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Abstract: Mamang Dai is a writer from Northeast India whose work engages with 
the history, culture, and changing realities of Arunachal Pradesh. Her historical 
novel Escaping the Land chronicles the region’s development from the era of the 
North-East Frontier Agency to the present, tracing the transformation of both the 
land and its people. Moving from colonial to postcolonial times, the narrative 
captures shifts in values, aspirations, and identities. While some characters hold on 
to the memory of a sacred green homeland, others embrace visions of modernity 
with its promises of infrastructure, amenities, and economic growth. This paper 
examines how Dai’s novel negotiates these contrasting attitudes through its 
characters and landscapes, revealing the tensions between tradition and change. 
Adopting a textual analysis approach informed by postcolonial development 
critique and cultural memory studies, the paper explores how Escaping the Land 
engages with ideas of progress, belonging, and the costs of modernization. 
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Mamang Dai is one of the most prominent writers of Northeast India. Her works focus 
primarily on the tribes of the region and their deep-rooted relationship with the landscapes they 
have inhabited for generations. Her narratives capture the evolving mindset of the people of 
Northeast India while giving voice to those who remain deeply attached to their ancestral roots 
and worldviews. Her historical novel Escaping the Land (Dai, 2021) offers a literary representation 
of this transition in the state of Arunachal Pradesh (formerly known as the North-East Frontier 
Agency [NEFA]), from the traditional perception of the land as sacred to the developmentalist 
“imagination”, to use Appadurai’s (1996) term — modern society’s conception of the future. The 
novel presents a composite of Arunachal Pradesh’s history, mythology, and shifting political 
landscape. Maying, the protagonist and narrator, returns to her native land from Delhi in order to 
undertake a project centered on her birthplace and its people. Through her perspective, elements 
of fiction are interwoven with historical memory, charting the transformation from the NEFA era 
to the recognition of Arunachal Pradesh as the twenty-fourth state of India in 1987. 

After gaining access to an old journal that anchors her journey into the past, Maying encounters 
Lutor, an aging veteran politician and the son of a shaman, whose career had spanned the decades 
since the state’s formation. Through their interaction, she seeks to recover forgotten narratives, 
and together they begin to revisit the collective memory of a bygone era. The unfolding of the 
journal alongside Lutor’s recollections immerses Maying in those earlier times, reconstructing the 
historical and cultural shifts that shaped the region. As the narrative progresses, the focus moves 
gradually from the NEFA period into the early 1990s, chronicling the official birth of Arunachal 
Pradesh. This transition is marked not only by political developments but also by challenges to the 
people’s sacred relationship with the land, as processes of modernization and state-making 
generate new demands and alter the ecological and cultural fabric of the region. 

Dai’s (2021) Escaping the Land situates Arunachal Pradesh at the intersection of two 
worldviews: the sacred and the modern. The sacred landscape, imbued with myths, ancestral 
presence, and spiritual reverence, is contrasted with the modern drive for development that seeks 
to reduce land into measurable, utilitarian terms. Émile Durkheim’s (1912/1995) theory of the 
sacred and profane is helpful here: 

All known religious beliefs, whether simple or complex, present one common 
characteristic: they presuppose a classification … into two classes … translated 
well enough by the words profane and sacred. This division of the world into two 
domains, the one containing all that is sacred, the other all that is profane, is the 
distinctive trait of religious thought; the beliefs, myths, dogmas and legends are 
either representations or systems of representations which express the nature of 
sacred things, the virtues and powers which are attributed to them, or their relations 
with each other and with profane things. But by sacred things one must not 
understand simply those personal beings which are called gods or spirits; a rock, a 
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tree, a spring, a pebble, a piece of wood, a house, in a word, anything can be 
sacred.… But if a purely hierarchic distinction is a criterium at once too general 
and too imprecise, there is nothing left with which to characterize the sacred in its 
relation to the profane except their heterogeneity. (pp. 52–53) 

What Durkheim (1912/1995) has underscored is that anything — a rock, a tree, a spring, a 
pebble, a piece of wood or a house — can be sacred, depending on how communities ascribe 
meaning to it. This resonates deeply with Dai’s (2021) narrative, where rivers, forests, and hills 
are not inert matter but living presences tied to memory, ritual, and identity. In Dai’s novel, an 
entity known as the rainman embodies the ancient cosmology of the Adi tribe. His presence 
emphasizes the traditional belief that land and weather are alive, and shaped not only by natural 
processes but also by ancestral guardians. He explains the love that people feel for every element 
of the land: 

People say Arunachal is a green paradise and there is a lot you can do.… The land 
is a being, just like us, and to know the land you have to live here. When you are 
closely linked to the land, it speaks to you in little whispers and nudges. That is a 
feeling of happiness.… We can honour the spirits of our forefathers only through 
our love for the land. Love regenerates…. Between sleep and death, fruit and 
flowers are born. Even in sorrow and desert aridity something is born — a shoot, a 
blade of grass, a creeping vine, or a thorn bush. (Dai, 2021, p. 113) 

As the novel shifts toward modernity, however, this sacred outlook begins to collide with the 
profane logic of development. The sacred hills and rivers, once understood as embodiments of 
ancestral power and ecological wisdom, become redefined as modern resources for roads, 
industries, and urban expansion. Berman (1982) explained what being modern means for society: 

To be modern is to live a life of paradox and contradiction. It is to be overpowered 
by the immense bureaucratic organizations that have the power to control and often 
to destroy all communities, values, lives; and yet to be undeterred in our 
determination to face these forces, to fight to change their world and make it our 
own … to find ourselves in an environment that promises us adventure, power, joy, 
growth, transformation of ourselves and the world — and, at the same time, that 
threatens to destroy everything we have, everything we know, everything we are. 
(pp. 13–15) 

The turbulence of modern life has emerged from many forces: scientific discoveries that have 
altered our understanding of the universe and humanity’s place within it; industrialization, which 
turned knowledge into technology, created new environments while dismantling old ones, and 
accelerated the rhythm of daily life; large-scale migrations that uprooted people from ancestral 
lands and scattered them across the globe; rapid and disruptive urban expansion systems of mass 
communication linking diverse societies; powerful nation-states expanding their bureaucratic 
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control; and social movements in which ordinary people challenged authority in pursuit of agency 
(Berman, 1982). All of this unfolded under the pressures of an expanding and volatile capitalist 
world market. In the 20th century, these processes came to be described as modernization. They 
gave rise to new visions and ideals that sought not only to adapt to change but to harness it, 
empowering people to shape the very world that was reshaping them. Collectively, these 
aspirations became identified with what we now call modernism (Bradbury & McFarlane, 1978). 
The clash, however, is not simply between past and present but between two modes of seeing: one 
that sanctifies the land and another that secularizes it. In Escaping the Land (Dai, 2021), Lutor 
intimately observes the shifting reality yet continues to perceive the land in its sacred essence: 

On the furthest peak, he imagined the rainman and other ancient mendicants racing 
across the tops of the hills, chanting in ecstasy. Where did this feeling of ecstasy 
come from? It came from loving the land, from looking at the light lifting the hills 
and burnishing it for the gods. It came from living in contentment with the river 
and trees and fighting and losing and struggling and realising, one day, how closely 
all life and land is tied together. (p. 208) 

This reverence for the land resonates with Leopold’s (1949) land ethic, presented in the context 
of 20th century Wisconsin in the United States, which posits that humans should see themselves 
as members of a biotic community rather than as conquerors of the land. This principle resonates 
deeply with many Indigenous ecological philosophies, which view land as a living entity rather 
than an exploitable resource (Berkes, 2018; Kimmerer, 2013). Indigenous conservation approaches 
such as rotational agriculture, controlled hunting, and sacred landscape preservation reflect an 
ethic of care under which human actions must align with the rhythms of nature (Berkes, 2018; 
Gadgil et al., 1993). Leopold (1949) affirmed that humans must develop an ethical relationship 
with the land they inhabit and the resources they use. He defined ethics as “a limitation on freedom 
of action in the struggle for existence.… The land ethic simply enlarges the boundaries of the 
community to include soils, waters, plants and animals, or collectively: the land” (pp. 202–204). 
The idea and presence of a sacred land is celebrated, in fact, by the people who live in the hills of 
Arunachal Pradesh. To them, the land is to be revered and the civilization they come from is crucial 
to the formation of their culture, practices and beliefs (Malhotra et al., 2001). This idea of sacred 
land is clearly evident in Dai’s (2021) Escaping the Land, where a ponung dance is organized in 
honor of Lutor as a politician and VIP. Kampo, a young girl who represents the younger generation 
in Pasighat (a town in the hills of Arunachal Pradesh), questions the necessity of organizing a 
ponung dance every time there is a celebration. Her aunt Tibul responds, “Because it is a 
tradition.… This is the one about the green enchantress floating down to earth through white 
clouds. She is going to teach us to dance and sing” (Dai, 2021, p. 90). The ponung dance 
traditionally begins with a shaman narrating the tale of Kojum-Koja. The novel’s version of this 
narrative starts with a shaman introducing the sacred land: 

Before everything else there was the land of Kojum-Koja, a sacred place beyond 
the moon and stars. This was the first civilization from where man began his 
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journey through the different heavens to descend into the world carrying stories of 
happiness and hope. (Dai, 2021, p. 90) 

The shaman then shifts the verse to the resurrection of a revered mythological figure, Kiine 
Naane, the goddess of seeds and grains. Observing that the dog belonging to two legendary archer 
brothers has strayed into her domain, Kiine Naane asks it to take a few grains of rice as a gift to 
the people and to request that they celebrate the day in her honor. The next part of the shaman’s 
tale concerns the dog’s journey and its successful conclusion. However, both the civilization and 
the grain are wiped out in a flood, leaving nothing behind. Amid the desolation, a green 
enchantress, Nyanyi Mete, emerges “out of water like a green shoot” (Dai, 2021, p. 91) to bring 
hope, harmony, and happiness to mankind. Even today, this tale is honored by the tribes of 
Pasighat, celebrating both Kiine Naane, the mother of the earth and giver of grain, and Nyanyi 
Mete, the celestial aunt. Thus, with the ponung dance, the tribes celebrate both myth and memory. 

The shaman’s words thus emphasize that ethical responsibility should extend beyond human 
society to include the land itself. Land ethics (Leopold, 1949) encompasses everything that the 
land comprises — soil, water, plants, and animals — recognizing their intrinsic value rather than 
viewing them merely as resources for human consumption. This perspective encourages both 
cooperation and mindful stewardship, ensuring that human actions do not deplete or degrade the 
environment. 

In Escaping the Land (Dai, 2021), the modernizing impulse is represented by characters like 
Kamin, who aspires to bring about development comparable to that seen in other states: 

Environment this, culture that — you and your environment! Who says it is a 
beautiful land? It is a hard and craggy land and we live like animals, only half a 
step away from cave-dwellers.… The jungle is a jungle. The river is a river. What 
is fabulous about the river, can you tell me? It is a river of sorrow. Every summer 
it slurps up land and drowns people.… No power. No roads, industry, nothing! (Dai, 
2021, p. 143) 

Kamin’s idea of a modernised world with roads, industries, and buildings aligns with the 
modernity framework presented by Appadurai (1996) in his work Modernity at Large, in which 
modernity is not simply about material infrastructure or economic growth, but about how societies 
imagine the future: 

The image, the imagined, the imaginary — these are all terms that direct us to 
something critical and new in global cultural processes: the imagination as a social 
practice…. The imagination has become an organized field of social practices, a 
form of work (in the sense of both labor and culturally organized practice), and a 
form of negotiation between sites of agency (individuals) and globally defined 
fields of possibility. (p. 31) 
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In this sense, Kamin’s desire for modernity reflects a longing not just for physical development 
but for participation in a broader cultural project that imagines belonging within global modernity 
and development. Development may be broadly understood as the attempt to improve human well-
being through economic growth, infrastructure, and modernization. Yet, as scholars like Dudley 
Seers (1969) and Amartya Sen (1999) remind us, true development is measured not merely by 
economic growth but by reduction in poverty, unemployment, and inequality alongside the 
expansion of human freedoms and capabilities. Development becomes both a promise of 
modernity and a site of contestation when it threatens traditional ways of living. Development can 
also be seen as the intrusion of strangers following their own agenda for the land. Colonialism had 
a major impact on this image of modernisation and development. To understand the progress 
strangers bring, we must become who the strangers are. Yet this imagination of progress often 
collides with Indigenous worldviews that see land as sacred and ecological balance as integral to 
life. Postcolonial ecocriticism further frames Indigenous conservation as a form of resistance 
against colonial oppression, which disrupted sustainable Indigenous land-use practices and 
imposed exploitative economic models. As Gadgil and Guha (1995) observed, colonial powers 
actively reorganized land use in India to serve imperial interests: “The British who conquered and 
unified India were at that time the world’s premier omnivores, drawing resources of the entire 
biosphere to their tiny island kingdom.… The pattern of land use within India had been so 
organized as to maximize the revenue it yielded” (p. 9). By reclaiming land and advocating for 
environmental justice, Indigenous communities not only challenge the ecological and cultural 
destruction wrought by colonialism and capitalism, but also reaffirm their enduring role as 
stewards of both land and identity. 

Leopold (1949) argued, “A land ethic of course cannot prevent the alteration, management, 
and ‘use’ of these resources, but it does affirm their right to continued existence, and, at least in 
spots their continued existence in a natural state” (p. 204). Historically, many communities have 
developed land use practices shaped by their local ecological conditions, recognizing the 
importance of maintaining a balance between human needs and nature. These approaches reflect 
an understanding of land and natural resources based not just on immediate survival but on long-
term sustainability. This community-driven model of land stewardship, which emphasizes care for 
natural resources, is echoed in Shiva’s (2005) Earth Democracy, in which she advocated for giving 
“local communities control over local resources so that they have the right, responsibility, and 
ability to rebuild nature’s economy, and through it their own sustainability” (p. 64). In Escaping 
the Land (Dai, 2021), the narrator was working to preserve the land from timber-cutting. When 
another character attempts to divert the narrator from this endeavor, she quickly grasps the 
situation: “He was digging up unknown nuggets of information to draw me away from my original 
aim of focusing on environment issues” (Dai, 2021, p. 142). 
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Leopold (1949) argued that ethical land relations require people to view the land not as a 
resource to be exploited but as a living community to which they belong: 

An ethic to supplement and guide the economic relation to land presupposes the 
existence of some mental image of land as a biotic mechanism. We can be ethical 
only in relation to something we can see, feel, understand, love, or otherwise have 
faith in. (p. 214) 

This vision of an ecologically balanced society also reflects what Gadgil and Guha (1995) 
identified as the “crusading Gandhians” strand of Indian environmentalism. According to them, 
environmental degradation is a moral problem, caused by the rise of materialism and consumerism: 

Crusading Gandhians argue that the essence of ‘Eastern’ cultures is their 
indifference, even hostility, to economic gain. Thus, if India were to abandon its 
pursuit of Western models of economic development, it would only be returning to 
its cultural roots. These environmentalists call, therefore, for a return to pre-colonial 
(and pre-capitalist) village society, which they uphold as the exemplar of social and 
ecological harmony. Gandhi’s own invocation of Ram Rajya (the mythical but 
benign rule of King Rama) is here being taken literally, rather than metaphorically. 
(Gadgil & Guha, 1995, p. 107) 

This perspective contrasts sharply with the developmentalist imagination of modernity, which 
prioritizes material progress over cultural and ecological continuity. A return to traditional roots, 
as Gadgil and Guha (1995) suggested, is not a call for regression but for recentering human values 
around reverence for the land and its life forms, positioning ecological consciousness as the basis 
for sustainable futures. Such an approach, if ingrained deeply as a moral principle, could serve as 
a foundation for sustainable living. Lutor, on seeing the change in his land, longed for what the 
land had been to him in the past. The significance of this relationship can be seen in the lines, 
“There were new roads and new towns growing faster than anyone could have imagined. Yet the 
land remained the same. Nothing could change the outline of the hills” (Dai, 2021, p. 6). In 
Provincializing Europe, Chakrabarty (2000) reminded us how colonial and postcolonial modernity 
has always been mediated through stageist narratives of progress, where some societies were seen 
as “less modern” and asked to wait their turn in the “waiting room of history”: 

Within this thought, it could always be said with reason that some people were less 
modern than others, and that the former needed a period of preparation and waiting 
before they could be recognized as full participants in political modernity. But this 
was precisely the argument of the colonizer — the “not yet” to which the colonized 
nationalist opposed his or her “now”. (pp. 8–9) 

This contradiction captures the dilemma at the heart of Escaping the Land: characters like Kamin 
demand modern infrastructure and inclusion in the “now” of development, while others like Lutor 
long for the permanence of the sacred land. 
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Further, a group of boys led by a character named Kellan safeguard the patch of land where 
they play by spending time along the river banks and deterring strangers from entering. They 
frighten away outsiders through loud calls and warnings, preserving the space and protecting it 
because they value it as their own. This is reflected in the lines, “The green space gave them 
freedom. The tree offered shade and no one came there to fish and hunt.… Kellan and his friends 
guarded this place and stalked the banks like lions” (Dai, 2021, pp. 47–48). Likewise, when the 
NEFA secretariat was shifted to Pasighat, the local elders refused, fearing “that development 
would bring strangers, pimps and prostitutes, and all manner of disease into their land” (Dai, 2021, 
p. 53). The mere thought of having the NEFA secretariat in their town aroused the fear that the 
development accompanying such a move might not have a positive effect on the town. This love 
for the land by the people of the region is rooted in the beliefs and practices they follow. As he 
reflects on his native place, Lutor has a realization that further emphasizes this philosophy. His 
experience is deeply rooted in the land’s ability to persist and regenerate despite the forces of time 
and change: 

Rain, small towns … he had looked on this scene so many times before but now he 
felt he was seeing it all again for the first time. Something was happening. The light 
and the wind seemed to be talking to him; all this is permanent. Even if the leaves 
fall and winter breaks the twigs, even if the summer drowns the roads and pulls 
down the hills, they will emerge again and look like this. Just as you are looking at 
it now, just like so many other eyes will look at it again. Time sways and alters the 
past, but in every lifetime such moments will return, alive again with thoughts of 
youth and beauty. And this will be generated by the land. (Dai, 2021, p. 70) 

Lutor’s reflection captures the essence of ecocentrism by acknowledging the enduring power 
of the land. His realization that nature will continue to thrive despite seasonal and temporal changes 
reinforces the idea that the land is not dependent on humans but exists within its own cycles. The 
description of the light and wind talking to him gives nature a spiritual and sentient quality, further 
aligning with the ecocentric belief that all elements of the ecosystem are interconnected and 
valuable in their own right. Leopold (1949) argued that “a thing is right when it tends to preserve 
the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community” (pp. 224–225). Lutor’s moment of 
recognition mirrors this principle, as he sees the land as an active force, generating life and 
sustaining itself through time. Thus, Lutor’s realization becomes a pivotal moment, bridging 
traditional ecological knowledge with contemporary discussions on environmental responsibility, 
ultimately urging humans to rethink their role within the larger web of life. 

In Escaping the Land, this ecological worldview is increasingly threatened by external 
pressures. The arrival of strangers seems to the people of the state to be an insurgency with the 
potential to alter everything they have preserved — the land, the trees, the rivers. The impact of 
this encroachment is sharply articulated: “Once there were four families, now there are sixty-four 
thousand of them! They are encroaching on our land, killing our animals and destroying our 
forests” (Dai, 2021, p. 59). Development, framed as progress, simultaneously marks a departure 
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from seeing the land as sacred toward embracing the profane for material needs. Characters like 
Kamin embrace this shift, questioning the sacredness of the land, “Look at your office. Look at the 
road outside. Everything is crumbling away — roads, bridges, territory, people, youth, schools and 
colleges! Can you see any development?” (Dai, 2021, p. 146). These frustrations reflect a loss of 
the traditional reverence for land and spirits, and its replacement by demands for rationalized 
infrastructure and material growth. And the developmental imagination illustrates how local 
aspirations are caught within a larger discourse of modernity. The destructive edge of these 
aspirations becomes evident in the novel’s depiction of exploitative development. Kamin, despite 
having grown up in the same land, embraces modern changes for the sake of convenience, without 
considering their consequences. The novel vividly portrays the devastation that such 
developmental activities can wreak: 

Timber merchants had arrived from all over the country and they were going deep 
into the forest and felling trees like demented forest dwellers.… The old awe of 
spirits and sacred trees was quashed as they slavered, looking at these giant trees 
that meant Money,… Five or ten trees — who cared?... It’s employment.… Our 
youth want employment.… But the big owners said, “We want development. What 
are we going to do with this jungle?” … The state of Arunachal Pradesh was 
burning and destroying thousands of hectares of virgin forest. (Dai, 2021, pp. 180–
183) 

The devastation caused by unchecked developmental activities makes it evident that the pursuit 
of modernity without restraint threatens both ecological balance and cultural memory. Dai’s (2021) 
portrayal of timber merchants and the loss of sacred awe toward forests underscores the dangers 
of reducing nature to a mere economic resource. Such ruptures naturally lead to the question of 
how humans ought to relate to their environment, opening space for broader discussions of 
environmental ethics. This recognition of nature’s self-sustaining cycles naturally leads into 
broader discussions of environmental ethics. If the land can regenerate and exist beyond human 
intervention, then ethical considerations must extend beyond human-centered concerns. 
Environmental ethics, as discussed by Sandler (2018) expands upon both land ethics and 
ecocentrism by questioning how humans should interact with nature in a way that respects its 
intrinsic value. While land ethics emphasizes responsible stewardship and ecocentrism prioritizes 
the entire ecosystem over human dominance, environmental ethics goes further by considering the 
moral responsibility humans have towards all living and non-living components of the 
environment. It challenges anthropocentric views that prioritize human benefit over ecological 
well-being and instead advocates for policies and behaviors that protect and preserve nature for its 
own sake. The shift from viewing nature as a mere backdrop for human existence to recognizing 
it as a dynamic, self-sustaining force underscores the need for ethical engagement with the 
environment. 

These tensions between sacred belonging and the pressures of modern development highlight 
the central dilemma in Escaping the Land. Dai (2021) presents a world where ecological wisdom 
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and cultural memory confront the encroachment of developmentalist modernity, revealing how the 
future of Arunachal Pradesh is caught between reverence for the land and the promises of progress. 
Within this conflict, the novel opens up larger questions about sustainability, modernity, and 
cultural survival, questions that resonate not only within the Northeast but also in global debates 
about the meaning of development. Escaping the Land is not simply a historical novel about 
Arunachal Pradesh’s transition from NEFA to statehood: it is an exploration of how development 
and modernity reconfigure human relationships with land, memory, and identity. Dai’s narrative 
places the sacredness of the land, embodied in characters like Lutor and the elders, against the 
relentless drive for modernization voiced by characters like Kamin. What emerges is not a binary 
opposition but a spectrum of attitudes that reveal the deep ambivalence with which local 
communities confront change. 

By reading Dai (2021) in light of the perspectives provided by Leopold’s (1949) land ethic, 
Gadgil and Guha’s (1995) ecological critique, and Chakrabarty’s (2000) critique of historicist 
modernity, we see how Escaping the Land foregrounds the tension between ecological continuity 
and developmental rupture. The sacred is not presented as nostalgia, but as a living philosophy of 
sustainability that resists commodification. At the same time, the pull of modernity, its promises 
of roads, industries, and livelihoods, cannot be dismissed. The novel thus captures the paradox of 
the present: progress carries the possibility of empowerment while simultaneously threatening 
ecological and cultural survival. This tension is not unique to Arunachal Pradesh. Dai’s (2021) 
work resonates with global debates on sustainability, postcolonial modernity, and environmental 
justice. It asks us to question whether development must always mean extraction, or whether 
modernity can be reimagined to coexist with sacred ecological wisdom. By situating Indigenous 
worldviews within larger theoretical frameworks, Dai contributes to rethinking development not 
as a linear trajectory, but as a dialogic process that must include memory, culture, and the 
nonhuman world. 

In conclusion, Escaping the Land (Dai, 2021) shows us that the future of development depends 
on our ability to reconcile the sacred and the modern, not by erasing one or the other, but by 
creating a space where both can coexist. It is in this reconciliation, between ecological wisdom 
and infrastructural need, between memory and aspiration, that sustainable and just futures can 
emerge. Dai’s vision, therefore, is not simply regional but universal, reminding us that the question 
of how to “escape the land” is, in fact, a question of how to belong to it responsibly. 
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