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Abstract: This article examines the interlinked themes of urban dystopia and female displacement through an
ecofeminist lens, focusing on Jeet Thayil’s Narcopolis (2012) and Anita Nair’s Ladies Coupé (2001). Both
novels depict Indian cities as spaces of gendered marginalization and ecological alienation. Using
ecofeminism—which connects the oppression of women and nature under patriarchy—the study explores how
urban settings reflect cultural and environmental violence. While Narcopolis highlights spiritual decay and
toxic masculinity, Ladies Coupé emphasizes emotional alienation and the struggle for autonomy. The paper
argues that memory, spirituality, and storytelling serve as ecofeminist strategies of resistance, offering hope

and renewal in spaces otherwise marked by systemic disconnection and decay.
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Introduction

The convergence of ecological concerns and feminist theory has yielded one of the most provocative
and insightful frameworks in contemporary literary and cultural studies: ecofeminism. Emerging prominently
in the 1970s, ecofeminism critiques the interconnected structures of patriarchal domination that
simultaneously devalue women and exploit the natural environment. As theorists such as Vandana Shiva,
Carolyn Merchant, and Ariel Salleh have articulated, the dualistic thinking inherent in Western
epistemologies—manifested in binaries such as man/woman, culture/nature, reason/emotion—has facilitated a
systematic subjugation of both the feminine and the ecological. These thinkers argue that such binary logics

are not merely philosophical abstractions but are deeply embedded in socio-political institutions, economic
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models, and urban development patterns. Ecofeminism thus not only demands an intersectional analysis of
gender and environment but also calls for an epistemic shift that revalues the relational, the embodied, and the
interconnected.

Urban spaces, particularly in postcolonial and rapidly globalising contexts like India, become
emblematic of the tensions between progress and alienation, development and displacement. Cities are often
designed and governed through logics of control, commodification, and surveillance, which marginalise both
ecological integrity and feminine subjectivity. The urban is typically represented as a site of modernist
rationalism and capitalist ambition—a space where the natural world is subdued through concrete
infrastructures and where patriarchal social orders reproduce themselves through rigid gender norms, unequal
labor divisions, and symbolic violence. As a result, urban dystopias in literature often function not only as
backdrops for personal and social crises but also as allegories for broader ecological and feminist critiques.
Within Indian English literature, this interplay becomes especially poignant, offering fertile ground for
examining the entanglement of gender, environment, and the cityscape.

Ecofeminism, as both a theoretical and activist movement, emerged during the latter half of the
twentieth century as a compelling response to the intersecting crises of environmental degradation and gender-
based oppression. Initially coined by Frangoise d’Eaubonne in the 1970s, the term sought to foreground the
links between ecological destruction and patriarchal domination, urging a re-evaluation of how modern
societies conceptualize the relationship between human beings, particularly women, and the natural world.
Central to ecofeminist critique is the dismantling of the dualistic worldview that has historically structured
Western thought—one that privileges culture over nature, reason over emotion, and masculinity over
femininity. These hierarchies, embedded in capitalist and colonial enterprises, have not only justified the
exploitation of the earth but also rationalized the systemic marginalization of women.

Vandana Shiva, a leading voice in the field, offers a particularly resonant critique of these structures in
her influential work Staying Alive: Women, Ecology, and Development. She writes, “The marginalization of
women and the destruction of nature are not accidental; they are the results of a worldview that sees both as
passive, valueless, and expendable” (Shiva 45). Shiva’s ecofeminism draws upon indigenous knowledge

systems and critiques the masculinist paradigm of scientific rationality, which seeks to dominate and
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instrumentalise both women and ecosystems. Similarly, Carolyn Merchant’s The Death of Nature traces the
historical transformation of the earth’s image from that of a nurturing, life-giving mother to a mechanistic,
inert object—one that could be mined, dissected, and commodified without moral qualms. Merchant argues
that this epistemological shift during the Scientific Revolution laid the groundwork for the modern
exploitation of natural resources and the institutionalization of patriarchal power.

Fundamentally, ecofeminism recognizes that women and nature have been symbolically intertwined
within cultural narratives as chaotic, unpredictable, and in need of control. This symbolic association, while
historically used to justify their domination, is rearticulated within ecofeminist thought as a potential site of
empowerment. Far from being passive or irrational, women’s proximity to natural processes—through
reproduction, nurturing roles, and agrarian livelihoods—is reframed as a source of ecological wisdom and
resilience. This reclamation does not essentialize women’s roles but emphasizes their situated knowledge,
particularly within subsistence economies and environmental struggles, as a critical counterpoint to dominant
exploitative models of development. Ecofeminist analyses of Indian literature thus explore how urban
dystopias serve not only as critiques of environmental neglect but also as sites of gendered violence, spiritual
estrangement, and resistance. Whether through narratives of domestic confinement, sexual commodification,
or the breakdown of community, literature reflects how the ecological crisis is always already a crisis of
subjectivity—particularly for women. Moreover, ecofeminism in the Indian context must grapple with the
specificity of caste, regionality, religion, and economic disparity, expanding the global ecofeminist discourse
beyond its Western roots.

Jeet Thayil’s Narcopolis offers a nightmarish, often surreal portrayal of Bombay’s underbelly—a city
submerged in the haze of narcotics, patriarchal violence, and spiritual disintegration. Through a fragmented
and hallucinatory narrative, Thayil constructs an urban dystopia that is not only socially and morally
degenerate but also ecologically barren. The city, once imagined as a living organism with its own sensory
rhythms and natural patterns, is rendered lifeless, stripped of its environmental and affective vitality. The
ecofeminist implications of this void are profound: the absence of nature in Narcopolis is not merely a
narrative detail, but a thematic device that critiques the patriarchal urban order and its destructive relationship

with both ecological and feminine principles.
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From the opening pages, Bombay is characterized by an overwhelming sensory assault—its smells,
noises, and textures dominated by industrial residues, human waste, and chemical intoxication. Rashid’s
opium den functions as the epicenter of this decaying urbanity, where addicts, prostitutes, and the spiritually
dispossessed gather in pursuit of fleeting oblivion. Within this claustrophobic setting, the natural world is
conspicuously absent. The text offers no rivers, no forests, no organic rthythms of growth or decay. Instead, it
presents an environment composed of synthetic experiences—smoke, drugs, neon lights, and endless
pollution. As the narrator grimly observes:

Bombay was a city without seasons, just a slow-motion hell of sweating bodies and exhaust fumes, of

worn-out air-conditioners and ceiling fans that moved hot air from one corner of the room to another,

of engines that never rested and garbage that was never collected. The air itself felt like waste, thick

and purposeless, waiting to be inhaled and discarded. (Thayil 87)

The seasonal stasis becomes symbolic of a deeper ecological and existential stagnation. The erasure of
nature is a symptom of a city caught in a state of spiritual entropy, where both the environment and its
inhabitants are disconnected from life-sustaining systems.

This ecological void mirrors the psychic and moral decay of the city’s inhabitants. The characters—
trapped in cycles of addiction and self-annihilation—embody the consequences of a society severed from its
natural and ethical foundations. From an ecofeminist standpoint, such severance is indicative of patriarchal
modernity, which subjugates nature and femininity through mechanisms of control, commodification, and
rationalization. The city becomes a site of masculine conquest, where bodies—particularly female and queer
bodies—are treated as consumable objects, echoing the treatment of nature as a resource to be exploited.

Women in Narcopolis occupy marginal spaces, often defined by their commodified sexuality or their
invisibility within the male-dominated urban economy. Characters like Salim and Rumi exert various forms of
dominance, reinforcing a toxic masculinity built on aggression, possession, and moral disengagement. In stark
contrast stands Dimple, the novel’s most enigmatic and richly textured figure. As a transgender woman and
former prostitute, Dimple embodies both gendered and ecological otherness. Her body, surgically altered
through castration, becomes a site of both trauma and resistance—a corporeal palimpsest that bears the marks

of urban violence while refusing to be entirely subsumed by it.
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Dimple’s narrative arc offers one of the few glimpses of spiritual and ecological consciousness within
the novel. Under the mentorship of Mr. Lee, a Chinese exile and philosopher, she is introduced to alternative
epistemologies rooted in Taoist and Eastern spiritual traditions. Through rituals of storytelling, memory, and
healing, Dimple constructs a form of sacred resistance that challenges the mechanistic and materialist ethos of
the city. Her assertion that “everything is a form of addiction” (Thayil 146) reveals a critical awareness of the
compulsive consumption that undergirds both drug culture and capitalist modernity. Addiction, in this
framework, becomes a metaphor for ecological disconnection and gendered alienation—manifesting in the
characters’ relentless pursuit of numbing highs and synthetic satisfactions.

The ecofeminist reading of Narcopolis and Ladies Coupé insightfully uncovers the interconnected
oppressions of gender and ecology in urban settings. However, the analysis leans heavily on symbolic and
metaphorical representations of nature, which may weaken its ecofeminist grounding. As Greta Gaard
cautions, “ecofeminist theory must maintain a connection to material ecological concerns, not just symbolic or
metaphorical references to nature” (Gaard 118). In both novels, nature primarily appears in dreams, memories,
or metaphorical forms rather than in concrete environmental relationships—an approach that risks detaching
ecofeminism from its ecological foundations.

Significantly, Dimple’s sacred practices and storytelling sessions mirror what ecofeminist theorists
identify as alternative modes of knowing—relational, embodied, and cyclical, rather than linear and
hierarchical. Her body, marked by urban erasure, becomes paradoxically a conduit for ecological wisdom.
While she is marginalized by the dominant urban order, her engagement with spiritual memory and care work
represents a subversive ecology of resistance. In Dimple, Thayil crafts a character who, despite her physical
and social vulnerabilities, possesses the symbolic potency to challenge both gender norms and ecological
neglect.

The character of Rumi, on the other hand, exemplifies the brutalization engendered by patriarchal
urbanism. His descent into drug-induced violence culminates in episodes of sexual aggression and moral
collapse. His actions are not merely individual failings but are emblematic of a broader cultural pathology
wherein domination over others—women, the weak, the environment—is normalized and unchecked. The

complete absence of nature in his world of rage and abuse further underscores the link between ecological
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desolation and toxic masculinity. In Narcopolis, male violence is not tempered by natural rhythms or ethical
restraints; it operates in a vacuum where bodies and substances are interchangeable, and relationships are
devoid of empathy or reciprocity.

The city of Narcopolis functions as a dystopic masculine space, governed by logic of excess,
destruction, and disconnection. Nature, traditionally associated with regeneration and care, is displaced, while
women and gender-nonconforming individuals are relegated to the peripheries—visible only insofar as they
can be consumed, exploited, or silenced. Dimple’s existence as a fragmented yet conscious subject offers a
fragile but meaningful counter-discourse to this regime. Her rituals, her memory work, and her quiet acts of
resistance serve as remnants of an ecological ethic that is otherwise absent in the novel’s dystopic vision.

In stark contrast to the grim, hallucinogenic urbanity of Narcopolis, Anita Nair’s Ladies Coupé adopts
a realist mode to illuminate the lived realities of middle-class Indian women negotiating patriarchal structures
within domestic and urban spaces. The novel centers on Akhilandeswari, or Akhila, a forty-five-year-old
single woman whose decision to board a night train to Kanyakumari becomes a symbolic journey toward self-
discovery. The ladies coupé, a compartment reserved exclusively for female passengers, becomes more than a
physical space—it emerges as a liminal zone where stories are exchanged, solidarities are formed, and
feminine subjectivities are reclaimed. This narrative frame enables a polyphonic exploration of female agency,
memory, and identity, positioning the novel squarely within an ecofeminist framework that values
relationality, embodiment, and the redemptive potential of nature.

While Ladies Coupé is not overtly ecological in the sense of direct engagement with environmental
crises, it subtly foregrounds nature as a site of resistance and liberation. The stories shared by the women in
the compartment reveal an implicit contrast between the alienation of urban domestic life and the vitality of
natural environments. These recollections are rich in ecological imagery, often invoking nature not merely as
a backdrop but as a living force that resonates with the characters’ emotional and psychological
transformations. In these moments, nature becomes a metaphor for authenticity, fluidity, and renewal—

qualities often denied to women within patriarchal and urban confines.

74


http://www.daathvoyagejournal.com/

: An International Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies in English ISSN 2455-7544
(A Peer Reviewed, Refereed, Indexed & Open Access Journal) Vol.10/No.2, June, 2025

Daath Voyage

www.daathvoyagejournal.com

For instance, Prabha Devi recounts a pivotal act of defiance against her constrained existence as a
dutiful wife and socially sanctioned woman. Her decision to immerse herself in a river becomes a ritual of
liberation:

I walked into the water. I didn’t know how to swim. I waded in slowly, my sari heavy with the weight

of my decision. The river accepted me without asking questions, without expecting explanations. It

wrapped itself around me like a promise I had forgotten. (Nair 186)

The river, in this context, represents an ecological womb—nonjudgmental, embracing, and purifying.
This moment marks her return to a pre-social, pre-discursive state of selthood that transcends gendered
expectations. Nature, here, functions not merely as an aesthetic detail but as an agent of healing and
reconstitution, echoing ecofeminist assertions that women’s relationships with the natural world are spiritually
and epistemologically significant. Similarly, Janaki’s reminiscence about her grandmother’s garden highlights
the lost sanctity of feminine-natured spaces in an increasingly urbanized and masculinized world:

That house, that garden... it was the only place where I could breathe. The trees knew me, the earth

remembered my footsteps, and the flowers opened without fear. I was just a girl then, but I felt rooted,

safe, and seen in a way I never did again. (Nair 64)

The garden, historically associated with feminine fertility, care, and creativity, stands in contrast to the
suffocating domestic interiors where women are surveilled, regulated, and silenced. Her nostalgia reflects a
severed connection to nurturing, communal, and ecologically harmonious environments, suggesting that
modernity’s urban configurations have not only alienated women from nature but also from their own
embodied and spiritual selves.

The motif of nature extends to Akhila’s own internal journey, which unfolds against the physical
movement of the train through the Indian landscape. Her reflections are interspersed with observations of the
terrain rushing past her window—coastal outlines, fields, trees, and distant hills. While she does not
physically engage with these elements, their recurring presence in the narrative suggests a longing for
connection beyond the socially engineered roles of daughter, sister, and office worker. Her geographical and
psychological movement toward Kanyakumari—a place where three oceans meet—is deeply symbolic. It

signifies the convergence of multiple selves within her: the obedient woman, the silent sufferer, the emerging
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individual. The sea, ever-present in her destination, functions as a symbol of vastness, depth, and the
possibility of renewal.

Akhila’s eventual resolution—to live alone, to embrace solitude and self-reliance—emerges not out of
bitterness but from a newly acquired ecological and existential balance. “I have begun to believe that a woman
can live alone” (Nair 254), she declares, marking a radical departure from the patriarchal dictates that equate
womanhood with relational dependency. From an ecofeminist perspective, her affirmation resonates as an act
of ecological autonomy. Just as environmentalists advocate for sustainability through self-sufficiency and
harmony with nature, Akhila’s self-assertion reflects an inward turn toward balance, authenticity, and self-
regeneration.

Despite their apparent divergences in genre, tone, and narrative structure, Jeet Thayil’s Narcopolis and
Anita Nair’s Ladies Coupé intersect meaningfully in their representation of the urban as a dystopic space that
systematically marginalizes both women and ecological consciousness. While Narcopolis presents a literal
dystopia—an urban abyss characterized by addiction, violence, and spiritual desolation—Ladies Coupé
constructs a more symbolic and introspective critique, portraying the deeply entrenched patriarchal norms that
confine and suppress women’s desires, autonomy, and ecological identities. In both narratives, urban
modernity emerges as a hostile force, orchestrated through capitalist and patriarchal logics that commodify
bodies, disconnect communities, and erode natural and spiritual rhythms.

The protagonists of these novels—Dimple in Narcopolis and Akhila in Ladies Coupé—serve as
ecofeminist archetypes, not because they enact overt environmental activism, but because they resist the
structures that reduce them to silence, utility, or deviation. Dimple, a transgender woman shaped by trauma,
marginalization, and spiritual inquiry, channels her resilience through ritual and memory. Her sacred
practices, shaped by Taoist philosophy and care for others, resist the mechanical dehumanization of the
Bombay underworld. Her fragmentary narrative and quiet acts of healing challenge the masculinist logic of
domination and provide an alternative epistemology rooted in intuition, interconnection, and embodied
wisdom.

Akhila’s arc, by contrast, is quieter but no less revolutionary. Her journey is inward—a search for

selfhood that culminates in her assertion of independence and emotional sovereignty. By choosing to live
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alone and disengage from societal expectations of womanhood, Akhila reclaims a form of ecological selfhood:
one that values inner harmony, balance, and autonomy. Her reflections on landscapes, her appreciation of
silence, and her willingness to listen to other women’s stories indicate a reconnection with deeper, cyclical,
and feminine rhythms of being. This aligns with ecofeminist calls to restore relational values over competitive
hierarchies, and to honour the wisdom embedded in female experience and ecological systems.

Notably, in both texts, nature functions predominantly in symbolic and metaphorical registers. In
Narcopolis, nature is almost entirely effaced from the urban landscape—its absence representing the extent of
alienation and degradation. Yet it returns in Dimple’s memory, in her spiritual associations, and in the implicit
critique of a city divorced from organic life. In Ladies Coupé, nature emerges more directly through the
memories and metaphors evoked by the women—rivers, gardens, and landscapes that once offered them
freedom, breath, and authenticity. These natural images, though peripheral to the physical settings, are central
to the women’s emotional and psychological transformation.

Ultimately, both novels articulate the urban environment as a terrain marked by loss—loss of
ecological connection, feminine agency, and spiritual coherence. Yet they also hint at the possibility of
reclamation. Through memory, storytelling, spiritual practice, and acts of silent resistance, these texts suggest
that healing and transformation are possible—even in dystopic contexts. This dialectical vision is core to
ecofeminism, which not only critiques structures of domination but also imagines more inclusive, equitable,
and sustainable forms of life rooted in relationality, care, and coexistence.

Conclusion

This study has explored how Narcopolis and Ladies Coupé—two distinct yet thematically convergent
works of Indian English fiction—Ilend themselves to rich ecofeminist interpretations. Both novels portray
urban modernity as a space of rupture, where the severance from ecological rhythms parallels the alienation
and subjugation of women. The city, in these narratives, is more than a geographical construct; it is a symbol
of cultural and environmental disintegration, orchestrated through systems of capitalist production, patriarchal
control, and spiritual vacuity.

The protagonists, Dimple and Akhila, emerge as figures of quiet resistance. Through memory,

storytelling, bodily awareness, and spiritual reflection, they embody modes of ecofeminist resilience. Their
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journeys—though rooted in personal suffering—suggest pathways toward autonomy, interconnectedness, and
ecological consciousness. Nature, though often absent in physical form, reasserts itself in dreams, memories,
metaphors, and the characters’ quest for wholeness. This analysis affirms that ecofeminism is not confined to
overtly ecological texts; rather, it is a critical lens that uncovers the intertwined oppressions of gender and
environment within the architectures of modern life. In bringing these insights to light, this study contributes
to a broader reimagining of urban literary spaces as not merely social and political arenas, but also as
ecological and gendered terrains. It suggests that future literary and critical engagements must account for the
ways in which urban experience is shaped by—and responsive to—the entanglements of gender, environment,
and power.
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