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The poets, artists and thinkers have been celebrating the close kinship between nature 

and human from times immemorial. Studies and the theories are applied to various 

writings to establish the interconnections between nature and culture, specially the 

cultural artifacts of languages and literature. In an ecologically threatened world, the 

study of literature and environment has become more crucial at global level. Eco-

feminism provides a new framework to view the environmental problems through the 

lens of gender, revealing the myriad ways that the oppression of women and the 

exploitation of the earth are conjoining and mutually reinforcing. 

This paper attempts to examine the literary text of Mahasweta Devi who exposes the 

dialectical binaries of nature-culture, rural-urban, colonized-colonizer that surface 

during the interface between the dominant nationalist and the dispossessed subaltern. 

Herein Mahasweta’s narratives acquire a certain eco-feminist character. Defining the 

eco--political assumptions of Eco-feminism, Greta Gaard writes: 

“Drawing on the insights of ecology, feminism and society, eco-feminism’s basic 

premise is that the ideology which authorizes oppression such as those based on 

race, class, gender, sexually and physical abilities is the same ideology which 

sanctions the oppressions of nature.” (Gaard, 20, Women and Environment, 1992) 

Ecofeminism as a movement gained currency in the Western world in the 1960s & 1970s 

and it takes into consideration multiple critical approaches. Ecofeminism like other 

feminisms contains at its core a critical analysis of power and power  relations between 

dominant groups and those that are marginalized, exploring the ways in which certain 

groups- most notably men, whites, class-privileged elites, and humans maintain their 
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superior status through the subordination and domination of women, people of color, 

tribals and the natural world. By articulating the main eco-feminist argument that no 

attempt to liberate women or any other oppressed group will be successful without an 

equal attempt to liberate nature, Mahasweta Devi’s narratives entail a stringent critique 

of the various kinds of oppressions exercised in the name of “development” projects.  

In the post modern period, the unrestrained industrialization and urbanization lead the 

society and nature on the extreme verge of ecological devastation and degradation. 

According to Mahasweta Devi due to the mal-development of industrialization the 

natural world and the inhabitants like tribal communities are in great danger. Nature 

and tribal both are under hierarchies as the inferior others of culture and 

developmentalism. She criticizes emphatically the mainstream development projects 

and policies which are counterpart against the harmonious and peaceful living of the 

poor marginalized tribals.  

In the story, "Shikaar" or “The Hunt” the writer exposes the stark reality of the tribal life 

that how the extreme victimization of illiterate and underprivileged people arises from 

socio-economic inequalities. Mary Oraon, one of the most assertive protagonists of 

Mahasweta Devi’s story “The Hunt”, recognizes her original identity through her plural 

existence and cultural transformation. It is brought to the fore by Devi through her 

delineation of Mary Oraon, a tribal woman. Mary is the daughter of a tribal woman 

raped by the white colonial ‘master’ of a timber estate. Mary represents the hybrid 

subjectivity and acquires a different position among other tribal girls. As the narrative 

also explains her different position among other tribal women due to her masculine 

characteristics like strong, chewing pan, smoking biri, bargaining for fruit and other 

products in Tohri market, arguing and always getting the upper hand. 

Paradoxically her hybrid location offers a space for a certain freedom from the restraints 

that apply to other members of the tribal community. She has chosen to marry a 
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Muslim man called Jalim. Mary works at Prasadji's bungalow.  Mary feels lonely and a 

sense of un-belonging to some extent as the narrative reflects: 

“Because she is the illegitimate daughter of a white father, the Oraons don’t think 

of her as their blood and do not place the harsh injunctions of their own society 

upon her. 

She would have rebelled if they had. She is unhappy that they don’t. In her 

inmost heart there is somewhere a longing to be a part of the Oraons.” (IM, p.6) 

Devi exposes the illegal deforestation at the hands of timber merchant Tehsildar Singh 

and the landowners. Embracing the eco-feminist motto Devi tries to expose the 

systematic destruction of the forests and the tribal life which is also the major concern of 

eco-feminism to make aware for the contextual analysis of the exploitation of 

marginalized class and ecological crisis. Devi's narrative clearly exhibits the fact that 

how women have been treated as a commodity by patriarchy just as nature is treated as 

a commodity by the capitalism. For the tribals, the forests have been their home, for 

centuries and the commoditization of the Sal forests represents a double violation, 

projected in the text as both a disruption of ecology, and a displacement of the tribal 

from their traditional way of life. When Tehsildar Singh, a lumber contractor, comes to 

the remote village of Kuruda to acquire the sacred Sal trees that provide food and 

cultural continuity to the Oraon community, Mary Oraon recognizes the threat he 

poses. Mary advises the villagers about the tremendous profits Tehsildar was getting 

with their trees. She offers Prasadji pragmatic suggestion about the selling of the Sal 

trees and warns him of the deceptive ways of Tehsildar Singh and his own son. 

Tehsildar Singh not only destroys the forests recklessly rather he cheats the common 

tribal people of the Kuruda forest. The imperialistic exploitative structures set up by the 

colonial power continues to act at the hands of ruthless landowners. This is clearly 

reflected by the character of  Tehsildar who is one hand a rapist in the way he exploits 

the forest rather in the way he tries to rape or violate Mary's chastity. 
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Ecofeminists critically explain the fact that women have always been treated as a 

commodity by patriarchy just as nature is treated as a commodity by the capitalism. 

Mahasweta Devi’s narrative exhibits this fact clearly as Mary Oraon is doubly 

marginalized primarily by her own father or her Oraon society being an illegitimate 

child and secondly by Tehsildar Singh the ruthless male patriarch. Mary as well as her 

tribal community is displaced by the mainstream power as Tehsildar represents the 

mainstream. Devi also states this fact in the prefatory interview placed at the beginning 

of Imaginary Maps:  

“Tehsildar represents the mainstream. He is a contractor, the entire 

administration is behind him, because this illegal deforestation which continues 

all over India is done with great skill, and always the tribals are condemned.” 

(IM, xii) 

The text depicts the profound displacement and destruction of the Sal forests. The text 

exhibits the human marginalization on one hand and natural destruction on the other 

hand. Devi’s text articulates eco-feminism’s utility in advancing intersectional analyses 

of gender, class, indignity and ecology. The traditional life style, which is embodied in 

the ritual of the hunt, The Jani Parb, that also has lost its meaning in present eco-

catastrophic world. All the natural entities animate or inanimate are on the verge of 

extinction.  As the narrator mentions: 

“Once there were animals in the forest. The life was wild, the hunt game had 

meaning. Now the forest is empty, life was wasted and drained, the hunt game 

meaningless. Only the day’s joy is real.” (IM, p.12) 

The annual ritual of the hunt among the tribal community is akin to a religious rite. As 

there were the forests, there were the animals and the hunting activity had its meaning 

but after the invasion of the outsiders the whole eco-system had been disrupted and the 

hunting ritual of the tribal also has lost its meaning. Jani Parb, the women’s hunting 

festival day that is also meant to administer justice. Mary resurrects the real meaning of 



Ad Litteram : An English Journal of International Literati                         ISSN: 2456 6624 
December 2017: Volume 2 

 

34 Theme: “Defiant Requiem: Contemporary Voices of Resistance” 

 

the annual hunting festival day by dealing out a justice to a crime committed against 

the entire tribal society. The story projects Mary Oraon’s murder of Tehdsildar as an act 

of justice performed on behalf of the whole tribal community. The dramatic reversal of 

the story happens when the hunter becomes the prey and is brought to brutal justice by 

the woman he had sought to pursue and possess. Force, physical violence, verbal abuse 

and other forms of aggressions have always been used to control women’s bodies and 

gain their obedience. It is always ‘the female body’ which is both the object of desire 

and the subject of control. Mary, the victim transforms into subject when she puts a stop 

to Tehsildar’s sexual advances by resorting to violence. Devi posits this in her 

conversation, “I think as for as the tribals or the oppressed are concerned …when the 

system fails in justice, violence is justified.” (IM, xi&xii) 

Devi’s narratives deal with resistance of women against the power that incarnates in 

different forms-patriarchy, the feudal system, caste, class and gender ideologies and 

arrangements. Mary reminds us Devi’s most assertive female character Dopadi Mahjan, 

who resists emphatically against the exploitative system by turning into a strong figure 

of protest from an illiterate, tribal female revolutionary by refusing to clothe her naked 

and raped body. Here in this story Devi shows an individual activity ritual into 

contemporary resistance. She chooses a character, who is not a full member of tribal 

society and shows her judging the main stream exploiter before the act of rape can take 

place. The myth of hunt game is rehearsed through Mary Oraon who like Mother Earth 

is also viewed by the contractor as an object to be exploited. And at end, she walks 

“fearless as she has killed the biggest beast.”(17) She eliminates both the threat to her 

body and the threat to her community’s relationship to the land. She strongly represents 

propounding unabated eco-consciousness in the narrative.  

Mary Oraon resists the exploitative dominant powers by assuming the role of a hunter 

as per ritual of her tribal community. She revitalizes the tribal tradition and infuses its 

hunting and judicial functions with a new meaning with self-reflexive action. The 

violence of the women is also linked with the development directly or indirectly in the 



Ad Litteram: An English Journal of International Literati                         ISSN: 2456 6624 
December 2017: Volume 2 

35 ! Resistance and Reversal of Role… ! | Anita Goswami 
 

form of marginalization and exploitation-rape, domestic violence, torture or threat etc. 

The various protest movements against environmental destruction and struggles for 

survival highlight the fact that caste, class and gender issues are deeply enmeshed in it. 

It is the poor, lower class and lower caste and within them, the peasant and tribal 

women, who are worst affected and hence, they are the most active in the protests. 

Women are the victims of environmental degradation as well as active agents in the 

regeneration and protection of the environment. As here Mary Oraon expressively 

exemplifies this. 
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