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Dub and Par

Ecological consciousness and Jain ethics in Virendra Jain’s fiction

Veronica Ghirardi

This article examines the ecological consciousness articulated in Virendra Jain’s
novels Dib (‘Submergence’) and Par (‘The Other Side’), reading them through the
lens of Jain ethical philosophy. Set against the backdrop of the Rajghat Dam pro-
ject on the Betwa River, the two novels depict the social displacement and envi-
ronmental devastation caused by large-scale development projects in rural India.
Jain’s fiction gives a voice to marginalized local realities while offering a critique
of the exploitation of nature by humans, and can be can fruitfully read through
the lens of ecocriticism and environmental humanities more broadly. Moreover,
the ecological sensibility that permeates his work resonates deeply with Jain
philosophical principles—particularly ahimsa (non-violence), aparigraha (non-
possession or restraint), parasparopagraho jivanam (the mutual interdependence
of all living beings), and pratikramana (self-introspection). Rather than offering a
didactic exposition of doctrine, Jain dramatizes the existential and environmen-
tal consequences of a life detached from these ethical foundations. His novels
thus constitute a powerful literary meditation on ecological ethics, exposing the
moral and material costs of modernity’s neglect of interspecies interconnected-

ness.
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“We are facing a global crisis today, not because of how
ecosystems function but rather because of how our
ethical system function. Getting through the crisis
requires understanding our impact on nature as precisely
as possible, but even more, it requires understanding
those ethical systems and using that understanding to

reform them” (Worster 1993: 27).
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1. Introduction

Water constitutes a vital resource across all regions of the world, and the large-scale construction of
artificial reservoirs has become a widespread phenomenon with significant territorial, social, and
environmental implications. In a country such as India, historically characterized by recurrent
droughts and floods, both governments and local populations have long sought to regulate, channel,
and store water resources. Since the mid-twentieth century, approximately 6,000 large dams have been
constructed nationwide, a considerable part of them during the 1970s and 1980s. Their primary
purposes have been irrigation, water supply, and hydropower generation; however, these benefits
have often come at considerable environmental and social costs.' According to the World Commission
on Dams (2000), an exhaustive review of available facts and figures indicates that, prior to 1978, the
majority of dams were built without any assessment of their environmental or social impacts. Even
after such assessments were formally introduced, alternatives to dam construction were rarely
evaluated and, in most cases, not considered at all. Moreover, a nationwide review of dam projects
approved during the 1980s and 1990s reveals that in nearly 90% of cases, project authorities failed to
comply with the environmental conditions attached to the clearances granted by the central
government under the Environment Protection Act of 1986 (World Commission on Dams 2000: 190).
Estimates of the number of people displaced by large dams in India range from 21 to 40 million. As Maiti

(2001) observes

The global debate about large dams is at once overwhelmingly complex and fundamentally simple.
It is complex because the issues are not confined to the design, construction, and operation of dams
themselves but embrace the range of social, environmental, and political choices on which the
human aspiration to development and improved well-being depend. Dams fundamentally alter
rivers and the use of a natural resource, frequently entailing a reallocation of benefits from local
riparian users to new groups of beneficiaries at a regional or national level. At the heart of the dams
debate are issues of equity, governance, justice, and power-issues that underlie the many
intractable problems faced by humanity.

'Among the most controversial and extensively debated initiatives is the Narmada Valley Development Plan, a large-scale
project entailing the construction of 3,165 dams along the Narmada River and involving extensive areas of Madhya Pradesh,
Maharashtra, and Gujarat. Originally financed by the World Bank, the project was expected to profoundly transform the re-
gion’s physical landscape, submerging vast areas and resulting in the forced displacement of millions of people. These dy-
namics contributed to the emergence of the well-known Narmada Bachao Andolan (Save the Narmada Movement), initiated
in 1985 by activist Medha Patkar. Patkar traveled through areas threatened by submersion due to the construction of the
Sardar Sarovar Dam —one of the largest dams planned under the project—engaging directly with local villagers and encour-
aging them to organize collectively to defend their rights. This grassroots mobilization led to sustained protests and mass

actions, ultimately consolidating the Narmada Bachao Andolan as a major social movement opposing the project.
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This paper addresses the issue of dam construction in India from a literary perspective by exploring
two Hindi novels by Virendra Jain—Dib (‘Submergence,’ 2014 [1991]) and Par (‘The Other Side,” 2022
[1994])—which revolve around the construction of the Rajghat Dam on the Betwa River (which rises in
the Vindhya Range in Madhya Pradesh and flows north east to join the Yamuna in Uttar Pradesh) and
the manifold repercussions of this large-scale modernization project on rural and Adivasi communities.
The Rajghat Dam is an inter-state project under construction on the Betwa River, approximately 22 km
from Lalitpur. The first project report was submitted in 1970; however, due to disputes between the
governments of Uttar Pradesh (UP) and Madhya Pradesh (MP), work stalled for several years.

A fundamental aspect of both narratives is the profound contradiction between the image of the
project promoted by the government and, more broadly, by the mainstream media, and the project’s
actual impact on the lives of the people residing in the villages and settlements of the affected area. As
Thakkar and Chaturvedi (2005: 5) observe, “The Rajghat Dam Project will serve as a mother storage for
Irrigation in UP and MP through a cascade of hydraulic structures in the downstream of River Betwa.
The total area submerged due to the project is 23 390 Ha and the forestland submerged is 990 Ha. About
75 villages in UP and MP are partially and fully submerged, rendering 19 000 people homeless as per
official reports.”

Dub and Par, conceived as parts of a single narrative project, give voice to marginalized local
realities while offering a broader moral critique of various forms of exploitation, both of humans by
humans and of nature by humans. The novels can be fruitfully read through the theoretical framework
of ecocriticism and, more broadly, environmental humanities. The central concern of this study is to
analyze how the ecological sensibility pervasive in these texts resonates with Jain ethical and
philosophical principles—particularly ahimsa (non-violence), aparigraha (non-possession or restraint),
parasparopagraho jivanam (the mutual interdependence of all living beings), and pratikramana (self-
introspection)—reflecting the author’s own Jain cultural background. Virendra Jain’s positionality
warrants special attention, as he belongs to a minority that nevertheless often enjoys a privileged social
and economic position. In the context of contemporary Hindi literature—where the most widely
explored perspectives are those of the mainstream, typically associated with upper-caste Hindu men,
or those of groups marginalized on the basis of caste, gender, religion, and indigeneity—Jain’s position
complicates simplistic dichotomies of dominance and marginality. As the author himself has confirmed
in personal correspondence, Jain philosophy has profoundly shaped both his writing and his conduct.
This paper contends that Diib and Par articulate a form of ecological consciousness that, eschewing

both doctrinaire and programmatic tendencies, resonates deeply with the tenets of Jain philosophy.
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2. Virendra Jain: Life, context, and literary project

Virendra Jain was born in 1955 in Sirsod village in Madhya Pradesh, an area that was later submerged
following the construction of the Rajghat Dam. This biographical detail is significant, as the novels
analyzed here draw directly on the author’s lived experiences. Jain has written novels, short story
collections, satire, and children’s literature, frequently engaging with contemporary social issues. His
major novels include Sabd-badh (1987), Sabse bara sipahiya (1988), Diib (2014 [1991]), Par (2022 [1994]),
and Paficnama (1996). He has received notable awards, including the Premchand Mahesh Samman for
Dib and the Shrikant Varma Puraskar for Par, underscoring their significance in Hindi literature.

It is evident that the primary motivation behind Jain’s decision to write Db, and later Par, was to
rework his personal experiences as an individual who had witnessed the devastation of his homeland
due to flood events. Both novels are imbued with a sense of disillusionment with governmental policies,
the urban world, and particularly the city of Delhi, nation’s capital and main centre of power. The latter
is often described as blind and deaf to the needs and problems of the most remote rural areas. In Ub se
upja hoga dub (‘Dab* must have arisen from boredom’), published in a 2010 volume edited by the
renowned critic Namvar Singh, Virendra Jain reflects on his early encounters with the city and explains
his reasons for writing Dub.’ During his first visits to Delhi in the 1960s, he observed firsthand the
nation’s rapid drive toward modernization, initially inspired by Nehru’s vision and later by that of
Indira Gandhi. However, this relentless pursuit of progress failed to produce favorable outcomes for
rural India, particularly for villages sacrificed in the name of large-scale modernization projects such
as dams. Jain recounts how the government showed clear preference for those involved in
development while neglecting communities whose land and property were to be displaced. As he

writes:

Every day, a new race in the name of development is announced, but my village and the
surrounding countryside are forbidden from taking part in it. Not a single stage of development
will be allowed there. In fact, whatever few signs of development already existed, such as the
primary school or the dilapidated motor service, have been taken away as well.

A public announcement has been made: this is a submergence zone. Any development here, even
thinking about it, is a waste of the nation’s wealth, resources, and human effort. Whether it is

* The word diab encodes a productive ambiguity: while it designates the title of Virendra Jain’s novel, its primary meaning,
‘submergence,” opens up a dual register of interpretation, oscillating between the material reality of lands submerged by dam
construction and its literary re-articulation.

* Since I have not been able to consult the published volume, all references to this essay are based on a draft version that the

author personally shared with me via email.
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education that enlightens the mind, or kerosene that brings light into homes; fertilizer that
increases food production, or a sack of cement desired to strengthen a roof; a postcard sent from
village to city bearing the words “where there is skill, there shall be opportunity,” or a road that
helps carry the sick from the village to the nearby town—nothing will be provided, and nothing
will be allowed to remain in working condition.

Because this is a submergence zone, no government, in any budget, has ever sanctioned even a
single coin for the development of this place. [...] While the nation as a whole was making great
strides in its development, rural villages were lagging behind. Each step in the developmental
trajectory brought rural communities closer to the brink of destruction.*

Although published for the first time in 1991, the gestation of Diib spanned nearly two decades. Jain
began taking notes in 1972 and drafted the first chapter in 1978. Several rewritings followed, including
versions in Bundelkhandi and in standard Hindi. Jain ultimately rejected both: the former due to its
limited accessibility, and the latter because it felt like a ‘translated’ text, lacking emotional vitality. The
final version represents a linguistic and stylistic synthesis capable of conveying both authenticity and
affect. After completing Diib, however, Jain concluded that the narrative remained unfinished and thus
undertook the composition of a second, shorter novel, Par. While Diib focuses on Larai village, Par shifts
attention to the Adivasi settlement of Jiron Khera, and in both cases the Rajghat Dam is presented as a
catalyst of disruption.

Both novels, set in the Bundelkhand region, trace a historical arc from Indian independence
through the 1970s and early 1980s, culminating in events such as Indira Gandhi’s assassination and the
Bhopal gas disaster. These national tragedies do not function as central plot points but instead appear
as distant yet intrusive forces shaping everyday life. Jain consistently foregrounds the experiences of
villagers and Adivasi communities, relegating official history to the background. This narrative
strategy highlights how large-scale political and economic decisions are refracted through the lives of
ordinary people (Ghirardi 2021: 110-117). The novels focus primarily on the repercussions of the

Rajghat Dam project, designed to supply water and electricity across large areas of Uttar Pradesh and

* All English translations from Virendra Jain’s texts are mine. The original Hindi text is as follows: U5 T 7% foerm @ &1 STRiNA
R ST 2, AAfShT T Tia-deTa i 39 < | INfhel B S e 81 Jet foeh w1 us ot =wor 9 war smwm &, ved @ fewm & S wey g
i forenerr, wewr et % w9 F formman o &, 3% oft ger fora mm gt o & T, 7€ g9 & 2, 3HR foehr, Fet 7k o 36 9§ 5 G

qoh TSR SH-6F-0 T aiel 81 98 AT AT warcl! e &1 97 5K 7 Sotelt s § HeeTTR gl & aet| 31fieh 31T SUSTHaTel! @1 & 97 B i
HET o o AT =T T U SR W) a9 ST FuTet T g i YIeT a SSll AT WSS § AT SIHR A M ¥ F G o oS A

e TS| T Al F ol qeA HLETT SO, T F o ghed T fe S| it 7€ o g & €, Fel o forehrd o foru forelt wenn |, forelt see
H, woft woh oft sheter SR & T foR! [L..] | 3w faem < g ® o Y 3T diedT T AR EER Tia-awd & o dg it Sk famia e &
I & 3| TR TMa-a8Ta o HeT T foehid 1 8 9GaT FaH Ma-3ed i 1T % IR o 3R Fe agamar @il (Jain, personal communication,
December 3, 2025).
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Madhya Pradesh. In political discourse, the dam is presented as a symbol of progress benefiting
millions. For the people living along the Betwa River, however, the dam represents uncertainty,
displacement, and loss. Villagers are rarely informed about government plans, let alone involved in
decision-making processes. Compensation is unevenly distributed, bureaucratically complex, and
often inaccessible to those with low literacy. The novels expose networks of corruption and collusion
among public officials and economically dominant groups, as well as attempts by non-Adivasi villagers

to seize Adivasi land by questioning their legal rights and documentation.

3. Theoretical framework: Ecocriticism and environmental humanities

Overexploitation of natural resources, industrial expansion and technological advancement, large-
scale agriculture, population growth and urbanization, and economic models predicated on endless
growth and overconsumption are among the principal causes of the widely debated environmental and
ecological crisis. Despite the urgency of these issues, literary studies have only relatively recently
begun to engage systematically with questions concerning the environment. Setting aside earlier,
isolated contributions, ecological literary studies began to emerge more organically in the 1990s,
eventually establishing themselves as a recognizable critical school. Ecocriticism may be understood
as a critical approach that investigates the relationship between literary texts and the physical
environment. In a manner analogous to feminist criticism, which interrogates literature through a
gender-conscious lens, and Marxist criticism, which foregrounds issues of economic class and modes
of production, ecocriticism adopts an earth-centered perspective, placing ecological concerns at the

core of literary analysis (Glotfelty and Fromm 1996: xviii). In Lousley’s (2020: 2) words

As a political mode of literary and cultural analysis, ecocriticism aims to understand and intervene
in the destruction and diminishment of living worlds. Ranging in its critical engagements across
historical periods, cultural texts, and cultural formations, ecocriticism focuses on the aesthetic
modes, social meanings, contexts, genealogies, and counterpoints of cultural practices that
contribute to ecological ruination and resilience. A core premise is that environmental crises have

social, cultural, affective, imaginative, and material dimensions.

Ecocriticism therefore provides a foundational theoretical framework for the present analysis. From a
broader perspective, Environmental Humanities (EH) constitutes a second key point of reference. EH
is a relatively recent interdisciplinary field that integrates approaches from anthropology, history,
literature, and art, as well as sociology and theology. Much of the scholarship in these fields, however,

has focused primarily on the ecological consequences of human activity within European or North
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American contexts. Notable recent exceptions include Environmental Humanities in India (2024), edited
by Debajyoti Biswas and John C. Ryan, and Environmental Crisis and Human Rights: Literary and Cultural
Representations (2026), edited by Joyjit Ghosh, Samit Kumar Maiti, and Sk Tarik Ali. The former
foregrounds eco-humanist theories and methodologies emerging from Indian contexts, emphasizing,
for instance, the ethnic-ecological sensibilities of communities living in India’s peripheral regions. The
latter examines the human rights dimensions of anthropogenic environmental crises through critical
readings of diverse literary and cultural texts, demonstrating how race, caste, class, gender, and
ethnicity shape unequal experiences of environmental degradation. In the field of Hindi literary
studies, although hundreds of dissertations and scholarly works have addressed nature, there has been
a conspicuous lack of sustained and systematic engagement with the concept of ‘environment’ (Hindi
paryavaran). This gap is closely linked to the fact that discussions of nature in Hindi literature have
largely been framed by the foundational aesthetic debates of the early twentieth century, which
continue to shape critical approaches today. A 2020 PhD dissertation, Nature Displaced: Postcolonial Hindi
Literature and the Environment, submitted at the University of Chicago, sought to address this lacuna by
foregrounding environmental questions and moving beyond an aesthetics-centered approach to
nature.

Apart from these academic experiences, well-known Indian authors with international
readerships, such as Amitav Ghosh and Arundhati Roy, have extensively addressed environmental
degradation and the climate crisis through both fiction and non-fiction. In The Great Derangement (2017),
Ghosh critiques literature’s failure to adequately represent climate change, while novels such as The
Hungry Tide (2005) and Gun Island (2019) interweave ecological concerns, folklore, and human
vulnerability. Through these works, Ghosh highlights the deep entanglement of human actions and
natural systems and reflects on the challenges contemporary fiction faces in developing imaginative
frameworks capable of addressing environmental crises. Arundhati Roy has similarly articulated
powerful critiques of ecological destruction in essays such as The Greater Common Good (1999) and The
End of Imagination (2016), elucidating how environmental degradation is inseparable from political
power, development, and social justice. Beyond these globally recognized figures, concerns about
biodiversity loss and ecological transformation permeate the work of numerous Indian writers across
languages and regions, including Pankaj Sekhsaria’s English-language environmental writing (see
Vescovi 2023; Biswas and Khakhlari 2022), Akkineni Kutumbarao’s Telugu fiction (see Sarkar 2024),
Ambikasuthan Mangad’s Malayalam narratives (see Venugopal and Rangarajan 2024), and Anita
Agnihotri’s Bengali writings (2021). In the Hindi literary sphere, Radheshyam Tivari edited the first

anthology of Hindi environmental poetry, Prthvi ke paksa mem (‘In Defense of the Earth’), in 2006 (see
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John 2020: 1); other significant contributions include novels of Ranendra (2009) and Mahua Maji (2012),
short stories of S. R. Harnot (2018; 2023), and poetry of Jacinta Kerketta (2018).

Although Virendra Jain’s Hindi novels Dib and Par may not be strictly categorized as
environmental novels, they foreground the human and ecological consequences of dam construction.
Whereas Dib primarily examines the impact of modernization projects on rural communities, Par shifts
its focus to an Adivasi settlement, placing greater emphasis on the environmental repercussions of
such projects. This focus on Adivasi communities is particularly significant given their distinctive
relationship with land, forests, and natural resources, often encapsulated in the well-known slogan jal,
Jjangal, jamin (water, forests, land). Adivasi philosophy is grounded in respect for the rhythms of nature,
an ethic of dignity and intimate connection with the environment, a commitment to non-harm toward
all living beings, and a rejection of the profit-driven logic and violence of market-oriented consumer
society (Consolaro 2024: 490). Taken together, Dib and Par expose the dichotomy inherent in a state-
centric vision of development that posits a separation between humanity and nature, thereby reducing
the latter to a resource available for indiscriminate exploitation. As aptly observed by the Hindi critic
Sudhish Pachauri (2010: 153-155), Virendra Jain’s fiction radically interrogates the dominant idea of
development that prevailed for decades, an idea grounded in a modernizing paradigm according to
which electrification, infrastructure expansion, the growth of communication networks, and the
inflow of capital, including through the so-called Green Revolution, were expected to dismantle a rural
society perceived as closed and ‘self-sufficient,” transforming the poor into an urban industrial
workforce. The distinctiveness of Dib (the only novel considered by Pachauri) lies in its critical
engagement not merely with the outcomes of development but with the very concept of development
itself, exposing its contradictions as well as its human and ecological costs. In doing so, the novel
challenges the modernist notion of progress—a paradigm nearly two centuries old— that placed human
beings at the center of all processes, even as the results it produced often turned against humanity
itself. Within the narrative, an alternative understanding of development gradually emerges, one in
which the central focus is no longer human being as the master of nature, but the land itself: human
survival becomes inseparable from the preservation of the territory. The construction of the dam,
which entails the flooding of the village, makes this rupture unmistakably clear: if the land cannot be
saved, neither can the community. As Nayar (2019) outlines ecoprecarity denotes a condition of
human-induced instability within the Earth system, shared by humans and other life forms. This
concept encompasses both the precarious existence that humans face in the wake of ecological
disruption and the fragility imposed upon the environment itself as a result of human intervention in

the Anthropocene. Within this framework, human beings occupy an ambivalent position: they are
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simultaneously the primary agents responsible for ecological precarity and among its most affected
victims. This shared condition of vulnerability, involving both human and non-human entities, is
emblematic of the contemporary epoch. The Anthropocene thus signifies a historical moment in which
certain human activities have transgressed previously assumed natural limits, reshaping the planet’s
geological systems in ways that will leave enduring traces for millennia to come.

The commodification of both natural resources and human beings is further illustrated in
Virendra Jain’s novels through another government plan associated with the Rajghat Dam project: the
proposed establishment of a wildlife reserve in the vicinity of the village of Larai. Under this proposal,
local residents would be required to preserve a so-called ‘traditional lifestyle’ in order to facilitate
tourism, enabling visitors to observe what is presented as an authentic representation of past ways of
life. Such an approach effectively forecloses meaningful development for the affected communities,
reducing them to static exhibits and transforming living societies into objects of display for the leisure

and consumption of more affluent populations (Jain 2014: 279; Jain 2022: 127).

4. Jainism, ecology and their roles in the novels

Prior to an examination of the influence of Jainism in Dab and Par, it is necessary to address briefly the
relationship between Jainism and ecology. Jainism is frequently celebrated as inherently ‘green’ or
‘environmentalist’” because of its profound respect for all living beings, its strong emphasis on values
such as ahimsa and aparigraha, and its doctrine of interconnectedness (Chapple 2006; Mitra 2019).
However, many scholars caution against interpreting Jainism as a form of proto-environmentalism or
treating ecological concern as its primary or defining goal. At the heart of Jainism lies a philosophy of
world renunciation and an ascetic ideal. As a soteriological tradition, Jainism prioritizes liberation from
samsara and emphasizes renunciation rather than social activism. As Rankin (2019, 2) highlights, Jain
ethical practice promotes ecological principles such as non-violence and care for the environment not
as ends in themselves, but as means toward achieving disentanglement from the web of worldly
existence. Social and ecological responsibility thus function as integral stages within a longer-term
process oriented toward detachment from material concerns. Moreover, as John Cort (2006) has
argued, environmentalism constitutes a modern episteme that cannot be straightforwardly mapped
onto ancient religious traditions. As he writes, “The reason I say that there is no Jain environmental
ethic is that environmentalism is a relatively new episteme worldwide. It has arisen out of a set of
physical, technological, and increasingly moral and intellectual challenges of the past several

centuries, but has attained its position as a distinct field of inquiry—an episteme—only within the past

929



Veronica Ghirardi - Db and Par: Ecological consciousness and Jain ethics in Virendra Jain’s fiction

decades” (Cort 2006: 65-66). Nonetheless, experiences such as the Anuvrat Movement, a socio-ethical
initiative founded in 1949 by Acharya Sri Tulsi, offer important examples of how Jainism may inspire
eco-conscious practices and ethical life models. Rooted in a series of anuvrata (small vows), the
movement encourages individuals to adopt a set of ethical commitments focused on nonviolence,
truthfulness, restraint, and social harmony. The eleventh vow, for instance, explicitly calls on
practitioners to “refrain from such acts as are likely to cause pollution and harm the environment”
(Reading 2019: 2), including the cutting down of trees and the wasting of water. Acknowledging the
above debate, therefore, does not preclude recognizing the ecological relevance of Jain ethical
principles (Chapple 2006). As emphasized in UNESCO’s Earth Charter (2000), traditional knowledge
systems and spiritual wisdom across cultures can provide valuable insights for addressing
contemporary environmental challenges. It is undeniable that Jain ethics, while not explicitly
environmentalist, articulate a vision of restraint, interdependence, and responsibility that remains
profoundly applicable.

In an email sent to me in December 2025, Virendra Jain highlighted the profound influence of Jain

ethics on both his life and his writing:

not only in Dib and Pdr, but in my entire body of writing and in my conduct as well, the principles
of Jain philosophy play an active role, not only non-attachment (aparigraha) and non-violence

(ahimsa), but also the doctrine of multiple viewpoints (anekanta) and critique.’

4.1. Ahimsa: Violence, non-violence, and structural harm

As is well known, ahimsa—non-violence in thought, word, and deed—constitutes the ethical foundation
of Jain philosophy and is regarded as the supreme ethical principle (param dharma). In the above-
mentioned email, Jain further noted that his main characters generally avoid direct violence unless
absolutely necessary, reflecting a Jain understanding of violence as encompassing not only physical

harm but also emotional, verbal, and intentional injury.

unless absolutely necessary, my characters do not resort to violence. Jain philosophy interprets
violence in various forms: violence toward living beings, violence toward material things, and

> STt 3, ot 3 o 2 7, T o e 7 o T SATReT 7 S 31 o i Tt s sifiren fivTd € sTatare S stfeen gt e, SRt TR STererT
ol (Virendra Jain’s email dated December 31, 2025).
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violence of intention or emotion. Killing someone, destroying an object without cause,

continuously harassing someone, or harboring ill will or feelings of revenge toward someone.’

In Diib and Par, central figures such as Mate, an elder of Larai village, and the leader of the Adivasi
settlement of Jiron Khera embody this ethic through patience, introspection, and restraint. Despite the
difficulties faced because of the dam, because of power games within villages and between
communities, they avoid all forms of violence. These individuals are often described as being
preoccupied with contemplation, seeking the appropriate perspective, the correct manner of
articulation, and thereby the correct manner of action (if and when deemed necessary).

Yet violence permeates the novels in structural and systemic forms. The dam itself becomes a site

of mass violence against humans, non-humans, and nature. For instance, in Par Virendra Jain writes:

The embankment that the dam authorities had built at Rajghat broke in the middle of the night.
The water that had been collected there rushed into Paficamnagar, Bari, Torhe, Ke$opur, and who
knows where and into how many villages. From Rajghat to Panipur3, all the villages were
submerged. Livestock were swept away. Crops were completely destroyed. Houses and huts were
washed away by the water. Utensils and clay stoves were dissolved and ruined.7

Sudden flooding destroys villages, livestock, crops, and homes, while bureaucratic indifference
compounds suffering. Jain’s descriptions of submerged villages emphasize that violence need not be
overt to be devastating; it can be embedded in policies, technologies, and institutional neglect. The
repeated references to the Bhopal gas disaster further underscore this point. The disastrous leak of
toxic gas from the Union Carbide plant in 1984 caused immense human suffering and long-term

environmental contamination.

The Union Carbide factory that produced fertilizers and pesticides had already lulled half the city
into the sleep of death with poisonous gas, killing people like insects. Living, breathing human
bodies of flesh and bone were turned into toxic manure. The entire city was engulfed in cries of

S fraia @TrevEeh T BN qeh B U T st weny e dd| S et i i off fafir i o sarenfia wmtar 21 sfa &, g o, @i wrar e fondlt
T, Toret I hi STARTEOT & 8 AT, Torelt sht Tt T o forelt % it S, sieet ot et W@l (Virendra Jain's email dated December 31,
2025).

7SS W AT AT | S qese S o, T U 9 g2 TN qET $9hg! oAt T I TR, S, 2he, R ST I Fel-Fel, he-fee 1 7 S
S| TSTEAE § TR feh oh He TiTel ol 710 Helfl oTe 0] SHe =19 &1 TS| SR-CoRT 9t 5 Ry 1) sic-sre, <[eer-seh! 5 T (Jain 2022: 93).
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anguish. Those whose loved ones had died wept in remembrance, while those whose relatives were

left crippled, battling incurable afflictions, wept at the sight of their suffering.®

Despite Virendra Jain’s primary focus on human tragedy, it is evident the incident also had a
profoundly detrimental impact on the environment, as contamination of soil and groundwater by toxic
chemicals and heavy metals continues to pose a serious problem. By juxtaposing this industrial
catastrophe with the slow violence of dam construction, Jain situates both within a broader critique of

development that privileges economic growth over ethical responsibility.

4.2. Aparigraha: Greed, possession, and exploitation

In VirendraJain’s fiction (but obviously not only there) ahimsa has to be considered in close conjunction
with aparigraha (non-attachment). Indeed, violence is frequently engendered by sentiments of
attachment, greed, and egoism, and this is manifested in verbal and cognitive forms, as well as physical

actions. As regards aparigraha, Virendra Jain clarified:

As for non-attachment (aparigraha), Jain philosophy does not regard accumulation itself as
attachment. That is why followers of Jainism have a significant share in our country’s economy.
Jain philosophy does not support wastefulness. Avoiding unnecessary expenditure on oneself is
non-attachment; wastefulness is what is prohibited.’

Aparigraha denotes not only the deliberate limitation of material possessions but also the cultivation of
an inner disposition of non-attachment toward whatever belongings one may retain. It thus operates
simultaneously at the material and spiritual levels. From an ecological perspective, the central
significance of aparigraha lies in its challenge to accumulation and excess: by constraining consumption
and weakening possessive desire, it encourages modes of living that significantly reduce the material
and ecological footprint of human activity. In this sense, aparigraha offers an ethical framework that
links personal restraint with environmental responsibility, suggesting that ecological sustainability is
inseparable from practices of self-limitation and mindful engagement with the material world. Both

novels portray the destructive consequences of its opposite, the attachment, whether manifested in
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land grabs, bureaucratic corruption, or the exploitation of land, water, and of vulnerable populations.
Some of Virendra Jain’s characters, for instance, are willing to commit any kind of injustice and impiety
in order to gain economic and power advantages. Both in Db and Par, there are cases of individuals
who have coerced others into undergoing forced sterilization, an action which was ordered during the
Emergency by the government led by Indira Gandhi (Jain 2014: 201-202; Jain 2022: 67-68). Exploiting
their naivety and lack of knowledge, some unsuspecting villagers are led to the city, where they are
lured with the promise of help in finding work or compensation for the land and homes they have lost
due to dam construction or flooding. The consequences experienced by these men were severe, with
some even dying as a result of the surgery. Moreover, the pursuit of material wealth motivates Ghiire
Sav, a man from the village of Larai, to start trafficking Adivasi women (Jain 2022: 64-65). When his
“regular” business is disrupted by the construction of the dam, he decides to find other sources of
income. He realizes that many people in the city are willing to pay to have a beautiful young woman
by their side, and Ghiire Sav does not hesitate to throw himself into this new trade. The actions of these
characters reveal how unrestrained desire produces severe social injustice, and how ahimsa and

aparigraha, or more precisely, their negations, are intrinsically linked.

4.3. Parasparopagraho jivanam: Interdependence and ecological ethics

The third essential principle to be mentioned here is parasparopagraho jivanam (Tattvartha Sitra 5.21).
Umasvati’s aphorism, which literally means “living beings (jiva) render service to one another,”
articulates the mutual interdependence of all life forms and offers a crucial lens through which to
interpret the novels” ecological vision. Jainism classifies living beings into six categories: earth-bodied,
water-bodied, air-bodied, fire-bodied, and vegetation, which possess only the sense of touch, as well as
mobile beings endowed with two to five senses. The highest grade of jiva, including humans, also
possess rationality and intuition (manas). While human beings are considered the most developed life
form, Jain philosophy does not grant them moral or ontological supremacy. Rather, as Singhvi notes,
“As a highly evolved form of life, human beings have a great moral responsibility in their mutual
dealings and in their relationship with the rest of the universe” (Singhvi 2006: 222). Life, in this view,
is characterized by both autonomy and interdependence, emphasizing a shared ethical responsibility
toward the environment that all beings collectively shape and inhabit. From this standpoint, Jain ethics
considerably align with Arne Ness’s concept of deep ecology (1973). According to the Norwegian
philosopher, and as later elaborated by scholars such as Devall and Sessions (1985) and Fox (2003), all

living beings are fundamentally interconnected and possess intrinsic value independent of their utility
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to humans. Such awareness is essential for moving beyond so-called ‘shallow ecology,” understood as
an anthropocentric approach to environmental ethics that prioritizes human interests, often those of
industrialized societies, and focuses primarily on resource management and the prevention of resource
depletion. Deep ecology, by contrast, calls for ethical frameworks that confront the structural causes
of environmental destruction and advocate the protection of nature for its own sake.

Dub and Par condemn the destruction of entire ecosystems in the name of modernity. The issue
at stake thus extends beyond the loss of human life alone to encompass the natural environment,
including land and plant life, as well as non-human beings. The construction of the dam inflicts harm

upon all of these interconnected forms of existence. In Virendra Jain’s words,

The people building the dam at Rajghat on the Betwa River have dug up soil from the entire gorge
and ravine areas and taken it away. Several feet-deep pits have been left in many places. All the
trees, weeds, bushes, berries, small chickpea plants, everything has been completely cleared. Now
there is neither greenery nor level land left in the fields. In such conditions, any cattle or calves
could fall into a ravine. If we ourselves keep falling and end up crippled, it would be no surprise.
The dam builders’ need for soil, stone, and wood has still not been fulfilled. They still come from
time to time. Seeing them come, the cattle get frightened. And anyway, there is nothing left there
for the cattle to graze on.”

Jain’s descriptions of stripped landscapes, deep pits left by soil extraction, and frightened cattle convey
the fragility of ecosystems disrupted by human intervention. Diib and Par repeatedly expose how
modernization projects often rupture this web, destroying forests, grazing lands, and habitats that
have evolved over centuries. Furthermore, government promises of reforestation are depicted as

hollow gestures that fail to account for the complexity and irreplaceability of natural forests.

The government says, “We will plant new forests.” Yet the same government that shows no concern
for existing forests and the communities that live in them never tires of beating the drum about
new forests.

Who will compensate for the loss of our forest wealth, vegetation, and wildlife when this dam is
completed, and how and when will this happen? The structure of natural forests is a complex
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process. Thousands of years of development give them botanical diversity. These forests and
biological resources are invaluable. Artificially planted forests can never truly match them."

Jain thus emphasizes that artificially planted forests cannot replicate the biodiversity and ecological
balance of old-growth ecosystems. In doing so, he challenges technocratic solutions that reduce nature

to a set of resources to be managed rather than a living system to be respected.

4.4, Anekantavada and narrative perspective

An intellectual form of respect for all manifestations of life is anekantavada, the principle of no-one-
perspective-ism. It “describes the world as a multifaceted, ever-changing reality with an infinity of
viewpoints depending on the time, place, nature and state of the one who is the viewer and that which
is viewed” (Singhvi 2006: 220). Anekantavada is a philosophical concept that fosters an epistemological
respect for the perspectives of others. It is possible to interpret this philosophical framework as
providing an ontological foundation for the principle of non-violence. The legitimization of diverse
viewpoints is pivotal in the inclusion of non-human perspectives, thus facilitating the consideration of
the repercussions of human actions on non-human life forms and the environment. Jain’s narrative
strategy embodies this principle. He deliberately privileges the perspective of ordinary people living
in remote areas rather than an official or institutional viewpoint, giving voice to these communities
through his linguistic choices. He not only foregrounds the lived experiences of the villagers and
Adivasi people, but also adopts a strongly dialogical narrative style, closely reproducing everyday
speech and frequently incorporating popular idioms and sayings. While this approach has precedents
in Hindi literature—most notably in works such as Maila Afical by Phanishwar Nath Renu—the inclusion
of Bundelkhandi in the novels further reinforces the significance of an alternative, non-official
perspective. At times, the author provides standard Hindi equivalents for regional terms,
simultaneously guiding the reader and highlighting a potential distance from the world being
portrayed. This linguistic strategy draws attention to the plurality of viewpoints at play, making
language itself a means of underscoring multiple perspectives and, by extension, the relevance of

anekantavada.
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4.5, Pratikramana: Literature as ethical self-critique

The final principle cited by Virendra Jain in his email, which he sought to incorporate into his writing,

pertains to the practice of self-critique:

Remembering one’s conduct and criticizing oneself for any wrong done knowingly or
unknowingly toward anyone, or for any wrongly done act committed out of negligence, is
part of our daily practice. When this sense of responsibility extends to society and the
nation, then their critique also naturally becomes our duty."

Pratikramana (self-introspection) and repentance (or forgiveness-asking, known as prayascitta) are
undoubtedly significant elements of Jain ethics and an integral component of the day-to-day spiritual
practices of Jains. Jains are required to introspect and contemplate their own minor transgressions on
a daily basis, with a particular focus on ahimsa. They then endeavor to enhance their conduct and
actions. Furthermore, during the sacred Paryushan period,” both lay and monastic Jains are obliged to
engage in pratikramana. In this ritual, adherents confess and seek forgiveness for their transgressions,
both deliberate and inadvertent, aiming to purify their karma. At the conclusion of this eight- or ten-
day annual observance, Jains meticulously undertake ritual atonement and seek forgiveness for their

transgressions.

The admission of sins, and accompanying pleas for forgiveness (ksama), are directed not
only to a teacher but to all of one’s family and friends, irrespective of age or sex. [...] Finally
the participant in a samvatsari extends his own forgiveness to all beings [...] This is done
by repetition of a famous verse which points out the real spirit of pratikramana—the
establishment of universal friendship and goodwill: khamemi savvajive save jiva khamantu
me/metti me savva bhuesu veram majjha na kenavi ‘1 ask pardon of all living creatures; may
all of them pardon me. May I have a friendly relationship with all beings and unfriendly
with none’ (Jaini 1979: 216).
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B Paryushan is an annual sacred observance in Jainism, typically celebrated during the months of August and September,
corresponding to the Shukla Paksha of the Hindu calendar month of Bhadrapad. This period is devoted to deep spiritual re-
flection, during which Jains undertake vows of self-discipline, study, and fasting, intensifying their commitment to spiritual

growth and inner purification.
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Virendra Jain’s reflections on responsibility and critique resonate with this practice, suggesting that
ethical accountability must extend beyond individual conduct to encompass social and national
structures. In this sense, Diab and Par might function as acts of literary pratikramana, interrogating

collective complicity in ecological and social harm.

5. Concluding remarks

Virendra Jain’s Dub and Par foreground the intricate entanglements between human society, non-
human life, and the environment, revealing the profound ethical and ecological consequences of state-
led development projects. Through the lens of ecocriticism, these novels illuminate how the
Anthropocene’s hallmarks—industrial expansion, large-scale infrastructural interventions, and
unrestrained economic growth—generate both human and ecological precarity. The destruction
wrought by the Rajghat and other dams exemplifies the systemic violence embedded in modernization,
where rivers, forests, wildlife, and human communities alike become collateral damage in the pursuit
of “progress.” By chronicling these consequences, Jain’s fiction challenges the conventional,
anthropocentric understanding of development and underscores the interdependence of humans and
their environments.

Jain’s engagement with Jain ethical principles—ahimsa, aparigraha, parasparopagraho jivanam,
anekantavada, and pratikramana—offers a framework for understanding ecological responsibility that is
both philosophical and practical. The novels demonstrate how restraint, non-violence, and awareness
of interdependence can counteract the destructive tendencies of greed, attachment, and
anthropocentric hubris. By privileging the perspectives of marginalized villagers and incorporating
local languages and epistemologies, Jain enacts an ethical pluralism consonant with anekantavada,
extending moral consideration to human and non-human actors alike. In this sense, Dib and Par
perform a literary form of pratikramana, compelling readers to confront collective complicity in
ecological and social harm and to imagine alternative, more sustainable modes of living.

In the use of earth’s resources, humans—as Jain ethics prescribe—should take their cues from the
bee that “sucks honey in the blossoms of a tree without hurting the blossom and strengthens itself”
(Singhvi 2006: 224). Jain’s novels demonstrate how literature can function as a site of ethical and
ecological reflection, exposing moral, environmental, and existential costs of development-driven
modernity. Rather than idealizing Jainism or proposing a prescriptive environmental doctrine,
Virendra Jain dramatizes the consequences of ethical forgetting of ahimsa, aparigraha,

interdependence, and epistemic humility. His fiction reveals how neglecting these principles leads to
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the exploitation of ecosystems, the fragmentation of communities, and widespread suffering across
species boundaries. By foregrounding the shared vulnerability of human and non-human life, Jain’s
work contributes to a critical rethinking of modernity and calls for a recalibration of ethical, social, and

ecological priorities in the Anthropocene.
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