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Ecocritical Reading of Literature :
Understanding the Silencing of Nature

Dr. R. P. Singh
Asstt Professor of English
RGG PG College,Ambikapur
Distt—Surguja (Chhattisgarh)
Abstract

The starting premise of this article is that the mere resource-
status of the non-human nature is the consequence of its being silenced
by the anthropocentric discourse centred on the idea that Man is the
only ‘speaker’. An attempt will be made here to map this discourse in
terms of two interlinked discursive stages of Medieval exegesis and
Renaissance humanism. It will be argued that the dominance of the
humanist insistence on the human being the sole entity possessing
articulate subject status still continues despite more than one set of
evidences.

If one takes Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) as the first
‘earth-conscious’ literary text, the time-distance the environmental
ethics movement in art and literature, popularly known as ecocriticism,
has travelled till now comes to a little over six decades. This period
has produced a vast corpus of critical texts whose reading renders
one safe to say that ecocriticism can be viewed as an ecological
outgrowth of post-structural literary criticism. To take the simplest
possible analogy, just as the feminist reading of literature examines
texts from gender-conscious perspectives,ecocritics read them from
earth-centred approaches. Starting from the ‘power-political ‘premise
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that language reveals as well as conceals in the interest of serving
certain discursive power-structures created and sustained by the socio-
culturally privileged strata of the society, what post-structuralism has
done for the human others like women, ethnic minorities, principled
non-conformists of all kinds, ecocriticism does for the earth, or the
natural world, treating it as another silenced other in our technological
society. The silencing of nature by the privileged discourses of human
civilization and progress is a loud cry heard in reading literature from
an ecocritical perspective. Christopher Manes writes for the entire
human world caught in the uni-directional competitive race of more
and more commerce for more and more material human advancement,

‘Nature is silent in our culture (and in literate societies in general)
in the sense that the status of a speaking subject is jealously guarded
as an exclusively human prerogative. ... The language we speak today,
the idiom of Renaissance and Enlightenment Humanism, veils the
processes of nature with its own cultural obsessions,directionalities,and
motifs that have no analogies in the natural world’. (Manes 15.
Significantly, the parenthetical observation about the whole progress-
conscious human world is in the original).

Whatif not silenced?

There are no two opinions about the identity of the silencing
agent. Itis the human beings. The question is: is there any discursive
trajectory along which this silencing of nature can be understood with
clarity, so as to strengthen the argument behind environmental ethics
which undergirds ecocritical reading of literary texts? The answer is
yes. This article will try to map that trajectory. But before going for
that mapping it would be relevantly worthwhile to justify in brief why
an understanding of the silence of nature, which is the result of its
discursive silencing by man, is important. It is important because, in
general sociological terms of power and powerlessness, one who
speaks is not liable to be exploited. Hans Peter Duerr extrapolates
this idea into the field of concern for conservation of nature and writes
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in his Dreamtime: Concerning the Boundary between Wilderness
and Civilization.... ‘people do not exploit a nature that speaks’
(Duerr 92).In the post-Foucault intellectual world it is a matter of
general acceptance that social power operates through discourses. It
is the discourses which give voice to someone/something or silences
someone/something.It is they which make an entity a speaker or turns
itmute. The network of privileged speakers identified throughout history
as priests and kings,authors,intellectuals and celebrities has guided
and controlled the socio-cultural behaviours of people who take their
words seriously as opposed to the discourse of ‘meaningless’ and
silenced entities like women,minorities,children,prisoners and the
insane. The consequence of this practice of discourse and its
acceptance-in-action has been that moral consideration regarding what
to do and what not to do seems to fall only within a circle of speakers
in communication with one another. This paradigm of the power of
voice and the powerlessness of the voiceless has clear implications in
the field of the concern for ecological disaster as pointed in Duerr’s
sentence-fragment quoted above. Speaking nature is not exploited
because it is regarded alive and articulate. This ‘regard’ has implications
as well as consequences in the realm of social practices of the humans.
It determines what is nature, and conditions what is true knowledge
about nature. As a natural corollary, it prescribes norms about how
individuals and social institutions have to interact with nature in their
search for the fulfillment of their various material needs. A confirmation
of this fact comes from the observation of the state of the health of
nature found in animistic societies where nature has not been silenced.
The perspective of animism about nature which undergirds the day-
to-day life in many contemporary societies is grounded in a set of
beliefs that all the phenomenal world is alive in the sense that the spirit
of life flows through everything including humans, natural entities,
cultural artefacts; and that the non -human world is not just alive but is
imbued with forces of articulation able to communicate with the human
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beings. The result for all to see of these beliefs is that the animistic
societies have, almost without exception, avoided the kind of
environmental destruction that is the fate of the societies controlled by
the Ideology of Man as the sole soliloquoist,where the humanistic-
materialistic ideologies of reason and progress render the nonhuman
world silent and voiceless.

Genealogy of the discourse of silencing nature

The Medieval Exegesis

The justification of humanity’s domination of nature can be
understood as a historical process of the successive erosion of the
animistic attitude and approach toward nature. In a broad way, the
temporal point of beginning of this process has been located in the
medieval age style of interpretation of the Biblical texts, which came
to be called as exegesis. In this exegetical view all the entities in the
universe existed and should be understood in a three-levelled structure
of the meaning of their existence --- the /ittera ( the literal or the
mundane),moralis (morally true), and anagogue (having a divine
purpose which is beyond the common human intellect). In sum, exegesis
established God as a transcendental subject speaking through natural
entities which, like words on a page, had symbolic meanings without
having any autonomous voice of their own. A commentator on
environmental issues has succinctly simplified this view, and he needs
to be quoted at some length,

According to medieval commentators, eagles soared higher than
any other bird and could gaze upon the sun,undazzled,because they
were put on Earth to be a symbol of St. John and his apocalyptic
vision, not the other way round. From this hermeneutical perspective,
it was inconceivable that eagles should be autonomous, self-willed
subjects, flying high for their own purposes without reference to some
celestial intention, which generally had to do with man’s redemption.
Exegesis sweptall things into the net of divine meaning (Mane: 19).
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The modern empiricism-loving thought has declared this view as
unscientific and mystical, but what is important to note here is the fact
that the mental legacy of this medieval exegetical view still continues
as operative in another garb. The main point to consider is the search
for ‘transcendental’ meanings or concerns behind natural entities. The
modern scientific mind has replaced the search for divine meanings
with the concern for finding out and establishing the evolutionary telos
of humanity. Michel Foucault, in his The Order of Things: An
Archaeology of the Human Sciences, calls this search ‘the return of
exegesis’. To repeat a little, for the medieval exegetical commentators
God was the above-and-beyond hidden power speaking through
natural entities, while the modern scientific aim of discerning the human
being as the final point of zoological evolution seeks to establish scientific
reason as a discourse the modern human society speaks with civilized
pride.

It may sound as too sweeping an account of the medieval
understanding about man’s relationship with nature, and claim that
every man and woman of the Middle Ages believed in it. But this
much cannot be denied that for the Church and aristocracy, the
institutions that dominated discourse of the time, the world of natural
phenomena and entities was a symbol and source for the expression
of God’s orderliness and glory. This idea gave birth to its kindred
cosmological model of the scala naturae or the Great Chain of Being.
This model fixed the hierarchical positions of all lower and higher species
of zoological forms in the chain of being with humankind’s place higher
than beasts and less than the angels; and then closed the door. As
Arthur O. Lovejoy, in his The Great Chain of Being: A Study of the
History of an Idea, quotes Thomas Aquinas praising the diverse
multitude of species as ‘a greater addition to the good of the universe
than the multiplication of individuals of a single species’, one can assume
that at least in the Medieval monastic surroundings the concept of
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scala naturae might have worked as a kind of theological restraint
against abusing the natural world (Lovejoy 77).
The Renaissance Humanism

Renaissance inherited the idea of the Great Chain of Being from
the Medieval exegetical commentators and added to it a new
configuration of thought which later came to be called Humanism.
From its original form as a curriculum with an emphasis on classical
learning it ended up emphasizing a faith in human reason, progress
and intellect that would become the pillar of modern technological
culture in the post-enlightenment intellectual ethos which today rules
modern mind in one way or the other. Humanism interpreted the
humankind’s position in the Chain of Being --- between the ‘dumb’
beasts and the speaking-articulate angels --- as the irrefutable
confirmation of the ontological difference between the homo sapiens
and the rest of biosphere. The direct discursive consequence of this
insistence on the ontological difference was that rational thinking and
discourse became the exclusive human faculty which the animals could
not be thought to possess. Man became in Shakespeare’s Hamlet’s
words (in act 2, scene 2 of the great eponymous tragedy) ‘the beauty
of the world! the paragon of animals!” It is notable that Shakespeare
seems to be aware of the absurdity of this effusive claim about man’s
all-round lordship as he immediately follows this statement with the
same Hamlet saying ‘man delights not me: no, nor woman neither’.
Francis Bacon had no qualm in expressing his view about the
teleologically final destiny of mankind. At about the same time Hamlet
was written he announced, ‘“Man, if we look to final causes, may be
regarded as the centre of the world; inasmuch that if man were taken
away from the world, the rest would seem to be all astray, without aim
orpurpose ...." (Ellis and Spedding 747).

e @ik waferw 65



The continuing dominance of Renaissance Humanism despite
science and Deep Ecology

The subsequent advancement of scientific revolution has definitely
dimmed the celestial’ shine of the blunt literal truth of the superiority
of Man as per the hierarchical positioning in the Chain of Being, but its
mental-cultural residue still haunts our human and social sciences. The
biological sciences do not recognize the humans as the ‘goal” of
evolution. For them we are no more than tyrannosaurs were during
their period of sojourn on earth. The process of natural selection and
the ability of biological adaptation have not exclusively favoured
mankind. From the evolutionary perspective, there is nothing like
‘higher” or ‘lower’ being. Elephants and earwigs and cabbages and
kings have the same status. Scientific inquiry invites the intelligent human
culture to come face to face with the fact that the observation and
study of nature have not yet yielded any scrap of evidence that humans
are superior to non-human beings. This fact of life and nature directly
contradicts the idea of scala naturae and its use in humanist discourse.
The environmental philosophy of Deep Ecology, which originated in
the decade of 1970s from the writings of the Norwegian philosopher
Arne Naess, takes inspiration from this very scientific position about
zero-difference between the humans and the non-human natural world
in evolutionary terms.Naess coined the term deep ecology to argue
against what he called the shallow anthropomorphic environmentalism
which concerns itself with conservation of the environment only for its
exploitation by and for human material progress. Significantly, he hailed
the publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring in 1962 as the
beginning of the deep ecology movement as it sought to convincingly
‘pull’ the pesticide-using technology-driven modern industrial society
from the anthropocentric view of nature, and take it toward the earth-
centric one.Naess combines his ecological vision of the natural world
as a complex web of inter-dependent relationships among organisms
with Gandhian non-violence, and argues that non-essential exploitative
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interference with the natural world poses a threat not only to humans
but to all organic beings constituting the natural order. All living beings
are inherently worthy regardless of their instrumental utility to human
needs.

But the traditional humanists are not yet willing to leave the field
of environmental debate. Explicit or implicit references to the
correctness and validity of the idea of scala naturae are still seen in
the environmental discourse with an emphasis on the need to affirm
the special subject status of Man. We come across ideas like the
humans possessing a ‘second nature’ (culture) which gives them the
right and the duty to deal with the “first nature’ (the non-human world)
in a way they think it is rational. Who doesn’t know that ‘rational’
dealing with nature through history has been just another name for
altering, shaping and controlling the non-human world treating it as
source of various resources? A noted modern humanist eco-
philosopher writes with unshaken confidence, ‘We are here ... to
maintain, to creatively transform, and to carry on the torch of
evolution.(Skolimowski 68).
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