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dependent “others” defined by absence and lack. Through this analysis, the 

paper Devi’s Dopdi is represented as a radical intervention in both feminist and 

postcolonial thought, 
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Introduction 

Since the Epic age, a female body has been treated as a politicised 

terrain upon which the ideologies of gender, caste, race and state power are 

inscribed and contested. The term “Body Politics” refers to “the practices and 

policies through which powers of society regulate the human body as well the 

struggle over the degree of individual and social control of the body” (Shaw). 

It has become more than a mere biological body that has been historically 

constructed as a “medium of social control". While this social control has led 

to the hierarchized dichotomies of differences in femininity and masculinity. 

This further led to differential recognition of gendered minorities, making the 

physical body a mark of gender difference and social dominance. In a feminist 

argument, the body is “both socially shaped and colonized” whereas the second 

wave of feminism fought for autonomy and power over women’s bodies. 

In postcolonial feminist discourse, the human body works as a site for 

resistance, rebellion and redefinition of identity and power. Mahesweta Devi’s 

literary works can be sourced as an evidence on this body politics and its 

reclamation over vulnerability and agency. Her works stand out in the modern 

Indian literature as she singularly explores subaltern subjectivities and harsh 

social realities of post-independence India. She is exceptionally skilled at 

illustrating the subtle nuances in social and political structures as well as the 

power dynamics that work extensively within these institutions. Stories like 

“Breast- Giver” (Stanadayini), “Rudali”, and “Choli Ke Peeche” represent 

female corporeality as a medium of both exploitation and empowerment. As a 

matter of fact, she emphasises on “the historical basis for her creative 

writings”, which is evident in many of her novels which are based on the 
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illustrating the subtle nuances in social and political structures as well as the 

power dynamics that work extensively within these institutions. Stories like 

“Breast- Giver” (Stanadayini), “Rudali”, and “Choli Ke Peeche” represent 

female corporeality as a medium of both exploitation and empowerment. As a 

matter of fact, she emphasises on “the historical basis for her creative 

writings”, which is evident in many of her novels which are based on the 

Naxalite movement, like Mother of 1084 (Hazaar Churashir Maa, 1974), and 

stories like “Draupadi" and many others. 

Devi’s education at Santiniketan and interaction with Tagore made her 

deeply aware of the values of “inclusiveness, self-reliance, freedom of thought 

and expression, social responsibility, and environmental issues”. Her 

commitment towards her roots is evidently visible in her use of local 

vocabularies. She wrote in 1983: “Since I remain immersed in indigenous 

myths, oral legends, local beliefs and religious convictions, I find purely 

indigenous words very potent and expressive.” 

Mahasweta Devi’s “Draupadi”, which was published in Agnigarbha 

(1978) and later translated by Gayatri Chakraborty Spivak, is a powerful 

political short story that narrates the capture, brutal torture, and ultimate act of 

defiance of Dopdi Mejhen, a young tribal woman and Naxalite insurgent. The 

politics of “Draupadi” cannot be separated from Mahasweta Devi’s lifelong 

engagement with India’s marginalized communities. Her works stood for the 

tribal communities particularly in Bengal, Bihar, and Jharkhand. Set during the 

Naxalite movement, the short story “Draupadi” operates as an ethnographic 

critique of the state’s exploitation of tribal labor. The efficient narration of the 

prose oscillates between political reportage and mythic resonance blurring the 

boundaries between history and fiction. By fusing myth with realism, she 

destabilizes the epistemic authority of both history and literature. In the words 

of Homi K. Bhabha, the postcolonial text “negotiates its authority 

through the disjunctivetemporalities of the nation and the everyday” (The 

Location of Culture 145). Devi’s “Draupadi” precisely places the mythic 

Draupadi within the fractured temporality of postcolonial India. The violence 

enacted on Dopdi’s body is an action of a postcolonial state power. The 

brutality against Dopdi reflects the systemic violence of the Indian state 

against tribal insurgents. However, the climatic scene of breaking the silence 

over brutal rape, sexual abuse and extreme violence, subverts the whole concept 
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of “body politics” emerging as a resistance to exploitation and commodification 

establishing new paradigms for understanding the feminist resistance in the 

society. Thus, on one hand body politics involves the practices of how power 

is exercised and on another hand, how it is challenged or protested. 

Body: An Agency of Resistance, Rebellion, and Redefinition: 

From time immemorial, women have occupied a marginal position 

within social, cultural, and political hierarchies, subjected to multiple forms of 

oppression more pervasive than those experienced by any other group. 

Historically, women have constituted the structural backbone of society, yet, 

and especially with the advent of patriarchal religious systems, women have 

always been “systematically” excluded from decision-making spaces, thereby 

curtailing their autonomy, rights, and agency. The arrival of Western colonial 

powers furthered these pre-existing patriarchal structures, producing yet 

another system of domination. For the women of marginalised castes or 

classes, this intersection of patriarchy, caste hierarchy, and colonialism 

resulted in “triple colonisation”. The question that thus arises is: how does a 

woman articulate resistance within such a deeply oppressive framework? 

While many have been voiceless, modern narratives have increasingly sought 

to reclaim that silenced agency. In this context, Mahasweta Devi’s “Draupadi” 

emerges as a seminal text, disrupting patriarchal narratives through its 

portrayal of a fierce subaltern woman. 

The story follows Dopdi Mejhen, a twenty-seven-year-old Santal 

woman listed among the “most notorious and long-wanted” insurgents, for her 

role in the Naxalite movement, for taking part in the fight against feudal and 

state oppression. After her husband’s death, Dopdi continues the resistance but 

is captured by government forces under Senanayak, a figure that embodies 

colonial power, patriarchal authority, and superiority. He ordered his comrades 

to “do the needful” (p.401), ordering torment on Dopdi. After living through 

the trauma of brutal torture and gang rape, Dopdi refuses to conform to the 
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emerges as a seminal text, disrupting patriarchal narratives through its 

portrayal of a fierce subaltern woman. 

The story follows Dopdi Mejhen, a twenty-seven-year-old Santal 

woman listed among the “most notorious and long-wanted” insurgents, for her 

role in the Naxalite movement, for taking part in the fight against feudal and 

state oppression. After her husband’s death, Dopdi continues the resistance but 

is captured by government forces under Senanayak, a figure that embodies 

colonial power, patriarchal authority, and superiority. He ordered his comrades 

to “do the needful” (p.401), ordering torment on Dopdi. After living through 

the trauma of brutal torture and gang rape, Dopdi refuses to conform to the 

expected role of a “shamed victim.” She walks naked right towards Senanayak, 

“in the bright sunlight, with her head high” as a goddess- like figure. A terrified 

Senanayak cries, “Where are her clothes?” (p.402) 

Dopdi’s nakedness no longer represented shame or fright. It became a 

powerful declaration of agency and the reclamation of her identity as she stood 

before her oppressors, undefeated and fearless. She replied, “You can strip me, 

but you can’t clothe me again.” (p.402) Her laughter and refusal to cover her 

body challenged the very foundation of male power and revealed the weakness 

behind patriarchal authority. Thereby, the naked body of a mere marginalised 

woman becomes a symbol of resistance. and rebellion and redefinition of 

femininity. She stood for her rights, not through her speech, but through the 

same body that was once violated. Devi’s narrative thus redefines the female 

body as an instrument of resistance, exposing how silence and shamed victims 

are inverted into political speech within a framework of subaltern rebellion and 

feminist critique. The body of Dopdi functions as a multilayered site that 

registers gendered violence, class subjugation, caste discrimination, economic 

exploitation, and tribal marginalisation. Devi’s radical deployment of the 

female body displaces conventional notions of voice and silence; it transforms 

corporeality into a medium of resistance that speaks most powerfully when 

speech itself is denied. As Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak argues in her seminal 

essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?”, when the subaltern woman is doubly 

silenced by patriarchy and by colonial-capitalist structures, the body becomes 

the viable site through which a woman can “speak.” 

It was in 1994 that Gayatri Spivak expanded on the term “subaltern” in 

the context of the history of oppressed women. Spivak contends that the 

subaltern “have no history, are mute, and are even more thoroughly shrouded in 

shadow because they are female”. In her formerly mentioned essay she takes 

the example of sati traditions under colonial rule, she highlights the condition 

of Indian women. The subalterns are treated as the passive subject rather than 
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active participants in the society. In “Can the Subaltern Speak?”, Spivak 

questions whether those at the bottom of colonial hierarchies can ever be heard 

in hegemonic discourse. In “Draupadi,” Spivak (who translated the story) 

actually argues that Dopdi attains subjectivity only after her gendered 

brutalization: “It is when she crosses the sexual differential…that she emerges 

as the most powerful ‘subject’”. 

According to Spivak, Dopdi Mejhen is not a romantic character but the 

Robinhood for the tribal woman who rescues herself without waiting for any 

‘fairytale’ male protagonist or a divine intervention. She redefines the voices 

of ‘pure-blooded Santals’. Under the state, she becomes a ‘silenced victim’ for 

“a tear trickles from the corner of her eye as she is shamed” (p.401). However, 

right after this moment of numbness, she emerges as the loudest voice. As 

Butler argues, even the act of “not acting” can be a deliberate performance that 

acts for itself - by tearing her ‘piece of cloth’, she ‘wipes the blood on her 

palm’ and says, “You can strip me, but how can you clothe me again?” (p.402) 

Dopdi’s ‘performative speech’ disrupts the dominant discourse, 

showing that gender identity can be radical and insurgent, not simply 

conformist. The sexual brutality failed to shake her feminine spirit. She rises 

like a Phoenix and questions the masculinity of the brutes, “Are you a man? 

…What more can you do? Come on, counter me”. (p.402) With the help of this 

pivotal scene, Dopdi throws back the semiotics of shame onto her oppressors 

and becomes the subject that disrupts the power structure and challenges the 

institution of shame and honour. Devi thus represents the body as an "active 

resistance agent". 

In retrospect, drawing a parallel between Mahasweta Devi’s Dopdi 

Mejhen and the classical Draupadi of the Mahabharata reveals a profound 

reconfiguration of feminine subjectivity. Unlike her mythological counterpart, 

who is defined through relational identity as the wife of the Pandavas and is 

saved by Krishna from being “vastraharan”, Devi’s Draupadi resists being 
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institution of shame and honour. Devi thus represents the body as an "active 

resistance agent". 

In retrospect, drawing a parallel between Mahasweta Devi’s Dopdi 

Mejhen and the classical Draupadi of the Mahabharata reveals a profound 

reconfiguration of feminine subjectivity. Unlike her mythological counterpart, 

who is defined through relational identity as the wife of the Pandavas and is 

saved by Krishna from being “vastraharan”, Devi’s Draupadi resists being 

circumscribed by patriarchal affiliations. The loss of her husband does not 

plunge her into despair or self-effacement; rather, it becomes the catalyst for 

her defiance against systemic oppression. This reversal signifies that the spirit 

of resistance has always been inherent in women, yet historically suppressed 

under the weight of patriarchal conventions and the protective or possessive 

shadows of fathers, husbands, and brothers, or even a friend. In reclaiming her 

autonomy and agency, Dopdi no longer seeks a divine saviour. She becomes 

her own Krishna, embodying a modern feminist reimagination of courage, self-

determination, and power. 

Devi subverts the mythical idea of humiliation and shame in disrobing, 

into a powerful weapon of empowerment and protest, reclaiming the new 

meaning through “embodied resistance”. The story’s climatic moment occurs 

when Dopdi stands naked and confronts her male captors after enduring sexual 

violence has generated extensive critical discourse about the politics of 

nakedness as the nature of her resistance. 

“She says, can strip me, but how can you clothe me 

again?Are you a man?” (p.402) 

With the help of this pivotal scene, the victimised body as an object of 

tortured satisfaction for the men, becomes the subject to disrupt the power 

structure, as well as challenges the institution of shame and honour. Devi could 

efficiently represent the body as an “active resistance agent”. The ultimate 

power of Dopdi’s act is that she throws back the semiotics of shame onto her 

oppressors. 

Senanayak: The Practitioner of Biopower 

Michel Foucault’s concept of biopower refers to how the governing 

power of contemporary nation-states operates and controls modern societies. 

Foucault has used it to describe risk management, heredity control, and public 

health practices, among many other regulatory mechanisms that are frequently 

less closely associated with actual physical health. In The History of Sexuality, 
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Foucault argues that modern power does not primarily function through 

spectacular displays of punishment or coercion, unlike the former sovereign 

powers (to take life or let it), but through the systematic management, 

regulation, and normalisation of life itself (makes live and lets die). It operates 

by disciplining individual bodies and regulating populations through systems 

of surveillance, categorisation, and knowledge. On this account, Senanayak 

can be considered as the embodiment of this Foucauldian framework, for Devi 

has portrayed him not as a sadistic antagonist who kills to enact violence but as a 

rational, educated, and “civilised” practitioner who pursues such acts in the 

name of order, progress, and national security. 

During the height of state repression against Naxalites in the 1970s and 

1980s, security forces routinely used torture, sexual violence, and extrajudicial 

killings against suspected insurgents and their supporters. Women participants 

in the movement faced particular forms of gender-based violence that 

combined political and sexual domination. In "Draupadi," the Indian state's 

treatment of Dopdi exemplifies this biopolitical apparatus in its most violent 

form, where the tribal woman's body becomes a site for the inscription of state 

power. Under the Operation Bakuli the state captured the Adivasis who were 

fighting for their rights and with the order of the authorities, they were brutally 

raped and harassed. Senanayak’s brutal order to his lieutenants, “Make her. Do 

the needful”, explicitly exerts the “state sponsored sexual assault”of the 

protagonist. She is brutally raped and tormented throughout the night by the 

‘lustful brutes’. The horror of the scene is described immediately afterwards, 

“Draupadi, strangely enough, sees sky and moon. Slowly the bloodied 

nailheads shift from her brain. Trying to move, she feels her arms and 

legs still tied to four posts. Something sticky under her ass and waist. 

Her own blood… She senses that her vagina is bleeding. How many 

came to make her?…Her breasts are bitten raw, the nipples torn. How 

many? Four-five-six-seven-then Draupadi had passed out.” (p.401) 
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The terrific sexual assault she endures, is not merely an individual 

brutality but a systematic deployment of violence designed to break her will 
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Additionally, the greatest irony of Senanayak’s character lies in his 

self-perception as a civilised humanist. He is educated, methodical, and 

committed to maintaining social order. His violence, in his own view, is not 

cruelty but duty. This self-righteousness echoes Foucault’s insight that 

biopower is not the opposite of humanism but its darker twin. It is the power to 

manage life “for its own good,” even if that means administering death. He 

represents the postcolonial state that inherits colonial methods of control and 

disguises them as progress. His actions echo the logic of colonial anthropology 

of subduing the native. The tribal insurgents, like colonial subjects, are denied 

the status of full humanity; they exist only as objects within the state’s 

discourse of knowledge. Thus, Senanayak’s biopolitical control becomes a 

continuation of the colonial project, rebranded as national security. In his 

attempt to “civilize” the margins, he reproduces the same structures of 

domination that colonialism once imposed on India’s indigenous populations. 

However, Dopdi's final act of naked confrontation fundamentally 

disrupts this biopolitical apparatus. By refusing to cover herself and declaring 

that there is no man present worthy of her “shame”, she transforms her body 

from an object of state control into a subject of resistance. This transformation 

represents what Foucault would recognize as a form of “counter-conduct”, 

revealing the instability and contingent nature of disciplinary control. Dopdi 

steps outside the normative symbolic order that the theorist calls, 

“phallogocentric symbolic system” and thus cannot be controlled by it. 

Where Modern Women Stand 

Edward Said’s Orientalism states that the West’s knowledge of the East 

was never driven purely by curiosity or fascination, but rather served as a means 

of control and domination (Said 3-4). The West constructed its own identity in 

opposition to the Orient, portraying itself as “rational,” “moral,” “civilised,” 

and “masculine,” while defining the East as its inferior counterpart: 

“irrational,” “exotic,” “uncivilised,” and “feminine.” This idea of the 
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and “masculine,” while defining the East as its inferior counterpart: 
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“feminised” East has always been vividly portrayed in paintings, travel writing, 

and colonial reports. Images of veiled women or stories of mysterious harems 

turned Eastern cultures into matters of fascination and desire, presenting them 

as passive bodies waiting to be “discovered”, “civilised”, or “conquered” by 

the West. In this way, the language of empire and the language of desire 

became deeply connected, making colonial domination a kind of gendered 

performance: the West as man, the East as woman. Said argued that the 

“Orient” worked like a mirror in which the West saw its own reflection and 

identified itself as everything that the East is not. This construction echoes 

Freud’s psychoanalytic theory of Penis Envy, where a female is defined not by 

presence but by the lack of certain bodily features. Freud described women not 

as complete subjects, but as beings defined by what they supposedly lack in his 

theory of “Penis Envy”. Therefore, it can be considered that both Orientalism 

and Freudian psychoanalysis depend on opposites, with one side being active, 

rational, and powerful, and the other as passive, irrational, and incomplete. In 

Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality (1905), Sigmund Freud introduces 

the idea of “penis envy,” suggesting that a girl’s sense of identity develops 

when she notices the anatomical difference between a girl and a boy, and sees 

the female body as “lacking” something (Freud 1905). This perceived “lack” 

becomes central to how femininity is defined: not by what a woman is, but by 

what she is said to lack. From this, a symbolic hierarchy emerges, one that 

links masculinity with completeness and power, and femininity with absence 

and deficiency. This binary, in return, mirrors Orientalism, where the West 

defines itself as rational and superior by positioning the East as its opposite. 

The colonial gaze described by Edward Said functions much like Freud’s 

masculine gaze. In both cases, the “other” becomes an object of both desire, 

domination and fear, and therefore treated as an enigma that must be 

uncovered, mastered, and controlled. 

Therefore, in reference to the aforementioned theories of dualism in 
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Said’s Orientalism and Freud’s female sexuality states how the colonised 

woman, doubly marginalised by both race and gender, becomes the ultimate 

object of this fantasy, voiceless, and defined entirely through the gaze of the 

coloniser. In her essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (1988), Spivak focuses on 

this problem and argues that the subaltern woman is constantly spoken for but 

never truly heard, thereby establishing women as the ‘other.’ Even attempts to 

“give her a voice” often repeat what Spivak calls “epistemic violence”, a 

subtler form of domination disguised as understanding or compassion (Spivak 

271–313). The question remains whether modern female subjectivity has 

escaped these structures of colonial and/or masculine anxiety and 

representation. Their identities are constructed not through self-expression but 

through the language and authority of others. This theoretical framework finds 

a powerful embodiment where Dopdi Mejhen becomes the site of both 

political and gendered violence. 

After being captured, tortured, and raped by the military officer Senanayak 

and his men, Dopdi’s response shatters patriarchal expectations by defiantly 

refusing. standing naked before him and laughing, leaving Senanayak, the 

symbol of authority, speechless. Therefore, rethinking Freud’s theory about 

penis envy, if a woman really feels envious of the absence of a penis, then why 

does Senanayak’s power collapse into fear and paralysis after Dopdi’s act? 

Therefore, in this moment, Devi reverses Freud’s idea of penis envy and exposes 

how the control of women’s bodies underlies patriarchal and colonial 

dominance. Her silence and laughter become forms of speech more potent than 

any words that could even have been spoken or written by people from outside 

her caste. Therefore, this states that a modern woman’s subjectivity no longer 

arises from what she is missing but from what she unmakes, the myths of 

masculinity, empire, and representation that once defined her. Her body, her 

silence, and her laughter mark the beginning of another discourse, one that no 

longer seeks equality within the master’s house but imagines a world beyond it. 
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Conclusion 

“Draupadi” remains one of the most subversive literary interventions in 

both postcolonial and feminist discourse, precisely because it operates at the 

intersection of gender, caste, class, and colonialism. Through the figure of 

Dopdi, Devi dismantles centuries-old symbolic hierarchies that have defined 

women. The story’s radical significance lies not only in Dopdi’s physical 

resistance but also in its philosophical reconfiguration of the very terms 

through which power, subjectivity, and speech are conceived. Her nakedness 

does not only signify standing against patriarchal norms, but a conscious 

political gesture that lays bare the contradictions of state power. Her rejection 

of getting dressed after being raped dismantles the prejudiced idea of shame 

and passivity associated with women. In this climactic moment, Devi redefines 

the relationship between speech and silence, body and discourse, subject and 

object. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s seminal question, “Can the subaltern 

speak?” therefore, finds its most provocative answer in Dopdi’s bodily 

resistance. Spivak argues that the subaltern woman, doubly oppressed by 

colonial and patriarchal systems, is structurally silenced; even when she is 

“given” a voice, it is ventriloquized through the language of her oppressors. By 

refusing to be “clothed again,” Dopdi symbolically rejects the state’s power to 

define her “subjectivity”. In this context, clothing is more than fabric. It 

represents the cultural apparatus of modesty, civilisation, and containment. 

Therefore, by rejecting it, she sheds the imposed categories of womanhood and 

victimhood, resulting in the collapse of hierarchy and oppression. This reversal 

invites a psychoanalytic reading that reconsiders Freud’s theory of “penis 

envy” in light of feminist criticism in a way that Freud’s notion defined 

women through a “lack”, or through the absence of the phallus. Yet, in the 

scene of Dopdi’s confrontation, Devi reconfigures this Freudian schema 

entirely. If Freud’s woman envies the penis as the symbol of completeness, 

then Senanayak’s paralysis suggests that it is men who fear the symbolic loss of 
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it. Dopdi’s nakedness strips Senanayak of his phallic authority; her fearless 

laughter disarms the patriarchal gaze, exposing masculinity as performative 

and precarious. Thus, Devi turns Freud’s concept on its head: it is not women 

who envy male power, but men who are terrified of female defiance. 

Additionally, Dopdi’s last acts also disrupt what Homi Bhabha terms 

the “colonial mimicry” of modern subjectivity– the way colonial subjects are 

encouraged to imitate the coloniser’s manners and morality. She does not 

comply with the norms of her oppressor; instead, she invents a new mode of 

being that cannot be assimilated into either colonial or patriarchal frameworks. 

This act of defiance is a spontaneous articulation of what Frantz Fanon would 

call “new humanism,” born out of rebellion against the dehumanising systems 

of both empire and patriarchy. 

The subaltern woman’s body, often treated as disposable, becomes the 

site of an alternative ontology of resistance. In her refusal to be shamed, Dopdi 

asserts her being against a world that seeks to erase her. Her nakedness does 

not return her to nature; it propels her into a new dimension of humanity—one 

that transcends the dualities of civilisation and barbarism. She performs the 

“performative act” of resistance into being, demonstrating that agency is not 

something granted but something enacted, embodied, and lived. Mahasweta 

Devi’s “Draupadi” redefines the very meanings of power, resistance, and 

voice. The narrative asserts that a woman, whether tribal, colonised, or 

modern, is not a passive subject of history but an active force in reshaping the 

present. Through Dopdi Mejhen’s silence, laughter, and naked defiance, Devi 

crafts a radical new discourse that dissolves binaries of victim and victor, man 

and woman, coloniser and colonised. In the end, Dopdi’s resistance is 

unapologetic and fiercely autonomous. She stands naked, unafraid and 

unashamed, defining pure transformation of oppression and vulnerability into 

the purest form of power and invincibility. 
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Abstract:  

Adornment has long served as a site of cultural expression, symbolizing 

identity, power, and societal control. The female body acts as a canvas for cultural 

norms, aesthetic ideals, and political ideologies. The series Heeramandi: The 

Diamond Bazaar is examined to understand how clothing, jewellery, and 

embellishments transcend mere ornamentation. This paper analyses the series 

through cultural studies and body politics, examining how adornments function as 

expressions of individuality and tools of societal control. It talks about how cultural 

studies lays a theoretical foundation to understand how identity is often shaped by 

inclusive means. It provides understanding about various cultural theorist and 

provides a detailed analyses on the representation of culture through attire and 

jewellery, highlighting women's bodies as sites of cultural inscription. This study 

investigates how material culture reinforces gendered identities within the socio-

political context of courtesan life, emphasising the role of visual media in 

understanding the complexities of gender, identity, and power in Indian history. 

Key words: Cultural identity, body politics, visual semantics and apparel. 

 

Man is born naked but everywhere he is in clothes. According to the social 

notions of everyday rectitude, beauty and status, we decorate, cover and uncover 

ourselves through which culture is constructed and expressed. Levi Strauss 

described the body as a surface waiting for the imprintation of culture and history 

whereas Derrida and Foucault on the other hand consider the body as text upon 

which social reality is inscribed. The body is used and seen as a stamp onto which 
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which social reality is inscribed. The body is used and seen as a stamp onto which 

Discourse, Xaverian research Journal 13 (3) 2025

69

WOMEN’S BODY AS A CANVAS: EXAMINING THE CULTURAL 

POLITICS OF ADORNMENT IN HEERAMANDI 

                     Ezabella K J 
Postgraduate student  

English Language and Literature 
St. Teresa’s College (Autonomous) Ernakulam 

 
Abstract:  

Adornment has long served as a site of cultural expression, symbolizing 

identity, power, and societal control. The female body acts as a canvas for cultural 

norms, aesthetic ideals, and political ideologies. The series Heeramandi: The 

Diamond Bazaar is examined to understand how clothing, jewellery, and 

embellishments transcend mere ornamentation. This paper analyses the series 

through cultural studies and body politics, examining how adornments function as 

expressions of individuality and tools of societal control. It talks about how cultural 

studies lays a theoretical foundation to understand how identity is often shaped by 

inclusive means. It provides understanding about various cultural theorist and 

provides a detailed analyses on the representation of culture through attire and 

jewellery, highlighting women's bodies as sites of cultural inscription. This study 

investigates how material culture reinforces gendered identities within the socio-

political context of courtesan life, emphasising the role of visual media in 

understanding the complexities of gender, identity, and power in Indian history. 
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Man is born naked but everywhere he is in clothes. According to the social 

notions of everyday rectitude, beauty and status, we decorate, cover and uncover 

ourselves through which culture is constructed and expressed. Levi Strauss 

described the body as a surface waiting for the imprintation of culture and history 

whereas Derrida and Foucault on the other hand consider the body as text upon 

which social reality is inscribed. The body is used and seen as a stamp onto which 

the traditions and philosophy of a group are labelled. The body works as the 

common frontier of society and the social self, as the individual steps onto the stage 

on which the drama of socialisation is enacted, and bodily adornments become the 

language through which it is expressed. It is the most obvious canvas upon which 

cultural differences and individual identity can be written and read. The body is a 

‘historically specific entity’ shaped by an ideology and not just a biological 

construct.  

Through internalised cultural beliefs the process of socialisation takes place 

and makes the individuals emphasis on ideas that benefit the group or society. In 

the work The Feminine Ideal written by Marianne Thesander, she says: 

There is no totally natural or neutral body- even the naked body reflects the 

culture to which it belongs. From birth, our bodies are a part of our culture’s 

order. In many cultures, bodies are decorated and altered by painting, 

tattoos, changes to the shape of the head, etc. Thus, even without clothes, 

the body is equipped with distinctive cultural and social characteristics. (19) 

Cultural studies explore how identities are fluid and socially constructed 

within the framework of power dynamics. Thus, it’s important to analyse cultural 

texts such as books, films and even advertisements to interpret deeper cultural 

meanings, ideological understanding and impact on the audience. It’s through such 

text that we understand our past and the material conditions influencing its 

production.  The body is a part of the self, but it is also a part of the other. Women’s 

bodies have often been seen as a symbol of cultural purity. When a woman wears a 

dress that is revealing, there are people in society who criticize her saying that what 

she wears is inappropriate for the culture. It’s as if the whole culture of a place 

depends upon the clothes one wears. It’s a form of control and they do it in the name 

of ‘cultural values’ or ‘tradition.’ It’s less about clothing itself and more about 

cultural anxieties, power dynamics and societal policing of women’s autonomy. 
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This work aims to bridge the gap between historical study and modern 

visual storytelling, offering a thorough analysis of how Heeramandi brings history 

to life through its serious attention to detail. It provides valuable insights by 

focusing on the work clothing, culture and jewellery portrayed in the series, and the 

historical and cultural significance of courtesan life, making it a meaningful 

contribution to the fields of visual media and cultural history. 

The Inscribed Women Body: Cultural theory and Politics of Power 

The shaping of self-identity in the post-modern era is in a crucial sense a 

body project. We can see the body to an increasing extent tending to become 

seminal for an understanding of self-identity. The body has become an especially 

privileged fashion object. It appears to be something plastic that can be constantly 

changed to fit new norms as they emerge. It is tempting to say that the body has 

changed places with consciousness – as understood in empiricism – as a ‘tabula 

rasa’, a clean slate, on which anything can be inscribed. Joanne Entwistle in her 

work The Fashioned Body: Fashion, Dress and Modern Social Theory highlights 

how clothes play a crucial role in displaying gender identity. She says “Clothing 

turns nature into a culture, layering cultural meaning on the body while at the same 

time naturalising the cultural order’’ (143). 

Stuart Hall a Jamaican-British cultural theorist, was a key figure in the 

development of cultural studies, a field that explores the relationship between 

culture, power and identity. Richard Hoggart, Raymond Williams and E.P 

Thompson are the other main founders of cultural studies. As a discipline, cultural 

studies emerged in the 1960s. It was Richard Hoggart who coined the term cultural 

studies. Cultural Studies is an interdisciplinary field that draws meaning from 

different subject areas, including sociology, anthropology, political science, and 

history. It is the study of ways in which culture is constructed and organised. Stuart 

defined culture as “Experience lived, experience interpreted, experience defined.” 

(qtd. in Hua) The main concept which Hall put forwards is the idea of meaning-
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The shaping of self-identity in the post-modern era is in a crucial sense a 

body project. We can see the body to an increasing extent tending to become 

seminal for an understanding of self-identity. The body has become an especially 

privileged fashion object. It appears to be something plastic that can be constantly 

changed to fit new norms as they emerge. It is tempting to say that the body has 

changed places with consciousness – as understood in empiricism – as a ‘tabula 

rasa’, a clean slate, on which anything can be inscribed. Joanne Entwistle in her 

work The Fashioned Body: Fashion, Dress and Modern Social Theory highlights 

how clothes play a crucial role in displaying gender identity. She says “Clothing 

turns nature into a culture, layering cultural meaning on the body while at the same 

time naturalising the cultural order’’ (143). 

Stuart Hall a Jamaican-British cultural theorist, was a key figure in the 

development of cultural studies, a field that explores the relationship between 

culture, power and identity. Richard Hoggart, Raymond Williams and E.P 

Thompson are the other main founders of cultural studies. As a discipline, cultural 

studies emerged in the 1960s. It was Richard Hoggart who coined the term cultural 

studies. Cultural Studies is an interdisciplinary field that draws meaning from 

different subject areas, including sociology, anthropology, political science, and 

history. It is the study of ways in which culture is constructed and organised. Stuart 

defined culture as “Experience lived, experience interpreted, experience defined.” 

(qtd. in Hua) The main concept which Hall put forwards is the idea of meaning-

making. The culture has the power to influence our minds and to shape meaning in 

our everyday life. The way in which we understand and derive a sense of meaning 

depends upon the cultural coding that we have been exposed to. As humans we 

create meaning in everything that we do, we create meaning from the language we 

speak and even the dresses we wear. The heart of culture depends upon this 

meaning-making and understanding. According to Hall no object has a meaning on 

their own, they receive one when people on the basis of their cultural influences 

create meanings and symbols for them. 

The term body politics refers to the practises and policies through which 

society exercises power over the human body and regulates it. Body politics 

originally was aroused to fight against the objectification of the female body, to 

raise their voices against the atrocities that were committed against women and girls 

and to campaign for the reproductive rights of women. ‘The personal is political’ 

became a slogan that showed how important it is to have equal rights in the home 

and within sexual relationships. In this matter, body politics was used to ensure and 

emphasis the right of women to have power and authority over their own bodies. 

We could also read the instances of body politics in Rigveda, the oldest sacred book 

of Hinduism, which explains the caste system, describing how people who belong 

to the different strata of the society came from the different body parts of Brahma. 

They believed that Brahmins the high caste came from the mouth, soldiers from the 

arms, shepherds from the thighs and peasants from the feet. So, body politics can 

be seen as an entity that brings in what is intimate, private and personal to the public 

sphere in order to claim rights for the body. Body politics use bodies as the intimate 

vehicle of protest and resistance to power. 

In the article “Body Politics” written by Brown and Gershon, Linda Zerilli 

argues that “body has been historically disciplined.” And Deepa Narayan through 

her work Chup: Breaking The Silence About Indian Women says how we all are 

cultural creatures. We are shaped by culture from the moment we are born, we are 
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born naked without any rules and regulations. And as we grow, we absorb these 

cultural values early and unknowingly. They seep into our body, our mind, our 

morality and spirit to create the foundation. She also discusses the concept of the 

‘invisible compass’ which means that culture influences every decision that we 

make even when we are unaware of it. Sometimes we find ourselves trying to blend 

in (camouflage). Every human, including every girl, exists in a physical body, no 

one can exist without one. But when the central goal of raising girls is to ensure that 

they do not exist, there is a fundamental problem with having a body. 

On deconstructing the series Heeramandi:The Diamond Bazaar by Sanjay 

Leela Bhansali we were able to strip away the fiction layers to uncover the actual 

tale of Heeramandi, a city that once flourished as a cultural and artistic hub. 

Through the lens of cultural studies, we could understand how culture is constructed 

and how culture is portrayed through women’s bodies. We learn about how women's 

bodies are perceived as a cultural inscription site. The visual semiotics is studied to 

deliver how the clothing and jewellery create meaning when they are attached to 

woman’s body. Through that we could understand how it creates meaning to control 

and embrace them at the same time. The culture that we have inherited through 

generations shapes our body through many unnoticed controls. When we often wear 

a piece of jewellery, which we believe would enhance our beauty, it may have other 

cultural implications attached to it. Us without any knowledge would wear them 

and makes our body a canvas for the culture to display its cultural code.  An article 

named ‘Clothing as a Medium of Communication’ written by Prof. Dr Cornelia 

Bohn talks about how clothing has become an important phenomenon in our 

everyday life, how it demands our attention and decisions and promotes the culture. 

She says that clothing is a kind of communication through which we materialise 

our culture and possibilities of diversity.  The identity of the wearer can be 

understood from the cloth. 
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Gilded Bodies: Clothing, Jewellery and The Female Body 

Heeramandi: The Diamond Bazar is an Indian Hindi-language period 

drama directed by Sanjay Leela Bhansali, which was released in the year 2024 on 

Netflix. The show which is set in the 1940s, explores the lives of ‘Tawaifs’ 

(courtesans) who played a major force in changing the cultural landscape. The 

series deals with the stories of these women showcasing their struggles, passions 

and artistic talents. It is a tribute to the cultural heritage of Heeramandi, which is 

located in the district of Lahore, Pakistan. Bhansali uses the setting to create a series 

of subjugators and subjugations, with the courtesans, trapped in their golden cage, 

no less besieged than the country. In South Asian cinema, the depiction of 

courtesans can be seen as a mirror to understand the social norms and desires that 

were inexplicitly expressed. In an article named “Heeramandi: Sanjay Leela 

Bhansali’s Vision Of The Tragic Tawaif” written by Harsh Choudhary talks about 

how the depiction of these women has influenced Indian fashion, blending 

traditional aesthetic with modern sensibilities. In recent times Adithi Rao Hydari’s 

‘Gaja Gamani’ in Heeramandi has taken the internet by storm. Bhansali’s obsession 

with courtesans is evident in his filmography. The way he depicted them is layered 

with an art of dignity but more tied with his desire for romanticism. In his hands 

and eyes, these women become beings who are not fated to suffer, but their suffering 

itself is treated with an aesthetic. Through the mirrors of cultural studies, we could 

portray how the politics of the body differ from the body politics, and consider body 

as politically inscribed and shaped, controlled and contained. On analysing this 

series through the lens of body culture we understand how social practices perceive 

and shape women’s gender and bodies from different perspectives, concluding that 

culture always constructs and operates on the female body. In an article written by 

Tianyi Zhang, he talks about how culture is always expressed and acted through the 

body. He says that the first thing that comes to our mind when we talk about the 

body is the figure, body structure, health and disease. We find it very difficult to 
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separate these words from ‘natural’, but we must understand that our perceptions 

about the body are shaped by socio-cultural concepts. 

Through visual storytelling and cinematic language, the series works with 

visual metaphors and lightning to depict the body as a canvas of emotional 

resilience and cultural expression. Sanjay Leela Bhansali portrays each character 

with an individualistic style by maintaining uniformity. The women in the show are 

seen wearing gharara, lehenga, anarkali sets and saree, while the men are seen in 

kurta, pyjama, sherwani, angrakhas, jamas, and bandhgalas as well as modern suits, 

jackets due to the British influence.  During the celebration of Basant Panchami in 

the series, the director chose the colour for the occasion as yellow, which created a 

fashion highlight. Aditi Rao Hydari essaying the role of Bibbojaan in the series took 

the stage wearing a flared lehenga in the hues of red. Manisha Koirala as Mallika 

Jaan wore only the best couture in the entire series. In her entry seen, she can be 

seen wearing an ivory printed lehenga with a kurta of the same shade with multi-

coloured accents, as she stands from her chair and asks her servants to carry the 

lehenga for her, showcasing the detailing of the outfit which radiates sheer beauty. 

Fareedan glowed in the shimmer silver sari that she wore in the song ‘Tilasmi 

Bahein.’ 

Heeramandi’s costumes are packed with our cultural past. Since the story is 

set in 1940s Lahore, the costume naturally blends Nawabi and Punjabi elements 

with a touch of British and European influence. There are stunning ‘farshi ghararas’ 

and colourful ‘chatapati ghararas’ in the dance Sakal Ban. And there are patterns 

like fish scales, weaves and ‘Tukdi’ work that are quite rare. With costumes, they 

have created an old-world charm by shifting the colour palettes from dusky and 

earthy to jewel tones for performance. The use of colours, white and silver are used 

to represent the moon, and silver symbolises the sparkling moonlight. And it is not 

just the colours that we could spot, in close examination, we could spot the moon 

and star-shaped sequins on Alamzeb’s dupatta. The women in the series always 
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seen wearing an ivory printed lehenga with a kurta of the same shade with multi-

coloured accents, as she stands from her chair and asks her servants to carry the 

lehenga for her, showcasing the detailing of the outfit which radiates sheer beauty. 

Fareedan glowed in the shimmer silver sari that she wore in the song ‘Tilasmi 

Bahein.’ 

Heeramandi’s costumes are packed with our cultural past. Since the story is 

set in 1940s Lahore, the costume naturally blends Nawabi and Punjabi elements 

with a touch of British and European influence. There are stunning ‘farshi ghararas’ 

and colourful ‘chatapati ghararas’ in the dance Sakal Ban. And there are patterns 

like fish scales, weaves and ‘Tukdi’ work that are quite rare. With costumes, they 

have created an old-world charm by shifting the colour palettes from dusky and 

earthy to jewel tones for performance. The use of colours, white and silver are used 

to represent the moon, and silver symbolises the sparkling moonlight. And it is not 

just the colours that we could spot, in close examination, we could spot the moon 

and star-shaped sequins on Alamzeb’s dupatta. The women in the series always 

wear matching clothes even when each character has unique style. It is to show the 

tight bond of sisterhood among Heeramandi’s courtesans. They stand out while 

blending in, showcasing their unity and individuality at the same time. 

Fareedan’s style stands out in Heeramandi, she is a rebel who breaks the 

tradition and embraces change. She has a connection with the British and smokes a 

cigarette instead of hookah. So naturally her costumes have a more foreign 

influence. She is seen in French lace saris that outfit with sequins and pearl details. 

She is first introduced at the end of the second episode titled “Fareedanjaan- The 

Challenger Returns”, where she wears a dark costume combined with dim and 

dramatic lighting to enhance the character’s imposing entry (00:38:45). Fareedan’s 

outfit in the song ‘Tilasmi Bahein’ of the episode titled “Tajdar- The Lover’s 

Dilemma”, (00:09:35-39) has a secret. Her blouse is influenced by something that 

connects India and Europe. The design that she has in her blouse can be seen as an 

influence from the architecture of the Taj Mahal, the technique called ‘Pietra 

Dura’.The signature work of ‘Pietra Dura,’ associated with the Mughals, is marked 

with colourful, subtle and intricate designs accomplished by inlaying precious and 

semi-precious stones, gems and sea shells, usually on the white marble base 

complaint with delicate floral patterns. This craft flourished in Italy and came to 

India during the Mughal era; it symbolises a cultural link between an Indian girl 

and the European officers.  

The desi craft called ‘Chata Patti’ is featured in some of the costumes. It is 

a beautiful patchwork made from colourful pieces that are stitched together to create 

patterns like fish scales, honeycombs and waves which create a stunning play of 

colours. It was typically used in ghararas with vibrant colours. A unique and original 

embroidery of the Nawabi era in Awadh was the ‘Chatta patti’ work. The Mughal 

Empire influenced Indian embroidery with their techniques and designs. The word 

Zardozi comes from the two Persian words zar (gold) and dozi (embroidery). In the 

episode titled “Waheedajaan – Scarred for Life,” such great works of design can be 
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seen in the blouses and sarees worn by Fareedan during the court scene (00:06:47). 

Then there is the design of the peacock throne which symbolises the Mughal 

emperors, which features two peacocks joined together at rear (00:25:11). 

We often only look at the beauty and elegance that these clothes showcase, 

but on analysing them through the lens of body politics we can see them as tools of 

control. Ghararas and shararas are Mughal-era clothing which ruminates the 

opulent taste of the courtesans. Ghararas are unique trousers that are fitted from the 

waist to the knees and flare out from the knees in pleats which resemble a skirt. 

Their tight-fitting waists and heavy fabrics can restrict women’s movement 

physically. They draw attention to certain parts of the body like the waist, hips, and 

arms dictating how a woman’s body must be shaped and observed. It’s done to 

engage women to walk in a particular way that fits the societal ideals of feminine 

behaviour. Heavy ornamentations and layered skirts in lehengas make them 

cumbersome, subtly controlling physical freedom. The restrictive nature of these 

garments signifies cultural expectations of women as delicate. The dupatta, often 

an integral part of ghararas and lehengas, symbolises modesty. How it is covered 

over the head or shoulder serves as a visual marker of a woman’s virtue. While 

promoting modesty, these garments also promote sensuality with low necklines and 

shimmering fabrics. This shows how women are both objectified and controlled 

through clothing. 

In an article titled “Jewellery: A Medium of Symbolic Communication” 

written by Chinmayee Satpathy, talks about how jewellery can be seen as an 

effective means of communication of the socio-cultural life of human beings and 

can be seen as the living cultural heritage of mankind. In his article, he considers 

jewellery as the “lovely manifestation of man’s imagination” (qtd. in Satpathy). 

With some expectations, jewellery is mainly used as personal adornment and has 

no other purpose other than to look appealing. During the Mughal era, jewellery 

was very important. It was considered much significant by Indian royalty. Only the 
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seen in the blouses and sarees worn by Fareedan during the court scene (00:06:47). 

Then there is the design of the peacock throne which symbolises the Mughal 

emperors, which features two peacocks joined together at rear (00:25:11). 

We often only look at the beauty and elegance that these clothes showcase, 

but on analysing them through the lens of body politics we can see them as tools of 

control. Ghararas and shararas are Mughal-era clothing which ruminates the 

opulent taste of the courtesans. Ghararas are unique trousers that are fitted from the 

waist to the knees and flare out from the knees in pleats which resemble a skirt. 

Their tight-fitting waists and heavy fabrics can restrict women’s movement 

physically. They draw attention to certain parts of the body like the waist, hips, and 

arms dictating how a woman’s body must be shaped and observed. It’s done to 

engage women to walk in a particular way that fits the societal ideals of feminine 

behaviour. Heavy ornamentations and layered skirts in lehengas make them 

cumbersome, subtly controlling physical freedom. The restrictive nature of these 

garments signifies cultural expectations of women as delicate. The dupatta, often 

an integral part of ghararas and lehengas, symbolises modesty. How it is covered 

over the head or shoulder serves as a visual marker of a woman’s virtue. While 

promoting modesty, these garments also promote sensuality with low necklines and 
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Chained anklets were often considered a symbol of tradition and beauty, but 

in certain contexts, we could consider it has symbol of servitude and submission. 

Anklets especially in some colonial and feudal contexts can be seen as closely 
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metaphorically be read as a form of servitude. In the name of enhancing beauty 

there were anklets which were adorned with small charms or bells, the sound of 
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anklets makes the wearer constantly audible, ensuring that their movements are 

always noticed. 

This analysis has revealed how deeply embedded cultural inscriptions on 

women’s bodies are in various contexts. It shows the intricate ways in which power, 

culture and gender intersect to produce meaning. The framework of body politics 

provided a lens to examine how cultural ideologies and social practises are mapped 

onto women’s physical forms, transforming the body into a symbolic battlefield 

where identities are negotiated and contested. Everything that we encounter in our 

daily life has a meaning attached to it. Thus, it is important to think before we judge 

on the basis of our prejudices and cultural beliefs. Often the things which try to 

control and ruin us are not explicitly shown. We saw how a jewellery which is worn 

to enhance our beauty has various forms of beliefs and systems attached to it. Thus, 

the body which is our identity, is controlled and shaped by our culture in the ways 

we never understand. Cultural studies and body politics, helps us to see the body 

not just as a biological entity but as a site that holds cultural meaning which is 

shaped by social, political and historical. 

 

Works Cited 

“Alamzeb – The Innocent Pawn”. Heeramandi: The Diamond Bazaar, directed by  

Sanjay Leela Bhansali, season 1, episode 4, Netflix, 1 May 2024. 

“Body politics.” Encyclopedia, www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences/ 

encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/body-politics. 

Bohn, Cornelia. “Clothing as Medium of Communication”. ResearchGate, Apr. 

2012.www.researchgate.net/publication/328530889_Clothing_as_medium

_ of_Communication. 

Brown, Nadia, and Sarah Allen Gershon. “Body Politics”. Politics, Group, and 

Identity, vol. 5, no. 1, 7 Apr. 2017.doi:10.1080/21565503.2016.1276022. 



Discourse, Xaverian research Journal 13 (3) 2025

78

anklets makes the wearer constantly audible, ensuring that their movements are 

always noticed. 

This analysis has revealed how deeply embedded cultural inscriptions on 

women’s bodies are in various contexts. It shows the intricate ways in which power, 

culture and gender intersect to produce meaning. The framework of body politics 

provided a lens to examine how cultural ideologies and social practises are mapped 

onto women’s physical forms, transforming the body into a symbolic battlefield 

where identities are negotiated and contested. Everything that we encounter in our 

daily life has a meaning attached to it. Thus, it is important to think before we judge 

on the basis of our prejudices and cultural beliefs. Often the things which try to 

control and ruin us are not explicitly shown. We saw how a jewellery which is worn 

to enhance our beauty has various forms of beliefs and systems attached to it. Thus, 

the body which is our identity, is controlled and shaped by our culture in the ways 

we never understand. Cultural studies and body politics, helps us to see the body 

not just as a biological entity but as a site that holds cultural meaning which is 

shaped by social, political and historical. 

 

Works Cited 

“Alamzeb – The Innocent Pawn”. Heeramandi: The Diamond Bazaar, directed by  

Sanjay Leela Bhansali, season 1, episode 4, Netflix, 1 May 2024. 

“Body politics.” Encyclopedia, www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences/ 

encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/body-politics. 

Bohn, Cornelia. “Clothing as Medium of Communication”. ResearchGate, Apr. 

2012.www.researchgate.net/publication/328530889_Clothing_as_medium

_ of_Communication. 

Brown, Nadia, and Sarah Allen Gershon. “Body Politics”. Politics, Group, and 

Identity, vol. 5, no. 1, 7 Apr. 2017.doi:10.1080/21565503.2016.1276022. 

Discourse, Xaverian research Journal 13 (3) 2025

79

anklets makes the wearer constantly audible, ensuring that their movements are 

always noticed. 

This analysis has revealed how deeply embedded cultural inscriptions on 

women’s bodies are in various contexts. It shows the intricate ways in which power, 

culture and gender intersect to produce meaning. The framework of body politics 

provided a lens to examine how cultural ideologies and social practises are mapped 

onto women’s physical forms, transforming the body into a symbolic battlefield 

where identities are negotiated and contested. Everything that we encounter in our 

daily life has a meaning attached to it. Thus, it is important to think before we judge 

on the basis of our prejudices and cultural beliefs. Often the things which try to 

control and ruin us are not explicitly shown. We saw how a jewellery which is worn 

to enhance our beauty has various forms of beliefs and systems attached to it. Thus, 

the body which is our identity, is controlled and shaped by our culture in the ways 

we never understand. Cultural studies and body politics, helps us to see the body 

not just as a biological entity but as a site that holds cultural meaning which is 

shaped by social, political and historical. 

 

Works Cited 

“Alamzeb – The Innocent Pawn”. Heeramandi: The Diamond Bazaar, directed by  

Sanjay Leela Bhansali, season 1, episode 4, Netflix, 1 May 2024. 

“Body politics.” Encyclopedia, www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences/ 

encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/body-politics. 

Bohn, Cornelia. “Clothing as Medium of Communication”. ResearchGate, Apr. 

2012.www.researchgate.net/publication/328530889_Clothing_as_medium

_ of_Communication. 

Brown, Nadia, and Sarah Allen Gershon. “Body Politics”. Politics, Group, and 

Identity, vol. 5, no. 1, 7 Apr. 2017.doi:10.1080/21565503.2016.1276022. 

“Chatta-Patti/ Turki-Ka-Kaam Embroidery of Lucknow.” Asia InCH, Encyclopedia 

of Intangible Cultural Heritage, asiainch.org/craft/chatta-patti-tukri-

kakaam-embroidery-of-lucknow-uttar-pradesh/  

Choudhary Harsh . "Heeramandi: Sanjay Leela Bhansali’s Vision Of The Tragic 

Tawaif ”. csgs. Qurbatein .ashoka.edu.in/articles/heermandi-sanjay-leela-

bhansalis-vision-of-the-tragic-tawaif/ 

Entwistle, Joanne. The Fashioned Body: Fashion, Dress & Modern Social Theory. 

2nd ed., Polity Press, 3 Mar. 2015. p. 143. 

“Fareedanjaan – The Challenger Returns”. Heeramandi: The Diamond Bazaar, 

directed by Sanjay Leela Bhansali, season 1, episode 2, Netflix, 1 May 2024. 

Heeramandi: The Diamond Bazaar. Directed by Sanjay Leela Bhansali, season 1, 

Netflix, 1 May 2024. www.netflix.com/ 

“Heard of Pietra Dura?”. YouTube, uploaded by Manisha Malik, 

https://youtube.com/shorts/ZOaEG6D8tW0?si=Ds7g694TKTSkwtOt 

Hsu, hua. “Stuart Hall And The Rise Of Cultural Studies”. The New Yoker, 17 July 

2017.www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/stuart-hall-and-the-rise-of-

cultural-studies 

Kashi, K.D. “Stuart Hall’s Theory of Culture”. Sociology Learners, 16 Nov. 2024. 

www.sociologylearners.com/stuart-halls-theory-of-culture/.  

“Mallikajaan – The Queen of Heeramandi”. Heeramandi: The Diamond Bazaar, 

directed by Sanjay Leela Bhansali, season 1, episode 1, Netflix, 1 May 2024 

Narayan, Deepa. Chup: Breaking the Silence About India’s Women. Juggernaut 

Books, 2018. pp. 4-9. 

Saatpathy, Chinmayee. “Jewellery: A Medium of Symbolic Communication”. 

papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2909408#:~:text=Chinmaye

e%20Satpathy,-  

Thesander, Marianne. The Feminine Ideal. Translated by Nicholas Hills, Reaktion 

Books Ltd, 1997. p. 19. 



Discourse, Xaverian research Journal 13 (3) 2025

80

 

FROM SOIL TO SPIRIT: THE SACRED ACT OF  

TREE PLANTING IN ANCIENT INDIA 

Dr Sindhu T S 
Associate Professor 

Department of Sanskrit 
Maharaja’s College, Ernakulam 

 

Abstract 

Tree planting in ancient India was regarded not merely as an ecological act but as a 

sacred ritual deeply rooted in spiritual, cultural, and philosophical traditions. 

Ancient texts such as the Brhat-Samhitha Vṛkṣāyurveda, Atharvaveda, and Epics 

highlight the intimate relationship between humans and trees, portraying trees as 

living embodiments of divinity, health, and prosperity. The act of planting a tree 

was often linked to dharma (righteous duty), yajña (sacrifice), and punya 

(meritorious deed). Kings and sages promoted afforestation as part of their moral 

and environmental responsibility. Trees like the Peepal, Banyan, and Neem were 

venerated for their medicinal and symbolic value, representing the cosmic 

connection between the individual and the universe. This paper explores how the 

sacred act of tree planting in ancient India merged ecological wisdom with spiritual 

consciousness, forming the foundation of an early environmental ethic that remains 

relevant in the modern age. 

Keywords: Tree planting, Vṛkṣāyurveda, Ancient India, Ecology, Spirituality, 

Dharma, Yajña, Sacred ecology, Epics, Environmental ethics 

 

Introduction 

In an age when forests shrink and the pulse of the planet weakens under the 

weight of human ambition, the simple act of planting a tree stands as both protest 

and prayer. The Sanskrit word Vrksha is derived from the term Vishura, means 

spreading in nature or widely distributed. Tree planting is not merely an 

environmental duty; it is a profound gesture of reverence, an invocation of life itself. 
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Introduction 

In an age when forests shrink and the pulse of the planet weakens under the 

weight of human ambition, the simple act of planting a tree stands as both protest 

and prayer. The Sanskrit word Vrksha is derived from the term Vishura, means 

spreading in nature or widely distributed. Tree planting is not merely an 

environmental duty; it is a profound gesture of reverence, an invocation of life itself. 

 

The seed that sinks into the soil carries within it a spirit of eternity the silent promise 

of regeneration, shade, fruit, and oxygen. Vriksayurveda provides suitable soil 

suggestion and maintaining its healthy status, which are essential for cultivation of 

specific crops, planting trees, raising plantations etc1.  

Vrikshayurveda offer detailed guidance on farming techniques. Soil is an 

integral part of the earth of the echo system of planet earth (Bhoomi Niroopanam). 

Agricultural science defines soil as a dynamic natural body on the surface of the 

earth in which plants grow, composed of mineral and organic materials and living 

forms2. Plant propagation using seeds (Bijaruha) is a very common. Sowing 

involves strict rules about seed quality, treating the seeds before planting, preparing 

the soil and seedbed, ensuring proper soil aeration, and determining the best time 

to sow. Plant propagation uses several methods: the most common is using seeds, 

Propagation through (Skandhaja) is another method mentioned in Brihat Samhitha 

but ancient texts also describe growing plants from underground roots (like bulbs), 

cuttings (pieces of stem), grafting, budding, and even leaves. The Planting 

technique focuses on choosing the correct type of land and soil, preparing the 

planting pits, and rules for when and how to plant seeds or trees. This includes 

specifying the correct distance between plants and the density of sowing. 

दशकूप समा वापी दशवापी समो हृदः  । 

दशहृदसमः  पुत्रो दशपुत्रसमो दु्रमः II3 

(Ten wells are equivalent to one pond, ten ponds are equivalent to one 

lake, ten lakes are equivalent to one son, ten sons are equivalent to one tree.) 

Across diverse cultures, this practice has always transcended the practical, 

entering the realm of the sacred. Through the ritual of planting, human hands return 

 
1 S.Rajasekharan and  G.S .Unnikrishnan Nair,Vrkshayurveda,Keraala State Biodiversity 
Board,2017,P.61 
2  N.Chidambaram Iyer,Brhatsamhita of Varahamihira,Parimal Publications ,Delhi ,2018 P.92 
3 Surapala,Vrkshayurveda,Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series,Varanasi.P.3 
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to their primal communion with the Earth, fulfilling a sacred contract that predates 

civilization. This act, therefore, unites the material and the spiritual, bridging the 

temporal with the timeless, and affirming our most fundamental bond with nature. 

The Tree as a Deity's Dwelling and Cosmic Symbol 

In ancient India, the act of planting and nurturing trees (vriksharopana) was 

considered one of the highest acts of merit (Punya), demonstrating a spiritual 

reciprocity with nature.  Unlike the modern view of resource management, the 

ancient Indian perspective elevated certain trees to divine status. The Peepal and 

the Banyan are prime examples. ‘The Peepal was revered as the abode of  Trimurti- 

Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva simultaneously. The Banyan, with its vast, ever-

spreading canopy and aerial roots, became the central symbol of immortality and 

eternal life. It was associated with shiva and Vishnu according to Sangam literature. 

Corresponding details were placed beneath the tree. One of the notable examples is 

the third century BC. Shivalingam at Kalahasti’4. It to harm a sacred tree was 

considered a grave sin (Paap); while protecting one was a duty that brought spiritual 

rewards, ensuring that the act of planting was fundamentally a religious 

commitment.     

Forests as Spiritual Sanctuaries 

The sacred status of trees extended to the formation of consecrated groves 

known as Tapovanas (forests of austerity). These were not untamed wildernesses 

but meticulously maintained environments where spiritual life flourished. The 

setting of the hermitage is a sacred refuge characterized by purity and spiritual 

activity. The entire courtyard of the hermitage was meticulously swept and cleaned, 

signifying order and devotion. The surrounding area was alive with birds and 

animals everywhere, reflecting a balanced, harmonious ecosystem. The presence of 

spacious sacrificial halls and the resounding Vedic hymns established the grove as 

 
4 S.Rajasekharan and  G.S .Unnikrishnan Nair,Vrkshayurveda,Keraala State Biodiversity 
Board,2017,P.20 
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4 S.Rajasekharan and  G.S .Unnikrishnan Nair,Vrkshayurveda,Keraala State Biodiversity 
Board,2017,P.20 

Discourse, Xaverian research Journal 13 (3) 2025

83

 

to their primal communion with the Earth, fulfilling a sacred contract that predates 

civilization. This act, therefore, unites the material and the spiritual, bridging the 

temporal with the timeless, and affirming our most fundamental bond with nature. 

The Tree as a Deity's Dwelling and Cosmic Symbol 

In ancient India, the act of planting and nurturing trees (vriksharopana) was 

considered one of the highest acts of merit (Punya), demonstrating a spiritual 

reciprocity with nature.  Unlike the modern view of resource management, the 

ancient Indian perspective elevated certain trees to divine status. The Peepal and 

the Banyan are prime examples. ‘The Peepal was revered as the abode of  Trimurti- 

Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva simultaneously. The Banyan, with its vast, ever-

spreading canopy and aerial roots, became the central symbol of immortality and 

eternal life. It was associated with shiva and Vishnu according to Sangam literature. 

Corresponding details were placed beneath the tree. One of the notable examples is 

the third century BC. Shivalingam at Kalahasti’4. It to harm a sacred tree was 

considered a grave sin (Paap); while protecting one was a duty that brought spiritual 

rewards, ensuring that the act of planting was fundamentally a religious 

commitment.     

Forests as Spiritual Sanctuaries 

The sacred status of trees extended to the formation of consecrated groves 

known as Tapovanas (forests of austerity). These were not untamed wildernesses 

but meticulously maintained environments where spiritual life flourished. The 

setting of the hermitage is a sacred refuge characterized by purity and spiritual 

activity. The entire courtyard of the hermitage was meticulously swept and cleaned, 

signifying order and devotion. The surrounding area was alive with birds and 

animals everywhere, reflecting a balanced, harmonious ecosystem. The presence of 

spacious sacrificial halls and the resounding Vedic hymns established the grove as 

 
4 S.Rajasekharan and  G.S .Unnikrishnan Nair,Vrkshayurveda,Keraala State Biodiversity 
Board,2017,P.20 

 

a vibrant centre for religious rites, sustained by the natural environment itself. The 

old sages subsisted on the numerous fruit trees, dressed in wooden clothes, and their 

spiritual intensity was likened to the fire of the sun. This depiction confirms the 

forest's role as a living temple, where the purity of the natural world facilitates 

profound spiritual and religious communion. In the  Sarangadharapadhati  gives the 

information that During the lifespan of an individual, one should plant the following 

number of tree species having carbon sequestration potential and also dig a pond 

nearby so that he will never face any environmental health problems in his life.  

 The name and number of the plants to be planted/conserved are Ficus 

religiosa (Aswatha one), Azadirachta indica (Nimba one), Ficus benghalensis 

(Nygrodham one), Tamarindus indicus (Thintrini ten). Flacourtia montana (Kapitha 

three), Aegle marmelos (Vilwam-three), Phyllanthus emblica (Amala three), 

Mangifera indica (Ambra five)5 . 

The above ex-situ conservation package programme is envisaged to provide 

adequate oxygen to the human beings and also help to minimize the negative impact 

of climate change, atmospheric and dust pollutions. 

Ancient Indian scriptures, such as the Vedas and Puranas, extensively detail 

sacred flora and fauna. Based on this, scholars developed the concept of 

Nakshatravana (Astro-Forests) for biodiversity conservation. They implemented a 

holistic, participatory strategy that established connections between stars, plants, 
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protection6 . This deep respect is also seen in the association of trees with deities 

 
5 S.Rajasekharan and  G.S .Unnikrishnan Nair,Vrkshayurveda,Keraala State Biodiversity 
Board,2017,P.20 
6 S.Rajasekharan and  G.S .Unnikrishnan Nair,Vrkshayurveda,Keraala State Biodiversity 
Board,2017,P.17 
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like Vishnu and Shiva, as well as with Buddha.  The belief attributed to Sri Buddha 

that "trees, plants and animals are human's close relatives" further emphasizes the 

profound sacredness of plant life. we can commonly find sacred trees being 

worshipped across India in temple grounds, villages, and forests by various 

communities. Sthalavrikshas are built under or near these holy trees. Notable 

examples are the Mango trees of Kanchi, the Jambu tree of Jumbukeswaram, and 

the Nelli tree of Tirunellikkara 7. These trees are often central to the worship of 

gods, goddesses, and even snake deities. 

वरं भूममरुहाः  पञ्च नतु कोष्ठरुहा दशः  । 

पन्त्रः  पुष्रः  फलरः  स्तोयरः  ( मूलरः ) कुर्व्वन्ति मपतृतपवणं ॥ 8 

The plantation of five trees (plants) are better than building the ten house, 

because leaves, flowers, fruit and root are useful (desired) in religious rite of 

pitrtarpana (offering of jala) and other vegetarian articles prescribed under 

traditional rituals 'śraddha' to late elder members of family.  

Trees in Epics and Daily Life 

Major Indian epics like the Vatmiki Ramayana (VR) and Mahabharata 

frequently highlight the beauty and importance of trees in people's lives. In the VR 

one of the chapter titled as Aranyakandam is fully devoted to explain the forest 

ecosystem9. There's a reference to Sita circumambulating a banyan tree as a sacred 

act. The reverence for trees and natural groves in Ancient India is a central theme, 

profoundly illustrated through epic literature like the Ramayana. This sacredness 

manifests the tree as a source of sustenance and shelter, and the plant as a sentient 

confidante to humans. The Dandaka Forest hermitage, for example, is depicted not 

as a wild jungle, but as a consecrated space marked by meticulous order. Its 

 
7 S.Rajasekharan and  G.S .Unnikrishnan Nair,Vrkshayurveda,Keraala State Biodiversity 
Board,2017,P.18 
8 .Bhavishyapurana,Parva 4,chapter,128 sloka no.2 
9 VR.III.13.569 
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courtyards swept clean, its air resounding with Vedic hymns, and its grounds 

utilized for sacrificial halls. This ideal environment was sustained by the forest's 

bounty, including numerous fruit trees and essential ritual elements like darbha 

grass.    

 During the Vanavasa period Lakshmana built the ashram in Panchavati, he 

constructed the shelter using only natural materials tree branches, bamboo, and 

grass and immediately consecrated it with flower offerings and peace rituals by the 

Godavari River, sanctifying the dwelling through its bond with nature. 

Furthermore, in the depths of his grief, Rama personifies the trees and plants, 

appealing directly to the Kadambu and Koovala about Sita's whereabouts, viewing 

them as living witnesses to her abduction. This emotional connection reaches its 

climax in the Ashoka Vatika, Ravana's beautiful garden which Hanuman searches. 

Dominated by the blooming Ashoka (dispeller of grief) trees, the grove serves as a 

tragically ironic setting where nature's perfect beauty frames Sita's immense 

sorrow, reinforcing the ancient Indian belief that trees hold memory, feeling, and a 

powerful, spiritual presence10. Mountain bearing the magical herb which cured 

Lakshman of a fatal wound in a ferocious war against Ravana11. In Mahabharata’s 

Anushashana Parva Bhisma said the greatness of lakes and forests12.  This idea can 

be seen in the following verse from Parāśara’s Vṛkṣāyurveda.  

 The Chitraratha forest where Bhima rescued the Kauravas from the 

Gandharvas13. During the Mahabharata era, trees like Tulasi (Basil), Ashvatha 

(Peepal), Nelli (Amla), and Vatavriksham (Banyan) were highly revered as divine. 

Many later works in Sanskrit literature, including Kālidāsa’s Raghuvaṃśa, 

Śākuntalam, and Meghasandeśa, vividly describe the significance of trees. 

 
10VR.V.14.961     
11 VR.VI.102.11459 
12 Vidwan K. Prakasam, Vyasa Mahabharata (Volume 6), DC Books, Kottayam 2016, P.657. 
13 . Prof. Dr. Subhash Ranade and Dr. Renuka Josh, A Text Book of History of Ayurveda, 
Chaukhamba Sanskrit Pratisthan, Varanasi,2013. 
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Raghuvaṃśa -Kālidāsa beautifully describes the Aśoka, Mango, and Sandalwood 

trees adorning the royal gardens and hermitages. For example, in Canto I, he 

mentions how trees provide shade and fruits to travelers, symbolizing generosity 

and selfless service. 

In Abhijñānaśākuntalam the hermitage of sage Kaṇva is portrayed as a 

natural paradise filled with sacred trees like Bilva, Palāśa, and Aśvattha. Śakuntalā 

and her friend, water and worship these trees, showing their emotional bond with 

nature. In the fourth act of Śākuntala, it is mentioned that when Śakuntalā prepares 

to leave for her husband’s abode, the trees themselves provide her with everything 

she needs garments, ornaments, and even farewell gifts as a gesture of love and 

blessing14. 

In Meghasandeśa the cloud messenger travels over lush landscapes filled 

with blossoming trees such as Kadamba, Aśoka, and Campaka. These trees not only 

beautify the scenery but also mirror the emotions of longing and love that pervade 

the poem. 

One of the classic novels in Indian languages is titled ‘Āraṇyakam’ written 

in Bengali, this novel features a character named Yugala Prasād who is taken into 

the forest to plant trees15. While reading it, it once seemed like a sign of madness. 

But today, isn’t this exactly what we need to do? 

Ancient Indians also held tree-planting festivals, or Vriksha Mahotsava, as 

recorded in scriptures like the Matsya Purana and Padma Purana. Scholars 

recognized trees as essential living things. 

 Concept of tree planting in Present scenario   

Tree planting in the present scenario has evolved from a simple 

environmental activity into a multidimensional global movement that integrates 

ecological restoration, climate resilience, community participation, and sustainable 

 
14 Abhijñānaśākuntalam IV.7.Bharatheeya Vidya Publication ,Delhi ,2008 
15 Mohanlal,Oru Nadante Blog Ezhuthukal,Mathrubhumi Books 2015,P.67 
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development. The present era is marked by frequent climatic extremes -heatwaves, 

floods, droughts, and wildfires. Trees absorb large quantities of CO₂, 16making tree 

planting one of the most cost-effective nature-based solutions to climate change. 

National missions like Green India Mission, various compensatory afforestation 

policies, and global commitments such as the Paris Agreement place tree planting 

at the centre of environmental governance. The United Nations decided to observe 

the year 2011 as the International Year of Forests.  The Amazon rainforests, known 

as the ‘lungs of the Earth,’ cover an area of 6,451 square kilometres. Those who 

have knowledge of Indian culture describe it as an Aranya Samskr̥ti.  

Echoes of the Chipko Movement: Embracing Trees as Living Spirits 

The Chipko Movement, born in the Himalayan foothills of Uttarakhand in 

the 1970s, stands as a powerful symbol of humanity’s spiritual bond with nature. 

Villagers, especially women, embraced trees to prevent them from being felled, 

transforming an act of resistance into a sacred ritual of protection. Their gesture 

went beyond environmental activism; it was a profound expression of reverence, 

where the tree was seen not merely as wood or resource, but as a living embodiment 

of the divine. 

Incorporating the spirit of Chipko within the theme From Soil to Spirit 

reminds us that tree planting is not only an ecological necessity but also a moral 

and spiritual duty. The act of planting or protecting a tree reconnects us with the 

Earth’s sanctity, echoing the same devotion that inspired the Chipko women to wrap 

their arms around trees as if around the very soul of life itself. 

Conclusion 

The act of planting a tree was never just about forestry, it was a deeply 

spiritual contract and a commitment to preserve the life, memory, and sanctity of 

the Earth. By treating the forest as a temple and trees as deities, the ancients 

established an ecological and spiritual model that remains profoundly relevant 

 
16 
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today. In the present scenario, tree planting is no longer a symbolic gesture but a 

comprehensive strategy to safeguard the planet. It incorporates ecological 

restoration, community engagement, climate action, and sustainable development. 

We no longer have forests where we can go and plant trees. We must plant trees in 

our own surroundings and thereby create forests ourselves. The legacy of From Soil 

to Spirit’ is a compelling argument that true ecological conservation must begin not 

just with scientific effort, but with a sacred reverence for the plant life that sustains 

all existence. 

 

Bibliography 

Abhijñānaśākuntalam. Bharatheeya Vidya Publication, 2008. 

Bhaviṣyapurāṇa. Parva 4, Chapter 128, Sloka 2. 

Chidambaram Iyer, N., editor. Bṛhatsaṃhitā of Varāhamihira. Parimal 

Publications, 2018. 

Mohanlal. Oru Nāṭante Blog Ezhuthukal. Mathrubhumi Books, 2015. 

Prakasam, K., editor. Vyāsa Mahābhārata. Vol. 6, DC Books, 2016. 

Rajasekharan, S., and G. S. Unnikrishnan Nair. Vṛkṣāyurveda. Kerala State 

Biodiversity Board, 2017. 

Ranade, Subhash, and Renuka Josh. A Textbook of History of Ayurveda. 

Chaukhamba Sanskrit Pratishthan, 2013. 

Rāmayana (Malayalam). By N. V. P. Unithiri, Kerala State Institute of Children's 

Literature, 2013. 

Rāmāyaṇa of Vālmīki. Translated by Dr. Raviprakash Arya, Primal Publications, 

2013. 

Sreemad Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇam. Edited by Sreepandita Ramapandeya, Chaukhamba 

Sanskrit Pratishthan, 2013. 

Surapāla. Vṛkṣāyurveda. Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series, 2021. 

Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa. VR.III.13.569; VR.V.14.961; VR.VI.102.11459. 



Discourse, Xaverian research Journal 13 (3) 2025

88

 

today. In the present scenario, tree planting is no longer a symbolic gesture but a 

comprehensive strategy to safeguard the planet. It incorporates ecological 

restoration, community engagement, climate action, and sustainable development. 

We no longer have forests where we can go and plant trees. We must plant trees in 

our own surroundings and thereby create forests ourselves. The legacy of From Soil 

to Spirit’ is a compelling argument that true ecological conservation must begin not 

just with scientific effort, but with a sacred reverence for the plant life that sustains 

all existence. 

 

Bibliography 

Abhijñānaśākuntalam. Bharatheeya Vidya Publication, 2008. 

Bhaviṣyapurāṇa. Parva 4, Chapter 128, Sloka 2. 

Chidambaram Iyer, N., editor. Bṛhatsaṃhitā of Varāhamihira. Parimal 

Publications, 2018. 

Mohanlal. Oru Nāṭante Blog Ezhuthukal. Mathrubhumi Books, 2015. 

Prakasam, K., editor. Vyāsa Mahābhārata. Vol. 6, DC Books, 2016. 

Rajasekharan, S., and G. S. Unnikrishnan Nair. Vṛkṣāyurveda. Kerala State 

Biodiversity Board, 2017. 

Ranade, Subhash, and Renuka Josh. A Textbook of History of Ayurveda. 

Chaukhamba Sanskrit Pratishthan, 2013. 

Rāmayana (Malayalam). By N. V. P. Unithiri, Kerala State Institute of Children's 

Literature, 2013. 

Rāmāyaṇa of Vālmīki. Translated by Dr. Raviprakash Arya, Primal Publications, 

2013. 

Sreemad Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇam. Edited by Sreepandita Ramapandeya, Chaukhamba 

Sanskrit Pratishthan, 2013. 

Surapāla. Vṛkṣāyurveda. Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series, 2021. 

Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa. VR.III.13.569; VR.V.14.961; VR.VI.102.11459. 

DISCOURSE, Xaverian Research Journal 13 (2) 2025

140



DISCOURSE, Xaverian Research Journal 13 (2) 2025

141



DISCOURSE, Xaverian Research Journal 13 (2) 2025

141

DISCOURSE, Xaverian Research Journal 13 (2) 2025

142




