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A Forum Is Born

“ASLE India” is a forum for promoting ecocriticism in India by providing a platform for academic interaction between scholars from literature and other relevant disciplines, especially, between the humanities and sciences. Since the promotion of this current critical approach depends, to a very large extent, on effective pedagogy, the forum will also address its pedagogic aspects. Besides a cognitive grasp of the subject, a feeling for it and also a strong conviction about its significance are necessary. To meet these ends, the forum will encourage creative engagement with ecological concerns. Accordingly, artistic representations of ecocritical issues and concepts will also be promoted from time to time. Though the forum will take up all aspects of ecocriticism for discussion and appreciation, it will pay special attention to contextual and relevant ecological concerns. Periodical conferences, workshops, and special lectures will bring the scholars together to realize the objectives of the forum. The forum will also offer consultancy, guidance and resources especially to the researchers in the field. The chief organ of the forum will be a newsletter. “ASLE India” is a national body that will coordinate the ecocritical work in India through regional coordinators from several parts of the country. The first formal event of the forum was S. Shankar’s talk on  “Necessity and Desire: Coca-Cola, Water and Globalization” jointly organized by the Department of English, Madras Christian College (MCC), and ASLE India at Madras Christian College on 3rd August 2005. This was followed by a meeting (in Chennai on 21 August 2005) of scholars engaged in ecocriticism who shared their views on 
ecocriticism and discussed the future course of action of the forum. 
 Practising Criticism With 
                         S. Shankar
               P.J. George
There are often times when we wonder whether all the postcolonial concepts and theories that we learn and teach are actually relevant, whether post-modernism and hegemony are all merely hypotheses of a paranoid mind, after all! This illusion was broken for us when  Shankar took us into the quagmire of industrial politics and revealed to us the play of such concepts in the global scenario in an enlightening session with him at MCC.
 
Shankar, a cultural critic and a novelist, is an alumnus of MCC and is currently an Associate Professor in the Department of English and Director of Centre of South Asian Studies at the University of Hawaii at Manoa. The session was essentially a reading of his essay on the genealogy of the Coca Cola company, which will appear in a forthcoming anthology of company genealogies. He pointed out the connection between water scarcity and violation of basic human rights in various incidents related to the Coke company and globalization. Ecological exploitation and violation of human rights that go on under the banner of free trade and the neocolonising power of Multi-National Corporations who use the soft power of culture to create markets formed the crux of his thought.

Shankar effectively modelled for us a globe that is functioning on those theories that we have seen only in black and white. The transition from theory to practice was 
quite a revelation and it was evident in the questions that were thrown at him when he opened the floor for debate. Everything from the marketing strategy of Coke to the economics of postmodernism was discussed. Narasimhan, who teaches in the Botany Department of MCC, enriched the discussion with his expert comments.
             Ecoliterature and MCC

                           Jayashri
Perhaps few people know that MCC, an institution known for its longstanding traditions, pioneering endeavours and trend-setting ways, tied its knot with ecocriticism a good twenty years ago. The Department of English of MCC introduced “Tamil Poetics” for study at the postgraduate level in 1985 – the same year that saw the editing of Environmental Literature: Materials, Methods, and Resources by Frederick O. Waage. The course was based on tinai, an early Tamil ecological theory. Constantly evolving and keeping in step with changing global developments, the course was revised and renamed ‘Ecoliterature’ ten years ago. With the emergence of Oikopoetics, the course further advanced and became enriched. Ecoliterature is not merely a course for the postgraduates, but also a sought after topic of research at M.Phil. and Ph.D. levels. In the wake of MCC offering Ecoliterature, two other colleges in Tamil Nadu have also followed suit. Last year, an international conference focusing on Environment and Literary Studies was organized by the Department of English, MCC, in collaboration with the World Association for Studies in Literatures in English (WASLE) and the Indian Association for Studies in Contemporary Literature (IASCL). The keynote address of the conference was given by Scott Slovic, the founding President of the Association for the Study of Literature and Environment (ASLE). The college continues to surge forward in its ecocritical explorations.
 Practising Ecocriticism
          Daniel David

For anyone coming from the Nilgiris, as I do, it is easy to get fascinated and indeed obsessed with Nature. In fact, I have often gone back to the Nilgiris whenever the pressures of life and duty tormented me. Sitting in some wooded spot on the road to Lamb's Rock, I have experienced a 'strange repose' when the silent music of Mother Nature soothed me. For one such as me, then, it is easier still to get involved with the beauty of Nature in literature whether in Fennimore Cooper or Hardy or Wordsworth or Basho. This involvement took more professional, serious and systematic proportions in a meeting of the English Association of Bishop Heber College held at Trichy in Oct. 2004, in which the keynote address was on ecocriticism. Since then my passion for Nature in Literature has grown and overflowed into other students and teachers.

My first professional exposure to Ecocriticism was the III World 
Conference and XI All-India English Teachers' Conference, which focused on ecocriticism, held in MCC on Dec. 20&21, 2004. In this conference I presented a paper titled, 'Oikos and the Rhythmocentricity of Art: A Study of Art's Shifting Paradigms', which tried to explore the rhythms of literature using the concept of the “Oikos”. Later, on the 7th of Feb., 2005, I presented a paper entitled 'Green Studies: A Cultural Survey' in the National Seminar on Environmental Ethics and Literature in PSGR Krishnammal College for Women, Coimbatore. In another National Conference on “Current Theories and Their Impact on the Teaching of Literature” held at Trichy, on 9th and 10th of February, I presented a paper entitled, “Rhythmocentricity: An Introduction”, in which I attempted to show how the oikos-rhythm concept could be used in the classroom using illustrations from Hemingway's Old Man and the Sea. On July 26, 2005, in a regional seminar organised by the Bishop Appasamy College, Coimbatore, I gave a special talk on “Ecocriticism and its modalities”. This resulted in a number of telephone conversations with faculty and students from several colleges in Coimbatore. It has been great to exchange notes with people who are keen on Nature in Literature. Since then, I have also presented another paper, “From Dust to Dust: An Ecological Analysis of L. S. Ramamirtham's 'Clay'” in a University Grants Commission-sponsored National Seminar on “Indian Writing in English Translation” on Aug. 4&5, 2005. Here again, the concept of oikos, which finds such ready application, particularly, in Indian literature, was used. Presently, I am advising the research work of two scholars in the area of ecocriticism.


    
           Experience Beyond Words
          
         Rayson K. Alex

 
…the rain falling in slow rhythm… the rays being transformed into bright dust-spotted light pipes which seemed to connect the sky and the earth through the leaf spaces… the braying of the mules did not strike a disharmonious note... the silhouette of short, dark, lean women, half-dressed with head-loads of firewood, coming down the slopes of the hills like ants slowly finding their way across the wall… my mind slowly absorbed the picturesque details... a feast that the mind's eye could conjure an experience that is way ahead of words... the tactile experience of standing in the fresh earth of Attappady (in the state of Kerala) struck me………it was strange! 
 
The initial brush with the land of Attappady inspired me to stay on further and this led me to an elderly native in his seventies, who was to become my mentor later. He spoke the language of Mudugar and led me to Dondoor (a hamlet in Attappady). He was a store house of knowledge that he willingly shared with me; along with food and shelter. This was a realisation, a realisation that, according to Scott Slovic, "there is a world beyond our words", a world of eco-spirituality. 
 
There were many who knew Malayalam in Dondoor. That day, which marked my entry into Attappady, was 
interspersed with conversations, meals and lively sessions of Mudugar dance around the bonfire. The gradual rhythm of their speech, songs and dance spoke volumes about their life and reflected their slow life-rhythm. The movements of their dance form were in tune with the pulse of the rainforest. This was my second realisation… that Mudugar of Attappady have a deep symbiotic relationship with the rest of the nature. The lives of each cultural community have varied depths of symbiosis with nature, taking into consideration the transformation that has occurred in their natural and cultural environments.
  
A third realisation is that the folk-art of this native community could be analyzed with the concept of the 'integrated oikos' prescribed by the oikopoetic method of Ecocriticism.
              Ecoliterary Experience 

                      Susan Deborah

 
Set in the sylvan valleys and hills, nestles the Rishi Valley School, Andhra Pradesh, a near perfect ambience where ecology is reflected in every sphere of life. In this backdrop, one chirpy Saturday morning (30th of July, 2005), amid eager faces of the junior school students, I was all prepared to do my first assembly as a new teacher in the valley. The topic of the assembly was “Ecoliterature”. The attention-grabber was when the talk about the combination of ecology and literature came in. With two of Watson Solomon’s poems I went on to explain how ecoliterature tries to bring into focus the non-human entities in this earth. The signature of the talk was a few lines from Chief Seattle’s address. I did not know what impact I made on the students, but I was happy that the seeds of ecoliterature were sown in the young minds that morning.

Conference News

IV International Conference of Literatures in English on ‘the Endangered Planet in Literature’, jointly organized
by the World Association for Studies in Literatures in English (WASLE), and the Department of English Language and Literature, Dogus University, Istanbul, Turkey, will be held at Dogus University, Turkey, from 16-18 November, 2005.
According to the organizers, the objective of the conference is ‘to sustain the energy generated by last year’s focus on the relation of literary studies to global issues and the environment’. These are the areas of focus of the conference:
* the natural, the local and the global

* technology and nature

* colonialisms old and new

* self and the other

* constructing gender in the 
   matrix of ecology

* nature threatened, nature as a threat

* the imaginary of the future 
WASLE, in association with the Indian Association for Studies in Contemporary Literature (IASCL), and the Department of English, MCC, organised on 20-21 December, 2004, the III World Conference and XI All-India English Teachers’ Annual Conference on ecocriticism at Tambaram, Chennai.

       ***

“Every part of this soil is sacred in the estimation of my people. Every hillside, every valley, every plain and grove, has been hallowed by some sad or happy events in days long vanished… At night when the streets of your cities and villages are silent and you think them deserted, they will throng with the returning hosts that once filled and still love this beautiful land. There is not death, only a change of worlds” (Chief Seattle).

        ***
Contact Persons
1. Watson Solomon nirmaldasan@hotmail.com
2. Nirmal Selvamony selvamony@satyam.net.in
3. Balusami balusamis@yahoo.com
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