
Editors’ Note
A furious torrent into which buildings collapse like houses made of 

cards; the horrified cry of a mountaineer at an Everest base camp 

–“where’s the camp?!” – With increasing frequency, images like 

these are flashed into our homes, disrupting our smug complacency 

about the world we live in, the world we have partly created for 

ourselves. Anthropocene, a term denoting the era of irreparable 

human influence on the earth, is soon to enter the official lexicon of 

geological ages. Starting from the last decades of the 20th century, we 

have been forced to acknowledge the effects of human activity on the 

environment that we live in.  Our construction activities have 

changed the course of rivers, clogged the channels of sediment 

transportation, and despoiled natural beauty. We have become the 

meteors and comets of our own age. We cannot deny that our 

collective hubris, bred by our ‘conquest’ of nature, has been 

challenged by the disastrous consequences we are now encountering.   

Are we then to retreat into a mindset which sees human beings as 

‘victims’, helpless against the fury of the elements? Or, do we don the 

mantle of the co-creator of our environment? Should we plunder the 

earth as a consumer, or should we nurture its wealth as responsible 

custodians? Today, the choice can no longer be put off, for the crisis is 

already upon us. For centuries our conquests have ranged over 

nations, cultures and natural resources. The Darwinian idea that the 

fittest only survive the process of evolution, encouraged a 

competitive anthropocentricism which saw nature as the ‘other’, an 

entity which could be tamed and exploited for man’s increasing 

prosperity.  The cycle is now turning towards a more inclusive vision 

of a living universe in which man is a co-creator. Elisabet Sahtouris in 

the Spring/Summer volume, 2014, of Kosmos, has written,

“The new view, revealing a conscious universe and a living Earth in 

which we are co-creators, takes us out of fatalistic victimhood to 

becoming consciously active agents of our destiny! It lifts the fog of 

5



our self-image as consumers of stuff, giving us awesome rights and 

responsibilities to live out our full co-creative humanity.”

 The ecological turn in humanities is a response to the complex issue 

of humankind’s relationship with the natural environment, and how 

this in turn affects aspects of our existence, ranging from politics to 

health.  Eco-criticism, made popular by the likes of Cheryl Glotfelty, 

examines the ways in which our responses to nature reflect the larger 

power equations in society.   The theme of this volume, ‘through the 

ecological lens’ is a general one which encompasses within it the 

various aspects of eco-humanities, such as, ecological history, 

ecocriticism, ecofeminism, deep ecology, and ecosophy.  The articles 

in this volume have approached the subject from different 

perspectives, but together they show that the time has come for the 

idea of ecosophy, which has been defined by Arne Naess as a kind of 

Sophia or wisdom, which shows us how to live in harmony with our 

surroundings.

This multidisciplinary, multilingual, volume accommodates the 

responses of Indian scholars who have looked at environmental 

issues from the standpoint of their experiences as modern day 

Indians. Standing at the intersection of the global and the local, their 

articles reveal how the tools of a philosophy which originated in the 

west, may be adapted to gain insights and speak about some of our 

most immediate crises and choices. India being a developing nation 

has the added responsibility of treading a path of sustainable 

development, which will accommodate the aspirations of those 

millions who have never enjoyed the benefits of an industrialised 

society. In a country that is poor in many aspects, but rich in natural 

resources, the temptation to exploit them for immediate gain is acute. 

Since the 1990s, eco-criticism has been gaining ground as an 

interdisciplinary field of study. Analysing texts  through the prism of 

ecology, scholars have revealed how attitudes towards nature and 

landscape reflect broader attitudes towards power equations  

involving gender , race and economics.  
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The need for ecological wisdom has been emphatically articulated by 

Mili Samaddar in her essay in Bengali, entitled Bipanna Bismay. 

The catastrophic flash flood in Uttarakhand is taken as the central 

episode which leads on to the debate between development and 

conservation. Dr. Samaddar has shown how attending a workshop for 

Rabindranath Tagore’s Muktadhara, in a remote island in the 

Sunderbans had opened her eyes to the ways in which men can relate 

to nature. Tagore in his play Muktadhara had anticipated the crisis 

resulting from the mindless greed of an exploitative state, looking out 

for the interests of a few pressure groups. The spontaneous and 

passionate love for nature which Tagore had depicted in his play finds 

a deep resonance with the apparently unsophisticated villagers of 

Sunderban .This is contrasted with the greed of the state government 

which has allowed unsustainable tourism and urbanization of 

Uttarakhand’s ecologically sensitive area. 

Soumya Bhattacharya’s article, which dwells on Bibhutibhushan 

Bandyopadhyay’s novel Aranyak, explores the divided psyche of a 

man who has to work as a cog in the wheel of the State’s 

developmental plans. Bhattacharya shows how a strong ecological 

consciousness works within the Romanticism of Bibhtibhushan, as 

he traces the protagonist Satyacharan’s journey from the city to the 

village, which is presented as a journey from the centre to the margin. 

Satyacharan’s initially romanticised vision of natural landscape and 

the people inhabiting it soon leads to a bitter realisation of the 

degradation wrought upon both by the forces of a capitalist economy. 

His own role in perpetrating this makes him feel guilty ever after. 

Dr. Kavita Mehrotra, in her article entitled Badalta Parivesh Aur 

Manushya, has located the bond between man and nature in the 

context of the changing environment. She has explored the irony of 

man who despite standing helpless in front of nature and its infinity, 

assumes himself as superior to nature and continues to exploit it. 

Believing in materialistic existence, he considers physicality to be 
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the only truth. As a result of this, however, his outer as well as inner 

nature, are being affected adversely.

Professor Abha Jha, in her article Paryaavaran Aur Aaj Ka Maanav, 

has provided a beautiful account of the relationship between human 

beings and nature, and substantiated her view through the works of 

the famous poets in Hindi such as, Jaishankar Prasad, Pant and 

Nagarjun. Nature, always tries to maintain a balance with the drastic 

changes imposed upon it by human beings, but the latter tends to 

forget that his origin is rooted in nature, and it is nature which 

nurtures him. Man, instead, conceives nature as a consumable non-

entity and tries to control it. This, in turn, leads to his fall.

In Padmaavat Mein Prakriti Prem, Dr. Vasundhara Misra, has 

described the beauty of nature with reference to Padmaavat, the 

famous work of Malik Muhammad Jayasi – an eminent Sufi poet in 

Hindi literature.  Dating back to 1540, Jayasi, in his celebrated work, 

has provided the readers with a detailed portrayal of the beauty of the 

six seasons, as they change, and the way in which this reflects not 

only the transience of nature but also the psychological subtleties of 

the characters in the book.

In contrast to this, the following two eco-critical essays in this 

volume dwell on the representation of the schism between man and 

nature in the narratives of our times. 

Somrita Ganguly’s Gendering the Greens: An Ecocritical / 

Ecofeminist Reading of Seamus Heaney’s Works provides an eco-

feminist reading of Seamus Heaney’s poetry. The conflation of 

landscape and woman in his metaphoric representation of Ireland 

reveals his perceptive realisation of the disastrous consequences of a 

phallo-centric culture propagated by the Judeo-Christian tradition. 

This has resulted in the hideous progenies of rape and degradation of 

women, as well as the blood-spattered history of Irish resistance to 

English colonisation.  
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Sonal Kapur’s essay, On Ghazala Meer: (Re) mapping the Land 

–as-Woman Metaphor in Vishal Bharadwaj’s Haidar, extends the 

land-as-woman reading of textual representation to the domain of 

cinematic narrative. Interpreting Haidar through the prism of 

semiotics, eco-feminism and performativity theory, she has 

examined how Bharadwaj’s film, released in 2014, has used the land-

woman equivalence to represent the subversive force of the absent 

referent. The central female character, Ghazala Meer, the object of 

desire and domination, is divested of individual subjectivity by the 

male protagonists.  Even as they frame their actions with her as the 

centre of their greed for power,  she annihilates herself in an act of 

defiance and self assertion, thereby disrupting the convenient male 

narrative. Kapur reads into this story, a metaphor for Kashmir itself, a 

land of mythical beauty, over whom nations play out games of 

domination. In the process the phenomenal existence of the land and 

its people become irrelevant. In Kapur’s interpretation of the 

denouement of the movie, the snows catching fire symbolises the 

annihilation of the landscape, and the myth of its beauty is replaced 

by the actual reality of a scarred geography.    

 The article entitled Nataraja – A Symbol of Harmony and Beauty in 

Nature by Souraja Tagore has consciously been placed at the centre 

of this volume, as it talks about a past which is now irrevocably lost to 

us, but whose teachings remind us of an ecosophy which had once 

been envisaged in Ancient India. She examines the iconography of 

the Nataraja to explain how it’s combination of the five elements 

(panchabhuta), fire, air, earth, water and ether, expresses the desire 

for an existence in  harmony with the rhythm of nature; a desire that 

finds expression in the perfect poise of the dancing Nataraja. In a 

post-industrialised world such a wonderful equipoise has become a 

distant ideal. 

Stemming from the environmental movements of the 1960s and 

1970s, the impact of nature on man and the reverse, the impact of 
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technological interventions in nature and the effect of capitalism on 

the environment, has become the subject matter of historians. The 

narrative of continuous human progress is increasingly being 

challenged by studies which focus on conservation and 

environmental issues, and how ecological history impacts the course 

of human struggles. Gargi Chattopadhyay, in Sagar: A Land of 

Promise? C. 1770-1850, provides an overview of the role played by 

this island in the maritime history of India. Although associated 

nostalgically with our forefathers who used to brave the vagaries of 

nature to take the annual dip, the island also has a rich history 

moulded by natural and historical factors which have played their 

part in creating and recreating the island, in the course of time. Its 

worth as a deep-sea anchorage was noted in the mid-seventeenth 

century by European travellers and sailors. At present too, it is being 

considered as a mooring space cum port for ocean liners.  

Chattopadhyay’s study spans the island’s history from the late 

medieval period to the present day, providing insights into hitherto 

uncharted aspects of its history.

In The Menace of Arsenic: Effects on the Common People of 

Bengal, Paramita Chakrabarty argues how the effects of 

environmental pollution impact the weaker sections of society. In a 

comprehensive study of the problem, Chakrabarti has explored the 

social, psychological and medical viewpoints to show how alarm 

bells are ringing in various quarters with regard to this problem. The 

history of humankind is not only to be found in its mega events, but in 

these continuous everyday challenges which affect the life and 

habitat of people.

A gradual consciousness of the environment resulted in the 

emergence of Environmental Sociology in the 1970’s. Neeparanya  

Guha quotes Riley E Dunlap in her article on Environmental 

Sociology, where she states that it arose from the widespread social 

awareness of environmental problems and the mobilisation of 

support for environmental protection .She traces the emergence of 
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Environmental Sociology linking it to traditional Sociology and goes 

on to show how it has become an immensely popular discipline. She 

touches upon its vast scope where she highlights the very real and at 

times cataclysmic environmental problems which are in actuality 

social problems that have to be dealt with, involving society as a 

whole.

Shreya Bhattacharya gives an insight into the human impact on 

biological diversity in her article entitled Globalization and wildlife: 

An insight into the human impact on biological diversity, where she 

presents a picture of the very real threat that the environment is facing 

with the gradual encroachment of man upon it. Human intervention 

has had a ripple effect which is felt by nature, man and animals. She 

has briefly touched upon the problems brought about by destruction 

of the natural habitat by man in the name of globalisation.

Man has had to face certain consequences for every stride forward 

that he has taken. It brings to mind Newton’s third law which states 

that for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. Man has 

taken giant steps in technology which has looked after his well being; 

side by side it has thrown up certain adversities. Adrita Ganguly has 

looked into the effect of mobile radiation in her article on Tower 

Tension: Understanding the noxious effect of Mobile Tower 

Radiation. Mobile phones play a very important and essential role in 

modern life, cutting across rural and urban populations. This has led 

to the mushrooming of mobile transmission towers all over the land. 

Ganguly’s article cautions us about the dangers of radiation and how 

it is detrimental to man.  

Modern day political and ecological activism seems to be fulfilling 

the forebodings of writers like Bibhutibhushan Bandyopadhyay. The 

Voice of the Subaltern against the Cacaphony of Industrialisation, 

by Upasana Roy Barman deals with the various aspects of the 

ecological movement  started in 20004 by the Dongria and Kutiya 

Kondh tribes, to save their Niyam Raja (The Niyamgiri Hills) ,from 
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the gigantic bauxite mining industry , The Vedanta Alumina Limited. 

The first part gives an overview of the whole process of 

industrialisation begun by the Vedanta Company. The second part 

talks of the symbiotic relationship between the hill and the people. 

The third part brings out the power relation that emerged out of the 

process of capitalist development and the resistance put up by the 

tribal population of the region. It is concluded that this struggle 

cannot just be termed as a mere conflict, but as an alternative 

discourse. Such a discourse is bound to become more vociferous, as 

the conflict between the subaltern and the privileged classes intensify 

in the post-globalised world.

A crisis of conscience regarding the geography and society we 

change in the name of development is not the preserve of literature 

alone. An ecological model of development through environmentally 

wise public policy was mooted by Fred Riggs. Ecology and 

Administration: Revisiting the Prismatic model of Fred Riggs by 

Souradeep Sen, accounts for the roots of the ecological approach 

within the area of public administration. Beginning by explaining the 

significance of the approach to the concept of bureaucracy, Sen 

follows with an analysis of Fred Riggs' treatment of the ecology of 

administration and his contribution to the development of this 

particular model. Lastly the article focuses on the criticisms levelled 

against the model with an aim to make alterations so as to make it 

suitable to the present times.

This volume, which has been a little over a year in the compiling, is 

the contribution of the Humanities Section of The Bhawanipur 

Education Society College, to the ongoing debates which are 

revolving round ecological concerns and their implications for the 

power equations and developmental concerns of our times. 

Dr. Suchandra Chakravarty
Ananyya Banerjee





14



15



16



17



18



19



20



21



22



23



24





26



27



28



29



30





32



33



34



35



36





38



39



40



41





43



44



45



46



Gendering the Greens: 
An Ecocritical / Ecofeminist 
Reading of Seamus 
Heaney’s Works 

Somrita Ganguly

The very beginning of Genesis tells us that God created man in 

order to give him dominion over fish and fowl and all 

creatures. Of course, Genesis was written by a man, not a 

horse. There is no certainty that God actually did grant man 

dominion over other creatures. What seems more likely in fact 

is that man invented God to sanctify the dominion that he had 

usurped for himself over the cow and the horse. (Kundera, 

286)

Ireland like India is a land of contradictions – the land where on the 
1one hand women get eulogized as the Caitlín Ní Uallacháins  and on 

2the other get stigmatized as debauched Magdalenas , just as in India 
3where Bharat Mata  is worshipped but where female foeticide and 

infanticide are social problems confronting an enormous section of 

the country. Cathleen or Kathleen, daughter of Houlihan, a mythical 

Irish figure, a woman, is emblematic of Ireland. She has been used in 

Irish literature as a symbol of Irish nationalism, most famously so by 

William Butler Yeats in his play Cathleen Ni Houlihan where she has 

been depicted as an old woman, urging the young, virginal men of 

Ireland to defend her and fight for her rights and freedom. 
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who sold their flesh for money
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Simultaneously, in the politically weak, fledgling Irish Free State one 

also saw the establishment of Magdalene Laundries – asylums which 

were functional in Ireland for as many as two hundred years; 

veritable prisons where women whom the Catholic Church and the 

State deemed “fallen” or “deviant” were incarcerated, often for life, 

in accordance with the Biblical story of Mary Magdalene, the first 

archetypal Fallen Woman who had to perform severe penance to 

wash away the sins of the flesh allegedly committed by her in the 

Judeo-Christian world. The pagan Gaelic tradition, as most pagan 

religions, was one that lived in conjunction with nature. Historians 

across the globe have seen the advent of Christianity as one of the 

predominant factors responsible in eliminating the sense of regard 

that man had for nature in its debilitating mission to wipe away all 

traits of paganism from earth and civilize the world. This paper offers 

an ecocritical / ecofeminist reading of select works by Seamus 

Heaney – it looks at the poetics and politics of the Irish landscape as 

depicted by the Nobel Laureate in those select works while 

commenting on them from the environmental and ecological point of 

view.

In an article published on March 10th 1967, ‘The Historical Roots of 

our Ecologic Crisis’, Lynn White, Jr. asserted that the Judeo-
4Christian mandate expressed in Genesis played havoc with Man’s  

consciousness. It gave him absolute power to suppress and subdue 

the earth. He argues –

Christianity is the most anthropocentric religion the world has 

ever seen. … By destroying pagan animism, Christianity 

made it possible to exploit nature in a mood of indifference to 

the feelings of natural objects. (1205)
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in general while “man” (with a lower case m) refers particularly 
to members of the male species.



Foregrounding this general mood I will commence this paper with 

the obvious – a formal definition of ecocriticism. Cheryll Glotfelty, 

the acknowledged founder of this field of study in USA, defines this 

still emergent theory thus, in her introductory note to The Ecocritical 

Reader –

What then is ecocriticism? Simply put, ecocriticism is the 

study of the relationship between literature and the physical 

environment. Just as feminist criticism examines language 

and literature from a gender-conscious perspective … 

ecocriticism takes an earth-centred approach to literary 

studies. (xix)

Richard Kerridge suggests in Writing the Environment –

The ecocritic wants to track environmental ideas and 

representations whenever they appear, to see more clearly a 

debate which seems to be taking place, often part-concealed, 

in a great many cultural spaces. Most of all, ecocriticism seeks 

to evaluate texts and ideas in terms of their coherence and 

usefulness as responses to environmental crisis. (5)

A cursory reading of these two definitions of ecocriticism will 

inform, even the most uninitiated reader, of the definitions pointing 

to two different approaches that this branch of study follows. The 

second definition as Greg Garrad puts it in his seminal work, 

Ecocriticism, is more “British”. This leads us to the essential 

difference between the two varied approaches to ecological studies. 

In America, the term used for this field of study is ‘Ecocriticism’; in 

UK it is ‘Green Studies’. Peter Barry in Beginning Theory mentions 

an inherent difference between these two approaches –

There is perhaps a tendency for the American writing to be 

‘celebratory’ in tone (occasionally degenerating into what 

harder-left critics disparagingly call ‘tree-hugging’), whereas 
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the British variant tends to be more ‘minatory’, that is, it seeks 

to warn us of environmental threats emanating from 

governmental, industrial, commercial, and neo-colonial 
5forces . (242)

Man has tried to dominate nature and the consequences of it are 

apocalyptical. “Domination is one of our century’s most fruitful 

concepts for understanding human-human and human-nature 

relationships” (Merchant, 1). Carolyn Merchant’s is an ecocritical 

perspective of the present day situation. Francoise d’Eaubonne offers 

an ecofeminist reading of this tendency to dominate –

The earth, symbol and former preserve of the Great Mothers, 

has had a harder life and has resisted longer [than women]; 

today, her conqueror has reduced her to agony. This is the 

price of phallocracy. (d’Eaubonne, 188)

Heaney too imagines his troubled, turbulent Irish land as a woman –

a woman of old wet leaves,

rush-bands and thatcher’s scallops,

stooked loosely, her breasts an open –work

of new straw and harvest bows.

Gazing out past

the shifting hares. (48)

This poem, ‘Land’, from Heaney’s third anthology, Wintering Out 

(1972), deals with the uncertainties of exile looming large on the 

poet’s young self. Written between 1969 to 1971, at a time when 

Heaney was away from Northern Ireland, on a sabbatical in the 

University of California, Berkley, the poem deals with the anxiety of 

leaving behind one’s land. The land has been represented as feminine 

and Heaney writes –
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I composed habits for those acres

so that my last look would be

neither gluttonous nor starved. (48) 

The innuendo is unmistakable. It is man’s wanton hunger that has 

made this world unsafe for women; it is Man’s endless craving that 

has led him to rape the land that nourishes and nurtures him. Heaney, 

categorically referring to the uncomfortable, ubiquitous male gaze, 

mentions that while readying himself to leave his home, he would not 

look back at his land with a longing that could result in annihilation of 

the landscape.

In ‘Act of Union’ Heaney presents the metaphor of the land as 

a defenseless woman more poignantly than in anything that he 

composed before or after. Heaney writes –

I caress

The heaving province where our past has grown.

I am the tall kingdom over your shoulder

That you would neither cajole nor ignore.

Conquest is a lie. I grow older

Conceding your half-independent shore

Within whose borders now my legacy

Culminates inexorably. (127)

Clearly, this is the voice of England – a male speaker, addressing 

Ireland. England is the “tall kingdom” (127) looking down on the 

woman that Ireland has been represented as, from “over her 

shoulder” (127). The “aloofness of the narratorial voice” (143) that 

Michael Parker talks about is suggestive of Ireland being the quiet 

victim of rape, by the traditionally powerful England –

I am still imperially

Male, leaving you with pain … (Heaney, 127)

Josep Armengol, in his essay ‘Gendering the Irish Land: Seamus 
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Heaney’s ‘Act of Union” (1975)’, sees this portrayal by Heaney of 

England raping Ireland as a part of a long tradition in Irish poetry – 

the aisling tradition. Armengol describes the tradition thus –

Two main features characterize the eighteenth-century aisling 

tradition of Irish national(ist) poetry: the personification of 

“Ireland” as a defenceless woman and the image of England as 

her rapist. (7)

However, Armengol mentions that Heaney moves away from this 

tradition to the extent that he mentions in his poem the consequence 

of this act of raping the woman – traditionally aisling poets stopped at 

only describing the actual physical act. Heaney on the other hand 

clearly stresses on the result of such an action –

The act sprouted an obstinate fifth column … (127)

This “obstinate” (Heaney, 127), “parasitical and ignorant” (Heaney, 

127) offspring, according to Parker refers to the birth of trouble in 

Northern Ireland as a consequence of the conflict between 

Protestants and Catholics. This poem, Parker suggests, was 

conceived during Heaney’s wife’s third pregnancy – he wanted to 

celebrate her “human geography” (142) while simultaneously 

acknowledging his “male clumsiness” (143). The poem, originally 

composed as ‘A New Life’, of course in the changed form changes 

direction and turns completely pessimistic in the end. Heaney’s 

authorial voice combines with the imagined English narratorial voice 

to predict for Ireland an endlessly doomed, chaotic future –

No treaty

I foresee will salve completely your tracked

And stretchmarked body, the big pain

That leaves you raw, like opened ground, again. (Heaney, 128)

It must be noted that in this poem the only voice that we hear is that of 

England’s. Ireland remains quiet as she is “shamefully raped by a 
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very masculine England” (Armengol, 18). The strict binary division 

that Ireland has of women in its psyche – a point with which I began 

this paper – needs to be highlighted again. Heaney’s portrayal of 

Ireland is interesting. Ireland by remaining silent in this poem 

conforms to the image that the Irish have of women – they are seen 

less as people of flesh-and-blood with human wants and human 

desires and more as mythical creatures, traditionally feminine, long 

suffering. The Irish Free State, where people grew up with such 

unidimensional notions of femininity naturally could not come to 

terms with female sexuality, and they imagined the female body only 

in abstract terms, thus leading to the establishment of innumerable 

Magdalene Laundries throughout the country, where women who 

deviated from this strange, mythologized picture of the feminine and 

femininity were imprisoned and made to suffer for what the male, 

moralistic Irish State in conjunction with the dominant Roman 

Catholic Church considered “crimes of the flesh”. 

Heaney continues writing in this aisling tradition, deriving from it 

and reworking it, in other poems too. ‘Bog Queen’ was based on a 

real archaeological finding – that of “the first properly documented 
6body ever taken from a bog”, writes Corcoran , “that of the ‘queen’ 

discovered on the Moira estate, about twenty miles south of Belfast, 
7in 1781” . The feminization of the Irish boglands, the association that 

Heaney establishes between the female body and the Irish land is 

remarkable –

I lay waiting

between turf-face and demesne wall,

…

My body was braille

for the creeping influences:
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dawn suns groped over my head

and cooled at my feet,

through my fabrics and skins

the seeps of winter

digested me,

the illiterate roots

pondered and died

in the cavings

of stomach and socket.

I lay waiting

on the gravel bottom,

my brain darkening.

…

My skull hibernated

in the wet nest of my hair.

Which they robbed.

I was barbered

and stripped

by a turfcutter's spade

who veiled me again

and packed coomb softly

between the stone jambs

at my head and my feet.

Till a peer's wife bribed him.

The plait of my hair

…
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and I rose from the dark,

hacked bone, skull-ware,

frayed stitches, tufts,

small gleams on the bank. (112 - 114)

In ‘Act of Union’ while we heard England’s voice, here we possibly 

hear Mother Ireland speak, a figure almost like the legendary 

Kathleen ni Houlihan. Through the sustained analogy of the female 

body and the bogland, the implication that Mother Ireland will “rise 

from the dark” and avenge the wrongs that an exploitative England 

has done to her is evident. The description of course is “imbued with 

sexual undertones” (Armengol, 20). 

Other “bog poems” by Heaney like ‘Strange Fruit’, ‘Bone Dreams’ 

and ‘Punishment’ continue to feed the image of Ireland as feminine, a 

bog woman, perhaps. ‘Punishment’ is about the discovery from the 

bogland the body of a young Irish girl who had been brutally 

punished and killed by the Irish Republican Army for going out with 

a British soldier. These amorous gestures seen by the IRA as acts of 

betrayal did not go unpunished, historically. What’s particularly 

notable about the poem is Heaney’s almost patronizing authorial 

voice –

I can feel the tug

of the halter at the nape

of her neck, the wind

on her naked front.

It blows her nipples

to amber beads,

it shakes the frail rigging

of her ribs.

I can see her drowned

body in the bog,

…
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her shaved head

like a stubble of black corn,

her blindfold a soiled bandage,

her noose a ring

to store

the memories of love.

Little adulteress,

before they punished you

you were flaxen-haired,

undernourished, and your

tar-black face was beautiful.

My poor scapegoat,

I almost love you

but would have cast, I know,

the stones of silence.

I am the artful voyeur

…

I who have stood dumb

when your betraying sisters,

cauled in tar,

wept by the railings,

who would connive

in civilized outrage

yet understand the exact

and tribal, intimate revenge. (117 – 118)

Heaney relates sexuality to nationalist politics. While he feels pity for 

the young girl and the treatment meted out to her, he can also 

“understand” (118) the feeling of “tribal, intimate revenge” (118) that 

must have led the IRA to punish the girl. Heaney’s poetic sensibilities 

guide him to be conscious and sympathetic to the feelings of all 

parties involved instead of taking parochial stands or sides. Parker 
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writes –

Acutely distressed by the humiliations inflicted upon the 

‘scapegoat’ victims of communal intolerance, he nevertheless 

recognizes the legitimacy of the community’s feelings of 

betrayal. (137)

However, “understanding” does not necessarily mean condoning. 

The vocabulary employed by Heaney to describe the girl almost 

exonerates her of her “crimes” – “little adulteress”, “frail”, “flaxen-

haired”, “undernourished”, “poor scapegoat” and “beautiful”. The 

feeling of revulsion towards the poet aroused by his exceedingly 

condescending words “I almost love you” (118) are challenged the 

moment we realize that Heaney is possibly condemning himself for 

having been a mute bystander and not actively preventing the act 

from taking place – “I am the artful voyeur” (118). The fact that he did 

not intervene to save the girl, but “stood dumb when [her] betraying 

sisters … wept by the railings” (118), was almost akin to the brutality 

meted out to the young scapegoat by the IRA – theirs were actual, 

physical stones of penalty; Heaney’s were the metaphorical “stones 

of silence”. Heaney, as an artist, had probably silently witnessed the 

girl being tortured because he wanted to exploit her body and 

situation and wean poetry out of it. Would a woman do the same and 

wean poetry out of similar situation, one might ask. The answer will 

obviously be a matter of conjecture. Heaney’s self-reproach at his 

complicity is something that we will choose to acknowledge 

depending on how critical we are of Heaney in particular and the role 

of Art in general.

When looking at Heaney’s representation of women or the 

representation of the Irish landscape as feminine one needs to focus 

on two other clusters of poems – constellations not as bright as some 

of the works that this paper commented on earlier, but important 
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need to be probed into. ‘Limbo’ typically refers to the zone between 

hell and heaven in Catholic theology – an infant who dies before 

being baptized cannot go to heaven but the child should not also be 

made to suffer in hell because he had no hand over his untimely death 

– the infant’s soul remains in limbo. Heaney’s poem is about a young 

Catholic mother in the Protestant dominated Northern Ireland 

(Ballyshannon) who drowns her illegitimate infant to death – the act 

was perhaps an attempt on her part to protect her reputation, but in the 

process she was also freeing her child of the stigma of bastardy that 

would haunt him for the rest of his life, if he had lived. The heartless 

act therefore needs to be seen also as a gesture of extreme love, no 

matter how warped –

But I’m sure

As she stood in the shallows

Ducking him tenderly

Till the frozen knobs of her wrists

Were dead as the gravel,

He was a minnow with hooks

Tearing her open. (75)

‘Bye-Child’ is about another mother who attempts to hide her sin by 

hiding the child in a hen-house. Michael Parker suggests –

Although at first sight ‘Limbo’ and ‘Bye-Child’ would appear to 

be concerned with private cruelties and guilt, these chilling 

tales can also be read as parables for the present state of 

Ireland and its moral paralysis. (112) 

‘Mother of the Groom’, from another cluster of poems, in a Freudian 

way, talks of the mother of the groom recalling her son as a child, 

when he had played on her lap and she had bathed his glistening back. 

58
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Reminiscent of Paul and Mrs. Morrel’s relationship from Lawrence’s 

Sons and Lovers the mother feels that her son slipped off her “soapy 

hold” (Heaney, 68) with the daughter-in-law coming into their 

family. The poem ominously ends with the mother predicting that the 

wedding ring would “ease off” (68) the bride’s hand, just as soap had 

once eased off her grip on her son. The marriage, of course, does not 

last, as the next poem in the anthology (Wintering Out) informs us – 

‘Summer House’. The poem can be criticized for this unflattering 

portrayal of the mother; however, the work has to be commended 

because it is one of those rare instances in Heaney where the woman 

has been given a voice of her own, if not some definite agency. In 

‘Summer House’ again Heaney quickly returns to the voice of the 

male narrator, taking stock of his life. He is undergoing midlife crisis, 

his marriage is falling apart. He wonders what led to this failure in 

obtaining familial bliss –

Was it wind off the dumps

or something in the heat

dogging us, the summer gone sour,

a fouled nest incubating somewhere?

Whose fault, I wondered … (69)

He does not wish to acknowledge that he was solely to blame for the 

relationship turning sour. In fact, he even claims that he had tried to 

restore the lost harmony – however, that was not to be. And through 

all this, the woman’s voice is conspicuously absent; she is only 

shown to be weeping, pitiably –

I hear her small lost weeping

through the hall, that bells and hoarsens

on my name, my name. (69)

The image of the envious, strong, almost malicious, vicious mother 
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and that of the pathetic, sobbing wife are hard to reconcile. But then 

such has been the conception of the Irish landscape too in Heaney’s 

gamut – Mother Ireland is either a forever brooding presence, waiting 

her turn to rise and retaliate, or she is the silently suffering victim, 

with hardly a voice of her own. The binaries are indeed hard to 

reconcile.

In this paper it has been my attempt to make readers pause over the 

very physicality of Heaney’s metaphoric presentation of Ireland in 

poem after poem. In his works frequently he has personified Ireland 

as a woman offering us avenues to read into these works from an eco-

feminist perspective. Celtic paganism existed before Ireland got 

Christianized by St. Patrick and this was a time when the role of the 

woman could not be undermined. The significance of the woman in 

so far as her companionship and cooperation with kings and other 

heroes is concerned is sufficiently evinced in early Irish literature. 

The power of the woman gradually deteriorated with the rise of the 

Catholic Church that tried to control women and tame the earth 

simultaneously. The immensely patriarchal attitude promoted by the 

Vatican for centuries led to the denigration of the woman from that of 

a tour de force to simply perhaps a temptress. The real identity of 

Mary Magdalene, the Jewish woman associated with the name of 

Jesus, has been a subject of debate for over twenty centuries. 

Magdalene most commonly has been dismissed as a prostitute – a 

reformed prostitute is the maximum benefit of doubt that religious 

clerics are willing to give her. She was represented popularly as a 

seductress, a sinner, a whore, her voluptuous breasts revealed for all 

to see. However, the discovery of some papyrus documents by 

certain unsuspecting Egyptian farmers inside a sealed, buried urn in 

the nineteenth century led to an entirely new dimension in Biblical 

studies. What was unearthed from that urn in Egypt was a manuscript 

on papyrus called ‘The Gospel of Mary’, which wholly redefines 
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Mary Magdalene’s identity. The town whore is seen in a completely 

new light here – as a leader of the apostles, a devoted follower of 

Christ. This discovery offers us an alternative reading of Mary, 

differing from the one sold by the Vatican for around 1500 years. 

However, even before this path-breaking excavation Mary had 

occupied a position of sufficient centrality in the New Testament. She 

is said to have been the first person to witness Christ’s Resurrection; 

she was the first person to have reported it to Christ’s apostles. This 

unique appearance to Mary Magdalene, according to Professor 

Carolyn Osiek, a Christian theologian, gives her a status, it gives her 

an importance. Nevertheless, allegations of prostitution and adultery 

led to Mary Magdalene’s reputation being tarnished for hundreds of 

years. The Church’s deliberate and continued ‘campaign’ against 

Mary Magdalene, despite evidence showing Magdalene in a light far 

more positive than the Church was willing to give her credit for, is 

indicative of the puritanical, sectarian mindset of those who 

promised to preach the word of God. Not only had these men 

shrewdly usurped the rights of women and successfully undertaken 

devastatingly exploitative projects which led to the ruin of Mother 

Nature and Earth completely, but they also ensured that the figure of 

God, when translated to the common man, appeared as male and not 

female – their most astute strategy to not only take over others’ rights 

but also to legitimize their cunning actions through the created image 

of God. The Derry-born Catholic poet, Heaney, throughout his life 

has battled against such conniving, totalizing attitudes. A poet of 

heightened sensibilities, he has tried in his humble way to not 

associate himself with camp politics but to explore every aspect of a 

problem – to dig out the past in its entirety and present it to posterity. 

His poems, in troubled times like ours, demand and deserve a close 

reading therefore from perspectives which are hitherto new and 

unexampled. 
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On Ghazala Meer: 
(Re) mapping the 
Land-as-Woman Metaphor in 
Vishal Bhardwaj’s Haider

Sonal Kapur

The thing I came for: the wreck itself and not the story of the 

wreck the thing itself and not the myth

(Adrienne Rich, Diving into the Wreck 23)

The concepts of space and spatiality are amorphous and informed 

with complexities which render thinking, writing, theorizing and 

performing spaces and spatialities challenging and difficult to map. A 

wide range of disciplinary knowledge(s) and practices, from 

philosophy, natural sciences, social sciences to the arts, have 

increasingly engaged with the polysemic character of these concepts 

in an attempt to unravel their possible meanings, modalities and 

implications which inform such fluxional contexts as aesthetics, 

culture and politics, among others. Space has, indeed, emerged as an 

interface for diverse modes of inquiry and several concerns of 

literary and cultural scholarship such as nationalism, colonialism; 

gender and sexuality; urbanization and globalization; digital 

cultures; environmentalism and ecopoetics / ecocriticism / 

ecofeminism have, in recent times, posited a fundamentally spatial 

dimension. Literature has, in particular, played a crucial role in 

addressing issues pertinent to spatial studies and, the introduction of 

Ecocriticism to the study of literature in the past few decades has 

contributed a novel way of looking at space and understanding 

spatiality. Informed by ecological science, politics, ethics, women’s 

studies, and history, among other academic fields, ecocriticism has 
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surfaced as a vehicle that has propelled notions of space beyond 

aesthetic expression and theoretical interdisciplinarity into the realm 

of activism. Under its aegis, our understanding of space has acquired 

new dimensions and consequently, agency to question, resist and 

remap the existing ontology, epistemology and character of issues 

imbued within it. One such dimension has evolved in the wake of 

Ecocriticism having branched out into Ecological feminism or 

Ecofeminism, a philosophical and political theory/movement 

combining ecological concerns with those of feminism and 

emphasizing on the fundamental connection between the domination 

of women and the domination of ecology as a result of patriarchal 

practices and discourse with respect to the two.

Since the 1970s, when the term “ecofeminism” was first conceived 

by Francoise d’Eaubonne in her 1974 book Le feminisme ou la mort, 

the feminization of space has increasingly generated the interest of 

geographers, feminists and ecocritics, alike. From the early 

ecofeminists advocating an essentializing link between women and 

the natural world to the censure of the view by such ecofeminist 

thinkers as Annette Kolodny who regard the metaphor of land-as-

woman a patriarchal construct developed by the “male metaphors” of 

“erotic mastery or infantile repression” (8), gendering the landscape 

female remains a contentious issue. In her essay “Landscape in Drag: 

The Paradox of Feminine Space in Susan Warner’s The Wide, Wide 

World”, Andrea Blair points out how categorical acceptance or 

dismissal of the land-as-woman metaphor are both dubious practices 

that generate enough confusion to render the more complex 

examples of the feminization of landscape in literature 

imperceptible. She emphasises the need to explore and define a 

middle ground in order to widen the debate and open further 

possibilities toward a new understanding of the metaphor and its 

implications (49). While an examination of  the intricate relationship 

of gender and landscape representation in literature that escapes the 
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parochial nature of the debate would require a separate essay 

altogether, a close scrutiny of Vishal Bhardwaj’s Haider, a film 

adaptation of William Shakespeare’s  Hamlet, which appeared in the 

year 2014 reveals an immensely nuanced and convoluted use of the 

land-as-woman metaphor which not only provides the ‘middle 

ground’ perspective but also reappropriates the structuralist-

poststructuralist idea of the absent referent, already reworked for 

feminist and ecofeminist purposes by such scholars as Margaret 

Homans and Carol J. Adams, to reorient it toward a fresh analysis of 

the ontology of domination in relation to the contexts of gender and 

politics, in particular. The paper will, therefore, examine Haider’s 

discreet and subtle representation of one of its central women 

characters, Ghazala Meer, and the landscape of Kashmir as the 

imbricated absent referents appropriated to reconceptualise the land-

as-woman metaphor as a disruptive, anomalous, paradoxical, non-

dominative space which could both, serve to subvert institutionalised 

approaches to Kashmir and provide a new language and set of 

metaphors to landscape and gender representation.  

   Set against the controversial scrim of insurgency-hit Kashmir of the 

1990s, Haider is not just a fine example of intersemiotic translation, 

but one which successfully and rather disturbingly performs a figural 

operation, adapting Hamlet with its motif of revenge, moral dilemma 

and the ensuing ethical struggle to the ruptured and contentious 

socio-political-historical context of the valley of Kashmir. A film 

narrative in which the knotty personality of Shakespeare’s tragic 

hero, Hamlet metamorphoses, as it were, into the titular character, 

Haider, a Kashmiri and a poet studying at Aligarh who returns to the 

valley experiencing the height of armed insurgency and rampant 

civilian disappearances, on learning of his father’s ‘disappearance’ in 

the aftermath of a military raid and embarks on a dangerous journey 

to find his father; consequently, being drawn into the political turmoil 

of Kashmir, is inevitably bound to evoke strong emotions and 
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opinions. Seamlessly adapting the basic plot, characters, important 

soliloquies, the ‘play within the play’ technique, metaphors and 

themes of Hamlet to the fractured political climate of Kashmir, it is 

the first mainstream Indian film’s screenplay, jointly written by 

Bhardwaj and the Kashmiri writer, Basharat Peer, to go beyond the 

“cosmetic” and/or “rhetoric” to portray “Kashmir from the inside” 

(Bhardwaj, The Indian Express). Taking its cue from Hamlet, the 

film’s plot unfolds a tale of individual tragedies, fraught with 

repeated references to militancy, AFSPA, alleged human rights 

abuses in the state, civilian disappearances, and manipulation and 

victimization of Kashmir in the wake of political games played by 

two rival South Asian neighbouring countries: Haider returns home 

to seek answers for his Abbuji, (father) Doctor Hilal Meer’s 

disappearance.  An idealistic doctor, Hilal, operates upon a militant at 

his home despite the threat of a military raid, a prevalent counter-

insurgency measure in the 90s Kashmir and against his wife, 

Ghazala’s wishes. The next day, during a military swoop down, he is 

accused of sheltering terrorists in his house and is taken away for 

questioning. The militant is killed in the ensuing shootout at Hilal’s 

house and subsequently, his house is incinerated by rocket launchers. 

In just a few minutes, Ghazala finds herself surrounded with the ruins 

of her home and the uncertainty of her husband’s return. On his 

arrival, Haider already disturbed about his father’s disappearance, is 

further depressed to behold the growing intimacy between his Mouji 

(mother) and his uncle, Khurram. He undertakes an insidious journey 

to search for his father with the help of his love interest, Arshia, a 

journalist. During his search Haider encounters an enigmatic 

stranger Roohdar, later revealed as possessing several ghost 

identities, who claims to have met Haider’s father at one of the 

detention centres where, according to him, they were both tortured 

and where his father discovered he was betrayed by none other than 

his brother Khurram. Roohdar also tells him that his father‘s last wish 
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was that his son should avenge his murder by shooting Khurram in 

both the eyes, the eyes with which he bewitched Haider’s mother. 

Roohdar’s words indirectly implicate Ghazala as well. Her fate was 

to be, however, left to divine justice.  The successive scenes of 

Haider’s struggle with conflicting emotions and myriad shades of 

truth, his accidental shooting of Arshia’s father, police inspector 

Parvez Lone, Arshia’s subsequent suicide interspersed with his 

decision to cross the border at the instigation of Roohdar in order to 

receive arms training lead to the film’s final graveyard scene which 

turns the apparent narrative linearity of the adaptation on its head 

with Ghazala Meer’s startling act of self-annihilation.  Those 

familiar with the Shakespearean original would recognize both, the 

parallels drawn and the deviations made. 

Shifting the geographical, cultural and temporal location of 

Shakespeare’s tragic narrative from Elsinore castle in Denmark to 

Anantnag in Kashmir, Bhardwaj’s film reiterates the transhistoricity 

of the Shakespearean play, manoeuvring it to cast an unflinching and 

unapologetic gaze on the uncomfortable political reality of Kashmir. 

It, predictably, locates Haider in a quagmire of controversies 

commensurate with the disconcerting interweaving of the 

complicated Shakespearean tale of revenge and its associated 

ramifications with a subject which continues to remain a sensitive 

flashpoint and touches several raw nerves, whenever invoked. 

Despite its apparently predominant political fabric, Haider discreetly 

offers something more exquisitely potent and urgent to our 

understanding of Kashmir:  it offers a mechanism “for listening to the 

vibrations that things produce in detaching themselves [from] the 

nothing-being to which our blindness relegates them” (Cixous). In a 

single masterstroke, Haider draws attention to the ‘nothing-

beingness’ shrouding the political, historical, cultural spatialities of 

Kashmir and the Kashmiri identity and unpretentiously makes a plea 

to let the bleeding, suffering landscape of Kashmir, “struggling with 
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[years of] indifference give [itself] to be heard”(Cixous 74). This 

coup de maître is secured through the portrayal of the landscape of 

Kashmir as the absent referent, Ghazala Meer, embedded in the 

narrative but distorted, dominated and relegated to the background 

against which the dominant narrative unfolds. 

Classic Structuralist theory speaks of threefold signification: the 

absent referent, the signified and the signifier. These three concepts 

are applicable to any symbolic discourse, including art forms and 

cultural ideologies, which may be regarded as operating like 

languages. Carol J. Adams, for instance, brilliantly explores the 

cultural discourse of carnivorism by establishing meat-eating as a 

text in which meat is the signifier and animal is the absent referent. 

The animal is absent from the text, its being elided and dominated by 

the signifier meat, which deadens the animal’s aliveness, turning him 

or her into an it (14). The process allows the signifier to dominate and 

transform the referent, facilitating the enactment of an ontology of 

domination. The signifier as an interpretant transforms the absent 

referent into an object for use or exchange in a human chain of 

signifiers, inscribing the referent as an exchange object within a 

symbolic commerce. (Donovan 6-7). Similarly in Haider, 

Bhardwaj’s Gertrude- Ghazala Meer- is like Adams’ absent “animal” 

dominated and commodified for a symbolic personal, cultural and 

political exchange by a chain of signifiers. Her ‘being’ is repeatedly 

redefined in accordance with the requirements of each of the 

signifiers; her living presence is ‘deadened’. She is objectified as the 

object of desire, ownership and exchange value. Her individual, 

independent “literal” reality is twisted, obscured and subdued to the 

claims of the “figurative” roles imposed on her. The disappearance of 

her husband, Doctor Hilal Meer bestows upon her the cultural 

signification of “half widow” but, even before his disappearance 

Ghazala’s ontological status is undermined by her husband’s 

complete disregard for her fears. In the scene where, distressed with 
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Hilal’s decision to perform an appendicitis operation on the leader of 

a pro-separatist group at their home and fearing the worst for her 

family’s safety, she confronts and questions her husband’s 

allegiance.  His irreverent dismissal of her opinion, fears and wishes 

inscribes on her living presence the ‘nothing- beingness’, passively 

waiting for her apprehensions to materialise and destroy her 

spatiality. As the screenplay progresses, Ghazala is recast as an object 

of desire and ownership by Khurram and Haider. Khurram’s 

fascination with her leads him to conspire against his brother. 

The Oedipus complex angle in Hamlet is reinstated in the 

relationship between Haider and Ghazala and becomes a signifier of 

Haider’s act of domination. His sense of possession over her arises 

from it and makes him appear all too eager to believe in Roohdar’s 

version of events. There can be located in his behaviour a singular 

focus to implicate and punish her for attempting to restore her 

‘owned’, silenced ‘being’ as a living, liberated presence, and a 

subject with her own reality. He refuses to accord Ghazala any 

existence outside the limits of his perspective, determined by the 

praxis of dominance hierarchy. In a brilliant scene, as they meet 

amidst the ruins of their destroyed house, Ghazala explains to Haider 

how her marriage to Hilal was a loveless one but that she never 

wished him ill. She tries to convey to him, all she wanted was love, a 

home and a life which is not spent waiting for loved ones to return.  

Haider labels her Janus-faced for having dared to exercise agency 

that challenges the ontology of domination. For, only through the 

denial of agency can the referent be elided from discourse(s) and 

dominative practices institutionalised and perpetuated.  Ghazala’s 

‘being’, thus, is contingent on her signifiers. Outside the purview of 

their signification, as she states during one of her conversations with 

Haider, she will remain “the villain” always; her ontological status 

reduced to that of a necessary evil, a backdrop against which the 

signifiers can define their ontological meaning and justify their 
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epistemological orientation and, a metaphor to validate their act of 

domination through warped signification. 

Ghazala’s objectification is brought to a full circle with Roohdar’s 

imposition of a symbolic exchange value on her. Towards the end of 

the film’s narrative, Roohdar, with evident links with terrorists from 

across the border agrees to take Ghazala, in exchange for her life, to 

Haider’s hideout from where he is to leave for arms training across 

the border. She is given a suicide vest to; perhaps, kill Khurram, who 

had manipulated both the militant regime and the Kashmir 

government to strengthen his political position and who was 

Roohdar’s prime target for which he manipulated Haider. 

“Consumption is the fulfillment of oppression, the annihilation of 

will, of separate identity.”(Adams 73). Ghazala’s metaphoric 

consumption as an implement and her altered, disembodied 

“nothing-being” eventually serves to disclose the structure of 

oppressive, violent domination.  Her story framed by and 

juxtaposing the landscape of Kashmir, becomes the embodiment of 

the process of ‘absenting’ the Kashmiri landscape from the dominant 

historical and political narrative build around it. “The most striking 

feature [of the historical-political process] is the silence to which 

those dispossessed of the official language are condemned. Lacking 

the means of legitimate expression, they do not speak but are spoken 

to” (Thompson 46). Akin to Ghazala the landscape of Kashmir has 

been denied subjecthood. It is veiled, interpreted and defined in 

accordance with the locationality and convenience of its signifiers. 

With its lush green valleys, snow-covered mountain peaks, Dal Lake, 

Jhelum, and fresh springs Kashmir has long been marked as what Dr. 

M Ashraf Bhatt calls  a pornotropic land, a celebrated  “beauty 

myth”.  Thus objectified as a landscape of desire, the geographic 

spatiality of Kashmir has been continuously subjugated, controlled, 

manipulated, and defined as per the dominant ‘nationalistic’ 

narrative and religious discourse. The multiple political and cultural 
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claims on Kashmir has wreaked havoc on its ecology which has been 

cast in the passive form as the signified conflict zone and/or a 

romanticised paradisal landscape that must be owned in order to 

preserve the existing dominant discourse(s). 

Representing Kashmir through the land-as-woman metaphor, 

Haider first reflects Julia Kristeva’s postulation that all space is 

initially enveloped in the semiotic chora and the dominant signifying 

subject desires to re-experience it by gendering the landscape female, 

and then problematizes this vocabulary of landscape gendering by 

first claiming the identity assigned to the two overlapping absent 

referents by the doimant culture and then rejecting the position. 

Ghazala along with the landscape of Kashmir symbolises a 

paradoxical space which is both inside and outside the parameters of 

the established cultural norms. As the ‘silenced’background, 

Ghazala and Kashmir serve to first foreground the microcosmic and 

macrocosmic narratives and then subvert the narratives by seizing 

agency. In the process of reiterating dominative discourses, 

Ghazala’s final act of self-annihilation disrupts and undermines their 

hegemony by reclaiming her space, free from masculinist 

significations. She rejects the nothing-beingness imposed on her by 

the dominant signifiers. Explaining her performativity theories in 

terms of gender  representation in her essay Bodies that Matter: On 

the Discursive Limits of Sex, Judith Butler argues how this 

representation is a performance, “a ritualized production, a ritual 

reiterated under and through constraint, under and through the force 

of prohibition and taboo”. Ruptures in the reiterative performance 

occur when the subject “fail(s) to repeat loyally cultural 

performatives” (95). 

Ghazala’s appropriation of agency constitutes this rupture and 

slippage that not only effectively subverts her role as an absent 

referent but also creates an alternative reiteration in portraying her as 

paradoxical, non-dominative, lived body spatiality. Ghazala’s act of 
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rupture logically extends to the landscape of Kashmir. Just as we 

project reiterated norms onto ourselves and others, we also project 

them onto space, sexualizing and gendering landscape. And as we 

can fail to represent loyally cultural performatives, we can fail, in the 

repetition of landscape representation, creating represenations that 

contest the status quo (Blair, 50). Bhardwaj’s narrative challenges the 

status quo by representing the landscape of Kashmir as a paradoxical 

space like Ghazala. Bhardwaj’s Kashmir is  a paradisal landscape but 

one constitutive of ‘kruhun sheen’ (black snow), open graveyards, a 

river Jhelum tainted with blood. It is not just a conflictual physical 

space within the dominant cultural praxis. It is an embodiment of 

individual and collective perceptions as well as the simultaneous 

reiteration and failure of the dominant cultural performatives that 

repeatedly challenge the dominant structure.  His Kashmir is, thus, 

reconceptualised as a space which eludes a clear perception of what it 

is. The film’s narrative thwarts every single attempt by the dominant 

signifiers from the government, military, militants to Khurram and 

Haider (besides others) to claim and define Kashmir through its 

concluding scenes: Ghazal’s self-annihilation leads to Kashmir’s 

snow literally catching fire and burning and the landscape of 

Kashmir turns into a physical and metaphorical graveyard for most of 

its signifiers, rejecting, disrupting and subverting the restrictive, 

hegemonic mapping of its landscape as a passive,malleable, 

monological space. Haider, first, connects the conventional dots 

between landscape and gender and then, reclaims it by tracing land-

as-woman as an active, dialogic, subversive space where both 

Ghazala and Kashmir create alternative identities for themselves 

which escape the bind of singular, dominant paradigms and 

subsequently, turns the land-as-woman metaphor into an effective 

tool for expanding and reconceptualising the interpretive 

possibilities in the overlapping studies of landscape and gender. 

Explored through the prism of semiotics, performativity theory and 
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feminist geography, Ghazala Meer functions as a new philosophical 

discourse and linguistic index for the landscape of Kashmir and gives 

us a glimpse of the possibility of unmasking the masquerades of 

culturally constructed performatives to reveal the ‘living reality’ of 

its landscape, the silenced voice of  Kashmiri womanhood and a new 

understanding of the praxis of Ecofeminism.
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Nataraja – 
A Symbol of Harmony and 
Beauty in Nature

Souraja Tagore

Before I leave, rouse my heart with the swing of thy dancing feet,

the swing that wakens stars in the deep of night,

frees the stream from the rocky cave,

gives voice to clouds in thunder and rain...
1Rabindranath Tagore

Ancient man was entirely dependent on Mother Nature to provide 

him with food and shelter. Therefore he began to observe her daily 

rhythms and seasonal cycles along with the recurring heavenly 

phenomena in order to understand the virtues of nature. The 

unexplainable phenomena within nature’s myriad behaviours being 

not entirely comprehended by man encouraged him to name the 

different phenomena which, with the passage of time, translated into 

the names of various gods each associated with a phenomena or 

behaviour. As man progressed in time many of these Gods faced 

extinction while some managed to survive the ravages of time and 

still remain with us. One such is Nataraja, The Lord of Dance or The 

Lord of Actors. Nataraja is perhaps one of the most important and 

visually thrilling forms of the Hindu god Shiva. Appearing for more 

than a thousand years  Nataraja’s importance continues to exist not 

only as a temple deity or an idol worshipped by artists (especially 

1 Rabindranath Tagore ‘Poems’ (poem no. 86) in The English 
Writings of Rabindranath Tagore, Vol 1, Poems, Sisir Kumar Das 
eds.( New Delhi: Sahitya Academi, 2004) Pg. 363
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dancers), but also as a popular icon representing Indian tradition and 
2cosmic principles.  

From ancient texts, manuscripts and other ancillary sources, one 

understands that Indian civilization was born on the lap of the 
3forests.  The forests assisted her in acquiring a distinct character and 

spirit. The people of India were always surrounded by nature, fed and 

clothed by her and they had the closest and most constant intercourse 

with nature’s varying aspects. The constant presence of nature within 

the environs of man enriched and encouraged his mind and helped 

him progress with nature in harmony. His mind became free from the 

desire to extend his domain by erecting boundary walls around his 

acquisitions. His aim was not to acquire, but to realise his 

surroundings and dwell in harmony with nature while appreciating 
4its wonders and beauty.  

Subsequently man advanced from his primeval forest culture and 

adapted to developments of wealthy cities and modern concrete 

civilization. With the rapid advancement of technology and science, 

man became ignorant towards the importance of the preservation of 

nature and environments without which he would not survive. Today 

man works against nature rather than with it thereby seriously 

jeopardizing the wellbeing of both himself and the planet at large. He 

nurtures the idea that nature exclusively belongs to beasts and 

inanimate things. He considers everything that is low in the scale of 

being as merely nature while whatever has the stamp of perfection in 

it, be it intellectual or moral, is acknowledged as existing in the 

domain of the human. But this is a fairly recent development, for the 

2 See Padma Kaimal (1999) Shiva Nataraja: Shifting Meanings of an 
Icon, The Art Bulletin, 81:3, 390-4193

3 See Alvina McCormick: The Mystery of Creation (Mumbai: Central 
Chinmaya Mission Trust, 2007), pg. 47

4 This is a standard anthropological development explained at 
<http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Hunter-gatherer> 
accessed on 6.7.2015 
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Indian mind never had (nor should have) any hesitation in 

acknowledging its kinship with nature. 

The Indian iconographic representation of the Nataraja is perhaps 

one of the most significant symbols of the relationship between man 

and nature signifying the coexistence of man with the elements of 
5nature resulting in his physical and spiritual emancipation.  The form 

of the icon of Nataraja which has gained popularity and familiarity 

was a canonical figure that was formed roughly during the tenth 

century AD as a series of bronze sculptures created through the later 

portion of the Chola period. It was this version of the image that 

Ananda K. Coomaraswamy frequently referred in his book The 
6Dance of Shiva.  In this form, Shiva is portrayed as a four armed 

figure dancing within a ring of fire.  He stands on his deeply bent 

right leg while his slightly flexed left leg lifts to waist height and 

crosses the hips. Parallel to the dramatic transverse line of the lifted 

leg, one of his four arms crosses the body in a relaxed gajahasta 

(elephant hand) suspended above an equally relaxed ankle. One of 

his right hands is placed just above the loose wrist in the abhaya 

mudra (open palm gesture). Behind these boldly disposed limbs, the 

hips twist slightly to Shiva’s right but the torso remains straight. 

Long, matted tresses stream outwards from Shiva’s head. On his 

right, among these locks sits a diminutive personification of the river 

Ganga, her body human above the waist and piscine below. She 

presses her palms together in anjali mudra (respectful address), 

while a crescent moon, the datura (a flower sacred to Shiva) and a 

cluster of spiky kondrai leaves crowns Shiva’s topknot. Shiva stands 

on apasmara purusha (the prostrate body of an imp or dwarf like 

figure). 

5 Heinrich Zimmer (1946),  Myth and Symbols in Indian Art and 
Civilization Bollingen Series VI  (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1972)

6 See Ananda Coomaraswamy, The Dance of Siva: Essays on 
Indian Art and Culture (New York: Dover Publications: 1985). 
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While the above is a popular 

iconographic representation 

of Nataraja, the image had 

been conceived by artists 

based on a legend faithfully 

narrated in the Chidambara 

Mahatmyam: The Greatness 

of the Supreme Divine Lord 
8N a t a r a j a   b y  E . A .  

Sivaraman. According to the 

legend, once a number of 

sacrilegious sages lived in a 

pine forest and practiced 

rituals without any genuine 

devotion to Shiva. Shiva, 

dressed as a handsome ascetic 

along with Vishnu dressed as 

an enchantress Mohini, 

descended on earth to teach them a lesson. While Vishnu-Mohini 

seduced the sages, Shiva did the same to their respective wives. 

Eventually the two Gods and their followers met in the depth of the 

forest where the sages were shocked and infuriated to find their naked 

wives sporting amorously with the ascetic. Finally on discovering the 

real identity of the young ascetic, they plotted to kill Shiva. With the 

help of magic they organised an elaborate ceremony from the 

sacrificial flame of which emerged a huge tiger. It pounced on Shiva 

to tear him to pieces but before it could do any harm, the Lord skinned 

it with the nail of his little finger and donned its skin. Next the 

ICONOGRAPHIC REPRESENTATION 
OF LORD NATARAJA

7Bronze , South Indian , Chennai Art Gallery 

7 See <http://www.lotussculpture.com/mm5/graphics/00000001/1-bronze-
nataraj-statue-32inches.jpg> accessed on 6.7.2015

8 E.A. Sivaraman, Chidambara Mahatmyam: The Greatness of the Supreme 
Divine Lord Nataraja (New Delhi: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 1993). This is a 
translation of Chidambaram Annaswamy Iyer's Tamil verse.
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magical flame yielded a trident which Shiva caught in mid air and 

held tightly in his right hand. Following this a furious antelope rushed 

towards Shiva in an attempt to gore him but the lord caught it in his 

left hand. The perplexed sages created a number of snakes that Shiva 

draped on his hair and body as ornaments. A gang of demons 

followed but Shiva soon turned them into his supporters. A grinning 

skull jumped out of the fire pit which Shiva placed into his matted 

hair as a crown. Next the sages made an hourglass shaped drum or 

damaru to deafen Shiva with its sound. The damaru found its rightful 

place in Shiva’s hand. Finally the sages made a deformed dwarf, an 

ignorant man without memory, to attack the lord. Shiva stepped on 

the back of the dwarf and breaking his neck danced on him the dance 

of bliss with the ring of fire around him and his mated hair flowing in 

the air. Though the image of Nataraja that we usually see does not 

usually have the complete details incorporated in the image 

(obviously to preserve the artistic beauty and balance in sculpture), 

they are definitely inspired from the myths and legends associated 
9with the Lord.

The iconographic representation of Nataraja undoubtedly has 

profound symbolic significance which is philosophical but at the 

same time the image can also be studied as an emblem of harmony in 

nature and man’s natural kinship with its beauty resulting from such 

harmonious coexistence. It is interesting to note the five elements 

intricately synchronised into a single nataraja image. It represents 

man’s intrinsic relationship with the Panchabhuta and in turn the 
10nature within and around which man dwells and thrives.  The five 

elements namely Earth or Prithvi; Water or Jal ; Fire or Agni; Air or 

Vayu and then Ether or Akasha have individual characters of their 

9 For a detailed discussion on this area, see Joseph Campbell, The Mythic 
Image (New York: MJF Books, 1996),pg. 118 and Coomaraswamy  
(1985), pg. 65

10 See Gautam Chatterjee, Panchabhuta at 
<http://www.ibiblio.org/gautam/hind0003.htm>  accessed on 20.6.2015
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own, the union of which leads to the formation of life. Nataraja is 

perhaps a representation of that life which if detached from the 

elements and their natural amalgamation leads to mayhem and 

ultimately death.  

Earth or prithvi is one of the elements that can be touched as well as 

smelled. However, there are two types of earth one being eternal or 

nitya which are in the form of atom paramanu. The other is 

perishable anitya which exists in the form of karya or work the results 

of which are specially seen in the animate and inanimate levels. It is 

the latter which finds prominence in the image of Nataraja in form of 

the Snake (a reptile that crawls on earth), the Tiger (symbolised 

through its skin that the lord bears) and the antelope that he 

sometimes hold in one of his hands. The most prominent 

representation of the element earth may be found in the apasmara 

purusha on whose dwarfish and disfigured body Nataraja stands 

gracefully in complete balance signifying equilibrium in nature. 

Water or jal is the second element which similarly has two characters.  

The eternal or nitya form of water exists in the form of molecules 

while the karya or anitya form exists as oceans, rivers and various 

water bodies which are perishable. Water from the sea or river 

evaporates to form clouds, which eventually comes down as rain on 

earth. So the eternal molecule only changes its karya or shape of 

work and what we see is the perishable form. It is that form which 

finds its due place on Nataraja’s head as Ganga. While Shiva dances, 

from his matted locks flow the scared river Ganga- the source of life 

and nourishment. There are innumerable legends associated with the 

descent of Ganga and symbolically it is often studied as an element 

that purifies human soul and provides man with his grace. But the 

incorporation of this water element in the Nataraja iconography 

fulfils the study of the image as an emblem of nature and enhances its 

worth as an ecologically faithful representation of Indian art. 
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The third element is air or vayu which once again has two levels, its 

eternal atom and perishable karya. Air can be felt through our breath, 

through the storms and the breeze. But air, in its elementary form, is 

present around us eternally. While the Puranas mention more than 

forty types of winds or marut, seven are essentially important 

including:  Pravaha ; Avaha; Udvaha;  Samvaha; Vivaha;  Parvaha 

and Paravaha. Vayu, unlike the other elements, does not have a 

concrete shape or form and cannot be touched, preserved or seen. It 

has to be felt and its presence is measured through the effect it has on 

other animate and inanimate things (e.g. it causes ripples and waves 

on water). In the Nataraja iconography it is represented astutely 

through the flowing hair of the Lord .The matted curls flowing from 

the Lord’s head asserts the presence of air around him and its 

significance in the process of creation.

Fire or agni is the fourth element of the Panchabhuta. The essential 

character of fire is to generate heat. According to Hindu mythology, 

Agni is one of the eight guardians who guards our universe and is 

known as Asta- dik-palakas (Asta-eight, dik--Zone, Palaka-

Guardian).  Fire is positioned in the south east of the universe. 

Although in Indian mythology there is mention of various types of 

fires, the four important ones are fire of the earth, fire of the sky, fire 

of the stomach (hunger and digestive power) and the fire we 

commonly use. In the Nataraja iconography the upper left hand holds 

a tongue of flame in a half moon or ardha chandra gesture. This 

flame is often considered as the flame of destruction transforming 

Shiva into a destroyer. But Coomaraswamy opines “Shiva is a 

destroyer and loves the burning ground. But what does He destroy? 

Not merely the heavens and earth at the close of a world cycle, but the 
11fetters that bind each separate soul.”  Mrilanini Sarabhai while 

11 Coomaraswamy (1985), pg. 61
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explaining as to why Shiva holds the hope of creation in one hand and 

the flame of destruction on the other, states “Creation and 

destruction are the counterparts of His own Being. They are the two 
12aspects of our life, for as we are born, so do we surely die.”  

Irrespective of its symbolic reading, the image of Nataraja signifies 

the importance of fire as an element represented through the flame 

that the Lord holds in one hand as also through the flaming arch that 

provides the image with an aesthetic frame within which the image 

stands. 

The last of the Panchabhutas or the five elements is sound or ether. 

Ether is unique as it has only one character i.e. eternal. Ether is the 

bearer of sound (artificial or otherwise). One can hear it. The concept 

of akashvani or the divine sound which sages often claimed to hear is 

related to ether or akasha. That sound is judiciously represented in 

the Nataraja image through the damaru. The damaru which is held in 

the upper right hand, is an hourglass shaped drum that symbolises 

Nada or the first sound from where begins the story of evolution. 

While the drum having the shape of two triangles joined together 

symbolises the union of nature and energy that work together to 

eventually give birth to life, it also affirms the presence and 

significance of akash in its iconographic representation. 

Only recently has there been a surge in writings related to literature, 

iconography and the representation of nature. The emergence of 

ecological studies and eco-criticism have caused a revival of interest 

in viewing literary and cultural works from the perspective of nature 

and understanding how iconography is relevant in physically 

representing environmental symbols. Partly the reason surrounding 

this revival of interest in the condition of nature in cultural works is 

12 Mrinalini V. Sarabhai, “Shiva-Nataraja” in Symbolism in Hinduism, 
compiled by Swami Nityanand (Mumbai: Central Chinmaya 
Mission Trust, 2008), pg. 138
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connected to the problems inherently caused due to the progression 

of an industrial society. Climate change summits involved in 

reducing emissions, waste and controlling industrial effluents are 

aimed at creating a better future for human beings to survive on Earth 

under the auspices of nature. One way of furthering the case of 

ecological improvement lies in the teaching of history from an 

ecological perspective and this procedure, in turn, demands reference 

to cultural symbols. Mythical constructs and iconographic 

representations of Shiva, serve this principle and enable human 

beings to be aware of how civilizations that were not technologically 

advanced came to co-exist with nature and live in harmony. Shiva in 

short, appears to me to be a material manifestation of cultural ideas 

that were previously relegated but deserve attention all the more in 

today’s scenario. Man is no more at one with nature, but is moving 

further away from his goal of sustainable development. Nataraja 

thus, is not simply a unique representation of Shiva, but a national 

symbol that represents the rich past of Indian heritage and culture 

with its seamless amalgamation of nature and culture.
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Sagor:
A Land of Promise? 
c. 1770s—1850

Gargi Chattopadhyay

Introduction

The first landfall at the mouth of the Hugli, the Sagor Island is located 

about 77 miles away from Calcutta and approximately 40 miles away 

from Diamond Harbour in the mainland. It is flanked by the Hugli in 

the west and Channel Creek in the east. It opens into the Bay of 

Source: Author
Map Not to Scale

Figure 1: Situating Sagor Island
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Bengal from the southern side. The place has a special mythological 

significance connected to the story of the origin of the Bhagirathi, 

and its mingling with the sea. To commemorate this, the devotees 

from all over the places congregate yearly for a holy dip during the 

winter solstice when a melas held at the southern sea face of the 

island.
iiSagor; a twelfth century island port known in history as Chandecan , 

was also associated with the Hindu superstitious ritual of human 

sacrifice, predators like crocodiles, sharks, snakes and the deadliest 
iiiof them all—the Royal Bengal Tigers. It was a haunt of the ‘Mugg’  

pirates in seventeenth century as confirmed by the Jesuit priests 
vi v viManrique  and Cabral  in the 1630s. Though initially the bhati  and 

eastern delta remained inaccessible to the Mughals; in the course of 

their eastward ho, they became familiar with Sagor and its 

neighbourhood. Arakan edged with fringes of eastern Bengal and 

Sagor stood as a buffer between expanding Arakan and Mughals. The 

Mughals checked Arakan and the major power blocs of bhati; Isha 

Khan and Pratapaditya. Some claimed that Pratap had a naval bastion 

in Sagor. Pratap’s decimation marked the high point of Mughal 

penetration into Bengal.

The history of Sagor was marked by a period of lull between late 

seventeenth and mid eighteenth centuries, till subsequent attempts 

were undertaken by the British to develop Sagor as a sustainable 

revenue generating land. This article attempts to explore how far it 

was possible to meet the particular objective within the select period. 

Did the Bhagirathi at its meeting point with the Bay play a proactive 

role? 

Land Reclamationat Sagor

The travel narratives and diaries had enumerated old history of 

human settlements and the natural bounties of Sagor despite being 

under tidal influences. As early as the 1670s, the areas along the 
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viiChannel Creek were dotted with Mughal apiaries and salt pans . The 
viiiwater bodies were full of varieties of fish which was very cheap . 

ixThe forest had a rich reservoir of woods . But the area ‘had not been 
xcontinuously inhabited except in modern times’ .

The eighteenth nineteenth centuries European accounts portrayed 

Sagor as a gloomy landmark as the European visitors at the river’s 

ingress were confronted with the ‘depressing sight of mud-banks, 
xiflooded forests and tangled vegetation’ , empty stretches, floating 

corpses on their onward journey towards the mainland. Predators’ 

supposed presence definitely added to Sagor’s dark image. But the 

drive to amass revenue prompted the Company to penetrate the 

island of despair. In 1811 clearing of the island overrun by ‘matted 
xii xiiiundergrowth’  and mangrove forests  had begun. The extensive 

forested land of the Sundarbans crowning the northern edge of the 

Bay of Bengal, was not incorporated within the framework of the 
xivPermanent Settlement ,  so Sagor too was treated separately.

xvLieutenant Blane computed Sagor’s area to be 143,550 acres  which 

was to be brought under tillage. At this point, mention may be made 

of a map delineating the ‘Plan of Saugor Island Taken in May and 
xviJune 1811’ by Lieutenant Engineer G.R. Blane . The map showed 

the division of land into at least 16 units, each unit with a particular 

name, mostly of natives, and a number assigned. Probably this 

indicated that an early attempt was made in 1811 to distribute the 

Sagor land on lease involving the Indians. There weresome names 
xviiwith corresponding numbers of the allotted land . For example:

Maharaj Sing, No. 32

Gooroopersad Cur, No. 37

Durpnarain Cur, No. 36

Radakaunt Deb, No. 12

Ganganarain No. 6

For some reason it was abandoned. In November 1811 one 
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Mr.Beaumount got permission from the Board of Revenue to start a 

factory for buff leather on a hundred acres of land. In 1812 he applied 

for a land grant on a cultivating tenure as the Government offered 
xviiifavourable terms. He was permitted to hold 300 begahs of land . In 

1812, the Revenue Department was encouraging both the British and 

the locals to cultivate the island. The maximum holding offered was 

10,000 beeghas and the minimum was 500 beeghas. The British 

believed that its early cultivation would lead to the ‘future increase of 
xixthe public revenue’ .       

But Beaumount’s application got cancelled. Next, to involve the 

Indians in the reclamation of the Sagor island, Mr. Trower, the 

Collector of the 24Parganas, formed a joint stock company 

comprising distinguished Indians and Europeans in Calcutta in 

1818.Saugor Island Society began with a capital of two and a half 

lakhs. The committee of around thirteen trustees formed the core 
xxmanagement. The Indians held out a quarter of the share . The entire 

island was leased out to it at an assessment of four annas per bigha to 

be paid even beyond thirty years.

 The land held by the Society was exempt from revenue payment for a 
xxiperiod of thirty years . Trowerland, the central part of the island was 

made ready for cultivation. In the four northern segments namely 

Trowerland, Ferintosh, Mud Point, Shikarpur and Dhobelat in the 

south; considerable progress was made. The company had secured a 

grant of the whole island on the basis of certain terms, the failure of 

which entailed forfeiture of the grant. 
xxiiThe project had to be abandoned due to natural hazards . In 1834, 

the northern part of Sagor was taken over by Messrs. Hare, 

Macpherson, Hunter and Campbell who began rice cultivation and 

salt manufacture. That part experienced some prosperity and human 

settlement. However natural disasters came in the way of its 

continued development .After the survey of 1863, around 31,190 
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bighas of land was reclaimed, but due to subsequent inundations only 

2,750 bighas remained intact. The northern part of the island was 

brought under  plough, though the southern portion remained under 
xxiiithe cover of jungle . So till the 1860s , at best a haphazard progress 

was noted.

Various Discussions on Plans to Develop the Sagor Island

Other than the revenue expected from rice cultivation and the making 
xxivof salt ; the Company officials had thought of setting up a fishery, 

anchorage, marine hospital, and nurturing Sagor as a tourist cum 

health resort.

Fishery

In the early 70s two European gentlemen named J. Bright and T. 

Hamilton had proposed to Warren Hastings and his Council of 

Revenue to start a fishery in the island ‘as Clearing and Cultivating 

waist Lands is for the Companys Interest as a successfull fishery will 
xxvproduce a considerable Revenue and be beneficial to the Publick’ . 

The correspondence further clarified that the senders had planned to 

pay the usual duties on fish and all productions of the island when 

brought to market, at the expiration of ten years, and also the usual 

rents for such part of the island as may be cultivated, and when 

required would officially declare an exact account of the quantity of 
xxviland cultivated .

Anchorage
xxvii xxviiiCabral in 1630 , the Agents for the factory at Bengal; Master  and 

xxixHedges  in the 1670s, mentioned the island’s potentialities as a deep 
xxxsea port. The Bengal Public Consultations  of 1715 acknowledged 

the strategic advantage enjoyed by Sagor .

By the early 18th century the bulk of the Dutch, British and Indian 

trade was being transported down the Bhagirathi-Hugli channel; 

though shoals and sandbanks hindered the passage of large cargo 
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ships up to Hooghly. This called for a safe anchorage of bulkier 

vessels at harbours closer to the sea and transshipment of the cargo up 

in smaller crafts. Initially big vessels loaded and unloaded at 

Balasore. Later Hijli at the confluence of the Rasulpore and 

Rupnarain rivers came to be preferred over Balasore. Subsequently 

the cargo was transported to the emerging metropolis of Calcutta in 

small vesselsfrom Khejuri, then Falta and Diamond Harbour. But 

later those mooring stations were abandoned.

Again Sagor was mentioned as a suitable anchorage in1776 by the 
xxxiCompany’s hydrographer John Ritchie . At Sagor the connectivity 

xxxii‘between the relevant channel and the sea was Increasingly good’ . 

Till the 1830sthe large ships belonging to private parties lay moored 
xxxiiiin Saugor Roads . But officially Sagor was not developed as a full 

fledged port.

Marine Hospital cum Health Resort

Though there were no consistent plans to encourage Sagor as an 

anchorage; Sagor was looked upon as a prospective health resort of 

the Europeans in Bengal. The Europeans in Bengal had difficulty in 

getting acclimatized to tropical heat, sultry monsoon, lack of 

sanitation and associated diseases. Before the  adventof the railways 

it was not easy to have a reprieve from the Bengal summer. The 

Himalayan hill stations were discovered mostly in the mid nineteenth 

century. At the most they went for brief vacations in ‘the healthy 
xxxivsituations’  of Barasat, Gyretty, Chandannagar and Chnuchura. 

Moreover the sick in the marshes of Bengal looked for a retreat with 
xxxv xxxvian ‘insular climate’  and ‘sea air’  in the neighbouring islands of 

Sagor or the small isle of the Sandheads. In a letter dated June 30, 

1785, to the Governor General John Macpherson, from Messrs. I. 

Taylor, an estimate was proposed to build a marine hospital 
xxxviiatSagoron account of its healthy situation . 
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Supporting Infrastructure to Develop Sagor

The plan to ensure an easy accessibility to the island and develop it 

into a popular retreat called for forging an effective connectivity and 

building rest houses.

Lighthouse

A lighthouse was built in the southern part of the island at Beguakhali 
xxxviiias early as 1808 . But a lot of correspondences were exchanged 

post1808 regarding clearing  a site for a lighthouse. Probably the 

previous one was abandoned and a better site was chosen. 

The proposal for the lighthouse was the beginning of a chain of 

developmental strategies conceived by the EEIC. ‘It being the 

intention of Government to erect a Light House on the Island it may 

be necessary not only to retain the spot intended for the Light House, 
xxxixbut likewise some additional ground in its vicinity’  and also some 

other spots for public utility. It was further decided to cultivate the 

land kept aside ‘with the rest of the Island as it may otherwise prove a 
xlharbor of Tigers’ .

Lodging House

According to an archival record dated 1839, the important citizens of 

Calcutta proposed to lay out large sums for a ‘lodging house’on 

Saugor island to which the agreeable accompaniments of baths, 

palanquins, horses and elephants were to be added—all ‘for the 
xlibenefit of the sick who require sea air’ .

Establishing Connectivity between Lower Bengal and Calcutta

Diamond Harbour, Khejuri, Hijli, Kulpi; had served as anchorages to 

big crafts and functioned as rudimentary settlements for a while. So 

connectivity between those places and Calcutta had to be established. 

By the mid nineteenth century, the region between Calcutta and 

Sagor was networked by dak boats, horse drawn postal carts, 

harkaras, post offices (in Khejuri and Kulpi in 1774-76 and 1793-
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95). Mails from Khejuriwere initially brought to Kulpi in little boats 
xliiand dispatched to Calcutta. Semaphoricconnectivity  was forged 

between Calcutta and Diamond Harbour, Calcutta and Kaikhali to be 

extended later upto Sagor.

In 1852 the Superintendent of the Electric Telegraph in India, 

O’Shaughuessy forged telegraphic connectivity between Khejuri 
xliiiand Calcutta covering a distance of 82 miles .In 1855 Sagorat the 

backwaters of hinterland, got linked up with the major army 

cantonments in north and central India and important towns like 
xlivCalcutta, Madras, Bombay, Agra till Peshawar . Thus the British 

were planning to provide an infrastructural support to bring Sagor 

within the orbit of mainland.

Why Sagor Could Not Take Off as a Revenue Generating Land 

Between Late Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth Centuries?

Natural Hazards

Elemental Toll

Being located at the edge of the delta, Sagorhas been ravaged by 

cyclone, flood, associated epidemics, land depression that acted as 

hindrances to settled ways of life. Floods of 1684 and cyclone of 
xlv1688 that killed around 60,000 people ; cyclone and storm wave of 

1707; a high intensity earthquake of 1737, cyclones of 1833, June 
xlvi1842, October 1848, June 1852, 1864 and 1867  need special 

mention. 

Tiger Menace 

Way back in 1776 official correspondences were exchanged on 

proposal for a new harbour along the Channel Creek. At the same 

time some doubts were expressed regarding its viability in an 
xlvii‘impenetrable state’ ‘infested with Tygers’  along the eastern fringe 

of the island watered by the Channel Creek. In fact the notorious 

Sagor tiger was immortalised by a mechanical toy based on the real 
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xlviiilife incident of the big cat mauling Hugh Munro  at Sagor. It has 

been displayed at the Victoria and Albert Museum.

Health Hazard

The southern extremity of Sagor was chosen for building a marine 

hospital because of the fresh wind and excellent water and its 
xlixproximity to Hijli, Kulpi, Khejuri . Within less than four decades, 

lthe official letters spoke about ‘Saugor and its unhealthiness’  and its 

ambience was contrasted with that of Diamond Harbour which was 
litermed ‘the Montpellier of Bengal’ . Indeed Sagor witnessed ‘many 

unfortunate instances of Europeans having fallen victims to the 
liiinsalubrity of its climate’  .

Hazards in the Realm of Water
liiiA maritime vesselhad to touch certain milestones  in a row; on its 

journey from Calcutta to the estuary. A craft started from Calcutta 

Reach—Hooghly Bridge to reach the terminal point at Outer 

Rungafullah Channel after 

crossing about twenty one 

milestones in between. 

Each milestone consisted 

of several landmarks. 

Shifting Channels and 

Blockades like shoals, 

bars, restless sand banks

The aquatic world was 

capricious in temperament. 

The contraction of deep 

channels and shoaling had 

t a k e n  p l a c e  d u e  t o  

excessive siltation. That 

extended the dimension of 

Figure 2: Shifting Channels and 
Blockades at the Mouth of the River

Source: Author
Map not to Scale
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the sand heads. Again, the continuous widening of the lower section 
livof the Hugli ‘by the action of winds and currents on its banks’  

diminished the scouring power of the stream. This also left more 
 lvroom for the ‘channels to change from side to side’ .

Channels 

Negotiating through the shifting channels was a problem.They were 

created due to the great disproportion between the two sections of the 

river. The upper section above Kulpi represented a full fledged river, 

while the lower section from Kulpi to the sea was more of an estuary. 

Water passing through the upper section could produce enough 

currents to clear out the lower section partially. The remaining 

portion turned into ‘a great shallow of loose half floating sand’ 

shifting along with the water. A channel formed by cutting through 
lvithose loose solid particles cannot be permanent in nature . In 

December 1776, though the middle channel was quite active and 

facilitated the passage of ships from the deep water anchorage at 
viiSagor: the eastern channel too was slowly making its presence feltl . 

In fact ‘this great depth of water about Sagor, clearly accounts for the 

shallow water at the Hidgelle side; and also for the decreasing depth 

of the middle channel, to the southward of Sagor since the year 
lviii1770’ .

But by 1813 it seemed that the western channels could open and 
lixfacilitate the commerce . In the mean time the middle channel from 

Sagor became quite narrow. Also the head of the eastern channel had 

shrunk considerably. Further, there was an apprehension that the 

Hugli might choke up and loose its navigability. The Channel Creek 

could have offered passage at least to vessels of shallow draft and 
lxboats . The big vessels could not have passed ‘both from the 

shallowness of the water at the entrance near Mud Point and 

narrowness of the channel in the upper parts. 
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Blockades

An official correspondence by Garstin, the Superintendent, Sagor 

Island, took note that the entrance to the Hugli by skirting Sagor 

needed skilled maneuverings because there existed various 
lxisandbanks and shoals below it, close to the Edmonstone’s . Then a 

major hurdle awaited at Khejuri close to the northern tip of Sagor as 

some change in Damodar led to the choking of the western passage 
lxiileading to Khejuri . 

The most dangerous spot called the ‘James and Mary Sand’was 

located just below Falta. The Rupnarain, Damodar and Hugli met 

each other randomly with their respective currents lashing at each 

other. The Hugli together with Damodar flowed south to meet with a 

point of land, then turned westward and merged with the 

Rupnarayan. The united course met the Haldi and flowed straight 
lxiiitowards the Bay . The sediments of the two rivers located six miles 

apart from each other at their junction with the Hugli; used to get 

sprayed disparately. Thus the dreaded moving shoals were created 

and named after the big ship ‘James and Mary’ that got wrecked 

there; apart from many other vessels. Thus reaching Sagor and 

proceeding upwards towards Calcutta involved crossing many 

hurdles.

Conclusion

Such risks at the river’s entrance triggered the concept of pilot 

service. Till at least 1792, the EEIC’s pilot service was not 

standardized and efforts were on to include ‘men of proper education 

and knowledge’ so that when they tended to be thrown off the 

common tract, they were not entirely at a loss in what way to direct 
lxivtheir vessels . Instances of frequent losses of vessels at the Hugli 

lxvwere common as they were manned by unqualified pilots .

The Asiatic Journal noted in September 1800 that there was perhaps 

no part in the world where professional pilots suffered more anxiety 



94

lxvithan those navigating towards the island . Even a fairly strong gale 

or a rapid tide could scour away some sand to deposit it to a different 

area. So a pilot having a clear passage one month might have to locate 

a completely new passage in his next trip after undertaking a ‘fresh 

survey’. 

But the projectors overlooked the perils involved in travelling to and 

fro Sagor. Neither did they contain themselves only ‘to the 

banishment of tigers, the growth of rice and the making of salt’. 

Rather they imagined that ‘farms and granaries, and towns and busy 
lxviipopulation shall succeed’  and that ultimately Sagor would 

lxviiiblossom as the Brighton  of Bengal despite its vulnerability to 

natural hazards and associated epidemics. Further the long term 

alterations in the river like its choking and diminishing flow; its loss 

of headwater etc , which came in the way of the connectivity between 

Sagor and Calcutta port; were not considered.

Despite the callousness towards geography and environment, the 

European penetration changed Sagor’s image from ‘noxious 
lxixwilderness’  into a more hospitable space that awaited future 

explorations. In 2015, a deep sea port has been proposed at Sagor that 
lxxwould be the gateway to north east and South East Asia  . India’s first 

chunnel or under water rail and road tunnel is being planned for a run 

of three kilometers. That would connect the northern tip of Sagor 

with Kakdwip, at the Hugli in a stretch called Channel Creek as that 
lxxiwould be crucial for the operation of the port . So the worth of Sagor 

is being assessed even today.
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The Menace of Arsenic : 
Effects On the Common 
People of Bengal

Paramita Chakrabarti

The Government of India’s (GOI) Environmental Hygiene 

Committee estimated in a 1949 report that cholera, dysentery and 

diarrhea were alone responsible for over 400,000 annual deaths in 

India from 1940 to 1950. Although India at that time had ample 

surface water, the necessary infrastructure for distribution, 

purification and storage was not widely available. The growing use 

of fertilizers and pesticides resulted in the pollution of many 

traditional drinking water sources. Now WHO and UNICEF 

proposed large scale use of tube wells for drinking water, anticipating 

that ground water would be relatively free of contaminants plaguing 

surface water. Though the initiative of GOI accelerated Rural Water 

Supply Programme (1972) ground water utilization continued as this 

programme assisted states with rural drinking water provision. 

Increased ground water use led to numerous agricultural and health 

benefits but ground water arsenic contamination and the health 

effects resulting from chronic exposure were discovered as early as 

1976 in north India but were not taken seriously.

The problem of arsenic contamination in ground water in large areas 

of West Bengal has received wide attention because ground water is 

the major source of drinking water in this part. This vast area is 

contaminated and locally populated and a large number of people are 

affected by this menace. Arsenic affected areas in Bengal basin are 

confined within the Ganga delta, mostly in the eastern part of 

arsenical dermatosis in the districts of North and South 24 Parganas , 
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Nadia, Murshidabad, and Bardhaman were reported. By the end of 

December 2001, this problem spreads from few villages of 75 blocks 

in 8 districts. About 10% of the total population of the state is exposed 

to yhe above risk. Arsenic is generally found in water from the 

shallow aquifer, the deep aquifer has not so been found 

contaminated, except for rare cases where no perceptible clay layer 

separates the lower one from the upper aquifer. Different  aspects of 

the problem, including the source of arsenic are being investigated by 

several workers. It is considered that excessive withdrawal of ground 

water induces oxidation of aquifer material, causing decomposition 

of pyrite and arsenopyrite and releasing of arsenic from them into the 

ground water.

All the arsenic affected river plains have the river routes originated 

from the Himalayan region. Over the years the problem of ground 

water arsenic contamination has been complicated at local and 

regional scale. it has far reaching consequences including its 

ingestion through food chain, which are in the form of social 

disorders, health hazards and socio economic dissolution and 

exploitation of ground water. The food crops grown in arsenic 

contaminated water are sold off to uncontaminated regions where the 

inhabitants may consume arsenic from the contaminated food which 

may give rise to a new danger.

As of 2008, West Bengal along with few other states have been 

expose to drinking arsenic contaminated hand tube wells water. The 

maximum arsenic concentration was found in Ramnagar village in 

South 24 Parganas districts. The tube well was a private one and all 9 

members of the owner’s family has arsenic lesions, 7 other members 

with severe arsenical skin lesions had already died, 4 of them from 

cancer. Most of the highly arsenic affected districts of West Bengal 

are on the eastern side of the Bhagirathi river. Based on the intensity 

of arsenic concentrations West Bengal is demarcated into 3 
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zones—highly affected, mildly affected and unaffected. Malda, 

Murshidabad, Nadia, North and South 24 Parganas, Bardhaman, 

Howrah, Hooghly and Kolkata are considered highly affected.

Kolkata, the capital of Bengal, is an urban area where the present 

drinking water demand is around 1262 million litres per day. From 

study it has been estimated that the southern part of Kolkata is more 

contaminated than the northern and central parts. During July-

September 1989, some residents of Behala, in south west Kolkata, 

were found to have signs of chronic arsenic toxicity. There had been a 

chemical factory for the last 20 years in the locality from where the 

suspected cases of arsenic toxicity came and it had produced the 

insecticide Paris green. The factory’s effluent was connected to drain 

and a canal about 400 miles away. The population around the factory 

uses water from 3 sources – shallow tube wells, deep tube wells, and 

tap water. Due to the availability of few tube wells and taps many 

dwellings have their own shallow tube wells whose water has been 

used for many years for drinking, cooking and washing. Out of 30 

houses visited, 9 with 17 families were found to have cases of 

arsenical dermatoses. The people who lived close to the factory had 

used water from their own tube wells for drinking and cooking. The 

occupants of the few remaining houses close to the factory had used 

Calcutta Municipal Corporation’s deep tube well or tap water whose 

arsenic concentration was on safe level. Those who drank 

contaminated water and resided near the factory were afflicted with 

skin pigmentation, thickening of palms and soles, peripheral 

neuropathy and gastro intestinal and pulmonary manifestations. The 

cumulative effect of the last 20 years dumping of arsenic waste was 

reason for the contamination. The removal of arsenic from the 

effluent by the factory authorities had been inadequate. After 8 years 

a follow up study in the affected areas was made and it was found that 

the total arsenic concentrations in hand tube wells decreased only 

10% to 15%. Many new tube wells got arsenic contaminated. 
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However, local people no longer used tube well water for drinking 

and cooking.

Human health effects of chronic arsenic toxicity are designated by 

the term arsenicosis which was used by WHO to imply a chronic 

disease caused by prolonged exposure in humans to arsenic. Long 

term exposure to arsenic in drinking water is related to increased risks 

of cancer in the skin, lung, bladder and kidney and other skin change 

such as hyperkeratosis and pigmentation change, increased risk of 

lung and bladder cancer of arsenic associated skin lesions. Cases of 

gastro enteritis, hepatomegaly, cerebrovascular disease, conjunctival 

congestion and non pitting oedema of the legs and hands have been 

reported  in patients of chronic arsenic toxicity in West Bengal. 

Duration of exposure, quantity of water consumed, availability of 

nutritious food etc. play important role in developing the symptoms. 

Most of the people suffering from arsenicosis , they belong to very 

poor family. Their socio economic status is very low , so they are 

unable to use costly technique for mitigation of arsenic in water. 

Researches at the School of Environmental studies, Jadavpur 

University, West Bengal, have observed from their last 18 years’ field 

experience in West Bengal that poor people with poor nutrition have 

been suffering more. Arsenic affected people face serious social 

problems. Sometime other villagers force an arsenic affected patient 

to maintain an isolated life or avoid them socially whenever possible. 

Preliminary studies have shown the presence of elevated levels of 

inorganic arsenic in rice and vegetables, the staple food for villagers. 

Majority of the population living in the arsenic affected villages had 

inadequate education and were engaged in agricultural farming or 

physical labour who are marginal farmers. Many of them are 

unaware of contamination of their home tube wells with arsenic. 

Such farmers are reported to drink water from multiple sources, 

especially pumped ground water for irrigation purposes. Although 

arsenic free drinking water may be available in their locality, these 
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farmers have higher risk of arsenic exposure due to their 

occupational vulnerability. Most of the people suffering from 

arsenicosis, belong to very poor family. Their socio economic status 

is low and is unable to use costly technique for mitigation of arsenic 

in water.

Arsenic cripples the afflicted patient with his ability to labour , 

implying he is out of his source of livelihood that will bring less or no 

resources , greater expenditure for the cost of the treatment and 

subsequently leads to severe mental trauma. Often various forms of 

social exclusion and stigma add to the trauma. Wives are sent back to 

their parents, sometime together with their children. Boys and girls 

are barred from conjugal life and parents find themselves locked in 

despair when their efforts to marry off their daughters end in failure. 

During interview competent candidates are not offered jobs when 

their skin manifestations are discerned. Many people lose their jobs 

on account of widespread fear of disease mania. Ignorant villagers 

mistakenly suspect the skin manifestations as leprosy and therefore 

boycott the affected person.

In several villages of Murshidabad field study has been conducted 

where it has been found that the bulk of the population is under 

arsenic induced stress. For instance in Debipur village piped water 

supply had reached in 2011 after the persistence shown by the 

residents. However, water pipes were later damaged on account of 

widening of the roads in the region. Very few people were avid to 

invest in domestic water filtersbut unfortunately all popular products 

in the market were unable to successfully filter arsenic. As a 

consequence, it exacerbates their daily struggle to survive safely and 

impedes to afford for medical treatment after their investment into 

filter. On one hand they have made unwise investments based on 

improper information, on the other they have been robbed of benefits 

of development programs due to improper planning and execution. 

Arsenic has compelled many to leave the security of their homes. 
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Khidirpara, another village in Murshidabad, more than 70% of all 

households has atleast a single member living outside the state who 

send money to keep their families alive. They are unable to shift their 

entire families out of the district due to lack of earning capacity. 

Whatever they send back is exhausted because of health care or in 

search of safe water sources. Being poverty stricken they fail to cope 

with the problem unless they migrate to safer areas. In Mandra and 

Chak Rahatpur villages of Bardhaman district the villagers often 

depend on a few tube wells sunk by the government for drinking 

purposes. Most of the villagers cannot afford household electricity. 

Inadequate electricity supply keeps them away from mass media like 

television. Only around 10% of the households go through 

newspapers. Mandra is mainly inhabited by agricultural labourers or 

marginal farmers and female bidi binders, daily labourers and 

rickshaw pullers are also found. Both Mandra and Chak Rahatpur do 

not even have a primary health centre. Poor transport and medical 

facilities and insufficient nourishment  primarily cause arsenic 

related health hazard in these villages. The better socio economic 

environment of Purbasthali and Parulia villages of Bardhaman 

district keep the villagers away from arsenic health hazard.

It has been surveyed and found that children and aged persons are 

more prone and succumb to arsenic hazard. A survey of UNICEF 

shows that women get subjugated to arsenicosis easily because they 

fetch water for domestic chores. Ignorance or lack of consciousness 

on part of the villagers hinders them to visit the health centres. 

Though campaigning on arsenic pollution is done seldom, they do 

not pay heed to it. Health hazards sometime brings social hazard 

especially to the women. Arsenicosis is a disease of poverty as well as 

a poverty aggravating disease. Women and children are often 

subjected to social attributes that are abandoned by their families 

leading to rift in family bondage. Uneducated rural communities are 

afflicted with superstitions such as arsenic is caused by ‘evil spirit’ or 
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it is a contagious disease and then accentuate agony and depression of 

the arsenic affected patients. They hesitate or participate less in socio 

cultural activities as they develop inferiority complex due to the spots 

developed on their skin and often their participation are disliked by 

their fellow unaffected neighbours. Hence the impact of arsenicosis 

has several psycho social implications. The arsenic affected victims 

have to confront discrimination and negligence also in the hands of 

their own family members. The worst victims have always been the 

women as they are ostracized by the community. They are looked 

down upon, kept isolated in separate room, reluctance of the 

neighbours to interact with them, restricted to share bed with non 

affected persons who resent cooperating with them. Unmarried girls 

having arsenicosis face difficulties to get married. Myths and 

misconceptions have deeper consequences in the lives of these 

afflicted people. Men suffering from arsenicosis are often not 

confident to marry. Alienation due to the lack of parental love cause 

retardation in Childs’s psychological and physiological 

development, often they grumble about their peers in school who 

refuse to play with them. A 10 year field work conducted in West 

Bengal and Bangladesh (1989-1999) suggests that deficiency in 

protein, folate, and vitamin B in diet may cause skin lesions and other 

adverse health effects. Often corrupt ambience, lack of awareness or 

community solidarity in the both national and local level is a 

constraint for complete eradication of this menace.

To avoid social stigmatization of women and children with arsenic 

induced skin lesions, social counseling is required for the people in 

the community. It is imperative to persuade them about arsenicosis 

which is neither contagious nor hereditary and hence must not be 

alienated from others. Active community participation among the 

affected stake holders and full cooperation from the government are 

essential to create awareness. More research is required on the 

arsenic menace of ground water. Humanitarian efforts must be given 
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to ensure economic development, poverty reduction, social justice 

and sustainable community development. Though central and state 

governments have adopted and implemented several schemes such 

as Arsenic Removal Plant, Arsenic Removal Units and few others, 

coordination with village community is expected.   The villagers 

must be given essential guide lines to colour the tube wells as unsafe 

or safe and safe tube wells should be regularly tested. For proper 

utilization of surface water resources the participation of villagers are 

fully required.
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Environmental Sociology: 
A Brief Introduction

Neeparanya Guha

The emergence of environmental sociology in the 1970s has been 

attributed to factors such as widespread awareness towards 

environment problems and large scale support for protection of 

environment during that decade. (Dunlap 2011:189) The 

mobilization of support towards environmental protection led to the 

celebration of the very first Earth Day in 1970. (ibid) The study of 

environmental problems has become a multidisciplinary 

phenomenon and the various disciplines are increasingly 

acknowledging the significance of sociology in the study of 

environmental problems. (Dunlap and Marshall 2007:329)  This is 

due to increasing awareness regarding the point that environmental 

issues are essentially social issues i.e they are consequences of social 

behavior; they impact humans and other species and social effort is 

required for their solution. (ibid) Initially, sociologists focused on 

examining society’s response to environmental issues but gradually 

they shifted their attention towards analyzing the relationship 

between the biophysical environment and modern societies which 

led to the emergence of environmental sociology as a distinct field of 

study. (ibid) 

The Emergence of Environmental Sociology

According to Dunlap, the energy crisis of 1973-1974 highlighting the 

industrialized society’s dependence on fossil fuels as well as the 

expanding awareness towards water and air pollution during the 

1970s contributed towards the development of the study of 

environmental problems within sociology. (Dunlap 2011:189) 
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Sociologists began to focus on the impact of societies on their 

environments and how in turn societies were being affected by 

environmental factors such as scarcity of resources and pollution. 

(ibid) Environmental sociology focuses on the point that the 

biophysical environment can influence human behavior and society 

as a whole. Thus, this can be seen as a deviation from the traditional 

sociological perspective that “social facts can be explained only by 

other social facts” (Dunlap and Catton, Jr. 1979:244). The 

importance given to environmental factors in impacting human 

behavior sets apart environmental sociology as a distinct field of 

study. 

Sociology emerged as a distinct field of study through its emphasis 

on the social rather than physiological, psychological and 

geographical factors on human behavior. (Dunlap 2011:189) Its 

development took place during a period of technological progress, 

economic growth and resource abundance. Thus sociology grew 

with the contention that technological and scientific progress had 

liberated human societies from the influence of the biophysical 

environment. (ibid 189;190) Sociological enquiry regarding factors 

such as the societal effects on the shortage of energy led to the 

development of environmental sociology as an important discipline. 

(ibid 190) Earlier works in this field was soon supplemented by 

research on issues such as the impact of societal factors on various 

forms of pollution such as toxic contamination and also studies of 

social influence of environmental degradation. Within a decade, a 

number of sociologists deviated from traditional sociology’s 

emphasis on social factors; they took into account environmental 

factors as well. (ibid) 

Environmental sociology as an expression first appeared in North 

America in the year 1971. (Vaillancourt 1995:11) In 1976, it 

appeared as a specialized subsection in the American Sociological 

Association. (ibid)  In fact, in 1974, a research unit based on forestry 
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was created inside the Rural Sociological Society. Later, its name 

was changed to Natural Resources Research Group. (ibid) The unit 

formed the Environmental Sociology Group in 1972 within the 

Society and in 1974 within the American Sociological Association. 

(ibid) Later, in 1976, the American Sociological Association finally 

created the specialized subsection of Environmental Sociology. 

(ibid) 

Environmental sociology also emerged as a critique of traditional 

sociology’s ignorance to environmental factors. In their attempt to 

codify environmental sociology as a discipline, Dunlap and Catton 

criticized the Human Exemptionalism Paradigm (HEP) which 

influences mainstream sociology and provided an alternative 

perspective – New Ecological Paradigm (NEP). (Dunlap and 

Marshall 2007:330) They did not reject the point that human beings 

are exceptional species but argued that the special capabilities and 

skills of humans do not exempt them from the impacts of the natural 

environment. (ibid) The New Ecological Paradigm acknowledges 

the dependence of human societies on the ecosystem. (ibid) 

Moreover, in order to delineate the scope of environmental 

sociology, an analytical framework had been proposed by Duncan. 

(Dunlap and Catton, Jr. 1979:251) It is based on the concept of 

‘ecological complex’ which in turn is based on the biologist’s idea of 

the ‘ecosystem’. (ibid) According to the, Encyclopædia Britannica, 

an ecosystem is the “complex of living organisms, their physical 

environment, and all their interrelationships in a particular unit of 

space” (Encyclopædia Britannica, 2015). This definition is based on 

the biologist’s definition of the ecosystem. Since this concept is 

based on a multispecies perspective, Duncan had developed an 

alternate version of it, which focuses only on humans. (Dunlap and 

Catton, Jr. 1979:251) Duncan’s concept of ecological concept 

“focuses on the web-like interdependence among Population, 

Organization, Environment, and Technology (P, O, E, T); it stresses 
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that each element is reciprocally related to every other element” 

(ibid). It thus focuses on the interrelationship and interdependence 

among the four elements. (ibid) 

The Link to Classical Sociologists

Although the founder fathers of sociology have often been 

discredited for not acknowledging the interaction between society 

and environment, many scholars have argued that there are 

ecological aspects in the works of Durkheim, Marx and Weber. 

According to Hannigan, there is implicit mentioning of nature and 

society in the works of Marx, Weber and Durkheim. (Hannigan 

2014:22) Humphrey and Buttel were also of the opinion that the 

traces of environmental sociology can be found in classical 

sociological thought. (Frederick H. Buttel 2000:20) They classified 

the ecological relevant works of the classical sociologists into four 

categories – “materialist ontologies….biological analogies…use of 

Darwinian/evolutionary arguments or schemes..and concrete 

empirical analyses of resource or environmental issues” (ibid). 

The works of Marx and Engels are based on materialist ontology 

which implies that the predominance of social labour and production 

can only be understood in regard to nature. (ibid) In the philosophical 

works of Marx, there is mentioning of the dialectical relationship 

between the material world and nature. (ibid) Moreover, Marx and 

Engels in their later works have referred to capitalism’s penetration 

as a result of mammoth air pollution and many other such conditions 

which affects the health of the labours. (ibid) They were also of the 

opinion that political economy should acknowledge the relation 

between nature and society. (ibid)

Elements of the evolutionary scheme are found in the works of Emile 

Durkheim. (ibid 21) His concept of social change was based on 

evolutionary perspectives – a transition from primitive societies 
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based on low division of labour to modern societies based on 

complex division of labour which was also accompanied by a 

transition from mechanical solidarity to organic solidarity. (ibid) 

Moreover, biological concepts are found in the theories of evolution 

and solidarity (as found in the notion of organic solidarity). (ibid) In 

his explanation of the transition from mechanical to organic 

solidarity, he referred to factors such as population density, scarcity 

of resources and the competition for survival which strongly 

resemble modern concepts of human ecology. (ibid) Moreover, 

according to Catton, Durkheim’s theory involved an attempt to 

provide a solution to an ecological crisis which was a result of rising 

population accompanied by scarce resources. (Hannigan 2014:24) 

Max Weber strongly opposed the notion that the concepts and 

methods of social science should be based on the concepts and 

methods of the natural sciences. (Frederick H. Buttel 2000:21) 

However, he acknowledged the relationship between nature and 

society. For instance, in the General Economic History and The 

Agrarian Sociology of Ancient Civilizations, he had referred to “the 

impacts of social structures on natural resources or the impact of 

natural resources on social organization” (ibid 22). The 

environmentally relevant aspects of Weber’s works have been 

examined by the neo-Weberian sociologists - Patrick West and 

Raymond Murphy. (ibid) West described that Weber’s empirical 

work on ancient society and his sociology of religion contains traces 

of human ecology. (ibid) The historical and comparative method of 

Weber was based on the point that environmental factors play 

casually relevant roles in certain phases of human history. (ibid) On 

the other hand according to Buttel, “Murphy has developed a 

Weberian environmental sociology based largely on a completely 

different literature – Weber’s concept of rationalization and his ideal 

types of rationality and orientations to action drawn primarily from 

Economy and Society” (ibid). According to Murphy, the increase of 
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formal rationality has led to an ethic which deals with the mastery 

over nature and also ignorance regarding human threats to ecology. 

(ibid) 

The Scope of Environmental Sociology

Environmental sociology achieved its legitimacy and credibility 

within the larger discipline through its emphasis on the fact that 

environmental problems are ultimately social problems. (Dunlap 

2011:190) The scope of environmental sociology has been discussed 

elaborately by Dunlap. Environmental problems arise as a result of 

human action, such problems prove to be harmful for humans and the 

resolution of such problems requires collective human action. (ibid) 

These features of environmental sociology led to the development of 

four major areas of focus within contemporary environment 

sociology. These are: 1.) the analyses of social construction of 

environmental issues. 2.) the causes of such issues 3.) the impacts 

(potential and actual) of such issues. 4.) societal efforts towards the 

resolution of such issues. (ibid) 

In analyzing the social construction of environmental issues, the 

environmental sociologists note that industrial wastes are ignored in 

one location while it is viewed as polluting in another location. Thus, 

environmental sociologists focus on how environmental issues can 

be constructed as problematic. (ibid) They analyze the roles of 

government officials, activists, the media and the scientists in 

defining situations as problematic; the methods used to legitimize 

such claims; and the challenges they face in obtaining acceptance of 

their claims. Such analyses point out that environmental issues do not 

simply develop from objective conditions but are defined as 

problematic through social construction. (ibid)

After the recognition of environmental problems, the causes of such 

problems can be analyzed. (ibid) Since environmental issues are 



112

frequently generated by human action, environmental sociologists 

study the social forces behind such problems. (ibid) While some 

studies analyze the acts of particular government agencies and 

industries in generating such problem, others use cross-national data 

in order to figure out the relative effects of affluence, population and 

other features on indicators of the degradation of environment such 

as deforestation or CO2 emissions. (ibid) Contemporary cross-

national analysis focuses on the relative significance of population 

growth and size, economic factors like trade patterns, consumption 

levels and affluence in creating environmental degradation. (ibid)

Environmental problems are seen to be problematic as they appear as 

threats to human beings. (ibid) A number of environmental 

sociologists study the multiple social impacts of such environmental 

problems. In the 1970s, when toxic waste was found at Love Canal in 

the Niagara Country, numerous studies were conducted on 

contaminated communities. (ibid) Moreover, researchers also started 

focusing on the social effects of a wide range of undesirable 

environmental conditions such as air pollution and leaking landfills. 

(ibid) A common feature found in the results of such research is that 

certain individuals such as those belonging in the lower 

socioeconomic strata and racial minorities are disproportionately 

vulnerable to hazardous environmental conditions as a result of 

which environmental justice has grown to be a dominant feature of 

environmental sociology. (ibid) Moreover, a number of studies also 

began to focus on how the wealthy and powerful nations exploit the 

poorer nations as pollution dumps and resource providers and thus 

highlight global environmental injustice. (ibid) 

Environmental sociologists also focuses on the efforts provided in 

preventing or solving environmental problems through the 

examination of potential and existing environmental plans and 

policies. (ibid) They highlight how environmentally relevant actions 

are rooted in structural conditions. (ibid) Moreover, they point out 
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that promotion of pro-environmental action necessitates more than 

requests for voluntary transformation in lifestyle. (ibid) As described 

by Dunlap,  “Developing effective mass transit systems and 

providing community-wide collection of recyclables, for example, 

are more effective than simply asking people to drive less and recycle 

more” (ibid). Moreover, environmental sociologists point out that 

promotion of energy-efficient standards for buildings are more 

effective than requesting for conservation of households. (ibid) 

While examining at the macro level, environmental sociologists 

focus on the features of nation-states and industries linked with 

environmental performance for determining the scope for 

improvements and also the roles of corporations, governments and 

non-governmental organizations in promotion of such 

improvements. (ibid 190; 191)

Conclusion

After its inception in the 1970s, environmental sociology quickly 

became a burgeoning sub-discipline within sociology. By focusing 

on the interrelationship between the biophysical environment and 

society and emphasizing on the point that environmental problems 

are socially constructed, environmental sociology acquired its 

legitimacy and credibility within the larger discipline. Though the 

emergence of environmental sociology took place in the 1970s, it has 

also been pointed out that there are ecological components in the 

ideas and writings of classical sociologists. Contemporary 

environmental sociology focuses on a number of areas such as causes 

of environmental degradation and the resolution of such issues. 
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Globalization and Wildlife: 
An insight into the human 
impact on biological diversity

Shreya Bhattacharya

Introduction:

History reveals that it was Man himself who protected and nurtured 

Mother Nature so that she in return would benevolently protect them. 

Sadly, times have drastically altered with the entire human race 

developing ruthless characteristics and unsympathetic behavior 

towards the ecology. Ulrich Beck (1992) produced a thesis that 

viewed us living in a ‘community of danger’ accepting medical and 

ecological side effects as a product of modernization, human 

glorification and material prosperity. His conception of ‘risk society’ 

gives us a brutal picture about how we are transforming into a society 

living constantly under threat and how our current pressing 

insecurities are because of overproduction and over consumption and 

not because of shortage of wealth or technology. In the recent years 

we have been quite familiar with the notion of Earth as a dying planet 

with artists all around the world busy depicting scary images of the 

planet as a result of human atrocities and aggressiveness on the 

beautiful calm and spiritual nature.  

It has been well analyzed that environmental problems are the causes 

of miscalculation of forceful cultural infliction by over ambitious and 

over indulgent humans trying to prove their superiority by bringing 

in radical change. Along with global warming, the conservation of 

biodiversity was one of the two major issues at the June 1992 United 

Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in 



116

Rio de Janeiro. Twenty years before, the term biodiversity was 

unknown and it was not to be found in any compendium of threats to 

the environment. Now this issue is placed on the same platform as 

acid rain, ozone depletion and climate change. The shocking graph of 

biological diversity loss is reveals how a ‘transnational epistemic 

community’ can assemble, present and successfully contest a global 

environmental problem (Hannigan 1995).

Tester (1991) elucidates the view of Social Constructionism by 

saying that environment is essentially a product of society and when 

it comes to animals they are what humans classify them to be, which 

means that they exist in the ways humans interprets them to be. This 

obviously emphasizes how the entire world is dependent on the 

classifications and descriptions by human beings. “Udall (1991: 83) 

uses the metaphor of a ripe pumpkin that has been hollowed out to 

describe the damage to our ecosystems which has been inflicted by 

trapping, ploughing, logging, damming, poisoning and other forms 

of human intrusion” (Hannigan 1995).

Religion and animals:

Since ancient times, animals have occupied an important status in 

religions and sacred texts. Apart from being associated and 

worshipped as companions of Gods and Goddesses they have been 

thought of being reincarnations of ancestors who were believed to 

have returned to Earth in the body of an animal. This,being quite a 

popular belief in the Indus Valley Civilization, of course demanded 

that they be treated with respect. The notion of having a soft approach 

towards non human beings have been exemplified in the Vedas which 

preach that those who cannot accept life in lesser beings are failing to 

understand the meaning of life as well as losing their touch of 

humanity. Eastern religions like Hinduism, Jainism and Buddhism 
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have well elaborated their hatred towards destruction and harm 

towards living beings and expressed their preference for 

vegetarianism and friendliness towards all creatures. The concept of 

Karma in Hinduism teaches that any kind of wrongdoing would have 

negative consequences so cruelty towards animals should be avoided 

and kindness and love towards them would be rewarded. The central 

emphasis of Jainism and Buddhism is on ahimsa which means non-

violence to any creature. According to Jain beliefs harm of any kind 

should not be done on any being and like humans, animals too have 

souls which should be treated with love and tenderness as welfare of 

animals is extremely valuable. Buddhism also emphasized that 

killing animals is as big a sin as killing humans and hunting animals 

would be an act of evil.

Sadly social ideas about animals have dramatically changed over the 

years. Erika Cudworth (2003) writes how changes in social notions 

towards animals have been accompanied with changes in human 

relations with animals with the onset of economic, social, scientific 

and political modernization. According to Thomas (1983) “society 

grew less dependent on animal power with the advent of 

mechanization, and the difference between humans and animals 

increased with the spread of urbanization”. Cudworth (2003) 

continues by saying that in contemporary society people interact with 

animals, everyday. We eat animals, wear animal products, watch 

them on television, pet them, trade them as well as engage in sports 

involving animals like hunting, shooting or fishing. Vandana Shiva, 

the Director of The Research Foundation for Science, Technology 

and Natural Resource Policy, has argued that in pre-colonial India, 

under the influence of Hindu philosophy, animals were known to 

have spirits. This concept only changed with the colonial spread of 

scientific rationalism that encouraged the idea of non humans being 

inert objects. Carolyn Merchant (1980) suggested that “modern 
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Western scientific culture established the notion of a hierarchy of 

species and legitimated human domination over animals”.Thus 

modernity established a hierarchy between humans and animals 

reinforcing the domination and superiority of humans over animals. 

There is also the concept of ‘speciesism’ coined in 1970 by British 

psychologist Richard D. Ryder which believes in humans being 

entitled to behave in ways towards other species that would be highly 

inappropriate if the same kind of behavior was subjected to humans. 

As Singer (1990) puts it, speciesism is exactly like racism or sexism. 

In the same way as racism or sexism violate the laws of equality by 

favouring the interests of their own race or sex, speciesism, in the 

same way, look after their own interests overlooking the greater 

interest of other species and adopt discriminatory attitude towards 

them.

Globalization and wildlife:

Because of globalization and the consequences of mass sabotage of 

natural habitat by humans we see the fragile physical environment 

getting altered jeopardizing the well being of humans as well as non-

humans. Effects such as climate change are being observed 

everywhere, species are getting endangered and extinct, there is loss 

of diversity, habitat destruction, degradation, all of which threatens to 

erode the entire ecosystem.

The different kinds of species found in the natural environment 

provides us humans not only with food, clothes, fuel, medicine but 

also looks after the purification of water and air, regulates the 

climate, prevents soil erosion, helps in pollination of crops, beside 

many other such services. (Ed by Vie, et al. 2009).Animals are 

exploited in two ways: their labor is exploited (in the form of wool, 

honey, reproductive excretions such as milk or eggs, etc.) and they 
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themselves become commodities (in the form of their flesh, as 

companions, etc.) (Torres, 2007). As a result harming them would 

consequentially lead the human race towards doom.

During the twentieth century, according to Hall and Ruane (1993), 

“Of the 3831 breeds or breed varieties of ass, water buffalo, cattle, 

goat, horse, pig, and sheep . . . 618 are estimated to have become 

extinct”. Hall and Ruane continued that in Europe and the former 

Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), breed extinctions have 

generally been highest in those countries, such as Switzerland, that 

have the highest per capita income. It has been roughly calculated 

that between half a billion and one billion songbirds are hunted in 

Europe every year in the name of sports and food (Bird Life 

International 2008f). Millions of sharks are trapped and targeted each 

year for their fins which are used to make the Asian delicacy shark fin 

soup. In the Mediterranean Sea, the increasing noise pollution due to 

marine traffic are inflicting harm on cetaceans by impairing their 

potential to communicate and locate their prey. Solid waste like 

thrown out plastic bags has resulted in the death of many marine 

animals such as turtles, birds or dolphins that mistake the bags for 

jellyfish and die from ingesting them. Runoff of agricultural 

fertilizers results in the formation of “dead zones”, where no oxygen 

is available and fish and crustaceans cannot survive (Diaz and 

Rosenberg 2008). Discharging of pollutants and waste in the water 

has revealed its hazardous consequences particularly in eastern 

Mediterranean for monk seals who are finding it difficult just to 

survive (IUCN 2007). Atlantic cod, formerly found in plenty, started 

to disappear in the 1970s, as an outcome of over fishing and 

increasing global demand. The Mediterranean bluefin tuna, a 

delicacy in Japan, has met with the same fate, threatened, again, by 

over fishing. 

Occasionally, pressures of globalization can be shown to be causally 
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related to the loss of a particular kind of domestic livestock, as in the 

case of the near demise of Haiti's Creole pigs, which were small, 

black, long-snouted animals, who required very low maintenance 

and were the central component of both soil fertility and rural 

economy (Aristide 2000).  But in 1982 and 1983 majority of these 

pigs were killed as a part of a plan for disease control which was 

initiated to integrate Haiti into the hemispheric economy. So these 

animals were substituted with pigs from Iowa, USA whose high 

maintenance led to a speedy miscarriage of the project. The poor 

peasants of Haiti lost an estimated US$ 600 million.

There is also the issue of illegal trade which continues to flourish due 

to conditions of conflict, corruption poverty and the absence of 

livelihood alternatives, persistent demand for illicit wildlife products 

and a lackof public awareness of the consequences of such demand, 

as well as other environmental pressures that contribute to wildlife 

population losses (e.g.,environmental degradation, habitat loss, and 

ecological fragmentation) (Wyler, Sheikh 2013). Despite trying to 

overcome the threats of overexploitation to species, the range and 

scale of illegal wildlife trade has increased to historic levels. 

According to the data provided by the U.S. government, this 

felonious trade of wildlife products which include elephant ivory, 

rhino horns, and turtle shells, is worth at least an estimated $7 billion 

to $10 billion annually, and this does not incorporate the illegal 

logging and illegal fishing which can account, respectively, for 

roughly an additional $30 billion to $100 billion annually and $10 

billion to $23 billion annually. Black market prices for these illegal 

products have reportedly risen up to $90,000 for a live Lear Macaw, 

$50,000 for a kilogram of rhino horn, $8,000 for a luxury shahtoosh 

shawl, $1,200 for a kilogram of tiger bones or beluga caviar, and 

$1,000 for a kilogram of raw elephant ivory.

The water bodies of the planet are the homes to a whopping number 
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of species while generating 70 percent of atmospheric oxygen, 

absorbing most of the carbon dioxide and restoring fresh water to 

land through the formation of clouds which clearly states that any 

kind of trouble for the oceans would mean trouble for mankind. In 

recent times, there has been a spread of concern concerning the threat 

faced by marine species of becoming extinct because of over fishing, 

climate change, invasive species and coastal development (Dulvyet 

al. 2003; Roberts and Hawkins 1999). Governments have started 

displaying interest to conserve marine life though being faced by the 

challenge of deficit information. Population biologists now also cite 

the case of sea turtles which were being caught in shrimp nets. They 

revealed data to the WTO showing that turtle populations were 

declining drastically as a result of shrimping. 

It would be inadequate to discuss just about animals when our 

existence depends on plants as well. It has been estimated that around 

50,000 to 70,000 plant species are used for traditional and modern 

medicine (Schippmannet al. 2006). These medicines are extremely 

important for healthcare in less developed countries and according to 

World Health Organization 2008 upto 80% of the population of some 

Asian and African countries depends on traditional and herbal 

medicine for primary health care. But its not just restricted to 

developing countries. Developed countries have recognized the 

significance of these treatments and accepted these as alternate 

treatments. It has also been noted about the usage of amphibians have 

been quite valuable in traditional medicines with their diverse skin 

secretions being of particular interest (Stuart et al. 2008).

Conclusion:

It is clear that environmental concerns do not have borders and its 

impact is felt globally. For instance, globalization has a very 
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empowering effect on India, home to over 90% of Hindus who 

accepted vegetarianism as a part of their religion, by encouraging her 

to move in tune with a meat eating world. McDonald has a menu 

dominated by chicken especially for Indian market which has created 

a bottomless demand for chicken spelling out the slaughter of billions 

of chicken to meet the rising demand (Kala, 2005).

Thus, regulated global governance is mandatory to manage 

globalization and the environment as well as the relation between the 

two. Another solution would be sustainable development which has 

been accepted as the new global goal. “Not only is sustainable 

development quintessentially about the linkages between 

environment and globalization, it is also a goal that has increasingly 

been adopted by various elements of the global system. For example, 

it is not only the overarching goal of all environmental organizations 

and instruments, it is also now a stated goal of the World Trade 

Organization, the Food and Agriculture Organization and many 

others” (Najam, Runnalls, Halle 2007).

Dada J P Vaswani, Spiritual Head of the Sadhu Vaswani Mission 

remarked that animals also are entitled to rights and talking about 

animal welfare is not the solution; giving them their rights is. He 

continues by saying that the most fundamental right is the right to live 

and when we humans do not have the capacity to give life to the dead 

we absolutely do not have the right to take life either. Vaswani 

believed that the 21st century would give rights to animals and when 

all the killing would stop then only the Earth would attain peace. 

(Vaswani, 2003)

We need to comprehend the diversity and differentiation of species 

and we should indulge in care, love and affection for animals and 

tailor our actions that would respect all varieties of species living in 

the same world as us.



123

Bibliography

Books, Articles and Online Periodicals:

Ehrenfeld, David. (2003) ‘Effects on Biodiversity, Environment and Society’, 

Conservation & Society, 1(1) pp.99-111. 

Available at:

http://www.conservationandsociety.org/article.asp?issn=0972-4923;year=2003; 

volume=1;issue=1;spage=99;epage=111;aulast=Ehrenfeld

Hannigan, John. (2006) Environmental Sociology. 3rd ed. Routledge.

Jean-Yves, Huwart and Loïc, Verdier. (2013) Economic Globalisation: Origins and 

Consequences. OECD Publishing.

Najam, Adil., Runnalls, David. and Halle, Mark. (2007) Environment and 

Globalization: Five Propositions. International Institute for Sustainable Development.

Available at:

https://www.iisd.org/pdf/2007/trade_environment_globalization.pdf

Szûcs, E., Geers, R., Jezierski, T.,  Sossidou,  E.N. and Broom, D. M. (2012) ‘Animal 

Welfare in Different Human Cultures, Traditions and Religious Faiths’, Asian-

Australasian Journal of Animal Sciences. 25(11) pp. 1499–1506.

Available at:

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4093044/

Vié, Jean-Christophe., Hilton-Taylor, Craig. and Stuart, Simon N. (eds.). (2009) Wildlife 

in a Changing World: An analysis of the 2008 IUCN Red List of Threatened Species. 

Gland: IUCN.

Wrenn, Corey Lee. (2011) ‘Resisting the Globalization of Speciesism: Vegan 

Abolitionism as a Site for Consumer-Based Social Change’ Journal for Critical Animal 

Studies, IX(3), pp.9-27.

Available at:

http://www.asanet.org/sectionanimals/documents/Wrenn_C_.pdf

Wyler, Liana Sun and Sheikh, Pervaze A. (2013) International Illegal Trade in Wildlife: 

Threats and U.S. Policy. Congressional Research Service.

Available at:

https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL34395.pdf



124

Tower Tension: 
Understanding the noxious 
effect of Mobile Tower Radiation

Adrita Ganguly

Social constructionists argue that things in the world gained their 

character from social action rather than by virtue of any objective 

properties they may have. This means that our knowledge about the 

world depends on ‘who we are’ and ‘where we are’. Our knowledge 

of things does not have any objective basis, but is relative to the 

culture and the time in which it is produced – it is dependent upon its 

location in time and space. Keith Tester holds a strong constructionist 

position and argues that nature does not have objective reality. The 

many objects that make up the environment are products of society 

and what we know about reality is a social construct. So the 

relationship between environment and society is that the latter 

produces the former. 

¿õ:±Ëòõþ ßÂùÉ±Ëí æËù ¦šËù Õ±ßÂ±Ëú
Õ±æ ÛîÂ Âóï àÅËùËå, ÛîÂ õþï åÅËéÂËå Îû,

öÓÂËá±Ëùõþ ÎõhÂ± Õ±æ Õ±õþ ÎõhÂ± Îòý×¼
Õ±æ ÎßÂõù ò±ò± õÉ¿M� òûþ,

ò±ò± æ±¿îÂ ßÂ±å±ßÂ±¿å ÛËü æÅéÂù�
Õ÷¿ò ÷±òÅËø̧õþ üËîÂÉõþ ü÷üÉ±Ý õËhÂ± ýËûþ Îðà± ¿ðù¼

Æõ:±¿òßÂú¿M� û±Ëðõþ ÛßÂS ßÂËõþËå
îÂ±Ëðõþ ÛßÂ ßÂõþËõ ÎßÂ¼

÷±òÅËø̧õþ Îû±á û¿ð üÑËû±á ýù ÎîÂ± öÂ±Ëù±ý×,
òý×Ëù Îü ðÅËûÇ±á¼

Îüý× ÷ý± ðÅËûÇ±á Õ±æ âéÂËå¼
ÛßÂS ýõ±õþ õ±ýÉú¿M� U - U ßÂËõþ ÛËá±ù,

ÛßÂ ßÂõþõ±õþ Õ±™LÃõþ ú¿M�ý× ¿Âó¿åËûþ ÂóËhÂ õþý×ù¼ 
– ¿ú�Â±õþ ¿÷ùò - õþõÏfò±ï êÂ±ßÅÂõþ 
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Talking about reality and social ways ensuing environmental 

alterations, the grace of Science and Technology has conferred us 

with mobile handset – a tool which has brought the distant so close, 

amazing things have happened since then. New age busy parents are 

getting in touch with their children frequently, in times of need 

friends and family is at your door step in just a moment, all at the 

relief of that elfin mobile handset. Lately it serves much more than a 

communication device. It has become a trouble fixer of all kinds. Its 

use is increasing like a conflagration. 1995 marked the formal 

introduction of mobile phones in India. According to the 2011 

Census, 53% household use mobile phones resulting 4.4lakhs 
1installation of mobile towers.

As we speak on a mobile phone, the word collectives are converted to 

electromagnetic waves and reach the nearby tower. Then through the 

mobile towers near the listener at the other end reach the handset of 

the listener who then responds. This is how communication is build. 

So in this whole process the link between the mobile phone and the 

mobile tower is maintained by the electromagnetic radiation (EMR) 

wave. The technology behind the mobile phone is such that it is not 

mired by the increasing distance between the communicators. In fact 

its waves move from one tower to the other. In course of the 

discussion, it should be mentioned that every city has a central office 

(MTSO) of the service provider companies of the mobile phone 

connections. When a call is made the offices check it’s under which 

provider and prepares the specific channel for dialogue between the 

speakers. The cell tower gets the signal subsequently. Till the process 

is done the word “connecting…” flashes on the mobile screen. Here 

lies the importance of the mobile towers. 

The process remains active following the transmission of the 

electromagnetic radiation from both the mobile phones and the cell 

towers. The electromagnetic radiation is imperceptible, odorless, and 

1. Kumar, Girish. “Report on Cell Tower Radiation” DOT 
Delhi, December 2010. (Web. 02 Jan. 2015.)
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noiseless. Taking the advantage of these features the mobile towers 

are installed at the roofs of the high rise buildings, schools and 

hospitals in densely populated regions. The gargantuan formation of 

the mobile towers is not only a common scene in the cities but even in 

the suburbs and villages are observing its existence.

Technology secures our wellbeing. But we have to be watchful about 

the prospective adversities technology brings in and be prepared to 

resist it. Provided in many cases use of technology has to be bridled 

so that it doesn’t turn into a pang in human existence. Still when 

technology breaks the barrier of daintiness and entertainment and 

becomes a way of life, adding into different vocations, it grows 

difficult to evade. Here’s when vulnerability of mankind is captured 

before technology. Therefore we cannot shun the eventual 

difficulties for the use of mobile phones even if it is an important part 

of our pacing everyday life. 

Although to maintain the mobile phone technology the significance 

of mobile towers cannot be discarded but the reality of high EMR has 

to be taken into account. A human body exposed to EMR absorbs 

radiation, because it consists of 70% liquid. Exactly like microwave 

cooking where the watery part in the food content is first heated. 

Microwave absorption effect is much more significant by the body 

parts which contain more fluid (water, blood, etc.), like the brain 

which consists of about 90% water. Effect is more pronounced where 

the movement of the fluid is less, for example, eyes, brain, joints, 

heart, abdomen, etc. Therefore there are several health hazards 

associated with cell phones and cell towers.

The minimum level of Radio Frequency (RF) waves can damage the 

Deoxyribonucleic Acid (DNA), studies show that exposure at levels 

below the current Federal Communications Commission (FCC) 

exposure standard, produces single and double strand breaks in 

DNA. Children are more susceptible to mobile phone radiation as 

they absorb more energy than adults from the same phone due to their 
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smaller brain size, their cells reproduce more quickly than adults 

which makes cancers more deadly, there immune system is not well 

developed as adults, hence are less effective against fighting cancer 

growth. The radiation causes irreversible infertility in men and 

women, affects the skin, causes tinnitus and ear damage, affects the 

eyes, cell phone emission weaken bones, causes sleep disorders and 
2more scarily increases cancer risk.

Doctors in Naila, Germany examined 1000 people staying close to 

mobile towers for 10 years. The researchers found that the proportion 

of newly developing cancer cases was significantly higher among 

those patients who had lived within 400 meters from the cellular 

transmitter site during the past 10 years, compared to those patients 
3living further away.  According to Biomedical Engineer, Mariana 

Pereira, EMR causes Vibroacoustic stimulation whose symptoms are 

joint pain, vertebral column pain, gastric problem, respiratory 
4problem, irritation etc.  The first ever international conference in 

Sweden on the effects of mobile tower radiation reported that 

children exposed to cell phones are five times more vulnerable to 
5brain cancer risks.  John Walker, scientist and member of 

Electromagnetic Radiation Research Trust, USA claims regions 

adjacent to mobile tower erections is multiple times more 
6carcinogenic than others.  Based on the survey conducted by the 

researchers at the University of California, the children exposed to 

EMR in their mother’s womb were studied to have unnatural 

2. Kumar, Girish. “Report on Cell Tower Radiation” DOT Delhi, 
December 2010. (Web. 02 Jan. 2015.)

3. Chopra, Rajesh. “Stop Mass Killings! Cell tower Radiation.” Live India 
Dot Com. 2009. (Web. 16 Dec. 2014.)

4 Ibid.

5. Lean, Geoffrey. “Mobile phone use 'raises children's risk of brain 
cancer fivefold” Independent, UK, 23 October 2011. (Web 05 Jan 
2015.)

6. Walker, John. “Review of some current knowledge of the effect on 
people's health of telephone base station mast radiation - the path 
towards a safer level.” Walker-Radiation Research Trust, 2007. Web 
22 Feb 2015.
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behavioral disorders when they grow up. A study in Israel informed 

that based on medical records of people living within 350 meters of a 

long established phone mast, showed a fourfold increased incidence 

of cancer compared with the general population of Israel, and a 

tenfold increase specifically among women, compared with the 
7surrounding locality further from the mast.  Rehaan Dastur, one of 

the first users of mobile phones in India used a mobile phone which 

had a cracked end for three years and suffered a stroke that paralyzed 

his body, distorted and froze his face. The doctor treating him at 

Delhi’s Apollo hospital told him he had Bell’s palsy, caused by 

Electromagnetic Radiation (EMR) emitted from the antennae in his 

cell phone. The EMR travelled through the crack in the phone, into 

Dastur’s ears, nerves and brain. He returned to 95 % of his former self 

after a month’s treatment and felt the recurring jangling in his nerves 
8when passed a mobile tower.  Forty year old, Niru Bhutoria, resident 

of Natraj Building in South Kolkata has splitting headaches every 

other day. Other residents of the same building also suffered from 

headaches, nausea, diarrhea etc. Mrs. Bhutoria suspected that it 

happened since a mobile phone tower with as many as nine antennae 

of different service providers has been installed on the building 
9opposite her residence.  Rishi Majumder from Tehelka reported in 

2010 that Delhi is under new epidemiological threat due to cell tower 

installation in the city. 

The EMR not only affects the human lives many studies and reports 

suggested it also concerns the animals in our surroundings. Dhanya 

R. scientist at The Selim Ali Centre for Ornithology and Natural 

History stressed that EMR hurts the light bird skulls and heat up the 

7. Wolf, Ronni, and Danny Wolf. "Increased incidence of 
cancer near a cell-phone transmitter station." International 
Journal of Cancer 1.2 (2004).

8. Majumder, Rishi. “Radiation City” Tehelka. Delhi, 5 June 
2010. (Web. 06 Jan 2015.)

9. Das, Sharmistha. “Towering Trouble” The Telegraph, 30 
Oct 2013. (Web. 15 Mar 2015.)
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small body fluids in them. So, hardly anyone witnesses pigeons, 

sparrows, swans in the close proximity of mobile towers. It also 

disturbs their navigational skills. Albert Einstein once said, ‘‘If the 

bee disappears from the surface of the earth, man would have no 

more than four years to live.” Today due to EMR the bees cannot 

return to their hives. A sharp decline has also been noticed in 

commercial bee population in Kerala posing a serious threat to honey 

bees, hitting apiculture (the cultivation of bees on a commercial scale 

for the production of honey). The State has the highest density of 
10mobile towers.  Punjab University reported that dairy cows exposed 

to magnetic field for more than two years resulted in sharp decline in 

milk yield. Also deformities were seen in hen eggs for the EMR 

hazard. Exposure to EMR affects the overall wellbeing of animal 

world. Other than domesticated animals even wildlife is also exposed 

to the harmful effects of EMR. 

Let alone the bees, birds & animals, EMR emanating from mobile 

towers also affect vegetables, crops and plants in its neighborhood. 

Mobile phone EMF can block seeds, slow down germination and root 

growth, thus affecting the growth of agricultural crops & plants. 

Progressive weakening of trees close to phone masts is also 
11observed.

International Endeavour in controlling EMR – Specific Absorption 

Rate (SAR) helps in measuring the radiation rate in a human body. 

International Commission of Non-ionizing Radiation Protection 

(ICNIRP), Europe has limited the safe SAR of 2 watt/kg every 10 

gram tissue of a human body. USA and England has fixed it as 1.6 

watt/kg and 1.0 watt/kg respectively. For every base station the safe 

SAR is fixed at 100watt/kg internationally. There are more than 1.9 

million Cell phone Towers and Cell Phone Antennas in the USA, all 

10. Kumar, Girish. “Report on Cell Tower Radiation” DOT 
Delhi, December 2010. (Web. 02 Jan. 2015.)

11. Ibid.
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of which emit wireless microwave radiation, also known as RF 

radiation. More than 25% of Cell Phone Towers are hidden, 

camouflaged as flag poles, chimneys, trees, water towers, light 

houses even tombstones. Although officials continue to deny there is 

any health risk associated with cell phones tower radiation, there are 

countless studies that say otherwise. However, in USA there is 

evidence of cell tower installation away from densely populated 

regions. Only in the downtown work areas the huge buildings have 

installed mobile towers for their personal use.  

Indian government has also agreed to the ICNIRP supported safe 

SAR of 9200 mm watt per square meter. Telecom Operators’ 

Radiation Auditors, Cogent and EMR Solution Ltd. announced 600 

mm watt/square meter as a safe range of radiation emission. 

West Bengal Government in EMR control - Telecom Regulatory 

Authority of India (TRAI) reported till March 2014 the mobile phone 

consumer in Kolkata was 2crore 10 lakhs, few assigned to more than 

one connection. To enhance commerce, service providers are 

competing in installing mobile towers. In June 2014 an official of 

Cellular Operators Association (COA) in a Kolkata seminar, states 

that, ICNIRP guideline of the radiation rate of one-tenth of 4.5 watt 

per meter square is followed in the State. This calculation is slated to 

be harmless. Telecom Enforcement, Resource and Monitoring 

(TERM) cells of the Department of Telecommunications are in 

charge of monitoring this range in India. The COA official also adds 

that to stop ‘call drop’ 30% more towers have to be installed 

maintaining the ICNIRP standard. In August 2014 Telecom and IT 

minister, Shri Ravi Shankar Prasad declared that in the financial year 

2013-14 the government of India have collected a sum of rupees 

12,957.42 crores as revenue from the service providers. This 

declaration strengthens the positions of the service providers and 

makes them big players of the India economy. 
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Nevertheless, the West Bengal Pollution Control Board (WBPCB) 

till date has published three guideline charters in controlling the 

installation of the mobile base stations. The first order came out on 

April 2008, next the directions were published in November 2009 

and thirdly a statutory circular was made available in September 

2010. The order, direction and the statutory circular accepted the 

installations of mobile towers on residential buildings, schools, 

hostels and hospitals can cause harmful EMR hazards in the 

neighborhood. It also mentioned to avoid setting up of mobile in 

narrow lanes to escape natural disasters like earthquake or cyclone. 

The guidelines also included formalities related to local and state 

authority for an installation etc. However, in reality many towers 

have been installed with multiple antennas of various service 

providers and seldom are the guidelines followed. In fact there are 

reports of unauthorized mobile tower installations in the city and 

around. Orders have been flouted just to gain few extra bucks from 

the service providers. There are instances of per head maintenance 

cost of a residential building being recouped by renting the roof of the 

building to the service provider companies for setting up mobile 

towers.  But the authority is turning a deaf ear to the people’s 

complain.  

Again in West Bengal there are stories of achievements where the 
neighboring people have stopped mobile tower compilation in their 
locality. Shambhunath Ghosh from Bally and Anup Makhal from 
Abada in Howrah district successfully resisted the unauthorized 

12mobile tower installation.  Their movement faced with many 
challenges. They evaded life threats for the sake of their well being. 
Anup Makhal asserts proudly that when the men of his village were 
out for work, women of his locality fought against the ultimate power 
heads and stopped the installations. In the dark of night they would 
throw the equipments of base station installations in the ponds. The 

12. Qualitative Interview with Shambhunath Ghosh 
(08.04.2015.) and with Anup Makhal (11.04.2015.)



132

claims of the Eco feminists for so many years again accurately 
describe this incident. However, there are few unsuccessful stories of 
Kishalay Mitra of South Kolkata who have been fighting legal battle 
since 2010 to dismantle the mobile tower in his opposite building, is 
awaiting a day of fortune.   

A Kolkata based organization; Sabuj Mancha has taken up the issue 
of radiation from mobile towers as their agenda. The environmental 
activists firstly, aim to demand a public declaration of the 
recommendations made by the committee formed by the West 
Bengal government to understand the hazards related to mobile 
tower radiation. Considering the conjectures based on the 
recommendation was that, the radiation transmitted from the mobile 
towers has a close parallel to the incidence of cigarette industry and 
‘Green House Gas’ effects on the warming of the planet.  Currently, 
there is no specific law to deal with mobile tower installations and 
their ill effects, especially radiation.  It neither falls under the 
Environment Act, 1986, nor the AIR Act, 1981. But WBPCB has 
published order, circulars at different point in time to counter the 
installations debate. So a specific law and a consequent act has to be 
demanded. Moreover, when the government of India acknowledges 
the rights of the service providers, the rights of the users should also 
be taken into account. 

On one hand when the mobile phone practice is inlaid with 
modernity, on the other hand recurrently questions are asked, what is 
important in life? Modernity in lifestyle or a healthy, beautiful 
lifestyle? The mobile phones have gained prominence more as 
emotional objects than communicative devices.  The clear line 
between ‘utility’ and ‘indispensability’ has to be drawn. The 
technology of mobile phones has many utilities in the present world. 
However, it shouldn’t be bound within the limits of 
‘indispensability’. The ‘choice’ of what is important and what is not 
for us should not be decided by any profit seeking market economy 
but by us!  
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The Voice of the Subaltern 
against the Cacophony of 
Industrialization in Orissa

Upasana Roy Barman

“Where will they put me to rest when I die? Perhaps you can ask the 

company to bury me under their chimney. It should be able to do this 

much as it has deceived us and pushed us to part with our Land”.

- An old Dongria woman.

Introduction- The clattering sound of the iron gates of  Vedanta 

Aluminium Limited marked the victory of the roaring voice of the 

subaltern power in the Lanjagarh district of Orissa. Power and 

resistance have a very interdependent understanding of its existence. 

Resistance is what eludes power, and power targets resistance as its 

adversary (1). Power can produce the very thing which comes to 

resisting it, but the moment it unleashes its mask it will provoke 

resistance by what it has produced. The struggle of the Dongria 

Kondh against the gigantic multimillion Vedanta Aluminum Limited 

was an act of power relation. As Foucault states- Power consists of 

actions which modify the actions of others. It treats subjects as free 

subjects- slavery is not a power relation where men are in chains (2), 

freedom acts  as the condition for the exercise of power. In Vedanta 

Movement, the resistance of the Dongria Kondh was the idiom of 

free subjects which was concomitant against the very subjectification 

process of power. 

The Politics of the Conflict-  The struggle against the Vedanta 

Alumina Limited started when in October 2004 The Orissa 

Government signed an agreement with the Veedanta Alumina, a 

subsidiary of Sterlite Industries (India) Limited (SIL) to mine bauxite 
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deposit from the Niyamgiri Hill jointly with the Orissa Mining 

Corporation (OMC) (3). In accordance with the memorandum signed 

on 7th June 2003 the SIL would set up an Alumina Complex, which 

includes a refinery plant with a capacity of 1MTPA (one million 

tonnes per annum), an open-pi, 3 MTPA bauxite mining plant at the 

top of the sacred Niyam Dongar Mountain with a captive power a 

capacity of 75 MW and Rs 4000 crore investment (4). The Niyamgiri 

is home to more than 8000 Dongria and Kutiya Kondh and other 

tribes for generations. The notice of the district administration stated 

that when the project materialized 12 villages with 60 families will be 

uprooted and 302 will lose their farmland (5). The Dongria Kondh 

protested against this plan because the mining will not only destroy 

the flora and fauna of the Niyangiri Hill but it was also an attack 

towards their deity- Niyam Raja and their survival which was 

depended on the very fertility of the Forest. The anti- Vedanta protest 

began by the Dongria Kondh where in one incident a procession of 

around 350 people, including children and women from 6 villages 

were moving toward Lanjigarh police station, against the arrest of 

their leader. The muscle men of the company attacked the protester 

and they were beaten up by cricket bats and stumps (6).

On August 16, 2004 Vedanta submitted an application to the Forest 

Department of the MoEF for the reallocation of forest land. This was 

in direct contrast to the company’s environmental clearance 

application for the alumina refinery, submitted on June 3, 2003 which 

stated that its forest land requirement was ‘nil’. It also proclaimed 

that there were no reserve forests within a 10 km radius of the project 

site, which was contrary to the facts on record. Earlier, on March 24, 

2004 the MoEF had informed Vedanta that the mining proposal was 

crucial to the refinery and therefore it would consider the 

environmental impacts of the two projects together. Six months later, 

on September 22, 2004 the ministry surprisingly reversed its decision 

and granted environment clearance for the construction of the 
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refinery, independent of the mining project (7). The tribal committee 

of Dongrai and Jhodia  along with environmentalist and social 

activists filed a petition before Central Empowered 

Committee(CEC) of the Supreme Court indicating- 1- violation of 

environmental laws, forest conservation laws, 2- violation of 5th 

scheduled provision for protection of tribal rights, 3- negative effect 

of bauxite mining and alumina refinery and 4- imposing a project 

against the interest of the tribal’s (Forest Right Act of 2006- 

emphasizes the issue of consent of the local and gram sabha as an 

important criteria for establishment of any project). 

The CEC sends its fact finding team and based on their observation 

recommended the Supreme Court that the project hamper the 

ecology of Niyamgiri Hill. But it was a temporary reprieve because in 

August 2008 Sterlite, Vedanta Indian Subsidiary came back with a 

modified proposal and the project was given a green signal by the 

Supreme Court (8). October 20, 2008 witnessed hundreds of Dongia 

Kondh members dancing and singing along the streets of 

Bhubaneshwar, armed with traditional weapons. The huge 

procession marked their opposition against Vedanta, which had 

received the Supreme Court’s permission to mine aluminum from 

Niyam Dongar. Reminiscent of earlier protests, on January 6, 2009 

around fifty protestors mounted blockades and prevented the 

midnight entry of Vedanta workers into their land. The tribesmen 

stood against the imminent danger of bulldozers and faced off the 

harrowing threat of eviction. However, the tribe’s biggest show of 

strength was when within 10 days, the Dongria Kondh gathered for 

two of their largest demonstrations. On January 17, 2009 up to 7000 

demonstrators; including people from various tribal groups, women, 

farmers and day laborers, marched to the gates of the alumina 

refinery. Many protestors, carrying bows and arrows, destroyed the 

Vedanta branded sign boards spread across the Niyamgiri area. 

Subsequently, on January 27, 2009 more than ten thousand men, 
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women and children formed a 17 km long human chain around the 

Niyamgiri Mountains, preventing the Vedanta bulldozers from 

demolishing the mountain. The protesters carried placards bearing 

the slogans ‘Vedanta, go back’ and ‘Stop mining in Niyamgiri’. 

October 5, 2009 marked the end of a week long march around the 

villages of Niyamgiri. The continuous protest puts the Government at 

stake and in order to resolve the crisis, it sets out  a 4 member N. C 

Saxena Committee was formed by the Union Environment Ministry 

to assess the impact of the project on the tribes and natural habitat on 

June 30 2010  . The report of Saxena Committee stated that the 

project was in violation of the Environment Protection Act, Forest 

Conservation Act and the Forest Right Act 2006. 

The decision of the team sent by Union Government came out on 21st 

August 2010 denying the permit for Bauxite Mining at Niyamgiri 

Hill. After denying the company Forest Clearance in 2010, Jairam 

Ramesh delivered a final blow by revoking Vedanta’s Environment 

Clearance in July, 2011. The Supreme Court on April 18, 2013 

rejected the appeal on the mining ban and decreed that the Dongria 

Kondh would have a decisive say in giving the go-ahead to Vedanta’s 

mining project in relation to the Forest Right Act 2006. 12 Gram 

Sabhas (village councils) were chosen by the state government to 

make the crucial decision. In the three months after the Supreme 

Court ruling, amidst heavy police presence and persistent threats 

from Vedanta, 11 Gram Sabhas voted against the mining project and 

on August 19, 2013 the 12th and final Gram Sabha delivered a 

resounding ‘No’ (9). The decision of Ministry of Environment and 

Forest to close down the gigantic Vedanta Alumina Private Limited 

marked the triumph of the subaltern power and the ground for grass 

root democratic power.                                                   

The Symbiotic relationship with Niyamgiri-The triumph of the 

subaltern voice of Dongria Kondh in the Vedanta Movement got a 

boost because their claims reflected not only the violation of their 
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own right ( Forest Act 2006). But also echoed the symbiotic 

relationship between the Dongrai Kondh and the Niyamgiri Hill 

which in effect corroborate their rights over the pristine forest. 

Dongria Kondhs are one of the most traditional adivasi communities 

residing in the Niyamgiri Mountain Ranges spread across Rayagada 

and Kalhandi districts of Orissa. Dongria means residents of Hill and 

they consider themselves as descendants of of Niyam Raja. They 

worship the Niyamgiri Hill as – Niyam Raja- lord of law as a sole 

provider of life and sustenance They believe that the hill belongs to 

Niyam Raja penu, male deity represented by a sword and worshipped 

during Dussahera and Jura parah. The top of the hill is regarded as his 

seat and hence sacred to them (10). It is very interesting to note – that 

before a village is set up, they seek the guidance from earth goddess 

‘Dharani Penu’- which is situated at the middle of the village. The 

popular belief is that if the grains are distributed in the morning, then 

Dharani Peru will give them permission to settle there (11). The tribes 

are depended on the Niyamgiri Hill not only for their livelihoods but 

also 40-50% of their income comes from selling of forest products 

like Amla, Myrobalans and Siali leaves. The Dongria Kondh knows 

more than 400 species of wild plant for their foods and medical 

properties. The taxonomist group which visited Niyamgiri reported 

in their preliminary report that around 7 plant species appearing to be 

rare/ endangered/ conservation dependent were found. According to 

them Niyamgiri flora is of ‘ great phyto- geographical importance’ 

and the REIA Report prepared by TARMS for SIIL stated that the  

fauna exhibit  a well balanced ecosystem with a prey- predator 

relationship. In addition to that the Proctological Society of India 

during a survey found that Niyamgiri was among the four major spots 

of Orissa where medicinal plants were found in abundance and rich 

diversity (12). 

One of the central issues that provided impetus to the movement and 

claims of Dongria Kondhs, was the huge disadvantages that Bauxite 
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Mining on the Niyamgiri Hills. The disadvantages that can be 

precisely stated are:-

a.  The Bauxite bauxite ore is covered by thick lateritic layer which 

acts as a source for groundwater ( around 30%) and are also the 

origin of streams and rivers. The bauxite-capped Niyamgiri hills, 

soak up the monsoon rain, giving rise to more than a hundred 

perennial streams and rivers, including the Vamshadhara river. 

These streams provide the water that is vital to the communities 

who live in the hills, and provide critical drinking and irrigation 

water for those in the plains, where drought and starvation have 

made national news (13).  It mainly happens because in case of 

Bauxite Mining the lateritic zone is continuously removed to 

access the Bauxite ore below, thereby reducing the water 

retaining capacity of the soil. In fact the Fact finding team 

mentioned in their report- ‘….Any mining in this area is bound to 

destroy the biodiversity and affect the availability of water for 

local people. The question of pollution of Bansadhara river is also 

there” (14). S. M., the Dongria Kondh woman leader, said, “What 

will happen when they take away the bauxite from the top of the 

hill? We know that our water sources are dependent on the hill. 

Once you make holes in the hill and take away the bauxite, water 

storage will be affected. All water will run down the mountain 

instead of being stored. You have walked up to here, you have 

seen so many streams, you have taken baths in the streams – did 

you see any rain? So the water comes through all the year, 

regardless of the rain situation. If they mine, we are worried that 

this water will not be available.” (15)

b. According to the Wildlife  Institute of India in its 2006 study, as 

many as 1,21,337 trees will have to be cut if the mining lease is 

granted. Since the Kutia and Dongaria Kondh are heavily 

dependent on forest produce for their livelihood, this forest cover 

loss will cause a significant decline in their economic well-being. 
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Data collated from the DKDA (Dongaria Kondh Development 

Agency, a government body) and the Forest Department shows 

that of the total Dongaria population of the 7952, at least 1453 

Dongaria Kondh live in villages in and around the Forest Blocks 

of the proposed mining lease area. 

Besides the Dongria and Kutia Kondh, the mining project is also 

going to affect the Dalit community of the Dom Scheduled Caste. 

The Dalits that the Committee met were landless; and earned 

their living by providing various services including trading in the 

horticultural produce grown by the Dongaria Kondh. Since they 

are migrant and do not own land, so the disruption of Dongria 

agriculture will eventually affect their livelihood (16).

c. The Mountain of Niyamgiri is protected under Section 18 of the 

Indian Wildlife Act and due to its rich wildlife population, it was 

proposed as a wildlife sanctuary by the Ministry of Environment 

and Forests in 1998. In 2004, the Orissa government declared the 

region an elephant reserve. The relentless mining activities will 

cause the numerous endangered species in the hills to abandon 

their homes. ( 17). The Hindu Business Line on August 2004 said 

that –“ a rich resource would be lost forever if the mines become 

operational (18).

d. The United Nation Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples makes special reference to the unique  spiritual 

relationship that Indigenous peoples, like the Dongria Kondh 

communities, have with their traditional lands. It has also ratified 

the Indigenous and Tribal Populations Convention, 1957, which 

recognizes the right of Indigenous peoples to lands they 

traditionally occupy (19). The EIA report of 2002 and 2005 

doesn’t analyze the effect of the mining process on the religion, 

culture of the tribes. A Dongria Kondh man told Amnesty 

International: “Our language, the way we dress, songs, marriage 

rituals, worship of Niyam Raja, our livelihoods are all linked to 
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these Hills and the way we live here. We have seen what happens 

to other Adivasis when they are forced to leave their traditional 

lands, they lose everything” (20).

Power, Knowledge, Resistance and Discourse - Every social 

movement comes with a very definite Truth about the world they 

presume and the subject they are dealing with. In “Truth and Power” 

Foucault said- “Each society has its regime of truth, its general 

politics of truth: that is the type of discourse which accept and makes 

function as true; the mechanism and instances which enable one to 

distinguish true and false statements, the mean by which each is 

sanctioned; the technique and procedures accorded value in the 

acquisition of truth; the status of those who are charged with saying 

what counts as true” (21). According to Foucault Discourse refers to 

practices, statements which form the object of which we speak. Its 

structure, regulate what statement is possible to say and the 

conditions under which they are considered true or false, discourse is 

a form of power/ knowledge (22). Power is not only about 

domination, it is also about the shade of creativity which makes it a 

universal feature. Power creates subject, it creates the ritual of Truth, 

it induces a form of knowledge and produces Discourse (23). The 

medical practice of leeching was accepted in the eighteenth century 

as helpful despite the harmful effects that we recognize today 

because it was embedded in a network of ancient medical discourses 

that many accepted as “true.” Likewise, many medical practices 

commonly accepted today might have seemed like madness or even 

barbaric because they had no discursive support (24). 

The Vedanta Movement was not only a subject of  the Resistance but 

also an exposition towards the study of a new Discourse of a 

Subaltern Class.  Power exercised through the Dominant Discourse 

uses disciplinary technique to create rational, responsible and 

productive subjects following the rules and contour of the Dominant 

Discourse. The disciplining act of the Dominant Discourse seeks to 
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reassure us a Truth of our identity (molded by the contour of 

Dominant Discourse) while Resistance seeks to bring out the 

differences of our claims and identity that exists within the society. 

Where there is Power there is Resistance (25). 

The development of an alternative Discourse against the Dominant 

Discourse in the Vedanta Movement was seen in the Meaning of 

Space that holds for both. The term Space in West is a common 

symbol of freedom. Space lies open; it suggests the future and invites 

action. The Vedanta Resource interpreted the idea of Space in this 

fashion. They used a particular choice of words , as they describe hills 

as a ‘ vast bank ‘ containing ‘reserve’ of bauxite that are’ rich’ since 

they have ‘accumulated over time’. For them Niyamgiri was an 

endless sea of possibilities, a bank waiting to be invested. Financial 

Growth demands expansion on a geographical scale. Tuan claims 

that the striving to attain more space is closely connected to a sort of 

power manifestation which is often performed in an aggressive way. 

This implies for instance, the exploitation and colonization of land.  

While on the other hand the idea of Space differed completely for the 

Dongria and Kutia Kondhs. Forest was seen as a clustered 

environment, an antithesis to open space. In Amnesty International 

Report, on Dongria an elderly Women said –“ We are poor , but we 

get everything we need from the Hills, it gives us everything but salt”. 

Tuan points out that – “when people work together for a common 

cause, one man does not deprive the other of space”. However 

“conflicting activities generate a sense of crowding”. A Dongrai Man 

said- “….Those wanting to mine here will slowly take over all this”. 

As Turn explains that in this case, the whole issues revolves around a 

struggle of power in the clash of the different meaning of Space. It is  

a struggle where one meaning of Space is trying to conquer over 

another, thereby shaping the Landscape for the future. Capitalism in 

today world is venturing out with the idea of Creative Destruction 

whereby the a new lifestyle, a set of cultural values are established for 
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new market and consumers at the stake of old cultural values and 

social structure. This anomaly is creating the conflict between 

Capitalism and Indigenous Cultural Identity. As Esteva said today is 

“robbing peoples of different culture of opportunity to define the 

forms of their life” (26). 

Conclusion- This conflicting Truth about the understanding of Space 

in reference to Niyamgiri mirrors the two Discourses in the Vedanta 

Movement. Power is everywhere, it is relational and something that 

circulates within and through the Discourse. Each subject is 

produced within the discourse and exists within the knowledge 

produce by the Discourse.  Knowledge is created by the Power of 

Discourse and this understanding of Space is also a Truth catered by 

the Discourse of Subaltern Class on one hand and the Industrial 

Group on  the other hand. As Thucydies said- “War one doesn’t only 

defend oneself against a superior power when one is attacked; one 

takes measures in advance to prevent the attack from materializing”- 

Such measures are justified as form of Resistance and nevertheless 

an example of an exercise of Power, albeit by a nominally 

Subordinate Group (27). 

The roaring voice of the Dongria Kondh calling for their rights, 

claims and their symbiotic relationship with their Niyam Raja was a 

Truth , shaped by the Power their Discourse. This Subaltern 

Discousre not only stood against the Dominant Discourse as an 

alternative to the understanding of Development. But also Resisted 

and unmasked the disciplinary act of  Power to stamp a truth upon the 

norms and standard that defines our identities in order to resolve the 

paradox of Differences in favor of a True Indentity (28).  

Power relation are always two way’ that is to say however 

subordinate an actor may be in a social relationship, the very fact of 

involvement in that relationship gives him or her a certain amount of 

Power over the Other

- Anthony Gidden
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Ecology and Administration: 
Revisiting the Prismatic Model 
of Fred Riggs
Souradeep Sen

Administration and its environment influence each other to a great 
extent. The understanding of the dynamics of this process is 
imperative. This, in simple terms, is the very kernel of the ecological 
approach to public administration. The ecological approach to the 
study of administration was initiated by John Gaus and Robert Dahl 
in 1947. It was then followed by Roscoe Martin in 1952 and was 
greatly popularised by Fred W. Riggs since 1962. Riggs emerged as 
its greatest exponent in the domains of Comparative Public 
Administration and Development Administration. In the 1920s, 
Gaus drew upon the works of sociologists concerned with the 
interdependence of human life and its environment. The sociologists, 
in turn were inspired by the natural sciences which sought to explain 
how plants and animals adapt to their environments. According to 
Gaus, such an approach,

“builds... from the ground up; from the elements of a place 
–soils, climate, location, for example –to the people who live 
there –their numbers and ages and knowledge, and the ways 
of physical and social technology by which from the place 

1and in relationship with one another, they get their living.”

According to Ferrel Heady, Gaus was primarily concerned with 
identifying key ecological factors for an understanding of 
contemporary American public administration and explored a host of 
factors on which social understanding depends heavily: people, 
region, physical & social technologies, aspirations and ideas, 

2catastrophe and personality.  This in sum, is the starting point of the 
ecological approach to public administration and this understanding 
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has undergone various modifications and alterations to suit it to 
changing circumstances. If Gaus was applying the ecological 
approach to understand public administration in early twentieth 
century America, Riggs and his followers, applied a modified version 
of it to gauge the levels of development and administration in the so-
called ‘developing’ political systems during the second half of that 
century.      

The present paper would first endeavour to account for the roots of 
the ecological approach to administration within the tradition of 
public administration itself; followed by an explanation of what it 
actually stands for, and the significance of that approach in 
developing the science of administration, especially with reference 
to the concept of bureaucracy. This would be followed by an analysis 
of Fred Riggs’ treatment of the ecology of administration, and his 
contributions to the development of an ecological model of public 
administration. Finally, the focus would be on the recent criticisms 
levied against the Riggsian model, as certain scholars believe that if 
we are not ready to abjure Riggs, we can at least strive to make his 
theories more scientific and technically suitable to the twenty-first 
century clime.  

The Advent of Ecological Understanding in Public 
Administration

The ecological approach to public administration was greatly 
popularised by the Comparative Administration Movement and the 
theory of development administration, which it engendered. The 
period 1948-1970 provides the perfect temporal reference point for 
comparative public administration (CPA). It was during this period 
that public administration faced a crisis of identity, owing to the 
rejection of the two defining pillars of early administrative theory, 
viz. the politics-administration dichotomy and the principles 

3approach.  Evidently, the discipline was in search of an alternative 
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and this was provided by administrative sciences. The 1950s was a 
period of multi-focal conceptualizations and the emphasis of 
administrative writings resonated the prominent foci that were 
evolved in the 1940s, viz. behavioural, comparative, systemic, 
decisional, ecological and Weberian. There was a re-assertion of the 
relationship between political science and public administration and 
Fred W. Riggs opened up new vistas for cross-cultural administrative 
research during this period. The 1960s also saw the popularization of 
development administration by Weidner and Riggs, albeit the fact 
that George Grant actually coined the term in the mid-1950s. 

Comparison has long since been acknowledged as the “very essence 
4of scientific method”  in political science in general and public 

administration in particular. This scientific spur had gone into the 
making of CPA during the middle of the 20th century and a sustained 
effort to undertake comparative analysis in public administration has 
occurred since the end of the Second World War. The timing and 
vigour of this movement resulted from a combination of factors: the 
rather obvious need for this extension of range in public 
administration as a discipline; the large number of scholars and 
practitioners of administration to experience with administration 
abroad during wartime, post-war occupation and subsequent 
technical assistance assignments; the stimulation of the largely 
contemporary ‘revisionist’ movement in comparative politics; and 
the remarkable expansion of opportunities during the 1950s and 
1960s for those interested in devoting themselves to research on 

5problems of comparative public administration.     

 The most tangible product of these early endeavours was an output of 
published writings on CPA which soon reached voluminous 
proportions and led, despite the short span of time, to several 
attempts to review and analyse the literature produced by early 
1960s. F. Heady has divided this literature into: 1) modified 
traditional, 2) development-oriented, 3) general system model-

6building and 4) middle-range theory formulation.  Fred W. Riggs was 
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particularly interested in the general system approach. Drawing 
essentially upon concepts of structural-functional analysis 
developed by Parsons, Levy and Sutton, Riggs formulated and re-
formulated a cluster of ‘ideal-types’ of societies, designed to 
contribute to a better understanding of actual societies, particularly 
those undergoing rapid social, economic, political and administrative 
change. This work culminated in the publication of Administration in 
Developing Countries: The Theory of Prismatic Society by Riggs, 

7which is the most notable single contribution in CPA.  Riggs 
identified three trends which continued into this period of expansion 
in his 1962 essay, Trends in the Comparative Study of Public 
Administration. Firstly, there was a shift from normative to empirical 
approaches. Secondly, there was a movement from what Riggs called 
‘ideographic’ toward ‘nomothetic’ approaches; essentially this 
distinguished between studies concentrating on unique cases and 
those seeking generalizations. Model-building, particularly of the 
general system type, showed this nomothetic inclination. Thirdly, 
there was a shift from a predominantly non-ecological to an 
ecological basis for comparative studies. Riggs not only encouraged 
these trends but also went on record that his personal preference 
would be “to consider as ‘truly’ comparative only those studies that 

8are empirical, nomothetic, and ecological.”

During 1960s, development administration became a term almost 
synonymous with comparative administration. There was a desire to 
assist developing countries to meet their overwhelming problems. 
From a scholarly point of view, strong arguments were made in 
favour of the benefits to comparative studies of a developmental 
focus. Since the beginning of the comparative administration 
movement, development administration had been a subject of 
perennial controversy, and has presented issues that seem to be 
intractable to resolution. The most important controversy had been 
regarding defining it. Grant was against setting any rigid definition of 
the sub-discipline, as he thought development to be a relative term 
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with the implication that no country was fully developed at any point 
of time. In tune with the same logic, development administration was 
simply “the administration of policies, programs, and projects to 

9serve development purposes.”  Grant’s exhortations were almost 
unanimously agreed upon and later scholars followed his theses in 
suggesting that the label development administration could best be 
applied to designing, implementing and evaluating policies and 

10programmes leading to socio-economic change.  In the 1970s, Riggs 
widened this understanding in his introduction to Frontiers of 
Development Administration. He found two foci of attention –the 
‘administration of development’ and the ‘development of 
administration’. In the first sense, development administration 
referred “to the administration of development programs, to the 
methods used by large scale organizations...to implement policies 

11and plans designed to meet their developmental objectives.”  The 
second meaning involved the strengthening of administrative 
capabilities, both as means to enhance the prospects for success in 
carrying out current development programs, and as a by-product of 

12prior programs, such as in education.  

Ramesh K. Arora identified that the construct of bureaucracy drawn 
from the work of Weber is the single most dominant conceptual 
framework in the study of comparative administration and 

13development administration.  The ecological approach is very basic 
to development administration, as we gather from the works of 
Riggs. Every administrative system –big or small, public or private, 
national or regional- has an environment, which is both internal and 
external to that system. For efficiency of an administrative system, it 
must recognize environmental variables, which are essentially socio-
economic and politico-cultural in nature. The administrative system 
affects and is in turn affected by these variables. If ecological 
considerations were helpful in understanding one’s own 
administrative system, they would undoubtedly be even more 
important in a comparative study, which was recognized by Riggs 
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14and his contemporaries.  R. K. Arora emphasized that cross-cultural 
administrative analysis,

“...should focus upon the interaction between an 
administrative system and its external environment, and also 
study the dynamics of socio-administrative change in the 

15context of such interaction.”  

According to Arora, it is more worth-while to analyse socio-
environmental impacts on the administrative system, rather than the 
reciprocal treatment of bureaucracy’s influence on the environment. 

16Arora urged for a more balanced interactional analysis.  

Development administration asserts that a systematic effort must be 
made to relate public administration to its environment, insofar as the 
science of ecology is concerned with the mutual relations between 
organisms and their environment. The analogy is at the most 
suggestive, as social institutions are not living organisms; but, the 
point is that political and administrative institutions, such as 
bureaucracies can be better be understood, if the surrounding 
conditions, influences and forces that modify and affect them can be 
identified and ranked (as per their relative importance), and if the 
reciprocal impact of these institutions on their environment could 

17also be explored.  According to Heady, the environment of 
bureaucracy may be visualised as,

“...a series of concentric circles, with bureaucracy at its center. 
The smallest circle generally has the most decisive influence, 
and the larger circles represent a descending order of 
importance as far as the bureaucracy is concerned. We may 
view the largest circle as representing all of society or the 
general social system. The next circle represents the 
economic system or the economic aspects of the social 
system. The inner circle is the political system; it encloses the 
administrative subsystem and the bureaucracy as one of its 

18elements.”
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If the administrative subsystem or bureaucracy lies at the core of 
every modern society, it is nevertheless, an integral part of the 
environment as a whole and cannot exist independent of it. The 
environment of administration, comprising the general social 
system, subsumes the economic and political systems, in the same 
way as the bureaucracy is subsumed by the political. So, any analysis 
of administration cannot be complete without referring to its larger, 
environmental setup. This, briefly, is the basic understanding of the 
relationship between administration and its environment forwarded 
by CPA and development administration. Against this backdrop we 
can now proceed to analyse Riggs’ understanding of ecology, and his 
contributions to the ecological approach to administration. 

Riggs’ Ecology of Public Administration

In his The Ecology of Public Administration (1961), Riggs explored 
from a comparative perspective, the interaction between public 
administration and the environment in which it develops. In spite of 
following the tradition of Gaus, Dahl and Martin, Riggs proffered a 
very unique and optimistic understanding of the ecology of 
administration, aimed at empowering the ‘developing’, postcolonial 
nations to administer their respective societies. It was understood in 
the 1960s, that the market-driven assumptions and business-like 
models forwarded by New Public Management (NPM) were hardly 
compatible with the ground realities of the Third World countries. 
The alternative state-centric model of public management, provided 
by development administration, albeit coming under challenge by 
NPM could establish its theoretical superiority and contextual 
relevance, largely due to the efforts of Riggs. Riggs not only devoted 
his entire life’s work to exploring how the administrative systems in 
developing societies are conditioned by their political, cultural and 
economic contexts, but also showed why the Western models are 
relatively irrelevant and dysfunctional in such ‘developing’ 

19contexts.  
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During the 1960s and 1970s, development administration was being 
popularised –as an applied part of CPA- largely due to the 
Comparative Administration Group’s penchant for understanding 
administrative problems in developing countries; also because it was 
the agenda set by the Ford Foundation –the CAG’s funding agency- 
to improve administration for economic prosperity in these 
countries. Riggs, was the chairman of the CAG during this time and 
emphasized that the study of Third World administration (or 
development administration) became the central concern for and 
synonymous with CPA. Throughout the following decades, a huge 
volume of literature was produced to articulate, identify and 
prescribe development administration oriented remedies for the 
Third World’s social ills. As most of the literature tended to be 
normative and Universalist in orientation, largely culled up within a 
non-ecological framework, Riggs was the first scholar to reject it, 
highlighting their potentially inappropriate and dysfunctional 
repercussions. Instead, Riggs devoted much of his work to 
configuring an ecological approach in order to explain the actual 
features of administration in developing countries conditioned by 
their own societal contexts; and to articulating nomothetic models of 
such administration in a new lexis created especially to explain the 

20unique administrative scenarios in these countries.     

It is interesting to decipher Riggs’ understanding of ecology, 
especially as he is at times almost impossible to understand and often 
creates new words to suit his purpose. Almost all his written works 
suffer from the same handicap, as some authors point out that Riggs’ 
models could not be properly implemented as probably most 
practitioners of administration could not understand what he actually 

21 meant! Nevertheless, an attempt can be made to succinctly explain 
what Riggs means by ecology. For Riggs, the ‘environment’ of 
anything differs qualitatively from whatever is ‘environed’; and the 
relation between any environment and its environed system may be 
discussed by using the word ‘ecology’. This word can also be applied 
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to discuss the interrelation between authoritative decision-making 
systems and their environments. Terms such as ‘decision-making 
ecology’ or ‘politico-administrative ecology’ could precisely convey 
such an interrelation. In analysing the administrative system from an 
ecological point of view, Riggs followed the ‘structural-functional’ 
approach, which envisages that in every society certain fundamental 
functions must be carried out by various structures, with the 
application of certain specified methods. For Riggs, such functional 
requisites also apply to an administrative sub-system in which 
various structures carry out an array of functions in a specified 
manner. Riggs’ ecological approach is predicated on the very 
characteristics of ecology and takes into consideration the influence 
of recent developments in social science methodology, experience 
from technological aid to foreign developing countries, and the 

22influence of social systems theory.  

For Riggs, ecology and interdependence are two parameters of 
administrative performance in the Third World. And while analysing 
ecology, it is imperative to distinguish between environmental 
administration and the ecology of administration. In one of his 
articles, Riggs clearly explains his idea of the ecology of 
administration:

“By the “ecology of administration” we may refer to ways in 
which the environment conditions the politico-administrative 
process. Let me say immediately that to “condition” is not to 
“determine”. The environment of anything sets parameters for 
whatever it environs, and parameters must be viewed as both 
constraints that limit what can be done and concurrently, as 
resources that may be used by decision makers. When making 
choices it is important to know what cannot be done as it is to 
see the alternative course of action that are, indeed, feasible. 
Not to recognize the constraints imposed by one’s 
environment is to risk attempting the impossible and, hence, 

23to court frustration and defeat.”  
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According to Riggs, although the environment is at a given moment a 
constant, but in the long run, it becomes a variable, insofar as 
decision-makers are aware of this fact and take into cognizance not 
only the existing environmental condition, but also the factor of 
environmental change. Inversely, the question of how environmental 
transformations (which are occurring by themselves) may be 
modified should also be answered. Riggs opines that considerations 
about the impact of a changing environment on politico-
administrative systems invariably lead to considerations about how 
decision-makers can affect their environment, leading to 

24‘environmental administration’.  As the complexities and urgencies 
of environmental issues increase, the need for decision-making 
systems (capable of administering and formulating policies) become 
apparent. Herein, the bureaucracy comes into focus and it is 
invariably thought that public bureaucracies obstruct the proper 
execution of environmental policies, not only in the industrialized 
countries, but also in the Third World. For Riggs, this problem could 
be addressed, without resorting to any form of nihilism, and without 
increasing the size of bureaucracy or tinkering with the governmental 
machinery. Riggs is against any form of administrative ‘nihilism’, 
opining that if we look at the environment simply as a set of 
constraints, we may soon resort to pessimism. We will only see how 
the lack of resources hampers the capacity of governments to 
implement their present policies. Riggs ominously points out that,

“As the burden placed on government increase and as 
bureaucracies expand, all too often the quality of 
administration declines while corruption, time-serving, 
nepotism, underemployment, and various bureau-pathologies 

25increase.”

Instead of dwelling on administrative nihilism, Riggs asserts that our 
outlook will become more positive if we look at the resource side of 
our environmental parameters. The focus would then be on choices 
available to policy-makers and leaders in developing countries 
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within the limits imposed by their respective systems. It is unrealistic 
to think only of constraints when our environment provides myriad 
opportunities to all the countries of the world. By contrast, if we think 
of the alternatives that are viable and the choices that can be made, 
then a more helpful perspective appears. Riggs, further opines that,

“The key question becomes how to make the best possible use 
of available resources and subsequently to evaluate... to 
appreciate the benefits of appropriate choices –i.e., the 
decisions that do need improve one’s condition in life and 
one’s administrative capabilities. This is the central import of 
an ecological approach to administrative development: the 
selection among feasible alternatives of those best calculated 

26to serve one’s purposes.”     

Equipped with such an understanding of the ecology of 
administration, Riggs goes on to explain the possible occurrence of 
ecological relationships between public administration and other 
factors, with the help of certain models. For Riggs, ecological public 
administration can not only provide a solid basis of research, but can 
explain and predict public administrative behaviour as well. It is not 
only a tool for uncovering systemic ailments, but can also address 

27and correct them.  

Following Waldo’s assertion that structural-functional analysis 
might provide some guidance in the construction of “a model of what 

28an administrative system is like as a general type” , Riggs –in 1956- 
came out with his bipolar analytical framework known as the 
agraria-industria model, which highlighted the contextual 
distinction of public administration between the traditional agrarian 
societies and modern industrial countries. While the agraria is 
characterised by self-contained, agriculture-based economic 
systems, family-based organizations, divine authority source and 
communalistic values; the industria has independent market 
economy, achievement-oriented organization, secular authority, 
individualistic values, etc. given such variations, the administrative 
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system of agraria is marked by politics-administration fusion, lack 
of specialization and ritualistic orientation. But in industria, it is 
based on politics-administration division, specialization, impersonal 
human relations and functional action. Riggs, while emphasizing the 
importance of contextual determinants of agraria-industria, he also 
developed –in 1957- an intermediate model called transitia, 
representing transforming societies, possessing the characteristics of 

29both agraria and industria.

However, as these ideal-types were inadequate to explain the real 
nature of society and administration in the postcolonial, developing 
nations, Riggs was in search of a more technically sound model. He 
came up with a new analytical construct –known as the fused-
prismatic-diffracted model- to explain such transitional states. While 
conducting field-work in Thailand and Philippines during the late 
1950s, Riggs articulated the ‘prismatic’ model of society based on the 
metaphor of a prism (whereby fused white light passing through a 
prism, becomes diffracted into separate colours). Here, the fused 
light signifies the fused (single) structure of traditional society 
performing all necessary functions.  The diffracted colours represent 
the specialized or differentiated structures of modern society, created 
especially to carry out separate functions; and the condition within 
the prism –or the transition between fused & diffracted stages- 
represents the condition in developing countries, which Riggs marks 

30as ‘prismatic societies’.  In explaining the nature of administration 
in such ‘prismatic’ societies, Riggs extensively uses the ecological 
approach to explore their non-administrative realms of society, 

31politics, economy and culture.

Following the ecological approach, Riggs conclude that prismatic 
societies are characterized by: a) formalism or the gap between 
theory and practice; b) functional overlaps, where similar functions 

32are performed by different institutions.  These features are reflected 
in the prevalence of: distrust among communities or 
polycommunalism; the bazaar-canteen model of economy (caused 
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by the influence of social status, bargaining capacity and official 
position on economic behaviour); and polynormatism in decision-
making process (representing the use of both rational & non-rational 

33criteria).  These ecological factors, for Riggs, play a crucial role in 
shaping the nature of development administration, which he proffers 
as the sala model administration characterised by the coexistence of 
universal official norms and respect for traditions, reflected in the 
influence of family and community on official decisions, prevalence 
of both ascriptive and achievement criteria leading to the 

34‘attainment’ norms in public offices.  Although Riggs refined this 
prismatic model to make the understanding of development 
administration more rigorous (based on an appreciation of the unique 
ecological and contextual forces of the Third World), his fused-
prismatic-diffracted model soon came under severe criticisms from 
different quarters of administrative experts. 

Indictments against Riggs’ Model and Further Discussion

Some major detractors of Riggs, such as La Palombara and others 
indict his ideas as too deductive and theoretical, far removed from 
empiricism; too static about the influence of external social forces, 
too indifferent towards social change and too over-simplified and 

35based on few case studies.  It is indeed true, that like any theoretical 
work, Riggs’ models also have limitations which could be summed 
up in the following points. First, some followers of Riggs believe that 
the prismatic model could replace empirical studies in administration 
–which has little or no value-considerations attached to it. But, it 
must be understood that when scholars attach more emphasis on a 
model of administration rather than on the basis of broader empirical 
research, the results could be disastrous for any social research. 
Second, Riggs’ theory of prismatic society is indeed too broad and 
abstract. Some scholars have tended to denounce such middle-range 
theories, opting instead for thorough empirical investigations. Third, 
critics argue that while the prismatic model is deductive in nature, 
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there is little empirical evidence to support it. Moreover, Riggs often 
ignores certain variables in some cases, only to overemphasize them 
in others. Fourth, the Riggsian model profoundly ignores the ultimate 
goal of public administration, in its attempt to build a value-free 
science. Riggs’ theory is predicated on a great many logical 
speculations and assumptions. Although the analytical pattern of the 
prismatic model is grounded on the structural functional approach, 
Riggs gives undue emphasis to societal factors. This prevents 
alternative explanations of phenomena including the psychological 
and cognitive aspects of a prismatic administrative system. In the 
name of ecology, Riggs overemphasizes the organic and unified 
nature of social systems. Fifth, like all constructional theorists, Riggs 
too had fallen prey to causal inferential errors. Riggs admits that his 
model is suitable only for examining the occurrences of social 
transformation; but, in real society, the independent variables and 
dependent variables are complex and causality is very difficult to 
establish. Sixth, Riggs uses too many novel terminologies and 
jargons, which make his theories unduly difficult to understand. He 
often takes refuge under non-existent words to explain his concepts; 
words which has no application whatsoever to other models. 
Seventh, from the structural perspective, the model is awkwardly 
divided into three sections, which makes it cumbersome and reflects 
its formal limitations. It must be recognized that causes of social 
transformation are latent, unstable and indefinite; hardly conforming 
to the logic prescribed by Riggs. Knowing this, if one insists on using 
the prismatic model for analytical purposes, the results might not be 
relevant to facts. Last, some scholars feel that Riggs’ model presents 
a very pessimistic understanding of transitional societies. They 
surmise that Riggs might have been sceptical about the success of 
modernization projects in developing regions. They justify such 
indictments by proving that Riggs views the transitional, non-

36Western societies from the epistemological perspective of the West.  
Thus, Riggs, in spite of his ecological approach, was not free from 
ethnocentrism, which was characteristic of the non-ecological 
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scholars. It is not only inappropriate to apply Western standards to 
non-Western societies, but it is highly retrograde and dangerous.       

In spite of such shortcomings –which might have been uninformed, 
37based on a misunderstanding of Riggs’s model  Riggs is 

indispensable for the study of public administration, and especially 
development administration, as his prismatic model still holds 
certain strengths, which could not be diminished despite huge 
onslaughts against it. As mentioned earlier, public administration in 
developing countries has gone through serious reforms based on the 
market-driven principles of NPM, which were largely ideographic, 
reductionist and non-ecological. The drawbacks of such models were 
unravelled by Riggs, who hankered for ecological or contextual 
diversity. The nomothetic approach of Riggs can provide valuable 
lessons in comparing, critically understanding and systematically 
generalizing public sector management and reforms. Moreover, the 
contemporary market-driven and Universalist reform models which 
are being thrust upon developing countries in the name of ‘structural 
adjustments’ are extremely detrimental for the economies of such 
weaker countries and the message inherent in Riggs’ ecological 
approach could be taken into account in this respect.  Moreover, the 
practice of imitating the pro-market models of the developed 
countries by developing countries was something Riggs was always 
staunchly opposed to. He emphasized the importance of building the 
nationally or domestically suitable models of administration in 
developing countries based on their own contexts and ecological 
needs. Finally, unlike advanced industrial nations where major 
societal aspects enjoy a relative autonomy to each other, such 
domains are deeply interconnected in developing societies, which 
requires a multi-dimensional approach and inter-disciplinary 
approach to understand the embedded relationship between politics 
and society. Following Riggs in this respect would be highly 

38profitable.



162

Thus, Riggs’ model, like any other in social sciences bears both 
strengths and weaknesses. And as one author has very astutely 
pointed out, that to take away Riggs from public administration 
would make the discipline barren and uninteresting, in the same way 
that to take Weber away from sociology would make it unbearable. 
Thus, we can at the most indict the theories of such greats and not 
make an attempt to abjure them to the dustbin of intellectual rubbish! 
In the same way, this work would end by suggesting ways in which 
the present generation of administrative scholars could build upon 
Riggs’ model and make it suitable to the myriad needs of the 
developing countries in this era. First, in using the ecological model 
of Riggs, due emphasis must be given not only to the assertion that 
the environment can determine administrative behaviour, but also 
acknowledge the influence individuals have on the environment. 
Second, although the ecological approach attempts to explain the 
transformation process within the functioning of a particular 
environment, it unfortunately ignores the ultimate concern of public 
administration, viz. the evaluation of policies and the realization of 
administrative goals. Thus, rather than pointing out behavioural 
limitations, the ecological approach should instead emphasize 
strengths in problem-solving. Finally, ecological models are largely 
predicated on intuitive and a priori assumptions which make them 
inefficient and cumbersome, especially in the dearth of empirical 
knowledge. Thus, an ecological model of administration could 
employ statistical analyses and other quantitative research 
methodologies to study interrelated ecological factors that are deeply 

39rooted in empirical experience.
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