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Abstract

In recent decades, environmental concerns have grown more pressing in both global and
regional contexts, and literature has increasingly reflected this shift. Contemporary Indian
literature, in particular, offers a rich body of work that grapples with the tension between
rapid development and environmental degradation. This paper explores the ways in which
modern Indian writers engage with ecological themes, examining how they critique
environmental destruction, depict indigenous relationships with nature, and advocate for
ecological sustainability. Through a detailed analysis of select works by Amitav Ghosh,
Arundhati Roy, and Vandana Shiva, this study demonstrates how these authors not only
illuminate the ecological crisis but also challenge readers to reconsider their relationship
with the natural world. By blending literary analysis with ecological theory, the paper aims
to contribute to the growing field of eco-criticism within Indian literature.
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Introduction: Environmental Concerns in Contemporary Indian Literature

India, with its vast cultural, geographical, and ecological diversity, has long been a site
where human and environmental interactions are integral to everyday life. However, as the
forces of globalization, urbanization, and industrialization intensify, the environment is
increasingly endangered, leading to numerous ecological crises. Indian writers, particularly
those writing in the post-independence and post-globalization periods, have begun to
address these concerns, using literature as a platform to reflect on and critique the
degradation of the environment.

The importance of studying contemporary Indian literature through an environmental lens

lies in the unique perspective it offers. While global environmental literature often focuses
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on themes such as climate change, deforestation, and species extinction, Indian literature
incorporates these within a broader socio-political and cultural framework. Issues of caste,
class, tribal displacement, and post-colonial identity intertwine with environmental
concerns, revealing the intricate relationship between humans and their environment in the
Indian context.

This paper examines three key themes in contemporary Indian literature: (1) the critique of
environmental degradation in the name of progress, (2) the depiction of indigenous
relationships with nature, and (3) the call for ecological sustainability. The works of
Amitav Ghosh, Arundhati Roy, and Vandana Shiva will be explored in detail to illustrate

how Indian writers are shaping the discourse on environmental consciousness.

1. Ecological Destruction and the Critique of Progress

The tension between economic development and environmental preservation is a recurring
theme in contemporary Indian literature. Authors like Amitav Ghosh and Arundhati Roy
offer critical perspectives on how the drive for progress often comes at the expense of
ecological balance. In their works, environmental destruction is not just a backdrop but a

central concern that reflects the broader socio-political crises facing the country.

1.1 Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide

Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide (2004) is one of the most significant literary works to
address the conflict between development and environmental preservation. Set in the
Sundarbans, a vast tidal delta at the mouth of the Ganges, the novel explores the lives of
people who live in precarious harmony with their natural surroundings. The Sundarbans, a
UNESCO World Heritage site, is home to diverse wildlife, including the endangered
Bengal tiger. However, it is also a region where human encroachment, development
projects, and climate change threaten the delicate balance of the ecosystem.

Ghosh’s novel critiques the government’s approach to environmental conservation,
particularly in its treatment of the indigenous communities that inhabit the Sundarbans.
The novel’s narrative centers around a historical event known as the Morichjhanpi
massacre, where the government forcibly evicted thousands of Bengali refugees who had
settled on an island in the Sundarbans in the 1970s. The justification for this eviction was

that the refugees were harming the region’s fragile ecosystem. However, as Ghosh
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illustrates, the government’s policies were not truly about environmental conservation but
rather about control and the displacement of marginalized communities (Ghosh 145).

The novel raises important questions about who gets to decide how the
environment is protected and at what cost. Ghosh critiques the notion of ‘progress’ that
prioritizes urbanization and industrialization over the rights and lives of indigenous people,
and in doing so, he highlights the deep connections between environmental degradation
and social injustice.

1.2 Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things

Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things (1997), though primarily focused on social and
familial issues, also engages with the theme of ecological destruction. Set in Kerala, the
novel’s lush descriptions of the natural environment contrast sharply with the pollution and
environmental degradation caused by industrialization. The Ayemenem house, once
surrounded by vibrant flora and fauna, becomes a symbol of ecological decay as the
Meenachal River becomes increasingly polluted due to the encroachment of factories and
modern infrastructure (Roy 234).

Roy’s work critiques the consequences of unchecked development, particularly in
its impact on rural and marginalized communities. The loss of traditional livelihoods, the
destruction of natural habitats, and the pollution of water sources all point to the ways in
which the environment and its degradation are inextricably linked to social issues such as
caste, class, and gender. Through her lyrical prose, Roy invites readers to see the world
through the eyes of those who suffer the consequences of environmental destruction,
calling into question the very notion of progress that sacrifices the natural world in the
name of economic growth.

2. Indigenous Knowledge and the Relationship with Nature

Another important theme in contemporary Indian literature is the depiction of indigenous
relationships with nature. Indigenous communities in India have long maintained
sustainable relationships with their environment, drawing on traditional knowledge to
manage natural resources. However, these communities are often displaced by
development projects or marginalized by conservation efforts that prioritize wildlife over
human life. Contemporary Indian writers highlight the wisdom of indigenous ecological
practices while critiquing the ways in which modern society disregards or erases this

knowledge.
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2.1 The Indigenous Perspective in Amitav Ghosh’s The Great Derangement

In his non-fiction work The Great Derangement: Climate Change and the Unthinkable
(2016), Amitav Ghosh addresses the larger issue of climate change, focusing on how
modern civilization has become disconnected from the environment. One of the central
arguments of the book is that indigenous communities often possess the ecological wisdom
necessary for sustainable living, yet their knowledge is overlooked by industrialized
societies.

Ghosh points to the ways in which indigenous communities in India have lived in harmony
with their environment for centuries, managing resources in ways that do not deplete or
destroy natural ecosystems (Ghosh 78). However, modern development projects such as
dams, mining, and deforestation often lead to the displacement of these communities and
the destruction of the very ecosystems they have preserved. Ghosh critiques the idea that
progress must come at the cost of environmental degradation and argues that there is much

to learn from indigenous approaches to environmental stewardship.

2.2 Vandana Shiva’s Advocacy for Indigenous Knowledge

Vandana Shiva, a prominent Indian environmental activist and author, has written
extensively on the importance of indigenous knowledge in ecological conservation. In her
book Earth Democracy (2005), Shiva critiques the industrial model of agriculture and
development, which she argues is unsustainable and leads to the destruction of
biodiversity. Instead, she advocates for a return to indigenous agricultural practices, which
are more in tune with the natural rhythms of the earth (Shiva 102).

Shiva’s work emphasizes the need to recognize the value of indigenous knowledge,
particularly in the face of global environmental challenges such as climate change and
biodiversity loss. She argues that indigenous communities, with their deep understanding
of local ecosystems, are best equipped to manage and protect these environments. Her
advocacy for indigenous rights and ecological sustainability is echoed in the works of
many contemporary Indian writers, who similarly call for a rethinking of humanity’s

relationship with the natural world.
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3. The Call for Ecological Sustainability

The final theme explored in this paper is the call for ecological sustainability. As
environmental crises such as climate change, deforestation, and pollution become more
acute, contemporary Indian literature increasingly reflects a sense of urgency in addressing
these issues. Writers like Amitav Ghosh, Arundhati Roy, and Vandana Shiva not only
critique the forces driving environmental degradation but also propose alternatives that
emphasize ecological sustainability and justice.

3.1 Amitav Ghosh and the Politics of Climate Change

In The Great Derangement, Ghosh addresses the politics of climate change, arguing that it
is one of the most pressing issues of our time. He critiques the failure of political leaders
and institutions to address climate change in meaningful ways, pointing out that the
consequences of inaction are most acutely felt by those who are least responsible for
causing the crisis—particularly in countries like India, where the poor and marginalized
are disproportionately affected (Ghosh 56).

Ghosh’s work calls for a radical rethinking of humanity’s relationship with the
environment, advocating for policies that prioritize ecological sustainability over short-
term economic gains. He argues that literature has a crucial role to play in this process, as
it can help readers imagine alternative futures where human societies live in harmony with
the natural world rather than exploiting it.

3.2 Vandana Shiva’s Vision of Ecological Sustainability

Vandana Shiva’s advocacy for ecological sustainability is rooted in her critique of
industrial agriculture and her promotion of organic farming and seed sovereignty. In her
book Staying Alive (1988), Shiva critiques the Green Revolution, which she argues has led
to the depletion of soil fertility, the destruction of biodiversity, and the displacement of
small farmers (Shiva 89). She advocates for a return to traditional agricultural practices,
which are more sustainable and better suited to local environments.

Shiva’s vision of ecological sustainability is not just about protecting the
environment but also about ensuring social justice. She argues that the destruction of the
environment is often linked to the marginalization of women, indigenous communities, and
small farmers, who are most vulnerable to the impacts of environmental degradation. Her
work calls for a holistic approach to sustainability that takes into account the

interconnectedness of ecological, social, and economic systems.
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Conclusion: The Future of Environmental Consciousness in Indian Literature
As this paper has demonstrated, contemporary Indian literature offers a rich and nuanced
exploration of ecological themes. Writers like Amitav Ghosh, Arundhati Roy, and
Vandana Shiva not only critique the forces driving environmental degradation but also
highlight the wisdom of indigenous ecological practices and call for a more sustainable
future. Their works challenge readers to reconsider their relationship with the natural world
and to imagine alternative futures where human societies live in harmony with their
environment.

In the context of global environmental crises, the insights offered by contemporary
Indian writers are particularly valuable. They remind us that the solutions to environmental
problems cannot be found in technological or economic fixes alone, but must also involve
a deeper understanding of our place in the natural world and a commitment to ecological
justice.
By blending literary analysis with ecological theory, this paper contributes to the growing
field of eco-criticism within Indian literature. It highlights the important role that literature
can play in shaping environmental consciousness and advocating for a more sustainable

and just future.
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