Wild Fictions

an essay by Amitav Ghosh, with seven pictures

Everywhere in the region of the Sundarbans (the mangrove forests South East of Kolkata at the Bay of Bengal) a figure known as Bon Bibi - ‘the lady of the forest’- is held in veneration, and as with many deities in India, her worship centres around the recitation of a verse narrative. But the first of the many surprises of the legend of Bon Bibi is that it begins neither in the Himalayas nor on the banks of the Ganges, but in the Arabian city of Medina, one of the holiest places in Islam.


In this city, the legend goes, there lived a pious Muslim, a childless Sufi faqir called Ibrahim. Trough the intercession of the Archangel Gabriel, Ibrahim came finally to be blessed with twin children, Bon Bibi and her brother, Shah Jongoli. On coming of age, the twins were told by the Archangel Gabriel that they had been chosen for a divine mission: they were to travel from Arabia to ‘the country of eighteen tides’ - athhero bhatir desh - in order to make it fit for human habitation. Thus charged, Bon Bibi and Shah Jongoli journeyed to the mangrove forest dressed in the simple robes of Sufi mendicants.


The jungles of ‘the country of eighteen tides’ were then the realm of Dokkhin Rai, a powerful demon king, who held sway over every being that lived in the forest - every animal as well as every ghoul, ghost and malevolent spirit. Towards mankind he harboured a hatred that was coupled with insatiable desires; he had a limitless craving for the pleasures of human flesh, and when overcome by desire he would take the form of a tiger in order to hunt human beings.


Powerful as he was, Dokkhin Rai proved to be no match for Bon Bibi and her brother, who quickly defeated the demonic hordes. Merciful in victory, Bon Bibi spared the demon’s life but forbade him ever again to indulge his taste for human flesh. Following on her triumph, Bon Bibi surveyed the Sundarbans and declared a certain number of them to be open for human settlement. The rest she allotted to Dokkhin Rai, ordaining that these remain wilderness to be ruled over by the demon king. Thus was order brought to the land of eighteen tides: by the creation of a balance between the wilderness ruled by the tiger demon, and the areas of human settlement, which were Bon Bibi’s own domain.


But this equitable dispensation was soon to be disturbed by human greed. On the edges of the tide country there lived a man called Dhona who had put together a fleet of seven ships in the hope of making a fortune in the mangrove forest. Just before setting sail, Dhona discovered that his crew was short of a man, and finding no one else at hand, he inveigled a boy into joining the fleet. This lad was known as Dukhey - ‘sorrowful’- a name that was nothing if not apt, for he had long been cursed with misfortune: he had lost his father as a child and now lived in great poverty with his old and ailing mother. In parting from her only son, the old woman gave him a word of advice: were he ever to find himself in trouble, he should remember to take the name of Bon Bibi; she was sure to come to his aid.


So the expedition set off and wound its way down the rivers of the tide country until at last it came to a promising island by the name of Kedokhali. But when Dhona and his men went into the forest strange things began to happen: they were given tantalising glimpses of plump hives hanging from branches of mangrove, but every time they approached, the hives seemed to disappear only to reappear again at a distance. That this was the work of Dokkhin Rai was revealed that night, when the demon showed himself to Dhona in a dream and proposed a pact in which they would each provide for the satisfaction of the other’s desires. The sight of the boy Dukhey had reawakened the demon’s longing for human flesh; if Dhona would but surrender the boy, he could have wealth beyond imagining; the forest would yield as much as could be carried on his boats and more.


Seized by greed, Dhona agreed to the bargain and the demon was quick to keep his word. At his orders the bees themselves loaded Dhona’s boats with a great cargo of wax and honey. When the vessels were full and could carry no more, Dhona summoned Dukhey and told him to go ashore to fetch some firewood. Suspecting a ruse, Dukey pleaded with his captain, but to no avail, for Dhona had chosen his course. Alone and disconsolate, the boy went into the forest to collect an armful of firewood. On his return he found his misgivings confirmed: the ships were gone. It was in that moment of abandonment, as he stood alone on the riverbank, that he caught a glimpse of an enormous body covered with shimmering stripes of black and gold. The animal was none other than Dokkhin Rai, in tiger’s guise. The creature shook the earth with a roar and launched on its charge. At the sight of that immense body and those vast jowls, flapping in the wind like sails, mortal terror seized Dukhey’s soul. Just before he fell to the ground unconscious, he recalled his mother’s parting words, and called out: ‘O mother of mercy, Bon Bibi, save me, come to my side.’


Bon Bibi was far away, but she crossed the waters the instant she heard the cry. Taking the boy’s unconscious body into her lap she dealt a terrible chastisement to the demon, sending him fleeing back into the forest. Then, transporting Dukhey to her home, she nursed him back to health. When it was time for him to return, she sent him back to his mother on a gigantic crocodile that was loaded with a great treasure trove of wax and honey. Thus was greed punished and balance restored, between the wilderness and the domain of human beings.

*          *          *

This story, almost unknown outside the Sundarbans, saturates the lived experience of those who inhabit the mangrove forest. Traveling theatre companies go from village to village, staging Ramlila-like re-enactments of the legend; the verse narrative is recited every time the worship of Bon Bibi is celebrated. Although these rituals are Hindu in form, they begin always with the Muslim invocation ‘Bismillah’. In a region where several hundred people are annually killed by predators, no local person will ever venture into the forest without invoking the protection of Bon Bibi. But Bon Bibi’s indulgence is not easily granted, it must be earned by the observance of certain rules that derive from the parables contained in the legend. Take for instance the belief that the wild parts of the forest are the domain of Dokkhin Rai: the corollary of this is the idea that to leave signs of human penetration is to invite retribution from the demon. So powerful is this prohibition that villagers will not urinate, defecate or spit while collecting honey or firewood. And let there be no doubt that the fear of the demon’s wrath is far more effective than secular anti-littering laws - for in the order of preventive sanctions, a municipal fine can scarcely be counted the equal of the prospect of death by agency of storms and floods, tigers and crocodiles.


But this is merely an incidental injunction: the most important of the beliefs that relate to Bon Bibi have to do with regulation of human need. Indeed, the Bon Bibi legend is, at bottom, a parable about the destructiveness of human greed: its fundamental teaching is that in the relationship between the forest and the sown there can be no balance, except by placing limits on human need. For Bon Bibi’s devotees, the parables translate into a belief that the forest must never be entered except in circumstances of demonstrable need. In other words, to go into the forest while there is still food in the larder is to invite one’s own death. The force of this prohibition is such as to extend backwards and forwards in time, so that of a man who has been killed it will often be said, ‘There was a pot of rice still to be cooked in his house: he had no need to go when he did.’ And conversely a man who goes a-foresting in the full knowledge of having left food behind at home will be haunted by the guilty awareness of his transgression so that his steps will be slowed and his senses dulled, and in the event that an attack does indeed take place he will be all the more vulnerable.

*          *          *

(..) The Bon Bibi legend uses the power of fiction to create and define a relationship between human beings and the natural world. Nowhere does a term equivalent to ‘Nature’ figure in the legend of Bon Bibi, yet nowhere is its consciousness absent; although ecological concerns are never named, the story is profoundly informed by that awareness which the literary critic Larry Buell has termed ‘the environmental unconscious’- a phrase that is all the more useful, in my view, because it does not invoke the cultural and linguistic freightage of the word ‘Nature’.1


Although the Bon Bibi legend is singular in its details, it is not of course unique in its vision of the relationship between human beings and the natural world: similar conceptions of balance, reverence and the limitation of greed are to be found in many other places.2 The question of what impact these belief systems have upon the environment is not easily resolved: while it is by no means the case that indigenous peoples are always good custodians of the environment, neither is it true that their practices are always destructive. Today it is widely accepted that many such groups have indeed played an important part in the preservation and maintenance of forests and ecosystems. In the 19th century, however, the generally accepted view among academically trained European foresters was that the presence of people was always a threat and never an asset to forests: it was thought that where woodlands survived it was despite rather than because of the people who lived in and around them. These ideas, propagated by the highly-regarded German school of scientific forestry, exerted their influence on the Indian subcontinent through the Forest Departments of the British Raj, which were manned at the highest levels by Germans. These officials were trained to believe that it was everywhere their duty to rescue woodlands from ‘backward’ local populations, a grouping that did not exclude the peasantry of Europe.3 But the colonial context gave the foresters’ efforts an extra edge of missionary zeal, and the administrative structures of the Raj endowed them with powers far in excess of those they would have wielded at home. Many of these officials believed themselves to be surrounded by ‘environmentally profligate natives’ and thought it their duty to thwart the predatory hordes; their efforts were silently abetted by India’s nationalist elite, which was mainly urban and had little interest in the plight of forest dwellers. 


Today the institutional successor to the colonial Forest Department controls a vast slice of Indian territory: the tracts that are classified as ‘reserve forest’ add up to more than a fifth of the country’s land surface, an area larger than that of the two biggest states - Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh - put together. National parks and wildlife sanctuaries are a small, but by no means insignificant part of this domain: they form about 4.5 per cent of India’s land surface: an area greater than (the states) Punjab, Haryana and Himachal Pradesh combined.


Although the Forest Department has now been subsumed under the Ministry of Forests and Environment, it continues to wield a near-imperial authority over its vast dominions: this is indeed a veritable inland empire, whose authority weighs upon a hundred million people - and on none more heavily than those who live in the vicinity of national parks and wildlife sanctuaries. As it happens, many of these people are, in fact, environmental refugees, who have been evicted in the process of creating the parks - for the truth is that in their pristine state these wildernesses were not uninhabited. In many parks - Ranthambhore being a good example - traces of a centuries old human presence can still be seen in the form of recently depopulated villages. It is the inhabitants of these settlements who have paid the price for the doctrine of Nature’s exclusivity.


When urban tourists visit national parks or sanctuaries, they have little conception that their experience of the wilderness is akin to that of spectators at a play: rarely if ever are they given a glimpse of the stage machinery that provides them with their experience - that is to say the administrative apparatus of eviction, restriction and so on that makes these wildernesses conform to the tourist’s notion of the ‘pristine’. They are, in this sense, partners in the production of a wild fiction: it is their willing suspension of disbelief that makes the exclusivity of forests possible.


In effect, over many decades, there has been a kind of ‘ethnic cleansing’ of India’s forests: indigenous groups have been evicted or marginalised and hotel chains and urban tourists have moved in. In other words, the costs of protecting Nature have been thrust upon some of the poorest people in the country, while the rewards have been reaped by certain segments of the urban middle class. Is it reasonable to expect that the disinherited groups will not find ways of resisting, whether it be through arms, or poaching, or active destruction of the forests? This indeed is one of the reasons why the Naxalite insurgency - which the Prime Minister has acknowledged to be the single most serious threat to the country - has found such fertile ground in India’s heartlands.


The Forest Department is no different from any other arm of government, in that some of its officers are idealistic and competent while others are corrupt and inefficient. But it so happens that the Forest Department holds sway in areas where there is little oversight, which means, unfortunately, that there is often greater scope for the abuse of bureaucratic power. Such indeed is the atmosphere of repression and secrecy in some of our parks that even influential outsiders risk retaliation if they bear witness to what they see. Not long ago, an eminent tiger biologist whose research suggested that officials were inflating their tiger population statistics had his equipment seized and was taken to court on an unrelated charge.4 In another instance, the Forest Department is said to have filed 13 suits of criminal trespass against conservationists who collected data on an environmentally harmful mining project in the Kudremukh National Park in (the South-Indian state) Karnataka. This is what relatively privileged outsiders face in dealing with the rulers of India’s forests. As for the realities that confront the people who live under this regime, they are perhaps best depicted in such harrowing works as Gopinath Mohanty’s Paraja, and the novels of Mahaswete Devi.


In short, the people who live in India’s forests have had to contend, since colonial times, with a pattern of governance that tends to criminalise their beliefs and practises.5 Ironically, the era of decolonisation, with its growing awareness of environmental issues, has made their situation even more precarious by providing an overarching ideology to sanction their dispossession.6 As Ramachandra Guha, in his avatar as pioneering environmental historian, has pointed out, the consequences of this exclusivist approach have been harmful not just for the ‘ecosystem people’ but also for the very environment it sought to protect.


As an illustration here is another real-life story, set in one of the most picturesque corners of the subcontinent: the Hunza valley of northern Pakistan, a high-elevation oasis overlooked by the majestic Karakoram mountains. The population of the valley consisted of a diverse mosaic of peoples, most of whom made their living partly by farming and partly by grazing their sheep and yaks on alpine summer pastures.7 To this remote fastness, there came, in 1974, Dr George B. Schaller, an eminent zoologist. After a brief visit Dr Schaller decided that ‘north-eastern Hunza would make a perfect national park’, since it was ‘scenically spectacular’ and contained some rare wildlife, most notably the Marco Polo sheep. The fact that local people used some of the upland meadows for grazing was, Dr Schaller acknowledged, a problem since ‘by definition a national park should be free of such disturbances.’


The proposal took the fancy of Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, the then prime minister of Pakistan, who declared that ‘it must become the world’s most famous park … This is an iron directive.’ Thus, in 1975, was born the Khunjerab National Park. Since it was listed as a ‘category two’ national park, which involves the banning of all human activity, the machinery was set in motion for the exclusion of all human activity from this area. At one stroke, the way of life of the people of the valley was criminalised, despite evidence that there was no basis for the assumption of competition between wildlife and domestic animals. But the people who lived in the valley knew they could not survive without their grazing rights and they decided that they had no option but to resist: a local man is quoted as having said, “First they can kill us, then they can come and make a national park.” There were lawsuits, followed by demonstrations and organised incursions into the forbidden areas. In the climate of protest and public anger, poaching and illegal hunting flourished, often with the collusion of government officials. The net result was that the park perpetrated exactly the effect it was intended to prevent: the extermination of the Marco Polo sheep, the numbers of which dropped from an estimated three hundred in 1975 to one hundred in 1980. A 1986 sighting suggests that the numbers may have dwindled to twenty-eight sheep at that time. If there is any upside to this story, it is that the government was eventually able to work out a more stable and equitable situation by negotiating with the villagers and giving them a stake in the park. Currently there is a dual management system in force in the park and this arrangement has been judged by an expert to be ‘the best possible way of safeguarding local resources’. 

*          *          *

Today in India, the conflict between differing views of nature has been brought to crisis by two interconnected developments. One of these consists of a public awakening to the disastrous failure of India’s flagship conservation effort, Project Tiger.8 Although the scale of Project Tiger is vastly larger than that of the Khunjerab National Park, the two initiatives have had eerily similar careers. They were launched at almost exactly the same time, with support from the highest political quarters and massive funding from international agencies. Today, thirty years later, after the expenditure of enormous sums of money and the displacement of a great number of people, it has suddenly been discovered that the population of tigers in the project’s showcase reserves has diminished catastrophically: indeed the species may have been wiped out in some of the best known forest areas. The one place where tigers have held their own is in the Sundarbans where, despite an inordinate number of animal-related fatalities, people still display a general willingness to coexist with the species - for which more is due, in all probability, to the Bon Bibi legend than to any governmental project.9 


The second major development in the present conflict is a recent legislative initiative, the Forest Rights Act, which seeks to restore a few of the rights that forest-dwellers have lost in the 150 years since the first British edicts concerning India’s woodlands.10 The rights in question are pitifully modest: the Act would confer ownership, up to a maximum of 2.5 hectares per family, of land that is already occupied. The land at issue adds up to just 2% of all forest land, of which none is currently under tree cover.11 Moreover, the act would forbid hunting while also imposing responsibility for protection, conservation and regeneration on those who receive rights. In other words, the Act represents a minimal effort towards the restoration of the forest dwellers’ stake in the well-being of the place where they live. The measure is also a belated recognition that the denial of these rights has led to an exponential growth in poaching and illegal timber-felling, while also creating conditions for a spreading Maoist insurgency.


Modest though these proposals are, the Act has been stalled by a coalition that includes the forest bureaucracy, some members of Parliament and a few well-intentioned conservationists whose experience and idealism are beyond question. This group has turned the Forest Rights Bill into an issue where the state must choose between ‘tigers and tribals’.12 Inasmuch as they have confronted the failure of Project Tiger, they blame it not on the plan’s conception but its implementation: inadequate personnel, the lack of high-tech equipment, even the allegedly advanced age of forest guards. Their proposals for the rectification of the situation are, in effect, of a paramilitary nature. Never mind that this minatory approach to conservation has largely been abandoned even by the western wildlife groups that once championed it; never mind that the rationality of a single-species approach to preservation is increasingly under question the world over.13 Indeed, issues of rationality and effectiveness have been largely abandoned and instead there is an increasing invocation of the ‘sacredness’ of forests in the Indian tradition. Needless to add, such a view is anything but traditional: in the Bon Bibi legend for instance, sacredness is not invested in the forest itself, but in the deity who maintains a balance between the forest and the sown. The actual derivation of the sacredness that exclusivists attach to forests is rather from the ideas of such Romantics as Bernardin de Saint-Pierre - none of whom had ever had to make a living from the woods. There could be no more effective demonstration of the extraordinary power that fiction has in shaping our ideas of Nature: it is as if Saint-Pierre’s imaginary Indian recluse had been raised from the dead to haunt the real India of today.


Let us be frank in acknowledging the dirty little secret that underlies the exclusivist approach to conservation: it assumes the existence of populations that are too poor, and too disempowered to adequately articulate their own interests. But while political disempowerment may have been more the rule then the exception in Asia and Africa of the late 20th century, it would be a mistake to imagine that this will continue forever. Soon refugees displaced by forest reserves will learn to organise; many will join those who have already taken to arms; others will form vote blocs and elect representatives who will carry their grievances to Parliament. In the long run, the greater threat to the environment may well come from the latter, for they will probably make it their mission to overturn the legislation that created the reserves. If this happens, and the path is cleared for millions of refugees to return to their ancestral villages, we may be sure that they will not look upon the forest as their forbears did; two generations of displacement will have made them angry and embittered. Quite conceivably they will return to the forest not in order to make it their home, but precisely to despoil it. This is why the exclusivist approach to conservation has to be rethought: because it may well have the unintended consequence of creating an environmental catastrophe. Before that happens, some middle way clearly has to be found, one in which the people of the forest are regarded not as enemies but as partners. And this in turn will require an acknowledgement that the idea of an ‘untouched’ forest is none other than a wild fiction.
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