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Abstract: 

We all know that humans are unique compared to other species in the world of Nature. They are 

known for their adaptability, excellent mind and unquenchable thirst for owning everything in 

Nature.  This adaptability is like a double edged knife which allowed them to adjust themselves 

in terms of existence and conquer Nature.  At the same time, this thirst for possession has made 

them heartless towards Nature.   The creative writers are addressing these problems in their 

writings from time to time in order to remind mankind its responsibility towards Nature and the 

impending danger if it is not looked into.  Nature and woman are synonymous with each other in 

many theologies.  Ever since creation, man’s life is inextricably linked with woman and Nature 

and yet their concerns are either grossly neglected or are not being addressed at all.  The present 

paper is aimed at discussing the ecological concerns which are identical to the concerns of 

woman as portrayed in AK Ramanujan’s “A Flowering Tree” and Gieve Patel’s “On Killing a 

Tree and show the inalienable bond between humans and the natural world, and the cruelty of 

modern man towards Nature. 



Introduction:

A woman is a tree of life; 

the heavens know her grace. 

In her is found an essence that 

eclipses time and space.  

She reaches heavenward, her fingers 

branching toward the sun 

and winds her roots through rocks and dirt 

to bless the work she’s done… 

to feed and anchor tender shoots 

by her good seed begun.  (1)

The above poem exemplifies the importance of woman.  “Frailty, thy name is woman”, says 

Shakespeare in Hamlet.  But in the changed world context, one needs to modify this as “Frail 

Tree, thy name is woman. Both the tree (in the broader sense of Nature), and woman are 

beautiful, delicate, sensitive and need to be tended and preserved with care.“There is an 

inseparable bond between man and nature.  For man, there cannot be an existence removed from 

nature.  However, because of his thoughtless actions, the equilibrium in nature is getting 

disturbed.” laments Amma (Mata Amrutanandamayi). (2)  The above statement refers to 

mankind in general.  The same can be said in relation to man in specific sense. Man, with his 

attitude towards woman, is gradually inviting insurmountable misery on himself.  The writings 

of two great Indian writers in English provide an effective commentary on the present crisis of 

this tilt in equilibrium in nature. 

A  Floweing Tree is a fascinating story drawn from a very popular Kannada folktale which was 

translated into English by Ramanujan.  The story highlights the importance of ecology on one 

side and the vulnerability of woman on the other.  As the writer himself acknowledges, "It is a 

story of woman's ecology and vulnerability of her emerging sexuality...”  (3)  It is a woman-

centered tale in the sense that it once again shows the inseparable relationship between woman 

and Nature.  Worshipping trees and snakes is common in India and it is directly linked to Indian 

psyche and culture.  Our mythological texts and scriptures abound in such tales and enjoin upon 



us to see divinity everywhere, leave alone trees, snakes and animals.  Lord Krishna in ‘The 

Bhagavadgita’ says: 

yo m  pa yati sarvatra 
sarva  ca mayi pa yati 
tasy ha  na pra a y mi 
sa ca me na pra a yati 

(For one who sees Me everywhere and sees everything in Me, I am never lost, nor is he ever lost 

to Me.) (4) 

Gieve Patel’s “On Killing a Tree” is a fine poem which focuses on man’s cruelty towards Nature 

directly and preservation of environment indirectly in an ironic tone.  There is an age old dictum 

in this land : “Dharmo rakshati rakshitaha” which means that if Dharma is protected, Dharma 

protects us”.  This can be ably related to the vegetative world thus – “Vruksho rakshati 

rakshitaha”.  .

Historical Background: 

This beautiful or otherwise unhappy planet on which we are living abounds in natural wealth.  

The vegetative world, the animal kingdom, the unfathomed oceans and the seas, the ever flowing 

rivers, the high mountains are our treasure houses.  Ecology, also known as Environmental 

Biology deals with the relationship between the organisms and the environment. Organisms, i.e 

plants and animals, are interrelated and inter-dependent. This truth is realized by the legendary 

Bishnoi women of Rajasthan way back in 1737.  These women are known for their love of trees, 

birds, and animals.    The legend goes that Amrita Devi, along with her husband, Ramoji, and 

three daughters sacrificed her life for preservation of Nature. “The Bishnoi of Rajasthan, India, 

have lately come to the attention of diverse scholarly and activist communities as an example of 

an ecologically aware people who for generations have been practicing environmental 

conservation, holistic science, and what today would be termed wise resource management. The 

origins of this community, found largely in the region around the city of Jodhpur and 

neighboring districts of western Rajasthan, go back to the fifteenth century; there are smaller 

communities of Bishnoi in Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, and Haryana.”, writes Vinaylal. (5) 

Wangari Mathai, who started the Green Belt Movement in 1977 was awarded the Nobel Peace 

Prize, the first African woman to receive this honour. United Nations Organization has declared 



21 March as World Forest Day and is celebrated throughout the world.  The ills of deforestation 

are many.  It leads to local and global climatic changes.  Destruction of forests and felling of 

trees affects the average rainfall of that region. Deforestation leads to soil erosion, global 

warming, and also affects local communities who lose their source of food, fuel, construction 

material, medicines, and areas for cattle and live-stock grazing. 

Critical Analysis of the story “A Flowering Tree:

A.K. Ramanujan is one of the most gifted Indian writers in English.  “A Flowering Tree” is a 

story translated by him from Kannada folktales.  The story is about a young lady who turns 

herself into a flowering tree everyday to help her poor mother.  The prince likes the fragrance of 

the flowers and marries her.  One day, his jealous younger sister takes her away and forces her to 

turn into a flowering tree.  She greedily plucks the flowers.  She turns the princess into a half 

human with her negligence.  She keeps this a secret.  In despair, the prince becomes a wandering 

monk. 

After several days, the “Thing” and the monk meet at the palace of the prince’s elder sister.  

With the help of her husband, the princess regains her whole human form.  Later, the king 

punishes his younger daughter for her cruelty and negligence.  This is the superficial layer of the 

story.  Deeper inside is the true purport of the story.  The story has a deeper and very relevant 

ecological significance as well as concern for woman.  The story has two sides.  The first side is 

man’s negligent and careless attitude towards Nature.  The other side is man’s concern or 

otherwise towards woman.  The story shows the relationship between man and Nature 

(Prakruthi).  Prakruthi is feminine and is a Sthree (woman).  We should not forget that our future 

and prosperity depends on Nature (woman).  At this juncture, it will be pertinent to remember the 

adage that behind everyman’s success there is a woman.  Hindu mythology gave such an 

importance to a woman by representing her in the inseparable oneness of ‘Ardhanaareswara’ 

(half male - half female) tatva (reality).  The story should be an eye-opener to those who are 

cruel to Nature (woman) and they should learn that hurting a tree (Nature) is hurting mankind.  

Man is used here in a general parlance and includes woman.  The Biblical story of Adam and 

Eve and the story of the Fruit of the Forbidden Tree unravels this undeniable truth.  Adam and 

Eve are one before eating the fruit of the forbidden tree.  They were in Arthanaareswara (half 

male-half female) tatva before eating the fruit.  They were unaware of the dualities of the world.  



The division existing in this world became known to them the moment they ate the fruit of the 

forbidden tree.  As per Christian theology, Eve was the first woman on earth, the first wife, and 

the first mother.  She is a symbol of fertility and is known as the "Mother of All the Living.". 

Eve was Adam's companion, his helper, the one who would complete him and share equally in 

his responsibility over creation. She, too, was made in God's image, displaying a portion of the 

characteristics of God. Together, only Adam and Eve could fulfill God's purpose in the 

continuation of creation.  With Eve, God brought human relationship, friendship, and marriage 

into the world.” comments a Christianity Expert. (6) The essence of this Biblical story is that 

division is death and unity is life.  Mankind should live in perfect harmony and coexistence with 

Nature in order to live a happy life.  We should realize that we have no happiness when the 

environment around (within and without) us is disturbed. 

Ecological concerns and concerns of woman in “A Flowering Tree”

In the first instance, the story deals with Eco-feminism.  Eco-feminism is a strong bond between 

woman and nature.  This can be seen in the worship of various plants and trees such as Tulasi, 

neem and peepal as local goddesses and attaching sacredness to them.  “Manu believed that they 

were conscious like humans and felt pleasure and pain. Indian sages and seers eulogized asvattha 

or peepal (Ficus religiosa), gular (Ficus glomerata), neem (Azadirachta indica), bel (Aegle 

marmelos, bargad or banyan (Ficus bengalensis), Asoka (Sereca indica), amala (Phyllanthus 

emblica), Arjuna (Terminalia Arjuna) and many other trees which acquired social and religious 

sanctity with the passage of time.”, writes Dr. Satish Kapoor. (7)  Sacrificial rituals are 

performed to propitiate these goddesses.  These practices are more in South India, the region 

where AK Ramanujan was born.  The metaphoric connection between a tree and a woman is in- 

built in the psyche and culture of this region. Celebration during the period when a girl arrives at 

puberty is a common spectacle in South India.  ‘Pushpavathi’ is the Sanskrit term used for 

‘puberty’ in South India.  A ‘pushpavathi’ is one who has arrived at puberty, that is, ‘one who 

has come to flowering’ like a tree.  A bud blooms into its fullness and becomes a flower.  A girl 

blooms and gets maturity (menstruation) and wisdom.  Ramanujan himself remarks thus: “A 

relevant one here is that the words for “flowering” and for “menstruation” are the same in 

languages like Sanskrit and Tamil. In Sanskrit, a menstruating woman is called a pushpavat (a 

woman in flower), and in Tamil puttal means “menstruation.”  Menstruation itself is a form and a 



metaphor for a woman’s special creativity.” (8) The biological growth of a girl is symbolized by 

flowering.  This metaphoric special gift is literalized in this beautiful short story by Ramanujan. 

Another layer of meaning which is hidden in this story is that a girl who flowers into maturity 

(menstruation) is ready for the Vedic and the sacred institution of marriage.  Ekkirala 

Krishnamacharya says that Nature kindles a fire in man and woman and makes that as a tool or 

an instrument to get its work done.  That is how creation goes on uninterrupted.  For this, a kratu 

(sacrificial ritual or ceremony) is performed.  In this, a girl who has arrived at puberty and a boy 

who has finished his brahmnacharya (the state of being a religious student) are made ‘samidha’ 

(kindled wood) to enter another phase of life, that is, Gruhasthasrama (order of a householder).  

This is the Vedic and the sacred institution of marriage where the one sacrifices and surrenders to 

the other. But, till such time, the sacred ‘kratu’ is performed and is taken to its logical end, a  

girl/woman needs to be well protected.  That is the reason why, the ancient dictum “Na stree 

swatantra marhasi” assumes importance and it means that a woman needs protection at every 

phase of her life –as a girl by the parents, as a married woman by the husband and in old age by 

children.  A woman is vulnerable like a flower because of her tenderness and hurting woman is 

hurting mankind and Nature. 

The third layer is the place of a woman in the society.  In India, it is a common spectacle that the 

domestic tyranny is mainly from the bridegroom’s side – be it in the hands of mother-in-law or 

unmarried sister-in-law.  In “A flowering Tree”, it is the unmarried sister-in-law who ravages the 

younger sister and mutilates the flowering tree.  It is the married sister-in-law who comes to her 

rescue.  There is a message in the story that it becomes the duty of the parents to get the girls 

married at an appropriate time to avert any kind of marital discord. 

Woven around these layers is the main concern, the ecological concern, that is, man’s cruelty 

towards Nature.  In the story, there are many instances where the younger sister urges others not 

to tear the tender leaves and twigs.  

Analysis of Gieve Patel’s “On Killing a Tree”

Gieve Patel is one of the foremost Indian writers in English and one of the few writers who 

subscribe themselves to the “Green Peace Movement”.  “On Killing a Tree” is a classic example 

of the poet’s anguish at the cruelty of man to Nature.  The poem shows man’s indiscriminate 



destruction of trees. The tree is in fact a great friend to mankind.  But man, with his selfishness, 

greed to possess everything, and cruelty turns out to be an enemy to Nature. Man is presented as 

a professional killer who thinks of all possible ways to torture the tree. There is irony in the 

description of the poem.  The tree consumes the earth’s crust, absorbs sunlight, air and water for 

years.  Thus, it is no less than a thief.  So the tree must be instantly killed.  But it is not an easy 

task. A simple jab of the knife will not do it. From close to the ground it will rise up again and 

grow to its former size. It will again become a threat to man. So the tree should be tied with a 

rope and pulled out entirely. Its white, bleeding root should be exposed. Then it should be 

browned and hardened and twisted and withered and it is done. 

“The poem gives a realistic picture of man’s attitude towards trees. The tree is his greatest friend. 

But man is so foolish that he doesn’t realize the fact that he is cutting his own throat when he 

cuts a tree.” (9)  'Gieve Patel’s output as a poet is very small, but his voice is original 

and compelling. He analyses every phenomenon with clinical fastidiousness and 

aloofness, with a touch of irony.” remarks Kanagalakshmi, B, in her paper “Ecology reflected in 

Gieve Patel’s ‘On Killing a Tree”. (10)

Shades of meaning in the poem:

In the first instance, the poem shows man’s cruelty towards Nature.  Man is selfish and he 

ravages nature unceremoniously.  Nature, to the Indian psyche and culture, is ‘Prakruthi’ and is a 

mother. This thinking is no different in all other theologies. The story of Demeter and 

Persephone from the Greek mythology and their association with nature as the goddesses of 

corn, grain, and the harvest shows their love of nature.  Natural History (Pliny) –Wikipedia 

explains the early Roman conception of nature as illustrated thus: “Nature for Pliny was divine, 

a pantheistic concept inspired by the Stoic philosophy which underlies much of his thought. But 

the deity in question was a goddess whose main purpose was to serve the human race”. (11). 

There are pantheists all over the world.  They firmly believe that divinity pervades everywhere 

and in everything and that all creatures seek comfort on the lap of this Mother Nature. “Is there 

anything in nature more beautiful than a woman who plants her roots deeply enough to bring 

forth strong branches and green leaves? Like a majestic tree, she offers shelter to all who seek 

her. She loves and is loved, nurtures and is nurtured. A woman who finds good ground blesses 

the lives of others and, in so doing, her own.” (12)  comments the writer in the site.  Any attempt 



to destroy nature amounts to a ravage on womanhood and motherhood.  “The tree which 

symbolizes nature has grown slowly consuming the earth and bursting out of its crust.”, poetizes 

Gieve Patel.  This has a parallel in Indian mythology in the holy book, the Ramayana.  Sita is the 

daughter of the Holy Earth (Bhoodevi) and is found under the earth when the land is tilled for the 

sake of a ‘kratu’ (ritual). She is ‘Boomija’ or ‘Dhatrija’ (produced or sprung from the earth) 

‘Bhoomi’ or ‘Dhatri’ in Sanskrit means the earth and ‘ja’ means ‘born or produced’.  A tree is a 

part of Nature and Nature is ‘Prakruti’ and Sita is ‘Prakruti Swarupini’ (form or embodiment of 

Nature) as  is deeply rooted in the psyche of every Hindu.    This is in no way different in other 

theologies.  Poets like Wordsworth, Keats and Shelley were pantheists.  They saw divinity in 

Nature.  To Keats, “Truth is Beauty; Beauty is Truth” and “A Thing of Beauty is a Joy Forever”.  

Truth, Beauty, and Goodness which are the three attributes of God are the same for the 

Orientalists and Occidentalists alike.  They are synonymous with Satyam (Truth), Sivam 

(Goodness) and Sundaram (Beauty). Thus it is sacrilegious to kill beauty and ravage a tree and a 

woman. 

Other Interpretations:

A good poem gives different levels of meaning.  One interpretation is that it is destruction of a 

civilization.  That is the reason why the poet says that “not a simple jab of the knife” can cut the 

tree off.  A blogger says that “the killing of a tree is of course the most obvious part of it, but as 

you read it along, you find that it actually is talking of lot of other things--friendships, human 

relationships, family bonds, wisdom, in fact, about all other kinds of social and cultural bonds, so 

to say. It is not with a bang--'not a simple jab of the knife''--that one can cut the tree off, rather it 

requires a much deeper instinct to destroy things around, the instinct to wipe out completely, to 

cut to pieces long and deep associations to kill a tree.” (13) 

Another interpretation is that the poet talks about corruption in this poem.  According to the 

blogger “corruption is like a tree. We can’t kill the tree by a simple jab of the knife. It has 

grown slowly consuming the earth. Hacking and chopping also won’t kill it. The root has to be 

pulled out of the anchoring earth. The corruption has grown slowly consuming the bad mentality, 

the changing in the culture. So simple preaching won’t stop it; we have to pull out the bad 

mentality, the evil ideas from our mind. the ideas anchoring the mind.” (14) 



Summing up: 

All of us know that we depend on the natural world for survival.  Our existence solely depends 

on the survival of the natural habitat.   The great concern of our ancestors for preservation of 

environment is exemplary. The Vedic hymn in Rigveda shows the deeper thinking of our elders 

for preservation of environment. The Rigveda says: 

‘Madhuvata ritayate Madhu ksaranti sindhavah  
Madhvirnah satvoshadhih  
madhu naktamutosaso madhumat parthivam rajah |  
madhu dyaurastu nah pita ||  
madhuman no vanaspatirmadhumanastu suryah |  
Madhumanno vanaspatih. Madhumanastu suryah || 
Madheergavo bhavantunah 

(‘Let every wind that blows drop honey  

Let the rivers and streams recreate honey  

Let all our medicines turn honey  

Let the dawn and evening be full of honey  

Let the dark particles be converted to honey  

Your  nourisher,  this sky above  

Let our trees be honey  

Let the Sun be honey  

Let our cows secrete honey’ (Rigveda: 1-90-6, 7) (15) 

Unfortunately,  this  ancient  tradition of protecting Nature and woman is totally forgotten 

in the modern world.  While some countries are addressing environmental issues and 

woman’s rights  with suitable legislations, some are very casual in this regard.  Eminent 

writers all over the world should make sincere efforts to educate the people on these 

issues with their creativity so that the essence of their creative writing is well imprinted 

on their minds.  The authors of this paper have tried to show two such proponents of 

environment preservation which is the same as  woman’s protection. Yet, much needs to 



be done in this regard and let us commit ourselves to saving this planet from destruction 

of Mother Nature.
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