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In his third work, the esteemed academic and journalist Mukul Sharma presents a blend of scholarly
and journalistic writing on environmental politics. Environmental literature has recently become part
of subaltern studies, which were overlooked until the rise of public awareness about climate change
and global warming. Notably in India, environmentalists such as Gadgil and Vandhana Shiva have
contributed significant critiques in the past few decades. Mukul Sharma's "Caste and Nature” critiques
previous research and contributes to environmental literature. While caste is a controversial topic
in anthropology, it has received scant attention in other natural and social sciences, often treated as
an isolated subject. Cross-disciplinary perspectives on caste are rare, and Ashwini Deshpande's “7he
Grammar of Caste” (2011) offers a novel economic perspective on caste. Environmental Studies, after
a history of discrimination, continues to marginalize Dalit and caste politics in Indian environmental
research and policy.

Neo-Casteism, Eco-Casteism, and Eco-Naturalism
In the book's introduction, Mukul introduces three theoretical concepts: Neo-Casteism, Eco-

Casteism, and Eco-Naturalism (p.16). Neo-Casteism critiques the Gandhian ideal of promoting
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ancient professions within the framework of Brahmanism. Eco-Casteism describes an ecological
approach that replicates the caste hierarchy, as seen in projects like the Virathan Conservation Project
and Sulabh International. Eco-Naturalism posits that caste dominance in rural communities is
ecologically determined. It suggests that the caste system and its hierarchies are natural occurrences.
Mukul's analysis aims for a comprehensive theoretical understanding, yet the complexity and detailed
terminology present challenges.

The naturalization of the caste system within society and Gandhi's views on caste are strongly
criticized by these assertions. An entire chapter is devoted to criticizing the "Sanitation and Scavenger
Rehabilitation Program” initiated by Bindeswar at the Sulabh International Organization. This
organization, led by Padma Bhushan awardee and devoted Gandhian Bindeswar, seeks to offer a new
beginning for the rehabilitation and upliftment of manual scavengers by saving them from their
occupations. Mukul argues that, despite the program's focus on improving the lives of Dalits, it still
contains elements of Neo-Casteistic ideology. The program's approach to converting scavengers to
Hinduism aligns with Brahminical doctrines.

Mukul clearly states that the poetry, stories, and dances from Dalit communities might seem
disorganized and incoherent. Indeed, the book's web of narratives and poetry may initially be challenging
to comprehend (p.62). The book aims to represent diverse perspectives from across India, especially
from regions where Malayalam, Odia, Gujarati, and Hindi are spoken. Mukul's methodology for data
collection primarily involved fieldwork in various Indian states. While caste is a phenomenon across
South Asia, the study focuses only on Indian states without addressing the caste systems in other South
Asian countries, which could have enriched the research. Further investigation in those regions might
be beneficial for a more comprehensive understanding.

Three sections make up the chapter on Dalit environmental vision:

1. Dalit oral tradition and folklore
2. Dalit perspectives on food, animals, and God
3. Anti-caste intellectuals’ writings

The exploration of Dalit folklore and literature underscores the scarcity of ecological narratives
and the arduous task writers face in compiling diverse stories to present them cohesively, despite their
differences and similarities. The resilience of the collection and the powerful voices in the selected poems
and stories for this chapter are remarkable. Kancha Ilaiah's "Buffalo Nationalism,” which informs
Mukul's discourse, addresses the politics of meat consumption. Ilaiah critiques the preference for cows
over buffaloes, highlighting the economic advantages of buffalo meat and milk, which contribute to
the nation's GDP (Shepard, 2004). Yet, casteist Hindu nationalists resist endorsing an animal that aids
Dalits. The works of Phule and Periyar delve into the Dalits' bond with nature and the associated anguish
and violence. Dalit veneration of deities is deeply entwined with nature, influencing even their dietary
practices. Nonetheless, the control of feudal villages has historically restricted resource ownership and
innovation. Consequently, casteism alienates them from nature, and this chapter amalgamates various
artistic insights, underpinned by the theoretical constructs of eminent Dalit intellectuals.

Ambedkar’s perspectives on caste and nature

The chapter discussing Ambedkar and his environmental thought addresses the issues posed in the
first chapter, which offers "a critical perspective on community, its condition, and meaning in a caste
society, and what it should look like for untouchables in a democratic society” (p.126). It then raises
the question: what does true development entail if Sulabh's initiatives are labeled as Neo-Casteist? To
answer this, the chapter examines Ambedkar's views on villages and the natural world. It highlights that
villages are not autonomous republics if Dalits are deprived of their rights to land, property, and water.
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Although Ambedkar's endorsement of modernization has been criticized, Mukul contextualizes this
within the social and historical backdrop of Dalits' traditional indifference to property and resource
ownership. Ambedkar believed that modernization was essential to alleviate the plight of Dalits.
Consequently, Mukul challenges environmentalists who advocate for resource rights and traditional
water management but overlook the importance of shared ownership for Dalits.

Ambedkar disagrees with traditional ecology because it denounces industrialization and industrial
progress, even though it is the only way for Dalits to escape the shame associated with their culture and
take advantage of new opportunities. He even desires to establish new agricultural grounds for Dalits.
According to Mukul, Ambedkar's ideas on modernity—which involves both the building and the
destruction of natural resources—have more to do with the ownership and rights of the labourers who
create it. The goal is to highlight the Dalit voice in these discourses, not to denigrate post-colonial readings.

In the fourth chapter titled "Dalit Memory and Water Rights," Mukul presents case studies from
the GMA and Lok Shakthi Sangathan (LSS) in Bihar, illustrating the caste hierarchy’s reliance on water
usage and the Dalit struggle for water access. Despite the environmental movement's focus on water's
tradition, distribution, and economy, Dalit narratives have been overlooked. In India, where water
is considered sacred and purifying, Dalits are often depicted as polluters and denied access to water.
The division of people into those who can take water and those from whom it is unsuitable to drink
highlights regional disparities. Traditional water management and irrigation practices are entwined with
caste hierarchies, making tanks, wells, dams, and reservoirs symbols of caste oppression for Dalits. The
chapter discusses the counter-narratives of King Bali and Ekalavya, two Dalit figures who battled for
their water rights, as depicted in the stories of Deenu-Bhadri and Ekalavya in Dalit watersheds. The
author references the Mukti Sangham movement in Maharashtra, the defense of fishing rights for Dalits
and traditional fishermen in the Mithila region against higher castes, and the GMA movement in Bihar,
which collectively contribute to the narrative of Ekalavya's struggle.

Dalit Mountain Man and New Common: The Anecdote of Manjbi

The chapter on Dalit Mountain Man and New Common introduces two concepts to support the
notion of common spaces or CPRs in India, which historically excluded Dalits (pp. 212-254). Elinor
Ostrom's theory of CPRs, derived from environmentalists, views villages as collective resources, yet
there's an evident lack of uniformity across communities. This ties back to the earlier point that Dalits
are advised to move to urban areas. Dashrath Manjhi's story represents an individual's endeavor to
carve a path, symbolizing the Dalit community’s struggle against casteism and the literal and figurative
barriers they face. Manjhi's tale is inspirational for all, advocating liberation from domination and
subjugation. The narrative, successfully adapted into a film, resonated at the box office. The author
compiled this story through direct engagement with individuals linked to Manjhi, weaving together
various experiences into a narrative that exemplifies the power of human effort. This true story also
serves as a metaphor for the authentic Dalit voice, untainted by external or colonial influences.

In conclusion, despite its temporal inconsistencies, Mukul's work—a monumental undertaking
undertaken with the utmost sincerity—stands alone as a unique voice for the underprivileged. Because
it undermines the basic tenet of ecological research, the ecological knowledge of the environment via the
perspective of the subaltern voice and postmodern lens is consistently ignored. However, these types of
studies are necessary to compare the actual state of affairs to the ideals that shape nations and states. The
work attempted to use the Dalit lens to redouble its efforts in addressing the shortcomings of traditional
environmentalism. Mukul's paradigm shift is so radical and expansive that further academic research
and critique are required before it may have any real-world ramifications for development initiatives
and policies. More social science study is welcome in the field of ecological literature to address delicate
topics like caste and other pertinent societal challenges.
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