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ABSTRACT

Sundara Ramasamy’s The Tamarind Tree delves deeply into themes of ecological change, caste
oppression, and the socio-political effects of industrialization. This essay explores the ways in which a few
symbols—including the tamarind, casuarina, and banyan trees, as well as the tamarind tank, temple,
school and marketplace—reflect environmental deterioration, social hierarchies, and the shift from feudal
tradition to capitalist modernity. A silent witness to injustice across generations, the tamarind tree is a
powerful representation of perseverance, subaltern fortitude, and long-standing caste conflicts. The
casuarina tree, on the other hand, symbolizes ecological displacement, capitalist greed, and the
devastation of natural ecosystems due to its quick growth and weak roots. The broad roots of the banyan
tree represent the rigidity of social divisions and the stagnation of the caste system. The well and the
temple support caste-based exclusion and religious authority by denying underprivileged individuals access
to both religion and water. Using postcolonial and ecocritical frameworks, this paper examines how The
Tamarind Tree challenges caste politics, ecological imbalance, feudal tyranny, and modernity’s

inconsistencies. This study demonstrates how Sundara Ramasamy offers a literary and political
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commentary on the tribulations of disadvantaged populations, the commodification of nature, and the
conflicts between the past and the present by deciphering the symbolic landscape of the novel.

Keywords: Post colonialism, Eco criticism, Symbolism, Hegemony, Traditional vs. modernity

Sundara Ramaswamy (1931-2005) is a representative of contemporary Tamil literature. He is a
multifaceted artist who has created pieces in plays, poetry, short stories, and literary criticism, among other
genres. ‘Children, Women, Men’ and ‘Waves’ are his other two books. English translations are also
available for these books. The first book written by Ramaswamy, Tamarind History, was first published in
Tamil in 1966. One of the first pieces of Tamil fiction to address environmental issues is this work. The
story is told through the memory of a young, unnamed narrator about the tree.

In a tiny town's Kanyakumari district, the tamarind tree is visible at a crossroads. The tale revolves
around the tree and its fifty-year history. A combination of human avarice and the advent of modernism
causes the tree to be destroyed. Ramaswamy says that “This is the story of the tamarind tree living and
dying (3). The Tamarind Tree is a compelling postcolonial and ecocritical book by Sundara Ramasamy that
examines the intricate relationships between caste inequality, modernization, and ecological degradation.
Set in the rural town of Nagercoil, the novel uses powerful symbols such as the tamarind tree, casuarina
tree, tamarind pond, temple, market area, and school to explore how tradition, power, and resistance are
embedded in both human and natural surroundings. This paper examines how The Tamarind Tree
functions as a literary and political critique by examining these symbols via postcolonial and ecocritical
lenses. This reveals the long-standing caste, environmental justice, and modernization conflicts in India.
The tamarind tree is a powerful representation of strong memory and silent resistance in The Tamarind

Tree. Its imposing height and profound roots symbolize the caste system’s historical persistence in rural
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India. “It was a very old tree, and signs of the great age were all over it... It was only mute witness of the
actions of the people who sought its shelter... Jealousy to love to hate (Ramaswamy 1).

The tamarind tree, a silent observer of injustice for generations, is a powerful representation of
perseverance, subaltern fortitude, and long-standing caste conflicts. However, because of its quick growth
and shallow roots, the casuarina tree is a symbol of ecological displacement, corporate greed, and the
devastation of natural habitats. The immobile caste system and rigid societal divisions are symbolized by
the banyan tree's wide roots. The well and the temple support caste-based exclusion and religious authority
by denying poor communities access to water and religion.

From an Eco critical standpoint, the tamarind tree symbolizes sustainability and traditional
ecological wisdom. Ramachandra Guha'’s “Environmentalism of the Poor” notion holds that the tamarind
tree represents a close bond between underprivileged groups and the environment, which is frequently
broken by contemporary industrialization. The tamarind tree is more than a mere physical object in The
Tamarind Tree; it becomes a symbol of environmental wisdom, caste endurance, and the continuous fight
of the underclass to regain their place in history.

In The Tamarind Tree, the casuarina tree symbolizes ecological displacement, capitalist
exploitation, and the destruction of indigenous habitats. The fast growth of casuarina trees stands for how
feudal landlords and capitalist forces take advantage of rural communities, often ignoring the social and
environmental effects. “What used to be a casuarina grove to the south.... now a full-fledged modern
garden (Ramaswamy 45).

The casuarina tree in The Tamarind Tree represents the devastating powers of capitalism and
industrialization rather than merely a species that grows quickly. It highlights the conflict between long-
standing customs and the flimsy, exploitative character of economic advancement by standing in sharp

contrast to the tamarind tree. Through this symbolism, Sundara Ramasamy criticizes how capitalist
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expansion undermines cultural heritage and environmental sustainability, leaving rural communities
vulnerable and uprooted.

In The Tamarind Tree, the banyan tree serves as a potent metaphor for the stagnation of caste and
ingrained social injustices. The rigidity and immobility of the caste system are symbolized by its large,
intertwined roots. From a postcolonial standpoint, Frantz Fanon's decolonization thesis, which contends
that colonial oppression persists even after political independence, is pertinent in this case. This reflects the
continued influence of caste supremacy in rural India. With landowners, religious leaders, and government
officials maintaining social hierarchies, the banyan tree serves as an example of the relationship between
caste, feudal power, and economic exploitation. “The banyan flanked the roads, let down its branches like
many merry-go sounds, which in turn let down shoots now swaying in the dusty winds (Ramaswamy 69).

From an Eco critical perspective, the banyan tree represented in the novel is dusty. It shows how
modernity and development of human beings have made the tree dusty and polluted. In the novel the
author addresses the municipality, which has become the enemy of nature. Due to technological
development, the municipality cuts down trees for their urbanization. And trees are interpreted with life.
Trees like the tamarind, the banyan and the casuarina represent the long-lasting life of human beings that
died due to urbanization and modernity. Sundara Ramasamy exposes the systemic injustices that impede
real social change and shows how authority is still ingrained in both tradition and the land. “In those days,
the tamarind tree was surrounded by a very deep tank... called tamarind tank. (6)

The tamarind tank in The Tamarind Tree is a striking representation of caste-based exclusion and
the ruling castes’ control over vital resources. Although the tamarind tank is a symbol of life and survival as
a source of water, the caste system restricts access to it. “One final dip, she said to herself, and dunked

herself into the water (Ramaswamy 8).
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This line shows how water is seen as soul-like figure, where they can relax and forget their
oppression. The author depicts a harrowing incident that happens near the tamarind tank, where the
character Chellathayi is brutally raped by an unknown man. It shows how marginalized people believe
water to be a holy thing that they cannot enjoy happily. Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s criticism of caste-based water
inequality, particularly in the Maha Satyagraha of 1927, where Dalit's battled for their right to drink from
public wells, is reflected in this from the viewpoint of Dalits and Ambedkarites. The tamarind tank also
emphasizes how social injustice and environment are intertwined from an Eco critical perspective and how
social systems control the allocation of water, which ensures that people at the bottom of the caste
hierarchy continue to suffer even if nature provides it for everyone.

The temple serves as a metaphor for religion in The Tamarind Tree as an oppressive
establishment that upholds caste-based exclusion. In the novel the author addresses some of the most
popular temples in Kanyakumari, like ‘Madayadi Madan Temple’, ‘Suchindram Temple’, and Kanyakumari
‘Bhagavathi Amman Temple.’ This represents the rich divine sense in the people. But the depiction of
temples in the novel shows the corruption of temples. Instead of serving as a place of divine connection
and comfort, the temples serve as locations of segregation and corruption, and by limiting access, they
reinforce caste hierarchies. The author shows how people change the tamarind tree into a temple because
of their political clash, and how religion is used as a means of social control and subordination.

The temple in The Tamarind Tree also serves as a physical and ideological barrier that maintains
caste dominance, reflecting this systemic exclusion. The temple also symbolizes the persistence of
religious and feudal authority following colonial control. The temple's inaccessibility, which ensures that
people from lower castes will always be excluded from material and spiritual freedom, strengthens this
power structure. Because religion is used to maintain caste-based power relations, the temple in The

Tamarind Tree functions as both a place of worship and a metaphor for systemic injustice. The market is a

Conference Proceedings of Unsung Literature: Bridging the Gaps in Global Narratives
Page 50f 9



English Axis: A Review of Literature and Language ISSN: 3107-362X (Online) Vol. 1, Special issue-01; 09-09-2025

metaphor for capitalist exploitation and the paradoxes of contemporary development in The Tamarind Tree,
where inequality persists despite apparent economic growth. The conversion of the Tamarind Tree into the
Tamarind Junction symbolizes the transition from a rural caste-based feudal system to a capitalist
economy. It brings with it, new kinds of exploitation, economic inequality, and corruption instead of equality.
‘A lone tree and a dank tank-how could they have development into an urban show piece? (Ramaswamy
29).

The market symbolizes trade and progress. It also highlights the junction of class and caste
systems, where a small number of people hold most of the economic power while the underprivileged fight
for survival. An example is Khader’s Stationary shop, famous in the Tamarind Junction.

According to Antonio Gramsci’s theory of cultural hegemony, the ruling class upholds its power not
only by using force but also by influencing social and economic systems to suit their interests. Although the
newly created marketplace seems to present opportunity, it also serves to further entrench social divisions
since upper-caste elites control land, wealth, and trade. When a feudal village is turned into a bustling
commercial hub, oppression is not eradicated but rather reframed under the guise of progress. Today,
business opportunities, wages, and economic policies are dominated by the same caste-based systems
that governed land ownership, trapping lower castes in a cycle of poverty and oppression.

The marketplace at The Tamarind Tree is a centre of commerce and a symbol of how capitalist
expansion does not end caste inequality. It illustrates how development initiatives that seem to promote
equality serve to widen already-existing disparities. The city and the countryside in The Tamarind Tree
represent opposing representations of modernity and tradition.

“I still remember in detail my family leaving our ancestral village, lock, stock and barrel, and |

coming to settle down in this town... We got off at the tamarind tree junction, which was then the

heart of the town, and the centre of the shopping area. It never slept, there was a milling crowd day
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and night, and a sound like the humming of a million bees pervaded the streets... The

crisscrossing lights on store-fronts and shop-roofs looked like motionless and suspended lightning

(Ramaswamy 29).

These lines show the rapid change of the village into a well-developed town. The village addressed
by the author is the Nagercoil town. The important reason for the development of the village is the closing
of the tamarind tank. The Maharaja does it because of the bad smell that emanates out of it. Another
reason for the development of Tamarind Junction is the cutting of the tamarind tree, which lived for fifty
years. Later the tamarind tree’s place is turned into a junction which is currently called ‘Veppamoodu
Junction’ and the tamarind tank has been changed into ‘Arignar Anna Bus Stand (Kulattu Bus Stand).” The
casuarina grove has been changed into a park which is called ‘Dinosaur Park’.

Lower castes are still subject to cycles of exploitation in the village, which offer continuity and a
sense of belonging but also cause generational sorrow. Conversely, the city is linked to dislocation, conflict,
and alienation, but it also stands for economic mobility, modernization, and the possibility of overcoming
caste prejudice. Marxists also interpret the city and hamlet as representations of the struggle between
feudalism and capitalism. As both physical and conceptual battlegrounds, the village and city in The
Tamarind Tree symbolize the ongoing struggle between historical oppression and the dubious promise of
modernity. Criticizing both, Sundara Ramasamy contends that real progress entails a more profound
metamorphosis rather than just a move from rural to urban areas.

The school in The Tamarind Tree represents education as a location of exclusion as well as a
weapon of liberation, illustrating the intricate connection between caste discrimination, social mobility and
education, and is considered a source of hope for oppressed communities. “The children who now crowd
outside the palace with their pots and pans are sufficient in number to full two elementary schools

(Ramaswamy 65).
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Even after independence, education systems continued to be exclusive in India’s caste-based
culture, favouring upper-caste elites while marginalizing the lower castes. The story depicts the truth that
social mobility is not guaranteed only by education, by highlighting institutional prejudice, lack of resources,
and social isolation experienced by lower-caste pupils. Additionally, from an ecocritical perspective, the
school symbolizes the conflict between tradition and modernity, reflecting the way that institutionalized
education frequently replaces rural knowledge systems. As a result, the school in The Tamarind Tree is
both a reminder of the continued oppression of caste and a beacon of hope.

To conclude, The Tamarind Tree by Sundara Ramasamy explores the connections between
ecological decline, socioeconomic change, and caste oppression through a wealth of symbolism. The novel
examines how caste politics, modernization, and capitalism impact rural life, frequently at the expense of
underprivileged people and environmental sustainability, using symbols such as the tamarind tree,
casuarina tree, banyan tree, well, temple, land, water, train, and fire. Ramasamy turns The Tamarind Tree
into a political and ecological commentary by enclosing these criticisms in postcolonial and ecocritical
frameworks, demonstrating the close connection between caste and environmental issues. These symbols
are still very relevant in today’s caste conflicts and environmental movements since marginalized groups in

India are still impacted by discussions about land ownership, water availability, and deforestation.
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