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Abstract 

Ecofeminism, as a theoretical lens, brings together environmental and feminist concerns by 

uncovering the deep connections between the exploitation of nature and the oppression of 

women. While often associated with activism or overt ecological writing, ecofeminism can also 

be traced in literary works that reflect a subtle awareness of the natural world and its ethical 

entanglements with gender. Vikram Seth’s writings—though not explicitly ecofeminist—

demonstrate a quiet but persistent engagement with themes such as emotional care, ecological 

sensitivity, non-violence, and the gendered experience of both human and environmental 

suffering. This paper explores how Seth’s novels The Golden Gate, A Suitable Boy, and An 

Equal Music, as well as selections from his poetry, embody core ecofeminist values through 

narrative choices, character development, and symbolic language. By applying close textual 

analysis supported by ecofeminist theory, the paper argues that Seth challenges conventional 

binaries like nature versus culture, emotion versus rationality, and male versus female, not by 

opposing them head-on but by offering complex portrayals of characters who live at their 

intersections. His urban, rural, and artistic settings serve as ecosystems where emotional and 

ethical decisions reflect broader ecological dynamics. The Golden Gate critiques consumerism 

and highlights compassion through animal rights and vegetarianism. A Suitable Boy ties land, 

tradition, and women’s lives together, while An Equal Music shows how sound and silence 

become metaphors for environmental and emotional balance. These stories reveal how 

attention to the feminine and the natural is also an attention to justice, care, and sustainability. 

Ultimately, the study demonstrates that Vikram Seth’s writing opens a space for an alternative 

kind of ecofeminist reading—one that is understated, deeply human, and ethically resonant. It 

highlights the potential of Indian English literature to participate in ecological discourse not 

just through content, but through empathy, structure, and voice. 
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Ecofeminism emerged in the late twentieth century as a response to the intersecting crises of 

environmental degradation and gender oppression. It is a theoretical and activist framework 

that argues that the exploitation of nature and the marginalization of women arise from the 

same patriarchal and capitalist systems that value domination, control, and hierarchy. Thinkers 

like Vandana Shiva, Carolyn Merchant, and Val Plumwood have played pivotal roles in shaping 

ecofeminist thought. Shiva, in particular, foregrounds the Indian context in which women's 

lives are deeply connected to ecological cycles and agrarian labour, making them particularly 

vulnerable to environmental collapse and economic policies rooted in extractive capitalism. 

Merchant critiques how the mechanistic worldview of science has historically excluded women 

and the natural world from its discourse of reason, while Plumwood interrogates the logic of 

dualism that has created rigid binaries between nature and culture, mind and body, male and 

female (Shiva 45; Plumwood 41). In India, the realities of ecological injustice are deeply 
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gendered. Women, especially in rural and tribal communities, bear the brunt of environmental 

destruction, be it in the form of deforestation, water scarcity, or climate-induced displacement. 

From gathering firewood and fetching water to managing subsistence agriculture, their labour 

sustains communities while remaining largely invisible in dominant economic narratives. 

Ecofeminism, therefore, becomes not just a lens of literary interpretation, but a necessary 

ethical perspective that can expose the silent crises buried within narratives of progress and 

modernity. 

Vikram Seth, a transnational Indian writer celebrated for his versatility across genres and 

cultures, may not directly align himself with environmental activism or feminist theory, yet his 

literary works are marked by a deep ethical sensitivity to both ecological and emotional 

landscapes. In novels such as The Golden Gate, A Suitable Boy, and An Equal Music, as well 

as in his poetry, Seth offers richly textured narratives where characters struggle with questions 

of care, belonging, alienation, and moral responsibility—often in ways that echo ecofeminist 

concerns. This paper argues that Seth’s literary universe subtly encodes ecofeminist ethics 

through its portrayal of women, the environment, and the systems—social, political, and 

emotional—that both constrain and connect them. Whether through depictions of rural agrarian 

life, reflections on animal rights, or the metaphorical resonance of music and nature, Seth’s 

works encourage a reconsideration of how literature can reflect ecological consciousness 

without overtly preaching it. His complex narratives offer an opportunity to explore 

ecofeminism not only as a mode of protest but as a quiet ethic of care and interconnectedness 

embedded in everyday life.  

Ecofeminism is not a monolithic ideology but a diverse and evolving framework that brings 

together ecological thinking and feminist critique. It interrogates the systems of power that 

have historically placed both women and nature on the margins of political, economic, and 

intellectual discourse. Within ecofeminism, different strands offer varied emphases—cultural 

ecofeminism aligns women with nature based on shared life-giving capacities and traditional 

roles; spiritual ecofeminism draws from goddess traditions and indigenous cosmologies that 

revere the Earth as a sacred, feminine entity; and materialist ecofeminism examines how 

capitalist systems extract both natural and female labour in ways that are structural and 

exploitative. Despite their differences, all strands of ecofeminism critique the domination of 

the “Other”—whether that be nature, women, or colonized people—and seek a relational, 

interconnected worldview as an alternative to systems of domination. Central to ecofeminist 

theory is its critique of dualistic thinking. Binaries such as man-woman, nature-culture, reason-

emotion, and mind-body are not seen as neutral distinctions but as hierarchies that justify the 

subordination of one term by the other. This pattern of domination extends into environmental 

destruction, where nature is viewed as a passive resource to be controlled, much like the way 

patriarchal systems treat women’s bodies and labour. As Val Plumwood argues, these dualisms 

are not merely philosophical but have material consequences that shape how societies function 

and who bears the cost of progress (Plumwood 42).  

In the Indian context, ecofeminism acquires a specific urgency. The intersection of caste, class, 

and gender means that environmental degradation disproportionately impacts those already at 

the margins. Dalit and Adivasi women, for instance, face the double burden of ecological 
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violence and social discrimination. Large-scale development projects like dam construction or 

mining often displace entire communities, with women facing the brunt of domestic, social, 

and economic disruptions. Thus, ecofeminism in India must attend not only to gender but to 

the layered oppressions that shape women's relationship with land, labour, and survival. 

Literature becomes a crucial space for exploring these complexities. Through stories, symbols, 

and character experiences, fiction can illuminate the different ways in which ecological and 

gendered injustices manifest. Ecofeminist readings of literature allow for a deeper 

understanding of how cultural narratives either reinforce or resist dominant ideologies. Writers 

who embed environmental consciousness within their narratives, even subtly, contribute to an 

ethical reimagining of our relationship with the natural world. In this sense, literature is not 

only a reflection of ecological and gender realities but also a site of resistance and 

consciousness-building, where alternative ways of seeing and being are imagined.  

Vikram Seth’s The Golden Gate, offers much more than its formal innovation and light satire 

of urban life. Beneath the quick-paced narrative lies a deeper ethical concern that touches upon 

ecological awareness, gender roles, and personal responsibility. Set in 1980s San Francisco, 

the novel brings into sharp focus the emotional and moral disconnection that often accompanies 

modern urban life. Through characters like Janet Hayakawa, Seth introduces themes of 

empathy, environmental concern, and non-violence—core values that parallels strongly with 

ecofeminist thinking. Janet is portrayed not only as an artist but as someone deeply engaged 

with ethical questions surrounding the treatment of animals and the environment. Her decision 

to become vegetarian and her commitment to animal rights activism are not presented as 

passing lifestyle choices but as serious moral positions. These acts are rooted in her sensitivity 

to suffering and her belief in the interconnectedness of life. Ecofeminism, particularly in its 

materialist form, emphasizes this kind of ethical engagement, arguing that women’s traditional 

roles as caregivers and nurturers often place them in closer relationship with both the human 

and non-human world, making them especially attuned to forms of harm caused by dominant 

structures (Warren 127). Janet’s activism is thus not incidental; it is a moral counterpoint to the 

fast-paced, consumption-driven culture that surrounds her. 

The urban environment in which the novel unfolds is also significant. San Francisco, while 

often romanticized, becomes a symbol of emotional detachment, overwork, and technological 

excess. Amidst this, Janet’s character offers a slower, more reflective mode of living—one that 

values connection over efficiency and care over conquest. Her art, which often includes 

representations of animals and nature, becomes a quiet act of resistance, a way of reasserting 

the presence and value of the non-human world within a society that tends to overlook it. 

According to Salleh, ecofeminism challenges the mechanistic worldview that prioritizes logic, 

speed, and productivity, instead elevating an ethics of care rooted in embodied experience and 

emotional intelligence (Salleh 58). Janet, in this context, becomes the ethical centre of the 

novel. Seth’s use of poetic form further enhances this contrast. The regularity of rhyme and 

meter may seem at odds with the emotional complexities of his characters, but in fact, the verse 

format deepens the reader’s engagement with their inner lives. It forces a slowing down of 

reading, creating space for contemplation. Irony, too, is used effectively—not to dismiss Janet’s 

values, but to expose the contradictions and superficialities of the world around her. John, for 

instance, initially struggles to understand Janet’s choices, seeing them as extreme or 
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impractical. But through their interactions, the novel gently pushes the reader to consider 

alternative moral structure—ones that are less about dominance and more about sensitivity and 

interdependence. In The Golden Gate, nature is not represented through vast landscapes or 

dramatic environmental events. Rather, it is present in small gestures: in a pet’s life, in a protest, 

in a quiet refusal to consume meat. These elements, while understated, accumulate into a 

meaningful commentary on how individuals go through ethical living in an urban, capitalist 

society. Janet’s character demonstrates that resistance does not always have to be loud to be 

powerful. Her choices offer a vision of ecofeminist ethics in action—rooted in empathy, 

expressed through personal commitment, and embodied in everyday life.  

Vikram Seth’s A Suitable Boy, set in post-independence India, weaves personal narratives with 

political change, drawing attention to how national identity, gender, and land intersect. At the 

heart of this vast narrative lies a recurring theme: the feminization of land and the symbolic 

weight of nature in shaping women’s roles and restrictions. Through characters like Lata 

Mehra, Mrs. Rupa Mehra, and Saeeda Bai, Seth examines how women’s lives are not only 

affected by social structures but are deeply entangled with ecological and agrarian realities. 

The rural landscapes of Brahmpur and the broader agricultural economy are not just settings—

they are gendered spaces that carry ethical and symbolic significance. Lata’s story unfolds 

across gardens, riversides, and university lawns—liminal spaces that mirror her own uncertain 

social standing. Her relationship with Kabir begins in a university garden, a seemingly open 

space that soon becomes constricted by societal norms. Gardens in A Suitable Boy operate as 

controlled natural spaces—nurtured and enclosed, much like the women within Seth’s 

narrative. This subtle alignment between nature and femininity is not accidental. Ecofeminist 

theorists have long argued that women are often associated with nature due to cultural 

perceptions of both as passive, fertile, and in need of regulation (Ortner 73). Lata’s journey 

through spaces—domestic, academic, and romantic—is shaped by an ecological consciousness 

that ties freedom to the ability to inhabit and move through natural environments on one’s own 

terms. Mrs. Rupa Mehra, in contrast, embodies the traditional control over these gendered 

spaces. Her obsessive pursuit of a “suitable” boy for Lata is not merely about marriage but 

about social order, landholding, and respectability. Her decisions reflect a worldview shaped 

by scarcity, survival, and fear of social instability, all of which are tied to land and inheritance. 

The rural estates, marriage alliances, and discussions of dowries throughout the novel reveal 

how women’s futures are negotiated through land—either as property to be transferred or as 

caretakers of lineage. Seth subtly critiques this system by presenting female characters who 

question or resist these roles, even as they are bound by them. 

Saeeda Bai adds another layer to this ecological and gendered dynamic. As a courtesan, she is 

physically located at the margins of respectable society, and symbolically aligned with nature’s 

unpredictability and sensuality. Her garden, often mentioned in descriptions of her home, 

becomes a space of both beauty and constraint—a carefully maintained environment that 

reflects her complex social position. The tension between aesthetic pleasure and social 

exclusion in Saeeda Bai’s world echoes ecofeminist critiques of how both women and nature 

are aestheticized, sexualized, and ultimately controlled (Shiva 102). Despite her apparent 

autonomy, Saeeda is limited by the very system that romanticizes her role. The broader political 

landscape of the novel further reinforces the connection between land, identity, and gender. 
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Seth’s portrayal of Partition violence and land redistribution after independence carries 

unmistakable ecological and gendered overtones. Land is not only a site of economic value but 

also of memory, trauma, and dislocation. Families displaced during Partition lose more than 

property—they lose rootedness, security, and identity. In the context of women, this 

displacement is particularly acute. The novel hints at the vulnerabilities of women during 

communal violence and the ways in which land reforms disproportionately affect those without 

male protection or legal literacy. Such portrayals stand with ecofeminist perspectives that see 

environmental dislocation as deeply gendered, often leaving women and marginalized 

communities most exposed to loss and instability. 

Nature in A Suitable Boy is symbolic. The changing seasons, the flow of the Ganges, and the 

cultivated gardens reflect the rhythms of human relationships and transitions. These natural 

elements are more than background scenery—they signal shifts in emotional and social 

climates. The Ganges, for example, represents continuity and cleansing, yet it also mirrors the 

flow of constrained choice and cultural weight carried by characters like Lata. Women in Seth’s 

novel are thus situated within an ecological narrative as much as a social one. Their autonomy 

is tied to how they relate to natural and symbolic spaces—whether through resistance, 

adaptation, or quiet transformation. In exploring these gendered landscapes, Seth does not offer 

easy resolutions. Instead, he presents a layered vision of how women and nature are both 

romanticized and restricted, valued and controlled. A Suitable Boy becomes a rich site for 

ecofeminist inquiry—not because it explicitly advocates environmental change, but because it 

reveals how ecological thinking is embedded in the lives, movements, and memories of its 

characters. 
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