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Ecological and Cultural Consciousness in
Selected Indian English Poems

Sabitha M.M

he word “Bcology” is a combination of two Greek words “eco” (“house
Tor dwelling place”) and “logos” (“the study of ). Ecology is a branch of
science that deals with the relations and interactions between organisms and
their environment including other organisms and human ecology is the study
of interaction of people with their environment. The imbalance between the
human world and the natural world is disturbing the natural cycle and rhythm
among all living organisms. This causes a great harm to environment and
natural surroundings. It is obvious that modern man has been responsible for
the large-scale devastation of natural resources. The term “consciousness”
refers to the state of being conscious and the poWer of self-knowledge and
internal perception about some particular object or state. This paper focuses
on exploring the levels of consciousness in the human mind towards the
importance of natural heritage, towards saving the environment, towards the

conservation of natural resources and the importance of coexistence of man
andnature for the welfare of the entire world.

The theory of ecocriticism reflects the need for understanding on the

Part of human beings to develop a harmonious relationship with the natural
world in ap age of environmental crisis. Over-exploitation of natural
rffSOurces and man’s disregard for the air, the water and the soil, that sustain
T}I::r:;)v;given r.is'e to the question of the s?rvival.of both man and the planet.
dictum, “s’a ‘f:cr}lltlcs have c”ome for\jv?r.d w1t.h their novel plea t(? advocate the
— t ) Planet”. Ecocriticism is the study of literature ‘and
nd literary scholars try to analyse the texts or works of writers

t at i]_lu

St i . . . .

teray “ateenvironmental concerns and examine the various ways in which
"etreatsthe subject of nature. -
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william Rucckert used the termy eoeviticism (o, the fipg
AN Y. s 5 ‘l T SR e
cd “Literature and leologv: An Expevimen in Teoe Ne h K

essay cntit] iy i
[ o n

defined ccocriticisnas “the application of ccology and ccologriey] O
the study of literature because ecology (asascience, ag a dis‘(fiplino_, a3 L‘h‘«‘mqm
for human vision) has the grcat'(\?st relevance to the present and Futu1.¢§7[24f'&*-.'5‘
world.” Cheryll Glotfelty, onc of the pioneers in this field defineg ecoCn?thc
<« "the study of relationship between literature and the physical enVir(ﬁnﬁl‘m?m
nd one of the implicit goals of the approach is to regain professiong] dlm“mt
for the undervalued genre of nature writing.” Ecocriticism has Seve'ra%]:‘iw
approaches such as Deep ecology, Ecofeminism, Ecocide, Ecoterrorijs.fn_ ;tlb
It cultivates the awareness that man has reached the limits of environ'm;.'nt'ci
destruction and is damaging the planet’s basic life support system, Lit‘eféa ‘
writers and critics have tried to convey this message through thej; Wﬂﬁngl’sy
Alongwith western writers initiating steps to create awareness about thls
menace, Indian literary artists also felt a great need to awaken the .:PuBlic'
of India towards the decline of natural beauty and natural heritage. Thi
paper seeks to explore select poems in Indian English literature fl‘Omvan eco-

critical perspective. ’

Dilip Chitre’s poem “The Felling of the Banyan Tree” is symbolical,
mythical and eco-centric as it involves many ecological concerns such as
urbanization, flat construction, road making, renovation of older buildings
and supply of wooden logs to saw mills. In the poem, the renowned Marathi
writer, Dilip Chitre apparently describes how his father prior to their
migration from Bombay to Baroda demolishes everything and sellsit off:

My father told the tenants to leave :

Who lived in the houses surrounding our house on the hill
One by one the structures were demolished

Only our house remained and the trees. (01-04)

The poem depicts the poet’s deep concern for ecology. Not only the house of
the tenants were brought down, but all the trees surrounding the poet’s house

~were cut down one by one. The poet’s grandmother protested against this
cutting down of trees; | vy

Trees are sacred my grandmother used to say
Feumg them is a crime but he massacred them all (05-06)

'Cll‘hus, oneby one all the trees, shoega, the oﬁdumbar, the neem were chQPPej
own',,E ven the great banyan tree, which was there for the last two 'h'undfis
years, "Whose roots lay deeper than all our lives” (09), and the tree which W¢
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all as our house™ (11) was ordered to be cut down, The
all as

! et
e imes ast . ne B ) ’ s i ¥ :
“thre¢ * centially jmbued with his culture and his religious worldview, The
cea (0 18 CSS S ; ‘ . .
writing hot's aversion at the cutting down of trees is based on her religious
- -1‘ NS \
dmot

gran

(e

- 1o concept of “sacred” in Hinduism—sacred species, sacred groves,
beliet* tl“-1 landscapes. These religious and cultural customs link Man to

> ”[:he‘banyan tree or batbriksha symbolizes the Trimurthi in Hindu
Namtt-;LO rd Vishnu is believed to be the bark, Brahma is believed to be the
nnd Lord Shiva is believed to be the branches. The banyan tree also
100t Tiz s life and fertility in many Indian cultures. It is also sacred to the
s}mz;’istzs Lord Buddha is believed to have sat down beneath the banyan tree
fflcljr he attained enlightenment. The cutting of the banyan tree affects the
entire environment and ecology of the place.

and sact

religio

While the poet’s father orders to cut down the trees, his grandmother
points out that trees are sacred and cutting them down is a “crime”. The
ecofeministinterpretation is relevant here, the attitude of the grandmother or
the Woman who tries to protect nature as Prakriti is in sharp contrast to the
poet’s father or the Man who tries to dominate and show his mastery over
Nature by destroying them. Finally, the poet gives an idea of the Urban
Jandscape where his family migrates, from Baroda surrounded by nature to
the concrete city of Bombay, “Where there are no trees except the one/

Which grows and seethes in one’s dream, its aerial roots/ Looking for ground
tostrike.” (23-25)

If Dilip Chitre’s “The Felling of the Banyan tree” depicts the poet’s .
subjective expression at the felling of the trees, Gieve Patel’s “On Killing a
Tree” is much more objective in narrating the difficulties involved in killing a
tree. Both the poems share the lethal wrath involved in killing a tree and is
symbolic of the extensive deforestation going on throughout the world
thereby annihilating nature and ecology. The poem “On Killing a Tree” shows

the poet’s strong protest against the violence and ecological terrorism

inflicted by Man on Nature. Gieve Patel begins the poemina simple note:

It takes much time to kill a tree,

Nc?t a simple jab of the knife
Will do it (01-03)

?}f:] agg::_ p;l’:i poet, through the poem Gieve Patel metaphorically talks about
Though the full ToWn Parsi tradition which cannot be easily wiped off.
Patel'g rea] epoefn 1S a record of the thoughts and feelings that arose fr?m
UProoteq ; XPEnence of the shock he felt on seeing a huge peepal tree lying

e college campus aftera stormy night; it is suggestive enough to
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hend the Parsi community’s rootedness in the Indian 30l anq o
comprchend the et d the;
sset Beine rooted out., e
ole against being 1 _
struggle ags '
" The tree, which has grown slowly consumin g the g
| 1(\ e ‘ ’ 1 1 1 al « L]
- 15t over a petiod of time absorbing air, watey and Sunshine ¢a
ot its crust ove . ) : .
killed easily. It takes much time to do it. A severe hackmg or Choppln‘g"of i
q a . ' ‘ ) ‘ £ i ]
branches may not yet kill the tree as new shoots wi] appear and the tree g
intoi 'size. ; IRk
grow again to its former

The bleeding bark will heal
And from close to the ground
Will rise curled green twigs. (13-15)

But greedy man does not want it to come to life again. He makes 5 de
in the earth and hounds up the roots,'the strength
were kept safely inside Mother Earth for years.
taken to various processes to make it fit for ma

cuts it into pieces, scorches and chokes it, Finally, after much brownin g

hardening, twisting and withering the killing of tree is complete and theliving.
treeis converted to dead timber: “And itisdone.” (35) | S

epcaﬁty ‘
and soul of the tree;, which
After uprooting the tree, jpi;
n's commercial Purposes: He

R. Parthasarathy’s poem “River, Once”
modern world as it indicates that man’s detac
The poet expresses his sense of disbelief at the

is greatly signiﬁcén_t 1n the
hment to the beauty of nature.
degradation of the river Vaikai,.

Iam become a sewer
NOW, no one

has any yge for Vaikaj
river, Once

of this sweet city. (21-25)

The.Valkai Wwas a fast-ﬂowing Perennial rivey
glorl?us Civilizatioy OW it has turpeq

Y8 “tickle the ribs” with, ey
turned the Iiver ingq a
the riyey an,

once and was the centre of a
Play-field and the mischievous
Oes are wallowing in it and have -
e flower gardens on the;banks'qf.
bushes and shrubs. Once she WaS‘_:_
Pa , d egrons We inspiration.fjor the great S angam poets. In: the )
Y asshe jg Uhahy °re regular Visitors, but now. they have flown

1 -  life but
) .to feed thepy, The riverjs 5 Symbol of the flow of life but
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resent contaminated state it is only a symbol what human life
s 11e has

' hC p . A o 7S ; :

it o The poet is anxious over decay of the river and Seems to convey th
Oﬂ s { ‘A t/53 N 1 A4 if ‘ ‘ : N

pec R has made everything beautiful but man hag rendered ity

. - [ | ‘ 4 ) u

ideat ost the sense of wonderand beauty, Bl

b(‘causc N e
Keki N paruwalla’s poem “A Boat-ride Along the Ganga” ig 4 record of

rney by boat upstream the river Ganga. An ecocritical reading of
reals how n?an is responsible for polluting the holy river. The
oem ties O give an idea a.bout the environmental concerns and the
en\ironmental realities.of the I.‘IVCI‘ Ganga. The Ganga, the most sacred river
of the Hindus; is assoa.ated with the: Goddess Ganga in Hindu religion and
mythology: People behevet that- taking a dip in the river Ganga, cleanses
everything—not only physical dirt but also symbolic dirt, all the sins of their
entire life ime- '

The poem begins with a simple description of an evening, but the poet’s
«conscience” for “hygiene” makes him curse it. The poet gives a vivid
description of the dualistic attitude of the people towards the river. The
Hindus worship the Ganga River with reverence and respect, still the attitude
of the people towards the river is that of indifference. All the filths and wastes
fom cities and towns are recklessly thrown in the river water without
hesitation. Thus, in the poem while the panda was describing the greatness
and religious significance of the Dasasvamedha Ghats, the scene of the
pollutants being recklessly thrown into the river water through the sewage
made the poet all the more uneasy:

{‘(“ .S j ()‘1

em ey

As the panda points out Dasasvamedh.
Ilisten avidly to his legend-talk

Striving to forget what I chanced to see:
The sewer-mouth trained like a cannon
On the river’s flank. (09-13)

river and the

The poem throws light on the hazards of polluting the holy ;
part of one’s

a : :
uthorintends to make one “queasy” and to develop hygieneasa
Conscience:

Hygiene is a part of conscience and I curse it

And curse my upbringing which makes me queasy here.
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sver. Thus, the concern for the environment an 4 ccology a .
: , | iron |
{ only mirrors ourpe! sonal and cultural attitudes ¢ ented i,
. ! . e
to shape a formative opinion ammong ;;Var ds i
the

these pocms 0o
0 SCTVes
ature, environment and ecology. e m?SSeg

ont, but als

environ
rvation of n

rowards the prese

These poems are concerned with the individual’s attempt t
. 0T B

1g cultural heritage. T he poems are the products of a ﬁ)e ; freconcﬂe

ture

contrastit
dividualistic is the poet’s ability to translate 5 4
€ 3 specific

and what make them in

cultural experience into terms of an
can be used as a powerful vehicle to take to the world messages o
n ecology
gy.In

a natural system, the well-being of species is dependent on the
growth 4
nd

harmony of the whol

SuPpor@g system. E.O. Wilson has rightly said, “Nature holds the key
aesthetic, intellectual, cognitive and even spiritual satisfaction.” e key to our
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