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Women  and  Ecology  in  Selected  Works  of     

Kamala  Das  and Sugathakumari 

“Ecofeminism  is  the third  wave  of  the  feminist  revolution.  It  says  that  

the  feminine  values  of  non-violence,  cooperation,  and  nurturing  will  help  to  

connect   us with   nature  and  prevent  ‘ecocatastrophe’”(Merchant 165). 

The  research study  is  entitled  ‘Women  and Ecology  in  Selected  Works  

of  Kamala  Das  and  Sugathakumari’.  The  thesis  comprises   five chapters  which  

discuss  at  length how  the    diverse  theoretical  claims  of  Ecofeminism, especially   

its  thrust  on  the  subdued  position  of  women  and nature   in the  hands  of  

patriarchy,  find way  into  the  works  of   two  contemporary  women  authors,  

Kamala  Das  and  Sugathakumari,  who  displayed  an  extreme affinity  to  their  

tradition  in  their  works. 

    Ecofeminism,  emerged  as   a  theoretical  discipline  in  the  1970s,   with  

the  third  wave  of  Feminism.   

The  term,  “ecofeminisme”  was  coined  in  1974  by   the  French  feminist,  

Francoise  D’Eaubonne,  who    inspired  women  to  lead  an  ecological  

revolution  to  save  the  planet.  .  .  .  The  philosophy  that  envisaged  a   

balanced  relationship  between  man  and  woman,  nature  and  the  human  

beings,  was  further  developed  into  a  movement   by  Ynestra  King  at  the  

Institute  for  Social  Ecology  in  Vermont  about  1976,  the  concept  became  

a  movement  in  1980  with  a  major  conference  on “Women  and  Life  on 

Earth”   held  in  Amherst.  .  .  .  It  was  Charlene  Spretnak  who  

incorporated  the  ancient  Greek  concept  of  Gaia  creation  story  into  

ecofeminism  (Merchant  4-5). 
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   Now  the  theory,  in  its  liberal, cultural,  social,  and  socialist  disciplines,  

has  many  followers  at  the  ideational  as  well  as  at  the  practical  level,  with  a  

serious  concern  over  the  alarming  ecological  backlash  all  around.  The  

exponents  of  the  theory,   along   the length  and  the  breadth  of  the  globe   find   

themselves  in  a  very  topical  context,   with  their  heterogeneous  standpoint,  

ranging   from  a  revival  of  the  now  extant   ‘wisdom  traditions’  to  grassroots  

level  activisms,  to  which  both   Kamala  Das  (1934-2009)  and  Sugathakumari  

(1934-)   have  contributed  profoundly  as  cultural  and  social  ecofeminists  

respectively.   

Redefining  Ecofeminism : The  Indian  Scenario 

The  first chapter  of the  thesis  surveys  the  evolution  of   the  feminist  and  

ecological  concerns  in  the  genre  of  National  Women  Writing,  which  itself  is  

an  amalgamation  of  various  vernacular  developments.  Such  a  background  

analysis  helps  to  decide  the  position  of  these   authors  in  the  literary  history  of  

the  country   and  also  to  have a  look  at  the  milestones  in  the  development  of  

women  writing  in  India.  The  prehistoric    literary  scenario  has  a  wonderful  

body  of  women’s  literature  to  its  credit,  recorded  from  the   Buddhist  period  

onwards,   that  too  under  the  patriarchal  spell,  hence  subjected  to  extreme  

gender  discrimination.  The  study  is  meant  to  analyse the  impact  of  the  various  

cultural  and  religious  and  ecological  developments  within  the country  that  

decided  and  designed  the  canon  of  women  writing  here. 

Dismantling  the  Patriarchal  Fantasies : An  Overview 

“the  eternal  woman  and  the  inexhaustible  earth” 

(D’Eaubonne  qtd  in  Gates 18) 
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         The  second  chapter  of  the  thesis   is  a  re-examination   of  the  historical  

and  cultural  association  between  women  and  earth  in  the  various  cultures  of  

the  world.  The  study  throws  light  on  the  transgression  that   happened  with the  

advent   of  modernity,  how  the  Mother  Earth concept of  the  ancient  cultures  got  

denigrated  into  a   domain  to  be  conquered  and  plundered  under  the   Baconian  

notion  and  in  the  era  of   colonialism  and  scientific  progress  that  followed,   all  

which   influenced  a  change  of  attitude   and  affected the  symbiosis  that  the  

colonised  countries  used  to  maintain  with  environment  and  how  these changes  

restructured  the goddess  traditions  of  the  world.  The  various  branches  of  

Ecofeminism  and  their  ideological planks  are  also  analysed,  along  with  a  study  

of  the  literary  effects  of  the  philosophy   turned  theory.  The chapter  also  lays  

some  emphasis  on  the  two  indigenous  ecological  uprisings,  both  led  by  

women,  the  Chipko of  the  Northern Himalayas  and  the Silent Valley  of  Kerala,  

and  their  role  in   evolving  ecofeminism  in  the  Indian hemisphere,  against  a  

backdrop  of the  other  women-led  ecological  struggles  around  the globe  at  this  

time. While  the  Indian  ecofeminist  Vandana  Shiva  hails  the  Chipko  movement  

as  an  Indian  instance  for  ecofeminism,  the   retrospection  on  the  Silent  Valley  

struggle,  which  is  also  the  first instance  in  the  world   of  a  literary  protest  for  

environment,  helps  to  understand  the  movement’s  impact  on  writings  of  the  

earliest  ecofeminist  activist  writer  of  the  vernacular,  Sugathakumari.  The  

chapter  also   sketches  the  representation  of  Nature  in  the  various  literary  genres  

of  Malayalam  literature and  how  the  perception  of    light/dark  green  element  in  

literary texts  has  changed  with  the  progress  of  time.  

Re-reading  Kamala  Das : An Indian Ecofeminist  Perspective  

Only  the Soul  Knows  How  to Sing  (Das  ’96) 
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The third chapter attempts to reinterpret Das, the internationally  known Indo-

Anglian  poet  from  the  oriental  perspective  that  coloured  her  idea  of  

Ecofeminism.  Das,“the   first  emotional  revolutionary  in  Indian  

writing”(Chullikkadu qtd  in  Weisbord 12)   is  also“one  of  the  most  read  and,  

perhaps,  most  often  misread  of  all  Indian”writers (Bhattacharya 195). The  

gender  issue  in  Kamala  Das'  various  works  is  subjected  to  many  ambiguous  

interpretations.  The  bilingual  author’s  prolific  literary  experiments  still  remain  

wholly  unread  for  the  lack  of  proper  theoretical  tool,  because    the  critic  

Satchidanandan   argues,  “the  universalising  theories  of  Western  feminism  alone   

cannot  explain  .  .  .  Kamala  Das'  concept  of  love  and  transcendence”(12).    

The  study  illustrates   that  ecofeminism  would  be an  apt  tool  to  explain  the  

gender  concerns  in  Das  as her  feminism  draws  much  of  its  strength  from  the  

Nair  Matriarchy,  (akin  to  the  prehistoric  goddess cult   that  the  ecofeminists  

praise),  to  which she  was  a  heir  and  which  vested  her  with  the  courage  

to‘revolt  against  the  sexual  colonialism’in  the  traditional  family  system.  

 She  began  her  literary  revolt  against  the   patriarchal  dominance  within 

the  family  (of  which  she  herself  was  a  victim) as  early  as  the  1950s  itself,  

with  her  short  stories  in  Malayalam, published  during  the  infancy  of  the  genre.  

Though  there  are  many  studies  on  Kamala  Das, none  of  them  brings  together  

her  short stories,  often  eulogised  as‘the  best  of  Das' and  which  were  produced  

before  My Story. The  latter  was  the  most important  turning  point  in  her  literary  

career as  her  identity  as‘Queen  of  Erotica’impacted   the  nature  of the  literary  

criticism  of  her  works  thereafter.  The  work  also  parses  through  her  memoir  

sequences which  is  an  example  for  what  ecofeminism  terms  as  
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“autoethnographs”where  she  recounts  the  glories  of  the  Nair  matriarchy.  She   

speaks  about  the  spell  of  her  maternal  ambience  at  Punnayoorkulam,  in  

Northern  Malabar,  from  where  she  garnered a  major  part  of  her  raw  materials  

for  her  fictional  world,  equally made  popular  by  her  lifelong  passion  for  the  

Neermathalam tree.  The  chapter  also  observes  how  the  author  carves  an 

ecological  utopia  in  the first  book  of  her  autofiction  titled, Balayakala  

Smaranakal,  and  sees  how  her  ecological  epiphany  happens  with  the  

Neermathalam  in  the  Neermathalam  Pootha  Kalam (1983). 

The  writer‘who chose to  be  her  own  raw  material’was ‘also  a  past  

master  in  genre  crossing’ (Satchidanandan ix),  hence  her  literary  works  share  a  

continuity,  irrespective  of  their  linguistic differences,  but are  seldom  brought  

together  for  a  comprehensive  analysis. The  work  brings  into  its  canvas  the  

question  if  Das, by  her bold  configuration  of  the  longings  of the  female  body  in  

her  prose works,  provided  an  example  for,   what  is  known    in the  ecofeminist  

parlance‘body parables’(Spretnak  qtd  in  Field 41),  then“it  is  the  body  

[which]  shares  a  devalued  position  with  women, [and]  recovering  the  body  is  

part  of  the  ecofeminist  project”(Field 40). 

 The  work  also  probes  into  the  argument  how  she  stands  for  gender  

justice  in  the  male  dominated  family  system  that  views  woman  as  yet  another  

commodity. Kamala  Das  still  remains  an author  unsurpassed  for  the  generic 

innovations in  the  vernacular  and  we  have  a crude  version  of  a‘sci-fi’  in  

her,  in  the  story  titled  “Ennennum  Thara”(1990)  which  foresees  what  awaits  

woman  as‘cyborg’in  this  cyber  age,  as  its  exponent  Donna Haraway  predicts  

later.  Racial  discrimination  is  yet another  instance of  domination,  as  the  Indian  
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ecofeminist  Vandana  Shiva  argues   and  the  work  observes  how this  proves   

right  with  Das’“Colombo  Poems” (1996).   

Many eyebrows  were  raised,  when  Das  crossed  floors  to a  new  religious  

premise  leading  to   her  unpredicted  conversion.  But  none  of  them  went  for  an  

in depth  analysis  on the    author's  own  final  attitude  with  regard  to  the  rejection  

of  her “roots”  upon  which  she  had  built  up  her  literary  vision  of ‘the  

female  principle’the  Indian  ecofeminist  ideal, as  Vandana  Shiva  reinvents  it  

from  our  tradition.  The  work  intends to bring  to  the  fore  the  fact  that the  

author  could  never  deny  her  treasured  traditions, as  she  herself  finds  

consolation in  a  parallel  ecology  created  in her  episodic  story  compilation 

Januamma  Paranja  Katha (1966-2003).  The  chapter  also  explores  how  Das  

rearticulates    her  tradition   to  state  that  the  personal  is political  as  the  

advocates  of  cultural  ecofeminism  agree.     

Pioneering  an  Ecological  Renaissance : The  Sugathakumari  Effect    

The  fourth  chapter   of  the  thesis  goes  for  a deep  analysis  of  the  

contributions  made  by   Sugathakumari, the  first  of  the  Malayalam  writers to  

experiment  with  Ecofeminism  in  theory  and praxis. It  was  her  intellectual  

leadership  to  the  Silent Valley  struggle  (1973-1980)  that  acquainted  the  nation  

with   the  new  (literary)  mode.  Though  many an  aspect  of  her  poetry  has  been  

subjected  to different  critical perusals  like  their  romantic  elements,  comparison  

with  other  prominent  women  writers  of  her  era,  the  academia  is  yet  to  be  

familiar  with  the greatly  honoured  activist –writer  as  an  Ecofeminist.  The only  

available study on this  prominent  feature  in  Sugathakumari’s  works  is  an  article  

by  Saradakkutty ( 2007).  The  study  analyses  the  nature of   her  pre- Silent  Valley  
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works,  the  features  of  her perception   of  Nature   in  her  works,  before  and  after  

the  struggle,  and  her  views on  sustainable  development,  matriarchy  and   gender  

and  tribal  justice. 

Sugathakumari   adulates  the  great  Hindu   traditions  like  the  Krishna  

concept,  matriarchy,  the  sacred  groves  and  an ecofriendly  lifestyle,  instilled  into  

her thought  by  a  pious  family  atmosphere  which  functions as  the  epicentre  of  

her ecological sensibility. She  reloads  them  into her  works  as  a panacea  for  the  

present  day ecological  crisis.   The ‘independent  author’ (she  declines  political  

affiliations) brings  into  the  pages of  her  works  many  of  the ideals  like ‘Prakriti-

purusha’  and  ‘the  female  principle’  that  the  Indian  version  of  Ecofeminism  

exalts. 

 As  a  practising  ecofeminist,  she  states  with  examples  how  the  tribal  

and  the  marginalised  and  the  evacuated   of  the  independent  India  are  subjected  

to  “environmental  racism”  or  “environmental  apartheid”(Shiva  qtd  in  Platt142)  

as  the  policy  makers  at  the  helm  never  favour  them. 

  During  the  Silent  Valley period,  Sugathakumari’s  works  were  mostly  

ecocritical  in  nature  and they  turn  to  ecofeminism  with  her  poetry  collection  

Ambalamani (1980) where she  brings  women  and  nature as  equally assaulted  

figures.  She,  unlike  any  of her contemporaries,  has  a  vast  collection  of poems on  

the  non-human realm  to  her credit.  In  one  of  her  poems, she  strikes a  chord  

with  the  proclaimed  objective  of  ecofeminism  and  predicts  that  the  girl  

children,  who  are  Goddess  Shakthi  herself,  will  save  the  planet  from  its  

imminent  doom.   
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No  other  writer  in  India  has  initiated  reforestation  campaigns  and  

rehabilitation   projects  for the  deprived  as  she.  Herself  a  strong  activist  at  the  

grassroots  level and  an  uncompromising  writer,  her   literary  concerns and  ground  

level  acts  echo  the  thoughts  of  the  prominent  social  ecofeminists  on  the  other  

side  of  the  globe  like  Greta  Gaard,  Charlene Spretnak,  Carolyn  Merchant  and  

concurs  with  that  of  Vandana  Shiva,  who  also suggests  the  ancient  Indian   

concepts  of   “prakriti”  and   the  ‘female  principle’  as  a  universal remedy  for  the  

present   crisis. 

An  interview  with  the  writer  has  been  very  helpful  to  understand  her 

deep  conviction   on the  subject   and  the  practical implementation she  has  given  

to  it  by  organising  a  lot  of  reforestation   campaigns,  the  protest  against  

Aranmula  airport,  the  agitation  to avail justice to  endosulfan  victims  and  her  

rehabilitation  missions   for the  marginalised  of  the  society,  including  women,  

children and  the  tribal. The  Saraswati  Samman  honoured  writer  makes  a  plea  to  

return  to  the  ancient  wisdom  of  the  country  for  a  lasting  out  solution  to  the  

current  ecological  and  gender  crises.  
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Conclusion 

The  final chapter  of  the  thesis  titled  “A  Hand  in  Hand  Credo: ‘A  Vedic  

Ethic  of  Care’”(Kheel 218),  concludes with   the  findings  of  the  study  and    

draws  a  comparison   between  these  two  contemporaries,   one derogated  as ‘the  

Queen of  Erotica’ and  the  other  as  ‘marakkavi’ (tree  poet)  and  sums  up  how  

they  attained  literary  consummation  for  themselves  by  experimenting  with  the 

different  modes  of  Ecofeminism  in their  works.  Both  these  women  stand tall  in  

the  contemporary  social  scenario  with  their  enchantment  with  ancient  Hindu   

traditions  and  their  unquestionable  bonding  with  Nature,  throwing  open  a  rich   

legacy  of  new  possibilities  so  needed  for  this  parched generation.   Kamala  Das’  

own  marital discord,  and  her  uncanny  honesty  made  herself  her  own  raw  

material  and  model  for  the  discontented  heroines  in her  literary works,  written  

as  Madhavikkutty  at  the  infancy  of  Malayalam  short  story,  who  surpasses  the 

later  Kamala  Das,  the  English  poet  or  Kamala  Suraiya  of  the  final  phase  of  

her literary career.  Sugathakumari  appeared   amidst  an era  of  literary  

experimentation  in the  vernacular,  especially  a  reactive  period to  Russian 

Formalism,  but  remain(ed)  unaffected  in  style, during  the  past  six  decades  of  

her  career  as  a poet.  It  was  her  vibrant  leadership  to the  Silent  Valley  struggle  

and  many  later  day  ecological struggles,   reforestation   campaigns  and  women  

rehabilitation   that  has  recast    her  as  synonymous  ‘to  a  watchdog’  with  ‘a  

moral  alertness’  in the  contemporary  society.  Though,  the  former  is  an exponent  

of  cultural  ecofeminism,  and  the latter  a social  ecofeminist,  both   these  writers  

seem  to  argue  for  a  healthy  co-existence  of  Man,  Woman and  Nature    in  the  

interest  of  a  better  ecosystem  and  in the  interest  of  a  better tomorrow!  They  

seem to  have  sown  the  seeds  of  a meaningful  inquiry   among  young  thinkers  to  
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make  their  foray  into   the  world  of  science  and humanities  and  take  up  the  

gauntlet   of challenge   to  keep the  earth  young and  green.      
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