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Abstract

Thispaper triesto engagewith the concept of Material Ecofeminismthrough
thelensof ‘Indian cinema , thereby, analysing filmsfromregiona cinema, like
Hindi films (Sherni, Bhediya, Kaun Kitney Paani Mein); Malayalam film
(Aranyakam); and Kannadafilm (Taledanda) to name afew.

Material Ecofeminismistheview that connectsinstitutionsof |abour,
power, and property as the sources of domination over both women and
nature. It fallsinthethird wave of Ecocriticism as per Professor Scott Sovic.
Multiplescholarslike VandanaShiva, MariaMies, Stuart Curran, Arid Salleh,
and Charlotte Sussman, to name afew, have critically engaged with the
category. Therenewed interestinthefieldisexemplified by someof therecent
publications such as, Routledge Handbook of Ecofeminismand Literature,
Routledge Handbook on Ecosocialism, Vandana Shivaand MariaMies's
Ecofeminism, and Ecocriticism: Big Ideas and Practical Srategies by
Professor Swarnal atha Rangarajan and edited by Professor Scott Slovic.

The paper isanovd attempt to read cinemathrough thelens of ecology
and gender studies. There hasbeen an attempt in ‘ Indian cinema’ to project
issues of gender oppression through parallel oppression of nature. The paper
delineatesthe cinematiclanguagebeing one of thekey driving forcesof change
and effective medium for projection of material ecofeminism. The paper tries
to bring forth the problematics of thisengagement and how successful are
these endeavoursto create amore egalitarian and anthropoharmoni ¢ society,
provided art hasitsown limitations.

Keywords Materiad Ecofeminism, Ecocriticism, Indian Cinema, Ecofeminism,
Film Studies.
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Wherever women acted against ecological destruction or /and thethreat of
atomic annihilation, they immedi ately became aware of the connection
between patriarchal violence against women, other peopleand nature. ..
—MariaMiesand Vandana Shiva, Ecofeminism 14

According to the 2021 Down to Earth report, Indialost 6,68,400 ha of
forestsinthelast fiveyears (Khergamker). Nearly 2% of thetotal forest area
isencroached, the maximum in Madhya Pradesh (Nandi, Hindustan Times
2019). 50% of the Indian popul ation suffersfrom water stress (NITI Aayog
2019). Only 22% of womenin Indiaparticipatein thelabour force asopposed
to 57% of men, according to India Briefing 2022 report (Bhardwa)). India
records* grester unpaid carework-related violencein marital homes,” resulting
in skewed gender dynamics (Oxfam India 2020). Thesefactselucidate the
need for researchin Environmental Humanitiesand Ecofeminism.

The paper comprehendshow art, especially ‘ Indian Cinema,” absorbs
and refl ectsthese catastrophi c devel opmentsaround us, which many theorists
now claim as the ‘sixth mass extinction’ (Barnosky 51). It theorises the
problematics of gender essentialism and agency for the two subjugated
categoriesthrough ‘ Indian Cinema’, concluding with an observation onthe
employment of mythopoeia, elucidating the need for thesame. Theuseof the
term‘Indian Cinema comprisesaplethoraof linguacultural and regional
positioningsinthelarger spectrum of theterminology. Thus, the paper engages
withand, at the sametime, confinesitsdf to the cinemain Hindi, Mdayaam,
and Kannada. Thefivefilmsthat thispaper will primarily focuson areBhediya
(setin Arunachal Pradesh), Sherni (set in Madhya Pradesh), Kon Kitney
Paani Mein? (set in Odisha), Aranyakam (set in Kerala), and Taledanda
(setin Karnataka) asthey span the Indian territory and engage with nature.
The paper manoeuvresthrough the complexities of and the problematicsin
their presentation of the discourse of Material Ecofeminism.

Theterm‘Materia Ecofeminism’ viewstheingtitutionssuch aslabour,
power, and property asthe source of domination over women and nature.
Thereare connections made between these subj ects because of the values of
production and reproduction. Capitalism seeks cheap labour for mass
production. Women are the source of production and reproduction of that
labour. Hence, capitalist forces ought to control women and their means of
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reproduction for increased production. M ost often than not, theraw material
for productionisextracted from natural resources. Theinterconnectedness
between production and reproduction gets translated into the
interconnectedness between women, nature, and their subjugation.

Bhediyaisahorror comedy Hindi filmby Amar Kaushik that wasrel eased
in2022. Itisset inthe state of Arunacha Pradesh andisthe story of Bhaskar,
acapitalist man provided with aproject to lay aroad in the middle of the
forest, and Dr Anika, aveterinarian who islater revealed to be Vishanu or a
mythica wolf whoistheprotector of theforest. However, her screen presence,
dialogues, and agency arelimited, probably to paralle thelimited spacethat is
left for nature sans encroachment. When acobracrosses Bhaskar’ spath, he
clamsthat theseanimalsshould not beallowed to roam around fredly, only to
be corrected by Panda, the contractor, that heisthe onewho hasentered the
cobra’'shome. The concept of  home' and * otherness isexplored through the
constant remarks made by charactersin the movie about the northeast not
being considered apart of Indian territory. Kaushik tracesthe sdlf/other divide
in the film through humour. It helps unite the audience and makes them
perceptiveto hisdidactic tendencies.

Sherni isa2021 Environmental thriller Hindi film by Amit Masurkar
about an IFSofficer, VidyaVincent who is stationed in Madhya Pradesh and
provided with an assignment to save atigress. As an outsider, both in the
context of her job and her gender, shefacesdifficultiesinmaintainingahuman-
non-human balance. VidyaVincent isparalleled inthetigresswho triesto
manoeuvre the shrinking space around her and protect her children. The
institutionalised capitalist forces, led by menin power, create problemsthat
need to be overcome by the oppressed communities of women, tribals, and
natureitsdlf. “[ Thefilm] touchesuponthelops ded nature of devel opment, the
rightsof forest dwellers, the dangersof adepleting forest cover, and thelust of
politiciansfor power and self even asthe world around threatensto come
unstuck” (Cheatterjee).

Taledandaisa 2021 Kannadafilm by Praveen Krupakar onthe Soliga
tribe (children of bamboo) of Karnataka. The etymological meaning of
Taledandais' death by beheading,” which resonateswith the deforestation of
the forests by the capitalist men, like MLA Dodranga. The protagonist,
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Kunnegowdaor Kunnais presented asamentally unstablemanwho islater
medically proven to have schizophrenic tendencies and mental retardation.
Thefilm proposesthat the“forestisgod'sgift” (Taledanda) and trees sense
painand siress. We aretold that thetreeslistento us, and might talk tousif we
show themlove. For Kunna, dll lifeisessential, representing biophiliaor love
for all living beingsand aninherent need to connect with nature. Thewomen,
beit hismother, or hischildhood bel oved Sakki, bothlack agency. Thedidactic
aspect isbrought in through Venu Gupta who addresses the masses about
factsand figuresof thefelling of onelakh trees, timber |obby, destruction of
rivers, environmental damagein the name of development, climate change,
and predictsfuturewar onwater. Natureisshown using wide pan shotswhile
ingtitutionslike hospitalsare shot as confined, colourless, white spaces. “The
eventual message of conserving nature for a better tomorrow has been
showcased powerfully through the dialogues and the greenery seeninthe
visuas’ (Basavargaiah).

Kon Kitney Paani Mein? isaHindi film of 2015, directed by Nila
Madhab Panda. Thefilmissetinavillagein Odishawhere honour killing
occurs. A wall iscreated, separating the upper castes, led by Rgja Sahab and
thelower castes, led by Kharu, thewrestler. However, theinability of the
upper castesto indulgein manual labour leadsto shortage of water and of all
other parametersof life. Water istreated asacurrency. Thepriest callsthe
older generation ‘ sinners for not saving water, both land and underground,
for future generations. Thefilmthrowslight at theideologically influencing
forcesof religion and culture used to justify actionsby the peoplein power.
AmritaDevi, an upper caste MLA, tricksthe villagersfor gaining votes.
However, sheonly actsastold by Raj, son of Rgja Sahab and an upper caste
male. Sheusesthefarce of goddessBihai to ensuretheunion of Paro, daughter
of Kharu, and Rgj. Though Paroiseducated and helpsher father in agriculture,
there are multiple attemptsfor her subjugation by the men around her. In
oppositionto Paro, AmritaDevi hasmore say dueto her casteidentity. Water
bringsthetwo communitiestogether, eliminating caste differences, at least

supeficidly.

Finally, Aranyakamisa 1988 Malayaamfilm by T. Hariharan that is
shown from the perspective of ayoung girl, Ammini. It delvesfurther into the
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Adivas community of Keralaand the exploitation both nature and women
faceat the handsof capitalist men. Hariharan presents multiple sceneswhere
Ammini talkstothebirdsor plants, showing biophilia. Thecrowsareconsdered
ancestors. TherearesceneswhereAmmini and her grandfather conversewith
the crowswhilefeeding them. Thefilm showsayoung man, Devan who sarts
afireat thefeudal lord’shome. Hefightsfor justice and equal division of
resourcesamongst all andisreveaed to beaNaxaite. Helittersintheforest,
enraging Ammini. Women in thefilm are seen to be subjugated, controlled,
and limited by themale presence. Even though Aminni hasagency of mobility,
sheisconstantly questioned about her whereabouts. Thefilm delineatesthe
Adivas land amendment bill that provided for the displacement of theAdivas
communitiesfromtheir ancestral landswithout compensations. Thewomen of
thecommunity wereaffected themost by thishill. Thedisplacement of Adivas's
due to the new land reform movements and the forest land preservation
legidations get captured by Hariharan. The latest film in Maayalam,
Aavasavyuham (comedy-drama, Krishand, 2022) incorporatesthe theme
of climate change and pollution and can be researched further.

Theinterconnection of women and nature has often been |abelled an
essentidist discourse. Natureisoftenreferred to as* mother nature’ to establish
thecharacterigticsof a‘ nurturer’ that seemto bethe‘ essence’ of both women
and nature. In Taledanda, Kunnaidentifiesnatureasawoman. He createsan
illusion of Atilakawa, the forest goddess wearing green and pink to denote
fertility and nature. Sheisingpired by thefolk storiesof theAdivas community.
The‘Nataka presentsAtilakawabeing pursued by men from multinational
organisationswith an axe. Their greed and arrogance are an exemplar of the
anthropocentric formsof living for many humans. The goddesstreatsKunna
likeachild however seeksto be rescued by him. Kunnaclaimsto protect
Mother Earth personified but hediesintheprocess. Theessentidist tendencies
seemvisbleinthefilmaongsdethelack of agency that Atilakawaispresented
with. Hismother, Kethammaand hislove, Saaki, area so etched around him
and lack agency. A man formsthe centre of their lives. In Bhediya, Bhaskar
ends up becoming the saviour of boththejungleand Anika.

However, though the realm of Material Ecofeminism might seem
essentidi g, it engageswith thediscourse of essentialismto transposeit. Some
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of thewomen as presented inthese select filmsarenamed “ Anika’, meaning
soldier, “Ammini”, meaning afree-spirited personinMaaydam, and“Vidyd',
sgnifying knowledge, thereby utilising languageto move beyond how women
areessentidly viewed or named. Their names providethemwith characterigtics
that are beyond gendered qudlities. Most of thewomeninthesefilmshavean
identity of their own. They have a sense of self and purpose. Dr Anikain
Bhediyaisaveterinarian, Vidyain Sherni worksin thelndian Forest Services,
Ammini in Aranyakamwantsto pursue her studiesfurther, while Paroin Kon
Kitney Paani Mein?ispursuing acoursein agriculture. Therefore,

whilst essentialism positsthat woman and nature share certain
characteristics, many ecofeministsarguethat theseweren'tinherent,
rather aproduct of the sameframework of oppression being applied
to women and the environment. If women and other oppressed
minorities shared valueswith nature, it was because our culture
madeit so. (Perrin)

So, Ammini, in Aranyakam, gainsfreedom of movement by walkinginthe
jungle. Dr Anikacan protect her community through her bond with nature,
thereby garnering agency. In Kon Kitney Paani Mein?, Paro becomesthe
agent of change, fertility, and prosperity as her knowledge of nature helps
increase her economic stature.

Though women gain some agency; beit because of their class position,
their occupation, or through their own belief of being equal to men; theretill
existsaframework for their subjugation that ensureseither their agency is
limited or controlled by capitalist men, or there are men who take decisions
that affect thelives of thesewomen. Similarly, even nature seemsto have
limited control in thesefilms. Vandana Shiva proposesthe different forms of
violenceensued on women and nature;

a) Violence against women: women, tribal's, [and] peasantsasthe
knowing subject areviolated socidly through the expert/non-expert
dividewhich convertstheminto non-knowerseveninthose areas
of living in which through daily participation, they arethereal
experts-andinwhich responsibility of practiceand action restswith
them, such asin forestry, food, and water systems. b) Violence
against nature: nature asthe object of knowledgeisviolated when
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modern sciencedestroysitsintegrity of nature, bothinthe process
of perception as well as manipulation. c) Violence against the
beneficiariesof knowledge. ... (24-25)

In Kon Kitney Paani Mein? Raj asks Paro to clean his place, assuming a
lower caste woman would know how to clean. She stands her ground and
askshimto contributetoo. Shetalksabout the remineralisation of soil, drip
irrigationfrom Israel, and dam building for water accumulation, however, the
film endsin reiterating the conventiond ideathat ahappy ending for womenis
to get married. Inthe party office, Paro getsfrequently spoken over by other
men and rai sesher voice multipletimesto be heard.

Vidyain Sherni triesto savethetigressand her cubsfromillegal poaching
whileat thesametime ensuring the safety of thelivesof thevillagers. Gender
inequality and discrimination at the hands of the superiorsand subordinates
are constantly hinted at. She cannot afford to smile as she would not be
perceived competent enoughin thismale-dominated sphere. Vidya ssartorial
identity iscalled into question by her family. Sheis perceived to beincapable
of handling riots. Thedirector crestesaparallel between thetigressand Vidya
WhereVidyafightsthrough patriarchy to ascertain her senseof sdlf, thetigress
too triesto own the space of theforest and roam around freely.

TheRati fedtival inthe Soligatribe community, asportrayedin Taledanda,
provideswomen with some agency wherethey throw astone at aman they
like. If the man reciprocates, they both will be married. Saaki initially peltsa
stone at Kunna. He does not reciprocate Saaki’ s action dueto hisignorance
of the cultural vocabulary. The stone getsaccidentally thrown at Jadiya, so
Saaki and Jadiyaget married. Though thefestival giveswomen agency to
choosethelr partner, itisonly inimplicit or limiting ways. Thus, women face
violenceinvaried formsthat seemsto bere nforced through capitaist patriarcha
forces. Nature and the humans|living in close association with it, thetribal
communitiestoo aretherecipientsof violence. Accordingto Mary Mdllor:

not only are economies gendered, but the rel ationship between
humanity and natureisa so gendered. Capitdismandindustriaism,
compounded by patriarchy, create economies that are dis-
embedded from local communities, local environments, and the
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whole of human daily lifeand the earth’slife cycles. From this
perspective, the so-called weal th-cresting “ economy” isparasitical
ontheregeneration and renewa capacity of theenvironment, unpaid
work in homesand communities mainly done by women, socially
provided infrastructure and laws, and the accumul ated work and
knowledgeof previousgenerations. (52)

Thetribal communitiesin Indiahave beenlivingin harmony with nature.
Under the Indian Forest Act of 1878, the British divided forestsinto three
categoriesof reserved, protected, and village. Theprivilegesand freedom of
tribalsliving intheforestswere curtailed. Similarly, the W Idlife Protection
Act of 2006 al so curtailed the non-timber produce collection rights of the
tribal communities. Forest RightsAct of 2006 designated certainrightsto the
tribal communities. However, the recent decision by the Government of India
to‘develop’ Great Nicobar, an ecologically vulnerable space, has caught the
attention of many. “ Shompensare the solelegally empowered authority to
protect, preserve, regul ate, and managethistribal reserve. What weare seeing
inGreat Nicobar isablatant violation of therightsof thetribals. Thisisalsoa
violation of the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of
Atrocities) Act (Sekhsaria, Frontline2023). Indiahas seventy-five PV TGs
(Particularly Vulnerable Tribal Groups) that are highly connected with nature
for survival. Tribal women aretriply oppressed, onthe pretext of class, caste,
and gender.

Therelationthat humans share with natureisoften portrayedin various
degreesthrough films. Thewide shotsof forestsin Taledanda, Aranyakam,
Sherni, and Bhediya portray the aesthetic purpose of nature. In Aranyakam,
Olichirrikkan song signifieshow Ammini finds solace and comfort in nature.
She singsabout nature asan abode made of creepersfor her to hidewheredl|
the birdswill readily listen to her stories. Thereisalso areferenceto the
‘touch-me-not’ plant in the song, mirrored in Ammini assheissensitiveand
vulnerable. Nature provides a safe space for Ammini where shefinds her
voiceandisheard by othersor by natureitself.

Natureisasousedfor utilitarian purposes. “ Kunnainheritshisdeeplove
for naturefrom hisfather who a so gave him aweslth of traditional knowledge
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about the many medicinal qualities of trees and plants in the area”

(Khergamker). However, thisillustrateshow even knowledge of ecology, asa
discourseor for utility, ispassed down from generation to generation among
men. Women are kept out of the domain to restrict them to domestic duties.
Kethammasupports Kunnain hisendeavours. She protects him from the
wrath of thevillagers. Thenight before Kunnatakeshislife, we seehismother
bathing him. The song in the background harpson the mother-child relation
that isone of sacrifice, reiterating what isexpected from nature and women.

Ontheother hand, the animalslike cobras, wolves, angry dogs, or bison
portrayed in Bhediya contributeto the‘ sublime’ naturethat can evokefear
and awein humans. Anikaand nature are paralleled and presented not just as
nurturers but al so capable of being violent destroyers. She saysthat when
peopledisrupt the ecol ogical balanceand reducetheforest areas, it unleashes
unknownthreatslikeEbola, Covid, SARS, andAIDSinthepast. Deforestation
would lead to more pressure/stresson natureto provide oxygen for thegrowing
population. Shelivesin an anthropoharmonic state with nature. She hasthe
agency and responsibility to protect the junglesfrom capitalist greed that
embodiesitself inmen like Bhaskar and many others. Through the ages, there
isarelationship that humans and nature share. Humansareapart of nature;
culturethriveson it through societal conventionsand ideological constructs.
Thefilmreiteratesthat “ there can be no development at the cost of nature”
(Bhediya). Lastly, nature can beadisruptiveforcefor thesocietal hierarchies
of caste and class created by humans as seenin Kon Kitney Paani Mein?,
forcing themto view themsalvesin thelarger spectrum of * planetarity’.

Intheabovediscussed films, natureasatropeisportrayed for aesthetics,
utility, sublimity, and anthropoharmonism. Thewomeninthefilmsform complex
relationswiththeir surroundingswheresocia mohility through education (Anika,
Ammini, Vidya), marriage (Paro), and castedivison (AmritaDevi/Saaki and
Kethamma) complicate their associ ation with agency. Wherethe Hindi films
present predator imagery with fiercewomen and fearful nature, owingto higher
forest encroachment and urban living; the Maayalam film portraysthem as
nurturers who need to be protected; while the Kannada film provides a
hei ghtened didactic approach towardsthe current Situation, owingtotheclaim
that climate changewill hit Karnatakathe most (Deccan Herald 2014). Thus,
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| would liketo concludethis paper by asserting that it isnot lucid enoughto
categorisewomen and naturein‘ Indian Cinema asvictimsof capitalismand
patriarchy aswe are madeto encounter blurring of boundaries. However,

women must see that there can be no liberation for them and no
solutiontotheecologica crisiswithin asociety whosefundamental
model of rel ationshi ps continuesto be one of domination. They
must unite the demands of thewomen’s movement with those of
theecol ogical movement to envison aradical reshaping of thebasic
socioeconomicrelationsand. . . underlying valuesof . . . society.
(Ruether 204)

Thereisaneed for womento delveinto Material Ecofeminismto creste
amorejust society because aswe move:

[on] theecofeminist path, women cease being object and Other to
male desire and regain themselves as [ holistic] human beings.
Correspondingly, men regain connection to the earth asthe Other
becomesothers. Thus, the bifurcationisundone. Neither of these
emanci patory motionswithin gender will happen except asisolated
and disconnected instances...so long as capital and the capitalist
staterule. (Kove 37)

Thesadfilmsevokedidacticism by venturing into newer genresof horror-
comedy, environmental thriller, romantic comedy, and drama. Their utilisation
of the age-old tradition of storytelling and mythopoeiahel ps connect to the
massesas mythshavebeen apart of ‘ Indian Cinema’ and culture, providing
legitimacy to theworld thefilmscreate. The mythsa so give more spacefor
thefilmmakersto experiment with theform, making theabsurd seemrea and
thered, absurd. However, thesemoviesgivevoiceto the concernsof Materia
Ecofeminism and try to createamore equitable, just, and anthropoharmonic
society through cinema.
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