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Editor’s Note

Our planet is dying. Well, not entirely, but it is certainly on its way to becoming completely
uninhabitable to a range of plant and animal species, human beings included. Our
temperatures are rising at an alarming rate. Within the next twenty years, it is expected to
rise more than 1.5 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels, which was the limit agreed
upon by the Paris Accord of 2015. In an intricately interconnected planetary system, one
thing often leads to another. So, our sea levels are also rising as the polar ice caps melt,
there are disastrous wildfires in various parts of the world. While some areas are witnessing
droughts, others are submerged underwater due to heavy rainfall. This isn’t the first time,
though. There have been significant changes in the planetary climate before, even global
warming. Human civilization came around after the last ice age ended around 11,700 years
ago. Then why should we be scared? Because this time around, it is an exclusively
anthropogenic climate change, meaning that it is almost entirely the result of human
activities. Also, it was never this fast. Climate change happened over thousands of years
and even then, it would always be accompanied by mass extinctions. Indeed, according to
researchers, the sixth mass extinction is well under way with species disappearing faster
than ever before, restructuring our ecologies for the worse. What is awaiting us is complete
chaos and potential annihilation. The COVID-19 pandemic is only a teaser to what is to

come, it seems.

Since its inception in 1988, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has
provided °...regular scientific assessments on climate change, its implications and potential
future risks, as well as...adaptation and mitigation options.” The IPCC periodically
produces Assessment Reports which summarise the state of ‘knowledge’ on climate change
at that given point of time. It is currently in its sixth assessment cycle. Of the three working
groups contributing to the report, the first one has released its findings and it immediately
made waves across the world, in both scientific circles and among the masses. It reinforced

the culpability of human activities in ushering in climate change, mostly through
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indiscriminate emissions of greenhouse gases or (GHG). It stated categorically that not a
single region on Earth remained untouched by these disastrous anthropogenic changes.

And, if we didn’t bring down GHG emissions immediately, this was it for us.

Things look bleak, but there is time yet. Even now, there are many futures open before us
and our actions in the ‘now’ will decide where we will end up. We need to rethink our
relationship to the world and the ‘resources’ we extract from it, recalibrating the ‘value’ of
the environment. The capitalist celebration of unbridled consumption must be critiqued and
alternative systems of production, consumption and conservation must be conceptualized
while avoiding obvious pitfalls such as the rallying cry of ecofascism. We must forge new
and more intersectional ways of looking at and dealing with our planet, our Prodigal Earth,
taking into account identity politics as well as various forms of social inequalities. It is a
daunting project with a mind-boggling range of variables, but, it needs to be attempted,
urgently. Third Lane’s special issue on climate change represents an attempt at thinking
critically and finding solutions to this crisis, no longer looming, but present. The authors,
experts in their respective fields, illustrate various pathways to the future by highlighting
the effects of climate change in the present and our responses to the same. From extreme
weather events like cyclones and droughts, to extraordinary natural and climate-friendly
sewage treatment infrastructures in the form of the East Kolkata Wetlands, from cultural
responses such as cli-fi to socio-political issues like that of climate refugees, these eight
original essays present a compelling account of the strange times we are living in and

possible futures, both good and bad.

The stakes have never been higher, the time has never been more right.
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COURSE OF THE BIDYADHARI RIVER
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The river Bidyadhari used to spill all over the Salt Lake area
even as late as the early 20th century. It was joined to the
river Hooghly by the Tolly's Nallah in the late 18th century.
This was the first artificial interference with the river. Many
more such interferences took place throughout the 19th century,
finally leading to the death of the river around 1928.
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LOCATION MAP
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ARTIFICIAL INTERFERENCES ON THE BIDYADHARI RIVER
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Sundarbans: The Land of Eighteen Tides

Debojyoti Das

Drawing by Frederic Peter Layard after an original sketch of 1839. Picture Credit: Wikimedia Commons




River deltas comprise just one percent of global landscape but support over half a
billion people. As you can see from the satellite imagery below, the Bay of Bengal
delta is an amorphous space-an admixture of land and water, a cultural ecotone that
transcends the political boundaries of India and Bangladesh. In recent years the
littoral region has come to be recognised as ‘the ground zero of climate change’.
While deltas are nowadays considered important food baskets that have increasingly
become vulnerable to food insecurity and environmental degradation, they have also
remained largely marginal to national imagination and have been neglected within
the discipline of area studies. With increasing threats from global warning and sea

level rise, deltas must now take centre-stage in understanding the ‘grand challenges’

of our time before it is too late.

Before the universalisation of the term Sundarbans (etymologically meaning
‘beautiful forest”), the part land and part water landscape were referred to in the
literature of the Middle Ages as the land of eighteen tides, atharo bhatir desh. This
reflected the agency of the watery landscape; and recognized the ‘tides’, ‘ocean’,

‘rivers’ and ‘tributaries’ that shape the history, culture and ecology of the deltas.
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© DEIMOS IMAGING SLU

Satellite image of the Sundarbans, world’s largest bird footed delta (photo credit: Deimos imaging SLU)

The delta is one of the most amazing examples of a transient environment where
nothing remains permanent. The landmass is constantly on the move — shaped by the
fluvial processes of the Ganges, the Brahmaputra and the Padma River. The
Sundarbans form the largest bird-footed delta in the world and support a megaphonic
‘ecotone’ composed of the mangrove ecosystem that support biodiversity and shields

the islands from tropical storms and deadly cyclones.

Legend has it that the Sundarban delta is a part of the patal lok mentioned in
our puranic literature that signifies the underworld -a place of hell teeming with

serpents, crocodiles and other more-than-human entities that represent darkness, evil
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and chaos. From the puranic literature to the contemporary times, the delta has
emerged as an excluded exotic space in the popular imagination of Bengal — the
sinister mythological representations got reinforced by the colonial characterization
of the deltas’ vast saturated landmass as unproductive ‘waste’land to be reclaimed
through the building of embankments and the clearing of mangrove forests for
human habitation that started in the late 18" century with the passing of Permeant
Settlement Act.

This colonial intervention was crucial in the history of the deltas This colonial
intervention was the first of its kind and remains crucial in the history of the deltas,
- for it imposed on the region, the distinctly western notion of land-based “property-
thinking” that ultimately shaped the utilitarian project of imagining the watery
landscape as a revenue frontier of Bengal Presidency. This had a significant impact
on the local ecology as it also led to the property-based approach of looking at certain
kinds of land as unproductive land or “Wasteland”. The ethical framework behind
this line of thought came from English utilitarian thinkers like John Lock and John
Stewart Mill. In this context the vast mangrove wetlands emerged as “wastelands”
in the eyes of colonial administrators who wanted this primarily fluvial geography
to be reclaimed for settled agriculture that will fill the coffers of the Bengal
Presidency. This kind of unilateral imagination of nature had its own pitfalls as,
over time, it exposed the delta environment to severe tropical storms, cyclones and
Tsunami as the mangrove forest cover was cleared to create settlements for

immigrants and landless peasants.

The Sundarbans: A Cultural Ecotone

The deltas are a part of a biodiversity hotspot- a ‘megafauna’ that connects the region

with the wider littoral world. The interconnectedness and coexistence of human
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communities and cultures produces diverse landscapes, which can well be compared

with the diversity of human geography and the notion of the ‘ecotone’ in ecology.

In the recent past, the concept of ‘ecotone’ has found a wide range of application —
from the world of environmental studies or landscape geography to a broad space of
human geography. For cultural geographers and environmental anthropologists who
have promoted the ontological turn in social theory since the 1990s, the emphasis on
elements andspecies beyond the human presents the cosmopolitan understanding of

the relationship between nature and culture.

According to Mark Sutton and E.N. Anderson, ‘cultural ecotone’ is a contact zone
where the cultural space of two different communities of human beings with diverse
socio-ecological realities meet and merge. In the context of Sundarbans, it is
represented in subsistence agriculture-based economies of peasants that has merged
with fisherfolk and forest gores which in turn comprise a variety of caste groups.
This is a zone of intercultural encounter where the seeds of transculturality have
been incubated and grown, over several historical periods. The Sundarban deltas
present a ‘cultural ecotone’ where the confluence of different tribes, races,
communities and belief systems has produced a hybrid social space reflected in
people’s everyday practices such as the worship of Bonbibi, the lady of the forest,
who belongs to the vernacular liturgical tradition of the region and symbolises the
unity between the Hindu and Muslim pantheon in the island. The works of stalwart
historians like Richard Eaton (1993) and Nile Green (2008) offer exciting
possibilities for deconstructing the old paradigm of Islam as a monolithic “World
Religion’ and Hinduism as a Sanskrit-ised Indological tradition. The Bengal delta
with its unique geography and ‘ecotonic’ transition has historically played the role
of a corridor to nurture an exciting space for transregional diffusion of cultures and

beliefs that have produced ‘hybrids’. Here hard borders/ boundaries are absent and
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do not define social identity. Rather identities are co-produced by the liminal nature
of these shifting landscapes that are malleable and ever changing with the turning

tides, cyclones, floods, and the migration of people across the Indian Ocean world.

Reading The Sundarbans: The Literature of The Deltas

While the puthi literature presents a genealogical understanding of nature and
culture, these records were written and commissioned by the privileged Bengali
Brahmins who introduced Dharam worship into the region by adopting local gods
into the wider ambit of Hindu fold. Examples of this religious co-opting can be found
in the eulogizing of Manasa the goddess of serpents, Sitala the goddess of measles
and the battle of Dakhin Rai and Bonbibi who have long been classified as folk
deities. This incorporation of local sylvan deities into the religious pantheons of
Bengal itself hints at the creation of a hybrid social space within the Sankrit-ised
Hindu fold. This transformation occurred primarily in the marshy parts of the
Sundarbans deltas now in Bangladesh, beyond the Rhar bhumi (the eastern part of

Bengal, east of Ganges River).

While anthropologists have classified the local beliefs into a two-tier system

with ‘little’ and “great’ traditions, | find this classification challenging because there

are various versions of Ramayan and Mahabhara retold by local scholars, scribe
writers and narrated by local scroll artists- patachitrakars and doggerel poem
singers. Rather, the diffusion between great epics and the ‘little’ local traditions is
what expresses the liminal religiosity and syncretic religious practices of the
Sundarbans delta. For example, Pika Ghosh (2003, pp 387) in her work Unrolling a
scroll narrative, observes that the ‘goddess Durga plays a prominent role in the
Bengali version of the Ramayan on behalf of Rama in his battle with Ravana’. In

Bengal, which had no “authentic” classical tradition of its own, folk culture came to
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be seen not merely as the archetypal Other but also as the source of a reconstituted
tradition that the region could hold up as an exemplar for India as a whole. Beginning

with its roots in the ideology of romantic nationalism, folklore has thus seen much

reordering in contemporary India.

Bahadur chitrakar — scroll painter of Medinipur (Naya Pingla village) reciting Ramayana with Durga as
protagonist (Proto credit Dr. Anindita Kundu Saha).

47



The puthi literature of the Sundarban deltas thus provides a diachronic
understanding of the social and political ecology of the region. In this article, | will
try to argue why conservation efforts and community work in the region need to go
hand in hand — it is important, while caring for the environment in the deltas to
understand not only the bio physical ecotone of the region but also the social and
cultural hybridity of the place. The foundation of my ontology stands on two
premises- 1). The ‘ethics of care’ for non-human subjects and the morality of
controlling self-indulgence highlighted in puthi literature and, 2). The growing
debate within deep ecological thinking about ecological egalinitarism and
biocentrism, a move that distinctly shifts away from the earlier positivist and post-
enlightenment anthropocentrism. These concepts are crucial towards understanding
human care for the non-human. The human and non-human aspects of nature cannot
be seen as the competing ecologies that modern scientific shallow ecological
discourse would have usbelieve. The puthi literature, for example, Bonobibi
Jawaharnama and Manasa Mangal attend to the concepts of biocentrism and
ecological egalinitarism where humans are seen as part of nature and not as dominant

or superior agents.
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Folio of Satya Pirer Panchali, 19th Century, Folio of Manasa Mangal- 17th century, South 24
Sundarban Ancholik Sangraysala Collection. BL Pargana, West Bengal, India (Source: British
EAP 759 collection. Library EAP 759 project image).
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The Importance of Land Over Water In An Amphibious Ecotone

Notably, much of this research on Sundarbans’ literature has been essentially
onterra firma: the obsession with permanence and stable land still remains
unguestioned when talking about hybridity. Such an unchallenged acceptance of
land-based physical environment as the essence of landscape assemblages
contradicts the fluidity inherent in the conceptualisation of hybridity. More
importantly, it undermines the postcolonial origins of the idea of hybridity and its
association with anti-essentialism as proposed by Bhabha and Nandy (see Bhabha,
1994; Nandy, 1983). In other words, the invocation of socio-natural might risk the
conceptualization of hybridity in precisely absolute terms, leaning instead, upon the
amalgamation of two or more elements. This is true of the Sundarbans delta where
the Puthi literature has been appropriated by Bengali scribe writers and proponents
of Dharma Sanskritised literature during the Middle Ages to support popular
aspiration of the society as well as elevate localised belief system to the mainstream
pantheon of Hinduism. The one-dimensional classification of ‘little’ and ‘great’
traditions as autonomous belief practices proposed in the ethnographies of McKim
Marriot and Milton Singer through their studies among small communities in India
during the 1960-70 established a rupture in the study of complex Indian society
influenced by orientalist-Indological thinking and Sanskritization which was not
very popular in Bengals littoral environment where people still wrote in vernacular
Bengali and were embedded in popular cultural practices. The great epics of
Hinduism such as Ramayan and Mahabharat also find regional variations in the text
and multiple meanings are drawn out of these epics in the local context by scroll
painters- patachitrakars of Bengal. As historian Jawahar Sarkar notes, “the
valorising of the popular deities of the ‘depressed’ masses of the region would, in

effect, permit or facilitate the Brahman’s entry into this hitherto-abjured realm of
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‘low’ local worships. Both the two acts of adjustment, popular deities of
the antyajas within the Hindu pantheon and of the ‘new agriculturists’ who rose
largely from among these forsaken castes that were either within or on the periphery
of the Hindu fold”.

“Though Dharma, Manasa, Chandi and the peasant-Shiva of Bengal were the main
folk deities that thus entered the general Hindu’s pantheon in western Bengal, thanks
chiefly to this genre of balladic poems, even lesser goddesses like Annada, Kalika,
Sitala and Shasthi, as well as minor male divinities such as Dakshin
Ray and Panchananda, also received homage through their respective Mangals.”
(Sarkar 2010).

According to Sarkar, “The Mangal Kavyas were in the language of the masses —
Bangla — and were undertaken not by Brahman scholars of high standing and repute
at the well-maintained ‘seminaries’, but by individual rural poets, most of who were

Brahmins — perhaps with no coordination among themselves”.

Likewise, this cultural hybridity is reflected in the contacts that the littoral rim has
established with the wider Indian Ocean world across west, middle and southeast
Asia from where Islamic influence has penetrated through presentization carried out
by pirs—holy saints of the Bengal delta detached from the Mughal empires of central

India.

Colonial Property Rights in The Delta: Fashioning Hard Borders/Edges

The colonial period was a watershed in the delta’s history that swept their hybrid
landscape under the carpet by promoting a false material consciousness of ‘waste’
developed out of Locke’s ‘natural rights’, by dividing land and water into units of

quantifiable objects for economic use. As a consequence, land reclamation gained
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momentum in the Bengal delta through construction of embankments and dikes that
were originally not designed for permanent human habitation. This brought

cataclysmic change to the physical landscape of the delta.

According to Rohan D’souza the Cartesian division of land from water was driven
by revenue concerns of the Bengal presidency that resulted in control of the river
and its flow. The Bengal delta soon became ‘the great environmental laboratory’
(Hill, 1997) to ‘test European theories on the purpose, use, and control of nature in
all its manifestations, the annual floods became more disastrous and riverbank
erosion increased’ (Lahiri-Dutt, 2008). Both the Permanent Settlement Act 1793 and
Bengal Alluvium and Diluvium Act of 1825 established absolute and permanent
land rights over a fluid and transforming landscape leading to the creation of
artificial hard borders that were contested in the court of law by local owners of the
land. Legal jurisdiction of land went hand in hand with engineering and techno-
managerial controls imposed by hydraulic experts. In this process the fluid and
transient world of the delta’s waterscape became invisible as land became central to
colonial capitalist and mercantile expropriation. This notion continues to hold sway

in the postcolonial period.

The Forest Frontier In Badabhon

With the extension of power that has come from the western pursuit of
modernisation and creation of timber plantation, forests have become the target of
exploitation for their natural resources. The term ‘political forest’ (Vandergeest and
Peluso, 2015, as cited by Devine & Baca, 2020) captures the notion that today’s
forests have been produced through politics. A history of colonial powers,
intervention by international organisations, economic values, and politics from

complex articulations of power and practice have transformed forests from ‘natural

51



entities’ to “territorial zones” and “state-held territories” (Devine & Baca, 2020) .
The “modern forest” is a place where the politics of sustainability can clearly be

observed.

Arguably, the greatest contributions have been made by environmental historians
who have illuminated the changing relationship between humanity and nature (see
Radkau, 2008). Their early work attempted to emphasise the “social construction”
of nature, such as forests (see Jeffrey, 1998). From this, studies moved on to what
Agrawal and Sivaramakrishnan (2001) describe as ‘“‘social nature”, where the
artificiality of boundaries between arable lands, forests, and pastures are demolished,
problematizing the ways in which certain modes of livelihoods are commonly
associated with each of these categories. Environmental historians have reminded us
that these are primarily applied administrative categories (Whitehead, 2010) marked
by significant movements within and between them. They have recognized the
unclassifiable mixed cases and the strong interdependence between various modes
of livelihood, the radical changes in landscapes over time, and human strategies of
land use that defy the simple distinctions (Scott, 2001, vii). Another thread in their
work has been intensive questioning of what comprises environmental knowledge,
not only critiquing the subjective position of knowledge producers, but also
investigating how knowledge is produced, contested, legitimated, and hybridized
(Skaria, 1999). In South Asia, environmental scholars have emphasized the
interdependence of biophysical and socio-cultural domains and highlighted the
importance of considering poor people’s livelihoods as entrenched in local ecology
(Gadgil and Guha, 1992; Guha, 1994). The Sundarban deltas have also been part of

this treatment.
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Khitish Bishals oil painting representing destruction of forest in the Sundarbans.

The archipelago of the Sunderbans are classical examples of lands at the margins;
they are elusive and indefinable. By turning them into revenue generating paddy and
shrimp farms, we thought we were protecting them as well as ourselves.
Embankments and polders increase the force of wave action and lead to greater
coastal erosion and rise in salinity level. Building embankments across the
Sundarbans to reclaim wetlands in the last one hundred years did not expand the
food basket of the Bengal delta, but merely deprived its contiguous farmlands of
vital nutrients. Construction of dams and straightening of rivers have been equally
disastrous for the lives of fish, animals and the people that rely on them.
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According to Professor R. A Gillis, ‘Living an ecotonal existence, islanders are
amazingly sensitive and adaptable to the conditions of both land and water. Their
relationship to nature is by no means passive. Indeed, they have been shaping their
own environments for millennia.” (Gillis: p158). It is particularly important to
understand that island history is a co-construction of humans and nature. Global
history has enough lessons to make us wary of reifying political borders, but we must
also be prepared to treat our so-called natural boundaries as equally liquid. Land and
water constitute an ecological continuum. We need to be wary of distinguishing the

marine too sharply from the terrestrial.

Until quite recently, deltas have been regarded as marginal. Island communities have
been of secondary interest to historians and geographers. But now we are beginning
to appreciate the centrality of the marginal. Take the delta mangroves, for example.
For most of the twentieth century, thousands of kilometres of mangroves have been
destroyed in the name of agricultural modernization and urbanization. But now this
ecotonal feature is again being recognized as vital to the health of the fields it
borders, and to the maintenance of biodiversity generally, after decades of ploughing
right up to the edges of their fields, farmers have begun to become aware of the
vulnerability of monocultures, the disappearance not only of plant, but animal and
bird species. Lately, farmers are again hedging their fields, creating ecotones
between forest and field, streams and pastures to prevent erosion and pollution,
thereby protecting their bets against flood and tropical cyclones. It is in this moment
of planatary crisis- climate change- that we are rediscovering the need for
reimagining evanescent environment such as deltas as culturally and socially

relevant.
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Declining mangrove forest of the Sundarbans Delta: Human activities in the Sundarbans delta: Concrete
Kumirmari, South 24 Pargana, India Road and embankment building programme after Aila
cyclone in 2009.
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Dushkal: A Study in Climate Change Risk
Perception from The Fields of Gujarat

Dr. Nairwita Bandyopadhyay
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“Every field has a Eucalyptus tree. If it over blooms, it is indicative of the fact that
there will be sufficient rainfall, a farmer in Kothasanamota, in his 60s, explained.
“Similarly, by watching the small black ‘chakli’ (Indian Robin/sparrow), we can
estimate the occurrence of drought. If their black colour turns blue, it means drought
Is coming. Changing colours is common in chaklis, especially during impending

droughts. Also, if they sit on empty branches, it is believed to be a drought year.”

Droughts are initiated due to changes in precipitation patterns and a reduction in the
precipitation amount, resulting in a sudden and acute deficiency of soil moisture as
well as surface-water and groundwater resources. However, this is more of a
generalised description. In practice, droughts are a protean phenomenon. They
manifest a number of conflicting characteristics that resist any attempt to reduce
them to a singular category. For instance, meteorological drought is a result of
inadequate rainfall and the deficiency of soil moisture which, in turn, leads to
vegetative drought. When this influences the groundwater level and the minimum
availability of groundwater reaches below average level, it leads to hydrological
drought. Intense, continuous, or frequent meteorological and hydrological droughts
cut the supply of moisture to plants, leading to vegetative and agricultural droughts.
Recurrent agricultural droughts not only cause huge economic loss for the country
but also flare up the price of food grains and other essential goods and commaodities,
triggering mass migration, poverty, exploitation of women and suicide. All of these

result in a vicious cycle of damage to every sphere of life.

In this context, risk perception influences the mitigation of the problem. Faulty
perception could result in time and money wasted in mitigation and preparation of a

risk that threatens them to a greater degree. People respond to the way they process
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the information about a hazard. Often, it has been observed that a flawed perception

can lead to untimely reactions leading to greater loss.

A period of water scarcity assumes a new meaning for farmers of different villages
of Gujarat, though chiefly identified in local language as ‘Dushkal’ or ‘Dukal’. This
blanket term perhaps encompasses what a drought may mean for these farmers, a

‘bad’ time, a period of infertility and dearth.

In this article, we will be looking at how people respond to the changing climate
particularly in an agriculture-based state such as Gujarat, in the northern districts
which are hit by droughts every 3-5 years in a 10-year period. Narratives collected
from people in the course of field research helped us explore the range of responses
to scarcity situations and the changing nature of water resources in nine villages of

Gujarat. The different villages were:

« Upalagoda in Amirgadh Taluka of Banaskantha

. Kothasanamota of Satlasana Taluka in semi-arid Mehsana

« Nanakantharia and Laxmanpura in semi-arid Bhiloda Taluka of Sabarkantha
. ldata in arid Tharad

« Lodhrani in arid Vav in Banaskantha district

. Lodai,Berdo and Dhrang in the severely arid Kutch

All these study areas were highly drought-prone, where temperature and rainfall
played a major factor, contributing to regular occurrences of drought and depleting
the underground water table. Kutch also suffered from problems arising out of

salinization.

Narratives From the Field:
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Rooted in the traditions of the region, women in Gujarat do not speak up in front of elderly men. So, when
we approached them, the women of the village were surprised to find that they were also being
interviewed for the study, that their opinions were important and would have some influence on our
research or, at a higher level, even policy-making.

For the purpose of this study, we interviewed a number of farmers from the region.
Qualitative, in-depth interviews typically are much more like conversations than
formal events with predetermined response categories. The researcher explores a
few general topics to help uncover the participant’s views but otherwise respects
how the participant frames and structures the responses. The interviews session with
the people of the village helped us gain a lot of information about their lifestyle, their
response to drought and their mitigation strategies. A thorough group
discussion was held with the patwari, mamlatdar and the teacher of the village and
this helped us rope in a lot of information about the village. They gave us a lot of
extra information about the programmes and policies run by the government and

also the impact of the drought on the lives of the people.
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Our field study was based on an analysis of the interviews of both male and female
respondents during group discussions. The interview was based on the principles of
confidentiality and anonymity and only one interpreter was present as the language
was alien to the researcher. Gender became the key variable in our interviews in that
we approached men and women differently. The idea was also that the experiences
and perceptions of women would be different from those of men and that they may
not feel comfortable in sharing their versions in front of men. The decision to
interview men and women separately was thus taken also keeping in view that such

isolations may encourage women to speak.

Perception About Climate Change: Meaning, Identification, Causes And
Occurrence

According to Paul Slovic, Baruach Fischhoff and Sarah Lichtenstein, “People
respond to the hazard they perceive.” Thus, people do not respond to hazards that
they do not perceive. Since risk is a possibility, its parameters are defined by the
guesswork or the perception of risk by the individual. Overcoming the factor of risk
depends upon how well the individual or group evaluates the possibilities and

predicts the consequences of the negative outcome.

Giving The Hazard A Name:

Different farmers defined ‘drought’ differently. For farmers of Kothasanamota in
Mehsana, the lack of rainfall or the excess of it, both signify drought. “Drought,
to us, means a lack of rainfall as well as an excess of it. In both cases we suffer crop
loss. If there is excess rain and crop loss because of it, we call it green drought,” a
local farmer from among a group of about 20, explained. This is an instance of
meteorological drought leading to vegetative drought.
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In Lodai village in Kutch, people like to keep things simple. “If there is no water,
then there is drought. If there is water in the well, we know that there is no drought,”

explained a farmer. This is an instance of hydrological drought.

“Rainfall is in the hands of almighty,” an old farmer in Sabarkantha’s Nanakantharia
village declared. “If there is no rainfall, there is drought. If there is rainfall, there is
no drought.” Overhearing the discussion from a few metres away, a middle-aged
mother of two put in her take: “Drought is when there is a heat wave.” This 1s another
instance of a meteorological drought. A few more female farmers of the village
elaborated on what they perceived as drought. “When there is less water for drinking
and irrigation in bore wells and hand pumps, we get to know that there will be a

drought”. This, again, is a hydrological drought.

Photo Showing People Digging The Soil In Search Of Water At Kutch
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Identification

Much like the meaning of drought, its identification, too, has various parameters,

relying heavily on villagers’ accrued knowledge through the years.

The prognosis of drought can be made through a host of traditional hints such as

the state of the trees, the direction of the wind, animal mannerisms, and the like.

Another potential indicator of drought is the water level of the wells, farmers said.
“Water can be found till 115 feet, beyond which there is granite, which doesn’t let
water percolate. The water level has gone down some 300-400 metres in the last 25
years. Before that, the drop in level used to be 20-25 metres. Off late, the level is
dropping 20-25 metres every year, and if this continues, it will create problem for
drinking, irrigation and everything related to it. Typically, if the well is 120-125 feet

deep, only then there is water in the current scenario,” a local farmer observed.

A woman who has been living in Nanakantharia village of Sabarkantha for almost
22 years now, since her marriage recalled that there was severe drought after 1992.
Drought is when there is a heat wave, when the “paan” trees shed their leaves”, we
know there will be a drought in 15-20 days. An old man in the same village added,
“The trees shed their leaves, we can understand”. Another woman in the same village
had a different view. According to her, it was easy to tell a drought year after a moist
spell in the previous year, but in case of consecutive dry years, it was not easy to

localise the drought.

She said, “How will we know if there’s going to be a drought? If it stretches across
two consecutive years, we can hardly differentiate between a drought year and a

regular one, as it is almost the same as last year.
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We can only tell it apart when there is a period of dry spell after a moist year. All
the livestock died, 25 years ago — we could not understand that it will be a drought

that year.”

In all the villages that were surveyed, there was this consensus that the climate had
changed but there was limited understanding as to why it had changed. The common

refrain was: ‘Prakruti ki baathai’. They mostly held nature responsible for all their

misfortune.

Photo Showing
Girls Carrying
Water For
Household From
The Canal Where

Water Is Available

Perceiving The Causes:

Responding to questions, the majority of the farmers and local people pointed at a
scarcity of water both for drinking and for agriculture; a fall in the depth of water in

the wells, the loss of crops, and unemployment as indicators of the onset of drought.

For the people of Laxmanpura, the over-extraction of water by rich farmers

following the Green Revolution is what probably caused the depletion of the ground
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water table. According to one of the farmers, “Previously, there used to be a well
which had water throughout the year even in severe dry conditions. It was used later
for irrigating the crops during drought season fearing crop losses”. It was made even

more deep by the rich people.

“There was only 50 ft-60 ft water in that well then, so they (the rich people of the
village) made it deeper. They used to have jobs, they had money, so they made it
deeper. We knew that once it became deeper, there woukd be more extraction and

ultimately no water would be left for consumption.”

According to another farmer, lower rainfall is the reason for the shortage of water.
Some attributed it to the increased use of water in agriculture which was never the
case earlier. Water was only used for drinking and household purposes. “There is
more use in agriculture now. Earlier, no one used to practise agriculture, there was

no water for drinking either, now they need water for agriculture.”

In Mehsana, the use of ground water in agriculture was possible only after the village
got an electricity connection. According to an old farmer, rich people are extracting
more groundwater now, leaving the poor farmers vulnerable and affecting the
groundwater levels. He said, “In the past, they procured drinking water from hand
pumps. Now more water is used for agriculture because of this two-phase
electricity.” The two-phase electricity helps them power the pumps, which, in turn,
extracts ground water. There is no control of its use. Those who have money extract
as much water as they can since they can pay for the electricity or buy diesel driven
pumps. Water levels have gone down because of that. There is very little drinking

water and not much water for irrigation left for the people.
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Deforestation was cited as another reason for such changes in weather conditions.
Forests aid in precipitation. They have cut down forests. There is no industry around
yet, deforestation does affect the situation. The farmers say bleakly, “asar to padta
hai.” There are very few trees left now. Every villager is responsible for this. If
someone protests, no one cooperates with them, no one joins them in the protest.
The person felling the tree doesn’t pay heed to the protest. The government,
nonetheless, has taken some initiative to plant new saplings. But the fact remains
that people are felling trees recklessly right in front of the villagers who hardly raise

a voice.

Droughts Of the Past

The way the villagers experienced the drought and the way it impacted their lives
varied from area to area and the occurrence and intensity of droughts were not the
same across all the study areas owing to their differing geographical settings. Their
experiences varied according to age, class, caste, gender and their socio-economic
position in the society which made them either very vulnerable or less so in coping

with droughts.

In Palanpur, according to the knowledge and the experiences of the locals, drought
was observed or experienced by them in the years 1978, 1943 and in

1956. According to one of the participants, drought was observed 35 years earlier
when no crops could be grown and all of their livestock died. The villagers went
out of the village, some 50-60 kms beyond its borders to work as labourers for at
least 6-8 months. They used to bring food back to their families, feed them after

coming home from work every two or three days. Then they used to go back again.

Another participant, aged approximately 60 to 65 years, mentioned a drought in
1943. He also recalled that in his lifetime ( he was 75 years old now), he had seen
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6 to 7 separate drought occurrences. In those periods, they sold dry wood, livestock
and bamboo at 10 paisa per piece to Palanpur. But according to him, drought years
wouldn’t follow each other the way they do now. There would be years with

adequate rainfall in between.

In 1956, as another villager recalled, over 200 cows, goats and buffaloes were
killed by a drought. There was only one well beside the river which had not dried

up. Otherwise everything had dried up.

In the village of Laxmanpura, the memory of the droughts of 1987 and 2005 is still
very fresh. A woman recalled, “Everyone remembers the drought of 1987 when all
our livestock died and men migrated to other areas”. Ten years ago, in 2005 there
was a drought event that was also very bad. When | married into this village, |

discovered that there was no water for everyday use, no water for irrigation.”

According to the villagers in VAV Taluka, there was drought-like situation in the
year of 2011. In the year of the “All India Drought” (1999), the situation was
alright. In 2009, another drought year, there was some problem in a few fields, but
in 2011 it had spread across the whole village. The government had finally had to

officially declare drought.

In 2002, in a village called Lodai in Kutch, there were drought-like conditions for
the crops, an instance of vegetative drought, but there was not much problem in
obtaining drinking water. This was despite the fact that there were conditions of

scarcity in agriculture.

The villagers of Idata in the Tharad Taluka remembered that there had been a
drought in 1998-1999. The validation of the findings from remote sensing data

showed that the years which the villagers could identify as drought years, were
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successfully picked up by the PDN drought index, which showed that the study
areas had actually been severely affected by the drought. Thus, there is a strong
correlation between perceived drought and actual, scientific evidence thereof.
There were many other drought years which the villagers could not identify as that,
such as the droughts of 1991 and 1993 in Kutch. This may have happened because
they could not specify the drought year as one or because its impact was not that
great as the surrounding areas were not affected by the drought and it was only a
local phenomenon. The memories of the severity of the droughts of 1987, 2001,
2002, 2005 and 2011 correctly matched the drought index findings.

Change In Temperature:

According to the farmers of Mehsana in Banaskantha, the average temperature has
increased over the last 5 years. Loo blows frequently. In Lodai, Kutch it was
observed that the temperature has increased excessively in the last 3 years. They
also mentioned that the nights have grown much colder in tandem with the rise in
temperatures in the daytime. In Nanakantharia, it was reported in a meeting with
the villagers that the temperature has not only increased during the day, but that
the night temperature has also dropped compared to what it was a few years ago
making the nights very cold. From this they could sense that it would be hot during
the day. They also observed that frequent heat waves impacted the crops even in
the vicinity of water. The dominant perception is that if there is water, crops will
survive in spite of extreme temperature fluctuations. According to an old man in
Laxmanpura, the atmosphere gets warm much quicker than before. The impact of
this increase in temperature is detrimental to the farmers working in the fields for
long hours in the summer. According to a woman farmer in Nanakantharia, “The
temperature will rise above the average in April, when we have to work in the

fields. It has increased over the last 5-6 years.”
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Drawing A Conclusion:

The perception of drought is embedded in the way a villager in the study area
understands and identifies it. Their perception to change in climate characteristics
and impacts highlighted how the climate has changed in the last decade and how
they have learnt to adapt to traditional agricultural methods. This is due to lack of
awareness, non-belief in forecasting, mistrust and illiteracy which has led to
weakening linkages between farmers and agriculture research community in the
state. Impact of a drought and their response were dependent on the social and
economic status of the people which made them either more vulnerable or less
vulnerable to the same situation. Numerous government agencies that issue early
warnings and other forecasts have been unable to furnish accurate and timely
drought-related information to farmers in remote villages. Contingency plans in the
event of a drought were found wanting, and whatever little detail on droughts was

provided, lacked specific guidelines on how to cope with it.

In the end, villagers, abandoned by the establishment and agencies that are
supposed to bear the burden of “scientific knowledge” fall back on their own
mechanisms, devised through years of experiential knowledge and an acutely
mastered ability to listen to the reports of nature. Yet, there is a disorderly unease
and above all, a sense of isolation in their perception of the natural disasters in
their wake in the absence of a systematic framework and robust governance. And

that is what forms the true tragedy of this narrative.

Inline Photo Credits: Author
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It’s In The Air: Taking The Human-
Atmospheric Relationship Seriously

Vasundhara Bhojvaid

Wheat Fiedl With Cypress - Van Gogh. Picture Courtesy : Wikimedia Commons
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During a lecture with undergraduate students in late October 2019, | was informed
that the university student body president had reached out to university authorities
requesting the cancellation of classes due to significant air pollution. The university
in question is located in western Uttar Pradesh, at the very tip of the Delhi NCR
expanse. This location positions the university campus just beyond the urban
conglomerates of Noida and Greater Noida that are within a range of 70 KM from
New Delhi. Being a residential university, students need to cover the distance
between their hostel rooms and the academic blocks to attend classes, which is
possible on foot. It was explained to me that the request had been denied and it did
not go down well with most students, as they believed that they were being forced

to sit in the dangerous air in my classroom.

This vignette has remained etched in my memory not only because it led to a long
conversation in class (steering far from the intended lecture content of the day), but
also because | cannot help registering that such a request would have been
unfathomable sixteen years ago when | was a young undergraduate student in Delhi
University. And yet, no student in my classroom found it the least bit extraordinary
to demand suspension of lectures due to polluted air. What had happened in the
interim short span of 16 years? Let me attempt to sum up the discussion that followed
in class by addressing two aspects — what does it mean to live with ‘bad air’ and

what factors led the student body to designate the request as a legitimate ask?

I use the preposition ‘with’ to designate our relationship to air for two reasons.
Firstly, the consciousness of bad air is the realization that we are, in fact, always
surrounded by air and that given the current quality of air, it can have detrimental

effects on our health. This is not to say that we were not aware of living in or
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breathing air before but the realisation of its effects on us lends a physicality to this
awareness and is symbolic of a rude awakening of constantly being conscious of the

air we live in.

Timothy Morton uses Sartre’s notion of viscosity to explain this sort of a relationship

by addressing our realization of the nearness to nuclear blast emissions and global
warming. For Sartre, viscosity is how a hand feels when it plunges into a large jar of
honey. The important point is that viscosity is not indicative of a leap that has been
made into the honey, but consists of the realization that we are already inside the
honey; it envelops and penetrates our very existence. Other scholars have interpreted
what | understand as our intimacy with air through conceptual categories such as

‘breathers’ as offered by Timothy Choy to connote that while we all breathe air to

live, there are unaccounted costs of breathing good or bad air. Similarly, Joseph
Masco argues that the citizen is less a national subject and more of an earth dweller,
by simply being a breather, such that we cannot escape air anywhere and that air
envelopes the entire planet. In making these claims these scholars also seek to
highlight an additional quality of living with air — attributing air an agentive quality.
Humans have known that they need air to live, but the contemporary move has been
to acknowledge a constant heightened perception of this erstwhile taken for granted
fact. This is made more evocative in that the same air that allows us to live can have
equally detrimental effects on our ability to live. The point is that in realizing this
intimacy with air, we cannot escape it and therefore must be conscious of how it
Impregnates psychic as much as bodily cognition on a constant, everyday basis. At
the psychic level, we are made to be conscious of and literally think about the quality
of air we are breathing in. At the bodily level, through breath the air we live with
creeps through our bodily interiors to settle in our lungs and even penetrates our

blood stream. This recent awareness of our relationship with the air we breathe is a
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result of a number of factors, significant among which are the culmination of science

and the policy on air pollution globally.

Even though efforts to tackle air pollution in New Delhi can be traced to the change
of a diesel based public transport system to CNG in the 1990s and as far back as the
colonial period; it was in May 2014 for the first time that New Delhi became
infamous for having turned into the most polluted city in the world. Though here |
present the case of New Delhi, it is possible to trace air pollution related reforms

in other Indian cities too starting from the colonial period. For New Delhi, becoming

the most polluted city in the world was ‘achieved’ following the release of a \WHO

database detailing annual averages of pollution levels in cities across the globe.

Since 2014, there has been increasing traction in science, policy and advocacy on air
pollution in New Delhi, India, other parts of the world, and many Indian cities have
consistently remained amongst the most polluted cities in the world. Historically,
the quantification of air pollution was made possible through developments

in science that converted air from matter to material, that is, there was a move from

the individual sensorial perception of the quality of air in relation to place — through
smell, temperature and movement — to scientifically accurate standards that qualified
the quality of air. The scientific assessment makes the quality of air an index that is
available for comparison and allows for material and symbolic means to facilitate
communication and policy. Undoubtedly, more and more cities globally are being
called ‘polluted’ on the basis of air quality and the heightened attention this has
received in print and electronic media has been seminal in people becoming more
acutely conscious of the air they live with and its effects on their quality of life and
health. The proliferation of this kind of discourse in the recent past has been
instrumental in pushing the student body of the university to make a claim for the

suspension of classes on account of the bad air quality.
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The second way in which I use ‘with’ to talk about our relationship to air is to point
out the materiality of air. There is one singular layer of air that envelopes the Earth,
but within this thin film in which all living and breathing species live, the
constituents of air are in a constant process of movement. Multifarious gases and
particulate matter — (particulates or particulate matter is a term used to describe air
pollution. They are a mixture of solid particles and liquid droplets found in the air
that come in a variety of sizes and can be composed of many types of materials and
chemicals) — are in a constant process of swirling, flowing, condensing and then
lifting to drift again. Freely flowing air (imbued with all its constituents) encodes its
own force that can be experienced in varying degrees of velocity and the expanses it
can travel over — a city, across states, nations and even continents — carrying and
mixing with all it encounters along the way. In other words, saying that we live with
air is a means to afford and acknowledge this agentive quality of air and all it
includes. Encoded in living ‘with’ air, is the acceptance of the fact that the air exists
independent of us, it has its own identity which deeply impacts but, in most cases,
escapes any form of human control in varying scales — from the air in a room to the

layer of air enveloping the planet that allows for the possibility of life.

It was this aspect of the materiality of air that occupied the better part of the
classroom discussion in response to the request to suspend classes on account of bad
air quality being denied. | asked students if they thought they could escape the air
quality in the second half of October if they had remained in their hostel rooms?
Many of them acknowledged that they had not considered this notion. This was not
surprising at all, as the realization of living with air or becoming conscious of the
effects that air can have on our ability to live, is often not thought of along with
questions about the kind of a material medium the air is. Most homes or indoor

spaces in India are not airtight. This is not only the result of the country being
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predominantly hot and tropical, but is also rooted in the importance placed on ideas
of ventilation and the possibility of free movement of air within the living space —
as a means to ensure that ‘closed’ spaces particularly always get access to ‘fresh’ air
from the outside. This has meant that the need to make a space air tight was not taken
seriously until very recently, when discourse on air pollution picked up. There are
now a range of private companies that convert living spaces into air tight spaces
lined with air purifiers and filters to constantly clean indoor air. Undoubtedly these
services are costly and can only be afforded by a select few, but it must also be
acknowledged that even this is not a complete solution. The human body is
a breathing body that must move from indoor spaces (that could be controlled for
air quality) to the outdoors and then into other indoor spaces where the air is not or
cannot be managed. The implication here is not only that we must live with air as
realized in the notion of ‘the breathing body’, but that the flow, distribution, and

filtering of air is not at all easy to control.

For example, an effective way to filter clean air into the body is by wearing well
sealed N95 masks, but even these cannot be worn throughout the day. Further, these
masks are costly and cannot be afforded by everyone. The classroom discussion in
question was in pre-COVID times, so masks were not prevalent in the way they are
now. Besides, a double layered cotton or surgical mask is not enough to prevent the
breathing in of particulate matter, even though it may be an efficient defence against
the transmission of the COVID-19 virus. In other words, due to the nature of
particulates and gases that make up the air, the science and transmission of the virus
is quite different from the way that bad air enters human lungs and then the
cardiovascular system through breath. Of course, today we have companies which
are marketing and selling masks that aid in preventing both the virus and air pollution

from being breathed in, but the mere fact that there are specific (often costly and not

97



easily available) masks being marketed in such a way, emphasises the point that the
transmission of the virus and air pollution have different trajectories. So, to come
back to my original premise, unless students chose to stay indoors wearing N 95
masks on that day in October 2019, even if they had stayed in their hostel rooms,
they would not have been able to escape the dangerous air looming in the university

campus that enveloped us as we talked, carried out our daily activities and breathed.
[

Carson has shown how historians and social anthropologists have responded to

21% century environmental anxieties by forging a new consensus that, the
‘atmosphere’ is not just the English word that could designate the ‘mood of a place’
or the ‘prevailing sentiment’, but the physical gaseous, layer enveloping the Earth,
— an object of human knowledge and a historical force in its own right. As such,
there is compelling scholarly work (such as Edwards) that qualifies how the idea of
the atmosphere was made possible, and how it culminated in the notion of a planetary
climate as a single system enveloping the Earth. We may have learnt in our science
or environmental studies textbook in school that the Earth’s atmosphere is made of
layers of gases that envelope the planet and are held in place by gravity, but this
understanding was established through a long and laborious process amongst
scientists globally that began in the 19" century and went through many phases of
reassessment, friction and collaboration to result in the possibility of envisaging a
singular planetary climate. Today, climate models or general circulation models are
the best tools scientists have, to understand, represent and study climate. Climate
models utilize quantitative methods to simulate the interactions of the important
drivers of climate change. They are used for a variety of purposes from the study of
the dynamics of the climate system to projections of future climate. This notion of
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climate has developed over time as it was only in the 19" and 20" centuries that
climate came to be envisioned as a fluid and dynamic system that, though planetary
in scale, interacts and effects local weather patterns as well. Scientists continue to
try and understand the complexity of the planetary climate to better comprehend

what future scenarios await us.

It is this possibility of understanding the planetary climate as a singular, dynamic
and complicated system that has placed us in the Anthropocene.

The Anthropocene is the geological epoch that is characterized by human actions as

a collective being capable, of shaping Earth systems, at par with non-human forces.
Scholars from the social sciences and humanities have called into question the
category of a uniform human or the Anthropos in the coinage of the current
geological epoch as the Anthropocene. While these critiques are relevant, the more
interesting effect the category of the Anthropocene has had is the emphasis it has
placed on human-atmospheric relations. Climate scientists have argued that the

anthropogenic moment is “nowhere more evident than in the atmosphere”. This

means that any social science and humanities engagement that seeks to understand
what is happening in our contemporary worlds through everything that is
emblematic of the Anthropocene, must take human-atmospheric relations seriously.
It is this emphasis that is reconceptualising the questions social science and
humanities scholarship consider worthy of investigation and driving home the
realisation that in order to understand the planetary climate and its implication on
how we live, we must take the atmosphere as a worthy and significant category for
analysis. In this sense, the atmosphere as an object of study is exerting a historical

force in the disciplines of social science and humanities.

| do not, however, claim that understandings of the atmosphere did not exist prior to

the construction of the planetary climate by climate science. In fact, scholars agree
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that the climate is as much a conceptual construction as a tangible entity. This means
that over time climate science had led to the construction of the idea of the planetary
climate, but simultaneously climate is also a material, tangible entity. The warmth
on the back of my neck on a sunny day is as much a manifestation of climate as the
melting glaciers in Greenland. Both of these are tangible and material — the back of
my neck feels warm, which | can touch with my hands and feel the warmth.
Similarly, it is possible to see how sea levels are rising on account of glaciers melting
and this too, can be materially documented. On the other hand, the simulations that
climate scientists are able to generate in a climate model are attempts to construct
the planetary climate conceptually. And so it is, that the planetary climate as we
understand it, becomes both materially tangible as well as a conceptual construction.
Further, social science and humanities scholars have shown that ideas of weather
and climate and their importance existed before the understanding of a singular
planetary climate emerged. For instance, weather as studied through wind patterns
has been seminal in the understanding of sea routes for trade, in colonial
administrations for governing colonies with varied weather conditions, and in
traditional medicine knowledge systems in different parts of the world that put forth
varied understandings of the importance and effects of the five natural elements, one

of which was air.

From this historical perspective, it can be claimed that the climate crisis is, in fact a
relatively recent phenomenon that has propelled scholarly interest towards the
extremes of scales in terms of expanse and time. In terms of expanse, | mean the
evolution of the idea of a climate that is dynamic, fluid and all-encompassing with
respect to the Earth. In terms of the scale of time, the implication is two-fold — that
of human time and planetary time. By human time, | mean the time period during

which the human species has existed on Earth, so that it is important to acknowledge
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(as I have shown in this section) that historically, ideas of the weather have been
intrinsic and specific to all forms of social institutions even before the phenomenon
of climate change became a part of our social discourse. The second implication is
that of planetary time which transcends the life span of the human species on Earth.
Planetary time encompasses all the climatic changes the Earth has gone through over
millennia that has ultimately culminated to us being placed in the Anthropocene.
The Earth was formed 4.6 billion years ago, which represents the scale of planetary
time. Human time is much shorter — while our ancestors have been around for about
six million years, the modern form of humans only evolved about 200,000 years ago.
Civilization as we know it is only about 6,000 years old. The air, in that sense, is not
only part of the planetary climate but has been present in changing concentrations of
the gases that form the atmosphere for millennia before the human race even
appeared on Earth. What is of significance is to recognize, without ignoring the
extreme scales of air’s presence, the implications that living with the air is having
on our everyday lives today and how our social worlds are being constituted by these
processes. It is precisely this dynamic that has been recognized as an important
analytical category for social science and humanities investigations in contemporary
times. In other words, as | have argued the idea of the atmosphere has been around
for centuries, but that in many functional ways it culminated as a planetary system
with the scientific assertion of climate change. This propelled social science and
humanities scholarship to engage with the atmosphere while being cognizant of its
spatial and temporal scales. This means that any investigation of the human-
atmospheric relationship as it affects us today must be alert to the way in which the
atmosphere emerged as an important conceptual category and has led to the way in

which we recognize our intimacy with air today.
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| moved to the university campus located in western Uttar Pradesh in December
2018 from Delhi. My acquaintances and well-wishers not only from Delhi but also
from other parts of the country, consistently asked me — the air must be better there?
The question was not surprising given that narratives of the detrimental air quality
had been spiraling in electronic and print media over the last few years. Since the
university campus is located beyond Greater Noida, it was assumed that the campus
was safely away from any urban conglomerate and would hence have better air
quality (especially as compared to Delhi). The question about air quality has stayed
with me for a number of reason, which | detail here. Firstly, just like the request for
suspension of classes due to the detrimental air quality, the question of better air
quality in the university campus is something that I could not have imagined being
asked 15 years ago. What was also starkly noticeable to me was the marked

consistency of the question — everyone who enquired about my move brought it up.

Second, this question was put forth by some along with questions of air quality data
and the air quality index (AQI). The AQI is a weighted average that relates levels of
pollutants in the air to human health. The range of what ‘healthy’ to ‘severe’ levels
are for the AQI is fixed by the national government and varies globally. This is done
keeping in mind the state of air in a country, trends of air pollution and designing
realistic policy goals for improving air quality. While the numerous digital boards
showing AQI across a few metropolitan cities in the country have had little effect on
residents in determining their daily activities according to air quality, it would not
be unreasonable to say that air pollution has become a much more discussed topic
on the news and in everyday conversations in the recent past. This is reflected in

mainstream news outlets not only carrying stories about the air quality of cities in
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the country, but also sharing the levels of pollution in cities, which is often the
average AQI of cities over a day. The AQI data can, however, only be generated in
cities that have air quality monitoring stations. Such stations are not present in the
same numbers or uniformly in terms of technology across cities. Even so it should
be acknowledged that today, this data can be accessed for major cities through public
and private sources. Of course, there are debates about the reliability of such data,
but it is undeniably true that more and more air quality data is being shared on media
outlets and other platforms such as mobile applications. The number of healthy air
days in a year is a common discussion point on mainstream news channels, while in
living room discussions, bodily reactions are increasingly being attributed to the
state of the air, and cities in India are being compared on account of which is a better

place to live in terms of air quality.

While these narratives have emerged significantly in the recent past and point to a
growing consciousness to air quality and its implications on human health, it has not
yet matured to the level of taking human-atmospheric relations as seriously as they
need to be. The discourse on air quality is caters to urban spaces — which cities are
the most polluted. Even the yearly debates on how crop burning in Haryana and
Punjab is leading to a deterioration of air quality in the Delhi NCR region, focuses
on the air quality in urban conglomerates. The implication is that crop burning in

rural parts of the country is a problem as the polluted air so emitted from crop

burning makes the air of nearby urban cities foul. Though research has qualified that

air pollution is indeed trans-boundary (in some cases travelling far beyond state

boundaries to traverse national borders) the impetus remains on understanding how
the air of a city is being polluted even if the sources are from other places. This is

precisely the implication in the question asked of me when | moved to the university
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— as the campus is located beyond any city, the air quality should automatically be
better.

This leads to yet another way in which the creation of certain spaces by polluting air
Is imagined. | have tried to indicate how air pollution is predominantly understood
as an urban phenomenon in mainstream media. One of the reasons for this is that
there is more air quality data being generated in urban spaces. One of the main
reasons for this is how air quality policy is enacted and seeks to implement measure
to quantify air quality. For instance, in India the Central Pollution Control Board
executes and manages a nation-wide programme of ambient air quality monitoring

network of air quality monitoring stations known as National Air Quality

Monitoring Programme (NAMP). The network consists of 793 operating stations

covering 344 cities/towns in 29 states and 6 Union Territories of the country. The
point to notice is that the network covers cities, towns and union territories. In other
words, for India, there is ambient air quality data only for urban spaces. In order to
make the network more representative of air quality across the country in the

proposed National Clean Air Program (2019), the central government has indicated

that monitoring stations will be expanded to regions beyond cities.

In the WHO database, air pollution is mapped in two sections —ambient air pollution

and household air pollution. The logic of the division is that household air pollution
refers to air pollution generated by households due to activities such as inefficient
bio-fuel burning from cooking in traditional cook stoves. Ambient Air Quality on
the other hand refers to air pollution generated by all other outdoor sources of
emissions such as vehicles and industrial units. In this understanding ‘outdoor’ is
understood as sources outside the ‘household’. The list of most polluted cities in the
world is put out by data accumulated from ambient air quality. In other words, air

pollution in cities is defined as the pollution caused by sources outside the
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household. This inherently implies that modern cities such as Delhi have cleaner
cooking sources in households such as LPG and electric stoves. Further, air quality
monitoring stations that are the source for global data for the WHO are only present
in cities in India and this data is taken under ‘ambient air pollution’. Air Quality data
in the WHO database deems the ‘urban’ (city) and the ‘rural’ as two separate spaces
in codifying ambient and household air pollution separately. The data that is
available for household air pollution is a result of development research conducted
in rural parts of the country and not a result of the Central Pollution Control Boards’
network of monitoring stations. The discourse on household air pollution has a well-

documented history in policy-development initiatives starting with cookstove

programs in India in the 1930s, mainly as a response to tackle pressures on forest

resources. The interesting point is that these initiatives were undertaken to displace
polluted air from inefficient bio-fuel burning from inside the household to outside
the household. The programs have largely been proven unsuccessful as they did not
lead to adoption of the improved and more efficient fuel burning stoves by target
households. Scientific and developmental research prompting the successful uptake
of efficient cookstoves is still underway. The result of these initiatives is that there
has been a bifurcation of air pollution into ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ with respect to policy
and related popular discourse. It could be argued that the split is on the basis of likely
sources of air pollution — inefficient bio-fuel burning for cooking and heating needs
in the household (rural) and all other sources outside the household (urban) — but |
would argue that this sort of reasoning ignores the agentive quality of air and what
it means to live with air. Moving air with its varying constituents encodes its own
forces and flows through and past cities, states, nations and continents effecting
everything it encounters on its way. All air in that sense is ambient, freely floating

and mixing around us and travelling beyond boundaries (state, national and bodily)
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to mix in all that is the atmosphere, and the categories of ‘ambient’ and ‘household’

air pollution do not capture this.

In 2019, UNEP put forth that there is significant scientific proof to establish that air

pollution and climate change are two sides of the same coin. Not surprisingly, the

possibility of this claim is premised on understanding the planetary climate as a
singular, dynamic and complex entity that envelopes our very existence. The air may
be better on the outskirts of the Delhi NCR region but we must also be conscious of
how we cannot escape the air and what it means to take human-atmospheric relations
seriously in the way that we live and shape our future(s). The Anthropocene, in this
sense, is most apparent in the atmosphere. Gases and particulate matter are emitted
in, mix, travel and make the atmosphere. Being alert to human-atmospheric relations
means taking into consideration the iterative processes that operate perpetually at
multifarious scales, simultaneously and are encoded in every breath we take, how
air penetrates all bodies and the swirling descent and ascent of airborne materials in

our intimate immediacies to planetary scales and back.

*kekskskk
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Expanded as “climate fiction” or “climate change fiction”, cli-fi has been defined in
multiple, often contradictory, ways. By all accounts, the term originated through
journalist Dan Bloom sometime between 2008 and 2011. While there are some who
include works of nature writing, such as Henry David Thoreau’s Walden (1854), as
cli-fi, it is more meaningful to define it as fiction that engages with the concept of
“climate” — a long-term pattern of weather conditions in an area — and anthropogenic
climate change, the understanding that human activity contributes to changes in
climate patterns. In any case, definitions can be a tricky, and often misleading path
towards understanding a literary phenomenon. Definitional concerns would take us
into very specific and pedantic issues, so in this essay | will focus on situating cli-fi

within a larger milieu.

Too often we are obsessed with the new and shiny, in literature as in life, and going
by most discussions on cli-fi on the internet, it would seem that it is an
unprecedented, world-shattering new genre. One of the features of ecological
thinking is to recognize that no phenomenon exists in a vacuum, and the same is true
of genres in literature. As far as the market is concerned, genres are designed and
manipulated to act as a brand. Marketing cli-fi as a shiny new article of consumption
masks the fact that it exists within and is a contemporary manifestation of a long
tradition of human reflection on the environment. But the market is designed to do
precisely this, so we should not be surprised. What is more, we should not take what
Is presented and (thanks to the internet) multiplied thousandfold as an accurate
portrayal of cli-fi. Genres are not an a priori but conjured-up entities; the only proper
way to think about genres is to question them and hope to coax and tease out what

is not immediately apparent about them.
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When the editors approached me to write about cli-fi, the term immediately conjured
up other words and concepts: “ecocriticism”, “climate”, “climate change”, “sci-fi”,
“Anthropocene”, “anthropocentricity”, “Solarpunk”, “Prakrti”, “Gaia”. In its
specific association with each of these, cli-fi can be introduced from very different
perspectives, each ultimately connecting with the others in what is a complex,
multifaceted area of thought. In fact, I believe cli-fi can act as a multi-directional
bridge connecting these areas and providing space to reflect on them and their
relationalities within the same text. It is not possible to do justice to this endeavour
in a single essay. What | have chosen instead is to present cli-fi as being in dialogue
with two related and older phenomena: ecocriticism and science fiction. Running
through and connecting the discussion will be an engagement with a text that is
quickly becoming canonical: Amitav Ghosh’s The Great Derangement: Climate
Change and the Unthinkable (2016). In doing this, | hope to spark new ways of
thinking about cli-fi that don’t necessarily take their cue from the marketplace, the
same market that is complicit in the ecological crisis facing us today and is now
attempting (rather successfully) to turn our focus to newer and shinier products in
the hope of deflecting attention away from itself. The challenge is to think of cli-fi
not as another consumable product but a site that allows reflection on many

interrelated aspects of living on this planet.

Ecocriticism And Cli-Fi

In its earliest forms, Scott Slovic writes, ecocriticism was “the study of explicitly

environmental texts from any scholarly approach.” From our vantage point, it is best
understood as a way of reading culture (including literary texts) through an attitude
that assumes that “the Earth matters.” Though often seen as a specifically scholarly
and/or literary pursuit, the insights coming out of ecocriticism have been broadly

influential to how we think and understand questions relating to the environment and

109


https://sunrise-n.com/transatlantic_ecology/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/SlovicThe-Fourth-Wave-of-Ecocriticism.doc.pdf

ecology. From its advent in 1960s USA, it is now available to us through at least

three, and arguably four, waves.

The first wave studied examples of nature writing to conceptualize “nature” as an
entity separate from the human and worthy of being studied on its own. Typically,
“nature” is here contrasted against both the “human” and “technology”. The second
wave questioned these boundaries, shifting focus from “nature” to the broader
category of “environment”, which additionally encompasses the domain of the
“human” — urbanization and technological development. As a result, during this
phase, there was increasingly a focus on ecological disasters, especially due to
human-induced factors. In the third wave, reflections on these questions started
moving beyond the predominantly white-American/British context, paying attention
to insights emerging from different nationalities and ethnicities. These additions
signal towards a more planetary understanding of ecological issues. Rob Nixon’s

concept of ‘slow violence’ is one example of the kind of scholarship that emerged

from within this wave. In terms of the genres typically considered for study, the third
wave represents a change in focus. While the first and second waves drew primarily
on “nonfiction prose and the fiction of nonfictionality,” the third wave invites

reflections on fictional representations of ecological issues.

The fourth wave, continuing very strongly in our contemporary moment, represents
a focus on materiality. Drawing insights from object-oriented ontology and new
materialism, it draws attention to the way “the human is always intermeshed with
the more-than-human world” and how the corporeal, physical, material existence of
humans is inseparable from “the environment.” It questions the easy distinction
between “humans”, “technology”, and “nature”. As may be apparent, this way of
understanding ecology is in direct contrast to the first wave. Significantly, and

probably as a result of the insights emerging from diverse contexts, it redefines “the
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environment” from being an inert space that has been merely (ab)used for its

resourcefulness to an active, agentive entity that acts as much as it is acted upon.

This reflection on the nonhuman, which continues strongly in contemporary thought,
has been engaged with at some length in Ghosh’s The Great Derangement. Ghosh
begins by talking about the palpable presence of the nonhuman in one’s everyday

experience:

“Who can forget those moments when something that seems inanimate turns out to
be vitally, even dangerously alive? As, for example, when an arabesque in the
pattern of a carpet is revealed to be a dog’s tail, which, if stepped upon, could lead
to a nipped ankle? Or when we reach for an innocent-looking vine and find it to be

aworm or a snake? When a harmlessly drifting log turns out to be a crocodile? ”

The first section of the book is entitled “Stories”, and it deals with the specific
deficiencies of the novel as a literary form. In it, Ghosh is at pains to stress that the
literary imagination has not been able to represent the nonhuman. This inability, for
Ghosh, explains why writers struggle to represent the images and events associated
with the ongoing climate crisis. For such representations of the nonhuman to become
possible, writers would have to engage imaginatively with the nonhuman, in
particular “the environmental uncanny,” such as “freakish weather events”. This
insistence on representing the nonhuman dovetails with material ecocriticism, one

of the major components of the fourth wave of ecocriticism.

Though Ghosh only mentions cli-fi once in passing — and not at all in this context —
it is evident that the kind of fiction he advocates (and subsequently writes in Gun
Island (2019)) can easily be classified as cli-fi, inasmuch as it pays attention to

climate change. So, one way of understanding cli-fi can be to situate it within the
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milieu of thought (across disciplines and practices) that has turned its attention to
the nonhuman. This would explain why cli-fi is quickly gaining traction with
scholars and readers alike. It is one of the ways — though perhaps the most popular

— to think about and come to terms with the nonhuman.

The turn to materiality and the nonhuman represents a change in focus in Western
philosophical thinking, even though the kernel of this thought has been present in
the tradition for quite some time. Since the patterns and habits of centuries of thought
weigh heavily on the present moment, it is in the realm of fiction writing that these
Issues can be freely explored. It is here that cli-fi plays an important role. As one
instance, the nonhuman can often become a character in cli-fi, affecting other
(human) characters and directing the narrative the same way that a human character
would do in the traditional realist novel. For instance, Dale Pendell’s The Great
Bay (2010) is narrated by Nature/Gaia. The tenet of material ecocriticism — that
humans are always intermeshed with the nonhuman — is often made apparent in cli-
fi narratives, where human characters have to confront and (if they can) navigate
through nonhuman occurrences. The fact that some of these occurrences may have
been set in motion through human activity only accentuates the point about

intermeshing.

Sci-Fi And Cli-Fi

However, there is a peculiar assumption running through the book, and this pertains
to the place of science fiction and other speculative genres in the larger discussion
on literature and representation. Throughout the section on fiction writing, Ghosh
tries to think through what it would mean to represent the “unthinkable” in the

contemporary novel, and what challenges the form of the novel poses to writers. In
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smaller doses, the topic of science fiction comes up, and it is defined in contrast to

“serious” fiction:

When the subject of climate change occurs in these publications [London Review of
Books, New York Review of Books and others], it is almost always in relation to
nonfiction; novels and short stories are very rarely to be glimpsed within this
horizon. Indeed, it could even be said that fiction that deals with climate change is
almost by definition not of the kind that is taken seriously by serious literary
journals: the mere mention of the subject is often enough to relegate a novel or a
short story to the genre of science fiction. It is as though in the literary imagination

climate change were somehow akin to extraterrestrials or interplanetary travel.

Let us first note and then elide the point | have tried to indicate through italicization:
Instead of interrogating the category of “serious” fiction (questioning, for instance,
what constitutes the seriousness of literature or which genres qualify), Ghosh seems
comfortable accepting a hierarchical category such as “serious” fiction on the basis
of the practices of certain (influential) literary magazines. But let us elide this point,
for it is only tangentially related to our central concern. What then? Yes, it is true,
of course, that science fiction has not traditionally been seen as “serious” literature
by the literary establishment, imagined by Ghosh as a “mansion”. In fact, the
stability of this establishment is built on the relegation of non-realist/genre fiction to
the “outhouses”. However, the “seriousness” of science fiction has ceased to be a
debatable question for quite some time. The relevance of science fiction to address
fundamental questions that face us today — involving, among other things, the ethical
questions related to artificial intelligence and biotechnological experiments, the
future of work, and the relationship between the human and the nonhuman — has

been recognized for quite long. The magazines indicated by Ghosh are invested in

113



the maintenance of stable genre categories, not least because this hierarchical

relationship was crucial to their own coming-into-being.

For those not taking note, it would come as a surprise that in recent years, the
mansion has been crumbling. And genre categories are crumbling too. The
outhouses have been slowly melting into each other and creeping upon the mansion.
The walls of the mansion are melting. Some inhabitants of the erstwhile “serious”
mansion — among them, notably for us, Nayantara Sahgal (When the Moon Shines
By Day) and M.G. Vassanji (Nostalgia) — are familiarizing themselves with these
new entrants. Under such circumstances, this new literary phenomenon that we call
“cli-fi” will need to find a place within this beautifully grotesque structure, a
structure that is no longer a sign of classic bourgeois identity but a shapeshifting
monstrosity. This beautiful, shapeshifting monstrosity — equipped with widespread
readership and free from the drawbacks of bourgeois nostalgia — is what we need to

pay attention to.

Let us see what more Ghosh has to say about science fiction and, specifically, about

cli-fi:

“Is it the case that science fiction is better equipped to address the Anthropocene
than mainstream literary fiction? This might appear obvious to many. After all, there
is now a new genre of science fiction called “climate fiction” or cli-fi. But cli-fi is
made up mostly of disaster stories set in the future, and that, to me, is exactly the
rub. The future is but one aspect of the Anthropocene: this era also includes the

recent past, and, most significantly, the present.”

There are two takeaways from this: first, that cli-fi is a subgenre of science fiction;

second, that cli-fi is constituted primarily of “disaster stories”. The view that cli-fi is
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a subset of science fiction is no longer tenable. Why? Because cli-fi is
not necessarily speculative in nature, though often it is. The only element required
in a cli-fi narrative is engagement with the issue of climate/climate change, whether
in a speculative or a realist mode. But one can see why cli-fi could be considered a
subset of science fiction. First, the term “cli-fi”” derives from “sci-fi,” a derogatory
contraction of science fiction that has been used to relegate science fiction as a genre

that deals only with themes like “talking squids in outer space” (according to

Margaret Atwood) or “extraterrestrials or interplanetary travel” (according to
Ghosh). Ghosh extends this attitude towards cli-fi by dismissing it as “disaster

stories.”

Second, cli-fi is often seen to be a movement within science fiction that deals more
explicitly with ecological themes. This view is historically more accurate inasmuch
as science fiction has a long history of representing such themes. In fact, some of the
few critical works that exist now on cli-fi draw its history back to texts like J.G.
Ballard’s The Drowned World (1962), a consciously science fictional text. Before it
became mainstream to talk about climate change, science fiction (and other
speculative genres) were taking up these themes and constructing narratives around
it. Oeuvres of celebrated science fiction writers like the late Ursula K. Le Guin and
Kim Stanley Robinson (to name only the most recognized) show a sustained and
developing engagement with the issue of living with a changing/changed ecology.
Closer home, Jayant Narlikar’s “The Ice Age Cometh” (1992, but published earlier
in Marathi) also tackles the problem of climate change through a science fictional
narrative. There is something in the very nature of speculative genres that would
allow such issues to find imaginative space, something that Ghosh is needlessly

trying to carve out a space for in “serious fiction” in 2016.
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Even though cli-fi is inextricably linked to science fiction and would be fruitfully
studied in terms of that relation, it is also a literary phenomenon that has a claim to
be understood on its own terms, especially in the way it has developed in this
century. From this perspective, a too-strong focus on its relationship with science
fiction — particularly when coming from an attitude that sees science fiction as a
deficient/“unserious” genre — can ghettoise it. That would hardly be a useful way to
study cli-fi. | believe the strongest claim for studying cli-fi apart from science fiction
1s its assumption and engagement with “climate” and “climate change”. The earlier
speculative texts that have treated of climate-induced crises did not operate within
an atmosphere that called for urgent redressal (or the vociferous denial) of climate
change. These two terms are the very lifeblood of cli-fi, and cli-fi would make little
sense without the larger cultural discourse that has built around these terms in this
century. Here, again we can see a similarity — similarity, not equivalence — between
cli-fi and science fiction, the latter having developed out of a cultural atmosphere

that was starting to engage with the term “science.”

The view that cli-fi is made up of “disaster stories” — a manifestation of dystopic
narratives — is a case of confirmation bias. It is true that such narratives inundate the
field, but that is not exclusively a cli-fi phenomenon. Even if we leave aside the fact
that dystopia is a useful narrative form for thinking through certain themes (and that

the classic dystopia a la 1984 has been supplanted by the “critical dystopia”), the

prevalence of such themes in cli-fi is but another manifestation of the broad narrative
fascination with and marketability of dystopian tales, which visual media has only
accentuated further. Dismissing cli-fi on this count is like dismissing realist
narratives as a mode of storytelling because most of them are formulaic,
uninteresting character-driven explorations of individual subjectivity that sustain

themselves — in a Coetzeean fashion, but with less craft — on a calm pessimism and
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offer no resolution. The more we say that cli-fi is a quintessentially dystopic genre,
the more we will see it as such. For me, this is not so much an argument against cli-
fi (though for Ghosh it is) as an inaccurate portrayal of it. Instead of parroting the

same opinions, we need to know where to look for alternatives.

If we look at the stories of Vandana Singh, for instance, we will find narratives that
accept the approaching reality of climate change without necessarily painting a
dystopic picture. Take the example of “Indra’s Web” or “Requiem” in her 2018
anthology, Ambiguity Machines and Other Stories. The stories mix scientific
insights with indigenous knowledge to present a bottom-up approach to the climate
crisis. While resolving some issues and not being able to resolve others, the stories
present a realistic and quite “serious” picture of how bad things are. But this does
not lead necessarily to a pessimistic or disastrous ending. “Indra’s Web” ends with
the death of the protagonist’s grandmother but the success of the Suryanet
experiment. “Requiem” ends by bringing a resolution to the protagonist’s feelings
but shows how corporate greed is likely to spell doom to any attempts at resolving
the crisis. “Reunion” (2019), a sequel to these two stories set in the same narrative
universe, broadens the focus of these forays by representing the ecological changes
happening at a planetary level. Here, more fervently than the previous stories, the
climate crisis is presented as an animated nonhuman entity — Gaia — resettling itself
into a new form, with all the attendant destruction that would naturally come along
with it. This perspective is held alongside the culpability of corporations and the
small-scale efforts of individuals and indigenous communities, the ultimate

effectiveness of which is left ambiguous.

Incidentally, Vandana Singh has responded to The Great Derangement in what is in
my view the most subtle and effective rejoinder to the text. While allowing that there
indeed exists “a problem of the imagination”, Singh draws attention to how stories
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in and of themselves will not be able to avert the crisis: “We must acknowledge that
Imaginative literature — no literature — can ever be enough. We are called to do much
more than write or run workshops — to face the possibility of hell itself, and then get
to work.” Related to this is her critique of how The Great Derangement lacks proper
engagement with environmental movements. The distinction between
environmental movements and the climate crisis, implicit in The Great
Derangement as in the popular imagination fed by advertisements, is unnecessary
and even dangerously playing into the hands of a corporate takeover of the crisis.
During the Chipko Movement, for instance, poets like Ghanshyam Raturi played a
key role, creating literature that should arguably inform how we in India
conceptualize cli-fi. Similarly, Solarpunk as a literary and more broadly an artistic
phenomenon has always been as equally invested in political changes as in
imagining aesthetic possibilities for a sustainable future. If by “addressing” climate
change in literature we also mean tackling its world-shaping implications, then there
Is a need to conceptualize cli-fi by aligning it alongside these radical movements and

the literature they have engendered.

These are some examples that | am familiar with; any individual aiming to engage
with cli-fi beyond definitional and categorical concerns will certainly find more
instances of what I am suggesting here. Far from thinking of Ghosh’s assertion about
this generation’s imaginative failure vis-a-vis climate change — so that when “future
generations look back upon the Great Derangement [...] they may well hold artists
and writers to be equally culpable” — holding true, | believe that future generations
will know (better than us) where to look for this imaginative engagement with the
crisis at hand. And cli-fi, even if it is called by another name then, would have played

a key role.
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Where To From Here? Possibilities And Dangers

While suggesting cli-fi’s necessary relationship with climate change, I have used the
word “engagement” and not “representation”. This is because as it develops further
cli-fi will start complicating the normative understanding of its operating terms —
“climate” or “climate change” — just as science fiction has been doing for decades
with “science”. Though most cli-fi narratives will engage straightforwardly with the
discourse on climate change, some narratives will question the working assumptions.
Ian McEwan’s Solar (2010) — a satirical take on the moral force behind climate

consciousness — represents one such attempt.

A more recent example is Varun Thomas Mathew’s The Black Dwarves of the Good
Little Bay (2019). Set in the aftermath of an ecologically devastated Mumbai, the
novel throws an imaginative challenge to the very conception of climate change. At
its heart is a speculative question not very different from Ghosh’s “What might
happen if a Category 4 or 5 storm, with 150 mph or higher wind speeds, were to run
directly into Mumbai?” It asks: What might happen if it suddenly, inexplicably

stopped raining in Mumbai? And this is part of its speculative answer:

Everyone was shocked by the peculiar behaviour of the clouds, and no one could
explain what was going on [...] The despairing state government called upon hordes
of priests and other species of holy men to perform rituals, make sacrifices and
entreat the clouds to open up, but their efforts went in vain. By the third straight
rainless year, our city’s groundwater reserves had been depleted, and since water
is essential to the sanity of man, people were brought to the verge of madness. |
remember those days...riots broke out, fires were started, property was destroyed

and almost every window in every government office was shattered. Eventually the
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army was called in to maintain order, though this rather compounded the matter,

for soldiers, as you must know, are far thirstier than ordinary men.

The issue of sudden change in climate conditions is a direct reminder of climate
change. I write this sitting in Hyderabad as it pours outside. This is my third monsoon
in the city. In the last two years, Hyderabad got some showers during August and
September, which has to my knowledge been the norm. This year, however, it has
been raining almost regularly since May, with even April having seen some showers.
Some reports suggest that this is part of a larger shift in rainfall patterns across India,
where north India is going to see less rainfall while the south experiences more and
more. So the situation described in Black Dwarves rings true. The novel builds on
this apocalyptic imagery quoted above to portray a confusion within Mumbai, borne
naturally out of the non-uniform, diverse reality of life in that city. Though
portraying a “disaster”, the novel turns the discourse of climate change on its head.
As the crisis deepens, a political opportunity arises for the Chief Minister to herd the
entire population into a climate-controlled structure, the Bombadrome, which later
becomes a means to enforce uniformity in the citizens and rewrite history.
Interestingly, the CM wins the trust and support of the frightened population by

explaining the devastation in the normative language of the climate crisis:

He was not superstitious, and since people crave rational explanations for everything
that befalls them he gave them several. He explained away the invasion of the sea,
blaming it on the melting of the polar ice caps and the rise of ocean levels across the
globe. He attributed the city’s atmospheric changes to decades of environmental
degradation and the chemical reconfiguration of our surroundings. [...] To explain
away the ruin of our city, he popularized wild theories about the environmental
havoc caused by global warming, solar winds and even the gravitational influence

of a white dwarf star in the vicinity of our solar system. [...] Newspapers and social
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media broadcast his assertions far and wide, and even the textbooks in our children’s
backpacks were altered to teach them that the only sins of their fathers were
unchecked pollution and environmental abuse. And once you people were

convinced, he set about rebuilding the city.

The counterargument to this narrative is provided by the narrator, who believes that
“the earth beneath our feet,” an animate, vengeful entity, “has rebelled against us.”
For him, the devastation is the nonhuman’s accounting for the cruelty of
anthropogenic actions — not necessarily or simply against the environment. He then
provides an account of the history of post-independent India, detailing the many
wrongs inflicted on the citizenry. It is, he argues, these wrongs, and particularly the
one orchestrated by the CM in his quest for power, that becomes the last straw. The
unforgivable nature of the CM’s actions lead to the first calamity, the clouds refusing
to rain over the city, rains being a symbol of forgiveness. As the narrative progresses,
we see how all characters except the narrator ultimately gives in to the CM’s
narrative, preferring a rational argument even if it has gaps because it masks their
complicity and provides an impersonal rationalization. It is only in the narrator’s
counter-account that the history of the nation and the revenge of the nonhuman is

given any space.

One’s reaction to Black Dwarves may be discomfort. Turning the scientific truth of
climate change into a contested political agenda may unsettle one’s nerves. But the
novel foregrounds one of the dangers facing us as we struggle with the ecological
crisis — the co-optation of the climate crisis for an extension of the political (which
is also the economic) status quo. The question raised by the novel is about the
interconnectedness of human actions, a historical awareness that the climate crisis is
one (though the most staggering) manifestation of the dominant economic/political

direction of the world. The focus in the novel is not on the notion of climate
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irresponsibility but on the way anthropogenic climate catastrophes signal the broader
ideologies that inform how we behave with each other too. In this respect, the
anthropogenicity of the climate catastrophe in Black Dwarves comes from the
human mistreatment of an “environment” that consists of other humans and

nonhuman entities.

In Lieu Of A Conclusion

This rather long analysis of one novel provides a segue into my biggest concern for
cli-fi in the future. Going forward, one of the questions that cli-fi will have to combat
will be its “relevance” in the face of the climate crisis. Even now, one sees
discussions on cli-fi that justify it on the basis of its ability to inform people about
climate change. The usual argument is that cli-fi is “useful” to us because it can
communicate large sets of “uninteresting”, “boring” data on the ongoing crisis in an
interesting form. The hope is that fiction, because it is engaging and entertaining,
will make more people aware about climate change. Perhaps an implicit hope,
particularly in the American imaginary, is that climate change denialism can be

challenged in this manner.

The larger question here is of course about what fiction can do. Fiction is of course
able to do all of these things to some extent — it can disseminate ideas and act as a
channel of communication; it can break down complex datasets into narrative form;
it can raise awareness. Yes, it can do all this. But it is ill-equipped to handle the
climate crisis or any other crisis by itself. It may ride on a wave of cultural energy —
it happened with science fiction in the twentieth century, it is happening with cli-fi
In our times — but as a whole it always exceeds the dominant arguments of the
cultural milieu. As a genre develops, it always opens itself up, imagines new ways

of expression, explores new ways of framing a phenomenon. It imagines, creates. It
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IS not as great at convincing readers as it is made out to be. It cannot bring about
large-scale change in opinions — it absolutely cannot transform whole populations of
climate change deniers. To achieve these things requires political movements,

changes of governments, and lots of work on the ground.

If cli-fi is conceptualized primarily as a way to spread awareness about climate
change, it will run against a couple of barriers. The first, and this might seem
particularly relevant to Black Dwarves, is that it will be required to present only that
which is scientifically accurate. Questions about how to frame the issue of climate
change — and there are many frames that exist in various cultures — may lead to
charges of climate change denialism. In short, cli-fi runs the danger of becoming
merely a vehicle for scientific communication. This would restrict its speculative
ability — and speculation here does not mean prediction/probability but a broad-

based imaginative engagement.

Second, and following on from the former, cli-fi may face the same problem that
science fiction has been facing — the framing of “literary”/“serious” versus
“outhouse”. The history of science fiction gives us a clue here. When a Margaret

Atwood or Kurt Vonnegut distances themselves from science fiction, preferring to

be seen as “literary” writers, it sets a precedent for scholars to read thought-
provoking, radical works of science fiction as “serious” fiction; it is as if the mansion
has allowed a couple of “good” outcastes into the mainstream, provided they give
up all association with the outhouses and add to the mansion’s prestige. A similar
fate may await cli-fi, where if it is not properly situated in the messy milieu that it
emerges from, certain texts can be easily picked off as instances of “serious” fiction
(these would typically be the ones that confirm or add to the existing consensus on
both climate change and standards of literariness), while the others that don’t serve

the purposes of the mansion can be stocked off into the outhouses. As an instance,
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look at what Ghosh does in The Great Derangement: the book is peppered with
references to works of science fiction and ways of thinking that would properly be
called speculative; yet, even as he draws upon these works and ways of thinking,
Ghosh can — as if with a flick of the arm — dismiss science fiction as being about
“extraterrestrials.” This is the same strategy that “serious”/“literary” fiction has used
to keep itself alive and relevant as the world has outgrown it: it uses its prestigious
station and the desire of writers to be associated with it to appropriate works that

properly belong to other genres. This will be attempted with cli-fi as well.

To some extent, these warnings will be in vain. These co-optations will happen. The
force of the status quo is too strong to believe otherwise. What we can hope and
strive for is to keep the broader potential of cli-fi alive. As readers and critics, we
can be aware of these strategies and struggle to see these genres as multidimensional
entities that encompass within them various modes of thinking about the world. This
Is what fiction has always done and is best suited to do. We need to resist overarching
frameworks that examine works of fiction primarily through criteria that emerge
from other spheres of enquiry. Cli-fi is growing; it will soon sprout wings. My hope
is that we let cli-fi fly, not chain it down. Within the frames of thinking it encourages,
we may find older, all-but-extinct ways of reflecting about ecology find a wider
scope of expression; new ideas, subgenres, and people’s movements may germinate

from its flight. These and much more. Such is my hope for cli-fi.
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This essay was originally presented in the conference “Ecotones 4 — Partitions and Borders, Kolkata”
presented at the CSSSC in December 2018. Her talk was published in 2020 under the title ‘The Human
and the Nonhuman: Bengali “environmental” ecotones and their contradictions’, in the book “Borders
and Ecotones in the Indian Ocean: Cultural and Literary Perspectives”, ed. by Markus Arnold, Corinne
Duboin and Judith Misrahi-Barak, pages: 127-150. Collection ‘Horizons anglophones: PoCoPages’;
Presses Universitaires de la Méditerranée (PULM). Professor Jalais graciously gave us permission to
reprint this lecture as part of our special series on Climate Change and Ecology.

An Ecotone describes an area that acts as a transition or boundary between two
ecosystems. This could be, for example, an area of marshland between a river and
the riverbank, a clearing within a forest or a much larger area’ (Thorpe 2014).
Ecotones are both of great environmental importance as well as being very fragile
ecospheres. For the convenors of this conference, and I cite, ‘an “ecotone” may also
indicate a place where two communities meet, at times creolizing or germinating
into a new community.” As they explain, this term, traditionally used in
environmental studies and geography, has here been applied to postcolonial studies
in disciplines such as literature, history, the arts, social and political sciences, ethnic
studies, ecocriticism, etc. in an urge to explore the ‘complex chemistry’ of creolizing
worlds (Cohen 1997). As ecotones are the ‘contact zones’ between cultures (Pratt
1991) in contexts such as migration, diaspora, refugee movements and other
postcolonial displacements and environmental evacuations, ‘how do the languages,
the cultural practices, the scientific knowledge, and environmental concerns meet
and transform in these newly constructed ecotones?’—they ask. Literary and
political movements necessarily cross paths and pollinate, following different routes

and creating a diverse universe, in which a single and fixed origin can only be
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questioned. So certain communities, usually lesser known as on the margins, as well
as subaltern, help us understand new forms of belonging, bonding, and citizenship
to specific places. In the context of Bengal, for example, how do different
communities negotiate shared space when notions of about nonhuman animals and

human bodies differ?

Specific but little known ‘points of contact’ are fascinating as they have necessarily
germinated novel cultural practices. Social anthropology as a discipline has, more
recently, helped us understand these ‘ecotones’ of sorts. This chapter will discuss
recent perceptions about nonhuman animals, meat and bodies between Indian
middle-class higher-caste urbanites and subaltern Bengali communities (mainly of
the Sundarbans) to critically compare their paradoxical differences. One can argue
that Bengal itself is a kind of ecotone compared to the Hindi-speaking, Hindutva-
loving, deeply patriarchal north Indian belt. The region of Bengal was partitioned
twice in the 20th century and Bengalis have numerous representations of what the
Bengali ‘homeland’ meant and means (Jones 2011: 373; Kabir 2013). In a way, both
Kolkata, the capital of West Bengal and its urban centre, as well as the Sundarbans,
the low-lying essentially rural and poor region that is made up of hundreds of islands,
are socio-cultural ‘ecotones’. But in different ways. Kolkata holds in its bosom both
the Bengali heartland as well as the diverse religious and ethnic communities that
came and settled because of its trading and political position during the British Raj.
It has also been at the heart of a deep reflection of what it means to be ‘Bengali’, as
opposed to ‘Indian’, by 19th century authors such as Tagore (in this connection read
Supriya Chaudhuri’s probing piece on Tagore’s novel Gora 2012). The Sundarbans
are a liminal space—an ecotone both geographically as it is between land and water

as well as socio-culturally as it is a borderland between Bangladesh and West
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Bengal, between Hindu and Muslim, between land-based and forest-based and river-

based occupations.

As pointed out by Sonali Dutta Roy in her recent article on Bonbibi, Bengal is a
particularly ‘syncretic’ place with 19th century scholar Akshoy Kumar Dutta listing
how—out of some fifty syncretic sects found in India—forty of them were found in
Bengal (66). She discusses how the spread of Chaitanya’s Vaishnavaite movement
and Bengali Sufism, both of which preached egalitarian values, gave birth to
numerous ‘syncretic sects such as Karta-Bhajas, Ram-Ballabhis, Lalanshahis,
Darbeshis, Bauls, etc, some of which are popular till date in many parts of rural West
Bengal’ as well as in Bangladesh. Similarly, the mythic figure of Satya Pir (believed
to be both an avatar of Krishna as well as a Sufi saint), has a wide following amongst
Hindus and Muslims alike in Bangla-speaking regions of South Asia (Stewart 2004).
Sumanta Banerjee rightly points out how this syncretic ‘intermixing’ is more
obvious in the ‘popular’ lesser-known religious rituals and practices, than in the elite
orthodox and mainstream versions of Bengali Hinduism or Islam, and says that this

IS because:

While the ‘great’ traditions of orthodox Hinduism, Islam or Christianity had become
powerful mainly through sustenance by, and orientation towards, state power, the
‘little’ traditions of popular syncretic religions in India developed in nooks and
corners of civil society primarily from the needs of the common people in their daily

struggle for survival as well as salvation, rather than intervention in the polity.

| argue that these contradictions between contemporary urban Hindutva and more
rural and subaltern Bengali Hindu and Muslim religious practices reveal not just
deep-seated ideas about caste and community but also reveal a particularly distinct

relation to the nonhuman.

128



The first proposal | wrote in relation to what | wanted to explore for my doctoral
thesis concerned the ways in which Bengali literature had represented the
Sundarbans. My supervisors weren’t too keen on me working on that. So, | decided
to focus on what the islanders thought of mainland Bengalis. This was brought
forcefully into my consciousness the first week | was there when an islander, upon
hearing that I would be writing about them, had quipped ‘aren’t we just tiger food
for you lot?” This made me look at how the islanders saw the disjuncture between
island and mainland, between ‘down’ and ‘up’, between them as fishers or peasants
versus the upper caste, cultured, people of Kolkata and beyond, between tigers and
humans, in a completely new light (Jalais 2005; 2007; 2008; 2010a and 2010b). |
call the Sundarbans a °‘socio-cultural ecotone’ because it is a place where
communities coming from many different places: mainland Bengal, Chotanagpur,
more recently from East Bengal as refugees; observe, as | mentioned above,
decidedly mixed forms of religious practices. The area is known for how Hindu and
Muslim communities venerate a ‘super-power’ called Bonbibi. It is a region where
the divisions of religious doctrine do not interfere, as much as in other parts of India,
in the pragmatics of daily living. It is indeed a place where one’s caste, one’s religion
or one’s gender identity happens, often enough, to be less important than whether
one works in the forest or on land (Jalais 2014; Alexander et al. 2016). What had
also struck me, after that initial sarcastic remark, was how the islanders spoke about
the forest and nonhumans. | was curious to know why, for example, the Sundarbans
islanders kept insisting that | enter the forest to understand ‘their’ tigers. The forest
was seen as some sort of ‘pilgrimage’ site even though it wasn’t called as such. One
of the forest deities’ places of worship—the Gazi’s—was called pithasthan. Going
to the forest could be seen as a sort of ‘liminal” experience that brought people who
are in its realm to partake of a sense of community feeling (or ‘communitas’) with

each other (Turner 1974: 166). As such, the forest served inherently to isolate one

129



from one’s socio-cultural environment, bringing people into ‘a form of
institutionalised or symbolic anti-structure’ (Turner 1974: 182) by becoming a sort
of ‘ecotone’—an ecotone that extended to the rest of the region. One of the important
philosophical dilemmas of forest fishers, and especially of tiger-charmers, was
trying to find a compromise between living a life ruled by the demands of the
cosmology of the forest versus one ruled by those of rural Bengali sociality (Jalais
2010a: 86; 2010Db). If those who worked in the forest as fishers believed that the
forest had a common law for all humans and nonhumans who entered and lived in
the Sundarbans Forest, they also believed that that ‘forest law’ was superior to the
laws dictating the segregations of caste, class, religion, and gender between humans.
This ‘forest law’ was believed to have been established by the forest ‘super-power’
Bonbibi sent by Allah to the forest to establish some sort of understanding between
nonhumans and humans. An entity represented as a goddess by Hindus and as an
earthen mound by Muslims, venerated with fruits and sweets and the reading of a
booklet that exhorted humans and nonhumans to live together as ‘brothers’ as all
were her children. And this was why, they explained, humans and nonhumans
‘understood’ each other. The cordial relations between humans and nonhumans, and
by extension between humans themselves, were very different from the relations
organised around the divisions of land and property where befriending the powerful
and the well-connected i.e., having exclusive links to the mainland bigwigs as well

as the heartland of Bengali culture, brought one success (Jalais 2010a).

I started to see Sundarbans islanders’ ‘interactions’ with nonhuman wild animals as
similar to what the Amazonians (as discussed by Descola 1996; 1992) practiced and
felt for their own wild nonhumans. For the Sundarbans islanders, tigers could be
humans and vice versa just as for the Jivaro (in the Amazon), humans could be

Jaguars and vice versa. Similarly, even though the majority were Hindus, cows were
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not really seen as nonhumans that were due any more respect than say goats or
buffaloes. The nonhumans that were owed respect were the wild ones that resided in
the forest because they lived lives dictated by the precepts of equality and
compassion of which the ‘laws of the forest’ were made up (Jalais 2010a: 85). This
different set of meaning-giving to two symbolically charged nonhumans i.e., the
tiger and the cow, was very different from the ways in which | had been sensitized
to seeing these animals while growing up in Kolkata. | had been brought up to see
animals as either ‘sacred’ i.e., the cow, the monkey, or the crow, or, auspicious and
special like the hilsa fish, or as wild specimen contained in zoos with which we could
satisfy our curiosity about distant lands and wildernesses. In none of these cases was
the nonhuman—whether the recipient of certain beliefs about the sacred, whether
the harbingers of happiness or whether as subjects of the budding naturalists’ gaze—
seen as sharing much with the human. They were seen as ‘animals’: decidedly
inferior creatures when placed in some sort of hierarchy with humans. They were

not ‘equals’.

Initially, when I had first arrived and heard ‘aren’t we just tiger-food for you lot?’ I
had inscribed this question within the hierarchy | was familiar with—the one
between humans and animals. | thought the young islander was in a way sarcastically
responding to what he believed was the way |, a person from a city, viewed him as
well as the rest of the Sundarbans islanders. He assumed | saw them in a hierarchy
with wild animals and in that hierarchy we urbanites saw the wild animal, here the
tiger, as more important than the humans of the Sundarbans. Yet, as the days went
by, I was often urged to travel to the forest by the islanders. | kept being continually
plied with stories from the forest so that ‘I understood their tigers’. These stories
about their tigers seemed to be based upon a belief that in the Sundarbans region in

general, and in the Sundarbans Forest in particular, humans and nonhumans share
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similar essences and that these similarities had more to do with a certain collective
geography and a mutual history than with anything else. Indeed, tigers in the
Sundarbans were not mere ‘animals’, they were endowed with so many human traits
that I had to call them by a more appropriate term and decided, from them on, to call
them ‘nonhumans’. This was also because for the islanders, in some sort, tigers were

‘equals’.

Harriet Ritvo (1987), Tim Ingold (1988), Philippe Descola (1992: 107-26; 1996),
Viveiros de Castro (1996), Molly Mullin (1999), Adrian Franklin (1999), Nurit Bird-
David (1999), Mahesh Rangarajan (2001), Rane Willerslev (2007), Haraway (2008),
Harvey Neo (2012, 2016; with Yeo 2010; with Ngiam 2014), Alan Mikhail (2015)
and in the South Asian sphere Mann Barua (2010, 2013), Annu Jalais (2010; 2018);
Sivaramakrishnan (2015), Ambika Aiyadurai (2016), Radhika Govindrajan (2018),
Yamini Narayanan (2018), Krithika Srinivasan (2019), show how people’s
interactions with animals form the basis of both their social practices and their
understandings of the social. For any one society, says Franklin, the ‘animal world’
IS never seen as an indivisible category but as a historically constituted and morally
loaded field of meanings that derives from the human habit of extending social
logics, complexities and conflicts onto the natural world, and particularly onto
nonhumans. If, following these authors, ideas of ‘nature’ are fundamentally
intertwined with ideas of society, we need to address what ideas of society and it’s
ordering become reproduced, excluded or validated through nature and nonhumans.
Let’s take the case of the Sundarbans, what are nonhumans—especially forest-based
ones—for the islanders? How are their ideas about these nonhumans intertwined
with their ideas of themselves and others? Or how do the Sundarbans islanders make
sense of their society through both their understanding of as well as their practical

engagements with cows and tigers? In some narratives tigers were invested with the
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human qualities of ‘understanding’ and ‘kindness’, whereas in others, they were
understood to be vicious and cruel, the state’s killing machines. Cows on the other
hand were gentle and kind, but not really seen as sacred even though most Hindu
islanders, Dalit or otherwise, did not kill them for meat. If ideas of society and of its
ordering become reproduced, legitimated, excluded, validated and so on, through
appeals to nature, as Macnaghten and Urry (1998: 15) argue, the project which
remains is that of determining what is a ‘nonhuman’ for the Sundarbans islanders
and how do their ideas of the nonhuman tell us more about how they view themselves

and others within their ecotone.

The Sundarbans islanders often explained that because the Sundarbans environment
was tough, it had unified humans and nonhumans by investing them both with a
common ‘cantankerousness’—a sort of an irritable, angry nature. Also, just as they
saw the locale as influencing them and making them more ‘cantankerous’, they
believed that history, especially the violence witnessed in the politics of the
Sundarbans, had increased the harshness of their environment (Jalais 2005: 1758).
In other words, the islanders explained that the growing violence of humans
expressed through their polluting paraphernalia such as motorboats, prawn seed
collectors’ mosquito nets and poachers’ rifles entering the forest, as well as the more
dangerous political viciousness linked to the creeping divisions of caste and religion
affected the locale of the forest, which in turn affected tigers and other non-humans’
need for peace and security. This made nonhumans more ferocious and increased
the danger of working in the Sundarbans. The two (humans and non-humans),
however, were °‘sealed’ together by the Sundarbans (Jalais 2010a: 198).
Ethnographic studies based on South Asia have usually studied social collectives in
relation to caste and religious distinctions. These are of course important analytical

grids. But to truly understand the ‘ecotone’ that is the Sundarbans region, one needs

133



to do so through the social collective of the islanders. For the islanders, society and
its divisions made more sense when looked at through the lens of the nonhuman than

through caste or religion.

So where does caste fit into all of this? Caste remains the organizing principle of
Indian society and often the main marker of division between people. As argued by
Dipankar Gupta, the very act of according value to various caste groups endorses
hierarchy—one which necessarily sees certain groups as diminished (2000).
However, interestingly, one could argue that in the ecotonal zone of the Sundarbans
caste distinctions between people are less marked and practiced. This is the case in
other such ‘ecotones’ and | will give two examples of such ecotones close to home.
The first is Sivaramakrishnan’s study of a region that lies to the Sundarbans’ north
east called Midnapur. Through a detailed examination of colonial forestry plans and
their implementation, Sivaramakrishnan, by drawing upon Foucault’s notion of
genealogy, looks at the interpenetration of the colonial state, local environment and
indigenous communities and how these impacted each other (1999: 13-19). Another
particularly apt description of an ecotone space is that of a region which lies to West
Bengal’s northwest and its ‘frontier peasants’ who brave very violent national
borders with teacups and conversations highlighting shared conviviality (Sur 2016;
2019). Most researchers have made similar argument in relation to communities
living in or near forests. These are often composed of Adivasis or the ‘original
settlers” who are organized along tribe lines and not caste lines. In the Sundarbans,
there were four main communities, a) those of East Bengali origin and who belong
to two of the lowest castes of Bengal, Pod and Namasudra, b) the Adivasis of Oraon
and Munda origin, ¢) the Midnapuris so named because their origins are in Midnapur
(mainly OBCs), and d) the Muslims from both the Sundarbans and areas in the North

24 Parganas outside the Sundarbans. The islanders maintain that the divisions
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between these four communities are based on essential physical, cultural and
psychological traits, yet they sometimes intermarry and share aspects of religious
devotion. In fact, the ordering of social positions of the four groups is often locally
specific and linked to each group’s successes on particular islands. Hence the island
one comes from, whether one lives nearer the mainland or amenities such as schools
and hospitals, whether one is landed or one works in the forest, whether one has
family in Kolkata and its vicinity or not, are all markers of social status (Jalais 2010:
50).

But if caste is not too important for communities living in close proximity to forests,
caste, however, as Mukul Sharma argues, ‘is one of the central categories that frames
environmental politics’. Even though that may be the case, argues Sharma, there
seems to be ‘an environmental blindness on questions of caste’ (Sharma 2012a: 46).
In his book Green and Saffron: Hindu Nationalism and Indian Environmental
Politics (2012b), Sharma links together environmentalism and Hindu nationalism.
This discussion was really started a couple of decades back with Sinha, Gururani
and Greenberg arguing that Indian environmentalism is often Brahminical, Hindu
and conservative, and is couched in a language of ‘new caste’ and ‘new
traditionalism’ (Sinha et al 1997). Studies such as those of Sinha et al (1997), Jalais
(2005; 2010), Sharma (2012a, 2012b), Aiyadurai (2016), have looked at the ways in
which caste, Hindutva and environmentalism mix. Through a study of present-day
growing middle-class obsessions about nature tourism, banning beef-eating and
eating sattvik or vegetarian food, leading lives sanctioned by Vedic principles of
purity and pollution and believing that these are somehow superior ways of living,
what happens in the process is the alienation of certain more subaltern ‘ecotonal’
practices and food habits. Through some of the contradictions between the

commercial use of ‘nature’ amongst the Indian middle-class and that of subaltern
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populations living in socio-cultural ecotones and their everyday use and symbolism
of ‘nature’, I would like to highlight the deep contradictions between the two
understandings of nature and nonhumans and by extension, the notion of the

‘collective’.

One of the ways in which this chapter furthers Sharma’s argument is to talk about
the ways in which people think of non-vegetarian food and why environmental
politics sits very uneasily with the politics of those living in ecotones such as the
Sundarbans. The recent killings, mostly of Muslims and Dalits, over beef in India
are very telling in relation to subaltern identities. The present right-winged National
Democratic Alliance (NDA) Government [a coalition of right-winged political
parties the largest of which is the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)], was in a quandary
in September and October 2016. They were committed on the one hand to the
hardline Hindu right such as the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) and the
Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) that adheres to a rigid form of Brahminical Hinduism
which leaves little room for subaltern identities living lives unprescribed by
Brahminical norms. The cow as a political symbol and its protection as a rallying
cry for extreme right-wing groups to get the Hindu-majority country to vote the
Modi Government to power has a long history. One that took off during colonial
times with the Cow Protection movement being at the root of much communal
violence during British rule by giving its adherents ‘a much wider influence’ (Gupta
2001: 4295). Political parties like the RSS and the VHP focused on Hindu revivalism
and started the process of building gaushalas or cowsheds in India (Lodrick 1981;
2008). Gaushalas, as argued Yang, became political spaces seen as ‘sanctuaries’ for
cows from a sociocultural and religious ‘other’ (1980) implying that if one were a
good Hindu one would not risk a cow’s life. We just need to look at how the cow

has been flaunted by the NDA government as ‘Gaumata’ or ‘mother cow’ and how
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it can stand in for the mother and how killing it is tantamount to killing one’s mother
to understand that complexity of the cow as a political symbol (Van Der Veer 1994).
What | want to argue is that a lot of the arguments around beef have to do with not
just the supposed sacrality and purity of the cow and her symbol as a ‘mother’ but
with the ‘dirty’ Dalit or Muslim body—‘dirty’ both because of the kind of work
these communities are seen as engaging in as well as because of the food they
consume (Ghassem-Fachandi 2009, 2012; Sen 2007; Hansen 1996).

The gripe over the cow and its consumption started getting media attention after an
event that occurred the 21st of December 2015 when a Muslim man called Md
Akhlag living outside Delhi was killed for supposedly having beef in his fridge.
When the police arrived, they did not go after the murderers but went to the fridge
to retrieve the supposed piece of incriminating beef to have it forensically tested to
find out if it was beef or not. It was not. But it was too late for Akhlag who had been
literally lynched to death and his son who had been so hurt that he lay in hospital.
The news started circulating more the three days after it had occurred. Several
Muslims were attacked and murdered by cow vigilantes. On none of these occasions
did Narendra Modi, the current Prime Minister of India, call for the instigators of
mob violence to be brought to justice and his BJP party later celebrated and
garlanded many of the lynchers. Indeed, senior BJP leaders, including Union culture
minister Mahesh Sharma, the chief ministers of Jharkhand and Haryana, minister of
state Sanjeev Baliyan and others, have either soft-pedaled these crimes or provided
oblique justifications for them. In July 2016, seven Dalits were severely beaten up
whilst four amongst them were lynched, their bodies strapped to a moving car and
beaten with chains in Una in the western state of Gujarat. A famous Indian scientist
returned the honours he had received from the Indian Government and reiterated the

fact that beef was in fact prescribed in Ayurvedic medicine and that Hindus used to
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happily eat beef and sacrifice it to Vedic gods. The Una attack forced the resignation
of Gujarat’s Chief Minister Anandiben Patel and awoke the Prime Minister to the
seriousness of the situation. Modi ostentatiously declared ‘If you have a problem, if
you feel like attacking someone, attack me, not my Dalit brothers. If you want to
shoot anyone, shoot me, not my Dalit brothers’ in a speech made in Hyderabad on
7th August, 2016. However, the attacks did not stop. By the end April 2019, the total
tally of Muslim and Dalits lynched to death, mostly over beef, was fifty-five, and
more than 300 had been brutally assaulted. [But not a single murderer has faced
justice to date (mid-June 2019)]. The outbreak of violence at Una brought Dalit
organisations together. Jignesh Mevani, a prominent Dalit leader from Guijarat, held
a rally in which thousands came together vowing to refuse to clean the carcasses of
dead cows. ‘Your mother, your duty’ was the byline. Trucks of cow carcasses were
dropped in front of Government offices and for days they stayed there rotting as

nobody from the other castes came forward to remove them.

Mukherjee writes in The Telegraph (27/6/18), ‘Periodic lynchings—most of the
victims are Muslims and Dalits—have succeeded in turning the consumption of
certain kinds of food, essentially meat, into a criminal transgression. The morality
and attendant violence concerning meat (. . .) are, undoubtedly, integral to the
Ideological project of transforming a pluralist nation into a majoritarian polity’. I’'m
not going to delve into the long literature on the importance of the cow in Hinduism
and both the profane and sacred aspects of this creature (for a good historical account
on the doctrinal analysis of the cow’s sacrality in Hinduism read Korom 2000); what
I’m going to focus on here is the link of the cow to caste. Ambedkar really hits the
nail on the head when he makes two important arguments in relation to beef-eating
and caste. The first is that even if in the Vedic period, ‘for the Brahmin every day
was a beef-steak day’ (1948: 193) this is no longer the case and the second is that
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with the abandoning of meat-eating by Brahmin communities, the meat of the dead
cow now became the chief item of food consumed by communities which are
generally classified as ‘untouchable’ (1948: 184). All untouchable communities
have some relation to the dead cow—some eat the flesh, some remove the skin, some
manufacture articles out of the cow’s skin and bones. An easy way to understand
caste hierarchy today is to see who eats beef—those who do are at the bottom of the
caste pile, those who are non-vegetarians but do not eat beef are in between and
those who are vegetarians are at the top. The majority of Dalits, for all kinds of
reasons, refrain from beef-eating; but whether they eat it or not, the fact that they are
potential beefeaters puts them in the category of the ‘untouchable’. Even though the
presumed ‘holiness’ of the cow in Vedism or ancient Hinduism is a myth as its flesh
played an important part in the cuisine of ancient India, today its consumption is
seen as Islam’s ‘baneful bequeathal’ to India (Jha 2009). Indeed, beef is considered
by the majority of middle-class Hindu India as something that is not part of Hindu
culture and that it is ‘foreign’—indulged in by Muslims and Christians, minorities
often also called ‘anti-nationals’ by BJP supporters. Partha Chatterjee’s formulations
about nationalism are particularly relevant in this context. He argues that Indian
nationalists in the mid- to late nineteenth century made a distinction between a
material sphere of power, regarded as exterior to the individual, where the British
were superior, and a spiritual sphere of moral value where ‘traditional’ Hindu
beliefs, located within the individual, were regarded as superior to, and somewhat
immune from, the Western culture of imperialism (Chatterjee 1989: 624). For
Gandhi, control of the body was superior to brute masculinity and believed to be tied
to the kind of food one ate. This alternative male body as studied by Ashish Nandy
(1983), Partha Chatterjee (1989; 1994), Mrinalini Sinha (1995) in the context of the
‘other’ is one that focuses on the male middle-class that refrains from eating beef so

as to be independent from the burden of colonialism.
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The argument | want to raise, through this cow-caste politics, is how in the South
Asian sphere, it is difficult to organise people around a common collective. Arvind
Kejriwal and Anna Hazare tried in the summer of 2011 to create a common ground
on the issue of corruption. But it was mainly Delhi-centric and based in a middle-
class Brahminical culture. The BJP unapologetically upholds the ideology of the
high caste. History books in a few states of India have erased passages on how
bovine used to be both sacrificed and feasted on in ancient times. On a national level,
the Modi Government is trying to enforce ‘one cow’—the sacred ‘Hindu cow’, and
those who dare resist, are termed ‘anti-national’, ‘seditious’ or seen as up for being
lynched. This ‘one Hindu cow’ is sacred, pure, motherly, chaste. But if it is about
protecting milch cattle why is the buffalo given no such status even though it
provides seventy-five percent of India’s milk, pertinently asks Kancha Ilaiah (2004:
XXV). Similarly, foreign bulls get bad press. In 2016, the Haryana MP argued that
foreign bulls had ‘loose characters’ and wanted to have sex anytime with the poor
Indian cows who, he said, were on the contrary regulated, when it came to
copulation, by seasons. The loose character of the foreign bulls undoubtedly
reflected the character of the people from the foreign lands from which these bulls
came. So, there is an entire taxonomy of caste in the way bovines are described and
perceived. If native cows are ‘burdened with representing Hindu purity’ (Narayanan,
2018: 331), buffaloes are exposed to exploitation and oppression and represent the
‘whole Dravidian, now Dalit-Bahujan, culture’ (Ilaiah 2004: XXX), and foreign
bulls are ‘loose’ and sexually promiscuous. As aptly argued by Shoma Sen, ‘Indians
are known to be publicly coy about sex, as the dominant Brahminical culture,
coupled with the Victorian prudery of the colonial rulers, erased earthy Indian folk
songs and dances, instead promoting the classical culture of the elite class’ (2019:
42); a culture where sex is seen as something the superior person does not engage in

or at least tries to control.
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Being judged in relation to the kind of food one eats has become an effective way of
policing citizens and those seen as minority ‘anti-nationals’. The recent outcry by
the Modi-Government condemning the fact that Durga puja in Bengal is an occasion
for a veritable orgy of all kinds of food—most of them being non-vegetarian—
became a huge issue in Kolkata. Trying to equate Durga puja as celebrated in Bengal
with the festival of Navaratri as celebrated in Gujarat, many Modi-Government
supporters said that it was shocking that while the ‘rest of India’ was fasting,
Bengalis were feasting and that too on non-vegetarian fare. West Bengal is 99% non-
vegetarian, however many Hindus are vegetarian on certain days of the week or
some women when they become widows. How could, in these circumstances,
Bengalis argued, Durga puja, which is the celebration of the coming of goddess
Durga as a daughter returning to her father’s home with her four children, be a time
for sadness (as vegetarianism is mainly equated to the sadness of widowhood)?
Durga isn’t a widow so she couldn’t be served vegetarian food, and neither could
the rest of the population celebrating in the joy of having her back ‘home’. But what
the Hindutva brigade tries to do, through these repeated assaults on peoples’ eating
habits is a kind of ‘shaming’. As astutely observed by Mukherjee in his article in
The Telegraph on the dish haleem,

The spectre of Hindutva nourishes itself on the idea of shame. Shame functions as a
double-edged sword in this enterprise. It is demanded of Hindus for their alleged
enfeeblement, the figment of a jaundiced imagination. Hindutva also seeks to shame
its opponents—democrats, rationalists, liberals, Dalits, leftists—for their efforts to
engage with the demonized. That the shaming has been effective can be gauged from

the emergence of insular communities. (June 27, 2018)

Communities that have, in the last few years, stopped sharing in each other’s

cultures, dishes, songs and stories. As Veena Das has said, ‘images of hate between
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social groups may take a volatile form when the social order is threatened by a
critical event and so transform the world that the worst becomes not only possible
but also probable’ (1998: 126). Indeed, India has recently also seen a spate of public
attacks, both in rural as well as in urban spaces, on migrants or travellers seen as
‘child kidnappers’ or ‘love-jihadists’ (the term used by radical Hindutva groups to
target Muslim men who have married or are in a relationship with Hindu women);
many have been lynched to death. As argued by Atreyee Sen, a lot of the public
paranoia around women and rape in India today has to do with both a cultural history
about the threat of the sexual conquest of Hindu women by the ‘other’ as well as a
discourse by the global Right that pitches the migrant (in the West oftentimes
synonymous with Muslim) as rapist (2019: 747). It is in this scenario that
ethnographies of ‘ecotonal subalterns’ that share a sense of ‘religiously-prescribed
brotherhood’ (as exemplified by the exhortations made by Bonbibi as written in the
booklet read out during her ritual veneration) between communities, becomes
Important as they challenge the status quo of the dominant and violent conservative
group. What I’m arguing in the case of both the Sundarbans and Kolkata, is that
today’s modern environmental rhetoric is often based on ideas of tradition that do
not necessarily sit very comfortably with ideas of a pan-Bengal transcending Bengali
subaltern identity that does not care for the more Brahminical strictures of caste and
religion. In the West, today, the bombast is about protecting the remaining
‘wilderness’: natural forests, highlands, moorlands and wetlands. Other natures
closer to cities are seen as ‘denatured’, “‘unclean’ or ‘lost” and are not fought for in
the same way. The environmental movement in the West started off a bit like the
Romantic movement which privileged similar types of pristine natures and led by
similar kinds of people—the educated middle classes. Sharing parallels with the start
of the environmental movement in the West, in South Asia, specifically in India, the

Green movement has a lot of tie-ups with right-wing politics (as argued by Sharma
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2012b, Gururani et al 2014). In an article on Ayurveda, Alter argues that for the
Indian middle-classes, ‘advocacy for nature cure is, in many ways, an expression of
indigenous dehati (rural or rustic) or deshi (local, as distinct from videshi, foreign)
cosmopolitanism’ (2015: 14). Similarly, the environmental initiative led by Anna
Hazare in a place called Ralegan Siddhi was autocratic and bereft of diversity and
social justice. It did not include shared ideals and banned consuming beef or
alcohol—practices which end up excluding subaltern communities. Be it though the
growing fashion of karva chauth fasting where married women fast for the well-
being of their husbands, the practice of astrology for gaging the suitability of a
potential marriage partner, of centres to help couples have ‘designer babies’ (Sur
2018), or by-products (such as those by Patanjali, Dabur India Itd, Sri Sri Ayurveda),
etc., believed to be ‘natural’ and ancient and therefore beneficial for the body, there
IS a certain emergence of an Indian middle-class revivalism of ‘ancient nature’ which
in turn valorises ideas of caste and old-fashioned gender roles. How otherwise can
we explain the high number of educated middle-class women who stay at home to
rear children in India today? How to explain that despite the Swachh Bharat Mission
(a nation-wide campaign to supposedly ‘clean’ India’s streets, roads and cities in
general) practically nothing has been done for manual scavengers who still die by
the hundreds while manually cleaning dry toilet in insalubrious conditions. Is this
traditionalism, steeped in Vedic notions of caste and gender hierarchies, a new way
of finding meaning in a post-weberian world? Or are these subtle ways of
transforming the self to help build a ‘Hindu nation’—one very closely attuned to a
certain kind of Brahminical Hinduism—with little space for dissident, non-Savarna,

ecotonal subalterns’ voices and practices?

There is interest, amongst the Indian middle-class (only about 10% of the population

of India) for example, at ‘preserving nature’ and nonhumans for tourism, for eco-
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parks, for recreation have been very neoliberal with nature commodified and
nonhumans only valorised for the visual consumption they offer as pertinently
argued by Vasan (2018). Very little has been done to safeguard the rights of those
who have been living in close proximity to natural landscapes and who, by default,
have been its champions. What is now dominating Indian politics is the reinsertion
of caste within arguments for ecological/environmental rights in relation to the
Governments’ so to speak enforced vegetarianism and its dismally poor support
towards farmers and the poor in general. As Mukul Sharma has argued, ‘with a few
exceptions, Indian environment studies are ‘caste blind’ (Sharma 2012a). What one
needs to remember in the case of the Sundarbans, for example, are the engaged ways
in which the subaltern communities think and relate to nonhumans and their
‘ecotonal’ traditions when it comes to shared religious practices. In a way, these are
very much in sync with the redemption offered via the collective movements that
were the Bhakti or the Sufi strains of religious experience in the South Asia of the
16th century or later through the movements such as the Matua religion
(Bandyopadhyay 2004). Rising against the Brahmin priests’ organized ritual
performance and Savarna ethics of hierarchy based on purity and pollution, the
Bhakti movement asserted that emotional enthusiasm or and treating everyone with
respect was perhaps a better way of attaining emancipation from the miseries of
human existence. The term bhakti is loosely translated as ‘devotion’, but its meaning
1s more complex. ‘Bhakti comes from the verb root bha;j. In its earliest usage, bhaj
means divide or share, as one divides and partakes of the sacrificial offerings’
(Davis, 1995: 29). The later Bhakti movements that began in the 12th century and
continued through the seventeenth centuries in the Deccan and throughout northern
India really brought a sense of ‘collective’ based in ‘equality’ (Davis 1995). In some
way, these collective struggles ushered the notion of the ‘collective’ via the message

of equality and redemptive hope. | do not propose here a culturalist idealisation of
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community but an exploration of how ‘a collective can represent itself as a
community through shared experiences of marginalization as well as subject-
formation’ (Sen and Pattanaik 2018: 1). As argued by Nixon, we live in an era of
increasingly elaborate global entanglements that we need to engage with in relation
to the wide spectrum of what counts as environmentalism in different parts of the
world as this gives us the opportunity to generate vital new forms of storytelling
alongside fresh interdisciplinary perspectives on some of the most challenging
concerns of our time (2013). And this is why stories of how nonhumans are
perceived by the Sundarbans subaltern ecotonal collective make sense. As Subir
Sinha argues, the ways in which subaltern communities understand domination,
oppression, and exploitation on their own terms, rather than only through a lens
exterior to subaltern consciousness offers new transgressive ways of understanding
nature in the South Asian realm. ‘In hitching their demands for rights to nature to
“universalist” notions of law, science, and solidarity, subalterns both uphold and
subvert universalism. As subalterns become intelligible to powerful others, and as
they make power intelligible to themselves, the domains from which they are
excluded themselves get transformed, as does subalterneity itself” (94-96). | am,
however, not as optimistic as Sinha. It is not as if the cultural engagements with
nonhumans of these ‘ecotonal collectives’ are recognized or respected. Frederic
Landy has made an important observation in that what he calls groups with ‘eco-
ethnic identity’ and how that get recognised only when ‘flamboyant’ (such as that of
the Maasai for example) as opposed to those seen as un-iconic (such as the Adivasis
of India).

| would like to conclude with recent subaltern ethnographic examples from South
Asia that have allied both scholarly and public writing on environmental concerns

with those on social movements. It is of course important, as argues Kashwan, to
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enter into partnerships and a genuine dialogue with forest rights movements because
of the historical legacy of exclusionary conservation (2013) but one needs to ally it
to other subaltern movements and literatures (such as the exegesis on myths offered
by Doniger 1988). As argued for Dalit literature, the importance of having an in-
depth contextual knowledge cannot be downplayed (Thiara and Misrahi-Barak
2019; Lorea 2016). In Kandhamal, Arpitha Kodaveri learnt that sacred groves were
being demarcated based upon the customary practices of the Kondhs, who upon
conversion to Hinduism took on a different understanding of sacredness where
Dalits were excluded from such cultural pockets (Kodiveri 2016). Ambika Aiyadurai
has made a similar observation in Arunachal Pradesh (2016). The different ways of
understanding our world are linked to ways of understanding our purpose init. In a
way, the politicised Hindutva middle class regulate, control, protect what they have
come to see as ‘their world” and this is distinct from a position where subaltern
groups from ecotones see themselves as part of a whole collective, one not ours to

regulate, control, protect but one to experience and try make sense of.
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