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Abstract 
Environmental marginalisation is a complex and widespread phenomenon occurring at the 
intersection of human societies and the natural world. Characterised by the systemic neglect, 
degradation, and exclusion of ecological entities, environmental marginalisation poses significant 
repercussions for biodiversity, ecosystems, and human well-being. The advent of modernity has 
simultaneously popularised and posed threats to indigeneity. Anthropologists grapple with the 
legitimacy of indigeneity and its use as a political instrument yet hesitate to dismiss its significance 
for local communities, prompting a scholarly examination of how these communities employ the 
concept. Similarly, indigenous knowledge is criticised in favour of hybrid products of modernity, 
leading to contentious debates over the notion of indigenous environmental knowledge and 
conservation. This article undertakes a comprehensive examination of the marginalisation of nature 
in the context of Norbert D’Souza’s Dweepa. As a prominent environmental philosopher, D’Souza’s 
works offer a nuanced understanding of the intricate relationship between humanity and the natural 
world. This exploration aims to illuminate the often-overlooked dimensions of environmental 
marginalisation, positioning nature as an unseen victim within prevailing socio-economic 
paradigms. The article will explore D’Souza’s critiques of anthropocentrism, shedding light on how 
human-centric perspectives contribute to the systemic neglect of the environment. By examining 
D’Souza’s concepts of “ecological blindness” and “nature as a resource,” the article intervenes in how 
societal frameworks perpetuate the invisibility of nature, rendering it vulnerable to exploitation. The 
analysis extends to D’Souza’s examination of economic structures that often prioritise profit over 
ecological well-being. The commodification of nature, as highlighted in Dweepa, emerges as a central 
theme, unravelling the layers of exploitation that lead to environmental degradation. The novel 
traces nature’s changing moods through seven phases of the monsoon. This article will also inspect 
the ecological consciousness through the male protagonist Ganapayya and establish the fact that 
D’Souza’s Dweepa is an eco-humanist narrative. It underscores the imperative of recognising nature 
as a silent victim of human actions and advocates for a paradigm shift towards a more inclusive, 
sustainable, and environmentally conscious future. 
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“We are the first generation to feel the impact of climate change and the last 
generation that can do something about it.” (Obama) 

 Ecocriticism advocates for sustainable development as a means to secure a 
better future for humanity. It recognises the inherent right of every living being to exist 
in its unique way, whether it be plants, animals, women, marginalised communities, or 
indigenous groups. Each component of nature plays an essential role in maintaining the 
planet’s fundamental life support systems. According to Suresh Frederick, the most 
well-known measure to handle ecological emergencies is sustainable improvement. He 
argues that “Ecocriticism gives human beings a better understanding of nature” (135). 
This approach encourages the essential use of shared resources without compromising 
environmental health and collective well-being. 

Dweepa is the result of the ‘submersion writer’ in Kannada literature Na 
D’Souza’s personal and profound interest in studying the issues faced by displaced 
people, a subject he spent around twenty-five years researching through a hydroelectric 
project on the Sharavathi River. The novel serves as an expression of his deep-seated 
concerns, vividly portraying the struggles of a community dislocated and uprooted from 
their homeland. As the author says, “The tragedy in the lives of these innocent victims of 
modernisation will now merge with the groans of the oppressed the world over, 
wherever this story is read. It is a fitting way to perpetuate the memory of those who 
lose all they hold dear wherever the country develops at their cost. It is also a proper 
way of mourning what we have lost because of what we have gained” (D’Souza xiii). 

In recent years, the swift pace of development has disproportionately benefited a 
privileged few, leaving the majority to grapple with adverse consequences. Thoughtful 
project planning ensures that benefits are shared equitably among all stakeholders. 
Madan Mohan, in his work “Ecology and Development”, explores sustainable 
development, stressing the need to balance industrial growth with ecological health by 
creating plans that harmonise with nature. This environmental strategy includes three 
core components: environmental management, impact assessment, and the promotion 
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of eco-development. In this context, a dam serves as a metaphor for the Anthropocene—
a time marked by human-driven change that endangers interpersonal relationships and 
can manifest in various disruptive forms, like a tiger encroaching on human territories. 
Nature, although not always benevolent, can unleash its power in response to projects 
like dams that harm the environment. Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide (2004) touches 
on similar themes, with one storyline exploring the plight of Bangladeshi refugees 
displaced by rising waters in the Sunderbans, while another examines the complex 
coexistence between humans and animals in a volatile ecosystem. Indian environmental 
activist Pankaj Sekhsaria also brings attention to the impact of human activity on 
delicate ecosystems in his novel The Last Wave: An Island Novel (2014). Set in the 
Andaman and Nicobar Islands, the novel poignantly critiques the impact of modern 
industrial society on the environment and indigenous populations, particularly the 
Jarawa tribe. Through his narrative, Sekhsaria highlights issues like deforestation, 
animal poaching, land encroachment, and tribal displacement, shedding light on the 
urgent challenges these communities face amid modernisation. 

Dweepa is structured into seven vignettes named after stars that signify different 
phases of the monsoon: “Krithika”, “Rohini”, “Mrigashira”, “Aridhara”, “Punarvasu”, 
“Pushya”, and “Aslesha”. The novel captures the shifting moods of nature throughout 
the monsoon and the stars symbolise the diverse influences on the monsoon, mirroring 
the narrative progression. In this poignant text, the impact of modernisation and 
development on traditional ways of life is vividly portrayed through the lens of the river 
islands and their inhabitants, providing a powerful commentary on the struggle and 
sacrifices borne by marginalised communities in the face of progress-driven 
displacement. The dam construction project on the Sharavathi River led to the 
displacement of Hosamane village, which consists of five houses—three belonging to 
landowners and two to bonded labourers. The three landowning families are eligible for 
compensation, while the bonded labourers are not. Among the landowners, two wealthy 
families manage to bribe the officials. Parameshwaryya secures land near Sagara, and 
Herambha obtains land in Ananthapura. However, Ganapayya’s family receives neither 
land nor money as compensation because he lacks the funds to bribe the government 
officers. Consequently, Ganapayya is left to face the submersion of his land. The novel 
depicts Ganapayya’s struggle to survive amidst the challenges created by the 
submersion. 

D’Souza crafts his narratives with vivid descriptions and a profound appreciation 
of the natural world. The fear of land submersion has loomed over the villagers for more 
than a year. This can be seen through the threatening words of the elderly peon: 
“Sharavathi might swallow the Hosamane Parvatha this monsoon” (2). The surveyors 
predict that nothing will happen to the villagers and that they can stay until they receive 
compensation. The novel emphasises a clear ecocritical stance by depicting the 
changing moods of the river, rain, land, and Ganapayya’s family. Through the male 
character Ganapayya, D’Souza conveys the anguish and plight caused by land 
submersion due to dam construction. The opening lines introduce Ganapayya, a villager 
from Hosamane, highlighting two key aspects: his dependence on and connection to 
agriculture; and his age-old cultural practices. These concepts are introduced to 
underscore how both will be disrupted by the dam construction. D’Souza aims not only 
to highlight the exploitation of women and nature but also to portray the suffering of 
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local people. The villagers are deprived of their means of livelihood and survival and are 
uprooted from their occupations and culture. This perspective is associated with the 
views of Mies and Shiva: “We also criticise the dualistic division between superstructure 
or culture and the economy or base. In our view, the preservation of the earth’s 
diversity of life forms and human societies’ cultures is a precondition for the 
maintenance of life on this planet” (Mies & Shiva 11). Areca nuts are traditionally grown 
by the families in Hosamane as well as rice grown on the paddy fields that see them 
through a happy life courtesy of bountiful harvests. On the other hand, two land-owning 
and two bonded labourer families move out due to a dam construction project. The only 
family not relocated during this period is Ganapayya who receive no land in exchange 
for eviction. This can be considered a paternalistic development posture represented by 
the government in Ganapayya: “The government has set out to ruin thousands of homes. 
Is it a big deal for it to drown my village, my home? But what about the compensation 
they say they’ll give us? When will that come?” (D’Souza 3). The most important thing 
they lose is their culture, which is more than fifty years old: 

The coconut and jackfruit trees in front of Herambha Hegade’s house spoke of 
the antiquity of Hosamanehalli. His house was the oldest in the village. When 
Herambha’s grandfather left a place near Mavingundi and bought a piece of land, 
built a house, and settled down here, his place came to be called Hosamane, the 
new house. Herambha’s house became old but the village retained the name – 
Hosamanehalli – the village of the new house. (6) 
Parameshwarayya once owned an areca farm and paddy fields. After his 

displacement, his fields are overrun with weeds and shrubs, and the areca palms have 
been cut down to prepare for a minister's visit. In contrast, Ganapayya’s fields are 
thriving with tender green seedlings. These two scenes starkly illustrate the impact of 
dam construction on agricultural land. Ganapayya needs labourers to work on his and 
Herambha’s fields, planting rice seedlings and covering the areca nut fronds. However, 
the labourers are unwilling to stay because they fear what might happen during the 
rains. Ganapayya used to travel to Talaguppa, a city six miles from Hosamanehalli, to 
buy daily necessities, and groceries, and hire farm labourers, crossing the river easily. 
But since the dam construction project began, crossing the river has become difficult. 
It’s now challenging and costly for Ganapayya to travel long distances by bus and hire 
labourers. Additionally, no one is willing to work in the fields, leading to increased 
labour wages. Ganapayya is forced to pay these high wages to complete essential tasks. 
He is tying palm sheaths around areca nut fronds, weeding the fields, and transplanting 
seedlings, before the rains start. His family endures these hardships. 

We can discern certain ecofeminist elements through Nagamani, Ganapayya’s 
wife. She feels isolated and alienated because no one is willing to work on their land due 
to the fear of submersion. In the past, Herambha’s wife or Parameshwarayya’s wife 
would visit and discuss various matters, and the Hasalaru women, while passing by, 
would share the events of their lives. Additionally, some women from Deervu and 
Aralagodu used to come and work on their farm, “Nagamani would have felt there were 
some people around. But now she was oppressed by a sense of loneliness” (40). The 
isolation and distancing from other people and villages is pictured:  
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Nagaveni stiffened. Previously there was no need for such questions. Where 
there was a village, there had to be people coming and going and talking. Not 
only the people who lived in it, sometimes those who had to cross the Sharavathi 
went past the house. Farm hands from Aralagodu too went by on their way to 
and from work. But now there was dread hovering about, a fear of strangers in 
the vicinity and questions like ‘Who?’ ‘Why?’ entered the head. (41) 
Nagaveni shares a deep bond with a cow named Belli. One day, when Belli 

doesn’t return to the cattle shed, Nagaveni becomes anxious and begins searching for 
her. As she calls out Belli’s name, suddenly “Belli, who had been grazing somewhere 
behind the carven, heard her mistress through the boulders, came and stood at the 
entrance and responded, ‘ambaa’ ” (24). This espouses Nagaveni’s intimate bonding 
with the cow. Nagaveni’s and Krishnayya’s discussion is vividly contradictory and 
projects disparate perspectives about the heavy rain and its ramified consequences. 
Nagaveni’s fear of the impending disaster is described, “I’m gripped with so many fears: 
What will happen when? What if water rushes into the house? What if the tiger or a 
boar comes in and takes away one of us?” (55) In Krishnayya’s response to her question, 
one can see his patriarchal dominating attitude over animals, “Ayyo, you silly girl! With 
two men in the house, will we leave a woman to the tiger?’ (55).  

Starhawk, a spiritual ecofeminist, posits, “We see the earth as a living being, we 
are bound to notice what an erotic being she is. If you doubt me, go stand on a hill by the 
ocean with a spring wind blowing and a profusion of wild irises at your feet. Eat a 
strawberry, slowly. Or run your hand along the soft, bark of a redwood tree” (Foss et al. 
77). In a similar vein, this concept is projected through Nagaveni’s character: “Nagaveni 
too looked delicate as if sprouting tender green leaves like everything else around 
them” (21). Nagaveni represents the union of women and nature through the different 
stages of nature. Krishnayya’s words postulate his comparison of Nagaveni with rain, 
wind, clouds and sky: “Nagaveni too was like the rain, weeping for the past eight days; 
her face, the smouldering clouds, dark and angry; her sighs, the moaning wind from Sita 
Parvatha. . . . Nagaveni stay this way? Like low-lying dark clouds? Like raindrops blasted 
by the wind? Like the wind that whizzes down from the crouching boulders?” (75).  

Most novels in the study highlight their ecofeminist concerns through the 
depiction of female characters. However, this is not the case in “Dweepa”. Instead, the 
novella expresses feminine sensibility by portraying nature as a woman. Feminist 
concerns are illustrated through the changing moods of the river, hillock, fields, rain, 
and landscape, all of which suffer due to the developmental project of dam construction. 
The river Sharavathi embodies ecofeminism through its shifting moods, drawing a 
parallel between its natural state before and after the dam's construction – “Though an 
unacknowledged fact, it is true that the survival and preservation of life on this planet, 
not only of women, children and humanity but also of the vast diversity of fauna and 
flora, depends on the feminist sensibility” (16). D’Souza suggests, “Now the time had 
come for the village to drown. Sharavathi had never come close to Hosamanehalli 
though she would roar ferociously from a distance during the monsoon. But she was 
now thinking of swallowing it up. These days her water did not flow freely; it stagnated 
in deep pools, waiting dangerously” (6). Before the construction of the dam, the 
Sharavathi flows along its natural course. The natural course of the river has never 
disturbed the crops of the village:  
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But during the monsoon, she was on the verge of overflowing. Even then, the 
water that overran the banks barely touched the paddy fields. That was about all. 
There was no danger to the fields or the farms. Now that the dam was being built 
across the river, the water level could surely rise higher. The government 
officials had installed a red stone on the forehead of Sita Parvatha behind the 
village to show how high the water would rise once the dam was ready. (3)  

However, with the construction of the Linganamakki Dam, the river might flow 
unpredictably, posing a threat to the villagers. The future remains uncertain. There is a 
high likelihood of the Sita Parvatha hillock being engulfed, and once it is submerged, the 
entire area will flood. The dam obstructs the water’s natural flow, causing stagnation. 
Instead of rising, the water spreads across the riverbed away from the hill, threatening 
to overflow the bank, which endangers Ganapayya’s family, “The Sharavathi lay like a 
pregnant woman, full and ready for birthing” (37).  

Water floods Ganapayya’s fields, uprooting a lime tree and several banana plants, 
while the areca plants also face the threat of falling. In a few days, Hosamanehalli will 
become an island. The Sharavathi River, blocked by the dam, spreads out by 
encroaching upon the neighbouring forest, valley, trees, and shrubs, flooding everything 
in its path. The changing mood of the rain reflects the inner turmoil of Ganapayya’s 
family and Krishanayya, who has come from Nagaveni’s mother’s place, as they struggle 
for subsistence and survival. D‘Souza says that the onslaught of dam construction on 
land reaches such a height that, “the land had become indifferent to the monsoon” (47) 
whereas Ganapayya’s father oscillating between life and death metaphorically projects 
how the saplings of the fields are struggling to breathe: “The sapling in the fields stood 
breathing in the water as it flowed from field to field join the river. They were barely as 
tall as span as they shivered in the onslaught of wind and rain, yet they stood breathing 
in the slush” (47). During the first monsoon, palm trees, pepper creepers, and other 
trees suffer considerable damage, but the pond rejuvenates due to the rushing water. 
Rainwater cascades from Sita Parvatha, surrounding the village of Hosamanehalli like a 
small island. Gradually, water engulfs Parameshwarayya’s land, and Heramba’s house 
faces imminent destruction. Ganapayya’s house, the only one still spared, awaits the 
water's entry. Continuous heavy rain also leads wild animals to enter Ganapayya’s 
fields, compounding his worries.  

And now foxes, deer, and wild goats strolled fearlessly behind the house looking 
for shelter. A python crept into the wood shack beside the kitchen. Rabbits 
scurried about the veranda. The cattle had mooed restlessly a few nights earlier. 
Wild animals like the tiger, cheetah, bison, and wild boar lived in the Malenadu 
forests but they lived in their own territory most of the time. Now with all the 
extra water around they could be scared too. (50–51) 
D’Souza suggests that the intensification of heavy rain, even during what is 

traditionally a mild phase like Aridharaa, is a result of humanity’s insensitive treatment 
of nature. He ironically comments on this human impact through statements like, 
“Aridharaa seemed to be competing with Mrigashira with a will to win” (53). This 
reflects D’Souza’s critical view of the human endeavour of dam construction. In essence, 
D’Souza’s displeasure towards development can be encapsulated through the words of 
Shreedhara in the introduction: 
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Of course, it has become a universal mantra of progress in contemporary Indian 
politics and is used as a cover-up to usher in neo-liberal politics, structural 
adjustment programmes, and even communal violence. At the same time, it has 
led to various social movements and protests, ranging from environmental 
protection and livelihood questions to upholding human rights. (xix–xx) 
D’Souza meticulously depicts the profound reverence and attachment Indian 

men have for their fields. Ganapayya’s father, Duggajja, feels a divine love for his land 
and refuses to leave it until his dying breath. When he learns that he must leave the 
village of Hosamanehalli, he feels completely drained of energy: “He loved his piece of 
land with the attachment a woman feels for her mother’s house. He was determined he 
would not leave her if he could help it. He had wondered a hundred times whether there 
was any way of carrying on here even when the village was covered with water” (12). 
His deep connection to his homeland and love for the land are illustrated by his wish for 
the dam to collapse, so they wouldn’t have to abandon their farm and village. He decides 
not to rush because they have enough food. Even if the village is flooded and labourers 
are unavailable, he believes they can still manage planting and harvesting somehow. 
Thus, both Duggajja and Ganapayya oppose the modern developmental attitude 
represented by the dam construction. 

Ganapayya, the protagonist, is deeply concerned about the resource shortage 
that threatens their survival and livelihood. This scarcity results from human greed and 
a thoughtless attitude towards nature and non-human beings. The novel highlights the 
paradoxical effects of dam construction on humans and animals, endangering the 
survival and livelihood of the local people. If deforestation and destruction of natural 
flora and fauna continue at this rapid pace, disaster will be imminent, and there will be 
no one left to enjoy the benefits of development. This consequence of development is 
articulated through Ganapayya’s words. 

this year the monsoon was not as good as it used to be.... Won’t the rains get 
scantier as forests were cleared?... Malenadu was becoming barren with trees 
being cut to make way for railway tracks and highways, telegraphy lines and 
dams and townships for outsiders.... If they continued to hack trees at this rate, of 
course, the rains will get scarce. And there won’t be enough water in the 
Linganamakki Dam. The Sharavathi Project will be a waste…. (76) 
D’Souza’s narrative does not emphasise the second key element of ecofeminism, 

which depicts women as saviours subjugated by developmental attitudes. Instead, he 
focuses more on men. The novel illustrates the agony of displacement primarily through 
Ganapayya. Although the submersion of land affects both men and women, D’Souza 
portrays men, particularly Ganapayya, as having a deeper connection to nature. 
Ganapayya is profoundly attached to his land, but due to the dam construction on the 
Sharavathi River, his land will be submerged, forcing him to leave. The land is essential 
for their survival, and Ganapayya laments, “How can we live in this condition? I may say, 
enough of this problem, let’s go elsewhere. But where can we go? I’ve depended on this 
farm and the field till now, where else can I live?” (11). Herambha Hegde is allocated 
land near Ananthpura as compensation, necessitating his departure from the village. 
Ganapayya contemplates cultivating the land that Hegde leaves behind: 

Anyway, Herambha’s leaving his lands. Why can’t I harvest them with mine? He 
can’t uproot his rice seedlings and areca palms; he can’t take them with him. And 
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he has no one here to watch over them. . . . I’ll tell him I’ll give him a part of the 
harvest as his share. This seems to be a good plan. If the officials do come and 
bother me to leave, I can always bribe them a bit. Let’s see. (14) 
The monsoon rains brought significant hardship to one family, flooding the 

surrounding forests and valleys. Nature, encompassing everything on earth and under 
the sun, is frequently equated with wild and wilderness in contrast to culture, viewed as 
tamed, refined and domesticated. With the destruction of forests and animal habitats, 
wild creatures roam closer to human settlements in search of refuge. Animals like foxes, 
deer, and wild goats wander around Sita Parvatha, a python has made its way into the 
wood shack beside the kitchen, and rabbits scurry across the veranda. Recently, the 
cattle have been restless, as Nagaveni reported hearing the ominous growls of a tiger 
near the cattle shed just before dawn. 

The relocation process triggered by dam construction can be highly disruptive, 
leading to social upheaval and emotional distress for affected populations. Dams often 
submerge areas of cultural and historical significance to indigenous and local 
communities, severing ties to sacred sites, traditional practices, and collective identity. 
Displacement disrupts traditional livelihoods like farming, fishing, and forest-based 
activities, leaving those who rely on them for sustenance struggling to adjust to new 
economic realities, which can lead to poverty and unemployment. Additionally, dams 
alter river flows, impacting local ecosystems, with changes in water levels and flow 
patterns that disrupt aquatic life, fish populations, and overall biodiversity. Reduced 
downstream water flow also affects agriculture and limits water availability for nearby 
communities, often leading to conflicts over water distribution between upstream and 
downstream regions. Such disputes can intensify and strain relations between 
communities. Although dams offer economic benefits like irrigation and power 
generation, these advantages may not always reach local populations, creating 
economic disparities and unequal resource distribution. The construction of dams often 
attracts migrant labour, which can alter the social structure of local communities. The 
influx of outsiders may lead to cultural clashes and unsettling established community 
dynamics. 
 

Works Cited 
D’Souza, Na., and Susheela Punitha. Dweepa Island. Oxford University Press, 2013. 
Foss, Karen A., et al. Feminist Rhetorical Theories. Sage Publications, 1998. 
Frederick, Suresh, “Suicidal Motive: An Ecocritical Study of Four Poems”. Ed. Selvamony, 

Nirmal, Nirmaldasan and Rayson K, Alex. Essays in Ecocriticism. New Delhi: Sarup, 
2007. 

Mohan, Loveleen. An Indian Response to Ecofeminism: A Literary Study. Atlantic Publishers 
& Distributors, 2023. 

“President Obama’s Trip to Alaska.” National Archives and Records Administration,    
National Archives and Records Administration, 
obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/2015-alaska-trip. 

Shiva, Vandana, et al. Ecofeminism. Zed Books, 2014. 
 
 

 


