onslaught of modern science. Shiva, however,
notes that Third World women are not simply victims of the
devel op ment process, but also possess the power for change pointing
to the exper i ences of women in the Chipko movement.

7

Gabriel Diet rich points out that Shiva seems to presup pose a society
that is demo crat ic ally organ ized, where people own suffi cient land to
survive on its produce. She seems to treat caste factors and polit ical
options as non- existent and neglects the real ities of hier archies,
subor din a tion, patri archy and viol ence within tradi tional tribal and
peasant communities. Shiva is also criti cised for consid ering Third
World women as being impli citly closer to nature. Besides, the
notions of “Shakti” and “Prakriti” 2 are posed as repres ent ative of
Indian philo sophy as a whole. One can point out that for Shiva, the
“feminine prin ciple” is largely expressed in Hindu terms.

8

Feminist scholars, such as Cecile Jackson or Janet Biehl have argued
that this ecofem inist perspective is “ethno cen tric, essen tialist, blind
to class, ethni city and other differ en ti ating cleav ages, ahis tor ical and
neglects the material sphere” (Jackson 398). Ecofem inist liter ature
portrays as self- evident that any harm to nature harms women
equally, since women are seen as closer to nature than men. None of
the ecofem inist liter ature attempts to estab lish this linkage through
concrete evid ence or strong argu ment. These ecofem inist images of
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women, in fact “retain the patri archal stereo types of what men
expect women to be. [They] […] freeze women as merely caring and
nurturing beings instead of expanding the full range of women’s
human poten ti al ities and abil ities” (Biehl 15). It locates the domin a tion
of women and nature mainly in ideo logy, thereby neglecting the
“inter re lated material sources of domin ance based on economic
advantage and polit ical power” (Agarwal 122) as well as the gender
divi sion of labour and distri bu tion of oppor tunity. Critics like Susan
Pren tice argue that emphas izing the special rela tion ship of women
with nature and politics imply that what men do to the earth is bad,
unlike women, thereby ignoring the fact that men too can develop an
ethic of caring for nature.

Socialist ecofem inism on the other hand locates the oppres sion of
women and nature as a product of capit alist patri archy. It is the
patri archal rela tions of produc tion and repro duc tion that subor dinate
women and the capit alist rela tions of produc tion that exploit nature.
Since both women and nature are used and exploited as resources,
their eman cip a tion can come only with the complete restruc turing of
society that is based not on profit but on sustain able devel op ment.
What these argu ments seem to over look is that concepts of nature,
culture and gender are “histor ic ally and socially constructed and vary
across and within cultures and time periods” (Agarwal 123). This
essen tialism presents women as a homo gen eous category, both
within coun tries and across nations. It “fails to differ en tiate among
women by class, race, ethni city and so on” (122).

10

Altern at ives to ecofeminism
Bina Agarwal argues against the ecofem inist perspective and instead
advoc ates a “feminist envir on mental” perspective. It is rooted in
material reality and sees the rela tion between women and nature as
struc tured by gender and class (caste/race) organ iz a tion of
produc tion, repro duc tion and distri bu tion. Women’s rela tion to the
envir on ment is socially and histor ic ally vari able. Women, partic u larly
in poor rural house holds, are both victims of envir on mental
degrad a tion as well as active agents in move ments for the protec tion
and regen er a tion of the envir on ment. They act in both positive and
negative ways with the envir on ment. Hence, the unques tioning
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accept ance of the woman- nature link is unac cept able. The growing
degrad a tion of natural resources, both qual it at ively and
quant it at ively, the increasing appro pri ation by the state and by
private indi viduals, as well as the decline in communally- owned
prop erty, have been primarily respons ible for the increased class- 
gender effect of envir on mental degrad a tion. Besides, the decline in
the commons that are managed collect ively by local communities, the
growth of popu la tion, the increasing loss of local know ledge systems
due to the increase in mech an isa tion of agri cul ture have all led to the
envir on mental degrad a tion that have dele ter ious effects based on
class and gender.

Feminist political
ecology perspective
Endorsing the analysis of feminist envir on ment alism, feminist
polit ical ecology (FPE) that emerged in the 1990s as an offshoot of
Third World polit ical ecology perspective (Rocheleau et al.),
high lights the inter sec tions of gender, race, caste and class that
shape envir on ment rela tions. Emphasis was laid on the gendered
processes in rela tion to three main themes:

12

first, the gendered nature of know ledge produc tion chal len ging value- 
neutrality of Western science and the bene fits of local indi genous
know ledge produced through women’s everyday inter ac tions
with nature;
second, the gendered rights in terms of the insti tu tional arrange ments
that influ ence women’s ability to use, own and manage the environment;
and third, polit ical activism of women getting organ ised for collective
action with the aim of envir on mental well- being (Rocheleau et al.;
Moeckli and Braun).

Rather than adopting the essen tialist lens through which a feminist
analysis of envir on ment is seen, FPE looks at the power rela tions
inherent in people’s access to and control of resources. It emphas ises
the idea that women too can be creators, knowers and produ cers of
know ledge. Further, issues of social equity and social justice are
emphas ised in this approach, which focuses on the imbal ance of
power rela tions. FPE helps in the gendered analysis of how

13
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The Region: Uttara Kannada District (UKD), Karnataka, Western Ghats, India.

Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Karnataka_UK_locator_map.svg

know ledge is produced and the way power and politics influ ence the
use, access and distri bu tion of resources. It helps in a gendered
analysis of grass roots envir on mental action (Rao “Gender and the
urban commons”). Women tend to play a crucial role in grass roots
envir on mental action, even if men are form ally in charge. One will
examine these aspects through the case study of the Appiko (to hug)
move ment of the Uttara Kannada district of Karnataka in the Western
Ghats of India.

Discussing local actions in the
Uttara Kannada District

https://publications-prairial.fr/representations/docannexe/image/270/img-1.jpg
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Source: The UKD is one of the most densely forested districts of the
state of Karnataka in the central Western Ghats in India. The UKD has
three distinct topo graph ical areas: the narrow coastal zone; the hilly,
forested or Malnad zone; and the plains of the eastern zone or
Bayaluseeme that is contiguous with the Deccan plateau. The UKD
lies in the Western Ghats, one of 36 global biod iversity hot spots and
is renowned for its rich ness in wild and domest ic ated biolo gical
diversity. Forests, a dominant feature of the UKD, have been an
integral part of the live li hoods of the local farming communities. The
spice garden agro forestry processes are crucially dependent on the
forests. Collec tion, consump tion, and sale of Non- Timber Forest
Produce account for 33% of the rural house hold income in the
district, making these prac tices important to local live li hoods. Known
as the water tower of the penin sular region, these forests are also the
catch ments of important rivers origin ating there. In recent years
however, there has been a decrease in the mean rain fall to -17 mm
which is related to the decrease in forest cover from nearly 80 per
cent in the 1970s to approx im ately 48 per cent in the UKD (Kajal).
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Spice gardens and agroforestry
practices
The rich biod iversity of the Malnad region of the Western Ghats
supports crops such as areca, pepper, cardamom, and many other
spices. Hence, any damage to the biod iversity of this region affects
the spice gardens adversely. Tradi tion ally, the spice gardens are
cultiv ated in the valleys amidst the thick deciduous forests, thus
redu cing the require ment for irrig a tion during the dry season.
Horti cul ture is the main occu pa tion of the region, with rice grown in
a few loca tions at the bottom of valleys and irrig ated flat lands. Since
there is abundant rain fall during the four months of the rainy season
(June- September) in the high lands of the Western Ghats, the
preven tion of soil erosion and manage ment of water resources are of
primary import ance for farming. This is done by building storm water
drains to chan nelize the fast flow of rain water, and by constructing
small ponds and tanks for water conser va tion. The farmers have
created sustain able and ingenious farming prac tices. Spice gardens
are multi- layered consisting mainly of rows of areca
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trees (Areca catechu) that support a black pepper vine. Between rows
of areca palm, banana is planted and between two areca trees,
cardamom is planted. This multi- storey plant a tion of areca nut,
cardamom, pepper, and banana makes optimum use of avail able
sunshine. Spice trees of cinnamon, nutmeg, and cloves are also
planted inter mit tently. The roots of the trees are covered with dry
leaves that prevent the growth of weeds and promote the growth of
pepper and destroy other harmful fungi. It is an environment- friendly
tech no logy, which gives good economic returns (Bellekeri; Rao
“Gender and the urban commons”).

The agro forestry prac tices developed involve animal husbandry as
well as depend ence on forest wealth, partic u larly the Soppinabettas
(the leaf manure forests) lands that are extremely important for the
growth of the spice gardens. Local farmers have been recog nized for
their exem plary animal husbandry prac tices. Veda Hegde of
Neernhalli village (Personal inter view during field work conducted in
August 2017) success fully runs a large dairy farm with a number of
cows and buffa loes, including the local “Malnad Gidda” variety. She
has encour aged a number of farmers in the district to start dairy
farms along with spice gardens. Her efforts were recog nized at the
regional as well as the inter na tional level. Among the accol ades she
has received are the (Karnataka) Best Farmer award, the Amer ican
Spring & Pressing Works Ltd. (ASPEE) Agri cul tural Research and
Devel op ment Found a tion Award and the Swarnavalli Matha Best
Woman Farmer Award.
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In this region, the Havyak Brah mins are (the dominant) farming
community who specialize in raising areca and spice gardens. Other
(non- dominant) communities such as Halakki Vakkals, Gram Vakkals,
and Kumri Marathas specialize in paddy cultiv a tion while also doing
areca and spice gardening. The harvesting, processing, and marketing
of the areca and spices is a labour- intensive process that involves
skilled labor sought from within the village or outside. This is carried
out largely by the Kare Vokk aligas, Hale paiks, Devadigas, Upparas,
and the poorer Vokk aligas and Marathas who work as agri cul tural
laborers in the gardens. The men do the job of adding fresh soil,
manuring, mulching, as well as the skilled job of harvesting areca nuts
and spraying fungi cides. Women are involved in the labour- intensive
process of collec tion of dry leaves from the betta lands and placing
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these on the roots of the areca palm so as to retain the mois ture in
the soil.

Women’s labour, both within and outside the house hold, is part and
parcel of the agro- ecological system. Shyamala Hegde of
Vaddinkoppa, spouse of envir on mental activist Pandurang Hegde
(Personal inter view during field work conducted in August 2017),
emphas ized that farming requires cooper a tion and involve ment from
both men and women. Many women also main tain kitchen gardens
that provide them a supply of fruits, veget ables, tubers, and flowers,
which they exchange and market as well. These may not have the
high exchange value of the areca and spices but are of high use value.
Spice gardens are signi ficant in the regional economy as they are
linked to a wide range of agro- industries gener ating employ ment.
Karnataka state contrib utes a major share in the produc tion of areca
nut in the country. Against this back ground, one will examine the
emer gence of envir on mental move ments in the UKD.

18

Appiko movement: inter link ‐
ages between envir on ment and
livelihood
The daily lives and live li hoods of the people of UKD are inter twined
with forests and envir on ment. As pointed out in the earlier section,
the spice gardens of the Malnad region are dependent on the
surrounding forests for their main ten ance (Bhatt et al.). The local
communities have developed innov ative farming tech niques such as
Soppinabetta lands and constructed the forests over gener a tions.
What is portrayed by devel op ment special ists and histor ians is the
degrad a tion and destruc tion of ancient forests due to recent human
activity (Morrison and Lycett) whereas the local communities have
used and looked after the forests as they are, which among other
things, is their source of livelihood.

19

In the pre- and post- liberalisation (1990s) period a number of
forestry, and infra struc tural projects were imple mented in order to
develop a ‘back ward’ region. However, these programs catered to
commer cial require ments of the state rather than local needs. This

20



Représentations dans le monde anglophone, 26 | 2023

resulted in resource exhaus tion and several protest move ments.
Well- known among them is the Appiko move ment of the 1980s (Rao
“In the margins”) that ques tioned the devel op ment project of
the state.

In the post- liberalization period, devel op mental projects have posed
a direct threat to the envir on ment of the district. The infra struc ture
projects, hydro- power projects, increase in leases provided for
manganese and lime stone mining post the 1980s, the nuclear power
project, and the naval base and port devel op ment have impacted the
forests of the Uttara Kannada region and altered its fragile
ecosystem (Ramchandra et al.). As the conser va tion biolo gist K. Korse
from Sirsi points out, vast tracts of pristine forests have been
submerged due to hydel and other infra struc ture projects, and the
displaced families are leading precarious lives. Farmers in the district
are thus trapped in the collab or a tion between the rampa ging market
forces and state devel op ment projects. There have there fore been
protests by the local people expressing concern for the envir on ment
on which their live li hoods depend.

21

Remem bering and identi fic a tion
of/with the Appiko movement
The Appiko chaluvali was spear headed by the Havyak Brah mins,
an ‘upper caste’ farming community of the region on seeing the
devast a tion of the forests caused by the local plywood factory that
had been granted permis sion by the Forest Depart ment to fell trees.
The entire live li hood of the Havyak Brah mins was dependent on the
spice garden economy that was closely inter linked to the exist ence of
the forests. They saw to it that the forests were well- maintained
since the agri cul tural economy of the region was dependent on it.
Here one can see that the envir on ment and live li hood issues are
closely inter linked and hence it is diffi cult to make a clear dicho tomy
between the two issues. This can be seen in the various
envir on mental move ments in India as well which origin ated in the
struggle in order to main tain the use and control of natural
resources, whether it was in rela tion to land, forests, water or even
ponds and waste lands. The major issues were control, access ib ility
and use between the state and commer cial busi ness interests on the
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one hand and the interests of the rural poor on the other (Sharma,
Omvedt). When the local plywood factory began felling trees,
devast ating the forests, the local villa gers were alarmed.

The villa gers in the Malnad region were mobil ized and they protested
the felling by hugging the trees and not allowing the wood cut ters to
cut them (Hegde). The Appiko chaluvali played an important role in
saving the forests of the Western Ghats. During discus sions with the
activ ists (field work in the late 1990s) in trying to find out the role and
parti cip a tion of people in the move ment in terms of caste and
gender, M.N. Hegde, an activist of Gubbi gadde village said,

23

The Appiko move ment ran on dona tions in kind. The villa gers nearby
provided food and drink. The people would go to the forest in
batches and keep vigil day and night. This way the villa gers’ work in
the gardens would not get disturbed. The agri cul ture of this area is
entirely dependent on the forests. If the forests are not there, then
the whole economy of the area is gone. Hence protec tion of the
forests is crucial. The farmers here do not need to be taught the
rela tion between forests, water, soil erosion etc. The farmers here
grow a mix of crops like areca, cardamom, pepper, banana, paddy,
sugar cane, and veget ables. This way they are totally self- dependent.
Besides the Havyaks, other castes like Naiks, Karivokk aligas and
others also parti cip ated in the move ment. There was no differ ence
between people on the basis of caste, class or reli gion. Everyone got
together to protect the forests” (Personal communication, 2017).

Anant ‘Appiko’ Hegde, an activist (who iden ti fied with the move ment
and hence adopted ‘Appiko’ as his middle name) with the movement,
high lights the enthu siasm and vigour of the people in the move ment.
He narrates an incident during the move ment when the contractors
were to load trees already felled into a truck. The Appiko activ ists set
up camp beside it and refused to let the chopped wood be taken out
of the forest. Women actively parti cip ated in this and kept vigil at
night as well and did not allow its removal, explaining to the forest
officer that the forests for them meant ‘water, air and soil’ and not
only ‘money’.
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Describing the efforts and sacri fices made by women to parti cipate in
the move ment, Gange (mother of a labourer who worked in the spice
gardens of the Havyaks) said that they hugged the trees in the forests.
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They would complete their house hold care work like cooking and go
into the forests. They would take it in turns to graze the cattle. She
said that they also parti cip ated in the agit a tion against the Kaiga
Nuclear power plant line that was to cut through thick forests. But
since it was a project of national import ance and for the benefit of
the larger public, the forests had to be sacri ficed. Pointing to the
need and depend ence of women from the local communities on
forests for food, fodder and fuel, Gange chal lenged the policies of the
forest depart ment that catered to commer cial and national needs
rather than local needs (Rao, “In the margins”).

Gender and envir on ment in
the Appiko movement
Against this back ground, one will examine whether the parti cip a tion
of women in the Appiko move ment was a histor ical acci dent or the
product of ecofem inist prac tices and ideo logy or a partic ular
lead er ship strategy. The attempt is also to under stand whether
women’s parti cip a tion has in any way changed their posi tion within
their family and community, and whether it has really brought about
a qual it ative change in the conscious ness of both men and women in
that part of Karnataka. What one observes is that while women
parti cip ated in the move ment in large numbers, they did it at the
behest of the male leaders of the move ment and their husbands.
Women parti cip ated actively and also led the move ment from the
front in case of police action. It is pointed out by some of the male
activ ists inter viewed, that the women’s involve ment in the Appiko
Chaluvali was ‘spon tan eous’. Emphasis was laid on the fact that the
region has a legacy of women’s involve ment in move ments since the
inde pend ence move ment (Halappa).

26

However, although women have been actively involved in the
move ment, it was not out of an ‘innate feeling of close ness to nature’
per se as argued by ecofem in ists (Shiva; Mies and Shiva). Women
parti cip ated actively in the move ment and were fully supported by
their family members. They parti cip ated in the protests and sit- ins
held; they went for shibir (camps), cooked meals for those staying in
the camps and so on. Their parti cip a tion in the move ment was within
the given patri archal set- up. It has not led to any radical changes in
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their posi tion within the family and community. However, it has
increased their conscious ness regarding the envir on ment, the need
to have environment- friendly agri cul tural prac tices, and regarding
policies of the State Forest Department.

The women do have an interest in envir on mental protec tion. Their
everyday lives are dependent on the use of natural resources from
the forests that are used for their house holds as well as cattle. It is
shaped by the gender divi sion of labour and their material reality
rather than being asso ci ated with any innate feeling of close ness to
nature as pointed out by Agarwal. One should not look at women of
the region as an undif fer en ti ated and ‘token istic’ category, but situate
them within the local power and authority hier archies that
disad vantage them within the wider social rela tions (Jewitt 125).

28

In recent decades, a lesser known but growing economy, which is the
home garden agro forestry, has grown in the shadow of the areca- 
spice garden economy of this region. The gendered prac tices of the
home gardens run mainly by the women of the community provide
the vital everyday inputs for the house hold in terms of veget ables,
tubers, medi cinal plants, fruit and flower- bearing plants, enhan cing
house hold food security, nutri tion and well- being. Tradi tional crop
vari eties and useful plants are conserved through these ‘living gene
banks’ in the home gardens main tained largely through the labour of
women. Though the produce from the home gardens is high in use- 
value it is low in terms of exchange- value. Women have initiated
Deremela (flower fest ivals), the seed collect ives, and marketing
cooper at ives that have given them a sense of empower ment and
fulfil ment as well as provided a source of vital inputs for the family
kitchen. It is in the context of mapping the cultural and
devel op mental contours of this region that one tries to under stand
the gendered prac tices of the local communities. It is their
know ledge of local plant and seed vari eties that have been developed
and used for exchange as well as for sale. These kitchen gardens
provide the much- needed diverse food stocks that help them tide
over diffi cult circum stances. They have also provided for meeting the
dietary needs while at the same time providing cash incomes to the
women. It has helped to diver sify the home income. The areca- spice
gardens are largely a male- dominated agri cul tural economy. Women
on the other hand ‘assist’ their male coun ter parts in farming by
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providing agri cul tural labour during the processing of the areca nut
and other spices. The kitchen gardens are a fine example of how
these women (belonging to Havyak, Hallaki Vokk aligas, Naiks, Siddhis
and other caste groups) assert them selves over their inde pendent
spaces by enga ging in envir on ment preser va tion activ ities through
social exchange.

Conclusion: connecting the dots
How does one analyse the women’s involve ment in the Appiko
move ment and their recent efforts to preserve the biod iversity of the
region along with looking after their own needs of live li hood and food
self- sufficiency? Is the category ‘woman’ a universal category or do
we need to under stand the ways in which gender, caste, class and
nature are constructed in and through each other? Do we under stand
it in terms of the essen tialist ideas of ecofem inism of women’s innate
close ness to nature and their special rela tion ship with nature? Do we
under stand it in terms of the feminist envir on mental notions of
paying atten tion to the material bases of women’s lives? Do we
under stand it from the perspective of feminist polit ical ecology and
the decon struc tion of the house hold and denat ur al isa tion of the
rela tion ship between envir on ment and gender?
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The Appiko move ment and women’s involve ment in the move ment in
the early 1980s as well as now, must be seen in the context of a
chan ging plant a tion economy, the people’s depend ence on the
forests for prosperity and the harsh real ities of the struggle for
survival of the local communities, rather than in purely ecofem inist
terms. While there is no lack of fire wood and Minor Forest Produce in
the densely forested region of Uttara Kannada district, the drought- 
like condi tions in the recent years are a cause of worry. Women’s
work in the spice garden economy is immense and requires the work
of both men and women. It has to be done hand- in-hand with men
and women. Women’s know ledge of plants and the require ment of
veget ables, tubers, fruits and flowers for the house hold are
encour aged in terms of their kitchen garden agro forestry processes.
Since this does not clash with the larger social sanc tions, the women
are encour aged to start small enter prises like starting a nursery and
growing tree saplings and flowers; bee keeping (that is encour aged by
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NOTES

1  The first wave of the envir on ment move ment that started in the late 18th
century was marked by three streams: one was the Back to the Land
move ment that emerged as a moral and cultural critique of the indus trial
revolu tion; the second was based on scientific conser va tion that worked
within the frame work of devel op ment; the third was the wilder ness idea
that combined science, morality and aesthetics (Guha).

2  ‘Shakti’ & ‘prakriti’ emerge from Indian cosmo logy and the ideas of the
produc tion of the world through the play of destruc tion and creation.
Shakti is the dynamic and creative force that emerges out of this and is the
source of everything and pervades everything. Shakti is mani fested as the
feminine prin ciple of ‘prakriti’ or nature. “Nature, both animate and
inan imate, is thus an expres sion of Shakti, the feminine and creative
prin ciple of the cosmos, in conjunc tion with the mascu line
prin ciple (Purusha), Prakriti creates the world” (Shiva Staying Alive 38). Thus
purusha and prakriti are a duality in unity that are not opposing each other
but rather comple ment each other.
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English
Liter ature on Ecofem inism in the West is based largely on ideo lo gical terms.
In India and the Global South, the ecofem inist discourse needs to be
under stood some what differ ently. One needs to analyze the ecofem inist
discourse in the context of the growing protests against envir on mental
destruc tion and the privat iz a tion of the Commons. In this paper I propose
to analyse the Appiko Chaluvali (move ment) of the Uttara Kannada district
of the Western Ghats of India that took place in the early 1980s. The
move ment was led by the local communities to protect the forests on which
the spice garden economy of the region depends. Even at present times, the
women of the region have tried to forge a sister hood across lines of caste,
class and ethni city to come together to solve their prob lems and to take
initi at ives such as creating seed collect ives and cultiv ating kitchen gardens
thus subverting the dominant betelnut economy. It is in this context that
one would like to crit ic ally analyse the discourse on ecofem inism. The
attempt would be to rethink the discourse on ecofem inism from a feminist
polit ical ecology perspective and to propose a context specific variant of
the Global South.

Français
La litté ra ture sur l’éco- féminisme en Occi dent a une forte dimen sion
idéo lo gique. En Inde et dans les pays du sud, le discours éco- féministe doit
être envi sagé de manière diffé rente, et analysé dans le contexte de la
montée des luttes contre la destruc tion de l’envi ron ne ment et la
priva ti sa tion des biens communs (commons). Dans ce texte je propose
d’analyser le mouve ment Appiko Chalu vali du district de l’Uttara Kannada de
la région des Ghâts occi den taux qui a eu lieu dans les années 1980. Ce
mouve ment était mené par les commu nautés locales pour protéger les
forêts dont dépend l’économie des jardins d’épices. Les femmes de cette
région main tiennent encore une forme de soli da rité qui dépasse les
barrières de castes, de classes sociales et d’ethni cité et s’entraident pour
résoudre des problèmes et pour mettre en place des initia tives telles que le
collectif pour les semences, et la créa tion de jardins pota gers pour contrer
la culture inten sive de la noix de bétel. Nous tente rons de repenser le
discours sur l’éco- féminisme dans une pers pec tive d’écologie fémi niste
poli tique et de proposer une variante spéci fique au contexte des pays
du sud.
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TEXTE

Hullabaloo in the Guava Orchard (1998) is Kiran Desai’s first novel,
which obtained the Betty Trask Award given by the Society of
Authors to first novels by writers under the age of thirty- five coming
from the UK or the Common wealth. In 2000, Kiran Desai explained in
an inter view with journ alist Cath erine McWeeney that her inspir a tion
came from reading an article in the Times of India about a hermit
who had lived in a tree until his death. There are also undeni able
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remin is cences of The Guide, published by R. K. Narayan in 1958,
which also tells the story of a like able manip u lative conman turned
guru. What makes Desai’s novel unique, though, is both the socio- 
economic context when it was published, as far as India is concerned,
as well as her literary and ideo lo gical choices. Hullabaloo in the
Guava Orchard is a modern tale about conformity, iden tity, sense of
place and belonging, empower ment, ecology and glob al isa tion. It is
told with irony and quirky humour, weaving whim sical, incon gruous
and farcical situ ations with poetic descrip tions of oneness with
nature, disguising a perspective on human ecology that is far from
optim istic under the colourful varnish of magical realism.

Ecology, from the Greek word oikos — a place to live — is the study of
the inter ac tion between people and their dwelling and is not limited
to specific envir on mental issues such as global warming or pollu tion.
In fact, at the core of the novel lies a concep tion of human ecology
that mostly owes to a certain strand of eco- feminism. Eco- feminist
theory has evolved along various lines as research and activism
developed, which will imply briefly reviewing the tenets of an
approach that is now quite diverse. My aim is to show how Desai
makes her reader look beyond the usual stand points of ecofem inist
theory. She even chal lenges them through char ac ters and situ ations
that reflect the specific human ecology of a small Indian town,
making them at the same time familiar and unexpected.

2

The fact that the prot ag onist of the novel is a man does not make the
refer ence to eco- feminism irrel evant. It only bears the premises of
further devel op ments focused on a specific mani fest a tion of human
ecology not just limited to the concrete space where the char ac ters
evolve and interact. Indeed, some situ ations rooted in symbolism and
magical realism allude to a wider level of human inter ac tions that go
beyond the local scene and are connected with eco- critical and
ecofem inist issues, namely, the impact of capit alism, glob al iz a tion
and even neo- imperialism on small communities. Asso ci ating the
return of Coca‐Cola to India to Sampath’s access to public fame is no
random quirk (67). Through this unex pected narrative choice that
calls for further analysis, Desai teases her reader’s curi osity while
indir ectly guiding it towards a specific horizon of expectation.
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Places, charac ters and issues
The novel is set some where in the foot hills of the Himalayas in the
imaginary town of Shahkot and in a guava orchard, a former private
prop erty now unex ploited: “part of an area reserved [by the
Govern ment] for the national forest” (50). Both places are “border
spaces”. Shahkot is a town small enough to hold onto the habits and
mind sets asso ci ated to rural spaces but big enough to display urban
advant ages and what they imply for the inhab it ants in terms of
beha vi oural change. The orchard is a reminder of man’s grip on
nature. Yet, as it is no longer kept, it is assim il ated to the wilder ness
on which it borders.

4

The title refers to what happened after Sampath Chawla, the main
char acter, decided to escape from his parents, his sister and his
routine in order to live in a tree. Each member of the Chawla family,
and even Shahkot’s inhab it ants, end up affected by Sampath’s
decision. His name means “wealth” or “good fortune”, yet those words
somehow belie the kind of person he is in the first place: certainly
nice but lazy, a failure at school, at home and at work, self- centred,
eccentric, craving for a life free from respons ib il ities, constraints and
conven tions, who ends up thinking that his freedom and inner
comple tion will be found only by living far from everyone and at one
with nature. He then decides one day to “leave the world, a world that
made its endless revolu tions towards nothing” (48) and settles in a
tree in an aban doned guava orchard. He starts posing as a guru to
keep his distance from society and preserve his freedom by faking
being a seer. In fact, his wise proverbs are inspired by what he learnt
about the inhab it ants of Shahkot while, as a bored post- office clerk,
he would kill time reading their letters before they were delivered
(66, 75). His father’s exploit a tion of his celebrity may have brought
temporary wealth to the family and fame to the town; however, what
happens to Sampath in the end could hardly be deemed “good
fortune”, unless it is under stood in a twisted and prob lem atic way.

5

The rest of the family is as colourful as the prot ag onist. Sampath’s
parents cut two radic ally different figures. Kulfi, whose name refers
to a dairy- frozen dessert — sweet, destined to melt or be eaten —
does not fit society’s expect a tions, like her son. She seems mildly

6
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insane and, as the novel unfolds, becomes more and more obsessed
with food and cooking unique dishes for her son only, which leads her
into a quest for rare if not incon gruous ingredi ents that finally turns
into a hunt, which, as I will show later, pertains in exoti cist
imper i alism and, as far as her rela tion ship with her son is involved,
vicarious infant i cide. Mr Chawla, the father, is everything his wife and
son are not: controlling, demanding, discip lined, down- to-earth, and
greedy. He soon turns his son’s situ ation into a profi t able capit alist
venture and encour ages frantic consumerism among Sampath’s
devotees. He is completely at a loss to prop erly under stand his wife
and son and their awkward beha viours. Pinky, Sampath’s younger
sister, is self- centred, strong- willed, and mostly focused on her good
looks to main tain “her posi tion in bazaar society” (81). She is not
inter ested in doing “anything useful for modern India” (80), as her
father expects from her. Pinky’s world is as different from Sampath’s
as Kulfi’s from Mr Chawla’s. Each member of the Chawla family seems
to embody a different take on indi vidu alism and its aspir a tions. None
of them is spared by Desai’s sharp style. In their own way, they are all
a mix of normalcy and eccent ri city, the latter progress ively taking
over the former, which contrib utes to creating an atmo sphere that
remains familiar to the reader while at the same time drifting towards
discon nec tion from reality and finally magic.

Because of the novel’s reli ance on magic realism to tackle
envir on mental issues, elements from the fauna and flora might as
well be considered char ac ters, just like the human ones. Indeed,
appearing in chro no lo gical order, the guavas, the orchard and the
monkeys are crucial elements to the plot. It is a guava Kulfi gave to
her son that provokes an epiphany in Sampath at the begin ning of the
novel (46‐47), an epiphany that fore tells what the reader is left to
imagine has happened to him in the end (207-208). The orchard is a
reminder of man’s hold on the envir on ment but also a sign that
nature always takes back what is not exploited anymore. Sampath
does not flee the world to live in the jungle, as an aspiring hermit
heading to the solitude of the wild would, and his escape to the
orchard is only circum stan tial, motiv ated by the annoying chatter of
the old woman sitting next to him in the bus as he is leaving
town (49). Yet, the orchard is imme di ately asso ci ated to inner
spir itual peace (50), a trait further accen tu ated as soon as Sampath

7
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starts acting as a guru, deliv ering apoph thegms that come to be
known as “the Sermon in the Guava Tree” (73), which instantly alludes
to both Buddha’s first Sermon after his awakening and the Sermon on
the Mount (Mt, 5‐7), making the old orchard a modern syncretic
Indian version of the garden of Eden with a guava as the fruit of
know ledge. This reli gious subtext will provide matter for discus sion
in the light of the conflicting stand points at play when it comes to
ecofem inism, nature and reli gion. The monkeys, which lived in the
town then joined Sampath in his orchard, are a reflec tion of what
happens in the human world when balance is lost. They act as a kind
of ecolo gical baro meter that valid ates or inval id ates human actions,
embodying the consequences of the disrup tions caused by the
humans. The monkeys are Sampath’s part ners in harmony with
nature but also symbols of the envir on ment disturbed by man, for
example, when they loot the town for alcohol, threat ening man’s
world order because of man’s incon sequence, as Sampath reckons
when they come back to the orchard: “It was the fault of those who
brewed liquor that had turned the langurs into alco holics” (140)

The disastrous inter ac tion between nature and culture in the case of
the drunken monkeys is one of the multiple occur rences of the
openly eco- critical stance of the novel. Its indict ment of man’s
anthro po centric atti tude towards nature calls for a reappraisal of the
binary oppos i tion “nature- culture” that would avoid simplist ic ally
opposing urban and rural worlds or asso ci ating women to nature.
Feminism is certainly an under lying theme of the novel, with its
depic tion of women freeing them selves from social conven tions in
their own ways, yet the issue is not exactly dealt with along the usual
lines of gender equality criti cism. The novel was published at a time
when ecofem inism as a theory was gaining momentum in India,
thanks to the works and commit ment of writers — who were
some times also activ ists — like Vandana Shiva and Maria Mies
(2014, 1  ed. 1993), Bina Agarwal (1994), and Manisha Rao (1996), to
quote a few, all of them contrib uting to theor izing ecofem inism along
different lines of thought. Focusing on Sampath, Kulfi and Mr Chawla,
I will show how Hullabaloo in the Guava Orchard chal lenges a certain
form of ecofem inism by staging complex and ambi valent male and
female char ac ters and their equally complex and ambi valent
rela tion ship to the envir on ment, often in unex pected ways.

8
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From the begin ning of the novel, Sampath is asso ci ated to decisive
envir on mental matters. His birth seems to have finally set off the
long- awaited monsoon rains that ended a severe drought supposedly
related to geostra tegic tactics and envir on mental prob lems all over
the world:

9

‘Prob lems have been located in the cumulus that have become overly
heated,’ read Mr. Chawla from the news paper. ‘It is all a result of
volcanic ash thrown up in the latest spurt of activity in Tierra
Del Fuego.’ 
And a little later he reported to whomever might be listening: ‘The
problem lies in the currents off the West African coast line and the
unex pected molecular move ment observed in the polar ice- caps.’ 
And: ‘Iraq attempts to steal monsoon by delib er ately creating low
pres sure over desert provinces and deflecting winds from India.’ (1)

Later, Sampath’s new status in Shahkot — his re‐birth — is also
indir ectly asso ci ated to envir on mental issues and glob al iz a tion. His
settle ment in the guava tree is advert ised by the local news bureau as
the mani fest a tion of “unfathom able wisdom” (67) and reported along
an awkward mix of news all related to envir on mental issues, the last
of which cannot fail to startle for bringing a real istic touch in a text
written as a fable and for the consequences on the envir on ment the
reader may know it implies: Coca‐Cola coming back to India (67).
Global capit alism and its consequences on the envir on ment seem to
lurk over Sampath’s combined return to nature and access to public
fame. Never again in the novel will the Amer ican brand be mentioned,
yet it somehow warns the reader about forth coming devel op ments
about capit alism leaving its negative mark on the envir on ment, with
Sampath as the unwilling cata lyst of those events. His repu ta tion as a
guru soon turned into a source of profit for the whole family — with
dire consequences on the orchard — only confirms what was
fore shad owed by the refer ence to Coca‐Cola.

10

Nature, culture and finding
oneself
Hullabaloo in the Guava Orchard is about finding one’s place, defining
one’s iden tity (Escobedo de Tapia 175) and, ulti mately, about social

11
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ecology. In this process, nature plays a decisive role as a place to live
and to be exper i enced. It is a place that has to be discovered and not
conquered. The second step implies adapting to it as much as
possible and not imme di ately turning it into a commodity only suited
to human needs. Then comes a new percep tion of nature’s rhythms
and work ings that may leave room for a certain degree of aware ness:
one that emerges from deeply feeling oneself in harmony with one’s
envir on ment. Desai’s novel could be deemed “nature writing” as it
describes what happens to people according to their degree of
integ ra tion with the fauna and flora. It depicts various human
percep tions of nature and their consequences on the different
char ac ters’ lives, providing the reader with the ecology of the specific
milieus that Shahkot and the orchard are. As the novel unfolds,
human affairs and envir on mental issues become more and more
inter twined and reach final unex pected open- ended conclu sions.
Desai is no ideal istic nature lover, though. She does not discard the
pastoral ideal of return to nature and oneness with it but she chooses
the incon gruous to high light its limit a tions. When it comes to Kulfi
and what she repres ents, Desai, following an even more crit ical
streak, openly chal lenges the notion of “Mother Nature” that
supposedly closely asso ci ates women and nature. Analysing how
Sampath and Kulfi relate to nature then provides the elements to
discuss how the novel hints at ecofem inism and whether it suggests
its own view of ecology.

Sampath and his mother Kulfi respect ively embody the ideal of
“oneness with nature” and the concept of “mother nature”. Yet, the
pastoral bliss of the begin ning (50-51) evolves into some thing that
“turned [Sampath’s] stomach, now that the whole busi ness was not
light- hearted anymore but mean and complic ated” (186). Despite the
disturb ance intro duced by the afflu ence of tour ists and believers
soon chan nelled and commer cially exploited by Sampath’s father, the
“Baba of Shahkot” never loses his desire for oneness with nature. On
the contrary, Sampath’s exper i ence intens i fies, making him feel more
connected with his natural envir on ment as his senses grow “sharper”,
allowing him to be:

12

acutely aware of every tiny sound, every scent and rustle in the
night: the stir rings of a mouse in the grass, the wings of a faraway
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bat, the beck oning scent that drew the insects to hover and buzz
some where beyond the orchard. (203)

What could be just another version of blissful pastoral retreat is
pushed to its limits. Sampath finally turns into a guava, the most
radical escape from the human world Desai could imagine to satisfy
her char acter’s obsessive longing for oneness with nature:

They looked here. They looked there. Up and down the guava tree.
[…] Its pain fully empty cot. But wait! Upon the cot lay a guava, a
single guava that was much, much bigger than the others, star- 
based, weathered. […] On one side was a brown mark, rather like
a birthmark… (207)

The brown mark refers to the birth mark Sampath donned on his
cheek. His fate, despite all the poet ic ally enti cing descrip tions of his
discovery of inner peace in contact with nature, does not look
envi able. He has become a cut fruit, taken care of by the Cinema
Monkey who protects him from humans, but in the light of the
monkey’s erratic beha viour earlier in the novel, one can suppose the
guava will only end up being eaten, or if not, soon rot. Oneness with
nature at the cost of one’s humanity and possibly one’s life does not
make the concept attractive. It is as if Desai was warning against a
concep tion of oneness with nature that lacks balance and leads to an
extremist rejec tion of the human world that is quite sterile. However,
there is another possible reading that makes Sampath’s
meta morph osis look inev it able and almost desir able, yet with as grim
a conclu sion as with extremist envir on ment alism. Indeed, his
trans form a tion may appear as the only way to protect both his new
way of life and his monkey friends. The hunt planned by Mr Chawla
and the author ities is not motiv ated by the will to preserve Sampath’s
peaceful retreat. It is only to put an end to the monkeys’ disturbing
inter fer ences in the commer cial exploit a tion of his popularity.
Disap pearing by turning into a guava will radic ally end everything.
Enduring capit alism’s toxic effects or becoming a guava is presented
as the only altern ative, but in both cases, alien a tion seems inev it able,
even though assim il a tion to a fruit is described in attractive terms
when Sampath has an epiphany about what could help him find his
true self at the begin ning of the novel:

13
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He stared at the fruit, wished he could absorb all its cool ness, all its
quiet and still ness into him. […] ‘What should I do?’ he said […] giving
it another desperate shake. ‘I do not want a job. I do not like to live
like this,’ he wailed… And suddenly, before his amazed eyes, the
surface of the guava rose even more and exploded in a vast Boom!
[…] Up on the rooftop, Sampath felt his body fill with a cool
green ness, his heart swell with a myster ious wild sweet ness. He felt
an awake clear sap flowing through him, some thing quite unlike
human blood. […] His heart was big inside his chest. (47)

Not only does he exper i ence being inhab ited by a new force that
seems to provide him with a new self, he also knows what he will be
looking for from now on. To his mother, sorry for the spoilt guava,
who is asking whether he would like an egg instead — an allu sion to
the cosmic egg of many cosmogonies? — he answers: “‘No, I do not
want an egg,’ he said. ‘I want my freedom.’” (47) The quest that led
Sampath to an orchard imbued of idyllic prop er ties, until Mr Chawla’s
greed turned this para dise into an exten sion of the city, shows the
limits of a return to nature that forgets our condi tion as
“envir on mental beings belonging to a social land scape” (Escobedo de
Tapia 176). Inad equacy to relate to the “social land scape” finally turns
the “envir on mental beings” Sampath and Kulfi into human beings
discon nected from their own humanity, each one in different ways.

A contrasted approach to human
ecology
Sampath’s narrative is iron ical, perhaps even a bit scep tical when it
comes to deep ecology, yet it remains quite approb atory about back- 
to-nature aspir a tions. Kulfi’s narrative, however, delivers sharp
criti cism towards some tenets of ecofem inism. Desai makes Kulfi an
embod i ment of the notion of Mother Nature that asso ci ates women
to nature, life and procre ation. What makes Desai’s vision quite
crit ical, though, is the way Kulfi’s connec ted ness to nature evolves
from quirky to prob lem atic and finally monstrous. At the begin ning of
the novel, the asso ci ation Kulfi- Sampath-Nature is clearly stated. She
breaks waters and gives birth to Sampath as the monsoon rains
finally hit Shahkot and relieve everyone from a drought severe

14
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enough to have caused food short ages. It makes Kulfi look like a
caring and nurturing being, embodying an essen tialist concep tion of
women that was valid ated by some Western or Indian ecofem in ists
(Rao 128, 130). However, this concep tion was branded a patri archal
approach by others (Rao 128), as reflecting views inher ited from
andro centric reli gious systems neither really respectful of women
nor of nature (Kaur 386). The novel does not asso ciate reli gion or
spir itu ality and women, so there are no reli gious roots to Kulfi’s
obses sion with feeding her son and cooking new dishes for him only.
Her obses sion becomes her sole char ac ter istic, making her a
cari ca ture of the nurturing woman in tune with nature, who evolves
from a preg nant woman having pregnancy- related crav ings to a
pred ator of the envir on ment. However, Kulfi’s pecu liar asso ci ation to
food and cooking makes the tradi tional assign ment of women to the
kitchen her path of escape from conven tions, normality and reality.
As for Sampath, there is a dream Kulfi aspires to fulfil: expressing her
culinary creative self, which is impossible in “her tame life in
Shahkot” (K. Desai 76). Sampath’s escape from town finally frees her
from her conven tional life. As she settles in the orchard with the rest
of the family to take care of her son, she soon exper i ments a deeper
rela tion ship with him and with her natural envir on ment at the
expense of her rela tion ship with the rest of the family from which she
gets progress ively estranged:

Here, in the orchard, the hold of other people on Kulfi and her
aware ness of them retreated even further, and, like Sampath, she
discovered the relief of space. […] All around her was a land scape she
under stood profoundly, that she could compre hend without thought
or analysis. She under stood it like she under stood her son, without
conver sa tion or the need to construct a connec tion or main tain it.
Pinky was a stranger to her […] But Sampath, she knew. She knew
why he was sitting in a tree. It was the right place for him to be; that
is where he belonged. (78)

The exclusive mother- son rela tion ship only encom passes nature and
not the rest of the family or the community, whom Kulfi candidly
suggests to poison, were they intent on forcing Sampath to live in a
hermitage and not in his tree anymore (128). Yet, she finally becomes
so absorbed in her feeding task that she para dox ic ally discon nects
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even from her son as she becomes obsessed with cooking a monkey,
not real ising it would hurt Sampath who has adopted them as much
as they have adopted him. Cooking a monkey would symbol ic ally
mean infant i cide, as Sampath somehow assim il ates to them, not to
mention the sacri le gious aspect of the project according to Hindu
tradi tion. Her link to nature is not related to iden tity, as it is for
Sampath, but to activity. For her, nature is not a dwelling place, as it
is for Sampath, it is a place to be exploited. On that point, she does
not differ from her husband who turns the orchard and its
surround ings into a source of profit. Kulfi’s asso ci ation with nature
finally appears to be destructive: she is shown dreaming of
conquering the world only to satisfy her desire of new
exotic ingredients:

She was the royal cook of a great kingdom, she imagined. There, in
some old port city, ruth less hunters, reck less adven turers, fleets of
ships and whole armies lay at her beck and call, were alert to her
every command, her every whim. And sitting in a vast kitchen before
an enormous globe, imper i ously she ordered her supplies, sent out
for spices from many seas away […] She sent out for king doms to be
ruined, for store houses and fields to be plundered and ransacked.
She asked for tiger meat and bear, Siberian goose and black buck.
[…]… and monkeys! Monkeys! Oh, to cook a monkey! (154‐155)

The under lying chal len ging of certain argu ments of ecofem inism,
that the West is the root of all the evils that struck the third world, is
quite obvious in this extract. Preying on the envir on ment is neither a
Western wrong nor a male- only misbe ha viour. The initial asso ci ation
between Kulfi and Nature proves to be defective. It is no use to
“under stand” nature (78) if, in the end, it leads to abusive exploit a tion.
Kulfi exem pli fies the limit a tions of certain ecofem inist argu ments
that tend to stiffen dual isms and dicho tomies. Through her char acter,
Desai certainly chal lenges what Vandana Shiva wrote in Staying Alive:

Women in India are an intimate part of nature, both in imagin a tion
and prac tice. At one level, nature is symbol ized as the embod i ment of
the feminine prin ciple and at another, she is nurtured by the
feminine to produce life and provide sustenance. (37)
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There is nothing nurturing in the way Kulfi exploits the natural
resources to feed her son. Even the connec tion between gender and
envir on ment at the heart of Shiva’s version of ecofem inism seems to
be chal lenged here as it is a woman who dreams of plun dering
natural resources to meet her mission as the nurturer not of a
community but of only one person. Although asso ci ated to Mother
Nature at the begin ning of the novel, Kulfi proves to be, in the end,
neither moth erly nor as respectful of nature as her son: “The
profu sion of greenery and space exhil ar ated her. And while it reduced
her son to a happy stupor, it incited her into a frenzy of explor a tion”
(K. Desai 100). Kulfi’s para dox ical and uncon ven tional beha viour
chal lenges the usual attri bu tion of roles in some ecofem inist theories:
her extra vagant recipes are the expres sion of her free if not deranged
spirit, as she is soon considered mad by the rest of the Chawla
family (63), they do not have anything to do with being a nurturer in
tune with nature.
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In her article “Intro duc tion to Ecofem inism: An Indian Perspective”,
Sanjukta Bala suggests that a specific form of ecofem inism is being
devised by Indian female writers who are rede fining the tenets of the
initial theory in order to avoid simpli fic a tion and address more
openly the complexity of the issue by “ques tioning some of [its]
stand points” such as:
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1. An essen tialist connec tion between women and nature. 
2. An unques tioning accept ance of the connec tion as mono lithic and
simplistic without recog nizing that women’s posi tion in different
cultures and soci eties can alter or change the modes of
this connection. 
3. The “purity and authen ti city” of third world cultures that celeb rate
the connec tion. It does not take into account the social hier archies
inherent in such cultures and issues of class, race or gender. 
4. Absence of the male voice. 
5. Modernity and its negative impact on nature and
human behaviour. (191)

Bala bases her argu ment on the studies of novels by Kamala
Markandaya (Nectar in a Sieve, 1954), Anita Desai (Fire on
the Mountain, 1977), and Anuradha Roy (The Folded Earth, 2011). No
doubt that Hullabaloo in the Guava Orchard belongs to the same
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category with its fluid refer ences to spir itual and mater i alist
approaches of ecofem inism — the spir itual being linked to Sampath, a
man, and not his mother, who looks more like a counter- example of
how a specific strand of ecofem inism considers women.

Human ecology or ecofeminism?
Hullabaloo in the Guava Orchard also exposes the complex ities of
environment- related issues and the greed and incom pet ence that
result in disturbing the ecolo gical balance. Sanjukta Bala considers
the novels she analyses as signs of a new form of literary ecofem inism
that is “Indian by nature” because it shows India as “a real world of
struggle, suffer ings, economic imbal ance, material inequality, sexual
discrim in a tion and survival” (192). Desai’s novel also exposes similar
plights of Indian society, adding reli gious bigotry, the petti ness and
incom pet ence of the Army, the Police, the Civil Service and the
scientific elites to the list. However, as she chooses to focus not on a
single female char acter but equally on Sampath and Kulfi, and to a
lesser extent, Mr Chawla and Pinky, “ecofem inist” may not seem an
appro priate denom in a tion for the novel. As for deciding whether
Hullabaloo in the Guava Orchard belongs to Indian or global
liter ature, it is a debat able issue addressed by Erin Fehskens in her
2013 article.
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Taking Sanjukta Bala’s argu ments into account makes the term
“ecofem inist” not relevant enough to characterise Hullabaloo in the
Guava Orchard. The novel may hint at ecofem inist theories, yet, their
categories seem too limited to match the complexity of the
char ac ters and situ ations it depicts. Following on Bala’s steps, Sangita
Patil, in Ecofem inism and the Indian Novel (2020), reminds her reader
that the umbrella term ecofem inism “focuses on the philo soph ical,
prac tical and analyt ical study of the exploit a tion of women and
nature” (13), which leads her to identify three main tenets
of ecofeminism:
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The first, women are exploited by patri archal devel op ment atti tude
because of their close asso ci ation with nature and depend ency on it.
Second, women are saviours of nature. Lastly, women are life givers,
nurturers and care takers of nature. (17)
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None of the women in Kiran Desai’s novel match these criteria:
Ammaji, the grand mother, Pinky, Miss Jyoti, Sampath’s ex- colleague
at the post- office, and the ice- cream vendor’s sisters and cousins
show no sign of interest in nature what so ever. It even seems that
they are portrayed as such only to chal lenge ecofem inist
repres ent a tions within a narrative other wise rooted in concern for
ecology and feminism. The female char ac ters are no activ ists; yet,
each in their own way attempt at getting rid of the constraints
society imposes on them. A specific link to Nature may — as for
Kulfi — or may not — as for Pinky — be of use in their attempts to free
them selves. Such char ac ter isa tion echoes Sangita Patil’s sugges tion
that it is “appro priate to look at ecolo gical crises more as a general
human problem than merely as a gender problem” (6). The ecolo gical
crisis staged in the novel is indeed related to social, economic and
personal more than specific gender issues.

For Patil, the ongoing conflicting debates about ecofem inism make it
diffi cult to devise a theor et ical frame that would take all view points
and contexts into account. That is why she proposes to
recon cep tu alise ecofem inism. In fact, she discards the term and
suggests repla cing it by “eco- humanism”. After analyzing Indian
novels usually considered as repres ent ative of Indian ecofem inism
— as Sanjukta Bala did — she comes to the conclu sion that even
though the main char ac ters are women strug gling with the dire
consequences of patri archal rule combined with envir on mental
disasters due to rugged indus tri al iz a tion, men also are victims of the
same circum stances. Such recon cep tu al iz a tion stems from observing
the contro ver sies and reproaches addressed to the different strands
of ecofem inism that seem to be unable to propose an inclusive
discourse about women and about how to deal with the envir on ment.
The accus a tions of dualism or essen tialism are inev it able when one
forgets that “women” are not a homo gen eous group, as Bina Agarwal
made it clear when she devised her theory of “feminist
envir on ment alism” (1992) — also a refut a tion of some of Vandana
Shiva’s argu ments and state ments. According to the different classes,
cultures and castes they belong to, women’s rela tion ship to the
envir on ment is not the same (Kaur 2012). Recon cep tu al ising
ecofem inism into eco- humanism may prove a debat able solu tion to
solve the theor et ical conflicts of ecofem inism, as humanism is itself
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the field for much argu ment. Yet, the move provides valu able reading
keys for Desai’s novel. In Patil’s opinion, the current percep tion of
humanism is no longer an anthro po centric one, it is a percep tion
“that is inclusive of all natural species [and] claim[s] that human
beings have no right to destroy nature” (144), a theor et ical frame she
also calls “post- humanism”. This concep tion fits Desai’s approach of
human ecology at large, and more specific ally when dealing with the
envir on mental impact of capit alism on indi viduals and communities.
First when she asso ci ates Sampath’s access to public fame to the
arrival of Coca‐Cola in India (K. Desai 67), then when she describes
how Mr Chawla turns the orchard into a profi t able busi ness venture
(29, 90, 118) and finally, when she suggests a way- out to what looks
like a dead- end.

Market economy
and globalization
In a novel whose tone is delib er ately one of folk tale, magical realism
and false ingenuity, refer ences to the real world have all the more
impact. In Hullabaloo, such refer ences involve glob al iz a tion, Indian
consumer society, through the mention of real products whose ads
hang around Sampath’s tree (126), and, to a lesser extent, as details in
passing, Bolly wood films (85) and play back singers (196). The most
signi ficant histor ical refer ence is mentioned at the end of chapter 7,
after Sampath used his ill- acquired know ledge to trick the visitors of
the orchard into thinking that he is a spir itual man blessed with
super nat ural wisdom and not an eccentric man shaming his family.
The event that turned Sampath into a digni fied hermit and nosy
onlookers into devotees is then reported in the local news paper
along with news about economic and envir on mental issues, current
and prospective:
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There it was — a modest column intro du cing Sampath to the world,
along with scarcity of ground nuts, an epidemic of tree frogs and the
rumour that Coca‐Cola might soon be arriving in India. (67)

The name of the brand provides a time indic a tion that contex tu al ises
Sampath’s story: Coca‐Cola, driven out of India by protec tionist laws
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in 1977, came back in 1993, at a time when the country was shifting
towards economic liber al isa tion. The name of the company is also
asso ci ated to the criti cism its return to India soon raised among
envir on ment al ists, strug gling for the preser va tion of ground water
resources in the rural areas where the plants were set up. The
juxta pos i tion of the different events could be inter preted as lacking
any rela tion of caus ality; yet, they all share the char ac ter istic of being
linked to the envir on ment. What the name Coca‐Cola conjures up in
terms of envir on mental damage cannot fail to come to the reader’s
mind. In terms of textual coher ence, the return of Coca‐Cola to India
at the end of chapter 7 is directly followed by the revel a tion that
strikes Mr Chawla at the begin ning of chapter 8, which draws an
implicit parallel between Coca‐Cola returning to India and him
making plans to exploit his son’s popularity:

It was at this point in time that Mr. Chawla had a realisation — all of a
sudden, with a tumble and rush of understanding — a real iz a tion so
quick and so incred ible in nature that his heart was caught in a
constant state of pounding: Sampath might make his family’s fortune.
They could be rich! How many hermits were secretly wealthy? How
many holy men were not at all the beggars they appeared to be? How
many men of unfathom able wisdom possessed unfathom able
bank accounts? (68)

India was a consid er able market bound to expand the revenue of the
Amer ican company. Simil arly, Sampath’s repu ta tion as a holy man
made it an asset to be commer cial ized for the greater good of the
family’s bank account. Mixing greed and refer ence to reli gion as a
pretext for the accu mu la tion of wealth, Mr Chawla, head of the
family, embodies patri archal fast capit alism, preying first on his own
son, whose name acquires a fidu ciary value once his father starts
commer cial izing his picture. In both cases, be it Coca‐Cola coming
back to India or Sampath’s repu ta tion turned into a good to be
commer cial ized, the toll on the envir on ment is heavy.

Erin M. Fehskens, in her analysis of the novel as global liter ature,
quotes a series of studies on the impact of Coca‐Cola bottling plants
in India, which showed how harmful they were, partic u larly in terms
of draining ground water resources (6). As the family relo cates in the
orchard, Mr Chawla makes illegal arrange ments condoned by the
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community to prevent their urban habits from being disturbed by
rural incon veni ences: he taps “the hospital elec tri city lines” and gets
“gushing water all day long” after siphoning a public water pipe
(K. Desai 90), acting with the community resources with the same
disrespect for the envir on ment as Coca‐Cola in the 1990s wherever
they set their plants. He takes hold of the area and intends to
trans form it as an estate agent would:

He envi sioned a whole complex with a temple and dorm itory
accom mod a tion for trav el lers designed to suit modern tastes in
comfort, a complex that would be a prize pilgrimage stop and an
envir on ment that he could keep control of. (127)

The orchard is at the peri phery of the town, yet central for its
prosperity. For Fehskens, such redis tri bu tion of goods and power
makes “Hullabaloo’s narrow geograph ical scope [expand] alleg or ic ally
to represent a glob al ized centre and peri phery” (5), with Mr Chawla
standing as “another, more rapa cious and extractive alleg orand of
Coca‐Cola’s policies of its bottling plants” as well as “an alleg or iz a tion
of national govern ment and multina tional corporate
misman age ment” (7). The trans form a tion of the orchard into a
pilgrims’ and tour ists’ venue has dire consequences on Sampath’s
new dwelling:
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Sampath looked and found no help in the faces of his family. How
much had changed since he had first arrived in the orchard such a
short time back. How quickly it was becoming more and more like all
he hoped he had left behind forever. Ugly advert ise ments defaced
the neigh boring trees; a smelly garbage heap spilled down the
hill side behind the tea stall and grew larger every week. (K. Desai 181)

For Mr Chawla, the disfigured orchard only prefig ures the end of his
commer cial venture and beckons for him the moment to face his
respons ib il ities, which he cannot accept:

The orchard had disin teg rated into a sorry state and he knew his life
there was in danger of drawing to a close. […] There was some thing
more: a terrible sadness and a feeling of vulner ab ility he did not wish
to invest igate […]. To think of such things, he was sure, would mean
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drilling holes in his water tight heart: all sorts of doubts would pour
in and he would be a lost man. (179)

Facing his inner truth being impossible for Mr Chawla, he carries on
regard less with his project of managing Sampath and the monkey
issue as he would a company, which results in Sampath liter ally
leaping out of humanity and anthro po centri city by becoming a guava.
Sampath’s radical meta morph osis suggests that there is no liber a tion
from exploit a tion of man and envir on ment by man. Only a radical
trans form a tion of our way of inter acting with the envir on ment could
achieve it, a trans form a tion inspired by a post- human and deep
ecolo gical percep tion of who we are — which Mr Chawla refuses
to do — and of how nature should be acknow ledged — which is
exem pli fied by how Sampath relates to nature:
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If only it would reach out and claim him instead. If he stayed here
long enough within reach of its sights and sounds, might it not enter
him in the manner land scape enters everything that lives within it?
Wouldn’t the forest descend just this bit lower and swallow him in its
wilder ness, leaving his family, his devotees, to search fruit lessly for a
path by which they might follow? (143)

Sampath’s expect a tions are met in the end. Whether his example
opens a new path to his family and devotees is unknown but it
indic ates that he has evolved and found — albeit in an awkward
way — what he was looking for at the begin ning, despite the
disturb ances to his quest caused by his father’s greed and the visitors’
devo tion and curiosity.

Desai’s indict ment of global and local capit alism does not stage any
group of envir on ment al ists or activ ists because what is presented as
repre hens ible and even stifling in the novel is Shahkot itself, with its
petty rules which led Sampath to flee the city and made his sister
want to elope. As long as Sampath lives alone, his envir on ment is
preserved. The disrup tion of the natural order of the orchard is only
the result of the malfunc tioning of the community, commoners and
author ities, men and women, all equally driven by various kinds of
greed. The novel explores different modal ities of rela tion ship with
the envir on ment and deals less with the preser va tion of nature than
with the re‐discovery of a way of life attuned with it, which would
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shape personal iden tities and bring balance to the community. The
unex pected turn of events at the end suggests that finding this
balance is prob lem atic, unless radical change is implemented.

Sampath and Kulfi embody two ways of being deeply related to
nature, to the point of disap pearing in it, albeit in a different way.
Sampath finally manages to live perfectly in accord ance with nature’s
rhythms by becoming a fruit and Kulfi, whose only activity has
become exploiting and exploring nature, gets lost in her venture: she
is not seen returning from her quest for a rare orchid native of the
West Indies, the last ingredient she needs to cook a monkey for
Sampath. She lost herself in her dream of grabbing ever more natural
resources whereas Sampath lost himself in his aspir a tion of being
absorbed by nature.
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Although Sampath and his mother remind us of some ecofem inist
tenets, they also chal lenge them by showing that men are not the
only ones who predate the envir on ment or that women’s ideal istic
asso ci ation to Nature may prove argu able. The aim is to high light the
fact that an imbal anced rela tion to the envir on ment affects the whole
community. Consequently, envir on mental aware ness in such cases
should rather be linked to eco- humanism rather than ecofem inism in
order to broaden the perspective and bring about eman cip a tion from
dual isms suggested by some ecofem inist approaches.
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RÉSUMÉS

English
Kiran Desai’s novel revolves around several connected issues: the
envir on ment, man’s anthro po centric atti tude towards nature, eco- criticism
and a reappraisal of the binary oppos i tion “nature- culture”, to quote a few.
Feminism is also an under lying theme. However, Hullabaloo in the
Guava Orchard (1998) is not a novel that would be straight for wardly deemed
“ecofem inist” despite its obvious eco- critical stance and its depic tion of
uncon ven tional women. It rather hints at a pecu liar form of eco‐humanism
in an alleg or ical and some times derisive tone.  
Sampath, a like able dreamer- dubbed-guru by public opinion, and his
mother Kulfi, maybe a less- likeable dreamer obsessed with food and one- 
of-a-kind cooking, allow the reader to look beyond the oppos i tion between
nature and culture, to chal lenge tradi tional gender roles but also some
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tenets of ecofem inism in order to suggest another approach to human
ecology that would be free from anthro po centrism. While exploring and
analysing the char ac ters and the setting, I will explain why it matters that
the writer chose to asso ciate Sampath’s access to public fame to “the
rumour that Coca‐Cola might soon be arriving in India” (67).

Français
Le roman de Kiran Desai s’arti cule autour de plusieurs théma tiques
inter con nec tées : l’envi ron ne ment, l’anthro po cen trisme, l’éco- critique et la
rééva lua tion de l’oppo si tion entre nature et culture, pour n’en citer que
quelques- unes. Le fémi nisme fait égale ment partie de ces thèmes sous- 
jacents. Toutefois, Hulla baloo in the Guava Orchard (1998) n’est pas un
roman que l’on pour rait quali fier sans hési ta tion d’éco- féministe, malgré son
évident point de vue éco- critique et ses descrip tions de femmes non
conven tion nelles. Il fait plutôt allu sion à une forme bien parti cu lière
d’éco‐huma nisme, sur un mode allé go rique et parfois railleur. 
Dans cet article, je souhaite montrer comment Sampath, un aimable rêveur
adoubé gourou par l’opinion publique, et sa mère Kulfi, une rêveuse peut- 
être un peu moins aimable, obsédée par la nour ri ture et la cuisine hors
norme, invitent le lecteur à dépasser l’oppo si tion entre nature et culture, à
remettre en cause les rôles tradi tion nels liés au genre ainsi que quelques
idées fonda men tales de l’éco- féminisme dans le but de suggérer une autre
approche de l’écologie humaine, libre de tout anthro po cen trisme. J’analyse
enfin pour quoi il importe que l’auteur ait choisi d’asso cier la subite
popu la rité de Sampath à « la rumeur que Coca‐Cola allait bientôt
s’implanter en Inde » (67).
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TEXTE

Setting the ground:
Amitav Ghosh’s green
postcolonial novels 1

In recent times, theor et ical discourses built around the growing
diversity of the global world have increas ingly acknow ledged the
need to respect the rights of human and non‐human life alike.
Post co lo ni alism, which had come of age in the nineties, having
accom plished its mission of writing back to the former centres
of empires, 2 has since developed a productive dialogue with
ecocriti cism. In their edit orial to a 2008 special issue of
the journal Interventions, dedic ated to “Green Post co lo ni alism”, as
well as in their subsequent collection Post co lo nial Ecocriti cism:
Liter ature, Animals, Environment (2010), Graham Huggan and Helen
Tiffin accuse colo nial empires of geno cide and envir on mental
destruc tion in the colon ised lands. They point out the mutual
bene fits that a dialogue between post co lo ni alism and ecocriti cism
could bring:

1

As several of the contrib utors to this issue note, envir on mental
studies can learn much from post co lo nial theory, while the general
neglect of envir on mental issues in post co lo nial studies sorely needs
to be addressed. (3)

Such a dialogue can take place product ively in liter ature, a powerful
frame work of reflec tion on the world through its indi vidual stories.
Amitav Ghosh’s novels The Hungry Tide (2004) and Gun Island (2019),
the focus of this article, are such literary examples. As I will aim to
argue, the two novels also lend them selves favour ably to a crit ical
ecofem inist lens, as the female prot ag on ists’ key instru mental input
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fore grounds the positive impact of female (and feminist) agency in
situ ations of envir on mental crisis.

The Hungry Tide focuses around Bengali Amer ican ceto lo gist Piyali
Roy, or Piya, who travels to the Sundar bans to study Gangetic
dolphins, famously known to be dwelling in the area in large
numbers. There, she comes across a different dolphin species, the
Irawaddy (Orcaella brevirostris) which is akin to the killer
whale (Orcinus orca) inhab iting the Puget Sound of the Pacific
North west of the United States, in the vicinity of which she had
grown with her unhap pily married parents. As she pursues her
research, she bonds with local people such as Nilima, the founder of
the Badabon trust, which supports poor women without means,
Kanai, her nephew, owner of a trans lating company in Delhi, and
Fokir, the fish erman who takes her around the Sundar bans in support
of her research and dies protecting her from a deadly tornado.
Following his death, Piya commits to supporting his wife Moyna and
their child. The Sundar bans have taught her not only about the
dolphins’ beha viour, but also about how similar the local people’s
issues are to the surrounding endangered environment.

2

In Gun Island, years later, we come across Piya and Nilima again, as
well as Kanai, Moyna and a growing Tipu (Fokir’s son), who has not
benefited much from the spoiling offered him by Piya. Tipu is, in fact,
like a typical western teen ager, at odds with every body (espe cially the
tradi tional society of the Sundar bans) and in search of his own
journey. The perspective in the novel is enriched through the
pres ence of a narrator- protagonist, Dinanath — or Deen, as
every body calls him — a rare book dealer who commutes annu ally
between Brooklyn and Calcutta and who, at the outset of the novel, is
recov ering from a disturbing breakup. An important thread in the
novel’s plot is the legend of Bonduki Sadagar. Deen initially connects
this char acter to the legend he studied during his PhD research and
calls him the Gun Merchant. This Gun Merchant is origin ally believed
to have built a shrine dedic ated to the snake goddess Manasa Devi,
but then, through a more accurate trans la tion, he turns out as “the
merchant who went to Venice”. The legend of the myster ious Gun
Merchant changes as Deen goes along his path of discovery (and self- 
discovery), with the help of the three strong female figures that
change his views on the world: Piya and Nilima (who continue the

3
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jour neys started in The Hungry Tide) and his Vene tian friend Giacinta
Schiavon. Consid ering their strong indi vidu alist traject ories and
successful profes sional paths, as well as their commit ment to the
envir on ment, I will argue that the three of them hold ecofem inist
views and reflect Ghosh’s own commit ment to the envir on ment.
Moreover, it is profi t able to read the two novels by employing a
crit ical feminist lens, which high lights Ghosh’s message that the
world of the humans and the natural envir on ment should be treated
with equal respect.

Addressing colonial damage: the
benefits of critical ecofeminism
Crit ical ecofem inism, as promoted by theor ists such as Vandana
Shiva, Maria Mies or Greta Gaard, capit al ises on the mutu ally
bene fiting paral lels that can be drawn between inter- human
gendered rela tions and the rela tions between humans and the natural
world. If green post co lo ni alism high lights the connec tions between
the history of colo nial empires and the abuses committed by humans
on nature, crit ical ecofem inism points out that these humans usually
represent western patri archal mentality and builds a set of crit ical
tools against their indis crim inate oppres sion. Maria Mies (a
Germany- based social scientist active in the feminist move ment) and
Vandana Shiva (an India- based theor et ical phys i cist active in the
ecolo gical move ment) decided in the early nineties to write a book
together, and published the first edition of Ecofeminism in 1993.

4

Ecofeminism is a book authored by two people engaged in a dialogue
across their respective discip lines. It is mostly composed of parts
written by each of the authors separ ately, in response to similar
ques tions, and with one common Intro duc tion explaining the genesis
of the book. As they confess in their indi vidual intro duc tions to the
2014 second edition, their solu tions to the various prob lems tackled
by their respective move ments were strik ingly similar, and so it was
productive to connect them (Mies and Shiva 3). As Ariel Salleh, a
fellow ecofem inist, notices in her Fore word to the 2014
edition of Ecofeminism, Mies and Shiva agreed on a shared
commit ment to “women’s efforts to save their live li hood and make
their communities safe” (Mies and Shiva ix). Women’s “natural” drive

5



Représentations dans le monde anglophone, 26 | 2023

to care for nature there fore comes from their depend ence on the
envir on ment for the good of those they mother and gener ally
nurture. But, as Shiva insists, women and nature also share a similar
exposure to patri archal viol ence: “the rape of the Earth and rape of
women are intim ately linked” (Shiva, in Mies and Shiva xvi).

Amitav Ghosh’s recent non- fiction book The Nutmeg’s Curse (2021)
calls for an increased aware ness of the reality of pollu tion and climate
change, largely due to centuries of reck less colo nial exploit a tion, as
also suggested by Huggan and Tiffin’s concept of green
post co lo ni alism. This is also in tune with Maria Mies’s “myth of
catching‐up devel op ment”, which prompted Western colo ni alism to
impose univer sally a “model of ‘the good life’” that emulates “the
affluent soci eties of the North: the USA, Europe and Japan” (Mies, in
Mies and Shiva 55). This was backed up by the scientific reduc tionism
of the age of the Scientific Revolu tion (Shiva, in Mies and Shiva 22)
and often had destructive effects across the nature/culture divide in
soci eties where this divide had been a lot milder before. What Maria
Mies calls capitalist- patriarchy becomes a system univer sally
imposed by colo nial empires, which “inter prets differ ence as
hier arch ical and uniformity as a prerequisite for equality” (Mies and
Shiva 2). The dispar ities between this model and the previous ways of
life of the colon ised non‐European coun tries where it was applied led
indis crim in ately to disasters in the respective coun tries. One such
disaster was the Banda geno cide, caused by Dutch settlers in the
Banda islands in 1621 with the purpose of gaining complete control
over the cultiv a tion of nutmeg trees in the Bandas. This geno cide is
Amitav Ghosh’s starting point in a histor ic ally aware discus sion of the
contri bu tion of colo nial imper i alism to the current climate crisis.

6

Ecofem inism addresses such issues by combining gender activism
with a care for the envir on ment. It high lights a shared vulner ab ility of
women and nature (the more so as women have often tradi tion ally
been regarded as nature). Its value as a tool for addressing dispar ities
and injustices across discip lines is emphas ised in Australian
philo sopher Val Plum wood’s discourse of critical ecofem inism, taken
over by Greta Gaard and enriched with a critique of all forms of
oppressive norm ative laws, coming from queer studies. Greta Gaard’s
queer ecofem inism adds the aware ness of gender as being socially
constructed and, there fore, of human inter ven tion in nature as being

7
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oppressive. As early as her 1997 article “Toward a Queer
Ecofem inism”, she outlines the simil ar ities of all oppressive “-isms”,
along similar lines to Ghosh’s critique of the ongoing oppres sion of
colo ni alism, which continues since The Shadow Lines (1988):

At the root of ecofem inism is the under standing that the many
systems of oppres sion are mutu ally rein for cing. Building on the
socialist feminist insight that racism, classism, and sexism are
inter con nected, ecofem in ists recog nized addi tional simil ar ities
between those forms of human oppres sion and the oppressive
struc tures of speciesism and naturism. An early impetus for the
ecofem inist move ment was the real iz a tion that the liber a tion
of women — the aim of all branches of feminism — cannot be fully
effected without the liber a tion of nature. (Gaard, “Toward a
Queer Ecofeminism” 114)

In the article, Gaard shows that ecofem inist theory explores “the
connec tions among many issues: racism, envir on mental degrad a tion,
economics, elect oral politics, animal liber a tion, repro ductive politics,
biotech no logy, biore gion alism, spir itu ality, holistic health prac tices,
sustain able agri cul ture, and others” (115). Crit ical ecofem inism
provides a more incisive analysis of the similar kinds of wrongs
coming from the various forms of oppres sion at work in the
contem porary world. In tune with Gaard, in a collec tion dedic ated to
ecofem inism and meant to reflect the field’s multidiscip lin arity and
multi direc tional histor ical roots, Karen Warren insists that “there are
important connec tions between how one treats women, people of
color, and the under class on tone hand and how one treats the
nonhuman natural envir on ment on the other” (xi). Warren suggests
that, more than an eman cip atory social move ment, exporting the task
of feminism into nature activism, ecofem inism becomes a form of
deep ecology that uses models borrowed from the feminist
move ment to address various forms of inequality present in society
as much as in nature. An anti co lo nial, non- dualist form of thinking,
ecofem inism prompts a recog ni tion of the fact that all forms of
oppres sion and eman cip a tion share very similar features.

8

Creative fiction and non- fiction provide an auspi cious frame work for
thinking about the world and the envir on ment, as, I will argue, is
partic u larly the case in the work of Amitav Ghosh. By “creative”,

9
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I mean to refer to Ghosh’s way of addressing the concerns of the
envir on ment and society through a kind of direct essay istic analysis
which relies on narrative scen arios for exem pli fic a tion. Such is, for
instance, the case in The Great Derangement (2016), where the
account of Ghosh’s own exper i ence of the tornado that hit Delhi
unex pec tedly in March 1978 is the starting point of a complex
histor icised discus sion of climate change. At the same time, however,
it also becomes the ground on which a parallel discus sion around the
inad equacy of the realist novel form to address the current real ities
of our world is built. To Ghosh, writing a novel and writing a
reflective essay about the current concerns of the world are cognate
endeav ours. Coming in the wake of the long tradi tion of oral and
written storytelling in India (where the Ramayana
and the Mahabharata are archetypal repos it ories of everything that
ever happened or will happen in the world) 3 he resorts to a kind of
narrative know ledge, which involves knowing and acting upon the
world through listening to, telling and writing stories.

Humans and non-humans in
the Sundarbans
Ghosh’s fiction is a space of reflec tion on the world that bene fits from
the power of persua sion granted by the concrete, narrated evid ence
of case studies. In The Hungry Tide, the stories told by humans do not
always make sense, as in the case of Kanai, the owner of a trans la tion
company, fluent in six languages, who however does not always
manage to commu nicate very well with either his aunt Nilima or his
new acquaint ance Piya. The novel suggests more than once that
human languages are not always the best media for successful
commu nic a tion. In the chapter entitled “Words” we discover that
Piya’s not knowing Bengali is due to her emotional refusal to learn the
language in which her parents were always fighting (Ghosh,
The Hungry Tide 89). Yet with Fokir, whose native Bengali she cannot
speak, Piya finds a bond that comes close to the one she estab lishes
with the dolphins whose beha viour she studies.

10

The dolphins have their own stories, which Piya gradu ally learns to
decipher. At the begin ning of her research in the Sundar bans, she
real izes that not everything is as she had expected and that the

11
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predic a ment of people is not completely different from that of
the dolphins:

That these waters had once contained large number of dolphins was
known beyond a doubt. Several nineteenth- century zoolo gists had
test i fied to it. The “discoverer” of the Gangetic dolphin, William
Roxburgh, had said expli citly that the fresh water dolphins of the
Ganges delighted in the “labyrinth of rivers and creeks to the South
and South- East of Calcutta”. This was exactly where she was and yet,
after hours of careful surveil lance she had still to spot her first
dolphin. Nor had she seen many fish ermen: Piya had been hoping
that the trip would yield a few encoun ters with know ledge able boat
people but such oppor tun ities had been scarce today. (43‐44)

While it is a surprise to Piya that she comes across a different species
than expected — the Irawaddy, rather than the Gangetic, dolphin —
she discovers that the dolphins had found ways to adapt to adverse
circum stances by migrating between fresh and salt waters. But she
also real ises that people are as much victims of chan ging
circum stances as the dolphins were. Like human migrants, dolphins
adapt and some times provide clues to people’s stories. But humans
are also some times defeated by the adversity of the envir on ment, as
is the case with Piya’s mother, who dies of cancer in an America that
had not provided her with a home, or with Fokir, who has to choose
between saving himself and saving Piya. For Piya, America does
provide the freedom she needs as a female scientist, but it is her
native Bengal where she goes for field work. In the process, she also
begins to under stand who she is and how she may forge her own
path. The connec tion between the two ceta cean species living in the
waters by which her family had been dwelling (the Sundar bans and
the Puget Sound) becomes relevant and provides clues to her life
and career.

Despite the lack of a common language, Piya builds a strong bond
with Fokir, the local Dalit fish erman who takes her around the
Sundar bans looking for dolphins and finally dies while protecting her.
This leads her to forming a family of sorts with Fokir’s wife Moyna
and his son Tipu. Despite her efforts, this family is as unsuc cessful as
her parents’ had been, with America being equally confusing to Tipu
as it had been to her mother. While Tipu finds his own way in life by

12
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over coming the diffi culties of his own migra tion journey (to Italy),
Piya does even tu ally find the promise of emotional fulfil ment through
her budding rela tion ship with Deen at the end of Gun Island.

In the fluid land of the Sundar bans, altern ative worlds are built
through stories. In Gun Island, stories coming from different
direc tions, which interact and flow into one another, are the basis on
which the novel is built. It is, actu ally, the legend of the Gun
Merchant that trig gers all the other threads of the plot. As Deen’s
Vene tian friend, the Professoressa Giacinta Schiavon (or Cinta, as he
calls her), argues, stories are not the mono poly of humans
(tradi tion ally thought to be “storytelling animals”), but, on the
contrary, the terrain that unites them with animals:
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What if the faculty of storytelling were not specific ally human but
rather the last remnant of our animal selves? A vestige left from a
time before language, when we commu nic ated as other living beings
do? Why else is it that only in stories do animals speak? Not to speak
of demons, and gods, and indeed God himself? It is only through
stories that the universe can speak to us, and if we don’t learn to
listen you may be sure that we will be punished for it. (141)

This act of connecting the whole chain of being through stories takes
the dolphins’ stories further. In Gun Island, stories travel from East to
West, from the Sundar bans to Venice and to Los Angeles and, last but
not least, between narrative texts. Thus, Gun Island is not tech nic ally
a sequel to the plot of The Hungry Tide, though Piya’s pres ence is
important in both. But the two novels certainly follow from each
other on the level of the ideas on which they are based, as well as of
the environment- oriented parallel plot. One trigger of the plot of
The Hungry Tide is the absurdity of the fact that the Bengal tiger, a
protected species, suddenly becomes more important than the
people living in the Sundar bans. The ques tioning of this status quo is
continued in Gun Island in a much vaster system of
trans gen er a tional, tran shis tor ical and even trans‐species
connectivity, placed in similar rela tions of endan gering and
protecting one another. The problem raised here by Ghosh is similar
to one that fuels Greta Gaard’s need for crit ical ecofeminism:

14
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In Minnesota, migrant farm workers arrive and depart season ally, like
the butter flies. But these migrants are not treated the same. 
While most Minnesotans don’t see the Mexican migrant farm workers
who pick up to 85% of the food eaten in the United States, the
annual migra tion of Monarch butter flies from the Oyamel trees of
Mexico’s Micho acan forests to the lakes and rivers of Minnesota is
eagerly anti cip ated, celeb rated, and tracked. (Gaard,
Crit ical Ecofeminism, vii‐viii)

That humans can be less visible than certain non- human species
seems absurd and yet this is a central issue in the emer ging genre of
climate fiction. The Hungry Tide and Gun Island are both connected
to it. In their article entitled “A Short History of Climate Fiction”,
Andrew Milner and J. R. Burgman argue that “climate fiction is a
subgenre of science- fiction rather than a distinct and separate
genre”, and that it is

15

first, because its texts and prac ti tioners relate primarily to the sf
‘selective tradi tion’; and, second, because its texts and prac ti tioners
artic u late a ‘struc ture of feeling’ that accords cent rality to science
and tech no logy, in this case normally climate science. (1)

The implic a tions of such obser va tions are that, like science- fiction,
cli‐fi often allows unlim ited powers to the author’s imagin a tion to
construct narrative spaces whose complexity bene fits from the
unleashed powers of fantasy. This certainly is the case with Amitav
Ghosh, whose novels of ideas, fuelled by the author’s academic
back ground in anthro po logy, employ fantasy in plots that borrow
elements from science- fiction and even detective fiction to make
their environment- oriented points.

Both novels here discussed prob lem atise the increas ingly flawed
rela tion ship between humans and the envir on ment by placing in the
centre of their plots female prot ag on ists of different gener a tions and
back grounds. In The Hungry Tide, Nilima (the local activist and
founder of the Badabon trust) and her younger friend Piya build a
sustain able plan to protect and coexist with the Sundar bans. In
Gun Island, Piya, now a middle- aged marine biolo gist, while still very
attached to an aging Nilima, forms a connec tion of sorts with
Giacinta Schiavon, the older Italian academic who provides a

16
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narrative of history that paral lels and to a certain extent explains
Piya’s narrative about the envir on ment. Both novels share an
approach to the plot which prob lem at ises human hier archies and
gene a lo gies through the lens of the envir on ment, reminding one of
Graham Huggan and Helen Tiffin’s “green postcolonialism”.

Green post co lo ni alism, as a devel op ment of post co lo nial ecocriti cism,
provides an oppor tunity to examine rela tion ships between humans,
animals and nature in post co lo nial literary texts. The point is to
show that

17

human liber a tion will never be fully achieved without chal len ging the
ways human soci eties have constructed them selves in hier arch ical
rela tion to other human and non‐human communities, and without
imagining new ways in which these ecolo gic ally connected
group ings can be creat ively transformed” (ii).

Huggan and Tiffin thus prompt a recon sid er a tion of the ways in
which we posi tion ourselves with respect to animals and the
envir on ment and how nature inter feres with our actions
and decisions. Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide is to them a notable example
of green post co lo ni alism in liter ature, where

Inter na tional pres sure to protect the endangered Bengal tiger results
in the brutal evic tion of human refugees who have settled on one of
the many islands that form the ‘tide country’ of the vast Ganges
delta. These settlers, already ‘displaced persons’ from Bangladesh
and else where, have illeg ally occu pied an island within the
bound aries of the tiger sanctuary. (4)

Apart from healing nature, green post co lo ni alism is thus about
healing human inter ac tion. Piya’s obser va tion in The Hungry Tide on
decisions about the envir on ment is relevant to this concern: such
decisions cannot be made by “footloose experts” like herself without
consulting and involving

18

the people who live here … And for myself I know that I don’t want to
do the kind of work that places the burden of conser va tion on those
who can least afford it. If I was to take on a project here, I’d want to
be under the spon sor ship of the Badabon Trust, so the local
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fish ermen would be involved. (Ghosh, The Hungry Tide 327, qtd. in
Huggan and Tiffin 5)

Ghosh’s work has always been pervaded by an ecolo gical perspective
on the world, not only on the level of content, but also that of
narrative tech nique and char acter building. This involves a radical
rethinking of human inter ac tions in an ecolo gical light in the work of
this global writer, who is currently one of the most visible
repres ent at ives of contem porary Indian writing in English and of
global English- language writing. Ghosh’s fiction is reputedly a fiction
of fluid borders, to the point where his 1998 novel The Shadow Lines
has long been an emblem of the concept itself. He writes at a time
when we can no longer talk of separate, discrete cultures, when all
cultures have “histories of border cross ings, diasporas and
migra tions” (Clif ford 7). This relates to an interest in the dynamic of
cultures and in cross- border move ments, in the ever- changing
nature of iden tity rather than in the rigid categories respons ible for
dividing people. Proclaiming the fluidity of all borders also implies
recog nizing that many categories formerly perceived as strict (ethnic
or national iden tity, caste, gender, reli gion, etc.) are, in fact in a
perpetual process of becoming.

19

The psycho logy of Ghosh’s char ac ters is also influ enced by this
fluidity. As Robert Dixon puts it:

20

The char ac ters in Ghosh’s novels do not occupy discrete cultures,
but ‘dwell in travel’ in cultural spaces that flow across borders — the
‘shadow lines’ drawn around modern nation states… [They inhabit] a
discursive space that flows across polit ical and national bound aries,
and even across gener a tions in time. (10 and 18)

They are complex, modern, mobile char ac ters in constant move ment
and change, with an under standing of human rela tion ships and values
that goes far beyond contex tual condi tion ings. This is true in
partic ular of his female char ac ters, whose complexity very often
turns them into exem plary figures or guides. In The Hungry Tide,
Nilima lives in Lusibari in a kind of symbi osis with the human and
natural world of the Sundar bans. She is a kind of spirit of the place:
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At the age of seventy- six, Nilima Bose was almost circular in shape
and her face had the dimpled round ness of a waxing moon. Her voice
was soft and had the splintered quality of a note sounded on a length
of cracked bamboo. She was small in height and her wispy hair,
which she wore in a knot at the back of her head, was still more dark
than gray. It was her prac tice to dress in saris woven and crafted in
the work shops of the Badabon Trust, garments almost always of
cotton with spidery borders executed in batik. It was in one such, a
plain white widow’s sari, thinly bordered in black, that she had come
to the station to receive Kanai. (26)

Even though she married for love, defying the rules imposed by
Indian society at the time, Nilima seems to always have been the
stronger one in the couple, opposing her prac tical common- sense to
her husband’s more dreamy, poetic nature. For all this reversal of the
usual gender dicho tomy, however, she reaches a deep under standing
of the Sundar bans as space of mystery and of the lives of people who
live there, which makes her the ulti mate authority to turn to. When
Piya arrives, equipped with Western confid ence, know ledge and
tech no logy, Nilima, with her strong person ality that every body looks
up to, teaches her the first lesson about another, intu itive kind of
know ledge (which Kanai and Fokir also share to a certain extent).
Without it, any scientific approach to life and the envir on ment, no
matter how well informed, is deemed useless. It is origin ally Nilima’s
guid ance that sets Piya in the right direc tion. Years later, in
Gun Island, we meet Nilima and Piya again, having built a very strong
bond. Nilima is still the matri arch who under stands the Sundar bans
better than anybody else, while Piya’s scientific know ledge backs up
her more intu itive one. For Deen, the book dealer who gets involved
in a whole quest in the depths of the Sundar bans, guided by the
myster ious figures of Manasa Devi and of the Gun Merchant, Nilima
embodies the spirit of the myster ious water land and is the only one
who has access to its true hidden meanings.

The parts played by the Piya- Nilima encounter in The Hungry Tide
follow a kind of master- apprentice pattern that endures in time and
migrates into Gun Island. In The Hungry Tide, Piya is initially a young
scientist and researcher who, for all her best inten tions, is exposed to
error and some times makes mistakes that are not easy to fix. Nilima
is the wise problem- solver, who under stands what it means to make
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sacri fices, since in her youth she gave up her caste to marry the man
she loved. She has since committed to a much wider endeavour of
helping people in need, through the Badabon trust, which she runs.
Both char ac ters are strong, educated, independent- minded women
with progressive views. Their inherent (while not at all aggress ively
militant) ecofem inism reflects Ghosh’s own views on the need to
grant equal import ance to all that has life.

Gun Island: spatial and temporal
eco-connectivities
On the level of metanar rative envir on ment alist discourse, Gun Island
final ises the journey started in The Hungry Tide, through a plot
whose cause- effect logic oper ates more in terms of fantasy, magic
and myth than realist caus ality. It would be thus fair to say that
Gun Island repres ents Ghosh’s prac tical attempt to find a solu tion to
the crisis of the realist novel signalled in The Great Derangement. In
Gun Island, Nilima appears less as an active leader of people and
more as a repos itory of ancient know ledge. Piya’s original adher ence
to scientific know ledge alters throughout the novel under the impact
of Nilima’s wisdom, as well as through the encounter with a third
powerful female figure, the mystical humanist Cinta. As for Deen, the
narrator- protagonist, he is in search of the histor ical truths of the
legend of the Gun Merchant and the shrine of Manasa Devi, the
goddess of snakes in the Sundar bans, but, in fact, through them, he is
searching for himself. The focus on Deen as first person singular
narrator in the novel creates a useful distance from the female
prot ag on ists. Their actions are thus put in perspective, while the
male narrator, victim of repeated senti mental fail ures, acknow ledges
his own emotional vulner ab ility from the outset of the novel. Deen’s
personal quest becomes, by virtue of his narrator func tion, the
guiding narrative thread of the novel. It is also an allegory of the
quest of a confused humanity in search of a lost ancient know ledge
that used to provide more balance than scientific know ledge ever
could. Thus, to a certain extent, he is an alter- ego of the author, in his
double hypo stasis as an anthro po logy researcher and imagin ative
writer. He is also a repres ent ative of contem porary humanity in
search for meaning in a world of global inter con nectiv ities that
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proves to have existed for ever, through move ments of popu la tions
that announced contem porary migrations.

Deen’s insec ur ities and vulner ab il ities make him open to advice from
the three women who have, in turn, learnt the lessons of life. Of
them, two — Nilima and Cinta — have drawn their conclu sions and
are wiser than him. The third, Piya, is engaged herself in personal
searches that are quite similar to Deen’s, which makes them
compat ible with each other. Women figures possess various kinds of
know ledge in the novel, and this is the case not only on the human,
but also on the super human level. Thus, the mystery behind the Gun
Merchant, the histor ical and symbol ical target of Deen’s searches, is
connected to Manasa Devi, the female goddess of snakes. Through
the ubiquitous snake symbolism in the novel, from the Sundar bans to
Venice and Cali fornia, Manasa Devi is an under lying pres ence
throughout the novel.
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Deen’s most direct mentor, as he confesses himself, is Cinta, the old
friend to whom he owes his job as an ancient book dealer in Brooklyn.
The Venetian professoressa has managed to outgrow personal tragedy
(the death of her husband and daughter in a car crash) through
devel oping her own version of an esoteric under standing of the
world. This situ ates her own predic a ment within a coherent histor ical
narrative that unites Venice with Salzburg, Cali fornia and the
Sundar bans, based on the convic tion that the most important form of
know ledge is narrative know ledge. At a confer ence in Cali fornia
where they meet, Cinta explains to Deen:
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In the seven teenth century no one would ever have said of
some thing that it was “just a story” as we moderns do. At that time
people recog nized that stories could tap into dimen sions that were
beyond the ordinary, beyond the human even. They knew that only
through stories was it possible to enter the most inward mysteries of
our exist ence, where nothing that is really important can be proven
to exist — like love, or loyalty, or even the faculty that makes us turn
around when we feel the gaze of a stranger or an animal. Only
through stories can invis ible or inar tic u late or silent beings speak to
us; it is they who allow the past to reach out to us. (140‐141)

These stories are asso ci ated with certain spaces in which the novel’s
char ac ters are projected. If for Nilima and Piya those spaces are
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located primarily in the Sundar bans, Cinta has a more complex
makeup, as her academic profile right fully requires. She is a born and
bred Vene tian and she is also a specialist in the history of Venice. On
the other hand, she has been grieving for the tragic death of her
husband and daughter for many years. Consequently, Ghosh
constructs her as a spir itual seeker for the meaning of life, engaged in
a perpetual quest in which her academic interests mingle with a
mystical version of her own personal trajectory and of world history.
Through these interests and preoc cu pa tions, Cinta also becomes a
guide for Deen, who is engaged in his own personal quest for
meaning. He has been a lifelong mourner for the death of a woman he
loved in his youth and has been having diffi culties finding his own
place in the world. His encounter with Cinta and, later in his life, with
Nilima and Piya, as well as his increas ingly committed pursuit of
Bonduki Sadagar’s legend, help him find a meaning in life that he has
long lacked.

The Hungry Tide focuses around the general idea that those who
should decide on the fate of the Sundar bans should be the
inhab it ants of the area and not various foreign instances who think
they are in a better posi tion for decisions. In contrast, Gun Island is
some what too ambi tious in its attempt at treating every body — the
prot ag on ists, the South Asian refugees in Venice and even Cinta’s
niece Gisa’s dog Leola, tragic ally bitten by a yellow sea snake in
Cali fornia — on a par. Indeed, the dog’s death is perceived by Gisa,
her partner and their two African adopted chil dren (who stand proof
for the couple’s desire to act for good in the world) as an event as
tragic as her husband and daughter’s death was for Cinta in the
past (144). This is all the more so as the yellow snake’s lethal bite
reminds us of Tipu’s narrow escape from death after being bitten by a
cobra earlier in the novel (84).
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Cinta estab lishes cultural and histor ical connec tions
between Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice and Deen’s Gun Merchant,
whose name, Bonduki Sadagar, comes to be trans lated from Arabic as
“the Merchant who visited Venice” (152). Her intricate argu ment is, at
least to a certain extent, based on a spec u la tion that reminds one of
Milner and Burgman’s above- mentioned argu ment that climate
fiction borrows from science- fiction the rich, even excessive use of
imagin a tion. Yet, in his other famous play set in Venice, Othello,
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Shakespeare does stress the fact that, at the time, Venice was the
most cosmo pol itan place in Europe, with people coming liter ally from
every where. While noti cing the influx of Bengali immig rants into
contem porary Venice (among which we recog nize familiar char ac ters
such as Tipu and Rafi), Cinta reminds Deen that Bengalis have been
settling in Veneto for a long time, which proves that refugee crises
are not only a phenomenon of our days (156).

For all its obvious spec u lative propensity, Gun Island should by no
means be inter preted as a failed realist novel. It is rather an
intel lec tual project based on fantasy narrative, which seems to be
meant to prove the coher ence of the world through the many
connec tions between remote times and places. Its plot draws, to a
great extent, on the ideas built by Deen and Cinta and exchanged in
their soph ist ic ated conver sa tions. There is little that is real istic in
Gun Island, with the very excep tion of the important world- affecting
issues the novel brings up. One of them is the ques tion of climate
change to which the wild fires in Cali fornia are connected. Their
propor tions are only suggested by the psycho lo gical impact they have
on Deen. He sees a flying snake he imme di ately asso ci ates with the
threat of what Ghosh would call a “deranged” 4 ecosystem turned evil.
Another one is the wrong ness of doing viol ence to animals,
repres ented by the Cali for nian scene of the dog’s death from a snake
bite (144). This recalls the above- mentioned similar scene where the
prot ag onist was a human, Tipu, supported by the same threat ening
snake symbolism.
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The three scenes thus become connected, as part of the same riddle
that surrounds the trajectory of Deen’s life. Their common snake
symbolism places them under the sign of Manasa Devi, the snake
goddess of the Sundar bans whose shrine Deen visits at the begin ning
of the novel, in search of the Gun Merchant. This brings us back to
the ecofem inist concep tion that under lies the novel: the snake
goddess becomes an epitome of the mystery behind all reality, but
also of all the strong women that surround Deen and guide him
towards the fulfil ment of his journey.

29

Finally, the ques tion of contem porary refugees is skill fully weaved
into the novel’s denoue ment and also brings Cinta’s journey to a
peaceful end, which she finds in being reunited with her daughter in
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death. The refugees’ predic a ment finds its place in the intricate
scheme of the novel through the simil ar ities that Cinta finds between
refugees and the great trav el lers that, centuries before, had set out
from Venice to explore the world:

‘Some times I ask myself,’ she said, ‘what would happen if those great
Vene tian travellers — the Polos, Niccolò de’ Conti,
Ambrosio Bembo — were to come back to the Venice of today? Who
would they have more in common with? Us twenty- first century
Italians, who rely on immig rants to do all our dirty work? The
tour ists, who come in luxury liners and aero planes? Or these
ragazzi migranti, who take their lives in their hands to cross the seas,
just like all those great Vene tian trav el lers of the past?’ (240)

The young migrants that are here referred to provide connec tions
between the past and the present, as well as between Bengal and
Venice (where Bengali is a language commonly spoken). Like the great
explorers of the past, they have the courage to face radical
dislo ca tion in search of a dream of a foreign land or of a better life.
This capa city for dreaming is, for Cinta, the mentor figure in the
novel, the key to a true under standing of what it would take to make
the world a better place.

The last two chapters of the novel openly resort to fantasy,
intro du cing a whole set of props that do not lend them selves to easy
explan a tions. One of them is the halo of birds that crowns the arrival
of the refugee ship, explained scien tific ally by Piya as
biolu min es cence. The phenomenon is made possible in this part of
the world by the unusual bird migra tion patterns caused by climate
change (309), yet does create a magic effect that goes beyond
explan a tion. Another kind of such prop is the Madonna of La Salute,
which has a history that connects the Chris tian faith with pagan
ones. It origin ates from Herak lion in Crete and is thus connected to
Asas arame, the Minoan goddess of snakes (244) and so, by exten sion,
with Manasa Devi too. Cinta’s friend ship with Deen also has a
connec tion to Manasa Devi, whose pres ence is pervasive throughout
the novel:
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Now at last I had an inkling of why she had chosen to bestow her
friend ship on me: it was as if she had had an intu ition that someday
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we would bring each other here, to this junc ture in time and space
— and that not till then would she find release from the grief of her
separ a tion from her daughter. In that instant of clarity I heard again
that familiar voice in my ear, repeating those words from La Salute
— Unde Origo Inde Salus — ‘From the begin ning salva tion comes,’
and I under stood what she had been trying to tell me that day: that
the possib ility of our deliv er ance lies not in the future but in the
past, in a mystery beyond memory. (312)

This can be inter preted as a clear refer ence to Dipesh Chakra barty’s
concept of ‘The Climate of History’ in the 2009 article of the same
title, in which, without a true know ledge of history, there is no way to
under stand the present and oneself. This conclu sion, some what
contrived as it may sound, launches a powerful message that we must
search in the past for answers to the great prob lems of the present,
since nothing is new in the world. The novel ends with Deen having
reached a deeper under standing of life and the world, but also a
fulfil ment he never had before. But, as prot ag onist and narrator of the
novel, the answers he finds are to a great extent the answers found
by the whole group of refugees on Lucania. The promise of a future
with Piya estab lishes for Deen a symbol ical continuity of the female
guid ance in his life, as Piya actu ally takes over Cinta’s guiding role.
But in the bigger picture, this re‐estab lishes the continuity of a
female prin ciple of coher ence in the world, repres ented by the snake
goddess Manasa Devi and her avatars of different histor ical times (the
Minoan snake goddess, Santa Maria della Salute or, for that matter,
the many snakes that feature in the novel). This ulti mately signals an
urgent need for humanity to make an effort and turn the evil in the
world to a good account.

Conclusion: the Sundarbans,
fiction and consciousness raising
Beyond the inter fer ence of world organ iz a tions wishing to protect
the envir on ment, Ghosh’s Sundar bans in The Hungry Tide and
Gun Island (with the latter novel extending the symbolism of the
Sundar bans over many other spaces) stand for a world in which all
that has life becomes equal and should be treated with equal care.
This is the ulti mate message of the goddess Manasa Devi and the
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shrine connected to the myster ious Gun Merchant (Bonduki Sadagar)
in the title. Ghosh thus crowns his endeavour of using the novel form
to voice his ecolo gical concerns and thus his call for an erasure of
categories of exclu sion such as castes, genders and social class.
The Hungry Tide and Gun Island thus power fully propose an erasure
of arti fi cial bound aries in a world which is in fact full of continu ities,
as suggested by the ubiquit ous ness of a protective female prin ciple
proclaimed at the end of the novel.

Reading Ghosh through a crit ical ecofem inist lens, as well as
acknow ledging the author’s own indebted ness to the all- 
encompassing demo cratic views of ecofem inism, is justi fied not only
by the import ance of female char ac ters in his novels. The author may
not be a declared ecofem inist as such, but his commit ment to the
envir on ment in his fiction and non‐fiction certainly signals a search
for a more thor ough critique of oppressive neo‐colo nial prac tices
that damage nature and the less priv ileged categories of people alike.
Crit ical ecofem inism provides more incisive ways to approach the
dangers of capitalist- patriarchal sacri fice of humans, non‐humans
and the envir on ment to an indis crim inate, blind drive to economic
growth. Ghosh’s writing is equally categor ical in exposing the
neo‐colo nial reasons behind the damage brought to the envir on ment
and to disad vant aged local popu la tions. His writing ulti mately
launches an insistent call to a neces sary ecolo gical aware ness that
should govern policies towards nature and humans alike.
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literary canons of former colo nial empires through their own strong literary
voices. This dialogue is relevant to the former colo nial languages that were
adopted by force of law or habit by the elites.

3  I have discussed the re- performance of the oral and written tradi tion of
myth ical storytelling in signi ficant part of contem porary Indian writing in
English else where (Draga Alex andru 2015).

4  As suggested by the title of Ghosh’s essay The Great Derangement, which
medit ates on the dangers of climate change.

RÉSUMÉS

English
In recent times, creative fiction has increas ingly been read as a frame work
for thinking about the world and the envir on ment. This article argues that
Amitav Ghosh’s novels set in the Sundar bans, namely The Hungry Tide and
espe cially its sequel Gun Island reflect the author’s crit ical views about the
impending need to improve the rela tion ship between the human world and
the natural one. Both novels use as centres of the plot female prot ag on ists
of different gener a tions and back grounds, who provide a crit ical
perspective on and know ledge of this process. They are also (in different
ways) at the same time protective of local tradi tions and progressive. In
Ghosh’s own version of crit ical ecofem inism in the two novels, these women
build a sustain able plan to protect and coexist with the Sundar bans. In his
own narrative approach, Ghosh agrees with Vandana Shiva, Maria Mies and
Greta Gaard’s complex discourse, ulti mately meant, beyond feminism as
such, to celeb rate equality across all boundaries.

Français
Le roman devient de plus en plus un cadre de réflexion sur le monde et
l’envi ron ne ment. Cet article soutient que les romans d’Amitav Ghosh situés
dans les Sundarbans, The Hungry Tide et parti cu liè re ment sa suite,
Gun Island, reflètent ses vues critiques sur la néces sité immi nente
d’améliorer la rela tion entre le monde humain et le monde naturel. Les deux
romans ont des prota go nistes fémi nins de diffé rentes géné ra tions et
origines, qui apportent une pers pec tive critique basée sur leur
connais sance de ce processus. Elles sont aussi, de manière diffé rente l’une
de l’autre, protec trices des tradi tions locales et progres sistes. Dans la
version de l’éco- féminisme critique propre à Ghosh dans les deux romans,
ces femmes élaborent un plan durable de protec tion et de coexis tence avec
les Sundar bans. D’une manière narra tive propre, Ghosh est d’accord avec le
discours complexe de Vandana Shiva, Maria Mies et Greta Gaard, qui vise
fina le ment, au‐delà du fémi nisme en tant que tel, à célé brer l’égalité
par‐delà toutes les frontières.
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An early, fictional example of a pluralistic ecofeminist utopia
Home as a locus for ecofeminist emancipation and exploration
Writing an ecofeminist dream

TEXTE

The ques tions raised by Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain’s narrator in “The
Peasant’s Sorrow” clearly echo one of her most famous texts,
“Sultana’s Dream”, which, as the over whelming number of recent
crit ical pieces suggests, is decept ively simple. 1 “Sultana’s Dream” first
appeared in The Indian Ladies’ Magazine in 1905. As Sultana, the
narrator and prot ag onist, dreams of Lady land, a country where men
are “where they ought to be […], shut […] indoors” (4‐5), she marvels
at the harmo nious rela tion ship between all female Ladylanders and
their natural envir on ment. Not only does “the whole place look like a
garden” (4), as she exclaims to Sister Sara, her guide in Lady land, but
all tech no lo gical innov a tions rely on a reas on able and sustain able use
of the surrounding natural resources, which fore shadows Arne Næss’
concept of ecosophy (1989). 2 According to Hasanat, the story

1
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trans forms into an ecofem inist’s vision for a harmo nious world
where Woman lives only under Nature’s care. For the wishful utopist
narrator, Nature and her abundant resources offer altern ative power
source and thus open the door to a new world where Woman and
Nature stand as the unmis tak able agents of power. (Hasanat 117)

At first sight, “Sultana’s Dream” might seem like “an unex pected text,
written by a Muslim woman from colo nial South Asia”
(Chaudhuri 108) 3 and it might simil arly seem anachron istic to speak
of ecofem inism when examining a text written and published in the
early twen tieth century. However, the story’s sense of agency and
subtle depic tion of the inter ac tions of envir on mental and gendered
issues resonate with the life and other works of Hossain and with late
twen tieth and early twenty- first century concerns.

2

Hossain is often portrayed as a tire less advocate for women’s rights
and educa tion in the Indian subcon tinent during the time of the
British rule (Quayum, Essential xxiv‐xxv). That she was also a writer
who wrote in a number of genres, devel oping a distinctive literary
style and a wry sense of humour is no mean feat. “Her essays have
been compared with Mary Woll stone craft’s (in tone and content) and
her fiction with Char lotte Perkins Gilman’s” (Sengupta 2). She has also
been called an inher itor of the Bengal Renais sance (Quayum,
Foremother 47) and of the jagaran movement 4 and quite logic ally
found an audi ence in the “Bengali language public a tions [that]
flour ished in this period” (Sengupta 17). If the turn of the century also
witnessed the emer gence of other influ en tial feminist writers and
activ ists, such as Pandita Ramabai Saras vati or Sarala
Devi Chaudhurani, as Ray notes in her fascinating Early Femin ists of
Colo nial India, Hossain’s wide range of interests and multi fa ceted
activism in female educa tion, paid work, reli gion, social class,
hygiene, anti co lo ni alism and agri cul ture stand out.

3

Drawing on Mies and Shiva who advanced that “ecofem inism is a new
term for an ancient wisdom” (3), I will explore the ecofem inist
dimen sion of this “utopic science fiction that shows a strong
adher ence to a feminist ecocrit ical narrative long before utopian
fiction, science fiction or ecocriti cism offered to estab lish any links
with gender politics” (Hasanat 115). I aim to demon strate that the
most innov ative aspects of the text lie both in its multi- layered

4
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approach to ecofem inism, which boldly redefines key terms such as
strength, power or home, and in its aesthetics. In other words, I hold
that Hossain uses the fruitful ambi gu ities of dream narrat ives so as to
put forward a feminist eco- fiction that engages a complex rela tion to
both tech no logy and space.

An early, fictional example of a
plur al istic ecofem inist utopia
The story’s double repres ent a tion of an ecolo gical utopia and of a
feminine society has led many critics to suggest that it enacts
ecofem inism as its key prin ciple or premise before the term was even
coined by d’Eaubonne in 1974. For instance, Lakhi holds that “nature
becomes the means through which everything Rokeya considers
negative in Bengal can be over come” (17) while Chaudhuri asserts that
the story relies on a “perfect ecolo gical equi lib rium” (109), refer ring to
the import ance of fruits as the key food in Lady land, as well as to the
Ladylanders’ focus on a balanced use of natural resources. However,
the story’s artic u la tion of utopia, dream- narration, polit ical discourse
and critique of colo ni alism produces a plur alist ecofem inist discourse
that artic u lates defining trends of ecofem inism (spir itual v. polit ical
ecofem inism (Mies & Shiva 16) or essen tialist v.
material ecofeminism 5 (Gaard 2011)) and actu ally anti cip ates twenty- 
first century attempts at recon ciling them. 6

5

These diver ging ecofem inist concerns come together in the story
where nature is feminine, generous, spir itual and beau tiful as much
as it is polit ical. This is conveyed by the internal focal isa tion and the
embedded narrat ives: as Sister Sara guides Sultana through Lady land,
readers rely on Sultana’s dream, reac tions and ques tions and witness
a dialogic exper i ence of an ecofem inist ideal. A conver sa tion between
Sultana and Sister Sara fittingly exem pli fies Hossain’s encom passing
approach to ecofem inism, despite its seem ingly straight for ward
struc ture and nearly alleg or ical content. As Sultana argues that an
elephant’s brain is bigger and heavier than a human’s and that a man’s
brain is bigger than a woman’s (9), she relies on what Mies and Shiva
called essen tialist ecofem inism. By contrast, Sister Sara refers to
circum stan tial consid er a tions as she explains that “women’s brains
are some what quicker than men’s” (9) and that women just had to

6
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wait for the right oppor tunity to find a way to evade purdah, embrace
natural resources and develop their own system.

This plur al istic proto- ecofeminism plays a key role in the story’s
politics and aesthetics. We first find hints and signs of spir itual
ecofem inism in Sultana’s repe ti tions of terms such as “beauty” or
“harmony”, which rein force the dream- like, or perhaps heaven- like,
quality of the text and contribute to its utopic dimen sion that breaks
free from the repres sion of purdah. The reli gious or spir itual
dimen sions in the story are indeed grounded in the char ac ters’
rela tion ship to their envir on ment. Even though there is no detailed
descrip tion of the Ladylanders’ spir itual prac tices, Sister Sara
suggests that their faith and reli gious habits stem from their ideal ised
ecofem inist organ iz a tion (12). This is in line with Hossain’s other
essays, such as “God gives, man robs” (1927), in which she defends
reli gious prac tices that are equal it arian, adapted to and respectful of
one’s context. In addi tion, there are very few chal len ging ques tions
(even if the text is riddled with exclam a tions sign posting Sultana’s
enthu siasm and desire to know more), and the narra tion somehow
evokes reli gious texts, parables or alleg ories that fore shadow, among
others, spir itual ecofem inist essays and fictions relying on a Mother
Nature figure (such as Mies and Shiva’s “female prin ciple”, 17).

7

Inter est ingly, this essen tialist and spir itual approach is not solely that
of Sultana, the external onlooker in Lady land. Features ranging from
the import ance of moth er hood embodied by the text’s most powerful
figure, the Queen, the sole mother of the text (who is shown walking
with her daughter in her garden) to the grandeur of botany and
horti cul ture (which rank first in the Queen’s polit ical agenda) are also
thor oughly endorsed by Sister Sara, whose perspective trian gu lates
supposedly diver ging approaches and high lights the complexity and
rich ness of Lady land’s oneiric settings. And that botany (i.e., the
aesthetic and sustain able care of gardens) is referred to as a prop erly
valued feminine art, does point to the essen tialist or spir itual
approach of femin inity depicting nature as a compel lingly positive
envir on ment that is closely asso ci ated with femin inity. According to
Paul, this approach is actu ally the opposite of “radical feminism that
locates the source of oppres sion in women’s biolo gical capa city for
moth er hood” (41). It is, however, akin to what Mies and Shiva termed
“the subsist ence perspective” (xxix), which is a long- term vision and

8
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praxis that aims at sustain ab ility through the promo tion of feminine
values and connec ted ness to nature (Schultz 67).

As examples of these feminine values, community and sorority are
the pillars of Lady land, with Sister Sara patiently talking Sultana
through the premises of her country’s politics. This led Hasanat (121)
to draw a parallel with Audrey Lorde, who famously pointed out
that women’s

9

need and desire to nurture each other is […] redemptive, and it is
within that know ledge that our real power is redis covered. It is this
real connec tion which is so feared by a patri archal world. Only
within a patri archal struc ture is mater nity the only social power
open to women. (26)

While the Queen and Sister Sara guide Sultana through “the famous
univer sities, […] their manu factories, labor at ories and
obser vat ories” (12), Hossain’s text displays the wide range of
perspect ives that are being offered to female char ac ters whose
domin ating posi tion is also described as a product of logic and
ration ality, with a high level of details that complicate the initial
spir itual premise. In the utopian world that Sultana dreams of, the
feminine use of nature is actu ally derived from a gradual liber a tion
move ment that relies on science and research. Sister Sara explains
that the Queen first promoted educa tion programmes for every girl,
which enabled women to escape male domin a tion simply by making
the best of natural resources. As the women in the story become the
sole decision makers, they pledge to only trade with coun tries that do
not exploit women. This is a text book example of what Mies and
Shiva call polit ical ecofem inism, which relies on social organ isa tion
and progress through female values and ecology. A group of female
scient ists in Lady land became able to “stop rain and storms” and
“accu mu late water from the atmo sphere in pipes”; as a response,
another group strove to “collect as much sun‐heat as they wanted.
And they kept the heat stored up to be distrib uted among others as
required” (8‐10). Their use of natural resources clearly aims at
collective welfare, with protec tion and resource sharing as the two
main subgoals.
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Hasanat observes another consequence of these
tech no lo gical inventions:

10

women seem to have shifted their focus from domest icities of life to
scientific discov eries and educa tion: The female fertile form […]
seems to have rein vented herself here through her connec tion with
and power over fertile aspects of Mother Nature” (121).

The essen tialist and spir itual ecofem inism in the story is thus more
than a mere starting point and thereby refines Mies & Shiva’s
dicho tomy. Noting that “Nature” is capit al ised in the story, Lakhi
claims that “Nature for Rokeya, as it was for the Romantics, is
presented as a work of art, a healing power, a refuge from the
arti fi cial constructs of civil iz a tion, the true place for women and a
source of energy and comfort” (18). However, in the story, women are
actively working with Mother Nature but still abide by its communal
values: “We dive deep into the ocean of know ledge and try to find out
the precious gems, which nature has kept in store for us. We enjoy
nature’s gifts” (12). Hasanat there fore concludes that in Ladyland

the whole envir on ment is woman friendly, Nature works for the
benefit of women’s progress and provides women with the resources
they need to imple ment a harmo nious rela tion ship between science,
women and envir on ment, and instead of Mother Nature, it is women
in Lady land who control the climate and the whole ecosystem. (121)

In Lady land, female agency and autonomy are indebted to a
sustain able, know ledge able and pleasant use of natural resources.
The message here is that for women, know ledge, comfort and
envir on mental care are polit ical. In addi tion, this distinctly polit ical
subtext fore tells many debates around the notion of agency and
authority. First, the anti co lo nial tone, espe cially in the Queen’s short
speech at the end of the story, has been noted by many (Lakhi 2006,
Chat terjee 2018, Rahman & Sarker 2018, Sengupta 2020, etc.). It also
echoes Hossain’s other writ ings in which she advoc ates cultural and
educa tional inde pend ence from Western values (for instance in
“Educa tion Ideals for the Modern Indian Girl” published in 1931 in
The Mussalman). Rahman and Sarker also explain that the story
provides us with
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an escape from the battered cities and ranting coun tryside that
Hossain feels in colo nial India. […] India was then forcibly
trans formed from being a country of combined agri cul ture and
manu fac tures into an agri cul tural colony of British
manu fac turing capitalism. (3)

This artic u la tion of colo ni alism and envir on mental changes is
perhaps one of the most innov ative discourses in the story, which
focuses on the organ isa tional power of ecofem inism and stands out
as a partic u larly rich response. As Ray (2011), Bandy opad hyay (2018)
and Sharan (2020) have noted, the indus tri al isa tion of Bengal induced
major changes in land scape and sanit a tion and all three authors
observe that defor est a tion, along with water and air pollu tion were
rampant during the British rule. That the Bengal Smoke Nuis ance Act
was enacted in 1905 clearly shows that air pollu tion arising from
indus trial furnaces and fire places in towns was already iden ti fied as a
concern. Sultana’s comment that she “found no smoke, nor any
chimney” in Sister Sara’s bright and clean kitchen can also be read
within that context. 7
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The complexity of the story’s under lying polit ical and ecofem inist
message is also percept ible in a crit ical dispute about the
Ladylanders’ use of natural resources, with Chaudhuri arguing that
everything in the story can be explained in terms of advanced
tech no logy while Hasanat indic ates that Ladylanders are actu ally
“abusing nature’s bounty” (121); as such, they enact

13

[what would later] happen in Western society: modern chem istry,
house hold tech no logy and phar macy were proclaimed as women’s
saviours, because they would ‘eman cipate’ them from house hold
drudgery. Today we realize that much envir on mental pollu tion and
destruc tion is caus ally linked to modern house hold tech no logy. (Mies
& Shiva 7)

The story’s consid er able reli ance on elec tri city might make
envir on ment ally aware twenty- first-century readers some what
uncom fort able but its emphasis on solar heat, and most import antly,
its overall focus on balance and harmony point to another direc tion.
Simil arly, other critics disagree about whether the story is a female
illus tra tion or a refut a tion of Francis Bacon’s well- known thesis about

14
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the domin a tion of nature. 8 In the story, “women undoubtedly
usurped that mascu line space as they defied the mascu line notion of
power by gaining control over both man and nature” (Hasanat 115) but
I argue that they do not “shake nature to her found a tions”, be it only
because of their insist ence on collective well- being and social
progress. Instead, as Rahman and Sarker suggest, the text contains a
multi- layered dialogue “moving spatial boundary of nature and
women’s freedom” (5) and actu ally shaking male domin a tion to its
found a tions, as we shall see in the following section, which aims to
examine the story’s redefin i tion of phal lo go centric concepts and
modes of being (Paul 37).

Home as a locus for ecofem inist
eman cip a tion and exploration
The story’s dialogic rendi tion of an ecofem inist utopia brings about a
gendered reversal of the mascu line power over nature. But beyond
the enlight ening dialogue between Sultana and Sister Sara, the story
also engages in an unex pected dialogue with set dicho tomies, which
destabil ises gender roles or norms. For example, power is actu ally
“brain power” (10) and “strength” refers to the women’s harmo nious
adapt a tion to their natural envir on ment. Lakhi sees another crucial
reversal in Hossain’s story, namely that:
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Sultana’s Dream trans forms the femin ized site of the home into the
very nation itself. This is very different from the way it is constructed
in the exclu sionary discourse of nation- formation as the women’s
sphere. The home becomes the outside world and, iron ic ally
there fore, precisely where women belong. (3)

The exten sion of the domestic space, i.e., a place of comfort and
welfare, really fits with the story’s overall values and politics.
Csikszentmihály defined home as being

much more than a shelter: it is a world in which a person can create
material envir on ment that embodies what he or she considers
signi ficant. In that sense the home becomes the most powerful sign
of the self of the inhab itant who dwells within. (123)
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In Lakhi’s account, “such a perspective high lights the enormous
poten tial for devel oping contex tu al ized histories in which femin inity
itself is not just subject to, but consti tutes rela tions of race, class,
sexu ality and reli gion; it cannot be confined to its ‘proper’ domain of
male- female rela tions” (6). Expanding on this argu ment, I consider
the char ac ters’ proto- ecofeminism as another component in the
construc tion of female iden tity in Hossain’s text. In that respect, the
concept of place- identity proves partic u larly useful. Proshansky
and his colleagues coined the term place- identity, to describe the
“phys ical world social iz a tion of the self”, or the self- definitions that
are derived from places (57). Place- identity can contain an affective,
emotional and beha vi oural dimen sion. Cuba & Hummon add that
place- identity is
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an inter pret a tion of self that uses envir on mental meaning to
symbolize or situate iden tity. [The concept] answers the ques tion
Who am I? by coun tering Where do I belong? […] Place iden tities are
thought to arise because places […] provide a signi ficant frame work
in which iden tity is constructed, main tained and transformed. (112)

In the story, Ladylanders seem to have developed a solid place- 
identity that goes beyond the confines of the zenana or of the
domestic home as female char ac ters have an informed, collective and
rela tional iden tity that fully includes their natural envir on ment.
Ladylanders aim at comfort and prac tic ality, with the roads forming a
“soft carpet” (4) and even their means of exchange and
commu nic a tion are convenient and green, nurturing and
empowering with the flying cars preventing road acci dents and
allowing for a splendid bird’s-eye view that embodies the
Ladylanders’ crit ical distance and perspective. Not only does the
story show the import ance of space as a component of iden tity but it
also explores the poten tial bene fits of a positive and eco- friendly
rela tion to space on feminine iden tity and growth.

That is why Lakhi argues that “the outside world becomes the real
home, with nature taking on the char ac ter istics of the very home
which women are meant to manage; in this outdoor home the
orna ments are tomato plants and creepers” (Lakhi 17). Thus, Lady land
is a home, but it is also a progressive space, a locus of subver sion,
reflec tion and exper i ment a tion. Unlike Bachelard’s famous claim, 9

17
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Hossain’s utopian text expli citly subverts Bachelard’s temporal
limit a tions; it exposes the gender bias in spatial studies and somehow
anti cip ates twenty- first-century envir on mental feminism (which
responded to Betty Friedan’s exclusive focus on domest icity and paid
work). As Lakhi has it, home is actu ally the “liber ating impulse” in
Hossain’s story (8), whether it is the eco- friendly kitchen or the
plant- based orna mental arrange ments, or because these domestic
endeav ours are depicted as part of a broader system designed to
empower women whilst guar an teeing sustain able and comfort able
inter ac tions with the natural environment.

These “playful” numerous lexical and spatial reversals have made both
Chaudhuri and Hasanat argue, however differ ently, that the text
“radi ates with the quiet confid ence of strong women who betray
neither the aggres sion nor the cruelty usually asso ci ated with power”
(Chaudhuri 109; see also Hasanat 115). For example, Sultana laughs at
the male criti cisms that had previ ously described female science as “a
senti mental night mare” (9), following Sister Sara’s demon stra tion of
the power and effi ciency of Lady land’s women- led research precisely
because it had teamed up with nature.

18

That the women derive their confid ence, strength and power from
their educated and respectful rela tion ship to nature is percept ible on
several levels. First, educa tion and a scientifically- based use of nature
enabled the women to get rid of the enemy nations waging war on
them (as they used sunrays to blind their enemies). Second, the text’s
“disap proval of idle ness and sloth” with Sister Sara mocking men who
pretend to work but “dawdle away their time in smoking” (6‐7) stands
in sharp contrast with the Ladylanders “never sit[ting] idle” (12). Their
atti tude helped them to get rid of conflicts, Sara claims, and to reach
comfort through their nature- based tech no lo gies. For example,
elec tri city enables Sister Sara’s roof to open like a lid and lets her take
a shower whenever she wants, while foun tains sprinkle water from
the atmo sphere when the heat becomes unbear able (10). All in all, the
constant refer ences to research and know ledge reveal that the
women’s system is flex ible, adapt able, effi cient and empowering. Last,
the Ladylanders’ rational and research- based use of nature helps
them foster a strong sense of morals. Sister Sara explains that their
“reli gion is based on Love and Truth” (12) which is why Paul points out
that the queen values only know ledge and not the tradi tional signs of
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power (37). Being inclusive and constructive, rather than compet itive
and productive, is perhaps the key value in the story’s ecofem inist
system. As Sengupta has it:

What consti tutes being “mannish” (the word Rokeya uses) is not
simply a reversal of roles. For instance, there is a great emphasis put
on science, aesthetics […], and scientific cooking as the domain of
women. While war is considered a part of the moral world of men,
Univer sities and know ledge produc tion expand only under the
lead er ship of women. (34)

Crucially, the segreg a tion of men raises ques tions and leads
Bhat tacharya to call the story a dysto pian fantasy (2006); it also
implies that we should not read it as a polit ical mani festo nor as a
reformist essay (even if Hossain’s husband famously had called the
text “a terrible revenge”, but had done so with utmost pride, Quayum,
Essential xxii). Instead, I aim to show that the story is a unique
combin a tion of fable, science fiction, satire and utopia. The following
section will thus hold that Hossain’s story eludes easy categor isa tion
in both form and content: because it relies on a dream narrative, it is
dialogic more than it is definite. As such, the story seems to apply
utopian thinking, less as a destin a tion and more as a means of
actu ally being in the world. This is evid enced by the blur ring of the
home / outside and dream / reality dicho tomies which asso ci ates
feminist and ecosoph ical concerns. In other words, the story’s
dialogic bent provides a polit ical and an ethical frame work for
ecofem inist action through its innov ative repres ent a tions of
consensus, cooper a tion, sustain ab ility or respect.

20

Writing an ecofem inist dream
The styl istic and narrative devices of Hossain’s dream- narrative and
their rela tions with the ecofem inist politics have attracted little
crit ical atten tion. Dreams are, however, a recur ring literary device in
first- wave feminist short fiction with Annie Denton Cridge’s Man’s
Rights or How would you like it? (1870) or Olive Schreiner’s
Dreams (1891) as two of the most extensive examples. Dreams enable
writers to explore discrep an cies and circum vent censor ship while
constructing possibly endless alternate perspect ives. That is why
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Sultana, the main char acter’s seem ingly powerful name, is rather
para dox ical given that she is being pass ively guided through the text.
Despite the onomas tics and despite her abil ities for crit ical thinking,
she comes out as an enthu si astic (albeit docile) char acter. The story
is indeed punc tu ated with fertile contra dic tions, which contribute to
the construc tion of the text’s complex discourse. For instance, unlike
what the opening sentences imply:

One evening I was loun ging in an easy chair in my bedroom and
thinking lazily of the condi tion of Indian woman hood. I am not sure
whether I dozed off or not. But as far as I remember, I was
wide awake. (3)

the title of the story unam bigu ously indic ates that Sultana is
dreaming. As a dreamer, she might thus be considered both as an
unre li able narrator whose psyche fabric ated the oneiric content and
as a perfectly author it ative source with a self- referencing oneiric
material. To say it differ ently, the story relies on the poly semy of
dreams, which imply both desir able and displaced narratives.

This oneiric dimen sion has mostly been docu mented through
psycho ana lyt ical approaches (Lakhi 2006; Yeasmin & Sayed 2019) as
well as with refer ences to cultural and reli gious studies
(Murphy 2015). In addition, in her fascin ating analysis of the
recur rence of the waking dream in Hossain’s work, Sengupta
explains that:
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Unlike the explicit (and at times didactic) style with which she
tackles girls’ educa tion or the strict gender segreg a tion, ques tions of
imagin a tion and compos i tion are addressed more obliquely through
[…] the meta phor and the frame of the waking dream. (22)

Following Sengupta’s analysis, we could say that Hossain delib er ately
resorts to Sultana’s dream as a metonym ical device, or as a meta phor
for the act of writing from a female point of view. That Hossain was
“openly rebuked for her writing and forced to self- censor” (ibid.)
should be taken into account when consid ering the aesthetic of
uncer tainty that play fully frames the text and is concen trated in the
following line: “I am not sure if I had fallen asleep, but I believe I was
awake” (3). The story also points to other feminine creative crafts,
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knit ting and needle work, which enact patience and delicacy and
might work as another meta phor for female writing and expres sion
thereby refining Barthes’ analysis of the text as textile. 10 As Sultana
admires Sister Sara’s tasteful embroidery, the latter declares: “a man
has not patience enough to pass thread through a needle hole
even” (6), proposing that, when it comes to creating arts or a stable
and sustain able envir on ment, feminine equan imity is actu ally a more
dynamic value than stereo typ ic ally male attitudes.

Clearly, through its distinct endorse ment of stereo typ ical feminine
values, Hossain’s story does not aim at psycho lo gical realism or
oneiric verisimil itude; instead, the dream sequence is used as a
literary device that combines fantasy, displace ments and reversals as
strategies to subvert aesthetic and social categories. This is in line
with analyses of later pieces of feminist utopias in which “female
char ac ters retreat into the interior space of the mind” (Kumar 98)
thereby creating an intimate safe space that enables them to
exper i ment and explore. If Hossain does not go as far as to portray
altered states of conscious ness that waver between madness and
utopia, as a delib erate strategy to avoid patri archal censor ship while
instilling doubt (Fancourt 2002), the combin a tion of dream and utopia
in “Sultana’s Dream” essen tially anti cip ates Piatti’s concep tu al isa tion
of “projected places”, which
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can be seen as genu inely literary concept […]. Although they are not
settings, sequences of action can also be linked within the frame of
projected places: Past action, planned action, action that might
be desirable. (185)

Lady land is indeed much more than a back ground setting as it
contains the seeds for polit ical and social reform: because of its
oneiric dimen sion, the country is presented as a desir able or safe
space for both readers and the prot ag onist, thereby playing a central
role in the fictional economy. Through its engage ment with proto- 
ecofeminism, the story topples aesthetic categories and develops
new forms of inter ac tion between char ac ters and settings, with
nature being the central organ ising prin ciple without being
asso ci ated with an expli citly spir itual prac tice. As such, Lady land can
also be read as an example of the Platonic Khôra, a “place, space,
recept acle, container, […] in which paradigma unfolds and the
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cosmos is created” (Wilde 99) or “the middle ground between the
visible world and the eternal ideas or else the medium through which
the deal models are copied in sens ible bodies” (Mingarelli 83). That
Plato links the Khôra to the nour ishing coun tryside and to dreams in
Timaeus makes it a partic u larly relevant tool for reading
Hossain’s text. 11

Such connec tion is also percept ible in the Ladylanders’ alluring
rela tion ship with their natural envir on ment, which also incarn ates
the quest, described by Macé, that under lies all reading exper i ences
and aims at helping readers to come to terms with the alterity
depicted in fictional texts (45). To say it differ ently, through its
ideal ised and oneiric depic tion of nature and of a feminine system,
the story forces both Sultana and the reader to try to make sense of
an unknown, yet desir able world that still chal lenges core land marks
of social iden tity. Simil arly, Lakhi suggests that:
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Sultana’s Dream ignites a double quest for home: first, a return to the
primal repressed desires for equality, respect and freedom present in
every purdahnishin Bengali woman’s mind, the desires which were
women’s real homes. The second quest for home lies within the tale
itself since Rokeya trans forms the entire nation or Lady land into
women’s home, liter ally taking them out of the uncanny home of
Bengal’s zenanas. (10‐11)

These quests also rely on satire and defa mil i ar isa tion. For example,
the over arching trope of more or less symmet rical dual inver sions
(with women domin ating men; Mardana v. zenana; honour v. liberty,
night v. day; dream v. wake ful ness etc.) is partic u larly rich, and points
to a reductio ad absurdum, estab lishing the absurdity of domin a tion
over women and nature. This is achieved through the text’s use of
mostly invis ible forces (such as air and elec tri city), which become yet
another symbol of the women’s “brain power”. If Lakhi convin cingly
contends that “the fant astic traces the unsaid and unseen of culture,
that which has been silenced, and made invis ible: women’s real
homes” (21), I argue that Hossain’s dream narrative works on a larger
scope. By repres enting the oneiric organ isa tion of liber ated female
char ac ters, the text also helps uncover a systemic domin a tion over
women and nature while fostering open ness and devel oping a
holistic response.
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That is why Lakhi explains that Hossain “uses alien ating tech niques
which use jarring symbols that demand an end to super im posed
illu sions” (18), and she further holds that:
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Rokeya’s aim is to estrange women readers from their familiar
surround ings, or make the familiar uncanny and awaken in them
their poten tial for trans forming their present condi tion. Indeed, it is
this strategy of defa mil i ar iz a tion which shocks Sultana into a
real iz a tion of the strange ness and mutab ility of all that she had taken
for granted. (18)

Even if I agree with Lakhi (as well as with Chat terjee’s work on
defa mil i ar isa tion in Hossain’s story), I argue that Hossain’s story
subsequently unfolds a skilful famil i ar isa tion process through which
readers are guided to the text’s oneiric logic.

This famil i ar isa tion works as a strategy of the reader’s involve ment.
As readers, we gradu ally discover the feats of Lady land and, along
with Sultana, we appre ciate its inner coher ence and are made to
review our “horizon of expect a tion” (Jauss 22). Sultana’s emotional
responses first express surprise but quickly betray her enchant ment
(“the idea is marvel lous” 12) as she begs Sister Sara to provide her
with more details (“please let me know how you carry on land
cultiv a tion…” 12). While Bagchi imparts that Hossain “plays with
[processes] of self- formation and processes of gendering” (127),
I reason that these processes are aimed at readers and that Hossain’s
text aims at destabil ising readers and at progress ively conveying a
compel ling egal it arian message that stems from this
defa mil i ar isa tion. Refer ring to what she called the “prolepsis
approach”, Paul wrote that the story shows “how women- centric
soci eties can exist, not in the absence of male members, but despite
their pres ence; and how such soci eties can be built on models of co- 
dependency and mech an isms of mutual support” (44). What the story
emphas ises is that these mech an isms need to be explored through
the safe space of fictional and dream like exper i ment a tions first.
Through its recur ring uses of liminal moments (such as dialogues,
dreams and defa mil i ar isa tion processes) as well as rich artic u la tions
of modes and devices, the story also conveys the possib ility of co- 
dependency between humans and nature provided that women, like

29



Représentations dans le monde anglophone, 26 | 2023

men, can dream and exper i ment with fiction, with the ethics of care
and with nature.

Hossain was not just a social reformer with a keen aware ness of
gender and envir on mental issues, but also an innov ative writer
exper i menting with the powers of fiction. That is why this story is
both a convin cing example of feminist and utopian science fiction
and an eco- critical answer to andro centric atti tudes, as it relies on
the fruitful ambi gu ities of fiction both as a means to depict this
intricate and intimate connec tion and as a vehicle for exploration.
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In his now classic study, Kumar argues that there is “a funda mental
contra dic tion between reli gion and utopia”, because “reli gion [is]
typic ally an other worldly concern; utopia’s interest is in this
world” (10). This is in line with Touraine who explained that “utopia
began only when society aban doned the image of para dise. Utopia is
one of the products of secu lar iz a tion” (29). Yet “Sultana’s Dream”
chal lenges these supposedly western (and perhaps mascu line) labels:
precisely because of its oneiric basis and settings that displace and
remodel social, polit ical and envir on mental issues, Lady land is
constructed as a direct response to the real istic world without being
a product of secu lar iz a tion as it both criti cises and integ rates
reli gious or spir itual habits, discourses and exper i ences. In addi tion,
even if the story depicts an ideal ised rela tion to nature, the rest of
Lady land’s premise does not really convey an ideal or a fully
desir able world per se. As Hasanat noted “such an auda cious attempt
raises more ques tions than it can answer, espe cially when the
ques tions that are raised are yet to be asked by her fellow
contem porary women” (114). These ques tions include Hossain’s
educa tional and reli gious concerns, but also feminine depic tions of
dreams or eco- fantasies, and an invit a tion for more female narrat ives
showing the rich ness and complexity of the history of South Asian
feminism. “Sultana’s Dream too addresses not just an undif fer en ti ated
patri archy but one that inter sects with reli gion and community;
family and kinship; and nature, ecology and devel op ment”
(Chaudhuri 112).
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The systemic vision of oppres sion and its oneiric response
fore shadow more recent works on ecofem inism and on social and
envir on mental psycho logy (pres aging studies or concepts such as
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NOTES

1  My title is derived from a bril liant collec tion of essays entitled
A Feminist Foremother: Crit ical Essays on Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, edited
by Quayum & Hasan in 2017 and one of the most compre hensive refer ences
on Hossain written in English.

2  In her study of ecofem inism in Indian fiction, Patil (2020) gives us an
over view of the many ecolo gical atti tudes and rela tion ships to nature and
defines ecosophy as “a philo sophy of ecolo gical harmony and equi lib rium
within human beings and nature” (Patil 11). In this paper, I will argue that
Hossain’s story develops a feminist ecosophy.

3  Bharati Ray also shares her surprise (xi).

4  “A term often used by Muslim writers liter ally meaning awakening […]
from the late nine teenth century and the birth of the Muslim women’s
move ment from the early twen tieth century” (Ray 44). Histor ians like Amin
and Ray have noted the prox imity and resemb lance between the “new type”
of Muslim and Hindu gentries that emerged at the turn of the century (Amin
1996; Ray 44). To our know ledge, only Mukherjee (2019), drawing from the
study of Sarkar (2008) has expli citly studied Hossain through the prism of
“the nation alist repres ent a tions of Muslim women as ‘back ward’ and
‘victim ised’ whose “rela tion to the category of ‘modern, ideal, Indian
woman’” (Sarkar 49) was intrins ic ally asso ci ated with the image of a Hindu,
upper caste, middle class bhadramahila, who were celeb rated as sign posts
of ‘progress’ and ‘enlight en ment’ among Bengali bhadrasampraday
(Sarkar 49)” (Mukherjee 5).

5  “Cultural and spir itual femin ists celeb rate the liber atory poten tial of
‘feminine values,’ even as they acknow ledge that many such atti tudes are
histor ic ally imposed upon women” (Salleh 9). By contrast, “polit ical
ecofem in ists” tend to focus more on system atic change, on educa tion, and
on devel oping new tools towards inclusive envir on mental educa tion and
action. See also Lahar 93 and Mallory 309.

WILDE, Niels. “Khôral Love? Kierkegaard and Derrida on Hospitality”. Review of
Anthropology and Philosophy of the Sacrum, vol. 6, July–December 2019, pp. 95–113.

YEASMIN, Farhana and SAYED, Mst. Dil Rifat. “Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain’s ‘Sultana’s
Dream’: A Psychoanalytic Interpretation”. International Journal of Linguistics,
Literature and Translation (IJLLT), vol. 2, no. 6, 30 November 2019, pp. 181–184.
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6  For instance, later ecofem inist scholars revis ited Mies and Shiva’s
ground breaking theor isa tion and distin guished between the “universal and
the partic ular in ecofem inist ethics” (e.g., Kao 2010), invest ig ating the
applic a tion of Western concepts, such as the woman- nature connec tion, to
other cultural contexts or devel oping a typo logy of these woman- nature
connec tions (Eaton & Lorentzen 2003). In the final chapter of her
fascin ating book entitled Ecofem inism and the Indian Novel (2020), Patil
shows how late twenty- century and early twenty- first century fictions
“recon cep tu al ised ecofem inism” but I claim that in pre- conceptualising
ecofem inism in ways that both anti cipate and differ from Markandaya’s
Nectar in a Sieve (2009) for example, Hossain’s story also develops an
ecofem inist ethics and praxis.

7  Simil arly, Lakhi notes that “the dark, coal- fired kitchens of colo nial
Bengal are replaced in Lady land with a hygienic outdoors where ‘the
kitchen was situ ated in a beau tiful heart- shaped veget able garden’”
(Lakhi 19).

8  “The discip line of scientific know ledge, and the mech an ical inven tions it
leads to, do not merely exert a gentle guid ance over nature’s course; they
have the power to conquer and subdue her, to shake her to her foundations.”
(Bacon 93. Italics mine)

9  “It is a good thing for us to keep a few dreams of a house that we shall
live in later, […] so much later, in fact, that we shall not have time to achieve
it. For a house that was final […] would lead to thoughts—serious, sad
thoughts—and not to dreams. It is better to live in a state of imper man ence
than in one of finality.” (61)

10  Following Barthes’ famous essay “Le Plaisir du texte” (1973), the feminine
dimen sion of this trope has been extens ively docu mented by Roussillon- 
Constanty and Dickinson (2018) for example.

11  According to Botz- Bornstein (173‐174), the khôra is “the place” is a third
kind of being which over laps with neither being nor becoming. It advances a
“logic other than that of the logos” and that is “neither ‘sens ible’ nor
‘intel li gible’” (Derrida 15). The point which interests me most, however, is
that in the Timaeus, Plato suggests that because the discourse on the khôra
is not purely “logical”, it would be “like a dream” (52b).
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RÉSUMÉS

English
Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain’s 1905 short story “Sultana’s Dream” depicts a
utopian alli ance between nature, science and women. As Sultana dreams of
Lady land, a country where men are “where they ought to be […], shut […]
indoors”, she marvels at the harmo nious rela tion ship between all female
Ladylanders and their natural envir on ment. Not only does “the whole place
look like a garden”, but also all tech no lo gical innov a tions rely on a
reas on able use of the surrounding natural resources. While the story
pres ages the emer gence of both spir itual and polit ical ecofem in isms, the
char ac ters’ connec ted ness to nature and virtuous inter ac tions with the
natural world largely depend on science and tech no logy. I argue that this
marked differ ence from other ecofem inist utopias partly derives from
Lady land’s effort to educate all girls — an endeavour that clearly stems from
Hossain’s life and works. I then docu ment Hasanat’s claim (2013) that the
women in the story defy “the mascu line notion of power by gaining control
over both man and nature.” Last, drawing on Chaudhuri (2016) and others,
I examine how, despite its poten tially satir ical and dystopic dimen sions,
Hossain’s oneiric story develops a complex alternate way of artic u lating
tech no logy, nature and gender roles.

Français
La nouvelle de Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, « Le Rêve de Sultana » (1905)
dépeint une alliance utopique entre la nature, la science et les femmes.
Alors que Sultana rêve de « Lady land », un pays où les hommes sont « où ils
doivent être […] enfermés », elle admire les rela tions harmo nieuses entre
toutes les habi tantes de Lady land et leur envi ron ne ment. Si « tout ici
ressemble à un jardin », les inno va tions tech no lo giques, elles aussi, reposent
sur une utili sa tion raisonnée des ressources natu relles envi ron nantes. Ainsi,
alors que la nouvelle annonce l’émer gence des éco‐fémi nismes spiri tuels et
poli tiques, elle se distingue d’autres utopies éco- féministes de par
l’influence qu’exercent les sciences et tech niques. Cette diffé rence prend
source dans la repré sen ta tion de l’éduca tion des filles, direc te ment inspirée
du parcours personnel de Hossain. Cet article vise ainsi à explorer comment
la nouvelle renverse la notion mascu line de pouvoir en repré sen tant un
pouvoir féminin exercé sur la nature. Il s’agit ensuite d’examiner comment,
en dépit des dimen sions sati riques ou dysto piques, le récit onirique
d’Hossain repose sur un modèle riche et inédit d’arti cu la tion de la
tech no logie, de la nature et des rôles de genre.
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TEXTE

I sincerely thank Madhura Joshi for her gentle persist ence which helped this
article take shape in the worst of times and during a personal crisis. I am truly
grateful to the two peer reviewers who immensely helped me give shape to
this article.

In this paper, 1 I bring together two tempor ally and spatially separ ated
lands as well as the struggle for conserving the forests and lives of
the people there. My attempt in presenting the narrat ives of
resist ance by women in these different lands, situ ated faraway from
each other (the foot hills of Himalayas in the Uttarakhand region is
the first territory and the red soiled tribal region of Jharkhand is the

1
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other one) looks at a concern similar to both: that of
envir on mental preservation.

This feminist account traces the biography of Sudesha, one of the
major prot ag on ists of the Chipko move ment through the
docu mentary film Sudesha (1983) and the poetry of Jacinta Kerketta, a
writer, journ alist, activist, who through her biting poems lays out the
values, histories, memories and concerns of her people with acute
sens it ivity, and irony. Sudesha Devi and Jacinta Kerketta are from two
different times and from varied loca tions but they are similar in
rela tion to their concern for envir on ment and are committed to the
cause of preser va tion of nature. Sudesha, during her struggle, worked
with the community on an everyday basis and created a move ment to
protect the forests in the 1970s. Due to her educa tion and powerful
writing, Kerketta is lending her voice to take up the issues of the
tribal people, partic u larly from Jharkhand, to the national and
inter na tional level and is keeping the envir on mental concerns alive
today. One aspect which has a strong reson ance between the two
prot ag on ists of my paper is their strong oppos i tion to the idea of
devel op ment which treats the local rural poor, whose lives are
dependent on natural resources, with complete disregard.

2

The Chipko move ment is considered as one of the first envir on mental
move ments (1973) in the Indian context to protect the forests. It may
be inter esting to note that the tribal land “Jharkhand” (also the name
of a State in India), which means, the forest region, also has a long
history of protest against exploit a tion of its forests. State sponsored
exploit a tion of natural resources and alien a tion of Adivasi 2 people
from economic devel op ment processes thus shaped the “social
pres sures that led to the creation of a polit ic ally mean ingful
Jharkhand region and repeated demands for a separate
Jharkhand state”. 3 Before I proceed with the specific regional theme,
a brief account of the current Indian devel op mental context is
in place.

3

It is quite common to find in contem porary writ ings on India (in
news pa pers, novels, academic books) 4 the present a tion of
contrasting images of the country: the rising number of Indian dollar- 
millionaires versus the count less millions sunk in poverty and misery;
the rapid global expan sion of the Indian soft ware and enter tain ment

4
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indus tries versus the hurt ling trains- without-brakes of farmer
suicides and assaults on women; gated communities, high- rise
town ships, and smart- cities versus collapsing mofussil infra struc ture
and the canker of slums like exploding super novas; unpre ced ented
social and territ orial mobility versus the resur gence of ethnic and
reli gious hostil ities. Given the magnitude and complex ities of India’s
contra dic tions, it is quite diffi cult to attempt a detailed account of all
the factors shaping “power and contest a tion” (Menon and Nigam) in
India today. What I want to record here, from a feminist perspective,
is the diffi cult rela tion ship between the Indian State and the female
citizens in preserving envir on ment. I seek to do this by analysing the
“battle” of Chipko, fought for the protec tion of the fragile ecology in
the Himalayan valleys, not against foreign armies but against the
state organizations.

The feminist ethos of these struggles is the frame work, which I derive
from the documentary Sudesha by Deepa Dhanraj and the works of
Jacinta Kerketta, a tribal woman poet from Jharkhand. Taking a
cue from Am I That Name?, Denise Riley’s well- known study of the
shifting histor ical construc tions of “women” in rela tion to other
categories used to define person hood, Butler points out:

5

If one ‘is’ a woman that is surely not all one is; the term fails to be
exhaustive, not because a pregendered ‘person’ tran scends the
specific paraphernalia of gender, but because gender is not always
consti tuted coher ently or consist ently in different histor ical
contexts, and because gender inter sects with racial, class, ethnic,
sexual, and regional modal ities of discurs ively consti tuted iden tities.
As a result, it becomes impossible to separate out ‘gender’ from the
polit ical and cultural inter sec tion in which it is invari ably produced
and maintained. (3)

This does not, of course, imply that Butler proposes a refusal of
repres ent a tional politics—she is all too keenly aware that this would
be unvi able, since the field of power is based on the struc tures of
language and politics. Her sugges tion is that we take what Marx
called “the histor ical present” as a crit ical point of depar ture, and
“formu late within this consti tuted frame a critique of the categories
of iden tity that contem porary juridical struc tures engender,
natur alise, and immob ilise” (5).
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The nation- state, the funda mental polit ical unit of the modern world,
is a pecu liar entity that is both the source and the effect of such
juridical power. As Rajeswari Sunder Rajan percept ively notes:

6

Living in the nation today involves, also, living with the state. This is
a matter of our being ines cap ably consti tuted as citizens — a fact
which, in addi tion to the familiar duties and oblig a tions of civic
citizen ship, entails every day, exist en tial nego ti ation with
bureau cratic regu la tions, welfare insti tu tions, and the func tion aries
of the state; and entails being regu lated by and having recourse to
the laws of the land. (1)

Sunder Rajan reit er ates that the State does not func tion in a
predict ably uniform or arbit rary manner, nor does the
margin al iz a tion of some sections of civic citizen ship occur due to a
singular trait such as gender; each axis of empower ment /
margin al iz a tion being built upon other axes. For instance, the status
of actual “women” is determ ined by ways in which the poten tial for
gender equality inter sects with the prevailing real ities of class, caste,
ethni city, sexual pref er ence, loca tion etc. This well reson ates with
Butler’s argu ment when she suggests that a system such as universal
adult fran chise (one citizen, one vote) guar an tees equality and grants
rights on the one hand; but, on the other hand, it works within limits
imposed by the differ ences built into the category of “woman”. What
this entails on the ground for a feminist politics is this: “1), the
iden ti fic a tion of a histor ical common oppres sion, or more correctly
an oppres sion both inflicted on women and exper i enced by them
as women; and 2), the politi ciz a tion of this oppres sion as it becomes
the grounds of solid arity and collective struggle in that name”
(Sunder Rajan 16).

It is this premise on which my analysis of the documentary
Sudesha (1983) and the poems of Jacinta Kerketta rests in the two
following parts.

7
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Part 1� Sudesha Devi – The
fight for forest
The context of Sudesha’s fight is the “Chipko” move ment (liter ally the
word “chipko” means ‘to hug’ in Hindi) which was founded in India by
peasant women who recog nized the economic consequences of
defor est a tion of their region. What started as efforts of protecting
forests in indi vidual villages became one of the first envir on mental
move ments in the Third World. Deepa Dhanraj’s documentary
Sudesha is an account of Sudesha’s activism. She led the women of
her village to save the forests, thereby chal len ging the rules of Indian
society and women’s tradi tional roles — her courage we see in
breaking patri archal shackles. While she mobil ized the women for
protests, her husband and in- laws tried to constrain her activ ities,
and the breaking point came after she was arrested by the police and
put in jail. The family did not allow her to come back on release.
Though the film portrays her aban don ment and her consequent
loneli ness, her trans ition into a social worker committed to the cause
of envir on ment is high lighted. In her inter views the resi li ence that is
demon strated speaks of a feminist conscious ness and an aware ness
of the patri archal oppres sion. In an inter view when she speaks of the
women reaching the timber auction office and a large police
contin gent running away at their sight, is a hilarious example of the
impact of women’s unity in the changed context, on the one hand; on
the other, it is a quiet state ment of the strength and confid ence that
Sudesha has gained due to her convic tion for the struggle. In other
words both concepts proposed by Butler from the quote used earlier:
“solid arity” and “collective struggle” can be seen coming alive through
her narrative. The women in the move ment along with protecting the
forests also started taking up mundane issues such as protesting
against alco holism, viol ence in the family, etc. This aware ness of the
patri archal oppres sion brings the women to fight various battles,
some closer to home, or within it. In an inter esting conver sa tion,
Sudesha mentions that the only time of peace, relax a tion and fun that
she had was in the prison where there was no house work and food
was served three times a day! This again reson ates with Butler’s idea
of the histor ical nature of exploit a tion of women by locking them in

8
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an iden tity trap. Sudesha’s iron ical state ment is an indic ator of her
new polit ical subjectivity which recog nizes the value of her work.

Sudesha Devi and Gaura Devi were two popular women leaders in a
large sea of women over shad owed by their male coun ter parts who
played an equally important role in securing forests rights and
protecting the envir on ment. In 1974, Sudesha spear headed the
women’s drive to protect the Rampur forests from contractors, going
as far as spending nights amongst the trees in order to shield them
from abuse and destruc tion when the men were nego ti ating with the
govern ment for land compens a tion. By refer ring to the trees
as ‘maika’ (mother’s home) the trees became a site of strong
emotional bonding and natural ties, and also the act of phys ical
hugging developed a bond between the women and nature. Due to
phys ic ally hugging the tree, the timber lobby was chal lenged to shoot
the women instead of harming the forests. Ulti mately, those sent for
felling trees were forced out of the Reni village due to the mass
protests by women. For Sudesha, the move ment was about
conserving the natural resources but it gradu ally also began
chal len ging the patri archal social norms. With other women she
wanted to protect the envir on ment, i.e. preserve its state.
Simul tan eously, the women were ques tioning the status quo, biased
in favor of men, and were demanding a role in the decision- making
process which directly affected them. A feminist ethos became an
important factor in the devel op ment of this move ment as it
high lighted the rela tion ship between the exploit a tion of both nature
and women.

9

This context of women in the Chipko move ment calls for a mapping
of the concept of “ecofem inism” which high lights the idea of women
in move ments to conserve envir on ment. The term Ecofem inism can
be defined as a “value system, a social move ment, and a prac tice…
[which] also offers a polit ical analysis that explores the links between
andro centrism and envir on mental destruc tion” (Birke land 18). In
India, Vandana Shiva has been the most influ en tial proponent of
ecofem inism. In the book co- authored with Maria Mies, they argue
that women have an aware ness of “the connec tions between
patri archal viol ence against women, other people and nature”
(Mies 14). However, Shiva has been criti cized for her mono lithic
projec tion of the category “women” (Diet rich, “Plea for Survival”,

10
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Reflections). Other authors too, like, Meera Nanda and Bina Agarwal,
have found Shiva’s posi tion essen tialist and unmindful of differ ences
and devoid of any histor ical grounding (Rao 128). Taking a mater i alist
posi tion, Bina Agarwal proposes the term “feminist
envir on ment alism”. According to her,

it is crit ical to examine the under lying basis of women’s rela tion ship
with the nonhuman world at levels other than ideo logy (such as
through the work women and men do and the gender divi sion of
prop erty and power) and to address how the material real ities in
which women of different classes (/castes/races) are rooted might
affect their responses to envir on mental degradation. (123)

My analysis aligns with this posi tion and locates the resist ance
move ments in Uttarakhand and Jharkhand in the mater i alist
feminist framework.

In rela tion to the discus sion of the filmic text it is also inter esting to
look at the film maker’s journey. Deepa Dhanraj’s film- making career is
all about her own feminist concerns, which explains the alli ances
which she builds with other demo cratic move ments. Dhanraj learned
film- making and got inter ested in inde pendent polit ical
docu mentary. She learned the most important lessons through her
asso ci ation with women’s groups that were taking up the causes of
poor and rural women workers and placing them within the
frame work of patri archy and socio- economic inequality. She was the
driving force behind the film- making feminist collective
named ‘Yugantar’, 5 and made four films during the 1980s.
Molkarin (1981) which is the Marathi word for female domestic help
focused on the oppressive working condi tions of hundreds of
maid ser vants in Pune. It reported on how they came together to form
an organ isa tion to fight for their rights. In a similar vein, her
second film Tambaku ki Aag / The Tobacco Embers (1982) traced the
history of a women’s trade union consisting of over three thou sand
tobacco workers in Nipani, Karnataka. In 1983, she made two
inter esting and, at that time, unusual docu- fictional films: the
first was Sudesha, while the second was This is Not a Mere Story
which sens it ively explored the many dimen sions of gendered
oppres sion in a middle- class working woman’s life (Sinha).

11
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Sudesha depicts the diffi culties that men, under the influ ence of the
contractors and offi cials, start inflicting on Sudesha, including even
in rela tion to her posi tion in the women’s groups. She decides to
leave the lead er ship posi tion and go along with other women. This
intu itive sense of what would work for the larger group and the
benefit of the common cause, but also her unwavering commit ment
to the ethics of a community life and safe guarding its interest are of
para mount import ance for her.

12

Then the ques tion arises: what is the signi fic ance of the Chipko
Move ment? In an easy move, one can talk of the rampant destruc tion
of the envir on ment and massive defor est a tion in that region and
endorse the futility of the move ment and the work of leaders like
Sudesha. But one could also consider the efforts that have become
part of the spirit of indi viduals and small prac tices rather than
trans form ative changes which come in the garb of devel op ment.
Some of these insignificant- looking prac tices, which have become
the guiding forces around the world for policy makers and
move ments for the conser va tion of the Earth, are also one of the first
instances of ecofeminism. 6 For example, there have been many
initi at ives for forest manage ment, which can broadly be clas si fied
into four categories: the Govern ment initi ated Joint Forest
Manage ment (JFM) programme; Autonomous Initi at ives; Mixed
Initi at ives (State- cum-autonomous); and People’s Move ments
(Agarwal). The move ment also raised important ques tions like, what
are ways to improve the rela tion ship between sexes which in turn
could change the lives of women in the domestic setup; how could
the aware ness of equal sharing of power be instilled in the context of
a movement?

13

Some of these issues get raised in the next section again in order to
study a some what distant and contem porary context medi ated by the
poetry of Jacinta Kerketta.

14

Part 2� Jacinta Kerketta – The
poetry of protest

Adivasi history has highly influ enced me because this community has
always fought against tend en cies and forces that have wanted to
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enslave other human beings. Today, the Adivasi community is
under standing and fighting against the designs of enslaving human
beings in a different way in the name of devel op ment and
indus tri al isa tion… Human beings should be concerned about the
lives of these other entities also. This belief keeps Adivasi
communities in close contact with nature and strengthens their
belief in the life and the right of others to live. That is why, in my
poems, I write against that tend ency of such forces, which want to
enslave humans of a lower class, just for the benefit of a
handful of people.

The above quote from an inter view with Groundxero iden ti fies the
philo sophy and essence of the poetry of Jacinta Kerketta, some of
which I will analyse in continu ation of my account of the Chipko
Move ment. The voice of this woman poet narrates the stories of
struggle, resist ance and values as a repres ent ative of a land and a
people, and the issues of devel op ment and the injustice taking place
in the name of progress. Kerketta is a poet, writer, activist, freel ance
journ alist working in the Jharkhand region of India, which was
bifurc ated from the erstwhile state of Bihar in 2000. The reason for
this divi sion was largely the economic and cultural margin al iz a tion of
the tribal people over centuries and their struggle to get an
autonomous or self- ruled state. That dream remains largely
unful filled but struggles are on to change the ethos of the ruling
classes (Shah; Pati and Singh).

15

Kerketta belongs to the Oraon Adivasi community having and using
its own language, Kurukh, but she prefers to write in Hindi. She
speaks about this diffi cult choice:

16

People are never worried about why my mother tongue is
disap pearing but when I say I write in Hindi, they have
ques tions. I write in Hindi because I want to speak to the
perpet rators of injustice and viol ence on my community in their own
language. I write in their language so they will know what we think of
them. Also it gets trans lated into English. 7

She knows the power of writing, including poetry, and is determ ined
to continue. She was born in a village called Khud posh, located on the
banks of river Koel in West Singhbhum district in Jharkand, close to
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the state of Odisha. Her village is also near the Saranda forest, which
is the biggest Sal forest in Asia.

In her poem “The Flowers of Saranda”, Kerketta invokes the
distressing imagery of the “spade” and “pickaxe” in tears while being
made to commit the most mind less of crimes akin to digging the
grave of the entire human kind by cutting the trees in Saranda forests
indis crim in ately. These machines are working on offi cial orders,
“some scribbled pages”, that have far more sinister inten tions than
these equip ments. Giving the nature a defiant yet nurturing
subjectivity, Jacinta Kerketta also weaves in an element of hope: “the
new dawn brings forth another sweet blossom.” The trees which have
survived the mayhem give birth to innu mer able fragrant flowers
which surrepti tiously immerse the entire forest area with a vision of
regen er a tion. This person i fic a tion of the forest for providing
“perfume on the sly / strikes at the stench / of the machine and
dynamite” though seems like an antag on istic act but for the poet it is
the tire less deed of nature for “the greater common good”. 8 Thus the
poem reminds of nature’s commit ment towards life forces and the
undying commit ment of the local Adivasi communities, whom
Kerketta repres ents, for trying to protect these forests. “The Flowers
of Saranda” by juxta posing both, the wonderful act of natural forces
and the madness of human beings, appeals to its readers to pick sides
in this war for justice conscientiously.

17

Kerketta’s central theme provides us with a crit ical indi genous
perspective on the modern devel op ment model and the erosion of
cultural and communit arian roots. For instance, in the
poem “O Shahar” (O City)—Kerketta writes,

18

Leaving behind their homes, their soil, their bales of straw, 
Fleeing the roof over their heads, they often ask, 
O city! Are you ever wrenched by the very roots, 
In the name of so- called progress?

By invoking the subjectivity of the city, she is forging an alli ance with
it and circum venting human inter ven tions and the pres sure of
everyday expansion.

Kerketta’s poetry is full of meta phors from the forest and nature
depicting the intrinsic bonds Adivasi communities have with them.

19
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For Kerketta, know ledge about trees and forests is both simple and
profound: to live and to give and these recur ring tropes are
embedded in her poetry.

She recalls, too, the communities’ long history of resist ance since the
Santhal Rebel lion in the nine teenth century. Her portrayal of the
community is not written as a victim’s narrative but an empowering
story of survival and resist ance. The simpli city of her language and
the depth of her crit ical world view resonate with many young Adivasi
who are exper i en cing a similar crisis in their ances tral homelands. 9

20

The rebel lion referred to in the quote was led by two tribal leaders
Siddhu and Kanhu against the British govern ment and their wily
supporters, the Indian land lords in 1855.

21

Let us consider her account of cutting, rather killing trees:22

“Why are Trees cut Down?” 
They want to drag the trees  
into the mainstream 
But do trees uprooted from their land 
Ever become mainstreamed? 
This is why trees are cut down.

This poem brings out the cruelty in the act of main streaming. In
other words, what would be considered a process of change is in fact
the path of doom. And so Jacinta Kerketta explains the para doxes of
life in the short poem, “Waiting” as follows:

They are waiting for us to become civilized 
We are waiting for them to become human 10

With Haiku- like preci sion, Jacinta Kerketta presents us a world view
that touches the pulse of the human contra dic tions. In this poem
titled “Waiting”, she depicts the humi li ating atti tude of the non- tribal
people naming her community an unciv il ized or barbarous group.
She, on her part, quietly asks them to become human beings before
thinking of them derog at orily. The title captures the futility of the
situ ation and the uneasy and suspi cious nature of the rela tion ship
between tribal and non- tribal communities.
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Kerketta says about her poetry, “I write about the struggles of the
Adivasi communities, the oppres sion they face in the name of
devel op ment, their trials and their histories”. 11 Kerstin Bachtler
almost endorsing her views further adds:

23

Her special achieve ment is that she succeeds in grasping the main
prob lems of the Adivasi with an analytical — realist view and
depicting them in a few sentences, such as the envir on ment
degrad a tion, habitat and ethnic identity. 12

The poet is moving beyond the indi vidual realm to acquire a
communal voice. She takes on the respons ib ility of a repres ent ative,
to portray the bridge between memories and possib il ities. As
Chaturvedi rightly pointed out, “while reading the poetry of
indi genous writers, one natur ally recog nizes an epistem o lo gical
pattern that is composed of inter per sonal subjectivity, communal
iden tity and reci pro city with nature” (8). These common al ities are not
themes of poems but life philo sophies that shape the poetic
expres sion of indi genous writers across the world. Explaining the
process, Jacinta Kerketta says in an inter view with Ground Xero:

24

When my own “I” speaks in the poems, then this “I” begins to feel the
emotions of any other “I” just as itself. But I want to commu nicate to
the readers this kind of feeling through the “I”. I always try to feel the
other “I”s and then docu ment them in my poems. In this process of
writing with my own and others’ — all these “I”s — I can feel the pain
of others as “I”, and then through these respective “I”s, others can
also feel in the same way. We often feel ourselves in others’ stories.
That’s why I have tried to cast this deep feeling in the form of “I” in
my poems. In every poem, rather than searching for the other, the “I”
is involved in other kinds of “I”s. We have to destroy the illu sion that
we can stay neutral in front of these things and issues.

In this docu ment itself, she proposes the voice as a coming together
of several I’s, as is the philo sophy of the tribal community.

These poems from Jharkhand, resonate with similar concerns as we
have seen in the Chipko Move ment and Sudesha’s fight. This mineral
rich land has been providing iron, bauxite, coal, copper, mica and
other resources to the rest of the country. Today the Adivasi

25
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their subser vient status in society and this aware ness helps them
voice their protests in a more nuanced way. As Manisha Rao states:
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given, among other things, the Affirm ative Action policy which provides for
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Filmography
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a quota of seats in civil service and in educa tion for those belonging to a list
of communities offi cially recog nised as ‘Sched uled Tribes’.

3  Stulig ross quoted in “Polit ical ecology of Jharkhand conflicts” by
Sarah Jewitt.

4  The best examples can be found in the novels of Arvinda Adiga and non- 
fiction writ ings like those of Rana Dasgupta and Suketu Mehta, which
provide ample evid ence of the immense gaps in the Indian society. Also the
following news paper reports are but a few examples of the stark contrast
between communities in India: https://www.hindustantimes.com/india- ne
ws/rich- poor-divide-in-india-widening-as-economy-grows-report/story- 
5iyHD5PbJa4kqCw8qBrNsO.html and https://indianexpress.com/article/ex
plained/world- inequality-report-the-rich-poor-gap-in-india-7664916/.

5  Dhanraj started this film collective along with Abha Bhaiyya, Navroze
Contractor and Meera Rao.

6  The Chipko protests managed a major victory in 1980 with a 15‐year ban
on felling of trees in the Himalayan forests of that state with Indira Gandhi,
the then Prime Minister of India. Since then, the move ment has spread to
many states in the country, the Appiko Move ment in Northern Karnataka,
which started in 1983, being one of the best examples.

7  https://www.huffpost.com/archive/in/entry/jacinta- kerketta-nighat-s
ahiba-kashmir-jharkhand-poems-language_in_5c41f480e4b027c3bbc14a3a.
Accessed 9 November 2022.

8  Arundhati Roy has a book by the same name on another major
envir on mental move ment in India called Narmada Bachao Andolan (Save the
Narmada Movement).

9  https://literaturecurry.com/blog- details/52/ten- voices-from-adivasi-li
terature. Accessed 9 November 2022.
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RÉSUMÉS

English
This article is a brief analysis of two contexts of struggles, and also of
celeb ra tion of the values of preser va tion of forests. One of the loca tions is in
the Uttarakhand region well known for the emblem atic “Chipko” move ment
of the 1980s, when women fought the epic battle to protect trees by
hugging them. We study the docu mentary film by Deepa Dhanraj, based on
the life of Sudesha Devi one of the leaders whose example brought women
together to resist and fight the power of the state. The second loca tion is
the state of Jharkhand, which has seen ongoing struggles for conser va tion
over decades. The echoes of the steps of the resist ance move ment can be
heard in the powerful voice of Jacinta Kerketta. The life and work of these
two activ ists present a case for reflec tion on the imbric a tion of the personal
and the polit ical in the context of social movements.

Français
Cet article présente une analyse de deux contextes de luttes incluant la
célé bra tion des valeurs de la préser va tion de la nature, plus
parti cu liè re ment des forêts. L’un des lieux où ces luttes se sont produites se
situe dans la région d’Utta ra khand, endroit emblé ma tique associé au
mouve ment « Chipko » des années 1980, quand des femmes se sont
dres sées pour protéger des arbres en les enla çant alors que ces derniers
étaient voués à l’abat tage. Nous analysons Sudesha, un film docu men taire de
Deepa Dhanraj basé sur la vie de Sudesha Devi, l’une des meneuses de cette
lutte et qui a servi d’exemple à d’autres femmes pour orga niser la résis tance
et la lutte contre le pouvoir en place. Le second lieu des luttes pour la
préser va tion des forêts depuis plusieurs décen nies est l’État du Jhar khand.
Jacinta Kerketta a prêté une voix puis sante à travers ses écrits à ce
mouve ment de résis tance. La vie et l’œuvre de ces deux mili tantes est
l’occa sion d’engager une réflexion sur l’imbri ca tion du personnel et du
poli tique dans le contexte des mouve ments sociaux.
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résistance
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