
Lecture 12: Environmentalism and the Land in Post-Colonial Literature 

Duration: 1.5 hours 

  

 

Part 1: The Colonial Exploitation of Land and Natural Resources (30 min) 

1.1 Colonialism and Environmental Degradation 

Colonialism was not only a system of political and economic domination but also one of 

environmental exploitation. The extraction and depletion of natural resources in colonized 

lands played a central role in the functioning of imperial economies. European powers 

viewed the colonies as vast, untapped reservoirs of raw materials—such as minerals, timber, 

and agricultural products—that could be extracted to fuel the industrialization and economic 

growth of the metropole. 

The colonial exploitation of land and natural resources was often carried out with little 

regard for the environmental or social consequences. Large tracts of land were cleared for 

plantations, mining operations, and logging, disrupting ecosystems and displacing indigenous 

communities. Colonial authorities introduced new forms of agriculture, such as monoculture 

plantations for cash crops like cotton, sugar, and rubber, which depleted the soil, disrupted 

local food systems, and contributed to environmental degradation. 

In many cases, colonial policies of land appropriation and environmental exploitation were 

justified by racial and cultural ideologies that depicted colonized peoples as incapable of 

managing their own resources. The colonizers viewed themselves as bringers of "civilization" 

and "progress," and they often imposed new systems of land ownership and resource 

management that prioritized the extraction of wealth over the sustainability of local 

ecosystems. 

Post-colonial environmentalism critiques this legacy of environmental exploitation, 

highlighting the ways in which colonialism disrupted the relationship between indigenous 

peoples and their land. The extraction of natural resources not only depleted ecosystems but 

also undermined traditional forms of knowledge and environmental stewardship that had 



sustained indigenous communities for centuries. Post-colonial writers and scholars emphasize 

the need to reclaim and restore these relationships between people and the land, which were 

eroded by colonial policies of extraction and exploitation. 

1.2 Land as a Site of Cultural and Spiritual Identity 

In many post-colonial societies, the land is more than just a physical space or an economic 

resource—it is a site of cultural, spiritual, and ancestral significance. Indigenous peoples 

often have deep, longstanding connections to their land, viewing it as a source of identity, 

belonging, and meaning. These connections are often embedded in spiritual practices, oral 

traditions, and systems of environmental stewardship that have been passed down through 

generations. 

Colonialism disrupted these relationships by imposing new systems of land ownership and 

resource management that prioritized profit over sustainability. In many cases, indigenous 

peoples were forcibly removed from their ancestral lands, leading to the loss of cultural and 

spiritual ties to the land. The imposition of European legal systems often introduced private 

property regimes that were incompatible with indigenous systems of communal land 

ownership and management. 

Post-colonial literature frequently explores the ways in which colonized peoples resisted 

and sought to reclaim their connections to the land in the face of colonial dispossession. 

Writers highlight the importance of land as a site of cultural and spiritual identity and critique 

the ways in which colonialism sought to sever these connections. In doing so, post-colonial 

literature offers a powerful critique of the environmental and cultural consequences of 

colonial land policies. 

For example, in Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958), the land is central to the 

identity and social structure of the Igbo people. The novel portrays the disruption caused by 

British colonialism, including the appropriation of land and the imposition of new systems of 

governance and religion. Achebe’s portrayal of the Igbo people’s relationship with the land 

reflects the broader theme of environmental and cultural dispossession in post-colonial 

literature. 

1.3 Extractivism and Environmental Racism 



Extractivism refers to the process of extracting natural resources from the land for export 

and profit, often with little regard for the environmental and social impacts. This process was 

a central feature of colonial economies, as European powers extracted resources from the 

colonies to fuel industrialization in Europe. Extractivism continues to be a major issue in 

many post-colonial countries, where multinational corporations and state governments 

engage in large-scale mining, logging, and agricultural projects that deplete ecosystems and 

displace local communities. 

Environmental racism refers to the ways in which marginalized communities, particularly 

indigenous peoples and communities of color, are disproportionately affected by 

environmental degradation and pollution. In many post-colonial societies, the legacies of 

colonialism and extractivism have led to ongoing environmental injustices, as indigenous and 

rural communities are often the most affected by land dispossession, pollution, and resource 

depletion. 

Post-colonial environmentalism critiques these systems of extractivism and environmental 

racism, emphasizing the need for more equitable and sustainable forms of resource 

management. Writers and activists highlight the ways in which indigenous knowledge and 

practices offer alternative models of environmental stewardship that prioritize the health and 

well-being of ecosystems and communities over profit. 

In literature, extractivism and environmental racism are often portrayed as forms of neo-

colonialism, in which the exploitation of natural resources continues to benefit foreign 

corporations and local elites at the expense of indigenous communities and the environment. 

This critique is evident in the work of writers such as Ngugi wa Thiong’o, whose novel 

Petals of Blood (1977) explores the impact of neo-colonial economic policies on rural 

communities in post-independence Kenya. The novel highlights the ways in which land 

dispossession and environmental degradation are linked to the broader political and economic 

legacies of colonialism. 

 

Part 2: Environmentalism and Resistance in Post-Colonial Literature (30 min) 

2.1 Ecological Resistance and Indigenous Knowledge 



One of the key themes in post-colonial environmentalism is the role of indigenous 

knowledge and practices in resisting environmental degradation and reclaiming sustainable 

relationships with the land. Indigenous peoples have long histories of environmental 

stewardship, developed through intimate relationships with local ecosystems and deep 

understandings of the cycles of nature. These knowledge systems often prioritize the health 

and sustainability of ecosystems, viewing humans as interconnected with the land and all 

living beings. 

Colonialism often sought to erase or marginalize these indigenous knowledge systems, 

replacing them with European models of land management that prioritized extraction and 

profit. However, indigenous communities have continued to resist these impositions, using 

their knowledge and practices to protect their lands and ecosystems from further exploitation. 

Post-colonial literature frequently highlights the role of indigenous knowledge in 

ecological resistance, emphasizing the importance of reclaiming traditional practices and 

values in the face of ongoing environmental threats. For example, in Keri Hulme’s The Bone 

People (1984), the relationship between the Maori people and the land is central to the 

novel’s exploration of identity, community, and resistance. Hulme’s novel reflects the 

broader theme of indigenous environmental knowledge as a source of resilience and 

resistance against colonial and neo-colonial forces. 

In addition to highlighting indigenous knowledge, post-colonial literature often critiques 

the ways in which Western environmentalism has sometimes marginalized or misunderstood 

the role of indigenous peoples in environmental protection. Western environmental 

movements have often focused on conservation and preservation, sometimes without 

recognizing the importance of indigenous land stewardship and the need to include 

indigenous voices in environmental decision-making. Post-colonial writers challenge this 

exclusion and emphasize the need for a more inclusive and holistic approach to 

environmental protection that centers the knowledge and leadership of indigenous 

communities. 

2.2 Land Dispossession and Environmental Justice 

Land dispossession is a central theme in many post-colonial texts, as writers explore the 

ways in which colonial and neo-colonial policies have displaced indigenous peoples from 



their ancestral lands. In many cases, land dispossession has led to long-term environmental 

and social injustices, as displaced communities are left without access to the resources they 

need to sustain their livelihoods and cultures. 

Environmental justice movements seek to address these forms of dispossession and to 

restore the rights of marginalized communities to their land and resources. Post-colonial 

literature often portrays the struggle for environmental justice as a form of resistance, 

highlighting the ways in which indigenous and rural communities fight to reclaim their land, 

protect their ecosystems, and assert their right to self-determination. 

One example of this theme is found in the work of Kenyan writer Wangari Maathai, 

founder of the Green Belt Movement. Maathai’s memoir Unbowed (2006) details her efforts 

to promote environmental conservation and women’s empowerment in Kenya through tree 

planting and reforestation projects. Maathai’s work reflects the broader theme of 

environmental justice in post-colonial literature, as she links the struggle for environmental 

protection with the broader fight for social and economic justice in post-colonial Africa. 

In literature, the theme of land dispossession is often intertwined with questions of 

identity, belonging, and cultural survival. In novels such as Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s A Grain of 

Wheat (1967), the struggle for land is central to the broader fight for national liberation, as 

characters seek to reclaim their land and identity from the legacies of British colonial rule. 

The novel highlights the deep connections between land, culture, and resistance in the post-

colonial context. 

2.3 The Global Environment and Post-Colonial Critique 

While post-colonial environmentalism often focuses on specific local struggles for land 

and resources, it also engages with broader global environmental issues, such as climate 

change, deforestation, and biodiversity loss. Post-colonial writers critique the ways in which 

global environmental crises disproportionately affect marginalized communities in the Global 

South, who are often the least responsible for environmental degradation but the most 

vulnerable to its impacts. 

Climate change, for example, is a global issue that has significant implications for post-

colonial societies, particularly in regions such as Africa, South Asia, and the Caribbean. 



These regions are often on the frontlines of climate change, experiencing more frequent and 

severe droughts, floods, and storms as a result of global warming. Post-colonial 

environmentalism emphasizes the need for climate justice, arguing that the countries and 

corporations most responsible for carbon emissions should bear the burden of addressing the 

impacts of climate change, particularly in the Global South. 

In post-colonial literature, the global environment is often portrayed as a site of both 

exploitation and resistance, as marginalized communities seek to protect their ecosystems 

from further degradation and to advocate for more just and equitable environmental policies. 

Writers such as Amitav Ghosh, in his novel The Hungry Tide (2004), explore the 

intersections of environmental degradation, climate change, and social justice in post-colonial 

contexts. Ghosh’s novel highlights the ways in which global environmental crises are 

experienced at the local level, particularly by vulnerable communities in the Sundarbans, a 

low-lying region in India and Bangladesh that is increasingly threatened by rising sea levels 

and environmental destruction. 

 

Part 3: Case Study of Petals of Blood by Ngugi wa Thiong’o (30 min) 

3.1 Land and Environmental Degradation in Petals of Blood 

Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s Petals of Blood (1977) is a powerful critique of the environmental 

and social consequences of neo-colonialism in post-independence Kenya. The novel tells the 

story of four characters—Munira, Karega, Wanja, and Abdullah—who live in the rural 

village of Ilmorog, a once-thriving community that has been devastated by land 

dispossession, environmental degradation, and economic exploitation. 

One of the central themes of Petals of Blood is the impact of land dispossession and 

environmental degradation on rural communities. The novel highlights how the neo-colonial 

elite, in collaboration with foreign corporations, exploit Kenya’s land and resources for 

profit, leaving rural communities to suffer the consequences of environmental destruction and 

economic inequality. Ilmorog’s transformation from a prosperous village to a desolate 

wasteland reflects the broader environmental and social costs of extractivism and capitalist 

exploitation. 



Ngugi critiques the ways in which Kenya’s post-independence government has failed to 

address the legacies of colonialism, instead perpetuating systems of land dispossession and 

environmental exploitation that continue to harm the country’s rural population. The novel 

portrays land as a site of both struggle and survival, as the characters fight to reclaim their 

land and their identity from the forces of neo-colonialism. 

3.2 Environmental Racism and Class Struggle 

Petals of Blood also explores the theme of environmental racism, highlighting how 

marginalized communities, particularly rural and indigenous peoples, bear the brunt of 

environmental degradation. The novel portrays the unequal distribution of environmental 

harm, as the wealthy elite benefit from Kenya’s natural resources while the poor are left to 

suffer the consequences of environmental destruction. 

Through the character of Karega, Ngugi explores the intersections of environmental and 

class struggle, linking the fight for land and environmental justice with the broader struggle 

for social and economic equality. Karega’s involvement in the labor movement reflects the 

novel’s critique of capitalist exploitation and its call for a more just and equitable society in 

which land and resources are shared by all. 

3.3 Reclaiming the Land and Cultural Identity 

In Petals of Blood, the struggle to reclaim the land is also a struggle to reclaim cultural 

identity. Ngugi portrays land as a site of memory, belonging, and resistance, emphasizing the 

deep connections between land and cultural survival in post-colonial Kenya. The characters’ 

efforts to protect their land from further exploitation reflect their broader fight to assert their 

identity and autonomy in the face of neo-colonial forces. 

Ngugi’s novel highlights the importance of land as a source of cultural and spiritual 

identity, critiquing the ways in which colonial and neo-colonial policies have severed these 

connections. The novel’s portrayal of the characters’ struggle to reclaim their land reflects the 

broader theme of environmental justice in post-colonial literature, emphasizing the need for 

more sustainable and equitable forms of land management that prioritize the well-being of 

both people and ecosystems. 

 



Conclusion 

In this lecture, we have explored the theme of environmentalism and the land in post-

colonial literature, focusing on how post-colonial writers critique the environmental 

exploitation and land dispossession that were central to the colonial project. Through the 

works of Chinua Achebe, Ngugi wa Thiong’o, and Wangari Maathai, we examined how post-

colonial literature highlights the importance of reclaiming sustainable relationships with the 

land and resisting the ongoing legacies of environmental racism and extractivism. 

We discussed the role of indigenous knowledge and ecological resistance in post-colonial 

environmentalism, as well as the ways in which post-colonial writers engage with global 

environmental issues such as climate change and deforestation. Through the case study of 

Petals of Blood, we explored how Ngugi wa Thiong’o critiques the environmental and social 

consequences of neo-colonialism and highlights the struggle for land and environmental 

justice in post-independence Kenya. 

As we continue through the course, we will examine how other post-colonial writers 

engage with the theme of environmentalism, and how literature serves as a space for 

imagining more just and sustainable futures for post-colonial societies. 

Evaluation Task: Analyze the theme of environmentalism and land dispossession in 

Petals of Blood by Ngugi wa Thiong’o, focusing on how the novel critiques the 

environmental and social consequences of neo-colonialism (1000 words). 

 

 


