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Abstract

The intersection of ecology, gender, and indigeneity has emerged as a significant area of inquiry within
contemporary literary and cultural studies. Indian women's English literature offers a rich archive for
examining how maternal knowledge and indigenous ecological practices challenge dominant narratives
of development, modernization, and environmental exploitation. This article explores the
representation of indigenous ecologies and maternal epistemologies in selected works by Indian women
writers, arguing that these texts articulate forms of resistance against colonial, patriarchal, and capitalist
modes of environmental governance. Through an ecofeminist and postcolonial ecocritical framework,
the study investigates how maternal figures function as custodians of ecological memory, transmitters
of environmental ethics, and agents of community resilience. The article examines literary
representations of women whose intimate relationships with land, forests, rivers, and non-human life
generate alternative ecological imaginaries that contest extractive development and environmental
degradation. Maternal knowledge is understood not merely as biological motherhood but as a broader
ethic of care encompassing community, environment, and future generations. The study highlights how
indigenous ecological practices embedded in everyday life become powerful sites of resistance against
displacement, resource exploitation, and cultural erasure. By foregrounding indigenous women's
environmental knowledge, Indian women writers contribute to contemporary debates on sustainability,
environmental justice, and decolonial futures.
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Introduction

Environmental crises have become defining challenges of the twenty-first century. Climate change,
deforestation, biodiversity loss, resource depletion, and environmental displacement increasingly
threaten communities across the globe. In postcolonial societies such as India, these ecological
challenges intersect with histories of colonial exploitation, economic inequality, and social
marginalization. Literary studies have responded to these concerns through the development of
ecocriticism, environmental humanities, and ecofeminist scholarship, which explore the relationships
between culture, ecology, and power. Indian women's English literature occupies a particularly
significant position within these debates. Women writers frequently engage with questions of land,

Copyright@ijesrr.org Page 545


http://www.ijesrr.org/

International Journal of Education and Science Research Review

Volume-12, Issue-4 July-August-2025 E-ISSN 2348-6457 P-ISSN 2349-1817
WWW.ijesrr.org Email- editor@ijesrr.org

community, environmental degradation, and social justice, producing narratives that foreground the
interconnectedness of human and non-human life. Their works reveal how environmental issues cannot
be separated from questions of gender, class, caste, ethnicity, and colonial history.

Within these literary representations, indigenous ecological knowledge emerges as a vital resource for
understanding alternative modes of environmental engagement. Indigenous communities have long
maintained complex systems of ecological knowledge rooted in local environments, intergenerational
transmission, and sustainable practices. Such knowledge systems often challenge modern
developmental paradigms that prioritize extraction and economic growth over ecological balance.

The study focuses on selected works by women writers including Arundhati Roy, Anita Desai, Kiran
Desai, Easterine Kire, and Mamang Dai, whose narratives engage deeply with indigenous environments
and ecological concerns. Their works reveal how environmental resistance emerges not only through
organized activism but also through everyday practices of care, memory, and community survival.

Literature Review

The relationship between women and nature has been a central concern of ecofeminist scholarship since
the 1970s. Ecofeminists argue that the domination of women and the exploitation of nature are
interconnected processes rooted in patriarchal systems of power. Scholars such as VVandana Shiva have
emphasized the importance of indigenous women's ecological knowledge in resisting environmentally
destructive forms of development. Shiva's work demonstrates how women in rural India have
historically functioned as custodians of biodiversity, agricultural sustainability, and environmental
conservation. Her analysis of movements such as the Chipko Movement highlights the central role of
women in environmental activism and ecological preservation. These perspectives have significantly
influenced literary studies concerned with environmental representation.

However, relatively little scholarship has focused specifically on maternal ecological knowledge as a
form of resistance in Indian women's English literature. Existing studies often address ecofeminism,
indigenous identity, or environmental justice separately, without fully exploring their intersections.
This article seeks to address this gap by analyzing how maternal knowledge operates as a crucial site
of ecological resistance.

Theoretical Framework

This study draws upon ecofeminism, postcolonial ecocriticism, and care ethics. Ecofeminism provides
a critical framework for understanding connections between environmental exploitation and gender
oppression. Rather than essentializing women as naturally closer to nature, contemporary ecofeminist
approaches emphasize historically specific relationships between women, ecological practices, and
environmental knowledge. Postcolonial ecocriticism contributes an understanding of how
environmental issues are shaped by colonial histories and contemporary forms of globalization. It
highlights the unequal distribution of environmental benefits and burdens while foregrounding
marginalized ecological perspectives. Together, these frameworks enable an examination of how
literary texts represent ecological relationships as forms of care, resistance, and collective survival.

Indigenous Ecologies and Environmental Memory
One of the most significant contributions of Indian women's English literature lies in its preservation

of environmental memory. Indigenous ecological knowledge often survives through oral traditions,
community practices, and intergenerational transmission rather than formal institutional structures.
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Literary narratives become important spaces for documenting and sustaining these knowledge systems.
In many texts, women function as guardians of environmental memory. They remember seasonal
cycles, medicinal plants, agricultural techniques, water sources, and sacred ecological sites. This
knowledge is not merely practical but also cultural, ethical, and spiritual. It shapes community identities
and relationships with the natural world. These narratives therefore transform memory into a political
act. Remembering ecological relationships becomes a means of contesting dominant narratives of
progress and modernization. Maternal knowledge emerges as a repository of environmental history that
enables communities to imagine alternative futures.

Maternal Knowledge as Ecological Resistance

Maternal knowledge occupies a central position within many representations of indigenous ecology.
This knowledge encompasses practical skills, ethical values, cultural traditions, and environmental
understandings transmitted through generations. In literary texts, maternal figures frequently resist
environmental destruction through everyday acts of care. They cultivate seeds, preserve biodiversity,
protect water resources, and maintain sustainable agricultural practices. Such activities may appear
ordinary, yet they represent significant challenges to extractive economic systems. The politics of care
embedded within maternal ecological knowledge offers an alternative to development models based on
exploitation and accumulation. Care emphasizes maintenance, reciprocity, and long-term sustainability
rather than short-term profit. Consequently, maternal knowledge functions not only as cultural
inheritance but also as political resistance. It contests epistemological hierarchies that devalue
indigenous knowledge systems while affirming alternative ways of knowing and inhabiting the world.

Multispecies Kinship and Indigenous Cosmologies

A defining feature of indigenous ecological thought represented in Indian women's English literature
is the recognition of kinship between humans and the more-than-human world. Unlike anthropocentric
frameworks that position nature as a resource for human use, indigenous cosmologies frequently
conceptualize forests, rivers, mountains, animals, and plants as living entities connected to human
communities through relationships of reciprocity and responsibility. Such perspectives challenge
modern developmental paradigms that separate culture from nature and reduce ecological systems to
economic assets. Women writers from indigenous and marginalized communities often foreground
these relational worldviews, demonstrating how ecological knowledge is embedded within everyday
practices, oral traditions, and collective memories. These narratives reveal that environmental
stewardship is not merely a matter of conservation but a consequence of recognizing interdependence
among all forms of life.

The recognition of animal agency challenges assumptions about human superiority and encourages
readers to reconsider ethical relationships with non-human life. Maternal figures frequently model these
alternative ethical orientations through practices of care that encompass both human and non-human
beings. Moreover, multispecies relationships often become sites of resistance against environmental
destruction. Communities defending forests, rivers, and wildlife are not simply protecting natural
resources; they are safeguarding relationships that constitute fundamental aspects of cultural identity
and social existence. Environmental activism therefore emerges as a defense of kinship networks
extending beyond the human sphere. Indian women's literature contributes significantly to these
debates by illustrating how ecological relationships shape everyday life. Through detailed
representations of local environments, these texts encourage readers to recognize the
interconnectedness of social justice and environmental sustainability.

Environmental Displacement, Development, and Women's Resistance
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One of the most persistent themes in Indian women's English literature is the impact of developmental
projects on marginalized communities. Large dams, mining operations, industrial expansion,
urbanization, and infrastructure projects have transformed landscapes across India, often resulting in
environmental degradation and displacement. Women writers have played a crucial role in
documenting the social and ecological consequences of these processes. The environmental injustices
depicted in these narratives reveal how development frequently reproduces colonial patterns of resource
extraction. Land and natural resources are treated as commodities available for exploitation, while the
knowledge and experiences of local communities are marginalized or ignored. Within this context,
maternal knowledge becomes an important source of resistance. Women draw upon ecological
memory, community relationships, and practical environmental expertise to challenge dominant
narratives of progress. Their resistance often takes forms that differ from conventional political
activism. Consequently, literary representations of women's resistance challenge assumptions that
modernization requires abandoning traditional ecological practices. Instead, they suggest that
sustainable futures may depend upon integrating indigenous knowledge with contemporary
environmental strategies.

Textual Analysis: Indigenous Ecology and Maternal Knowledge in Selected Works
Arundhati Roy and Ecological Justice

Arundhati Roy's literary and political writings provide powerful critiques of environmental injustice
and developmental violence. Her work frequently exposes the human costs of large-scale infrastructure
projects while emphasizing the importance of local ecological knowledge. In The God of Small Things,
environmental transformation operates as both a literal and symbolic process. The degradation of
natural environments parallels broader social and cultural disruptions. The novel demonstrates how
ecological decline is intertwined with inequalities related to caste, gender, and class. Maternal figures
within these contexts frequently embody forms of care and resilience that resist social fragmentation.
Their efforts to preserve family and community continuity reflect broader commitments to ecological
and cultural survival.

Mamang Dai and Indigenous Environmental Consciousness

Mamang Dai's writings offer some of the most significant literary explorations of indigenous ecology
in contemporary Indian literature. Drawing upon the cultural traditions of Arunachal Pradesh, her works
emphasize interconnected relationships among people, landscapes, and ancestral histories. Nature
occupies a central position in Dai's narratives. Rivers, forests, mountains, and animals are represented
as living presences shaping human experience. These landscapes function not merely as settings but as
active participants in cultural and social life. Women play essential roles in maintaining these ecological
relationships. Through storytelling, ritual practices, and community responsibilities, they preserve
environmental knowledge that might otherwise disappear under pressures of modernization and
globalization. Dai's representations challenge Western distinctions between nature and culture by
illustrating how ecological relationships permeate all aspects of community existence. Such
perspectives offer valuable alternatives to dominant environmental paradigms based upon human
separation from nature.

Easterine Kire and Naga Ecological Worldviews
Among contemporary Indian English writers from the Northeast, Easterine Kire occupies a distinctive

position in representing indigenous ecological consciousness. Her works frequently draw upon Naga
oral traditions, cultural memories, and relationships with landscape. Through her narratives, Kire
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foregrounds ecological perspectives that challenge modern assumptions regarding human superiority
and environmental ownership.In many indigenous Naga traditions, land is not conceived as private
property but as a living entity embedded within communal relationships. Forests, rivers, hills, and
animals possess cultural and spiritual significance that exceeds their economic value. Kire's fiction
preserves these perspectives while simultaneously documenting the pressures imposed by
modernization, political conflict, and globalization.

The emphasis on community also distinguishes indigenous ecological perspectives from individualistic
environmental frameworks. Environmental sustainability depends upon collective responsibility rather
than isolated personal choices. Women function as important mediators within these communal
networks, facilitating cooperation and mutual support. Through these representations, Kire
demonstrates that indigenous ecological knowledge offers valuable resources for addressing
contemporary environmental challenges. Her work suggests that sustainable futures require renewed
attention to relational forms of environmental ethics grounded in reciprocity, respect, and care.

Kiran Desai and Ecologies of Globalization

While Kiran Desai's works differ significantly from those of Mamang Dai and Easterine Kire in
thematic focus and cultural context, they nevertheless provide important insights into environmental
transformation under globalization. Desai's fiction frequently examines displacement, migration, and
social inequality, revealing how global economic processes reshape both human communities and
ecological systems. In The Inheritance of Loss, environmental concerns appear through representations
of changing landscapes, economic disparities, and cultural dislocation. The novel highlights the uneven
consequences of globalization, demonstrating how marginalized populations often bear
disproportionate environmental and social burdens. The novel also highlights the tensions between
local knowledge and global systems of power. Communities struggle to maintain meaningful
relationships with place amid economic and cultural transformations driven by forces beyond their
control. Maternal and communal forms of care provide important resources for navigating these
challenges. Through her exploration of globalization's consequences, Desai expands understandings of
environmental justice and ecological responsibility. Her work demonstrates that sustainable futures
require attention not only to environmental conditions but also to the social inequalities that shape
ecological experiences.

Decolonial Ecologies and Maternal Ethics: Discussion

The literary works examined in this study collectively reveal the significance of maternal ecological
knowledge as a form of resistance against environmental degradation, cultural erasure, and social
marginalization. Although these texts emerge from diverse regional and cultural contexts, they share
several important concerns that contribute to contemporary environmental discourse. Importantly,
maternal knowledge should not be interpreted through essentialist assumptions that women possess
innate ecological qualities. The literary texts examined here emphasize historical, cultural, and social
processes through which women acquire environmental expertise. Their ecological knowledge results
from lived experiences, community responsibilities, and intergenerational learning rather than
biological determinism. This distinction is crucial for contemporary ecofeminist scholarship. Early
ecofeminist approaches were sometimes criticized for reinforcing stereotypes linking women and
nature. Contemporary perspectives instead focus on the specific social conditions that shape women's
environmental experiences and political engagements. Indian women's literature contributes valuable
perspectives to these discussions by illustrating how ecological resilience emerges through
relationships of care, reciprocity, and collective responsibility.
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Conclusion

This article has examined the intersections of indigenous ecologies, maternal knowledge, and resistance
in Indian women's English literature. Through an ecofeminist and postcolonial ecocritical framework,
it has argued that maternal ecological knowledge functions as a powerful resource for challenging
environmental destruction, cultural erasure, and social inequality. The literary works discussed
demonstrate that indigenous ecological perspectives offer alternative ways of understanding
relationships between humans and the natural world. Rather than treating nature as a passive object of
exploitation, these texts emphasize interconnectedness, reciprocity, and mutual dependence. Such
perspectives have significant implications for contemporary environmental thought and practice.
Maternal knowledge emerges as a central theme across these narratives. Women preserve ecological
memory, transmit environmental knowledge, and sustain community resilience through practices of
care that extend beyond biological motherhood. Their actions reveal the political significance of
caregiving and highlight the role of everyday practices in environmental resistance.

Importantly, the literary representations examined here avoid romanticizing indigenous communities
or idealizing women's relationships with nature. Instead, they portray complex social realities shaped
by historical inequalities, environmental transformations, and ongoing struggles for justice. This
complexity enhances their analytical and political significance.As climate change and environmental
crises continue to reshape contemporary societies, the insights offered by Indian women's literature
become increasingly relevant. The emphasis on care, community, and ecological responsibility
provides valuable resources for imagining sustainable futures. Maternal ecological knowledge, far from
being a relic of the past, emerges as a vital foundation for environmental resilience and social
transformation. Ultimately, Indian women's English literature demonstrates that environmental
sustainability depends not only on technological innovation or policy reform but also on cultural values,
social relationships, and ethical commitments. By preserving and reimagining indigenous ecological
knowledge, these literary texts contribute to the creation of more just, inclusive, and sustainable futures.

Works Cited:

Agarwal, Bina. Gender and Green Governance. Oxford University Press, 2010.

Buell, Lawrence. The Future of Environmental Criticism. Blackwell Publishing, 2005.

Dai, Mamang. The Legends of Pensam. Penguin Books, 2006.

Dai, Mamang. River Poems. Heritage Publishing House, 2004.

Desai, Anita. Fire on the Mountain. Random House India, 1977.

Desai, Kiran. The Inheritance of Loss. Penguin Books, 2006.

Garrard, Greg. Ecocriticism. Routledge, 2012.

Heise, Ursula K. Sense of Place and Sense of Planet. Oxford University Press, 2008.
Huggan, Graham, and Helen Tiffin. Postcolonial Ecocriticism. Routledge, 2015.

Kire, Easterine. When the River Sleeps. Zubaan, 2014.

Kire, Easterine. A Terrible Matriarchy. Zubaan, 2007.

Merchant, Carolyn. The Death of Nature. HarperCollins, 1980.

Nixon, Rob. Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor. Harvard University Press, 2011.
Plumwood, Val. Feminism and the Mastery of Nature. Routledge, 1993.

Roy, Arundhati. The God of Small Things. Indialnk, 1997.

Roy, Arundhati. The Cost of Living. Modern Library, 1999.

Shiva, Vandana. Staying Alive: Women, Ecology and Development. Kali for Women, 1988.
Shiva, Vandana. Earth Democracy. South End Press, 2005.

Slovic, Scott. The Ecocriticism Reader. University of Georgia Press, 1996.

Copyright@ijesrr.org Page 550


http://www.ijesrr.org/
mailto:editor@ijesrr.org

International Journal of Education and Science Research Review

Volume-12, Issue-4 July-August-2025 E-ISSN 2348-6457 P-ISSN 2349-1817
WWW.ijesrr.org Email- editor@ijesrr.org

Tiffin, Helen. “Postcolonial Ecocriticism.” Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment,
vol. 14, no. 1, 2007, pp. 235-242.

Warren, Karen J. Ecofeminist Philosophy. Rowman and Littlefield, 2000.

Gaard, Greta. Ecofeminism Revisited. Temple University Press, 2017.

Mukherjee, Upamanyu Pablo. Postcolonial Environments. Palgrave Macmillan, 2010.

Nayar, Pramod K. Contemporary Literary and Cultural Theory. Pearson, 2017.

DeLoughrey, Elizabeth, and George Handley, editors. Postcolonial Ecologies. Oxford University
Press, 2011.

Copyright@ijesrr.org Page 551


http://www.ijesrr.org/
mailto:editor@ijesrr.org

