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1.1. INTRODUCTION 

“Have you ever stopped to listen?” the Earth asks softly. 

“Listen to what?” we reply, busy with books, buildings, and screens. 

“To the stories I have been telling for centuries,” the Earth smiles, “through forests and rivers, 

through storms and silences.” 

This gentle question opens the doorway to Eco-criticism, a critical approach that invites us to 

rethink literature not as something separate from nature, but as something deeply rooted in it. 

Eco-criticism begins with a simple yet powerful idea: human culture and the natural world are 

inseparable, and literature is one of the most meaningful spaces where this relationship is 

imagined, questioned, celebrated, and sometimes wounded. 

Imagine literature sitting by a river, watching civilizations rise and fall along its banks. 

Poems echo the song of birds; novels carry the scars of deforestation, industrialization, and 

ecological loss. Eco-criticism asks us to read these texts with fresh eyes. It encourages us to 

ask: How is nature represented here? Is it merely a backdrop for human action, or does it speak, 

resist, and suffer? Whose voices are heard—and whose are silenced? 

“Why now?” the Earth gently insists. 

“Because the climate is changing, forests are shrinking, and species are disappearing,” we 

answer. Eco-criticism emerges at this urgent crossroads, reminding us that environmental 

crises are also cultural and ethical crises. The way we write, read, and imagine the world 

shapes the way we live in it. 

Thus, eco-criticism is not just a literary theory; it is a conversation—between text and 

terrain, between humanity and habitat. As we begin this unit, we step into that conversation, 

learning to listen more carefully, read more responsibly, and imagine a future where literature 

helps heal the fragile bond between humans and the Earth. 

The course comprises multiple components, with the Self-Learning Material 

(SLM) and counselling sessions being key elements. To gain a comprehensive 

understanding of the course content, it is essential that you engage with all these 

components in a balanced manner. As you are enrolled in an Open and Distance Learning 

(ODL) program, self-directed study plays a vital role in your academic success. 

Accordingly, each unit concludes with a list of suggested readings and references. You are 
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strongly encouraged to consult these resources to enhance your comprehension and 

deepen your engagement with the subject matter. 

1.2. OBJECTIVES 

After studying this unit on Introduction to Eco-criticism – I, learners will be able to: 

1. Understand the concept of Eco-criticism and explain its emergence as a significant 

literary and cultural theory in response to environmental concerns. 

2. Recognize the relationship between literature and the natural world, and analyse how 

literary texts reflect, represent, and interrogate ecological issues. 

3. Identify key concerns and themes of Eco-criticism, such as nature–culture relations, 

environmental ethics, ecological imbalance, and human responsibility toward the Earth. 

4. Develop a critical awareness of environmental perspectives in literature, enabling 

learners to read texts with sensitivity toward ecological and sustainability issues. 

5. Differentiate Eco-criticism from traditional literary approaches, understanding how it 

shifts focus from purely human-centered interpretations to earth-centered readings. 

6. Appreciate literature as a tool for environmental consciousness, recognizing its role in 

shaping attitudes, values, and actions toward nature. 

7. Apply basic eco-critical concepts while reading poems, novels, essays, and plays in 

later units of the course. 

These objectives aim to equip students with both theoretical understanding and practical 

critical skills, encouraging them to engage with literature as a meaningful dialogue between 

humanity and the environment. 

1.3. DEFINING ECOCRITICISM 
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Ecocriticism is a branch of literary criticism that examines the relationship between literature 

and the physical environment. At its core, ecocriticism asks a fundamental question: How 

does literature shape, reflect, and influence the way human beings perceive and interact with 

the natural world? Unlike traditional literary approaches that focus mainly on human 

characters, social structures, or aesthetic form, ecocriticism deliberately shifts attention to 

nature, ecology, and environmental ethics. 

The term ecocriticism is derived from two Greek words: oikos meaning “house” or 

“dwelling place,” and kritike meaning “judgment” or “analysis.” Thus, ecocriticism may be 

understood as the critical study of our dwelling place—the Earth—through literature. It 

treats nature not merely as a background or setting but as an active presence that interacts with 

human culture, politics, economy, and imagination. 

William Rueckert, who first used the term “ecocriticism” in his 1978 essay “Literature 

and Ecology: An Experiment in Ecocriticism,” defined it as “the application of ecology and 

ecological concepts to the study of literature.” Later critics such as Cheryll Glotfelty expanded 

this definition, describing ecocriticism as “the study of the relationship between literature and 

the physical environment.” This broad and inclusive definition allows ecocriticism to engage 

with texts across periods, genres, and cultures. 

Ecocriticism as an Interdisciplinary Approach 

One of the most distinctive features of ecocriticism is its interdisciplinary nature. It does not 

limit itself to literary studies alone but actively draws upon insights from ecology, geography, 

environmental science, philosophy, anthropology, sociology, and even economics. This 

interdisciplinary approach reflects the understanding that environmental problems are complex 

and cannot be studied from a single perspective. 

For example, while reading a novel like R.K. Narayan’s The Guide or Amitav Ghosh’s 

The Hungry Tide, an ecocritical reading would not only analyse narrative technique or 

character development but would also explore: 

• The representation of landscapes and ecosystems 

• Human dependence on rivers, forests, and animals 

• Environmental degradation caused by modernization 

• Ethical conflicts between development and conservation 

Thus, ecocriticism connects literary imagination with real-world ecological concerns. 
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Anthropocentrism vs. Ecocentrism 

A central concept in ecocriticism is the critique of anthropocentrism, the belief that human 

beings are the most important entities in the universe. Traditional literary criticism often 

reinforces this human-centered worldview by treating nature as passive, inferior, or merely 

symbolic. 

Ecocriticism challenges anthropocentrism by promoting ecocentrism, a perspective 

that values all forms of life—human and non-human—as part of an interconnected ecological 

system. From an ecocentric viewpoint, rivers, forests, animals, and even landscapes possess 

intrinsic value, not just utility for human use. 

For instance: 

• In Wordsworth’s poetry, nature is not a decorative background but a moral and spiritual 

teacher. 

• In Thoreau’s Walden, nature becomes a space for ethical reflection and resistance 

against materialism. 

Ecocriticism thus redefines the ethical relationship between humans and the natural world. 

Nature as Character, Not Setting 

One of the major contributions of ecocriticism is its insistence that nature should be read as a 

character rather than a mere setting. In many literary texts, landscapes shape human destiny, 

influence emotions, and even determine moral outcomes. 

For example: 

• In Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights, the wild moors reflect the emotional intensity 

and freedom of the characters. 

• In Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, the African wilderness challenges colonial 

arrogance and exposes human greed and moral darkness. 

Ecocriticism encourages readers to examine how nature “acts” in the narrative and how it 

resists or responds to human exploitation. 
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1.3.1. SCOPE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF ECOCRITICISM 

Scope of Ecocriticism 

The scope of ecocriticism is vast and continuously expanding. Initially focused on nature 

writing and Romantic poetry, ecocriticism today encompasses a wide range of texts, themes, 

and cultural contexts. 

Scope across Literary Genres 

Ecocriticism has a wide and flexible scope because it can be applied to almost all major literary 

forms. In poetry, ecocritical readings are particularly rich, as poets have long engaged with 

nature as a source of inspiration, reflection, and moral insight. Romantic poets such as William 

Wordsworth and P. B. Shelley present nature as a living presence that shapes human emotion 

and ethical awareness, while modern ecological poetry responds directly to environmental 

crises such as pollution, deforestation, and climate change. In fiction, ecocriticism examines 

novels that depict rural life, industrial expansion, ecological destruction, and environmental 

displacement, highlighting how human progress often comes at the cost of natural balance. 

Drama too offers fertile ground for ecocritical study, especially in plays that explore land 

ownership, environmental conflict, and the struggle between development and sustainability. 

Similarly, non-fictional genres such as travel writing, essays, autobiographies, and indigenous 

narratives are crucial to ecocriticism because they document lived relationships with 

landscapes and ecosystems. For instance, Mahasweta Devi’s writings expose the ecological 

exploitation of tribal lands, while Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things poignantly 

portrays the pollution and degradation of rivers, linking environmental damage with social and 

moral decay. 

Global and Postcolonial Perspectives 

Modern ecocriticism places strong emphasis on global and postcolonial perspectives, 

recognizing that environmental issues cannot be separated from histories of colonialism and 

globalization. Postcolonial ecocriticism examines how colonial powers exploited not only 

natural resources but also indigenous communities, leading to long-lasting ecological and 

social damage. Environmental destruction is often closely linked with social injustice, 

disproportionately affecting marginalized and indigenous populations who depend directly on 

land, forests, and water for survival. Literary texts from regions such as Africa, South Asia, 
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Latin America, and Australia present powerful ecological narratives that challenge Western, 

industrial models of development. These works question ideas of “progress” and “modernity” 

by revealing their hidden environmental costs and by foregrounding alternative, sustainable 

ways of living in harmony with nature. 

Urban and Industrial Ecocriticism 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Urban and industrial ecocriticism represents an important expansion of traditional ecocritical 

studies, moving beyond an exclusive focus on wilderness, forests, and rural landscapes to 

examine the complex ecological realities of cities and industrial spaces. Early ecocriticism 

often idealized nature as something pure and untouched, located outside human civilization. 

However, in the contemporary world, a large proportion of the global population lives in cities, 

and environmental crises are most visible in urban and industrial environments. As a result, 

ecocriticism has evolved to address polluted rivers, congested cities, industrial wastelands, 

toxic zones, and climate-stressed urban spaces as significant sites of ecological inquiry. 

Urban ecocriticism explores how literature represents cities as ecological systems rather 

than as spaces detached from nature. Cities depend heavily on natural resources such as water, 

energy, land, and air, and literary texts often reveal the hidden ecological networks that sustain 

urban life. Novels, poems, and essays depict problems such as air pollution, water scarcity, 

overcrowding, waste accumulation, and the loss of green spaces. Through these 

representations, literature exposes the environmental cost of rapid urbanization and unchecked 
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development. Urban ecocriticism also highlights the unequal distribution of environmental 

harm, showing how poorer communities are often forced to live in the most polluted and 

vulnerable areas, thereby linking ecological issues with social justice. 

Industrial ecocriticism, closely related to urban studies, focuses on the environmental 

consequences of industrialization and technological progress. Literary texts dealing with 

factories, mines, dams, chemical plants, and large-scale infrastructure projects reveal 

howindustrial growth often leads to ecological degradation. Smoke-filled skies, poisoned 

rivers, deforested lands, and displaced communities frequently appear in such narratives. 

Writers use these images to critique the ideology of progress that prioritizes economic gain 

over ecological balance. Industrial ecocriticism thus challenges the assumption that 

development is always beneficial, encouraging readers to question the long-term 

environmental and human costs of industrial expansion. 

Another significant aspect of urban and industrial ecocriticism is its engagement with 

climate anxiety and ecological despair. Contemporary literature increasingly reflects fears 

related to climate change, rising temperatures, extreme weather events, and uncertain futures, 

particularly in densely populated urban areas. Cities are often portrayed as spaces of 

vulnerability where environmental crises are intensified by human density and infrastructural 

stress. At the same time, some texts imagine alternative urban futures based on sustainability, 

resilience, and coexistence with nature, offering hope alongside critique. 

Moreover, urban and industrial ecocriticism broadens the scope of ecological thinking by 

rejecting the strict opposition between nature and culture. It argues that cities and industries are 

not outside nature but are part of ecological systems shaped by human choices. By examining 

polluted landscapes, industrial ruins, and urban ecosystems, ecocriticism encourages readers to 

recognize responsibility for environmental damage and to envision more sustainable ways of 

living. In this way, urban and industrial ecocriticism makes the discipline more relevant to 

contemporary life, emphasizing that ecological concerns are not distant or abstract but 

embedded in the everyday spaces where modern humans live and work. 

Climate Change and Future Narratives 

One of the most important and dynamic expansions of ecocriticism is its engagement with 

climate change and future-oriented narratives, often referred to as climate fiction or cli-fi. 

This branch of literature imagines the environmental consequences of human actions in the 

near or distant future, presenting scenarios of ecological collapse, extreme climate events, mass 

displacement, and the breakdown of social systems. Such narratives compel readers to confront 
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the long-term effects of environmental neglect and unsustainable development. At the same 

time, some cli-fi texts imagine alternative futures based on ecological balance, renewable 

energy, and harmonious coexistence between humans and nature. By projecting present 

environmental concerns into the future, climate fiction functions as a powerful warning as well 

as a space for hope, urging readers to reconsider current practices before ecological damage 

becomes irreversible. Within ecocritical studies, these narratives are especially significant 

because they connect literary imagination directly with global environmental debates and 

ethical responsibility toward future generations. 

Significance of Ecocriticism 

One of the most important contributions of ecocriticism is its role in creating environmental 

awareness. Literature has the unique ability to transform abstract scientific facts and 

environmental data into vivid human experiences. While statistics about climate change or 

deforestation may inform readers, literary narratives move them emotionally by showing how 

environmental destruction affects lives, landscapes, and cultures. Through poems, novels, and 

essays, readers encounter both the beauty of the natural world and the pain of its loss, which 

helps develop a sense of responsibility toward the environment. For example, a fictional 

account of a forest being destroyed for development often leaves a deeper and more lasting 

impression than numerical reports, as it appeals to empathy and imagination. 

Ecocriticism also plays a vital role in ethical and moral reorientation. It challenges 

human-centered and exploitative attitudes that view nature merely as a resource for 

consumption and profit. By emphasizing interconnectedness between human and non-human 

life, ecocriticism promotes ethical values such as sustainability, coexistence, care, and respect 

for all living beings. This ethical perspective encourages readers to reconsider their own 

relationship with nature and to adopt more responsible attitudes toward the environment. As a 

result, ecocriticism moves beyond being a purely academic approach and becomes a 

transformative way of reading that can influence thought, behavior, and lifestyle. 

Another significant contribution of ecocriticism is its role in redefining the literary 

canon. Traditional literary studies often focused mainly on texts centered on human experience 

while overlooking nature writing and indigenous narratives. Ecocriticism has broadened the 

scope of literary studies by recognizing the importance of nature writing, oral traditions, 

indigenous texts, and other marginalized ecological voices. Works that were once dismissed as 

non-literary or purely documentary are now appreciated for their ecological insight, cultural 
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value, and alternative ways of understanding the relationship between humans and the natural 

world. 

In the contemporary global context, ecocriticism has become increasingly relevant 

and urgent. With growing concerns about climate change, biodiversity loss, pollution, and 

frequent environmental disasters, ecocriticism provides a meaningful framework for 

understanding culture and literature in relation to ecological crises. It bridges the gap between 

the humanities and the sciences, demonstrating that literature is not isolated from real-world 

problems but plays a crucial role in shaping environmental awareness and discourse. 

Finally, ecocriticism has significant importance in education, particularly in literary 

studies. It helps students develop critical thinking skills while fostering environmental 

sensitivity and responsibility. By exploring the interconnectedness of culture, literature, and 

ecology, students learn to view environmental issues as integral to human life rather than as 

distant or purely scientific concerns. For BA English students, ecocriticism offers a meaningful 

way to connect literary texts with real-life environmental challenges, making the study of 

literature more relevant, socially engaged, and future-oriented. 

1.4. ORIGIN AND DEVELOPMENT OF ECOCRITICISM 

Ecocriticism did not emerge suddenly as a formal literary theory; rather, it evolved gradually 

out of humanity’s long-standing engagement with nature and growing concern about 

environmental degradation. Its origins lie at the intersection of literary tradition, 

environmental awareness, and socio-historical change. To understand ecocriticism fully, it 

is essential to trace how literature has responded to nature across different historical periods 

and how these responses eventually crystallized into a critical movement. 

 

1.4.1 Early Roots: Nature in Classical and Pre-Modern Literature 
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The roots of ecocriticism can be traced back to classical literature, where nature was deeply 

embedded in human thought and imagination. Ancient Greek and Roman writers often viewed 

nature as an ordered system governed by divine principles. Works such as Homer’s epics, 

Virgil’s Georgics, and classical pastoral poetry portrayed landscapes, seasons, farming, and 

natural rhythms as integral to human life. Although these texts were not “ecocritical” in the 

modern sense, they demonstrate an early awareness of the human–nature relationship. 

In Indian literary traditions, nature occupies a central place in texts such as the Vedas, 

Upanishads, and classical Sanskrit poetry. The concept of Prakriti emphasizes harmony 

between humans and the natural world. Kalidasa’s works, especially Meghaduta and 

Abhijnanashakuntalam, portray nature not merely as a background but as an emotional and 

spiritual companion to human experience. These early literary traditions reveal a worldview in 

which humans were seen as part of a larger cosmic and ecological order. 

During the medieval period, nature was often interpreted symbolically or 

theologically. Landscapes were viewed as manifestations of divine will, and natural phenomena 

were used to convey moral and spiritual lessons. Although this period tended to subordinate 

nature to religious meaning, it nonetheless kept alive a sense of reverence for the natural world. 

The Romantic Movement: A Turning Point 

A major turning point in the development of ecocritical thought occurred with the Romantic 

movement in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Romantic poets reacted 

strongly against the effects of the Industrial Revolution, which brought urbanization, 

mechanization, and environmental degradation. Writers such as William Wordsworth, 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge, P. B. Shelley, and John Keats foregrounded nature as a source of 

spiritual renewal, moral guidance, and emotional depth. 

Wordsworth, in particular, viewed nature as a living presence capable of educating and 

healing the human mind. His poetry emphasizes the interconnectedness of humans and the 

natural environment, an idea that resonates strongly with later ecocritical principles. Although 

Romantic writers did not use the language of ecology, their work laid an intellectual and 

emotional foundation for ecocriticism by resisting industrial exploitation and reaffirming the 

intrinsic value of nature. 

Industrialization and Environmental Crisis 

The nineteenth and early twentieth centuries witnessed rapid industrial growth, colonial 

expansion, and technological advancement. These developments led to widespread 
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environmental damage, including deforestation, pollution, and the displacement of indigenous 

communities. Literature of this period increasingly reflected anxiety about the consequences 

of unchecked progress. 

Writers such as Thomas Hardy portrayed the destruction of rural life and traditional 

ecological balance under the pressure of industrial modernity. In American literature, Henry 

David Thoreau’s Walden stands as a seminal text in environmental thought. Thoreau 

advocated simple living and a deep connection with nature, criticizing materialism and 

industrial excess. His work is often regarded as a precursor to modern ecocriticism because it 

explicitly links ethical living with ecological awareness. 

The Emergence of Modern Environmentalism 

The mid-twentieth century marked a crucial phase in the development of ecocriticism due to 

the rise of modern environmental movements. The publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent 

Spring (1962) exposed the devastating effects of pesticides on ecosystems and human health. 

This work played a pivotal role in raising public awareness about environmental issues and 

inspiring environmental activism. 

Simultaneously, literature began to reflect growing fears about nuclear destruction, 

pollution, and ecological collapse. Writers and thinkers increasingly questioned 

anthropocentric worldviews and called for more sustainable relationships with nature. This 

cultural shift created fertile ground for the emergence of ecocriticism as a formal academic 

discipline. 

The Birth of Ecocriticism as a Discipline 

The term “ecocriticism” was first coined by William Rueckert in his 1978 essay “Literature 

and Ecology: An Experiment in Ecocriticism.” Rueckert proposed applying ecological 

concepts to literary analysis, arguing that literature could contribute to ecological 

understanding and sustainability. However, ecocriticism gained wider recognition in the late 

1980s and 1990s. 

The formation of the Association for the Study of Literature and Environment 

(ASLE) in 1992 marked a significant milestone in the institutional development of 

ecocriticism. Scholars such as Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm played key roles in 

defining the scope and objectives of the field. Glotfelty famously described ecocriticism as “the 

study of the relationship between literature and the physical environment,” a definition that 

remains influential. 
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Expansion and Diversification of Ecocriticism 

Since its formal establishment, ecocriticism has expanded far beyond its initial focus on nature 

writing and Romantic literature. Contemporary ecocriticism engages with diverse genres, 

cultures, and theoretical perspectives. It includes postcolonial ecocriticism, feminist 

ecocriticism, urban ecocriticism, and climate change studies. 

Postcolonial ecocriticism examines how colonial exploitation affected both people and 

environments, highlighting environmental injustice and indigenous resistance. Feminist 

ecocriticism explores connections between the exploitation of nature and the oppression of 

women. Urban and industrial ecocriticism focus on polluted cities, industrial landscapes, and 

climate anxiety, reflecting the realities of modern life. These developments demonstrate the 

dynamic and inclusive nature of ecocriticism. 

1.4.1. ENVIRONMENTAL AWARENESS AND LITERATURE 

Environmental awareness and literature share a deep and evolving relationship. Long before 

environmental science became an established discipline, literature functioned as a powerful 

medium for expressing concern about the natural world and humanity’s impact upon it. 

Through storytelling, imagery, and symbolism, literature has consistently shaped human 

attitudes toward nature. 

Literature often reflects the environmental conditions and concerns of its time. As 

societies industrialized and landscapes changed, writers responded by documenting loss, 

alienation, and ecological imbalance. Novels, poems, and essays captured the emotional and 

cultural dimensions of environmental change, making abstract ecological problems tangible 

and relatable. 

For example, Charles Dickens’s descriptions of polluted urban environments reveal 

the human cost of industrialization. Similarly, Hardy’s rural novels mourn the disappearance 

of traditional ways of life tied closely to land and seasons. Such texts contributed to early 

environmental awareness by portraying the consequences of human actions on both nature and 

society. 

Nature writing occupies a central place in the development of environmental awareness. 

Writers such as Thoreau, John Muir, and Aldo Leopold emphasized observation, respect, 

and ethical responsibility toward nature. Leopold’s concept of the “land ethic”, which extends 

moral consideration to soils, waters, plants, and animals, has been particularly influential in 

ecocritical thought. 
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These writers encouraged readers to see themselves as members of an ecological 

community rather than as masters of nature. Their works blend scientific observation with 

literary expression, demonstrating how literature can foster ecological literacy and ethical 

reflection. 

Environmental awareness in literature is also deeply connected with postcolonial and 

indigenous narratives. Indigenous storytelling traditions often emphasize harmony with 

nature, collective responsibility, and sustainable living. In contrast, colonial literature 

frequently justified environmental exploitation in the name of progress and civilization. 

Contemporary writers such as Mahasweta Devi, Amitav Ghosh, and Leslie Marmon 

Silko foreground environmental injustice and the voices of marginalized communities. Their 

works reveal how ecological destruction disproportionately affects indigenous and rural 

populations, linking environmental awareness with social justice. 

In recent decades, literature has responded to the global crisis of climate change through 

climate fiction (cli-fi) and speculative narratives. These texts imagine future worlds shaped by 

rising sea levels, extreme weather, and ecological collapse. By projecting current trends into 

the future, climate fiction urges readers to confront the urgency of environmental action. 

Such narratives play a crucial role in environmental awareness by making climate 

change emotionally accessible. They help readers grasp the human consequences of 

environmental neglect and inspire reflection on responsibility toward future generations. 

Educational and Cultural Significance 

Literature’s role in promoting environmental awareness extends beyond artistic expression to 

education and cultural transformation. In academic contexts, ecocritical readings encourage 

students to connect literary analysis with real-world ecological issues. Literature thus becomes 

a bridge between knowledge and empathy, science and culture. 

For students of literature, particularly at the undergraduate level, engaging with 

environmental themes fosters critical thinking, ethical awareness, and a sense of global 

responsibility. Environmental awareness through literature emphasizes that ecological crises 

are not only scientific problems but also cultural and moral challenges. 

Thus, the origin and development of ecocriticism reveal a gradual yet powerful 

evolution of environmental thought within literature. From classical reverence for nature to 

Romantic resistance against industrialization, from modern environmental movements to 

contemporary climate fiction, literature has continually responded to humanity’s changing 
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relationship with the natural world. Ecocriticism emerges as a vital framework that brings 

together literary studies and environmental awareness, demonstrating that literature has a 

crucial role to play in understanding, critiquing, and responding to the ecological challenges of 

our time. 

1.4.2 ECOLOGICAL CONCERNS IN EARLY LITERARY TRADITIONS 

Ecological concerns are not a modern invention; they are deeply embedded in early literary 

traditions across cultures. Long before the emergence of ecology as a scientific discipline, 

ancient writers and poets expressed an intuitive understanding of the interconnectedness 

between human life and the natural world. Early literature reflects a worldview in which nature 

was not separate from human existence but formed the very foundation of cultural, spiritual, 

and moral life. 

In ancient Greek and Roman literature, nature was often portrayed as a living, ordered 

system governed by divine laws. Works such as Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey depict natural 

forces—storms, seas, winds—as powerful agents that shape human destiny. These forces are 

not passive backgrounds but active presences that demand respect. Similarly, Virgil’s Georgics 

presents agriculture as a harmonious collaboration between humans and nature, emphasizing 

seasonal cycles, soil, climate, and labor. Such texts reflect early ecological awareness by 

recognizing human dependence on natural rhythms. 

In Indian literary traditions, ecological consciousness is even more pronounced. The 

Vedas and Upanishads emphasize the sacredness of natural elements such as earth (Prithvi), 

water (Jal), fire (Agni), air (Vayu), and sky (Akasha). Nature is seen as divine and worthy of 

reverence rather than exploitation. The concept of Rta (cosmic order) highlights balance and 

harmony in the universe, suggesting that disturbing natural order leads to moral and social 

disorder. Classical Sanskrit literature, particularly Kalidasa’s works, presents nature as 

emotionally responsive and spiritually significant. In Meghaduta, clouds become messengers 

of love, while forests, rivers, and mountains participate in human emotion. 

Early Chinese and Japanese literary traditions also reflect deep ecological sensitivity. 

Taoist philosophy, as seen in the writings of Laozi and Zhuangzi, promotes harmony with 

nature and warns against excessive human intervention. Nature is presented as a model of 

balance, simplicity, and sustainability. Similarly, Japanese haiku poetry captures fleeting 

moments of natural beauty, emphasizing seasonal awareness and humility before nature. 
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In indigenous and oral traditions worldwide, ecological wisdom is transmitted through 

myths, folktales, and legends. These narratives often stress respect for animals, forests, and 

rivers, portraying humans as custodians rather than masters of the environment. Such traditions 

underline sustainable living and collective responsibility. 

Thus, early literary traditions demonstrate a profound ecological awareness rooted in 

reverence, balance, and coexistence. These texts form the philosophical and cultural foundation 

upon which modern ecocriticism builds, reminding us that ecological consciousness is deeply 

woven into humanity’s earliest stories. 

1.4.3 ROMANTICISM AND NATURE WRITING 

The Romantic movement of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries marks a decisive 

turning point in the development of ecological thought in literature. Romanticism emerged as 

a reaction against the Industrial Revolution, which brought rapid urbanization, mechanization, 

and environmental degradation. Romantic writers rejected the dominance of reason, science, 

and industrial progress, turning instead to nature as a source of spiritual truth, emotional depth, 

and moral guidance. 

William Wordsworth stands at the center of Romantic nature writing. His poetry 

presents nature as a living teacher capable of shaping human morals and emotions. In poems 

such as Tintern Abbey and Lines Written in Early Spring, Wordsworth emphasizes the healing 

power of natural landscapes and criticizes humanity’s alienation from nature. Nature, for 

Wordsworth, is not merely beautiful but morally instructive, fostering sympathy, humility, and 

harmony. 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge explores nature as a mysterious and symbolic force. In The 

Rime of the Ancient Mariner, the killing of the albatross represents ecological sin, and the 

Mariner’s suffering reflects the consequences of violating nature’s sanctity. This poem is often 

read as an early ecological parable that warns against human arrogance toward the natural 

world. 

P. B. Shelley and John Keats further develop Romantic ecological thought. Shelley’s 

poems such as Ode to the West Wind portray nature as a powerful agent of change and renewal, 

while Keats celebrates nature’s sensuous beauty and permanence amid human mortality. 

Together, these poets affirm the intrinsic value of nature beyond its utility. 

Romanticism also gave rise to nature writing, a literary form that focuses on close 

observation of landscapes and natural processes. Romantic writers believed that reconnecting 
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with nature was essential for restoring human dignity and moral balance in an increasingly 

industrialized world. 

In ecocritical terms, Romanticism challenges anthropocentrism and promotes an 

ecocentric worldview. It laid the emotional, philosophical, and aesthetic groundwork for 

modern environmental literature by emphasizing interconnectedness, reverence, and 

responsibility toward nature. 

1.4.4 AMERICAN ENVIRONMENTAL MOVEMENT AND 

LITERATURE 

The American environmental movement played a crucial role in shaping ecocritical thought, 

with literature serving as a powerful medium for environmental awareness and activism. 

Nineteenth-century American writers, influenced by Transcendentalism, emphasized 

individual experience, spiritual self-reliance, and harmony with nature.  

Henry David Thoreau’s Walden is a foundational text in American environmental 

literature. Thoreau’s experiment in simple living by Walden Pond reflects his belief that 

excessive materialism alienates humans from nature. He advocates self-sufficiency, ecological 

awareness, and ethical responsibility toward the environment. Thoreau’s emphasis on nature 

as a moral guide anticipates key principles of ecocriticism. 

Ralph Waldo Emerson, another Transcendentalist, viewed nature as a manifestation of the 

divine and a source of spiritual insight. His essay Nature argues that human beings can achieve 

self-realization through communion with the natural world. 

The twentieth century witnessed a shift from philosophical reflection to environmental 

activism. Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) exposed the harmful effects of pesticides on 

ecosystems, sparking widespread public concern and policy changes. This work demonstrated 

the power of literary writing to influence environmental consciousness and political action. 

Later writers such as Aldo Leopold, with his concept of the “land ethic,” expanded 

environmental thinking by extending moral consideration to soils, waters, plants, and animals. 

American environmental literature thus bridges science, ethics, and aesthetics, making it 

central to the development of ecocriticism. 

1.4.5 ECOLOGICAL CONSCIOUSNESS IN INDIAN LITERATURE 

Indian literature reflects a long and continuous tradition of ecological consciousness, rooted in 

philosophy, spirituality, and lived experience. From ancient texts to contemporary writing, 
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Indian authors have explored the relationship between humans and nature with remarkable 

depth and sensitivity. 

Classical Indian literature presents nature as sacred and integral to human life. As seen 

in the Vedas, Upanishads, and epics like the Ramayana and Mahabharata, forests, rivers, 

mountains, and animals play crucial narrative and symbolic roles. The concept of vanavasa 

(life in the forest) emphasizes simplicity, self-discipline, and harmony with nature. 

In modern Indian literature, ecological concerns are often linked with social justice 

and colonial history. Mahasweta Devi’s writings powerfully expose the exploitation of tribal 

communities and their natural environments. Her stories reveal how deforestation, mining, and 

industrial projects displace indigenous people and destroy ecological balance. 

Amitav Ghosh is one of the most prominent contemporary Indian writers engaging 

with environmental themes. Novels such as The Hungry Tide explore fragile ecosystems like 

the Sundarbans, highlighting the tension between conservation efforts and the survival needs 

of local communities. Ghosh’s work connects climate change, history, and culture, making him 

central to global ecocritical discourse. 

Poets such as Rabindranath Tagore also express deep ecological sensitivity. Tagore’s 

poetry and essays emphasize harmony with nature and criticize blind industrialization. His 

educational experiments at Santiniketan reflect ecological principles of learning in close 

contact with nature. 

Indian literature thus offers a rich ecological perspective that combines spiritual 

reverence, ethical responsibility, and social awareness. It significantly contributes to 

ecocriticism by presenting alternative models of coexistence rooted in cultural tradition and 

lived realities. 

Together, these four areas demonstrate that ecological awareness in literature is both 

ancient and evolving. From early traditions to Romantic poetry, from American environmental 

writing to Indian literary expressions, literature has consistently engaged with nature as a vital 

force shaping human existence. Ecocriticism draws upon these traditions to address 

contemporary ecological crises, reaffirming literature’s enduring role in fostering 

environmental understanding and responsibility. 

1.5. EVOLUTION OF ECOCRITICAL THOUGHT  

The evolution of ecocritical thought reflects humanity’s changing relationship with nature 

across historical, cultural, and intellectual contexts. Ecocriticism did not emerge fully formed; 
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rather, it developed gradually in response to environmental crises, philosophical shifts, and 

transformations within literary studies. As human societies moved from agrarian systems to 

industrial and post-industrial realities, literature increasingly began to question the 

consequences of progress, exploitation, and ecological imbalance. Ecocritical thought evolved 

alongside these concerns, seeking to reposition literature as a vital medium for understanding 

and responding to environmental challenges. 

In its early phase, ecocritical thinking was implicit rather than formally articulated. 

Classical and medieval texts expressed reverence for nature, while Romantic literature 

foregrounded emotional and spiritual connections with the natural world. However, these 

literary engagements lacked a unified critical framework. The need for a systematic approach 

arose in the twentieth century, when rapid industrialization, technological expansion, and 

environmental disasters made ecological concerns impossible to ignore. Literature began to 

reflect anxieties about pollution, resource depletion, urban overcrowding, and climate 

instability, demanding new interpretative tools. 

The late twentieth century marked a decisive shift, as environmentalism gained global 

attention through scientific research, political activism, and public discourse. Events such as 

oil spills, nuclear accidents, deforestation, and species extinction exposed the limits of 

anthropocentric worldviews. Literary scholars responded by developing ecocriticism as a field 

that could bridge the gap between environmental science and the humanities. This period 

witnessed the institutionalization of ecocriticism through academic conferences, journals, and 

professional associations such as the Association for the Study of Literature and 

Environment (ASLE). 

As ecocritical thought evolved, it expanded in scope and complexity. Early ecocriticism 

focused primarily on nature writing, wilderness narratives, and Romantic poetry, emphasizing 

direct human engagement with natural landscapes. Over time, the field diversified to include 

urban ecocriticism, postcolonial ecocriticism, feminist ecocriticism, animal studies, and 

climate change narratives. This expansion reflects an understanding that environmental issues 

are inseparable from social structures such as class, gender, race, colonial history, and economic 

systems. 

Another significant stage in the evolution of ecocritical thought is its engagement with 

global and interdisciplinary perspectives. Contemporary ecocriticism draws insights from 

ecology, geography, philosophy, anthropology, ethics, and political theory. It recognizes that 

environmental problems are global in scale but uneven in impact, disproportionately affecting 
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marginalized communities. As a result, ecocriticism increasingly addresses issues of 

environmental justice, sustainability, and ethical responsibility toward future generations. 

Importantly, ecocritical thought has also evolved from a largely celebratory approach 

to nature toward a more critical and self-reflective stance. While early ecocriticism often 

idealized wilderness and rural life, later developments question romanticized notions of nature 

and examine polluted, damaged, and hybrid environments. Literature now explores toxic 

landscapes, climate anxiety, extinction narratives, and post-apocalyptic futures, reflecting the 

complex realities of the Anthropocene. 

In essence, the evolution of ecocritical thought represents a movement from implicit 

ecological awareness to explicit critical engagement. It transforms literature from a passive 

reflection of nature into an active participant in environmental discourse. By tracing this 

evolution, students gain insight into how literary studies respond dynamically to historical 

change and global ecological crises, reinforcing the relevance of literature in understanding 

and addressing the challenges of the contemporary world. 

1.5.1 FIRST-WAVE ECOCRITICISM 

First-wave ecocriticism represents the foundational phase in the development of ecocritical 

studies, emerging primarily during the late 1980s and 1990s. This phase laid the conceptual 

and methodological groundwork for later ecocritical approaches. First-wave ecocriticism is 

characterized by its strong focus on nature, wilderness, and rural landscapes, as well as its 

emphasis on the restorative and ethical value of direct engagement with the natural world. 

At its core, first-wave ecocriticism sought to correct what it perceived as the neglect of 

nature in traditional literary criticism. Earlier critical approaches—such as formalism, 

structuralism, Marxism, and psychoanalysis—largely prioritized language, ideology, class, or 

the human psyche, often treating nature as a passive backdrop. First-wave ecocritics argued 

that such approaches reinforced anthropocentrism by ignoring the agency and significance of 

the non-human world. Their aim was to bring the physical environment to the center of literary 

analysis.  

One of the defining features of first-wave ecocriticism is its close association with 

nature writing. Texts such as Henry David Thoreau’s Walden, John Muir’s wilderness 

essays, and Aldo Leopold’s A Sand County Almanac became central to ecocritical study. 

These works emphasize careful observation, respect for ecosystems, and ethical responsibility 

toward land and non-human life. Leopold’s concept of the “land ethic,” which extends moral 
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consideration to soils, waters, plants, and animals, profoundly influenced first-wave ecocritical 

thinking. 

Romantic poetry also occupies a privileged position in first-wave ecocriticism. Poets 

such as William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and P. B. Shelley were frequently 

studied for their portrayal of nature as spiritually enriching and morally instructive. First-wave 

ecocritics highlighted how Romantic writers resisted industrial exploitation and articulated an 

ecocentric vision that valued nature for its intrinsic worth rather than its utility. Wordsworth’s 

depiction of nature as a “nurse” and “teacher” of humanity was often cited as an early 

ecological philosophy. 

Another important characteristic of first-wave ecocriticism is its emphasis on 

wilderness preservation. Influenced by American environmental movements, early ecocritics 

often celebrated untouched landscapes as spaces of purity and renewal. Wilderness was viewed 

as a site of resistance against industrial capitalism and urban alienation. While this focus helped 

foreground environmental concerns, it also led to criticism that first-wave ecocriticism 

idealized rural and wilderness spaces while overlooking urban environments and social 

inequalities. 

Methodologically, first-wave ecocriticism favoured thematic analysis and close 

reading. Critics examined how texts represent landscapes, animals, seasons, and ecological 

relationships. Attention was given to descriptive detail, imagery, and narrative perspective, 

especially in works that foreground human interaction with nature. The goal was to reveal how 

literature fosters ecological awareness and ethical engagement with the environment. 

Despite its contributions, first-wave ecocriticism has certain limitations. Its focus on 

predominantly Western, Anglo-American texts led to the marginalization of postcolonial, 

indigenous, and urban ecological experiences. It also tended to underplay issues of gender, 

race, class, and power in environmental discourse. These limitations eventually gave rise to 

second-wave and third-wave ecocriticism, which expanded the field’s scope and theoretical 

depth. 

Nevertheless, the significance of first-wave ecocriticism cannot be overstated. It 

established ecocriticism as a legitimate academic discipline, created a shared vocabulary for 

environmental literary studies, and demonstrated that literature has a vital role to play in 

addressing ecological crises. By foregrounding nature as a central concern of literary analysis, 

first-wave ecocriticism challenged anthropocentric assumptions and encouraged readers to 

rethink humanity’s place within the larger ecological web. 
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Hence first-wave ecocriticism represents the foundational stage of ecocritical thought, 

marked by its focus on nature writing, wilderness, and ethical engagement with the natural 

world. While later developments have broadened and refined its approach, first-wave 

ecocriticism remains crucial for understanding the origins and core principles of ecological 

literary studies. 

1.5.2 SECOND-WAVE ECOCRITICISM 

Second-wave ecocriticism emerged in the late 1990s and early 2000s as a critical response to 

the limitations of first-wave ecocriticism. While first-wave ecocriticism focused largely on 

wilderness, nature writing, and rural landscapes—often from a predominantly Western 

perspective—second-wave ecocriticism significantly broadened the scope of ecological 

literary studies. It recognized that environmental issues are inseparable from questions of 

culture, power, politics, class, race, gender, and colonial history. This phase marked a shift 

from an idealized vision of nature to a more complex and socially engaged understanding of 

ecological realities. 

One of the defining features of second-wave ecocriticism is its emphasis on 

environmental justice. Scholars began to question who benefits from environmental 

exploitation and who bears its costs. Literature was examined to reveal how pollution, 

deforestation, mining, toxic waste, and climate disasters disproportionately affect marginalized 

communities, including indigenous peoples, the poor, and racial minorities. Environmental 

harm was no longer seen as a purely ecological problem but as a social and ethical issue deeply 

embedded in structures of inequality. Literary texts became important sites for exposing these 

injustices and giving voice to those most affected. 

Second-wave ecocriticism also brought urban and industrial environments into the 

center of analysis. Unlike first-wave ecocriticism, which often privileged pristine wilderness, 

this phase acknowledged that cities, factories, slums, highways, and industrial wastelands are 

equally significant ecological spaces. Literature depicting polluted rivers, toxic neighborhoods, 

overcrowded cities, and industrial decay was studied to understand how modern life reshapes 

human–nature relationships. This shift made ecocriticism more relevant to contemporary 

readers, most of whom live in urban settings rather than rural or wilderness environments. 

Another major contribution of second-wave ecocriticism is the development of 

postcolonial ecocriticism. Scholars examined how colonialism and globalization have 

historically exploited both land and people. Colonial narratives often justified environmental 
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destruction in the name of progress and civilization, while indigenous ecological knowledge 

was marginalized or erased. Postcolonial ecocriticism rereads literary texts from Asia, Africa, 

Latin America, and Australia to highlight alternative ecological worldviews rooted in 

sustainability, community, and respect for nature. Writers such as Mahasweta Devi, Chinua 

Achebe, Amitav Ghosh, and Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o are often discussed for their portrayal of 

environmental degradation alongside social and cultural oppression. 

Ecofeminism is another important strand within second-wave ecocriticism. 

Ecofeminist critics argue that the exploitation of nature and the oppression of women arise 

from the same patriarchal structures that value domination, control, and profit. Literary texts 

are analyzed to reveal symbolic and material connections between women’s bodies and natural 

landscapes. Ecofeminism challenges hierarchical thinking and promotes values such as care, 

reciprocity, and interconnectedness, offering a more inclusive ethical framework for ecological 

criticism. 

Methodologically, second-wave ecocriticism is more theoretically informed than its 

predecessor. It draws on Marxism, feminism, postcolonial theory, cultural studies, and 

environmental sociology. Rather than simply celebrating nature, it critically examines how 

representations of nature are shaped by ideology, economics, and power relations. This 

theoretical expansion enriched ecocriticism and positioned it firmly within broader debates in 

the humanities. 

In summary, second-wave ecocriticism represents a crucial phase in the evolution of 

ecocritical thought. By integrating social justice, postcolonial perspectives, urban studies, and 

feminist insights, it transformed ecocriticism into a more inclusive, politically aware, and 

globally relevant field. It emphasized that environmental problems cannot be separated from 

human histories and inequalities, making literature a powerful medium for ecological and 

social critique. 

1.5.3 CONTEMPORARY ECOCRITICAL PERSPECTIVES 

Contemporary ecocritical perspectives represent the most advanced and diverse stage in the 

development of ecocriticism. Shaped by the realities of the Anthropocene—the proposed 

geological epoch defined by significant human impact on Earth’s systems—current 

ecocriticism responds to unprecedented environmental challenges such as climate change, 

mass extinction, pandemics, and global ecological instability. Unlike earlier waves, 
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contemporary ecocriticism does not focus on a single theme or method; instead, it embraces 

plurality, interdisciplinarity, and global interconnectedness. 

One of the most influential concepts in contemporary ecocriticism is the Anthropocene 

itself. Literary scholars examine how texts represent humanity’s role as a geological force 

capable of altering climate, oceans, and biodiversity. Literature grapples with difficult 

questions of responsibility, guilt, and survival in a world where human activity has irreversible 

consequences. Narratives often depict damaged landscapes, ecological grief, and the challenge 

of imagining sustainable futures. This perspective shifts ecocriticism from localized 

environmental issues to planetary-scale concerns. 

Climate change and climate fiction (cli-fi) occupy a central place in contemporary 

ecocriticism. Novels and stories that imagine rising sea levels, extreme weather, climate 

refugees, and ecological collapse are studied for how they make abstract scientific predictions 

emotionally and ethically accessible. Writers such as Margaret Atwood, Amitav Ghosh, and 

Kim Stanley Robinson explore the social, political, and psychological dimensions of climate 

crisis. Contemporary ecocriticism examines how these narratives shape public understanding 

of climate change and challenge denial, apathy, and short-term thinking. 

Another major development is multispecies studies, which question human 

exceptionalism and explore relationships between humans, animals, plants, and 

microorganisms. Literature is analysed to understand how non-human beings are represented 

as agents with their own forms of life and communication. This approach expands ethical 

concern beyond humans and encourages readers to recognize the interconnectedness of all 

living systems. It aligns closely with ecological science and indigenous worldviews that 

emphasize relationality and coexistence. 

Contemporary ecocriticism also engages deeply with toxic environments and slow 

violence—a term used to describe environmental harm that occurs gradually and invisibly, such 

as radiation, chemical pollution, and climate degradation. Literature depicting cancer villages, 

polluted rivers, industrial disasters, and long-term health effects reveals how environmental 

damage unfolds over time and disproportionately affects vulnerable populations. This 

perspective continues and deepens the environmental justice concerns of second-wave 

ecocriticism. 

Digital media, globalization, and transnational perspectives further shape contemporary 

ecocritical studies. Environmental narratives now circulate across borders through films, online 

platforms, and global literature, highlighting shared ecological futures. Contemporary 



GREEN LITERATURE  BAEL(N)-350 

25 
 

ecocriticism therefore emphasizes planetary ethics, sustainability, and collective 

responsibility rather than isolated national or regional concerns. 

Thus, contemporary ecocritical perspectives represent a dynamic and forward-looking 

phase of ecological literary studies. They respond directly to the complexities of the modern 

ecological crisis by integrating climate science, ethics, technology, and global justice into 

literary analysis. By challenging anthropocentrism and expanding moral concern to non-human 

life and future generations, contemporary ecocriticism reaffirms the vital role of literature in 

imagining, questioning, and shaping sustainable futures for the planet. 

1.6. SUMMING UP 

This unit offers a comprehensive introduction to ecocriticism, a literary approach that 

examines the relationship between literature and the natural environment. Beginning with the 

definition of ecocriticism, the unit establishes it as an interdisciplinary field that challenges 

anthropocentric thinking and promotes an ecocentric worldview, where nature is valued not 

merely as a background for human activity but as an active and meaningful presence. 

The unit traces the origins and development of ecocritical thought, showing that 

ecological awareness is deeply rooted in early literary traditions across cultures. Classical 

Greek, Roman, Indian, and indigenous literatures reflect a strong sense of harmony between 

humans and nature. This ecological sensitivity becomes more pronounced during the 

Romantic period, when poets like Wordsworth and Coleridge reacted against industrialization 

by celebrating nature as a source of moral, spiritual, and emotional renewal. 

The discussion then moves to the American environmental movement, highlighting 

writers such as Thoreau, Emerson, and Rachel Carson, whose works link literature with 

environmental ethics and activism. Indian literature is also shown to possess a rich ecological 

consciousness, from ancient texts to modern writers like Mahasweta Devi and Amitav Ghosh, 

who connect environmental degradation with social injustice. 

The unit further explains the evolution of ecocritical thought through its different 

waves. First-wave ecocriticism focused on wilderness, nature writing, and Romantic poetry. 

Second-wave ecocriticism expanded the field to include urban spaces, environmental justice, 

postcolonial perspectives, and ecofeminism. Contemporary ecocriticism responds to global 

challenges such as climate change, the Anthropocene, and multispecies relationships, 

emphasizing planetary ethics and sustainability. 



GREEN LITERATURE  BAEL(N)-350 

26 
 

Overall, this unit demonstrates that ecocriticism is not merely a literary theory but a 

critical and ethical framework. It shows how literature can raise environmental awareness, 

question exploitative practices, and inspire more responsible and sustainable ways of living in 

an ecologically fragile world. 

1.7. ANSWERS TO SELF ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 

Q. What is Ecocriticism? 

Ans. Ecocriticism is a branch of literary criticism that studies the relationship between literature 

and the natural environment. It examines how texts represent nature, ecological concerns, and 

human interactions with the environment, while also questioning anthropocentric attitudes and 

promoting ecological awareness. 

Q. How does ecocriticism differ from traditional literary criticism? 

Ans. Unlike traditional criticism, which focuses primarily on form, language, or human-

centered themes, ecocriticism foregrounds environmental issues, non-human life, and 

ecological ethics. It treats nature as an active presence rather than a mere background. 

Q. What role did Romanticism play in the development of ecological thought? 

Ans. Romanticism emphasized emotional and spiritual connections with nature, reacting 

against industrialization. Romantic poets like Wordsworth viewed nature as a moral guide and 

a source of harmony, laying the foundation for later ecological thinking. 

Q. Explain the contribution of the American environmental movement to ecocriticism. 

Ans. The American environmental movement, through writers such as Thoreau, Emerson, and 

Rachel Carson, connected literature with environmental activism and conservation, 

highlighting the ethical responsibility of humans toward nature. 

Q. Why is ecocriticism relevant in the contemporary world? 

Ans. In the context of climate change, environmental degradation, and biodiversity loss, 

ecocriticism provides a critical framework to understand cultural attitudes toward nature and 

encourages sustainable and ethical living. 
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1.9. TERMINAL AND MODEL QUESTIONS 

A. Long Answer Questions 

1. Define ecocriticism and explain its interdisciplinary nature. 

2. Trace the origin and development of ecocriticism as a literary theory. 

3. Discuss the concepts of anthropocentrism and ecocentrism in ecocritical studies. 

4. Examine the scope of ecocriticism across different literary genres. 

5. Analyse the role of Romanticism in the development of ecological consciousness. 

6. Discuss the contribution of the American environmental movement to ecocritical 

thought. 

7. Explain the role of Indian literature in shaping ecological consciousness. 

8. Discuss the major features and limitations of first-wave ecocriticism. 

9. Distinguish between first-wave and second-wave ecocriticism. 

10. Discuss contemporary ecocritical perspectives with reference to climate change and 

the Anthropocene. 
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2.1. INTRODUCTION 

In the previous unit Introduction to Ecocriticism – I, students were introduced to the 

fundamental ideas, origin, development, scope, and significance of ecocriticism as an important 

modern literary approach. That unit established how literature and the environment are deeply 

interconnected and how ecological awareness has been present in literary traditions from 

ancient times to the contemporary period. By tracing the evolution of ecocritical thought and 

highlighting its relevance in the context of global environmental crises, Unit 1 provided the 

essential theoretical foundation for understanding ecocriticism as a critical framework. 

 This unit will build directly upon this foundation and move toward a more focused and 

applied understanding of ecocriticism within literary studies. While the previous unit 

emphasized historical development and theoretical background, the present unit concentrates 

on key concepts, critical tools, and practical applications of ecocriticism in the study of 

literature. It aims to equip students with the vocabulary and analytical skills necessary to read 

literary texts from an ecological perspective. 

 It will introduce core concepts of ecocriticism, such as nature, environment, ecology, 

anthropocentrism, and ecocentrism, which form the conceptual backbone of ecological literary 

analysis. Subsequently, the unit will explore the application of ecocriticism across different 

literary genres, including poetry, fiction, drama, and non-fiction. Through this section, students 

learn how ecological concerns are expressed differently in various forms of writing and how 

ecocritical methods can be adapted to each genre. 

 The unit will also familiarize students with major thinkers and theorists of ecocriticism, 

such as Cheryll Glotfelty, Lawrence Buell, and Aldo Leopold, whose ideas have shaped 

ecocritical theory and ecological ethics. Finally, the unit concludes with a summary, self-

assessment answers, references, and examination-oriented questions, ensuring both conceptual 

clarity and academic preparedness. 

 The course comprises multiple components, with the Self-Learning Material 

(SLM) and counselling sessions being key elements. To gain a comprehensive 

understanding of the course content, it is essential that you engage with all these 

components in a balanced manner. As you are enrolled in an Open and Distance Learning 

(ODL) program, self-directed study plays a vital role in your academic success. 

Accordingly, each unit concludes with a list of suggested readings and references. You are 
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strongly encouraged to consult these resources to enhance your comprehension and 

deepen your engagement with the subject matter. 

2.2. OBJECTIVES 

After completing this unit, learners will be able to: 

• Understand and explain the key concepts of ecocriticism, including nature, 

environment, ecology, anthropocentrism, and ecocentrism. 

• Develop the ability to apply ecocritical approaches to the study of literature across 

different genres such as poetry, fiction, drama, and non-fiction. 

• Analyse literary texts from an ecological perspective, identifying environmental 

themes, representations of nature, and human–non-human relationships. 

• Distinguish between human-centered and earth-centered worldviews, and critically 

evaluate their implications in literary texts. 

• Gain familiarity with major ecocritical thinkers and theorists, including Cheryll 

Glotfelty, Lawrence Buell, and Aldo Leopold, and understand their contributions to 

ecological criticism. 

• Recognize the ethical dimensions of ecocriticism, especially ideas related to 

ecological responsibility, sustainability, and environmental justice. 

• Relate literary analysis to contemporary environmental issues, making literature 

more relevant to real-world ecological concerns. 

2.3. KEY CONCEPTS IN ECOCRITICISM 

Ecocriticism, as a literary and cultural theory, rests upon certain foundational concepts that 

shape its analytical framework. Among these, the ideas of nature, environment, and ecology 

are central. Although these terms are often used interchangeably in everyday language, 

ecocriticism treats them as distinct yet interconnected concepts. Understanding their meanings, 

implications, and representations in literature is essential for developing an ecocritical 

perspective. This section provides a detailed discussion of these key concepts, tracing their 

meanings, evolution, and literary significance, with relevant examples. 

2.3.1 NATURE, ENVIRONMENT, AND ECOLOGY 

Nature: Meanings and Literary Representations 
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The concept of nature has occupied a central position in human thought, philosophy, and 

literature since ancient times. Traditionally, nature has been understood as the non-human 

world—forests, rivers, mountains, animals, seasons, and landscapes—existing independently 

of human civilization. In early literary traditions, nature was often perceived as sacred, divine, 

or imbued with spiritual significance. Ancient myths, religious texts, and folk narratives 

frequently portrayed nature as a living force, deserving reverence and respect. 

 In literature, nature has served multiple roles. It has appeared as a source of beauty and 

inspiration, a moral guide, a healing presence, and sometimes as a threatening or uncontrollable 

force. For instance, in classical and medieval literature, nature often functioned as a backdrop 

for human action, while in pastoral poetry it symbolized simplicity, harmony, and an idealized 

rural life. The pastoral tradition, seen in writers like Theocritus and later in English poets, 

celebrated an imagined harmony between human beings and the natural world. 

 With the advent of Romanticism, nature assumed a more central and philosophical role. 

Romantic poets such as William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and Percy Bysshe 

Shelley viewed nature not merely as scenery but as a living presence with emotional, moral, 

and spiritual power. Wordsworth’s poetry, for example, portrays nature as a teacher and a 

nurturing force that shapes human consciousness. In poems like “Tintern Abbey,” nature 

becomes a source of moral insight and emotional renewal. 

 However, ecocriticism challenges the tendency to romanticize nature uncritically. It 

questions idealized representations that separate nature from human history and material 

realities. From an ecocritical viewpoint, nature is not an untouched, static entity but a dynamic 

system deeply affected by human activity. Modern literature often reflects this shift by 

depicting polluted rivers, deforested landscapes, and climate-altered environments, thereby 

exposing the consequences of human exploitation. 

Nature as a Cultural Construct 

A crucial insight of ecocriticism is that nature is not only a physical reality but also a cultural 

construct. Different societies and historical periods have imagined and represented nature in 

different ways. For instance, colonial literature often portrayed colonized landscapes as wild, 

empty, or hostile, thereby justifying their exploitation. Such representations erased indigenous 

relationships with land and promoted an ideology of domination over nature. 

 Ecocritics analyze how language, metaphors, and narratives shape our understanding 

of nature. Calling forests “resources” or rivers “assets” reflects an economic and utilitarian 

worldview. Literature, therefore, becomes a powerful site where meanings of nature are 
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constructed, contested, and transformed. By examining these representations, ecocriticism 

reveals how cultural attitudes toward nature influence environmental practices. 

Environment: From Background to Central Concern 

While “nature” often suggests wilderness or the non-human world, the term environment has 

a broader and more inclusive meaning. The environment includes both natural and human-

made surroundings—cities, villages, industrial sites, agricultural fields, and the ecosystems 

shaped by human intervention. Ecocriticism prefers the term environment because it 

emphasizes the interconnectedness of human and non-human life. 

 In traditional literary criticism, the environment was often treated as a mere setting or 

background against which human drama unfolded. Ecocriticism challenges this approach by 

foregrounding the environment as an active agent that influences characters, narratives, and 

themes. For example, in novels dealing with drought, floods, or famine, environmental 

conditions directly shape human lives and social structures.  

 Modern and contemporary literature increasingly reflects environmental anxieties 

related to industrialization, urbanization, and technological progress. Charles Dickens’s 

depiction of polluted urban spaces in Hard Times and Bleak House highlights the 

environmental costs of industrial capitalism. Similarly, postcolonial novels often portray 

environments scarred by colonial extraction and development projects. 

 In Indian literature, the environment plays a crucial role in texts that explore rural life, 

displacement, and ecological degradation. Writers like Mahasweta Devi depict forests not 

merely as landscapes but as living environments tied to the survival and identity of tribal 

communities. Here, the environment becomes inseparable from issues of social justice and 

power. 

Built Environment and Urban Ecocriticism 

Ecocriticism has expanded its scope to include the built environment, such as cities, factories, 

and industrial zones. This shift acknowledges that environmental issues are no longer confined 

to forests and rural areas but are deeply embedded in urban life. Urban ecocriticism examines 

themes such as pollution, waste, overcrowding, climate anxiety, and environmental inequality. 

 Literary texts set in cities often reveal how marginalized communities bear the brunt of 

environmental degradation. Slums located near landfills, toxic industries, or polluted rivers 

illustrate how environmental harm intersects with class and social inequality. By analyzingsuch 
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representations, ecocriticism highlights the ethical and political dimensions of environmental 

issues. 

Ecology: Scientific Roots and Literary Implications 

The concept of ecology originates from the natural sciences and refers to the study of 

relationships between living organisms and their physical environment. The term emphasizes 

interdependence, balance, and interconnected systems. Ecocriticism borrows this scientific 

understanding and applies it metaphorically and philosophically to literary studies. 

 In an ecological worldview, no organism exists in isolation. Every form of life is part 

of a complex web of relationships. Ecocriticism uses this idea to challenge anthropocentrism—

the belief that humans are the central or most important beings on the planet. Instead, it 

promotes an ecocentric perspective, which recognizes the intrinsic value of all life forms. 

 Literature often reflects ecological thinking through narratives that emphasize cycles, 

continuity, and mutual dependence. For instance, indigenous storytelling traditions frequently 

portray humans as part of nature rather than masters over it. Animals, plants, rivers, and 

mountains are depicted as kin or spiritual companions, reinforcing an ecological sense of 

belonging. 

Ecology and Narrative Structures 

Ecocritics also examine how ecological ideas influence literary form and structure. Non-

linear narratives, multiple perspectives, and cyclical patterns can reflect ecological principles 

more effectively than linear, progress-driven plots. Nature writing and environmental essays 

often adopt reflective and observational modes that mirror ecological attentiveness. 

 In contemporary literature, climate fiction (cli-fi) uses ecological concepts to imagine 

future scenarios shaped by environmental change. These narratives highlight the long-term 

consequences of ecological imbalance and invite readers to rethink their relationship with the 

planet. 

Interrelationship of Nature, Environment, and Ecology 

While nature, environment, and ecology are distinct concepts, ecocriticism emphasizes their 

interconnectedness. Nature provides the physical world, environment represents the lived and 

shaped surroundings, and ecology offers a framework to understand relationships within these 

spaces. Together, they form the conceptual foundation of ecocritical analysis. 

 For example, a river in a literary text can be studied as: 
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• Nature: a flowing natural entity with beauty and symbolism 

• Environment: a resource shaped by human use, pollution, or cultural practices 

• Ecology: part of a larger system involving aquatic life, surrounding communities, and 

climatic conditions 

Such a multi-layered approach allows ecocriticism to offer richer and more responsible 

readings of literature. 

 The concepts of nature, environment, and ecology are fundamental to ecocriticism 

because they enable readers to approach literary texts with a heightened ecological sensitivity. 

By understanding these ideas, readers can more effectively recognize environmental themes 

and concerns embedded within poems, novels, plays, and non-fictional writings. Literary 

landscapes, natural imagery, and descriptions of human–non-human interactions are no longer 

seen as mere decorative elements but as meaningful expressions of ecological relationships and 

tensions. 

 These concepts also encourage readers to question human-centered assumptions and 

values that dominate much of traditional literary interpretation. Ecocriticism challenges the 

belief that humans are separate from or superior to the natural world and promotes a more 

inclusive perspective that acknowledges the interconnectedness of all forms of life. In doing 

so, it brings ethical considerations to the forefront of literary analysis, helping readers 

appreciate how texts engage with issues such as environmental responsibility, sustainability, 

and respect for nature. 

 Furthermore, an understanding of nature, environment, and ecology allows literature to 

be connected with real-world ecological crises such as climate change, pollution, deforestation, 

and biodiversity loss. Literary texts become sites where these urgent issues are reflected, 

questioned, and emotionally experienced. For students of literature, particularly at the 

undergraduate level, this approach makes literary studies more relevant, meaningful, and 

socially engaged. It demonstrates that literature is not isolated from material reality but actively 

participates in shaping ecological awareness, attitudes, and ethical responses to the 

environmental challenges of the contemporary world. 

2.3.2. ANTHROPOCENTRISM AND ECOCENTRISM 

One of the most important conceptual oppositions in ecocriticism is between anthropocentrism 

and ecocentrism. These two perspectives represent fundamentally different ways of 
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understanding the relationship between human beings and the natural world. Ecocriticism 

critically examines anthropocentric attitudes that place humans at the centre of existence, while 

advocating ecocentric thinking that recognizes the intrinsic value of all forms of life. A clear 

understanding of these concepts is essential for ecocritical analysis of literary texts  

Anthropocentrism: Meaning and Features 

Anthropocentrism is a worldview that considers human beings as the most important or 

central entities in the universe. According to this perspective, nature exists primarily to serve 

human needs and interests. Natural resources such as forests, rivers, animals, and land are 

valued mainly for their usefulness to humans—whether for economic development, comfort, 

or survival. 

 In anthropocentric thinking, humans are seen as separate from and superior to the 

natural world. This attitude has been deeply embedded in Western philosophical traditions, 

religious interpretations, and modern industrial culture. The belief that humans have the right 

to dominate and control nature has often justified practices such as deforestation, mining, 

industrial pollution, and large-scale exploitation of natural resources. 

 Literature influenced by anthropocentric perspectives often portrays nature as a 

backdrop for human action or as an obstacle to be conquered. Adventure narratives, colonial 

travel writing, and industrial novels frequently celebrate human mastery over nature. For 

example, colonial texts often described forests as “wilderness” or “empty land,” ignoring 

indigenous relationships with the environment and legitimizing environmental exploitation. 

Anthropocentrism and Environmental Crisis 

Ecocritics argue that anthropocentrism lies at the root of many contemporary environmental 

crises. When nature is viewed solely as a resource for human use, ecological balance is 

disrupted. Climate change, biodiversity loss, pollution, and ecological degradation can be 

traced back to human-centered development models that prioritize economic growth over 

environmental sustainability. 

 In literary studies, ecocriticism exposes how anthropocentric narratives reinforce 

harmful attitudes toward nature. For instance, texts that glorify industrial progress without 

acknowledging its environmental costs contribute to ecological blindness. By critically 

examining such representations, ecocriticism seeks to reveal the ideological foundations of 

environmental destruction. 

Ecocentrism: Meaning and Principles 
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In contrast, ecocentrism is an earth-centered worldview that recognizes the intrinsic value of 

all living and non-living elements of the ecosystem. From an ecocentric perspective, humans 

are not masters of nature but participants within a complex ecological web. Every 

organism—plants, animals, rivers, forests, and even landscapes—has value independent of its 

usefulness to humans. 

 Ecocentrism emphasizes interconnectedness, balance, and mutual dependence. It 

challenges hierarchical thinking that places humans above other life forms and instead 

promotes a holistic understanding of the natural world. This perspective aligns closely with 

ecological science, indigenous philosophies, and environmental ethics. 

 A key influence on ecocentric thought is Aldo Leopold’s Land Ethic, which argues 

that ethical responsibility should extend beyond human society to include land, water, plants, 

and animals. According to Leopold, a thing is right when it preserves the integrity, stability, 

and beauty of the biotic community. 

Ecocentrism in Literature 

Ecocentric values are often reflected in literature that portrays nature as a living presence rather 

than a passive object. Nature writing, indigenous narratives, and environmental poetry 

frequently adopt ecocentric perspectives. In such texts, humans are shown as part of nature, 

bound by ecological limits and responsibilities. 

 For example, indigenous oral traditions often depict animals, rivers, and forests as kin 

or spiritual entities, emphasizing respect and reciprocity rather than domination. In Indian 

literature, ecological sensibilities can be found in ancient texts as well as modern works that 

highlight harmonious relationships between humans and nature. Writers like Mahasweta Devi 

and Amitav Ghosh depict ecosystems as fragile and interconnected, shaped by both human 

actions and natural forces. 

Anthropocentrism vs. Ecocentrism in Ecocriticism 

Ecocriticism uses the contrast between anthropocentrism and ecocentrism as a critical tool. By 

identifying anthropocentric assumptions in literary texts, ecocritics reveal how cultural 

narratives normalize environmental exploitation. At the same time, ecocriticism highlights 

ecocentric alternatives that promote sustainability, coexistence, and environmental justice. 

 This opposition also helps readers understand shifts in literary representation over time. 

Earlier texts may reflect strong anthropocentric attitudes, while contemporary literature 

increasingly questions human dominance and explores ecocentric or post-human perspectives. 
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Climate fiction, for instance, often emphasizes the consequences of anthropocentric behavior 

and imagines futures shaped by ecological imbalance. 

Ethical Implications of Ecocentrism 

Ecocentrism has significant ethical implications. It calls for a moral reorientation in which 

human actions are evaluated based on their impact on the entire ecosystem. This ethical stance 

challenges consumerism, unchecked industrialization, and exploitative development practices. 

 In literary studies, ecocentrism encourages readers to develop empathy not only for 

human characters but also for non-human entities. Rivers, animals, and landscapes are treated 

as subjects with agency and significance. This expanded ethical imagination is one of the most 

transformative contributions of ecocriticism. 

Relevance for Students and Contemporary Society 

For students of literature, understanding anthropocentrism and ecocentrism provides a 

powerful framework for interpreting texts in relation to current environmental challenges. It 

enables them to see literature as a site where environmental values are negotiated and contested. 

In a world facing climate change and ecological crisis, ecocentric thinking offers a necessary 

alternative to human-centered worldviews. 

2.4. ECOCRITICISM AND LITERARY STUDIES 

Ecocriticism has significantly reshaped literary studies by foregrounding the relationship 

between literature and the natural environment. Traditionally, literary criticism focused on 

themes such as form, language, psychology, history, or social structures, often treating nature 

as a decorative background or symbolic device. Ecocriticism challenges this limited view by 

placing nature and environment at the center of literary analysis, thereby expanding the scope 

and relevance of literary studies. It asks how texts imagine the natural world, how they 

construct human–nature relationships, and how they respond—explicitly or implicitly—to 

ecological crises. 

 In literary studies, ecocriticism functions as an interdisciplinary approach, drawing 

insights from ecology, environmental science, philosophy, ethics, geography, and cultural 

studies. It encourages readers to see literary texts not as isolated aesthetic objects but as cultural 

responses to real environmental conditions. Through this lens, literature becomes a powerful 

medium for understanding ecological values, environmental conflicts, and ethical 

responsibilities toward the non-human world. 
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 One of the most important contributions of ecocriticism to literary studies is its 

insistence that nature is an active presence, not a passive backdrop. Landscapes, seasons, 

animals, rivers, and forests are treated as meaningful agents that shape human experience and 

narrative structure. This shift has opened new ways of reading canonical texts as well as 

bringing attention to previously marginalized genres such as nature writing, environmental 

poetry, indigenous narratives, and travel literature. 

2.4.1. ECOCRITICAL READING OF POETRY 

Poetry has always maintained a close relationship with nature, making it one of the most fertile 

genres for ecocritical analysis. An ecocritical reading of poetry examines how poets represent 

the natural world, how they position humans in relation to it, and what ecological values their 

poems promote or question. Rather than treating natural imagery merely as metaphor or 

symbol, ecocriticism asks readers to take nature seriously as a material and ethical concern. 

 In many poetic traditions, nature appears as a source of beauty, harmony, and 

inspiration. Romantic poetry, for example, places nature at the heart of poetic experience. 

William Wordsworth’s poems portray nature as a moral teacher and a nurturing force that 

shapes human emotions and consciousness. An ecocritical reading of Wordsworth goes beyond 

appreciating scenic beauty and explores how his poetry resists industrialization, celebrates rural 

life, and promotes a respectful relationship with the natural world. 

 Similarly, Percy Bysshe Shelley’s poems such as “Ode to the West Wind” can be read 

ecocritically as expressions of nature’s power, agency, and transformative potential. The wind 

in Shelley’s poem is not merely a symbol but a dynamic natural force capable of destruction 

and renewal. Ecocriticism highlights how such representations challenge human arrogance and 

remind readers of nature’s autonomy. 

From Romantic Idealization to Modern Ecological Anxiety 

While Romantic poetry often idealized nature, ecocriticism also examines how poetry reflects 

changing environmental realities. Modern and contemporary poetry frequently expresses 

ecological anxiety, loss, and disillusionment caused by industrialization, urbanization, and 

environmental degradation. Poets no longer present nature as untouched or harmonious but as 

wounded, polluted, or endangered. 

 For example, modern ecological poetry draws attention to deforestation, extinction, 

climate change, and pollution. An ecocritical reading of such poems focuses on how poetic 
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language conveys environmental crisis emotionally and ethically. Poetry becomes a medium 

for mourning ecological loss and warning against unsustainable human practices. 

 In Indian English poetry, poets like Nissim Ezekiel, A. K. Ramanujan, and later 

contemporary poets depict complex relationships between humans and their environments, 

often highlighting urban alienation, changing landscapes, and cultural disconnection from 

nature. Ecocriticism allows readers to analyze how these poems reflect environmental 

transformation in postcolonial and urban contexts. 

Nature, Voice, and Agency in Poetry 

A key concern of ecocritical poetry analysis is the question of voice and agency. Whose voice 

speaks for nature? Can nature speak for itself in poetry, or is it always mediated through human 

perception? Ecocritics examine poems where animals, rivers, mountains, or landscapes are 

given voice or agency, challenging anthropocentric assumptions. 

 Indigenous and folk poetry often presents a more ecocentric worldview, where humans 

coexist with nature rather than dominate it. Such poems emphasize reciprocity, respect, and 

interdependence. An ecocritical reading highlights how these poetic traditions resist 

exploitative attitudes and preserve ecological wisdom. 

Ethical Dimensions of Ecocritical Poetry 

Ecocritical readings also emphasize the ethical dimension of poetry. Poems are seen as ethical 

texts that shape readers’ attitudes toward the environment. Through imagery, tone, and 

emotional appeal, poetry can foster empathy for non-human life and inspire ecological 

responsibility. Reading a poem about a dying river or disappearing forest can provoke a deeper 

emotional response than scientific reports, making poetry a powerful tool for environmental 

awareness. 

2.4.2. ECOCRITICISM AND FICTION 

Fiction occupies a central place in ecocritical studies because of its unique capacity to represent 

complex and long-term relationships between human societies and the natural 

environment. Novels and short stories do not merely focus on individual characters; they 

create entire social and ecological worlds in which landscapes, ecosystems, climate, and natural 

resources actively shape human lives. Through detailed descriptions and extended narratives, 

fiction allows readers to witness how human actions transform environments and how these 

transformed environments, in turn, affect human existence. From an ecocritical perspective, 
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fiction becomes a vital medium for exploring ecological realities, environmental conflicts, and 

ethical dilemmas arising from human interaction with nature. 

 Traditionally, much fiction treated nature as a passive background against which human 

drama unfolded. Ecocriticism challenges this limited view by foregrounding the environment 

as an active force influencing plot, character, and theme. In rural novels, land, seasons, and 

weather patterns often determine livelihoods and social relationships. For instance, in Thomas 

Hardy’s Tess of the d’Urbervilles and The Return of the Native, the landscape of Wessex is 

deeply intertwined with human fate. The harsh heath, changing seasons, and agricultural 

rhythms shape the characters’ emotions, moral struggles, and destinies. An ecocritical reading 

of Hardy reveals the fragile balance between human aspirations and the natural limits imposed 

by the environment. 

 In modern and contemporary fiction, ecological concerns become even more explicit. 

Themes such as industrialization, urban expansion, deforestation, and pollution frequently 

dominate narratives. Novels dealing with displacement caused by dams, mining, or climate 

change highlight how environmental degradation disproportionately affects marginalized 

communities. For example, Mahasweta Devi’s works such as “Draupadi” and Aranyer 

Adhikar expose the exploitation of forests and tribal lands, showing how ecological destruction 

is inseparable from social injustice. Ecocriticism helps readers interpret such fiction as a 

critique of anthropocentric development models that prioritize profit over ecological balance 

and human dignity. 

 Postcolonial fiction has further enriched ecocritical discourse by portraying 

environments scarred by colonial extraction and global capitalism. Writers from Asia, Africa, 

and Latin America depict landscapes transformed by plantations, mining, and forced migration. 

Amitav Ghosh’s novels, such as The Hungry Tide and Gun Island, present rivers, deltas, and 

oceans as living systems affected by history, migration, and climate change. Ecocriticism reads 

these texts as narratives of ecological memory and warning, urging readers to recognize the 

long-term consequences of environmental neglect. 

 Contemporary fiction has also given rise to climate fiction (cli-fi), which imagines 

future worlds shaped by ecological catastrophe or sustainable alternatives. Novels like 

Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake envision environmentally damaged futures, making 

climate crisis emotionally and ethically tangible. Thus, ecocriticism and fiction together 

transform storytelling into a powerful medium for ecological awareness, ethical reflection, and 

environmental responsibility. 
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2.4.3. ECOCRITICISM AND DRAMA 

Drama, though traditionally less associated with nature than poetry or fiction, offers a rich field 

for ecocritical analysis. Ecocriticism and drama focus on how theatrical texts and performances 

engage with space, land, environment, and ecological conflict. Unlike prose fiction, drama is 

rooted in physical performance, making space and setting crucial elements of meaning. 

Ecocriticism examines how natural and built environments function not just as settings but as 

symbolic and material forces shaping dramatic action. 

 In classical drama, nature often appears as a backdrop that reflects human emotions or 

fate. Storms, forests, and natural disasters frequently symbolize moral or psychological 

turmoil. Ecocritical readings go beyond symbolism to ask how these representations reflect 

human attitudes toward the natural world. For example, Shakespeare’s plays often link 

ecological disorder with moral or political chaos, as seen in King Lear, where storms and barren 

landscapes mirror human cruelty and social breakdown. 

 Modern drama increasingly addresses environmental conflict and industrial impact. 

Plays dealing with land ownership, resource extraction, urbanization, and displacement 

foreground ecological issues as central dramatic concerns. Ecocriticism examines how such 

plays reveal tensions between economic development and environmental sustainability. The 

stage becomes a space where ecological crises are dramatized and made visible to audiences. 

 Contemporary and experimental theatre often incorporates ecological themes directly, 

using innovative staging, sound, and visual elements to evoke environmental realities. Some 

eco-plays focus on climate change, extinction, and environmental justice, encouraging 

audiences to reflect on their ethical responsibilities. Ecocriticism analyzes how drama’s 

immediacy and collective experience can foster environmental awareness more powerfully 

than abstract discourse. 

 Moreover, drama allows exploration of human–non-human relationships in unique 

ways. Animals, landscapes, and natural forces may be personified or symbolically represented 

on stage, challenging anthropocentric assumptions. Through dialogue, conflict, and 

performance, drama becomes a medium for questioning human dominance over nature and 

imagining alternative, more sustainable relationships. 
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2.4.4. ECOCRITICISM AND NON-FICTION 

Non-fiction plays a foundational role in ecocriticism because it directly engages with real 

environments, lived experiences, and ecological knowledge. Ecocriticism and non-fiction 

encompass genres such as nature writing, environmental essays, travel writing, 

autobiographies, memoirs, and indigenous narratives. These texts often blur the boundaries 

between literature, science, and philosophy, making them central to ecocritical inquiry. 

 Nature writing is one of the earliest and most influential forms of ecological non-fiction. 

Writers like Henry David Thoreau and John Muir combined personal observation with 

philosophical reflection, emphasizing close attention to natural processes and ethical respect 

for the environment. Ecocriticism reads such works as attempts to cultivate ecological 

consciousness and challenge materialistic, exploitative worldviews. 

 Environmental non-fiction also plays a crucial role in exposing ecological crises. 

Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring is a landmark text that revealed the dangers of pesticide use and 

transformed public awareness of environmental issues. From an ecocritical perspective, such 

texts demonstrate how language and narrative can influence environmental policy and ethical 

thinking. 

 Travel writing and autobiographical narratives often reveal complex relationships 

between place, identity, and ecology. Ecocriticism examines how landscapes are represented, 

whose perspectives are privileged, and how power relations shape environmental experience. 

Indigenous non-fiction, in particular, offers ecocentric worldviews that emphasize coexistence, 

reciprocity, and respect for nature. These narratives challenge dominant anthropocentric 

models and preserve ecological knowledge rooted in tradition and lived experience. 

 In contemporary contexts, non-fiction addresses climate change, sustainability, and 

environmental justice, often combining scientific data with storytelling. Ecocriticism values 

these texts for their ability to humanize environmental issues and connect personal experience 

with global ecological concerns. As a result, non-fiction becomes a vital bridge between 

literature, activism, and ecological ethics. 

2.5. MAJOR THINKERS AND THEORISTS OF ECOCENTRICISM 

The development of ecocriticism as a distinct field of literary and cultural studies has been 

shaped by the contributions of several influential thinkers and theorists who sought to redefine 

the relationship between literature, culture, and the natural environment. These scholars 
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challenged traditional, human-centered modes of criticism and 

emphasized the ethical, ecological, and cultural dimensions of 

literary texts. Their work laid the intellectual foundation for 

ecocriticism as an interdisciplinary approach that bridges the 

humanities with environmental studies and ecological philosophy. 

 Major Ecocritical thinkers have emphasized that literature does 

not merely reflect nature as a background or metaphor but actively 

participates in shaping environmental consciousness. By foregrounding concepts such as 

ecological interconnectedness, environmental responsibility, and the intrinsic value of the non-

human world, these theorists expanded the scope of literary criticism beyond aesthetic and 

formal concerns. They also brought attention to neglected genres such as nature writing, 

environmental non-fiction, indigenous narratives, and texts dealing with environmental justice. 

 Scholars like Cheryll Glotfelty, Lawrence Buell, and Aldo Leopold played a crucial 

role in institutionalizing ecocriticism and articulating its theoretical principles. Their ideas 

helped establish ecocriticism as a critical response to growing ecological crises and as a means 

of understanding how cultural narratives influence human attitudes toward nature. Studying 

these thinkers allows students to grasp the theoretical foundations of ecocriticism and 

appreciate its relevance in addressing contemporary environmental challenges through 

literature and culture. 

2.5.1 CHERYLL GLOTFELTY 

Cheryll Glotfelty is widely regarded as one of the founding figures of ecocriticism and a 

pioneering scholar who played a decisive role in establishing ecocriticism as a recognized field 

within literary studies. Her work provided both a clear definition of ecocriticism and an 

institutional foundation, helping the discipline gain academic legitimacy during the late 

twentieth century, a period marked by increasing global environmental concern. 

Glotfelty is best known for co-editing The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary 

Ecology (1996) with Harold Fromm. This seminal anthology is considered the foundational 

text of ecocriticism. It brought together key essays that examined the relationship between 

literature and the physical environment and formally introduced ecocriticism into mainstream 

literary criticism. Before this publication, environmentally oriented literary studies existed in 

scattered forms, but Glotfelty’s work gave the field coherence, visibility, and direction. 
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 One of Glotfelty’s most frequently cited contributions is her definition of ecocriticism, 

where she describes it as “the study of the relationship between literature and the physical 

environment.” This seemingly simple definition is powerful because it shifts literary criticism 

away from purely human-centered concerns and insists that the non-human world must be 

taken seriously in literary analysis. Just as feminist criticism foregrounds gender and Marxist 

criticism foregrounds class, ecocriticism, according to Glotfelty, foregrounds nature and 

environment. 

 A key aspect of Glotfelty’s thought is her challenge to anthropocentrism in literary 

studies. She argued that traditional criticism often ignored the ecological dimensions of texts, 

treating nature merely as background or metaphor. Glotfelty insisted that landscapes, animals, 

rivers, and ecosystems are not passive elements but active participants in meaning-making. For 

example, in an ecocritical reading inspired by her approach, a forest in a novel is not just a 

symbolic space but a living ecosystem shaped by human intervention and ecological pressures. 

 Glotfelty also emphasized the interdisciplinary nature of ecocriticism. She believed 

that literary studies must engage with ecology, environmental history, philosophy, and science 

to respond meaningfully to ecological crises. This interdisciplinary vision expanded the scope 

of literary criticism and made it socially relevant. Literature, in her view, does not exist in 

isolation but is embedded in material environments and ecological systems. 

 Another significant contribution of Glotfelty is her role in the institutional 

development of ecocriticism. She was actively involved in founding the Association for the 

Study of Literature and Environment (ASLE), which provided an academic platform for 

scholars working on literature and ecology. ASLE conferences, journals, and networks helped 

ecocriticism grow into a global movement, influencing research and teaching across 

disciplines. 

 Glotfelty’s work also broadened the literary canon. She advocated the inclusion of 

nature writing, environmental non-fiction, indigenous narratives, and marginalized ecological 

voices in academic study. Texts that were previously considered “non-literary,” such as 

environmental essays or regional nature writing, gained scholarly importance because of their 

ecological insights. For instance, writers like Henry David Thoreau, John Muir, and Rachel 

Carson became central to ecocritical discussions due to the framework Glotfelty helped 

establish. 

 In teaching literature, Glotfelty promoted ecocritical pedagogy, encouraging students 

to connect literary texts with real-world environmental issues. She believed that literature could 

cultivate ecological awareness and ethical responsibility. Reading about polluted rivers, 
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disappearing forests, or endangered species in literary texts, she argued, can create emotional 

engagement that scientific data alone often cannot. 

 An important feature of Glotfelty’s ecocriticism is its ethical orientation. She viewed 

literary studies as having a moral responsibility in an age of environmental crisis. Ecocriticism, 

for her, was not merely an academic trend but a response to urgent ecological realities such as 

climate change, extinction, and environmental injustice. Literature, she believed, could help 

transform attitudes and values by reshaping how humans imagine their relationship with the 

Earth. 

 In the context of contemporary ecocriticism, Glotfelty’s ideas remain highly relevant. 

Later developments such as ecofeminism, postcolonial ecocriticism, and climate fiction build 

upon the foundational principles she articulated. Her insistence on placing the physical 

environment at the center of literary analysis continues to influence how texts are read and 

taught across the world. 

2.5.2 LAWRENCE BUELL 

Lawrence Buell is one of the most influential theorists of ecocriticism and a central figure in 

shaping its theoretical depth, literary rigor, and global relevance. While early ecocriticism 

focused primarily on celebrating nature writing and wilderness, Buell significantly expanded 

the field by offering systematic theoretical frameworks for understanding how literature 

represents the environment. His work helped move ecocriticism from an emerging movement 

to a mature and critically sophisticated discipline within literary studies. 

Buell is best known for his seminal book The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, 

Nature Writing, and the Formation of American Culture (1995). In this influential work, he 

examined American nature writing—especially Henry David Thoreau’s Walden—to 

demonstrate how literature can shape environmental perception and cultural attitudes toward 

nature. Buell argued that texts like Walden are not merely personal reflections 

on nature but cultural documents that influence how societies imagine and 

value the environment. This idea marked a major shift in ecocriticism by 

emphasizing literature’s role in constructing environmental consciousness. 

 One of Buell’s most important contributions is his formulation of criteria 

for environmental texts. He proposed that a text can be considered 

environmentally oriented if: 

1. The non-human environment is presented as more than a mere background. 
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2. Human interests are not the sole legitimate concern. 

3. Human accountability to the environment is part of the text’s ethical framework. 

4. The environment is represented as a dynamic process rather than a static entity. 

These criteria provided ecocriticism with analytical tools, allowing scholars to examine a wide 

range of texts beyond traditional nature writing. Through this framework, novels, poems, travel 

narratives, and even urban texts could be read ecocritically. 

 Buell also played a crucial role in shifting ecocriticism from wilderness-centered 

thinking to environmental pluralism. He argued that focusing only on untouched wilderness 

ignored pressing ecological issues such as urban pollution, environmental racism, industrial 

waste, and climate change. This expansion allowed ecocriticism to address environments where 

most people actually live—cities, industrial zones, and degraded landscapes. His work thus 

paved the way for urban ecocriticism and environmental justice studies. 

 In Writing for an Endangered World: Literature, Culture, and Environment in the U.S. 

and Beyond (2001), Buell further broadened ecocriticism’s scope by addressing global 

environmental crises. He emphasized that environmental problems transcend national 

boundaries and must be studied within global, postcolonial, and transnational contexts. 

Literature, according to Buell, helps readers imagine environmental risks—such as climate 

change—that are often invisible, slow-moving, or geographically distant. This insight has been 

especially influential in the study of climate fiction (cli-fi). 

 Another major concept associated with Buell is “environmental imagination.” He 

argued that ecological crises are not only scientific or political problems but also crises of 

imagination. If people cannot imagine environmental damage, future risks, or non-human 

perspectives, meaningful ecological action becomes difficult. Literature, therefore, plays a 

crucial role in shaping environmental imagination by making abstract ecological issues 

emotionally accessible and culturally meaningful. 

 Buell also engaged deeply with the tension between anthropocentrism and ecocentrism. 

While recognizing the importance of ecocentric values, he acknowledged that literature is 

inevitably shaped by human perception. Rather than rejecting human-centered narratives 

entirely, Buell advocated a balanced approach, where human stories remain central but are 

ethically accountable to the non-human world. This nuanced position helped ecocriticism avoid 

rigid ideological extremes and maintain critical flexibility. 
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 In terms of pedagogy and academic practice, Buell emphasized the importance of 

teaching literature in relation to environmental realities. He believed ecocriticism should 

encourage ethical reflection without sacrificing literary complexity. His work demonstrated 

that environmental criticism can be both politically engaged and intellectually rigorous, 

countering the claim that ecocriticism is merely activist or sentimental. 

 Buell’s influence extends beyond American literature. His ideas have been widely 

applied to postcolonial literature, global environmental narratives, and comparative literary 

studies. Scholars analyzing Indian, African, and Latin American texts have used Buell’s 

frameworks to examine how environmental degradation intersects with colonial histories, 

globalization, and social inequality. 

2.5.3. ALDO LEOPOLD AND ECOLOGICAL ETHICS 

Aldo Leopold is one of the most influential thinkers in the development of ecological ethics, 

and his ideas have profoundly shaped ecocriticism, environmental philosophy, and 

conservation thought. Although Leopold was not a literary critic in the conventional sense, his 

writings—especially A Sand County Almanac (1949)—have become foundational texts for 

ecocritical studies because they combine scientific knowledge, ethical reflection, and 

literary expression. Leopold’s work marks a crucial shift from human-centered ethics to an 

earth-centered moral vision. 

At the heart of Leopold’s ecological thinking lies his concept of the “Land Ethic.” This 

idea represents a radical expansion of ethics beyond human society. Traditional ethics, Leopold 

argued, governed relationships between individuals and communities of people. The land ethic 

extends moral consideration to soil, water, plants, animals, and 

ecosystems. In his famous formulation, Leopold states that “a thing is right 

when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic 

community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise.” This principle has 

become a cornerstone of ecocentric thought. 

 Leopold challenged the dominant anthropocentric worldview that 

treated land merely as property or a resource to be exploited for economic 

gain. In industrial and capitalist societies, nature was valued primarily for 

its utility—timber, minerals, agricultural yield—rather than for its intrinsic worth. Leopold 

criticized this attitude and proposed that humans should see themselves not as conquerors of 
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the land but as “plain members and citizens” of the biotic community. This idea directly 

influences ecocriticism’s rejection of human dominance over nature. 

 A Sand County Almanac is both a literary and philosophical work, blending personal 

observation, ecological science, and ethical meditation. Through seasonal essays describing 

landscapes, wildlife, and farming practices, Leopold demonstrates how close attention to nature 

can cultivate ecological responsibility. Ecocritics value this text because it shows how literary 

narrative can shape ethical attitudes toward the environment. The book exemplifies how 

environmental ethics can be communicated through storytelling rather than abstract theory. 

 Leopold’s ecological ethics emphasize interconnectedness and balance. He 

understood ecosystems as complex networks where every element plays a role. The removal 

or destruction of one species can destabilize the entire system. His famous essay on the 

extinction of wolves illustrates this insight. Leopold describes how killing wolves to protect 

deer populations led to overgrazing and ecological collapse. This narrative powerfully conveys 

the dangers of human interference driven by short-term interests. 

 From an ecocritical perspective, Leopold’s work is significant because it encourages 

readers to develop an ecological conscience. He believed that laws and policies alone could 

not protect the environment unless people internalized ethical responsibility toward nature. 

Literature, he suggested, plays a crucial role in nurturing this conscience by shaping values, 

emotions, and imagination. This idea aligns closely with ecocriticism’s belief in the ethical 

power of literary texts. 

 Leopold’s influence extends to contemporary ecocriticism, particularly in discussions 

of ecocentrism, sustainability, and environmental justice. His land ethic provides a moral 

framework for analyzing literary texts that depict environmental exploitation, conservation, or 

ecological harmony. For example, novels and poems that portray land as sacred or endangered 

can be read through Leopold’s ethical lens, evaluating whether human actions support or 

undermine ecological integrity. 

 In the context of global environmental crises—such as climate change, biodiversity 

loss, and ecological degradation—Leopold’s ideas remain highly relevant. Ecocritics draw 

upon his work to argue that environmental problems are not merely technological or economic 

issues but fundamentally ethical and cultural crises. The way humans imagine and narrate 

their relationship with nature has real consequences for the planet’s future. 

 Leopold’s ecological ethics have also influenced education and environmental 

thought worldwide. His emphasis on observation, humility, and respect for nature encourages 

an experiential approach to learning. In literary studies, his work helps students connect texts 
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with broader ecological values, making literature a space for moral reflection and 

environmental awareness. 

2.6. SUMMING UP  

This unit deepens the foundational understanding of ecocriticism established in Unit I by 

focusing on its key concepts, critical approaches, and major theorists. It begins by clarifying 

essential ideas such as nature, environment, and ecology, highlighting how literature represents 

the complex interdependence between human beings and the natural world. The unit critically 

examines the opposition between anthropocentrism and ecocentrism, encouraging readers to 

move beyond human-centered interpretations toward an ethically inclusive view of the biotic 

community. 

 The unit further explores how ecocriticism functions across literary genres, including 

poetry, fiction, drama, and non-fiction. Through ecocritical readings, literature is shown not 

merely as artistic expression but as a powerful medium for raising environmental awareness, 

questioning exploitative practices, and imagining sustainable futures. Special attention is given 

to fiction and non-fiction narratives that foreground ecological crises, environmental injustice, 

and climate change. 

 A significant portion of the unit introduces major thinkers of ecocriticism, such as 

Cheryll Glotfelty, Lawrence Buell, and Aldo Leopold. Their theoretical contributions provide 

intellectual frameworks for ecocritical analysis, ranging from academic institutionalization to 

ethical and philosophical dimensions. Overall, this unit demonstrates how ecocriticism 

connects literary studies with real-world ecological concerns, making literature a vital site for 

environmental ethics and cultural transformation. 

2.7. ANSWERS TO SELF ASSESSEMENT QUESTIONS 

Q1.What is meant by ‘nature’ in ecocritical studies? 

In ecocriticism, nature refers not only to wilderness or landscapes untouched by humans but 

also to living and non-living systems that interact with human life. It includes forests, rivers, 

animals, climate, and even cultivated or urban spaces, emphasizing the interconnectedness 

between humans and the natural world. 

Q2. How is ‘environment’ different from ‘ecology’? 
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Environment denotes the surroundings—natural, social, and cultural—in which human life 

exists. Ecology, on the other hand, is the scientific study of relationships among organisms and 

between organisms and their environment. Ecocriticism draws upon both concepts to 

understand how literature represents these relationships. 

Q3.Explain anthropocentrism and ecocentrism. 

Anthropocentrism is a human-centered worldview that values nature primarily for its utility to 

humans. Ecocentrism rejects this hierarchy and recognizes intrinsic value in all life forms, 

promoting ethical responsibility toward the entire ecosystem. 

Q5. How does ecocriticism influence the reading of literature? 

Ecocriticism shifts literary analysis from purely human concerns to ecological perspectives. It 

examines how texts depict nature, environmental crises, and human-nature relationships, 

treating the environment as an active participant rather than a passive background. 

Q6.Why is ecocriticism relevant to contemporary society? 

In the context of climate change, biodiversity loss, and environmental injustice, ecocriticism 

offers a critical framework for understanding cultural attitudes toward nature and for promoting 

ecological awareness through literature. 

Q7.What is Cheryll Glotfelty’s contribution to ecocriticism? 

Cheryll Glotfelty is credited with institutionalizing ecocriticism as an academic discipline. She 

defined ecocriticism as the study of the relationship between literature and the physical 

environment and emphasized its interdisciplinary nature. 

Q8.How does Lawrence Buell expand ecocritical thought? 

Lawrence Buell broadened ecocriticism by including urban, industrial, and global 

environmental concerns. He emphasized environmental imagination and ethical responsibility 

in literary representation. 

Q9. What is Aldo Leopold’s ecological ethic? 

Aldo Leopold proposed the Land Ethic, which calls for moral responsibility toward land, 

plants, and animals. His ideas laid the ethical foundation for ecocentric thinking in ecocriticism. 

Q10. How does ecocriticism connect literature with real-world ecological issues? 
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By analysing environmental themes and ethical dilemmas in texts, ecocriticism links literary 

studies to real ecological crises, making literature socially relevant and environmentally 

engaged. 

Q11. Why is ecocriticism important for BA English students? 

Ecocriticism helps students develop critical and ethical perspectives, understand literature in 

relation to environmental realities, and appreciate the role of humanities in addressing global 

ecological challenges. 
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2.9. TERMINAL AND MODEL QUESTIONS 

A. Terminal Questions (Long Answer Type) 

1. Define ecocriticism and trace its development as a literary theory. 

2. Discuss the key concepts of ecocriticism with special reference to nature, 

environment, and ecology. 

3. Explain anthropocentrism and ecocentrism. How do these concepts influence 

ecocritical readings of literature? 

4. Examine the role of ecocriticism in literary studies with reference to poetry, fiction, 

drama, and non-fiction. 

5. Critically discuss the contributions of Cheryll Glotfelty and Lawrence Buell to 

ecocritical theory. 

6. Elaborate Aldo Leopold’s concept of the Land Ethic and its relevance to 

contemporary ecological thought. 

7. Discuss the relevance of ecocriticism in the present age of climate change and 

environmental crisis. 

B. Model Questions (Short Answer Type / Analytical) 

1. What is ecocriticism? 

2. Distinguish between nature and environment in ecocritical studies. 

3. What is meant by ecological ethics? 

4. Write a short note on postcolonial ecocriticism. 

5. How does ecocriticism expand the literary canon? 



GREEN LITERATURE  BAEL(N)-350 

54 
 

6. What role does literature play in creating environmental awareness? 

7. Briefly explain the concept of the Land Ethic. 

8. How is climate fiction (cli-fi) related to ecocriticism? 

9. Mention two major ecocritical theorists and their contributions. 

10. Why is ecocriticism important for students of literature today? 
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3.1. INTRODUCTION 

Imagine taking a quiet walk through a forest at dawn. The air is fresh, the trees stand silent yet 

alive, and suddenly you feel that nature is speaking—not in words, but in meanings. Now 

imagine someone telling you that this feeling is not accidental, that it is philosophy, literature, 

and self-knowledge all at once. Welcome to the world of Ralph Waldo Emerson. 

Let us begin this unit not in a classroom, but in conversation—with Emerson himself. 

He does not speak from a pulpit or a throne; instead, he talks like a thoughtful friend urging 

you to trust yourself. “Why,” he asks gently, “do you look outside for approval when the 

greatest truth lives within you?” This question lies at the heart of Emerson’s thought. 

Ralph Waldo Emerson was not just a writer; he was a thinker who challenged 

conventions, questioned traditions, and invited individuals to rediscover their inner strength. 

Living in nineteenth-century America, a time of social change and intellectual ferment, 

Emerson became the central voice of Transcendentalism, a movement that believed in the 

spiritual connection between humans, nature, and the divine. For him, nature was not merely 

scenery—it was a living teacher. The self was not weak or sinful—it was powerful and creative. 

In this unit, we begin our journey into Emerson’s ideas, beliefs, and literary vision. We 

will explore his life, intellectual background, and the philosophical foundations of his writings. 

We will see how his essays encourage independence of thought, moral courage, and harmony 

with nature. Emerson speaks across centuries, reminding us that true education begins when 

we listen to our own conscience. 

So, as we step into Unit 3: Ralph Waldo Emerson – I, think of this unit as a dialogue—

between you and the text, between humanity and nature, and between the individual self and 

the universe. Emerson is not here to give answers; he is here to awaken questions. 

The course comprises multiple components, with the Self-Learning Material 

(SLM) and counselling sessions being key elements. To gain a comprehensive 

understanding of the course content, it is essential that you engage with all these 

components in a balanced manner. As you are enrolled in an Open and Distance Learning 

(ODL) program, self-directed study plays a vital role in your academic success. 

Accordingly, each unit concludes with a list of suggested readings and references. You are 

strongly encouraged to consult these resources to enhance your comprehension and 

deepen your engagement with the subject matter. 
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3.2. OBJECTIVES 

By the end of this unit, students will be able to: 

1. Gain knowledge about Ralph Waldo Emerson’s biography, intellectual background, 

and the historical, social, and cultural contexts that shaped his thought. 

2. Examine Emerson’s major philosophical concepts, including self-reliance, 

individualism, nature, transcendentalism, and moral philosophy. 

3. Explore Emerson’s essays, lectures, and writings as literary texts, understanding their 

stylistic features, rhetorical strategies, and thematic depth. 

4. Understand Emerson’s role as a central figure in the American transcendentalist 

movement and his influence on contemporary and later thinkers. 

5. Analyse how Emerson blends philosophical reflection with literary expression, 

demonstrating the interconnectedness of literature and philosophy. 

6. Develop the ability to evaluate Emerson’s ideas critically, considering their relevance 

to modern ethical, cultural, and ecological discourses. 

7. Encourage students to reflect on Emerson’s emphasis on self-reliance and individuality 

and apply these concepts to their own intellectual and creative development. 

8. Cultivate skills for textual analysis, interpretation of philosophical ideas, and synthesis 

of interdisciplinary perspectives. 

9. Recognize Emerson’s contribution to American literature, philosophy, and social 

thought, including his influence on literature, education, and reform movements. 

3.3. RALPH WALDO EMERSON: LIFE AND BACKGROUND 

Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–1882) remains one of the most influential figures in American 

literature and philosophy, celebrated for founding the Transcendentalist movement and 

reshaping intellectual thought in the 19th century. His life, upbringing, personal experiences, 

and exposure to global ideas profoundly shaped his philosophical and literary contributions, 

particularly his emphasis on self-reliance, individual intuition, and the spiritual significance of 

nature. 

Early Life and Family Background 
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Emerson was born on May 25, 1803, in Boston, Massachusetts, into 

a devout Unitarian family. His father, William Emerson, was a 

Unitarian minister known for his piety and moral discipline. Emerson 

grew up in an environment that valued religion, education, and 

intellectual curiosity, which provided the foundation for his lifelong 

engagement with ethical and spiritual questions. However, tragedy 

struck early: Emerson lost his father when he was only eight years 

old, an event that instilled in him a deep awareness of mortality and the fragility of human life. 

These early experiences of loss and grief would later permeate his essays and reflections on 

the human condition, mortality, and the spiritual connection to the universe. 

Emerson had seven siblings, and his mother, Ruth Haskins Emerson, took on the 

responsibility of raising the family in difficult circumstances. Despite financial and emotional 

challenges, Emerson’s early life was rich in religious and cultural influences, including 

exposure to the ideals of reason, morality, and civic duty that characterized New England 

Puritan and Unitarian traditions. This background cultivated in him a sense of discipline and 

moral responsibility that later merged with his philosophical inquiry into the nature of 

individual conscience and ethical living. 

Education and Early Intellectual Formation 

Emerson’s educational journey began at a remarkably young age. At 14, he entered Harvard 

College, where he excelled academically, showing particular interest in classical literature, 

philosophy, and rhetoric. Harvard’s rigorous curriculum introduced him to the works of Plato, 

Aristotle, and the Enlightenment thinkers, fostering his intellectual curiosity and analytical 

skills. After graduating in 1821, Emerson continued his studies at Harvard Divinity School, 

preparing for the ministry. 

At Harvard, Emerson encountered the ideas of rational religion and Unitarian theology, 

which emphasized reason, morality, and personal conscience over dogmatic adherence to 

doctrine. This exposure shaped his early religious outlook but also planted the seeds of critical 

questioning, which would later lead him to challenge orthodox beliefs and move toward a more 

individualized and philosophical approach to spirituality. 

Ministry and Early Challenges 

In 1829, Emerson was ordained as a Unitarian minister at Boston’s Second Church, stepping 

into the role his father had once held. His early sermons reflected moral earnestness and 
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intellectual rigor, yet Emerson increasingly found traditional Unitarian teachings restrictive, 

especially in their formalism and doctrinal rigidity. The death of his first wife, Ellen Louisa 

Tucker, in 1831, profoundly affected him emotionally and spiritually. The loss prompted a deep 

introspective phase, during which Emerson questioned conventional religious practices, the 

afterlife, and the moral authority of institutionalized religion. 

By 1832, Emerson made the significant decision to resign from the ministry, marking a 

turning point in his life. Freed from ecclesiastical duties, he began lecturing publicly, traveling 

across the United States to share his ideas about individuality, morality, and the spiritual 

significance of nature. This period marks the beginning of Emerson’s emergence as a 

philosopher, essayist, and public intellectual. 

European Journey and Intellectual Influences 

Between 1833 and 1834, Emerson embarked on a grand tour of Europe, visiting England, 

France, and Italy. This journey was transformative, exposing him to the intellectual currents of 

Romanticism and German Idealism. In Europe, he met influential thinkers such as: 

• Samuel Taylor Coleridge – whose ideas on imagination and poetry influenced 

Emerson’s literary sensibilities. 

• Thomas Carlyle – whose critiques of industrial society and moral philosophy inspired 

Emerson’s reflections on social reform and individual responsibility. 

• William Wordsworth – whose nature poetry deepened Emerson’s appreciation of 

nature as a living and spiritual presence, rather than a mere backdrop for human activity. 

These encounters reinforced Emerson’s belief in intuition, personal insight, and the spiritual 

unity of nature, themes that would become central to his essays, lectures, and philosophical 

writings. 

Marriage and Family Life 

Emerson married Lidian Jackson in 1835, and together they had four children, though one 

died in infancy. Lidian’s intellectual and social influence provided Emerson with stability and 

a platform for his writing and public work. His family life, combined with his growing lecturing 

career, allowed him to engage deeply with both the practicalities of life and abstract 

philosophical inquiry. 

Transcendentalism and Philosophical Formation 
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Emerson became the intellectual leader of the Transcendentalist movement, a distinctly 

American philosophical and literary movement emphasizing: 

• Individual intuition and self-reliance – the belief that truth is discovered through 

personal insight rather than institutional authority. 

• The spiritual significance of nature – the idea that humans are connected to the 

universe through a divine and natural order. 

• Ethical responsibility and moral development – a commitment to living in harmony 

with both human and non-human communities. 

Transcendentalism was partly a response to the social, industrial, and religious changes of early 

19th-century America. Emerson’s writings, particularly his essays, articulated this philosophy 

in ways that were accessible, inspiring, and transformative for contemporary readers. 

Major Influences on Emerson’s Thought 

Several intellectual and personal influences shaped Emerson’s life and thought: 

1. Religious Upbringing – Early exposure to Unitarian principles instilled a sense of 

moral responsibility and ethical reflection. 

2. Personal Tragedies – The deaths of his father and first wife led Emerson to question 

traditional beliefs and seek deeper spiritual understanding. 

3. Classical Education – Harvard’s curriculum in philosophy and literature provided him 

with analytical tools and exposure to Western intellectual traditions. 

4. European Romanticism – Encounters with European writers and philosophers 

reinforced his belief in intuition, imagination, and the spiritual unity of nature. 

5. American Social Context – Living during a period of industrialization, social reform 

movements, and democratic expansion inspired Emerson to articulate a philosophy that 

combined personal ethics with social consciousness. 

Literary and Philosophical Output 

Emerson’s early experiences and education shaped both his literary and philosophical work. 

Essays such as “Self-Reliance” (1841), “The Over-Soul” (1841), and “History” (1841) reflect 

his synthesis of personal experience, philosophical reasoning, and literary expression. His 
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writing style is marked by clarity, rhetorical elegance, and metaphorical richness, making 

complex ideas about the individual, society, and nature accessible and inspiring. 

Legacy and Significance 

Emerson’s life demonstrates a harmonious blend of personal experience, intellectual rigor, and 

ethical inquiry. By integrating philosophy, literature, and lived experience, he created a 

uniquely American form of thought that emphasized self-reliance, moral responsibility, and 

reverence for nature. His influence extends beyond literature into education, social reform, 

environmental thought, and global philosophy, making his life a model for interdisciplinary 

and socially engaged scholarship. 

Understanding Emerson’s life is crucial for interpreting his writings, as his personal 

experiences, intellectual engagements, and spiritual reflections are directly reflected in his 

essays, lectures, and philosophical discourse. His life story illustrates the interplay between 

individual development, cultural context, and philosophical insight, offering students a rich 

foundation for studying his contributions to American literature and thought. 

Krishna’s journey in Part III is shaped by his attempt to understand the meaning of 

existence after the death of his wife, Susila. Instead of ending the novel in despair, Narayan 

leads his protagonist toward a deeper understanding of life that transcends physical loss. The 

philosophical outlook presented here reflects a blend of Indian spiritual tradition, personal 

experience, and humanistic values. Narayan’s approach remains simple, realistic, and deeply 

personal, making complex ideas accessible to the common reader. 

3.3.1 HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT 

Ralph Waldo Emerson lived during a transformative period in early 19th-century America, a 

time characterized by rapid social, political, and cultural change. The United States was still a 

young nation, defining its identity after independence, and experiencing industrialization, 

urban growth, and westward expansion. These changes brought about social upheavals, 

including shifts in labor practices, urban poverty, and environmental modification. Emerson’s 

ideas cannot be understood apart from this historical and cultural milieu, which influenced his 

emphasis on individuality, self-reliance, and moral responsibility. 

Religiously, Emerson was raised in a Puritan-descended Unitarian environment, which 

valued reason, morality, and personal conscience over dogmatic faith. Unitarians promoted 

intellectual inquiry, ethical living, and social reform, and Emerson absorbed these ideals while 

questioning rigid institutional doctrines. His eventual departure from the ministry in 1832 
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reflects a cultural shift toward spiritual experimentation and philosophical inquiry that was 

emerging in America, including interest in non-traditional approaches to religion and 

metaphysics. 

Culturally, Emerson’s America was influenced by European Romanticism and the 

broader intellectual currents of the Enlightenment. Romantic ideals of emotion, intuition, and 

the spiritual value of nature resonated with Emerson, complementing his American context of 

individualism and democratic ideals. At the same time, the country was engaging with reform 

movements such as abolition, women’s rights, and educational improvement. Emerson’s essays 

often echo these movements, emphasizing moral self-awareness and the ethical duties of 

individuals toward society. 

Nature played a central role in Emerson’s worldview, reflecting both the American 

frontier experience and the Romantic reverence for the natural world. The landscapes of New 

England, with their forests, rivers, and changing seasons, were not mere backdrops but sources 

of spiritual insight and philosophical reflection. The growing awareness of industrialization’s 

impact on these landscapes also influenced Emerson’s thinking, encouraginghis advocacy for 

a deeper ecological and ethical relationship with the environment. 

3.3.2 INTELLECTUAL INFLUENCES ON EMERSON 

Emerson’s thought was shaped by a combination of European and American intellectual 

traditions. His early education at Harvard exposed him to classical literature, philosophy, and 

rhetoric, including the works of Plato, Aristotle, and the Enlightenment thinkers. These 

foundations fostered a belief in rational inquiry, moral reasoning, and the capacity for human 

self-improvement. 

A key influence was European Romanticism, particularly the writings of William 

Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Wordsworth’s celebration of nature and attention to 

the inner life of the individual inspired Emerson’s focus on the spiritual and moral dimensions 

of natural experience. Coleridge’s philosophical and poetic explorations of imagination and the 

mind reinforced Emerson’s conviction that intuition and personal insight were essential 

pathways to truth. 

German philosophy, especially the works of Immanuel Kant, Johann Gottlieb Fichte, 

and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, also shaped Emerson’s thinking. Kant’s emphasis on 

moral duty and the autonomy of reason influenced Emerson’s ethical reflections, while Fichte 

and Hegel introduced ideas of the self, consciousness, and the relationship between individuals 
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and the universal spirit. These ideas became foundational for Emerson’s transcendental 

philosophy, which stresses the interconnection of the self, nature, and the divine. 

American intellectual traditions also played a significant role. The moral earnestness 

and civic responsibility of Puritanism and the rational spirituality of Unitarianism provided 

Emerson with an ethical framework that he both inherited and transformed. He combined these 

traditions with a distinctively American emphasis on democracy, self-reliance, and individual 

moral authority, forging a philosophy that reflected both his cultural heritage and his forward-

looking vision. 

Traveling to Europe in the early 1830s further enriched Emerson’s intellectual horizon. 

He met Thomas Carlyle, whose critique of industrial society and focus on ethical heroism 

influenced Emerson’s social and moral thinking. Exposure to European intellectual circles 

convinced Emerson of the importance of blending moral philosophy with literary expression, 

a hallmark of his essays and lectures. 

In sum, Emerson’s ideas emerged at the intersection of historical circumstance and 

intellectual heritage. The dynamic social changes in America, the cultural influence of 

Romanticism, and the philosophical rigor of European thought combined with his personal 

experiences to shape a unique vision. This vision emphasizes self-reliance, moral integrity, the 

spiritual significance of nature, and the transformative power of individual thought, which 

became central to both his literary and philosophical legacy. 

3.4. EMERSON AND TRANSCENDENTALISM 

Transcendentalism is a philosophical, literary, and social movement that emerged in the early 

19th century in America, primarily in New England, and reached its zenith during the 1830s 

and 1840s. It was a movement that sought to transcend the limits of empirical knowledge and 

conventional religion in order to achieve a deeper understanding of human existence, nature, 

and the divine. The term “transcendentalism” derives from the word transcend, meaning to rise 

above or go beyond. The movement was rooted in the belief that true knowledge comes from 

intuition and the inner spirit, rather than solely from reason, tradition, or sensory experience. 

Ralph Waldo Emerson is widely regarded as the foremost philosopher and proponent of 

American transcendentalism, though other thinkers such as Henry David Thoreau, Margaret 

Fuller, and Bronson Alcott contributed significantly to its development. 

Historical Origins of Transcendentalism 
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Transcendentalism arose in response to several cultural, social, and intellectual currents. Early 

19th-century America was experiencing rapid industrialization, urbanization, and social reform 

movements, including the abolition of slavery, women’s rights, and educational reform. Many 

thinkers felt that traditional religion, particularly the Unitarian Church, had become too rigid, 

overly rational, and disconnected from the individual’s spiritual experience. At the same time, 

European Romanticism—with its emphasis on intuition, imagination, and the spiritual 

significance of nature—inspired American thinkers to explore alternative ways of 

understanding human experience. German idealist philosophers such as Immanuel Kant, 

Johann Gottlieb Fichte, and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel also influenced transcendentalist 

thought by emphasizing the creative role of the self in constructing knowledge and 

understanding reality. 

Thus, transcendentalism combined spiritual, philosophical, and literary elements to 

offer a vision of life where the individual’s inner experience and moral intuition held primacy 

over institutional authority, dogma, and purely empirical knowledge. 

Meaning of Transcendentalism 

At its core, transcendentalism is a philosophy that asserts the primacy of the individual, the 

moral and spiritual unity of the universe, and the importance of nature as a vehicle for insight. 

The movement emphasizes several key ideas: 

1. The Supremacy of the Individual: 

Transcendentalists believe that every individual possesses the ability to access truth 

directly through intuition and personal insight, without the mediation of organized 

religion or external authorities. Emerson’s essay Self-Reliance exemplifies this idea, 

urging individuals to trust their inner voice and resist conformity to societal pressures. 

This belief in the moral and spiritual capacity of the individual forms the ethical 

foundation of transcendentalism. 

2. The Spiritual Unity of All Life: 

Transcendentalism posits that humans are intimately connected to the natural world 

and to the divine spirit, sometimes referred to as the “Over-Soul” by Emerson. This 

unity implies that ethical living requires recognizing and respecting the 

interconnectedness of all beings. The individual and nature are reflections of a 

universal spiritual order, making moral action inseparable from ecological and 

social responsibility. 
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3. Nature as a Source of Knowledge and Inspiration: 

Nature plays a central role in transcendentalist thought. It is not merely a backdrop for 

human activity but a living, dynamic entity that can reveal spiritual truths. By 

observing and immersing oneself in nature, individuals can attain insights into 

themselves, society, and the divine. Emerson’s essay Nature argues that the natural 

world provides a mirror for the human soul, allowing contemplation, moral 

reflection, and self-improvement. 

4. Intuition over Reason: 

Transcendentalists favor intuition as the highest form of human knowledge, often 

placing it above empirical observation and logical deduction. While reason and 

experience are valuable, they are limited by external circumstances. Intuition allows 

the individual to perceive universal truths and moral imperatives that transcend 

material and social constraints. 

5. Self-Reliance and Moral Autonomy: 

A principle closely tied to transcendentalism is the belief in self-reliance—the ability 

of individuals to trust themselves and act according to their conscience. Emerson 

famously writes that one should avoid blind adherence to tradition or societal 

expectations, advocating for personal integrity and ethical independence. 

Principles of Transcendentalism 

The principles of transcendentalism can be summarized as follows: 

1. Primacy of the Individual: 

Each person is capable of understanding ultimate truths through introspection and 

spiritual insight. Authority and tradition should not replace personal moral judgment. 

2. Innate Goodness of Humanity: 

Humans are fundamentally good, and moral corruption arises from social institutions 

or materialistic pursuits rather than human nature itself. Transcendentalists believe 

that by trusting one’s conscience and connecting with nature, individuals can achieve 

moral clarity. 

3. Interconnectedness of All Life: 

Nature, humans, and the divine are interconnected. Ethical conduct involves 
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recognizing these connections and living in harmony with the environment and other 

beings. 

4. Importance of Intuition and Spiritual Perception: 

Knowledge and wisdom are not limited to logic or sensory experience. Intuition 

allows individuals to grasp universal truths that transcend empirical observation. 

5. Non-Conformity and Self-Reliance: 

Individuals must resist social pressures and conformity, developing self-reliance and 

independence. True progress and creativity emerge from originality and moral 

courage. 

6. Optimism and Progress: 

Transcendentalists are generally optimistic about human potential. By cultivating 

intuition, self-reliance, and a harmonious relationship with nature, individuals can 

achieve personal and social improvement. 

Impact of Transcendentalism on Literature and Society 

Transcendentalism significantly influenced American literature, philosophy, and social reform 

movements. It inspired writers such as Henry David Thoreau, Margaret Fuller, and Walt 

Whitman, whose works reflect the principles of self-reliance, spiritual insight, and social 

consciousness. The movement also intersected with social reform efforts, encouraging activism 

for abolition, women’s rights, and educational reform. By linking literature, ethics, and 

ecology, transcendentalism demonstrated that intellectual and artistic expression could foster 

moral and social change. 

In sum, transcendentalism represents a radical affirmation of the individual, nature, and 

moral conscience. Its principles encourage readers to trust intuition, seek ethical unity with the 

natural world, and cultivate self-reliance, making it a philosophy as much about action and 

personal development as about abstract thought. 

3.4.2. EMERSON AS A TRANSCENDENTAL THINKER 

Ralph Waldo Emerson is universally regarded as the central figure of American 

Transcendentalism, a movement that redefined the intellectual, literary, and philosophical 

landscape of 19th-century America. His writings, particularly his essays and lectures, embody 

the key principles of transcendentalist thought: self-reliance, individual intuition, the spiritual 
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significance of nature, and the moral responsibility of the individual. Emerson’s role as a 

transcendental thinker is not limited to abstract philosophy; it is expressed through his literary 

style, public lectures, and engagement with contemporary social and cultural issues. 

Emphasis on Individualism and Self-Reliance 

One of Emerson’s most defining contributions as a transcendental thinker is his insistence on 

the primacy of the individual. In essays such as Self-Reliance (1841), he argues that every 

person possesses an innate moral and spiritual capacity that allows them to perceive truth 

directly, independent of institutional authority, tradition, or societal pressure. For Emerson, 

reliance on one’s own intuition is both a philosophical principle and an ethical imperative. He 

encourages readers to cultivate personal judgment, moral courage, and intellectual 

independence, viewing these qualities as essential to spiritual growth and societal progress. 

This focus on individualism situates Emerson as a philosophical radical in a society still heavily 

influenced by communal norms and religious orthodoxy. 

Nature and the Spiritual Universe 

Emerson’s transcendentalism is inseparable from his understanding of nature as a living, 

spiritual entity. In his essay Nature (1836), he portrays the natural world as a mirror of the 

human soul and a pathway to divine truth. For Emerson, every leaf, river, and mountain is 

infused with spiritual significance, and by observing and reflecting upon nature, individuals 

can access universal truths. This perspective aligns with the transcendental principle of 

intuition over empirical knowledge, emphasizing that direct spiritual perception is superior to 

observation alone. His poetic and metaphorical language conveys a profound reverence for the 

natural world, transforming ordinary landscapes into vehicles for ethical and philosophical 

reflection. 

The Over-Soul and the Unity of Existence 

Another crucial aspect of Emerson’s transcendental thought is his concept of the Over-Soul, 

which articulates the interconnectedness of all beings. The Over-Soul is a universal spirit that 

unites humanity, nature, and the divine. This idea reflects Emerson’s belief that individuals are 

not isolated entities but participants in a larger spiritual and moral universe. Recognizing this 

unity is both an ethical and philosophical act, guiding individuals toward compassion, 

responsibility, and harmony with the natural world. In this respect, Emerson extends 
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transcendentalism beyond the personal to the cosmic and social dimensions, emphasizing that 

self-awareness must be coupled with ethical awareness. 

Intuition, Ethics, and Social Reform 

Emerson’s transcendentalism is also ethical and practical. He viewed intuition as a guide to 

moral action, arguing that true understanding of right and wrong arises from inner reflection 

rather than external authority. This ethical dimension made Emerson a thinker deeply 

concerned with social reform, including movements for abolition, education, and moral 

improvement. By linking personal self-reliance with social responsibility, Emerson’s 

philosophy bridges the gap between individual spirituality and collective ethical action, 

illustrating the transformative potential of transcendentalist thought. 

Literary and Philosophical Integration 

Emerson’s writings demonstrate that transcendentalist philosophy is inseparable from literary 

expression. His essays and lectures blend philosophical reasoning, poetic imagery, and 

rhetorical clarity, making abstract principles accessible to a broader audience. Through literary 

artistry, Emerson communicates transcendentalist ideals in ways that engage the imagination, 

inspire ethical reflection, and foster intellectual independence. This combination of literature 

and philosophy underscores his role as both a thinker and a writer whose ideas remain 

influential in literary criticism, philosophy, and environmental thought. 

3.5. MAJOR IDEAS IN EMERSON’S THOUGHT 

Ralph Waldo Emerson, the foremost figure of American Transcendentalism, articulated a range 

of ideas that combined philosophical rigor, ethical reflection, and literary creativity. His thought 

revolves around a few central themes that reflect his vision of human potential, moral 

responsibility, and the spiritual significance of nature. The major ideas in Emerson’s philosophy 

include self-reliance, individualism and freedom, and the unity of nature expressed through the 

Over-Soul. Understanding these concepts is crucial for studying his essays and their influence 

on literature, philosophy, and culture. 

Emerson’s ideas emerged from a unique confluence of historical, cultural, and 

intellectual influences. The early 19th century was a period of transformation in America, 

marked by industrialization, urbanization, social reform movements, and the questioning of 

orthodox religious practices. Emerson’s personal experiences, including the death of his father 

and first wife, his resignation from the ministry, and his travels to Europe, shaped his conviction 
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that truth, morality, and spiritual insight must be sought within the individual rather than 

through external authority. His writings respond to both the social pressures of conformity and 

the philosophical currents of Romanticism, German Idealism, and American Unitarianism, 

creating a body of thought that is deeply ethical, literary, and imaginative. 

In his essays and lectures, Emerson addresses the human condition by emphasizing the 

power and potential of the individual, the importance of moral and spiritual intuition, and the 

transformative role of nature. His ideas are interrelated, forming a cohesive framework in 

which self-reliance, freedom, and spiritual unity guide ethical and personal development. 

3.5.1. SELF-RELIANCE 

The concept of self-reliance is perhaps Emerson’s most celebrated and enduring idea. It refers 

to the capacity of individuals to trust their own intuition, judgment, and inner moral 

compass, resisting the pressures of conformity, societal expectations, or institutional authority. 

Emerson first systematically elaborates this concept in his essay Self-Reliance (1841), which 

has since become a cornerstone of American philosophical and literary thought. 

Meaning of Self-Reliance 

At its core, self-reliance asserts that each person has access to truth through personal 

experience and intuition. Emerson critiques reliance on external sources—such as tradition, 

authority, or public opinion—as impediments to genuine knowledge and moral growth. For 

him, self-reliance is not merely an intellectual exercise but a moral and spiritual imperative. 

He writes that to be self-reliant is to trust one’s instincts and convictions, even when they 

contradict societal norms. 

Ethical and Social Dimensions 

Self-reliance carries significant ethical implications. Emerson connects individual autonomy 

to moral responsibility, suggesting that humans must act according to conscience rather than 

habit or external expectation. By cultivating self-reliance, individuals are empowered to resist 

injustice, pursue truth, and contribute positively to society. This idea resonates with his broader 

transcendentalist philosophy, which emphasizes the inner moral authority of each person as a 

reflection of the universal spirit. 

Literary Examples and Applications 
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In Self-Reliance, Emerson famously urges, “Trust thyself: every heart vibrates to that iron 

string.” He illustrates self-reliance through examples of individuals who remain steadfast in 

their convictions despite social opposition. Historical and literary figures often cited by 

Emerson, such as Plato, Socrates, and even contemporary reformers, serve as models of self-

reliance in action. In literature, self-reliance manifests in characters who pursue personal 

integrity and moral courage, reflecting Emerson’s influence on writers like Henry David 

Thoreau, Walt Whitman, and later American novelists. 

Self-Reliance and Creativity 

Self-reliance is also central to Emerson’s vision of creative expression. He asserts that 

originality in thought, art, and literature depends on the individual’s ability to transcend 

conventional ideas and rely on personal insight. In this sense, self-reliance is both philosophical 

and literary, fostering intellectual independence and authentic artistic creation. 

3.5.2. INDIVIDUALISM AND FREEDOM 

Closely related to self-reliance is Emerson’s advocacy of individualism and freedom. For 

Emerson, true human development is achieved when individuals exercise moral and 

intellectual autonomy, embracing their uniqueness and pursuing personal and ethical growth 

free from societal constraints. 

Philosophical Basis 

Emerson’s concept of individualism emerges from his transcendentalist belief in the innate 

goodness of humans and the moral authority of the self. Individuals are capable of perceiving 

truth and acting ethically without external guidance. This philosophy aligns with Romantic 

ideals that value the creative, intuitive, and autonomous individual as the primary source of 

moral and artistic insight. 

Freedom as Ethical and Spiritual Principle 

Freedom, in Emerson’s thought, is multidimensional: 

1. Intellectual Freedom: The ability to think independently, question established 

doctrines, and form personal convictions. 

2. Moral Freedom: The capacity to act according to one’s conscience, guided by ethical 

principles rather than social pressures. 



GREEN LITERATURE  BAEL(N)-350 

71 
 

3. Spiritual Freedom: Liberation from fear, materialism, and dependence on external 

authorities, allowing the individual to experience unity with the universal spirit. 

Emerson’s essay The American Scholar (1837) reflects his emphasis on intellectual and moral 

freedom, urging readers to cultivate independent thought and ethical responsibility as a form 

of national and personal empowerment. 

Individualism and Society 

While Emerson emphasizes the importance of individual autonomy, he does not advocate 

isolation or selfishness. His individualism is ethical and socially conscious, recognizing that 

true freedom involves responsibility toward others and alignment with universal moral 

principles. This perspective is evident in his discussions on reform, education, and civic 

engagement, where personal development and societal contribution are intertwined. 

Literary Examples 

Emerson’s ideals of individualism influenced American literature profoundly. Characters who 

assert their personal beliefs, resist conformity, and pursue moral and spiritual integrity—found 

in the works of Thoreau’s Walden, Whitman’s poetry, and later American novelists—reflect 

Emersonian principles. Individualism is portrayed as both a personal journey and a moral duty, 

shaping character and narrative in ways that inspire readers to value autonomy and ethical 

action. 

3.5.3. NATURE AND THE OVERSOUL 

Emerson’s philosophy is deeply rooted in his understanding of nature as a spiritual and moral 

force. In Nature (1836), he presents the natural world as a living, dynamic entity capable of 

teaching moral lessons and revealing the divine. Nature is not merely an external environment 

but a mirror of the human soul and a medium through which individuals can access higher 

truth. 

Nature as Teacher and Spiritual Guide 

For Emerson, immersion in nature enables self-reflection, moral clarity, and spiritual insight. 

Observing landscapes, seasons, and living beings cultivates awareness of the 

interconnectedness of life and the universal laws governing existence. Nature, therefore, 

becomes a source of inspiration, ethical guidance, and imaginative awakening, aligning closely 

with transcendentalist principles. 
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The Over-Soul 

Central to Emerson’s thought is the concept of the Over-Soul, introduced in his essay The Over-

Soul (1841). The Over-Soul represents the universal spirit that connects all individuals, nature, 

and the divine. It is an ultimate reality or cosmic consciousness in which every individual 

participates. Recognition of this unity fosters ethical awareness, empathy, and moral 

responsibility, as the boundaries between self, others, and the environment are dissolved in the 

vision of spiritual interconnectedness. 

Ethical and Social Implications 

Understanding the Over-Soul has profound implications for human behavior. Emerson argues 

that realizing one’s participation in the universal spirit encourages compassion, justice, and 

moral integrity. It also bridges individual freedom with social responsibility, as the ethical life 

emerges from inner spiritual awareness rather than external coercion. Nature and the Over-Soul 

thus serve as guides for personal development, ethical living, and creative expression. 

Literary Reflections 

Emerson’s vision of nature and the Over-Soul influenced both his essays and the broader 

literary landscape. Writers such as Henry David Thoreau, Walt Whitman, and Emily Dickinson 

draw upon Emersonian principles to explore themes of spiritual unity, ecological 

consciousness, and individual moral responsibility. In literature, landscapes, rivers, and forests 

are not just settings but active participants in ethical and spiritual narratives, reflecting 

Emerson’s transcendentalist perspective 

3.6. EMERSON AS AN ESSAYIST AND PHILOSOPHER 

Ralph Waldo Emerson occupies a unique position in American intellectual history as both a 

philosopher and a literary essayist. His essays are not merely literary compositions but vehicles 

for philosophical exploration, blending abstract thought with accessible language, moral 

insight, and literary elegance. Emerson’s dual identity as essayist and philosopher allows him 

to engage readers in ethical, spiritual, and intellectual reflection, making complex ideas about 

self, society, and nature both vivid and practical. 

Emerson as an Essayist 

Emerson’s essays are renowned for their clarity, rhetorical brilliance, and philosophical depth. 

Unlike formal philosophical treatises, his essays are literary, evocative, and accessible, making 
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them suitable for a broad readership. He wrote in a style that combined poetic imagery, 

aphoristic statements, and logical argument, enabling his philosophical ideas to resonate 

emotionally and intellectually. 

Some of his most celebrated essays include: 

• “Self-Reliance” (1841): Explores individual autonomy, moral independence, and the 

ethical imperative to trust one’s intuition. 

• “Nature” (1836): Emphasizes the spiritual significance of the natural world and its 

capacity to teach universal truths. 

• “The Over-Soul” (1841): Discusses the unity of the human spirit with the universal, 

divine consciousness. 

• “The American Scholar” (1837): Advocates for intellectual freedom, originality, and 

social responsibility in scholarship. 

Emerson’s essays often begin with simple observations or concrete examples, which he then 

expands into universal philosophical reflections. His ability to intertwine anecdote, metaphor, 

and argument makes his essays both intellectually stimulating and aesthetically pleasing. For 

instance, in Nature, his detailed description of the New England landscape transitions 

seamlessly into profound reflections on human perception, spirituality, and ethical living. This 

approach demonstrates his belief that literature and philosophy are inseparable, as ideas gain 

meaning when they engage both reason and imagination. 

Emerson as a Philosopher 

Philosophically, Emerson is considered a practical idealist and a transcendentalist thinker. His 

philosophy is grounded in the belief that truth, morality, and the divine are accessible to the 

individual through intuition and self-reflection, rather than through dogma, institutional 

authority, or purely empirical reasoning. Key elements of his philosophy include: 

1. Self-Reliance: The individual is the ultimate authority in discerning truth and ethical 

action. 

2. Intuition over Reason: Direct spiritual perception provides knowledge that surpasses 

empirical or rational inquiry. 
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3. Nature and the Over-Soul: Humans are intimately connected to nature and the 

universal spirit, and understanding this connection is the foundation of ethical and 

spiritual life. 

4. Optimism and Moral Idealism: Human beings possess innate goodness and moral 

potential, and cultivating self-awareness and ethical conduct leads to personal and 

social progress. 

Emerson’s philosophy is not abstract or inaccessible; it is practical and actionable. He 

emphasizes the application of philosophical principles to everyday life, encouraging 

individuals to act ethically, cultivate self-knowledge, and engage responsibly with society and 

the environment. In this sense, he bridges moral philosophy with literature, demonstrating that 

reflection and action are intertwined. 

Interconnection of Essayist and Philosopher 

Emerson’s essays and philosophy are inseparable. His literary style enhances the philosophical 

content, and his philosophy gives depth to his essays. For example: 

• In Self-Reliance, his literary skill—use of aphorism, parallelism, and metaphor—

renders philosophical principles memorable and compelling. 

• In Nature, his descriptive passages of landscapes are not merely aesthetic; they illustrate 

transcendentalist principles of spiritual unity and moral insight. 

This integration allows Emerson to reach a wide audience, blending intellectual rigor with 

literary artistry, and influencing both American literature and thought. His essays are 

simultaneously ethical treatises, philosophical reflections, and literary works, embodying the 

ideal of a thinker who educates, inspires, and transforms. 

Legacy as Essayist and Philosopher 

Emerson’s dual role has had a lasting impact: 

• Literature: His essays influenced American writers like Thoreau, Whitman, 

Dickinson, and later modernist writers, establishing the essay as a vehicle for 

philosophical reflection. 
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• Philosophy: His transcendentalist ideas shaped American ethical, spiritual, and 

ecological thought, contributing to discussions on individual autonomy, 

environmental awareness, and social reform. 

• Education and Public Life: Emerson’s lectures and essays encouraged independent 

thinking, moral responsibility, and active engagement with society, shaping the 

intellectual culture of his time and beyond. 

In conclusion, Emerson exemplifies the essayist-philosopher: a thinker who combines literary 

beauty with intellectual rigor, ethical reflection, and spiritual insight. His work demonstrates 

that philosophy is not merely abstract reasoning but a living, dynamic practice that informs 

personal, social, and environmental life. Studying Emerson as both essayist and philosopher 

allows students to appreciate the interplay between literature, ethics, and transcendentalist 

thought, revealing why his ideas remain profoundly relevant in contemporary discussions of 

individuality, morality, and human connection with nature. 

3.6.1 STYLE AND LANGUAGE 

Ralph Waldo Emerson’s style and language are distinctive and play a crucial role in conveying 

his philosophical ideas. As an essayist, Emerson does not follow the rigid structure of 

traditional philosophical treatises. Instead, his writing is aphoristic, poetic, and reflective, 

making complex ideas accessible and memorable. His essays often consist of short, striking 

statements, rich in meaning, which encourage readers to pause, reflect, and interpret rather than 

passively consume information. 

Emerson’s language is marked by clarity combined with metaphorical richness. He 

frequently employs images drawn from nature—such as light, plants, rivers, seasons, and 

stars—to express abstract philosophical and spiritual concepts. For instance, in Nature, he uses 

natural imagery to explain the unity between the human soul and the universe. This symbolic 

use of language helps bridge the gap between philosophy and literature, making his essays 

intellectually stimulating as well as aesthetically pleasing. 

Another important feature of Emerson’s style is his use of paradox and contrast. He 

often challenges accepted beliefs by presenting ideas that appear contradictory at first but 

reveal deeper truths upon reflection. His tone is didactic yet inspirational, aiming not merely 

to inform but to awaken moral and intellectual independence in the reader. Emerson’s language 

reflects his transcendental belief that truth is intuitive and personal, and his style invites readers 

to become active participants in the process of meaning-making. 
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3.6.2. EMERSON’S INFLUENCE ON AMERICAN THOUGHT 

Emerson’s influence on American thought and culture is profound and far-reaching. As the 

leading voice of Transcendentalism, he helped shape a distinctly American intellectual tradition 

grounded in individualism, self-reliance, and moral autonomy. His ideas encouraged 

Americans to break away from European intellectual dependence and develop an original 

cultural and philosophical identity. 

In literature, Emerson deeply influenced writers such as Henry David Thoreau, Walt 

Whitman, Emily Dickinson, and Margaret Fuller. Thoreau’s Walden reflects Emerson’s ideals 

of self-reliance and harmony with nature, while Whitman’s poetry celebrates the individual self 

and democratic spirit in an unmistakably Emersonian manner. Emerson’s emphasis on intuition 

and originality also laid the groundwork for later literary movements, including American 

Romanticism and modernist thought. 

Beyond literature, Emerson influenced social reform movements, including 

abolitionism, educational reform, and environmental consciousness. His belief that moral 

change begins with the individual inspired ethical activism and progressive thinking. In 

philosophy, Emerson contributed to the development of American pragmatism by emphasizing 

experience, moral action, and personal insight. His thought continues to resonate in 

contemporary discussions on freedom, democracy, environmental ethics, and selfhood, 

confirming his enduring relevance in American intellectual life. 

3.7. SUMMING UP 

This unit has explored Ralph Waldo Emerson as a central figure in American 

Transcendentalism, focusing on his life, background, philosophical ideas, and literary 

contributions. We examined the historical and intellectual context that shaped his thought, his 

understanding of transcendentalism, and his major ideas such as self-reliance, individualism, 

and the spiritual significance of nature. Emerson’s role as an essayist and philosopher 

highlights his ability to blend literary expression with philosophical depth, making his ideas 

both influential and enduring. His writings promote moral independence, ethical responsibility, 

and harmony with nature, establishing him as a foundational thinker in American literature and 

philosophy. 

3.8. ANSWERS TO SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 
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1. What are the main features of Emerson’s writing style? 

Emerson’s style is aphoristic, metaphorical, reflective, and poetic. He combines 

philosophical ideas with literary elegance. 

2. Why is Emerson considered a transcendental thinker? 

He emphasizes intuition, self-reliance, spiritual unity with nature, and moral 

independence over tradition and authority. 

3. How did Emerson influence American literature? 

He inspired writers like Thoreau, Whitman, and Dickinson and helped establish a 

distinct American literary identity. 

4. What is the importance of nature in Emerson’s philosophy? 

Nature is a source of spiritual insight and a medium through which humans connect 

with the universal spirit. 

5. How does Emerson link individualism with ethics? 

He believes true individuality leads to moral responsibility and ethical action guided 

by conscience. 

3.9. REFERENCES 

• Emerson, Ralph Waldo. Nature. 1836. 

• Emerson, Ralph Waldo. Essays: First Series. 1841. 

• Emerson, Ralph Waldo. Essays: Second Series. 1844. 

• Thoreau, Henry David. Walden. 1854. 

• Buell, Lawrence. Emerson. Harvard University Press. 

• Bloom, Harold. Ralph Waldo Emerson. Chelsea House. 

• Matthiessen, F. O. American Renaissance. Oxford University Press. 

3.10. TERMINAL AND MODEL QUESTIONS 

Long Answer Questions 

1. Discuss Ralph Waldo Emerson as a transcendental thinker with reference to his major 

ideas. 

2. Examine Emerson’s contribution to American literature as an essayist and philosopher. 

3. Analyze the concepts of self-reliance and individualism in Emerson’s thought. 
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Short Answer Questions 

1. What is Transcendentalism? 

2. Define the concept of the Over-Soul. 

3. Mention two features of Emerson’s prose style. 

4. Name two writers influenced by Emerson. 

Model Question 

“Emerson’s philosophy is a call to self-trust and moral independence.” 

Discuss this statement with reference to his essays. 
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UNIT 4    RALPH WALDO EMERSON – II “NATURE”  
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    4.5.2. Unity of Man and Nature 

    4.5.3. Symbolism of Nature 
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4.8. Summing Up 
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4.10. References 



GREEN LITERATURE  BAEL(N)-350 

80 
 

4.11. Terminal and Model Questions 

 

4.1. INTRODUCTION 

In Unit 3, we explored Ralph Waldo Emerson as a thinker, philosopher, and essayist, focusing 

on his life, intellectual background, transcendental philosophy, and major ideas such as self-

reliance, individualism, freedom, nature, and the Over-Soul. That unit helped us understand 

what Emerson believed and why his ideas became central to American Transcendentalism. 

Having examined Emerson’s philosophical foundations and literary approach, we now move a 

step further in Unit 4 to study one of his most influential and foundational works—the essay 

Nature. 

Unit 4, titled “Ralph Waldo Emerson – II: Nature”, builds directly upon the conceptual 

framework established in the previous unit. If Unit 3 introduced Emerson as a visionary thinker, 

Unit 4 allows us to see his philosophy in action. Nature (1836) is not merely an essay; it is the 

manifesto of Transcendentalism, where Emerson articulates his vision of the relationship 

between human beings, the natural world, and the divine spirit. The ideas of intuition, self-

reliance, spiritual unity, and the Over-Soul—discussed theoretically in Unit 3—find their most 

vivid and concrete expression in this text. 

This unit will closely examine Nature as a philosophical, literary, and spiritual work, 

highlighting how Emerson transforms nature from a passive background into an active source 

of knowledge, moral insight, and spiritual renewal. Students will explore the structure of the 

essay, its key concepts, major themes, symbols, and Emerson’s distinctive style and language. 

The unit will also discuss the critical significance of Nature in American literature and its 

lasting influence on environmental thought, literature, and philosophy. 

Thus, Unit 4 serves as a logical continuation and deepening of Unit 3, enabling students 

to move from Emerson’s general ideas to a focused study of the text that defines his 

transcendental vision. Through Nature, readers are invited to reconsider their relationship with 

the world around them and recognize literature as a powerful medium for philosophical and 

ecological reflection. 

The course comprises multiple components, with the Self-Learning Material 

(SLM) and counselling sessions being key elements. To gain a comprehensive 

understanding of the course content, it is essential that you engage with all these 

components in a balanced manner. As you are enrolled in an Open and Distance Learning 
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(ODL) program, self-directed study plays a vital role in your academic success. 

Accordingly, each unit concludes with a list of suggested readings and references. You are 

strongly encouraged to consult these resources to enhance your comprehension and 

deepen your engagement with the subject matter. 

3.2. OBJECTIVES 

By the end of this unit, students will be able to: 

1. Understand the Central Ideas of Nature – Comprehend the philosophical and literary 

arguments presented in Emerson’s essay Nature and their place within transcendentalist 

thought. 

2. Analyze Nature as a Philosophical Concept – Examine how Emerson presents nature 

as a spiritual, moral, and symbolic force rather than a mere physical environment. 

3. Interpret Key Themes and Symbols – Identify and interpret major themes such as 

self-reliance, intuition, the Over-Soul, and the relationship between humans and the 

natural world in Nature. 

4. Apply Ecocritical and Philosophical Perspectives – Relate Emerson’s ideas in 

Nature to broader ecocritical, ethical, and philosophical discussions relevant to 

contemporary environmental concerns. 

5. Develop Critical and Analytical Skills – Enhance the ability to read Nature critically, 

connecting Emerson’s language, style, and ideas to his wider influence on American 

literature and thought. 

4.3. INTRODUCTION TO THE ESSAY “NATURE” 

Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essay “Nature” is one of the most significant texts in American literary, 

philosophical, and intellectual history. First published in 1836, the essay serves as the 

foundational manifesto of Transcendentalism, a movement that reshaped American thought by 

emphasizing intuition, individual consciousness, and the spiritual significance of the natural 

world. Nature is not merely an essay about landscapes or physical surroundings; rather, it is a 

profound philosophical exploration of the relationship between human beings, nature, and the 

divine. 

In Nature, Emerson challenges conventional ways of perceiving the world, particularly 

those shaped by tradition, institutional religion, and materialism. He argues that modern 
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humans have become alienated from nature, viewing it either as a resource to be exploited or 

as a backdrop for human activity. Against this utilitarian and anthropocentric view, Emerson 

proposes a spiritual and symbolic understanding of nature, where the natural world becomes a 

medium for moral insight, self-discovery, and communion with the universal spirit. 

The essay is written in a lyrical, reflective, and philosophical style, blending poetic 

imagery with abstract reasoning. Emerson invites readers to step away from social conventions 

and rediscover nature through direct personal experience. This emphasis on individual 

perception and intuition marks a decisive break from Enlightenment rationalism and orthodox 

religious doctrines. Thus, Nature inaugurates a new way of thinking in American literature—

one that places the individual soul in direct contact with the cosmos. 

4.3.1 PUBLICATION AND BACKGROUND OF THE ESSAY “NATURE” 

Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essay “Nature” was first published in 1836, marking a decisive 

moment in American literary and philosophical history. This essay is widely regarded as the 

foundational text of American Transcendentalism, as it lays down the philosophical principles 

that Emerson would later develop in his subsequent essays such as Self-Reliance, The Over-

Soul, and The American Scholar. The publication of Nature signaled a clear departure from 

traditional religious, philosophical, and literary frameworks inherited from Europe and 

announced the emergence of a distinctly American intellectual voice. 

The background of Nature is closely connected to Emerson’s personal, intellectual, and 

spiritual journey. By the time the essay was published, Emerson had already resigned from the 

Unitarian ministry (1832), disillusioned with organized religion and its rigid doctrines. His 

resignation was followed by a period of intense self-reflection, reading, and travel, particularly 

his European tour (1833–1834), where he encountered thinkers such as Thomas Carlyle, 

Wordsworth, and Coleridge. These interactions exposed him to Romanticism and German 

Idealism, which deeply influenced his belief in intuition, imagination, and the spiritual unity 

of existence. 

In the American context, the early 19th century was marked by industrial growth, urban 

expansion, and social reform movements. While technological progress promised material 

comfort, it also led to spiritual alienation and environmental degradation. Emerson perceived 

that American society was becoming overly materialistic and intellectually dependent on 

European traditions. Nature emerged as a response to this crisis, advocating a return to direct 

experience, spiritual independence, and communion with the natural world. 
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The essay was published anonymously at first, reflecting Emerson’s initial hesitation 

and the radical nature of his ideas. At that time, the concept that nature could serve as a direct 

source of spiritual truth, independent of church or scripture, was considered controversial. 

However, the essay soon gained recognition among progressive thinkers and became the 

intellectual foundation of the Transcendentalist circle, including Henry David Thoreau, 

Margaret Fuller, and Bronson Alcott. 

Thus, the publication and background of Nature reflect a convergence of personal 

transformation, cultural dissatisfaction, and philosophical innovation, making it one of the most 

influential essays in American literature. 

4.3.2 PURPOSE OF THE ESSAY “NATURE” 

The primary purpose of Emerson’s essay Nature is to redefine the relationship between human 

beings, the natural world, and the divine. Emerson seeks to challenge the prevailing belief that 

knowledge and spirituality must come from books, institutions, or inherited traditions. Instead, 

he argues that nature itself is the ultimate teacher, capable of guiding humans toward truth, 

moral clarity, and spiritual enlightenment. 

One of the central aims of the essay is to restore humanity’s lost connection with nature. 

Emerson observes that modern individuals experience nature as something external or 

utilitarian—something to be used, owned, or conquered. Through Nature, he urges readers to 

move beyond this superficial relationship and recognize nature as a living presence infused 

with spiritual meaning. By immersing oneself in nature with openness and humility, an 

individual can transcend ego, social identity, and material concerns. 

Another important purpose of the essay is to establish the transcendental principle of 

intuition over tradition. Emerson criticizes blind reliance on the past, famously asserting that 

“our age is retrospective.” He believes that excessive dependence on historical texts and 

second-hand knowledge prevents individuals from experiencing truth directly. Nature 

encourages readers to trust their own perception and intuition, thereby cultivating self-reliance 

and intellectual independence. 

The essay also aims to articulate the concept of the unity of existence, which later 

develops into the idea of the Over-Soul. Emerson presents nature as a manifestation of the 

universal spirit, where the material and the spiritual are interconnected. This vision promotes 

an ethical outlook based on harmony, respect, and responsibility toward all forms of life. Thus, 
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Nature is not merely descriptive but deeply moral and philosophical, urging humans to live in 

accordance with universal laws. 

Finally, Emerson’s purpose is literary and cultural. He seeks to inspire the creation of a 

new American literature and philosophy, rooted in native landscapes and experiences rather 

than European models. Nature serves as a manifesto for intellectual originality, spiritual 

freedom, and ecological awareness. 

In essence, the purpose of Nature is to awaken individuals to the transformative power 

of nature, to assert the authority of the self, and to lay the philosophical groundwork for 

American Transcendentalism, making the essay both timeless and profoundly relevant. 

4.4. STRUCTURE AND MAJOR SECTION OF “NATURE” 

Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essay “Nature” (1836) is not a loosely arranged meditation but a 

carefully structured philosophical text, divided into distinct sections that progressively develop 

his transcendental vision. Each section examines a specific aspect of the human relationship 

with the natural world and reveals how nature functions not merely as physical surroundings 

but as a spiritual, moral, intellectual, and symbolic force. Emerson moves from the material 

usefulness of nature to its highest spiritual significance, demonstrating how nature educates, 

disciplines, and elevates the human soul. 

The major sections—Nature, Commodity, Beauty, Language, and Discipline—form a 

philosophical progression. Together, they articulate Emerson’s belief that communion with 

nature leads to self-knowledge, moral growth, and spiritual enlightenment. The structure 

reflects transcendentalist principles: intuition over tradition, spirit over matter, and unity over 

division. 

4.4.1 NATURE 

The opening section, “Nature,” establishes the foundational ideas of the essay and introduces 

Emerson’s central distinction between nature and society. Emerson begins by asserting that 

modern humans are alienated from nature due to excessive socialization, materialism, and 

reliance on tradition. He argues that society distracts individuals from experiencing the pure 

and original relationship between the self and the natural world. 

Emerson defines nature broadly as everything that is not the human soul, including 

landscapes, animals, plants, and natural phenomena. However, he does not treat nature as 

lifeless matter; instead, he presents it as a living presence capable of inspiring spiritual insight. 
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He famously declares that nature wears “the colors of the spirit,” suggesting that the natural 

world reflects the inner condition of the observer. 

One of the most striking ideas in this section is Emerson’s belief that solitude in nature 

leads to self-realization. When an individual stands alone in the woods, away from social 

pressures and artificial distinctions, he becomes aware of his unity with the universe. Emerson 

writes that in nature, he becomes a “transparent eyeball,” symbolizing the dissolution of ego 

and the absorption of the self into the universal spirit. 

This section emphasizes that nature is restorative. It renews the human spirit, cures 

emotional fatigue, and restores moral clarity. Even the simplest natural scenes—sunsets, stars, 

or forests—possess the power to uplift the soul. Nature is presented as timeless and pure, 

standing in contrast to the corruption and artificiality of human institutions. 

Thus, the first section establishes nature as a source of spiritual truth and self-discovery, 

setting the philosophical tone for the rest of the essay. 

4.4.2 COMMODITY 

In the section titled “Commodity,” Emerson discusses the practical and material usefulness of 

nature. He acknowledges that nature serves human needs by providing food, shelter, clothing, 

fuel, and tools. Rivers offer transportation, forests supply timber, and animals assist in labor. 

This recognition grounds Emerson’s philosophy in reality, demonstrating that 

transcendentalism does not deny material existence.  

However, Emerson is careful to show that nature’s utility does not reduce its value. 

Instead, he argues that nature’s usefulness is part of a larger divine design. Human dependence 

on nature reinforces the idea that humans are not separate from or superior to the natural world 

but are participants in a larger ecological system. 

Emerson also introduces the idea that nature’s material resources are generously and 

intelligently arranged. Natural processes—such as the cycles of seasons or the fertility of soil—

operate according to universal laws that reflect cosmic harmony. This reinforces his belief that 

nature is governed by order and purpose, not chaos. 

Importantly, Emerson warns against exploiting nature purely for profit. While nature 

provides material benefits, humans must approach it with reverence rather than greed. This idea 

anticipates modern ecological ethics and critiques of industrial exploitation. 

Thus, in the “Commodity” section, Emerson balances practical realism with spiritual 

idealism, emphasizing that material use should coexist with moral respect for nature. 
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4.4.3 BEAUTY 

The section “Beauty” elevates the discussion from utility to aesthetic and emotional experience. 

Emerson argues that nature possesses an inherent beauty that affects the human mind and spirit. 

This beauty is not dependent on wealth, education, or social status; it is universally accessible. 

Emerson identifies three levels of beauty in nature: 

1. Physical Beauty – The immediate pleasure derived from landscapes, colors, forms, and 

harmony. Natural beauty delights the senses and offers joy, peace, and emotional 

refreshment. 

2. Spiritual Beauty – Nature symbolizes moral and spiritual truths. For example, light 

represents knowledge, growth symbolizes moral progress, and decay suggests 

transformation. 

3. Intellectual Beauty – Nature stimulates the intellect and imagination, inspiring art, 

poetry, and philosophical reflection. 

Nature, according to Emerson, has the power to correct human sorrow and arrogance. It 

humbles the proud and comforts the distressed. A beautiful landscape reminds individuals of a 

higher order beyond personal suffering or ambition. 

Emerson also suggests that beauty in nature fosters ethical sensitivity. When individuals 

learn to appreciate beauty, they become more compassionate, reflective, and morally aware. 

Thus, aesthetic experience becomes a pathway to ethical and spiritual growth. 

This section reinforces Emerson’s belief that nature is not passive scenery but an active 

moral and emotional force shaping human character. 

4.4.4 LANGUAGE 

In the section titled “Language,” Emerson explores the relationship between nature and human 

communication. He argues that language originates in nature, as words are fundamentally 

symbols derived from natural objects and processes. For example, words describing moral 

qualities often have physical origins—“right” suggests straightness, “wrong” implies 

deviation. 

Emerson proposes a symbolic theory of language, asserting that natural facts 

correspond to spiritual realities. Nature serves as a universal symbolic system through which 
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humans understand abstract concepts. This idea reflects Emerson’s transcendental belief that 

the material and spiritual worlds are interconnected. 

He further argues that poetry and imaginative literature arise from this symbolic 

relationship. Poets, by observing nature closely, translate its symbols into language that 

communicates spiritual truth. Thus, nature is the original teacher of language, art, and 

philosophy. 

This section highlights Emerson’s innovative contribution to literary theory. He 

suggests that true language is not artificial or mechanical but organic and symbolic, rooted in 

lived experience and natural observation. 

By linking language to nature, Emerson dissolves the boundary between words and 

world, reinforcing the transcendental idea of unity between mind, nature, and spirit. 

4.4.5 DISCIPLINE 

The final major section, “Discipline,” presents nature as a moral and intellectual educator. 

Emerson argues that nature disciplines the human mind by teaching truth, morality, and self-

control. Natural laws—cause and effect, growth and decay, balance and harmony—mirror 

moral laws. 

Nature disciplines understanding by encouraging observation and reasoning. Scientific 

study of nature leads to intellectual humility and respect for universal laws. At the same time, 

nature disciplines the will by teaching patience, resilience, and acceptance of limitation. 

Emerson emphasizes that every natural fact is a moral fact. For instance, hardship 

teaches endurance, cycles teach patience, and interdependence teaches responsibility. Nature 

becomes a moral classroom in which humans learn through experience rather than instruction. 

This section also connects nature to self-discipline and ethical living. By aligning 

oneself with natural laws, individuals cultivate inner harmony and moral integrity. This idea 

bridges Emerson’s transcendentalism with practical ethics. 

The “Discipline” section concludes the essay by showing that nature’s highest function 

is spiritual and moral education, completing the philosophical ascent from material utility to 

ethical enlightenment. 

4.5. KEY THEMES IN “NATURE” 

Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essay Nature (1836) is the foundational text of American 

Transcendentalism and one of the most influential philosophical essays in American literature. 
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In this essay, Emerson explores the profound relationship between human beings and the 

natural world, presenting nature not merely as a physical environment but as a spiritual, moral, 

and symbolic force. The essay proposes a radical rethinking of humanity’s place in the universe, 

emphasizing spiritual awakening, unity of existence, and the symbolic meaning of natural 

phenomena. The major themes of Nature—nature as a spiritual teacher, the unity of man and 

nature, and the symbolism of nature—form the philosophical core of Emerson’s transcendental 

thought. 

4.5.1 NATURE AS A SPIRITUAL TEACHER 

One of the most central themes in Nature is Emerson’s belief that nature serves as a spiritual 

teacher. Emerson rejects the conventional view of nature as merely a resource to be exploited 

or a scenic background for human activity. Instead, he presents nature as a living presence 

capable of instructing the human soul, guiding individuals toward moral clarity, spiritual 

insight, and self-realization. 

Emerson begins the essay by asserting that modern human beings have lost their direct 

relationship with nature due to social conventions, materialism, and institutional religion. 

According to him, people rely too heavily on books, traditions, and second-hand knowledge 

instead of engaging directly with the natural world. Nature, for Emerson, offers immediate and 

authentic knowledge that cannot be replaced by intellectual learning alone. When a person 

enters nature with an open mind and receptive spirit, they experience a sense of renewal and 

spiritual elevation. 

In one of the most famous passages of the essay, Emerson describes becoming a 

“transparent eyeball”, a metaphor that signifies the dissolution of the ego and the merging of 

the individual self with the natural universe. In this state, the individual perceives truth directly 

and intuitively. Nature teaches humility by reminding humans of their smallness in the vast 

universe, yet it also offers dignity by connecting them to a larger spiritual reality. Thus, nature 

becomes a moral and spiritual guide, leading individuals away from selfishness and toward 

harmony. 

Nature also teaches important ethical lessons. Emerson believes that the laws governing 

nature—order, balance, growth, and renewal—are reflections of moral laws. By observing 

natural processes such as seasons, cycles of life and death, and regeneration, individuals learn 

patience, acceptance, and faith in the larger design of existence. Nature encourages moral 
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discipline, helping individuals align their lives with universal principles rather than narrow 

personal desires. 

Furthermore, Emerson emphasizes that nature has a healing and restorative power. In 

moments of sorrow, confusion, or despair, nature offers solace and emotional balance. The 

quiet presence of forests, rivers, and skies restores the human spirit and reminds individuals of 

their connection to something eternal. This spiritual comfort reinforces Emerson’s belief that 

nature is not indifferent but deeply responsive to human emotional and spiritual needs. 

In this sense, Nature presents a vision where spiritual education does not depend on 

churches or doctrines but on direct communion with the natural world. Emerson’s idea 

anticipates modern ecological and environmental philosophies that view nature as a source of 

wisdom rather than domination. 

4.5.2 UNITY OF MAN AND NATURE 

Another fundamental theme in Nature is the idea of the unity of man and nature. Emerson 

challenges the dualistic thinking that separates humans from the natural world, arguing instead 

that humans are an integral part of nature. According to him, the division between the human 

mind and the external world is artificial and misleading. 

Emerson introduces the concept of the Over-Soul, a universal spiritual force that 

connects all beings—humans, animals, plants, and the physical universe. This shared spiritual 

essence dissolves boundaries between the self and nature. When individuals recognize this 

unity, they realize that harming nature is equivalent to harming oneself. Thus, Emerson’s 

philosophy carries strong ethical implications regarding human responsibility toward the 

environment. 

The unity of man and nature is not merely physical but spiritual and intellectual. 

Emerson argues that the same universal laws that govern nature also operate within the human 

mind. Human reason, creativity, and moral sense are reflections of the larger cosmic order. This 

idea reinforces Emerson’s belief in the innate goodness and potential of humanity, as humans 

participate in the same divine energy that animates the universe. 

Emerson’s rejection of anthropocentrism is significant. He does not place humans 

above nature but within it. While humans possess consciousness and moral awareness, they are 

not masters of nature but participants in a shared system of existence. This perspective contrasts 

sharply with the dominant industrial worldview of his time, which emphasized exploitation and 

control of natural resources. 
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The unity of man and nature also shapes Emerson’s understanding of freedom. True 

freedom, according to him, arises not from domination over nature but from harmonious 

coexistence. When individuals align themselves with natural laws, they achieve inner peace, 

self-reliance, and moral independence. Nature thus becomes a partner in human self-

development rather than an obstacle to progress. 

This theme also has profound implications for social and cultural life. Emerson suggests 

that societies that lose their connection with nature become spiritually impoverished and 

morally corrupt. Industrialization, materialism, and excessive urbanization alienate individuals 

from their natural roots. Reconnecting with nature restores not only individual integrity but 

also social balance and ethical responsibility. 

In modern terms, Emerson’s vision anticipates ecological consciousness, emphasizing 

sustainability, respect for natural systems, and the interconnectedness of life. His insistence on 

unity challenges readers to rethink humanity’s role in the ecological web and adopt a more 

ethical and holistic worldview. 

4.5.3 SYMBOLISM OF NATURE 

Symbolism is another key theme in Nature, and Emerson uses it to bridge the gap between the 

physical and the spiritual. He argues that nature is a symbolic language, through which deeper 

truths about human existence and the universe are communicated. Every natural object, 

according to Emerson, represents a spiritual or moral idea. 

In the essay’s section on Language, Emerson explains that words themselves originate 

from natural objects. For example, terms related to emotion, thought, and morality often derive 

from physical experiences in nature. This linguistic connection reveals that human 

consciousness is deeply rooted in the natural world. Nature, therefore, is not silent; it speaks 

through symbols that the human mind can interpret. 

Emerson asserts that natural phenomena—such as light, darkness, storms, and 

growth—symbolize spiritual states and moral truths. Light represents knowledge and divine 

presence; darkness signifies ignorance or mystery; growth reflects moral and spiritual 

development. These symbols are not arbitrary but emerge naturally from human interaction 

with the world. Nature thus becomes a universal symbolic system, accessible to all who observe 

it with insight. 

Symbolism in Nature also reinforces Emerson’s transcendental belief that the material 

world is a reflection of a higher spiritual reality. Physical objects are not ends in themselves 
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but manifestations of spiritual laws. By interpreting nature symbolically, individuals transcend 

materialism and perceive the deeper meaning of existence. 

This symbolic understanding of nature also elevates the role of the poet and thinker. 

Emerson believes that poets, philosophers, and artists possess a heightened ability to interpret 

natural symbols and reveal their deeper significance to society. In this sense, literature becomes 

a medium through which nature’s symbolic language is translated into human understanding. 

Emerson’s own essay serves as an example of this process, blending poetic imagery with 

philosophical insight. 

Symbolism further strengthens the ethical dimension of Nature. If natural objects 

symbolize moral truths, then ignoring or destroying nature leads to spiritual blindness. 

Respecting nature becomes not only an ecological duty but also a moral and intellectual 

responsibility. Through symbolism, Emerson connects environmental awareness with ethical 

living and intellectual clarity. 

4.6. EMERSON’S CONCEPT OF THE OVER-SOUL IN NATURE 

One of the most profound philosophical ideas expressed in Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essay 

Nature (1836) is the concept of the Over-Soul. Although Emerson later elaborated this idea 

more fully in his essay The Over-Soul (1841), its philosophical foundation is clearly laid in 

Nature. The Over-Soul represents Emerson’s belief in a universal spiritual essence that 

connects human beings, nature, and the divine into a single harmonious reality. 

Meaning of the Over-Soul 

The Over-Soul, in Emerson’s philosophy, refers to a universal spiritual force that permeates all 

existence. It is not a personal god in the traditional religious sense but a transcendent spiritual 

unity in which all individual souls participate. According to Emerson, the Over-Soul is present 

within every human being and in every aspect of nature. This belief challenges the conventional 

separation between the human self, the natural world, and God. 

In Nature, Emerson suggests that when an individual immerses himself in nature with 

humility and openness, he experiences a moment of spiritual unity, where the boundaries 

between self and the universe dissolve. In one of the most famous passages of the essay, 

Emerson writes that standing alone in the woods, he becomes a “transparent eyeball”, 

absorbing and reflecting the divine presence of nature. This metaphor powerfully expresses the 

idea that the self becomes part of a larger spiritual consciousness—the Over-Soul. 
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Nature as the Medium of the Over-Soul 

In Nature, Emerson presents the natural world as the primary medium through which the Over-

Soul communicates with human beings. Nature is not merely physical matter; it is a symbolic 

and spiritual system that reflects universal truths. Every natural object—trees, rivers, stars, 

seasons—serves as a symbol of deeper spiritual realities. 

Through contemplation of nature, the individual transcends material perception and 

accesses spiritual insight. This experience is intuitive rather than rational. Emerson argues that 

intuition, not logic or doctrine, is the means by which humans perceive the Over-Soul. This 

emphasis on intuition aligns with transcendentalist philosophy, which privileges inner 

experience over external authority. 

Unity of Individual Soul and Universal Spirit 

A key implication of the Over-Soul is the unity of all beings. Emerson rejects the notion of 

isolated individual existence. Instead, he proposes that each person is a manifestation of the 

universal spirit. When individuals recognize their connection to the Over-Soul, they gain a 

deeper sense of moral responsibility, compassion, and ethical awareness. 

In Nature, this unity is expressed through Emerson’s insistence that nature and 

humanity are not separate entities. The human soul mirrors the structure of the universe, and 

the universe reflects the moral and spiritual order of the soul. This interconnectedness dissolves 

hierarchies between humans and nature, promoting a vision of spiritual equality and harmony. 

Ethical Implications of the Over-Soul 

The concept of the Over-Soul carries profound ethical significance. If all beings are connected 

through a universal spirit, then moral action becomes a matter of recognizing and respecting 

this unity. Exploitation of nature, injustice toward others, and selfish behavior are seen as 

violations of spiritual harmony. 

Emerson’s Over-Soul thus lays the groundwork for later ecological and ethical thought. 

By emphasizing unity rather than domination, Nature challenges anthropocentric worldviews 

and promotes a more respectful, reverent relationship with the natural world. 

Over-Soul and Transcendental Freedom 

Finally, the Over-Soul provides the philosophical basis for spiritual freedom. Emerson believes 

that individuals who recognize their participation in the Over-Soul are liberated from fear, 
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conformity, and material obsession. They become self-reliant not because they are isolated, but 

because they are grounded in a universal spiritual truth. 

Thus, in Nature, the Over-Soul is both a metaphysical concept and a practical guide for 

living, encouraging spiritual awareness, ethical conduct, and harmony with nature. 

4.7. RELEVANCE OF “NATURE” IN THE MODERN WORLD 

Although Nature was written in 1836, its ideas remain remarkably relevant in the contemporary 

world, particularly in the context of environmental crises, technological advancement, and 

spiritual alienation. Emerson’s essay offers insights that resonate with modern concerns about 

ecology, sustainability, mental well-being, and ethical living. 

Environmental Relevance 

One of the most significant modern applications of Nature lies in the field of environmental 

thought and ecocriticism. Emerson’s vision of nature as sacred and spiritually meaningful 

challenges the modern tendency to view the environment as a resource to be exploited. His 

insistence on the intrinsic value of nature aligns with contemporary ecological ethics that 

emphasize conservation, sustainability, and respect for ecosystems. 

In an age marked by climate change, deforestation, pollution, and biodiversity loss, 

Emerson’s call for a harmonious relationship between humans and nature is both urgent and 

instructive. Nature encourages readers to see environmental destruction not merely as a 

technical problem but as a spiritual and moral crisis. 

Critique of Materialism and Industrialization 

Emerson’s essay critiques excessive materialism and blind dependence on technology—

concerns that have intensified in the modern world. He warns that overreliance on material 

progress distances humans from spiritual truth and natural harmony. In contemporary society, 

characterized by consumerism and digital overload, Emerson’s emphasis on simplicity, 

reflection, and direct engagement with nature offers a powerful counterbalance. 

Psychological and Spiritual Well-being 

Modern psychology increasingly recognizes the mental health benefits of contact with nature. 

Emerson anticipated this insight by emphasizing nature’s role in restoring emotional balance, 

clarity, and inner peace. In Nature, the natural world serves as a source of renewal and healing, 

offering solace from social pressures and internal conflict. 
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In a fast-paced, stress-driven world, Emerson’s belief that solitude in nature leads to 

self-discovery and spiritual growth remains deeply relevant. 

Relevance to Education and Humanities 

In educational contexts, Nature continues to be a foundational text in literature, philosophy, 

environmental studies, and ethics. It encourages interdisciplinary thinking by connecting 

literature with philosophy, ecology, and spirituality. For students, the essay demonstrates how 

literary texts can engage with real-world issues and foster critical, ethical reflection. 

Global and Ecological Consciousness 

Emerson’s vision of unity between humanity and nature anticipates modern ideas of global 

interconnectedness. The Over-Soul can be read as a metaphor for ecological interdependence, 

where actions in one part of the world affect the whole system. This perspective aligns with 

contemporary ecological science and global ethics. 

Thus, Nature continues to inspire ecological awareness, spiritual reflection, and ethical 

responsibility in the modern world. 

4.8. SUMMING UP 

Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essay “Nature” (1836) stands as the foundational text of American 

Transcendentalism and a landmark in both literary and philosophical history. In this essay, 

Emerson redefines the relationship between human beings, nature, and the divine, rejecting 

materialism, institutional religion, and purely empirical knowledge. Instead, he proposes a 

vision in which nature is a living, spiritual presence capable of guiding human beings toward 

moral truth, self-realization, and spiritual enlightenment. 

Throughout Nature, Emerson argues that nature is not merely an external environment 

or a source of material utility but a spiritual teacher that reflects universal laws. By engaging 

deeply with the natural world, individuals can transcend the limitations of the senses and 

intellect and gain access to higher truths through intuition. Nature becomes a medium through 

which the individual connects with the Over-Soul, the universal spirit that unites all beings. 

The essay systematically develops this philosophy through its major sections—Nature, 

Commodity, Beauty, Language, and Discipline—each revealing a different function of nature 

in human life. Emerson shows how nature provides material support, aesthetic pleasure, 

symbolic meaning, moral discipline, and spiritual insight. These ideas challenge 
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anthropocentric and utilitarian attitudes, promoting instead a harmonious and ethical 

relationship between humans and the natural world. 

In the modern context of environmental degradation, climate change, and spiritual 

alienation, Nature remains profoundly relevant. Emerson’s vision anticipates contemporary 

ecological ethics and environmental thought by emphasizing interconnectedness, respect for 

nature, and moral responsibility. Thus, Nature is not merely a philosophical essay but a timeless 

call for ecological awareness, spiritual renewal, and ethical living. 

3.8. ANSWERS TO SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 

Q1.  What is Emerson’s view of nature in the essay? 

Ans. Emerson views nature as a living, spiritual entity that teaches moral truths and connects 

humans with the divine. 

Q2. What is the Over-Soul? 

Ans. The Over-Soul is the universal spirit that unites all individuals, nature, and God into a 

single spiritual reality. 

Q3.  How does Emerson criticize materialism in “Nature”? 

Ans. He argues that materialism limits human perception and prevents spiritual growth by 

reducing nature to mere utility. 

Q4. Explain the symbolic function of nature. 

Ans. Nature serves as a system of symbols through which spiritual truths and moral laws are 

communicated to humans. 

Q5. What role does intuition play in Emerson’s philosophy? 

Ans. Intuition allows individuals to access higher truths directly, beyond sensory experience 

or rational logic. 

Q6. How is “Nature” relevant today? 

Ans. It addresses modern concerns such as environmental degradation, spiritual alienation, 

and ethical responsibility toward nature. 

4.10. REFERENCES 
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4.10. TERMINAL AND MODEL QUESTIONS 

Terminal Questions (Long Answer Type) 

1. Discuss Emerson’s concept of nature as a spiritual teacher in the essay Nature. 

2. Examine the philosophical significance of the Over-Soul in Nature. 

3. Analyze the structure of Nature and explain how its sections develop Emerson’s 

transcendental philosophy. 

4. Evaluate the relevance of Emerson’s Nature in the context of modern environmental 

concerns. 

5. “Nature is the embodiment of divine truth.” Discuss with reference to Emerson’s essay. 

Model / Short Answer Questions 

1. Define Transcendentalism. 

2. What is meant by intuition in Emerson’s philosophy? 

3. Explain the term Over-Soul. 

4. What is the symbolic function of nature? 

5. Why does Emerson reject materialism? 
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5.1. INTRODUCTION 

This unit introduces you to Ghosh’s "Green" novels, specifically focusing on The Hungry Tide 

and the great Ibis Trilogy (Sea of Poppies, River of Smoke, and Flood of Fire). As you study 

this unit, you will see how Ghosh uses the novel form to give voice to the "silenced" actors of 

history—not just the subaltern human subjects: indentured labourers, refugees, and sailors, but 

also the non-human agents: the rivers, the storms, the plants and the animals. We will explore 

how his background in social anthropology influences his "archaeological" method of 

storytelling, helping him to dig out the ecological costs of empire. 

By now, you should have developed a general understanding of how literature reflects 

and shapes our relationship with the world around us. You would have explored nature writing 

and romanticization of the wilderness by writers of the Romantic Age. In this unit, we turn our 

attention to a writer who completely disrupts these comfortable traditions: Amitav Ghosh. 

Unlike the Romantic poets who sought peace and comfort in nature, Ghosh presents the 

environment as a site of history, politics, and struggle. Whether it is the man-eating tigers of 

the Sundarbans or the poppy fields of colonial India, nature in Ghosh’s work is deeply involved 

with the forces of imperialism, capitalism, and scientific modernity. 

In the twenty-first century, "environment" is no longer just a backdrop for human 

affairs; it is a protagonist, often a violent and unpredictable one. We are living in the 

Anthropocene—a geological age defined by human impact on the planet. Literature that 

engages with this reality is known as "Green Literature" or "Eco-fiction." Amitav Ghosh stands 

out as a pioneering figure among writers who have systematically dissolved the boundaries 

between human history and natural history. 

 

5.2. OBJECTIVES 

After going through this unit, you should be able to: 

● Define Green Literature and explain its evolution from traditional nature writing to 

contemporary ecocriticism. 

● Understand the key theoretical concepts of Green Theory, Deep Ecology, Social Ecology, 

and Postcolonial Ecocriticism. 

● Analyse the distinctive characteristics of Amitav Ghosh’s writing style. 

● Appraise The Hungry Tide as a complex exploration of the conflict between wildlife 

conservation and human rights in the Global South. 

● Examine the Ibis Trilogy as an ecological history of the opium trade, and understand how 
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agriculture under the British rule changed the landscapes and economies of Asia. 

● Identify and interpret the agency of non-human elements - (the tide, the poppy and the 

cyclone) - in Ghosh’s narratives. 

 

5.3. GREEN LITERATURE 

5.3.1. Meaning and Key Aspects of Green Literature 

Before you start studying Ghosh’s texts, you must understand what is meant by "Green 

Literature." You might initially think of poems about daffodils or essays about walking in the 

woods. While these are part of the tradition, Green Literature in the contemporary sense is 

broader and more critical. It includes a diverse body of literary works that explore 

environmental themes, ecological concerns, and most importantly, the complex network of 

relationships between humanity and the non-human world. 

The term "Green" itself is very symbolic here. Historically, it has been used to represent 

renewal, balance, and the continued life of the botanical world. But in modern literary studies, 

"Green" also denotes a political and ethical viewpoint. It implies an awareness that our earth’s 

ecosystem is very fragile and reviews systems that threaten it. Green Literature does not just 

describe nature; it advocates for it. 

Key Aspects to remember: 

• Interconnectedness: The central belief is that nothing exists in isolation. Human 

culture is embedded in nature, and nature is shaped by culture. 

• Environmental Justice: This aspect is most important for understanding Ghosh. It 

looks at how environmental degradation disproportionately hurts the poor and 

marginalized - often the very people who contributed least to the problem. 

• Beyond the Human: Green literature attempts the difficult task of representing the 

world from a non-anthropocentric (non-human-centred) perspective, acknowledging 

the power and presence of animals, plants, and elements. 

5.3.2. Green Theory of Literature 

The academic study of Green Literature is popularly known as Ecocriticism. It emerged as a 

distinct field in the 1990s with the publication of The Ecocriticism Reader by Cheryll Glotfelty 

and Harold Fromm, where ecocriticism is defined as "the study of the relationship between 

literature and the physical environment". 
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Glotfelty situated ecocriticism alongside other critical movements. Just as feminist 

criticism examines literature from the perspective of gender and Marxist criticism from the 

perspective of class, ecocriticism examines it from the perspective of the earth. It asks questions 

like: How is the landscape represented in this novel? Are the values expressed consistent with 

ecological wisdom? 

Ecocriticism has evolved in "waves," and it will help you to understand Ghosh’s work 

better if you study this progression: 

● The First Wave: It focused on "wilderness" and "nature writing" (e.g., Thoreau, Muir). It 

often celebrated the separation of nature from culture and idealized the pristine (pure). 

● The Second Wave: It turned towards "environmental justice" and the "urban 

environment." It recognized that "nature" is not just out there in the wild, but also in the 

city and the factory. It began to criticize the elitism of the wilderness movement. 

● The Third Wave (Postcolonial/Global): This is where we study Amitav Ghosh. Here, 

postcolonial critique is merged with ecology, and we see how imperialism and 

globalization have devastated planetary ecosystems. The focus moves beyond the Anglo-

American to a global perspective. 

5.3.3. Theory and Practices of Green Literature 

There are several theoretical perspectives that are used to analyse texts like Ghosh's. It is 

important for you to distinguish between these, as Ghosh often dramatizes the conflict between 

them. 

Table 5.3.3.1 Key Theoretical Approaches in Green Literature 

 

Theory Core Focus Relevance to Ghosh 

Deep Ecology 

Biocentric equality. 

Believes nature has intrinsic 

value independent of human 

needs. Advocates for the 

preservation of wilderness, 

sometimes at the cost of 

human interests. 

In The Hungry Tide, the 

character Piya initially 

represents a Deep 

Ecological view, prioritizing 

the dolphins and tigers over 

the local human population. 

Social Ecology Anthropocentric, but 

critical. Argues that 

The character Nirmal (and 

Ghosh himself) often leans 
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ecological problems arise 

from deep-seated social 

problems (hierarchy, 

capitalism). Solving the 

environmental crisis 

requires solving social 

injustice. 

towards this, highlighting 

how the poor are victimized 

by both the state and nature. 

Postcolonial Ecocriticism 

Examines the intersection of 

empire and ecology. Argues 

that colonialism was an act 

of ecological imperialism, 

i.e. extracting resources, 

altering landscapes (e.g., 

plantations), and displacing 

indigenous knowledge. 

This is the primary 

perspective for the Ibis 

Trilogy, which depicts the 

opium trade as a colonial 

project that destroyed both 

Indian agriculture and 

Chinese society. 

Ecofeminism 

Connects the domination of 

women with the domination 

of nature. Both are seen as 

resources to be exploited by 

a patriarchal, capitalist 

system. 

Characters like Deeti (Sea of 

Poppies) and Kusum (The 

Hungry Tide) embody this 

connection, as their bodies 

and their lands are subjected 

to similar violence. 

5.3.4. Characteristics of Green Literature 

How do you recognize a text as Green Literature? What are the characteristics of Green 

Literature? Here are some specific characteristics you will find in Ghosh’s work: 

1. Destabilization of the Nature/Culture Dichotomy: Western thought has traditionally 

separated "Nature" (wild, instinctual) from "Culture" (civilized, rational). Green literature 

blurs this line. In Ghosh’s novels, the Sundarbans is not just "nature"; it is a landscape 

shaped by centuries of human settlement, just as the "cultural" city of Canton is shaped 

by the “natural" force of opium. 

2. Agency of the Non-Human: In traditional novels, the setting is static. In Green 

Literature, the setting is dynamic, and this is a crucial difference. The storm in The Hungry 

Tide determines the plot; the poppy flower in Sea of Poppies manipulates the economy. 

Thus “nature” is a protagonist, and matter itself is seen as vibrant and active. 

3. Scientific Realism: Unlike fantasy, Green Literature often engages deeply with science 
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(botany, cetology, geology). Ghosh’s novels are filled with scientific data, grounding his 

narrative in the material facts of the earth. 

4. Deep Time: These texts often situate human events within geological timescales, 

reminding us that human history is just a blip in the planet's life. 

5.3.5. Common Terms in Green Literature 

1. The Anthropocene: The current era where humans are geological agents. Ghosh 

explicitly addresses this in his non-fiction and fiction, exploring how human desires (like 

the desire for opium or tea) reshape the earth's crust. 

2. Displacement and Migration: Green literature often deals with climate refugees. In The 

Hungry Tide, characters are displaced by storms; in the Ibis trilogy, they are displaced by 

the economic devastation of the opium monoculture. 

3. The Supernatural or Uncanny: Ghosh argues that climate change produces uncanny 

effects—events that seem supernatural but are actually real (e.g. unexpected storms, tiger 

attacks in cities). This challenges the realist novel which is based on the assumption of a 

stable background. 

4. Toxic Discourse: Analysing the impact of toxins. The opium factory in Ghosh’s work is 

an example of a toxic environment that destroys both the worker and the land.  

5.3.6. Check Your Progress 

Exercise 1 

1. Define ‘Ecocriticism’ in your own words. 

2. How does ‘Deep Ecology’ differ from ‘Postcolonial Ecocriticism’? Which one do you 

think is more concerned with history? 

3. Why is the concept of ‘Agency of the Non-Human’ important in Green Literature? 

5.4. AMITAV GHOSH: AN OVERVIEW 

Amitav Ghosh is India's most significant contemporary writer engaging with environmental 

crisis. Born in 1956 in Kolkata, he grew up in India, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka. His education 

in Social Anthropology at Oxford University influences his fiction-writing to a large extent. 

Ghosh’s novels are not only a product of his imagination, but also of his extensive research and 

fieldwork. He treats the archive as a field site, digging up lost vocabularies, trade routes, and 

histories. 
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Ghosh’s writings can be termed as transnational, i.e. cross-border. He is interested in 

the connections across borders, especially the borders of the Indian Ocean. He sees the ocean 

not as a barrier, but as a bridge that has linked India, Africa, and China for millennia. 

While his early works dealt with political violence (Partition, riots), he gradually came 

to see that political violence is often rooted in the struggle over resources (land, water, wood). 

This led him to increasingly turn to ‘Green’ themes. His non-fiction book, The Great 

Derangement: Climate Change and the Unthinkable (2016), is a manifesto for Green 

Literature. In it, he criticises modern literature for failing to address climate change, arguing 

that the ‘bourgeois novel’ is too focused on individual psychology and has failed to address the 

collective trauma of the earth. 

5.5. AMITAV GHOSH: MAJOR FICTIONAL WORKS 

Let us now view Ghosh’s major works on green themes. It will help you to understand his 

growth and trajectory.  

Table 5.5.2 Amitav Ghosh’s Major Works and Green Themes 

Novel Year Key Themes 
Ecological 

Significance 

The Circle of 

Reason 
1986 

Migration, weaving, 

rationality 

Early exploration of 

how ideas and 

people travel; less 

explicitly 

environmental. 

The Shadow Lines 1988 
Borders, memory, 

nationalism 

Critique of artificial 

political lines; 

foreshadows his 

critique of 

separating nature 

and culture. 

The Glass Palace 2000 
Empire, timber, 

rubber, Burma 

First major Green 

text. It contains a 

detailed history of 

the teak and rubber 

industries. Shows 
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how colonial 

forestry destroyed 

ecosystems. 

The Hungry Tide 2004 

Sundarbans, 

dolphins, 

conservation 

Core Green text. 

Explicitly deals 

with the conflict 

between Man and 

Nature, and deep 

ecology vs. human 

rights. 

Sea of Poppies 

(Ibis I) 
2008 

Opium trade, 

indenture, caste 

Core Green text. 

Focuses on the 

‘monoculture’ of 

opium and its 

devastation of the 

Gangetic plains. 

River of Smoke 

(Ibis II) 
2011 

Botany, trade, 

Canton 

Core Green text. 

Explores the 

movement of plants 

as a tool of empire. 

Flood of Fire 

(Ibis III) 
2015 

War, technology, 

opium 

Core Green text. 

The 

industrialization of 

war and its 

environmental cost. 

Gun Island 2019 
Climate change, 

migration, myth 

Cli-Fi. (Climate-

Fiction) Explicitly 

links modern 

climate refugees 

with ancient myths 

and biological 

shifts. 
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5.6. AMITAV GHOSH: LITERARY STYLE 

Ghosh’s style is distinctive and serves his ecological themes. You should note three main 

stylistic elements: 

1. Archival Realism: Ghosh builds his world through intense detail derived from research. 

When he describes the Opium Factory or the mangrove ecosystem, he uses the precise 

terminology of the era or the science. This gives his fiction a certain weight and depth, 

and his text an intensity and complexity as the world it describes. 

2. Linguistic Hybridity: Ghosh resists the standardization of English. In the Ibis Trilogy, 

he uses a language called Laskari- the pidgin spoken by Indian Ocean sailors. This mix of 

Hindi, Malay, Arabic, Portuguese, and English (e.g., malum, serang, chabuk, etc.) is not 

just for flavour; it is an ecological strategy. Just as he defends biological diversity, he 

defends linguistic diversity. He shows that ‘pure’ English is a colonial construct, just as a 

‘pure’ lawn is a botanical construct. 

3. The Polyphonic Narrative: His novels rarely have a single hero. They have a number of 

characters from different races and classes. This reflects the ecological principle of 

interconnectedness - no single species (or character) dominates the ecosystem; all are 

entangled. 

5.7. AMITAV GHOSH: GREEN FICTION 

You have to understand that Ghosh’s fiction is ‘Green’ not because it preaches 

environmentalism, but because it exposes the roots of the crisis. He locates the origin of the 

Anthropocene in the history of Empire (read Colonialism). 

In The Great Derangement, Ghosh argues that the modern novel has participated in the 

"concealment" of the earth. By focusing on everyday probable events, novels made the 

"improbable" events of nature (catastrophes) seem unreal. His fiction attempts to reverse this. 

He brings the "unthinkable"—the cyclone, the tsunami, the Opium War—into the centre of the 

story. 

His Green Fiction is characterized by: 

• A Critique of “Free Trade: He shows that the free market (in opium, in timber) is 

based on the enslavement of nature. 
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• A Respect for Indigenous Knowledge: Characters like Fokir in The Hungry Tide 

possess an intrinsic knowledge of the environment that Western Science (represented 

by Piya) lacks.  

• Non-Human Agency: The recognition that earth is not inert. It acts, reacts and 

remember.  

5.8. THE HUNGRY TIDE 

5.8.1. Summary of the Novel 

The Hungry Tide is set in the Sundarbans (literally ‘Beautiful Forest’ or ‘Forest of the Sundari 

Tree’), a massive mangrove archipelago in the Bay of Bengal. It is a ‘tide country’, where the 

tide rises and falls dramatically every day, submerging and revealing land, making maps 

useless. 

5.8.2. Important Characters 

The narrative weaves through two timelines and three main characters: 

1. Kanai Dutt: A wealthy, Delhi-based translator who comes to the island of Lusibari to 

retrieve a journal left by his late uncle, Nirmal. 

2. Piya (Piyali) Roy: A young Bengali-American cetologist (marine biologist) who comes 

to survey the rare Irrawaddy Dolphins (Orcaella brevirostris). 

3. Fokir: An illiterate local fisherman who knows the river intimately but cannot speak 

English. 

5.8.3. Plot of the Novel 

Piya arrives in Canning and hires a boat, but the corrupt guard and owner try to cheat and 

perhaps assault her. She falls into the river and is rescued by Fokir. Despite having no common 

language, they form a bond. Fokir takes her on his small boat, and she realizes his intuitive 

knowledge of the river is far superior to her scientific instruments. He leads her to the dolphins. 

Kanai, meanwhile, reads Nirmal's journal (from 1979), which tells the story of the 

Morichjhapi Massacre. In 1978-79, thousands of Dalit refugees settled on the protected island 

of Morichjhapi. The government, citing the need to protect the tigers and the forest reserve, 

violently evicted them, killing hundreds. Nirmal, a Marxist schoolteacher, had become 

involved with the refugees, seeing their struggle as a revolutionary moment. He was 

particularly close to a woman named Kusum—who turns out to be Fokir's mother.  
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The timelines converge when Piya hires Fokir for a detailed survey, and Kanai joins 

them as a translator. Tensions rise: Kanai is jealous of Piya's connection with Fokir and 

dismissive of Fokir's ‘primitive’ life. The climax occurs when a massive cyclone hits the region. 

Kanai is safe in a shelter, but Piya and Fokir are caught on the river. They tie themselves to a 

tiger-tree. Fokir shields Piya with his body, protecting her from the flying debris. When the 

storm passes, Piya survives, but Fokir is dead, his chest crushed. 

The novel ends with Piya deciding to stay in the Sundarbans to work on conservation 

with the local NGO, naming her project after Fokir. 

5.8.4. Analysis of the Novel 

The Conflict: Deep Ecology vs. Social Ecology. The central thematic conflict is the one 

between these two standpoints. The State or government represented by the marine biologist 

Piya on one side, and the locals: Kanai, Fokir and Nirmal on the other.  

● Deep Ecology (The State/Piya): Represents the view that nature (tigers, dolphins, forests) 

must be preserved at all costs. The government evicts the refugees of Morichjhapi because 

it sees that they are destroying the forest. 

● Social Ecology (The Locals/Nirmal): Represents the view that humans—especially the 

poor—have a right to survive. The refugees ask, “Are we less important than 

tigers?”Ghosh dramatizes this in the Tiger Killing Scene. A tiger enters a village and kills 

livestock. The villagers trap it and burn it alive. Piya is horrified and wants to intervene to 

save the ‘endangered species.’ Kanai and Fokir stop her. Kanai explains that to the 

villagers, the tiger is not a beautiful animal but a monster that eats their children. Ghosh 

forces the reader to see the hypocrisy of Western environmentalism that values animals 

more than Third World humans. 

The Agency of the Tide:The title The Hungry Tide refers to the geological agency of the water. 

The tide "eats" into the land. In the Sundarbans, geography is not fixed; it is fluid. This fluidity 

mirrors the characters' identities. Piya is fluid (American/Indian); Kanai is fluid (Translator); 

Fokir is the only one "rooted," yet he lives on water. The cyclone serves as the ultimate 

expression of non-human agency—it resets the board, indifferent to human politics. 

Knowledge Systems –Science vs. Instinct: The novel contrasts Piya’s scientific data (GPS, 

depth finders) with Fokir’s embodied, tacit knowledge. Piya initially relies on her machines, 

but she learns that Fokir carries a "map" in his head that is more accurate. The novel validates 
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indigenous knowledge without rejecting science—Piya eventually combines both, suggesting 

a "co-management" model for the future. 

5.8.5. Glossary 

1. Badabon: The mangrove forest. 

2. Bhatir Desh: The tide country; the land of the ebb tide. 

3. Bon Bibi: The "Lady of the Forest," a syncretic deity worshipped by both Hindus and 

Muslims in the Sundarbans. She offers protection from tigers. 

4. Dokkhin Rai: The demon-king who takes the form of a tiger; the antagonist of Bon Bibi. 

5. Mohona: The confluence of rivers; where the river meets the sea. 

6. Gamchha: A coarse cotton towel used by locals; Fokir uses his to tie himself and Piya to 

the tree. 

5.8.6. Check Your Progress 

1. Analyse the "Tiger Killing Scene." Why does Ghosh portray it so brutally?  

2. What point is Ghosh trying to make about the distance between the conservationist (Piya) 

and the local villagers? 

3. Explain the significance of the "Morichjhapi Massacre" in the novel. How does it illustrate 

the concept of "Ecological Imperialism" by the state? 

4. Compare Kanai and Fokir. How do they represent different ways of "knowing" the world 

(Language vs. Silence)? 

5. Discuss the role of the dolphin (Orcaella). Is it just an animal, or does it symbolize 

something more for Piya and Fokir? 

5.9. SEA OF POPPIES 

5.9.1. Summary of the Novel 

Sea of Poppies (2008) is the first instalment of the Ibis Trilogy. Set in 1838, it details the journey 

of the schooner Ibis across the Indian Ocean, carrying a cargo of opium and indentured 

labourers (girmitiyas) to Mauritius. 

5.9.2. Important Characters 

● Deeti: A poppy farmer in Ghazipur. Her husband is an opium addict who dies. To escape 

being forced into sati (widow burning), she flees with Kalua, a lower-caste ox-cart driver. 

They become indentured labourers. 

● Neel Rattan Halder: A wealthy, English-educated Raja (landowner) in Bengal. He is 
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framed for forgery by the British merchant Mr. Burnham and loses his caste and property. 

He is sentenced to transportation as a convict. 

● Zachary Reid: An American sailor of mixed race (passing as white) who joins the Ibis as 

second mate. 

● Paulette Lambert: A French orphan, daughter of a botanist, who disguises herself as an 

Indian woman to join the ship. 

5.9.3. Plot of the Novel 

The first half of the novel describes the devastation of the Gangetic plains by the British East 

India Company’s opium policy. Farmers like Deeti are forced to grow poppies instead of food. 

The land has become barren, and the people are starving (hence they sign up as indentured 

labourers). 

Deeti and Kalua, Neel (now a convict), and Paulette (in disguise) all end up on the Ibis. 

The second half of the novel takes place at sea. The strict caste hierarchies of India 

begin to break down in the "Black Water" (Kala Pani). The migrants forge new bonds, 

becoming Jahaj-bhais (ship-brothers). The novel ends with a mutiny on board and a storm that 

scatters the characters. 

5.9.4. Analysis of the Novel 

The Poppy as a Monoculture: From an ecocritical perspective, the villain of the novel is the 

Poppy. Ghosh describes the poppy fields not as beautiful, but as a "sea" that drowns the land. 

This is Ecological Imperialism. The British forced a "monoculture" (growing a single crop) on 

a diverse ecosystem. This depleted the soil and destroyed the local food web (animals, insects, 

and humans all suffer). 

The description of the Sudder Opium Factory is iconic. It is depicted as a hellscape—

an industrial version of Dante’s Inferno. Monkeys are addicted to the fumes; humans work in 

sludge. It represents the total commodification of nature: the flower is turned into "black mud" 

(opium) for profit, destroying everything it touches. 

The Ibis as a Transitional Space: The ship represents the transition from the "Old World" 

(feudal, caste-bound) to the "Modern World" (globalized, chaotic). On the ship, a Brahmin like 

Neel must clean the latrines next to a low-caste convict like Ah Fatt. This "mixing" is the 

beginning of the modern Indian diaspora. The ocean washes away social distinctions, creating 

a new "ecology" of human relations.  
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Language and Biodiversity: Ghosh fills the text with words that have gone extinct - words 

from the Laskari (sailor language), Bhojpuri, and 19th-century English. By reviving these 

words (e.g., banjaxed, gubrow, serang), Ghosh is performing an act of "linguistic 

conservation." He suggests that just as we are losing species to the Anthropocene, we are losing 

the diversity of human language to the "monoculture" of standard English. 

5.9.5. Glossary 

1. Afeem: Opium. 

2. Arkati: A recruiter for indentured labourers. 

3. Bankshall: A warehouse or hall. 

4. Gomusta: An agent or steward for the opium factory. 

5. Girmitiya: Indentured labourer (from the word "Agreement"). 

6. Jahaj-bhai: Ship-brother; a kinship forged during the voyage. 

7. Laskari: The polyglot language of the Indian Ocean sailors. 

8. Mutsuddy: A clerk or accountant. 

5.9.6. Check Your Progress 

1. Describe the Sudder Opium Factory. How does Ghosh use imagery to suggest it is a 

place of death and toxicity? 

2. Explain the concept of "Monoculture" in the context of the poppy fields. How did it 

affect the farmers like Deeti? 

3. Discuss the significance of the Ibis chrestomathy (the glossary) and Ghosh’s use of 

language. Why does he refuse to translate many words? 

4. Analyse Neel’s transformation. How does his fall from "Raja" to "Convict" mirror the 

stripping of the land? 

5.10. RIVER OF SMOKE 

5.10.1. Summary of the Novel 

River of Smoke (2011) shifts the focus from the production of opium in India to the 

consumption of opium in China. The timeline is 1838-1839. The Ibis has been lost in a storm. 

Two lifeboats survive. One (with Deeti) goes to Mauritius. The other (with Neel and Ah Fatt) 

is rescued and taken to Canton (Guangzhou). 

5.10.2. Important Characters 

● Bahram Modi: A Parsi merchant from Bombay. He has bet his entire fortune on a massive 
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shipment of opium aboard his ship, the Anahita. He represents the "comprador" class - 

colonized subjects who became wealthy by aiding the colonizer. 

● Fitcher Penrose: A Cornish botanist on the ship Redruth. He is on an expedition to find 

the rare Golden Camellia. 

● Paulette: Now working as an assistant to Penrose, searching for the same plant. 

● Robin Chinnery: An artist who writes letters describing the vibrant, doomed world of 

Fanqui-town (the foreign enclave in Canton). 

5.10.3. Plot of the Novel 

The novel paints a vivid picture of Canton, the only port in China open to foreigners. Tensions 

are at breaking point. The Chinese Emperor has appointed Commissioner Lin Zexu to stamp 

out the opium trade. He blockades the foreigners in Fanqui-town, demanding they surrender 

their opium. 

Bahram Modi is trapped. If he surrenders the opium, he is bankrupt. If he doesn't, he 

might die. 

Meanwhile, Penrose and Paulette create a botanical nursery in the midst of this political 

chaos, trying to keep their rare plants alive. 

The novel culminates in the surrender of the opium (which is destroyed in lime pits) 

and the death of Bahram Modi, who wanders into a typhoon as his world collapses. The "River 

of Smoke" refers to the Pearl River, but also to the smoke of opium that clouds the minds and 

politics of the era. 

5.10.4. Analysis of the Novel 

Botany as Imperialism:While Sea of Poppies dealt with agriculture, River of Smoke deals 

with Botany. Fitcher Penrose represents the scientific desire to "collect" the world. The 

British Empire created botanical gardens (like Kew Gardens and the Pamplemousses Garden 

in Mauritius) to study and transplant economic crops (tea, rubber, cinchona). Ghosh shows 

that this was not innocent science; it was "Green Imperialism." Taking the Golden Camellia 

from China is an act of theft, parallel to forcing opium upon them. The movement of plants 

reshapes the world’s ecology. 

Free Trade vs. Ecology: The British traders argue for "Free Trade" as a sacred right. They 

claim that stopping the opium trade is a violation of "Freedom." Ghosh exposes this as a 

monstrous hypocrisy. "Free Trade" here means the freedom to poison a nation and destroy its 

social ecology. The novel is a critique of laissez-faire capitalism, showing how it ignores moral 

and environmental boundaries. 
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The Garden and the Storm: The novel contrasts the "ordered" nature of the British garden 

(Penrose’s nursery) with the "wild" nature of the typhoon. The British try to classify and control 

nature (putting plants in pots, classifying them with Latin names). But the typhoon comes and 

destroys everything—ships, gardens, and ambitions. It is a reminder of the limits of human 

control. 

5.10.5. Glossary 

1. Comprador: A native agent for foreign business (Bahram is one). 

2. Fanqui: "Foreign Devil," the Chinese term for the European traders. 

3. Hong: A merchant guild or trading house in Canton. 

4. Maidan: An open square or parade ground. 

5. Shroff: A banker or money-changer. 

6. Chinnery: Refers to George Chinnery, the famous painter of Canton (Robin is his fictional 

son). 

5.10.6. Check your Progress 

1. Explain the parallel between the search for the Golden Camellia and the trade in Opium. 

How are both forms of extraction? 

2. Analyse the character of Bahram Modi. He is a victim of the British (who look down 

on him) and a victimizer of the Chinese (whom he sells drugs to). How does Ghosh 

make him sympathetic? 

3. Discuss the setting of Canton/Fanqui-town. How is it described as a "precarious" 

ecosystem on the edge of war? 

4. Define "Green Imperialism" based on the activities of Fitcher Penrose. 

5.11. FLOOD OF FIRE 

5.11.1. Summary of the Novel 

Flood of Fire (2015) is the epic conclusion to the Ibis Trilogy. Set in 1839, it follows the lives 

of diverse characters like the Indian sepoy Kesri Singh, the American sailor Zachary Reid, and 

the Parsi widow Shireen Modi, as they journey from India to China amidst rising tensions over 

the opium trade, culminating in the First Opium War (1839-1842) and Britain's seizure of Hong 

Kong. It explores themes of colonialism, greed, and personal quests for fortune and love against 

a backdrop of immense historical changes. 

5.11.2. Important Characters 
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● Kesri Singh:Deeti's brother, a Sepoy (soldier) in the British Indian Army. He is loyal to 

the British ("eating their salt") but begins to question why he is fighting to enslave Asians. 

● Zachary Reid: The former sailor returns, but he has changed. Here he is completely 

different from his earlier character, and is presented as a ruthless opium merchant who 

wants to gain wealth and win Paulette. He loses his moral compass. 

● Shireen Modi: Bahram’s widow. She travels to China to claim her husband's 

compensation and discovers his secret son, Ah Fatt. 

● Neel: He continues to chronicle the events from the Chinese side. 

5.11.3. Plot of the Novel 

The novel is a war story. It tells us about the mobilization of the British expeditionary force 

(mostly Indian sepoys) to attack China. We see the bombardment of the Chinese forts, the 

slaughter of ill-equipped Chinese soldiers, and how the technological progress of the British 

completely upsets the balance of power in the war. The "Flood of Fire" refers to the devastating 

power of the new iron steamships (like the Nemesis) which could sail upriver and destroy 

inland cities. 

In the end, the British win. Hong Kong is ceded to the British. The opium trade is 

secured. Zachary and Paulette are reunited, but at a cost: Zachary is now a part of the colonial 

system. Kesri Singh leaves the army, realizing that he has been a friend of the "enemy," and 

disappears into the hinterland. 

5.11.4. Analysis of the Novel 

Industrialized Warfare as Ecocide (Ecological Suicide): The novel depicts the Opium War 

not just as a human tragedy but as an ecological disaster. The "Fire" of the title is the fire of the 

steam engine and the cannon. The British victory is due to fossil fuels (coal-powered steamers). 

Ghosh links the beginning of the "Carbon Economy" (steam power) with the beginning of 

modern imperialism. The war destroys the landscape of the Pearl River Delta.  

The Corruption of Zachary Reid: Zachary began the trilogy as an innocent, likeable outsider. 

By the end, he is a "Man of the Times"—greedy, racist, and obsessed with "Free Trade." His 

corruption symbolizes the corruption of the world by the values of exploitative capitalism. He 

represents the "Great Derangement"—the madness of a system that destroys the planet for 

profit.  

The Sepoy’s Dilemma: Kesri Singh embodies the colonial predicament. He is a tool of the 

empire, used to oppress others. His realization that he is a "Coolie in uniform" and his eventual 
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desertion is a moment of postcolonial awakening. It suggests that the only moral response to 

such a system is to walk away. 

5.11.5. Glossary 

1. Budmash: A rascal or bad character. 

2. Dooly: A covered litter for carrying the wounded. 

3. Jemadar: A junior officer in the Sepoy army. 

4. Paltan: A regiment (corruption of "Platoon"). 

5. Sipahi/Sepoy: An Indian soldier. 

5.11.6. Check your Progress 

1. Analyse the title "Flood of Fire." How does it relate to the themes of war, technology, and 

destruction? 

2. Discuss the role of technology (Steamers) in the novel. How does Ghosh portray the arrival 

of the industrial age in China? 

3. Evaluate the ending. Zachary succeeds, but is it a happy ending? What has been lost? 

4.  Explain the connection between "Fossil Fuels" and "Empire" as depicted in the war scenes. 

5.12. SUMMING UP 

In this unit, we have travelled across the vast landscapes of Amitav Ghosh’s Green Fiction. 

● You learned that “Green Literature” is not just about nature; it is about the entanglement 

of human history with the non-human world. 

● In The Hungry Tide, you saw the conflict between "Deep Ecology" (saving tigers) and 

"Social Ecology" (saving refugees) in the shifting geography of the Sundarbans. You must 

have understood that for Ghosh, true environmentalism must include justice for the poor. 

● Through the Ibis Trilogy, you learnt how the "Monoculture" of the poppy and the 

"Monoculture" of the English language were tools of “Ecological Imperialism”. You must 

have realized how the Opium War was the beginning of a global system of extraction that 

has led us to the current climate crisis. 

● Ghosh’s work teaches us that the "Environment" is not a silent background. It speaks 

through storms, floods, and extinctions. As readers of the Anthropocene, our task is to 

learn to listen to these voices.  
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5.14. SUGGESTED READINGS 

1. The Great Derangement by Amitav Ghosh.  

2. Postcolonial Ecocriticism by Graham Huggan and Helen Tiffin.  

3. Gun Island by Amitav Ghosh.  

4. Animal's People by Indra Sinha.  

5.15. TERMINAL AND MODEL QUESTIONS 

1. "Amitav Ghosh’s novels demonstrate that the history of Imperialism is also a history of 

Environmental Destruction." Discuss this statement with detailed reference to the Ibis 

Trilogy. 

2. Compare the representation of the "Storm" in The Hungry Tide and River of Smoke. How 

does Ghosh use the weather as an agent of narrative change? 

3. Evaluate the character of Piya in The Hungry Tide. How does her understanding of the 

environment change from a "scientific" view to a "local" view over the course of the 

novel? 

4. Write a short note on the concept of "Ecological Imperialism" as seen in Sea of Poppies. 

5. Analyse the "Tiger Killing Scene" in The Hungry Tide. What are the ethical dilemmas 

presented in this scene? 

6. Define "Green Literature" and list three of its key characteristics. 
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6.1. INTRODUCTION 

Welcome to Unit 6. In the previous unit, we studied the novels of Amitav Ghosh that dealt with 

history, travel, and the mixing of cultures. We looked at The Hungry Tide and the Ibis Trilogy. 

In this unit, we are going to look at the "new" Amitav Ghosh. 

Around the year 2016, Ghosh’s writing changed. He became very worried about one 

big problem: Climate Change. He realized that the way we live, the way we do business, and 

even the way we tell stories is harming our planet. He calls this period the "Planetary Turn" 

because he stopped writing just about human history and started writing about the history of 

the planet (the Earth). 

In this unit, we will study his most important books from this recent period. We will 

start with a non-fiction book called The Great Derangement, which explains his main ideas. 

Then we will look at his recent novels and stories like Gun Island, The Nutmeg’s Curse, The 

Living Mountain, Junglenama, Smoke and Ashes, and his latest essay collection, Wild Fictions. 

These books are very important because they help us understand the confusing and 

dangerous weather changes that we see around us today, like floods, cyclones, and heatwaves. 

Ghosh asks us to listen to the Earth and treat it with respect. 

The course comprises multiple components, with the Self-Learning Material 

(SLM) and counselling sessions being key elements. To gain a comprehensive 

understanding of the course content, it is essential that you engage with all these 

components in a balanced manner. As you are enrolled in an Open and Distance Learning 

(ODL) program, self-directed study plays a vital role in your academic success. 

Accordingly, each unit concludes with a list of suggested readings and references. You are 

strongly encouraged to consult these resources to enhance your comprehension and 

deepen your engagement with the subject matter. 

 

6.2. OBJECTIVES 

By the end of this unit, you should be able to: 

• Understand what “The Great Derangement” means and why Ghosh thinks we are 

acting like madmen regarding climate change. 

• Explain why modern novels often fail to write about climate change effectively. 

• Analyse the connection between Colonialism (Empire) and Climate Change. 

• Discuss the story and themes of Gun Island and how it mixes old myths with modern 

problems 
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• Identify the “agency” (power to act) of non-human things like mountains, spices, and 

animals in Ghosh’s later works. 

• Summarize the key lessons from The Nutmeg’s Curse and The Living Mountain. 

• Allegorize human greed, ecological destruction and climate change through 

Junglenama, urging to re-establish our spiritual connection with nature, and interfaith 

harmony. 

• Learn vital lessons from our past by revisiting the Opium Wards and issues of 

imperialism and power imbalances of capitalism in Smoke and Ashes and Wild Fictions. 

6.3. THE GREAT DERANGEMENT: CLIMATE CHANGE AND THE 

UNTHINKABLE 

The Great Derangement: Climate Change and the Unthinkable was published in 2016. It is not 

a novel. It is a book of essays (non-fiction) based on lectures Ghosh gave at the University of 

Chicago. In this book, Ghosh asks a very simple, but disturbing question: Why are we not 

writing about climate change? 

If you go to a library and look at the "serious" novels written today, most of them are 

about families, love affairs, or personal feelings. Very few are about the cyclones, the melting 

ice, or the rising seas that are threatening our survival. Ghosh says this silence is a form of 

madness or "derangement." Future generations will look back at us and say, "They were crazy. 

The world was burning, and they were writing stories about dinner parties." 

Ghosh had expressed deep environmental concerns in his novels earlier, especially in 

The Hungry Tide and the Ibis Trilogy (Sea of Poppies, River of Smoke and Flood of Fire). In 

his non-fiction, it is expressed in its sharpest and most hard-hitting language in The Great 

Derangement: Climate Change and The Unthinkable. In a way, Ghosh blames creative artists, 

writers, scholars and governments for their negligence and inaction with respect to climate 

change and environmental degradation. He tries to point out that we all are sitting, so to speak, 

on a time-bomb, wiling away our time, while all around us there are signs of growing 

environmental crises that are threatening to go out of control if we do not act fast and decisively 

to save our planet from further harm and irreversible damage.  

6.3.2. Summary 

The book is divided into three parts: Part I: Stories, Part II: History, and Part III: Politics 

Part I: Stories 

Ghosh argues that the modern novel is stuck in the 19th century. Writers are taught to write 

about “everyday life,” or at best, about their “individual moral adventure”. They are told to 

avoid “unlikely” events. If a writer puts a massive freak (sudden, unexpected) storm or a tiger 

attack in a serious novel, critics might say it is “unrealistic” or “melodramatic.” But in the era 

of climate change, freak storms are neither unreal, nor unexpected. The weather too, is no 

longer normal. In spite of this, since writers are afraid to sound “fake,” they ignore the “real” 

disasters happening outside. They banish climate change and environmental concerns  to 
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Science Fiction (Sci-Fi), which is not taken as seriously as “Literature”. 

Part II: History 

Here, Ghosh corrects our history books. We are often told that the West (Europe and America) 

created modern industry, and everyone else just followed. Ghosh says this is not the full truth. 

Places like India and Burma had oil and steam technology a long time ago. But the British 

Empire stopped Asia from industrializing because they wanted to keep the power. Ghosh says 

that Empire and Climate Change are linked. The British and other colonizers set up a system 

where they extracted resources (like coal, timber, and oil) from colonies to become rich. This 

system of "extracting and burning" is what caused the carbon pollution we see today. 

Part III: Politics 

In the final part, Ghosh looks at why politicians cannot solve this crisis. He compares the Paris 

Agreement (a political document) with Laudato Si' (a letter by the Pope). He finds that the 

Pope’s letter is much more honest. The Pope admits that the climate crisis is a moral crisis 

caused by greed and inequality. The Paris Agreement, however, uses complicated language to 

hide the truth and protect the interests of rich countries. Ghosh calls this the "politics of the 

armed lifeboat"—rich countries want to build walls and armies to stay safe in their "lifeboat" 

while leaving the poor to drown. 

6.3.3. Analysis 

The Problem of Scale: 

One reason it is hard to write about climate change is the size of the problem. A novel is usually 

about a few people in one place. But climate change happens everywhere, over hundreds of 

years. How do you fit the whole planet into a story about one family? Ghosh says this is the 

challenge writers must face. 

The Uncanny: 

Ghosh uses the word “Uncanny.” This is a feeling you get when something familiar becomes 

strange or scary. For example, you look at a river you have known all your life, and suddenly 

it rises up to destroy your house. That is the “Uncanny.” In the past, we thought nature was 

dead and quiet (like a stage set). Now, nature is waking up. It is alive, and it is angry. Ghosh 

says we need stories that treat nature as a character, not just as a background. 

Asia is the Key: 

Ghosh points out that the fight against climate change will be won or lost in Asia. This is where 

most of the world’s population live, and this is where most of the disasters (like floods in 
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Bangladesh or heatwaves in India) are happening. Western environmentalism often ignores the 

common people of Asia. 

6.3.4. Themes 

The central theme that Ghosh explores in The Great Derangement is, that literature, history, 

and politics have all completely failed to adequately represent or respond to the climate crisis, 

because they all have treated it as an “unthinkable” collective threat rather than as a personal 

danger. He talks about the need to address in our fiction, the cultural exile of entire nations and 

its people, instead of just writing about “individual moral adventure”. He urges us to realize 

the need for narratives to acknowledge non-human agency (like weather systems), to 

understand the links between colonialism and ecological damage, and the challenges of writing 

about extreme events in an age of fossil fuels, calling for new stories that would bridge human 

and non-human worlds. 

Central Themes: 

1. Failure of Literature: The focus of Fiction has shifted to personal, urban, and 

individual stories (away from adventure/nature). Our art and literature are hiding the 

danger from us. We distract ourselves with small stories to avoid facing the big scary 

truth. This is a dangerous trend, and it reflects our inability to comprehend and treat 

climate change as a collective, existential threat.  

2. The Unthinkable: Climate change feels too vast, strange, and slow for traditional 

story-telling, making it “unthinkable” or “unimaginable” within our established cultural 

frameworks.  

3. Non-Human Agency:Nature is not silent. It has agency. It acts. The wind, the water, 

and the oil are all “agents” in our history. Ghosh argues that we must necessarily 

recognize the active roles of plants, animals, weather, and landscapes as agents, not just 

as backdrops, in shaping events. This will enable us to empathize with nature and treat 

it as an extended part of ourselves (as was done in our myths, folk and fairytales). 

4. History and Colonialism: You cannot blame just “human beings” for climate change. 

You have to look at history. It was the colonial system (rich countries looting poor 

countries) that started this mess. The book traces climate change's roots to the colonial, 

fossil-fuel-driven economy that led to uneven global impacts, affecting vulnerable 

populations most. In fact, he shows us how the ones most impacted by climate change 

are always those that have least contributed towards it.  

5. Rethinking Narratives and Politics: Ghosh calls for new forms of storytelling and 

politics that address the blurring lines between human and nature, urging us to move 
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away from individual narratives or adventure stories and towards collective action and 

ecological responsibility. 

6.3.5. Symbols 

In The Great Derangement Amitav Ghosh uses powerful symbols and concepts like the Star 

Wars reference of an asteroid being a living creature, nonhuman entities (mountains, spiders, 

dolphins), Manasa Devi’s cobra-hooded hand symbol, and real-world extreme weather 

events (like a sudden cyclone) to highlight how literature and culture fail to grasp the immense 

scale of climate change, instead treating it as “unthinkable” or just a backdrop. He contrasts 

this with stories where the nonhuman world is central, urging a shift in narrative to reflect 

ecological reality. Ghosh argues that modern narratives, bound by colonial and capitalist 

frameworks, exclude the nonhuman and the geological, failing to represent the true scale of the 

climate crisis, a failure he calls the "Great Derangement".  

Key Symbols & Concepts: 

1. Han Solo and the Living Asteroid: A metaphor taken from the Star Wars to highlight 

fiction's inability to perceive massive threats, as an innocent-looking object 

(asteroid/climate change) reveals itself to be a living danger.  

2. The Tiger: In The Great Derangement, the tiger represents the “unthinkable” force of 

nature. When a tiger enters a village, it breaks all the rules of “civilized” life. Climate 

change is like that tiger—it is breaking into our safe lives. 

3. The Mansion: Ghosh compares modern fiction to a “mansion” where the front door is 

locked against the wild world. He wants us to open the windows and let the storm come 

in. 

4. Nonhuman Entities (Mountains, Animals): Nonhuman entities are treated as living 

characters, and elevated from mere settings to active agents, as seen in his novels 

like Gun Island (spiders, dolphins) or The Living Mountain, challenging 

anthropocentric views that places human beings at the centre of the universe. 

5. Manasa Devi Symbol: In analysing traditional art (like Bishnupur architecture), Ghosh 

points to symbols like a hand under a cobra's hood (representing the snake goddess), 

linking human narratives to older, deeper ecological understandings. He asks us to 

rethink the symbols used in our myths, where presumably our ancestors were more in 

connection and sync with the natural world.  
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6. Extreme Weather Events: Real cyclones, floods, and droughts become symbols of the 

“derangement” itself, demonstrating the planet’s violent response to human actions. 

7. The Derangement: The central concept itself symbolizes our cultural inability to 

process climate change as a central, existential crisis, treating it as a secondary, 

“deranged” issue. He insists that it is we, the citizens of the modern world who have 

advanced technologically, who are actually “deranged” since we still cannot understand 

what the planet is trying to tell us through sudden, freak changes in weather patterns. 

6.3.6. Glossary 

1. Derangement: A state of being mad, insane, or confused. Ghosh uses it to describe our 

culture's refusal to see reality. 

2. Anthropocene: The current age we live in, where human activity (like burning coal and 

cutting forests) is the main force changing the Earth. In the Anthropocene, man at the 

centre of all occurring. 

3. Uniformitarianism: The belief that nature moves slowly and predictably. Ghosh says 

this belief is now wrong because nature is moving fast and unpredictably. 

4. Uncanny: A spooky or eerie feeling when something familiar behaves in a strange way. 

6.3.7. Check Your Progress 

1. What does Amitav Ghosh mean by "The Great Derangement"? 

2. Why does Ghosh say that "Empire" is responsible for the climate crisis? 

3. How is the "Uncanny" different from just being "scary"? 

4. Why does Ghosh prefer the Pope's letter (Laudato Si') over the Paris Agreement? 

 

 

6.4. GHOSH’S FICTION AFTER THE GREAT DERANGEMENT… 

After writing his theory in The Great Derangement, Ghosh decided to practice what he 

preached. He started writing books that explicitly deal with the climate crisis. These books mix 

history, myth, and science. Although The Nutmeg's Curse and The Living Mountain are often 

discussed alongside his fiction because of their storytelling style, Gun Island is a pure novel. 

The Nutmeg's Curse is a history book that reads like a story, and The Living Mountain is a 

fable. 
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6.5. GUN ISLAND 

6.5.1. Summary 

Gun Island (2019) is a novel that connects the Sundarbans (in Bengal) with Venice (in Italy). 

The hero of the novel is Dinanath Datta (Deen), a dealer of rare books who lives in America. 

He comes to Kolkata and hears a folktale about the Gun Merchant (Bonduki Sadagar). The 

legend says the merchant angered Manasa Devi (the goddess of snakes) and had to flee across 

the ocean to escape her wrath. 

Deen goes to the Sundarbans to see an old shrine dedicated to this merchant. There, he 

meets a young man named Tipu (who is the son of Fokir from Ghosh's earlier book, The Hungry 

Tide). Tipu is modern, uses a smartphone, and wants to leave the village. 

Strange things start happening to Deen. He sees dangerous spiders and snakes where 

they shouldn't be. He travels to Venice, Italy, for work. There he meets an old friend, Cinta. He 

discovers that the "Gun Island" in the legend might actually be Venice (Bundook means Gun, 

and Venice was famous for making guns and other weapons). 

Meanwhile, Tipu tries to migrate illegally to Europe to find a better life because the 

Sundarbans are being destroyed by salty water and storms. The novel follows Tipu’s dangerous 

journey on a refugee boat (the "Blue Boat"). Deen realizes that the ancient story of the Gun 

Merchant is happening again. Just as the merchant fled the goddess's anger (nature's anger), 

modern refugees like Tipu are fleeing climate disasters. 

6.5.2. Analysis 

Connecting the Past with the Present: Ghosh shows us that old myths are not just fairy tales. 

They contain warnings. The story of the Gun Merchant is a warning about respecting nature 

(Manasa Devi). We forgot that warning, and now we are facing the consequences. 

Migration: This is the main theme. Everyone is moving. Animals (like dolphins and spiders) 

are moving because their homes are getting too hot or too polluted. Humans (like Tipu) are 

moving because their farms are dying. Ghosh argues that migration is a form of climate 

adaptation. People have no choice but to move. 

The "Uncanny" in Fiction: Do you remember how Ghosh complained that novels are too 

"realistic"? In Gun Island, he breaks that rule. He includes coincidences, visions, and 

"miracles." He does this to show that the world is stranger than we think. The ending, where 

dolphins and birds appear to help the refugee boat, feels like a miracle, showing that humans 

and animals are interconnected. 

6.5.3. Glossary 
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1. Bundook: The word for "Gun" in Hindi/Bengali/Urdu. In the novel, it links to "Venice" 

(The Arsenal of Venice). 

2. Manasa Devi: The Hindu goddess of snakes. She represents the fierce, uncontrollable 

power of nature. 

3. Refugee: A person who has been forced to leave their country in order to escape war, 

persecution, or natural disaster. 

4. Little Ice Age: A period of cooling in the 17th century that caused crop failures. Ghosh 

links the Gun Merchant's story to this historical climate event. 

6.5.4. Check your Progress 

1. Who is the "Gun Merchant" in the novel? 

2. How does Ghosh connect the Sundarbans to Venice? 

3. Why is Tipu trying to migrate to Europe? 

4. What role does Manasa Devi play in the story? 

 

6.6. THE NUTMEG’S CURSE 

6.6.1. Summary 

The Nutmeg’s Curse: Parables for a Planet in Crisis (2021) is a non-fiction book, but it tells a 

powerful story. It focuses on the history of the Banda Islands in Indonesia.  

The Banda Islands were the only place in the world where nutmeg (a valuable spice) 

grew. In the 1600s, nutmeg was worth more than gold in Europe. The Dutch colonizers wanted 

to own all of it. In 1621, the Dutch army invaded the islands. They killed almost the entire 

indigenous population (the Bandanese people) so they could run the nutmeg farms themselves 

with the help of slaves. 

Ghosh tells a specific story about a falling lamp. One night, a lamp fell in the Dutch 

meeting hall. The Dutch commander panicked, thinking it was a signal for an attack by the 

locals. In his panic, he ordered the massacre of the village elders. 

Ghosh uses this story as a "parable" (a lesson). He says the way the Dutch treated the 

Banda Islands—killing the people and treating the trees like money-making machines—is 

exactly how modern capitalism treats the Earth today. 

6.6.2. Analysis 

Terraforming: Ghosh uses the word "Terraforming." Usually, this means making another 

planet (like Mars) liveable for humans. But Ghosh says colonizers "terraformed" the Earth. 
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They went to places like India, America, and Indonesia and tried to make them look like 

Europe. They cut down wild forests and planted neat rows of crops (like nutmeg, tea, or rubber). 

This destroyed the natural balance and the local culture. 

Vitalism vs. Mechanism: Vitalism: The belief that the Earth is alive. The indigenous people 

of Banda believed the volcano and the trees had spirits. 

Mechanism: The belief that the Earth is a machine. The Dutch believed that nature was "dead" 

matter that they could buy and sell.Ghosh argues that the climate crisis happened because the 

"Mechanistic" view won. We treat the Earth like a dead storehouse of resources. We need to 

return to "Vitalism"—respecting the Earth as a living force. 

The Curse: The "curse" is that by destroying the Earth for profit (like the Dutch did for 

nutmeg), we have unleashed "hidden forces." The Earth is striking back with storms and 

viruses.  

(Note: It will be helpful for you to remember that this book was written during COVID-

19) 

6.5.3. Glossary 

1. Terraforming: In this book, it means violently changing a landscape to fit the 

colonizer's needs (e.g., turning a jungle into a plantation). 

2. Omnicide: The killing of everything—people, animals, plants, and the spirit of a place. 

3. Vitalism: The idea that nature has a soul or agency. 

4. Monoculture: Growing only one type of crop in a large area (like only nutmeg). This 

is bad for the soil and biodiversity. 

 

 

6.6.4. Check your Progress 

1. Where are the Banda Islands, and what spice grows there? 

2. What did the Dutch do in 1621? 

3. Explain the difference between "Vitalism" and "Mechanism." 

4. How is the "Nutmeg's Curse" affecting us today? 

6.7. THE LIVING MOUNTAIN 

6.7.1. Summary 
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The Living Mountain (2022) is a very short book, written like a fairy tale or fable.It tells the 

story of the Valley People. They live in the shadow of a giant, snow-capped mountain called 

Mahaparbat ("Great Mountain"). For centuries, they worshipped the mountain. They believed 

it was alive, and sothey never climbed it because stepping on the head of a god would be 

disrespectful. 

Then, a new group of people arrives: the Anthropoi. (This word sounds like 

"Anthropocene" or "Anthropology"). The Anthropoi are tall, greedy, and obsessed with 

conquering things. They laugh at the Valley People for worshipping the mountain. They say, 

"The mountain is just rock and ice. Let's climb it!" 

The Anthropoi force the Valley People to become porters (workers) to carry their bags 

up the mountain. Slowly, the Valley People lose their respect for the mountain. They start seeing 

it as just a thing to be used for money (tourism). 

But the mountain gets angry. It starts sending avalanches, landslides, and storms. The 

story ends with a warning that the desire to "climb" (to conquer and grow endlessly) will 

destroy both the Anthropoi and the Valley People.  

6.7.2. Analysis 

Critique of Greed:The story is an allegory (a story with a hidden meaning) for Colonialism 

and Globalization. The Anthropoi represent the Western colonizers or modern capitalists. They 

want to conquer nature. The Valley People represent indigenous societies who lived in harmony 

with nature until they were corrupted. 

The "Climb":The "Climb" represents the modern obsession with economic growth. We 

always want more—more money, more factories, more stuff. Ghosh writes: "It was not the 

manner of the climb that was to blame for our troubles — it was the climb itself." This means 

we cannot just make capitalism "green" or "sustainable." We have to stop trying to conquer the 

Earth altogether. 

6.7.3. Glossary 

1. Fable: A short story, often with animals or mythical elements, that teaches a moral lesson. 

2. Anthropoi: The villains of the story, representing modern, greedy humanity. 

3. Mahaparbat: The Great Mountain, representing the Earth or Nature. 

6.7.4. Check your Progress 

1. Why did the Valley People initially refuse to climb the mountain? 
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2. Who are the "Anthropoi" and what do they want? 

3. What is the moral lesson of this fable regarding "The Climb"? 

6.8. GHOSH`S NON-FICTION AFTER THE GREAT DERANGEMENT… 

In this section, we look at two very different works. One looks back at an old legend 

(Junglenama) which is a graphic novel written in an archaic verse form, and thus beautifully 

blends an ancient, folk content with a new style; the other one looks forward with a collection 

of essays (Wild Fictions), mostly on the environment, migration and ecological issues faced by 

people around the world. 

 

6.9. JUNGLENAMA 

6.9.1. Summary 

Junglenama (2021) is a book written in verse (poetry). It is an adaptation of the famous legend 

of Bon Bibi from the Sundarbans. (You might remember Bon Bibi from The Hungry Tide). 

The story is about a greedy merchant named Dhona. He wants to go deep into the forest 

to collect honey and wax to become rich. He takes a poor boy named Dukhey with him. 

The forest is ruled by a powerful tiger-demon named Dokkhin Rai. Dokkhin Rai is 

angry because humans are taking too much from his forest. He demands a sacrifice. The 

cowardly Dhona leaves the boy Dukhey behind for the tiger to eat. 

Dukhey prays to Bon Bibi, the Lady of the Forest. Bon Bibi is a kind power who 

believes in balance. She saves Dukhey and fights the tiger. In the end, they make a deal: 

Humans can take what they need to survive, but they must not take more out of greed. 

 

6.9.2. Analysis 

The Verse Form: Ghosh wrote this book in a special poetic rhythm called dwipodi-poyar. This 

is a Bengali meter used in old folk songs. It has 24 syllables in each couplet. Ghosh used this 

old style to show respect for the oral tradition of the villagers. He wants us to "hear" the story, 

not just read it. 

Collaboration: The book is filled with beautiful black-and-white drawings by the artist Salman 

Toor. This makes it an "illuminated" book. The pictures help tell the story of the magical forest. 
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The Lesson of Balance: Like The Living Mountain, this is a story about limits. The tiger 

(Dokkhin Rai) represents the danger of nature. If you are greedy like Dhona, nature will attack 

you. If you are humble and respectful, Bon Bibi (the spirit of balance) will protect you. 

6.9.3. Glossary 

1. Dwipodi-poyar: A traditional Bengali poetic meter used for telling religious tales. 

2. Dokkhin Rai: The Tiger-God or Demon who rules the beasts of the Sundarbans. 

3. Illuminated Edition: A book that has art and text mixed together. 

6.9.4. Check your Progress 

1. What is the "dwipodi-poyar" meter? 

2. How does the character of Dhona show the dangers of greed? 

3. What deal does Bon Bibi make with the tiger? 

6.10. SMOKE AND ASHES 

6.10.1. Summary 

Smoke and Ashes (2023) is a non-fiction book. It is a "companion" to the Ibis Trilogy. When 

Ghosh was writing his famous novels about the opium trade (Sea of Poppies, etc.), he did a lot 

of research. He couldn't put all of it into the novels, so he put it into this book.It is part history, 

part travelogue (travel writing), and part memoir (personal story). 

Ghosh traces the history of the Opium Poppy. He shows how the British Empire grew 

opium in India and forced China to buy it. This made the British Empire very rich, but it 

destroyed many lives in India and China.  

He also connects this history to the modern day. He looks at the Opioid Crisis in 

America, where big pharmaceutical companies sold painkillers (made from opium) that 

addicted millions of people. He says history is repeating itself. 

6.10.2. Analysis 

The Agency of the Plant: Ghosh argues that the Opium Poppy is not just a plant. It is a 

powerful actor in history. The plant "used" humans to spread itself around the world. It created 

empires, started wars, and destroyed cities. This fits with his "Green" theory that non-human 

things have power. 
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Cyclical History: Ghosh shows that the past is never dead. The greedy tactics used by the 

British East India Company in the 1800s are the same tactics used by modern drug companies 

and fossil fuel companies. They prioritize profit over human life. 

6.10.3. Glossary 

1. Opioid Crisis: A modern medical disaster in the USA where millions became addicted to 

legal painkillers made from opium. 

2. Commodification: Turning a living thing (like a flower) into a product to be sold for 

money. 

6.10.3. Check your Progress 

1. How is Smoke and Ashes related to the Ibis Trilogy? 

2. What does Ghosh mean when he says the opium poppy has “agency”? 

3. What modern crisis does Ghosh compare the colonial opium trade to? 

 

 6.11. WILD FICTIONS 

6.11.1. Summary 

Wild Fictions (2025) is Ghosh’s most recent collection of essays. It brings together his shorter 

writings from the last twenty-five years. 

The essays cover many topics: 

● Nature: Essays about the Sundarbans, the 2004 Tsunami, and cyclones. 

● Empire: Essays about how colonial powers destroyed the environment. 

● Literature: Essays about why we need "wild" stories that break the rules of realism. 

One key essay, "The Great Uprooting," talks about migration. Another essay discusses how the 

"clove" spice was commodified, similar to the nutmeg story. 

6.11.2. Analysis 

A Synthesis: This book brings all his ideas together. It shows that Ghosh has been thinking 

about these issues for a long time. It links his love for Xenophilia (love of the 

stranger/foreigner) with his love for the Earth. 
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The Role of the Writer: In Wild Fictions, Ghosh argues that the writer's job today is to "give 

voice" to the silenced. This includes silenced people (refugees, tribal communities) and the 

silenced planet (animals, forests). He calls for a new kind of storytelling that is "wild"—

meaning it is free from the boring rules of the "rational" modern novel. 

6.11.3. Glossary 

1. Xenophilia: The love of strangers or foreign things. It is the opposite of Xenophobia (fear 

of strangers). 

2. Uprooting: Being pulled out of your home/soil. Used to describe both plants and refugees. 

6.11.4. Check your Progress 

1. What is the main purpose of the collection Wild Fictions? 

2. Define "Xenophilia." 

3. Why does Ghosh want stories to be "wild"? 

6.12. SUMMING UP 

In this unit, we have explored the "Green" writings of Amitav Ghosh. 

1. We learned from The Great Derangement: Climate Change and The Unthinkable, that our 

culture is "deranged" because it ignores the climate crisis. 

2. We saw in Gun Island how ancient myths can help us understand modern problems like 

migration. 

3. We learned from The Nutmeg’s Curse and Smoke and Ashes that the history of Colonialism 

is the root cause of our environmental problems today. The way colonizers treated plants 

(opium, nutmeg) as just "products" led to the destruction of the Earth. 

4. We read fables like The Living Mountain and Junglenama which teach us the old wisdom: 

Respect nature, do not be greedy, and live in balance. 

Ghosh teaches us that the Earth is alive. It is speaking to us through storms and floods. As 

students of literature, we must learn to listen to its story. 

 

6.13. REFERENCES 
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-----. (2025). Wild Fictions. Fourth Estate. 

6.14. SUGGESTED READINGS 

1. The Great Derangement: Climate Change and the Unthinkable: Read Part I ("Stories") 

to understand Ghosh's literary theory. 

2. Junglenama: This is a very short and beautiful book with pictures. It is a great starting 

point to understand the legend of the Sundarbans.  

3. Article: "The Climate of History" by Dipesh Chakrabarty. This is a famous academic 

essay that influenced Ghosh. 

6.15. TERMINAL AND MODEL QUESTIONS 

1. Discuss Amitav Ghosh's view that "Climate Change is a crisis of culture." Refer to 

The Great Derangement for your answer. 

2. How does Ghosh use the "fable" form in The Living Mountain and Junglenama to 

teach environmental lessons? 

3. Trace the connection between colonial history and environmental destruction in The 

Nutmeg's Curse and Smoke and Ashes. 

4. What is the significance of the "falling lamp" in The Nutmeg's Curse? 

5. Explain the meaning of the title The Great Derangement. 

6. In Gun Island, how is the migration of animals linked to the migration of humans? 
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7.1. INTRODUCTION 

Welcome to Unit 7 of our course on Green Literature. In the previous units, we have explored 

the theoretical basis of ecocriticism and examined how various global authors have responded 

to the environmental crisis through their writing. We now turn our attention closer to home, to 

a writer who is often regarded as the presiding deity (God) of Indian nature writing: Ruskin 

Bond. 

You might be familiar with Ruskin Bond as a beloved storyteller for children, the 

creator of the lovable Rusty, or the chronicler of small-town life in the Himalayan foothills. 

However, in this unit, we will read Bond differently. We will move beyond the nostalgic charm 

of his stories to uncover a profound ecological philosophy that runs like an underlying theme, 

or an unbroken stream of thought or background throughout his work. We will examine him 

not just as an author of fiction, but as a pioneer of Green Literature in India—a writer who, for 

over six decades, has advocated for a symbiotic relationship between humans and the natural 

world. 

Green Literature, as you have learnt, is not merely writing about nature; it is writing 

that grants nature agency, voice, and intrinsic value. It challenges the anthropocentric (human-

centred) view of the world. In this unit, we will see how Ruskin Bond achieves this. We will 

see how, in his stories, trees are not just timber but witnesses to history; how animals are not 

just beasts but characters with distinct personalities; and how the landscape itself—the mist, 

the rain, the mountain—act as protagonists that shape human destiny. 

For the purpose of our study, we shall focus on two of his significant works: the semi-

autobiographical collection of essays: Rain in the Mountains and the comprehensive anthology 

Ruskin Bond’s Book of Nature. Through detailed analysis of these texts, we will understand 

how Bond documents the biodiversity of the Himalayas, critiques urban alienation, and offers 

a gentle but firm plea for conservation. 

7.2. OBJECTIVES 

By the end of this unit, you should be able to: 

● Define Ruskin Bond’s position in the canon of Indian Green Literature. 

● Analyse the stylistic features of Bond’s prose, specifically his "deceptively simple" 

conversational style and its effectiveness in nature writing. 

● Evaluate Bond’s role as an environmentalist and his philosophy of "Deep Ecology" and 

spiritual connection with nature. 
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● Critically examine the text Rain in the Mountains, identifying themes of solitude, the 

hydro-cycle, and the "mystery" of nature. 

● Discuss the stories and essays within Ruskin Bond’s Book of Nature, specifically analysing 

"Grandfather’s Private Zoo," "The Cherry Tree," and "The Civilized Wilderness." 

● Trace the evolution of the human-nature relationship in Bond’s narratives from dominion 

to stewardship. 

7.3. RUSKIN BOND – PART I 

Before we delve into the specific texts, it is essential for you to understand the man behind the 

words. Ruskin Bond’s life is deeply connected to the landscapes he describes, and his personal 

history provides the context for his ecological consciousness. 

7.3.1. Biographical Context: Roots in the Hills 

Ruskin Bond was born on May 19, 1934, in Kasauli, Himachal Pradesh. He was born of British 

parents, but in his heart and soul, he is deeply Indian. He grew up in various towns across India, 

including Jamnagar (Gujarat), Dehradun, and Shimla. This kind of a childhood where he was 

forced to travel from place to place, never being able to stay in any one of them permanently 

or for long, coupled with the separation of his parents and a sense of loneliness, drove him to 

seek companionship in the natural world. As a child, he discovered that while human 

relationships could be fragile and not long-lasting, the trees and the mountain paths remained 

his constant friends. 

Bond’s literary journey began very early. At the age of seventeen, while living in 

London, he wrote his first novel, The Room on the Roof. This novel, which captures the angst 

and adventures of an Anglo-Indian boy named Rusty, won the prestigious John Llewellyn Rhys 

Memorial Prize in 1957. In spite of the promise of a successful literary career in England, Bond 

felt most at home in India, particularly in the Himalayas. He returned to India in 1955 and has 

never left since, settling eventually in Landour, Mussoorie, where he has lived for decades with 

his adopted family. 

You must note that Bond’s decision to live in the mountains was not only a lifestyle 

choice but a literary commitment. Living in close proximity to the Himalayas allowed him to 

observe the "silent life" of the forest—the leopards, the pine martens, the whistling thrushes—

with a level of intimacy that a visitor could never achieve. They also provided him with the 

raw materials for his stories. 

7.3.2. Major Works and Recognition 

Bond is a prolific writer. His collection of writings includes over 500 short stories, essays, and 

novellas, and more than forty books for children. While we are focusing on his nature writing, 

his work spans various genres including ghost stories, memoirs, and historical fiction. Over the 

decades he has been inspiring generations with his nature-focused storytelling, with popular 
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books like The Blue Umbrella and adaptations of his work into films and TV series, for example 

Junoon, Saat Khoon Maaf and Ek Tha Rusty. He is recognized for his wide-ranging output, 

beloved children's books, and enduring contribution to Indian English literature. 

Here is a brief overview of his significant contributions: 

Category Notable Works 

Novels/Novellas 
The Room on the Roof, Vagrants in the Valley, 

A Flight of Pigeons, The Blue Umbrella, 

Angry River. 

Short Story Collections 
The Night Train at Deoli, Time Stops at 

Shamli, Our Trees Still Grow in Dehra. 

Nature Writing/Memoirs 
Rain in the Mountains, Ruskin Bond's Book 

of Nature, Landour Days, Roads to 

Mussoorie. 

 

His contribution to Indian literature has been formally recognized by the state. He received the 

Sahitya Akademi Award in 1992 for Our Trees Still Grow in Dehra, a collection that 

specifically highlights his nature writing. He was later awarded the Padma Shri in 1999 and the 

Padma Bhushan in 2014. He also received the Bal Sahitya Puraskar in 2012 and the Sahitya 

Akademi Fellowship in 2021. 

Major Awards and Honours: 

• John Llewelyn Rhys Prize(1957): For his debut novel, The Room on the Roof. 

• Sahitya Akademi Award(1992): For Our Trees Still Grow in Dehra. 

• Padma Shri (1999): India's fourth-highest civilian award, for his services to literature. 

• Bal Sahitya Puraskar (2012): For his significant contributions to children's literature. 

• Padma Bhushan (2014): India's third-highest civilian award. 

• Sahitya Akademi Fellowship (2021): A high honour from the literary academy. 

 

 

 



GREEN LITERATURE  BAEL(N)-350 

141 
 

 

7.4. RUSKIN BOND’S PROSE STYLE 

The Art of Simplicity 

When you read Bond, you might wonder at how "easy" the writing feels. Critics and readers 

have often described his style as "lucid," "conversational," and "simple". However, as a student 

of literature, you must look deeper. Bond himself has clarified this misconception, stating, "It 

is clarity that I am striving to attain, not simplicity. Of course, some people want literature to 

be difficult... I have always tried to achieve a prose that is easy and conversational. And those 

who think this is simple should try it for themselves". To say it in his own words, he does not 

want his readers to “toil and sweat” in order to understand him, as some “serious” writers do.  

This "deceptively simple" style is a deliberate aesthetic choice, particularly effective 

for Green Literature. Why? Because complex, ornamental language often draws attention to 

the writer. Bond’s clear prose acts like a transparent glass window, drawing attention to the 

subject—the mountain, the tree, the bird. 

Listed below are some of the main characteristics of his style: 

● First-Person Narration: Bond almost always writes in the first person. This creates an 

intimate, confessional tone. It positions the narrator not as a distant expert but as a humble 

observer walking alongside the reader. 

● Sensory Imagery: His descriptions are not just visual. He evokes the smell of wet earth, 

the sound of the cicadas, and the feel of the mountain breeze. This multisensory approach 

immerses the reader in the ecosystem. 

● Minimalist Plot: In his nature writing, "nothing happens" in the conventional sense of a 

dramatic plot. Instead, the narrative focuses on observation and the slow rhythm of 

nature—the blooming of a flower, the changing of seasons. This reflects the "stillness" of 

the natural world. 

So, you can see that Bond’s "conversational" style removes the barrier between the author 

and the reader. It uses the style of oral storytelling, making the narrative feel intimate and 

personal. This clarity and intimacy allow the natural imagery to stand out without being 

obscured by complex language, making the reader feel present in the landscape. 

 

7.5. RUSKIN BOND  
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By now you have got a fair idea about the author’s life, background and achievements. Let us 

examine his philosophy next. Is Ruskin Bond an environmentalist? He does not typically lead 

protest marches; he does not publish climate change data or write academic papers on the 

changing environment. Yet, a lot of his work constitutes a significant form of environmental 

activism. Some critics give the term "gentle activism" to this form of environmentalism. 

7.5.1. The Green Philosophy and Deep Ecology 

Bond’s environmentalism is rooted in the philosophy of Deep Ecology. Deep Ecology is an 

environmental philosophy which recognises and values the importance of all living and non-

living beings, regardless of their commercial or material value to human beings. In Bond’s 

stories, a tree is not valuable because it provides timber or shade for humans; it is valuable 

simply because it exists, because it lives. 

In his writings, Bond often laments the "wanton destruction of forests, rivers, and 

wildlife habitats in the name of progress". In essays like "The Green Room" and "The Rains 

Came," he explicitly calls attention to the urgent need for conservation and sustainable 

development. However, his approach is not to lecture the reader but to make them fall in love 

with the natural world. He believes that if you love something, you will protect it. 

7.5.2. Nature as a Sentient Character 

One of the most defining features of Green Literature is the elevation of nature from a mere 

backdrop to a living character. Bond can make nature come alive in his writings. In his universe, 

nature is a dynamic, living and sentient entity, having senses that can see, hear, touch, taste and 

feel like human beings, and are often personified with agency and voice. 

For example, in his stories, the landscape influences the plot. The mist hides secrets; 

the rain brings transformation; the mountains offer protection or danger. In works like The Blue 

Umbrella or The Night Train at Deoli, the setting is not passive; it exerts a force on the 

protagonists' lives. In Bond’s stories, nature is invested with emotional and narrative 

significance, which encourages the reader to understand and reflect on the intrinsic value of 

natural spaces. 

7.5.3. Spiritual Connection and Healing 

For Ruskin Bond, the connection to nature is also spiritual. He writes about the "quiet wisdom" 

of the hills and the "transformative power of nature". In an age marked by environmental 

degradation and ecological crisis, Bond suggests that nature offers a relief from the chaos of 

modern life and helps to nurture the human spirit. Therefore nature, according to Bond, has the 
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power to heal and mend broken hearts and souls. If we want to be whole, hale and hearty, then 

we must keep nature that way too, and desist from over-exploiting our hills, rivers, trees and 

other natural resources.  

This is a key aspect of his environmentalism: the idea that saving nature is essential for 

saving our own humanity. He suggests that we are "fleeting visitors in a world of infinite beauty 

and wonder," and we are bound to the earth by "sacred bonds of love and kinship". His writing 

serves as a reminder that when we destroy nature, we destroy a part of our own soul. 

Bond treats nature not as a static backdrop but as an active participant. In his stories, 

the landscape (rain, mist, mountains) has agency—it can hide, reveal, protect, or challenge the 

characters. It has a "voice" and it influences the plot, thus becoming a character in the story. 

 

7.6. RAIN IN THE MOUNTAINS 

We will now turn our attention to the first of our primary texts: Rain in the Mountains: Notes 

from the Himalayas (1993). 

7.6.1 Introduction 

Rain in the Mountains: Notes from the Himalayas by Ruskin Bond is a collection of his 

writings (prose & poetry) celebrating life in Mussoorie, focusing on the magic of the rainy 

season, simple joys, nature's beauty, solitude, and the unique charm of mountain living, using 

vivid yet simple language to transport readers to the Himalayan foothills through observations 

on daily life, flora, fauna, and small moments with tea, rain, and companions. It is a genre-

defying book, bringing together a collection of journal entries, essays, poems, and snippets of 

memoir, all loosely bound together by the theme of life in Mussoorie. It is described as a 

"mosaic" that mirrors the rhythm of hill life itself—"slow, irregular, and quietly rich". 

7.6.2 Key Themes and Content 

The book is divided into the following sections: 

1. Section I: Once Upon a Mountain Time 

2. Section II: Mountains in My Blood 

3. Section III: Notes by the Wayside 

4. Section IV: Mountains are Kind to Writers 

5. Section V: Time to Close the Window 



GREEN LITERATURE  BAEL(N)-350 

144 
 

The broad themes covered are: 

• Nature's Embrace: Bond captures the essence of the monsoon, describing how rain 

brings life to the hills, the sounds (like raindrops on leaves), and the transformation of 

the landscape. 

• Simple Joys: The book highlights contentment found in small things, like a hot cup of 

tea during a heavy downpour or quiet moments in nature. 

• Mountain Life: It offers glimpses into Bond's daily life in Mussoorie, blending 

personal experiences, observations, and fictionalized tales. 

• Solitude & Companionship: Themes of being alone in the mountains and the fleeting 

connections with people and animals are explored. 

7.6.3 Selected Pieces  

The title itself explains that the Monsoon season is at the centre of the narrative. In the Indian 

Himalayas, the monsoon is a time of rebirth. The dry, dusty hills turn lush green, the mist 

descends, and life moves indoors. Bond captures this atmosphere with crystalline clarity, 

writing of mist drifting through deodars and sunlight filtering through pines. In essence, it's a 

nostalgic, and heartwarming look at life in the Indian Himalayas through the eyes of one of its 

most beloved storytellers, evoking a deep appreciation for the natural world and simple living.  

We shall now analyse three of its most well-loved pieces, namely: "Once Upon a 

Mountain Time," "How Far Is the River," and "Sounds I Like to Hear".  

7.6.3.1 "Once Upon a Mountain Time" 

This section serves as an introduction to the "simple and affable world" of the mountains. 

Through a series of vignettes, Bond establishes the setting—the flora (geraniums, wild 

begonias), the fauna (whistling thrushes, langurs), and the people (postmen, milkmen, 

villagers). 

Here, you observe Bond’s deep-rootedness in nature. He does not describe the 

mountains like a tourist, who would focus only on the scenic views. Instead, he focuses on the 

micro-details: the moss on the wall, the beetle on the windowpane, the specific way the light 

hits the valley. This attention to detail teaches the reader to look closely, a fundamental skill for 

any naturalist. 
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7.6.3.2 "Sounds I Like to Hear" 

This essay is a masterpiece of sensory writing. It belongs to the second section, aptly named 

Mountains in my Blood. Usually, nature writing is dominated by the visual—what we see. In 

this essay, Bond shifts the focus to the auditory—what we hear. This is a crucial aspect of 

ecological awareness, often called "soundscape ecology." 

Bond lists the sounds that define his world: 

● The rain drumming on tin roofs (a quintessential Himalayan sound). 

● Streams bubbling over rocks. 

● Temple bells ringing in the distance. 

But the most significant part of this essay is when he discusses the Mystery. He describes a 

"melodious sound, a sweet repeated trill," which he hears at night but cannot identify. It might 

be a tree frog or a cricket. Bond explicitly states, "I am not sure that I really want to know". 

Why does he say this? In our modern scientific age, we are obsessed with naming, 

categorizing, and explaining everything. By choosing not to identify the sound, Bond is 

preserving the magic of the wild. He argues that "it is good to be left with one small mystery... 

entirely my own". This suggests that nature should not be fully conquered by human intellect; 

some parts of it should remain wild and unknowable. He ends the essay with a poem exhorting 

the reader to listen to the "beauty of silence," reminding us that silence is not empty, but full of 

the presence of nature. Bond does not identify the sound to preserve the "mystery" and 

enchantment of nature. He believes that scientific rationalism can strip the world of wonder. 

By leaving it unknown, it remains "sweet and satisfying," emphasizing that some aspects of 

the wild should remain beyond human conquest. 

7.6.3.3 "How Far Is the River" 

This short story, included in the collection, is a narrative of a quest. It tells the story of a twelve-

year-old boy who sets out to find a river he has heard about but never seen. The boy lives in a 

village on a hill. Between him and the river stands a thickly forested mountain. He has always 

felt an urge to see the river, but the adults in his life (represented by his parents) have never 

encouraged him. But today, he is lucky that both his parents are absent, and the boy is driven 

by an intense curiosity. He starts walking. Along the way, he meets a woodcutter, a grass-cutter, 

and a village boy, asking them, "How far is the river?" Their answers vary—seven miles, 

twenty miles—highlighting the subjective nature of distance in the hills. 
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7.6.4 The Ecological Themes 

 

1. The Physicality of Nature: The path is described as "steep," "dusty," and "stony." Nature 

is not just a pretty picture; it is a physical challenge that the body must endure. 

2. The Silence of God: As the boy enters the deep forest, the birdsong stops. Bond writes: 

"The silence was impressive and a little frightening. It was different from the silence of a 

room... it was the silence of space, of the unknown, the silence of God". This is a profound 

moment of Ecocriticism. Bond is suggesting that the wilderness possesses a sacredness 

that transcends human understanding. 

3. Immersion: The climax of the story is not just seeing the river, but touching it. The boy 

hears the "roaring sound," runs down the slope, and walks into the water. He is "ankle 

deep in the bitter cold mountain water". This physical immersion symbolizes a total 

communion with nature. He has not just observed the river; he has become part of it. 

7.6.5 Check your Progress 

 

1. How does Ruskin Bond’s "conversational" style enhance his nature writing? 

2. Explain the concept of "Nature as a Character" in Ruskin Bond’s work.  

3. In "Sounds I Like to Hear," why does Bond choose not to identify the source of the 

mysterious sound? 

7.7. THE BOOK OF NATURE 

Our second text is The Book of Nature by Ruskin Bond, published in 2004 (and 2008). This is 

an anthology—a collection of his best nature writing spanning over fifty years. 

7.7.1 Introduction 

While Rain in the Mountains is specific to Mussoorie, this book is broader. It covers his 

childhood in Dehradun, his time in cities, and his travels. It is organized taxonomically (by 

category), moving from natural history to personal response. This helps us see the different 

facets of his environmentalism. The topics in the book are named literally. When we think of 

Nature, what comes to our minds, at a broader level are - trees, forests, animals, birds, 

mountains, flowers, and different seasons, etc. The Book of Nature has chapters covering these 

entities. Each chapter has Bond's findings and notes about the entities, sprinkled with his 

philosophy.  
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7.7.2 Summary 

Nature gives. And takes away. And gives again. In short, you can suppose this to be the over-

arching message of Ruskin Bond's The Book of Nature. It is like a soothing balm to one's soul. 

As you delve deep into the book, you will be transported into the wonderland of Ruskin Bond's 

world of nature and the depth with which he explains every animal, bird, insect, plant and 

flower. Bond writes in a deceptively simple, yet clear language. The emotions that he evokes, 

will make a perceptive reader fall in love with Nature. The style is simple and almost colloquial, 

like an old friend having a conversation with the reader and narrating experiences with 

enthusiasm and thrill, and yet, with deep meaning. One need not be a botanist or a zoologist to 

understand about Nature. If we are patient, observant and keep our eyes, ears and hearts open, 

we can empathize with the plant and animal kingdoms.  

The sections include: 

1. Grandfather’s Zoo (Animals and domesticity) 

2. The Civilized Wilderness (Nature in cities) 

3. Into the Wild (Jungle experiences) 

4. Trees, Flowers, Rain (Flora and elements) 

5. The Winged Ones (Birds) 

6. Big-cat Tales (Tigers and leopards) 

7.7.3 “Grandfather’s Private Zoo” 

This section contains some of Bond’s most delightful and famous stories, centred around his 

grandfather’s house in Dehradun. His grandfather was a forest officer and an animal lover who 

kept a menagerie of pets. You might ask: Is keeping wild animals as pets "green"? In the 

modern context, perhaps not. But Bond’s stories describe a different era and a specific 

relationship—one of rescue and eccentricity rather than exploitation. 

Key Stories in this Section: 

● "The Adventure of Toto": Toto is a mischievous monkey bought from a tonga-driver. 

Bond describes Toto’s antics—destroying wallpaper, throwing a dish of pulao from a 

jackfruit tree—with humor. 

● "The Conceited Python": Grandfather buys a python that curls up in front of a mirror, 

admiring its own reflection. 

● "A Hornbill Called Harold": This story details the bond between the narrator and a Great 
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Indian Hornbill. 

These stories collectively challenge the boundary between "human space" (the house) and 

"wild space" (the forest). In Grandfather’s house, these boundaries are porous. 

7.7.4 "The Cherry Tree" 

"The Cherry Tree" is perhaps the most perfect example of Bond’s green philosophy. It is a 

simple story about a boy named Rakesh who plants a cherry seed in his garden in Mussoorie. 

The story follows the tree over seven years. Bond meticulously documents the struggles of the 

sapling.  

The cherry sapling faces three major threats: 

1. Biotic Pressure: A goat eats its leaves. 

2. Human Negligence: A grass-cutter woman accidentally cuts it in half with her scythe.  

3. Environmental Stress: The heavy monsoon that blights the young sapling. 

Despite these traumas, the tree persists. Grandfather tells Rakesh, "Cherry trees are tough". 

This is a lesson in resilience. Nature is tenacious; it wants to live. 

7.7.5 "The Civilized Wilderness" 

In this section, Bond explores nature in the city. He writes about his time living in New Delhi 

(specifically Rajouri Garden, before it was fully urbanized).Bond observes that nature is not 

just found in the Himalayas. He finds "old wells, irrigation channels, camels and buffaloes" on 

the outskirts of Delhi. He describes the "Bluejays" (Indian Rollers) performing their acrobatic 

"love flights" amidst the dust and traffic. He writes of a magnificent Banyan tree that survives 

near the Najafgarh Road. This is crucial for "Green Literature" because it democratizes nature.  

7.7.6 Analysis  

“The Adventure of Toto”: By giving Toto a distinct personality (mischievous, clever, 

destructive), Bond anthropomorphizes him. This creates empathy. Toto is not just "wildlife"; 

he is an individual. The story also shows the limits of coexistence—Toto is eventually returned 

to the tonga-driver because he is too wild for a middle-class home. This acknowledges that 

wild animals ultimately belong in the wild, not in drawing rooms. 

“The Conceited Python”: Attributing human traits like "conceit" (vanity) to a snake subverts 

the usual fear associated with reptiles. Bond transforms a terrifying predator into a humorous, 

almost relatable character. 
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“A Hornbill Called Harold”: It highlights the "interdependent nature of humanity and the 

natural world". The bird relies on the humans for food, but the humans rely on the bird for 

companionship and joy. 

“The Cherry Tree”: The relationship between Rakesh and the tree is one of Stewardship. 

Rakesh waters it, circles it with pebbles, and watches over it. He is not "using" the tree; he is 

serving it. The ending is profound. When the tree finally blossoms, Rakesh touches the bark 

and asks his grandfather, "Is this what it feels like to be God? "This is a radical statement. Bond 

is suggesting that the closest human beings come to divinity is not through power or 

destruction, but through creation and nurturing. To plant a seed and help it grow is a divine act. 

This story shifts the paradigm from "Dominion over Nature" (the Biblical view) to "Co-creation 

with Nature". 

“The Civilised Wilderness”: You don't need to go to a national park to find nature; you can 

find it in a "civilized wilderness" of a city park or a roadside tree. Bond critiques the "nightmare 

of modern cheapjack life" and the "feverish external business" of the city. He argues that 

humanity has "quarrelled with Earth," but the Earth is patient. The persistence of the Bluejay 

in Delhi is a sign that nature can coexist with us, if we only leave it a little space. 

7.7.7 Check your Progress 

1. In "The Cherry Tree," what are the three threats the young sapling faces? 

7.8. GLOSSARY 

● Anthropocentric: Interpreting the world in terms of human values and experiences; 

regarding humankind as the central or most important element of existence. Bond’s work 

challenges this. 

● Deep Ecology: An environmental philosophy that promotes the inherent worth of living 

beings regardless of their instrumental utility to human needs. 

● Ecocriticism: The study of literature and the environment from an interdisciplinary point 

of view, where literature scholars analyse texts that illustrate environmental concerns. 

● Sentient: Able to perceive or feel things. Bond often portrays nature (trees, mountains) as 

sentient. 

● Stewardship: The job of supervising or taking care of something, such as an organization 

or property. In ecological terms, the responsible use and protection of the natural 

environment. 
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7.9. SUMMING UP 

In this unit, we have traversed the green world of Ruskin Bond. We have seen that his writing 

is much more than simple storytelling. It is an archive of the Indian landscape and a manifesto 

for ecological living. 

● Stylistically, Bond uses a lucid, conversational tone to make nature accessible, removing 

the barrier between the reader and the world. 

● Philosophically, he embodies Deep Ecology, viewing nature as sentient, spirited, and 

intrinsically valuable. 

● In Rain in the Mountains, he taught us to listen to the "mystery" of the mountains and to 

respect the "silence of God" in the wilderness. 

● In The Book of Nature, through stories like "The Cherry Tree" and "Grandfather's Zoo," 

he showed us that the relationship between humans and nature can be one of friendship, 

humour, and stewardship. 

Bond’s legacy is that he teaches us to look. He teaches us that if we look closely enough at a 

cherry seed, or a bluejay, or a mist-covered hill, we will find a world worth saving. As he writes, 

"Once the mountains are in your blood, there is no escape". 

7.10. Check your Progress 

1. Answer to Q1: Bond’s "conversational" style removes the barrier between the author and 

the reader. It mimics oral storytelling, making the narrative feel intimate and personal. 

This "clarity" allows the natural imagery to stand out without being obscured by complex 

language, making the reader feel present in the landscape. 

2. Answer to Q2: Bond treats nature not as a static backdrop but as an active participant. In 

his stories, the landscape (rain, mist, mountains) has agency—it can hide, reveal, protect, 

or challenge the characters. It has a "voice" and influences the plot, effectively becoming 

a character in the story. 

3. Answer to Q3: Bond chooses not to identify the sound to preserve the "mystery" and 

enchantment of nature. He believes that scientific rationalism can strip the world of 

wonder. By leaving it unknown, it remains "sweet and satisfying," emphasizing that some 

aspects of the wild should remain beyond human conquest. 

4. Answer to Q4: The cherry tree faces: (1) A goat that eats its leaves, (2) A grass-cutter 

woman who accidentally cuts the stem with a scythe, and (3) A heavy monsoon that blights 

the young plant. 
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7.11. TERMINAL AND MODAL QUESTIONS 

1. Discuss Ruskin Bond’s contribution to "Green Literature" with specific reference to his 

philosophy of Deep Ecology. How does he differentiate his environmentalism from 

political activism? 

2. Compare the portrayal of nature in "How Far Is the River" and "The Cherry Tree." How 

does the human protagonist interact with the natural world in each story? 

3. Write a short note on the significance of the "Monsoon" in Bond’s Rain in the Mountains. 

4. "Bond’s stories suggest that animals have personalities." Discuss this statement with 

examples from "Grandfather’s Private Zoo." 

5. Analyse the concept of "The Civilized Wilderness." How does Bond find nature within 

the urban landscape of Delhi? 

7.12. SUGGESTED READINGS 

● Bond, Ruskin. Rain in the Mountains: Notes from the Himalayas. Penguin India, 1993. 

● Bond, Ruskin. Ruskin Bond's Book of Nature. Penguin India, 2004/2008. 

● Bond, Ruskin. Our Trees Still Grow in Dehra. Penguin India, 1991. 

● Lyon, Thomas J. This Incomparable Land: A Guide to American Nature Writing. (For 

theoretical context on nature writing taxonomy). 

● Glotfelty, Cheryll. The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology. (For 

understanding the theoretical framework). 
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8.1. INTRODUCTION 

Welcome to the eighth unit of our course on Green Literature. In the previous unit, we began 

our exploration of Indian nature writing through the works of a writer who is one of the most 

significant voices in Indian environmental literature: Ruskin Bond. Through the texts that we 

studied, you have seen how literature reflects our ecological reality. For students residing in 

the rural landscapes of India—amidst the fields, the forests, and the river valleys—Bond’s 

stories will likely feel like a mirror to your own lives. He writes of the rustling leaves, the 

distinct smell of wet earth after the first monsoon rain, the companionship of resilient trees, 

and the quiet, often overlooked dignity of the natural world. 

Ruskin Bond is not merely a storyteller; he is an archivist of the Indian landscape and 

an ecologist of the human soul. Born in Kasauli in 1934, Bond has spent the vast majority of 

his life in the Himalayan foothills—Dehradun, Mussoorie, and Shimla. While he is of British 

descent, his identity is deeply rooted in the Indian soil. He has often remarked that while his 

heritage may be British, the Indian earth is where he belongs. This unique dual perspective 

allows him to document the Indian environment with both the keen, analytical eye of an 

observer and the profound, emotional intimacy of a native inhabitant. 

In the context of "Green Literature," Ruskin Bond occupies a unique and pivotal space. 

Unlike academic researchers who produce serious literature on climate change or biodiversity 

loss, Bond utilizes the gentle medium of fiction to instil a deep, abiding love for nature. His 

philosophy is simple yet profound: we protect what we love. His stories function as a bridge, 

seamlessly connecting the human world with the natural world, demonstrating that humanity 

is not an entity separate from nature, but rather a small, dependent part of a vast, living web. 

Through his characters—often children, simple hill folk, or lonely travellers, he illustrates the 

practical and spiritual benefits of living in harmony with our surroundings. 

This unit is designed to be a comprehensive guide to Bond's ecological vision. We will 

examine five of his most significant works: Our Trees Still Grow in Dehra, Angry River, The 

Cherry Tree, Earthquake, and The Last Truck Ride. Each of these narratives offers a different 

perspective on the human-nature relationship, ranging from the nurturing and peaceful to the 

destructive and terrifying. By the end of this unit, you will not only appreciate Bond’s literary 

craft but also understand how stories can serve as powerful tools for environmental awareness 

and conservation. 
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8.2. OBJECTIVES 

As you progress through this unit, you should aim to achieve the following learning outcomes: 

● Analyse the major fictional works of Ruskin Bond through the specific lens of Green 

Literature and eco-criticism. 

● Identify and interpret the recurring environmental themes in Bond’s writing, specifically 

the interdependence of humanity and nature, the concept of the living earth, and the 

spiritual necessity of conservation. 

● Understand Bond’s unique narrative style and technique, particularly his mastery of 

sensory imagery, simple language, and the autobiographical mode to convey complex 

ecological truths to diverse audiences. 

● Critically evaluate the symbolic significance of natural elements in specific stories, such 

as the resilience of the cherry tree, the duality of the angry river, and the protective nature 

of the mountain oaks. 

● Reflect on the socio-environmental commentary within the stories, particularly regarding 

the impact of modernization, deforestation, and industrial greed on the fragile ecosystems 

of the Himalayas. 

● Synthesize the lessons from these stories to form a personal understanding of 

environmental stewardship applicable to your own local context. 

8.3. MAJOR FICTIONAL WORKS WITH ENVIRONMENTAL FOCUS 

Ruskin Bond is a prolific writer with a vast bibliography comprising over 500 short stories, 

novellas, essays, and poems. While nature serves as the backdrop for nearly all his writings, 

certain works stand out for their explicit focus on environmental issues and the human-nature 

bond. Before we delve into the detailed study of specific texts, it is helpful to survey his broader 

contributions to Green Literature. 

8.3.1 The Blue Umbrella 

While often categorized as a children's story, The Blue Umbrella is a profound meditation on 

the conflict between materialism and the natural simplicity of hill life. The novella is deeply 

rooted in the Garhwal Himalayas. It captures the pastoral rhythm of the hill people and their 

intimate relationship with the elements—the wind, the rain, and the terrain. Nature in this story 

is an active participant; the wind tears the umbrella, the rain necessitates it, and the cliffs 
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provide the stage for the human drama. It reflects upon how city values intrude into the rustic 

harmony of the village, represented by the desire for the manufactured umbrella. 

8.3.2 Dust on the Mountain 

This novella is perhaps Bond’s most direct and sharp critique of environmental degradation. 

The narrative follows a young boy named Bisnu, who is forced to leave his village to work in 

a limestone quarry to support his family. Bond vividly describes the "scarring" of the beautiful 

hills by dynamiting and quarrying. He contrasts the dusty, barren, and choking atmosphere of 

the quarry with the lush, green, and life-sustaining village Bisnu leaves behind. It serves as a 

thematic companion to The Last Truck Ride, dealing with the industrial destruction of the 

Himalayas and the human cost of such exploitation. 

8.3.3 The Room on the Roof 

Bond’s debut novel, written when he was only seventeen, captures the magic and pristine 

beauty of the Doon Valley before rampant urbanization altered its landscape. While primarily 

a coming-of-age story about a boy named Rusty, the novel establishes the environment as a 

sanctuary. The vivid descriptions of the fruit trees, the wide meadows, and the sensory 

experience of the monsoon rains portray nature as a refuge for the troubled protagonist. It 

highlights the healing power of the natural world for the human soul. 

8.3.4 Panther's Moon 

In this gripping novella, Bond tackles the complex issue of human-animal conflict. The story 

revolves around a man-eating leopard. However, unlike typical colonial hunting narratives that 

demonize the predator, Bond treats the leopard with respect, awe, and empathy. He suggests 

that the animal turns to man-eating not out of hatred, but because humans have encroached 

upon its territory and depleted its natural prey. This nuanced perspective is a hallmark of Green 

Literature, urging readers to understand the root causes of ecological conflict rather than simply 

defaming wildlife. 

8.3.5 Rain in the Mountains 

This collection of essays, poems, a radio play and journal entries is a lyrical tribute to the 

Himalayas. It records the small, everyday miracles of nature—the blooming of a wildflower, 

the song of a whistling thrush, the sound of raindrops drumming down on a tin roof, and the 
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forever changing cycle of the seasons. It teaches the reader the art of "seeing" and "listening" 

to nature, emphasizing that observation is the first step toward conservation. 

8.4. MAJOR THEMES IN BOND’S FICTION 

Ruskin Bond’s contribution to Green Literature is defined by several recurring themes that 

weave through his vast body of work. Recognizing these themes will help you analyse the 

stories in this unit more effectively. 

8.4.1 Harmony and Interdependence 

The most dominant theme in Bond’s work is the possibility—and indeed the necessity—of 

harmony between humans and the natural world. Bond rejects the anthropocentric view that 

humans are masters of the earth. Instead, stories like The Cherry Tree illustrate a symbiotic 

relationship: when humans nurture nature, nature nurtures them back, providing fruit, shade, 

joy, and a sense of purpose. His characters often live in simple rural settings where their 

survival is linked directly to the health of their environment. 

8.4.2 The Living Presence of Nature (Animism) 

Bond often attributes human-like qualities, agency, and sentience to nature, a literary device 

known as personification or animism. In his universe, trees are not merely biological entities; 

they breathe, feel, communicate, and even "walk." In Our Trees Still Grow in Dehra, he 

references a myth that trees used to walk until they were cursed to stand still, yet they still yearn 

to move toward those who love them. This animistic view encourages readers to respect nature 

as a living community rather than a resource to be exploited. 

8.4.3 Environmental Degradation and Human Greed 

Bond does not shy away from the harsh realities of the modern world. He frequently writes 

about the "murder" of trees and the "scarring" of hillsides by industrial activities. In stories like 

The Last Truck Ride, he criticises human beings for their over-riding greed that leads to 

mindless deforestation and quarrying. He warns that blasting the hills for short-term financial 

gain will eventually turn the lush mountains into a barren desert, devoid of water and life. 
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8.4.4 Resilience and Regeneration 

Despite the destruction, nature in Bond’s stories is characterized by incredible resilience. Even 

after devastation, life finds a way to return. In Earthquake, the family rebuilds their lives after 

the disaster; in The Cherry Tree, the sapling survives physical mutilation; in Angry River, the 

island is flooded, but the cycle of life resumes. This theme offers a message of hope: nature has 

a tremendous capacity to heal if humanity gives it the space and respect to do so. 

8.4.5 The Innocence of Childhood as Ecological Wisdom 

Bond often links the innocence of children with the purity of nature. Children in his stories—

such as Rakesh, Sita, and Nathu—possess an instinctive eco-consciousness that adults often 

lose. They have not yet been corrupted by the material greed of the adult world. They 

communicate with trees, rivers, and animals naturally. Bond suggests that humanity needs to 

recover this "child-like" vision and wonder to save the planet. 

Table 8.4.6 Summary of Major Environmental Themes in Bond's Fiction 

Theme Description Key Stories 

Harmony 
Mutual nurturing between 

man and nature. 

The Cherry Tree, Angry 

River 

Animism 
Nature as a sentient, living 

entity with agency. 

Our Trees Still Grow in 

Dehra, The Last Truck Ride 

Degradation 
Critique of industrialization, 

quarrying, and greed. 

The Last Truck Ride, Dust 

on the Mountain 

Resilience 
Nature's ability to recover 

from trauma; survival. 

Earthquake, Angry River, 

The Cherry Tree 

Childhood 

Children as the true 

guardians and friends of 

nature. 

The Cherry Tree, Our Trees 

Still Grow in Dehra 
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8.5. BOND’S STYLE AND TECHNIQUE 

Ruskin Bond’s writing style, in his own words, ‘is deceptively simple’, which makes it ideal 

for self-instruction and for students from diverse backgrounds. However, behind this simplicity 

lies a sophisticated and polished literary craft that is very effective in communicating deep 

ecological truths. 

● Lucid and Accessible Language: Bond uses plain English that captures the rhythm and 

cadence of Indian speech. He avoids complex academic jargon, making his descriptions 

of nature accessible to everyone. This simplicity ensures that the message of conservation 

is not lost in complicated prose. 

● Sensory Imagery: Bond appeals to all five senses to immerse the reader in the 

environment. You can see the flash of the "red-billed blue magpie," hear the "scrunch" of 

porcupines eating potatoes or the whistle of the thrush, smell the wet earth and pine 

needles, and taste the sourness of the mountain cherries. This sensory engagement helps 

the reader fall in love with Ruskin Bond’s writings and hence, with the landscape that he 

describes. 

● Autobiographical Narrative: Many of his stories are semi-autobiographical. He uses the 

first-person narrator ("I") frequently, often using the protagonist "Rusty" as his stand-in. 

This technique gives his stories an authentic, personal touch, making the reader feel they 

are reading a letter from a friend rather than a fictional text. It lends credibility to his 

observations of the natural world. 

● Humor and Irony: Even when dealing with serious subjects like earthquakes or floods, 

Bond infuses his stories with a gentle humour, which is a hallmark of Bond’s style. For 

example, in the story named Earthquake, the grandfather explains the tremors as the earth 

"stretching" like an old man. This humour relieves tension and makes terrifying natural 

events understandable and less traumatic for young readers. 

● Personification: As mentioned in the themes section, Bond treats nature as a character. 

The river is described as "angry," the trees "watch," and the wind "whispers." This literary 

device helps build empathy for the environment, encouraging readers to view nature as a 

fellow being, and not as an adversary. 
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8.6. OUR TREES STILL GROW IN DEHRA 

8.6.1 Introduction 

Our Trees Still Grow in Dehra is a beautiful and important collection of semi-autobiographical 

stories by Ruskin Bond, published in 1991. This collection is deeply significant in the canon 

of Indian literature, since Ruskin Bond won the prestigious Sahitya Akademi Award for it in 

1992, which marked his status as a major Indian literary figure. The collection spans the 

author's life from childhood to adulthood, chronicling his relationship with his family and, 

more importantly, with the town of Dehra (Dehradun) and its vegetation. 

8.6.2 Autobiographical Elements 

The stories in this collection are deeply personal and rooted in Bond's own history. Dehra was 

the setting of some of his happiest years, spent with his father and grandmother. The title story 

reflects a profound nostalgia for a lost past—a time when the town was greener, quieter, and 

filled with trees planted by his own family. After his father's early death and the tumultuous 

changes brought by Independence and partition, Bond returns to Dehra to find the people gone 

and the landscape altered. However, the trees remain. These trees serve as the only living link 

to his deceased father and his lost childhood, anchoring his memories in the physical landscape. 

8.6.3 Plot and Summary 

The title story, "Our Trees Still Grow in Dehra," narrates the author's poignant return to his old 

hometown after many years. He revisits the places of his youth, particularly the house where 

he lived with his father. He recalls how his father, a man who loved nature deeply, was an avid 

gardener. Together, they had planted numerous trees—lime, mango, orange, and jackfruit—

around their home. 

A central element of the narrative is a specific myth his father shared with him: the 

myth of the walking trees. His father told him that in ancient times, trees had the power to move 

and walk about. However, they abused this power and were consequently cursed by the gods 

to stand still for eternity. Despite this curse, his father believed that trees still yearn to be close 

to the people they love. He would tell young Ruskin that if you look closely, you can see them 

leaning towards you, trying to bridge the gap. 

Upon his return years later, Bond finds the town drastically changed. He notes, "Dehra 

is an old town, but it was... hard, none know me now." The familiarity of the human population 

has vanished; strangers now inhabit his old home, which has been sold to a Major-General 

Mehra. Yet, peering over the wall, Bond sees the trees. They have defied time and change. The 
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jackfruit tree, the mangoes, and the lemons are thriving. He realizes that while the human 

occupants have changed and his father is long dead, the trees they planted together are alive 

and flourishing. They are the living legacy of his father's hands. He feels a sense of 

homecoming not through the people, but through the vegetation. The trees "bowed gently in 

the breeze and beckoned me nearer, welcoming me home". 

8.6.4 Analysis 

This story serves as a poignant exploration of memory, ecology, and the permanence of nature. 

1. Permanence of Nature vs. Transience of Man: The central theme is the contrast between 

the fleeting nature of human life and the enduring presence of nature. As Bond writes in 

another story, "Men come and go; the mountains remain". In this story, the trees provide 

continuity in a world of flux. While friends, family, and neighbours have moved on or 

passed away, the trees remain as silent witnesses to the past. 

2. The "Walking Trees" Myth: This myth is crucial to understanding Bond's ecological 

philosophy. It suggests that nature is sentient and possesses agency. By recounting his 

father's belief that trees "lean" towards those they love, Bond suggests a spiritual bond 

between the planter and the plant. It implies that the love and care invested in the 

environment are never lost; they remain stored in the wood and leaves, reciprocated by 

the tree. 

3. Trees as Family: The title "Our Trees" suggests possession and kinship. They are not 

merely botanical specimens; they are "family trees" in a literal sense. They are the 

products of his father's labour and love. The red-billed blue magpie that flies out of the 

oak tree serves as a symbol of the vibrant life that this "family" supports. 

4. Healing and Solace: The protagonist finds solace in the trees. The "alienated house," now 

occupied by strangers, becomes a home again only because of the natural surroundings. 

This highlights nature's power to heal emotional wounds and provide a sense of belonging 

to the alienated individual. 

8.6.5 Glossary 

● Cameo: A short descriptive literary sketch or scene. 

● Foliage: The leaves of a plant or tree, collectively. 

● Probing roots: Roots that search deep into the soil for water and nutrients. 

● Alienated: Feeling isolated, estranged, or like a stranger. 

● Sentient: Able to perceive or feel things; conscious. 
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● Sahitya Akademi Award: A literary honour in India given to writers of the most 

outstanding books of literary merit. 

8.6.6 Check Your Progress 

Q: Why did Ruskin Bond receive the Sahitya Akademi Award? 

A: He received it in 1992 for the collection Our Trees Still Grow in Dehra. 

Q: What myth about trees did Bond's father tell him? 

A: He told him that trees used to walk until they were cursed to stand still, but they still lean 

towards people they love, yearning to be near them. 

Q: How does the story show the contrast between Dehra "then" and "now"? 

A: The town has grown "hard," and the people are strangers who do not know the author, but 

the trees remain the same, providing a living link to his past and his father. 

8.7. ANGRY RIVER 

8.7.1 Plot 

Angry River is a gripping novella about a young girl named Sita who lives with her 

grandparents on a small, remote island in the middle of a large river. Their life is simple and 

self-sufficient; they grow melons and vegetables and live in harmony with the river. However, 

the arrival of the monsoon brings heavy rains, transforming the friendly river into a terrifying 

force. Sita's grandmother falls ill, and her grandfather takes her to the hospital in the nearest 

town, Shahganj, leaving Sita alone on the island with her rag doll, Mumta. 

The rain intensifies, and the river begins to rise menacingly. It floods the island, 

washing away the vegetable patch and eventually threatening the mud hut. Sita packs a few 

belongings in a trunk but realizes she cannot save everything. As the water swallows her home, 

she climbs the old, sturdy Peepul tree for safety. In the chaos of the rising water, she forgets 

her beloved rag doll, Mumta, which drowns in the flood—a symbolic loss of her childhood 

innocence. 

Sita clings to the tree, but the force of the "angry" river is too great. The tree is uprooted 

and floats away with Sita clinging to its branches. She is terrified but also witnesses the raw 

power of nature, including seeing a crow lose its nest and eggs to the flood. Eventually, she is 

rescued by a boy named Krishan, who appears in a boat playing a flute. He saves her, gives her 

mangoes, and plays soothing music. He imparts a crucial lesson: "We cannot fight the river... 

we must go wherever it takes us". 
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Later, Sita learns that her grandmother has died in the hospital. She and her grandfather 

return to the island when the waters recede. They rebuild their hut. In a gesture of renewal, Sita 

plants a mango seed where the Peepul tree once stood. The river brings back a gift—a wooden 

peacock washes ashore, replacing her lost doll and symbolizing the return of beauty and life. 

8.7.2 Summary 

Angry River captures the rhythm of life in river communities where nature is both a giver and 

a taker. It is a story of survival that moves from a peaceful pastoral setting to a terrifying natural 

disaster and finally to a realization, through the character of Sita, that this is the new normal. 

The story teaches us that in spite of the ‘angry’ aspect of nature, we can still live in harmony 

with it. It teaches resilience and the acceptance of nature's cycles. 

8.7.3 Analysis 

● The Duality of Nature: The river is the central character and acts as a "microcosm of the 

world." It is depicted as a "supplier" (providing water, fish, and fertile soil) and a 

"destroyer" (flooding the home and taking life). Bond uses Hindu metaphysical concepts 

to explain this duality: the river embodies the forces of Brahma (creator), Vishnu 

(preserver), and Shiva (destroyer). Sita learns that the river is not evil; it simply is. 

● Symbolism of the Peepul Tree: The Peepul tree represents stability, tradition, and 

protection. It saves Sita's life initially. However, its uprooting symbolizes that even the 

strongest things on earth are subject to nature's fury and that nothing in life is permanent. 

At the same time, its replacement by a mango tree signifies renewal, regeneration and the 

continuation of life. 

● Krishan and the Flute: The boy Krishan is a clear mythological reference to Lord 

Krishna. His arrival in a boat during the flood, his flute music, and his calm face represent 

divine protection and hope. The flute music symbolizes the regenerative and protective 

aspect of God and nature. Krishan teaches Sita the spiritual lesson of acceptance—flowing 

with the river rather than fighting against it. 

● Loss and Renewal: Sita loses her home and her doll (Mumta), which represents her inner 

voice and childhood security. However, through this loss she gains maturity and a deeper 

understanding of the "divine rhythm" of life. The wooden peacock that washes ashore is 

a symbol of reincarnation or nature returning what it took in a different form, reinforcing 

the cyclical nature of existence. 
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8.7.4 Glossary 

● Microcosm: A community, place, or situation regarded as encapsulating in miniature the 

characteristic qualities of something much larger. 

● Peepul (Pipal): A sacred fig tree (Ficus religiosa) common in India, often associated with 

religious significance. 

● Monsoon: The seasonal wind of the Indian Ocean and southern Asia, bringing heavy 

rainfall. 

● Manifestation: An event, action, or object that clearly shows or embodies something. 

● Tenacious: Tending to keep a firm hold of something; clinging or adhering closely. 

8.7.5 Check Your Progress 

Q: Who is Sita's companion on the island before the flood? 

A: Her rag doll, Mumta. 

Q: How does Sita survive when the hut washes away? 

A: She climbs onto the branches of the old Peepul tree, which eventually floats down the river. 

Q: What lesson does Krishan teach Sita? 

A: He teaches her that one cannot fight the river but must flow with it, accepting nature's will 

and going wherever it takes us. 

 

8.8. THE CHERRY TREE 

8.8.1 Plot 

Rakesh, a six-year-old boy, lives with his grandfather on the outskirts of Mussoorie. One day, 

on his way back from school, he buys some cherries. After enjoying the sweet fruit, he is left 

with a seed. He asks his grandfather if the seed is lucky. His grandfather replies with a piece of 

profound wisdom: "Nothing is lucky if you put it away. If you want luck, you must put it to 

some use." 

Motivated by this, Rakesh plants the seed in a shady corner of the garden. He covers it 

with soil but completely forgets about it. However, nature works its quiet magic. A year later, 

Rakesh notices a small twig in the garden. It is the cherry tree! From this point on, Rakesh 

becomes the tree's guardian. The tree faces several life-threatening dangers: a goat eats its 

leaves, and a woman cutting grass accidentally slices it in half with her scythe. Rakesh is 

devastated, but his grandfather reassures him, saying, "Cherry trees are tough". 
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The tree survives these traumas. It grows slowly but steadily, fighting the rocky soil 

and the cold winds of the Himalayas. Rakesh nurtures it diligently, watering it and circling it 

with pebbles to protect it. He even waters it during the monsoon, wanting the tree to "know he 

was there." As Rakesh grows taller and stronger, so does the tree. Finally, after years of 

patience, the tree blossoms. Rakesh lies under it, looking up at the sky through the leaves, and 

marvels at his creation. 

8.8.2 Summary 

The Cherry Tree is a deceptively simple story about the relationship between a boy and a tree. 

It covers the span of several years, showing the parallel growth of the child and the plant. It 

culminates in a moment of profound spiritual realization where Rakesh touches the bark and 

wonders if this is how God feels—having created life. Through this simple and seemingly 

innocent perspective, Bond makes us understand the symbiotic relationship between humans 

and nature. 

8.8.3 Analysis 

● Stewardship and Responsibility: Rakesh learns that planting a seed is just the beginning; 

the real work lies in nurturing and protecting it. This teaches students the value of 

environmental stewardship—the idea that we are responsible for the well-being of the 

natural world. 

● Resilience: The tree is a survivor. It represents the life force that persists despite severe 

obstacles (goats, scythes, harsh weather). It serves as a powerful metaphor for the human 

spirit and the resilience of nature itself. 

● The "God" Moment: The ending quote, "Is this what it feels to be God?", is deeply 

significant. It suggests that the act of creating, nurturing, and preserving life is a divine 

act. It elevates the simple act of gardening to a spiritual experience, suggesting that 

humans are closest to the divine when they are caring for creation. 

● Intergenerational Bond: The tree serves as a bond between the grandfather and the 

grandson. The grandfather provides the wisdom ("put it to some use"), and the grandson 

provides the energy and care. The tree effectively becomes a member of their family, 

bridging the generations. 

8.8.4 Glossary 

● Scythe: A tool used for cutting crops such as grass or wheat, with a long, curved blade. 

● Nurture: Care for and encourage the growth or development of. 
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● Resilience: The capacity to recover quickly from difficulties; toughness. 

● Mantis: A slender predatory insect often found in gardens. 

● Outskirts: The outer parts of a town or city. 

8.8.5. Check Your Progress 

Q: What advice did the grandfather give about the seed? 

A: He told Rakesh that to make a seed lucky, one must put it to use (plant it) rather than just 

keeping it. 

Q: What are the accidents that happened to the cherry plant? 

A: It was eaten by a goat and later cut in half by a grass-cutter's scythe. 

Q: What question does Rakesh ask at the end of the story? 

A: He asks, "Is this what it feels to be God?" 

8.9. EARTHQUAKE 

8.9.1 Plot 

Set in the earthquake-prone hills of Shillong, Earthquake describes a massive seismic event 

through the eyes of the Burman family. The story begins with a sense of domestic calm; the 

grandfather is taking his bath. Suddenly, the tremors begin. The family—Rakesh, his 

grandmother, father, and other members—scramble for safety as their world is literally shaken. 

The descriptions are vivid and terrifying: walls crumbling, pictures falling, and the 

deafening sound of the earth shaking. The family rushes out of the house into the open. The 

grandfather, however, is stuck in the bathtub. He eventually escapes, wrapped only in a towel, 

providing a moment of comic relief amidst the chaos. The story sharply contrasts the 

destruction of the heavy, expensive concrete buildings with the survival of the lighter, 

traditional wooden structures, highlighting the wisdom of local and traditional architecture. 

After the quake subsides, the family camps in the open. They have lost their home, but 

they are safe. They immediately start planning to rebuild. The story emphasizes the loyalty of 

their servants, like the cook Mangal Singh, and the unity of the community. It ends on a note 

of resilience, with the characters accepting the disaster and moving forward. 

8.9.2 Summary 

The story captures the unpredictability of nature and the fragility of human civilization. It 

highlights how refined life can be disrupted in seconds by primal forces. However, the focus 
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remains on the human response: not despair, but practical action, humour, communal harmony 

and unity. 

8.9.3 Analysis 

● Nature as a Leveller: The earthquake does not distinguish between rich and poor. In fact, 

the "expensive" concrete houses collapse, while the poor's huts often survive. This serves 

as an ironic comment on modern "progress" versus traditional wisdom. Nature treats 

everyone equally. 

● Human Resilience: The Burman family represents the indomitable human spirit. They do 

not waste time in self-pity; they check if everyone is safe and immediately start thinking 

about the next meal and shelter. The central message is that "Life must go on." 

● Humour in Tragedy: Bond uses the image of the grandfather in the bathtub to add 

humour in an otherwise grim situation. This relieves the tension and shows that even in 

disaster, life has funny moments. It humanizes the tragedy and makes it bearable. 

● Grandfather's Explanation: The grandfather explains the earthquake to the children as 

the "Earth stretching," personifying the planet as an old, living entity that needs to move 

its limbs just like an old man. This metaphor aligns with Bond's broader theme of a living, 

breathing plant and by humanizing the earth, makes the terrifying event understandable 

for children. 

● Loyalty and Community: The story highlights the loyalty of the domestic staff, like the 

cook Mangal Singh, who stays with the family despite the disaster. This reflects the deep 

social bonds that sustain people during crises. 

8.9.4 Glossary 

● Tremor: An involuntary quivering movement; a slight earthquake. 

● Masonry: Stonework or brickwork. 

● Indomitable: Impossible to subdue or defeat. 

● Catastrophe: An event causing great and often sudden damage or suffering. 

● Epicentre: The point on the earth's surface vertically above the focus of an earthquake. 

8.9.5. Check Your Progress 

Q: Where is the story set? 

A: It is set in Shillong. 

Q: Why did the grandfather have trouble escaping? 

A: He was stuck in the bathtub when the earthquake started. 
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Q: Which types of houses survived better? 

A: The lighter wooden structures survived better than the heavy masonry buildings. 

8.10. THE LAST TRUCK RIDE 

8.10.1 Plot 

The Last Truck Ride tells the story of Pritam Singh, a truck driver who hauls limestone from 

the quarries in the Himalayas, and his young assistant, Nathu. Nathu is a boy from a village 

who has taken up this dangerous job because his family's potato crop failed due to a lack of 

rain. This is a subtle reference to climate change and agricultural distress. 

The landscape they drive through is bleak and apocalyptic. The hills are described as 

"bare and dry," stripped of their natural tree cover by deforestation and "scarred" by the 

limestone quarries. "Limestone dust" covers everything—the truck, the road, the trees, and the 

men. It is a vivid picture of environmental ruin caused by human greed. 

Pritam Singh drives fast and recklessly, indifferent to the environment. One day, while 

speeding around a sharp bend, they encounter a stray mule. To avoid hitting the animal, Pritam 

swerves, and the truck goes over the edge of the cliff. It seems certain they will fall into the 

deep ravine and die. 

However, a "scraggy old oak tree" growing on the cliffside catches the truck. It stops 

the fall, suspending the vehicle precariously. Pritam is trapped but alive; Nathu is thrown out 

but lands in a bush of stinging nettles, which breaks his fall and saves his life. They are saved 

by the very nature they were helping to destroy. 

8.10.2 Summary 

The story describes a dramatic event that leads to a profound change of heart. It vividly 

contrasts the dusty, noisy, dangerous world of the truck and quarry with the silent, saving power 

of the tree. It is a story of redemption through nature. 

8.10.3 Analysis 

● Critique of Industrialization: This is one of Bond's strongest environmental statements. 

The quarrying is described as "blasting" the hills, leaving them dead and barren. The 

"limestone dust" is a symbol of pollution that chokes life. The story illustrates the high 

cost of "development" on the Himalayan ecosystem. 

● The Saviour Tree: The oak tree is the hero of the story. Despite being "scraggy" and likely 

ignored or undervalued by the men, it performs the ultimate act of benevolence—saving 
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their lives. Pritam Singh admits, "It was the tree that saved me." This reinforces the theme 

that trees are protectors of humanity, even when humans abuse them. 

● Nathu's Awakening: The accident transforms Nathu. He realizes that this industrial work 

is destructive. He decides to go back to his village to "work on the land." His final line is 

a powerful ecological mantra: "It is better to grow things on the land than to blast things 

out of it." This summarizes the core message of Green Literature—moving from 

exploitation to cultivation. 

● Irony: There is a deep irony in the fact that the men who earn their living by destroying 

the mountains are saved by a tree, a symbol of the mountain's life. 

8.10.4 Glossary 

● Quarry: A place, typically a large, deep pit, from which stone or other materials are being 

extracted. 

● Ravine: A deep, narrow gorge with steep sides. 

● Scraggy: Thin and bony; in the case of a tree, having thin, untidy branches. 

● Pervading: Spreading through every part of something. 

● Blasting: Blowing up or breaking apart (rock or earth) with explosives. 

8.10.5. Check Your Progress 

Q: What was Pritam Singh carrying in his truck? 

A: Limestone from the quarry. 

Q: What saved the truck from falling into the ravine? 

A: A scraggy old oak tree caught the truck. 

Q: What decision does Nathu make at the end of the story? 

A: He decides to return to his village to grow crops rather than blast hills, realizing that growing 

things is better than destroying them. 

8.11. SUMMING UP 

In this unit, we have explored the lush, vibrant, and sometimes dangerous world of Ruskin 

Bond through five of his key stories. Through these narratives, we have learned several crucial 

lessons about Green Literature: 

● Nature is an Active Participant: Nature is not just a background setting; it is a living 

character that interacts with humans, sometimes saving them (the oak tree), sometimes 

challenging them (the angry river), and sometimes connecting them to their past (the trees 
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in Dehra). 

● Moral Responsibility: We have a moral responsibility to protect the environment. As seen 

in The Cherry Tree, nurturing nature is a spiritual act that brings us closer to the divine. 

● Consequences of Greed: The destruction of nature for greed, as seen in The Last Truck 

Ride, leads to a bleak existence; while respecting it brings salvation. 

● Resilience: Nature can be fierce, as seen in Angry River and Earthquake, but human 

resilience and adaptability allow us to survive if we respect nature's power and flow with 

it rather than fighting it. 

● Kinship: Trees are our family. As Bond reminds us in Our Trees Still Grow in Dehra, they 

connect us to our ancestors and our history. 

Ruskin Bond’s "Green Literature" is a call to action—not through angry protests, but through 

love. He asks us to plant a seed, watch a bird, listen to the river, and realize that we belong to 

the earth; the earth does not belong to us. 

 

8.12. REFERENCES 

The following works are the primary texts discussed in this unit. You are encouraged to read 

the full texts to appreciate the beauty of Bond's prose. 

1. Bond, Ruskin. Our Trees Still Grow in Dehra. Penguin Books India, 1991. 

2. Bond, Ruskin. Angry River. Rupa Publications, 1972. 

3. Bond, Ruskin. The Cherry Tree (Featured in various collections, e.g., The Essential 

Collection for Young Readers). 

4. Bond, Ruskin. Earthquake (Featured in Escape from Java and Other Tales of Danger). 

Penguin Books India. 

5. Bond, Ruskin. The Last Truck Ride (Featured in No Man is an Island). 

6. Bond, Ruskin. Dust on the Mountain. Penguin India. 

 

 

 

8.13. SUGGESTED READINGS 
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To further your understanding of Green Literature and Ruskin Bond, the following readings 

are recommended: 

1. Ruskin Bond's Book of Nature: A comprehensive collection of his nature writings, ideal 

for seeing the breadth of his work. 

2. Rain in the Mountains: A journal that captures the daily life of the author in Mussoorie, 

offering a non-fiction perspective on his eco-philosophy. 

3. Critical Articles: 

○ Ecocriticism in the Short Stories of Ruskin Bond by Dr. Govindappa (explores the 

theoretical aspects of his work). 

○ The Green World of Ruskin Bond by Dolly Dhanwal (focuses on flora in his stories). 

4. "The Hidden Life of Trees" by Peter Wohlleben: (Non-fiction) This book scientifically 

supports Bond's idea that trees "feel" and communicate, providing a scientific backing to 

Bond's literary myths. 

 

8.14. TERMINAL AND MODAL QUESTIONS 

Long Answer Questions: 

1. "It is better to grow things on the land than to blast things out of it." Discuss this statement 

with reference to the story The Last Truck Ride. How does the story critique modern 

industrial practices? 

2. Analyse the character of the River in Angry River. How does Bond use the river to 

symbolize the cycle of life, death, and renewal? Compare it to the role of the Oak tree in 

The Last Truck Ride. 

3. Compare and contrast the relationship Rakesh has with nature in The Cherry Tree to the 

relationship Nathu has with nature in The Last Truck Ride. How do their different 

interactions with nature shape their destinies? 

4. "Ruskin Bond’s stories are simple, but they contain deep ecological wisdom." Justify this 

statement using Our Trees Still Grow in Dehra as a case study. (Focus on the myth of the 

walking trees). 

5. Describe the role of trees in Ruskin Bond’s fiction. Are they merely scenery, or do they 

play an active role in the plot? Use examples from at least three stories discussed in this 

unit. 
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Short Answer Questions: 

1. Why did Sita climb the Peepul tree in Angry River? What happened to the tree? 

2. What did Rakesh discover about the cherry seed he planted? What was his grandfather's 

advice? 

3. How did the grandfather explain the earthquake to the children in the story Earthquake? 

4. What is the myth of the "walking trees" mentioned in Our Trees Still Grow in Dehra? 

5. Why is the oak tree important in The Last Truck Ride? What happened to Nathu? 
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BLOCK III 

 

From Grave to Green: Poetry in the Age of Ecological Crisis 
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9.1. INTRODUCTION 

The present unit focuses on Emily Dickinson’s evocative lyric “The Color of the Grave is 

Green,” a poem that exemplifies her distinctive engagement with the themes of death, nature, 

and the metaphysical questions that shape human consciousness. Regarded as one of the most 

original voices in American literature, Dickinson transforms an ostensibly sombre subject—

the grave—into a site of philosophical reflection and emotional complexity. The poem 

reimagines the grave not merely as a symbol of mortality but as a space where nature, memory, 

and the idea of continuity intersect. Through her characteristic economy of language, 

unconventional punctuation, and striking imagery, Dickinson invites readers to contemplate 

death not as an abrupt erasure but as a process integrated within the cyclical rhythms of life. 

At its core, the poem explores tensions that resonate across Dickinson’s oeuvre: the 

interplay between mortality and immortality, human fear and cosmic calm, physical death 

and spiritual endurance, and the contrast between the finite body and the infinite natural 

world. By dwelling on the color green—a hue traditionally associated with renewal, growth, 

and serenity—Dickinson offers a counterintuitive, even consolatory, perspective on the grave, 

suggesting that the cessation of life is inseparable from nature’s ongoing vitality. The poem’s 

emotional and psychological nuances reflect Dickinson’s broader preoccupations with solitude, 

introspection, and the search for meaning beyond conventional religious frameworks. 

The literary features of the poem—its tight structural composition, metaphoric density, 

and contemplative tone—serve not only as artistic choices but as avenues through which 

Dickinson engages readers in deeper meditations on existence, memory, and the human 

relationship with the natural world. By examining these elements, this unit aims to illustrate 

how Dickinson weaves together poetic craft, philosophical thought, and emotional insight to 

create a text that is both aesthetically compelling and intellectually stimulating. 
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As part of an Open and Distance Learning (ODL) programme, your learning 

experience relies significantly on self-directed study. This unit is therefore accompanied 

by critical explanations, thematic discussions, and interpretative tools that support 

independent understanding. To broaden your perspectives and reinforce your 

comprehension, you are encouraged to consult the suggested readings and references 

provided at the end of the unit. Engaging with these resources—alongside the Self-

Learning Material (SLM) and any counselling sessions offered—will enable you to 

develop a deeper and more nuanced appreciation of the text.  

9.2. OBJECTIVES 

By the end of this unit, you will be able to: 

1. Identify and analyse the central themes in Emily Dickinson’s “The Color of the Grave 

is Green,” including mortality and immortality, nature’s role in reframing death, the 

tension between fear and acceptance, and the emotional and philosophical dimensions 

of contemplating the grave. 

2. Examine the key poetic and conceptual elements of the poem—such as the symbolism 

of color, the imagery of nature, and the reflective tone—and evaluate how these 

elements illuminate broader questions about human existence, spiritual continuity, and 

the integration of death within natural cycles. 

3. Understand Dickinson’s use of distinctive literary devices, including her 

unconventional punctuation, slant rhyme, brevity of expression, metaphor, and 

symbolic imagery, and explain their significance in shaping the poem’s contemplative 

atmosphere and its reinterpretation of death. 

4. Critically assess the interaction of themes, imagery, and poetic structure in creating the 

poem’s meaning, demonstrating how Dickinson transforms a traditionally sombre 
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subject into a philosophical meditation that challenges conventional religious and 

cultural attitudes toward death. 

5. Develop an academic appreciation of Dickinson’s poetic and intellectual vision, 

recognizing how her fusion of introspection, nature imagery, and metaphysical inquiry 

contributes to American poetic modernity and deepens our understanding of death, 

renewal, and emotional resilience. 

9.3. EMILY DICKENSON: LIFE AND LEGACY  

Emily Dickinson (1830–1886) is celebrated today as one of the most innovative and influential 

poets in American literature, yet she lived much of her life in quiet seclusion in her hometown 

of Amherst, Massachusetts. Born into a distinguished and 

intellectually active family, Dickinson was the second of three 

children of Edward Dickinson, a lawyer, politician, and trustee 

of Amherst College, and Emily Norcross Dickinson, a reserved 

but capable homemaker. Her early years were marked by 

rigorous schooling at Amherst Academy, where she studied 

literature, science, Latin, and botany—subjects that later 

enriched the imagery and philosophical complexity of her poetry. 

Although she spent a brief period at Mount Holyoke Female Seminary, Dickinson soon 

returned home, feeling emotionally and spiritually out of step with the school’s rigid 

atmosphere. Gradually, she withdrew from social life, choosing a mode of existence that 

allowed her to devote herself almost entirely to reading, thinking, and writing. Contrary to 

popular myth, this seclusion was not necessarily a sign of frailty or eccentricity; rather, it was 

a deliberate intellectual and artistic choice that enabled Dickinson to cultivate a private world 

where her creativity could flourish uninterrupted. 
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Over the course of her life, Dickinson wrote nearly 

1,800 poems, most of them collected in hand-sewn 

bundles known as fascicles, which were discovered 

only after her death. Her poetry reveals an 

extraordinary depth of thought and emotional 

intensity, exploring themes such as death, 

immortality, grief, desire, faith, doubt, and the 

mysteries of the natural world. Dickinson’s work is 

characterized by its highly original style: compressed 

lines, elliptical phrasing, unconventional 

punctuation—especially her famous dashes—and an 

innovative use of slant rhyme. These stylistic elements, far ahead of her time, challenged the 

conventional poetic norms of 19th-century America and anticipated the later developments of 

modernist and even postmodernist poetics. Her metaphors are strikingly bold, often linking 

abstract concepts with concrete images; her tone shifts from contemplative to defiant, from 

playful to solemn; and her poems frequently probe the psychological depths of the human 

experience. Dickinson’s fascination with death and eternity—recurring themes across her 

work—reflects both the religious culture of New England Puritanism and her own 

metaphysical curiosity. Far from offering simplistic answers, her poems grapple with the 

ambiguities of existence, the incompleteness of human knowledge, and the tensions between 

earthly suffering and spiritual transcendence. 

Although Dickinson seldom ventured beyond her family home, her interior life was rich 

and expansive, fostered by intense epistolary relationships with friends and mentors such as 

Susan Gilbert Dickinson, her sister-in-law and one of her closest confidantes, and Thomas 

Wentworth Higginson, a literary critic who became both correspondent and advisor. 



GREEN LITERATURE  BAEL(N)-350 

179 
 

Dickinson’s letters—witty, philosophical, and often poetic—offer glimpses into her intellectual 

breadth and emotional depth. Her solitary life also led to speculation about romantic 

attachments, particularly concerning figures such as the enigmatic “Master” addressed in her 

letters and poems, though scholars have different interpretations of these relationships. 

Regardless of speculation, what stands out is Dickinson’s fierce independence of mind and her 

unwavering commitment to her own artistic vision. 

Emily Dickinson died on May 15, 1886, from Bright’s disease, leaving behind a vast 

corpus of poetry that was largely unknown to the public during her lifetime. Only a few of her 

poems had been published, and even those were heavily altered by editors to fit the poetic 

conventions of the day. After her death, her sister Lavinia discovered the trove of manuscripts 

Dickinson had left behind and took on the task of bringing them to publication. The earliest 

editions, released in the 1890s, significantly modified Dickinson’s punctuation, capitalization, 

and diction. It was not until the mid-20th century—particularly with the work of scholars such 

as Thomas H. Johnson—that Dickinson’s poems were finally published in editions that restored 

her original innovative forms. This restoration marked a turning point in Dickinson studies, 

allowing her genius to be appreciated in its full originality. 

Today, Emily Dickinson’s legacy is monumental. She is regarded as a foundational 

figure in American poetry, often celebrated alongside Walt Whitman as one of the two great 

originators of modern American poetic consciousness. Her fragmented syntax, interpretive 

openness, and psychological intensity anticipate the stylistic experimentation of modernist 

poets such as T. S. Eliot, Marianne Moore, and Wallace Stevens. She is also an important figure 

in feminist literary criticism, representing a woman who, despite social constraints, forged an 

entirely independent literary identity. Her work has been translated into numerous languages, 

adapted into music, theatre, and film, and continues to inspire poets, scholars, and readers 

worldwide. Dickinson’s enduring relevance lies in her ability to touch upon universal human 
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experiences—love and loss, hope and despair, fear and wonder—while employing a poetic 

voice that is unmistakably her own. Her life of introspection and creative solitude, coupled 

with the posthumous revelation of her vast poetic oeuvre, positions her as one of the most 

compelling literary figures in history. Emily Dickinson’s legacy endures not only in her 

extraordinary body of poetry but also in her profound reimagining of what poetry can express 

and how language can capture the deepest mysteries of existence. 

9.4. BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT OF THE POEM 

Emily Dickinson’s poem “The Color of the Grave is Green” was composed in the early 1860s, 

during the most productive phase of her poetic career and at a time when American society was 

profoundly shaped by the experience of death due to the Civil War. Although Dickinson 

remained physically distant from the battlefields, she lived in a culture saturated with news of 

death through letters, sermons, newspapers, and communal mourning. This historical reality 

intensified public awareness of burial practices and memorialization, themes that frequently 

surface in her poetry. In nineteenth-century New England, graves were often minimally marked 

and allowed to merge into the natural environment, making them indistinguishable from 

surrounding fields or snow-covered landscapes. Dickinson’s repeated reference to the “outer 

grave” accurately reflects this cultural practice, emphasizing how death is visually concealed 

by nature and seasonal change rather than dramatically marked or spiritually illuminated. 

The poem also reflects Dickinson’s complex engagement with the religious climate of 

her time. Raised in a deeply Protestant and Calvinist society that emphasized salvation, 

resurrection, and moral certainty, Dickinson chose not to formally profess faith, a decision that 

set her apart from many of her contemporaries. Rather than rejecting religion outright, her 

poetry repeatedly interrogates its claims, especially concerning death and the afterlife. In “The 

Color of the Grave is Green,” Dickinson resists the consolatory narratives common in 

Victorian elegiac poetry. She does not depict heaven, angels, or divine judgment; instead, she 
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distinguishes between the visible, physical grave and the unknowable state of the body or soul 

within it. By asserting that the “inner grave” cannot be defined by natural colors—neither the 

whiteness of snow nor the greenness of summer—she challenges the assumption that nature or 

theology can offer clear answers about what follows death. 

Dickinson’s poetic method in this poem demonstrates her sustained interest in 

perception, uncertainty, and the limitations of human knowledge. The recurring phrase “You 

would not know it” foregrounds the failure of sight and external markers to reveal truth. Color, 

which traditionally symbolizes clarity or meaning, becomes unreliable, as the grave appears 

indistinguishable from the living landscape. This emphasis on concealment rather than 

revelation reflects Dickinson’s broader skepticism toward absolute meaning. Her use of 

ordinary images such as daisies, snowdrifts, and clothing accessories underscores her rejection 

of sentimental or grandiose representations of death. Instead, she presents death as quiet, 

ordinary, and resistant to interpretation, aligning her work with a modern sensibility that 

anticipates later philosophical and literary concerns about ambiguity and epistemological 

limits. 

Furthermore, the poem illustrates Dickinson’s psychological approach to death. The 

concept of the “inner grave” extends beyond physical burial to suggest an inward, inaccessible 

space that neither observation nor language can penetrate. This inwardness reflects Dickinson’s 

reclusive life and her tendency to locate meaning within the mind rather than in social or 

institutional structures. Her poetry often substitutes introspection for public ritual, and this 

poem exemplifies that tendency by refusing closure or emotional resolution. Rather than 

offering comfort, the poem leaves the reader with a heightened awareness of uncertainty, 

reinforcing Dickinson’s distinctive poetic voice—one that is intellectually rigorous, 

emotionally restrained, and deeply attentive to the unresolved nature of mortality. 
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9.5. THE COLOR OF THE GRAVE IS GREEN: THE TEXT 

 

The Color of the Grave is Green – 

The Outer Grave – I mean – 

You would not know it from the Field – 

Except it own a Stone – 

 

To help the fond – to find it – 

Too infinite asleep 

To stop and tell them where it is – 

But just a Daisy – deep – 

 

The Color of the Grave is white – 

The outer Grave – I mean – 

You would not know it from the Drifts – 

In Winter – till the Sun – 

 

Has furrowed out the Aisles – 

Then – higher than the Land 

The little Dwelling House rise 

Where each – has left a friend – 

 

The Color of the Grave within – 

The Duplicate – I mean – 

Not all the Snows could make it white – 

Not all the Summers – Green – 
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You’ve seen the Color – maybe – 

Upon a Bonnet bound – 

When that you met it with before – 

The Ferret – cannot find – 

9.6. SUMMARY OF THE POEM 

Emily Dickinson’s poem “The Color of the Grave is Green” explores the contrast between the 

visible appearance of a grave and the hidden reality of death. The poet distinguishes between 

the “outer grave,” which blends seamlessly with nature, and the “inner grave,” which remains 

unknowable. In summer, the grave appears green like the surrounding field, marked only by a 

stone or a small flower such as a daisy, making it almost indistinguishable from life. In winter, 

the same grave turns white, merging with snow and becoming visible only when the sun reveals 

its outline. Through these seasonal changes, Dickinson shows how nature conceals death rather 

than explaining it. However, when the poet turns to the “grave within,” she emphasizes that no 

natural color—neither the whiteness of snow nor the greenness of summer—can describe the 

true state of death. The poem ultimately suggests that while the physical grave may change and 

appear ordinary, the inner reality of death remains mysterious and inaccessible to human 

understanding. 

9.7. ANALYSIS OF THE POEM  

Stanza 1 

The Color of the Grave is Green –  

The Outer Grave – I mean –  

You would not know it from the Field – 

Except it own a Stone –  

In the first stanza, Dickinson introduces the concept of the “outer grave,” immediately 

clarifying that she is referring to the physical and visible aspect of burial rather than its spiritual 

or metaphysical dimension. She describes the grave as green, blending so seamlessly with the 

surrounding field that it becomes indistinguishable from the landscape. The only feature that 

sets it apart is the gravestone, a human-made marker imposed upon nature. This blending of 

the grave with the living environment suggests Dickinson’s view of death as an integral part of 

natural processes rather than an exceptional or dramatic event. The stanza establishes the 
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poem’s central concern with appearance versus reality and introduces the idea that death is 

often hidden beneath ordinary surfaces. 

Stanza 2 

To help the fond – to find it –  

Too infinite asleep 

To stop and tell them where it is –  

But just a Daisy – deep –  

The second stanza deepens this idea by focusing on the inadequacy of markers meant to guide 

the living. Dickinson notes that the dead are “too infinite asleep” to indicate their own location, 

highlighting the finality and vastness of death. The presence of a daisy as a marker underscores 

the simplicity and modesty associated with burial. The daisy, traditionally a symbol of 

innocence and humility, reflects Dickinson’s rejection of elaborate mourning rituals. Through 

this imagery, she suggests that remembrance is fragile and easily lost, emphasizing the 

vulnerability of human attempts to locate, define, or commemorate the dead. 

Stanza 3 

The Color of the Grave is white –  

The outer Grave – I mean –  

You would not know it from the Drifts –   

In Winter – till the Sun –  

In the third stanza, Dickinson shifts her focus to winter, when the outer grave becomes white. 

Covered by snow, the grave merges entirely with the surrounding drifts, rendering it invisible. 

This seasonal transformation reinforces the theme of concealment and suggests that death, like 

nature, is subject to cycles of change. The whiteness of snow, often associated with purity or 

spiritual transcendence, does not reveal any deeper truth about death. Instead, it further 

obscures the grave, challenging traditional associations between color and moral or spiritual 

meaning. 

Stanza 4 

Has furrowed out the Aisles –  

Then – higher than the Land 

The little Dwelling House rise 

Where each – has left a friend – 
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The fourth stanza explains how the grave becomes perceptible only when the sun melts the 

snow and creates visible “aisles.” The graves then appear as small elevations or “little Dwelling 

Houses,” a metaphor that humanizes the burial site and implies a quiet permanence. This image 

suggests that graves function as final residences, emphasizing continuity rather than 

annihilation. At the same time, the line “Where each – has left a friend –” draws attention to 

the emotional residue of death, acknowledging the grief and memory of those who remain. 

Dickinson thus balances physical observation with emotional awareness, without resorting to 

sentimental expression. 

Stanza 5 

The Color of the Grave within –  

The Duplicate – I mean –  

Not all the Snows could make it white –  

Not all the Summers – Green –  

The fifth stanza marks a significant conceptual shift as Dickinson introduces the “grave 

within,” which she calls the “duplicate.” This inner grave represents the true essence of death, 

distinct from its outward manifestation. Dickinson asserts that no amount of snow or summer 

greenery can define its color, indicating that natural processes cannot explain or represent the 

inner reality of death. This stanza underscores the poem’s philosophical depth, as Dickinson 

suggests that death resists categorization and remains beyond the reach of empirical 

observation or symbolic interpretation. 

Stanza 6 

You’ve seen the Color – maybe –  

Upon a Bonnet bound –  

When that you met it with before –  

The Ferret – cannot find –  

In the final stanza, Dickinson emphasizes the elusiveness of the inner grave’s “color.” She 

compares it to something briefly seen, such as a ribbon on a bonnet, but never clearly identified. 

The metaphor of the ferret, an animal associated with searching and tracking, reinforces the 

idea that even deliberate and determined inquiry cannot uncover the truth of death. This 

conclusion affirms Dickinson’s skepticism toward human claims of certainty regarding 

mortality and the afterlife. Rather than offering closure or consolation, the poem ends with an 

acknowledgment of mystery and limitation. 
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9.8. THEMES IN THE POEM 

Outer Appearance versus Inner Reality 

A central theme of the poem is the contrast between the outward appearance of the grave and 

the inner reality of death. Dickinson repeatedly clarifies that she is referring to the “outer grave” 

when describing its color as green in summer or white in winter. These surface appearances 

allow the grave to merge into the natural landscape, making it almost invisible. However, when 

she turns to the “grave within,” she emphasizes that its true nature cannot be captured by any 

color or seasonal change. This distinction highlights the gap between what can be seen and 

what remains unknowable, suggesting that death resists human understanding beyond its 

physical form. 

Nature as a Concealing Rather than Revealing Force 

The poem presents nature not as a source of spiritual revelation but as a force that conceals 

death. Grass, flowers, and snow cover the grave so completely that it becomes indistinguishable 

from the surrounding environment. Seasonal imagery reinforces the idea that nature absorbs 

death into its cycles without offering insight into its meaning. Dickinson thus challenges the 

Romantic notion that nature can explain life’s deepest mysteries, instead portraying it as 

indifferent and silent. 

Limitations of Human Perception and Knowledge 

Dickinson emphasizes the limitations of human perception through repeated assertions that the 

grave cannot easily be recognized. The line “You would not know it” underscores the failure 

of sight and reason to comprehend death. Even deliberate searching, symbolized by the image 

of the ferret, proves futile. This theme reflects Dickinson’s broader philosophical concern with 

epistemological limits, suggesting that some truths, particularly those related to death, lie 

beyond human cognition. 

Ordinariness and Invisibility of Death 

Another significant theme is the ordinary and unremarkable nature of death. Dickinson rejects 

dramatic or sentimental portrayals by showing the grave as a modest presence in a field or 

beneath snowdrifts. The use of simple images such as a daisy or a stone reinforces the idea that 

death is a quiet and inevitable part of life. This portrayal challenges Victorian conventions of 

elaborate mourning and emphasizes the everyday presence of mortality. 

Skepticism toward Religious Certainty 

The poem also reflects Dickinson’s skepticism toward religious explanations of death. 

Although written within a deeply Protestant society, the poem avoids references to heaven, 
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resurrection, or divine judgment. By focusing instead on the unknowable “grave within,” 

Dickinson questions the certainty offered by religious doctrine. Death remains unresolved and 

mysterious, resisting theological closure. 

Death as an Unknowable Mystery 

Ultimately, the poem presents death as an enduring mystery. The inability to assign a color or 

symbol to the inner grave underscores the failure of language and imagery to define it. Rather 

than providing comfort or resolution, Dickinson leaves the reader with uncertainty. This open-

endedness is central to the poem’s meaning and reflects Dickinson’s characteristic poetic 

approach—intellectually rigorous, restrained, and deeply engaged with the limits of 

understanding. 

9.9. LITERARY DEVICES EMPLOYED IN THE POEM 

1. Imagery 

Emily Dickinson employs a range of literary devices in “The Color of the Grave is Green” to 

convey her meditation on death and its unknowable nature. Imagery is central to the poem, as 

Dickinson creates vivid visual scenes of the grave in different seasons. The lines “The Color 

of the Grave is Green – / The Outer Grave – I mean –” and “The Color of the Grave is white 

–” present contrasting images of summer and winter, showing how the grave blends into fields 

and snowdrifts. These natural images emphasize how death is absorbed into the landscape and 

becomes almost invisible. Closely related to imagery is symbolism, especially the use of color. 

Green, traditionally associated with life and renewal, and white, associated with purity and 

peace, fail to reveal anything meaningful about death. This is made clear when Dickinson later 

asserts that the inner grave cannot be defined by either color: “Not all the Snows could make it 

white – / Not all the Summers – Green –.” The daisy in “But just a Daisy – deep –” symbolises 

simplicity and modest remembrance, reflecting the poet’s rejection of elaborate mourning 

rituals. Emily Dickinson employs a range of literary devices in “The Color of the Grave is 

Green” to convey her meditation on death and its unknowable nature. Imagery is central to the 

poem, as Dickinson creates vivid visual scenes of the grave in different seasons. The lines “The 

Color of the Grave is Green – / The Outer Grave – I mean –” and “The Color of the Grave is 

white –” present contrasting images of summer and winter, showing how the grave blends into 

fields and snowdrifts. These natural images emphasize how death is absorbed into the 

landscape and becomes almost invisible. Closely related to imagery is symbolism, especially 

the use of color. Green, traditionally associated with life and renewal, and white, associated 

with purity and peace, fail to reveal anything meaningful about death. This is made clear when 
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Dickinson later asserts that the inner grave cannot be defined by either color: “Not all the 

Snows could make it white – / Not all the Summers – Green –.” The daisy in “But just a Daisy 

– deep –” symbolises simplicity and modest remembrance, reflecting the poet’s rejection of 

elaborate mourning rituals. 

2. Metaphor 

Dickinson also relies on metaphor, particularly in her distinction between the “outer grave” and 

the “grave within.” The outer grave represents the physical, visible site of burial, while the 

“grave within,” described as “The Duplicate – I mean –,” stands for the inner, unknowable 

reality of death. This extended metaphor highlights the contrast between appearance and 

essence.  

3. Personification 

Personification appears when Dickinson describes the sun as an active agent that “Has 

furrowed out the Aisles –,” attributing human agricultural action to a natural force and showing 

how nature reshapes the burial ground.  

4. Repetition 

The poem further uses repetition, especially in phrases like “The outer Grave – I mean –,” to 

stress Dickinson’s careful clarification and analytical approach to her subject. 

5. Use of Structural Devices 

Structural devices also contribute to the poem’s meaning. Enjambment allows thoughts to flow 

across lines, as in “You would not know it from the Field – / Except it own a Stone –,” creating 

a sense of continuity and uncertainty. Dickinson’s characteristic dashes interrupt syntax and 

slow the reading, encouraging reflection, as seen in “Too infinite asleep / To stop and tell them 

where it is –.” The poem also employs slant rhyme, such as “Land / friend,” which produces 

a feeling of incompleteness and mirrors the unresolved nature of death. Finally, Dickinson uses 

a striking metaphorical image in “The Ferret – cannot find –,” where the ferret, an animal 

associated with searching, symbolizes human attempts to uncover the truth of death, all of 

which ultimately fail. Through these devices, Dickinson reinforces the poem’s central idea that 

death may appear simple and ordinary on the surface, but its inner reality remains beyond 

human understanding. 

 

9.10. CRITICAL APPRECIATION OF THE POEM 

Emily Dickinson’s poem “The Color of the Grave is Green” is a subtle and philosophically 

complex meditation on death that exemplifies her distinctive poetic style and intellectual depth. 
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Rather than presenting death as a dramatic or transcendental experience, Dickinson examines 

it through ordinary natural images and quietly unsettling observations. The poem’s central 

strength lies in its contrast between the visible, physical aspects of death and its hidden, 

unknowable inner reality. By distinguishing between the “outer grave” and the “grave within,” 

Dickinson challenges conventional religious and sentimental understandings of death prevalent 

in nineteenth-century American society. 

The poem is structurally divided into three movements, each focusing on a different 

“color” of the grave—green, white, and finally colorless. The first two sections describe the 

grave as it appears in summer and winter, emphasizing how nature absorbs it into the landscape. 

Green grass and white snow render the grave almost invisible, marked only by a stone or a 

daisy. These images underscore Dickinson’s belief that nature does not explain death but 

conceals it. The seasonal imagery is precise and economical, reflecting her keen observational 

skills and her tendency to draw philosophical meaning from commonplace scenes. 

One of the poem’s most striking features is its restrained tone. Dickinson avoids overt 

emotional expression and religious consolation, choosing instead a calm, reflective voice. 

There are no references to heaven, resurrection, or divine judgment. This absence is significant, 

as it reflects Dickinson’s skepticism toward religious certainty and her refusal to accept easy 

explanations about the afterlife. The “grave within” becomes a powerful metaphor for the 

mystery of death, which cannot be penetrated by natural symbols, human perception, or 

language. 

Stylistically, the poem displays hallmark features of Dickinson’s writing, including 

slant rhyme, irregular meter, enjambment, and her characteristic use of dashes. These 

techniques create a fragmented rhythm that mirrors the poem’s themes of uncertainty and 

incompleteness. The language is deceptively simple, relying on common words and familiar 

images, yet it carries profound philosophical implications. Even the final image of the “ferret” 

failing to find the color of the inner grave reinforces the poem’s central argument: that death 

ultimately resists investigation and interpretation. 

The poem refuses closure, leaving readers with a heightened awareness of the limits of 

human understanding. This open-endedness is a defining feature of Dickinson’s poetic vision. 

“The Color of the Grave is Green” stands as a powerful example of her ability to transform 

ordinary experiences into meditations on mortality, knowledge, and existence. Through its 

precise imagery, intellectual rigor, and emotional restraint, the poem anticipates modern poetic 

concerns and secures Dickinson’s place as one of the most original and challenging voices in 

American literature. 
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9.11. CONCLUSION 

In this unit, you have examined Emily Dickinson’s “The Color of the Grave is Green” as a 

profound poetic meditation on death and human limitation. You explored the cultural and 

intellectual background of nineteenth-century New England, marked by religious orthodoxy, 

evolving attitudes toward nature, and Dickinson’s own skepticism toward doctrinal certainty. 

Through a close, stanza-wise reading, you traced how the poem moves from the visible, 

physical “outer grave” to the inaccessible “grave within,” revealing Dickinson’s careful 

distinction between appearance and reality. You have also studied the central concerns of the 

poem, including the ordinariness and invisibility of death, the concealing role of nature, and 

the limits of human perception, language, and symbolic systems. The poem’s imagery of green 

fields, white snow, and simple grave markers underscores Dickinson’s rejection of sentimental 

and religious consolations. The critical appreciation further helped you understand how 

Dickinson employs precise imagery, slant rhyme, dashes, and metaphor to articulate 

uncertainty rather than resolution. By refusing closure and certainty, Dickinson transforms a 

simple observation of a grave into a philosophical inquiry into mortality, affirming her position 

as a poet who confronts life’s deepest mysteries with intellectual rigor and emotional restraint. 

9.12. SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 

1. Discuss “The Color of the Grave is Green” as a philosophical meditation on death. How 

does Emily Dickinson move from physical description to metaphysical inquiry in the poem? 

2. Examine the significance of the distinction between the “outer grave” and the “grave within.” 

How does this contrast shape the central meaning of the poem? 

3. Analyse the role of nature and seasonal imagery in the poem. How do green summer fields 

and white winter snow contribute to Dickinson’s view of death? 

4. Critically evaluate Dickinson’s treatment of death in the poem in contrast to Victorian 

sentimental and religious traditions. 

5. Discuss how the poem reflects the limitations of human perception and knowledge. Refer 

closely to Dickinson’s language and imagery. 
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6. Analyse the use of color symbolism in the poem. Why does Dickinson ultimately deny color 

to the “grave within”? 

7. Examine the poem as an example of Emily Dickinson’s poetic style, with special reference 

to imagery, metaphor, slant rhyme, and the use of dashes. 

8. Discuss the significance of ordinary objects and images such as the daisy, stone, bonnet, and 

ferret in conveying complex philosophical ideas. 

9. Provide a critical appreciation of the poem, commenting on its theme, tone, structure, and 

literary devices. 

10. How does “The Color of the Grave is Green” anticipate modern poetic concerns such as 

ambiguity, uncertainty, and resistance to closure? Support your answer with textual references. 
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10.1. INTRODUCTION 

The present unit focuses on Jayanta Mahapatra’s powerful poem “Hunger,” a seminal text in 

Indian English poetry that confronts the reader with the harsh realities of poverty, exploitation, 

and moral disintegration in postcolonial India. Mahapatra, widely regarded as one of the most 

introspective and ethically engaged Indian poets writing in English, situates the poem within a 

specific socio-cultural landscape while simultaneously addressing universal questions of 

human suffering, desire, and complicity. “Hunger” draws its emotional and symbolic force 

from the lived experiences of marginalized coastal communities, using stark imagery and an 

unflinching narrative voice to expose the intersections of economic deprivation and sexual 

exploitation. 

At its core, the poem interrogates hunger not merely as a physical need but as a complex 

metaphor for social injustice, power imbalance, and the erosion of human dignity. Mahapatra 

presents hunger as a condition that distorts moral boundaries, compelling individuals to make 

choices under extreme circumstances. The encounter between the speaker and the destitute 

fisherman’s family becomes a site of ethical unease, revealing how poverty renders the 

vulnerable susceptible to exploitation while implicating the observer in a troubling economy 

of desire and guilt. Through this unsettling dynamic, the poem challenges sentimental or 

romanticized representations of the poor and instead foregrounds the brutal realism of survival 

in a stratified society. 

The poem also reflects Mahapatra’s broader poetic concerns with silence, alienation, 

and the fractured relationship between the self and the surrounding world. His restrained yet 

evocative language, spare structure, and use of visual and tactile imagery heighten the 

emotional intensity of the poem while allowing moral ambiguity to remain unresolved. Rather 

than offering closure or redemption, “Hunger” leaves the reader suspended in discomfort, 

compelled to confront the ethical implications of witnessing suffering without intervention. In 

this way, Mahapatra transforms poetry into a medium of moral inquiry and social critique. 

From a literary perspective, “Hunger” exemplifies Mahapatra’s ability to fuse personal 

experience with collective history. The poem’s coastal setting, symbolic use of the body, and 

understated tone contribute to its enduring relevance as a commentary on postcolonial realities 

marked by inequality and neglect. By examining these thematic and stylistic elements, this unit 

seeks to demonstrate how Mahapatra’s poetic craft deepens our understanding of hunger as 

both a material condition and a profound moral crisis. 
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As part of an Open and Distance Learning (ODL) programme, your learning 

experience relies significantly on self-directed study. This unit is therefore accompanied 

by critical explanations, thematic discussions, and interpretative tools that support 

independent understanding. To broaden your perspectives and reinforce your 

comprehension, you are encouraged to consult the suggested readings and references 

provided at the end of the unit. Engaging with these resources—alongside the Self-

Learning Material (SLM) and any counselling sessions offered—will enable you to 

develop a deeper and more nuanced appreciation of the text.  

10.2. OBJECTIVES 

By the end of this unit, you will be able to: 

1. Identify and analyse the central themes in Jayanta Mahapatra’s “Hunger,” including 

physical deprivation, sexual exploitation, poverty, moral conflict, and the complex 

relationship between survival and human dignity in a postcolonial social context. 

2. Examine the key poetic and conceptual elements of the poem—such as stark realism, 

coastal imagery, the symbolism of the body, and the narrative perspective—and 

evaluate how these elements illuminate broader questions of power, inequality, ethical 

responsibility, and social marginalization. 

3. Understand Mahapatra’s use of distinctive literary devices, including imagery, 

symbolism, understatement, free verse, and irony, and explain how these techniques 

contribute to the poem’s disturbing tone and its uncompromising portrayal of human 

suffering. 

4. Critically assess the interaction of theme, imagery, and poetic structure in shaping the 

poem’s meaning, demonstrating how Mahapatra transforms a personal encounter into a 

powerful social critique that challenges romanticized or passive responses to poverty. 

5. Develop an academic appreciation of Mahapatra’s poetic and ethical vision, 

recognizing how “Hunger” reflects the concerns of Indian English poetry and deepens 

our understanding of postcolonial realities, moral ambiguity, and the poet’s role as a 

witness to social injustice. 
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10.3. JAYANT MAHAPATRA – LIFE AND LEGACY 

Jayanta Mahapatra (1928–2023) occupies a singular and enduring place in the history of Indian 

English poetry. Born in Cuttack, Odisha, into an Odia Christian family, Mahapatra’s early life 

was shaped as much by discipline and introspection as by intellectual rigor. Trained formally 

as a physicist, he pursued a long academic career teaching physics at various colleges in 

Odisha, retiring from Ravenshaw University as a Reader. This scientific grounding profoundly 

influenced his poetic sensibility, lending his verse a precision, restraint, and contemplative 

depth that distinguishes it from the more flamboyant strains of Indian English poetry. 

Mahapatra came to poetry relatively late, beginning to write seriously in the late 1960s. 

His early struggles with rejection did not deter him; instead, they sharpened his resolve and 

refined his voice. International recognition came when his work began appearing in major 

literary journals abroad and when he was invited to the prestigious International Writing 

Program at the University of Iowa. Unlike many of his contemporaries associated with 

metropolitan literary circles, Mahapatra remained rooted in Odisha, drawing deeply from its 

landscapes, histories, religious textures, and moral contradictions. This rootedness allowed him 

to develop a quiet, meditative poetic voice that was both intensely local and universally 

resonant. 

Mahapatra is widely regarded, alongside A. K. Ramanujan and R. Parthasarathy, as one 

of the foundational figures of modern Indian English poetry. His work, however, stands apart 

for its austere lyricism and ethical seriousness. Poems such as “Indian Summer” and “Hunger” 

reveal his uncompromising engagement with themes of poverty, desire, exploitation, guilt, 
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faith, and spiritual desolation. “Hunger,” in particular, remains one of the most unsettling 

poems in Indian English literature, confronting the reader with the brutal intersections of 

hunger, sexuality, and moral helplessness without rhetorical softening or moral grandstanding. 

Over the course of his career, Mahapatra published more than two dozen volumes of 

poetry in English and Odia, along with prose works that include essays, memoirs, and short 

fiction. He was also an important cultural mediator—editing literary journals, translating Odia 

poetry into English, and ensuring that regional literary voices reached a wider readership. His 

poetry is marked by spare imagery, emotional restraint, and an intense inwardness that reflects 

his lifelong preoccupations with memory, solitude, death, and the fragile ethics of human 

relationships. 

Mahapatra’s contributions were widely recognized through major national and 

international honors. In 1981, he became the first poet writing in English to receive the Sahitya 

Akademi Award, a landmark moment for Indian English literature. He was later honoured with 

several prestigious literary awards and fellowships. Yet, equally significant was his moral 

stance as a public intellectual: in 2015, he returned the Padma Shri in protest against what he 

perceived as growing intolerance in Indian society, reaffirming his lifelong commitment to 

ethical responsibility beyond the page. 

Jayanta Mahapatra passed away in 2023 at the age of ninety-four, leaving behind a body 

of work that continues to challenge, disturb, and deepen readers’ understanding of postcolonial 

Indian reality. His legacy lies not only in his pioneering role in Indian English poetry but also 

in his unwavering insistence that poetry must bear witness—to suffering, to silence, and to the 

uneasy truths that define human existence. 

10.4. “HUNGER” – THE TEXT 

 

It was hard to believe the flesh was heavy on my back. 

The fisherman said: Will you have her, carelessly, 
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trailing his nets and his nerves, as though his words 

sanctified the purpose with which he faced himself. 

I saw his white bone thrash his eyes. 

I followed him across the sprawling sands, 

my mind thumping in the flesh’s sling. 

Hope lay perhaps in burning the house I lived in. 

Silence gripped my sleeves; his body clawed at the froth 

his old nets had only dragged up from the seas. 

In the flickering dark his hut opened like a wound. 

The wind was I, and the days and nights before. 

Palm fronds scratched my skin. Inside the shack 

an oil lamp splayed the hours bunched to those walls. 

Over and over the sticky soot crossed the space of my mind. 

I heard him say: My daughter, she’s just turned fifteen… 

Feel her. I’ll be back soon, your bus leaves at nine. 

The sky fell on me, and a father’s exhausted wile. 

Long and lean, her years were cold as rubber. 

She opened her wormy legs wide. I felt the hunger there, 

the other one, the fish slithering, turning inside. 

10.5. BACKGROUND OF THE POEM 

The poem “Hunger” by Jayanta Mahapatra is rooted in the social, cultural, and personal 

contexts of post-independence India, particularly the coastal regions of Odisha where the poet 

spent most of his life. Written during the early phase of Mahapatra’s poetic career and later 

included in his collection A Rain of Rites, the poem reflects the stark economic inequalities and 

human suffering that persisted despite India’s political freedom. The fishing communities of 

Odisha, often living in extreme poverty and social marginalization, form the immediate social 

backdrop of the poem. 

Mahapatra himself stated that “Hunger” was written from personal experience, 

suggesting that the poem is not a product of imagination alone but a response to a real 

encounter. This autobiographical element lends the poem its unsettling authenticity. The casual 

manner in which the fisherman offers his daughter exposes how chronic deprivation can erode 

moral and social norms, turning the human body into a commodity for survival. The poem thus 
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reflects the harsh realities of poverty, where hunger becomes a force powerful enough to 

dismantle familial bonds and ethical boundaries. 

Literarily, “Hunger” emerges during a period when Indian English poetry was moving 

away from romantic nationalism toward a more honest, socially engaged realism. Mahapatra’s 

background as a physicist and his distance from metropolitan literary circles enabled him to 

adopt a restrained, unsentimental tone. Rather than moralizing or dramatizing suffering, he 

presents it starkly, allowing the emotional and ethical weight to emerge through 

understatement. The poem also reflects Mahapatra’s broader poetic concerns with guilt, 

silence, and the poet’s responsibility as a witness to suffering. 

In this context, “Hunger” stands as both a personal confession and a social document. 

It captures the disturbing intersections of poverty, sexuality, and power in postcolonial India 

while questioning the adequacy of empathy and art in the face of extreme human misery. 

10.6. SUMMARY OF THE POEM 

Jayanta Mahapatra’s “Hunger” is a powerful and unsettling poem that exposes the brutal 

realities of poverty and its devastating impact on human dignity. Set against the backdrop of a 

coastal fishing community in Odisha, the poem recounts an encounter between the poet-speaker 

and a fisherman who is suffering from extreme deprivation. The fisherman’s physical hunger 

is so severe that it reduces life to a struggle for bare survival. This desperation culminates in a 

shocking moment when he offers his young daughter to the speaker in exchange for money. 

The casual manner of the offer underscores how chronic poverty has normalized moral 

transgression and stripped human relationships of their emotional and ethical foundations. 

As the poem progresses, Mahapatra shifts the focus from the fisherman’s act to the inner 

response of the speaker. The poet does not intervene heroically nor does he pass explicit moral 

judgment. Instead, he is overwhelmed by a sense of discomfort, guilt, and helplessness. This 

emotional paralysis reflects the poet’s awareness of his own position as a relatively privileged 

observer who can witness suffering but cannot easily remedy it. In this way, the poem 

interrogates not only social injustice but also the moral responsibility of the onlooker, 

questioning whether empathy alone is sufficient in the face of extreme human misery. 

The title “Hunger” acquires layered significance throughout the poem. On the surface, 

it refers to physical starvation caused by economic deprivation. At a deeper level, it signifies 

emotional and moral hunger—the hunger for security, dignity, and human connection. The 

poem also suggests a spiritual emptiness, where hunger erodes ethical boundaries and reduces 
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individuals to instruments of survival. The daughter becomes a silent symbol of innocence 

sacrificed at the altar of necessity, highlighting the intergenerational consequences of poverty. 

The poem concludes without offering resolution or moral consolation. Mahapatra 

deliberately avoids closure, leaving the reader with lingering unease and ethical discomfort. By 

refusing to soften the reality he presents, the poet compels readers to confront the harsh 

intersections of poverty, power, and human vulnerability. “Hunger” thus stands as a stark 

social document and a deeply introspective poem that challenges readers to examine their own 

responses to suffering and inequality. 

10.7. ANALYSIS OF THE POEM 

Stanza 1 

It was hard to believe the flesh was heavy on my back. 

The fisherman said: Will you have her, carelessly, 

trailing his nets and his nerves, as though his words 

sanctified the purpose with which he faced himself. 

I saw his white bone thrash his eyes. 

This stanza from Jayanta Mahapatra’s “Hunger” is crucial to understanding the poem’s 

emotional intensity and ethical complexity. Through stark imagery and restrained language, 

Mahapatra captures the psychological shock of the moment and the moral degradation 

produced by extreme poverty. 

The opening line, “It was hard to believe the flesh was heavy on my back,” conveys the 

speaker’s immediate physical and emotional discomfort. The phrase “flesh” suggests an 

oppressive burden rather than desire, indicating the poet’s sense of moral revulsion and 

psychological weight. It implies that the mere presence of the situation—before any act 

occurs—has already become unbearable. The word “heavy” emphasizes guilt, shame, and an 

inescapable moral responsibility that presses upon the speaker’s conscience. 

The fisherman’s line, “Will you have her, carelessly,” is one of the most disturbing moments 

in Indian English poetry. The casual tone (“carelessly”) starkly contrasts with the gravity of the 

act being proposed. This emotional detachment reveals how hunger has normalized the 

unthinkable for the fisherman. His lack of hesitation underscores the extent to which poverty 

has eroded moral boundaries, turning an act of exploitation into a transactional routine. 

The image “trailing his nets and his nerves” is highly symbolic. The nets represent his 

occupation and survival, while “nerves” suggest his frayed psychological state. By linking the 
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two, Mahapatra shows how economic hardship and emotional exhaustion are inseparable. The 

fisherman is both physically and mentally depleted, caught in a cycle where survival demands 

moral sacrifice. 

The phrase “as though his words sanctified the purpose with which he faced himself” 

suggests self-justification. The fisherman appears to use language to legitimize his action, 

convincing himself that necessity makes it acceptable. The word “sanctified” introduces bitter 

irony: an act that is morally horrifying is framed as something almost sacred, revealing how 

desperation can distort ethical reasoning. 

The stanza ends with the haunting image, “I saw his white bone thrash his eyes.” This 

metaphor conveys extreme emaciation and suffering. “White bone” evokes starvation and 

death, while “thrash his eyes” suggests violent inner turmoil and desperation. It visually 

embodies hunger’s power to strip a human being down to bare survival, reducing him to bone 

and instinct. 

Overall, this stanza encapsulates the poem’s central concerns: the dehumanizing force 

of poverty, the collapse of moral structures under hunger, and the poet’s own paralyzing 

awareness as a witness. Mahapatra does not sensationalize the moment; instead, he presents it 

with brutal restraint, forcing the reader to confront the raw ethical horror of hunger without 

emotional escape. 

Stanza 2 

I followed him across the sprawling sands, 

my mind thumping in the flesh’s sling. 

Hope lay perhaps in burning the house I lived in. 

Silence gripped my sleeves; his body clawed at the froth 

his old nets had only dragged up from the seas. 

This stanza deepens the psychological and symbolic complexity of Jayanta Mahapatra’s 

“Hunger,” shifting the focus from the shocking proposal to the poet-speaker’s inner turmoil 

and moral paralysis. The physical movement across the landscape mirrors the emotional and 

ethical descent experienced by the speaker. 

The opening line, “I followed him across the sprawling sands,” suggests reluctant 

compliance rather than desire. The verb “followed” indicates passivity and helplessness, 

reinforcing the speaker’s inability to resist or intervene decisively. The “sprawling sands” 

evoke barrenness and desolation, symbolizing both the economic emptiness of the fisherman’s 

world and the moral wasteland into which the speaker is being drawn. 
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In “my mind thumping in the flesh’s sling,” Mahapatra fuses the mental and the 

physical. The image conveys intense inner conflict: the speaker’s conscience is trapped within 

bodily existence, unable to rise above instinct or circumstance. “Thumping” suggests panic and 

fear, while “flesh’s sling” implies imprisonment within physical desire, vulnerability, and guilt. 

This line captures the poet’s acute awareness of his own corporeality and moral frailty. 

The line “Hope lay perhaps in burning the house I lived in” introduces a startling metaphor of 

self-destruction. The “house” symbolizes the speaker’s moral comfort, social identity, and 

sense of security. The idea of burning it suggests an extreme desire to escape complicity by 

destroying the very structures—privilege, safety, detachment—that separate him from the 

fisherman’s suffering. Hope, paradoxically, appears only through annihilation, revealing the 

depth of the speaker’s ethical crisis. 

“Silence gripped my sleeves” personifies silence as a force that restrains action. The 

speaker is literally and morally immobilized, unable to speak or intervene. Silence here 

represents social indifference, fear, and the failure of language in the face of extreme human 

suffering. It underscores the poet’s role as a witness who is emotionally engaged but practically 

powerless. 

The stanza concludes with “his body clawed at the froth / his old nets had only dragged 

up from the seas.” This image conveys futility and exhaustion. The fisherman’s “old nets” 

symbolize an impoverished livelihood that yields nothing but “froth”—emptiness instead of 

sustenance. His body “clawing” suggests animalistic desperation, emphasizing how hunger 

reduces human beings to raw survival instincts. 

Stanza 3 

In the flickering dark his hut opened like a wound. 

The wind was I, and the days and nights before. 

Palm fronds scratched my skin. Inside the shack 

an oil lamp splayed the hours bunched to those walls. 

Over and over the sticky soot crossed the space of my mind. 

This stanza marks a crucial emotional and symbolic turning point in Jayanta Mahapatra’s 

“Hunger,” as the setting shifts from the open seashore to the enclosed, oppressive space of the 

fisherman’s hut. Mahapatra uses powerful imagery to convey moral injury, psychological 

disintegration, and the inescapable presence of guilt. 

The opening line, “In the flickering dark his hut opened like a wound,” immediately 

establishes the hut as a symbol of pain and trauma. The simile “like a wound” suggests 
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exposure, vulnerability, and suffering. The “flickering dark” creates an unstable atmosphere, 

reflecting the speaker’s shaken mental state. The hut is not a place of shelter but a site where 

human misery is laid bare, intensifying the emotional violence of the situation. 

In “The wind was I, and the days and nights before,” the speaker merges with the 

surrounding elements, suggesting a dissolution of personal boundaries. Identifying himself 

with the wind implies restlessness, transience, and helpless movement. The phrase “days and 

nights before” evokes accumulated memory and guilt, indicating that this moment is not 

isolated but connected to a lifetime of unresolved moral anxieties. The speaker’s identity seems 

scattered across time and space, underscoring his psychological fragmentation. 

The tactile image “Palm fronds scratched my skin” introduces physical discomfort that 

mirrors emotional distress. Nature here is not soothing but abrasive, reinforcing the idea that 

the poet cannot escape the harshness of the experience. The scratching suggests punishment, 

as though the environment itself is marking the speaker with guilt and shame. 

Inside the hut, “an oil lamp splayed the hours bunched to those walls” presents time as 

distorted and oppressive. The weak, spreading light does not illuminate clarity but stretches 

time unnaturally, trapping the speaker in the moment. “Hours bunched” suggests compression 

and claustrophobia, indicating that time itself becomes heavy and inescapable within this 

morally charged space. 

The stanza concludes with “Over and over the sticky soot crossed the space of my 

mind.” “Sticky soot” functions as a powerful metaphor for guilt and moral contamination. Just 

as soot clings and darkens, the memory of this encounter stains the speaker’s consciousness. 

The repetition implied by “over and over” emphasizes the lasting psychological impact of the 

experience—it cannot be brushed away or forgotten. 

Stanza 4 

I heard him say: My daughter, she’s just turned fifteen… 

Feel her. I’ll be back soon, your bus leaves at nine. 

The sky fell on me, and a father’s exhausted wile. 

Long and lean, her years were cold as rubber. 

She opened her wormy legs wide. I felt the hunger there, 

the other one, the fish slithering, turning inside. 

This stanza represents the emotional and ethical climax of Jayanta Mahapatra’s “Hunger,” 

confronting the reader with the most disturbing consequences of poverty while exposing the 
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poet-speaker’s inner collapse. Mahapatra’s language remains restrained and unsentimental, 

which paradoxically intensifies the horror of the moment. 

The stanza opens with the fisherman’s words: “My daughter, she’s just turned fifteen…” 

The pause created by the ellipsis conveys hesitation and unease, yet the statement is chilling in 

its matter-of-fact tone. The explicit mention of her age underscores her vulnerability and 

innocence, heightening the moral shock. The following line, “Feel her. I’ll be back soon, your 

bus leaves at nine,” reveals the fisherman’s emotional exhaustion and pragmatic detachment. 

His concern with time and logistics—“your bus leaves at nine”—reduces the act to a 

transaction, showing how desperation has stripped the situation of emotional or ethical 

reflection. 

“The sky fell on me, and a father’s exhausted wile” marks the speaker’s psychological 

breakdown. The metaphor “the sky fell on me” suggests overwhelming shock and moral 

collapse. The phrase “father’s exhausted wile” captures the tragic irony of paternal cunning 

used not to protect but to exploit a child for survival. The word “exhausted” emphasizes that 

this act is born not of cruelty but of relentless deprivation, making the situation even more 

unsettling. 

In “Long and lean, her years were cold as rubber,” Mahapatra avoids sentimentalizing 

the girl. Her physical description is stripped of warmth, emphasizing deprivation rather than 

desire. The simile “cold as rubber” suggests emotional numbness, resilience hardened by 

suffering, and the premature loss of childhood. Her body reflects the harshness of her lived 

reality rather than any erotic presence. 

The line “She opened her wormy legs wide” is deliberately harsh and unsettling. The 

adjective “wormy” dehumanizes the image, evoking decay and revulsion rather than sensuality. 

Mahapatra uses this disturbing imagery to deny the reader any possibility of voyeurism, forcing 

a confrontation with the physical and moral degradation produced by hunger. 

The stanza concludes with the poem’s most significant insight: 

“I felt the hunger there, / the other one, the fish slithering, turning inside.” 

Here, hunger transcends physical starvation. The “other one” suggests a deeper, more complex 

hunger—sexual, emotional, moral, and existential. The fish imagery recalls the fisherman’s 

world and livelihood, while “slithering, turning inside” conveys nausea, guilt, and inner 

turmoil. The speaker recognizes that hunger inhabits not only the exploited bodies of the poor 

but also his own conscience. 
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10.8. THEMES IN THE POEM 

Jayanta Mahapatra’s “Hunger” is a stark, unsettling poem that engages with multiple 

interrelated themes, all of which reveal the brutal realities of poverty and its moral 

consequences. The poem does not merely describe suffering; it interrogates the ethical, 

psychological, and social dimensions of deprivation. The major themes of the poem are 

discussed below under clear subheadings. 

1. Hunger as Physical Deprivation 

At the most immediate level, the poem portrays hunger as acute physical starvation. The 

fisherman’s extreme poverty compels him to barter his daughter’s body for money, revealing 

how hunger reduces life to bare survival. The repeated imagery of thin bodies, old nets, and an 

empty sea highlights the constant struggle for sustenance faced by marginalized communities. 

2. Moral Degradation Caused by Poverty 

One of the poem’s most disturbing themes is the erosion of moral values under economic 

desperation. Hunger forces the fisherman to violate the most sacred human relationship—that 

between a father and daughter. Mahapatra does not depict the fisherman as evil but as morally 

exhausted, showing how poverty can collapse ethical boundaries and normalize the 

unthinkable. 

3. Exploitation and Loss of Human Dignity 

The poem exposes how poverty turns human beings into commodities. The daughter becomes 

an object of transaction rather than a protected child. Mahapatra deliberately uses harsh 

imagery to prevent romanticization, emphasizing how hunger strips individuals of dignity and 

reduces bodies to instruments of survival. 

4. Silence and Moral Helplessness 

The speaker’s silence is a crucial thematic element. He neither intervenes nor moralizes; 

instead, he is immobilized by shock, guilt, and fear. This silence represents the ethical paralysis 

of the privileged observer who recognizes injustice but feels powerless to act. The poem thus 

questions the adequacy of empathy without action. 
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5. Guilt and Complicity of the Observer 

The poet-speaker experiences deep psychological turmoil, recognizing his own complicity as 

a witness. Hunger is not confined to the fisherman’s family; it enters the speaker’s conscience 

as an “other hunger.” This theme underscores Mahapatra’s concern with moral responsibility 

and the burden of witnessing suffering. 

6. Sexual Exploitation and Gendered Vulnerability 

The poem highlights the disproportionate suffering of women and children under poverty. The 

daughter’s vulnerability exposes how hunger intensifies gendered exploitation, making female 

bodies sites of economic exchange. Her silence symbolizes the voicelessness of marginalized 

victims. 

7. Existential and Spiritual Emptiness 

Beyond social critique, “Hunger” explores existential despair. The poem suggests a spiritual 

void where faith, morality, and hope are eroded by deprivation. Hunger becomes an all-

consuming force that destabilizes identity, conscience, and meaning. 

Through these interconnected themes, “Hunger” emerges as a powerful ethical and 

social document. Mahapatra transforms a personal encounter into a profound meditation on 

poverty, moral collapse, and human vulnerability, compelling readers to confront 

uncomfortable truths about suffering, silence, and responsibility. 

10.9. LITERARY DEVICES EMPLOYED 

Jayanta Mahapatra’s “Hunger” is marked by a stark, restrained style in which literary devices 

are used not for ornamentation but to intensify ethical shock and psychological depth. The 

poem’s power lies in its careful deployment of imagery, symbolism, metaphor, irony, and tone, 

all of which contribute to its disturbing realism and moral seriousness. 

1. Imagery 

One of the most striking literary devices in the poem is imagery, particularly visual and tactile 

imagery. Mahapatra presents harsh, unsettling images that confront the reader directly with 

deprivation and suffering. Images such as “his white bone thrash his eyes,”“the hut opened 

like a wound,” and “sticky soot crossed the space of my mind” evoke starvation, decay, and 

contamination. These images are deliberately uncomfortable, denying the reader any aesthetic 

distance and forcing an encounter with the physical and psychological realities of hunger. 
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Nature imagery—sand, sea, nets, fish—does not offer solace but mirrors emptiness and futility, 

reinforcing the poem’s bleak atmosphere. 

2. Symbolism 

Closely related to imagery is symbolism, through which Mahapatra deepens the poem’s 

meaning. Hunger itself functions as the central symbol, extending beyond physical starvation 

to represent moral, emotional, and spiritual emptiness. The fisherman’s “old nets” symbolize 

both economic failure and generational entrapment in poverty, while the sea—traditionally a 

source of life—yields only “froth,” symbolizing barrenness. The hut, described as opening 

“like a wound,” becomes a symbol of exposed human misery and ethical rupture, a space where 

suffering is laid bare and cannot be ignored. 

3. Metaphor and Simile 

Mahapatra makes powerful use of metaphor and simile to convey psychological states. The 

simile “the hut opened like a wound” transforms a physical structure into an image of pain and 

vulnerability. Similarly, “my mind thumping in the flesh’s sling” metaphorically expresses the 

speaker’s trapped conscience, suggesting that moral awareness is imprisoned within bodily fear 

and desire. The image of the fish “slithering, turning inside” functions metaphorically to 

represent the speaker’s nausea, guilt, and inner turmoil, blending the fisherman’s world with 

the poet’s conscience. 

4. Irony 

Another significant device is irony, especially moral and situational irony. The fisherman’s 

casual question— “Will you have her?”—is deeply ironic because of its indifference to the 

moral horror of the act. The use of the word “sanctified” to describe how the fisherman justifies 

his actions introduces bitter irony, as something profoundly immoral is framed as necessary 

and even righteous due to hunger. This irony exposes how desperation can distort ethical 

reasoning. 

5. Tone 

The poem’s tone is deliberately restrained and unsentimental. Mahapatra avoids overt 

emotional commentary, allowing the horror of the situation to emerge through understatement. 

This controlled tone intensifies the poem’s impact, as the absence of moral preaching forces 

readers to confront the reality without guidance or comfort. The poet’s silence becomes a 

rhetorical strategy, reflecting both personal helplessness and broader social indifference. 

6. Personification 

Mahapatra also employs personification to give abstract forces a physical presence. Lines such 

as “Silence gripped my sleeves” depict silence as an active force that restrains the speaker, 
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emphasizing his inability to speak or act. This device underscores the theme of moral paralysis 

and the failure of language in the face of extreme suffering. 

7. Free Verse Structure 

The poem’s free verse structure is another important stylistic choice. The absence of a fixed 

rhyme scheme or regular meter mirrors the chaos and instability of the situation. The broken, 

uneven lines reflect fractured moral certainty and psychological disturbance, reinforcing the 

poem’s realism and immediacy. 

8. Repetition and Sensory Recurrence 

Finally, repetition and sensory recurrence—such as the repeated intrusion of “soot” into the 

speaker’s mind—suggest the lasting psychological impact of the encounter. These recurring 

images emphasize that hunger is not a momentary experience but a haunting presence that 

lingers in memory and conscience. 

10.10. CRITICAL APPRECIATION OF THE POEM 

Jayanta Mahapatra’s “Hunger” is one of the most powerful and unsettling poems in Indian 

English literature, distinguished by its uncompromising realism and profound ethical 

seriousness. The poem stands as a stark social document as well as an intense psychological 

exploration, revealing Mahapatra’s ability to transform a personal encounter into a deeply 

disturbing meditation on poverty, exploitation, and moral responsibility. 

One of the poem’s greatest strengths lies in its choice of subject. By focusing on an 

incident involving a destitute fisherman who offers his daughter for money, Mahapatra 

confronts a taboo reality that is often ignored or sentimentalized. The poet refuses to soften the 

brutality of the situation, forcing readers to recognize how extreme poverty dismantles familial 

bonds and ethical norms. Importantly, the fisherman is not portrayed as a villain but as a tragic 

figure crushed by deprivation, which adds complexity and moral ambiguity to the poem. 

The poem’s narrative perspective is another key element of its power. Mahapatra writes 

from the position of a witness rather than a moral judge. The speaker’s silence, hesitation, and 

inner turmoil reflect the ethical paralysis of the privileged observer who is aware of injustice 

but unable to respond decisively. This inward focus shifts the poem from a mere depiction of 

social misery to a searching examination of guilt and complicity, making the reader 

uncomfortably aware of their own position as a spectator. 

Stylistically, “Hunger” is marked by austere language and restrained emotion. 

Mahapatra avoids rhetorical flourish and sentimentality, allowing the raw images to carry the 

poem’s emotional weight. His use of stark imagery—bones, wounds, soot, barren nets—creates 
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a bleak atmosphere that mirrors the emptiness of hunger itself. The free verse form, with its 

broken rhythms and abrupt transitions, reinforces the sense of moral and psychological 

dislocation. 

The poem’s symbolic depth further enhances its impact. Hunger operates on multiple 

levels: physical starvation, sexual exploitation, emotional emptiness, and spiritual desolation. 

The concluding image of “the other hunger” suggests that deprivation infects not only the poor 

but also the conscience of the observer. In this way, Mahapatra universalizes the experience, 

transforming hunger into a condition that implicates society as a whole. 

Critically, “Hunger” challenges the reader’s expectations of poetry as a source of 

comfort or resolution. The poem offers no moral closure, redemption, or hope. This refusal is 

itself a deliberate artistic choice, underscoring Mahapatra’s belief that poetry must bear witness 

rather than console. The discomfort the poem generates is integral to its ethical force. 

In conclusion, Jayanta Mahapatra’s “Hunger” is a landmark poem in Indian English 

literature for its fearless engagement with social reality and its probing examination of moral 

responsibility. Through stark imagery, psychological depth, and ethical restraint, Mahapatra 

compels readers to confront the devastating human cost of poverty and the uneasy silence of 

those who witness it. 

10.11. SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 

1. Critically analyse the theme of hunger in Jayanta Mahapatra’s poem “Hunger.” Discuss how 

hunger operates on physical, moral, emotional, and spiritual levels in the poem. 

2. Examine the role of poverty and social inequality in shaping the actions of the fisherman in 

“Hunger.” How does Mahapatra portray economic deprivation as a force that erodes human 

values? 

3. Discuss the significance of silence and moral paralysis in the poem. How does the speaker’s 

inability to act contribute to the poem’s ethical complexity? 

4. Analyse the characterization of the fisherman in “Hunger.” Is he presented as a victim, a 

moral transgressor, or both? Support your answer with textual references. 

5. Write a detailed note on the use of imagery and symbolism in “Hunger.” How do these 

devices intensify the poem’s disturbing realism? 
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6. Critically examine the depiction of gender and exploitation in the poem. How does 

Mahapatra highlight the vulnerability of women and children under conditions of extreme 

poverty? 

7. Discuss the poem as a social document. In what ways does “Hunger” reflect postcolonial 

Indian realities and challenge romanticized representations of poverty? 

8. Analyse the psychological conflict of the speaker in the poem. How does Mahapatra use 

inner turmoil and guilt to question the ethics of witnessing suffering? 

9. Evaluate the poem’s narrative technique and free verse form. How do structure and style 

reinforce the themes of moral disintegration and emotional unease? 

10. Offer a critical appreciation of “Hunger”, commenting on its thematic depth, artistic 

technique, and significance in the canon of Indian English poetry. 
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11.1. INTRODUCTION 

The present unit focuses on Mary Oliver’s evocative poem “Green, Green Is My Sister’s 

Home,” a reflective and emotionally charged lyric that explores themes of loss, separation, 

memory, and the enduring bond between the self and the natural world. Mary Oliver, celebrated 

for her meditative engagement with nature and her ability to locate spiritual and emotional 

truths in landscapes, uses this poem to move beyond pastoral description into the terrain of 

personal grief and existential longing. Unlike her more affirmatory nature poems, “Green, 

Green Is My Sister’s Home” carries an undertone of absence and mourning, suggesting that 

nature here is not merely a source of solace but also a repository of memory and unresolved 

sorrow. 

At its core, the poem is structured around the idea of home as both a physical and 

metaphysical space. The repeated emphasis on “green” functions symbolically, evoking life, 

continuity, and renewal, while simultaneously contrasting with the speaker’s sense of 

emotional distance and loss. The “sister” in the poem may be read literally, but she also 

resonates as a figure of deep intimacy—someone whose presence is irrevocably altered by 

death, separation, or transition into another realm. In this sense, Oliver presents nature as a 

threshold between worlds: the living and the dead, presence and absence, memory and reality. 

The poem reflects Oliver’s broader poetic concerns with impermanence, mortality, and 

the human need to find meaning in the natural order. Her language remains deceptively simple, 

yet it carries profound emotional weight, allowing grief to surface quietly rather than through 

overt dramatization. The restrained tone, careful imagery, and rhythmic repetition invite readers 

into a contemplative space where personal loss becomes universally intelligible. Rather than 

seeking closure, the poem accepts grief as an ongoing condition, gently held within the cycles 

of the natural world. 

From a literary perspective, “Green, Green Is My Sister’s Home” exemplifies Mary 

Oliver’s distinctive poetic method—one that fuses lyric intimacy with ecological 

consciousness. Nature is not a backdrop but an active participant in the speaker’s emotional 

life, offering continuity where human relationships are fractured by time and mortality. This 

unit, therefore, examines how Oliver transforms landscape into a language of remembrance 

and how the poem articulates mourning without despair, allowing silence, repetition, and 

imagery to carry its emotional truth. 

As part of an Open and Distance Learning (ODL) programme, your learning 

experience relies significantly on self-directed study. This unit is therefore accompanied 
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by critical explanations, thematic discussions, and interpretative tools that support 

independent understanding. To broaden your perspectives and reinforce your 

comprehension, you are encouraged to consult the suggested readings and references 

provided at the end of the unit. Engaging with these resources—alongside the Self-

Learning Material (SLM) and any counselling sessions offered—will enable you to 

develop a deeper and more nuanced appreciation of the text.  

11.2. OBJECTIVES 

The primary objective of this unit is to enable learners to develop a comprehensive and nuanced 

understanding of Mary Oliver’s poem “Green, Green Is My Sister’s Home” within its literary, 

emotional, and philosophical contexts. Through guided study and independent reflection, the 

unit seeks to deepen students’ engagement with the poem’s themes, imagery, and stylistic 

features while situating it within Mary Oliver’s broader poetic vision and contemporary nature 

poetry. 

More specifically, this unit aims to achieve the following objectives: 

1. To introduce learners to Mary Oliver’s poetic sensibility and thematic concerns 

The unit seeks to familiarize students with Mary Oliver’s distinctive voice, particularly 

her meditative approach to nature, spirituality, grief, and human relationships. By 

focusing on this poem, learners will understand how Oliver moves beyond descriptive 

nature poetry to explore deeply personal and existential themes. 

2. To examine the poem’s central themes of loss, memory, and the idea of home 

Learners will be guided to analyse how the poem articulates grief and separation 

through the metaphor of “home,” and how nature becomes a symbolic space where 

absence, remembrance, and emotional continuity coexist. The unit encourages students 

to explore how personal loss is transformed into a universal human experience. 

3. To analyse the symbolic and imagistic use of nature 

A key objective is to help students critically examine Oliver’s use of natural imagery—

especially the recurring motif of “green”—and understand its layered symbolic 

meanings related to life, renewal, permanence, and emotional sustenance. Learners will 

explore how landscape functions as an emotional and metaphysical framework in the 

poem. 
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4. To develop skills in close reading and textual analysis 

The unit aims to strengthen students’ ability to perform close readings by attending to 

diction, repetition, tone, structure, and imagery. Through this process, learners will gain 

insight into how subtle poetic techniques convey complex emotional states without 

overt exposition. 

5. To explore the poem’s emotional restraint and ethical depth 

Students will be encouraged to appreciate Oliver’s understated handling of grief and 

her refusal to offer easy consolation or closure. The unit highlights how silence, pauses, 

and simplicity in language contribute to the poem’s moral and emotional resonance. 

6. To situate the poem within contemporary American and eco-poetic traditions 

Another objective is to contextualize the poem within broader literary movements, 

particularly contemporary American poetry and eco-poetics. Learners will examine 

how Oliver’s work bridges personal lyricism and ecological awareness. 

11.3. MARY OLIVER – LIFE AND LEGACY 

 

Mary Oliver (1935–2019) stands as one of the most widely read and quietly influential poets 

in modern American literature. Her life and work are marked by a rare combination of artistic 

discipline, spiritual attentiveness, and an unwavering devotion to the natural world. Unlike 

many of her contemporaries who foregrounded overt political or theoretical concerns, Oliver 
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shaped a poetic legacy rooted in observation, solitude, and ethical listening—to nature, to 

memory, and to the inner life. 

Born in Maple Heights, Ohio, Mary Oliver’s early years were formative in shaping her 

sensibility as a poet. Growing up in a semi-rural environment, she developed a deep attachment 

to the landscapes around her, finding in fields, woods, and open spaces a refuge from a troubled 

domestic life. Writing became an act of survival as well as self-creation, allowing her to 

transform personal pain into attentive presence. These early experiences cultivated in her a 

habit of solitude and reflection that would later define both her life and her poetic method. 

Oliver’s literary development took an unusual path. She did not complete a formal 

university degree, but her education was shaped through reading, mentorship, and lived 

experience. A pivotal moment in her early life was her association with the poet Edna St. 

Vincent Millay. As a young woman, Oliver spent several years at Millay’s estate in New York, 

helping to organize the late poet’s papers. This period provided her with an informal yet 

rigorous apprenticeship in poetry, discipline, and literary responsibility, reinforcing her 

commitment to craft and independence. 

Her poetic career began in earnest with the publication of No Voyage and Other Poems 

(1963), but it was in later collections that her distinctive voice fully emerged. Works such as 

American Primitive, House of Light, and New and Selected Poems established her reputation 

as a poet of spiritual inquiry and ecological awareness. The recognition she received—

including the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Award—affirmed her significance within 

American poetry, even as she remained personally distant from literary celebrity. 

Central to Oliver’s life was her relationship with the natural world, particularly the 

coastal landscapes of New England. After settling in Provincetown, Massachusetts, she 

developed a daily practice of walking—an activity that became inseparable from her creative 

process. These solitary walks functioned as both meditation and composition, allowing her to 

observe closely and write from direct sensory experience. Nature, in her poetry, is never merely 

decorative; it is a moral and philosophical presence that invites humility, attention, and 

gratitude. 

Equally significant was Oliver’s long partnership with photographer Molly Malone 

Cook. Their shared life, marked by artistic collaboration and mutual care, provided emotional 

grounding and creative companionship. Though Oliver rarely wrote explicitly about her private 

life, themes of love, loss, and continuity subtly inform her work, especially in poems written 

after Cook’s death. Her treatment of grief, like her treatment of joy, is marked by restraint and 

acceptance rather than overt confession. 
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Mary Oliver’s poetic legacy lies in her ability to make attentiveness a form of ethical 

practice. Her language is deliberately plain, her imagery precise, and her tone meditative, 

making her poetry accessible without being simplistic. She invited readers to slow down, to 

notice the living world, and to reflect on their place within it. In an age often characterized by 

speed, distraction, and abstraction, Oliver’s work offers an alternative model of engagement—

one grounded in presence, wonder, and responsibility. 

Critically, Oliver’s work has generated varied responses. While some critics have 

questioned her identification with nature or her avoidance of explicit political discourse, her 

enduring popularity suggests that her poetry fulfils a profound cultural need. She does not argue 

or persuade; instead, she bears witness. Her poems ask readers to consider how they live, what 

they cherish, and how attentiveness itself can become a form of wisdom. 

As a poet, Mary Oliver leaves behind not only a substantial body of work but also a 

way of seeing. Her legacy continues through readers who turn to her poems for solace, clarity, 

and renewal. Within academic study, her work remains vital for its exploration of eco-poetics, 

lyric spirituality, and the relationship between self and world. For students and scholars alike, 

Mary Oliver’s life and poetry exemplify how a sustained commitment to observation, 

simplicity, and inner truth can yield a lasting and transformative literary presence. 

11.4. “GREEN, GREEN IS MY SISTER’S HOUSE” – THE TEXT 

 

Don’t you dare climb that tree 

or even try, they said, or you will be 

sent way to the hospital of the 

very foolish, if not the other one. 

And I suppose, considering my age, 

it was fair advice. 
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But the tree is a sister to me, she 

lives alone in a green cottage 

high in the air and I know what 

would happen, she’d clap her green hands, 

she’d shake her green hair, she’d 

welcome me. Truly. 

 

I try to be good but sometimes 

a person just has to break out and 

act like the wild and springy thing 

one used to be. It’s impossible not 

to remember wild and not want to go back. So 

 

if someday you can’t find me you might 

look into that tree or – of course 

it’s possible – under it. 

11.5. BACKGROUND OF THE POEM 
 

Mary Oliver’s poem “Don’t you dare climb that tree…” emerges from the distinctive personal, 

philosophical, and literary contexts that shaped her lifelong engagement with nature, solitude, 

and inward freedom. To understand the poem fully, it is essential to situate it within Oliver’s 

poetic worldview, her biographical experiences, and her resistance to modern culture’s 

increasing regulation of the body, imagination, and aging self. Oliver wrote during a period 

when American poetry was increasingly marked by urban anxiety, confessional intensity, and 

political urgency. While many of her contemporaries addressed public crises or psychological 

trauma through overt self-exposure, Oliver charted a different course. She turned persistently 

toward the natural world—not as escapism, but as an ethical and spiritual alternative to the 

pressures of modern life. Her poetry insists that attention, wonder, and bodily presence in nature 

are acts of resistance against alienation and fear. 

This poem belongs to Oliver’s later poetic phase, when questions of aging, physical 

vulnerability, and mortality become more pronounced. However, rather than surrendering to 

decline, Oliver responds by reaffirming the necessity of joy, play, and imaginative freedom. 

The poem reflects her conviction that spiritual vitality need not diminish with age, even as the 

body becomes subject to caution and social supervision. 
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Mary Oliver’s life was marked by solitude, long walks, and a deeply private creative 

practice. From her childhood in semi-rural Ohio to her adult life in Provincetown, 

Massachusetts, Oliver developed an intimate relationship with landscapes—woods, ponds, 

beaches, and trees—that functioned as both sanctuary and teacher. Walking, for Oliver, was not 

merely physical exercise but a mode of thinking and writing. 

The poem’s focus on climbing a tree resonates strongly with Oliver’s own biography 

as a poet who resisted institutional authority and conventional expectations. Having 

experienced a difficult childhood marked by emotional and physical trauma, Oliver found in 

nature a space of autonomy and healing. This background helps explain why the poem frames 

the tree not as a danger but as a “sister”—a source of welcome rather than prohibition. 

The poem also reflects broader cultural anxieties surrounding aging in contemporary 

society. Modern culture often associates aging with fragility, risk, and restraint, particularly for 

women. The warning voices in the poem— “Don’t you dare climb that tree”—embody a social 

logic that prioritizes safety over vitality, conformity over joy. Oliver critiques this mindset 

gently but firmly, exposing how such caution can become spiritually suffocating. 

The reference to hospitals— “the hospital of the / very foolish, if not the other one”—

invokes institutional spaces where individuality is erased and bodies are managed. Against this 

backdrop, the speaker’s desire to climb the tree becomes a symbolic act of reclaiming agency 

over one’s body and choices. 

In keeping with Oliver’s broader poetic philosophy, the natural world in this poem is 

not merely a backdrop but an active moral presence. The tree is imagined as alive, responsive, 

and familial—qualities that contrast sharply with the impersonal authority of social rules. This 

reflects Oliver’s belief that nature offers an alternative form of wisdom, one grounded in 

relationship rather than control. 

The poem draws upon Romantic traditions, particularly those of Wordsworth, Emerson, 

and Thoreau, who viewed nature as a source of moral clarity and spiritual renewal. Yet Oliver’s 

treatment is distinctly modern and intimate. Her nature is not grand or sublime but 

companionable and nurturing, capable of welcoming the aging body as warmly as the youthful 

one. 

At a deeper level, the poem is shaped by Oliver’s lifelong meditation on mortality. 

Rather than framing death as an abrupt rupture, she repeatedly presents it as a return—to earth, 

to cycles, to belonging. The poem’s closing lines, which imagine the speaker either “in” the 

tree or “under it,” reflect this worldview. Death is not opposed to life but woven into the same 

natural continuum. 
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Thus, the background of the poem lies in Oliver’s enduring belief that to live fully—

even briefly, even dangerously—is preferable to living cautiously without wonder. The poem 

becomes an assertion that the self remains “wild and springy” at its core, regardless of age, and 

that reconnecting with this self is both a personal and ethical necessity. 

11.6. SUMMARY OF THE POEM 

The poem presents a reflective and quietly defiant speaker who recalls being warned against 

climbing a tree, a caution framed as sensible advice given her age. The warning represents 

society’s emphasis on safety, conformity, and restraint, especially as one grows older. Although 

the speaker acknowledges that the advice may be reasonable, she does not fully accept it on an 

emotional or spiritual level. 

For the speaker, the tree is not merely a physical object but a deeply personal presence, 

described as a “sister” who lives alone in a green, elevated space. The tree symbolizes freedom, 

companionship, and an intimate connection with nature. Imagining the tree as welcoming and 

alive, the speaker suggests that returning to it would be an act of joy rather than recklessness. 

Nature, in this vision, offers acceptance and vitality that human society often withholds. 

The poem then shifts inward as the speaker reflects on the difficulty of suppressing 

one’s innate wildness. She admits that despite efforts to behave responsibly, there are moments 

when a person must reclaim the spontaneous and energetic self of youth. Memory plays a 

crucial role here, as remembering past freedom makes restraint feel unnatural and limiting. 

In the closing lines, the speaker imagines a future in which she may disappear from 

ordinary social spaces. If that happens, the reader is invited to look either in the tree or beneath 

it, a suggestion that gently merges life, rest, and death. The poem ends without fear, presenting 

nature as both a refuge for living and a peaceful resting place, reinforcing the idea that true 

belonging lies beyond social rules, within the enduring embrace of the natural world. 

11.7. STANZA WISE ANALYSIS  

Stanza 1 

Don’t you dare climb that tree 

or even try, they said, or you will be 

sent way to the hospital of the  

very foolish, if not the other one.  

And I suppose, considering my age, 

it was fair advice.  
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This opening stanza establishes the central tension of the poem between social caution and 

individual desire. The speaker recalls being warned—almost threatened—by unnamed 

authority figures (“they said”) not to climb a tree. The tone of the warning is exaggerated and 

slightly comic, as the consequence of disobedience is framed in extreme terms: being sent to 

“the hospital of the / very foolish, if not the other one.” This hyperbolic phrasing reflects how 

society often dramatizes risk, especially when advising older individuals to behave “sensibly.” 

The phrase “considering my age” is crucial, as it situates the speaker at a stage of life 

where restraint, caution, and propriety are expected. The speaker concedes that the advice is 

“fair,” suggesting an intellectual acceptance of social norms. However, the calm, understated 

delivery also carries an ironic distance, hinting that emotional or spiritual truth may not align 

with practical reasoning. 

This stanza therefore introduces one of the poem’s key conflicts: the pressure to 

conform to age-appropriate behaviour versus the enduring inner impulse toward freedom and 

joy. By beginning with an external prohibition, Mary Oliver prepares the ground for the poem’s 

deeper exploration of individual instinct, rebellion, and the sustaining power of nature, which 

will challenge this socially imposed logic in the stanzas that follow. 

Stanza 2 

But the tree is a sister to me, she 

lives alone in a green cottage 

high in the air and I know what 

would happen, she’d clap her green hands, 

she’d shake her green hair, she’d  

welcome me. Truly. 

In this stanza, the poem shifts decisively from social prohibition to intimate affirmation, as the 

speaker redefines the tree through a deeply personal and emotional lens. By calling the tree a 

“sister,” the speaker uses personification to establish a relationship based on kinship, equality, 

and trust rather than fear or danger. This metaphor suggests companionship and emotional 

belonging, implying that the bond with nature is as meaningful as human relationships—

perhaps even more so. 

The image of the tree living “alone in a green cottage / high in the air” transforms it 

into a nurturing, almost domestic space. The “green cottage” evokes shelter, peace, and self-

sufficiency, while its elevation symbolizes freedom, transcendence, and distance from social 

constraints. Nature here is not threatening but protective and welcoming. 
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The repeated use of the color green—in “green cottage,” “green hands,” and “green 

hair”—reinforces associations with vitality, growth, renewal, and life. The tree’s imagined 

actions—clapping hands and shaking hair—further humanize it, presenting nature as joyful, 

animated, and responsive. These gestures suggest celebration and unconditional acceptance, in 

sharp contrast to the earlier warnings of punishment and confinement. 

The final word, “Truly,” carries strong emotional weight. It underscores the speaker’s 

sincerity and conviction, insisting that this imagined welcome is not fantasy but a deeply felt 

truth. Through this stanza, Mary Oliver emphasizes that the speaker’s attraction to the tree is 

not an act of foolish rebellion but a return to a genuine, sustaining relationship with the natural 

world—one rooted in trust, memory, and emotional necessity. 

Stanza 3 

I try to be good but sometimes  

a person just has to break out and  

act like the wild and springy thing 

one used to be. It’s impossible not 

to remember wild and not want to go back. So 

This stanza deepens the poem’s emotional and philosophical core by articulating the inner 

conflict between social discipline and instinctive freedom. The speaker begins with the 

admission, “I try to be good,” a phrase that suggests conformity, self-control, and obedience to 

societal expectations. The word “good” here is loaded with moral and social implications, 

implying behaviour that is safe, restrained, and age-appropriate. 

However, this attempt at goodness is immediately challenged by a powerful assertion: 

“sometimes / a person just has to break out.” The phrase “break out” conveys urgency and 

confinement, suggesting that social norms and self-restraint can become suffocating. The 

speaker argues that rebellion is not irresponsible but necessary for psychological and emotional 

survival. 

The description of acting like “the wild and springy thing / one used to be” evokes 

youth, vitality, and unselfconscious joy. The adjective “springy” implies both physical energy 

and emotional resilience, reinforcing the idea that wildness is a natural and life-affirming state 

rather than a dangerous one. By referring to this earlier self, the speaker emphasizes continuity 

of identity across time, resisting the idea that aging must erase instinct and desire. 

Memory plays a crucial role in this stanza. The speaker insists that it is “impossible not 

/ to remember wild and not want to go back.” This suggests that once freedom has been 
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experienced, it cannot be forgotten or fully suppressed. The longing to return is portrayed as 

inevitable and human, not reckless. 

The stanza ends with “So,” an unfinished connective that propels the poem forward. It 

signals an impending decision or action, preparing the reader for the speaker’s quiet but firm 

resolve to reclaim freedom. Overall, this stanza frames the act of returning to the tree as a 

necessary reclamation of self, affirming Mary Oliver’s belief in honoring instinct, memory, and 

the sustaining power of wildness. 

Stanza 4 

if someday you can’t find me you might 

look into that tree or – of course 

it’s possible – under it.  

In this concluding stanza, the poem reaches a moment of quiet resolution and gentle 

transcendence, blending themes of freedom, belonging, and mortality. The conditional phrase 

“if someday you can’t find me” suggests absence, disappearance, or even death, but the tone 

remains calm and unafraid. Rather than evoking loss or anxiety, the speaker presents the 

possibility of disappearance as natural and even peaceful. 

The suggestion to “look into that tree” reinforces the tree’s role as a place of refuge, 

identity, and spiritual belonging. To be “in” the tree implies a return to freedom, childhood 

vitality, and unity with nature. The tree becomes a symbolic space where the self can exist 

beyond social constraints and bodily limitations. 

The phrase “or – of course / it’s possible – under it” introduces an understated reference 

to death and burial. The pauses created by the dashes soften the finality of this idea, reflecting 

Dickinson-like restraint and acceptance rather than fear. Being “under” the tree suggests rest, 

continuity, and reintegration into the natural world, rather than annihilation. 

Importantly, the poem refuses to separate life from death sharply. Whether in the tree 

or beneath it, the speaker remains within nature’s embrace. This ending affirms Mary Oliver’s 

vision of nature as both a sanctuary for living and a dignified resting place after death. The 

stanza thus concludes the poem on a note of serene acceptance, presenting disappearance not 

as an end but as a form of belonging—where freedom, memory, and nature ultimately 

converge. 

11.8. THEMES 

Together, the themes of the poem reveal the poem as a meditation on freedom, memory, aging, 

and belonging, grounded in Mary Oliver’s belief that a meaningful life requires attentiveness 
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to inner instinct and a deep, sustaining connection with nature. The poem affirms that resisting 

unnecessary restraint and honouring one’s wild, authentic self is not an act of foolishness, but 

a form of wisdom. 

1. Individual Freedom versus Social Restraint 

One of the central themes of the poem is the conflict between personal freedom and socially 

imposed restraint. The speaker is warned not to climb the tree, a prohibition rooted in ideas of 

safety, propriety, and age-appropriate behaviour. These warnings represent society’s tendency 

to regulate individual actions, particularly as one grows older. While the advice is 

acknowledged as “fair,” the poem questions whether conformity should override inner instinct 

and emotional truth. The speaker ultimately suggests that personal freedom is essential for 

authentic living. 

2. Human–Nature Relationship 

The poem strongly emphasizes an intimate and nurturing relationship between the human self 

and nature. By describing the tree as a “sister,” the speaker establishes a bond based on kinship, 

trust, and mutual recognition. Nature is not portrayed as indifferent or dangerous but as 

welcoming, celebratory, and emotionally sustaining. This theme reflects Mary Oliver’s broader 

poetic vision in which immersion in nature strengthens identity and offers refuge from social 

alienation. 

3. Memory and the Persistence of the Inner Self 

Another important theme is the persistence of memory and the continuity of identity across 

time. The speaker reflects on the “wild and springy” self of the past and admits that it is 

impossible to remember such freedom without longing for it. The poem suggests that aging 

does not erase one’s essential nature; rather, memory keeps the earlier self-alive. This longing 

for the past is not nostalgic escapism but a recognition of an enduring inner truth. 

4. Resistance to Conformity and Moral Simplification 

The poem subtly resists simplistic moral categories such as “good” and “bad.” Although the 

speaker tries to be “good,” she recognizes that strict obedience can lead to emotional 

suppression. The act of climbing the tree becomes a symbolic rebellion—not reckless, but 

necessary. Oliver thus critiques rigid moral expectations and affirms the value of instinct, 

spontaneity, and self-trust. 

5. Belonging and Solitude 
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The poem also explores the idea of belonging outside conventional social spaces. The tree, 

described as a solitary dwelling “high in the air,” mirrors the speaker’s own preference for 

solitude and inwardness. True belonging, the poem suggests, is not always found in society but 

in quiet communion with the natural world. 

6. Mortality and Peaceful Acceptance of Death 

In its final lines, the poem gently introduces the theme of mortality. The possibility that the 

speaker might be found “under” the tree implies death, yet it is presented without fear or 

despair. Death is imagined as rest within nature rather than as loss or annihilation. This theme 

reinforces Oliver’s belief in continuity between life and death, where the natural world offers 

both shelter for living and dignity in dying. 

11.9. LITERARY DEVICES EMPLOYED 

Personification 

One of the most striking literary devices in the poem is personification, through which the tree 

is given human qualities. The speaker calls the tree a “sister” who lives alone in a “green 

cottage” and imagines it clapping its “green hands” and shaking its “green hair.” By attributing 

familial and human gestures to the tree, Oliver transforms nature into a living, responsive 

presence. This device strengthens the theme of emotional intimacy between the human self and 

the natural world, suggesting that nature offers companionship and understanding unavailable 

in society. 

Metaphor 

The poem makes extensive use of metaphor, particularly in representing the tree as a symbolic 

space of freedom and identity. The tree is not merely a physical object but a metaphor for 

escape, selfhood, and spiritual refuge. The warning against climbing the tree functions 

metaphorically as society’s attempt to restrict instinct and imagination, while climbing it 

signifies reclaiming one’s authentic self. Similarly, being “under” the tree metaphorically 

suggests death as peaceful return to nature. 

Symbolism 

Symbolism is central to the poem’s meaning. The tree symbolizes freedom, memory, childhood 

vitality, and belonging. The repeated use of the color green symbolizes life, renewal, growth, 

and emotional freshness. The tree’s height represents transcendence and distance from societal 
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rules, while its roots and the ground beneath it symbolize rest, continuity, and mortality. 

Together, these symbols unify the poem’s treatment of life and death as interconnected states. 

Imagery 

Oliver employs vivid visual imagery to make the natural world sensorial and alive. Phrases 

such as “green cottage,” “green hands,” and “green hair” create a lush, vibrant picture that 

emphasizes nature’s vitality. The image of the speaker potentially being found “in the tree or… 

under it” evokes powerful visual contrasts between movement and stillness, life and rest. This 

imagery reinforces the poem’s emotional resonance and contemplative tone. 

Tone 

The poem’s tone evolves from mild irony to gentle defiance and finally to serene acceptance. 

The exaggerated warning in the opening stanza introduces a lightly humorous and ironic tone. 

As the poem progresses, the tone becomes reflective and quietly rebellious, particularly when 

the speaker insists on breaking out of restraint. In the final lines, the tone softens into calm 

acceptance, especially in its treatment of mortality. 

Irony 

There is a subtle use of irony in the opening stanza. The advice meant to protect the speaker is 

framed as reasonable, yet it conflicts with the speaker’s deeper emotional truth. The idea that 

climbing a tree could lead to institutionalization appears excessive, highlighting society’s 

overreaction to harmless expressions of freedom. This irony critiques social rigidity and fear 

of nonconformity. 

Enjambment 

The poem makes effective use of enjambment, where lines flow into one another without 

punctuation. This technique mirrors the speaker’s flowing thoughts and emotional movement, 

especially in the reflective stanzas. Enjambment also reinforces the theme of freedom by 

resisting strict structural containment, allowing the poem to move naturally, much like the 

wildness it celebrates. 

Dashes and Pauses 

Oliver uses dashes to introduce hesitation and reflection, particularly in the closing lines: “or – 

of course / it’s possible – under it.” These pauses soften the idea of death, making it 

contemplative rather than abrupt. The punctuation allows space for emotional nuance and 

philosophical reflection. 
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First-Person Narrative Voice 

The use of a first-person speaker creates intimacy and immediacy. The reader is invited directly 

into the speaker’s inner conflict and emotional reasoning. This personal voice strengthens the 

poem’s authenticity and reinforces its meditative quality. 

11.10. CRITICAL APPRECIATION OF THE POEM 

Mary Oliver’s poem presents a quiet yet powerful meditation on freedom, individuality, and 

the sustaining presence of nature in human life. Characteristic of Oliver’s poetic vision, the 

poem employs simple language and everyday imagery to explore complex emotional and 

philosophical concerns. What initially appears to be a casual recollection of advice against 

climbing a tree gradually unfolds into a profound reflection on identity, memory, aging, and 

mortality. 

One of the poem’s major strengths lies in its intimate humanization of nature. By 

describing the tree as a “sister,” Oliver dissolves the conventional boundary between the human 

and natural worlds. Nature is not depicted as a passive backdrop but as an active, nurturing 

presence capable of emotional reciprocity. This portrayal reflects Oliver’s Romantic 

inheritance, influenced by poets such as Wordsworth and Whitman, while remaining distinctly 

modern in its psychological subtlety and restraint. 

The poem’s central conflict between social restraint and inner freedom is presented 

without overt polemic. The speaker acknowledges the logic of social caution—“considering 

my age, / it was fair advice”—yet gently resists it. This balanced tone prevents the poem from 

becoming didactic. Instead, Oliver allows the reader to recognize the emotional cost of 

excessive conformity and the quiet necessity of rebellion in sustaining the self. 

Structurally, the poem is marked by free verse and enjambment, which contribute to its 

conversational rhythm and reflective pace. The lack of rigid form mirrors the poem’s thematic 

resistance to confinement. Oliver’s use of repetition, especially of the color green, reinforces 

the poem’s symbolic economy, where renewal, vitality, and belonging are conveyed with 

minimal ornamentation. 

The closing lines of the poem demonstrate Oliver’s remarkable treatment of mortality. 

Death is introduced obliquely and without fear, suggested through the possibility of being 

found “under” the tree. This understated approach aligns with Oliver’s broader poetic 

philosophy, in which death is understood not as negation but as reintegration into the natural 

order. The absence of religious imagery further emphasizes a secular spirituality grounded in 

the earth and lived experience. 
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Critically, some readers have noted that Oliver’s idealization of nature risks romantic 

simplification. However, in this poem, such idealization functions less as escapism and more 

as ethical critique. The tree becomes a space where the self can exist without judgment, 

productivity, or surveillance—values increasingly absent in modern social life. 

In conclusion, the poem stands as a compelling example of Mary Oliver’s ability to 

transform personal reflection into universal insight. Through clarity of language, emotional 

honesty, and symbolic depth, she invites readers to reconsider their relationship with nature, 

memory, and the self. The poem affirms that to live fully is not merely to obey caution, but to 

remain open to wonder, instinct, and belonging—values that endure even in the face of aging 

and death. 

 

11.11. CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, Mary Oliver’s “Green, Green Is My Sister’s Home” is a deeply contemplative 

poem that transforms personal loss into a quiet meditation on continuity, memory, and the 

sustaining presence of the natural world. Rather than confronting grief through overt 

lamentation, Oliver allows nature to absorb and articulate absence, using the repeated image of 

“green” as a symbol of life’s persistence beyond human mortality. The sister’s “home” becomes 

both a literal and metaphysical space—one rooted in the earth yet resonant with spiritual 

afterlife—where separation does not erase connection. 

The poem ultimately affirms Oliver’s belief in nature as a moral and emotional 

companion to human experience. While death introduces irrevocable distance, it does not 

annihilate relationship; instead, it reshapes it through memory and landscape. By situating grief 

within natural cycles of renewal, Oliver offers no final closure but a gentle acceptance of loss 

as an enduring condition of love. The poem thus leaves readers with a sense of quiet 

reconciliation, suggesting that what is lost to human presence may still be held, preserved, and 

remembered in the green continuity of the living world. 

11.12. SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 

1. Discuss how Mary Oliver presents the conflict between social restraint and personal 

freedom in the poem. How does the speaker negotiate this tension? 

2. Examine the symbolic significance of the tree in the poem. In what ways does it 

function as more than a natural object? 
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3. Analyse the use of personification in the poem, particularly in the portrayal of the tree 

as a “sister.” How does this shape the poem’s emotional core? 

4. Explore the theme of memory and childhood in the poem. How does remembrance 

influence the speaker’s present actions and desires? 

5. How does Mary Oliver redefine the idea of “goodness” in the poem? Do you think the 

poem challenges conventional moral frameworks? 

6. Discuss the role of nature as a source of refuge and belonging in the poem. How does 

this reflect Oliver’s broader poetic philosophy? 

7. Analyse the poem’s treatment of aging. How does the speaker resist age-based 

expectations imposed by society? 

8. Examine the poem’s final stanza in relation to mortality and death. How does Oliver 

present death as a continuation rather than an end? 

9. Comment on the poem’s tone and structure. How do free verse, enjambment, and 

conversational diction contribute to its meaning? 

10. Offer a critical appreciation of the poem, focusing on its themes, imagery, and 

philosophical implications within Mary Oliver’s body of work. 
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12.1. INTRODUCTION 

The present unit focuses on Sumana Roy’s reflective poem “I Want to Be a Tree,” a thought-

provoking lyric that examines the human desire to step outside prescribed social, emotional, 

and ideological frameworks and imagine an alternative mode of being rooted in the natural 

world. Sumana Roy, an acclaimed contemporary Indian poet and essayist, is known for her 

subtle engagement with nature, ethics, and interior life. In this poem, she employs the image 

of the tree not as a romantic pastoral symbol but as a philosophical and ecological figure 

through which questions of identity, belonging, love, mortality, and human limitation are 

explored. 

At its core, the poem articulates a longing for a form of existence that is free from 

human compulsions—ownership, reciprocity, performance, and belief systems. The repeated 

assertion “I want to be a tree” functions as both a desire and a critique: a yearning for stillness, 

continuity, and ethical clarity, set against the instability and excess of human life. Roy presents 

the tree as a being that accommodates without demand, gives without expectation, and exists 

beyond the need for religion, applause, or justification. Through this contrast, the poem 

interrogates anthropocentric assumptions and gestures toward a posthuman sensibility that 

values coexistence over dominance. 

The poem also reflects Roy’s broader poetic concerns with ecological consciousness, 

memory, and the fragile boundaries between life and death. References to seasons, decay, 

funerals, and the loss of “chlorophyll” underscore the poem’s meditation on impermanence and 

mourning, while situating these experiences within natural cycles rather than isolated human 

tragedy. Roy’s language is restrained yet intellectually charged, combining metaphor, 

repetition, and quiet irony to create a reflective tone that resists emotional excess while 

remaining deeply affecting. 

From a literary perspective, “I Want to Be a Tree” exemplifies Sumana Roy’s distinctive 

poetic voice, which fuses lyric intimacy with ethical and ecological inquiry. Nature in the poem 

is not a decorative backdrop but an alternative moral framework through which human life is 

reassessed. This unit, therefore, examines how Roy uses the figure of the tree to question human 

centrality, reimagine love and loss, and propose a quieter, more attentive way of inhabiting the 

world.  

As part of an Open and Distance Learning (ODL) programme, your learning 

experience relies significantly on self-directed study. This unit is therefore accompanied 
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by critical explanations, thematic discussions, and interpretative tools that support 

independent understanding. To broaden your perspectives and reinforce your 

comprehension, you are encouraged to consult the suggested readings and references 

provided at the end of the unit. Engaging with these resources—alongside the Self-

Learning Material (SLM) and any counselling sessions offered—will enable you to 

develop a deeper and more nuanced appreciation of the text.  

12.2. OBJECTIVES 

The primary objective of this unit is to enable learners to develop a comprehensive and critical 

understanding of Sumana Roy’s poem “I Want to Be a Tree” within its literary, philosophical, 

and ecological contexts. Through guided reading and reflective engagement, the unit seeks to 

deepen students’ appreciation of the poem’s interrogation of human identity, ethical living, and 

the desire to reimagine existence beyond anthropocentric frameworks. By situating the poem 

within contemporary Indian English poetry and eco-critical discourse, learners are encouraged 

to explore how Roy uses nature as a medium for introspection and moral inquiry. 

More specifically, this unit aims to achieve the following objectives: 

1. To introduce learners to Sumana Roy’s poetic vision and intellectual concerns 

The unit seeks to familiarize students with Sumana Roy’s distinctive poetic voice, 

characterized by restraint, philosophical reflection, and ethical engagement with the 

natural world. Learners will examine how Roy’s poetry departs from romanticized 

nature writing to offer a critical, contemplative engagement with themes of coexistence, 

vulnerability, and human limitation. 

2. To examine the central theme of the desire to transcend human constraints 

Students will analyse how the repeated assertion “I want to be a tree” expresses a 

longing to move beyond socially constructed expectations, belief systems, and 

emotional compulsions. The unit encourages learners to explore how the poem critiques 

human-centric values such as ownership, performance, reciprocity, and the need for 

validation, contrasting them with the quiet endurance and ethical neutrality of plant life. 

3. To analyse the symbolic significance of the tree as an alternative mode of being 

A key objective is to help learners critically examine the tree as a multifaceted symbol 
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representing rootedness, accommodation, resilience, and non-competitive existence. 

Students will explore how the tree functions as a philosophical and ecological figure 

through which the poet reimagines love, faith, memory, and mortality. 

4. To develop skills in close reading and textual interpretation 

The unit aims to strengthen learners’ ability to engage in close textual analysis by 

focusing on imagery, metaphor, repetition, tone, and structural patterns. Through 

detailed reading, students will understand how Roy’s understated language and 

reflective pacing convey complex ideas about time, change, grief, and belonging. 

5. To explore themes of love, loss, and mortality through an ecological lens 

Learners will be guided to examine how the poem addresses mourning, remembrance, 

and death without recourse to religious consolation or sentimental closure. The unit 

highlights how Roy redefines love as non-reciprocal and enduring, situating grief 

within natural cycles rather than individual tragedy. 

6. To situate the poem within contemporary Indian English poetry and eco-critical thought 

Another objective is to contextualize “I Want to Be a Tree” within broader literary and 

theoretical frameworks, including eco-poetry, posthumanism, and contemporary Indian 

English writing. Learners will explore how Roy’s work challenges anthropocentrism 

and contributes to ongoing conversations about environmental ethics, vulnerability, and 

coexistence. 

12.3. SUMANA ROY – LIFE AND LEGACY 

 

Sumana Roy is a prominent contemporary Indian writer whose work spans poetry, fiction, non-

fiction, and critical essays, marked by a sustained engagement with ethics, ecology, and the 
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interior life. Emerging as a distinctive voice in Indian English literature, Roy’s writing is 

characterized by intellectual restraint, philosophical depth, and an acute attentiveness to the 

non-human world. Her literary career reflects a conscious movement away from 

anthropocentric narratives toward more contemplative forms that question human dominance, 

emotional excess, and cultural hierarchies. 

Born and raised in Siliguri, a town located at the crossroads of the Himalayan foothills 

and the plains of North Bengal, Roy’s formative years were shaped by a landscape marked by 

ecological diversity and political complexity. This environment—where forests, tea gardens, 

and contested histories coexist—left a lasting imprint on her literary imagination. Her early 

education in Siliguri and Kolkata, followed by advanced studies in English literature at the 

University of North Bengal, grounded her in both canonical literary traditions and regional 

socio-political realities. These dual influences continue to inform her writing, which often 

negotiates between the personal and the historical, the local and the philosophical. 

Roy’s professional life as an academic has been closely intertwined with her literary 

practice. Before joining Ashoka University as Associate Professor of English and Creative 

Writing, she taught in government colleges in West Bengal, gaining sustained exposure to 

diverse student communities and pedagogical contexts. Her academic engagements have 

extended internationally through prestigious fellowships, including appointments at the Rachel 

Carson Center for Environment and Society in Munich, Cornell University’s South Asia 

Program, and the Plant Humanities Lab at Dumbarton Oaks, Harvard University. These 

interdisciplinary affiliations have reinforced her commitment to environmental humanities and 

plant studies, which occupy a central place in her intellectual and creative work. 

Roy’s literary oeuvre demonstrates a remarkable range of genres while maintaining 

thematic coherence. Her non-fiction work,How I Became a Tree (2017) is widely regarded as 

a foundational text in her career, articulating a philosophy of vegetal life that challenges 

conventional notions of agency, productivity, and emotion. Written in a reflective first-person 

mode, the book reimagines plant life as an ethical model for human existence, advocating 

stillness, accommodation, and non-violence over ambition and conquest. The work’s critical 

recognition and international translations signal its resonance beyond Indian literary contexts. 

In fiction, Roy has explored themes of absence, waiting, and moral responsibility, most 

notably in Missing (2019), a novel that reworks the Ramayana through a contemporary feminist 

and ethical lens. By emphasising on disappearance rather than resolution, Roy interrogates 

cultural expectations surrounding heroism, justice, and closure. Her short story collection My 
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Mother’s Lover and Other Stories further demonstrate her sensitivity to intimate human 

relationships shaped by silence, restraint, and social constraint. 

Roy’s poetry, particularly in Out of Syllabus (2019), reflects her ability to merge 

intellectual rigor with emotional precision. Organised around the metaphor of a school 

curriculum, the collection interrogates institutional knowledge systems while exposing the 

emotional and ethical dimensions that lie beyond formal education. Her poetic style is marked 

by controlled diction, conceptual clarity, and an avoidance of lyrical excess, aligning her work 

with a reflective, post-romantic tradition rather than confessional or overtly political modes. 

Beyond her books, Roy’s essays and columns—especially her long-running 

engagement with plant life—have contributed significantly to public discourse on 

environmental ethics. Her writing resists spectacle and sentimentality, instead offering a quiet 

but persistent critique of human exceptionalism. By foregrounding plants as subjects rather 

than symbols, Roy challenges readers to reconsider prevailing hierarchies of life and value. 

Sumana Roy’s legacy lies in her ability to reshape contemporary literary conversations 

around ecology, emotion, and ethics. She occupies a distinctive position in Indian English 

literature as a writer who combines scholarly depth with literary elegance, and activism with 

philosophical restraint. Her work continues to influence emerging debates in eco-criticism, 

posthuman studies, and life writing, marking her as an important voice in rethinking how 

literature can respond to environmental and existential crises without moral excess or 

ideological rigidity. 

12.4. “I WANT TO BE A TREE” – THE TEXT 

  I want to be a tree. 

I know that this desire lives outside the curriculum. 

Irrationality is man’s favourite home –  
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One man’s love is another’s superstition. 

I am the tree that wears passion’s baggy clothes.  

My hair soaks fear, my leaves the planet’s poison air. 

There is memory, always half-eaten, 

and there’s sleep, inevitably rural. 

There’s also sunlight, always a neighbour. 

It’s summer. And so the road’s deathless fever. 

 

I want to be a tree, 

as naturally branched as the body’s posture in sleep. 

To woo birds – they avoid men and motion to sit on trees. 

I’m leaning against a statue of sunlight. 

The wind affects us unequally. 

I wonder why tree branches 

do not behave like curtains in the wind. 

Or why we fail to hear creepers knocking at the door. 

 

I want to be a tree. 

The wind escaped being written. 

The fire’s autograph, the shriveled sunlight on trees. 

Seasons arrive like prompters in a play.  

The trees perform without the need to pluck claps. 

I am an extra filling out the frame. 

Change, cycles, the spiky heads of moss, 

the menstrual stillness and the privacy of affection.  

I want to be a tree. 

Air a doll between my leaves, 

prayer as inconsequential as mimicry. 

Only blood needs religion.  

And so there is none among plants. 

Only love, as accommodative as a paragraph.  

 

Love needn’t be reciprocal –  
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How else can we love the dead? 

The earth loses ownership of dead trees. 

I imagine my funeral sometimes. 

You, for whom the guitar is an integer of sadness,  

you who thought I was invincible like crushed paper, saying, 

“My world has lost its chlorophyll.” 

12.5. BACKGROUND OF THE POEM 

 

Sumana Roy’s poem “I Want to Be a Tree” emerges from a contemporary literary moment 

marked by ecological anxiety, posthuman philosophical inquiry, and a growing dissatisfaction 

with anthropocentric worldviews. Written by a poet whose creative and critical work 

consistently interrogates the boundaries between human and non-human life, the poem is 

deeply informed by Roy’s sustained engagement with plant studies, environmental ethics, and 

alternative modes of being that resist dominance, productivity, and spectacle. The poem should 

be read in close dialogue with her non-fiction work How I Became a Tree (2017), which 

similarly explores vegetal life as an ethical and philosophical model rather than a metaphorical 

ornament. 

The background of the poem is shaped by Roy’s intellectual positioning within eco-

critical and posthuman discourses that challenge the long-standing humanist assumption of 

human centrality. Unlike traditional Romantic or pastoral poetry that often aestheticizes nature 

or uses it as a mirror for human emotion, Roy’s poem participates in a more radical reimagining 
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of the human–nature relationship. Here, the tree is not an object of contemplation but a subject 

of desire—a form of life the speaker wishes to inhabit. This shift reflects contemporary 

theoretical concerns that question hierarchy between species and seek to recognize plants as 

agents with their own temporalities, ethics, and modes of existence. 

The poem also responds implicitly to institutional structures of knowledge, particularly 

formal education and rationalist frameworks. The opening assertion that the desire to be a tree 

exists “outside the curriculum” signals a critique of modern pedagogical systems that prioritize 

measurable knowledge, productivity, and cognitive mastery while marginalizing intuition, 

stillness, irrationality, and non-human wisdom. In this context, the poem’s background includes 

a broader cultural unease with academic and social systems that detach learning from 

ecological awareness and embodied experience. 

Social and emotional fatigue in contemporary life further informs the poem’s context. 

Roy’s speaker expresses a longing to escape the psychological burdens that accompany human 

existence—fear, memory, belief, performance, and reciprocity. The tree becomes a counter-

image to human restlessness, offering an existence rooted in accommodation rather than 

ambition, endurance rather than assertion. This background reflects modern conditions of 

burnout, ecological grief, and ethical exhaustion, particularly in urban and intellectual 

environments where human life is increasingly disconnected from natural rhythms. 

The poem’s engagement with religion, love, and death must also be situated within this 

context. Roy contrasts human dependence on belief systems—described as necessary to 

“blood”—with the plant world’s lack of religious structures, suggesting an ethics grounded in 

being rather than belief. Similarly, the poem’s exploration of non-reciprocal love and ecological 

mourning aligns with contemporary philosophical debates on care, vulnerability, and loss in a 

world shaped by climate crisis and mass extinction. 

Formally, the poem’s restrained tone, reflective pacing, and repetition of the central 

desire underscore its meditative background. Rather than dramatizing ecological catastrophe 

or personal trauma, Roy adopts a contemplative voice that allows thought to unfold gradually. 

This stylistic choice reflects her broader literary commitment to slowness, attention, and ethical 

observation—values that stand in contrast to the urgency and noise of modern life. 

 

12.6. SUMMARY OF THE POEM 
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Sumana Roy’s poem “I Want to Be a Tree” articulates a profound desire to transcend human 

limitations and inhabit the quiet, grounded existence of a tree. The speaker repeatedly expresses 

this longing as an alternative to the complexities, anxieties, and contradictions of human life. 

From the outset, the poem acknowledges that such a desire lies “outside the curriculum,” 

suggesting that it resists rational, institutional, and socially sanctioned modes of thought. The 

wish to become a tree is presented not as escapism, but as a thoughtful rejection of human-

centered values such as productivity, belief systems, and emotional excess. 

Throughout the poem, the tree functions as a symbol of ethical simplicity, endurance, 

and non-violence. The speaker imagines a life rooted in stillness, accommodation, and 

attentiveness rather than ambition or dominance. Trees absorb fear, pollution, and pain without 

protest, offering shelter to birds and participating quietly in ecological cycles. In contrast to 

human restlessness and movement, the tree embodies a form of existence that is stable, 

inclusive, and non-judgmental. 

The poem also reflects on memory, sleep, and time, presenting them as gentler and less 

burdensome in vegetal life. Seasonal change, growth, decay, and renewal are accepted without 

resistance, unlike human life, which is burdened by belief, performance, and emotional 

reciprocity. Roy questions why humans fail to listen to the subtle life of plants and why natural 

processes are often ignored or misunderstood. 

In its later sections, the poem explores love, religion, and death. The speaker suggests 

that plants do not require religion, as their existence is sustained by love and accommodation 

rather than belief or doctrine. Love, in the poem, need not be reciprocal, allowing the speaker 

to imagine an ecological form of mourning where even the dead are held within the earth’s 

care. The imagined funeral underscores a shift from human-centered grief to an ecological 

understanding of loss and continuity. 

“I Want to Be a Tree” is a meditative and philosophical poem that challenges 

anthropocentric thinking. It proposes vegetal life as an ethical model marked by patience, 

openness, and quiet resilience. Through its reflective tone and symbolic imagery, the poem 

invites readers to reconsider what it means to live meaningfully in a fragile and interconnected 

world. 

 

 

12.7. STANZA-WISE ANALYSIS 
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Stanza 1: 

I want to be a tree. 

I know that this desire lives outside the curriculum. 

Irrationality is man’s favourite home –  

One man’s love is another’s superstition. 

I am the tree that wears passion’s baggy clothes.  

My hair soaks fear, my leaves the planet’s poison air. 

There is memory, always half-eaten, 

and there’s sleep, inevitably rural. 

There’s also sunlight, always a neighbour. 

It’s summer. And so the road’s deathless fever. 

The opening stanza establishes the central philosophical impulse of the poem: the speaker’s 

desire to abandon human modes of existence in favour of a vegetal life. The repeated 

declaration, “I want to be a tree,” functions as both longing and resistance. It signals a rejection 

of anthropocentric priorities and introduces the tree as an ethical and existential alternative to 

human life, which is portrayed as fragmented, anxious, and overburdened by meaning. 

The line “I know that this desire lives outside the curriculum” critiques institutionalized 

knowledge systems that privilege rationality, productivity, and measurable outcomes. The 

“curriculum” symbolizes formal education and social conditioning, suggesting that the 

speaker’s longing for a tree-like existence is dismissed as impractical, irrational, or 

unproductive within dominant frameworks of learning. This establishes a tension between lived 

wisdom and sanctioned knowledge. 

Roy deepens this critique by asserting, “Irrationality is man’s favourite home – / One 

man’s love is another’s superstition.” Here, the poem exposes the instability and subjectivity 

of human belief systems. What is revered by one individual may be dismissed by another, 

highlighting how human life is shaped by conflicting interpretations, emotional excess, and 

ideological divisions. Ironically, while humans claim rational superiority, they remain deeply 

irrational, governed by fear, faith, desire, and contradiction. 

The metaphor “I am the tree that wears passion’s baggy clothes” introduces a striking 

inversion. Passion—often associated with intensity and emotional excess—is imagined as 

something loosely worn by the tree. This suggests that the tree absorbs human emotions without 

being consumed or distorted by them. The adjective “baggy” implies detachment and non-
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attachment, positioning the tree as a being capable of holding emotion without internalizing 

conflict. 

In the lines “My hair soaks fear, my leaves the planet’s poison air,” the tree is presented 

as an ecological and emotional absorber. The tree takes in fear and pollution, acting as a silent 

mediator between human anxiety and environmental degradation. This reinforces the poem’s 

ecological consciousness, portraying vegetal life as selfless, sustaining, and sacrificial—

qualities absent in exploitative human systems. 

The stanza then turns inward with “There is memory, always half-eaten, / and there’s 

sleep, inevitably rural.” Memory here is fragmented and incomplete, suggesting a gentler, less 

oppressive relationship with the past in vegetal life. Sleep being “rural” evokes slowness, 

natural rhythms, and an existence unregulated by urban urgency or industrial time. The tree’s 

life unfolds in harmony with nature rather than under human-imposed schedules. 

The image “There’s also sunlight, always a neighbour” reinforces intimacy with 

natural elements. Sunlight is not a resource to be consumed but a companion, emphasizing 

coexistence rather than domination. This line reflects the poem’s recurring vision of ecological 

kinship. 

The stanza concludes with “It’s summer. And so the road’s deathless fever.” Summer 

symbolizes intensity and excess, while the “road’s deathless fever” suggests ceaseless human 

movement, restlessness, and desire. The road contrasts sharply with the rooted stillness of the 

tree. While human life is marked by perpetual motion and exhaustion, the tree remains 

grounded, enduring, and quietly present. 

 

Stanza 2:  

I want to be a tree, 

as naturally branched as the body’s posture in sleep. 

To woo birds – they avoid men and motion to sit on trees. 

I’m leaning against a statue of sunlight. 

The wind affects us unequally. 

I wonder why tree branches 

do not behave like curtains in the wind. 

Or why we fail to hear creepers knocking at the door. 

This stanza deepens the speaker’s aspiration to inhabit a non-human mode of being by aligning 

the natural form of a tree with the unselfconscious rhythms of the human body. The line “as 

naturally branched as the body’s posture in sleep” suggests a state of complete surrender and 
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vulnerability. Sleep represents a condition in which the body is free from social performance, 

discipline, and self-monitoring. By comparing a tree’s branching to the body at rest, the poet 

evokes an organic harmony between vegetal life and an ideal, unregulated human existence—

one unburdened by intention or self-awareness. 

The speaker’s desire “To woo birds” introduces an image of quiet, non-coercive 

attraction. Unlike humans, whose presence is associated with movement, intrusion, and threat, 

trees offer birds stillness and safety. The line “they avoid men and motion to sit on trees” draws 

a subtle yet pointed contrast between human restlessness and vegetal stability. Here, human 

motion becomes symbolic of disturbance and domination, while the tree represents a refuge 

shaped by patience and trust. The act of “wooing” birds suggests a relational ethics grounded 

in gentleness rather than control. 

The image “I’m leaning against a statue of sunlight” blends the material and the 

immaterial. A statue implies permanence and stillness, while sunlight is transient and formless. 

By fusing these opposites, Roy creates a moment of luminous pause, suggesting a 

contemplative alignment with light, warmth, and time itself. This image underscores the 

speaker’s longing for a form of presence that is simultaneously grounded and ephemeral—an 

existence attuned to elemental forces rather than human constructs. 

The line “The wind affects us unequally” marks a moment of self-reflection and 

differentiation. Wind, a shared natural force, does not act upon all bodies in the same way. 

Trees receive the wind as movement without displacement, while human bodies often resist or 

are unsettled by it. This inequality gestures toward a broader philosophical divide: while nature 

accommodates change fluidly, human beings frequently experience it as disruption. 

The speaker’s observation that “tree branches / do not behave like curtains in the wind” 

challenges anthropocentric assumptions that natural elements should conform to human 

analogies. Curtains respond passively to wind, suggesting submission or decoration, whereas 

branches respond with resilience and agency. This comparison highlights the autonomy of 

vegetal life and resists its reduction to ornamental or symbolic objects shaped by human 

perception. 

The stanza concludes with a striking question: “Or why we fail to hear creepers 

knocking at the door.” This line exposes human sensory and ethical inattentiveness. Creepers 

“knocking” implies a desire for entry, communication, or recognition, yet humans remain 

oblivious to these vegetal presences. The metaphor critiques modern humanity’s inability to 

listen to the non-human world, suggesting a profound ecological deafness. Nature, though 
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communicative and alive, remains unheard because humans have lost the capacity for attentive 

listening. 

 

Stanza 3: 

I want to be a tree. 

The wind escaped being written. 

The fire’s autograph, the shriveled sunlight on trees. 

Seasons arrive like prompters in a play.  

The trees perform without the need to pluck claps. 

I am an extra filling out the frame. 

Change, cycles, the spiky heads of moss, 

the menstrual stillness and the privacy of affection.  

This stanza extends the poem’s central longing for vegetal existence by interrogating language, 

performance, and the human desire for recognition. The opening assertion, “The wind escaped 

being written,” immediately foregrounds the limits of human language and representation. 

Wind—an invisible yet perceptible force—resists inscription, suggesting that nature exceeds 

linguistic capture. By implying that wind “escapes” writing, Roy critiques the anthropocentric 

impulse to domesticate natural phenomena through textual or symbolic systems. 

The line “The fire’s autograph, the shrivelled sunlight on trees” introduces a striking 

metaphor in which fire leaves an “autograph,” a trace of its passage. This suggests that nature 

inscribes itself without intention or self-consciousness. Sunlight, described as “shrivelled,” 

evokes seasonal decay, perhaps autumnal waning, marking time through transformation rather 

than documentation. Unlike human writing, these natural inscriptions are transient and have no 

concept of self-awareness, reinforcing the idea that nature communicates through process 

rather than permanence. 

The stanza then shifts into an explicitly theatrical metaphor: “Seasons arrive like 

prompters in a play.” In drama, a prompter cues actor but remains unseen, guiding performance 

without visibility. By likening seasons to prompters, Roy suggests that trees respond 

instinctively to ecological rhythms rather than conscious direction. Nature follows cues 

embedded in time and climate, not in intention or spectacle. This metaphor subtly displaces 

human centrality by framing natural cycles as self-sustaining dramaturgies. 

This idea is reinforced in “The trees perform without the need to pluck claps.” The 

phrase critiques performativity driven by applause, recognition, or validation. Trees “perform” 
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growth, shedding, and regeneration, yet they do so without spectators or reward. The line 

implicitly critiques human culture, where performance is often tied to visibility, productivity, 

and approval. Tree-life, in contrast, models an ethic of being rather than appearing. 

The speaker then positions herself in contrast to this self-sufficient natural performance: 

“I am an extra filling out the frame.” In cinematic or theatrical terms, an “extra” is marginal, 

unnoticed, present only to complete the background. This line powerfully conveys a sense of 

existential insignificance and alienation. The speaker does not belong to the central action of 

nature’s drama; instead, she occupies its periphery. This marginality reflects a modern human 

estrangement from ecological belonging. 

The final lines—“Change, cycles, the spiky heads of moss, / the menstrual stillness and 

the privacy of affection”—introduce an intimate, bodily register. “Change” and “cycles” 

reiterate natural temporality, while “spiky heads of moss” direct attention to small, often 

overlooked life forms, reinforcing the poem’s ethic of attentiveness to the minor and the 

marginal. The phrase “menstrual stillness” is particularly significant: it aligns biological cycles 

with ecological rhythms, reclaiming menstruation from cultural taboo and situating it within 

natural continuity. “Stillness” suggests withdrawal, rest, and inwardness rather than 

productivity. 

The concluding phrase, “the privacy of affection,” gestures toward a form of intimacy 

that resists public display or performance. Like trees and moss, affection here is quiet, 

contained, and non-spectacular. This reinforces the poem’s resistance to exhibitionism and 

reinforces an alternative ethic of existence—one grounded in cyclical time, bodily knowledge, 

and unobserved care. 

 

Stanza 4: 

I want to be a tree. 

Air a doll between my leaves, 

prayer as inconsequential as mimicry. 

Only blood needs religion.  

And so there is none among plants. 

Only love, as accommodative as a paragraph.  

This stanza marks a decisive philosophical and spiritual turn in the poem, where the speaker’s 

desire to become a tree culminates in a critique of organized religion and anthropocentric 

spirituality. The opening line, “I want to be a tree,” functions as a refrain throughout the poem, 
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but here it introduces a vision of existence stripped of metaphysical anxiety, guilt, and doctrinal 

obligation. 

The metaphor “Air a doll between my leaves” evokes fragility, playfulness, and 

purposelessness. A doll is an object of imagination rather than function; by placing “air” in this 

role, Roy suggests that breath and atmosphere are not tools or symbols but gentle presences. 

This imagery aligns with the tree’s mode of being—open, porous, and receptive—contrasting 

sharply with the human tendency to instrumentalize even the most elemental forces. 

The line “prayer as inconsequential as mimicry” directly undermines traditional 

notions of prayer as sacred, efficacious, or morally consequential. By likening prayer to 

mimicry—an act of imitation without depth or intention—the poem critiques ritualized 

spirituality that operates through repetition rather than genuine connection. Prayer, in this 

vegetal paradigm, loses its transactional character; it is no longer a plea, confession, or demand 

but an echo without urgency. 

This critique intensifies in the stark assertion, “Only blood needs religion.” Blood here 

signifies mortality, lineage, violence, sacrifice, and historical trauma—those aspects of human 

life that generate fear, guilt, and the need for transcendental justification. Religion, the poem 

suggests, arises not from harmony but from injury, from the wounded body’s search for 

meaning and control. This line resonates strongly with anthropological and psychoanalytic 

critiques of religion as a response to existential vulnerability. 

The following statement, “And so there is none among plants,” draws a clear 

ontological distinction between human and vegetal life. Plants do not bleed; they do not suffer 

in ways that produce metaphysical anxiety. As such, they require no religious structures, no 

gods, no doctrines. This idea reflects a deep ecological perspective in which nature exists 

outside moral hierarchies, salvation narratives, and metaphysical economies. 

The stanza concludes with a profoundly redefined concept of love: “Only love, as 

accommodative as a paragraph.” Unlike religion, which often demands belief, obedience, and 

sacrifice, love here is described as “accommodative”—flexible, inclusive, and expansive. The 

comparison to a “paragraph” is especially telling: a paragraph holds multiple sentences, pauses, 

and meanings within a single space. It allows digression, continuity, and coexistence without 

forcing resolution. Love, in this sense, becomes a textual and ethical structure capable of 

holding difference without erasure. 

This final image also gestures toward writing itself as a mode of care rather than control. 

Just as a paragraph accommodates multiple thoughts, tree-life accommodates air, birds, wind, 

and seasons without hierarchy. Love, like the tree, offers space rather than rules. 
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Stanza 5: 

Love needn’t be reciprocal –  

How else can we love the dead? 

The earth loses ownership of dead trees. 

I imagine my funeral sometimes. 

You, for whom the guitar is an integer of sadness,  

you who thought I was invincible like crushed paper, saying, 

“My world has lost its chlorophyll.” 

This concluding passage brings the poem to an emotionally resonant and philosophically 

complex closure, where the speaker’s vegetal longing intersects with mortality, grief, and the 

limits of human attachment. The opening assertion, “Love needn’t be reciprocal –” 

immediately unsettles conventional human understandings of love as mutual exchange. By 

rejecting reciprocity as a necessary condition, the poem aligns love with endurance rather than 

response, presence rather than acknowledgment. This formulation resonates with the tree’s 

mode of existence, which gives shade, oxygen, and shelter without expectation of return. 

The rhetorical question that follows, “How else can we love the dead?”, extends this 

idea into the realm of loss. Love for the dead is necessarily unilateral; it persists without 

response, dialogue, or reassurance. In invoking the dead, Roy foregrounds a form of affection 

that survives absence, suggesting that the deepest expressions of love operate beyond relational 

symmetry. This notion also reflects the poem’s larger ethical shift away from transactional 

human frameworks toward more ecological, time-bound modes of care. 

The line “The earth loses ownership of dead trees.” introduces a striking ontological 

claim. While living trees are rooted, possessed, and named by land, region, or ecology, dead 

trees no longer belong in the same way. Death severs the bond between organism and 

environment, dissolving systems of ownership and utility. This idea subtly critiques 

anthropocentric and capitalist notions of possession, suggesting that death frees beings from 

both biological function and human categorization. The tree, once embedded in cycles of 

productivity and ecological service, becomes unclaimed—existing beyond use and belonging. 

This philosophical reflection transitions into a personal register with “I imagine my 

funeral sometimes.” The speaker projects her own death through the metaphor of the tree, 

blurring the boundary between vegetal and human mortality. The act of imagining one’s funeral 

implies both detachment and self-awareness; it is not morbid but contemplative, reinforcing 
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the poem’s meditative tone. By envisioning her death, the speaker tests the limits of love, 

memory, and language in the face of absence. 

The address that follows—“You, for whom the guitar is an integer of sadness,”—

introduces an intimate second-person presence. The metaphor is unusual and intellectually 

charged: an “integer” suggests something whole, indivisible, and precise, while sadness is 

emotional and fluid. The guitar, an instrument of expression, becomes a measure or unit of 

grief, suggesting that the addressee processes emotion through art, music, and sound rather 

than speech. This line establishes a contrast between different modes of expressing loss—

vegetal silence versus human articulation. 

The phrase “you who thought I was invincible like crushed paper” is marked by 

paradox. Crushed paper appears fragile, discarded, and easily destroyed, yet it survives 

compression and retains form. By comparing invincibility to crushed paper, Roy evokes a quiet 

resilience rather than heroic strength. This simile reflects the poem’s broader rejection of grand 

narratives of endurance in favour of understated survival, echoing the tree’s ability to endure 

damage without spectacle. 

The passage concludes with the poignant utterance, “‘My world has lost its 

chlorophyll.’” Chlorophyll, the pigment responsible for photosynthesis, symbolizes life, 

growth, and vitality. Its loss signifies not merely death but the cessation of generative energy. 

By framing grief in ecological terms, the poem fuses emotional loss with environmental 

depletion. The mourner’s world becomes colourless, inert, and incapable of renewal, 

suggesting that personal grief mirrors ecological devastation. 

This final image powerfully consolidates the poem’s central metaphor: human 

relationships, like ecosystems, depend on life-giving presence. The speaker’s imagined death 

is not just an individual loss but an environmental one, reinforcing the poem’s critique of 

anthropocentric separations between nature and emotion. 

 

12.8. THEMES 

Sumana Roy’s poem “I Want to Be a Tree” articulates a complex constellation of themes that 

revolve around ecological consciousness, the limits of human rationality, non-reciprocal love, 

mortality, and resistance to anthropocentric modes of thought. Through the recurring desire to 

“be a tree,” the poem constructs an alternative ethical and emotional framework that challenges 
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dominant human-centered values and proposes a quieter, more accommodative form of 

existence. 

1. Rejection of Anthropocentrism and Human Exceptionalism 

One of the central themes of the poem is the rejection of anthropocentric assumptions that place 

human life, reason, and emotion above all other forms of existence. The speaker’s repeated 

declaration—“I want to be a tree”—is not merely metaphorical but ideological, signalling a 

refusal of human exceptionalism.This rejection is made explicit when the speaker notes, “I 

know that this desire lives outside the curriculum.”Here, “curriculum” symbolizes 

institutionalized knowledge systems that privilege rationality, productivity, and human 

dominance. By locating her desire outside these frameworks, the speaker questions the 

legitimacy of human-centered education and epistemology. Trees, in contrast, exist beyond 

such hierarchies, performing vital ecological functions without claiming superiority or 

recognition. 

2. Critique of Rationality and Institutional Knowledge 

Closely connected to anthropocentrism is the poem’s critique of rationality as the dominant 

mode of human understanding. Roy challenges the assumption that rational thinking is 

inherently superior by exposing its limitations, “Irrationality is man’s favourite home – One 

man’s love is another’s superstition.” These lines destabilize the boundary between reason and 

belief, suggesting that human rationality often disguises subjective biases and cultural 

conditioning. What is deemed “irrational” is frequently a matter of perspective rather than truth. 

In contrast, plant life operates without ideological frameworks, offering an existence free from 

such contradictions. 

3. Ecological Ethics and Quiet Resistance 

The poem foregrounds an ecological ethic rooted in endurance rather than dominance. Trees 

are depicted as silent witnesses to environmental degradation, absorbing human excess without 

protest, “My hair soaks fear, my leaves the planet’s poison air.”This image emphasizes the 

sacrificial role of trees, which bear the consequences of human pollution. Unlike humans, trees 

do not seek compensation, recognition, or moral superiority. The poem thus critiques 

exploitative human relationships with nature while advocating a model of coexistence based 

on responsibility and care. 

4. Non-Reciprocal Love and Ethical Affection 
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Another significant theme is the poem’s redefinition of love as non-reciprocal and non-

possessive. The speaker contrasts human expectations of mutuality with plant life’s capacity 

for unconditional accommodation, “Only love, as accommodative as a paragraph.” Later, this 

idea is deepened through the assertion, “Love needn’t be reciprocal, how else can we love the 

dead?” Here, Roy dismantles transactional notions of love, proposing instead a form of 

affection that persists without return or acknowledgment. Trees, which give shelter, oxygen, 

and sustenance without expectation, become ethical models for such love. This theme extends 

to grief and memory, suggesting that love endures beyond death and ownership. 

5. Mortality, Memory, and Impermanence 

The poem engages deeply with themes of death and remembrance, particularly in its closing 

stanza, “The earth loses ownership of the dead trees. I imagine my funeral sometimes.” By 

equating human death with that of trees, Roy dissolves the perceived boundary between human 

and non-human mortality. The idea that the earth “loses ownership” suggests a release from 

material and emotional possession, reinforcing the poem’s rejection of control and permanence. 

The metaphor of “chlorophyll” in the final line—“My world has lost its chlorophyll,”—

symbolizes life, creativity, and emotional vitality. Its absence signifies loss not just of a person 

but of a sustaining presence, reinforcing the poem’s elegiac undertone. 

6. Resistance to Performance and Visibility 

Roy also critiques the human obsession with recognition, performance, and applause. Trees are 

portrayed as performers who do not seek validation, “The trees perform without the need to 

pluck claps. I am an extra filling out the frame.” This metaphor of theatrical performance 

underscores the contrast between human self-consciousness and plant indifference to 

spectatorship. The speaker’s self-description as an “extra” suggests humility and a desire to 

exist without centrality, further reinforcing the poem’s anti-egoistic stance. 

7. Cycles of Nature and Feminine Temporality 

The poem repeatedly references natural cycles, emphasizing continuity rather than linear 

progress, “Change, cycles, the spiky heads of moss, the menstrual stillness and the privacy of 

affection.” The phrase “menstrual stillness” introduces a distinctly feminine temporal rhythm, 

aligning bodily cycles with ecological processes. This connection resists patriarchal notions of 

productivity and efficiency, instead valuing pause, renewal, and embodied time. 

12.9. LITERARY DEVICES EMPLOYED IN THE POEM 
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Sumana Roy’s poem “I Want to Be a Tree” is formally restrained yet conceptually expansive, 

deploying a range of literary devices that enable the poem to move between lyric meditation, 

philosophical inquiry, and ecological reflection. The poem’s technical strategies are inseparable 

from its thematic preoccupation with vegetal life, non-anthropocentric ethics, love, mortality, 

and resistance to institutionalized modes of knowledge. Rather than relying on ornate lyricism, 

Roy employs subtle, often understated devices that mirror the quiet endurance and non-

spectacular existence of plant life. 

1. Repetition and Anaphora 

One of the most striking formal devices in the poem is repetition, particularly through the 

anaphoric recurrence of the line “I want to be a tree.” This repeated assertion functions as both 

a refrain and a meditative anchor, structuring the poem into reflective units. Each repetition 

deepens and reconfigures the desire, transforming it from a simple wish into a philosophical 

stance. The repetition enacts persistence rather than insistence, echoing the slow, cyclical 

temporality of trees themselves. It also resists linear narrative progression, aligning the poem 

with natural rhythms rather than human-driven teleology. 

2. Metaphor and Extended Metaphor 

The poem is sustained by an extended metaphor in which the speaker imagines herself as a 

tree. This metaphor is not decorative but ontological, allowing the poem to explore alternative 

modes of being. Lines such as “I am the tree that wears passion’s baggy clothes” and “My 

hair soaks fear, my leaves the planet’s poison air” map human emotions and vulnerabilities 

onto vegetal imagery. The metaphor dissolves boundaries between human and plant life, 

challenging anthropocentric hierarchies and suggesting a posthuman ethic in which identity is 

porous and relational. 

 

3. Personification and Reverse Anthropomorphism 

While the poem employs personification, it does so in a restrained and philosophically complex 

manner. Trees are not simply humanized; rather, humans are vegetalized. This reverse 

anthropomorphism allows Roy to avoid sentimentalizing nature. For instance, trees “perform” 

without applause, and seasons arrive like “prompters in a play,” suggesting awareness without 

ego. This technique destabilizes human centrality and presents plant life as self-sufficient, 

ethical, and complete without human validation. 
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4. Imagery and Sensory Detail 

Roy’s poem is rich in visual, tactile, and environmental imagery, yet the images are often 

unconventional. Phrases such as “the road’s deathless fever,” “shrivelled sunlight,” and “spiky 

heads of moss” transform abstract concepts like time, decay, and endurance into sensory 

experience. The imagery often juxtaposes organic and inorganic elements, underscoring 

ecological entanglement. Notably, the poem avoids lush romantic descriptions of nature; 

instead, its imagery reflects damage, toxicity, and quiet survival, reinforcing its ecological 

consciousness. 

5. Paradox and Irony 

The poem frequently employs paradox to unsettle stable meanings. Statements such as 

“Irrationality is man’s favourite home” and “Love needn’t be reciprocal” challenge normative 

assumptions about rationality, affection, and belonging. The paradox of invincibility likened to 

“crushed paper” further exemplifies Roy’s ironic reversal of strength and fragility. These 

paradoxes compel readers to reconsider ethical values typically associated with human 

superiority, emotional exchange, and permanence. 

6. Simile and Figurative Comparison 

Similes in the poem are sparse but carefully deployed. Examples such as “as naturally 

branched as the body’s posture in sleep” and “invincible like crushed paper” resist lyrical 

excess while offering striking conceptual clarity. These similes link human physicality to 

vegetal structure, emphasizing continuity rather than contrast between human and non-human 

forms of existence. The comparisons are often anti-romantic, privileging ordinariness and 

vulnerability over idealized beauty. 

 

 

7. Symbolism 

Symbolism operates quietly throughout the poem, with natural elements functioning as ethical 

and emotional signifiers. Sunlight symbolizes relational presence and sustenance, while wind 

and fire represent forces that resist capture and authorship—“The wind escaped being written.” 

The final symbol of “chlorophyll” encapsulates life, creativity, and generative energy; its loss 
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signals both personal grief and ecological depletion. These symbols work cumulatively, 

reinforcing the poem’s meditation on loss and continuity. 

8. Allusion and Meta-Poetic Commentary 

The poem contains subtle meta-poetic gestures, particularly in lines such as “The wind escaped 

being written” and “Seasons arrive like prompters in a play.” These moments reflect on the 

limits of language and representation, acknowledging what poetry can and cannot contain. By 

foregrounding the inadequacy of textual capture, Roy aligns poetic humility with vegetal 

existence—both resist total comprehension or possession. 

9. Tone and Understatement 

The poem’s tone is marked by emotional restraint and philosophical calm. Grief, love, and 

mortality are addressed without melodrama, relying instead on understatement. This tonal 

choice mirrors the ethical position of the poem: like trees, the poem does not announce its 

significance loudly but allows meaning to accrue through patience and repetition. 

10. Structural Fragmentation and Free Verse 

Written in free verse, the poem’s structure is fragmentary yet coherent. Short lines and abrupt 

shifts in focus replicate the associative movement of thought rather than logical argument. This 

open form reflects the poem’s resistance to “curriculum” and institutionalized knowledge, 

privileging lived experience, observation, and intuition over systematic instruction. 

12.10. CRITICAL APPRECIATION OF THE PEOM 

Sumana Roy’s “I Want to Be a Tree” is a contemplative and philosophically resonant poem 

that articulates a profound desire to transcend human-centered modes of existence and align 

the self with the quiet, ethical, and enduring life of plants. Through deceptively simple language 

and an unadorned lyric form, Roy constructs a poem that interrogates rationality, love, 

mortality, and ecological belonging, situating it firmly within contemporary eco-poetic and 

posthuman literary traditions. 

One of the poem’s most striking achievements lies in its sustained metaphor of 

becoming a tree. This desire is not escapist or romantic; rather, it is presented as a critical 

refusal of anthropocentric values such as productivity, reciprocity, recognition, and religious 

hierarchy. By declaring that this wish exists “outside the curriculum,” Roy implicitly critiques 

institutionalized systems of knowledge that marginalize emotional intuition, ecological 
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wisdom, and non-utilitarian forms of life. The poem thus aligns itself with alternative 

epistemologies that privilege observation, patience, and relational being over mastery and 

control. 

Roy’s handling of nature is notably unsentimental. Trees in the poem are not idealized 

symbols of harmony but living entities that absorb pollution, bear the scars of seasons, and 

exist without the need for applause or validation. This portrayal challenges romantic traditions 

of nature poetry and instead foregrounds a more ethical and realistic engagement with the non-

human world. Nature here is not a refuge from human suffering but a parallel mode of existence 

that offers a different moral framework—one rooted in accommodation, endurance, and non-

reciprocal love. 

The poem’s emotional depth is conveyed through restraint rather than excess. Themes 

of grief and mortality surface most powerfully in the closing lines, where love is defined as 

non-reciprocal and the speaker imagines her own funeral. The metaphor of “chlorophyll” as a 

measure of life, creativity, and emotional vitality is particularly effective, merging botanical 

language with personal loss. This quiet elegiac turn reinforces the poem’s central argument: 

that love, like plant life, persists beyond ownership, reciprocity, and even death. 

Formally, the poem’s free verse structure and recurring refrain contribute to its 

meditative rhythm. The repeated assertion “I want to be a tree” functions as both a 

philosophical anchor and a lyrical incantation, allowing the poem to unfold in reflective 

fragments rather than linear argument. This structure mirrors the cyclical temporality of nature 

and resists the urgency and closure often demanded by human narratives. 

In terms of literary significance, “I Want to Be a Tree” exemplifies Sumana Roy’s 

distinctive voice—one that blends poetic lyricism with ecological thought, feminist ethics, and 

philosophical inquiry. The poem participates in broader conversations within contemporary 

literature about posthuman identity, environmental responsibility, and the limitations of 

anthropocentric frameworks. Yet, it remains deeply personal, grounded in lived experience and 

emotional vulnerability. 

“I Want to Be a Tree” is a quietly powerful poem that redefines what it means to live, 

love, and endure. Through its subtle imagery, ethical imagination, and refusal of spectacle, the 

poem invites readers to reconsider their relationship with the natural world and with each other. 

Roy’s work stands as a compelling example of contemporary eco-lyric poetry that is 

intellectually rigorous, emotionally resonant, and ethically attentive, making it a significant 

text for both literary study and ecological reflection. 
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12.11. CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, Sumana Roy’s “I Want to Be a Tree” is a philosophically reflective and 

ecologically sensitive poem that reimagines the human desire for belonging, endurance, and 

ethical coexistence through the figure of the tree. The repeated assertion of wanting “to be a 

tree” functions not as an escapist fantasy but as a critique of anthropocentric life structured by 

productivity, rationality, and emotional excess. By contrasting human restlessness with vegetal 

stillness, Roy proposes an alternative mode of being—one rooted in patience, accommodation, 

and quiet resilience. 

The poem ultimately gestures toward a vision of life governed not by domination or 

reciprocity but by absorption, care, and continuity. Trees in the poem embody a form of love 

that is non-demanding and inclusive, capable of holding grief, memory, pollution, and death 

without assertion or protest. Through its layered imagery and understated irony, the poem 

invites readers to reconsider concepts of religion, love, and mortality from a non-human 

perspective. “I Want to Be a Tree” thus concludes as an ethical and ecological meditation, 

urging a humbler, more attentive way of inhabiting the world—one that learns from the silent, 

sustaining presence of trees rather than seeking to master them. 

12.12. SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS 

1. How does the recurring refrain “I want to be a tree” function as both a metaphor and a 

philosophical proposition in the poem? 

2. In what ways does the poem critique human rationality and institutional knowledge, 

particularly through the line “this desire lives outside the curriculum”? 

3. Examine the significance of the tree as an ethical and ecological alternative to human modes 

of existence in the poem. 

4. How does Sumana Roy employ irony and understatement to question human ideas of love, 

religion, and belief? 

5. Analyse the poem’s representation of love, especially the idea that “love needn’t be 

reciprocal.” How does this challenge conventional human relationships? 

6. Discuss the role of nature imagery—such as wind, sunlight, birds, moss, and seasons—in 

shaping the poem’s meditative tone. 
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7. How does the poem reimagine concepts of faith and spirituality through the assertion that 

“there is none among plants”? 

8. In what ways does the speaker position herself as an “extra” rather than a central figure, and 

what does this suggest about human agency and humility? 

9. Examine how death and memory are treated in the poem, particularly in relation to trees and 

the speaker’s imagined funeral. 

10. How does “I Want to Be a Tree” contribute to contemporary eco-poetry by challenging 

anthropocentrism and foregrounding vegetal life as a model for ethical existence? 
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13.1. INTRODUCTION 

In the previous unit you were introduced to green literature and its origin, significance, and 

major writers related to green literature. This unit introduces students to the concept and 

relevance of Green Literature in Indian English Writing, both fictional and non-fictional. The 

author chosen for this unit is Namita Gokhale, who happens to be one of India’s most prolific 

and influential writers of the 21st century.  

13.2. OBJECTIVES 

1. To learn all basic principles of ecocriticism and identify major ecological themes 

present in Gokhale’s texts. 

2. To interpret the Himalayan landscape and imagination as a driving or active force in 

her works. 

3. To relate cultural contexts with pressing issues like ecological degradation, failing 

livelihood and emotional states. 

4. To recognize how gender, tradition and social changes intersect with the 

environment/ecology. 

5. To understand the role of ecofeminism and portrayal of feminine or women characters, 

under the broader umbrella of social dynamics. 

6. To develop critical thinking and interpretational skills, wherein students can read 

literary texts through an environmental and feminist perspective. 

7. To assess environmental vulnerability, sacred geography, essence of folklore and 

spiritual representation in Gokhale’s works. 

8. To finally understand and appreciate the relevance of Indian authors on the global genre 

of green literature that seeks to reflect or highlight modern-era plights, especially the 

ones pertaining to sociology, environment and culture. 

13.3. OVERVIEW 

Green literature studies the relationship shared between human beings and the natural 

environment. It centers on narratives that express how humans interact with the environment, 

how culture is shaped through environmental changes and vice versa. Green literature is a 

product of the 20th century, when rapid industrialization has raised environmental 
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consciousness due to the adverse impacts led by unchecked anthropocentric development. 

Ecocriticism, as an integral branch of green literature, explores the dynamic the relationship 

between literature and the natural environment, with a keen emphasis on how humans interact 

with nature. It started in the late 20th century and has now become a crucial part of literary 

theory, with the publication of works by Cheryll Glotfelty, Lawrence Buell and Greg Garrard. 

In Indian English literature, ecocriticism often focuses on region-specific ecologies, indigenous 

knowledge systems, along with the effects of colonial and postcolonial development. Namita 

Gokhale’s writings offer a rich body of work for ecocritical study, particularly through their 

sustained engagement with the Himalayan landscape. In novels such as A Himalayan Love 

Story, The Book of Shadows, and Things to Leave Behind, the mountains are not merely 

backgrounds to human action. They function as fragile ecological systems that influence human 

behaviour, social structures, and emotional life. This aligns with ecocritical theory, which 

rejects the anthropocentric view of nature as a passive setting and instead sees it as an active 

participant in narrative meaning. Similarly, her works allude to how environmental degradation 

is becoming a driver for mental anxieties and cultural changes. 

13.3.1 THE AUTHOR 

Namita Gokhale was born in Lucknow in 1956. She spent her childhood between New Delhi 

and Nainital, and the areas around it. When she was only eighteen, she was married to Rajiv 

Gokhale. Her first publication was the film magazine Super, which was published from 

Bombay in late seventies. 

She’s also one of the co-founders and directors of India's Jaipur Literature Festival, one 

of South East Asia’s highly celebrated literature festivals. Her works explore culture, gender, 

identity and nature. Her debut novel Paro: Dreams of Passion, published in 1984, has in-fact 

become a cult-classic. Other titles include Shakuntala, Things to Leave Behind, Jaipur 

Journals, and the recent novella Never Never Land. She has also written non-fiction, retellings 

of mythology like The Puffin Mahabharata, and edited several anthologies, including In Search 

of Sita and Finding Radha. She has received various awards, some of which include the 

prestigious Sahitya Akademi Award in 2021 for her novel Things to Leave Behind. She was 

also honored with the First Centenary National Award for Literature in 2017, and the 

Nilimarani Sahitya Samman in 2023. Beyond these achievements and her mounted reputation 

in the literary world, she remains committed to the cause of literary activism. Through her 

works she intends on showcasing Indian writing and multilingualism. She co-founded and co-
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directs the Jaipur Literature Festival, which has been instrumental in promoting the country’s 

diverse voices and inviting some of the world’s most prolific and influential writers/authors. 

She also conceptualized and hosted a multilingual book show called Kitaabnama: Books and 

Beyond, which got broadcasted on the national Indian channel, Doordarshan. It is evident that 

Namita Gokahle’s presence and efforts have raised the Indian literary sphere to a global level, 

wherein local culture, language, tradition, ecology and other aspects of the human condition 

have received a wider highlight, acknowledgement and critical thoughts. In this unit students 

must initially approach with a basic understanding of green literature. For the same reason this 

unit will now proceed with a brief overview of what green literature actually is, and how it 

earns its relevant place in the literary verse. Additionally, students will come across Gokhale’s 

works in the same context, so that the author’s presence in the context of green literature is 

well understood before the specific concentrations of this unit begins in succeeding sections. 

She is known for being deeply connected or associated with the Kumaon Himalayas of 

Uttarakhand. Both her fictional and non-fictional work reflects the natural geography, 

ecological fragility and cultural life of communities residing in these regions. Gokhale’s works 

place the environment at the very center of human experiences, thus bringing the repercussions 

of unchecked anthropocentric development to vivid light. This first point is where students 

must draw their focus as it reveals how nature, or the environment, is responsible for shaping 

people’s lives and identities. She keeps a keen eye on cultural dynamics that shape the 

environment as well. So, Gokhale understands the relationship between humans and nature in 

both-ways, so as to present a holistic background or idea in her narratives. Students must not 

negate this two-way interpretational lens and understand how nature shapes human life and 

vice versa.So, understanding this very “Himalayan imagination" is crucial to profoundly grasp 

the theoretical premise of Namita Gokhale’s works. As you might have understood by now, 

before proceeding with the author’s texts it becomes necessary to keep these intricate 

things/points in mind, like how nature isn't merely a background setting in her novels, but is 

also a primary force that shapes memory, ideologies, livelihoods, communities, emotional life 

and so on.  

Gokhale’s writing incorporates a strong sense of place. In other words, forests, 

mountains, rivers, seasonal rhythms/transitions, all are presented as living realities that 

influence or shape people’s lives. In her novels like Paro: Dreams of Passion and Things to 

Leave Behind, students must trace out variables or specific features that highlight the 

environment as an instigator of change. For instance, the contrast between urban spaces and 

mountain landscapes highlights how the environment affects human values and lifestyles. It is 



GREEN LITERATURE  BAEL(N)-350 

265 
 

also worth noting that while cities are represented as symbols of disruption and discontentment, 

the Himalayas are seen as significant spaces of continuity, tradition, endurance and prosperity. 

As you would know by now, Gokhale's focus on the interdependence of humans and nature is 

another significant feature of her green viewpoint. For survival, spiritual stability and cultural 

identity, her characters rely on land, water and forests. Seasonal migrations, village customs 

and agricultural practices are all portrayed as having their roots in the environment. This 

illustrates an ecological perspective that students must hold onto, as it relates literary theory 

and ecocriticism to literary texts. The perspective is that human existence and the natural world 

are inextricably linked. Ecocritical thinking, which emphasizes interconnectedness rather than 

human dominance over nature, also gets consistent with such representations. 

 

Questions 

1. What are some of the author’s notable achievements that make studying her works 

relevant? 

2. How does the author represent the human-environment relationship? 

 

13.4. ECOLOGICAL VULNERABILITY AND THE HIMALAYAN 

IMAGINATION 

The author emphasizes ecological vulnerability through her works. The Himalayan region is 

shown to be environmentally sensitive, faced with the broadening impacts of deforestation, 

modernization, tourism, population and climate instability. In Paro: Dreams of Passion, 

although urban in theme, keeps alluding towards mountain ecologies. In A Himalayan Love 

Story, the Himalayan setting is marked by landslides, harsh winters, unstable terrain and limited 

resources, hence showcasing environmental degradation. Nature is shown to be powerful yet 

delicate. The characters’ lives are further shaped by unpredictable weather, isolation and 

geographical hardship, revealing how environmental instability directly affects human 

existence. This also creates the space for the development of round characters in the novel. In 

Things to Leave Behind, environmental vulnerability is portrayed through historical and 

cultural changes taking place in the Kumaon region. The novel documents how colonial 

modernity disrupts traditional relationships with land and forests. This narrative reels in 

political dynamics and how environmental policies and justice laws also account for 

transitioning cultural and sociological patterns. Gokhale shows that when local ecological 

systems are disturbed, through deforestation and administrative control, communities become 
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socially and environmentally vulnerable. The loss of ecological balance parallels the erosion 

of cultural continuity. Her novel The Book of Shadows set in a Himalayan home, expresses 

silence, decay and abandonment. The deteriorating physical environment mirrors ecological 

neglect. The fragile mountain setting becomes symbolic of ecosystems that are increasingly 

threatened by human absence, exploitation or disconnection. This aligns with ecocritical 

interpretations where environmental degradation is reflected through atmosphere and space. In 

Shakuntala: The Play of Memory, Gokhale links environmental vulnerability to gendered 

experience. Rural and semi-rural spaces expose women to environmental hardships like 

poverty, displacement and a severe lack of access to natural resources. The landscape is not 

idealized; instead, it reflects uneven access and ecological precarity. Environmental 

vulnerability here is inseparable from social vulnerability. 

Her narratives aren’t direct statements or critics against environmental policies or 

development proceedings, rather they reveal the consequences of ecological neglect in a subtle, 

passive or quiet manner. The fading away of traditional life due to the advent of modernization, 

loss of biodiversity, weakening community bonds, changing infrastructure and terrains, all 

emerge as indirect outcomes of environmental imbalance, something which the author is also 

critical of. Students must explore the sociological dimensions as well, with an effort to 

understand the plight of marginalized groups/communities. Gokhale has always focused on 

making her women characters grounded to nature and somewhat towards tradition as well. 

Mountain women in her narratives are closely connected to the land through labor, caregiving 

and oral traditions. The feminine becomes a stark representation of ecological responsibility 

and resilience. So, by focusing on these perspectives the author merges social awareness and 

justice systems with environmental concerns, to show how ecological degradation 

disproportionately affects vulnerable communities. Coming to the historical and cultural 

perspective, her engagement with myths, spiritual tradition, folklore emboldens her vision in 

green literature. Students can clearly observe how the Himalayan imagination becomes a 

symbolic space, expressed through natural elements like the mountains, rivers, trees, and 

everything that carries a cultural meaning that upholds the values of nature and harmony. This 

same cultural ecology represents coexistence instead of exploitation. Gokhale's green writing 

has educational value because it uses real-world experiences rather than theoretical concepts 

to help students comprehend environmental issues. Her stories inspire readers to consider 

regional identity, ecological ethics, and sustainability. Her writings offer approachable 

illustrations of how literature can tackle contemporary environmental issues while staying 

grounded in narrative structure, for students who are learning remotely. In summary, Namita 
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Gokhale's emphasis on the Himalayan landscape, ecological interdependence, environmental 

vulnerability, and culturally embedded relationships with nature give rise to green literature in 

her writings. Her writing combines geography, sociology and cultural memory to provide a 

subtle but potent ecological consciousness. Students can better understand how literature can 

significantly advance ecological thinking and environmental awareness in the Indian context 

by studying her works. 

Questions 

1. How does the author emphasize environmental vulnerability? 

2. How is environmental vulnerability inseparable from social vulnerability? 

13.5. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Green literature largely focuses on the theoretical framework of ecocriticism. It examines the 

relationship between literature and the natural environment, with a keen emphasis on how 

humans interact with nature. Ecocriticism emerged in the late 20th century and is ideologically 

reminiscent of the movement of Romanticism, spearheaded by iconic poets/authors like 

William Blake and William Wordsworth. It emerged as a crucial part of literary theory with the 

publication of works by Cheryll Glotfelty, Lawrence Buell and Greg Garrard. Ecocriticism is 

crucial for understanding how cultural contexts can be linked to themes of environmental crisis 

and degradation of the quality of life. Human identity is also shaped or established by 

environmental conditions. It can very well be said that Namita Gokhale’s writing fits 

organically into this foundation or framework, mainly because her works foreground 

landscape, ecology and the human dependency placed upon nature, centering on the Himalayan 

context. Ecocritical theory states that nature should not be treated as a passive backdrop but as 

an active presence influencing both narrative structure and character development. Gokhale 

uses this idea strongly in her works. The Himalayas function as a living environment, shaping 

social structures, belief systems and emotional life.  

13.6. NATURE AND LITERATURE: AN ECOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 

Kumaon is the part of the Central Himalayas in the state of Uttarakhand. The region has lofty 

peaks, peculiar topography and diverse climatic conditions. The mountains of Kumaon have 

many secrets in their heart, which has always fascinated mankind. The mysterious nature of 
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Kumaon has inspired countless narratives. Namita Gokhale, a celebrated Indian novelist, 

intricately portrays the natural description of the landscape, the hills and rivers, and the flora 

and fauna of the Kumaon Hills. Through her novels, such as Things to Leave Behind, she 

illustrates the region's complex history of resistance and adaptation. In A Himalayan Love 

Story, the mountains become an emotional refuge, symbolising love, loss and longing, and in 

The Book of Shadows, she captures the mystical, spiritual, historical and cultural essence of 

Kumaon. These narratives in a culture are used as a medium to mold our beliefs and situate our 

identity in it. The narratives in the form of stories, folklore, epics, fables, legends, myth songs, 

etc., are embedded in our culture, which explicitly or implicitly educate about the various 

aspects of life. This paper attempts to bring out the natural beauty and native culture of the 

Hills folk in all novels. This illustrates Kumaon's actual spiritual value, as it is the location of 

significant temples like Jageshwar and Kasar Devi, both of which are associated with natural 

and spiritual beauty. Till Namita Gokhale wrote her novels, no one had immortalized the beauty 

of hills. A Himalayan Love Story, using Nainital's topography—lakes like Bhimtal, peaks such 

as China Peak and Snow View, and forests of pine and oak—to evoke a sense of timeless 

serenity amid personal turmoil. Parvati, raised "like a wild beautiful flower" in these hills, 

gathers seasonal blooms not just for beauty but as a means of survival, symbolising the 

pragmatic harmony Kumaonis maintain with their environment. The novel's vivid descriptions 

of flora shows deep ecological awareness aptly remarked in the following lines: 

“Rhododendrons, the local ‘Buransh’, covered the slopes in March, and in April sharp 

red Flowers illuminated the Krishnakali trees. A whole host of short-lived flowers 

bloomed and died through the rest of the year: arum lilies, gladioli, tiger lilies, marigold, 

poinsettias, and the holly and mistletoe that grew in December and were sent to shops in 

Delhi for Christmas.” 

This portrayal extends to cultural practices intertwined with nature. Gokhale mountains 

functions as a witnesses to human suffering, especially: Parvati felt shocked and alienated after 

this, and often had nightmares and aptly remarks: 

“I began to have nightmares. I would wake up, trembling, drenched in sweat, and toss 

and turn in bed until the dawn broke. I had a recurring dream where I was bound and 

gagged and thrown deep a steep cliff at midnight. The feeling of weightlessness, of falling 

of hurtling through space, would overcome me and I would awake with a thud”. 
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The Himalayas shape the temperament of those who live there. Green literature stresses this 

idea of place based identity, where environment forms character. Her ecological wisdom is 

articulated through this narration: 

The Book of Shadows. The book vibrates with the spirits of the hill folk of Kumaon. The house 

had a history of a hundred years, with some unusual occurrences during its construction. The 

main character of the novel, Rachita Tiwari, also experienced strange events in the house. The 

shadows haunt this house and the mind of Rachita, for whom the house was a refuge. Due to 

the fantastic narration, the house becomes one of the living characters in the novel. The 

shadows of spirits converse with Rachita and narrate the stories related to the house to her. She 

shared many thoughts and experiences with the spirit present in the house. Namita Gokhale, 

through Rachita, has interwoven the insights into her life and the cause of her present misery 

with the rituals, beliefs, superstitions, legends and ways of life of Kumaoni people Life 

becomes much more solitary during the winter nights in the hills. Rachita rather enjoys this 

situation as a perfect naturalist. She has drawn a pen picture of her residence. She narrates her 

reaction in the following lines: 

“One cold winter night, as the snow fell softly on the garden outside the house, the bears 

come down from the forests and settled themselves on the veranda. There was no one in 

the house: it was between occupants. I love the house when it is left to itself, it falls into a 

dreaming and all the shades, present and future, dissolve into a silence as gentle as the 

falling snow outside. I can feel the frost from the window. Frost has an elegant and 

structured spirit, it cleanses and soothes the stale emotions, the high feelings, that 

sometimes make this place so unruly. I love the snow even more, it is so playful, it spars 

with the house, the trees, the wind. And here was a family of bears, Himalayan black 

bears with furry coats and snow on their snouts, sitting in our veranda, sheltering from 

the snow, looking at the white garden with patient eyes.” 

Shakuntala: The Play of Memory, is best novel from the pen of Namita Gokhale. She studied 

the plays of Kalidas for writing this tragic novel based on Hindu mythology she accepts the 

theory of Buddhism. In Gokhale's novel, the protagonist's journey embodies this link, 

portraying liberation from societal constraints as inseparable from a reclaimed, harmonious 

bond with the natural world. 
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The narrative unfolds on the sacred ghats of ancient Kashi (Varanasi), where the eternal flow 

of the Ganga mirrors the cycles of birth, death, and rebirth. A woman sits in quiet 

contemplation; her mind flooded with memories that span lifetimes. In one recalled existence, 

she is Shakuntala — a spirited, adventurous soul from the lush northern mountains, named 

after the mythic heroine but carrying the heavy "samskaras of abandonment." Here Shakuntala 

remembers her past though remains interested in the life of adventures. Like her brother and 

other Hindu saints, she wants to know everything about death, old age, detachment, Buddhism 

and the mastery of pain and life. As a thoughtful girl, Shakuntala narrated in the following 

lines: 

“I was named Shakuntala after the heroine of Kalidasa's classic drama. My namesake 

was not a moral like me, she was nymph, daughter of the celestial Apsara Menaka who 

seduced the sage Vishwamitra and stole his seed. That Shakuntala had been deserted by 

her mother and her birth-father Vishwamitra, and later by her husband Dushyanta - one 

could say that she carried within herself the Samskaras of abandonment. Some even 

consider it an unlucky name.” 

Shakuntala for a short time wants to renounce the world after deserting her husband, but very 

soon she adopts Nearchus who deserts her after sometime. Thus she is left in a miserable 

condition. No one but she herself is responsible for her miserable condition because she failed 

to abide by the ethical values by keeping herself loyal in her behaviour towards her husband. 

Talks on the principles of Buddhism and for Lord Shiva, Maa Kali, contradicted by her conduct 

prove her as a hypocrite. The Ganga becomes more than a backdrop; it is a living entity, a 

maternal force that witnesses, nurtures, and sometimes drowns human struggles. Its ceaseless 

flow reflects the novel's meditation on memory and ecological continuity — how nature 

endures, remembers, and regenerates despite human rupture. 

Things to Leave Behind, is a sweeping historical novel set in the picturesque Kumaon 

region of Uttarakhand from the 1840s to 1912. It chronicles the complex interplay of colonial 

legacy, emerging modernity, rigid social hierarchies, and personal desires against the timeless 

backdrop of the Himalayas. 

The story opens in 1856, amid the stirrings of the Indian Mutiny, with six native women 

in traditional black and scarlet attire gathering at Naini Lake to ritually "cleanse" it of foreign 

influences — a symbolic act of resistance to the encroaching British presence. 

At its heart is Tilottama (Tilo or Tillie), a spirited Brahmin woman who rebels against 

oppressive customs. Married young, she experiences a fleeting sense of freedom but grows 
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increasingly detached from her husband, rejects stifling domestic roles, pursues self-education 

fiercely, gives birth to her daughter Deoki, and becomes more eccentric and independent-

minded over time. Through Tilottama and other characters, the novel explores themes of 

women's agency (or its limits), caste rigidities, interfaith tensions, desire versus asceticism, and 

the clash between tradition and change. 

The narrative weaves in historical events, encounters with figures like Swami 

Vivekananda, and the transformation of hill stations into colonial retreats, while portraying the 

Himalayas as a living, nurturing force that endures amid human turmoil. 

Broader insights into women's roles across the trilogy underscore resilience and 

intergenerational bonds, with Kumaon culture portrayed as both constraining and nurturing. It 

is about the time when everything was changing. She has compiled the stories of Kumaoni 

women in the book, majorly from the real memories and told memories of her family.Thus, 

providing us a different perspective of Kumaoni women during the colonial period. 

Namita Gokhale's fiction enriches ecological literature by weaving indigenous 

Himalayan reverence, mythic reinterpretation, and feminist critique into narratives that 

challenge domination. Gokhale’s art of story-telling, her deep understanding of human nature 

and her vivid description of the landscape of Kumaun hills and surrounding plains have earned 

for her an enduring place in Indian English fiction. She will be remembered as an honest, 

capable and sincere writer, who treats her characters, with indulgence and sympathy. It is this 

blend of simplicity and sympathy that accounts for her appeal to a wide range of readers. 

Namita Gokhale therefore, enjoys a unique and immortal position among the Indian English 

women novelists.  

13.7. LITERARY TEXTS AND THEORY 

In The Book of Shadows, the mountainous landscape is closely related to individual memory, 

loss and psychological healing. The depiction of slow rhythms in mountain life contrasts 

sharply with the urban environment, altogether reinforcing the idea that modern life and 

urbanization separate humans from nature. Time moves faster, cities become somewhat 

chaotic, noisy and intense, whereas the mountains thrive in peace, harmony, moderation and 

simplicity. Lawrence Buell’s concept of the “environmental text” is useful in understanding 

Gokhale’s writing in a similar context. Buell argues that in environmentally oriented literature, 

the non-human environment is not marginal but central to the narrative. This is because an 

ecocritical consciousness cannot be solely developed by understanding natural dynamics alone. 

By critically comparing and contrasting the natural from the man-made, students will inevitably 
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understand how things differ, how complications arise and the impact of anthropocentric 

development. 

In her other novel, Things to Leave Behind, the historical and social changes 

experienced by Himalayan communities are seemingly inseparable from the land they inhabit. 

Political shifts, colonial influence and modernization are shown to disturb both social order 

and ecological harmony. The environment therefore becomes a silent witness to rampant 

historical transformation. This narrative basically signals how culture and the environment is 

shaped through historical changes. Ecocriticism also stresses on the interdependence between 

human and non-human life. This school of thought rejects the anthropocentric worldview that 

places humans above nature. This principle is clearly visible in Gokhale’s depiction of village 

life in Priya: In Incredible Indyaa and Mountain Echoes. Agricultural cycles, forest 

dependence and water sources are treated as integral to survival. Characters do not dominate 

nature; instead, they adapt to it. This aligns with ecocritical ethics that advocate coexistence 

rather than exploitation. Another important concern is ecological vulnerability and 

environmental degradation. While Gokhale doesn’t write overtly activist fiction, her narratives 

subtly reveal the fragility of the Himalayan ecosystem. In The Habit of Love, emotional 

displacement parallels physical displacement from stable environments. The loss of rootedness 

reflects a broader ecological anxiety. Through such representations, Gokhale indirectly 

critiques unchecked development, tourism and cultural erosion, which are major ecological 

threats in mountain regions. Greg Garrard’s ecocritical category of “place” is especially 

relevant to Gokhale’s work. Place, in ecocriticism, refers to lived, meaningful landscapes rather 

than abstract space. Gokhale’s Himalayas are deeply localized, culturally specific and 

emotionally charged. 

In her non-fiction essays and editorial work for the Mountain Echoes Literary Festival, 

she repeatedly emphasizes the need to preserve regional voices and ecological memory. This 

strengthens her role as a writer whose literary practice extends beyond fiction into 

environmental-cultural preservation. From a socio-ecological perspective, Gokhale’s writing 

highlights how environmental issues intersect with gender and marginality. Women in her 

Himalayan narratives are closely linked to ecological labor, collecting water, farming, 

preserving traditions and sustaining households. This resonates with ecofeminist theory, which 

argues that the exploitation of nature and the marginalization of women often occur together. 

Gokhale’s women characters embody resilience rooted in ecological knowledge rather than 

dominance over nature. Cultural ecology is another theoretical lens applicable to Gokhale’s 

work. Her frequent use of myths, folklore, and spiritual traditions reflects an indigenous 
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ecological worldview in which rivers, mountains, and forests are sacred. In texts like A 

Himalayan Love Story, nature is inseparable from spiritual and emotional life. Such 

representations challenge modern, utilitarian views of nature and align with ecocritical calls to 

recover traditional ecological wisdom. For students, especially those studying through distance 

education, Namita Gokhale’s works offer a practical illustration of ecocritical theory applied 

to Indian literature. Her writing demonstrates how environmental consciousness can be 

embedded in narrative form without relying on overt political rhetoric. By linking ecology with 

history, gender, culture and place, Gokhale expands the scope of green literature beyond 

environmental description to include lived human experience. 

Questions 

1. What is ecocriticism and how can it be used to understand Gokhale’s texts? 

2. What is the interdependence of human and non-human life in Gokhale’s works? 

3. How is place referred to in Gokhale’s work? 

4. How does the author present ecological concerns while intersecting them with gender 

and marginality? 

13.8. POINTS TO REMEMBER 
Students may go through the following points for recapitulation to gain a clear and concise 

understanding of the unit. 

• “Lived experiences” are basically the author’s regional experiences. These are the real, 

personal and socially situated experiences of individuals or communities as they are felt, 

remembered and expressed, rather than abstract ideas or purely imagined situations. 

These experiences are relevant when it comes to expressing cultural things or contexts, 

because lived experiences reflect various sociological conditions of individuals. For 

instance, Gokhale’s women characters are concerned with traditional duties, they feel 

connected to the environment and are symbolic of post-modern anxieties. So, it becomes 

evident that by studying lived experiences one would inevitably find out about how 

dominant normative structures are, or how politics shape one's livelihood and most 

importantly, how environmental changes lead to the formation of transition of culture. 
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• The loss of ecological balance parallels the erosion of cultural continuity. Her novel The 

Book of Shadows set in a Himalayan home, expresses silence, decay and abandonment. 

The deteriorating physical environment mirrors ecological neglect. The fragile mountain 

setting becomes symbolic of ecosystems that are increasingly threatened by human 

absence, exploitation or disconnection. This aligns with ecocritical interpretations where 

environmental degradation is reflected through atmosphere and space. In Shakuntala: The 

Play of Memory, Gokhale links environmental vulnerability to gendered experience. 

Rural and semi-rural spaces expose women to environmental hardships like poverty, 

displacement and a severe lack of access to natural resources. The landscape is not 

idealized; instead, it reflects uneven access and ecological precarity. In this manner, 

environmental vulnerability becomes inseparable from social vulnerability. 

• The concept of interdependence basically rejects the anthropocentric worldview that 

places humans above nature. It can vividly be observed in Gokhale’s depiction of village 

life, in Priya: In Incredible Indyaa and Mountain Echoes. Agricultural cycles, forest 

dependence and water sources are treated as integral to survival. Characters do not 

dominate nature; instead, they adapt to it. This also aligns with ecocritical ethics that 

advocate coexistence rather than exploitation. These points highlight the interdependence 

of human and non-human life in Gokhale’s works. 

• In The Habit of Love, emotional displacement parallels physical displacement from stable 

environments. The loss of rootedness reflects a broader ecological anxiety stemming from 

a “place”. Through such representations, Gokhale indirectly critiques unchecked 

development, tourism and cultural erosion, which are major ecological threats, also 

leading to cultural transitions. Place, in ecocriticism refers to meaningful landscapes 

rather than abstract space. Gokhale’s Himalayas are deeply localized, culturally specific 

and emotionally charged. It reels in the lived experiences that make a place special. So, 

“place’ in Gokhale’s work becomes symbolic of emotional attachment, perseverance, 

ecological sustenance and identity. 

• Women characters in Gokhale’s novels are linked to ecological labor, collecting water, 

farming, preserving traditions and sustaining households. This resonates with ecofeminist 

theory, which argues that the exploitation of nature and the marginalization of women 

often occur together. Gokhale’s women characters embody resilience rooted in ecological 
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knowledge rather than dominance over nature. In similar manners, the author merges 

gender and marginalization with ecological concerns. 

• Namita Gokhale shares personal connections with the Kumaun Himalayas of 

Uttarakhand. Her works reflect the natural geography, ecological fragility and cultural 

life of communities residing in these regions. Her novels place the environment at the 

center of human experiences. She keeps a keen eye on cultural dynamics that shape the 

environment. Gokhale places an effort to understand and portray the relationship between 

humans and nature through both-ways, so as to present a holistic background or idea in 

her narratives. Gokhale’s writing incorporates a strong sense of place, through the 

depiction of forests, mountains, rivers, seasonal rhythms/transitions. She presents such 

elements as living realities that shape people’s lives. Her novels, Paro: Dreams of Passion 

and Things to Leave Behind, shows the environment as an instigator of change, through 

the juxtapositions between urban spaces/cities and mountain landscapes, altogether 

highlighting how the environment affects human culture and livelihood. 

13.9. CONCLUSION 

We have reached the end of this unit and it can very well be said that Namita Gokhale’s 

contribution to green literature can be understood through ecocriticism, ecofeminism and 

place-based environmental theory. Her works portray the Himalayas as an active ecological 

and cultural force, she emphasizes the human–nature interdependence to criticize 

anthropocentric development, and reveal the consequences of environmental and cultural 

disruption that happen simultaneously/parallel. Studying her work enables students to see how 

literature can function as a meaningful medium to raise ecological awareness within the Indian 

socio-cultural context, and pave the way for the conclusion of new findings, ones that argue 

for better ways/paths in our present course of development, both natural and human-made. The 

critique is largely on “development” or “progress”, and how students can eventually learn to 

redefine or revisit the very concept of “development”. In conclusion, Namita Gokhale has truly 

mounted herself in the literary world as exemplary and profound. Her works, if studied through 

an ecocritical lens and green literary perspectives, unearths various findings of prevalent 

environmental degradation, cultural anxieties, transitioning nature and identity formation. 
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