[)
www. TLHjournal.com IW “ ?‘W ISSN: 2454-3365

An International Refereed/Peer-reviewed English e-Journal

Impact Factor: 6.292 (SJIF)

Nature, Woman, and the Sacred Grove: Environmental Ethics in
Kalidasa’s Abhijnana Shakuntalam.

Sanchita Saha

Assistant Professor in English
Nathaniyal Murmu Memorial College
Dakshin Dinajpur, West Bengal, India

Abstract

Kalidasa’s Abhijnana Shakuntalam, a classical Sanskrit drama, is widely celebrated for its
poetic brilliance and profound emotional depth. However, beneath its romantic and
philosophical layers lies a rich environmental subtext that reflects the ancient Indian
worldview of ecological harmony. This paper explores the environmental ethics embedded in
Kalidasa’s Abhijnana Shakuntalam, examining how Kalidasa portrays nature not just as a
backdrop, but as a sentient and integral part of human existence. By analyzing key scenes and
symbols through the lens of environmental ethics, ecocriticism, and ecofeminism, this study
reveals how Kalidasa anticipates modern ecological consciousness, emphasizing respect for
nature, interdependence between humans and the environment, and a moral imperative
toward ecological stewardship. Damage to ecosystem is one of the major ecological concerns
in the 21% century. The environment is being harmed through various human activities like
deforestation, pollution, overconsumption and wastage of natural resources. From time
immemorial we have been modifying the environment as per our convenience and welfare,
and in the process, we are losing natural resources that cannot be gained back. Bio-diversity
loss is, therefore, another major effect of human activities on earth. We are on the verge of
forgetting the fact that human existence is quite impossible without a healthy environment.
This paper aims to discuss how human beings and environment are interdependent on each
other and show how an ethical equilibrium is possible between the two through their
harmonious co-existence.  Drawing on Indian philosophical traditions as well as
contemporary environmental theory, this study presents Abhijnana Shakuntalam as a valuable
text for rethinking ecological ethics in a modern context.
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Introduction

Environmental ethics is a branch of philosophy that studies the moral relationship between
humans and the natural world. As ecological crises escalate globally, there is an increasing
turn to classical texts for alternative worldviews that promote sustainable coexistence.
Ancient Indian literature, particularly Sanskrit drama and poetry, is rich in ecological themes.
Kalidasa, one of the greatest poets and dramatists of classical India, offers a profound
environmental vision in Abhijnana Shakuntalam. This study explores how the drama reflects
environmental ethics through its narrative, characterizations, and symbolic representations of
nature. Kalidasa is known for his intimate relationship with nature. His works, including
Meghaduta, Raghuvamsa, and Kumarasambhava, depict nature not as inert scenery but as a
living, breathing presence. In Abhijnana Shakuntalam, Kalidasa elevates nature to a quasi-
divine status, showing deep reverence for forests, rivers, animals, and the cycles of life. His
portrayal aligns closely with the Indian philosophical tradition of prakriti-purusha (nature and

Vol. 11, Issue 2 (August 2025) Page Dr. Siddhartha Sharma
Editor-in-Chief

233



[)
www. TLHjournal.com IW “ ?‘W ISSN: 2454-3365

An International Refereed/Peer-reviewed English e-Journal

Impact Factor: 6.292 (SJIF)

spirit) and the idea of dharma as inclusive of ecological responsibility. Kalidasa, often called
the “Shakespeare of India,” composed this seven-act drama based on a story from the
Mahabharata. The play narrates the love story of King Dushyanta and Shakuntala, a forest-
dwelling maiden, and their eventual union after trials and divine intervention. On the surface,
Abhijnana Shakuntalam is a romantic tale, but a closer reading reveals profound ecological
insights. Nature in this play is not background or metaphor; it is a character—feeling, acting,
and responding. This paper argues that Abhijnana Shakuntalam articulates an implicit
environmental ethic, where the human-nature relationship is mediated through feminine
empathy, spiritual balance, and ecological memory.

Theoretical Framework: Ecocriticism, Deep Ecology, and Ecofeminism

Ecocriticism is an interdisciplinary approach to literature that explores how texts construct
and respond to the natural world. It interrogates anthropocentric worldviews and seeks
literary models for sustainable relationships with the earth. According to Cheryll Glotfelty,
“ecocriticism takes an earth-centered approach to literary studies” (Glotfelty xviii).
Kalidasa’s play aligns with such an approach through its portrayal of the forest not as
wilderness but as a moral and emotional space of harmony.

Deep ecology, a term coined by Arne Naess, promotes an egalitarian view of life where all
beings—human and non-human—have intrinsic value. It critiques shallow environmentalism
for focusing on resource management instead of ethical transformation. The hermitage in
Abhijnana Shakuntalam with its vegetarianism, non-violence, and spiritual ecology,
exemplifies such a deep ecological worldview (Naess 84).

Ecofeminism, as articulated by theorists like Vandana Shiva, Carolyn Merchant, and Greta
Gaard, sees a fundamental link between the domination of women and the exploitation of
nature. It challenges patriarchal binaries—man/woman, culture/nature, reason/emotion—and
affirms feminine modes of ecological knowing. Shakuntala, in this view, is not merely a
passive heroine but a symbol of prakriti (nature) and a bearer of ecological wisdom
(Merchant 12; Shiva 44).

Shakuntala: The Embodiment of Ecological Self

Shakuntala, born of a nymph and protected by Shakunta birds as an infant (hence the name
Shakuntala), is presented as a child of nature in Abhijnana Shakuntalam. Her character is
crafted with exceptional ecological sensitivity. Raised in the ashrama of sage Kanva, she
exists in a space where nature and culture are not opposed but mutually sustaining. She
waters plants before eating, converses with animals, and tends to creepers as if they were Kin:
“My vines are like sisters, I must not forget to bid them farewell” (Kalidasa 1.6). Her
language reflects a relational ethics in which non-human life is afforded dignity and care. In
one poignant scene, she delays her own meal to water her beloved creepers: “These dear
plants of mine must be watered first. My thirst can wait” (Kalidasa 1.6). Ecofeminist scholars
like Anita Vethia argue that Shakuntala represents a mode of being “in which women’s
empathy with nature is not a weakness but a moral strength” (Vethia 2). Her compassion
extends to the smallest of beings, from fawns to bees. This sensitivity contrasts sharply with
Dushyanta’s role as hunter-king, who enters the hermitage with a bow and disrupts the peace
of the forest. In this sense, Shakuntala represents what Naess calls the ecological self—a self
whose boundaries are porous, encompassing forests, animals, and rivers. Her exile from the
forest and the king’s forgetfulness are not just narrative devices but allegories for the
alienation from ecological belonging.

Vol. 11, Issue 2 (August 2025) Page Dr. Siddhartha Sharma
Editor-in-Chief

234



[)
www. TLHjournal.com IW “ ?‘W ISSN: 2454-3365

An International Refereed/Peer-reviewed English e-Journal

Impact Factor: 6.292 (SJIF)

Nature as Sentient: The Grove’s Grief

When Shakuntala is summoned to the royal palace, the entire forest responds emotionally.
Kalidasa personifies the grove in active mourning: "The trees seem to bow in sorrow, the
vines wrap around her feet, the deer gaze with tearful eyes, and the koel sings a plaintive
note” (Kalidasa 4.1). This is not mere poetic embellishment but a dramatization of what
modern ecology calls ecological grief. The forest mourns because it is losing one of its own.
As critics note, “Kalidasa’s nature is grieving kin, not an indifferent stage” (Khanal 6). The
hermitage operates on an ethic of care and reciprocity—principles central to both indigenous
ecology and feminist ethics. This scene also aligns with indigenous Indian ecological
concepts, such as Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam (“the world is one family”) and the idea of
sacred groves (vanas) as sites of spiritual-ecological harmony (Kumar 103).

Patriarchy, Power, and Ecological Displacement

The contrast between Shakuntala’s eco-harmony and Dushyanta’s patriarchal authority is
stark. Dushyanta’s character represents state power and patriarchal logic. His arrival with
weapons into the peaceful hermitage is symbolic of domination over both woman and nature.
His entry into the narrative is marked by hunting—an act of domination over nature.
Shakuntala subtly critiques this: “You may kill, but the fawn knows no harm. It comes to me
freely, seeking love, not fear” (Kalidasa 1.4). Here, Kalidasa places Shakuntala’s
compassionate ethic against the king’s martial values. Even though he eventually falls in love
with Shakuntala, his position remains one of privilege and control. The most telling
disruption comes not through violence but forgetting. Under a curse, Dushyanta fails to
recognize Shakuntala when she comes to his court. As Vethia notes, “Shakuntala is both
woman and nature—when she is forgotten, both are silenced” (Vethia 3). Symbolically, this
act of forgetfulness mirrors what modern ecological thinkers call amnesia of place—a
forgetting of one’s ecological roots, leading to exploitation and alienation (Guha 215).
Shakuntala’s rejection from the court parallels the modern marginalization of both women
and ecosystems. Her return to the forest—and eventual reunion with the king only after he
remembers—represents the restoration of ecological and feminine memory.

Hermitage as Eco-Utopia

The forest hermitage in Abhijnana Shakuntalam is more than a backdrop; it is an eco-utopia.
Governed by principles of non-violence (ahimsa), restraint (tapas), and simplicity, it presents
a sustainable alternative to courtly excess. Inhabitants consume only what is needed, do not
kill for food, and live in mutual respect with animals. In the hermitage, even trees are named
and treated with reverence. This echoes the Indian tradition of sacred groves, where specific
areas of forest are protected due to their spiritual significance. These groves are early
examples of community-based conservation, where ecology is integrated with culture and
ritual (Kumar 109). This model anticipates modern ecological movements like permaculture
and bioregionalism, which emphasize local sustainability, interdependence, and spiritual
connection to the land.

Shakuntala’s Ecofeminist Agency

Despite being wronged, Shakuntala does not collapse into victimhood. Her quiet dignity,
refusal to beg for recognition, and retreat into the forest affirm an eco-spiritual autonomy. In
the forest, she raises her child Bharata and continues living in harmony with nature. Her
return to the king is not a submission but a restoration of ecological justice. The recognition
scene is less about romantic reunion than about moral awakening. Dushyanta remembers not
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only Shakuntala but the values she embodies: compassion, interconnectedness, and ecological
rootedness. As Greta Gaard notes, “Ecofeminist heroines reclaim the authority of memory
and voice, reminding societies of what they have silenced—nature, the body, the feminine”
(Gaard 118). Shakuntala does exactly this. Her journey from innocence to exile to restoration
mirrors the ecofeminist trajectory of disempowerment and return, not just as individual
vindication but as the revival of an entire ethical order. In this reading, Abhijnana
Shakuntalam becomes a mythic dramatization of environmental degradation and recovery—
where the personal is ecological, and the ecological is political.

Indian Ecological Philosophy and Cultural Resonance

It is crucial to understand Kalidasa's environmental vision within the Indian philosophical
and cultural context. Concepts like prakriti (nature), rta (cosmic order), dharma (duty), and
ahimsa (non-violence) are foundational to Indian ecological thought. Unlike Western
paradigms that often separate the sacred and the secular, Indian traditions consider the earth
as sacred and sentient—Bhumi Devi, the Earth Goddess, is worshipped across multiple faiths
(Kumar 105). Kalidasa’s play is deeply rooted in Indian spiritual ecology. The hermitage life
embodies dharma not only as personal duty but as responsibility towards the environment.
Rituals honor the rivers, trees, and animals. Environmental care is seen as a sacred act.
Devendra Nath Tiwari, writing on Vedic environmental ethics, notes that “in the Vedic
tradition... it is the course of experiencing nature as spiritual presence and the awareness to it
about our conduct as the moral and rational being” (Tiwari 52). This philosophy supports the
worldview portrayed in Abhijnana Shakuntalam, where disrespecting nature is not only
unethical but spiritually destructive. Kanva's guidance to Shakuntala before her departure
underscores this value: “May the trees you watered with your own hands bloom in every
season.” Shakuntala, as a forest-dweller, embodies these values. She is not only close to
nature; she is one with nature. In the forest, there is no hierarchy between the human and non-
human. Birds, deer, creepers, and sages coexist in harmony—each fulfilling their role within
the cosmic order. By contrast, the royal court represents the separation from nature. It is
where forgetting, judgement, and injustice occur. Only through a spiritual reawakening can
Dushyanta transcend his role as ruler and become an ethical being capable of recognizing—in
both the literal and moral sense—Shakuntala and the values she represents. This recognition
is key. In Sanskrit, the word abhijnana means “a token of recognition,” but it also implies
remembrance, insight, and awakening. Thus, the play’s title itself—Abhijnana
Shakuntalam—signifies more than a romantic gesture; it is a call to ecological and spiritual
remembrance.

Conclusion

The climate crisis of the 21st century has forced scholars to turn to the humanities for
sustainable insights into how cultures have understood nature. One of the most potent tools
for this exploration is environmental ethics—a philosophical and literary framework that
examines the moral relationship between human beings and the natural world. While much of
the field has focused on modern Western texts, classical Indian literature like Kalidasa’s
Abhijnana Shakuntalam offers a surprisingly rich terrain for ecological inquiry. It is a
profoundly ecological text that transcends its historical and cultural origins to speak to our
current environmental crisis. Through the character of Shakuntala, Kalidasa presents a
compelling vision of eco-centric ethics, where empathy, care, and humility govern the
relationship between humans and the natural world. The play critiques patriarchal and
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anthropocentric disruptions—embodied by hunting, forgetting, and exile—while affirming
the redemptive power of memory, compassion, and ecological reintegration. Shakuntala’s
exile is not just personal suffering but symbolic of nature’s displacement in the face of power
and pride. Her return, enabled by recognition, is the restoration of ethical order and
environmental balance. In an era of climate collapse, biodiversity loss, and spiritual
alienation, Abhijnana Shakuntalam offers more than literary beauty—it offers moral
instruction. It reminds us that to forget nature —like Dushyanta forgets Shakuntala—is to
forget ourselves and invite tragedy, and that remembering—Ilike Dushyanta finally does—is
the first step towards healing, justice, and harmony.
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