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Abstract

Environmental literary activism foregrounds the ethical and political
potential of literature to intervene in ecological crises by shaping
environmental consciousness and inspiring action. Drawing upon the
theoretical foundations of ecocriticism articulated by Lawrence Buell and
Cheryll Glotfelty, this paper examines the storyteller as an activist through
a close reading of Temsula Ao’s short stories “Laburnum for My Head” and
“Death of the Hunter.” Situating Ao’s writing within the framework of
Environmental Humanities, the study argues that her narratives move
beyond the aesthetic representation of nature to function as acts of
environmental advocacy. Ao’s fiction exposes the violence inflicted on
landscapes and indigenous communities by anthropocentric, extractive,
and colonial practices, while simultaneously recuperating indigenous
ecological knowledge, ethical responsibility, and relational modes of being
with nature.
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Environmental activism through literary writing has been an
important aspect of Environmental Humanities. It refers to the use of
literary texts in the form of poetry, fiction, non-fiction or drama as a
powerful means of raising awareness about environmental issues,
critiquing environmental devastation and encouraging sustainable
living and promoting ecological justice. Lawrence Buell, in his
foundational book, The Environmental Imagination (1995), describes the
capacity of literature to inspire cultural perceptions of nature and
encourage action on ecological issues. This idea suggests that
literature’s value is not just aesthetic but also lies in its power to shape
how we understand and relate to the environment. Buell says in an
interview that both eco-literature and eco-criticism can have a public
consciousness-raising effect. Environmental literary activism is not
restricted to describing nature but produces writing that intervenes
ethically and politically in the various debates surrounding the
environment. Environmental literary activism focuses on critiquing
and challenging exploitative and extractive ideologies such as
industrial capitalism, colonialism and globalization, exposes
environmental destruction due to anthropocentric activities like
mining, deforestation, climate change, pollution etc, makes the
marginalized voices like that of the indigenous people, Dalits and
women who are adversely affected by environmental problems,
heard and projects alternative futures that are more sustainable,
inclusive and ethical. Environmental literary activism extends the
critical insights of ecocriticism, a multidisciplinary approach to the
study of the “relationship between literature and the physical
environment” (Glotfelty & Fromm xviii), into the province of public
engagement with the environment. Though Glotfelty’s works have
highlighted the significance of environmental themes and concerns in
literature, they have encouraged scholars to recognise the immense
potential of literature to figure environmental consciousness and
consider the writer as an active agent in shaping this consciousness.
Environmental literary activism employs various literary forms to
raise ecological awareness in readers by engaging with the discourse
on the environment. Thus, it inspires and urges readers of these
literary texts to recognise their complicity in environmental problems
and contribute to environmental justice. Thus, environmental literary
activism is simply the ethical and political aspect of ecocriticism and
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calls for action, mobilisation, and transformation through the power
of literary texts. While ecocriticism cultivates environmental
awareness and provides a conceptual framework and vocabulary to
critique climate change, toxic waste, and large-scale extinction of
biodiversity brought about by systems of power, epistemology, and
global capitalism, environmental literary activism transforms this
awareness into practice by the affective power of literature. As
Naseer Dasht Peyma points out in the introduction of her recent
book, Eco-Literature and Environmental Advocacy: Bridging Theory and
Practice (2025),

Eco-literature plays a critical role in raising awareness about
environmental issues, fostering empathy for the natural world, and
inspiring collective action. It brings environmental concerns to the
forefront of public consciousness, engaging readers emotionally and
intellectually. Through compelling narratives and vivid imagery, eco-
literature prompts reflection on the fragility of the planet and the
necessity of conservation efforts. By portraying nature as a vibrant and
sentient entity, eco-literature fosters empathy for non-human life forms
and encourages readers to recognize their interconnectedness with the
environment. Additionally, it advocates for environmental justice,
highlighting the disproportionate impacts of environmental
degradation on marginalized communities and promoting inclusive
approaches to conservation. Moreover, eco-literature serves as a
valuable educational tool, enhancing ecological literacy and
empowering readers to make informed decisions about sustainable
living practices. Perhaps most importantly, it inspires readers to take
action, offering visions of a more sustainable future and showcasing
examples of environmental activism and resilience. (4)

India’s ecosystem and biodiversity have been extraordinary. Still,
in recent years, due to uncontrolled consumerism and modernisation,
there has been an increase in flash floods, landslides, tsunamis, and
other natural disasters. Despite various environmental programs
initiated by successive government regimes in the form of plantation
drives and other measures, environmental degradation has amplified
in almost geometric proportions in recent times. In this context, we
need to look at the ecology of the Northeast region of India to
understand the dynamics of environmental literary activism, as the
region has consistently produced significant literary works both in the
languages of the region as well as in English on environmental issues
that affect the people of the region.
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Northeast India is known for its rich biodiversity and delicate
ecological balance that sustains both nature and the many indigenous
communities of the region. Traditionally, people of the region have
maintained a synergetic relationship with their environment, steered
by traditional animistic beliefs and ecological ethics that view nature
as sacred. However, with growing deforestation, urbanisation, and
developmental pressures, this harmony has started to erode,
threatening both ecological and cultural continuity. Within this
context, Temsula Ao emerges as a powerful literary voice of
ecological consciousness and quiet environmental activism. Through
her works, she advocates for a return to indigenous ecological ethics,
emphasising care, reverence, and coexistence with nature. This paper
attempts to study Temsula Ao’s two stories, “Laburnum for My
Head” and Death of a Hunter”, from her short story collection
Laburnum for My Head: Stories as instances of her environmental
literary activism. This study attempts to convey how the people of the
northeast region possess a unique consciousness regarding the
environment and how the same consciousness can be infused in the
rest of the people. This paper attempts to show how storytelling can
propel activism for environmental rehabilitation and resistance
against anthropocentric attitudes, and can sensitise and shape
responses to climate change and the depletion of biodiversity.
Storytelling has immense potential to function as environmental
activism by transforming environmental crises into narratives that
are emotionally reverberating and inspiring awareness and action.
Stories have always humanised environmental issues by giving voice
to marginalised communities and knowledge systems, and have
mobilised collective imagination for ecological justice and sustainable
futures.

Temsula Ao is a prominent author and academic, and belongs to
the Ao Naga community of Nagaland with several prestigious
awards like the Padma Sri and Sahitya Akademi to her credit. Her
works include a collection of short stories, These Hills Called Home:
Stories from a War Zone (2006) and Once Upon a Life, a Memoir that has
given count as her prominence as one of the important literary voices
from the North East. At the very outset of the story collection,
Laburnum for my Head: Stories, Ao remarks, “Stories live in every heart;
some get told, many others remain unheard.- stories about individual
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experiences made universal by imagination; ...those that are not
always a figment of the mind but are, at times, confessions”. (Ao,
2009)

Ao’s stories are not simple ethnographic outlines of the lives in
the North-East but are rich mosaics presenting issues such as gender,
environment, modernity, loss of the wisdom of the tribal community,
ethnicity, and so on and so forth. Ao’s collection of stories Laburnum
for My Head: Stories has been mostly interpreted from the perspective
of either eco-feminism, as a critique of development or as a conflict
between radical and reformist environmentalism. As Dutta says, the
“study of Temsula Ao’s “Laburnum for My Head” through an
ecofeminist lens underscores the profound interconnection between
gender and environmental issues in her literature. Ao’s portrayal of
women and nature in Northeast India reveals a nuanced critique of
patriarchal norms and their impact on both the natural world and
women’s lives. By highlighting Lentina’s choice to forego traditional
grave markers in favour of a laburnum tree, Ao challenges the
conventional symbols of human conceit and advocates for a more
harmonious relationship with nature.” (300). Similarly, Abhishek
Ghoshal in his “Appraising “Green Development”: An Ecocritical
Reading of Temsula Ao’s Laburnum for My Head” brings out “the long-
standing tension between radical environmentalism and reformist
environmentalism as represented in the garb of tales thereby asking
thinkers to mull over the notion of “green development”, paying
adequate heed to the necessary requirements of impoverished human
beings”. (19). K. Subapriya sees the stories as “post-millennial Indian
fiction” as “they present the transformation of tribal literature from
oral to written form” (81) and subaltern issues in the North East. T.
Ramkumar and D. Padmanabhan, in their essay, “Psychosocial
Impacts of War and Trauma in Temsula Ao’s Laburnum for My Head”
(2020), attempt to study “the psychological impact of domestic
violence over the combatants as well as non-combatants whose lives
are inseparably intertwined with violence and bloodshed. Though
violence is considered a typical condition of human nature, most of
the time it leads to unbearable trauma and misery. This paper also
attempts to interpret the representation of women from the
marginalised Ao community who find it difficult to preserve the
customs and moral values despite regional revolt.” (1). Similarly,
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Afsana Khatoon in her paper “That Dangerous Supplement: The
Evils of the Margins in Temsiila Ao’s ‘Death of a Hunter” applies
Derrida’s concept of ‘supplementarity’ to the story to show “how
power, image, and the desire to live affect human behaviour, how
geography, frontiers, and peripheries form a being’s selthood, rights
and limitations and how certain species has usurped the ‘other/s” on
the Earth, who are different from them”. Kantha and Christadoss in
their “Memory and Conflict in Temsiila Ao’s ‘Death of a Hunter””
(2023) looks at how memory of the hunt of the wild animal and the
conflict between human and nature, tradition and modernity operate
in the story. Pallabee Dasgupta, in her well-researched paper, “Myth,
Mystery and Animism: A Reading of the Animal Presence in Select
Short Stories in English from North-East India”, looks at Ao’s story as
how “nature and animals in particular are conceived in tribal life and
imagination, often as larger than life presences and yet both familiar
and intimate.” (1) None of the above works tries to look at both
stories as advocating environmental activism. But the present paper
tries to look at both stories under consideration as instances of Ao’s
environmental literary activism, where she uses the narratives for
consciousness-raising in the readers for a more sustainable life and
future in the North East.

The story, “Laburnum for my Head” begins with a cemetery, one
corner of which abounds with a flowering laburnum bush. The
cemetery is otherwise packed with stone structures, which assert
themselves as only a manifestation of anthropocentric attitudes. Each
year, stone structures display more grandeur and occupy a larger
space. The author says, “Every May something extraordinary
happens in the new cemetery of sleepy little town standing beyond
the southernmost corner of the vast expanse of the old cemetery-
dotted with concrete vanities, both ornate and simple - the humble
Indian laburnum bush erupts in glory with its blossoms of yellow
mellow beauty”.(9)

Enchanted by the beauty of the flowers, Lentina, the central
character of the story, purchases the plant for her garden and waits
desperately for it to flower. Unfortunately, every time the saplings are
planted, they are destroyed, once by the gardener, another time by
the cows, and yet another time by spraying DDT. Soon, her family
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and her husband consider her strong attachment to the plant as a
kind of mental disorder, signifying how modern families that have
absorbed the consumerist value system look at someone’s attachment
to nature as discomforting and a sign of mental aberration. When her
husband dies, she protests the cultural tradition and joins the
procession of cemetery-goers. There, she suddenly determines to
plant Laburnum in the cemetery at her own expense. She also wishes
to see a blooming Laburnum near her grave while she is still alive:
“At that thought she experienced an epiphanic sensation: why not
have a Laburnum tree planted on her grave....” (4) To make this come
true, she looks for a person to confide in this secret. After musing
over this for a while, she chooses her widower driver, Babu, as her
confidante. Now Babu, as directed by Lentina, goes to the town
committee and requests them to allot a particular spot for Lentina’s
grave in advance, but they emphatically urge Lentina to apply
formally for this strange request before they proceed any further.
Babu informs Lentina about the complications and difficulties of
securing such a piece of land. He also fears that her plans may get
exposed. She thinks of another option for buying a plot of land near
the cemetery. Luckily, Khalong, the son of her late husband’s friend,
comes to her home to pay condolences on her husband’s death. He
had expressed his desire to sell his land near the graveyard, which no
one is prepared to buy. Lentina readily comes forward with buying a
piece of land. The boy feels guilty that such a land will be bought by
her merely out of sympathy. However, she clarifies the necessity of
having such a plot of land. As planned, she buys the plot of land and
erects a boundary wall around it. This act of hers is counted as a
“crazy plan” (10) by her family members. Her initial activism makes
her vocal about disagreements with her family. When her family
questions her showing more trust in the driver than her family, she
unveils the secret of her daughters-in-law” too much nagging over the
construction of a grand grave stone for their father-in-law. Her strong
will as a single-handed activist comes out when she is told that the
ground near the cemetery is to be under the custody of a church or
religious organisation, and so an ownership issue ensues. She donates
the land to a committee on the condition that in the grounds of the
new cemetery, only flowering trees and no tombstone will be erected,
and a plot of land will already be earmarked for her burial.
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After the committee members and the chairman visit her, and
after some denials, they agree to her condition and also offer her the
land as requested. The laburnum saplings are planted in that ground,
and she desperately looks forward to them blooming. One winter, her
health worsens, but after the assuring gesture of the driver that “he
had just visited the trees and that they were doing well”, her
condition improves and “that seemed to provide her with the will to
live where food and medicine seemed to have failed.” (15) After she
recovers, she starts her normal course of life again by mingling with
her family and going out in the drawing room. She also gives her
daughters-in-law jewellery, and her sons consult her as they never did
during her husband’s life. The narrator points out the collective
warmth and camaraderie among the family members: There was a
visible easing of tension among them, and it became apparent that
not only Lentina but the entire family was heading towards a healing
that was more than physical. (15) Now, Lentina’s trust in Babu is
slowly accepted by the family, leading to a longer chain of mutual
trust and humility.

Although the laburnum blooms, Babu does not disclose it to
Lentila, as he doubts that she may become excessively emotional and
excited, which might turn fatal for her. The following winter, she
again collapses, though this time her family looks after her. Next
May, Babu reports that the laburnum plants are in full bloom, and
hearing this delightful news, she dies. The new cemetery, with
several blooming laburnums, suggests how Ao posits a biocentric
view of life, as opposed to the anthropocentric view symbolised by
the gravestones. As the story points out,

If you observe carefully, you will be amazed to see that in the entire
terrain, there is so far only a Laburnum tree, bedecked in its seasonal
glory, standing tall over all the other plants, flourishing in perfect co-
existence, in an environment liberated from all human pretensions to
immortality. (20)

In this way, Ao, through Lentina, conveys her activism as
evolving through little acts of resistance and including her family and
others in this ecological drive. The narrator’s wish to plant laburnum
trees challenges the modern disregard for native flora and upholds an
intimate bond with the land. Ao critiques urban consumerism and
ecological erasure by reclaiming storytelling as a way to re-establish
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cultural memory. The story suggests that women’s quiet choices, such
as planting trees, can act as a resistance to environmental degradation.
The story is representative of Ao’s profound ecological sensibility and
her subtle but powerful environmental activism, one that is ingrained
in a profound spiritual and emotional connection with nature. Ao’s
eco-activism is rooted in her indigenous environmental sensibility,
which considers nature sacred and intimately connected to human
existence. In this story, Ao weaves ecology with ethics and
spirituality, a defining feature of her environmental literary activism.
Lentina’s planting of the laburnum saplings is symbolic of the Ao
community’s ways of restoring the environment reverentially. Ao’s
activism is not evidently political but ethical as well as aesthetic. The
story exemplifies Ao’s silent remonstration against an
anthropocentric, extractive, and exploitative model of relating to the
environment, in favour of a more caring, reciprocal, and planetary
stewardship.

Her second story, “Death of the Hunter,” begins with its idyllic
setting when Imchanok is oiling his gun and humming a song with
the giggles of his daughter and niece, who are husking paddy.
Imchanok is a hunter from the Ao tribe who has been a teacher, but
his fame now rests mainly on his hunting finesse. He, at the very
outset, expresses his readiness for the hunting of “the big boar” who
has been eating his “best paddy” for so many years, and he claims
not “to miss his heart”.(21) The animal is reportedly “of enormous
proportions” with “lumbering gait” and “two yellowish tusks” (22).
Because of the massive damage to his fields, he takes the boar for his
“enemy.” In this story, Imchanok, the hunter, and his wife Tangchetla
reveal a unique and deep ecological concern that makes them
activists of the environment.

Imchanok is assigned many hunting tasks that turn him into a
legendary hunter, both in the eyes of the people and the
administration. Once an elephant destroys farmlands and kills many
people. Because other hunters do not accept the offer and point to
Imchanok for the hunting task, the government orders him for the
same. He is also offered a rifle and ammunition and is given seven
days to kill the elephant. He feels unprepared for the task because he
does not know when or how to shoot the elephant, apart from the
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bigger challenge of facing the animal. He also contemplates how
easily the sahibs could give him a tough target without being aware
of the intelligence of the elephants. He half-heartedly sets out on his
mission to hunt the elephant with some hunting partners. Here, the
narrative attempts to suggest that a tribe’s understanding of nature is
much more profound than that of others. In the process of hunting
the animal, the author gives emphatic hints of anthropocentrism by
showing how cultivation has badly usurped the forest land, causing
animals to go into the deep jungle. Here too, the elephant is nowhere
to be found except in the depths of the jungle.

The narrative also highlights how the Ao tribe is deeply aware of
the jungle, trekking in the jungle, and the habits of wild animals. The
waiting by the hunters from their allotted locations goes on for
several days, and every minute, details of the elephants” activities are
narrated with absolute precision. It is also emphasised that the
elephant has the power to anticipate danger, and as the elephant,
after he meanders, faces Imchanok and turns his head, Imchanok
shoots him through the eye. However, after his death, Imchanok is
terrified by its “unblinking...eye” and he is no more a “a menacing
power”. (28) Apart from the tears, he found something else “as
though the dying animal were trying to convey some message to his
destroyer.” (29) After killing the elephant, for the first time, he
questions the legitimacy of his hunting. Because all earlier hunting
was his choice, this task was ‘allotted” to him. For the first time, he
feels remorse rather than joy. Despite the safety of the people around,
he interrogates his culpability “for the eternal contest between man
and animal for dominion over the land.” He accepts the cash reward
from the government, but strangely refuses to take the gun. Thus, we
encounter a crucial transformation in him, although ironically, he
becomes more famous after this hunting exercise. Shockingly, the
administrators are embarrassed by his refusal to take the gun. Here,
his stance is enigmatic to the administration, while he no longer
wants to be obliged by the administration and wishes to keep
hunting a matter of his free choice.

He remembers how once a pack of monkeys ravaged his granary.
In the retribution that follows, he finds the head monkey ‘in
surrender or supplication’. After that, the monkey is taken home, and
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a celebration begins because of the elimination of the menace and the
availability of meat. When the monkey is being readied for meat, a
sudden silence overtakes Imchanok, and this is noticed by
Tangchetla. She also refuses to give the pot to prepare meat for the
quick transformation. She also does not permit the meat to be
brought into the kitchen. He also instructs his wife not to take any
grain from the hut where the monkey was shot. His wife points
towards the massive amount of grain stored there, but he says that
the grain is contaminated by the blood of the monkey and leaves it
for other animals and birds to consume. Despite the good location of
the abandoned hut, no villager ever dares to build a hut there.

The third time, after he gained normalcy, the boar presents itself
as a challenge. Now, despite his age and the need for an assistant, he
prepares for the hunting because of the large scale of the boar’s
rampage. Later, he goes into the forest with his nephew, and after
hours of meandering, they all of a sudden encounter a boar-like
animal, “but no earthly boar could be this big or so black.” (34) He
shoots the animal, which falls back and rolls down into the deep
forest. With the apprehension of facing the wounded animal again,
he leaves the place, looking back again and again. He comes back
home and, on others’ insistence, he says, “I think I have shot the
boar.” (35) Now the villagers force him to tell the direction, and on
his reply, they reprimand him for taking the haunted route to the
deep forest.

Very strangely, the villagers’ search for the dead body of the boar
turns out to be a failure, as it seems to have vanished mysteriously.
On the other hand, Imchanok is gripped by unrelieved headaches.
Except for his wife, he allows no one to visit him. His wife alone
knew about his nighttime screams when he used to yell, “Look at
him, he is as big as a barn and as black as charcoal” (37). In this
obsessional excess, he refuses to eat anything. His wife advises him to
visit the place of firing and seek the forgiveness of the animal. He sets
out with his wife without a gun. On the riverbank, he does a ritual of
holding a boar’s tooth and an aged bone with the solemnity of prayer.
More strangely, he plucks a clump of hair and blows it away in the
deep, haunted forest. One thing still astonishes him as to why the
villagers undertook a failed search for the dead boar, while the dead
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carcass so easily presented itself before the hunter. That day again,
the memory of the monkey revives, and he feels “shame and regret”.
(39) Finally, he buries “the boar’s tooth, the dismantled gun and
Imchanok the hunter”. (40)

The story advocates a kind of environmental activism very
different from that of the previous story discussed above. While
“Laburnum for my Head” presents the protagonist’s quiet resistance
to an anthropocentric worldview and advocates a biocentric way of
understanding reality through simple acts of planting saplings, “The
Death of the Hunter” is a complex, mystical tale that warns about the
dangers of anthropocentrism. By emphasising the traditional Naga
beliefs that view the forest as a sentient and living system governed
by reciprocity, Ao powerfully presents the dangers of transgression of
this natural law through the suffering and finally the death of the
hunter. This ecological retribution at the end of the story underscores
Ao’s belief in environmental justice that is derived from Naga
animistic cosmology. Ao uses the power of storytelling to advocate
traditional environmental wisdom that critiques the anthropocentric
view of nature being a commodity for use by humans. The story also
performs the pedagogical function of imparting a lesson of humility,
restraint, and respect for nature as the basis of sustainable living.
While the story dramatises the costs of undue and excessive hunting
through the figure of the hunter who gets gradually alienated from
his community, nature, and himself, it also conveys a strong
ecological message against any form of exploitation rooted in a
masculine and extractive ideology. Ao’s use of indigenous oral
traditions and cosmology is an attempt to reinstate a sustainable way
of living that the traditional Naga world view advocates. The themes
that she explores in the story, those of care, reciprocity, and mutuality,
make it a classic example of her environmental literary activism.
Here, activism is not conveyed through any form of organised protest
but as moral resistance. The story underscores the tribals’ silent
disapproval of the kind of hunting that Imchanok indulges in and
posits a world-view rooted in respect for forest and non-human life
forms. While critiquing anthropocentrism, the story reverses the
power equation between humans and nature. This reversal is a form
of environmental activism because it dramatises nature’s retribution
against unsustainable practices.
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To sum up, both stories reveal a shift from an anthropocentric to
a biocentric view of life where peaceful coexistence, intimacy with
nature, contemplativeness, and regard for the least human
intervention in nature are advocated. Both stories give the readers the
agency to recognise their roles as environmental activists who, with
their own quiet ways, can resist anthropocentric and extractive
ideologies and transform the world into a better place to live in.
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