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The central concern of this research paper is to highlight the ecological concerns in two novels of 

Anita Desai. Her characters are the embodiments of nature through aesthetic experiences in their 

lives. In the contemporary literary parlance, the term ‘ecocriticism’ has gained wide range of 

attention in growing global concern for the degradation of nature and ecological landscapes. 

Thus, this paper will underscore the thematics of ecocriticism in Fire on the Mountain and 

Where shall we go this summer. The attempt has been made to examine the ecocentric 

dimensions in the works of Desai. 

Anita Desai is one of the few Indian writers in English in the post colonial era, constructs 

nature in his fictional works by using interweaving legends, experience, myth and cultural 

history. In some of her works, the setting shows a pen picture of physical environment and

human interaction with it, especially the feminine characters. But while examining the critical 

outputs on her works we realize that we have yet to investigate his works from eco-critical   point 

of view to establish her intrinsic concerns about environmental calamity and man-nature 

interface.

At the outset I want to introduce the term ‘Ecocriticism’, which began in the mid of 

1990s, as a study of the relationship between literature and the natural environment. It was 

heralded by the publication of two seminal works, both published in 1996 entitled The 

Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology, edited by Cheryll Glottfelty and Harold 

Fromm and The Environmental Imagination by Lawrence Buell. The word ‘eco’ is a short term 

of ecology, which concerns with the relationships between living organisms in their natural 

environment as well as their relationships with the environment. When we incorporate the two 

distinct terms it becomes ‘Ecocriticism’, which deals with the relationships between literature 

and environment or how man’s relationship with his physical environment are reflected in 

literature. To define it Cheryll Glotfelty writes, “Ecocriticism is the study of the relationship 
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between literature and the physical environment. (1996: xviii) The study of the relationship 

between literature and the environment has fostered human attitudes towards the environment as 

expressed in natural writing. In Literature and Ecology we come across the recent development 

of the intimate relationship of these two, is gradually shaping its course for the future of the 

world. Every environmentalist is concerned with the global threats revolving around us. 

Therefore, every effort has been made to realize the future plans of action in every discipline.  

From the beginning of human civilization, Nature (physical environment) has been 

viewed as a primary source of living and income, there was no end for utilization of natural 

resources, as a free gift of nature it has been used and misused the way one likes to use it, as a 

result it has been gradually fading away its natural settings. Ecocriticism is an interdisciplinary 

area, in it, nature and literature have always shared intimate relationship, it is quite evident in the 

lives of early poets and other writers who have driven away tremendous amount of strength and 

fulfilled their quest for life. Now the literary critics have a close look at the relationship between 

the nature and society and have text and contextualized in their writings. In this way the terms 

have become quite familiar and very important today, like ‘Ecology’ and ‘Ecocriticism’. India is 

blessed with the wide range of ecosystems, beginning from the Himalayan regions to the 

dynamics of Sunderbans and the dry land Thar (desert) in Rajasthan. India is rich with its flora 

and fauna and different vibrant ecosystems. With the passage of time the ecosystems are 

adversely affected due to the increasing population and avarices of mankind. Literature too 

couldn’t remain unaffected from the depletion of the natural environment. My Paper will try to 

examine on how the importance of nature has been viewed as an urgent theme in Indian literature 

in the present context.  

As we read the novels of Anita Desai, we find the connections between nature and man, 

especially, in Fire on the Mountain and Where shall we go this Summer? An eco-critical 

approach brings out the importance of the environment to the major themes in her works. Nature 

imagery in her fiction allows the reader to perceive the unexplored realms of the female psyche.

Ecocriticism investigates how nature is used literally or metaphorically in certain literary or 

authentic genres and tropes, and what assumptions about nature underlie genres that may not 

address this trope directly. 
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It would be better to examine the Ecocritical aspects of novels in different sections.

Therefore, the first section the paper will focus on Fire on the Mountain by Anita Desai, she 

aptly quotes the Gerard Manley Hopkins’ poem: 

I have desired to go where springs not fail, to fields where flies no sharp and sided hail 

and a few lilies blow. And I have asked to be where no storms come, where the green 

swell is in the havens dumb, and out of the swing of the sea (Fire on the Mountain 58). 

Anita Desai is free occupied with imaginary landscape of natural beauty, which propels her to 

draw solace and happiness out of it in the midst of troubles, difficulties and heaviness of daily 

life. Nanda Kaul is the protagonist of Fire on the Mountain. She as an individual tries to escape 

from the clutches of human hands. She wants to do away with Raka who wants to come to the 

hill country to recuperate in Kasauli. Because everyone she meets tells her to go to Kasauli, 

where nature works more than the medicines do, but her grandmother Nanda Kaul doesn’t have 

positive attitudes on her arrival. The depiction of characters suggests certain situations in their 

lives and the typical images as nature has its relationship towards living organisms. The novel 

employs trajectories of life and externalizes multidimensional forms of living. These images 

have been employed to examine human relationships and their significance. The untrodden path 

taken by Nanda may not be highly appreciated but she is weighed down by the modern 

predicaments. She is quite sure that she has completed her duty in life and takes a decision to “be 

left to the pines and cicadas alone she hoped she would not stop” (3). She is well tuned with the 

place and landscape around her. “Everything she wanted was here, at Carignano, in Kasauli. 

Here, on the ridge of the mountain, in this quiet house” (3). Due to the passage of time she enters 

in the world of old age. She embodies a tree out there to bear the unpredictable seasonal 

difference of life. “Whatever else came, or happened here, would be an unwelcome intrusion and 

distraction” (3). She is grey, tall and thin and she fancies “she could merge with the pine trees 

and could be mistaken for one. To be a tree, no more and no less, was all she was prepared to 

undertake” (4). As Indira says, “Nanda’s sense of identification with the pine trees suggests her 

desire for absolute stillness and withdrawal from life. They may even be an unconscious death-

wish in desiring to become a tree”. (Anita Desai as an Artist 97) Nanda is attracted to Carignano 

for ‘its barrenness that equalizes her. The lonely house is symbolic of the solitary life of Nanda. 
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Dryness of life has engulfed her and thus, she is absolutely against social life which is essential 

aspect of living human condition. The barrenness and starkness associated with it symbolizes the 

essential human condition alienation. Anita Desai has correctly brought out the sight of an eagle 

or a bright hope served to delight her otherwise solitary existence. 

Ecocriticism evolves not only through the ecological concerns but through description of 

landscape and imagination of nature and climatic intervention. It draws a meaningful link 

between animate and inanimate relationships. As Anita Desai writes:

I kept animals, too, you know, for my children, remembering how much I’d enjoyed 

having them as a child, she plunged in recklessly. Not only dogs and cats but unusual 

ones too, Monkeys. We had a pair of monkeys that we kept chained to the veranda rails 

because they were too destructive to let loose. They were gibbons-long-limbed, black-

faced and silvery, like langurs, such fun (99). 

Nanda was concerned with the present life she was leading and suddenly she encountered the 

arrival of Raka has turned her face gloomy and dejected. She was immensely triggered and felt 

something is disturbing and burning in her inner self.  Here the author portrays, Raka as a 

symbol of fire. And Nanda is a symbol of forest. Ironically she wants to say that Nannda’s life 

has become the hell by the presence of Raka. She was her own granddaughter but she dealt with 

her as a distant relative or a stranger, who is not appreciated from Nanda’s part as Desai says:

“To Nanda Kaul she was still an intruder, an outsider, a mosquito flown up from the plain to 

tease and worry”. (40) Raka wondered at the different sites of Carignano, and peeped through the 

windows, one day she saw tin sheds  and cooked houses built on bricks and concrete walls, 

looked like a factory. Later on she remembered and puzzled at the scenic beauties as Desai says: 

Her father and grandmother had extolled the beauties and delights of a Himalaya hill-

station to her, but said nothing of factories. Here was such an enormous one that Raka

wondered at their ignorance of it. To her, it seemed to dominate the landscape-a

square dragon, boxed, bricked and stoked. (42) 

Raka has come here to recuperate form her sickness and to explore the natural beauty of 

Carignano, but Nanda is doesn’t appreciate, when she sees her granddaughter wondering around
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in the jungle “as if she were a thousand black mosquitoes, a stilly humming conglomerate of 

them and did not know whether to contain or release this dire seething” (45).  Nanda was 

surprised to discover that child has a gift of disappearance suddenly and silently for hours, 

sometimes she was seen in the midst of stony hills, “wondering down a lane in a slow, straying 

manner, stopping to strip  a thorny bush of its few berries or to examine an insect under a leaf” 

(46). She was not a part of Nanda Kaul, now but she has discovered her own place to stay in it. 

One fine day when the sun was in the sky “babbling in an out of the dust clouds, lighting 

them up in a great conflagration- s splendid bone that burnt in the heart of yellow clouds. The

whole world was livid, inflamed” (53). Raka was surprised to see flames erupting from the 

distant clouds and enquired whether “will it set the hill on fire” (53). Ram Lal in reply says:  

                 This is how forest fires starts. I can tell you how many forest fires we can see each 

year in Kasauli. Some have come up as far as our Riling. You can see how many of 

the trees are burnt, and houses too. Once the house down the hill, South View, was 

burnt to the ground before the fire engine arrived (53). 

Anita Desai has clearly mentioned the efficacy of forest fire which leads to ecological imbalance;

consequently human beings become the tragic victims. Here what we notice is that the ecological 

concerns and man- nature interface have been clearly reflected. Mountain is the symbol of Nanda 

Kaul and Raka represents wild nature. She is very silent and very swift like a forest fire. Forest 

fire is main concern for the mountain regions, especially in summer. Sometimes it is accidental 

and sometimes it is deliberately burn the forest for forest cultivation or shifting cultivation of 

tribal folk which causes massive loss of life and property and degradation of natural resources.

Raka was imagining the natural catastrophe “she thought she heard the cries of animals and birds 

burning in that fire” (75). The expedition of nature has invigorated the drooping spirit of Raka to 

enjoy the natural sites of Carignano. 

Desai’s novel is a blend of nature and characters and she has written her novel in unique 

manner that they represent their own individuality. Man has turned into machine now because it 

depends largely on modern technology, and uses natural resources to satisfy his desire. In 

Carignano once upon a time garden house was the most beautiful garden in Kasauli, now it has 
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been used as an army camp. It clearly depicts the insensitivity of man to towards nature and 

patriarchal attitude in destroying the natural phenomena. Literally man has exploited nature like 

an object for his own pleasure. Here Anita Desai wants us to draw the attention of the 

degradation of the ecological balance. She depicts the aesthetic experiences drawn from the 

nature and that makes the human beings live in peace and harmony regardless of our pathetic life

in the world. 

The next character to visit Kasauli is Ila Das; she came to Carignano to meet her old 

friend Nanda Kaul. It was a great asset for Nanda because in her lonely and desolate life Ila was 

a harbinger of love, peace and harmony. She loved walking long distance down the desolate hill 

side. After remembering some of her memorable days “leaving behind the last of the shabby, 

rundown houses and dried up, untended gardens of the town, Ila Das began to hop, skip and slide 

down the footpath of her village already lost in the evening shadow of the mountain” (140). She 

thought that she might reach home before night, but on her way back, she was attacked and raped 

and brutally killed by Preet Singh, she was defenseless against the powerful assailant, who was 

her old rival. This was shocking news to Nanda, when the police invited her to identify the body; 

she never believed that her friend would end up in this terrible condition. At that very moment 

Raka returns home and tells Nanda “Look, Nani, I have set the forest on fire. Look Nani-look- 

the forest is no fire” (145). She didn’t realize that her Grandmother has passed away. Here the 

story narrates that Nanda is symbol of mountain or a forest which Raka has set it on fire. In fact 

Anita Desai has incorporated environmental attitudes in her novels, which speak about animate 

and inanimate things that surround the entire natural ecosystem.    

In this section I want to discuss about the novel entitled Where Shall we go this Summer?

Here, Anita Desai narrates the plight of pregnant women, who is interested with loneliness of 

life. Desai describes some aspects of landscape, which is filled with magical spell thus, she says, 

this “island is an island of magic” (59) a legend to keep her baby unborn; she had four children 

with pride and pleasure, sensual and emotional. When she come to know that she was pregnant 

in her old age, graying and ageing to behave like a lack of control which leads her to migrates to 

an island, husband tells her not to go to island in the middle of the monsoon, she can’t have baby 

there. Desperately, Sita doesn’t want to have baby. But one can’t have abortion at his stage, Sita 
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doesn’t want it to be aborted but she wants to keep it unborn in her womb. Now Sita wants to run 

away from home for good and to make difference in her life. Here Desai has a special plans for 

the perturb pregnant mother, to escape to an island where she shall be untouched by the modern 

trajectories of the world. Nature is the source of enormous energy, provided we aspire to use it. 

In the world of today, man suffers from the permanent fatigue syndrome and to overcome it, the 

easiest way is to engrossed in the lap of nature, where nature would heal our impaired faculties 

of rejuvenates us for further efforts. Sita in the novel aspires for the same. 

The protagonist of the novel Sita the sole sufferer alights on the Manori Island with a 

baby in her womb and with her daughter and son on the Monsoon of 1967. She escapes from her

daily routines of the busy Bombay life and tries to soothe her nerves down in the breeze and 

pleasant weather of Manori. Situation in Manori, her father's home has turned now into more or 

less a place which has only dirt and dust enveloped around it. The narration does not tell us 

clearly why is she fed up with her life and what was the reason made her run away from her 

responsibilities. The clarity in the reasons is dull because, those were not considered as some big 

issues in the Society we live, as we try to analyze the condition of a pregnant woman who always 

desires to be comfortable and free from family tension throughout the period.  

Was she able to find the peacefulness and come out of her solitude in that island? 

Nothing happens dramatic in Sita's life at the end of the story. Her loyal and truthful husband

Raman comes and takes her back once again to the same life. No domestic violence is thrust 

upon Sita nor is she losing her independence. But the daily chores of the kids fight, maid 

servant's duel, neighbor’s gossip, and the hurried city life - these all were few reasons for her 

escape to the island. To her dismay, the magical island then, did not succeed now in giving her 

what she wanted. After sometime, she learns that hiding all her fears and complaints and being 

silent to what all happening around her is the only thing she can do. Sita slowly gets used to her 

life and returns back to Bombay with her family. Is she happy in doing this or does she have no 

way other than doing this? No matter how many monsoon comes, she can only run away for a 

while from all this. She had to return back again to the same chores and she can only wait for the 

next monsoon to answer to the question - Where shall we go this Summer? How many of us are 
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like Sita who cannot express which suffocates them and not able to find the proper get-rid for it? 

We get used to complaints and fears and we live with it in this fast - turning life. 

Sita went to island to draw the inspirational evocative feelings of nature. “The green 

coconuts on the tree,’ she called to them. Did you see the cheekoos on the trees there-small 

brown ones?” (58) When she as a child has much enjoyed the tree that grew in the Mainland? 

“There was an effervescence in the air that made Sita kick up her heels and prance like a pony. 

She was not really a child at that time in another environment she might have already been 

regarded as a young woman, but she had lived a strange life and unusual life. She saw the island 

a piece of magic, a magic mirror it was so brilliant to her eyes after the tension and shadow of 

their childhood” (59).  She was overwhelmed by the picturesque or calm atmosphere of the 

island. Sita describes the scenic beauty of Island Manori:  

            The fields were only pits of mud and slush. Whole shanty towns seemed built of bamboo 

stakes on which the Bombay duck was habitually hung to dry but now stood stark. The 

village pond, an artificial tank with broken stone steps was full to the brim and could be 

differentiated from the pools and puddles of the fields only because its water was not 

brown with mud but green as spinach, thick, viscous” (21). 

She never lets her village down rather takes pride in it, which the Bombay city lacks in larger 

level. As a matter of fact one “muscular woman with an aborigine skin, wearing a mango-green 

sari, and stood up and was the first on the island to hail” (21) the new arrivals of the land (Sita 

and her children), wants to identify with natural aspects of the island. To N.R. Gopal “the island 

for her was a like Prospero’s enchanted island in The Tempest. She is so much under control of 

her childhood memories the even after being grown up and having borne many children she is 

not able to free herself” (A Critical Study of the Novels of Anita Desai 81). Sita becomes the 

Duke of island Manori after the demise of her father, she has not forgotten the magical island 

which can indeed come to her rescue from her physical and Mental suffering. 

Anita Desai clearly depicts the life and behavior of the islander through the personality of 

Sita. As she says “all remembered how he walked barefoot in the muddy, ploughed fields down 

by the village where the islanders grew some meager crops of vegetables and rice” (68). Even
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Sita discloses her typical feelings that she came to live on the island like an islander. “I will fetch 

my water from the well like you,’ and walked on, barefoot, bareheaded, dressed in homespun, 

carrying loads like them” (68). In this line we find the typical village situation and the richness of 

it, which is far more different from the city life like Bombay. The episode of island was life of 

leave-taking from routine of everyday life in the city.  Desai says: “ So Sita never felt alone or 

unsafe; the house in its groves of palms, seemed surrounded by a host of watchful cranes, always 

half-awake, ready to spring to life at the slightest touch or alteration in light and wind, raise their 

wings and give voice to warning.” Again she says “The grove was like a radar system planted 

around her house.” (117) Sita is a nature loving character who always wanted to be very close to 

nature and as earlier days spent in Island that has not faded away from her memory lane but 

frequently hunted her come back to the old fort of her father. As winter made its appearance Sita 

was disturbed by it, she tried to control her passion for life quietly replied to herself “I will keep 

you safe, we will go nowhere,” (119) in her desperation she sees the light at the end of the 

tunnel, that “even the slumberous egg as it labors under the shell patiently to divide and sub-

divide……..(117) waits for the arrival of summer, she knew it would ebb away and sink into the 

sea to wait till next summer, next year. In one way we can also look at the pregnancy of a mother 

that the unborn baby’s mother’s womb is another ecosystem. Everything is found there for the 

survival of the foetus.  

The readings of Anita Desai’s novels have invigorated our drooping spirit and the ray of 

hope has been reinstalled to realize the humane ideals. Life has to move on, in spite of all sorts of 

human predicaments, this aspect has been masterfully used by Desai. Even though all of her 

novels do not deal with large movements of human history but they do speak aloud little things 

of contemporary human struggles. In fact it really thrills and its rawness of suffering soul can 

really move a non-Indian reader. She also helps us to discover the invisible and darker aspects of 

the individual self. She has foretold and expressed in her writings about the awareness of

environmental hazard and degradation of nature. In recent times this has been a pivotal point of 

discussion, this has become a global concern. Therefore, every individual is responsible to work 

for the better tomorrow.  
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