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Abstract  

My project analyzes the creative force of speculative fiction and its role in literary 

activism through an investigation of Indra Sinha’s novel Animal’s People, in which he 

voices a fictionalized song of the 1984 Union Carbide gas leak in Bhopal. Just as Sinha 

rejects the concept of literary humanitarianism, I deny the fatalistic approach to 

environmental literature and activism. Animal’s People not only serves as a memento 

mori to the reader, but it also establishes a defense against voyeuristic journalism, 

achieved through Animal’s Eyes (i.e., the reader). The novel comments on the duality of 

devastation, which envelopes both social and environmental violences. While 

encompassing the importance of human rights and showcasing disempowerment without 

disempowering, Sinha dismantles both the humanitarian and posthumanist views, 

denying the reader the easy satisfaction of claiming activism through literary 

consumption. The audience, in consuming Animal’s pain, is therefore complicit in the 

objectification of the subject.   

 

Libre Agape 

Hailing from a Spanish-Bengali father and an Italian mother,  

I learned to revere things: my baba’s singing, the wooden spoon  

my mother cooked almost all of our meals with, but mostly  

books – knowledge, words – anything divine with a spine  

(even Animal’s, warped and curved). If it touches the ground  

I kiss it, close my eyes and apologize. This is how I love literature:  

agape – unconditional and godly – with all of my energy.  



Too often environmentalism and humanitarianism leave us with only questions and a 

grim view of the future; environmental literature does little to ease the fears of rising generations, 

but with the right perspective, provides opportunity for recognition and restorying the suffering 

of the subaltern. This essay sets out, not too auspiciously to claim to answer those questions but, 

to at least provide speculation as to what the next step in our activism should be. The work of 

restorying includes the pedagogical approach to discussing relevant iterations of social 

constructivism, acknowledging that stories are flawed because people are flawed, and choosing 

to learn from them regardless. Through an in-depth analysis of Indra Sinha’s Animal’s People, 

and supporting sources - including Mahasweta Devi’s Imaginary Maps, a mythologized love 

story to tribal India, Literature and Activism, Literature as Activism: Case Studies from 

Caribbean Women's Writing in French by Betty Wilson, a unique and loving ode to literary 

activism, and varying journals discussing the tropes and forms used within such progressive 

literature - a path to understanding begins to emerge. In concluding with questions on the 

possibility of literary activism and the work involved in transforming our passive reading into 

direct action, we discuss methods used by writers to convey suffering without enclosing their 

subjects in the false ontology of “victimhood.” The reader’s place is therefore to acknowledge 

the multifarious nature of literature, its subjects, and society’s understanding of it.  

Just as Indra Sinha rejects the concept of literary humanitarianism in Animals’ People, 

this article denies the outlook of fatalism in its approach to environmental literature. The 

following essay will analyze Sinha’s use of form to represent regional experience, the place of 

violent vocabulary and voyeurism in eco-novels, and the utility of the picaresque and memento 

mori tropes. Sinha’s postcolonial picaresque provides readers with a posthumanist outlook of the 

real world and its often-violent episodes. Jay David Bolter, in his essay about the subject, 



explains that “posthumanism opposes the essentialism that it finds in the traditional interpretive 

practices of humanities,” often including humanism, which is by “definition anthropencentric… 

placing man (rather than God) at the center of its literary and philosophical project” (Bolter, 1/7). 

Animal’s People, plotted in unreliable tapings of Animal’s perspective as he traverses the 

poisoned land he calls home, speaks on the spectacular invisibility of its subjects, forcing the 

reader to consider their own role in the suffering of the subaltern. Animal’s rhetoric, and his 

ability to see through to the observer, cultivates possibilities for actual engagement. Beyond 

pondering, the paragraphs throughout this article seek to unveil the common tropes rejected by 

Sinha in his telling of tragedy: posthumanism, literary humanitarianism, and the slow-violence of 

spectacle and voyeurism. Through his expert interlooping of the memento mori and the 

picaresque, Sinha rethinks what counts as environmental literature, how we read and tell a story, 

and the use of form to communicate such complex discourses.  

 

Through Animal’s Eyes, what do we see? 

What some might not at first glance consider to be environmental literature, is surely a 

remarkable, modern example of representation. Animal’s People, provides a narrative on the 

dualistic quality of devastation, which envelopes both social and environmental violences. Sinha 

voices the fictionalized song of the Bhopal people, with Khaufpur, after Union Carbide’s 

infamous 1984 gas leak1. While encompassing the importance of human rights, and showcasing 

disempowerment without disempowering, Sinha certainly rejects the concept of literary 

 
1 The Amrikan Kampani disaster within Sinha’s Animal’s People is modeled after the very real incident that 
occurred in Decemeber of 1984 in Bhopal, India in which Union Carbide, through malfeasiance, allowed over 
500,000 people to become exposed to methyl isocyanate (MIC) gas. 
 



humanitarianism. Representing the victimization of a people while narrating a novel from the 

perspective of a man that considers himself other-than-human subverts the idea that man and 

animal are so very different while avoiding the total collapse of the natural. In denying his 

humanness, Animal dismantles both the humanitarian and posthumanist views, denying the 

reader the easy satisfaction of claiming activism through literary consumption. Animal, in 

essence, symbolizes both the people of Khaufpur, and the land itself, both poisoned, both 

resisting the destruction and dehumanization of their environment.  

Jennifer Rickel, in her essay “The Poor Remain: A Posthumanist Rethinking of Literary 

Humanitarianism in Indra Sinha's Animal's People,” addresses Sinha’s incorporation of 

posthumanist epistemology and the novel’s approach to literary humanitarianism. She provides 

an in-depth reading of Indra Sinha’s subversion of literary humanitarianism in Animal’s People. 

The essay highlights subtle moments within the novel that hint at Sinha’s rejection of this trope, 

and his use of Animal to deploy an understanding surrounding the pitfalls of activism. In his 

refusal to actually record the tapes, we see that “Animal is sickened by the thought of becoming 

the object of a kind of spectatorship in which literary humanitarianism enables the reader-witness 

to engage: he does not want to become the object of the reader’s sensory experience so that this 

reader might be able to witness the traumatic effects of the chemical disaster in Khaufpur…” 

(Rickel, 6). Never actually recording these tapings, admitting to the reader that they live only in 

his imagination, and somewhere deep within a hole in a wall, “Animal objects to creating such a 

sensory experience for the reader and suggests that telling a story that appeals for human rights 

renders him and the people of Khaufpur about whom he writes objects of decay” (Rickel, 6). Our 

placement there within the virulent structure is fitting, enveloping our acidic viewership in its 

own astringency. The Khaupauri people are at risk of being only further dispossessed under the 



scrutiny of the predatory jarnaliss2 and our Eyes. Animal compares the journalist to a vulture, 

“like all the others, come to suck the stories from us, so strangers in far off countries can marvel 

there’s so much pain in the world,” (Sinha, 5-6). The vulture’s symbolism as a scavenger is 

overshadowed only by the implication that Animal and the rest of the survivors of Khaufpur are 

really prey (or perhaps already carrion).  

Animal is not shy in his description of spectacular invisibility, its burn eerily similar to 

the toxicity of the Kampani. And though our viewership of Animal and the people of Khaufpur 

could serve as a portal for external advocacy under appropriate notions, the nuance of that 

scrutiny also solidifies the people’s role as victims. Our own standing, at an eye level that 

oppresses Animal’s, as people that are not only complicit in the exploitation of others, but that 

benefit regularly, consciously or not (and honestly, is ignorance a valid excuse anymore?) to the 

mutilation of oppressed peoples juxtaposes Animal’s existence. Animal’s own line-of-sight 

exists at a much more humbling level, one in which the masses literally look down upon him. In 

understanding this, Animal’s terror at the thought of being watched becomes palpable and we too 

begin to “think of this awful idea. Our eyes full of eyes. Thousands staring at me through the 

holes in your head. Their curiosity feels like acid on my skin,” (Sinha, 7).  Sinha describes a kind 

of acidic curiosity prominent in media, a sort of rubbernecking. The Eyes take on an air of 

ominous omniscience, seeming to devour the suffering written within Animal’s recordings. In 

this way, the absorption of the energy that Sinha creates in manifesting Animal can be insidious. 

If it serves only as a source of consumption in literary vampirism, reading edges dangerously 

near to voyeurism. However, we are not creatures of only Eyes, we have mouths and hands and 

hearts too. These extensions are great tools for activism, for spreading word and art and love and 

 
2 journalist 



singing the song of the Khaufpuri people (and so many others whose voices deserve to be heard).  

 

Eye am going to die? 

Throughout Animal’s People, the reader is frequently reminded of the inescapable 

concept of mortality. Not only is it visible in the poisoned bodies of the Khaufpuri’s, but the 

macabre symbolism mars much of the city of Khaufpur itself, from the name, in Urdu, “city of 

fear,” to the infrastructure which is reminiscent of a decaying carcass. The reminder of death is 

everywhere. In addressing this, Dr. Stacey Balkan, my former professor and current 

mentor/advisor, in her brilliant piece, “A Memento Mori Tale: Indra Sinha's Animal's People and 

the Politics of Global Toxicity” speaks on the reoccurring themes in Sinha’s novel, including the 

memento mori. The memento mori reverts the idea that victims of violent attacks are ‘objects of 

decay.’ Translated to mean, ‘remember that you must die,’ the memento mori acts as both a 

literal and figurative reminder of our own fragility. Animal’s People serves not only as a 

memento mori to the reader - a reminder of mortality - it also establishes a dominant defense 

against disaster-porn and voyeuristic journalism, communicating through the unseeing Eyes of 

Animal’s audience.  

Through this doorway, a bridge between speculative fiction and very present, very real 

issues of environmentally-based persecution of underprivileged peoples, the reader grows 

uncomfortable, if not nauseated by the story itself. The tragic reality of a fictionalized Bhopal, as 

well as the undeniable feeling of judgment as we are confronted by the literal privileges afforded 

us, before our very eyes, and yet invisible, in the petroleum of almost everything is then 

revealed. Balkan’s Essay on the memento mori and the picaresque, analyzes Animal’s role in 



opening the Eyes to their own culpability in the cyclicity of spectacular invisibility, touching on 

the rogue figure, and global toxicity. Just as Animal refuses to be victimized, refuses to be 

human (if humanity is so truly inhumane), he forces the Eyes into view of celebrated and yet 

sickened Khaufpur, land to a poor but richly intimate community of poisoned people. The land 

itself, Animal, and the repetitive images within the novel persistently remind the reader that 

“death - whether the metaphorical death of liberal humanist ideals, or the literal death of the 

subaltern body - is always with them… Animal’s People explicitly marshals the trope of 

memento mori to drive home a particular point about dispossession” (Balkan, 119). Sinha’s 

confrontational language asserts the undeniable notion that Animal’s people are the very 

necessary cost of advance in the Global North, expensed by modern villains that feel their right 

to the ownership and authority will never be challenged. Sinha himself challenges this right to 

exploitation of other people through this novel and the narrative of literary humanitarianism 

which he chews up, gags and spits back out. 

As contributors (intentionally or not) to the capitalist machine, implicit in the devastation 

and destruction of whole cultures, how do we accept responsibility, and consciously work to 

reverse the damage that displacement and dispossession have caused in the name of 

development?  In search of some form of comfort in light of such questions, one is often faced 

with the reality of a possible apocalypse. Animal is born into catastrophe and shaped from the 

Apokalis3 of “that night.”  Through his unique voice and alternative perspective - one that is not 

at eye level - the reader is able to analyze both the stagnancy and ephemeral nature of fatalism. 

Sinha “shows how the relationship between a subaltern narrator and a global reader is structured 

by socioeconomic inequalities and consumerist desires” (Rickel, 4). Animal’s People addresses 

 
3 Apocalypse  



both the reality of a world in which two devastating disasters overlap4, and yet do not touch, and 

forces us to consider alternate possibilities, alter-livabilities, ones that do not include an easy 

escape from our own culpability. In discussing Animal’s identity as a roguish figure, we turn 

also to “The Postcolonial Picaro in Indra Sinha's Animal's People - Becoming Posthuman 

through Animal's Eyes” by Roman Bartosch. In it, he provides a further analysis of the picaro 

character portrayed by Animal and the anti-hero aspect of the story. Bartosch defines 

posthumanism, which offers a new, non-anthropocentric epistemology that is therefore not 

centered in Cartesian dualism. Animal’s People allows us to address the tension between the 

discourse of catastrophe and the trope of picaresque survival head-on…it shows how literature 

“engenders an experience and negotiation of conflictive discourses and that fiction therefore 

maintains worthwhile ethical momentum” (Bartosch, 11). Animal’s existence as both memento 

mori and postcolonial picaro serves to diminish the space between human and animal, man and 

other, and to reject the conversation of hopeless fatalism, instead undermining such ideology 

with the irony of a richly colorful people in ruins. 

 In secondary rejection of fatalism, Sinha introduces Animal as an environmental picaro. 

Animal’s People is an illustration of slow violence, through timeless picaresque; “the explosion, 

the court case, the sickness… is never ending. We are stuck with Animal in its persistent present. 

As Animal tells us: hope dies in places like this, because hope lives in the future and there’s no 

future here” (Balkan, 126). As the sort of anti-hero of Khaufpur, Animal works to revert this idea 

that the suffering have no other cause but to suffer. Animal proves that they love and laugh and 

shit as miraculously, if not more so, in the reverence they share for the acts as the rest of us. We 

see Animal repeatedly champion his neighborhood, adding to the sentiment of his humanity 

 
4 September 11, 2001 – comparison of 9/11 and 1984 occur within the novel. 



while also highlighting his envelopment of the picaro character. The Khaufpur symbolization of 

Bhopal is indeed another layer to the “poetic justice,” of the piece. “By staging the disaster of 

Bhopal/Khaufpur5 in picaresque terms, the novel cleverly and effectively deconstructs the very 

apocalyptic trope it is concerned with… it unsettles the human-animal dichotomy that is one of 

the dualist forms of environmental… discourses,” (Bartosch, 13). Animal’s role as the 

environmental picaro allows the audience to read him as both victim and protagonist to the evil 

acts of the Kampani, while further supporting the concept of posthumanism.  

 

Would it help if Eye told you I’m suffering too? 

How do you accurately translate suffering (without subjugating the victim)? How do you 

read about suffering while avoiding the spectaclization of their experience? As we speak of 

rights6 and laws7 and justice8, words that we know Animal will never experience, at least in the 

manner that the average reader experiences, the reader and writer of suffering must remain 

conscious of their dualism as both witness and complicit advocate. There lies an entitlement in 

the political significance of these words, and in the literal definitions afforded us. Sinha employs 

Animal to criticize the Eyes, highlighting their own vulnerable visibility in their compliance 

within a system of destruction. The reader is unable, throughout the novel, to escape this gaze, 

turned back on them. Just as Animal felt burned by the Eyes’ stare, the reader feels themselves 

 
5 Sinha insists that while Khaufpur is a fictionalized city, all of the events within the novel actually occurred within 
Bhopal. 
6 :a moral or legal entitlement to have or obtain something or to act in a certain way (OED) 
7 the system of rules which a particular country or community recognizes as regulating the actions of its members 
and which it may enforce by the imposition of penalties; a statement of fact, deduced from observation, to the effect 
that a particular natural or scientific phenomenon always occurs if certain conditions are present (OED) 
8 just treatment of all members of society with regard to a specified public issue, including equitable distribution of 
resources and participation in decision-making; just treatment of all members of society with regard to a specified 
public issue, including equitable distribution of resources and participation in decision-making; the administering of 
deserved punishment or reward (https://www.dictionary.com/browse/justice) 



slowly singed by the x-ray vision of the subaltern, which can see through the pages and to the 

very livelihood which has been stolen from them. The ‘toxic logic’ upon which most of society 

is built fosters the ideology that to further the development of a people, another must suffer. This 

‘necessary cost,’ which has become all too indistinguishable, offers up the victims of its 

cyclicism as spectacle. In the act of analyzing text, one must be careful to avoid making 

spectacle of the suffering. Otherwise, the subaltern often becomes spectacularly invisible in their 

otherness and their suffering.  

The nonteleological aspect of Sinha’s writing lends space for the representation of ‘slow 

violence.’ Rob Nixon, in his essay, “Neoliberalism, Slow Violence, and the Environmental 

Picaresque,” addresses “Sinha’s approach to the aftermath of the catastrophic gas leak at Union 

Carbide’s Bhopal factory in December 1984… unfolding over time and space on a variety of 

scales, from the cellular to the transnational, the corporeal to the global corporate,” as evidence 

of this ‘slow violence’ (Nixon, 444). Sinha’s invention of the environmental picaresque provides 

focus to the widening chasm between nations, the attendant burden of unsustainable ecological 

degradation that impacts the poor, and the corporate exploitation occurring under the cover of a 

free market ideology. Animal’s People unravels over a course of several tapings, but directly 

expresses the tragedy of “that night,” and its chronic symptomatology; the slow poisoning of the 

victims of Khaufpur is felt through the continuing decline of the health and livelihood of its 

civilians as the reader traverses the allegorical landscape of Animal’s People. Due to this 

suspended extension, ‘slow violence’ is expressed “in the dynamics of concealment derive[d] 

largely from the unequal power of spectacular and unspectacular time” (Nixon, 445). Its 

unfolding occurs across environmental time and though typically managed through power 

distantiation, Sinha inversely arrests spectacle and narrative tension, negotiating the link between 



literary fiction and eco-histories, ingeniously resolving the divide theorized within eco-dramas.  

Another symptom of “slow violence” is the parasitic occurrence of spectacular 

invisibility, which exists within the divide between viewership and objectification, exploiting the 

subject while feeding into the toxic namelessness of their suffering. The essay, “Animal’s Eyes: 

Spectacular Invisibility and the Terms of Recognition in Indra Sinha’s Animal’s People” by 

Andrew Mahlstedt poses great questions regarding the difference between recognition and 

voyeurism. He points out the responsibility of the viewer in avoiding ‘spectacular invisibility,’ 

and expresses what it means to be made into spectacle. The insidiousness of spectacular 

invisibility is inescapable, “because it exacerbates the disempowerment of the already 

disempowered” (Mahlstedt, 70).  Animal, throughout the novel, in experiencing both what it 

means to be Animal, as well as what it means to be truly human, takes back his power and the 

power of his people. The reader learns, alongside Animal, that recognition comes with 

responsibility. Spectacular invisibility involves ‘slow violence,’ at first a scalding burn and then 

a slow poisoning of its subjects, much like “that night.” It denies the victim opportunity to escape 

from the painful viewership, while defending the objectification with the excuse of 

spectacularization, which, in the end, often (if not always) fails to either acknowledge or 

advocate for the victim, further exposing their invisibility. 

Animal’s brusque goodbye releases the reader from the false and yet comforting notion 

that witnessing the suffering of the subaltern changes anything, or absolves them from their own 

culpability in such everyday atrocities. The Eyes through which we see Animal and his people 

serve only to make spectacle of and objectify the victims of Khaufpur, enclosing the surviving 

peoples into the trope of suffering savages without bothering to recognize the extreme bias of the 

perspective. It then lies in the reader’s hands, behind the Eyes, to extend objectification into 



action and therefore activism.  Animal reminds the reader that they are not innocent witnesses, 

but rather complicit observers to his suffering as he demolishes the fourth wall and sets up a 

home amid its ruins. Animal communicates back to the audience often, if not in halting 

instances, pointing the ever-judgmental Eyes back upon us, to witness our own problematic 

humanism. Too often readers of subaltern voices “fetishize suffering in the name of literary 

testimony,” and fail to recognize the violence of their own actions (Rickel, 1). This fetishization 

is dangerous in that it works against the victim to objectify and, in new ways, commodify their 

suffering. 

The problem with stories of suffering is that they are untouchable and unwarming, like 

too-distant stars. Throw your wishes at the sky, but they never reach them. It does not help to 

know that out there, in the ether, others are suffering too. We cannot reach our hand through the 

paper, through the spine. At least, I can’t. I cannot even imagine a hunger similar to the one that 

hollows out the bellies of so many. But, I refuse to stop at reading. Animal asked, “What can I 

say that they will understand? Have these thousands of eyes slept even one night in a place like 

this? Do these eyes shit on the railway tracks? When was the last time these eyes had nothing to 

eat? These cuntish eyes, what do they know of our lives?” (Sinha, 7-8). My answer: I know 

nothing. But it is my nature to continue tracking down the question nonetheless, to keep reading. 

If suffering achieves anything, we pray it achieves empathy. Without it, Elli would never have 

immigrated (and therefore would never have helped so many sick), Animal would never have 

freed Anjeli, and Indra (Sinha) would never have written. What will you do with your empathy? 

What does your nature demand of you? I am a poet, and a hopeless optimist. And so, my first 

step is in writing this. My next will be in shamelessly howling accountability. I cannot wait to 

see where we go from there. 



How does form help tell a story?  

How does it change the way we are influenced by the words? Sinha is bold and often 

vulgar in his telling of all too realistic tragedy. There is an aggressive intention in Animal’s 

vulgarity, his obvious contempt for the Western perspective, his rejection of humanitarianism, 

even humanism. Animal is as savage and filthy as the reader perceives him to be, as Union 

Carbide created him; he is also more genuine and human, more selflessly generous than many of 

the species can claim to be. In this, he embodies an enlightened humanity. Animal accepts his 

otherness, both in deformity and in dignity, exposing the reader to their own spectaclization and 

expectation of him. Animal asserts himself in alterity9, in roguish otherness, which the reader 

consumes along with the secondary, equally indefinable characters. The “alterity in Animal’s 

People is fostered by the novel’s literary composition;” (Bartosch, 14) profanity and vulgarity, 

both valuable assets in communicating otherness. Beyond the profanity, which arouses both the 

subjects of the story and the readers, lies a land imagined, in which Time does not exist, where 

shape, sound, and language must contort themselves into elaborate teachings. 

Sinha employs artful use of the unreliable narrator to represent regionalism, expert 

suspension in the timelessness of Khaufpur to parallel suffering, and episodic taping to add to the 

directness and closeness of Animal’s emotions. Even as Eyes, we do not see. There is a 

usefulness to nonlinearity: it arrests the reader in suspended time, helping to translate the 

emotion of despair and despondency evoked by Animal’s story. Sinha’s manipulation of linear 

time effectively duplicates the material effect and resonance of environmental violence, which 

seeks to enclose them within the confines of a two-dimensional trap, defining them as a people 

 
9 Alterity is defined as the state of being other or different; otherness. 



that do not evolve or experience time. Similarly, Sinha’s non-teleological approach to the 

storytelling lends the readers a hyper-awareness of Animal’s people and their suspension in time, 

their inability to move; this recognition of the characters’ paralysis - and by extensions, the real 

victims of the 1984 Union Carbide explosion - actually propels them forward, thawing them 

from their frozen place in history. Set as a series of tapes translated into English, the audience is 

gifted a rare and somewhat mystic insight into Animal’s Kingdom of Poor, home to “a people for 

whom there is no night and day, only a vast hunger through which suns wheel, and moons wane 

and wax and have no meaning” (Sinha, 186).  To these people, language serves to translate their 

suffering surely, but also to triumph over and make light of that which has stood for their 

destruction, and Time only tempts them with its constancy. 

The editor’s note that launches Sinha’s novel into action reveals the nature of Animal’s 

story, transcribed in tapings hidden within a wall. The tapes vary in length and language, some 

extending in segments without speech where “only sounds such as bicycle bells, birds, snatches 

of music and in one case several minutes of sustained inexplicable laughter,” are relayed (Sinha, 

i). The city of Khaufpur is alive; Animal’s People is a raga, from the wind, to the frogs, to Zafar 

and Ellie’s intermingling music, of love. Throughout the novel, sound and music make 

reverential appearances, helping to translate the intense emotion flowing throughout the verse. 

Even in its translation, Sinha’s raga can be heard in Animal’s People, and long after one has 

finished reading. Zafar, a once famous singer whose voice was stolen “that night,” by the 

Kampani, describes music and its relationship to all things, its rhythm with the world. Zafar and 

Ellie communicate, seemingly, only through the growing intensity of the music they each adore, 

waring, but in actuality, shout their love for one another into the universe. The intensity of 

Sinha’s attention to sound within the novel calls to an underlying tone of musicality. The story 



itself pulses with a rhythmic hum I imagine is similar to that of the frequency of love. The music 

is a lesson in ways we too can learn to live in harmony with the rest of humanity and nature.  

Sinha’s use of vulgarity, profanity, sound, nonlinear-episodic tapings, and expert employ 

of tropes such as the memento mori and the rogue picaro, are joined by many other stories, and 

many other methods of transcription. Much of speculative fiction serves to help envision better 

futures or expose pre-existing evils. One such piece of fiction is “Pterodactyl, Pirtha, and Puran 

Sahay,” in Imaginary Maps by Mahasweta Devi. In it, he weaves a myth (a thing with no 

language) into a map for literary understanding. The pterodactyl is reborn anew in the map of 

Pirtha, again in its people and their resistance to the “development” occurring, and once more as 

it emerges from the imprinted image of itself. It is both abstract and yet unquestionably alive. 

Postcolonial theorist, Gayatri Spivak, who describes herself as a “para-disciplinary, ethical 

philosopher” was an acquaintance of Devi and was privileged in translating Imaginary Maps. 

Spivak gives insight into the activist, “It was my great good fortune to be close to Mahasweta 

Devi for many decades.  Whatever our differences, it was clear to me that, even more than in her 

personal life, in her writings, right from the start, she was in pursuit of the possibility of the 

ethical” (Spivak, 2). Devi was certainly successful in her pursuit. There is no telling the treasures 

she unearthed in her journey. Something tells me we have just begun to unearth the possibilities 

of literary activist and ethical writers such as Devi. 

Imaginary Maps provides the reader an opportunity to mythologize and reconsider our 

relationship to the characters and context in the novel. Mary Louisa Capelli’s article "Reading 

‘Pterodactyl, Puran Sahay, and Pirtha’ amongst the Barabaig Tribe of Eastern Tanzania," in 

analyzing Devi’s story, outlines how “mythohistories are valuable discursive sites for the 

examination of reproductive resistance and tribal sustainability.” (Cappelli, 2). Devi’s pursuit is 



mapped by the possibilities of the ethical, always striving to translate, in artful and reverent 

ways, the struggles of tribal civilizations (and all suffering, exploited peoples). As a story at first 

about love, and then about investigative journalism and tribalism, ending, again, with love, the 

mythohistory of “Pterodactyl, Pirtha, and Puran Sahay,” “if read carefully… will communicate 

the agony of the tribals, of marginalized people all over the world” (Devi, xxi). The pterodactyl 

becomes a prehistoric phoenix, rebirthed into the ashes of so many tribal stories, intermingled in 

the ink of Imaginary Maps. 

 Just like the pterodactyl, which shares no point of contact with man, which flies parallel 

to us in history, we are often lost to the translation of others. Their wants and their needs, their 

dreams, what they hold in their hearts, remain unknown to us. In this, literature succeeds: making 

communication possible.  Without literature and language, communication, and therefore 

community, would not exist. Literary accessibility and the accessibility of education are the 

pillars that support academia. Without them, the flow of energy and knowledge ceases. Literary 

accessibility and the accessibility of education are the pillars that support academia. Without 

them, the flow of energy and knowledge ceases. Recognizing this, literacy should be at the 

forefront of many social movements; literacy, and therefore the availability of communication is 

paramount to human rights. Animal himself cannot read but is able to understand ‘unspoken 

languages,’ no one else can hear. This speaks to his ability to communicate across (even 

imaginary) spaces, such as literature, without the advantage of literacy.  His story, through sound 

and a Frankensteinian amalgam of languages, teaches us, much like the monster, about human 

nature. Sinha, like the ancestor’s soul of the pterodactyl, imprinted upon the wall, acts as a 

messenger, a prophet. With such extraordinary power as this, responsibility comes. Both in 

writing and in reading literature, we must be active participants. Myth itself is a transformative 



structure, owing its evolution to those that whisper of its greatness. 
 

How do you read literature?  

Language plays a paramount role in cultural and artistic development, adding to the 

intrinsic value of a community. By translating certain works, we are cannibalizing the soul of the 

novel, one way or another sacrificing some aspect of its original being. And yet, translation 

undoubtedly broadens the viewership of these stories, amplifies the otherwise unheard voices. 

So, what can be done? The answer may lie in love. In the respect for other peoples, cultures, and 

languages across our Earth; language is a bridge of knowledge, love, and most certainly of 

understanding. Maybe the expansion of our linguistic capabilities is another extension of 

activism, an effort in the direction of visibility. Without it, we are lost. Let us not allow it to be 

yet another barrier that either encloses or ostracizes. Sinha’s novel can be read as “‘an intentional 

and conscious hybrid’ of different layers of language and meaning which interact dialogically… 

Much of the energy and wit of Animal’s People grounds on this carnivalized speech: translation 

and Indian heteroglossia inform much of the text, and the comic effect of Animal’s narrative 

creates a stark contrast to the tragic tone of apocalyptic tropes. Animal’s speech in particular is 

deeply heteroglot,” (Bartosch, 15). Just as language bridges the gap between two people, two 

communities and ideologies, perhaps it can collapse the divide between the consumer and the 

consumed, making more visible the cost of development and prosperity: human life. Perhaps the 

legacy of literature can be that: valuing humanity and its inclusion in the natural.  

Language and vocabulary shape the way we view the world, and the way we view others. 

Understanding this inevitably leads us to the acknowledgement that the terminology, form, and 

language used regarding the fate and livelihood of differing peoples irrefutably influences one’s 



perception of them and their suffering (as well as their success). Erasing a culture’s advances is 

as violent and manipulative as incurring their demise.  For instance, Devi’s “Pterodactyl,” 

expresses instances of this judgement in Puran’s view of Pirtha and its need for development. As 

we have seen before in recurrent history, “whatever has come in the name of development has 

spelled disaster for the tribes,” furthering the evidence that one’s language and experience 

grossly affect their understanding of culture and civilization (Devi, xxii). The concept of 

“development,” itself is deeply problematic, incepted from Westernized biases. This same 

Western notion is found in Ellie’s disgust with the city that Animal calls home. His perspective 

of the setting is forever shifted as he, for the first time, is able to see himself and his people 

through Ellie’s eyes, eyes that closely resemble the ones staring back at him through the pages. 

Her Western perspective is toxic in its objectification of Animal’s experience; she 

underestimates the intimacy of the citizens of Khuafpur based on their physical appearance, 

something Sinha does not fail to address throughout the novel.  

How do words like “development” and “improvement,” add to the violent vocabulary of 

genocide and counterinsurgency? Among evidence of other problematic interruptions of 

established society, the “greenwashing” of violent forms of “improvement” and “development,” 

as represented in the novel, are seen recurrently within archived history. Sinha’s fictionalized 

novelization of one such instance, the Union Carbide gas leak of 1984, is a brilliant portrayal of 

the numerous and layered consequences of capitalism. “Development” and “improvement,” 

terms within the highly accepted vocabulary of genocide, commit atrocious injustices in their 

implications. Such terminology implies that already established societies and their ways of life 

are somehow lacking or failing at the achievement of a classified vision of perfection. These 

ingrained and subliminal directives lead to a Westernized perspective, one that does not include 



the suffering or the subaltern. This lack of inclusion extends to the overall canon, obvious in its 

exclusion of minority voices and offensive in its erasure of narratives that contradict or villainize 

socially accepted stories. In reading environmental literature, “our double task is to resist 

development actively and to learn to love” (Devi, xxii). Devi is loud in her insistence that there is 

work to be done as a reader.  

Sinha provides his readers with every opportunity to actively dissect his novel, the 

subjects within, and carry their entrails into the rest of our experiences. Animal’s People is a 

story meant to be experienced, not just read. Balkan argues that “if the ‘grotesque fictions’ of 

western liberalism offer up ‘humanist similes [that point] toward divinity, Animal’s People 

instead conjures ‘...anti-humanist analogies that [favor] elementary forms of survival’” (Balkan, 

120). She furthers this point by clarifying Sinha’s intention in writing the novel in an intricate 

and musical method, calling the journalists ‘vultures’ that, like the Eyes that Animal criticizes, 

prey upon their subjects. The novel seems to mock “this ‘emancipatory trope’ in rather clever 

ways to expose the sorts of ‘grotesque fictions’ that typically rely on human suffering and 

environmental devastation” (Balkan, 120). The novel discourages easy reading, calling for active 

engagement rather than toxic viewership. Sinha characterizes this exact problematic exploitation 

as poverty-porn, which is “not about real engagement, because it arouses from a safe distance, 

without the messy entanglements of emotion that encountering another human necessarily 

entails. The viewer holds absolute power,” (Mahlstedt, 69). And so I ask, how do we as readers 

and writers avoid voyeurism while also spreading awareness and acknowledging the cost of 

prosperity and development in the Global North, which is often human life and livelihood? 

     Shelley Streeby, author of Imagining the Future of Climate Change: World Making 

through Science Fiction and Activism, acknowledges that activism comes in many forms. She 



encourages activism, but iterates the importance of action. If literature is where we find space for 

our activism, then our absorption of literature must come in the form of active reading and must 

avoid voyeurism. In consciously considering our consumption, and in acknowledging the 

complicity in viewership, direct action can be found in literature, particularly though the 

discussion and distribution of media already working to change the world. Direct action is a form 

of activism that seeks to problem-solve and productively build within one’s community; “direct 

action is where escalation happens, where people can play an active role in advancing a 

negotiation, where we see and feel each other’s solidarity” (Streeby, 115). There is individualism 

in our wants and our dreams, but activism calls for community. When we write, we do so for an 

audience, imagining that someone - anyone - is listening; when we read, we are never alone with 

the words. Literature can serve as a roadmap for learning new ways to actively involve oneself in 

positive change. We have to envision a better tomorrow before we can create it. In Khaufpur, 

Tomorrow does not exist. Not yet. Perhaps that is what a city without fear could be, a city 

without corporate greed or intervention: a Tomorrowland. Activism takes form with direction 

and change does not occur on its own. Action calls for reaction and “direct action means living 

and cocreating the world you want to see: “Our actions have to be toward the world we want” 

(Streeby, 115-116). There is a subtlety, often in literary forms, but activism holds no place for 

stagnancy or submission. The animal that does not move, dies. Therefore, we as readers must 

keep moving, keep reading, yes, but more importantly, keep learning, keep passing on books, 

keep demanding translations, hard truths, and restoryings.   
 

What’s in a name? 

The power of Corporations is evident even outside of the insidious Kampani. Early in the 

novel, Animal passes a sign recognizable to almost all in its red and white Spencerian script. 



Sinha’s inclusion of this scene highlights the importance of language to activism. His attention to 

Coca-Cola speaks on the (in)accessibility of activism and language, especially for the illiterate 

(who can understand the symbolism of monopoly/corporation but are ostracized from the 

nuances of corporate capitalism), often exploited by the same global companies advertising 

themselves in their cities. In Sinha’s novel, images of Coca-Cola transcend language barriers. 

Animal remarks, “This is a smart coffeehouse with a garden and a big sign saying Coca-Cola, I 

can’t read the sign, but I know what it says” (Sinha, 18). Even in the small town of Khaufpur, 

Coca-Cola’s advertisements hang in shop windows as a reminder of the far-reaching effects of 

Western capitalism. Bartow J. Elmore, in his book Citizen Coke: The Making of Coca-Cola 

Capitalism writes, “Coca-Cola is everywhere. In 2013, Coke products could be found in over 

200 countries worldwide,” (Elmore 717). Coca-Cola remains one of the richest and most 

powerful brands in the world with an estimated value of 87.6 billion dollars. And just as Coke’s 

advertising campaigns span the globe, so too do the resources needed to manufacture Coca-

Cola’s products. Coca-Cola requires a staggering amount of natural resources to turn a profit. 

With products sold in more than 200 countries and territories, Coca-Cola plants are erected at the 

expense of local communities. In this same way the Amrikan Kampani in Animal’s People bears 

no responsibility for the aftermath of the ecological destruction caused by their factory’s 

chemical explosion. Sinha’s novel draws attention to the fact that American companies such as 

that of Union Carbide – now Dow – and Coca-Cola bear little to no accountability for the 

ecological disasters and dispossession that their factories are responsible for. 



In 1971, Coca-Cola released the famous ad “I’d like to buy the world a coke.” A little 

over a decade later, Coca Cola ads bore witness to Union Carbide’s disastrous exploitation of the 

Bhopal people. Just as Coca Cola’s manipulative advertisement strategies infiltrated the world, 

Union Carbide’s sinister “Hand of God” ads circulated, ominously foreshadowing their toxic 

molestation of Bhopal, India. What some referred to as the “mighty hand of Union Carbide,” 

promoted an ideal of developmental capitalism in 

which corporations justified their dispossession and 

displacement of peoples for their own prosperity. 

The ad titled “Science helps build a new India,” in 

which a giant white hand is seen polluting the lands 

of India with its chemical compound, just a few 

short years before their grievous malfeasance, 

hauntingly forebodes, “A hand in things to come.” 

Most certainly and quite disturbingly did Union 

Carbide have a hand in what Animal refers to only 

as “that night.” In this same way that Coca Cola and 

Union Carbide have been responsible for gross 

extortion and profiteering, major corporations hide behind clever advertisement and a name. In 

Union Carbide’s case, even a name was not enough; Union Carbide was absorbed by its 

subsidiary, Dow, replacing its name with an even more inconspicuous, but equally evil moniker. 

Within their name, forever lives the ghosts of 1984 Bhopal. Union Carbide cannot and should 

not so easily escape responsibility for its actions with a simply change of face. In this way a 

name certainly does matter. 



Just as Coca Cola’s name transcends language the significance of Animal’s name runs 

deep and through many tongues. In seeking a source that would confront the duplicitous nature 

of Animal, I stumbled upon an electronic essay, authored by Andy Tudhope. Tudhope addressed 

not only language, but sound and shape as they are represented within the novel. “Jaanvar 

literally means Animal, though Nisha (whom Animal loves) tells him that Jaan means ‘life’”. We 

are told Jaanvar means ‘one who lives.’ Both “his name and stature give him the ability to 

operate free from the constrictions of ‘human’ perception;” he is afforded “an ability to survive 

outside the norms and liberal values of human rights discourse” (Tudhope). Animal’s name, the 

implication of it in relation to his physical appearance and stature, and his refusal to be 

considered human collectively war with his innate humanness.  

Sinha writes his borderline aggressive insistence in his animalism into the entirety of the 

novel. Even in the conclusion, he refuses Ellie’s offer to take him to America and help him fix 

the curve in his spine – something he has dreamed of since he could dream. His refusal to 

transform himself into something more closely resembling a human (or something that society 

would expect a human to look like), echoes the problematic epistemology of humanism. “Animal 

rejects personhood as defined in our current sociopolitical imaginary because, as he points out; 

“if I agree to be a human being, I’ll also have to agree that I’m wrong-shaped and abnormal. But 

let me be a quatre pattes animal, four-footed and free, then I am whole, my own proper shape.” 

This ‘proper shape’ is the same as the ‘unspoken languages’ he has access to by virtue of 

existing outside what you define as ‘human’” (Tudhope). Rather, he exists as a sort of chimera, 

representative of many and yet other. 

The Latin root of the name “Animal” – anima – in the English language refers to the 

(irrational essence of) “the soul,” a poetic instance considering what we learned from Tudhope’s 



essay. Animal begins to take on a transcendental figuration, able to speak unknowable languages 

from unheard voices and communicate directly to us through our numerous Eyes, existing 

outside of time, and representative of both life and death, the essential energies. Sinha’s 

translation of Animal as fundamentally other is intentional as “Animal addresses the Eyes 

directly - a paradox indicative of the… tension inherent in all his narration: “My job is to talk,” 

he asserts, “yours is to listen. So now listen.”” (Tudhope). Continuous listening requires a 

surprising and impressive amount of energy. Listening transforms reading from a passive process 

to action. As readers, that is the real job, the actual work: listening as we read.  

 

What do Eye do with all this energy? 

As we have discussed Animal’s People as environmental literature, I also wish to analyze 

its place in energy humanities. Energy humanities is a subdiscipline of the environmental 

humanities, encouraging a tighter focus on the story of energy in human civilization. Oil fictions 

fall, gravely, within the parameters of energy humanities, speaking on the atrocities committed in 

the name of capitalism and greed. Arguing Animal’s People as an energy humanity, insofar as it 

highlights the environmental degradation done by corporate infrastructures, is rationalized by the 

evidence of the 1984 Union Carbide chemical leak. Although Union Carbide’s subsidiaries 

produced pesticides (an irony that does not escape us as the civilians were so obviously seen as 

infectious and insectile), their exploitation of the land and its people mimic that seen in the hunt 

for fossil fuels. The supplementation of chemical gas for fossil fuels does not absolve the Union 

Carbide Company, nor does their dodging of court mandates through numerous insidious 

attempts such as their name change, in 2001, to Dow. Fossil fuels were undoubtedly applied 

within Union Carbide’s reign, as it exists in almost everything, fueling almost everything.  

Literature surrounding these truths is growing rapidly, with oil fictions an ever-growing 



genre, solar fictions emerging as we speak, and environmental humanities showing no signs of 

slowing down. The inception of “[environmental] fiction encourages people to engage with 

intense realities of the present that might otherwise go unnoticed” (Streeby, 18). The secondary 

aspect of Animal’s People that implies its placement within energy humanities is the evidence 

that the novel itself and the characters within, particularly Animal, serve as energy themselves. 

The reader, also, in this way serves as a conduit for positive reactive energy. Energy cannot be 

created, nor destroyed, but it can be transformed; energy can be either absorbed, transmitted, or 

reflected and the interaction energy (total incident energy) depends upon the relative position of 

the actors involved. As Eyes, inevitable absorbers of Sinha’s energy, of the energy of those lost 

to the Union Carbide tragedy, of those still suffering, seeping agony into the ether, the position 

of the readers is paramount in the continuing evolution of literary activism.  

The obvious reaction to Sinha's triumphant effort should be the transmission or reflection 

of his work. Imagine yourself as a prism, beaming color and music into the universe. What 

messages do the vibrations hold, what raga? The potential energy discussed does not disperse 

into nothing. The anima10 and animus11 within each of us is an energy, a force representative of a 

soul. Anima refers to the “breath of life,” or “life-blood,” while animus is the “rational principle 

of life in man,” the consciousness. In understanding Animal as a spiritual being and as a “man,” 

regardless of his own insistence, his name take on even more meaning, as do the distinct 

functions of anima and animus. The existence of a life force inversely implies the existence of a 

death force, a memento mori, as we have familiarized ourselves with. Animal’s People is 

 
10 anima -ae f. [breath , wind, air]. Transf., [the breath of life, vital principle, soul]; 'animam edere', [to give up the 
ghost]; poet., [life-blood]; meton., [a living being]; sometimes = animus, [rational soul]. 
11 animus -i m. [the spiritual or rational principle of life in man]. More specifically: (1) [the seat of feeling , the 
heart]; 'animi causa', [for pleasure]; loc. (or genit.) 'animi', [at heart]. (2) [character, disposition]; as a trait of 
character (esp. in plur.) [courage, spirit, vivacity]; also [pride, arrogance]. (3) [the seat of the will, intention]: 'habeo 
in animo', [I am resolved]. (4) [the seat of thought, intellect, mind, memory, consciousness]. 



therefore a story of love and loss, yes, but more formally, a story of energy, and an experiment 

on our interaction with that energy. As a novel requisite by the emergence of energy humanities 

(and the violences committed under the trope of humanitarianism), Animal’s People, serves as a 

generator of its own life-force, one that harbors the possibility to enact change. Sinha’s 

courageous shepherding of such powerful energy ends with the reader, heavy now with the 

anchoring weight of responsibility, animals running rampant, ready to be herded into something 

resembling activism.   

      

Where do we go from here? 

 In commending Indra Sinha, I do not condemn all other writers or all other forms of 

literary activism. There are endless ways to engage readers and to reach beyond the page. 

Profanity and subversion of common literary tropes are only a few ways in which literature can 

be transformed into activism. Through poetry, research, form, diction, language, and dozens 

(hundreds? thousands?) of other methods, literature begins to metamorphose. In becoming other, 

literature can reach the lives of others.  

Although this essay focuses heavily on Sinha’s use of profanity, subversion, and form 

(among other varying employs) to help communicate the untranslatable, to engage his audience, 

and therefore usher us one step closer to “literary activism,” that is not to say that others have not 

succeeded in the same effort, in other ways. Amitav Ghosh, to name one, expertly unravels tales 

of cultural pride, suffering, and experience with educated, elevated prose. His expert telling of 

the stories of India serve as a wholly other and yet equally important pillar for literary activism. 

As Sinha helps to shine light on the animalism in humanism, often engorging us with his 



wynorrific12 candor, Ghosh feeds his readers poetic spoonfuls of beautiful truths. The Hungry 

Tide is only one of Ghosh’s novels (and a personal favorite of mine) that poetically lends its 

pages to a cause, invoking literary activism in its effort. 

Arundhati Roy’s Walking with the Comrades is yet another example of literary activism. 

In her raw and honest journalism, Roy acknowledges her subjects without objectifying them. She 

regularly travels to the destinations of her setting, researches on the ground through lived 

experience, and poetically translates both the success and the suffering of those she encounters. 

She also authors various novels in which she exercises her expertise to deliver the reader with 

truthful and harrowing tales of cultural experience. One such novel is The God of Small Things. 

Rachel Caron, renowned author of Silent Spring, ushered in a new form or environmental 

fiction, proving that literary activism is possible if one is willing to learn and listen. Her novel 

was a catalyst for newer speculative fictions that continue to pave the way for progressive 

thinking. New ways of looking at the world foster imaginative inventions toward a better future. 

And though harrowing, activism is achievable. 

Aldo Leopold, in his classic statement A Sand County Almanac, questions the role of homo 

sapiens as conquerors within their community, individualism, and the economical establishment 

of land and nature as property, discussing ecological consciousness, and what her termed “land 

ethics.” Leopold dares to address the “ecologically blind,” in insisting that “no important change 

in ethics was ever accomplished without an internal change in our intellectual emphasis, loyalties, 

affections, and convictions” (Leopold, 246). First published in 1949, A Sand County Almanac 

establishes a place for environmental literature among the canon, calling for work of its readers. 

Leopold questions, ‘Just what and whom do we love?” (Leopold, 239-40). Established works and 

 
12 Something both beautiful and horrific at the same time. 



classic literature are great grounds for acknowledgement and awareness, but new media 

encourages new thoughts and new forms of social and environmental activism. This takes 

productive and provocative speech. Without authors like Leopold and Carson paving the way, 

literary activist such as Sinha, Ghosh, and Roy could not exist. Furthermore though, our peers and 

our fellow readers are actively changing the world with what they have learned.  

A colleague, Olivia G. Schweikart, who is currently working toward her Master’s degree 

and holds a B.S. in Ecology, Evolution, and Behavior, just after her high school graduation, 

founded Compassion Crossing13, a wildlife education platform that aims to bridge the gap 

between the scientific community and the citizen scientist. Her site fosters an archives section, 

home to a portal focused on introducing environmental literature to the public. Her efforts prove 

that activism is not only feasible, but fulfilling, and through direct action, community effort, and 

acknowledgment, can breed further efforts for change. There are generations of efforts helping to 

shape a new nature of environmentalism, one that encapsulates both the natural, animal world 

and humankind. With their examples as maps for what is to come, may we follow the paths that 

their constellations lead.  
 

Where do these imaginary maps lead? 

There is no one road to activism, no true north, and no accurately charted map. The way 

is real and yet imaginary. Much of the work of activism (the same can be said for literature) is 

imagination, imagining a better way, a brighter future, not only for oneself, but for those that will 

come and follow the paths we have carved. If enough of us move in the right way, in the right 

direction, if enough of us listen, a shift in culture will occur. Imagination will make the passive 

nature of reading active; in imagining, as we read, we put in work (at least minimally) as a 

 
13 www.compassioncrossing.com/ 



reader. The power of imagination is undeniable; it creates space for action. Speculative literature 

and speculative thinking create space for change. Without envisioning a place and time where 

literature is available to all, and the stories of environmental suffering are less, only because the 

actual suffering is less, it will never exist; “the work of the imagination is critical and culture is a 

crucial contributor to that conversation, not just a handmaiden to the gods of science and 

technology or a mere reflection of a deeper reality” (Streeby, 30-31). Part of the work of the 

reader is choosing texts that honor their subjects, speak with honesty, and put in their own work 

in striving for literary activism.  

A shift in mindset is the first step. The nuances of our culture inevitably affect our 

position on activism, on the lives and livelihood of those affected by our existence. If we cannot 

build together, we will break. The future lives in the sustainability of community as much as the 

sustainability of the earth; “we need movements that aren’t centered on what the powers that be 

can grant us, but rather on what we can build and practice together…In terms of sustainability… 

I don’t believe we can have a green future or any future, unless we understand that we have to 

change the power dynamics based on race, class, and gender” (Streeby, 116). There is so much 

work to be done and much of it cannot simply be written. It entails relentless and extreme shifts 

in social understandings of the political, economic, and environmental aspects of human rights. 

There cannot be “ecological justice for all” without an “imaginative approach to communicating 

science to lay readers… using… cultural forms to make people care about stopping the reckless 

and irresponsible poisoning of the world that man shares with all other creatures and learning, 

instead, to cultivate our accommodation to the world that surrounds us” (Streeby, 17). Far too 

many of the privileges we take for granted serve as harbingers for whole civilizations, while 

parading as innocent actors in the global machine.  



A mentor of mine, a former professor of Ecology at the University of Miami, said 

something to me once that called to literary activism, to Animal and to love. She told me (with 

great wisdom, over a stunning Thali), “Altruism is not a philosophy, it is a genetic advantage” 

(Hersch). It struck me that love, and nothing else, will usher in change. We as a species, as a 

people, are capable of a many great and terrible things, the most of all: love. If we are capable of 

destroying the earth, and selling our fellow man as fodder for the great machine, most certainly 

we must be capable of altruism, working as a collective force, rather than individualistically, 

toward positive change. The collective can act as the capitalist machine, and capitalistic 

consumerism is surely at the root of voyeuristic consumption and corporate exploitation, but 

Animal proved to us the power, not of nothing, but of community in fighting against greed and 

for the rights of all living things (and all nature). Often (speculative) literature plays a role in 

that, as part of our curse as Eyes is the ability to see the other in “one another,” instead of “one.” 

Animal believed in the power of nothing, but he was a people of nothing. The Kingdom of the 

Poor had love, such awe-inspiring love. They were rich with it. If it were not for the love of 

literature, the love of its subjects, there would be no Khaufpur, no kingdom, and no Animal. He 

and his people are creatures of soul-breathing (jaanvar-anima) love.  
 

How far are our needs and our dreams? 

Speculative philosophy, in moving from critique to conclusion, asserts the inevitability of 

transcendence, founded on the intuitive insight provided by nature and the Absolute, enabling the 

subversion of the genres to act as a conduit for energy expansion. In meditating upon speculative 

theory, we must also rationalize the importance of academia with its pitfalls, constantly 

acknowledging that there is work to be done in consuming literature. Activism, in exposure to 

(non)cultural norms, raises consciousness. The work is in going beyond conscious awareness to 



conscious action, imagining the social, political, and environmental possibilities beyond the 

problem. Streeby, in her article, helps us understand “direct action as indispensable to liberation, 

with the latter defined as freedom to work for our own communities, to thrive, to be in symbiotic 

relationships based on our needs and our dreams” (Streeby, 116). Her portrayal of direct action 

as the answer to (literary) activism is rooted in energy expenditure.  

  Our dreams always seem just out of reach. I must acknowledge the (accessible) distance 

between these conceptual ideals and their application, how they exist in our minds and what they 

look like in real life. In discussing spectacle through speculative fiction, we must also dip our 

toes into the hypothetical pool of speculative theory. As pursuers and perpetrators of literary 

activism, we must be willing to acknowledge the great divide between active activism: men and 

women, on the ground, bleeding, shitting, crying out change into the ether, and passive activism: 

the lazy claim of participation that entails only the minimal effort of horizoning one’s eyes 

across the lines. Such a gap is traversible by only one method: a leap of faith.  Humanity is a 

well, quickly leaking. I have faith that it will rain, but I am also dancing and chanting from the 

sidelines, not simply waiting. So, how far away is this thing called activism? Only as far as you 

can leap, I promise. And if it is farther trust that there are others, on the auxiliary side, with their 

arms outstretched, ready to catch you. In moving from critique to conclusion, I seek to 

acknowledge the accessible distance between such conceptual ideas as literary activism, and the 

shapes they will take in entering the world of actuality outside of our minds and our stories.    

In concluding Animal’s People with little in the way of justice, apart of course from love, 

Sinha actually honors the victims of the Bhopal disaster of 1984. Mahlstedt agrees, “If the novel 

constructed a satisfying arc or resolution, it would not represent the disempowerment endemic to 

the experience of the poor because at the end of the narrative, the poor are still poor, even if they 



have gained recognition,” (Mahlstedt, 72). By promoting only “poetic justice,” as the verdict of 

the people of Khaufpur, the reader is unable to tuck in their childish desires for peace. In 

understanding and portraying Union Carbide’s crimes as ones that shed unequal consequence, 

Sinha delivers acknowledgement to those that lost their lives and their livelihood. Beyond the 

literal death of tens of thousands, the generational trauma, and continual poisoning of people that 

remain as reverberations from “that night,” the evil actions of Union Carbide in escaping justice 

continue in their refusal to clean after the disastrous leak or pay for the catastrophic malfeasance. 

Our perspective as readers ends with Animal’s apparent resurrection, and acceptance of his 

deformed body -- and yet, for them, the effects of the explosion persist and like Time, do not 

move or die. There is no justice for the people of Apokalis14, and no future, no hope. Reading 

Sinha’s heartfelt attempt at translating the incommunicable pain of the Bhopal people achieves 

nothing for those still drowning in noxious air (other than to spread awareness and 

acknowledge). It is in the hands, or rather, the Eyes of the reader to inject hope back into the 

lines communicating these tragedies. 
 

How far does literature reach?  

Is there justice in communicating and consuming literature? Reading itself cannot be 

considered activism, but “encountering alterity renders reading an ethical act. Literature, as it 

were, does not enable us to eventually read the subaltern (or the environment, for that matter). 

Instead, literature ‘opens new possibilities of meaning and feeling’ and thus at least potentially 

succeeds in ‘staging the fundamental process whereby language works upon us and upon the 

world.’” (Bartosch, 13).  The reader must also, apart from recognizing their own complicity, 

 
14 Animal often refers to the Khaufuris as the “people of the Apokalis” 



denying the spectaclization of the subaltern, and acknowledging the corruption of consumerism, 

understand that literature in no way lessens the suffering of the subject. There is no ethical 

consumption, even of literature, and true change will only occur when the representation of the 

marginalized poor has overshadowed the importance of property, corporation, and political gain. 

Even the paper-making of these printed articles comes at a cost15.  

We must acknowledge the price of our demands and ensure that the effort extracted from 

the incurred energy of such products matches that cost. If the question surrounding literary 

activism regards moral absolution, the hard truth is that “there is no way to read Animal’s People 

as an undamaged observer: you are implicated and enmeshed at every turn in the toxicity of 

Bhopal - the world’s largest industrial disaster. Empathy, which still implies separation from 

suffering… is not an ethical response. Sinha’s novel requires a radical reimagining of what it 

means to listen to the stories of the oppressed, the disabled, and the poor - left disfigured in the 

wake of a liberal political system which has failed us all (though not equally). If empathy is 

insufficient, what is left?” Tudhope goes on to answer, saying, “Well, honesty about your 

position and place in the world, and real accountability in the face of how the world reads your 

personhood in this particular time and place. It is only when we own up to how we present 

ourselves to the world, and how the world represents us in the eyes of others, that we can meet 

those others as a full and fully alive human” (Tudhope). But, I encourage the reader to ask 

themselves. Literature creates space for moral work, but in no way absolves its subjects, its 

creators, or its audience. However, that space is a rich land to be tilled.  

Literature reaches even to the places we cannot yet see; literature reaches into the future, 

 
15 The “human cost.” 



where hope is brimming just along the horizon and Time again resumes. Here, the Poor are 

more, and the suffering more, surely, but the people look like animals, and they love like them 

too.  Sinha, through Zafar, and then through Animal, reminds us, “jahã jaan hai, jahaan hai; we 

have the world, while we still have life,” but really, we will have a world only as long as there is 

love in it. (Sinha, 309). The way we view the world bleeds into the way we write and read. Our 

experiences shape us as people, shape our understandings of each other. And though literature 

can be made of sound as well as light and color, we know it to be made of more. The soul is what 

is said to separate man from the animal and so too does that same essence separate the words 

from the meaning. And like literature, “this world no longer pretends to be made of such things 

as music and promises but announces its true nature, which is love (Sinha, 259). Literature, 

whether it be a riveting bit of mythohistory, a speculative fiction, or a harrowing journalism 

article, also transcends time, just as love does. Time does not exist in the Kingdom of the Poor. 

There is no way out, and no way forward.  And yet, still, I reject the apocalyptic vision, I deny 

fatalism. There are so many people living symbiotically and harmoniously with the land and one 

another. There is an endless and imaginative vision (of speculative fiction) to frame our activism 

upon. There are people willing to fight, and those that love.  

 

Through Love We Begin to Save the World  

Devi, one that has loved (and though she has left this plane, I argue, continues to love 

through her activism and her literature), in Imaginary Maps, employs speculative fiction and the 

fantastical to communicate the untranslatable: stories of force and rebirth through symbolism. 

“Pterodactyl, Pirtha, and Puran Sahay,” presents us an allegory for tribal agony, weaving history 

and myth with political realities. The story itself serves as a symbol of the shameful realities of 

“postcolonial” India, both violent and delicate. Imaginary Maps is a haunting tool of 



representation and resistance. Devi’s metaphor beautifully voices the struggles of the indigenous 

Bengali people. Ironically, or rather, poetically, Mahasweta Devi also speaks in the language of 

Eyes. She tells us that through fiction, and through love, that change is possible, and that through 

eyes that see beyond a fatalist outlook, we can prevail. Devi reminds us that as procurers of 

knowledge and viewers of suffering, “our responsibility was to protect them. That’s what their 

eyes spoke. Only love, a tremendous, excruciating, explosive love can still dedicate us to this 

work when the century’s sun is in the western sky, otherwise this aggressive civilization will 

have to pay a terrible price, look at history, the aggressive civilization has destroyed itself in the 

name of progress, each time. Love, excruciating love, let that be the first step.” (Devi, 196). 

Puran realizes that Pirtha cannot remain a spectacle in his eyes, and he no longer can remain a 

spectator. Pterodactyl’s eyes crucify him, and rebirth him in the fires of their truth: our 

culpability in the destruction of a world, our responsibility in its restorying.  

 
In attempting to restory a fraught history of complacency and objectification, I sought 

speculative fictions that would acknowledge and hold accountable themselves and the cyclicism 

of exploitation while also envisioning constructive possibilities. Thom Hartmann in his novel 

The Last Hours of Ancient Sunlight: The Fate of the World and What We Can Do Before It’s Too 

Late addresses fossil fuels, climate change, activism, and the interdisciplinary intersection of 

spirituality and ecology. Hartmann, in his artistic and scientific approach to capitalistic 

consumerism and the everyday consequences they entail, also calls for love. He implies that it is 

in the small acts of humanness, in the daily practice of tenderness, that activism is achieved. In 

facing such a great Goliath of suffering, we must all take aim at the eye, even with the smallest 

of stones. Activism lives in the smallest shifts, in the words that together take up a page. The 

reader must remember that “as you look around the living world vibrating with life and vitality, 



energy that you can feel pouring from creation and into your heart as love… As you shift your 

view of the world – and thus begin to practice small, anonymous acts of mercy and compassion, 

change your ways of living and consuming, invest your rituals with spirit – your life will easily 

and naturally bring about the new ways of living that are necessary as we face the last hours of 

ancient sunlight. Through this simple, practical, daily process, we begin to save the world” 

(Hartmann, 356). Saving the world is a supergiant of a star, so far away, and yet we are warmed 

by its radiance, traveling space and time to find us, to light our journey toward a more 

harmonious understanding.  

Love transmogrifies reading into action; one of the many ways in which love can be 

energized is through listening. “Love is the one thing that transcends time and space,” 

Interstellar tells us –  though I have argued that literature does as well (Nolan). There is evidence 

that the vibrational frequency of love measures around 528Hz – along with feelings of joy 

(540Hz), peace (600Hz), and enlightenment (700Hz+) – imagine a world vibrating at the 

frequency of peace, singing with the force of love. Frequency is a measurement of the level of 

[energy] in matter and its rate of recurrence over time. A frequency cannot exist in isolation 

without a periodic process. We are that periodic process, transforming the energy of Sinha’s (and 

other dedicated authors’) stories into direct action, into world-changing, restorying love. Even 

Animal believed that “maybe the answer in the end is love” (Sinha, 251). And so I have one final 

question: Have you been listening?  

“...there is a word SILENT, which means khaamush, it has the exact same letters as the word 

LISTEN. So open your ears and tell me, what can you hear?” (SINHA) 

 

 



Notes: 

1. All sources are listed in the appendix 

2. Footnote 4 references Sinha’s allusion to the terrorist attacks that occurred on September 

11thw ithin Animal’s People. In the novel, Animal draws comparisons to Union Carbide’s 

gas leak and the 9/11 tragedy, ruminating upon the differences in media coverage of 

large-scale events depending upon mandated understandings of social justice and 

development. In Animal’s eyes Amrika is leveled to the same scale as Khaufpur in its 

susceptibility to devastation.  

3. Spivak/Devi Translation 

4. Coca Cola 

5. Union Carbide Ad 

6. Energy Humanities 

7. Footnotes 10 & 11 anima/animus 

https://archives.nd.edu/cgibin/lookup.pl?stem=anim&ending= 

8. Frequency of Love 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix: 

Arundhati Roy’s “Walking with the Comrades” 

Amitav Ghosh’s “The Hungry Tide” 

Shelley Streeby’s Imagining the Future of Climate Change: World Making through Science 

Fiction and Activism 

Betty Wilson’s Literature and Activism, Literature as Activism: Case Studies from Caribbean 

Women's Writing in French 

Silent Spring –Rachel Carson 

A Sand County Almanac – Aldo Leopold 

Braiding Sweetgrass – Robin Wall Kimmerer  

Oil Fictions – Stacey Balkan 

https://staceybalkan.com/environment/ 

www.compassioncrossing.com/ 
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