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TEXT

I would like to express my grat itude and my thanks to Alvar De La Llosa for
enabling me to complete this project, the authors who parti cipate in this issue
on ecocides, and the peer reviewers who accepted to read the
articles anonymously.

Settler colo ni alism is a structure 1 that is expanding in
a (post-)Terra Nullius era, at a time of ecolo gical reces sion and
geopol it ical instability. The Terra Nullius doctrine (meaning “empty
land” in Latin and liter ally trans lated as “land belonging to no human”)
regarded unoc cu pied territ ories as land that could be appropriated. 2

The notion of prop erty and the concept of util it ari anism were later
added by British colon ists, while the Terra Nullius doctrine adhered
to a racial ized discourse during the colo nial era, empowering western
imperial nations with the right to claim any land inhab ited by a
people deemed “savage,” “irra tional,” and “without history” in a
Euro centric under standing of culture and civilization. 3

1

Joseph Ooko Nyan gaga contends that “It is clear that terra nullius as
a doctrine has under gone numerous trans form a tions over time.” 4

Nowadays, the Terra Nullius argu ment can only be claimed by a
(land less) people whose motive is self- determination. 5 The history
of the Terra Nullius doctrine leads some scholars to call its
imper i alist read ings “a work of fiction” 6 or even “a myth” 7 itself
under girded by a racist belief in white supremacy from the
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18th century onwards. In a post co lo nial and deco lo nial envir on mental
perspective, I argue that the concept of a “(post-)Terra Nullius era”
emphas izes the stead fast ness of imper i al istic read ings of the
Terra Nullius doctrine in the 21st century. The brackets surrounding
the prefix “post-” contest the time frame of this legal prac tice that has
long been used to justify the annex a tion of Indi genous lands –
 there fore raising doubts on its past ness, as in the concept of
post co lo ni alism. This concept also accounts for the ripples and
trauma gener ated by imperialist Terra Nullius claims on Indi genous
peoples, Indi genous land and water as well as the natural resources
that they contain. In the case of Australia, the Terra Nullius doctrine
was over turned in 1992 by the High Court during the Mabo v. the
State of Queens land (No. 2), yet its reversal did not give Abori ginal
Australians their sover eignty back. 8 The consequences of
colon iz a tion and of forced accul tur a tion have been unearthed by the
Truth- Telling Commis sion since 1991, as this Truth and Recon cili ation
Commis sion is still listening to testi monies of Australian Abori gines
and Torres Strait Islanders.

Working with the concept of a (post-)Terra Nullius era under lines the
longevity, persist ence, and resur gence of settler colo ni alism
along side its chronic viol ence on Indi genous communities whose
sover eignty is still contested today. As Russell McDou gall, John C.
Ryan, and Pauline Reyn olds note in their “Intro duc tion to Post co lo nial
Liter at ures of Climate Change” (2022), Indi genous know ledge,
prac tice, and epistem o lo gies could preserve whole ecosys tems from
further damage, and yet Indi genous peoples are system at ic ally
under rep res ented in polit ical decision- making groups concerning
climate change issues and solutions. 9 The current capit alist scramble
for natural resources espe cially affects Indi genous peoples in the
Arctic region and the Amazo nian forest. Deep- sea mining worries
Pacific Islanders while warzones are imagined as poten tial
tourist resorts, 10 as though territ ories and the people living there
were mere commod ities that could be subjected to a tabula rasa
wiping out humans, non- humans, and more- than-humans from the
map. In a (post-)Terra Nullius era, the logic of elim in a tion that Patrick
Wolfe described as a key element of settler colonialism 11 is rendered
more and more visible in the media as it has become normal ized in
some nation alist ideo lo gies. This Issue invest ig ating the literary and
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artistic repres ent a tions of ecocide in three anglo phone settler
colonies – India, Aotearoa New Zealand, and Canada – effect ively
ques tions the temporal, scientific, and legal limits of this western
ideo logy, margin al izing waves of deco lo nial resist ance in offi cial
history, and racial izing mankind to exploit non- whites, non- male
thinking beings, non- humans, and more- than-humans.

Etymo lo gic ally speaking, the word “ecocide” means the destruc tion of
a home, a reality that can be meas ured in many ways and on many
levels, from local biod iversity loss, the gradual or sudden
disap pear ance of whole ecosys tems, to the full anni hil a tion of natural
habitats around the globe. For decades now, scient ists have warned
against the irre medi able damage human- made climate change
trig gers, and, despite inter na tional Agree ments and Conven tions, the
situ ation has never been worse. 12 Bruno Latour, known for theor izing
the passage from a science in action to a form of general truth in
science, explained that envir on mental scient ists and human ists
should work hand in hand to combat climate change effects
and affects. In his last and posthumous book, Habiter la Terre (2022),
Latour argued that “vous ne pouvez pas aborder toutes ces ques tions
écologiques sans les arts. Si vous n’avez pas les affects capables de
métaboliser la situ ation écologique, c’est beau coup trop lourd. Vous
avez simple ment l’ango isse au ventre et le travail
est insurmontable.” 13 In this context, the articles composing this
Issue are ordered in a chro no lo gical order to shed light on the long
fight for the preser va tion of the land and natural resources which
started from the first contacts between Indi genes and settlers, as
well as the variety of genres and artworks used to express humans’
concern, awe, and respect for “nature” – an umbrella term whose
meaning changes over time and place, depending on cultures and
languages, and a term which has often proved its inad equacy to
express the very field it is supposed to embrace, leading Patrick Aura
in Article 3 to formu late his own theory of “eco- geology” 14 to not
exclude rocks and minerals from the landscape.

4

In “The Fifth Inter na tional Crime: Reflec tions on the Defin i tion of
‘Ecocide’” (2023), Liana Geor gieva Minkova explains that the term
“ecocide” was first mentioned in rela tion to the Vietnam War by
Arthur Galston who decried the use of Agent Orange on agri cul tural
fields between 1961 and 1971 – a chem ical whose dioxin is deemed
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respons ible for cancers and birth defects 15. Richard Falk then used
the term “ecocide” to compare the ecolo gical harm perpet rated by
the Amer ican army in Vietnam to the geno cide perpet rated by the
Nazis during the Second World War. 16 In “Envir on mental Warfare and
Ecocide – Facts, Appraisals, and Proposals” (1973), Falk could write:

The Indochina context, given the public outrage over the desec ra tion
of the land at a time of rising envir on mental conscious ness, creates a
target of oppor tunity compar able to Nurem berg. Surely it is no
exag ger a tion to consider the forests and plant a tions treated by
Agent Orange as an Auschwitz for envir on mental values, certainly
not from the perspective of such a distinct envir on mental species as
the mangrove tree or nipa palm. And just as the Geno cide
Conven tion came along to form alize part of what had already been
condemned and punished at Nurem berg, so an Ecocide Conven tion
could help carry forward into the future a legal condem na tion of
envir on mental warfare in Indochina. 17

In June 2021, ecocide was presented by the Inter na tional Expert Panel
(IEP) to be included in the Rome Statute of the Inter na tional Crim inal
Court along side the four recog nized inter na tional crimes: geno cide,
crimes against humanity, war crimes, and crimes of aggression. 18 The
IEP formu lated the defin i tion of ecocide in these terms: “‘ecocide’
means unlawful or wanton acts committed with know ledge that there
is a substan tial like li hood of severe and either wide spread or long- 
term damage to the envir on ment being caused by those acts.” 19 In
May 2024, the European Union legally enforced ecocide as an
envir on mental crime. 20 The 2024 Envir on mental Crime Directive
notes that envir on mental crimes represent the fourth largest
organ ized crime activity in the world and that they generate an 80-
to-230- million-euro loss every year. Envir on mental crimes are
defined as “infringe ments of relevant legal oblig a tions, such as
wild life crimes and deteri or a tion of habitats, illegal ship ment or
dumping of waste, pollu tion crimes and illegal trading in
hazardous substances.” 21 Ecocide is there fore at the fore front of
current inter dis cip linary and inter na tional preoccupations.

6

Destabil izing the tradi tional settler colo nial narrative, too often
opposing white settlers to Indi genous peoples, articles composing
this Issue inter rogate how the over ex ploit a tion of natural resources
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and the destruc tion of endo genous fauna and flora are perceived by
the various communities who co- exist in settler colonies, whether
they are Indi genous peoples, white settlers, non- white settlers,
migrants, or polit ical and envir on mental refugees. Too often, ecocide
is framed in the “dying” discourse settler colo ni alism itself constructs
to justify inac tion, exac tions, and the over ex ploit a tion of local natural
and human resources. Some times, the national narrative can deny its
own ecocidal meas ures alto gether, as in Aotearoa New Zealand where
some brands do not hesitate to herald its “100% Pure” myth despite
the fragility of many endo genous species, massive agri cul tural
produc tion, and the growing number of endangered endemic plants.
As Filippos Proedrou and Maria Pournara note, “Ecocide liter ally
means the killing of our home,” 22 inter preting ecocides as ecolo gical
geno cides. Narrat ives of ecocides can be analyzed from various
stand points, such as envir on mental human ities, trauma studies, dis- 
aster studies, post co lo nial and deco lo nial studies, ecofem inism, and
Indi genous studies. Grace Dillon (Anish in aabe) refers to settler
colo ni alism as a “Post- Native Apoca lypse World,” 23 a concept which
proves relevant for the Issue at stake as many Indi genous
epistem o lo gies promoting a form of symbi osis and respect between
humans, non- humans, and more- than-humans have persisted over
the years despite massive land confis ca tion, the loss of sover eignty, a
long process of assim il a tion, and geno cides. Texts on ecocides can
often be read as a counter- discourse to offi cial history in settler
colonies, despite presenting scientific facts.

The Issue on “Ecocides in Settler Colo nial Arts and Liter at ures” is
composed of six peer- reviewed articles. The whole volume abides by
Amer ican English, hence the italiciz a tion of languages perceived as
“foreign” in this frame work, although the authors of this volume
would have liked to de- italicize Indi genous languages. In “‘Praying to
the Devil’: Māori- Centered Histories of Resist ance against Forest
Alien a tion in Wair arapa, 1845‐1849,” Jamie Ashworth focuses on the
niupepa (newspapers), pukapuka (private letters), and korero (speech)
produced by the Māori iwi (tribes) of the Wair arapa region after the
signing of Te Tiriti o Wait angi on 6 February 1840. His analysis
high lights the resist ance and defi ance of Māori against settler
prac tices of defor est a tion and extract ivism, which contra dicts
colo ni ally inflected theories imagining Māori as passive in front of the
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degrad a tion of their envir on ment. In “Sacri ficed Pasts, Lost Futures:
Subjective Inan imicy, Sacri fice Zones, and Wild Geese by Martha
Ostenso (Canada, 1925),” Patrick Aura develops an “eco- geological”
perspective that encom passes human and non- human inter ac tions to
better amplify the role of geology in what is tradi tion ally referred to
as “nature.” His reading of Wild Geese by Martha Ostenso offers new
insights in the way Cana dian settlers appro priate wilder ness and the
Indi genous cultures alike while writing their own sacri fi cial destinies
by imposing on the land a narrative of exploit ative agri- culture which
engulfs them too. In “A Post co lo nial Study of Aranyak: of the Forest –
 An Ecocidal Fiction of Colo nial India’s Indi genous Lands,” Mallika Bala
and Madhu mita Roy offer an envir on ment alist critique of
Bibhut ib hushan Bandy opad hyay’s novel Aranyak: Of the Forest (1939).
Santal Indi genous perspect ives on the wilder ness and on
defor est a tion are presented along side western ecocrit ical texts to
discuss the impact of human activ ities on the land and on exploit ative
forestry prac tices. Contrasting ecolo gical discourses from the North
and from the South, this article inter rog ates humans’ place within the
universe. In “‘This Coal is Gobbling Us Up’: Narrating Slow Viol ence
Through Somatic Land scapes in the Fiction of Hansda Sowvendra
Shekhar,” Atreyee Chakraborty observes how Rob Nixon’s theory of
“slow viol ence” illu min ates Hansda’s descrip tions of the Santal in
his novel, The Myster ious Ailment of Rupi Baskey (2013), and in the
short stories composing The Adivasi Will Not Dance (2017). The
viol ence endured by the Indi genous communities in the mines of
Chotanagpur, and espe cially the sexual exploit a tion of Santal women,
is compared to the violent treat ment of the land itself in an
extract ivist and turbo- capitalist under standing of human, non- 
human, and more- than-human rela tions. In “A Transpa cific Approach
to Envir on mental Dis- Asters in Aotearoa New Zealand Ecopo etry,”
Marine Berthiot analyzes “Unity” by Selina Tusitala Marsh (Sāmoan,
Tuvaluan, English, Scot tish, and French New Zeal ander) and “Poem
for the Common wealth, 2018” by Karlo Mila (Tongan, Palagi, and
Samoan New Zeal ander). Meth od o lo gies devised in the Pacific, such
as the vā (the space between), talanoa (conver sa tion), and aroha
(kind ness, empathy, love), but also Fuimaono Karl Pulotu- Endemann’s
fonofale health model, are used along side Rob Nixon’s theory of “slow
viol ence” and Maurice Blan chot’s perspective on “dis- aster” studies to



Textures, 30 | 2026

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Primary Sources

Archives

INTERNATIONAL CRIMINAL COURT, Rome Statute of the International Criminal
Court, The Hague, The International Criminal Court Publication, 2021, https://www.i
cc-cpi.int/sites/default/files/2024-05/Rome-Statute-eng.pdf [accessed
02/02/2026].

Press

PROEDROU Filippos and POURNARA Maria, “The EU’s New Ecocide Law May Still
Let Environmental Criminals Get Away With It,” The Conversation, 3 May 2024, http
s://theconversation.com/the-eus-new-ecocide-law-may-still-let-environmental-cr
iminals-get-away-with-it-228580 [accessed 02/02/2026].

QUINN Ben, “Tony Blair Thinktank Worked With Project Developing ‘Trump Riviera’
Gaza Plan,” The Guardian, 7 July 2025, https://www.theguardian.com/politics/202
5/jul/07/tony-blair-thinktank-worked-with-project-developing-trump-riviera-gaz
a-plan [accessed 02/02/2026].

WESTON Phoebe, “Biodiversity Loss in All Species and Every Ecosystem Linked to
Humans – Report,” The Guardian, 26 March 2025, https://www.theguardian.com/en
vironment/2025/mar/26/human-link-biodiversity-loss-species-ecosystems-climat
e-pollution-eawag-study-nature-aoe [accessed 02/02/2026].

analyze the envir on mental trauma affecting inhab it ants in Oceania.
The closing paper, “Where Will the Bellbird Sing, if Not on the
Harakeke? Kaitiakitanga (Guardianship, Custodianship, and
Protection) in Te Ao Māori,” was offered by Lisa Renard and Awhina
Tamarapa and reflects the curat orial and sustain able work they are
performing with harakeke (a flax from Aotearoa New Zealand), whatu
(weaving), and raranga (basketry) both in dedic ated gardens and
in museums. 24 They draw our atten tion onto the fragility of Aotearoa
New Zealand’s unique ecosystem and, by reper cus sion, onto the
sens itive main ten ance and preser va tion of Māori arts, Māori
meth od o lo gies, and Māori epistem o lo gies, which are all interrelated
and co- dependent.

https://www.icc-cpi.int/sites/default/files/2024-05/Rome-Statute-eng.pdf
https://theconversation.com/the-eus-new-ecocide-law-may-still-let-environmental-criminals-get-away-with-it-228580
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2025/jul/07/tony-blair-thinktank-worked-with-project-developing-trump-riviera-gaza-plan
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2025/mar/26/human-link-biodiversity-loss-species-ecosystems-climate-pollution-eawag-study-nature-aoe


Textures, 30 | 2026

Websites

EUROPEAN COMMISSION, “Environmental Crime Directive”, https://environment.e
c.europa.eu/law-and-governance/environmental-compliance-assurance/environm
ental-crime-directive_en [accessed 02/02/2026].

OFFICE OF PUBLIC AFFAIRS & COMMUNICATIONS, “In Memoriam: Arthur Galston,
Plant Biologist, Fought Use of Agent Orange,” Yale News, 18 July 2008, https://news.y
ale.edu/2008/07/18/memoriam-arthur-galston-plant-biologist-fought-use-agent-
orange [accessed 02/02/2026].

Works Cited

ANGHIE Antony, Imperialism, Sovereignty and the Making of International Law,
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2004.

AURA Patrick, “Sacrificed Pasts, Lost Futures: Subjective Inanimicy, Sacrifice Zones &
Martha Ostenso’s Wild Geese (Canada, 1925),” Textures, No. 30, Ecocides in Settler
Colonial Arts and Literature, 2025, DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.35562/textures.1284.

BUCHAN Bruce and HEATH Mary, “Savagery and Civilization: From Terra Nullius to
the ‘Tide of History’,” Ethnicities, vol. 6, No. 1, March 2006, pp. 5‐26, DOI: https://doi.
org/10.1177/1468796806061077.

DILLON Grace (ed.), Walking the Clouds: An Anthology of Indigenous Science Fiction,
Tucson, The University of Arizona Press, 2012.

ELDER Catriona, “The Myth of Terra Nullius: Indigeneity and Nation,” in Being
Australian: Narratives of National Identity, London & New York, Routledge, 2020.

FALK Richard, “Environmental Warfare and Ecocide – Facts, Appraisals, and
Proposals,” Bulletin of Peace Proposals, vol. 4, No. 1, 1973, pp. 80‐96, DOI:
https://doi.org/10.1177/096701067300400105.

KEENAN Sarah, “Expanding Terra Nullius,” The Contemporary Pacific, vol. 32, No. 2,
2020, pp. 449‐460, DOI: https://doi.org/10.1353/cp.2020.0037 [restricted access,
accessed 02/02/2025].

LATOUR Bruno, Habiter la terre : Entretiens avec Nicolas Truong, Paris, Les liens qui
libèrent, Arte éditions, 2022.

McDOUGALL Russell, RYAN John C. and REYNOLDS Pauline, “Introduction to
Postcolonial Literatures of Climate Change,” in McDOUGALL Russell, RYAN John C.
and REYNOLDS Pauline (eds.), Postcolonial Literatures of Climate Change,
Leiden/Boston, Brill, 2022, pp. 1‐55.

MINKOVA Liana Georgieva, “The Fifth International Crime: Reflections on the
Definition of ‘Ecocide’,” Journal of Genocide Research, vol. 25, No. 1, 2023, pp. 62‐83,
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1080/14623528.2021.1964688.

https://environment.ec.europa.eu/law-and-governance/environmental-compliance-assurance/environmental-crime-directive_en
https://news.yale.edu/2008/07/18/memoriam-arthur-galston-plant-biologist-fought-use-agent-orange
https://dx.doi.org/10.35562/textures.1284
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468796806061077
https://doi.org/10.1353/cp.2020.0037
https://doi.org/10.1080/14623528.2021.1964688


Textures, 30 | 2026

NOTES

1  Patrick Wolfe, “Settler Colo ni alism and the Elim in a tion of the Native,”
Journal of Geno cide Research, vol. 8, No. 4, 2006, pp. 387‐409.

2  Joseph Ooko Nyangaga, “The Doctrine of Occu pa tion
through ‘Terra Nullius’ as a Right of Self- Determination of Peoples and the
Legal Status of ‘Liber land’ Territory under Inter na tional Law,” Beijing
Law Review, vol. 13, No. 1, p. 120.

3  Bruce Buchan and Mary Heath, “Savagery and Civil iz a tion: From
Terra Nullius to the ‘Tide of History’”, Ethnicities, vol. 6, No. 1, March 2006,
p. 6; Joseph Ooko Nyangaga, “The Doctrine of Occu pa tion”, p. 124; Sarah
Keenan, “Expanding Terra Nullius,” The Contem porary Pacific, vol. 32, No. 2,
2020, p. 452.

4  Joseph Ooko Nyangaga, “The Doctrine of Occu pa tion”, p. 127.

5  Ibid., p. 124.

6  Ibid., p. 123; Antony Anghie, Imper i alism, Sover eignty and the Making of
Inter na tional Law, Cambridge, Cambridge Univer sity Press, 2004.

7  Catriona Elder, “The Myth of Terra Nullius: Indi geneity and Nation,” Being
Australian: Narrat ives of National Identity, Milton Park, Rout ledge, 2007.

8  Bruce Buchan and Mary Heath, “Savagery and Civil iz a tion,” p. 19.

9  Russell McDou gall, John C. Ryan, and Pauline Reyn olds, “Intro duc tion to
Post co lo nial Liter at ures of Climate Change,” in Russell McDou gall, John C.
Ryan, and Pauline Reyn olds (eds.), Post co lo nial Liter at ures of
Climate Change, Leiden/Boston, Brill, 2022, p. 8.

NYANGAGA Joseph Ooko, “The Doctrine of Occupation through ‘Terra Nullius’ as a
Right of Self-Determination of Peoples and the Legal Status of ‘Liberland’ Territory
under International Law”, Beijing Law Review, vol. 13, No. 1, pp. 119‐132, DOI:
https://doi.org/10.4236/blr.2022.131008.

RENARD Lisa, and TAMARAPA Awhina, “Sans la pousse de harakeke, où chantera le
korimako ? Kaitiakitanga (sauvegarde, tutelle et protection) dans le monde māori,”
Recherches & éducations, No. 30‐31, Nouveaux cosmos ?, 2026, pp. 1‐16, DOI: https://d
oi.org/10.4000/14l97.

WOLFE Patrick, “Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of the Native,” Journal of
Genocide Research, vol. 8, No. 4, 2006, pp. 387‐409, DOI: https://doi.org/10.1080/146
23520601056240.

https://doi.org/10.4000/14l97
https://doi.org/10.1080/14623520601056240


Textures, 30 | 2026

10  Ben Quinn, “Tony Blair Think tank Worked with Project Devel oping
‘Trump Riviera’ Gaza Plan,” The Guardian, 7 July 2025.

11  Patrick Wolfe, “Settler Colo ni alism,” pp. 387‐409.

12  Phoebe Weston, “Biod iversity Loss in All Species and Every Ecosystem
Linked to Humans – Report,” The Guardian, 26 March 2025.

13  Bruno Latour, Habiter la terre : Entre tiens avec Nicolas Truong, Paris, Les
Liens qui Libèrent, Arte Éditions, 2022, p. 98: “You cannot envisage to tackle
every ecolo gical issue without the arts. If you are not equipped with the
neces sary affects to meta bolize the ecolo gical situ ation, then it becomes
too heavy to over come. You are simply over ridden with anguish, and your
work seems impossible to fulfil.” (My own translation).

14  Patrick Aura, “Sacri ficed Pasts, Lost Futures: Subjective Inan imicy,
Sacri fice Zones & Martha Ostenso’s Wild Geese (Canada, 1925),” Textures,
No. 30, Ecocides in Settler Colo nial Arts and Literature, 2025.

15  Office of Public Affairs & Commu nic a tions, “In Memoriam: Arthur
Galston, Plant Biolo gist, Fought Use of Agent Orange,” Yale News,
18 July 2008.

16  Liana Geor gieva Minkova, “The Fifth Inter na tional Crime: Reflec tions on
the Defin i tion of ‘Ecocide’,” Journal of Geno cide Research, vol. 25, No. 1, 2023,
p. 69.

17  Richard Falk, “Envir on mental Warfare and Ecocide – Facts, Appraisals,
and Proposals,” Bulletin of Peace Proposals, vol. 4, No. 1, 1973, p. 84.

18  Inter na tional Crim inal Court, Rome Statute of the Inter na tional
Crim inal Court, The Hague, The Inter na tional Crim inal Court
Public a tion, 2021.

19  Liana Geor gieva Minkova, “The Fifth Inter na tional Crime,” p. 63.

20  European Commis sion, “Envir on mental Crime Directive.”

21  Ibid.

22  Filippos Proedrou, and Maria Pournara, “The EU’s New Ecocide Law May
Still Let Envir on mental Crim inals Get Away With It,” The Conversation,
3 May 2024.

23  Grace Dillon (ed.), Walking the Clouds: An Antho logy of Indi genous
Science Fiction, Tucson, The Univer sity of Arizona Press, 2012.



Textures, 30 | 2026

24  The French version of the article written by Lisa Renard and Awhina
Tamarapa, titled “Sans la pousse de harakeke, où chantera le kori mako ?
Kaitiakit anga (sauve garde, tutelle et protec tion) dans le monde māori,” was
published in Recherches & éducations, No. 30‐31, Nouveaux cosmos ?, 2026,
pp. 1‐16.

INDEX

Mots-clés
écocides, ère (post-)Terra Nullius, colonies de peuplement, humanités
environnementales, études sur le trauma

Keywords
ecocides, (post-)Terra Nullius era, settler colonies, environmental
humanities, trauma studies

Palabras claves
ecocidios, era (post-)Terra Nullius, colonias de poblamiento, humanidades
ambientales, estudios sobre el trauma

AUTHOR

Marine Berthiot
Researcher affiliated with LCE (Lettres et civilisations étrangères), F-69007 Lyon,
France; MSCA Postdoctoral Fellow at the University of Galway (Ireland)

https://publications-prairial.fr/textures/index.php?id=1266


“Praying to the Devil”: Māori-Centered
Histories of Resistance Against
Environmental Alienation in Wairarapa,
1843‐1853
« Adresser sa prière au diable. » Histoires de Māori résistant contre
l’aliénation environnementale à Wairarapa (1843‐1853)
«Rezar al Diablo»: Historias maoríes de resistencia contra la alienación
ecológica, Wairarapa (1843‐1853)

Jamie Ashworth

DOI : 10.35562/textures.1267

Copyright
CC BY 4.0

OUTLINE

Introduction
Historiography and Methodology
Niupepa (Newspapers)
Pukapuka (Private Letters)
Kōrero (Speech)
Conclusion

TEXT

Introduction
In 1878, Ngāti Kahun gunu politi cian and writer Henare Tomoana
published a highly crit ical essay in the Māori- language newspaper
Te Wananga concerning European colo nial land acquis i tion. The
article, refer en cing settler- colonial efforts to alienate land from its
Indi genous stew ards, argued that “to unravel a Maori title requires a
know ledge of so vast an amount of the old history of the race, that it
excludes any European from being able to sit as a Maori claim
to land.” 1 Tomoana’s words were a clear expres sion of resist ance
against imper i alist expan sion in Aotearoa New Zealand, symbolic of

1
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wider anti- colonial tend en cies within Māori liter ature. Invoking
whakapapa (ancestry) in explaining the insepar ab ility of the land and
its people, Tomoana aimed to combat prevailing European ideas of
land resource posses sion from a Māori stand point. In doing so, he
contrib uted to a regional literary tradi tion of resist ance against
imper i al istic resource exploitation.

The south- eastern districts of Te Ika- a-Māui, Tomoana’s home, had
for decades been the subject of what Cameron Boyle labels “the
settler- colonial project of mass migration.” 2 From 1841 onward,
European colon ists settled and occu pied Wair arapa, a remote district
within this area. Wair arapa consti tutes a series of valleys separ ated
from Wellington by moun tain ranges, and was at the time domin ated
by “belts of forest” 3 varie gating fertile allu vial land, providing Māori
with resources for subsist ence horti cul ture. This land was the
tūrangawaewae (ances tral home) of numerous hapū (autonomous
clan- groups), including Ngāti Moe, Te Hika a Pāpāuma, and Ngāti
Hamua, among others. To the Indi genous Ngāti Kahun gunu
and Rangitāne iwi (tribal groups) of the region, settler- colonialism
imposed upon the socioeco nomic stability afforded by tradi tional
cultiv a tion of the whenua (land). In further modi fying these
envir on ments, settlers threatened the tradi tional attach ments of
Māori to the resources that formed the found a tion of their culture.

2

While Māori had effected their own changes to the land in centuries
prior, Europeans viewed these alter a tions as insig ni ficant and
incom pat ible with settler capit alism. Envir on mental historian Anna
Boswell char ac ter izes this “continuing crusade” 4 of imper i alism as
part of a wider “ecocide” 5 enacted by European colon ists. Here,
“scorched- earth colo nial policies” 6 contrib uted to imper i alist efforts
toward erad ic ating Māori connec tions to their land. As analyst Kate
Riddell explains, settler- colonists aimed to minimize the signi fic ance
of this ecocide through cultural supplant a tion: as “the land was
cleared and ‘improved’ by European toil […] the native was
supplanted by the introduced.” 7

3

Against the back drop of these prevailing ideo lo gies, settlers also
char ac ter ized Māori as passive observers of this ecocide of land
alien a tion rather than resisting it. However, the surviving corpus of
Māori- language primary liter ature refutes such alleg a tions. This

4
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Figure 1. Map of Wair arapa, created c. 1860 by unknown colonist

Grass land, moun tains, swamps, and forest are noted on the map. Pink shaded areas
represent land under Māori owner ship by this time. 

paper contends that, during Wair arapa’s early colon iz a tion from 1841
to 1853, Māori consist ently asserted mana whenua (sover eignty over
land) in their literary expres sions of resist ance. In examining three
types of oral and written works, this paper explores the varying
tech niques by which Māori would engage with colo nial land resource
exploit a tion. First, Māori- language press public a tions on land
alien a tion are analyzed, contex tu al izing such disrup tion within the
Indi genous soci opol it ical milieu. Second, this article invest ig ates the
role of personal letters in constructing envir on ment alist oppos i tion.
Finally, this paper scru tin izes the missionary corpus of recorded oral
testi mony by Wair arapa anti- colonial activ ists. It is argued that these
asser tions of mana whenua center the agency of Wair arapa Māori in
defying colo nial encroach ments on their tūrangawaewae.

https://publications-prairial.fr/textures/docannexe/image/1267/img-1.jpg
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Repos itory: Alex ander Turn bull Library, Wellington, New Zealand, refer ence
number: MapColl- 832.45gbbd/[ca.1860]/Acc.36640

Cour tesy of the Alex ander Turn bull Library5

Histori ography and Methodology
Until fairly recently, relevant histori ography was domin ated by what
Kerry Howe describes as an “over arching paradigm of Māori
as victims” 8 in the face of colo nial ecocide. In general, previous
schol ar ship has rein forced colo nial narrat ives of passivity in the
region, presenting Māori as mostly indif ferent to European expan sion
into local envir on ments. Envir on mental historian Paul Star
emphas izes that prior research char ac ter ized European atti tudes
toward Aotearoa’s natural envir on ments in a relative vacuum, “cut
without aware ness of […] the indi genous environment.” 9

Michael Roche’s History of Forestry (1990), for instance, portrayed
Māori as prior it izing envir on mental conser va tion, but not neces sarily
actively opposing ecocide. 10 In public histories such as Rebecca
O’Brien and Robert McClean’s Envir on mental Issues Over view Report
for the Tararua District (2001), Māori are described as
“strug gling people” 11 almost help less against the “system atic
destruc tion of taonga and cultural rights.” 12

6

Signi ficant work has been done within histori ography toward
recti fying these issues, espe cially by Māori them selves. A now- 
substantial bibli o graphy exists in char ac ter izing the overall body of
early envir on ment alist works produced by Māori. These sources, in
general, have examined Māori responses to land alien a tion and their
consequences during the time period in ques tion, emphas izing their
agency and reten tion of mana (spir itual prestige) in creating anti- 
colonial texts.

7

Eva Rask Knudsen’s foundational The Circle and the Spiral (2004)
estab lishes a crit ical post co lo nial frame work for analyzing anti- 
ecocidal Māori liter ature, espe cially relevant to invest ig a tions from an
“outside- in perspective” 13 such as this paper. Knudsen notes that the
writers of anti- colonial liter ature tended to separate them selves from
settler view points, opposing ecolo gical threats through concepts
grounded in Māori tradi tion. These writ ings, Knudsen argues,

8
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func tioned as socially func tional objects and promoted “the
persever ance of Indi genous spir itu ality and tradition” 14 in the literary
construc tion of Māori anti- ecocidal argu ments. Knudsen emphas izes
the role of wāhine (women) in this liter ature, contrasted with the
patri archal “Pakeha environment.” 15 Simil arly, in Vincent O’Malley’s
The Meeting Place (2012), it is argued that women played a major role
in recog nizing and resisting ecocide, repres enting part “of the
wider community” 16 that would “adju dicate upon […] daily living” 17

equally to men. Wāhine contrib uted regu larly to komiti (council)
discus sions, in delib erate contrast to European patriarchy.

Paola Della Valle, in From Silence to Voice (2010), reaches similar
conclu sions informed by this post co lo nial view, commenting that “a
site of Maori resist ance – a chink in the armor of colo nial authority –
 origin ated in the produc tion of texts.” 18 Liter ature aided in
preserving the memory of signi ficant loca tions, including those rich
in resources important for mahinga kai (tradi tional food- gathering
prac tices). Della Valle also notes that Māori subverted settler- 
colonists’ “dominant discourse” 19 in liter ature, produ cing
“cracks within” 20 colo nial know ledge systems. O’Malley argues that
this oppos i tion was based on the “far from […] trivial infringements” 21

of colon ists in violating tuku whenua (the tradi tional systems
under pin ning communal land trans fer ence) with “the aim to
restore balance” 22 motiv ating this rejection.

9

Other authors typify Māori literary responses to ecocide in terms of
their own exper i ences, an Indigenous- led collec tion of views that are
priv ileged throughout this invest ig a tion. Works framed around
collective resist ance, for instance, have been examined as forms of
anti- ecocidal rhet oric. As Danny Keenan (Te Āti Awa) writes in
Envir on mental Histories of New Zealand (2002), “Māori expressed
their responses to vanishing land scapes in many different forums […]
[They] perceived the totality of envir on mental change and sought to
relate to it.” 23 Frith Te Aroha Driver- Burgess’s 2015 thesis “Korero
Pukapuka, Talking Books” also describes popular liter ature among
Māori as part of a pattern of “cohesive action.” 24

10

It is important to consider the place that written and recorded texts
held within Māori cultural concep tions of the world during this early
period of colon iz a tion. Arini Loader’s (Ngāti Raukawa, Ngāti Whakaue,

11
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and Te Whānau- a-Apanui) chapter in A History of New
Zealand Literature (2016) described, simil arly, how Māori considered
written material on envir on mental policy polit ic ally. In the circu la tion
of these works, narrat ives coalesced around Māori cosmo lo gical
connec tions to the land, espe cially referencing whakapapa as part of
this histor ical record. Literary resist ance, including that which was
spoken, centered on “demon strating and reinforcing” 25 such
rela tions to the land. Keenan, like wise, expresses that “Māori sought
to control the meanings” 26 of their exper i ences through “asser tions
of iden tity and mana,” 27 calling upon “specific historic landscapes” 28

in formu lating resist ance. Nēpia Mahuika (Ngāti Porou), in Rethinking
Oral History and Tradition (2019), notes that polit ical liter ature on
ecocide could be contex tu al ized within “the same whaikorero
(speech making) conven tions of the marae.” 29 Loader has also
noted that wāhine were heavily involved in literary
processes, defining whakapapa rela tion ships through their
creative work. 30

Collect ively, these sources provide a strong frame work for the
analysis of Māori anti- colonial texts and their oppos i tion to the early
European ecocide in Wair arapa. Evid ently, liter ature, including
speech, occu pied a signi ficant place in Māori soci eties throughout
the period. In the dissem in a tion of literature, tangata whenua
(Indi genous people) displayed a strong sense of agency against
European- led envir on mental disruption.

12

Niupepa (Newspapers)
Coin ciding with the first European incur sions into Wair arapa was the
colony- wide estab lish ment of a number of niupepa (news pa pers
published either fully or partially in the Māori language). This
consti tuted a major change in the methods by which Māori could
commu nicate with each other. 31 The public dissem in a tion of the
written word allowed for the trans mis sion of ideas beyond the marae
(meeting place), promoting wide- scale polit ical discussions.

13

Initially, niupepa were often used as an instru ment by which the
Crown (colo nial govern ment) attempted to mitigate atti tudes of
resist ance among Māori, both in Wair arapa and beyond. Niupepa
such as Te Karere o Niu Tireni aimed, according to contem porary

14
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English settler Thomas Hocken, “to explain the bene fi cent laws
of civilization,” 32 with a view to subsume Māori cultures under
European rule. No Māori served on or with the edit orial board of Te
Karere o Niu Tireni, admin is trated by English- born Chief Protector of
the Māori, George Clarke. 33 Clarke’s main interest in publishing the
paper, according to Hocken, was to promote “the cultiv a tion
of land”: 34 that is, forest clear ance. An article of 1842, for instance,
appro pri ated the perspective of an anonymous Māori corres pondent
in arguing for land clear ance: “me tango i tenei ritenga rangatira
mo koutou.” 35 These posi tions continued to define Crown niupepa as
organs of colo nial propa ganda throughout this period of
imper i alist expansion.

The public a tion of independent niupepa, however, some what
countered these propa gand istic attempts at persuading Māori toward
passivity regarding land alien a tion. Among these niupepa was the
Southern Cross, published in Auck land by Scot tish settler John Logan
Camp bell, a critic of then- Governor George Grey’s regime of land
acquis i tion, which he described as bene fiting only “spec u lators, fly- 
by-night land jobbers, and adventurers.” 36 Moreover, he was
outwardly sympath etic to local Māori. As such, the Southern Cross
was unusual in that it offered a gener ally pro- Māori view point that
published written state ments opposing Crown policies and asserting
mana whenua.

15

In 1849, the Southern Cross published a notice from a number of
rangatira (hapū leaders) criti cizing the methods by which land was
acquired, discussing how tuku whenua (tradi tional land trans fer ence)
was subverted during Crown land sales throughout Wair arapa. At this
time, Governor Grey and Land Purchase Commis sioner Donald
McLean aimed to acquire the district’s “valu able” land, which
ulti mately occurred in 1853. 37 Among these rangatira were Wiremu
Kingi Wair arapa (Te Āti Awa) and Ernest Porutu (Ngāti Hamua),
resid ents of Wair arapa who were known for hard line stances on land
resource exploitation. 38 Citing proposed Wair arapa land sales, the
notice argued against laws allowing for the alien a tion of Māori- held
whenua:

16

kihai matou i whakaae ki a te Kawana te mana o to matou Motu me
tuku ano ki nga pakeha na tau tikanga i rawa kore ai matou. Kua
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rongo nei matou ko nga tangata o Wair arapa e tuku ana i a ratou
kainga ki nga pakeha [...] na te Kuini i mea mana ano matou e ti aki
me o matou taonga ho mai ra te ritenga o nga tangata o te Kuini. 39

The letter illus trates a literary current among Wair arapa
Māori wherein niupepa created “a sense of
community engagement,” 40 as Driver- Burgess explains, using the
newly intro duced medium of print to argue against colo nial land
exploit a tion. The contents of niupepa were gener ally read aloud to
groups, rein for cing polit ical discourse as a communal,
literary activity. 41 Niupepa contrib utors were aware of this custom
and often addressed it directly. For instance, an anonymous
contrib utor alluded: “as Sir George Grey read […] to the Natives, so I
hope all white men that live near the pahs at Wellington, at Wair arapa
[…] will read mine to them also.” 42 In recog nizing collab or ative Māori
reading prac tices, these contri bu tions became effective counter- 
propaganda against land alien a tion and, consequently, ecocide.
Niupepa quickly became cemented within Māori liter ature as a
method by which concerted oppos i tion to land seizure could be
widely distrib uted among iwi, hapū, and whānau (families). 43

17

While the writ ings featured in niupepa such as the Southern Cross
were deeply connected to Māori literary tradi tions emphas izing the
whakapapa of whānau and their ties to the land, many writers chose
to use tech niques uncon ven tional to the medium. The integ ra tion of
these complex tech niques often subverted conven tions of Māori
inform a tion systems as a whole. According to Hemopereki Simon,
tradi tional forms of Māori liter ature such as mōteatea (chants) and
waiata (songs), often created by wāhine, typic ally used hapū- specific
idioms opaque to outsiders. 44 In creating liter ature intended for
wider consump tion, writers extended what Knudsen describes as
“symbolic meditation” 45 outward into the wider Māori
“polit ical unconscious” 46 throughout the colony by redu cing their
use of such idioms in the interests of accessibility.

18

Authors of niupepa corres pond ence occa sion ally acknow ledged this
func tion ality. In a letter of 1843, for instance, prom inent Te Āti Awa
statesmen and Wair arapa land holders Wī Tako Ngātata and Te Ropiha
Moturoa wrote to the hapū of Cook Strait about Land Commis sioner
William Spain’s effective nulli fic a tion of their iwi’s land claims, stating

19
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“ama uake nei kiakite tatou i te he otira kaua e wakanuia te korero ki
te ngutu o te tangata otira ki a mohio nga tangata katoa, o nga kainga
katoa o nga Maori. Heoi ano a matou korero.” 47 The letter, published
in the New Zealand Colonist, urged the Māori inhab it ants of coastal
kāinga (settle ments) to acknow ledge colo nial trans gres sions. While
also encour aging them to refrain from direct violent resist ance, it
rein forced to hapū that concern surrounding envir on mental
preser va tion existed outside of their local communities.

Notably, the letter contains few allu sions specific to Te Āti Awa while
retaining poetic tech niques familiar to a wider Māori audi ence.
Struc tural refer ences to waiata and mōteatea appear in the
corres pond ence, exem pli fied by “short, quick, self- evident phrases” 48

of the type iden ti fied by Loader and Jane McRae as a feature of
waiata tangi (mourning songs) and whakaaraara pā (sentry chants),
signaling the seri ous ness of the authors’ inten tions in expressing
their “complaints.” 49 Its framing as an open letter, incor por a tion of
poetic tech niques, and secondary trans la tion into English indicate
that Wī Tako and Moturoa desired for readers to intern alize this
ecocide across gender and ethnic bound aries, retaining a delib er ately
broad audience. 50

20

Pukapuka (Private Letters)
By 1841, letter writing had become a common form of literary
produc tion in Māori soci eties throughout the archipelago. Pukapuka
(in this context, direct corres pond ence) had, since at least the first
decade of the 19th century, gained an important status among Māori.
As pieces of anti- colonial liter ature untethered from the intent of
public display, unlike in niupepa, direct corres pond ence allowed
Māori writers to estab lish, as Knudsen notes, their “own centers and
found a tions in [their] narratives,” 51 deeply entwined with tradi tional
know ledge systems.

21

These sources must be eval u ated in context. Many incoming letters
penned by Māori were destroyed or altered by the receiving
admin is trators if, as Loader comments, the corres pond ence did “not
paint [them] in a good light.” 52 A notable excep tion was the collec tion
of Land Purchase Commis sioner Donald McLean, a Scot tish colonist
who spear headed mass land alien a tion in Wair arapa from 1848

22
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onward. According to historian Jim McAloon, McLean’s intent was
“incul cating the moral economy of capitalism” 53 and “imposing
state control” 54 upon Wair arapa Māori. Such convic tions likely
contrib uted to McLean’s dili gent preser va tion of inbound
corres pond ence, which could serve as evid ence in later European- led
legal cases involving land seizure. 55 As such, the collec tion is
espe cially relevant to this investigation.

Expres sions from McLean’s collec tion rein force that Māori employed
tradi tional know ledge systems in opposing land seizure. Main taining
connec tions to whakapapa was one aspect of this resist ance, entirely
separ ated from the land’s finan cial value. For instance, the Ngāti
Kahun gunu inhab it ants of Ahiaruhe, a kāinga on the plains of
southern Wair arapa, retained decades- old ties to the whenua that
entirely over ruled land sale nego ti ations. The land holders clari fied to
McLean in a collective letter, scribed by Koroniria Rangataiki of
Ngāti Porou:

23

tenei ano taku tikanga, ko nga kari e kore e tukua atu, kore rawa,
kore rawa, kore rawa atu. Koi puta atu te tangata homai koe i au
moni, inahoki he tokomaha nga tangata nona taua kainga. […] Ina
hoki he wahi iti hoki tenei wahi e puritia nei e matou, ina hoki he uri
ano toku; e kore e pai kia rere ki runga ki te puhi o te rakau noho ai.
Heoi ano. 56

Clearly, the main ten ance of this ancestral tūrangawaewae super seded
all other factors. Merely months prior, British surveyor Charles
Pelichet had expressed to McLean that the land was “gener ally poor,
barren, and very broken.” 57 In a spir itual sense, then, the fertility of
the land did not affect its heritage; McLean received similar letters
from the forested northern settle ment of Te Kāuru. 58 Evid ently, the
continued obser va tion of such tradi tions amounted to anti- colonial
resist ance by the resid ents of the land. 59

24

Wāhine also engaged in anti- ecocidal resist ance through letters. As
Mahuika has commented, wāhine rangatira (female hapū leaders)
occu pied a unique posi tion in defying colo nial author ities, combining
“a collective tribal sense of self- determination” 60 with a heightened
aware ness regarding the “creeping colo nial patriarchy.” 61 The letters
of Hine- i-paketia of Ngāti Kahun gunu provide highly illus trative

25
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examples of these gendered responses to ecocide. Among the
Indi genous custodians of Te Taperenui- a-Whātonga, a vast and
heavily forested region in North Wair arapa, McLean described Hine- 
i-paketia as the “Prin cipal person of the whole District.” 62 After
nego ti ations, McLean received a letter containing Hine- i-paketia’s
demands, accom panied by a short message: “Koi riri mai koe ki tenei
korero. […] Kia wawe te tae mai. Ka mutu naku.” 63

Hine- i-paketia, through the “quick, self- evident phrases” 64 of her
letters, “sheltered” 65 her whenua, as anthro po lo gist Lyndsay Head
has commented, exuding “the mana of chiefs.” 66 In doing so, Hine- i-
paketia effect ively rejected European ideas of patri archy, proving that
“she was well able to attend to her own affairs,” 67 including that of
land admin is tra tion and the recog ni tion of whakapapa. Such a
subver sion of colo nial expect a tions also existed in her reluct ance to
sell the land, perhaps also motiv ated by a defi ance of European
gender roles. Paola Della Valle has noted that Māori “women have
always been […] given a special social function” 68 in the
preser va tion of whakapapa. A self- proclaimed Queen, Hine- i-paketia
was clearly familiar with this role as it applied to her. 69 In subverting
colo nial gender roles while reinforcing mana whenua, Hine- i-
paketia’s letters serve as a rich example of Māori women’s collective
resist ance to the seizure of Indigenous- held environments.

26

Kōrero (Speech)
The spoken word consti tuted a major part of Māori society. Oral
history was a micro cosm of what Mahuika terms “the colli sion of
funda mental polit ical ideas […] related to the communal and inclusive
self- determining of inter- tribal genealogies,” 70 and consti tuted “the
continu ation of living tradition.” 71 Written recounts were often noted
in missionary journals during what Warbrick terms “a process
of engagement” 72 informed largely by British ideas of colo nial
supremacy. “This subjec tion of Māori oral history to tradi tion and
Western modes of analysis” 73 has led to inac curacies in the portrayal
of overall “native under stand ings of oral history,” 74 Mahuika argues,
filtering these kōrero through a distinctly colo nial lens. Indeed, this
filter between speech and recording limits the utility of oral
testi monies recorded in this manner. Nonethe less, these texts

27
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illus trate the signi ficant role that orality played throughout the
period. Over whelm ingly, these surviving oral state ments portray a
cultural envir on ment of anti- ecocidal resistance.

A prom inent angle of recorded oral anti- ecocidal resist ance would
consti tute anti- Christian dissent, espe cially regarding mission aries.
As McAloon has argued, mission aries “regarded agri cul ture as the
cata lyst of Chris tianity and civilization” 75 and integ rated
“botan ical change” 76 into the “reli gious and moral instruction” 77 of
Māori. These threats to the “coher ence of Māori culture” 78 did not
stand unop posed, as Head argues. Many observers resisted what they
perceived as a reli giously motiv ated inequality in distrib uting
ecolo gical resources. 79 An integral aspect of envir on mental
manage ment, the equit able redis tri bu tion of “valued resources” 80

remained a priority for Wair arapa Māori, oppos i tional to
Chris tian doctrine.

28

Head notes that mission aries were often perceived by rural Māori “as
agents of the state [who] chal lenged tradi tional ideas about the value
of land as strongly as Chris tianity chal lenged Māori morality,” 81

emphas izing the inter twined percep tions of reli gious indoc trin a tion
and land resource exploit a tion. As such, rhet oric warning
mission aries of resist ance extended this defense of
mātauranga Māori. For instance, Kawepō also encouraged
tangata whenua to openly mock “the saga city of the white man” 82 in
the pres ence of mission aries as a method of discour aging local
colo nial settle ment. One rangatira warned missionary William
Colenso: “e mea ana oti koe, tera e tu tau Hahi? Nana, akuanei,
akuanei, maku ka hora ai nga Hahi o Heretaunga. Maku tenei wenua
ka uhi ai ki te taonga.” 83 Te Wereta (Ngāti Hine waka) summar ized this
atti tude to Colenso in 1845, writing “be thine the praying to God – be
mine the praying to the Devil.” 84 The cultural appro pri ation of
envir on ments was consist ently linked to a collective resist ance
against their destruction.
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Conclusion
Through niupepa, pukapuka, and kōrero, Wair arapa Māori would
express their agency and convic tion in resisting the envir on mental
alien a tion perpetu ated by European settler- colonists from 1843 to
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ABSTRACTS

English
In 1842, Māori throughout the Wair arapa region of Aotearoa New Zealand
were confronted with British colon ists’ efforts to occupy and exploit
envir on mental resources. Over the next decade, they remained the subject
of a range of cultural, social, and ecolo gical changes, amounting to the
begin nings of a larger- scale colo nial ecocide that would perman ently affect
envir on ments and peoples in the district. Previous schol ar ship has often
tended toward colo nial narrat ives of passivity on the part of iwi (tribes) in
the region, pejor at ively portraying Māori as largely insens itive to European
imper i alist expan sion and envir on mental exploit a tion. However, these
narrat ives ignore the contem porary Māori atti tudes toward the clear ance of
Wair arapa bush lands, and entirely over look local perspect ives on the issue
at hand. This article serves as a post co lo nial exam in a tion of three types of
primary liter ature produced by Māori during the brief yet crucial period
between 1843 and 1853, a time wherein European settlers were first
begin ning to regu larly and signi fic antly interact with Wair arapa Māori and
their land. News pa pers produced in the Māori language are examined as
items repres ent ative of early mass expres sions of Indi genous culture
through public written rhet oric. From a more private view point, letters are
system at ic ally analyzed in rela tion to Māori liter ature as a whole, as well as
illus trating direct oppos i tion between colon ists and the colon ized. Finally,
the paper explores the recorded oral testi mony of Wair arapa Māori, and
how resist ance to ecocide could be effect ively expressed within. In doing
so, the article argues that Māori resist ance and defi ance against
imper i al istic forest alien a tion during this period was indeed present, and
that colo nial narrat ives of Māori passivity in the face of ecolo gical collapse
have been greatly exaggerated.

Français
En 1842, les Māori de la région de Waira rapa, en Aotearoa Nouvelle- Zélande,
ont été confrontés aux tenta tives des Euro péens pour occuper et exploiter
les ressources envi ron ne men tales. Au cours de la décennie suivante, les
Māori ont subi une série de chan ge ments cultu rels, sociaux et
envi ron ne men taux, ce qui a marqué le début d’un écocide colo nial à grande
échelle qui a affecté de façon perma nente les écosys tèmes et les
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popu la tions de la région. Les études anté rieures ont souvent mis en avant
des récits colo niaux souli gnant la passi vité des tribus de la région, décri vant
les Māori comme un peuple qui était large ment insen sible à l’expan sion
impé ria liste euro péenne et à l’exploi ta tion de l’envi ron ne ment. Cepen dant,
ces récits ignorent les atti tudes contem po raines des Māori à l’égard du
défri che ment des forêts de Waira rapa, et négligent tota le ment les
pers pec tives locales à ce sujet. Cet article constitue un examen post co lo nial
de trois types de litté ra ture primaire produite par les Māori au cours de la
période brève mais cruciale comprise entre 1843 et 1853, époque à laquelle
les colons euro péens ont commencé à inter agir régu liè re ment et de
manière signi fi ca tive avec les Māori du Waira rapa et leur terre. Les jour naux
produits en langue māori sont examinés en tant qu’éléments repré sen ta tifs
des premières expres sions de masse de la culture indi gène par le biais de la
rhéto rique écrite publique. D’un autre point de vue, les lettres sont
systé ma ti que ment analy sées en rela tion avec la litté ra ture māori dans son
ensemble, et illus trent l’oppo si tion directe entre les colons et les colo nisés.
Enfin, l’article explore les témoi gnages oraux enre gis trés des Māori de
Waira rapa et la manière dont la résis tance à l’écocide a pu s’y exprimer
effi ca ce ment. En somme, l’article affirme que la résis tance et la défiance des
Māori face à l’alié na tion impé ria liste de la forêt étaient bien présentes à
cette époque et que les récits colo niaux sur la passi vité des Māori face à
l’effon dre ment écolo gique ont été large ment exagérés.

Español
En 1842, los maoríes de la región de Waira rapa, en Aotearoa Nueva Zelanda,
se enfren taron a los esfuerzos de los colonos britá nicos para ocupar y
explotar los recursos medioam bien tales. A lo largo de la década siguiente,
aque llos fueron objeto de una serie de cambios cultu rales, sociales y
medioam bien tales, que supu sieron el inicio de un ecocidio colo nial a mayor
escala que afectó perma nen te mente las ecolo gías y a los pueblos del
distrito. Los estu dios ante riores se han incli nado a menudo por relatos
colo niales de pasi vidad por parte de las iwi (tribus) de la región, que
describen peyo ra ti va mente a los maoríes como en gran medida insen si bles
a la expan sión impe ria lista europea y a la explo ta ción medioam biental. Sin
embargo, estos relatos ignoran las acti tudes contem po rá neas de los
maoríes hacia la tala de los mato rrales de Waira rapa y pasan total mente por
alto las pers pec tivas locales sobre el tema. Este artículo sirve de examen
posco lo nial de tres tipos de lite ra tura primaria produ cida por maoríes
durante el breve pero crucial período compren dido entre 1843 y 1853, época
en la que los colonos euro peos empe zaron a inter ac tuar de forma regular y
signi fi ca tiva con los maoríes de Waira rapa y sus tierras. Se examinan los
perió dicos redac tados en lengua maorí como elementos repre sen ta tivos de
las primeras expre siones masivas de la cultura indí gena a través de la
retó rica escrita pública. Desde un punto de vista más privado, se analizan
siste má ti ca mente las cartas en rela ción con la lite ra tura maorí en su
conjunto, además de ilus trar la oposi ción directa entre colonos y
colo ni zados. Por último, el artículo explora los testi mo nios orales grabados
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de los maoríes de Waira rapa, y cómo la resis tencia al ecocidio podía
expre sarse eficaz mente en ellos. Al hacerlo, el artículo argu menta que la
resis tencia y el desafío maoríes contra la alie na ción forestal impe ria lista
durante este período estu vieron real mente presentes, y que las narra tivas
colo niales de la pasi vidad maorí ante el colapso ecoló gico han sido
muy exageradas.
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TEXT

Introduction
This paper contrib utes an answer to the ques tion posed by Margery
Fee: “how does liter ature claim land?” 1 It does so by analyzing
Martha Ostenso’s Wild Geese (1925) from an eco- geological
perspective that leads us to consider what are known as “sacri fice
zones” and Canada’s ongoing ecocide, a process that has namely led
to what has been termed “lost futures” 2 for many communities such

1
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as the Indi genous ones addressed here. I have coined the term “eco- 
geological” to refine conven tional notions of “nature” by emphas izing
the inter play between ecolo gical systems and geolo gical form a tions
in shaping human and non- human inter ac tions. This perspective
recog nizes geology not as inert or merely a back drop to human
activity but as an active agent in the form a tion of social, cultural, and
envir on mental dynamics. Drawing from Jane Bennett’s “thing- 
power” 3 and Eliza beth Povinelli’s theor iz a tion of “geontologies,” 4 the
eco- geological lens fore grounds how geolo gical elements – such as
the land in Wild Geese – mediate power struc tures, cultural iden tities,
and modes of dispos ses sion. This perspective entails examining
inter re lated ecolo gical, geograph ical, and geolo gical compon ents, and
how they mani fest through nonhuman and human entities, digging
into liter ature’s construc tion of the envir on ment while keeping in
mind “the extent of [human] trans form a tions [on] environments” 5

through such narratives.

Ostenso’s work contrib utes to Canada’s ecocidal and geno cidal
dispos ses sion by creating a subjective inan imacy in its char ac ters and
the land. Subjective inan imacy is a literary act of inan im izing peoples,
things, or even histories that had (or continue to have) recog nized
forms of agency in non- colonial/deco lo nial contexts. Inspired in part
by Terry Goldie’s classic study Fear and Temptation (1989), 6 this
concept can partly be seen in the settler dehu man izing process of
Indi genous peoples, or the subduing of eco- geologies to extractive
capit alism. “Inan im izing” shapes the human and nonhuman into
“nonliving” to produce discurs ively and phys ic ally exploitable things;
thereby undermining such elements as Indi genous life, action, and
histories – or those of ecolo gical spaces.

2

Though Ostenso drew inspir a tion from her time in Manitoba, she left
the novel’s loca tion unmarked. This choice, coupled with a portrayal
of “the pion eering farmer as a figure confronted by an implac able
natural world”, 7 creates a sense of mutual empti ness between land
and settlers. However, most analyses do not consider how this affects
Indi genous subjectivity, 8 as Indi genous pres ence is conflated with
the “inan imate” land throughout the novel. Contem porary ecocrit ical
read ings of Wild Geese, such as Deborah Keahy’s consid er a tion of the
role of place in the novel, 9 have attempted to rectify this, though not
to the extent I propose. 10 Examining how colo nial mean ings of

3
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posses sion are created through char ac ters that become the very
matter they desire, I unsettle the miscon cep tion that the
[Indi genous] land and the settlers are mutu ally empty. Such
miscon cep tions have been addressed in Cana dian literary studies,
and I push them further by demon strating how Ostenso’s text
contains the seeds of its own unrav eling, portraying matter as
some thing that re/creates itself in a quest for meaning.

The way Wild Geese works towards a project of dispos ses sion can be
illu min ated by Terry Goldie’s Fear and Temptation. Explic ating how
Indi genous rela tions to nature were constructed in liter ature, Goldie
asserts that: [i]t [is] possible to divide much of the semi osis of
[White] society […] [between] the natural earth and the artful world.
The [Native] is often used to present the possib ility of nature in
human form. In the same way, the [Native’s] close ness to nature is
used to justify an emphasis on the [Native] as the land. In the one,
nature becomes human, in the other, human becomes nature.
Elements of each of the standard commod ities in which the [Native]
parti cip ates are valor ized […] through their emphat ic ally
natural genesis. 11

In the literary logic of colo ni alism, if Indi genous people are nature,
and nature is full of resources to be emptied out of, then the
Indi genous popu la tion is empty and can be over looked as their lives
and resources are mined, as Cherie Demaline’s novel The
Marrow Thieves (2017) makes plain. 12 The paradox of the subjective
inan imacy is thus revived, as settlers must also acknow ledge the
exist ence – even if inan imate – of Indi genous popu la tions. Indi genous
peoples may have been construed as inert (i.e. non- modern,
nonhuman, etc.) but they were never inan imate, which is why they
posed a threat. It is no surprise, then, that Indi genous resur gence
prac tices encourage the form a tion of “a new politics in which many
iden tities and strategies for making real change are fused together in
a move ment to chal lenge white society’s control over Onkwe honwe
[original people] and [their] lands.” 13 The attri bu tion of meaning to
land is one that was weapon ized and recog nized as a reason “for
impot ence, for defens ive ness destructive of commu nic a tion, […] the
ulti mate protec tion for changelessness,” 14 despite the dynamism of
the colo nial system that intro duced such a view.

4
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In this context, this article exam ines how sacri fice zones
emblem atize a discourse about the land that emerged from a
narra tiv iz a tion of human/nonhuman relations. Wild Geese reflects
this discourse; reframing land and its inhab it ants – human and
nonhuman – as dispos sessed resources, perpetu ating colo nial
ideo lo gies that render certain lives and spaces expend able in the
service of settler- capitalism. Here, “lost futures” are those of
Indi genous peoples living near what became known as sacri fice
zones, since those (non) futures neces sitate the mining of Indi genous
bodies and futures. An eco- conscious approach of the inan imate
reveals a further contra dic tion of the Cana dian project that reduces
life to what Povinelli refers to as Non- life. To over come this
contra dic tion, we must recog nize the value of (non) life beyond
subjectivity. I do so by analyzing the char ac ter iz a tion of Wild Geese’s
antag onist Caleb Gare, before examining his rela tion to the land and
the novel’s Indi genous char ac ters, John and Malcolm, culmin ating in
an analysis of subjective inan imacy’s full real iz a tion in the novel.

5

Caleb Gare: Subjective Inan imacy
and Patriarchy
The concept of sacri fice zones, as distinct from imper i alism, is
central to under standing the rela tional dynamics explored in this
analysis. While imper i alism involves the outright domin a tion and
extrac tion of resources by a colo nial power, sacri fice zones emerge as
spaces that are constructed within the logic of dispos ab ility, where
both human and nonhuman entities are rendered expend able in the
service of capit alist or colo nial advance ment. This distinc tion
high lights the layered processes of subjective inan imacy, whereby
agency is system at ic ally stripped from beings or envir on ments,
allowing them to be framed as inert commod ities. Attrib uting
inan imacy, however, para dox ic ally requires the attrib utor to possess
and recog nize their own subjectivity, an act that reveals a form of lack
or absence in the self. This tension, situ ated at the inter sec tion of
liter ature, history, and eco- geology, serves as the theor et ical
found a tion for the discus sion that follows.

6

For the sake of clarity, a brief synopsis of Martha Ostenso’s
Wild Geese is in order, with a focus on the points I will be devel oping

7



Textures, 30 | 2026

below. The novel centers on the Gare family, who live on a remote
farm in Manitoba, domin ated by Patri arch Caleb Gare. Caleb’s
author it arian control over his family – partic u larly his daughter
Judith – and his obses sion with land owner ship reveal a relent less
desire for power and self- preservation. As Judith dreams of escaping
her father’s authority and embra cing a freer life, Caleb’s
manip u la tions unravel the family’s rela tion ships with them selves and
the world they seek to settle. His grip even extends beyond his family,
as he exploits everyone’s economic depend ence on him, ensuring his
domin ance over the land scape and its inhab it ants. The Prairie
land scape emerges as both a back drop and a char acter in its own
right – unyielding, vast, and indif ferent, reflecting the char ac ters’
struggles. These themes of abuse, manip u la tion, and power (over
human and nonhuman entities) lead to the novel’s culmin a tion in
Caleb’s demise at the hands of the femin ized and fetish ized land he
harmed throughout the novel.

While the Gares are the central element driving the plot, Wild Geese
more specific ally follows the story of Lind Archer as she boards with
the Gares in Manitoba. Described as “a spir itual coun ter part of
the land,” 15 Caleb’s patri archal viol ence is nonethe less compared to
that of the land in its unpre dict able harsh ness and is demon strated
through his black mailing of his wife, Amelia. However, his
conser vatism is met with oppos i tion from his daughter Judith, who is
defined as having a “vivid and terrible” 16 strength and a sexu ality as
“some fabled animal – a centauress” 17 that contrasts Lind’s delicacy.
The novel show cases the over lap ping of real istic and unreal istic
elements through the asso ci ation of Judith with fabled animals and
Caleb with spir itual and anim istic terms – paral leling how the
real ities of eco- geologies in Canada are warped to benefit
settler imaginations.

8

The creation of subjective meaning in the act of separ a tion from the
eco- geologies is central to Wild Geese. Subjective inan imacy imposes
a frame work of meaning on the world, redu cing entities that already
possess intrinsic signi fic ance to passive objects within a human- 
centric order. This approach stands in contrast to Jane Bennett’s
theor izing, which seeks to give “voice to thing- power” and
acknow ledges the “active role of nonhuman mater ials in public life.” 18

In Wild Geese, subjective inan imacy is expressed through acts that

9
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deny agency to the nonhuman envir on ment, embed ding it within
systems of domin a tion and control. Early in the novel, this is
exem pli fied through Lind’s encounter with Amelia’s rela tion to the
land and her family:

There must be some reason for Amelia’s endur ance. Was it a hope of
compens a tion of some kind? The chil dren? No, there was not enough
affec tion among them – after the precious flame had been sucked
into the very earth upon which and by which they lived – to
make the sacrifice worthwhile. 19

Lind’s reflec tion on Amelia’s endur ance emphas izes the rela tional
nature of her exist ence, partic u larly how it is defined by sacri fice.
While her chil dren may have been a source of meaning, this poten tial
is negated as they are described in terms that align them with the
envir on ment – “the precious flame” suggests both vitality and its
extin guish ment by the land. This align ment places the chil dren in an
ecolo gical, almost mystical, frame work that mirrors the loss of
agency attrib uted to Amelia herself. However, the key distinc tion lies
in how sacri fice oper ates for Amelia: her iden tity is struc tured by
expect a tions of loss and subor din a tion, both in her role as a mother
and as a wife. Her hope that the chil dren might “sacri fice all their
youth for her [to live]” 20 reveals her desper a tion, as their sacri fice
would coun ter bal ance her own erasure. By contrast, the descrip tion
of her chil dren in envir on mental terms under scores their poten tial
vitality, teth ering them to cycles of life and renewal that Amelia is
denied. Ostenso’s use of inan imate and natural meta phors for both
the chil dren and Amelia illus trates the broader project of subjective
inan imacy – justi fying not only familial exploit a tion but also colo nial
and patri archal control over land and life alike.

10

This is subjective inan imacy – the perceived unre lated ness of what is
“unalive” which creates the very meaning of the lived exper i ences
around us. Meta phor ic ally demon strated in the nonhuman
throughout the text, an inciteful conver sa tion between Mark Jordan
to Lind also exposes the roots of subjective inan imacy. As Mark tells
Lind about his travels around the Prairies and to the north, he diverts
into reveries about the envir on ment he encountered:

11
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The austerity of nature reduces the outward expres sion in life,
simply, I think, because there is not such an abund ance of natural
objects for the spirit to react to. We are, after all, only the mirror of
our environment. Life here at Oeland, even, may seem a nega tion but
it’s only a reflec tion from so few exterior natural objects that it has
the semb lance of nega tion. These people are thrown inward upon
them selves, their passions stored up, they are intens i fied figures of
life with no outward expres sion – no releasing gesture. 21

In other words, “matter and meaning are not separate” 22 and
believing some thing to be true does not make it so. 23 Phenomena
exist only as part of the world’s ongoing intra- activity, its dynamic
and contin gent differ en ti ation into specific rela tion al ities. This is on
display in Mark’s words, although he speaks less from a posi tion of
the settlers’ subjectivity, and rather perceives his agency (and that of
those around him) as limited asso ci ating with the land.

12

The Possib ility of a Non- 
Oppositional Wild Geese
Deborah Keahey’s analysis of Wild Geese construes “place” as mere
geography, thus enabling a view of Caleb Gare as someone obsessed
with “knowing [his] place” 24 only in his aware ness of his
surround ings, not of his rela tion to them. Through subjective
inan imacy, place can be extended to include geology and concep tions
of land. Caleb can be inter preted in two ways in this regard: as
someone who controls inert land, and as one who is (without
real izing it) formed from that same land, believing himself an active
life- bringing anti thesis. In the former case, Caleb is close to being
one of the sacri ficed, as his “very life force is given over to the crops;
he surrenders his power to them, and his ener gies are employed to
support the growth and repro duc tion of the fields’
plant populations.” 25 In fact, his bodily and economic invest ment is
soci etal; he is not working for any envir on ment, but sacri fi cing
himself, others, and eco- geological spaces for what could be
considered an agri cul tural (and ideo lo gical) appar atus of the
Cana dian Prairies. This is described in passages that desig nate Caleb
as “absorbed with the process of growth on the land he owned,

13
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lending to it his own spirit like phys ical nourishment.” 26 In actu ality,
what does not put the settler in a sacri ficed posi tion is his owner ship
over the land.

Caleb’s farming is a trans form ative exper i ence that enables “a
tran scendent power in this blue field of flax that lifted a man above
the petty arti fices of birth, life, and death. It was more exacting, even
than an invis ible God. It demanded not only the good in him but the
evil and the indifference.” 27 Such a passage perpetu ates John Locke’s
Indigenous- killing and ecocidal notion that whoever cultivates the
land owns it, 28 and René Descartes’s view of the spir itu ality of
material such as the land. 29 Caleb’s farming prac tices can be analyzed
through Donald Hall’s theor iz a tion of the “muscular Chris tian body,”
which frames white masculinity as grounded in phys ical labor and
moral superi ority, often expressed through domin ance over nature.
This ideal ties the male body social, national, and reli gious
hier archies, where autonomy and strength are central. Caleb
embodies this ideal in his rela tion ship with the land, asserting control
over it as a means of affirming his iden tity. Yet, Caleb’s autonomy is
para dox ical – his domin ance over the land binds him to its relent less
demands, under mining the very inde pend ence he seeks to main tain.
The farmer is not simply a “male body [that] appears as a meta phor
for social, national, and reli gious bodies,” 30 it is an active rejec tion of
the ties that a body has to phys ical elements, wherein the land
becomes the very thing that allows tran scend ence from itself. Rather
than living through intra- actions, where “it is the action between
(and not in- between) that matters,” 31 Caleb views his labor as a form
of tran scend ence, equating his mastery over the land with a spir itual
escape from the phys ical and moral constraints of life. Yet, this vision
of tran scend ence relies on a rigid separ a tion between himself and the
land, an inter ac tion where the land is reduced to an inan imate object
of use. From this perspective, Caleb’s attempt to tran scend the land
through domin ance and control is funda ment ally flawed. Rather than
acknow ledging the inter de pend ence between himself and the land,
Caleb rejects intra- action, situ ating himself as superior to it. My
reading high lights the consequences of this rejec tion: Caleb’s
even tual death at the hands of the land reflects the failure of his
asym met rical world view, where attrib uting inan imate qual ities to the
envir on ment ulti mately severs the mutu ality required to sustain life.

14
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While demon strating a form of intra- action, Caleb still exists and
oper ates in a manner that encour ages inan imacy. This is evident in
one descrip tion of Caleb:

15

His tremendous shoulders and massive head, which loomed forward
from the rest of his body like a rough projec tion of rock from the
edge of a cliff, gave him a towering appear ance. When atten tion was
directed to the lower half of his body, he seemed visibly to dwindle.
He had harsh gray hair […], a weedy, tobacco- stained mustache, and
[…] black brows that straggled together across the bridge of a heavy,
bony nose. 32

Ostenso estab lishes the land as some thing that cannot exist
separ ately from the male farmer. In this perspective, the land must be
coun ter bal anced and tamed by settlers – most clearly evid enced in
Caleb’s descrip tion as a man- nature farmer and by the revenge
nature takes on him at the novel’s climax. As his grasp on those he
deems inan imate (his family, the farm, the people who live in his
community) slips, so too does his grasp on the land, leading to his
grue some death being caused by the marsh “tugging at his feet […]
the strength of the earth was irres ist ible [and] drew him deeper.” 33

Caleb’s profound misun der standing of the “radical asym met ries in the
rela tion ship of human beings to the earth and cosmos” 34 estab lishes
how the land will be under stood in rela tion to whether someone is
deemed to belong on it according to the text and the char ac ters
within it. In his attempt to master Terra Nullius (or Indi gena Nullius),
Caleb sows the seeds for his own destruc tion, as he becomes one
with that which he exploited.

16

Wild Geese and the Indi ‐
genous Palimpsest
This final section fully addresses how the Indi genous char ac ters of
Wild Geese are repres ented and framed in a way that mirrors and
rein forces the theor et ical concepts I develop throughout this article.
Malcolm is a Cree- Scots char acter who, despite his mixed heritage,
main tains a tradi tional Indi genous life style that keeps him separate
from white Cana dian society, and his retreat into the wilder ness
suggests that he leaves the area to make way for homesteading. By

17
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pushing half of her Indi genous char ac ters past the margins of the
text, Ostenso perpetu ates a colo nial logic of Indi genous erasure to
legit imize settler claims to the land. However, the text sets the stage
for resist ance, as contem porary Indi genous critics might inter pret
Malcolm’s connec tion to the wilder ness as a symbolic asser tion of
sover eignty and resi li ence. This dual reading high lights the tension
between Ostenso’s literary project and the possib il ities for
Indi genous resurgence.

Such dynamics of emer ging polit ical iden tities can be seen through
the other Indi genous char acter in Wild Geese: the mostly silent John
Tobacco, a Cree mail carrier. Ostenso prob lem at izes his exist ence
through his implied compli city in the settler pres ence. This is evident
when Lind and Mark “went to old John Tobacco and got an outfit of
doeskin and feathers for Mark, and a costume for Lind ornate with
beads and feathers” 35 for the harvest dance. John enables the
couple’s plan to dress up in attire that has been reduced to a costume
for those who wish to imper sonate a “dying” culture. Indic ative of
John’s support for the perpetu ation of a roman ti cized image of
Indi genous culture, the scene has a sense of loss as it signi fies the
margin al ized Cree man giving away the clothing of his past to a
couple who represent the future of “civil iz a tion.” Further more, the
above “compli city” inter sects with the muddled notions of inan imacy
and subjectivity I raise. By enabling Lind and Mark’s appro pri ation of
Indi genous clothing, John Tobacco becomes a vehicle for settler
narrat ives that portray Indi genous cultures as static and consum able.
Tobacco is both present and margin al ized, his agency constrained
within the colo nial frame work that renders his culture as an arti fact
rather than a living entity. His role evokes the paradox of inan imacy,
where Indi genous people are recog nized (as culture- bearers) and
erased (as active agents). Thus, Tobacco’s actions high light the
tension between forced parti cip a tion in settler projects and the
imposed inan imacy that silences resist ance and recon fig ures
subjectivity into a colo nial construct.

18

This raises concerns about the power dynamics between settlers and
Indi genous peoples, and how the former appro priate aspects of the
latter’s culture to validate their own pres ence. Trans fer ring clothing
from the Indi genous propri etors to settlers mirrors the dispos ses sion
of land. This act also suggests a form of approval from Tobacco, as his
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actions tacitly endorse the settler duo and their continued pres ence
in the region. Through “[the] lovers’ symbolic indi gen iz a tion under
the approving eye of John Tobacco,” 36 the couple claims the land, as
their incul tur a tion repres ents a declar a tion of their natural belonging
to the territory. By virtue of their new “Indi genous”-like status, the
couple tran scends the clas si fic a tion of settler in the same power- 
driven sense as Caleb is regarded as a settler- invader. Further more,
in line with Stephanie Nohelani Teves’ essay “Indi geneity and
Perform ance” (2021), the costumes eman cipate Lind and Mark from
the conven tions of the community, 37 and Tobacco’s blessing affords
the couple the oppor tunity to live in amity upon Indi genous land.

Turning to a more focused exam in a tion of how Wild Geese
contrib utes to dispos ses sion in both plan etary and literary contexts, I
want to approach this through Patrick Wolfe’s idea that “the primary
motive for [Indi genous] elim in a tion […] [is] access to territory.
Territ ori ality is settler colo ni alism’s specific, irre du cible element.” 38

While this may appear contra dictory to the argu ments thus far
presented, which assert that the land is assim il ated into the settler
rather than oblit er ated, a passage from Wild Geese illus trates how
this dynamic functions:

20

While he was raptly consid ering the tender field of flax – now in blue
flower – [his wife] Amelia did not exist to him. […] Caleb would stand
for long moments outside the fence beside the flax. Then he would
turn quickly to see that no one was looking. He would creep between
the wires and run his hand across the flowering, gentle tops of the
growth. A stealthy caress – more intimate than any he had
ever given. 39

Caleb’s sole focus on his flax crop as the means to demon strate his
success reveals his unre lenting obses sion with power and greed. His
daily inspec tion of the fields covertly mani fests his desire, but his
preoc cu pa tion high lights his fixa tion with the phys ical mani fest a tion
of his achieve ments as a farmer, and not any senti mental attach ment
to the crop or the land itself.

21

Caleb’s inter ac tion with the flax field under scores the tension
between his desire for posses sion and an unac know ledged longing
for bodily pleasure. This duality reflects the muscular Chris tian ethos
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discussed earlier, wherein phys ical labor and mastery over the land
are moral ized as virtuous acts that rein force settler iden tity. Caleb’s
“stealthy caress” of the flax blurs the boundary between posses sion
and pleasure, revealing an intimate connec tion to the land that is
both deeply personal and entirely self- serving. His fixa tion on the
crop as a marker of his success reduces it to a symbol of his
domin ance, yet the phys ical act of running his hand over the
flowering tops exposes a sensual, almost rever en tial engage ment.
This reflects the broader settler- colonial dynamic wherein the land is
simul tan eously revered for its gener ative capa cities and subjug ated
to human control.

The viol ence pervading the novel is inflicted upon those char ac ters
linked to the land. This hostility is directed towards Caleb himself, as
he becomes increas ingly isol ated from his family, and towards his
daughter Judith, who has an intimate connec tion with the land and
under stands “how knowing the bare earth was, as if it might have a
heart and a mind hidden here in the woods.” 40 Judith’s compli city lies
in the way she sexu al izes the land scape and “makes love” to/on it,
rein for cing another way she takes posses sion of the land while being
taken by it. This dynamic reflects colo nial construc tions of land as a
female, erot i cized body ready to be claimed. As Indi genous feminist
scholars like Leanne Betasam o sake Simpson have noted, 41 such
depic tions perpetuate the settler project by framing land as an object
of sexual conquest and erasing its inherent agency and rela tion ality. I
would argue that Judith’s posi tion is part of a larger rein force ment of
bodily aggres sion that the novel further perpetu ates against
Indi genous peoples, who are rendered invis ible in this notion of the
land as some thing that has been conquered through its appro pri ation
by the settlers. This is partic u larly evident in the portrayal of
Malcolm, a minor char acter who is iden ti fied as “Scotch, with Cree
blood two gener a tions back, and had been Caleb Gare’s hired man.” 42

While the Scot tish ancestry of Malcolm is high lighted as more
genet ic ally signi ficant than his Cree heritage, his role as a helper on a
settler farm under scores the novel’s larger theme of erasing the
Indi genous pres ence from the land.

23

The novel even repro duces the rela tion to the flax field Caleb
demon strates, but with Malcolm as the central figure:
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His eyes roved admir ingly over the rich flax, and around north ward
to the acres of luxuriant tame hay and rye grass. Caleb Gare was a
pros perous man. A mean man, he knew, but his chil dren would live
after him – his chil dren would be estab lished in comfort for the rest
of their lives on this land – and he, Malcolm, was a wanderer, hearing
ever a call in the wind, a summons to far lakes and lonely forests. 43

The reader is thus a witness to the construc tion of inan imacy
directed at the most prom inent Native char acter, a framing that
reflects settler narrat ives seeking to render Indi genous figures as
passive relics of a vanishing past. Yet, this inan imacy oper ates not as
a neutral depic tion but as a colo nial mech anism to under mine the
subversive poten tial of nomadic move ment, which inher ently
destabil izes settler claims to the land. Malcolm’s rights to the land are
revoked because of his connec tion to it. Similar to the mistreat ment
Caleb inflicts on the nature- loving Judith, he applies a compar able
logic to Malcolm, who is doubly impacted as he is femin ized by being
described in similar terms as Judith. The novel’s logic mandates that
Natives be linked to the land of which they are being dispos sessed, as
they “are typic ally repres ented as unsettled, nomadic, root less, etc.,
in settler- colonial discourse.” 44 Malcolm is expli citly depicted as a
paradox. He is a man who desires and embodies the very things that
Caleb possesses. Yet, he cannot possibly have them because his
embod i ment of those qual ities renders him perpetu ally excluded
from the struc tures of owner ship and power that Caleb repres ents. In
a final act of dispos ses sion, Caleb demon strates how little Malcolm
can own for himself by redu cing him to the one thing that the farmer
can fully control: the land.

25

Conclusion
Martha Ostenso fails to acknow ledge Indi genous people and their
polit ical orders. However, her depic tion suggests an aware ness of a
form of sover eignty embedded in their lands. This tension reflects the
limits of her narrative’s engage ment with Indi genous pres ence and
agency. Moving to Manitoba, she had written that “Wild Geese, lay
there, waiting to be put into words”. 45 This may be gener ously
inter preted as Ostenso attrib uting agency to the land, suggesting it
exists as some thing exterior to human action. However, the notion
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ABSTRACTS

English
This paper chal lenges the misconceptions Wild Geese perpetu ates about
settler rela tions to the land as being oppos i tional. Instead, Wild Geese
parti cip ates in Canada’s ecocidal project by constructing “subjective
inan imacy” in its settler char ac ters and the land, conflating Indi genous
pres ence with the inan imate. I argue that Ostenso presents matter as self- 
generative in its quest for meaning. This analysis explores how colo nial
posses sion is narrated, as char ac ters and storylines embody the matter they
desire, illus trating how narrative creation shapes envir on mental
concep tions, driving ecocide and dispossession.

Français
Cet article remet en ques tion les idées fausses que Wild Geese perpétue sur
les rela tions colo niales avec la terre comme étant oppositionnelles.
Wild Geese parti cipe plutôt au projet écocidal cana dien en construi sant une
« inani mité subjec tive » chez ses person nages colo ni sa teurs et dans la terre,
confon dant la présence autoch tone avec l’inanimé. Je soutiens qu’Ostenso
présente la matière comme auto gé né ra trice dans sa quête de sens. Cette
analyse explore la manière dont la posses sion colo niale est racontée, à
mesure que les person nages et les intrigues incarnent la matière qu’ils
dési rent, illus trant comment la créa tion narra tive façonne les concep tions
envi ron ne men tales, condui sant à l’écocide et à la dépossession.

Español
Este artículo desafía las ideas erró neas que Wild Geese perpetúa sobre las
rela ciones colo niales con la tierra como una oposi ción. En cambio,
Wild Geese parti cipa del proyecto ecocida de Canadá al cons truir una
“inani midad subje tiva” en sus perso najes colo ni za dores y la tierra,
confun diendo la presencia indí gena con lo inani mado. Sostengo que
Ostenso presenta la materia como auto ge ne ra tiva en su búsqueda de
signi fi cado. Este análisis explora cómo se narra la pose sión colo nial, a
medida que los perso najes y las histo rias encarnan la materia que desean,
ilus trando cómo la crea ción narra tiva da forma a las concep ciones
ambien tales, impul sando el ecocidio y el despojo.
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TEXT

Introduction
Bibhut ib hushan Bandy opad hyay’s novel Aranyak (1939) is one of the
earliest eco- conscious fictions of India. It was origin ally written in
Bengali and later trans lated in English by Rimli Bhat tacharya in
2017 as Aranyak: Of the Forest. Envir on mental conscious ness was
scarcely seen in novels during Bandy opad hyay’s time. Aranyak was
written during the time of the British colo nial period, yet it
demon strates an aware ness of ecolo gical issues prior to the rise of
envir on ment alism as a wide spread social and polit ical force. For
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envir on mental welfare to take effect or even to be gener ated in the
first place, a climate of trans formed envir on mental values and
percep tion is required. To that end, the power of stories, images, and
artistic perform ances, as well as the resources of aesthetics, ethics,
and cultural aspects are crucial. As the ecolo gical crisis increases,
emotional responses soar with it.

Aranyak is an Indian novel that repres ents one response Indi genous
people had towards colo nial India’s defor est a tion process. It is also an
Indian wilder ness narrative, influ enced by western texts such as
Henry David Thoreau’s Walden (1854), 1 while being seeped with local
Indian specific concerns. The novel depicts a mosaic of human lives
composed of Indi genous peoples, nomads, vaga bonds, poets, and
moneylenders who are all inter con nected with the wilder ness. It
power fully demon strates how the forest’s destruc tion threatened the
survival of these diverse groups. I argue that this narrative of ecocide
predom in antly portrays the Global North’s deep envir on ment alism,
although an under cur rent of Global South’s utility- based
envir on ment alism can be discerned. This article explores the ecocide
of Indi genous lands through altern ative perspect ives on
envir on ment alism that critique tradi tional wilder ness narrat ives and
analyze the inter con nec ted ness of the Anthro po cene and
the Capitalocene.

2

Ecocide and Defor est a tion of the
Indi genous Lands in Aranyak
In Aranyak, the narrator Saty acharan comes to the Indi genous jungle
area because he needs a job to survive and his only avail able option is
to take up a job as a tax collector in a jungle 2 owned by his friend’s
father, a large forest estate set on Santal and Gond peoples’ land in
British Colo nial India. He hates the desolate wilder ness at first, calling
it an unciv il ized land inhab ited by “barbarian” 3 people, while
gradu ally getting addicted to the beauty of the jungles as he ends up
over seeing its destruction. Aranyak can be read as a tale of
confes sion and remorse. The novel indeed begins with the narrator’s
confes sion of the crimes he committed against the forest.

3
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The United Nations Declar a tion on the Rights of Indi genous Peoples
(UNDRIP) does not define the term “Indigenous.” 4 However,
Indi genous Peoples and the United Nations Human Rights System, Fact
Sheet No. 9 Rev. 2, defines Indi geneity with terms such as self- 
identification, histor ical continuity with pre- invasion/pre- colonial
soci eties, distinct cultures and social organ iz a tions, as well
as vulnerability. 5 Neither the British govern ment of colo nial days nor
the present- day Indian govern ment have offi cially recog nized any
specific section of their popu la tion as “Indi genous.” For
admin is trative purposes, the Indian govern ment util izes the term
“Sched uled Tribe” to desig nate certain communities for
consti tu tional priv ileges, protec tion, and bene fits, acknow ledging
their histor ical disad vantage and social upheavals. Article 342 of the
Indian Consti tu tion empowers the Pres ident to specify that a
community is a Sched uled Tribe, while Parlia ment retains the
authority to include or exclude communities from this list. 6 In
common under standing, Sched uled Tribes are often equated with
Indi genous groups in India. A formal defin i tion of “tribe” or
“Indi genous” remains elusive. Further more, as caste iden tity
frequently over laps with tribal iden tity, making clear distinc tions
between them can be chal len ging. “Indi genous people” and “tribe” are
often used inter change ably in this article, high lighting the fluidity of
these two social categories.

4

Aranyak fore grounds the complex socio- cultural land scape of rural
colo nial India through its repres ent a tion of diverse margin al ized
communities, including estab lished Indi genous groups and lower
caste popu la tions. Specific ally, the narrative incor por ates the Santal 7

and Gond, 8 recog nized as Adivasi communities for their distinct
cultural tradi tions and histor ical rela tion ships to the land.
Further more, the novel also mentions lower caste groups, such as the
Gangota (special izing in farming and
animal husbandry 9), Ahir, 10 Dosadh, 11 and Kalaor, 12 whose social
posi tion is often char ac ter ized by economic precarity and histor ical
oppres sion. It is there fore crucial to acknow ledge the frequent
fluidity between Indi genous iden tity and caste affil i ation in the Indian
context. The inclu sion of these diverse groups allows the novel to
explore themes of land rights, social hier archy, and the persistent
legacies of histor ical marginalization.

5
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Aranyak delves deeply into the intricate rela tion ship between
Indi genous communities and their land. The novel portrays the forest
as more than just a geograph ical space as it is deeply inter twined
with Indi genous cultural iden tity, spir itual beliefs, and social
struc tures. The novel high lights how defor est a tion disrupts their
intricate balance with the envir on ment, forcing them to adapt to
unfa miliar and often exploit ative economic models such as farming
and working as migrant laborers. Defor est a tion depletes tradi tional
resources, compel ling Indi genous communities to migrate to survive
through low- wage agri cul tural labor in upper caste communities’
corn, mustard, and wheat fields.

6

In Ecolo gical Imper i alism: The Biolo gical Expan sion of
Europe, 900‐1900 (2004), Alfred Crosby explains how European
settlers intro duced and/or curated animals and plants in the colonies
for their own profit. Colon izers also brought fatal diseases with them.
European settlers and their plants, animals, and diseases destroyed
the original flora and fauna of their colonies. 13 Although this theory
can be applied to describe the ecocides as well as human hecatombs
which occurred in North and South America as well as Oceania, in
dense trop ical and subtrop ical lands of India, chan ging the entire
ecosystem was not an easy task for British colo nial masters, which
led them to adopt a different strategy. Colo nial pres ence drastic ally
changed the land usage system of India. Instead of chan ging the
entire ecosystem, the British colo nial system changed the economy,
land, and forest usage, as well as food produc tion by coer cing and/or
sedu cing their subjects to drive them into farming cash crops such as
indigo, opium, and jute. By the middle of the 17th century, Britain
emerged as the world leader of defor est a tion. After destroying their
own forests in the UK, British colon izers focused on their colonies’
forests for the supply of timber, coal, and other resources for
busi ness, on top of making rail ways and ships. 14 The most obvious
outcome of colo ni alism was its global control over resources.
Although the colo nial pres ence is not the explicit focus of the novel
under study, multiple refer ences to the British Raj are
scattered throughout Aranyak. The major example is the revenue
system of the forest land as well as the narrator’s educa tion and
feeling of moral superi ority stem ming from his British
colo nial education. Indeed, he belongs to the colo nial elite class
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created by the British through the impos i tion of the English
educa tion system. 15

In Aranyak, acre after acre of forest are cut off to tame, control, and
trans form wood land into settler areas and agri cul tural lands by order
of a zamindar 16 (land holder), who, in exchange, receives regular
taxes from settlers. British colo nial rulers are not seen as the profit- 
making party here but ulti mately, the taxes and revenue of the land
filter towards them as they offi cially own this land. The narrator
over sees the defor est a tion of the forest lands which partially belong
to the Indi genous popu la tion. The Indi genous community is
recog niz able by its polit ical autonomy, isol a tion, and self- reliant
economy. Yet, hardly any Indian Indi genous group falls in this
category, as isol a tion is a myth. The forest land is the richest store of
resources thereby, which explains why colo nial agents were attracted
to this land to exploit more and more resources for business.

8

Alfred Crosby’s idea of ecolo gical imper i alism could also be applied as
a frame work through which to read the actions of the narrator
Saty acharan and his friend Jugal prasad. Jugal prasad is an eccentric
man who has one purpose in his life – beau ti fying the jungles
and mountains. 17 Both men bring flower saplings from cities and
outside to make the forest look beau tiful in their own terms. As
Jugal prasad said:

9

I had seen a wonderful English creeper in a saheb’s garden in Purnea:
it had lovely red flowers. This seed is of that creeper… the forests
here don’t have these species of flowers and creepers. I’m planting
them now; in another two years they will come up and start
flowering. How nice it will look. 18

“Saheb,” in this context, refers to a British person. Both men’s attempt
at beau ti fying the forest can be perceived as a great aesthetic move
when seen through the colo nial gaze, but this enter prise heavily
contrib utes to elim in ating local species. Beau ti fying the jungle
according to colo ni ally inspired aesthetic tastes disreg arding the
local ecosystem, destroys and replaces it with different species,
exem pli fying imperial ecocide. The narrator also orders seeds and
plants from a British Indian company named “Sutton Seed Company”
to later spread them in the jungle:

10
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That year, I had English wild flowers ordered from the Sutton Seeds
Company in Calcutta and the wild jui creeper brought from the
Duars range and had them planted in great numbers in the forest
around Sarawati kundi […] I picked out the colourful and attractive
ones. Amongst these, the white beam, red campion and the stich wort
showed excep tional progress; the foxgloves and the wood anemones
did not do too badly either; but despite our best efforts, the dog- 
roses and the honey suckle could not be saved. 19

This passage also illus trates a kind of ecolo gical inva sion on local
ecology. The creepers and plants, that the male char ac ters intro duce
in the wild, very soon invade the locality. When cata loguing plants
and animals living in the wilder ness, the narrator uses either Bengali
names instead of local Indi genous words to adhere to the cultur ally
dominant language or invents a name for them alto gether. He does
not use the local names of most species, erasing the plants’ original
names in the process.

11

Conflicting Views
on Environmentalism
Envir on ment alism is funda ment ally different whether applied in the
Global North or in the Global South, as these two approaches do not
address the issues of nature, envir on ment, and preser va tion in the
same way. In Vari eties of Envir on ment alism: Essays North and South
(1997), Ramachandra Guha and Juan Martinez Alier argue that the
Global North grew conscious about the wilder ness of nature in post- 
industrial era and tried to preserve it for the ulti mate luxury of the
upper- middle-class consumers. 20 Envir on ment alism in the Global
North is inter ested in the preser va tion of nature and the wild. The
Wilder ness Move ment, focusing on the preser va tion of pristine
untouched nature, began in the late 19th and early 20th centuries,
primarily in the United States. Inspired by the Romantic and
Tran scend ent alist work of William Wordsworth, Henry David
Thoreau, John Muir, and Aldo Leopold amidst others, this move ment
was a reac tion to growing concerns over rapid indus tri al iz a tion and
urban iz a tion that were threat ening vast tracts of natural land.

12
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Envir on mental move ments in the Global South, partic u larly in a
country like India, emerged as a direct response to the negative
ecolo gical consequences resulting from devel op ment initi at ives after
India became inde pendent from the British Raj in 1947. Large- scale
indus tri al iz a tion, defor est a tion, and the displace ment of people often
led to visible ecolo gical damage, pollu tion, soil erosion, and the
destruc tion of forests. These tangible consequences of devel op ment
directly affected the live li hoods and well- being of local communities,
prompting them to mobilize and demand envir on mental justice. 21 In
1973, the Chipko move ment in the Himalayan forests, for example,
emerged as a response to the destruc tion of forests for timber
extrac tion. Local women embraced trees to prevent their felling,
high lighting the inter con nec ted ness between the envir on mental
protec tion of their land and the survival of their communities.
Simil arly, in 1985, the Narmada Bachao Andolan (i.e. Save the
Narmada River Move ment) arose following the construc tion of a large
dam that threatened to displace hundreds of thou sands of people and
cause signi ficant envir on mental damage. Envir on mental move ments
in India – and the Global South more broadly – are often rooted in
the lived exper i ences of people who are directly affected by
envir on mental degrad a tion. Their struggles are not merely about
preserving nature for its aesthetic, ecolo gical, or intrinsic value, but
about ensuring the survival and well- being of their communities.

13

Bandy opad hyay’s novel is set in pre- independent India. Yet, I argue
that early conscious ness regarding ecocidal consequences is
percept ible in the novel. The forest land is used by the Indi genous
people and lower caste (mostly Gangota caste and various tribes) for
grazing cattle and cultiv ating lac insects. 22 These agri cul tural
prac tices were the primary sources of survival for most people then,
to which hunting and gath ering could be added. For the sake of their
own survival, the tribal and lower caste people were motiv ated to
preserve the forest. 23 The motive behind their envir on mental
protec tion is not plan etary conscious ness or deep ecology, but their
own survival. This kind of envir on ment alism is called “empty belly
envir on ment alism” by Ramachandra Guha and Juan Martinez- Alier.
According to them, the envir on ment alism of Third World coun tries is
driven by the margin al ized people whose live li hood depends on
forests and other natural resources. Indeed, if large- scale
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envir on mental degrad a tion happens, their live li hood will get affected
and they will be the first group impacted. As they mention:

The envir on ment al isms of the poor, we argue, originate in social
conflicts over access to and control over natural resources: conflicts
between peas ants and industry over forest produce, for example, or
between rural and urban popu la tions over water and energy. Many
social conflicts often have an ecolo gical content, with the poor
trying to retain under their control the natural resources threatened
by state takeover or by the advance of the gener al ized
market system. 24

As he belongs to a priv ileged back ground, the narrator of the novel
Aranyak very often shares thoughts which evoke the “deep
ecolo gical” theories and western concepts of envir on ment alism.
What motiv ates him to save the forest is the forest’s intrinsic value
and its aesthetics. Subsequently, after the forest is lost, the narrator
does not recount the fate of these people who lived and were
dependent on the forest’s resources for survival. By compar ison,
Indi genous and caste communities suffer much more severely than
the narrator as he only regrets the loss of beauty.

15

Conceiving and exper i en cing “nature” from a different angle due to
his class preju dices, the narrator describes nature as a beau tiful
fairy land, unaf fected by survival issues. Saty acharan follows the
common rhet oric of retreat from the civil ized world and city life,
falling in love with nature’s beauty:

16

I began to feel that I would not be able to return to the hurly- burly of
Calcutta forsaking the vast tracts of forest land, the fresh fragrance of
the sun- scorched earth and the freedom and the liber a tion they
represent […] her beauty unveiled: even ings came wearing a crown
of bloody clouds; the searing after noon in the guise of a mad
Bhairavi; or draped in moon light and wearing the cool and pure
fragrance of wild flowers, in the depths of night came the beau tiful
muse of music, wearing around her neck a garland of stars; and, on
moon less nights appeared the immense form of Kali, wielding the
flaming blade that was Orion, the radi ance extending into space. 25

In this passage, the narrator employs Romantic ideals by emphas izing
the sublime aspects and his renewed connec tion with nature. The
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awe- inspiring descrip tions of celes tial phenomena (i.e. “crown of
bloody clouds,” “flaming blade that was Orion”) evoke the sublime, a
concept central to Roman ti cism that emphas izes the over whelming
power and beauty of nature, often exper i enced as a tran scendent and
even spir itual encounter. Saty acharan finds solace and inspir a tion in
the natural world, suggesting a deeper connec tion to the universe
and a rejec tion of the arti fi ci ality of urban life.

The use of different literary devices, such as pathos, person i fic a tion,
and myth ical imagery, further contrib utes to the Romantic aesthetic.
By imbuing natural elements with human char ac ter istics (i.e.
“even ings came wearing a crown,” “the searing after noon in the guise
of a mad Bhairavi”), the passage anim ates the natural world,
suggesting a deeper, more profound rela tion ship between humans
and their envir on ment. The invoc a tion of Hindu deities
like Bhairavi 26 and Kali 27 adds a layer of mysti cism and connects the
exper i ence of nature to the spir itual realm – a key aspect of Romantic
thought too.

18

Where the narrator is seen roman ti cizing nature, the actual
inhab it ants of the land find it cruel due to continuous severe drought,
scarcity of food, cholera, and other epidemic diseases, attacks from
wild animals, such as tigers, wild boars, wild buffa loes, etc. The locals
constantly struggle:

19

No simple language would be equal to portraying the face of this
fearful natural calamity […] all the water in the jungle ran dry –
 ponds, ditches, canals or any fair- sized body of water. There was no
water to be had even if you dug a well; if some little water did
manage to seep through the sand into the well, it took over an hour
for water enough to fill a small bucket to collect inside the well. 28

Bene fiting from his priv ileged admin is trative role, the narrator readily
adapts to life in the wild. By contrast, the local popu lace, partic u larly
the most impov er ished, face continuous struggles arising from a
combin a tion of factors, including the exploit a tion of their land and
resources by moneylenders and the upper caste, as well as the
chal lenges posed by adverse natural conditions.

20

The rela tion Indi genous people have with the forest land fash ions
their distinct eco- consciousness. Agri cul ture in settled land is not
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their preferred means of live li hood as it is forbidden in their culture.
Their means off live li hood is hunting- gathering but hunting is never
used as a means of enter tain ment. They take pride in hunting with
spears but hunting with guns is seen as derog atory and offensive.
When the narrator asks an Indi genous person about their farming
habits, the clan member replies:

“That sort of thing is forbidden to our race,” Dobru Panna replied
with some pride. “The greatest honour lies in hunting, and of that,
there was a time when hunting with spears was considered the most
pres ti gious. Hunting with bows and arrows does not appease the
gods, it is not some thing a brave does.” 29

No major organ ized envir on ment alist move ment resulted in
conser va tion of the wilder ness in India. India was a British colony
during the novel’s timeline. The admin is trator and the owners were
bound to generate more taxes and revenue from the land. It was
obvious that the colo nial masters would not want to save the jungle
for aesthetic purposes or ecolo gical biod iversity when the forest land
could generate so much income. Contrary to local cultural customs,
the forest land was turned into agri cul tural farm lands to produce cash
crops that gener ated revenue.

22

Anthro po cenic and Capita locenic
Impacts on the Forest
The anthro po centric world view, prior it izing human needs above all
else, has driven our planet to the brink of ecolo gical collapse. Our
survival now hinges on shifting towards a post- anthropocentric
perspective that recog nizes the inter con nec ted ness of all lives.
Ecolo gical concerns are not new phenomena. From the ancient Epic
of Gilgamesh dating back to the Sumerian Civil iz a tion to the 20th- 
century novel Aranyak, a recur ring pattern can be high lighted:
civil iz a tions built on found a tions of viol ence, unchecked
consump tion, pollu tion, defor est a tion, and disregard for the natural
world, ulti mately sow the seeds of their own destruction.

23

When the Deep Envir on ment alist move ment emerged as a reac tion to
anthro po centrism, it called for a radical reevalu ation of the
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rela tion ship between human beings, non- human beings, and the
envir on ment. The term “Deep Ecology” was coined by Arne Naess in
his 1973 article “The Shallow and the Deep, Long- Range Ecology
Move ment. A Summary.” 30 Deep Ecology staunchly rejects the idea of
human centered ness and calls for the preser va tion and protec tion of
every species. This ideo logy claims to preserve the rich ness and
diversity of life in all forms, regard less of human needs. Deep Ecology
also has limits, though, as it can some times down play the
inter con nec ted ness of envir on mental issues with social and
economic inequal ities, poten tially neglecting the envir on mental
burdens dispro por tion ately borne by margin al ized communities.

To critique the concept of anthro po centrism, Donna Haraway in
her book Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene
(2022) develops the concept of the Capita locene, even though this
term was first coined by Andreas Malm in 2009 in a seminar at
Lund University, 31 Sweden. The current envir on mental crisis is not a
result of inherent human flaws, but rather a consequence of the
capit alist system’s relent less pursuit of profit. For her, the concept of
the Capita locene emphas izes capit alism as the primary driver of
ecolo gical destruc tion, and high lights how this system, through its
exploit a tion of both humans and nature, has led to wide spread
envir on mental degrad a tion. The concepts of the “Anthro po cene” and
the “Capita locene” high light the human impact on climate change,
fostering a sense of despair and determ inism. Donna Haraway
proposes the idea of the “Chthu lu cene” instead, a frame work that
emphas izes the inter con nec ted ness of all living beings and their
envir on ments. The Indi genous cultures depicted in Aranyak,
espe cially the clan of Old King Dobru Panna, can be seen as
inher ently Chthu lu ceneic due to their deep- rooted under standing of
inter con nec ted ness. They often recog nize symbi otic rela tion ships
within ecosys tems, placing humans as part of a larger web of life, not
above it.

25

In Ecology Without Nature (2007), Timothy Morton argues that the
tradi tional concept of nature as some thing separate from humanity
hinders effective envir on mental action. 32 He proposes a new
frame work, emphas izing the inter con nec ted ness of all living beings
within a complex mesh. Morton also contends that the idea of
pristine wilder ness is a myth, and that acknow ledging our integral
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role within the natural world is crucial. From the very begin ning of
the novel, Saty acharan’s sense of envir on mental preser va tion is
motiv ated by a fetish ized attach ment for one partic ular land scape.
His ideal ized vision there fore prevents the forest’s
envir on mental well- being. 33 As an outsider, he is the only char acter
to find nature myster ious, dark, exotic, and beau tiful. The natives of
the forest land, the Indi genous people, and the lower caste people are
not amazed by the forest as they coexist with nature without
fetish izing it. In the text, people from tribal back grounds do not
wonder at the sight of pristine nature as it is part of their everyday
life. However, they do wonder at the thought of city life. Cars
espe cially fascinate them: “I went to Bhagalpur once – quite a city,
that. I’ve seen the wind- run cars there: such strange things they are…
No horses, nothing, and they move along the road by themselves.” 34

This quote from Aranyak chal lenges the assump tion that sublime
nature univer sally evokes awe. It suggests that percep tions are
shaped by unique exper i ences and envir on ments. This chal lenges the
roman ti cized notion of Indi genous peoples as inher ently connected
to nature, high lighting instead the diversity of human exper i ences
and values within different cultural contexts.

A Critique of Wilder ‐
ness Narratives
The wilder ness is often referred to as “virgin land.” It is often
imagined as unin hib ited by humans and secluded. This concept
constructs nature as uncon tam in ated by civil iz a tion, adding a
sacra mental value to it, and prom ising a renewed rela tion between
humans and nature. In his land mark article “The Trouble With
Wilder ness: Or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature” (1996), William
Cronon contests the sublimity of the wilder ness and argues that the
sublimity of wilder ness is a recent invention. 35 The idea of a pristine
wilder ness was created to serve the needs of a western urban
priv ileged and consumerist society who have the leisure and
resources to take a break from their work and escape to the
coun tryside to enjoy its beauty. It also shows the commodi fic a tion of
nature as leisure. The wilder ness is not a natural state then, but a
man- made construct resulting from an urban/rural dicho tomy. In
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Aranyak, urban priv ileged people come to the wild for leisure. They
are not seen exper i en cing the wilder ness though, as they keep their
same urban habits of polluting the spaces they live in. They leave tin
cans of condensed milk and jam as well as garbage behind them. They
also come to the forest to hunt for their own enter tain ment, angering
the narrator in the process. 36

William Cronon argues that the char ac ter iz a tion of the Amer ican
wilder ness as “desolate” in many histor ical accounts and narrat ives
are inac curate as these accounts ignore the signi ficant pres ence of
Indi genous peoples, them selves imagined as “Red Indians” by western
settlers. Very often, the narrator of Aranyak also refers to the forest
land as a desolate and lonely space, 37 when, in reality, the land is
filled with Indi genous people. By calling the land “Terra Nullius,” he
negates their pres ence in the jungle. However, it is important to
acknow ledge that Indi genous peoples were prac ti cing forms of land
stew ard ship for thou sands of years before the form al ized Wilder ness
Move ment began.

28

Diverse types of forest lands are recog nized in Indian liter ature and
cultures, recog nizing forests’ varying degrees of density, their
prox imity to human habit a tion, and asso ci ation with
cultural significance. 38 These degrees are āraṇya, vana, and upavana.
Āraṇya is the deepest form of forests, where human pres ence is
minimal and only sages dwell there for acquiring spir itual wisdom.
Vana denotes a less dense forest type, often described as a grove of
trees. This term is often asso ci ated with exile (vanavāsa) or as a place
of retreat from soci etal obligations. Upavana is the trans itional zone
between the wild and the domesticated gramyā (village). 39

29

The title of Bandy opad hyay’s novel there fore derives from ancient
India’s main collec tion of Hindu reli gious texts named Vedas
composed between 1500 and 500 BCE. Vedas comprise four parts (Rig
Veda, Sama Veda, Yajur Veda, and Atharva Veda) and each part is itself
divided into four sections (Samhita, Brah mana, Aran yaka,
and Upanishad). The section of Vedas that were created in aranya
(dense forests) are called “aranyaka” which means “of the forest.”
According to Arthur Berriedale Keith, “Aranyak” was thus named
because the discus sions contained in these works were to be studied
in the forest by ascetics and sages living in forests, or were intended
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to be studied in the “vanaprastha” phase of life 40 when people retire
from domestic life to the forest to gain spir itual wisdom. The novel
Aranyak draws its name from the “Aranyakas,” ancient Indian texts
often studied in the seclu sion of forests. This title reflects the
author’s profound rever ence for the forest (aranya), which is viewed
as sacred. In the prologue, the narrator starts his story in these
terms: “I have heard that to confess a crime in one’s own words
lightens some what the burden of the crime. There fore, this story.” 41

The novel Aranyak thus explores how the ecolo gical destruc tion of
the forest is deeply entangled with the guilt asso ci ated with harming
the sacred space, as the prot ag onist repeatedly confesses his
remorse at having parti cip ated in the destruc tion of the forest from
the very first chapter of the novel.

 

Conclusion
To conclude, this article on Bibhut ib hushan Bandyopadhyay’s
Aranyak, high lighting a form of ecocide on Indi genous lands,
chal lenges conven tional wilder ness narrat ives and illu min ates the
crucial link between the Anthro po cene and the Capita locene. By
examining the novel through the lens of altern ative envir on mental
perspect ives, this article brings up a more nuanced under standing of
the complex forces driving envir on mental destruc tion in the specific
context of colo nial India. Aranyak, written in the 1930s, offers a
poignant portrayal of the devast ating impact of defor est a tion on the
lives of Indi genous communities, nomadic groups, and other
margin al ized popu la tions deeply connected to the natural world.
Moving beyond ideal ized and often roman ti cized visions of
untouched wilder ness, this analysis focuses on how Aranyak portrays
the lived exper i ences of those directly affected by envir on mental
degrad a tion. The novel reveals the inter con nec ted ness between
human lives and the forest ecosystem, demon strating how the
destruc tion of the forest disrupts not only ecolo gical balance but also
social struc tures, cultural prac tices, and economic live li hoods. This
article argues that Aranyak provides a valu able histor ical perspective
on the inter twined histories of colo ni alism, capit alism, and
envir on mental destruc tion. By analyzing the novel through the
frame works of both Global North’s deep envir on ment alism and the
more util it arian envir on mental perspect ives often asso ci ated with the

31



Textures, 30 | 2026

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Primary Sources

GOVERNMENT OF INDIA, The Constitution of India, New Delhi, Government of India
Press, 1949.

UNITED NATIONS, United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples,
New York, United Nations, 2008.

UNITED NATIONS, Indigenous Peoples and the United Nations Human Rights System,
Fact Sheet No. 9, New York and Geneva, United Nations, 2013.

Works Cited

BAINDUR Meera, Nature in Indian Philosophy and Cultural Traditions, New Delhi,
Springer, 2015.

BANDYOPADHYAY Bibhutibhushan, Aranyak: of the Forest, transl. BHATTACHARYA
Rimli, Calcutta, Seagull Books, 2017.

CRONON William, “The Trouble with Wilderness: Or, Getting Back to the Wrong
Nature,” Environmental History, vol. 1, No. 1, 1996, pp. 7‐28, DOI: https://doi.org/10.2
307/3985059 [restricted access, accessed 05/02/2025].

CROSBY Alfred Worcester, Ecological Imperialism: The Biological Expansion of
Europe, 900‐1900, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2004.

GADGIL Madhav, and GUHA Ramachandra, This Fissured Land: An Ecological History
of India, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2022.

GUHA Ramachandra, and MARTINEZ-ALIER Juan, Varieties of Environmentalism:
Essays North and South, London, New York, Earthscan Publication, 1997.

Global South, this article studies the multi pli city of values and
motiv a tions that shape human inter ac tions with nature. Aranyak
demon strates how the colo nial drive for resource extrac tion, fueled
by capit alist expan sion, led to the exploit a tion of Indi genous lands
and the disrup tion of tradi tional ways of life. Ulti mately, this analysis
under scores the need for a more crit ical and inclusive approach to
envir on ment alism, one that recog nizes the histor ical and ongoing
injustices embedded within ecolo gical crises, and centers the voices
and perspect ives of those most affected.

https://doi.org/10.2307/3985059


Textures, 30 | 2026

NOTES

1  Henry David Thoreau, Walden; or, Life in the Woods, Boston, Boston
Ticknor and Fields, 1854, pp. 148 and 339.

2  Bibhut ib hushan Bandyopadhyay, Aranyak: Of the Forest, transl. Rimli
Bhat tacharya, Calcutta, Seagull Books, 2017, p. 8.

3  Ibid., p. 9.

4  United Nations, United Nations Declar a tion on the Rights of
Indi genous Peoples, New York, United Nations, 2008.

5  United Nations, Indi genous Peoples and the United Nations Human Rights
System. Fact Sheet No. 9, New York and Geneva, 2013, pp. 2‐3

6  Govern ment of India, The Consti tu tion of India, New Delhi, Govern ment
of India Press, 1949.

7  Bibhut ib hushan Bandyopadhyay, Aranyak, pp. 60 and 148.

8  Ibid., pp. 165 and 242.

HARAWAY Donna Jeanne, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene,
Durham, Duke University Press, 2016.

KEITH Arthur Berriedale, The Religion and Philosophy of the Veda and Upanishads,
Cambridge (Ma.), Harvard University Press, 1925.

KINSLEY David R., Hindu Goddesses: Visions of the Divine Feminine in the Hindu
Religious Tradition, Berkeley, University of California Press, 1986.

MCLANE John R., Land and Local Kingship in Eighteenth-Century Bengal, Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, 1993.

MORTON Timothy, Ecology Without Nature: Rethinking Environmental Aesthetics,
Cambridge (Ma.), Harvard University Press, 2007.

NAESS Arne, “The Shallow and the Deep, Long‐Range Ecology Movement. A
Summary,” Inquiry. An Interdisciplinary Journal of Philosophy, vol. 16, 1973,
pp. 95‐100, DOI: https://doi.org/10.1080/00201747308601682 [restricted access,
accessed 05/02/2025].

RAHMAN Aziz, ALI Mohsin, and KAHN Saad, “The British Art of Colonialism in India:
Subjugation and Division,” Peace and Conflict Studies, vol. 25, No. 1, Decolonizing
Through a Peace and Conflict Studies Lens, 2018, pp. 7‐12, DOI: https://doi.org/10.467
43/1082-7307/2018.1439.

THOREAU Henry David, Walden; or, Life in the Woods, Boston, Boston Ticknor and
Fields, 1854.

https://doi.org/10.1080/00201747308601682
https://doi.org/10.46743/1082-7307/2018.1439


Textures, 30 | 2026

9  Ibid., pp. 23 and 120.

10  Ibid., pp. 79 and 92.

11  Ibid., p. 41.

12  Ibid., p. 50.

13  Alfred Worcester Crosby, Ecolo gical Imper i alism: The Biolo gical
Expan sion of Europe, 900‐1900, Cambridge, Cambridge Univer sity Press,
2004, p. xviii.

14  Madhav Gadgil and Ramachandra Guha, This Fissured Land: An Ecolo gical
History of India, Oxford and Melbourne, Oxford Univer sity Press, 1993,
pp. 117‐121.

15  Aziz Rahman et al., “The British Art of Colo ni alism in India: Subjug a tion
and Division,” Peace and Conflict Studies, vol. 25, No. 1, 2018, pp. 7‐12.

16  The Zamin dari system was the administrative- social form a tion through
which the superior land holders extracted agri cul tural revenues for the
Mughal and English East India Company states in 18th century Bengal. See
John R. McLane, Land and Local King ship in Eighteenth- Century Bengal,
Cambridge, Cambridge Univer sity Press, 1993, p. 8.

17  Bibhut ib hushan Bandyopadhyay, Aranyak, p. 108.

18  Ibid., p. 108.

19  Ibid., p. 108� Jui is a Bengali name given to a white flower of the Jasmine
species. The bionom ical name of Jui is “Jasminum auriculatum” in Latin.
Kundi refers to a small lake or a water body.

20  Ramachandra Guha and Juan Martinez- Alier, Vari eties of
Envir on ment alism: Essays North and South. London and New York,
Earth scan Public a tion, 1997, p. 18.

21  Ibid., p. 20.

22  Kerriidae is a family of scale insect, commonly known as “lac insect.”
These insects secrete a waxy resin that is harvested and converted to be
used in various dyes, wood finishing varnishes, and polishes.

23  Bibhut ib hushan Bandyopadhyay, Aranyak, p. 212.

24  Ramachandra Guha and Juan Martinez- Alier, Vari eties
of Environmentalism, p. xxi.

25  Bibhut ib hushan Bandyopadhyay, Aranyak, pp. 20‐21.



Textures, 30 | 2026

26  David R. Kinsley, Hindu Goddesses: Visions of the Divine Feminine in the
Hindu Reli gious Tradition, Berkeley, Univer sity of Cali fornia Press, 1986,
p. 163. Bhairavi is a Hindu warrior Goddess who has a reddish complexion.
She often wears a garland of severed heads, holds a rosary and a book in
two of her four hands, and makes the signs of fear less ness while confer ring
boons with her other two hands. Her breasts are smeared with blood.

27  David R. Kinsley, Hindu Goddesses, p. 116. The goddess Kali is almost
always described as having a terrible, fright ening appear ance. She is always
black or dark. Her body is usually naked, and displays long, disheveled hair.
She is usually shown on the battle field where she is a furious combatant
who gets drunk on the hot blood of her victims, or in a crema tion ground
where she sits on a corpse surrounded by jackals and goblins.

28  Bibhut ib hushan Bandyopadhyay, Aranyak, p. 32.

29  Ibid., p. 152.

30  Arne Naess, “The Shallow and the Deep, Long‐Range Ecology
Move ment. A Summary,” Inquiry. An Inter dis cip linary Journal of Philosophy,
vol. 16, 1973, pp. 95‐100.

31  Donna Jeanne Haraway, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in
the Chthulucene, Durham, Duke Univer sity Press, 2016, p. 184.

32  Timothy Morton, Ecology without Nature: Rethinking
Envir on mental Aesthetics, Cambridge (Ma.), Harvard Univer sity Press, 2007,
p. 125.

33  Ibid., p. 1.

34  Bibhut ib hushan Bandyopadhyay, Aranyak, p. 24.

35  William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilder ness: Or, Getting Back to the
Wrong Nature,” Envir on mental History, vol. 1, No. 1, 1996, pp. 7‐28.

36  Bibhut ib hushan Bandyopadhyay, Aranyak, pp. 184‐185.

37  Bibhut ib hushan Bandyopadhyay, Aranyak, pp. 63, 65, and 114.

38  Meera Baindur, Nature in Indian Philo sophy and Cultural Traditions, New
Delhi, Springer, 2015, p. 110.

39  Ibid., p. 111

40  Arthur Berriedale Keith, The Reli gion and Philo sophy of the Veda
and Upanishads, Cambridge (Ma.), Harvard Univer sity Press, 1925,
pp. 489‐490.



Textures, 30 | 2026

41  Bibhut ib hushan Bandyopadhyay, Aranyak, p. 4.

ABSTRACTS

English
The article intends to present a post co lo nial ecocrit ical study of
Bibhut ib hushan Bandy opad hyay’s novel Aranyak: Of the Forest (1939). This
novel is one of the earliest fictions to portray the defor est a tion occur ring
on the Indi genous lands of the Santal in India during the British colo nial
period. This article also tries to study the concep tion, repres ent a tion, and
under standing of nature in different strata of the colo nial Indian society.
Aranyak is concerned with nature being viol ated by exploit ative prac tices,
as well as processes of ecocides and defor est a tion in Indi genous forest
lands. The percep tion of nature and the ideo lo gical views on how to
preserve forests are drastic ally different among the char ac ters who show
differing views on envir on ment alism. In western culture, reli gion, and
philo sophy, humans are usually considered the center of the universe, but in
the Indi genous Indian context, humans, in this shared world, are not at the
center of the universe but part of the plan etary conscious ness. The
different approaches to envir on ment alism developed by various char ac ters
in the ecofic tion will be studied in detail. The article will also focus on the
concepts and repres ent a tions of wilder ness, defor est a tion, colo nial
influ ence, and capit alism. The current climate crisis proves the non- 
functionality of anthro po centrism. There fore, there is a need for an
altern ative, all- encompassing world view of nature where humans are not a
be- all and end- all but a part of a greater plan etary consciousness.

Français
L’article présente une étude écocri tique post co lo niale du roman Aranyak: Of
the Forest (1939) de Bibhu tib hu shan Bandyo padhyay. Ce roman est l’une des
premières fictions à décrire la défo res ta tion orga nisée sur les terres
indi gènes des Santal en Inde pendant la période colo niale britan nique. Cet
article tente égale ment d’étudier la concep tion, la repré sen ta tion et la
compré hen sion de la nature dans diffé rentes couches de la société indienne
colo niale. Aranyak s’inté resse à la nature violée par des pratiques
d’exploi ta tion, ainsi qu’aux processus d’écocide et de défo res ta tion dans les
terres fores tières indi gènes. La percep tion de la nature et les points de vue
idéo lo giques sur la manière de préserver les forêts sont radi ca le ment
diffé rents selon les person nages qui affichent des points de vue diver gents
sur l’envi ron ne men ta lisme. Dans la culture, la reli gion et la philo so phie
occi den tales, les humains sont géné ra le ment consi dérés comme le centre
de l’univers, mais dans le contexte indi gène indien, les humains, dans ce
monde partagé, ne sont pas au centre de l’univers, mais font partie de la
conscience plané taire. Les diffé rentes approches de l’envi ron ne men ta lisme
déve lop pées par diffé rents person nages de l’écofic tion seront étudiées en
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détail. L’article se concen trera égale ment sur les concepts et les
repré sen ta tions de la nature sauvage, de la défo res ta tion, de l’influence
colo niale et du capi ta lisme. La crise clima tique actuelle prouve la non- 
fonctionnalité de l’anthro po cen trisme. Il est donc néces saire d’adopter une
vision alter na tive et globale de la nature, dans laquelle les humains ne sont
pas un tout et une fin en soi, mais une partie d’une plus grande
conscience planétaire.

Español
El artículo presenta un estudio ecocrí tico post co lo nial de la novela Aranyak:
Of the Forest (1939) de Bibhu tibhushan Band yo padhyay. Esta novela es una
de las primeras ficciones que describen la defo res ta ción orga ni zada en las
tierras indí genas de los Santal en la India durante el período colo nial
britá nico. El artículo intenta también estu diar la concep ción,
repre sen ta ción y compren sión de la natu ra leza en diversas capas de la
sociedad colo nial india. Aranyak se interesa por la natu ra leza violada por
prác ticas de explo ta ción, así como por los proce di mientos de ecocidio y de
defo res ta ción en los bosques indí genas. La percep ción de la natu ra leza y los
puntos de vista ideo ló gicos sobre la manera de preservar los bosques son
radi cal mente dife rentes según los perso najes que adoptan puntos de vista
diver gentes acerca de la ecología. En la cultura, la reli gión y la filo sofía
occi den tales, los humanos son gene ral mente consi de rados como el centro
del universo, pero en el contexto indí gena indio, los humanos, en este
mundo compar tido, no están en el centro del universo, sino que son parte
de la cons ciencia plane taria. Los dife rentes acer ca mientos del medio
ambien ta lismo desa rro llados por diversos perso najes de la ecofic ción son
estu diados en detalle. El artículo se concentra también en los conceptos y
las repre sen ta ciones de la natu ra leza salvaje, de la defo res ta ción, de la
influencia colo nial y del capi ta lismo. La crisis climá tica actual prueba la no- 
funcionalidad del antro po cen trismo. Por consi guiente, es nece sario adoptar
una visión alter na tiva y global de la natu ra leza, en la que los humanos no
son una tota lidad y un fin de por sí, sino una parte de una mayor
cons ciencia planetaria.
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TEXT

Introduction
The Chotanagpur plateau, situ ated in the east of the Indian penin sula,
lies between the fertile Indo- Gangetic plain in the north and east and
the Maha nadi River in the south with the Damodar River Valley, the
largest repos itory for coal in India, running across its center. Besides
being the largest producer of coal in the country, the plateau harbors
some of the richest iron- ore belts in the world, the largest deposits of
copper and uranium in India, and mammoth reserves of mica,
lime stone, bauxite, and manganese. However, the mineral wealth of
Chotanagpur is in stark contrast to the material poverty of its
Indi genous people called the Adivasi (liter ally “original inhab it ants”),
consti tuting 85 to 90% of the total popu la tion of the region, who

1
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suffer from the large- scale exploit a tion of natural resources,
gargan tuan mining projects, and commer cial deforestation. 1 Yet, the
ecocide of Chotanagpur and the consequent displace ment and
dispos ses sion of the Adivasi have system at ic ally been ignored by
main stream Indian media. In Manu fac turing Consent: The Polit ical
Economy of the Mass Media (1994), Edward S. Herman and Noam
Chomsky’s propa ganda model iden ti fies the economic role of large
corporate advert isers on tele vi sion who “will rarely sponsor programs
that engage in serious criti cisms of corporate activ ities, such as the
problem of envir on mental degradation.” 2 Thus, as multi- million-
dollar mining projects ravage the ecosys tems that support millions of
Indi genous people, this slow- burn tragedy hardly ever trans lates to a
breaking news story.

Rob Nixon coined the term “slow viol ence” for such attri tional
calam ities “that occu[r] gradu ally and out of sight.” 3 They are “neither
spec tac ular nor instant an eous, but rather incre mental and accretive,
its calam itous reper cus sions playing out across a range of
temporal scales.” 4 Nixon argues that the relative amnesia for slow
viol ence stems from the nature of its casu al ties which become “light- 
weight, dispos able casualties.” 5 The margin al iz a tion of the
envir on ment ally dispos sessed does not limit itself to mass media.
Scholars like Amitayu Chakraborty, Debasree De, Rashmi Varma,
Prathama Banerjee, and Anshul Avijit, among others, ques tion the
misrep res ent a tion of the Adivasi in Indian cinema and Indian English
liter ature, largely produced by urban intellectuals. 6 Under standing
the repres ent a tional chal lenges of narrating viol ence that remains
unseen, Nixon high lights the role of the writer- activist who may,
through their writing, offer us “a different kind of witnessing: of
sights unseen.” 7 Hansda Sowvendra Shekhar’s novel The Myster ious
Ailment of Rupi Baskey (2013) and his collec tion of short stories The
Adivasi Will Not Dance (2017) offer such a defa mil i ar ized perspective
on post- colonial India’s devel op ment, where readers witness the slow
viol ence, inflicted over gener a tions, on the land and the centuries- old
inhab it ants of Chotanagpur. This paper crit ic ally analyzes the
narrative strategies that Hansda employs in his fiction to represent
the Adivasi’s imper cept ible envir on mental vulnerability.

2
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“Human izing” the Adivasi and
Somatic Landscapes
Born in the Santhal 8 community, 9 the largest Indi genous tribe of
Jharkhand (i.e. the Indian state where the bulk of the Chotanagpur
plateau is situ ated), Hansda 10 had an English- medium educa tion and
grew up to be a medical officer. He has become a “highly motiv ated
trans lator” of the envir on mental struggles of his community from
which he has recently emerged but with which he remains bonded
through memory. 11 His fictional works expose insti tu tion al ized
silences that enshroud the Adivasi in obli vion. Indeed, his short story,
“The Adivasi Will Not Dance,” begins with the state police using brute
force to muffle the cries of the Santhal narrator, Mangal Murmu:
“They pinned me to the ground. They did not let me speak, they did
not let me protest, they did not even let me raise my head.” 12

Speaking in the context of the United States, Edward Herman and
Noam Chomsky found US mass media’s defin i tions of worth meeting
the expect a tions of a propa ganda model where “worthy victims” may
elicit a propa ganda outburst by the mass media while victims deemed
“unworthy” will not generate sustained coverage. 13 Such differ en tial
treat ment of tragedy tran scends the United States to become
char ac ter istic of the propa ganda model of Indian mass media. The
Indian bour geoisie never hear of the oppressed as the media
tire lessly promotes the dominant discourse of
neolib eral development.

3

In the short story “The Adivasi Will Not Dance,” as the whole Santhal
popu la tion of Godda gets force fully displaced to make way for a
thermal power plant, Mangal Murmu narrates that “the papers
carried glowing reports, along with pictures, of the roads which were
being repaired or rebuilt in Ranchi and Dumka.” 14 In this context of a
collus ively manu fac tured unseeing, Nixon demon strates how
imagin ative writing “can help make the unap parent appear, making it
access ible and tangible by human izing drawn- out threats
inac cess ible to the imme diate senses.” 15 Indi genous communities
have been dehu man ized in popular imagin a tion into being “the
global residuum” 16 of neolib eral urban devel op ment. In India, the
dehu man iz a tion of the Adivasi is rooted in a post co lo nial rein for cing

4
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of colo nial stereo types of Indi genous prim it ivism. Dominant literary,
anthro po lo gical, soci olo gical, and polit ical discourses have
constructed the Adivasi as an exotic Other. Abin Chakraborty draws
atten tion to the liter ature produced by urban intel lec tuals where the
Adivasi largely operate as “objects of urban elite male lust.” 17

Debasree De iden ti fies Bhan mati, one of the female char ac ters in
Bibhut ib hushan Bandyopadhyay’s Aranyak, as emblem atic of the
main stream literary repres ent a tion of “a tribal woman replete with an
unbound sexu ality and passion.” 18 Against such dehu man izing
discourses, Hansda’s fiction releases the Adivasi’s trauma as an
affective force that urges the readers into an ethical confront a tion
with the Other.

In his analysis of Hansda’s first novel, The Myster ious Ailment of
Rupi Baskey, Amitayu Chakraborty argues that, running counter to
stereo types of pre- modern egal it ari anism, Hansda sheds light on the
rigid and discrim in atory clan hier archy and the oppres sion of women
in the Santhal community of fictional Kadam dihi. Debunking myths of
forest people delib er ately prac ti cing a life style of isol a tion, Hansda
places his Santhal char ac ters amidst continuous inter ac tion with
other communities like the low- caste Hindus or Dalits, namely the
Kunkals and Kamars. 19 Hansda’s art of char ac ter iz a tion in his
collec tion of short stories The Adivasi Will Not Dance liber ates
Indi genous people from mono lithic molds. Santhal men like Mangal
Murmu in the title story are not mute dancers but protestors with
agency. Mangal argues before the Pres ident of India: “We will sing
and dance before you but you tell us, do we have a reason to
be happy?” 20 The Santhal sex- worker Sona in the story “Merely
a Whore” defies a culture of sexual objec ti fic a tion with the ques tion:
“Why don’t you kiss me on the lips?” 21 Panmuni Soren has dietary
concerns when she shifts with her husband to the West Indian state
of Gujarat where the majority follows a veget arian diet: “‘What are we
going to eat there?’ she wondered aloud. ‘They don’t eat jill- haku 22 in
Gujarat, do they?’” 23 In Hansda’s fiction, the Adivasi become
recog nized as humans, embodied with the fears and desires that
char ac terize the resid ents of high- rise build ings in urban India.

5

Hansda brings the plight of the envir on ment ally dispos sessed into
focus through a narrative strategy that this paper iden ti fies as
“somatic land scapes.” Somatic land scapes give figur ative shape to the

6
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form less threat of ecocides as the body of the Adivasi trans mutes into
a geograph ical space on which Hansda maps the ecolo gical
degrad a tion of Chotanagpur. The inex tric ab ility of body and space is
not simply poetic and alleg or ical in his fiction but visceral, rooted in
Adivasi myth and tradi tion. Mathew Areep ara mpil elab or ates on this
intimate bond between the Indi genous body and land:

The Indi genous people have a special rela tion ship with their land. To
them land is not simply a factor of produc tion as it is for other
people, but a source of spir itu ality as well. […] [F]or the Indi genous
people land and blood are homo logous. Their society, culture,
reli gion, iden tity and their very exist ence are intim ately linked to the
land they hold. To separate the Indi genous people from their land is
tantamount to tearing them apart from their life- giving source. 24

It is important to note that The Myster ious Ailment of Rupi Baskey
opens with a picture of Rupi “squat ting in the middle of a rice paddy,
shin- deep in slush,” 25 birthing her eldest son. Her body appears as an
inerad ic able topo graph ical feature. As Indi genous body- maps in
Hansda’s fiction narrate stories of ecolo gical trauma, an affective
encounter with these somatic scars urges readers to witness the
geographies of slow violence.

7

Residue of Development
In “The Adivasi Will Not Dance,” Mangal Murmu describes the
inaug ur a tion cere mony of a thermal power plant as char ac ter ized by
a compla cent denial of the plight of thou sands of Indi genous people
displaced by its construction:

8

All very happy with the progress, the devel op ment. The Santhal
Pargana would now fly to the moon. The Santhal Pargana would now
turn into Dilli 26 and Bombay. The busi nessman was grin ning widely.
Patri otic songs in Hindi were playing from loud speakers placed at all
corners of the field. “Bharat mahaan” 27 someone was shouting from
the stage, trying to rouse the audi ence, his voice ampli fied by
numerous loudspeakers. 28

The rela tion between the construc tion of a power plant and the
patri otic chant of “Bharat Mahaan” reminds me of Nixon’s theory

9
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which asso ci ates ambi tious, haphazard devel op ment in the global
South with post co lo nial rivalry, “whatever our old colo nial masters
can do, we can do as well.” 29 Coal mining was a crucial enter prise for
bolstering nation alist pride. The post co lo nial Indian state has equated
coal with “national devel op ment, energy security and hence
stra tegic sovereignty.” 30 However, this infra struc tural devel op ment
that grows on the backs and the lands of Indi genous people
categor ic ally ousts them from its bene fits. Hansda defa mil i ar izes the
chant of national progress from the perspective of the subal tern as
the narrator demands: “What mahaan? I wondered. Which great
nation displaces thou sands of its people from their homes and
live li hoods to produce elec tri city for cities and factories?” 31

Arundhati Roy also ques tions the injustice of making the poorest
communities pay for infra struc tural bene fits they never enjoy: “The
ethnic ‘other ness’ of their victims takes some of the pres sure off the
Nation Builders. It’s like having an expense account. Someone else
pays the bills. People from another country. Another world. India’s
poorest people are subsid ising the life styles of her richest.” 32 In
Hansda’s fiction, the Adivasi pay a somatic price as the ecosystem
that sustains them under goes a slow death. While the diseased bodies
of Indi genous people mirror the toxic land scape, the sexu ally
exploited bodies of Indi genous women reflect the ravaged plateau,
exploited for its mineral riches. The dispens able body of the Adivasi,
turned life less under speeding trucks, resembles the delicate
biod iversity of Chotanagpur, doomed to be crushed under the
speeding wheels of progress.

In “The Adivasi Will Not Dance,” Mangal Murmu repres ents the
choking residue of national devel op ment as he complains: “What do
we Santhals get in return? Tatters to wear. Barely enough food. Such
diseases that we can’t breathe prop erly, we cough blood and forever
remain bare bones.” 33 The impov er ished Adivasi use their “nails,
fingers, hands, and whatever tools [they] can manage” 34 to steal and
sell coal. The physiolo gical deteri or a tion of the Adivasi and the
topo graph ical degrad a tion of the plateau become indis tin guish able in
Mangal’s descrip tion of the coal that, on the one hand, is irre vers ibly
damaging the land scape and, on the other hand, is “gobbling us up bit
by bit.” 35 The blackened earth mirrors the somatic land scape of the
Santhal community:
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There is black ness – deep, indelible – all along the Koyla 36 Road. The
trees and shrubs in our village bear black leaves. Our ochre earth has
become black. The stones, the rocks, the sand, all black. The tiles on
the roofs of our huts have lost their fire- burnt red. The vines and
flowers and peacocks we Santhals draw on the outer walls of our
houses are black. Our chil dren – dark- skinned as they are – are
forever covered with fine black dust. 37

The tears of the crying Santhal chil dren flow like the coal- ridden
Damodar River “cutting across a drought- stricken land.” 38 In The
Myster ious Ailment of Rupi Baskey, Rupi, once the strongest woman of
the Kadam dihi village, sinks into an inex plic able illness like “a bar
of soap” 39 in the indus trial town of Nitra under the charms of
Gurubari’s witch craft. Rupi’s illness becomes an extended meta phor
for the once flour ishing land and cultures of the Adivasi, now
corroded under heavy indus tri al iz a tion. Like Gurubari who sucks
Rupi’s life out like the poisonous alakjari vine, leaving her to lie ailing
in a cot in the back yard, Satyen K. Bordoloi argues that the city- 
settlers give the Indi genous people an illness that reduces their life to
incom pre hens ible ruin, releg ating them to the back yard of
human consciousness. 40 Much like urban India that basks in the glow
of uneven devel op ment, Gurubari, the witch flour ishes as Rupi
wastes away. 41

11

Gender- Based Viol ence, Subal ‐
tern Studies, and
Extractive Capitalism
Adivasi women as the gendered subal tern pay a grimmer somatic
price for urban devel op ment. The asso ci ation “Women Against Sexual
Viol ence and State Repres sion” (WSS) reports that the system atic
sexual viol ence against Adivasi women aims to batter the Indi genous
people “into submis sion to corporate- led industrialization.” 42 In the
story “Merely a Whore,” Hansda juxta poses the sexual exploit a tion of
Adivasi women with the exploit a tion of the mineral riches of
Chotanagpur. The trans ition of Lakkhipur to a coal- mining town
paral lels the trans form a tion of the colony of displaced outcasts into a

12
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red- light district: “Mud houses fell, concrete ones mush roomed.
Roads, police outposts, a railway station, a bus depot, shops, market,
a slum and the busiest red- light area in the whole of the
mining zone.” 43 While men “shirt less, sweaty, black with coal- dust” 44

dig like auto matons for coal under ground, “women, too, eat out of
their sweat and labor. Only, it is mixed with the semen and the sweat
of men.” 45 The story climaxes when the prot ag onist sex worker of the
story, Sona, asks her regular diku 46 client, Nirmal, to kiss her on the
lips during sexual inter course. Nirmal, enraged at the impunity of the
sex worker, rapes her to show Sona her place. He says: “Kiss? I don’t
kiss a rendi 47 on the lips.” 48 Nirmal repres ents the material greed of
extractive capit alism, a symbol for the corporate indus tri al ists who
exploit Chotanagpur for its mineral riches but never invest in its
sustain able development.

Simil arly, as the twenty- year-old Talamai in the story “November is
the Month of Migra tions” submits to the lust of a policeman on the
Koyla Road, the latter says: “you Santhal women are made for
this only,” 49 refer ring to a violent and phal lo centric sexual encounter,
devoid of the form al ities of consent, passion, or care. Hansda’s
narrat orial strategy of somatic land scapes trans mutes the girl’s raped
body into the ravaged land scape that fails to artic u late protest: “She
just lies – passive, unthinking, unblinking – as cold as the paved
ground she can feel through the thin fabric of the gamcha 50, as still
as an inert earthen bowl into which a dark cloud empties itself.” 51

Hansda further high lights the dispens ab ility of Adivasi life pulver ized
under coal- carrying trucks. Mangal Murmu narrates:

13

They are so rough, these truck- drivers, they can run down any
vehicle that comes in their way. They can’t help it, it’s their job. The
more rounds they make, the more money they earn. And what if they
kill? The coal company can’t afford to have its busi ness slowed down
by a few deaths. 52

Like the disap pearing species of animals, birds, and plants of
Chotanagpur, a capit alist state disposes of the Adivasi as a non- 
lucrative imped i ment on the road to profit.

14
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Displace ment of a
Devalued Culture
Nixon argues that the massive displace ment of millions of Indi genous
people in the Global South goes largely unques tioned because,
although they may be gener a tion ally attached to the land, the land
does not legally belong to them. 53 In “The Adivasi Will Not Dance,”
the tenacity of Mangal Murmu’s memory struggles against state- 
sponsored promo tion of obli vion: “This tola is now called the Jolha 54

tola of Matia jore. Once Matia jore used to be an exclus ively Santhal
village. Today, it has a Santhal tola and a Jolha tola, with the latter
being the bigger.” 55 While the state disreg ards the Adivasi’s right to
reside on their own land, Hansda points to an inim it able bond in The
Myster ious Ailment of Rupi Baskey where the psycho lo gical trauma of
displace ment from rural Kadam dihi to the coal- mining town of Nitra
finds its somatic reflec tion in Rupi’s inex plic able illness. While Rupi
often failed to cook a meal out of exhaus tion in Nitra, in Kadam dihi;
“Rupi was a part of everything – planting during the months of
Ashadh and Saan, harvesting in the month of Aghan and threshing
during Posh.” 56 In the coal town, Rupi is subject to what Rob Nixon
calls “a temporal viol ence,” surviving in “a trun cated, severed present,
torn by invol un tary displace ment from the numinous fabric that had
woven extended meaning from time- in-place.” 57

15

Nitya Rao cites the loss of cultiv able land due to their submer gence
by dam projects as a major indirect pres sure causing the
displace ment of the Adivasi. 58 In the story “November is the Month
of Migrations,” Hansda portrays Santhal clans making “long, snaking
proces sions as they abandon their lands and farms to take the train
to Namal, the Bard haman district of West Bengal and the paddy
fields there.” 59 As Talamai submits to the lust of a police officer on
Koyla Road, giving up her sense of dignity for “a fifty- rupee note and
two bread pakoras,” 60 her body stands for the land that the Adivasi
are forced to give up and migrate from in order to quench their
hunger. While families like those of Talamai’s manage to escape,
millions remain subject to “displace ment without moving”: “a loss that
leaves families stranded in a place stripped of the very char ac ter istics
that made it inhabitable.” 61 Such a stationary displaced popu la tion
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crowds the coal town in “The Adivasi Will Not Dance.” Mean while, the
Pres ident of India, disso ci ated from ground reality, exer cises the
freedom of move ment to arrive in a heli copter to inaug urate a
thermal power plant in Godda. 62

The wide spread displace ment and dispos ses sion of Indi genous
people receive social sanc tion through a major it arian under standing
that system at ic ally devalues Adivasi cultures. Jason Moore critiques
the Cartesian dualism of Man versus Nature that fuels the
Anthro po cene argu ment and argues in favor of the term
“Capita locene” to describe the climate change crisis:

17

For the story of Humanity and Nature conceals a dirty secret of
modern world history. That secret is how capit alism was built on
excluding most “humans” from Humanity – Indi genous peoples,
enslaved Africans, nearly all women, and even many white- skinned
men (Slavs, Jews, the Irish). From the perspective of imperial
admin is trators, merchants, planters, and conquistadores, these
humans were not Human at all. They were regarded as part of
Nature, along with trees and soils and rivers – and
treated accordingly. 63

In “The Adivasi Will Not Dance,” Mangal argues that, although the
Adivasi are pros elyt ized from their animist Sarna faith to Hinduism to
boost vote banks during elec tion cycles, the “pure people, the
clean people” 64 never really include them in the rigid caste hier archy
of Orthodox Hinduism. Simil arly, in The Myster ious Ailment of
Rupi Baskey, lower- caste Hindus of Kadam dihi like Kamars and
Kunkals prac tice untouch ab ility against the Santhals who “ate cow
and pig meat, drank haandi and paura 65 and prac tised polygamy.” 66

Hansda attempts a meta phor ical depic tion of the cultural
patron iz a tion of the Adivasi by the city- settlers in the rela tion ship
between Rupi and Gurubari, as Rupi is manip u lated to relin quish
control of her entire house hold to Gurubari: “No one ques tioned
Rupi’s abil ities as a mother or in the fields. It was only Gurubari who
always demon strated that she knew more than her.” 67

18

Pointing to a dicho tomy between offi cial and vernacular land scapes,
Nixon argues that “a vernacular land scape is shaped by the
histor ic ally textured maps that communities have devised over
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gener a tions, maps replete with names and routes, maps alive to
signi ficant ecolo gical and surface geolo gical features.” 68 On the other
hand, an offi cial land scape, obli vious to such earlier maps, “writes the
land in a bureau cratic, extern al izing, and extraction- driven manner
that is often piti lessly instrumental.” 69 Rooted in an animist
inter pret a tion of nature, Santhal villages are often named after the
trees and the animals that popu late the areas. For instance, the
village of Kadam dihi was named after the kadam trees that grew
there while the village of Horoghutu derived its name from the horo
(tortoises) that used to frequent its ponds. These places lose their
etymo lo gical signi fic ance as the kadam trees get wiped out of
Kadam dihi and the tortoises stop visiting the ponds of Horoghutu.
Simil arly, the Adivasi lose their cultural iden tity as gener a tion ally
woven webs of cultural intimacy with the land get severed with the
erasure of the original verdure of Chotanagpur. Mangal’s self- 
introduction in “The Adivasi Will Not Dance” reveals him grap pling for
a stable sense of iden tity as new corporate mean ings get encrypted
into his vernacular landscape:

My name is Mangal Murmu. I am a musi cian. No, wait… I am a farmer.
Or… Was a farmer. Was a farmer is right. Because I don’t farm
anymore. In my village of Matia jore, in Amra para block of the Pakur
district, not many Santhals farm anymore. Only a few of us still have
farm land; most of it has been acquired by a mining company. 70

As the Santhal family of Sorens in “They Eat Meat” move to an
Orthodox Hindu community in the Indian state of Gujarat, they gave
up eating meat and eggs, “they conformed to the norms – they
went to mandirs, 71 celeb rated Hindu fest ivals, fasted on certain
days, lit dhoop- batti 72 in their house – and were accepted.” 73 As the
Santhals migrate from their ances tral lands, they lose their cultural
iden tity and are assim il ated into main stream society much like the
land that becomes unre cog niz able after a heavy indus trial makeover.

20

The margin al iz a tion of Adivasi cultures runs parallel to their
exoti ciz a tion through a token istic inclu sion of Adivasi dance,
important to neolib eral India’s image as a demo cratic, multi cul tural
nation. Mangal Murmu high lights the irony of such selective
inclu sion: “For every benefit, in job, in educa tion, in whatever, the
Diku are quick to call Jharkhand their own – let the Adivasi go to hell.
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But when it comes to displaying Jharkhandi culture, the onus of
singing and dancing is upon the Adivasi alone.” 74 Mangal high lights
the Adivasi’s dehu man iz a tion as they dance like museum exhibits of
“prim it ives” stuck in time: “We are like toys – someone presses our
‘ON’ button, or turns a key in our back sides, and we Santhals start
beating rhythms on our tamak and tumdak, or start blowing on our
tiriyo 75 while someone snatches away our very dancing grounds.” 76

Making the Adivasi dance is as much a violent subjec tion of the
Indi genous body to the whims of the neolib eral nation state as is its
subjec tion to sexual and phys ical viol ence. Like the police officer who
uses Talamai’s body or like Nirmal who uses Sona’s body to satisfy
their lust, the urban elite use the dancing body of the Adivasi to
satisfy their neoco lo nial and consumerist urge for an escape from the
hustle and bustle of corporate India to recon nect with a fantas ized
wilder ness. Of course, in such a super fi cial encounter with the
Adivasi, the urban elite remain disin ter ested in the plight of
the dancers.

Conclusion
Amitayu Chakraborty observes that Hansda’s works are “more than a
post co lo nial allegory of victim hood of an oppressed ethnic group
in India” 77 as the fight and endur ance of the Adivasi become
indic ative of “a subal tern resistance.” 78 While Hansda’s fiction is a
memoir of the slow viol ence inflicted on Santhals, it is also a
test a ment to what Nixon calls “the envir on ment alism of the poor.” 79

Embedded in social, cultural, polit ical, and economic struggles, the
poor can never be single- issue activists, 80 forced by their material
real ities to have an inter sec tional approach to envir on mental justice.
In the texts chosen for study, the Adivasi’s struggle to reclaim the
autonomy of their land and renew their original rela tion ship with
nature is inter woven with the struggle to reclaim their bodily
autonomy. While both Rupi and Mangal’s bodies become the site of
their subjug a tion, it is also the site of their resist ance. As Rupi
constantly struggles to return to the work force despite her ailing
health, it is important to consider the link between her struggle to
regain somatic control and her urge for a renewed connec tion to the
fields she grew up working in. 81 Simil arly, Mangal’s corporeal
reclam a tion in his refusal to dance remains tied to the struggle to
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reclaim the ances tral land of his clan: “Unless we are given back our
homes and land, we will not sing and dance. We Adivasis will
not dance.” 82

Hansda’s choice of a global language like English for his fiction
ensures that the story of the plight of the Santhals reaches a global
audi ence. As his stories tran scend Chotanagpur to attain
transna tional visib ility, the slow viol ence inflicted on the plateau and
its Indi genous people ceases to be a problem of the Global South,
demanding global corporate account ab ility for the ecocide. Mathew
Areep ara mpil observes that as the deposits of minerals in the
developed coun tries get gradu ally depleted, mining multina tionals
turn their eyes to India which has huge reserves of cheap labor and a
vast poten tial for mineral exploit a tion. As the same companies are
involved in the viol a tion of Indi genous people’s rights in several
coun tries in the global South, including Papua New Guinea, and other
coun tries in South America and South- East Asia, 83 they become
involved in “global crimes of envir on mental racism (that treat certain
communities as more expend able than others).” 84 Reson ating with
the struggles of Indi genous people across the world, Mangal Murmu’s
speech puts a stake at universality:
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For they too suffer, the same as I. They would have stood by me and,
together, our voices would have rung out loud. They would have
trav elled out of our Santhal Pargana, out of our Jharkhand, all the
way to Dilli and all of Bharat- disom; 85 the world itself would have
come to know of our suffering. Then, perhaps, some thing would have
been done for us. 86

These words become an expres sion of solid arity for the victims of
slow viol ence in different parts of the globe, encour aging a pan- 
international alli ance of the dispos sessed that would stand strong
and someday emerge victorious against the mighty bull dozers of the
global corporate.
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English
The most mineral- rich zone of India, the Chotanagpur plateau has been the
center of a scramble for coal, iron ore, bauxite, and manganese since the
country’s inde pend ence in 1947. Thou sands of Indi genous people or
“Adivasi” have been displaced by mining oper a tions in the region. In his
theor iz a tion of “slow viol ence,” Rob Nixon high lights the chal lenges of
repres enting ecocides that are made invis ible under capit alism. The role of
the writer- activist, he says, is instru mental to bringing these ecocides into
imagin ative focus. This paper uses Nixon’s theor et ical frame work to focus
on Indian Indi genous author Hansda Sowvendra Shekhar’s narrative
strategy of “somatic land scapes” in his dramat iz a tion of slow viol ence
in Chotanagpur. 
Giving figur ative shape to the imper cept ible threat of ecocide, Hansda turns
the Indi genous body into his theater of viol ence. In the short
story collection, The Adivasi Will Not Dance (2017), and the novel, The
Myster ious Ailment of Rupi Baskey (2013), the Adivasi body becomes the site
on which Hansda inscribes the ecolo gical destruc tion of Chotanagpur. But
Hansda also thinks of the Adivasi body as a site of polit ical/personal
resist ance that involves the reclam a tion of their rela tion ship with the land.
Attempts to rees tab lish this connec tion are closely related to their struggle
for somatic dignity and autonomy. Hansda’s narrative of slow viol ence
tran scends Chotanagpur to lay bare transna tional networks of struc tural
viol ence and the global politics of (in)visib ility that dispose of delicate
ecosys tems and Indi genous lives to make way for neolib eral development. 

Français
Le plateau de Chota nagpur est la zone la plus riche en miné raux de l’Inde. Il
a été l’objet d’une ruée vers le charbon, le minerai de fer, la bauxite et le
manga nèse depuis l’indé pen dance de ce pays en 1947. Des milliers
d’Indi gènes, aussi appelés « Adivasi », ont été déplacés par les opéra tions
minières orga ni sées dans cette région. Lorsqu’il théo rise la « violence
lente », Rob Nixon souligne les défis rencon trés pour repré senter les
écocides qui sont rendus invi sibles par le capi ta lisme. Le rôle des auteurs- 
activistes, affirme- t-il, est instru mental pour mettre en avant ces écocides
dans l’imagi naire. Cet article utilise le cadre théo rique de Nixon pour se
foca liser sur la stra tégie narra tive des « paysages soma tiques » déve loppée
par l’auteur autoch tone indien Hansda Sowvendra Shekhar dans sa
drama ti sa tion de la violence lente au Chotanagpur. 
En donnant une forme figu ra tive à la menace imper cep tible des écocides,
Hansda trans forme le corps autoch tone en théâtre de violence. Dans le
recueil de nouvelles, The Adivasi Will Not Dance (2017), comme dans
le roman, The Myste rious Ailment of Rupi Baskey (2013), le corps des Adivasi
devient le lieu sur lequel Hansda inscrit la destruc tion écolo gique du
Chota nagpur. Mais Hansda pense aussi que le corps des Adivasi est le lieu
d’une résis tance poli tique et person nelle qui implique la récla ma tion de leur
rela tion parti cu lière à la terre. Les tenta tives pour ré- établir ce lien sont
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forte ment reliées à leur lutte pour une auto nomie et une dignité soma tique.
La narra tion de la violence lente par Hansda trans cende le Chota nagpur
pour mettre à nu les réseaux trans na tio naux de la violence struc tu relle ainsi
que la poli tique inter na tio nale de l’(in)visi bi lité qui dispose d’écosys tèmes
déli cats et des vies autoch tones pour laisser place au déve lop pe ment néo- 
libéral.

Español
La meseta de Chota nagpur es la zona más rica en mine rales en India. Desde
la inde pen dencia del país en 1947, ha sido objeto de una estam pida hacia el
carbón, el mineral de hierro, la bauxita y el magnesio. Miles de indí genas de
la región, también llamados Adivasi, fueron despla zados por unas
opera ciones mineras orga ni zadas en esta región. Al teorizar sobre la
“violencia lenta”, Rob Nixon subraya los desa fíos con los que se topa para
repre sentar los ecocidas que el capi ta lismo invi si bi liza. El papel de los
autores- activistas, afirma, es instru mental para mostrar estos ecocidas en el
imagi nario. Este artículo utiliza el marco teórico de Nixon para foca li zarse
en la estra tegia narra tiva de los «paisajes somá ticos» desa rro llada por el
autor autóc tono indio Hansda Sowvendra Shekhar en su drama ti za ción de
la violencia lenta en Chotanagpur. 
Al dar una forma figu ra tiva a la amenaza imper cep tible de los ecocidas,
Hansda trans forma el cuerpo autóc tono en teatro de violencia. En el
conjunto de novelas, The Adivasi Will Not Dance (2017), como en la novela,
The Myste rious Ailment of Rupi Baskey (2013), el cuerpo de los Adivasi se
convierte en el lugar sobre el cual Hansda inscribe la destruc ción ecoló gica
del Chota nagpur. Pero Hansda piensa también que el cuerpo de los Adivasi
es el lugar de una resis tencia polí tica y personal que implica la recla ma ción
de su rela ción con la tierra. Las tenta tivas para resta blecer este lazo están
fuer te mente rela cio nadas a su lucha por una auto nomía y una dignidad
somá tica. La narra ción de la violencia lenta por Hansda trans ciende el
Chota nagpur para poner a la vista de todas las redes trans na cio nales de la
violencia estruc tural así como la polí tica inter na cional de la (in)visi bi lidad de
que dispone de ecosis temas frágiles y vidas autóc tonas para dejar sitio al
desa rrollo neo- liberal.
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TEXT

Introduction
The growing pres ence of Pacific ecopo etry and envir on mental
activism on the polit ical stage world wide is revel atory of the urgency
and impact so‐called natural dis- asters have on the inhab it ants of
this region and shows the powers of poetry in a fight that is often
presumed to be scientific only. Ecopo etry matters in a time of dis- 
aster, a term that Maurice Blan chot defined as a partic ular time in
history when the trajectory of a star (ASTER) is DIS- rupted, plunging
humanity in dark ness: “le désastre signifie être séparé de l’étoile.” 1

Seen through this lens, ecopo etry test i fies against climate dis- asters
which islanders exper i ence first- hand with many of them forced to
migrate to survive sea- level rise. Pacific ecopo etry also engages with,

1
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voices, and chal lenges fears that grow amidst “apoca lyptic” climate
cata strophes. Perhaps does it also comfort trauma- readers and
encour ages them to act.

This article is woven on a dialogue between Pacific and western
ecocrit ical texts to examine the inter twine ment between the
envir on mental trauma, poetry, and climate science. In her
ground breaking book, Decol on izing Meth od o lo gies: Research and
Indi genous Peoples (1999), Linda Tuhiwai Smith (Ngāti Awa, Ngāti
Porou) argues that “the term ‘research’ is inex tric ably linked to
European imper i alism and colonialism.” 2 The history of science
shows that research has often used Pacific peoples as objects of
study, disreg arding the value of their languages, cultures, and
know ledge, thus contrib uting to the imple ment a tion of colo nial
ideo lo gies. As a French scholar, I am tauiwi (a foreigner) in Aotearoa
New Zealand and the views that I formu late on the liter ature
produced in these isles come from the peri phery. Western theories,
when applied, will thus be adapted to the specific settler colo nial
context of Aotearoa New Zealand.

2

A settler colony since the imple ment a tion of the English version of
the Treaty of Wait angi (6 February 1840), Aotearoa New Zealand is
both part of the North and part of the Fourth World. Damon Salesa
(Sāmoan New Zeal ander) notes how para dox ical this situ ation is as
Aotearoa New Zealand continues to be constructed as a western
nation when it is deeply embedded in Pacific history and geography:
“New Zealand is a nation that exists on Pacific islands but does not,
and perhaps cannot, see itself as a Pacific Island nation or its people
as Pacific Islanders.” 3 The Pacific zone is partic u larly impacted by
climate changes. 4 Wild fires, droughts, floods, land slides, sea- level
rise, earth quakes, tsunami, cyclones, typhoons and so on, are on the
rise, threat ening ecosys tems, social struc tures, and the very
citizen ship of some islanders, as in Tuvalu. Envir on mental trauma has
not spared Aotearoa New Zealand either, and the situ ation is not new
as, in the 1990s, the govern ment was already listing endangered
species in both fauna and flora. 5 Despite national efforts of
conser va tion to preserve endemic species such as kiwi, kākāpō,
takahē, and kauri to name but a few, the situ ation is still fragile and
continu ously threatened by human activity. 6

3
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In her doctoral thesis, Imagining Ecolo gies: Tradi tions of Ecopo etry in
Aotearoa New Zealand (2019), Janet Eliza beth Newman (Pākehā) notes
that “[i]t is in this envir on ment of ecolo gical colo nial viol ence that
New Zealand ecopo etry in English has its genesis,” 7 namely
defor est a tion, the gradual extinc tion of native birds, and the
intro duc tion of non- native species upset ting the whole ecosystem.
The corpus of ecopo etry is growing fast in Aotearoa New Zealand and
in the Pacific to raise aware ness on human- made ecolo gical dis- 
asters. This article espe cially focuses on two poems: “Unity” by Selina
Tusitala Marsh (Samoan, Tuvaluan, English, Scot tish, and French New
Zeal ander), composed for the 2016 Common wealth Summit in
West min ster Abbey, and “Poem for the Common wealth, 2018” by
Karlo Mila (Tongan, Palagi, and Sāmoan New Zeal ander). Using a
transpa cific approach, this article analyzes the way ecopo etry
test i fies to climate dis- asters in Aotearoa New Zealand. After
studying how alterity and reci pro city are constructed, systemic
abuse on nature and cultures from the Pacific will be charted, to
even tu ally observe how envir on mental wounds can be tended with
talanoa.

4

Alterity and Reciprocity
In their intro duc tion to Ecocriti cism and Indi genous Studies (2016),
Joni Adamson and Salma Monani note that Indi genous authors
chal lenge Euro centric read ings of their land and customs with
“cosmo vi sions – concep tions of entangled human rela tions with
more- than-human worlds.” 8 For them, these cosmo vi sions
emphasize values like reci pro city and kinship. As Māori and Pasi fika
cosmo lo gies construct the land as sacred, any hier arch ical and
vertical reading of nature is disavowed, offering instead a metonymic
approach to describe the rela tion ship humans have with nature. In
“Unity,” Selina Tusitala Marsh weaves her poem on the vā – a concept
which, in Sāmoan philo sophy, desig nates the rela tional space existing
between people, animals, trees, rocks, and the sea – and the vā of her
poem builds a path for the inter na tional community to repair the
damage done to the earth. In “Tatauing the Post- Colonial Body”
(1996), Albert Wendt (Sāmoan New Zeal ander) defined the vā as “the
space between, the between ness, not empty space, not space that
separ ates but space that relates, that holds separate entities and

5
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things together in the Unity- that-is-All, the space that is context,
giving meaning to things.” 9 Wendt then adds a short list of Sāmoan
words born out of the vā, including “vasa = ocean (va ‒ space; sa ‒
 forbidden/sacred).” 10

In the vā of Marsh’s poem, differ ences are accepted and
acknow ledged despite the upheavals that they generate. The chorus
of the poem, “There’s a ‘U’ and an ‘I’ in unity / costs the earth and yet
it’s free,” 11 inscribes the poet’s ironic view on colon iz a tion,
glob al iz a tion, and the Capita locene. Letters have become humans,
“U” (you) and “I,” symbol izing the gap between Marsh as a Pasi fika
poet voicing the concerns of people from the Pacific in the face of
climate change and her audi ence composed of inter na tional leaders,
including the late Queen Eliza beth II as Head of the Common wealth.
Belonging to the same alphabet, thus to the same humanity, Pacific
inhab it ants – though long discarded as “noble savages,” “warriors,” as
well as “exotic” and “erotic” beings there to decorate idyllic
land scapes occu pied by white settlers and tour ists looking for leisure
and fantasy – cannot be envis aged as isol ated, excluded, and
margin al ized in their fight against climate change anymore as the
envir on mental disorders Pacific Islanders have been exper i en cing are
now shared with the member nations composing the Common wealth,
since climate balance is destabil ized every where in the Capitalocene.

6

In “We Should Be Talking About the Capita locene” (2023), Wendy
Arons considers that the term “Capita locene,” coined by Andreas
Mann, has often been connected to an expansive use of fossil fuels
related to the Indus trial Revolu tion. Yet, she argues that the colo nial
impact must also be accounted for, espe cially in its exploit a tion of
Indi genous peoples, their lands, and natural resources. 12 The
exploit a tion of Indi genous work force was justi fied in the colo nial
discourse by the enforce ment of racial and gender hier archies which
demeaned non- white and non- male humans and denied their
humanity as well as their ability to think and feel. Selina Tusitala
March uses the vā as a meth od o logy that chal lenges and subverts this
colo nial inher it ance affecting “the Unity- that-is-All.” 13

7

She emphas izes the bonds existing between humans and non- 
humans in a series of compar isons: “the salt in the sea, like the salt in
our blood like the dust of our bones, our final return to mud,” 14

8



Textures, 30 | 2026

finding connec tions between humans and oceans other wise denied
by western clas si fic a tions. With this compar ison, she stresses how
humans’ survival depends on oceans’ good health and how saving the
envir on ment serves human interests. This line reph rases the biblical
words: “Ye are the salt of the earth” 15 – a parable that Jesus is said to
have delivered to his disciples to impress on them how to lead people
to the kingdom of heaven. In Marsh’s vari ation of Christ’s parable, a
dying ocean means the Apoca lypse, as humans are fomenting their
own geno cide when they destroy the planet they live on. The
lines, “what you do, affects me / what we do, affects the sea,” 16 weave
the North with the South, the colo nial metro polis with its distant
territ ories. Power imbal ance resulting from colon iz a tion and
epitom ized in settler colo nial soci eties thus needs to be redressed for
the climate crisis to be solved.

In “Poem for the Common wealth, 2018,” Karlo Mila repres ents a world
in which people from the Pacific commu nicate with natural elements,
as in stories of old. She person i fies the ocean in her poem, yet the
lady ocean’s message to humanity is now one of exas per a tion: “she
would say, ENOUGH!” 17 as she finds herself stuck amidst plastic
waste – the result of fossil fuel industry and over con sump tion. Plastic
pollu tion in the Pacific Ocean is the last straw for Karlo Mila as it
invades islands, stifling marine ecology, damaging coral reefs, and
pois oning schools of fish, trans forming land into an open- air
garbage dump. 18 The poet further signi fies the climate urgency
exper i enced in her region with the meta phor of the canary in the coal
mine, whose sacri fice enables humans to find a way out before being
asphyxi ated underground. 19 With this image asso ci ating Pacific
Islanders with tiny, caged, sacri fi cial birds, Mila contests the colo nial
and capit alist ideo logy under lying polit ical apathy with regards to
envir on mental actions. Indeed, Linda Tuhiwai Smith recalls how
Pasi fika were long denied their humanity because Hegelian theories
claimed that people who had no writing system had no History. 20

9

To contest fake scientific assump tions under lying and justi fying the
colo nial enter prise, Mila refers to the gene a logy of mankind from a
Tongan view point, as whakapapa (gene a logy, family history) is
inter woven with the vā (space time). The concept of vā which can be
found throughout the Pacific also has its own usage in Tonga. Karlo
Mila and Maui Hudson (Te Whakatohea, Nga Ruahine, and Te

10
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Mahure hure) argue that, “As va is a cultur ally located concept, it
neces sit ates that this va is guided by prin ciples of balance,
reci pro city and respect – although all is possible in the va.” 21

Imagined as a “nego ti ated space,” 22 the vā is insep ar able from
whakapapa as time and space are conceived in their togeth er ness,
not as separate entities: “My people have always known / that we are
all relat ives, / common ancestors, / the same star dust / in all of our
bones, / the rocks, the trees, the leaves.” 23 In Tongan history,
humans’ kinship with stars, plants, and minerals is asserted.

Tongan science is confirmed nowadays by contem porary western
science. As Titaua Porcher- Wiart (Māʿohi, French) notes in
“Imagining the Body in Pacific Fran co phone Liter ature” (2015), in
Pacific cultures, “the body, in the collective imagin a tion, is akin to a
particle of the cosmos […] [which] appears as curi ously akin to the
very recent discov eries of modern cosmology.” 24 Kinship is one of the
founding prin ciples of Pacific cultures. Refusing the western
dicho tomy between nature and culture propag ated by Enlight en ment
philo sophers, Pacific inhab it ants offer ethical approaches to the
climate crisis, high lighting bonds between humans, non- humans, and
more- than-humans despite their differ ences. In her poem, Karlo Mila
thus chal lenges the narrative of “progress” professed during
colon iz a tion, presenting instead Indi genous epistem o lo gies as
safe guarding humanity from global warming’s apoca lyptic damage
which risks dis- ASTER-ing humans and non- humans from their
inter plan etary origins and more- than-human particles.

11

Charting Systemic Abuse on
Nature and Cultures in
the Pacific
In the “Intro duc tion to Refig uring Disaster Temporalities” (2023),
Chris Pren tice (Pākehā) argues that “envir on mental disasters […] are
insep ar able from history and politics.” 25 Sea- level rise in the Pacific
results from global warming, itself the result of human activ ities
polluting the atmosphere. 26 Marsh’s poem stitches the slow viol ence
endured by Pacific Islanders, at having had their cultures, customs,
epistem o lo gies, and languages repressed and some times suppressed

12
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by mission aries and colon ists, with the gradual drowning of Pacific
lands due to the Capita locene. In Slow Viol ence and the
Envir on ment alism of the Poor (2011), Rob Nixon explains that slow
viol ence is “a viol ence that occurs gradu ally and out of sight, a
viol ence of delayed destruc tion that is dispersed across time and
space, an attri tional viol ence that is typic ally not viewed as viol ence
at all.” 27 The temporal perspective he takes is a useful tool to observe
chronic situ ations such as “domestic viol ence[,] posttrau matic stress
and, in partic ular, envir on mental calamities.” 28 In this context, Rob
Nixon’s theory of slow viol ence seems an appro priate frame work to
analyze Marsh’s poetic construc tion, as she asso ci ates the fight
against climate change with a fight for Indi genous peoples’ right to
dignity: “My grandad’s from Tuvalu and to be specific it’s plop bang in
the middle of the South Pacific […] / my ancestors were guided by
sky and sea trails and way before Columbus even hoisted his sails!” 29

In this passage, irony is used to measure the gap existing between
Europeans’ (lack of) know ledge regarding the Pacific and Pacific
Islanders’ modes of knowing the world.

In An Indi genous Ocean: Pacific Essays (2023), Damon Salesa argues
that, although one third of our planet is labeled under the name
“Pacific Ocean,” most world atlases and histories “marginalis[e],
minimis[e] or occlud[e] Oceania to the point of actu ally having to
funda ment ally misrep resent the Earth.” 30 Salesa explains how
(mental) images repres enting the Pacific as a big blue stain – as
though unin hab ited and releg ated to the back ground – have
scien tific ally and histor ic ally been fash ioned by two- dimensional
maps drawing the world in a Euro centric way. The imaginary frac ture
that these maps create on this region – as though an “East Pole” and a
“West Pole” existed each on one side of the earth in the Pacific 31 –
 seems to separate this part of the world from more important
centers of power. It also erases lands deemed too tiny to be
repres ented, and there fore erases peoples, cultures, languages, and
know ledge from the map, constructing the Pacific as a blue desert,
as a Mare Nullius. To oppose this western rewriting of Pacific history,
Marsh recalls in her poem how, for the last 40,000 years, navig a tional
skills and sky reading have enabled the different waves of migra tion
and settle ment across the Moana. 32 The poet disclaims the myth of
“discovery” (neo-)colon ists perpetuate to this day – a deco lo nial

13
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theme also explored by Karlo Mila 33 – and high lights instead the
engin eering prowess of her ancestors.

When Marsh weaves her poem with symmet rical patterns – with
place- naming recalling how London exists both in the UK and
in Kiribati 34 – to offer empathy in lieu of colo nial history, Karlo Mila
portrays the British capital as “epicentre of epitaph, / epitome
of empire 35” – not as the navel of the world, but as a memory site for
the dead of its former empire. Mila’s text asserts its trauma- telling
objective, treading in the foot steps of Truth and Recon cili ation
Commis sions set up in Australia under the name “Truth- Telling” (1991
ongoing) and in Aotearoa New Zealand (2018‐2024): “Truth be told, /
it is the fear of future / that we most have in common.” 36

Envir on mental trauma is insep ar able from the colo nial past. Mila
preserves the “us” versus “them” dialectics, opposing
Indi genous/colon ized people to the leaders of the Common wealth.
Her poem is overtly polit ical and addresses contro ver sial issues like
the content of history books, massacres, histor ical trauma, cultural
assim il a tion, language loss, plastic pollu tion, sinking islands, and the
fossil fuel industry.

14

Mila constructs her ethos as a spokes person voicing Pacific Islanders’
climate real ities: “I come to sing of sinking islands / in the South
Pacific, / on the blue continent / where I come from.” 37 Talking not
of sinking ship but of sinking land and nations drowning, the poet
calls the Pacific Ocean a continent per se, though made of seawater.
The meta phor of “the blue continent” can be read as a metonymy of
earth, itself often nick named “the blue planet.” From this perspective,
Pacific Islanders become the epitome of humanity, the focus point of
history, as they inhabit the widest territory in a 3D repres ent a tion of
the earth.

15

Subtly echoing the well- established defin i tion Epeli Hauʿofa (Tongan
and Fijian) crafted of this region as “a sea of islands” (1993), 38 Karlo
Mila’s “blue continent” encom passes a vast expanse of
inter con nected, multi cul tural, and multi lin gual lands, deeply
embedded in a common history of migra tion waves and commer cial
exchanges. She praises “the uncommon wealth / of multi- world-
views” 39 present in her region and in the Common wealth, to escape
from mono cul tural, homo genous, and hege monic narrat ives. Mila
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sings the hetero gen eity and poly phony of her home- sea-land which
Damon Salesa describes in these terms: “[t]he Indi genous Ocean itself
is a vast compen dium of […] stories, a compen dium that reflects that
it is drawn from the Ocean of (More Than) a Thou sand Languages.” 40

Her poem is a wake- up call for northern nations to hear Pacific
Islanders and their own epistem o lo gies: “let us harness our collective
wisdoms: / diverse, different and divergent.” 41 Ethnic, cultural,
linguistic, and bio- diversities are presented as viable altern at ives to a
certain “heli copter” climate change discourse 42 formu lated by
scient ists from the West and which could run the risk of uniform izing
the response humans can take in front of envir on mental disasters,
using climate change science as one more colon izing and
green washing rhet or ical device.

Tending to Climate Wounds with
Talanoa
Pacific Islanders are situ ated at the inter sec tion of inter per sonal,
histor ical, cultural, intergen er a tional, and envir on mental traumas. In
“Poem for the Common wealth, 2018,” Karlo Mila test i fies to the
insti tu tional abuse Indi genous chil dren endured at school: “Almost
completely silenced, / schooled out of us, / in lost languages / that
were beaten / out of the mouths of children.” 43 Resid en tial schools in
Canada, boarding schools forced upon the Stolen Gener a tions in
Australia, and insti tu tion al iz a tion in Aotearoa New Zealand were all
condemned by Truth and Recon cili ation Commis sions for having
verbally, emotion ally, phys ic ally, and often sexu ally abused
Indi genous chil dren taken away from their families and meaning- 
making social struc tures, with a view to accul turate them, censor
their languages and know ledge, force fully assim ilate them, and steal
their ances tral lands. Targeting isol ated chil dren via schooling and a
systemic separ a tion from their parents, families, and land have
enabled settler states to weaken Indi genous social, cultural, and
polit ical structures. 44 Yet, many Indi genous peoples have managed to
preserve their customs, languages, arts, epistem o lo gies, scientific
know ledge and tech niques despite numerous acts outlawing them.

17

Mila writes a eulogy of Indi geneity when she writes that, over the
centuries, they have devised “intergen er a tional medit a tions / on

18
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what it means to be alive, / what it means to survive / in a certain
set of condi tions, / specific para meters of earth and sea and sky.” 45

Already living in a “post- Native Apoca lypse world” as Grace Dillon
(Anish in aabe) would argue, 46 Indi genous people are ready to live in a
dystopic climate narrative. Mila expresses her faith in Pacific
Islanders who, because they have survived so many upheavals
following colon iz a tion, have the strength to face envir on mental
traumas. Her poem thus unex pec tedly ends on a hopeful note as she
plans to rebuild a better and safer world where envir on mental
injustice would have been solved, and equality would be the norm: “It
may be the end of the world as we know it / but let us not fear / the
remaking of another one.” 47 The Apoca lypse has already occurred in
Mila’s poem and Indi genous epistem o lo gies are its
revel a tion, especially whakapapa, kinship, solid arity and aroha
(“affec tion, sympathy, charity, compas sion, love, empathy” 48) which
have the power to heal communities, natural resources, ancestors,
and the land which they inhabit.

From this perspective, Earth itself becomes “a dream house / a great
place to raise a family,” 49 which includes the past, present, and
future, human beings, their ancestors, animals, plants, minerals, stars,
and deities. Recovery from ecolo gical dis- asters takes the symbolic
shape of a fale, a tradi tional communal Tongan house in Mila’s poem.
This image of an ecological fale echoes the “fonofale model” devised
by Fuimaono Karl Pulotu- Endemann (Sāmoan New Zeal ander) in 1984.
Repres enting health as a fonofale enables patients to symbol ic ally
situate their family as the found a tion stone of their well being, their
culture as the roof over their head, and the four pillars holding the
house as their (1) phys ical, (2) mental, and (3) spir itual health, as well
as (4) their gender iden tity, sexual orient a tion, age, social
status, etc. 50 The fonofale is also envi sioned as being surrounded by a
cocoon composed of the envir on ment, time passing and history, as
well as the context, which shows how porous and fluid the
bound aries are between the fale/house of health/one’s body and the
external world, including “natural” dis- asters.

19

Accounting for the impact of climatic events on one’s health, the
fonofale model seems partic u larly relevant to analyze Karlo Mila’s
protest poem. The optimism she shows at the end of her poem is not
the kind of happy ending readers expect to find in a YA climate
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fiction. It stems from another source, cultural aware ness, which
acknow ledges that one’s well being as humans also depends on our
condi tions of life, climate cata strophes, social injustices, and
histor ical legacy. As such, envir on mental traumas affecting the Pacific
region can be tackled by its inhab it ants and the inter na tional
community, with collective stories offering support to witnesses
while enti cing the community to act and recon struct meaning
amidst chaos.

The fact that Mila first published her text on “adda,” the
Common wealth Found a tion’s literary website whose aim is to
connect writers and readers, is signi ficant in this context. The poet
invested the digital space to deliver her poem/speech to reach a
vaster amount of readers across the world and have direct reac tions
from her audi ence. Timote Vaioleti (Tongan) explains the Tongan
etymo logy of talanoa: tala (“to inform, tell, relate and command, as
well as to ask or apply” 51) and noa (“of any kind, ordinary, nothing in
partic ular, purely imaginary or void” 52). Mila indeed invests the
21st‐century version of a storytelling prac tice known throughout the
Pacific as e‐talanoa. Lorna M. Probasco (Tongan Amer ican) suggests
that “E‐talanoas are not a replace ment for in‐person talanoas, but
rather, by adapting and util izing digital plat forms to share and
engage in talanoa, a world of learning for non- Pacific Islanders and
Pacific Islanders alike is opened, partic u larly for those in
the diaspora.” 53 By publishing her poem on the Common wealth
literary website which receives comments from readers, Mila
thus adapted talanoa to new tech no lo gies, enga ging in an elec tronic
version of “open, solution- oriented conversation” 54 to entice the web
community – notwith standing their ethni city and culture – to be the
builders of the ecological fale/civilization.

21

Marsh’s “Unity” (2016), “Post co lo nial Talk Back” (2018), 55 and
Mophead Tu (2021) 56 all together could also be inter preted as
instances and vari ations of talanoa. David and Kayt Robinson depict
this rhet or ical artform as “a tradi tional Pacific Island delib er a tion
process that goes round in circles; it does not follow a straight line,
aiming towards a final decision like many western processes. It
involves a lot of repetition.” 57 The fact that Marsh keeps coming back
to the compos i tion of “Unity” under various formats – a poem, a
press article, and a graphic novel – shows that this story continu ously
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shape- shifts to adapt to its audi ence. Indeed, talanoa is often used to
solve conflicts, allowing space/vā for every view point to be
expressed, and accepting differences. 58 When deliv ering “Unity” at
West min ster Abbey, Marsh invited her spec tators, mostly composed
of politi cians, to parti cipate in an open discus sion on envir on mental
dis- asters, leading to further talks on means of actions and ways to
protect the popu la tion and the land from sea- level rise and human- 
made pollution.

Her poem also inter rog ates the limits of politics in the fight against
global warming and her percep tion of time in which the future occurs
before the past can be confusing in a western, linear reading of time
passing: “What we leave behind, matters to those who go before we
face the future with our backs, sailing from shore to shore.” 59 From a
Pacific stand point, her refer ence to migra tion waves (i.e. “sailing”)
and to (is-)lands distanced from one another (i.e. “shore to shore”)
contribute to repres enting life as a journey, a sea voyage, instead of
“from womb to tomb.” Paola Della Valle also notes that “[t]he prin ciple
of walking back wards into the future is a basic axiom in Poly ne sian
thinking, as expressed in the Māori proverb Ka mua, ka muri: ‘looking
back in order to move forward’.” 60 This transpa cific insight
envi sioning time as circular and vast ocean space as inter con nected
chal lenges western notions of progress and of an apoca lyptic ending,
as it entices humans to act and change course in front of
envir on mental trauma.

23

Talanoa there fore empowers Marsh with decol on izing people’s
mind sets, whether chil dren and young adults with her graphic novel,
adults with the press article, and every age group with her poem,
with a view to preserving islands from being submerged. Her
response to colo nial thinking is poetic, meta l it erary, and non- 
fictional, weaving her counter- story into different formats to voice
her concerns for her people and their lands while being heard from
various stand points and plat forms – at home, at schools, in polit ical
commit tees, and on the internet, as her poem, perform ance, and
article are freely access ible online – opening the conver sa tion on
“post”- colonialism and its consequences for Indi genous people in a
time of “natural” dis- asters to a wider audience.
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ABSTRACTS

English
Though formu lated from the margins as its author is tauiwi (a foreigner) in
Aotearoa New Zealand, this article exam ines how Indi genous
epistem o lo gies based on the concept of reci pro city, such as the vā (the
space between), talanoa (conver sa tion), and aroha (kind ness, empathy, love),
chal lenge unequal human/non- human rela tion ships set up by settlers in
Oceania. It espe cially focuses on two poems from Aotearoa New Zealand
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which eval uate the colo nial legacy on Indi genous cultures and endemic
ecosys tems in the Pacific: “Unity” by Selina Tusitala Marsh (Sāmoan,
Tuvaluan, English, Scot tish, and French New Zeal ander) and “Poem for the
Common wealth, 2018” by Karlo Mila (Tongan, Palagi, and Samoan New
Zeal ander). These poems give shape to a space time which is respectful of
Pacific epistem o lo gies enabling poets to testify to alarming
human/colonial- made envir on mental issues, such as sea level rise, marine
pollu tion, and the extinc tion of endangered species. Posi tioning them selves
as witnesses, actors, and guard ians of stories, the poets of the corpus
parti cipate in the decol on iz a tion of the land, the English language, and
Pacific literatures.

Français
Bien que formulé depuis la marge puisque son autrice est tauiwi (une
étran gère) en Aotearoa Nouvelle- Zélande, cet article examine comment des
épis té mo lo gies autoch tones fondées sur le concept de la réci pro cité, tels le
vā (l’espace entre, l’entre- deux), talanoa (conversation), kaitiakitanga (la
protec tion des ressources natu relles), et aroha (gentillesse, empa thie,
amour), défient les rela tions inégales entre humains et non- humains
instal lées par les pion niers en Océanie. Il se concentre essen tiel le ment sur
deux poèmes d’Aotearoa Nouvelle- Zélande qui évaluent l’héri tage colo nial
sur les cultures autoch tones ainsi que sur les écosys tèmes endé miques dans
le Paci fique : « Unity » de Selina Tusi tala Marsh (Néo- Zélandaise d’origine
samoenne, tuva luenne, anglaise, écos saise et fran çaise) et « Poem for the
Common wealth, 2018 » de Karlo Mila (Néo- Zélandaise origi naire de Tonga,
euro péenne, et samoane). Ces poèmes donnent forme à un espace- temps
respec tueux des épis té mo lo gies du Paci fique qui permettent aux poètes de
témoi gner de problèmes envi ron ne men taux résul tant de l’acti vité humaine
et de l’ère colo niale, tels que la montée des eaux, la pollu tion mari time, et
l’extinc tion des espèces en voie de dispa ri tion. Se posi tion nant comme
témoins, acteurs, et gardiens d’histoires, les poètes de ce corpus parti cipent
à la déco lo ni sa tion de la terre, de la langue anglaise, et des litté ra tures
du Pacifique.

Español
Aunque formu lado desde el margen ya que su autora es tauiwi (una
extran jera) en Aotearoa Nueva Zelanda, este artículo examina cómo
epis te mo lo gías autóc tonas fundadas en el concepto de la reci pro cidad tales
como el vā (el espacio entre, el entre dos), talanoa (conversación),
kaitiakitanga (la protec ción de los recursos natu rales), y aroha (amabi lidad,
empatía, amor), desa fían las rela ciones desiguales entre humanos y no- 
humanos insta lados por los pioneros/colo ni za dores en Oceanía. Se
concentra esen cial mente sobre dos poemas de Aotearoa Nueva Zelanda que
evalúan la herencia colo nial sobre las culturas autóc tonas, así como sobre
los ecosis temas endé micos en el Pací fico: «Unity» de Selina Tusi tala Marsh
(neoze lan desa de origen samoana, tuva luana, inglesa, esco cesa et fran cesa)
y «Poem for the Common wealth, 2018» de Karlo Mila (neoze lan desa
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origi naria de Tonga, europea, et samoana). Estos poemas dan forma a un
espacio- tiempos respe tuoso de las epis te mo lo gías del Paci fico que
permiten a los poetas testi mo niar de problemas medioam bien tales
provo cados por la acti vidad humana y la era colo nial, tales como el
creci miento de las aguas, la conta mi na ción marí tima, y la extin ción de las
espe cies en vía de desapa ri ción. Se posi cionan como testigos, actores, y
guar dianes de histo rias, los poetas de este corpus parti cipan de la
desco lo ni za ción de la tierra, de la lengua inglesa, y de las lite ra turas
del Pacífico.
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TEXT

Introduction
Home of the Māori people – who are Tangata Whenua (Indi genous
people of the land) – Aotearoa New Zealand is located in the
south ern most part of Te- Moana-nui-a-Kiwa (the Pacific Ocean). Over
time, its people have traveled from and main tained strong ties with
other Pacific nations, including the Cook Islands, Society Islands,
Tahiti, Austral Islands, Marquesas Islands, Tuamotu Archipelago,
Tonga, Samoa, Fiji, Tuvalu, Tokelau, Niue, Hawai’i and others. 1

1

Within Māori onto logy, the entities that make up the world –
 ancestors, humans, moun tains, plants, birds, ances tral treas ures,
etc. – are asso ci ated with each other in a rela tional and gene a lo gical
sense. They all share the same origin and are part of a gene a lo gical
continuity that links them to the prim or dial ancestors who gave birth
to the world: Papatūānuku, the Earth Mother, and Ranginui, the
Sky Father. 2

2

In cere mo nial contexts, this continuity is invoked by mentioning the
names of key ancestors through an elab orate art of
oratory channeling taonga tuku iho 3 (revered cultural prac tices,
cultural treas ures, Māori ances tral treas ures, i.e. treas ured ances tral
belong ings) as uplifter, aid, and support. 4

3

The kaitiakitanga (guard i an ship, custodi an ship), i.e. the care,
protec tion and nurturing of taonga tuku iho such as whatu
(weaving) or raranga (basketry), are there fore the subject of dili gent
care, know ledge, values, skills, and know- how that can be entrusted
to special ists in tikanga (Māori custom) 5. Among these specialists,
kaitiaki (ances tral treasure guardians), tohunga (ritual experts), and
museum profes sionals have a unique import ance and respons ib ility
to build whanaungatanga (rela tion ships and kinship) between taonga,
the land, and the people. 6

4

It was these special ists who enabled the two authors of this article to
estab lish their first exchanges in 2012. At the time, Awhina Tamarapa

5
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had been working at Te Papa Tongarewa National Museum of New
Zealand, for more than a decade, as kaitiaki (care giver, guardian) for
taonga Māori (ances tral treas ures, belong ings), as well as concept
developer and collec tion manager. Lisa Renard, then pursuing her
PhD, hoped to do an intern ship under Awhina’s guid ance at Te Papa.
Our connec tion was made possible through kaitiaki and artists who
had previ ously worked with Lisa in Europe and trusted her to be the
right person to learn from Awhina. From the very begin ning, our
bond was deeply rooted in whanaungatanga (rela tion ship and
kinship). In 2013, we spent three months working on the Ngāti Toa
Rangatira exhib i tion at Te Papa in Wellington, Aotearoa New Zealand,
building an enduring friend ship. Ten years later, Awhina now holds a
PhD of Philo sophy in Museum Studies and Lisa a PhD in Social and
Cultural Anthro po logy. Together, we have shared count less
adven tures (fig. 1), laughs, kōrero (discus sion, stories) and a deep
admir a tion for whatu (Māori finger weaving), raranga (Māori plaiting
and basketry), and the people who prac tice these art forms.
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Figure 1. Lisa and Awhina’s hands above harakeke, Kapiti, December 2024

Awhina Tamarapa

This article considers the ances tral ties that bind the Māori, Tangata
Whenua (Indi genous people of Aotearoa New Zealand) to an
emblem atic plant, named harakeke 7 in Te Reo Māori (the Māori
language). Through the present a tion of key concepts from the Māori
world, such as kaitiakitanga (guard i an ship, custodi an ship and
protec tion) of taonga (Māori ances tral treas ures) and
whanaungatanga (Māori kinship ties and the art of rela tion ships), we
address the need for greater under standing, consid er a tion and
respect for Indi genous know ledge systems and prac tices, partic u larly
within the museum world. Behind this lies not only our grat itude
to the harakeke and its many kaitiaki (guard ians) – humans, birds,
insects, plants, taonga, winds, rivers, and rain – both here in New
Zealand, Aotearoa and over seas – but also the import ance of the
ances tral connec tions between Tangata Whenua and harakeke. We

6

https://publications-prairial.fr/textures/docannexe/image/1357/img-1.jpg
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Figure 2. Korimako Tiritiri Matangi island, November 2024

Lisa Renard

also recog nize the inter con nected rela tion ships that are fostered and
sustained across gener a tions, time, and places in align ment with the
following Hūtia waiata (song), which is also a whakataukī
(signi ficant saying): 8

Hūtia te rito, Hūtia te rito o te harakeke 
Kei hea te kōmako e kō?  
Kī mai ki ahau, he aha te mea nui? 
He aha te mea nui o te ao?  
Māku e kī atu, He tangata! He tangata! He tangata, hī! 9

Whanaungatanga (kinship, rela ‐
tion ship) and taonga tuku iho
For gener a tions, Tangata Whenua have nurtured deep connec tions
with the whenua (land) and the taiao (natural world). 10 Among the
striking features of the whenua of Aotearoa are the beau tiful,

7

https://publications-prairial.fr/textures/docannexe/image/1357/img-2.jpg
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Figure 3. Jim and Cathy Schuster’s Pā Harakeke, Rotoiti, December 2024

towering flax bushes, including the iconic harakeke (New Zealand
flax) species unique to the land of the long white cloud. This
unique ness is reflected across Aotearoa’s natural world, which is
shaped by its native fauna and flora. In addi tion to its famous birds,
such as the kea, kiwi, and kererū, many other species of animals and
plants are endemic to Aotearoa. 11 This includes the harakeke
(Phor mium tenax, New Zealand Flax) (fig. 1) and the korimako
(Anth ornis melanura, Bell bird) (fig. 2), both of which are celeb rated in
the Hūtia waiata presented in the intro duc tion. This song reflects not
only the import ance of he tangata (the people), but also under lines
the funda mental connec tion between he tangata and other beings
dwelling in Te Ao Māori (the Māori world). 12 Without the contri bu tion
of the korimako, tūī, and many other birds and insects, the pollen can
hardly travel, and the harakeke cannot spread and grow (fig. 3).
Without the skilled yet gentle hands of the weavers, the pā harakeke
(the weaver’s garden) cannot flourish. Ulti mately, without the
harakeke and the manu (the birds), the weavers would not be able to
prac tice their arts. 13 All are mutu ally dependent on one another
and are whanaunga (related and fostering rela tion ships) to
one another.

https://publications-prairial.fr/textures/docannexe/image/1357/img-3.jpg
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Lisa Renard

The traject ories of harakeke, korimako, and humans are not only
inter twined in everyday life, but also histor ic ally, as this connec tion
dates back to time imme morial. In the Māori world view, all beings –
 harakeke, korimako, humans, and many others – are
inter con nected through whakapapa (art of gene a logy) and are
mutu ally dependent on one another in various ways. They are
whanaunga to one another. In other words, they are related,
inter twined, and inter de pendent. In the case of harakeke, korimako,
and humans, they share multiple common ancestors: Papatūānuku,
the Earth Mother, and Ranginui, the Sky Father, and one of their sons
Tane nui- a-rangi. He created the first woman, the birds, and the
forest, among which the korimako and the harakeke emerged. The
pūrākau (origin stories) tell that the harakeke species 14 came into the
world of light through the union of Pākoti (also known as Pākoki) and
Tane nui- a-rangi. 15 He also is at the origin of the creation of Hine- te-
iwaiwa, the spir itual deity of weaving, child birth and the cycles of
the moon. 16

8

Addi tion ally, the emer gence of the art of weaving in Te Ao Māori is
closely linked to another pūrākau: the story of Niwareka
and Mataora. 17 Niwareka was a spirit- being from Raro henga (the
under world) who married a mortal named Mataora. After Mataora
disrespected his wife, she fled back to her people in Raro henga.
Mataora chased her and was laughed at when he arrived in
Raro henga, as his moko (Māori tattooing) was painted on his face and
body, rather than chiseled into the skin. Uetapu, Niwareka’s father, a
master carver and tā moko (Māori tattoo) prac ti tioner, chal lenged
Mataora to endure the process of having a tā moko chiseled into his
skin. After meeting this chal lenge, Mataora was forgiven for his
actions and was bestowed the know ledge of tā moko by his father- in-
law. Niwareka and Mataora then returned to the upper world
together. As a skilled weaver, Niwareka brought back the art of
weaving and the first woven garments; Te Rangi- haupapa, a type of
cloak called a pāroha (fastened at the throat) and a patterned, plaited
belt named Te Ruruku o Te Rangi. “The patterns of both garments
were the original designs to guide all students in the art
of weaving.” 18 Within Māori weaving co- exist a wide range of
ances tral fiber tech no lo gies that include whatu (finger weft twining),
tāniko (colored hori zontal threads used in the whatu technique),

9
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Figure 4. Māori weaving, Kawerau, October 2013

Lisa Renard

whiri (braiding), raranga (plaiting), whāriki (mat weaving) tukutuku
(lattice weaving), and tuitui (stitching). 19

Passed down to the livings through many gener a tions within te
whare pora (the school of weaving), Māori weaving (fig. 4) is a taonga
tuku iho: a revered cultural prac tice and treas ured ances tral
belonging. As such, when prac ticed, shared, and trans mitted, it calls
upon the mana (the influ ence, authority, prestige), the tapu
(sanc tity), the wairua (the ances tral pres ence, the spirit), the mauri
(life prin ciple), and many other ances tral qual ities of multiple
ancestors, connecting the weavers simul tan eously to their
ancestors, the whenua and the taiao. 20

10

Kaitiakitanga
and Responsibilities
Custom arily, the discip lines of weaving have been deeply influ enced
by access to resources, time, skill, and purpose. As a consequence, a

11
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weaver always bears the respons ib il ities asso ci ated with kaitiakitanga
(guard i an ship, custodi an ship), which entails caring for and nurturing
the land so that the harakeke and other essen tial weaving resources
can flourish and remain access ible. It also involves ment oring
appren tices to ensure mātauranga (Māori know ledge) thrives and is
passed down through generations. 21

As appren tices – Lisa to Tina Wiri hana, Awhina to Nanny Kath, and
many others – we were primarily instructed the tech niques related to
harakeke and the asso ci ated prac tices for tending to a pā harakeke
(weaver garden). Central to this mātauranga was the meta phor of the
bush as a family, consisting of grand par ents, parents, chil dren, and
grand chil dren. The outer most leaves represent the grand par ents,
who envelope and protect the parents, while the parents shield the
youngest leaves – the chil dren and grand chil dren – located at the
center of the fan known as te rito (central shoot or baby). These three
central leaves must never be cut, as they are vital to the bush growth
and regen er a tion. Yellowed and dried leaves, often referred to as
“great- grandparents,” are unsuit able for weaving, whereas the leaves
referred to as the “parents” are ideal for this purpose. 22 Pruning,
trim ming, and caring for a harakeke bush requires few tools: a cutter
or thick- bladed knife. Cuts must be precise, clean, and made at the
base of the bush to ensure the plants can continue to develop and
provide resources for weavers year after year. Because the leaves
grow in a fan- like pattern, it is essen tial to keep the outer most fan
well main tained to access the inner layers while clearing path ways
between bushes to prevent injury. Improp erly cut leaves, which
remain too long, can pose signi ficant risks, including injuries to legs,
fore arms, face, and eyes. 23

12

One of the key contem porary concerns regarding Māori weaving is
the access ib ility and sustain able use of harakeke. For many decades,
weavers and activ ists have fought – and continue to fight – to protect
native species not only from invasive species but also from resource
misuse, decline of tradi tional prac tices, the pollu tion of land and
water ways, and loss of ances tral lands. 24

13

Among the various signi ficant initi at ives under taken over the years,
the estab lish ment of multiple community pā harakeke in Te Wai
Pounamu (South Island) and Te Ika a Māui (North Island) has been

14
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Figure 5. Orokonui Ecosanc tuary near Dunedin, September 2023

Lisa Renard

partic u larly vital (fig. 5). The estab lish ment of art schools and
wānanga offering classes in Māori weaving has also been of
consid er able importance. 25 Further more, the Māori cultural rights
claim against the Crown, called the WAI 262, 26 has played a crucial
role in the protec tion of taonga tuku iho, including the art of Māori
weaving, and other issued such as intel lec tual prop erty and copy right
laws. Issued by six different iwi tribal repres ent at ives, in 1991, this
claim chal lenged the New Zealand Govern ment to address the
authority and rights of Māori over the control of taonga – cultural
know ledge, heritage, and custodi an ship of the natural envir on ment.
This claim set a precedent in that it was the first to focus on
contem porary laws and policies affecting Māori cultural rights. The
recom mend a tions of the Wait angi Tribunal released in 2011, have still
not been addressed by New Zealand governments. 27

https://publications-prairial.fr/textures/docannexe/image/1357/img-5.jpg
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Figure 6. Harakeke at Te Rerenga Wairua, August 2023

Lisa Renard

Mana and Respect: The Import ‐
ance of Cultural Care
To this day, one of the primary chal lenges faced by Māori weavers is
the lack of recog ni tion and under standing of mātauranga (Māori
know ledge) as kaitiaki (care giver, guardian). This lack of
acknow ledg ment under mines the depth of tradi tional know ledge
systems and prac tices, often margin al izing the cultural, spir itual, and
envir on mental under stand ings integral to weaving (fig. 6). These
prac tices are upheld by the mana (authority) of tohunga
whatu raranga (expert weavers), whose expertise is invaluable. 28
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Yet, whether in Aotearoa New Zealand or over seas, the weavers often
do not receive the respect and trust they deserve. Partic u larly within
insti tu tions such as museums where they are frequently called upon

16
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to provide cultur ally appro priate prac tices and mātauranga to care,
restore, display, or research taonga tuku iho (revered cultural
prac tices and treas ured ances tral belong ings). However, they are
seldom acknow ledged in the long term. Their names are often
forgotten, their contri bu tions go unre cog nized, and, more often than
not, they are inad equately compensated for their mahi (work). In the
past, within museum contexts, both of us have witnessed expert
weavers being both respected and admired for their skills, but we
have also seen weavers being treated with disregard and subjected to
external direc tion on their tasks, despite being the true experts.

On another level, when devel oping collab or ative prac tices with
Indi genous communities regarding plant- based material culture,
museums often lack cultural care. The teams under es timate the time
required to build trust and develop a common language. Activ ities are
typic ally planned according to rigid sched ules, leaving little room for
breaks, reflec tion, exper i ment a tion, joint discov eries, and most
crucially, the reas sess ment of the initial project. Just as museums
some times fail to allocate suffi cient atten tion to the initi ation of a
project, and to prop erly welcoming their collab or ators into the
museum world, the final stages and conclu sions of collab or ative
projects are regu larly rushed. This often leads to outcomes that are
misaligned with the tikanga (Māori custom) and funda mental
proto cols of Indi genous communities. 29

17

The dismissal or misrep res ent a tion of mātauranga and weavers not
only threatens the preser va tion of Māori weaving but also disreg ards
the role of Indi genous expertise in resource manage ment, cultural
sustain ab ility and the care of taonga tuku iho. Besides, it under mines
the strength of inter con nected rela tion ships between Tangata
Whenua (the Indi genous people of Aotearoa New Zealand) and their
envir on ment, which as we have seen in this article are fostered and
sustained across gener a tions, time, and places. We argue that to shift
museums towards decol on izing prac tice, the mana of Indi genous
know ledge systems, prac tices, and experts must be restored.
Moreover, cultural restor a tion is a form of liber a tion not only in a
museum context but also beyond, bene fiting Māori communities,
other Indi genous communities, and museum profes sionals alike. 30
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Conclusion. Where will the
korimako sing, if not on the
harakeke?
The harakeke (New Zealand flax) and the korimako (bell bird) are
endemic to Aotearoa New Zealand and have been inter twined for
gener a tions. They both hold signi ficant rela tion ships with the entities
that make up Te Ao Māori (the Māori world): rain, water ways, wind,
other birds, insects, plants, humans, taonga (treas ured ances tral
belong ings), and more.

19

Within this inter con nected world, the harakeke and korimako are
related to other plants, birds, as well as humans and taonga, not only
through a gene a lo gical continuity and shared common ancestors, but
also by inhab iting the same envir on ment and facing similar
chal lenges. Their past, present, and future are there fore inter twined
and inter de pendent. Humans, in partic ular, hold a respons ib ility
toward the world around them and can act as kaitiaki (custodians,
guard ians) when called upon.
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This is exem pli fied by Māori weavers, who act as kaitiaki (custodians)
and for whom the harakeke and korimako are partic u larly signi ficant.
Māori weavers hold the mauri (life force) of weaving, which means
they not only care and nurture the land to ensure harakeke and other
essen tial weaving resources can thrive and remain access ible but also
advocate for sustain able prac tices. They work to share and
transmit the mātauranga (Māori know ledge) asso ci ated with plants
and birds, both within Aotearoa and inter na tion ally, in various
contexts and espe cially in the museum world.

21

We hope this article has provided insight into Te Ao Māori (the Māori
world) on two funda mental concepts demon strated through the
prac tice of Māori weaving; kaitiakitanga (custodi an ship) and
whanaungatanga (kinship, rela tion ships). The proverb “Hutia te rito o
te harakeke” describes the inter de pend en cies of the natural world. It
also expresses the import ance of family, and the oblig a tion of
humanity to nurture all life.

22
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ABSTRACTS

English
This article considers the ances tral ties that bind the Māori, Tangata
Whenua (the Indi genous people of Aotearoa New Zealand), to an
emblem atic plant, named harakeke in Te Reo Māori (the Māori language),
also known as New Zealand Flax or Phor mium tenax. Through the
present a tion of key concepts from the Māori world, such as kaitiakitanga
(guard i an ship, custodi an ship, and protec tion) of taonga (Māori ances tral

https://www.wai262.nz/the-claim-itself
https://ourlandandwater.nz/news/history-and-impacts-of-wai-262/


Textures, 30 | 2026

treas ures) and whanaungatanga (Māori kinship ties and the art of
rela tion ships), we address the need for greater under standing,
consid er a tion and respect for Indi genous know ledge systems and prac tices,
partic u larly within the museum world. Behind this lies not only our
grat itude to the harakeke and its many kaitiaki (guard ians) – humans, birds,
insects, plants, taonga, winds, rivers, and rain – both here in Aotearoa New
Zealand and over seas – but also the import ance of the ances tral
connec tions between Tangata Whenua (the Indi genous people of Aotearoa
New Zealand) and harakeke. We also recog nize the inter con nected
rela tion ships that are fostered and sustained across gener a tions, time, and
places in align ment with the Hūtia waiata (song) at the heart of our article’s
title. “Where will the Bell bird Sing? Kei hea te kōmako e kō?” is also an
homage to the work of Dame Anne Salmond and refers to one of her
Discus sion Paper dated June 2022. Titled “Where Will the Bell bird Sing? Te
Tiriti o Wait angi and ‘Race’,” this work aligns with our collective engage ment
with Toitū Te Tiriti. It calls on the New Zealand govern ment to honor Te
Tiriti o Wait angi and ensure its endur ance for future gener a tions, in order
to protect and nurture the many entities that make up Te Ao Māori (the
Māori world), such as birds, plants, moun tains, and rivers.

Français
Cet article s’inté resse aux liens ances traux qui unissent les Māori, Tangata
Whenua (peuple autoch tone de Nouvelle- Zélande Aotearoa), à une plante
emblé ma tique, le harakeke, aussi connue sous le nom de lin de Nouvelle- 
Zélande ou Phor mium tenax. À travers la présen ta tion de concepts clés du
monde māori, tels que la kaitiakitanga (sauve garde, tutelle, et
protec tion) des taonga (trésors ances traux māori) et la whanaungatanga
(l’art rela tionnel et les liens de parenté māori), nous inter ro geons la
néces sité d’une meilleure compré hen sion, asso ciée à une réelle
consi dé ra tion des systèmes de savoirs et de pratiques autoch tones, en
parti cu lier dans le monde muséal. En toile de fond, s’exprime non seule ment
notre grati tude à l’égard du harakeke et de ses nombreux kaitiaki
(gardien·nes) – humain·es, oiseaux, insectes, plantes, taonga, vents, rivières,
et pluie – tant ici, en Nouvelle- Zélande Aotearoa, qu’à l’étranger, mais aussi
l’impor tance des rela tions qui lient les diffé rentes entités qui composent Te
Ao Māori (le monde māori). Nour ries et entre te nues de géné ra tion en
géné ra tion, dans le temps et dans l’espace, par de multiples kaitiaki
(gardien·nes), ces rela tions sont, du point de vue māori, essen tielles pour le
bien- être de toutes et de tous, comme l’illustre le waiata (chant) inti tulé
« Hūtia » à l’origine du titre de notre article. « Où chan tera le kori mako ? Kei
hea te kōmako e kō? » renvoie aussi aux travaux de Dame Anne Salmond et à
l’une de ses confé rences, inti tulée : « Where Will the Bell bird Sing? Te Tiriti
o Waitangi and ‘Race’ ». Cet hommage s’aligne avec notre enga ge ment
collectif pour la défense de Te Tiriti o Waitangi et enjoint le gouver ne ment
néo- zélandais à honorer et à garantir sa péren nité pour les géné ra tions
futures, afin de protéger et de faire pros pérer les nombreuses entités qui
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composent Te Ao Māori, telles que les oiseaux, les plantes, les montagnes, et
les rivières.

Español
Este artículo se interesa por los lazos ances trales qui unen a los maoríes,
Tangata Whenua (pueblo autóc tono de Aotearoa Nueva Zelanda), a una
planta emble má tica, el harakeke, también cono cida como lino de Nueva
Zelanda o Phor mium tenax. A través de la presen ta ción de conceptos claves
del mundo maorí, tales como la kaitiakitanga (salva guardia, tutela y
protec ción) de los taonga (tesoros ances trales maoríes) y el
whanaungatanga (el arte rela cional y los lazos de paren tela maorí),
inte rro gamos la nece sidad de una mejor compren sión, asociada a una
consi de ra ción real de los sistemas de saber y de las prác ticas autóc tonas, en
parti cular en el mundo museís tico. En defi ni tiva, expre samos no sólo
nuestra gratitud hacia el harakeke y sus numerosos kaitiaki (guar dianes /-
nas – humanos /-nas, pájaros, insectos, plantas, taonga, vientos, ríos y lluvia
–tanto aquí, en Aotearoa- Nueva Zelanda, como en el extran jero, pero
también la impor tancia de las rela ciones que enlazan las dife rentes
enti dades que componen Te Ao Māori (el mundo maorí). Nutridas y
mante nidas gene ra ción tras gene ra ción, en el tiempo y el espacio,
por múltiples kaitiaki (guar dianes /-nas), estas rela ciones son, desde el
punto de vista maorí, esen ciales para el bien estar de todas y todos, como lo
ilustra el waiata (canto) titu lado « Hūtia » que origina el título de nuestro
artículo. «¿Dónde cantará el kori mako, si no es en el brote de hara keke? Kei
hea te kōmako e kō?» se inter co necta también con las obras de Dame Anne
Salmond y una de sus confe ren cias, titu lada: «Where Will the Bell bird Sing?
Te Tiriti o Waitangi and ‘Race’». Este home naje se integra a nuestro
compro miso colec tivo a favor de la defensa de Te Tiriti o Waitangi e insta al
Gobierno neoze landés honorar y garan tizar su peren nidad para las
gene ra ciones futuras y hacer pros perar las nume rosas enti dades que
componen Te Ao Māori, tales como los pájaros, las plantas, las montañas y
los ríos.
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