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“We are tired of trees,” say Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus, adding that we
“should stop believing in trees, roots and radicles” for
“[t]hey have made us suffer too much (15).” Deleuze
and Guattari are neither indifferent to the environment
nor are they unaware of the insistence of suffering in
human life. They have written extensively about the
ethics and aesthetics of ecosophy (The Three Ecologies
41), and the masochist pain of the body without organs, “the unproductive, the sterile, the unengendered,
the unconsumable” body with death as its motor (Anti-Oedipus 8). If pain, suffering and death constitute
the essential “affect” of a body without organs, then
why do these thinkers equate trees to death and suffering, and believe that we must find a different system of
belief in which trees, roots and radicles hold no sacrosanctity? How have trees made us suffer? What in trees
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inflicts pain on us? Why do the philosophers sound
ecophobic to blame trees instead of the destructive
political ideologies and technological inventions leading to disasters and tragedies such as the atom bomb,
Chernobyl, colonialism, and the Holocaust for being
the “root” cause of suffering?
Deleuze and Guattari’s intriguing correlation between
trees and suffering results from their identification of
a few key problematic ideological features in an arborescent culture. Those features include hierarchy, rootedness, repetition reaffirming the origin, and sameness
at the expense of difference, which in turn lead the
philosophers to equate arborescence to imperialism.
Linguistics – one of the sciences shoring up the ideology of arborescence – is linked up with “Oedipus”
and characterized as imperialism. Ferdinand de Saussure’s concept of the sign speaks the language of an
“Oriental despot” in which “the signifier is elevated
to the concept corresponding to the acoustic image,”
which eventually in a self-serving manner “recomposes [the transcendental sovereignty of] the signifier”
(Anti-Oedipus 207). Instead of promising meaning,
Saussure’s signifier lays a trap to enchain the speaker
in the familial prison house of language. Against this
self-referential, rooted, despotic and torturous voice of
an arborescent signifier, Deleuze and Guattari posit a
rhizomatic activism of grass and plants.
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If trees represent imperialism, then why do many
postcolonial societies deem trees as sacred signifiers
of their struggle for freedom? Why do historians consider Gandhi’s vegetarianism, nature cure and his ecologically informed pro-village politics to be the moral
force behind India’s movement for independence? Is
Deleuze and Guattari’s binary of trees and plants analytically ineffective to illustrate the opposition between
imperialism and postcoloniality? Is their theory out of
sync with history, and potentially useless in marshalling a politics of freedom and decolonization?
One may also ask: is there something missing from
postcolonial politics of nationalism and Gandhian politics of “villageism” and vegetarianism? In what ways,
if any, does Deleuze and Guattari’s theory enable us to
intervene into and refuel the conspicuously fallible and
faltering movement of postcoloniality? We have already seen the gains and promises of critiquing “postcolonial reason” from a subalternist position in Gayatri
Spivak’s works. Yet Spivak’s critique and method [like
other “human-centered” “postcolonial criticism”
(Huggan 702)] remain essentially anthropocentric.
How would a critique of postcolonially rooted nationalism look from a non-anthropocentric point of view
which engages not with the culture, the consciousness
and the voice of the subalterns, but with their land and
the issue of survival through, and co-existence, with
trees and plants? I argue that Mahasweta Devi’s works
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enable us to wage this critique by at once exposing the
colonialist identification of natives with wilderness
and critiquing the nationalist exclusion and marginalization of indigenous population and outcastes.
Against the self-enclosed and torturous space of an
arborescent prison-house which excludes difference
through hierarchy and genealogical tracing, rhizomorphous grass and plants “connect any point to any
other point,” thereby opening “multiple entryways and
exits” and enabling us to live “politically . . . with all
the forces of his or her desire” (A Thousand 21, 13).
Trees cause the death of politics; plants make politics
possible. Trees torture like oriental despots, or Western
colonialists and imperialists; plants unleash an intense
politics of decolonization. Though “Deleuze does not
‘directly speak’ with the thinkers and writers of the
postcolony,” he, with Guattari, provides a very complicated theoretical map for outlining an anti-imperialist politics and rhizomatic and post-colonial activism
(Bignall and Patton 1).
It would be erroneous to assume that the binary between trees and plants or arborescence and rhizomes
parallels the opposition between imperialism and postcolonialism. Deleuze and Guattari clarify that trees also
function as rhizomes, such as Buddha’s tree of knowledge. But the juxtaposition of Western arborescence
and Eastern rhizomes ends right there, for A Thousand
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Plateaus introduce a plateau in-between, which is not
only “always in the middle” (21), a “multiplicity” (22,)
but it also constitutes a fold which contains other folds
within, for a “fold is always folded within a fold” (The
Fold 6). This rhizomatic map of “history” allows the
philosophers to explode the binary of Western colonialism/imperialism and Eastern “nativism” by locating
a fold within the colonized society. A Thousand Plateaus invokes “the double-headed figure of the Rex and
flamen, Raj and Brahman [sic], Romulus and Numa,
Varuna and Mitra, the despot and the legislator” (351).
This figure helps them draw a parallel between the Raj
(colonizer) and the Brahmin (colonized), revealing a
fold within, consisting of other “natives” and nomads
excluded from the sovereign double-headedness of the
Raj and the Brahmin. Devi’s literary works and her political engagement are “grounded” on this fold, which
provides the location of what can be termed as her
grass-roots activism.
In comparison to Deleuze and Guattari’s nomads
dwelling on the fold or the plateaus, Devi’s indigenes
are more rooted, and their culture more arborescent.
Her grass-roots activism resists colonialist depiction
and displacement of natives as wild savages and their
continuous internal colonization within a postcolonial
society. Moving beyond Deleuze and Guattari’s perceptive binary of trees and plants, Devi simultaneously
reveals the suffering caused by trees and makes trees
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and plants witnesses of that suffering. In juxtaposing
imperial or colonialist arborescence and anti-colonial
grass-roots activism in which trees and plants function
as agents, Devi lends a voice to the suffering of those
heard neither by the Raj nor by the Brahmins. She imagines a politics of “arboreal articulation” or grass-roots
activism in which trees and plants are at once the voice
of indigenous or tribal suffering, the agents witnessing that suffering, and the house of refuge for those
who suffer. The question for her is not to reconcile
“the Northern environmentalisms of the rich and the
Southern environmentalisms of the poor” (Huggan
and Tiffin 2); more important is to question both postcolonial theory and eco-criticism from within. Devi’s
eco-political enunciations reveal what according to
some theorists is the primary goal of all eco-criticism:
to be able to “talk about how differently various human
groups conceptualize and relate to their environments”
(Mukherjee 81).
In an interview with Spivak, Devi reveals that “India
belonged to [tribals] long before the incursion of the
Aryan speaking people. The Ramayana . . . seems to
contain evidence of how they were oppressed, evicted
from their homeland” (ix). If The Ramayana contains
the testimony of tribal oppression and destruction by
the Aryan speaking people, then imperialism in India
neither started with the arrival of the British nor did it
end with their departure. If the epics are the measures
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of India’s ongoing colonialism, they really reach epic
proportion in their depiction of the bloodshed and
cruelty inflicted upon non-Aryan tribals.
Unlike Deleuze and Guattari, Devi refuses to confine
her analysis of colonialism to the binary of trees and
plants. Unlike the philosophers – who believe that
trees only represent the imperial politics of hierarchy,
pain and suffering – the arboreal politics in Devi represents survival itself. Forest is not only a means of tribal livelihood which provides them “with food, shelter,
timber and hunting,” it is a being to ask forgiveness of.
The Sobors, Devi notes, “will beg forgiveness if they
are forced to fell a tree: You are a friend. I do this because my wife doesn’t have any food” (Devi and Spivak x). The tribals do not humanize a tree, rather they
believe that a tree is worth more than a human being.
Devi reports that once a tribal told her: “‘I need five
rupees a day to buy rice. Ask me to fell a tree, I’ll do it
unwillingly, but I will do it. Ask me to chop off a head,
I’ll do it” (Devi and Spivak xviii-xix).
Devi’s identification of tribal transvaluation of values
in relation to humans and forest differs from Deleuze’s
ontological understanding in Difference and Repetition, which defines being as univocity, “a single voice
of Being which includes all its modes, including the
most diverse, the most varied, the most differentiated
. . . said in a single and same sense of everything of
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which it is said, but that of which it is said differs: it is
said of difference itself ” (36). Whereas Deleuze’s ontological univocity contains diversity without losing its
univocal sameness, Devi’s hierarchical “ahumanism”
puts trees before humans to unsettle ontology by articulating difference through the voice of the other. Devi’s tribal conceptualizes Being not as univocity but as
the voice of the other: the forest consisting of its trees,
plants, flowers, roots, radicles, and rhizomes.
Theorizing about the voice of the other, Cathy Caruth
recalls Tasso’s Jerusalem Liberated in which, after killing his beloved Clorinda, Tancred wanders repentant
into a strange, magical forest. When he slashes a tree
with his sword, blood streams from the trunk and
through the cut he hears Clorinda’s voice, complaining
that he has wounded her again. For Caruth, Tasso’s tale
reveals more than suffering’s uncanny repetition. She
believes that the story foregrounds “the moving and
sorrowful voice that cries out, a voice that is paradoxically released through the wound” (2). While moving
beyond Freud’s theory of the repetition compulsion by
adding the dimension of the voice Caruth overlooks
a key component: the wound of the victim is not only
the origin of the voice, the wounded victim is also a
tree. What remains unclaimed, uncanny and unknowable in the testimony of the voice is that it comes from
a tree. The articulation of Clorinda’s suffering is made
possible by the split or wound on the tree, a wound
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which at once divides and connects the tree and the
victim. This “wounded” and split voice of the forest
which allows and enables the tribes in Devi’s works to
express their suffering is what I call arboreal articulation or grass-roots activism.
This becoming-tree-of-a-human-being represents an
event of enunciation. Yet this event cannot be characterized as ecolinguistics. Describing the interdependence of language and environment, Edward Sapir asserts that the vocabulary of a language, together with
its morphology and phonetic system, “clearly reflects
the physical and social environment of its speakers”
(228). Ecolinguistics for Greg Garrard identifies “examples of rhetoric” or tropes such as pollution (6).
Alwin Fill believes that ecolinguistics “began with a
metaphor” (43), and it “transfers concepts and methods from biological ecology to the study of language”
(44). Devi’s arboreal linguistic act, however, exceeds
the limits of reflection, rhetoricity or metaphoricity
inasmuch as this articulation is a performative event
that seeks to blur the boundaries between a tree and a
human being; it is an event in which one’s wounds give
expression to the other’s suffering.

Articulation as becoming-tree-of-a-child
Devi’s novella The Armenian Champa Tree takes us
to 18th century colonial Calcutta ruled de facto by a
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crafty landlord and a corrupt kapalik. On the other side
of this imperial triumvirate are the Bunos. The Bunos
for the Raj are a tribe of dacoits to be severely punished
under the law; Janaki Singh, the landlord makes them
easy targets for his greed and guile. The ascetic kapaliks threaten the very existence of the tribe with devious demands for animal and human sacrifice. As these
autocratic authorities steady their unsparing political grip on the town, Devi follows a young Buno boy,
Mato, who puts his own life at stake in order to save his
pet goat, Arjun, from being sacrificed at the bidding
of a kapalik. The juvenile protagonist and perspective
enable Devi to contrast innocence and injustice and to
demonstrate how absurd and inconsequential Mato’s
life, his affections, and the very existence of the Buno
tribe might have looked to the figures of authority. At
the outset of the story Devi notes:
You have not read about these things any where. Not
everything is written down in books. No book contains
the story of Mato of the Buno quarters, of his goat Arjun,
and of the old padri sahib of the church. Though not
written down, it is all true. An old pundit once asked me,
“Who says these are true?” This pundit does not believe
in anything that is not written in books or palm-leaf
manuscripts or inscribed on stone. (3)

Devi’s unearthing of narratives not heard before puts
the Bunos back on the map of Calcutta, a map which is
being drawn and redrawn by East India Company, the
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landlords and the Tantriks. The map, which reminds
of Deleuze and Guattari’s conflation of the Raj and the
Brahmin, threatens to entirely erase the indigenous
Bunos. Putting them back on the map would be impossible without the help of trees and plants. Not only
that many areas of Calcutta back then were covered by
“swamps, woodlands [and] marshy jungles” (2), but
also that without the forest, the Bunos have no other
means of survival.
Mato’s mother (a deep black-skinned woman nicknamed Tigress) reminds her tribe that “[t]his jungle
is our savior. Mind you, it is this jungle which has sustained us through the endless famine” (9-10). Mato is
still breathing because a village “kabiraj” (apothecary)
treated his congenital heart defect with herbal concoctions. Mato’s haedine playmate, “an abandoned
and vagabond goat,” (like the Bunos themselves in the
power equations of 18th century colonial India), is
named Arjun, a character from The Mahabharata who
spent thirteen years of exile in the forest. Arjun also is a
herbal tree used in Ayurveda to treat cardiac ailments.
Saving the goat for Mato equals to saving himself. Arjun, whose capering shenanigans provoke the wrath of
a kapalik who demands the goat to be sacrificed, can
be saved only by escaping to and through the forest.
The culmination of Mato’s line of flight is the titular
Armenian Champa tree itself:
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Mato knows where he has to go now. The town of Behrampur is four miles away. There is an Armenian church
there. In the garden of the Armenian Church, masses of
tiny champa flowers bloom. Drawn by the champa blossoms, Mato has gone there countless times. Mato knows
the priest of the church; he has seen him often, from a
distance. If he could only enter the church compound,
there would be nothing to fear. (23)

Deleuze and Guattari equate trees to suffering and
pain; in Devi, trees provide escape and refuge. The
philosophers believe that only plants offer the multiple
and rhizomatic entry- and exit-ways for escape; Devi
documents an arboreal multiplicity irreducible to any
structures and unbendable by any hierarchies. While
trees (e.g. Nose-Cut Off) directly assist Mato in hiding
from his pursuers, the Armenian Champa functions
as his kalpavriksha – a mythical tree capable of fulfilling one’s wishes. By locating the champa tree inside a
church, Devi hints at the issue of conversion for the
tribes. What draws Mato to the church is not necessarily Christianity, but the idea that the champa tree
would be his kalpavriksha. While still fleeing from the
villagers in a mad pursuit of him due to the fact that
a successful capture of the fugitive will land a bounty worth one solid gold coin from Janaki Singh, Mato
visualizes the “wondrous champa flowers,” and how he
would walk on the “soft green grass” once he reaches
the church (38). Mato’s flight goes exactly according to
his plan, except that while escaping from his pursuers
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he was also running towards his own demise; in saving Arjun from being “butchered” by the kapalik, Mato
would not be able to save his own life. When the town
expanded, concludes Devi’s narrator, flowers continue
to blossom in the champa tree. They blossom now as
well. At times, on wintry nights, when the fog merges
with the full moon to create a shadowy atmosphere,
they say that the tree looks like a small boy. The boy
kneels with folded hands [as if he still had Arjun in
his embrace], his face raised upwards. At times the tree
looks like an old padri. As if he is standing silently with
his head bent, and his hand resting upon somebody’s
head. (51-52) In this becoming-tree-of the child or becoming-child of the tree, Mato, like the Sobor, saves a
tree at the cost of his own life.

A Thousand Plateaus argues that “the tree has dominated Western reality and all of Western thought;” in
contrast, the “East presents a different figure: a relation
to the steppe and the garden . . . rather than forest and
field; cultivation of tubers by fragmentation of the individual; a casting aside or bracketing of animal raising, which is confined to closed spaces or pushed out
on to the steppes of the nomads” (18). In creating this
neat binary between the East and the West, the tree and
the plants, structures and rhizomes, the book articulates the difference between suffering or imperialism
and desire and freedom. Yet its emphasis on non-segmentarity and immanence leads it to confuse coloni-
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alism with freedom. If the “rhizome is made only of
lines” as a way of relating to “the animal, the vegetal,
the world, politics, things natural and artificial” (21),
those lines also lead to America’s “ever-receding limit,
its shifting and displaced frontiers” (19). If the rhizomatic lines are a unique way of relating to all things
natural and artificial, those very intensities blur the
lines distinguishing freedom from settler colonialism.
In contrast to the rhizomatic lines transmitting only
short term memory and anti-genealogy, Devi’s fiction
invokes the memory of a Buno youth from the forgotten history of (post)colonial India. By referring to a
multiplicity of trees, plants and herbs, and to equally
polyvalent ways of relating to trees, animals and the
world prevalent among indigenous tribes, Devi points
to a politics of arboreal articulation which attends to
difference. Instead of confining herself to a neat binary,
in The Armenian Champa Tree as well as elsewhere,
Devi invokes a subtle and unique form of “grassroots
activism” grounded on a long history of “eco-political”
activism in India, a politics which may be divided into
five major stages: mythical, medical, nationalist, ecological and Indigenous.

Eco-politics in India
The mythical stage of India’s eco-political activism has
two main branches: the Vedic and Puranic narratives
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foregrounding the eminence of trees, plants and forest
in the universe; and the Scriptural sanctions on the division of ashramas of human life on the basis of one’s
proximity to forest. Many scholars studying ancient India cite the Rgveda: “what was the wood, what the tree .
. . from which they fashioned forth the earth and heaven” (Kumar 13). Some scholars have referred to “the
“asvattha” tree whose leaves are the Vedas” (Jain 33).
Following this Vedic arborescence is the myth of the
kalpavriksha or kalpataru or kalpalata or kalpadrum
– the wish-fulfilling tree, which emerged from the oceanic depths during a game of churning between gods
and demons. This mythical tree fulfils one’s wishes; it
enables one to have desires or wishes, and the nature
of the tree is as mercurial and varied as people’s wishes. Though it was originally all golden, it may take the
form of a tree (vriksha) or a plant (taru) or a vine (lata)
or the wood (drum), a shape-shifting arborescence
which confounds any attempt to distinguish between
trees and plants. The multifarious kalpavriksha represents the very articulation of desires and wishes; and as
many poets and critics have noted, it also signifies the
politics of false promises made by corrupt politicians.
In a poem titled “Kalpavriksha,” Ramdaras Mishra
lambastes the politicians who promise anything to voters during election without intending to fulfill any of
their commitments. Mishra writes: “This is the Capital
[of India]/Where you would not be denied even heaven” (qtd. in Yadav161, translation mine).
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The second branch of the mythical eco-politics is the
Hindu division of human life into four-stages or ashramas: brahmacharya (celibate apprenticehood); grihastha (householding); vanprastha (forest-dwelling)
and sanyas (renunciation). Forest-dwelling is a bridge
between the worldly life of house-holding and the ultimate goal of moksha through renunciation. These
stages are applicable to the “twice born” only, as the
other side of this four-fold classification of life and society – varnashram (Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya and
Shudra) – would exclude anyone other than the first
three “castes” from the religious order of life. Is Hinduism’s appropriation of vanaprastha for the twice-born
a colonial move to claim the land and resources of the
tribal and the indigenous? According this biopolitical
administration of life, tribes undoubtedly forfeit their
right of access to the forest.
The second stage of eco-political activism in India
is Ayurveda – the science of long life or survival. As
Francis Zimmermann observes, in India “the jungle is
a medical concept,” therefore inextricable from the fact
of surviving (ix). Zimmermann believes that Ayurveda
brings “the stars, the waters, the earth, the plants, the
fauna” together; and is “beyond our power of knowledge” (9). Critics have noted that “the recovery of
Ayurvedic essence is linked to a recovery of Indian culture,” thereby relating Ayurveda to Independence and
decolonization (Langford 2). Its “ethnomedical” status
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has also led some to deploy it as a means to return to
a Hindu science, a “corollary of Hindu nationalism in
the 1890s” (Chaturvedi 142-43).
Nationalism or India’s movement against colonialism
constitutes the third stage of eco-politics in India. One
of the undisputed players of this movement, Mahatma Gandhi, has been characterized by his followers
as “a practicing ecological yogi” (Khosoo and Moolakattu 7). While some doubt that Gandhi ever was an
environmentalist as he “was first and foremost a social
reformer,” and for him “[h]uman rights came before
ideologies about nature” (Tomalin 81); many scholars
believe that Gandhi’s vision of swaraj or self-determination is based on his critique of Western industrialism. Gandhi’s anti-colonialist movement is informed
by his vision of an “ideal Indian village,” an environmentalist utopia fueled by “local self-reliance, a clean
and hygienic environment, the collective management
and use of those gifts of nature so necessary for human life; water and pasture” (Guha 50). They often cite
Gandhi’s impatient response to a correspondent who
believes that it is impossible to ignore “Western influences,” or “modern civilization.” Gandhi responds that
“[T]he correspondent forgets that to make India like
England and America is to find some other races and
places of the earth for exploitation” (Gandhi 348). Seen
from Devi’s perspective, however, Gandhi’s nativist alternative would seem to have succeeded in just doing
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what it warns against: finding tribes and their forests
for exploitation.
The ecological phase of India’s eco-politics is perhaps
the most diverse as it concerns many aspects of modernization, technology, biodiversity, capitalism and
globalization. This phase is not just the most vocal,
but also the most global. One of the leading voices of
this movement is Vandana Shiva, whose works bring
together ancient ecological practices and modern scientific rationale for environmentalism. Opposing the
ideologies of taking “the planet as private property,”
and the world as “a global super- market,” Shiva proposes the concept of “the planet as a commons” (2).
However, Shiva’s “earth democracy” confines itself to
“sharing” of resources, for she believes that we “are the
food we eat, the water we drink, the air we breathe”
and “reclaiming democratic control over our food and
water” is “our necessary project of freedom” (5). Shiva
has next to nothing to offer to people who do not have
much to eat, namely the tribes in Devi’s works.
Indigenous ecopolitics is grassroots activism. The
Gandhians and the subalternists also masquerade their
ecopolitics as indigenous. Some argue that “Gandhi
encouraged indigenous capability and local self-reliance” (Khoshoo and Moolakattu 8). Others conflate
peasants and indigenous tribes in their bid to outline
“the ecological landscape of resistance” through “the
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management of forest” in the context of the Chipko
movement of Uttarakhand (The Unquiet Earth 6). Devi’s works depict the grassroots activism of a “nomadic” indigeneity, thereby generating a critique not only
of colonialism, but of its nativist fold, eco-colonization
of the tribes by both the Raj and the Brahmins.

Grassroots Activism and articulation of
sovereignty in Jungle ke Davedar and other
stories:
In Dewana, Khoimala, and the Holy Bunyan Tree,
Devi narrates the story of Khoimala, a poor Brahmin
girl, and her outcaste admirer, Golak, who loses his
mental balance due to his inability to openly express
his feelings about her. Unlike Deleuze and Guattari,
who equated the Raj and the Brahmins in their critique of imperialism, Devi discovers yet another fold
within the term “Brahmin” – class (poverty) and gender (women). When Golak teases Khoimala about her
being a Brahmin and poor, the narrator points out that
since “Hastings was the Governor General,” Calcutta
was growing fast with people traveling and requiring
boatmen’s services, thereby making “Golak and his
kind . . . moneyed people;” as a result, “the boatmen
were better off than the Brahmin” (15).
As a knot in the imperial triumvirate, colonial governorship in Calcutta is directly responsible for the ex-
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pansion of the municipality, poverty of the Brahmins
and the economic ascendency of the boatmen. Devi
introduces another fold here – no matter how much
better off Golak is economically, culturally he cannot
think or talk about his love for Khoimala. Khoimala’s
mother – who describes herself as “an animal marked
for sacrifice” (26) – marries Khoimala off to an elderly landlord. Terrified by the thought of his love for
Khoimala, Golak goes to see the holy tree and pleads:
“Thakurbot, I have believed in you since I’ve been a
boy. Hung garlands of champa from your branches
during Rathayatra . . . You are god. Sanatan Thakur
says holy men have sat in your shade . . . Now please
make me forget Kaitari [Khoimala]” (35).
Thakurbot or the tree of god is divine as much as it
represents the mythical kalpavriksha capable of fulfilling the devotees’ wishes or better enabling them to
acknowledge their own latent desires.The kalpavriksha
is also like kabiraj endowed with the curative properties to heal illnesses both physical and psychological in
people both great and small. The tree is the only being
or space (besides Ascharya, the storyteller, who first
told them the story of a man who lost his sanity for
love) common and accessible to both Golak and Khoimla. Thakurbot makes them openly articulate their
bodily needs for each other. The map of their desire
and its “incriminating” divulgence run through the
multiple and rhizomatic lines extending back to the
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mythical period itself. Golak continues visiting the tree
to fulfill his wishes to forget Khoimala and not lapse
into insanity due to his inability to reveal his love for
her. Khoimala also visits the tree in order to pray that
Golak not leave her to go to sea.
Khoimala did not have too many occasions in her life
to express her opinion. She was too young when her
marriage was arranged – “she did not understand what
happened” (31) – by her mother and grandfather to a
man several times her age. Her conjugal fate was decided by her sadhu (ascetic) grandfather and her landlord husband (both of whom described by another
character as “monsters”). While the grandfather was
only interested in the food and the money the marriage would bring him, Nilmoni, her would be husband, was interested in the land and the coconut trees
he was inheriting due to his marriage to Khoimala. He
only asks – “how often the coconut trees bore fruit”
for his “withered body now contained nothing but
greed” (31). Visiting the tree to pray for her mother’s
life and for the company of Golak are perhaps her only
volitional acts. During one of the visits to the tree, she
asks:
“Golak, what do you tell the holy tree?”
“What do you?”
“Golak, please don’t go to the ocean!” Each word a
wrench, as though her very heart was breaking into piec-
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es. Yet she felt that never again would she have a chance
to speak to him this way.
“Will you be sad if I go to sea, Kaitari”?
She nodded. What was there to be ashamed of?
Holy tree, you are the guardian of my modesty.
I must tell it to him, now. (42)

No sooner had her husband died than his children
from other marriages decided to “burn her alive” with
his dead body (67). Golak, himself on the brink of a
complete mental breakdown, comes to her rescue. As
they flee from the people trying to capture and commit
Golak to a brutal mental asylum and to burn Khoimala
alive because she is a widow now, she implores: “Golak,
take me with you!” (73). The endless line of flight fulfils
their wishes; Khoimala comes close to self-determination, to making a decision herself even though that decision entails death.

Jungel Ke Davedar [The Inheritors of the Forest] is a
revised and expanded Hindi edition of Mahasweta Devi’s Bengali novel – Aranyer Adhikar [The Rights of
the Forest] published in serial form in The Betar Jagat
in 1975. Devi was awarded India’s Sahitya Academy
Prize for this novel. In this novel, Devi revisits the little known events of the 1890s’ Munda movement in
which the Munda tribe of Bihar’s Chota Nagpur region
waged a war of “Abua Disun” (self rule) both against
the British and the non-tribal landlords known as
Babu or Diku (outsiders). The Munda warriors led by
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Birsa Munda, (1975-1901) known to his followers as
Bhagawan Birsa [God Birsa] or Dharati Aba [father of
the earth], waged a mass revolt or uprising [ulgulan]
for two years in Ranchi and Khunti against the missionaries, the police, and the outsiders. After the killing of a few policemen and destruction of property in
the area, Birsa and his followers, the “Birsaits” retreated to the forest of Dumbari Hill, where they were surrounded and fired upon by two company of army led
by the Superintendent of Police, Commissioner, and
Deputy Commissioner. The death toll of the Mundas
was high (about 400), even though the accurate number was debated. Birsa Munda was captured and sent
to jail, where he died a suspicious death. The narrator
of Devi’s novel comments about Birsa’s realization that
history is written from the perspective of the victors:
The sahibs have not always won, not all battles. Santhals,
Kohls, Kharuwas, and Sardars won a few battles; the
ones they lost have proved that only victors are included in history books; the defeat is planted like rice plants
in the blood of the vanquished, and in their unemployment, hunger and exploitation. The names of the defeated make way into the songs of the vaquished, into their
insipid and coarse meals, the naked and discolored skin
of their children and the bloated stomachs of the Munda
mothers. (224)

Devi’s grassroots activism rests not only in invoking
the songs of the defeated Mundas, but also in unearthing the history of their displacement and destitution,
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their hunger and exploitation sowed like rice plants in
their body. The image of planting as a way of coping
with and expressing injustices of history makes Jungle
ke Davedar Devi’s most direct and eco-politically effective arboreal articulation.
Early on in the novel, Birsa’s father Sugana Munda explains how the Mundas lost their rights over the forest,
their homeland:
I, Sugana Munda, cannot recall the day when my ancestors Chota and Nagu came to this virgin land to settle.
They took the virginity of the land and established the
settlement of the Mundaris. I cannot recall when they
named this land, this rich and resourceful nation inhabited by bears, boars and tigers, and covered by the jungle
of shal, gazar, sidha and shisham trees, Chota Nagpur,
after themselves.
Though a direct descendent of the founders, I, Sugana
Munda, wander aimlessly around like an abject beggar
clad only in tatters and without even a grain of wild grass
in my stomach. Wouldn’t I be better off if I were a bird
gleaning its feed from the field! (44)

Sugana cannot put a fixed date on the Mundas’ loss
of the rights of the forest. The process of their dispossession was systematic and unrelenting the origin and
cause of which was not just the arrival of Europeans.
Nor does it resemble the settler colonial societies. As
Birsa points out – “With the Mundas, everyone acts
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as if they were masters [diku] or sahebs of the tribals”
(73).
In contrast to the simplistic binary of European colonizers and non-European colonized, Birsa resorts to a
language of the forest to distinguish his people from
both European colonizers and their “native” counterparts, thereby revealing a fold which goes unnoticed
in India’s documentation of colonization or its glorification of independence. As Sali, one of the Birsaits
in the novel notes, “the Munda equals a forest dweller, therefore a savage. A Munda’s life is for Dikus; for
the Munda works in Dikus’ farmland to grow rice and
mustard for them, who in turn will invade and occupy
the forest; destroy and dismantle the Mundas’ sacred
villages and their places of worships in order to establish their own deities” (140).
The forest not only distinguishes the Mundas from Dikus by negation or erasure; i.e. by foregrounding the
loss of the forest (e.g. the plant of rice embossed in the
psyche and body of a Munda, because that is a staple
the Mundas can only dream about for they can only
afford grains from wild grass); the forest also flows in
the “black blood” of the tribals. Even as a child, what
made Birsa different was his knowledge of the mystery
of the jungle. In an important section of the novel just
before his advent as “god” or “Dharati Aba” (father of
the earth), Birsa retreats to the forest to contemplate

61

POSTCOLONIAL INTERVENTIONS VOL II ISSUE 2

his next move against occupation of tribal land. Suddenly he hears a voice coming from “the forest flowing
in his veins”:
“Ah, I have been desecrated!
“I will purify you!
“Behold, Dikus and Sahibs have repeatedly
assaulted me!
“I will avenge your assault! . . .
“Nobody hears me lament.
“I do, mother.
“Nobody looks out for me. . .
“Where are you located, mother?
“In your heart, in your blood! . . . Yes, and will
forever flow there my Aba! Just look closely.
“Birsa looked at his blood! Yes, indeed, his
body is the land of Chota Nagpur and his
blood is the river upon the banks of which is
his mother, the forest, naked like a Mundari
belle.” (88)

Birsa’s “ulgulan” (revolution) is not an attempt to go
back to the forest as it existed before colonization;
it is rather an attempt to flow. “Flowing” is how Anti-Oedipus would define “desire;” and desire is revolution. Desire implies “the revolutionary investment,”
(378) which, like death, constitutes an unpredictable
flow escaping any axiomatics of decoding. Deleuze and
Guattari would interpret Birsa’s desire as “territorial,”
in which the socius remains the body of the Earth or
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the body of the Despot, who seeks to channel flows of
desires before the body of the Money takes over. For
them, only “capitalism, through its process of production, produces an awesome schizophrenic accumulation of energy or charge” (34). Birsa’s voice of the forest
would be a predictable invocation of territoriality or a
Despot’s attempt to create a socius. In contrast to this,
Devi endows him with a deterritorializing unpredictability.
After leaving the mission school, Birsa tries to reclaim
the jungle legally by filing an application to the Forest
Department; but when he gets to the Department, the
imperial bureaucrats ridicule him by questioning his
credentials. Birsa responds by waving his application
for the rights of the forest. The clerks couldn’t believe
that a Munda can utter a word such as “application,”
and can speak for his and his tribe’s “rights.” They again
taunt him: “Swim across the ocean to London, where
the Queen resides [and ask her for your rights]; she
is already trembling with fear of the Mundas” (83).
When the legal avenue closes, Birsa plans his initial attack on the Christmas Eve of 1895. Relating the history
of the event and Birsa’s planning of the ulgulan, Suresh
Singh notes that the Deputy Commissioner of Ranchi
had sent out spies to find out about the Mundas’ plans,
but to no avail. The rebels thought that “if they succeeded ‘in striking a blow,’ ‘the bulk of the people all
over Chotanagpur would be really on their side.’ They
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believed that ‘Government’ mistook their real aim”
(Singh 96).
Birsa’s revolutionary flow is unpredictable due to its eclectic nature borrowed from Christianity and Hinduism. Instead of going back to the tribal rituals and worship of Sibonga practiced by the Mundas, he desecrated
their burial site by exhuming the bodies and selling the
valuables buried with the dead. He announces that the
ancient tribal religion cannot make the Munda’s happy
(Jungle 86). Instead he declared himself Dharti Aba or
God by comparing himself to Jesus and Krishna. The
stormy night on which Birsa assumed the role of God,
“the lightening seared the sky; the elephants trumpeted, tigers roared, and Birsa looked up to the heaven
and declared – ‘Everything is mine. The jungle is mine;
and I am the father of the earth’” (89).
Birsa’s declaration poses a challenge for the British
when they arrest him; even their torture cannot break
him. The British failure to destroy his ideology would
imply that Birsa indeed was God. After his death, the
Birsaits would refuse to believe that he was dead: “God
does not die; revolution does not end” (28). Karmi,
Birsa’s mother, would express her fear about Birsa’s
difference by remarking that “even though she carried
him in her womb, and gave birth to him, he remained
a stranger” (43). Neighbors would compare him to Krishna and his mesmerizing magic over both humans
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and animals, which would lead Sugana to exasperatingly entreat him “to be just like others” (44).
By starting the novel with Birsa’s death in the prison,
and then by going back to his childhood and narrating the history of the movement up to the point of his
arrest, Devi seems to corroborate the fact that indeed
Birsa is God, therefore, he and his movement keep on
coming back to life. Like Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of the Body without Organs, or “opening the body
to connections that presuppose an entire assemblage,
circuits conjunctions, levels and thresholds, passages
and distributions of intensity” (A Thousand 160), Birsa
becomes a body connected to lines and flows representing revolutionary desire. Deleuze and Guattari interestingly compare the gaiety and ecstasy of the BwO
or revolutionary desire to Krishna (A Thousand 151).
But unlike Devi’s depiction of Birsa as kalpavriksha,
the wish-fulfilling tree of life and desire, and his recognition of sovereign rights over and with the forest,
Deleuze and Guattari’s flows do not lead to tribal sovereignty; in fact the philosophers would equate sovereignty to slavery and colonialism (Anti-oedipus 265).
Trees and plants enable Mahasweta Devi to locate and
devise a language in which her characters articulate a
grassroots activism against the ongoing colonization of
indigenous tribes and outcastes. By blurring the ontological boundary between humans and plants, and by
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making her subjects speak to, for and with plants and
trees, Devi proposes an eco-politics of arboreal articulation through which she critiques postcolonial nationalism and anthropocentric “subalternism” in order
to envision strategies of survival for indigenous people
and their worlds.
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