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SAVING THE ENVIRONMENT OR SPEAKING FOR NATURE --Ritwik. M 

A few months ago, one hot afternoon, as I was traveling along the ECR connecting Pondicherry and Chennai 
I came across a lovely clump of palm trees from where the sea was clearly visible. The place looked so lovely 
and inviting that I took a break and rested beneath its shade before continuing on my way. I never forgot that 
place and at the very next opportunity that I had I went to that special spot. But I was in for a shock. The area 
that had so lately shaded me was completely wiped out. Instead of the lovely clump of palm trees, the place 
was swarming with people each doing their share of cutting down and carrying the timber looking quite pleased 
at what they were doing. 

Sad to say, this is the state of affairs in many a part of Pondicherry, the erstwhile French colony on the eastern 
seashore. People are chopping down trees left right and center to make way for roads, houses, offices and 
sometimes just for the sheer pleasure of cutting something down. Trees and bushes are fast disappearing. 
The once rich seashore is now drab and thin and desolate.  Only the dung heap that has become the city 
develops.  

The fact is that trees and plants are the foundations of life. Without them it’s impossible for any life to survive. 
However, few people are keen enough to listen if you explain about environmental issues. Many of the ordinary 
people, being daily laborers, leading a hand to mouth existence, are concerned only with their daily bread and 
who can blame them?  The fate of that lovely and inviting clump I spoke about is probably what awaits the rest 
of the remaining tree cover. In Pondicherry the areas that were once cropland have now been transformed 
into residential colonies and high-class restaurants. According to many in Pondicherry preservation of trees is 
of least importance. “ The sudden development of Pondicherry from a bunch of villages to a developing union 
territory still has not been accepted by the masses, they continue to behave as if it’s not true”, says a student. 
He being one of the more educated class is the ideal person to speak on this topic.  “People”, he continues, 
“are still unaware that trees are fast disappearing in Pondicherry and the only way is to educate them about 
this”. 

This sad state of affairs is not just restricted to Pondicherry. The entire country suffers the same fate. As a 
result, Eco Tourism is now getting popular. Major clubs and corporations are buying up acres of land and 
“redesigning” it to suit the clients’ needs. An advertisement during the recent IPL emphasized this even more 
when a lady walks into an office and says “Wow! You have a lawn” on seeing a tiny patch of grass by the 
window– This could be the future state of most of our forests and wildlife. As more and more people attempt 
to “escape into the wild” less and less the true forests become. As more people frequent the “untouched wild” 
eco-tourism escalates thus bringing in “development” and inevitable destruction.  

I went back once more to the spot where once there was the clump of trees. To reminisce and weep at the 
loss of nature and humanity .Bricks, mortar, concrete and dust greeted me as construction had started on the 
new block of flats. A gust of wind cleared the air for a minute to reveal a board that said “Welcome to ABC 
Apartments, A forest inspired landscape”. 

 

 

 

 

An Important 
Announcement 

ASLE India invites submissions for the next 
Newsletter. Information relating to natural 
history activities, news, significant events 
and happenings, short articles (300-400 
words) focusing on issues pertaining to 
environment and nature, creative non-

fiction, short-fiction, and poetry are 
welcome. Your contributions should reach 

before 30th April 2012. 

Kindly send material to 
smurali1234@yahoo.com 

Submissions can be sent by mail as MS word 
attachments.  Scholarly articles should be in 

the international format, with minimum 
notes and references, followed by work 
cited. Previously published material man 

also be submitted but make sure you 
provide details of publication. 
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-----------------The article argues for a re-reading of the wild life narratives of Jim Corbett 

and Kenneth    Anderson so as to re-assess the importance of the role that these texts played 

in the evolution of a conservation agenda in the post-colonial India. By placing them within 

the theoretical framework of eco-criticism and ecosophy, the article analyses and 

contextualizes these works and their relation to the present. The jungle tales of Jim Corbett 

(1875-1955) and Kenneth Anderson (1910-1974) are the legacies of the British love for big 

game hunting and wildlife narrative tradition of the last century. These tales, often “stranger 

than fiction” (1) offers arm-chair nature enthusiasts a window into the thrills and excitements 

that are the invariable components of any such narrative. Though well established as literary 

canons, little or no theoretical reading of these works have been done, and the article posits 

these tales as “documents of environmental history that leads us toward a bio-ethical and 

aesthetic sense of belonging” (2). For a long time, wilderness has been segregated from the 

culturally constructed life of human beings as the ‘other’ that exists outside. Cultural 

anthropologists like Levi Strauss argued that nature and culture are “conceptually opposed 

and are mutually exclusive and dialectical” (2).Though wilderness and wildlife have long been 

placed as outside the realms of human culture, the binaries of human/nature or nature/culture 

are insubstantial and will not endure in the post structuralist world. This entails a radical 

change in the perception of wild-life and wilderness, instead of being ‘that which is not human’ 

or preserved for the sake of human existence, and lead to a more holistic approach to nature, 

one that acknowledges and appreciates nature for its own sake. In this context, the article 

details the tenets of Deep Ecology as put forward by Arne Naess which leads to a complete 

transformation of all life and ultimately leads towards a deeper and profound way of life. The 

Deep Ecologists make a religion of nature- they argue that we need to rethink with nature 

and that all beings- living or non-living have an intrinsic value and that the human beings are 

inextricably linked to their surroundings. The crucial difference between Deep Ecologists 

and Preservationists is that while both argue for non-interference with nature, the 

Preservationists have an anthropomorphic view of ecology, they place human beings at the 

centre and for them, the pristineness and purity of nature is to preserved for the betterment 

of humanity. The article briefly summarizes the important aspects of ecosophy as practiced 

by the deep ecologists. They unequivocally reject anthropocentrism and advocate 

identification and caring for all life as they have intrinsic value irrespective of human beings. 

While providing a totalizing world view, these tenets also offers a critique of instrumental 

rationality. While all these are seemingly Utopian, the article argues that the need of the hour 

is a spiritual approach to ecology and that once we start thinking less in human centric terms, 

the beliefs of Deep Ecologists seems less radical.   All this brings us to the principle argument 

that for Jim Corbett and Kenneth Anderson living in close terms with nature was not a way 

of asserting their supremacy over unruly wilderness; rather the close contact with forest and 

wildlife that hunting entailed resulted in a “living affinity with nature heightened a sense of 

nature and being in nature (2).” Their works are not mere anecdotal pleasures for the 

consumption of wild life enthusiasts, on the other hand, through their narratives they have 

achieved in raising an environmental awareness that is rational and ethical at the same time. 

The article quotes an instance from Jim Corbett’s My India as an instance of the heightened 

sense of awareness resulted from years of living in close contact with wilderness.  That 

these narratives are romanticized is an inarguable fact, but at the same time the passion 

and compassion of the narrators towards India and Indians is also unquestionable. Be it 

Corbett’s dedication of the book to India’s “starving millions” or Anderson’s eloquent ode to 

the still, sad places of wilderness that encompassed within them a myriad possibilities and 

answers, there is no doubt that the authors loved the country and its wilderness. Unlike their 

ruling compatriots, these men are not ashamed to acknowledge the help they received from 

their Indian counterparts and the lessons they learned from India.  continued in next page 
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The article admits that it might seem inappropriate to read and enjoy hunting anecdotes in 

the light of recent ecological awakening. But these narratives are carefully documented 

records of the flora and fauna of an era long past. They also offer insights into the “behaviour  

and ecology of species” that are rare or extinct. Both Corbett and Anderson show an active 

involvement with the lands they describe, its history and its culture, be it Kumaon or South 

Indian peninsula. Thus, these hunting narratives are truly chronicles of Indian forests and 

wildlife. Even though they are hunters, they possess an admirable environmental ethics and 

evince a keen interest in the preservation and conservation of biodiversity. The article argues 

for a re-reading of these narratives as documents of transformation-“from the mere manly 

quest for excitement and adventure to sincere documents of conscientious appeal for 

conservation and preservation of the vanishing Indian wilderness with its amazingly rich 

diversity and variety” (9). The article also exposes the paradox that exists within these 

narratives. The nature is at once looked upon romantically as well as something that ought 

to be tamed and controlled. Also, in these narratives, the narrators turns more “Indian that 

the Indians”, the article argues.  The eponymous white man’s burden comes across in these 

anecdotes as the benevolent hunter who rescues the helpless natives from the clutches of 

the man-eating beast. The narration is also structured along these lines, so as to heighten 

the tension and overall effect. Nonetheless, Jim Corbett and Kenneth Anderson emerge as 

strong advocates for conservation, and the example of Salim Ali, who became interested in 

bird-watching after he shot down an unidentifiable 

species of sparrow is also mentioned. The article 

argues that the continued relevance of these narratives 

can be attributed to the genuineness of their 

experience of personal transformation. The article’s 

final argument is that these hunters/writers recognized 

that “the ultimate historical foundations of nature 

preservation are aesthetic and ethical” (11).  Their 

environmental concerns and ideals are akin to the 

American environmentalists like Thoreau or Aldo 

Leopold, the article points out and in that capacity 

enables us to rethink our place in nature and the 

universe.  
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Peter Matthiessen (1927-2014) 

“Matthiessen's … writing on the natural world 
has been extraordinarily influential in literary 
terms as well as in terms of practical impact. It 
is difficult now to imagine the low level of 
interest in the environment in late 1950s 
America. Environmental activity had been in 
decline since the 1880s when a surge of 
interest saw the founding of the American 
national parks and the saving of the bison. 
Matthiessen's book of natural history as 
reportage came closely after Rachel Carson's 
influential investigations into the effects of 
pesticides on the food chain and led to a 
renewed national interest in environmentalism 
and the birth of the modern American 
conservation movement.” 
The Guardian 

[https://www.theguardian.com/books/2002/a
ug/17/featuresreviews.guardianreview14] 

 

I grow into these mountains like a moss. I am bewitched. The blinding snow peaks and the clarion air, the sound of earth and 

heaven in the silence, the requiem birds, the mythic beasts, the flags, great horns, and old carved stones, the rough-hewn Tartars in 

their braids and home-spun boots, the silver ice in the black river, the Kang, the Crystal Mountain. Also, I love the common 

miracles—the murmur of my friends at evening, the clay fires of smudgy juniper, the coarse dull food, the hardship and simplicity, 

the contentment of doing one thing at a time,: when I take my blue tin cup into my hand, that is all I do…. Though we talk little 

here, I am never lonely: I am returned into myself…. To glimpse one’s own true nature is a kind of home going, to a place East of 

the Sun , West of the Moon,-- the homegoing that needs no home, like that waterfall on the upper Suli Gad that turns to mist 

before touching the earth and rises once again into the sky.   

   Peter Matthiessen, The Snow Leopard  

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2002/aug/17/featuresreviews.guardianreview14
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2002/aug/17/featuresreviews.guardianreview14

