
www.ijcrt.org                                                       © 2025 IJCRT | Volume 13, Issue 6 June 2025 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT25A6185 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org k233 
 

Fables As Forests: Mapping Environmental 

Thought In The Panchatantra Through Eco-

Criticism 
 

Author:  Dr. K. Meena Rani, ,                                    Co-Author: Ms. N. StellaEmail: 

Assistant Professors 

Bhavan’s Vivekananda College of Science, Humanities and Commerce 

Sainikpuri, Secunderabad – 500094 

 

 

Abstract 

The Panchatantra, an ancient Indian collection of animal stories, has always been cherished for its moral 

teachings. However, its significant environmental wisdom is often overlooked. This paper re-examines 

some of these classic stories through an eco-critical lens, focusing on nature and our relationship with it. 

By delving into these fables, we uncover their subtle emphasis on ecological balance, highlighting the 

interconnectedness and interdependence of all natural elements. They also give a voice to non-human 

agency, demonstrating that animals are not mere narrative props but active participants with their own 

roles and impact on their surroundings. Examining how animals interact with their environments in these 

tales reveals timeless lessons about our treatment of nature and how different communities, both human 

and animal, can coexist. This study underscores how ancient narratives remain incredibly relevant when 

addressing modern ecological challenges. 
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Introduction 

The whispers of ancient wisdom often resonate most profoundly in times of modern crisis. Among India's 

vast and vibrant literary treasures, The Panchatantra, compiled around the 3rd century BCE, stands as a 

testament to this enduring truth. Far more than a mere collection of captivating animal tales, this Sanskrit 

masterpiece, later meticulously translated and adapted across countless languages and cultures, has for 

centuries served as an invaluable guide for moral conduct, astute political strategy, and the subtle art of 

navigating human relationships. Its overt didactic purpose—to instruct young princes in the principles of 

governance and life—is widely celebrated and extensively analyzed by scholars worldwide. However, 

beneath this well-trodden surface lies a fascinating, often overlooked stratum of ecological and 

environmental insights. 
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The Panchatantra was originally compiled by Vishnu Sharma (sometimes spelled Vishnusharma) around 

the 3rd century BCE. A renowned teacher and scholar, he is credited with composing this influential work 

to educate the sons of a king in nīti—the principles of policy, conduct, and prudence. Over the centuries, 

the Panchatantra spread globally through numerous translations and adaptations by notable figures. Burzoe 

(or Borzuya) translated the text into Pahlavi (Middle Persian) in the 6th century CE, and Ibn al-Muqaffa‘ 

adapted it into Arabic in the 8th century as Kalila wa Dimna, a seminal work that profoundly influenced 

Islamic literature. In the 13th century, John of Capua produced a Latin version titled Directorium Humanae 

Vitae, which paved the way for further translations into European languages. The passage interpreting these 

ancient fables through an environmental lens draws inspiration from contemporary ecocritical studies—a 

modern scholarly approach that reads classical texts in terms of ecological balance, non-human agency, and 

environmental ethics. While the Panchatantra itself is an ancient work, this specific interpretation is a 

product of contemporary scholarship rather than Vishnu Sharma’s original intent. Prominent scholars 

working in related fields of Indian literature, fable studies, and ecocriticism include Wendy Doniger, 

known for her studies of Hindu texts and storytelling; A.K. Ramanujan, who explored folklore and 

classical Indian literature; Graham Huggan and Helen Tiffin, influential voices in postcolonial ecocriticism; 

and Lawrence Buell, a pioneer of ecocritical theory. 

In an era increasingly defined by the urgent specter of climate change, rampant ecological degradation, and 

a growing disconnect from the natural world, revisiting foundational texts through the lens of ecocriticism 

offers a powerful and timely opportunity. This contemporary critical framework allows us to unearth layers 

of meaning previously obscured, revealing profound perspectives on the intricate and often delicate 

relationship between humanity and nature that have been present in our narratives for millennia. This paper 

embarks on such an exploratory journey, delving into select fables from The Panchatantra. Our aim is to 

illuminate how these ancient stories, populated by cunning jackals, wise lions, and industrious ants, subtly 

articulate nascent forms of environmental thought. We will particularly focus on how they champion 

crucial themes such as the inherent interdependence of all living beings, the vital importance of 

ecological balance, and, perhaps most strikingly, the profound acknowledgment of non-human agency—

a concept that resonates deeply with contemporary ecological philosophy. By examining these timeless 

narratives, we hope to demonstrate that the seeds of environmental consciousness were sown long ago in 

the fertile soil of Indian storytelling, offering valuable lessons that remain remarkably pertinent to our 

present ecological challenges. 

Literature Review 

The ancient collection of tales known as the Panchatantra has long captivated scholars and readers alike. 

Experts like Patrick Olivelle and Chandra Rajan have delved into its pages, often focusing on its rich 

history, the moral lessons it imparts, and its effectiveness as a teaching tool. It's truly a treasure trove for 

understanding bygone eras and the values people held. 

While many have appreciated how the Panchatantra uses animal characters to tell its captivating stories—

something folklorists and those who study myths often point out—surprisingly few recent studies have 

looked at these fables from an ecological or environmental viewpoint. It's almost as if a whole layer of 

meaning has been overlooked. 

This is where the idea of eco-criticism comes in. Think of it as a special way of reading literature, 

championed by critics like Lawrence Buell and Cheryll Glotfelty. Eco-criticism asks us to consider how 

stories both influence and mirror our understanding of the natural world around us. It's about seeing how 

literature can shape our awareness of environmental issues. 

In India, when scholars apply an eco-critical lens to literature, they often turn to ancient Vedic texts, 

beautiful nature poetry, or the fascinating oral stories passed down through tribal communities. These are 

all incredibly valuable, of course. However, the Panchatantra, with its countless tales of talking animals 
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and their interactions with their surroundings, holds immense potential as a wellspring of ecological 

wisdom. It's a vast reservoir of insights into nature that, until now, hasn't been fully explored. 

This paper intends to change that. By carefully examining just four stories from the Panchatantra through 

an ecocritical perspective, we hope to uncover and highlight the environmental lessons and deep ecological 

understanding embedded within these timeless fables, bridging a significant gap in current research. 

The Panchatantra has long occupied a significant place in Indian and world literary traditions, widely 

studied as a manual of moral instruction and statecraft. Its original compiler, Vishnu Sharma, is credited 

with designing the text around the 3rd century BCE to educate royal pupils in nīti, the principles of 

governance, prudence, and ethical conduct (Sharma, 2000). The work’s global reach is attested by 

landmark translations: Burzoe’s 6th-century Pahlavi version, Ibn al-Muqaffa‘’s 8th-century Arabic 

adaptation Kalila wa Dimna, and John of Capua’s 13th-century Latin Directorium Humanae Vitae (Gonda, 

1975). These translations facilitated the text’s diffusion across Europe, the Middle East, and Asia, 

embedding its fables within diverse cultural and political contexts (Dresden, 1966). 

Scholarly attention to the Panchatantra has primarily focused on its didactic content and narrative structure. 

Early studies by Hertel (1912) and Edgerton (1924) offered critical editions and comparative analyses of 

textual recensions. In the Indian context, researchers such as A.K. Ramanujan (1991) examined the fable 

tradition’s embeddedness in folklore and oral performance, while Wendy Doniger (1998) illuminated the 

text’s symbolic richness and enduring cultural functions. These contributions situate the Panchatantra as a 

cornerstone of Sanskrit narrative literature and a prototype for animal fable cycles worldwide. 

More recently, literary scholars have expanded interpretive frameworks to include postcolonial, feminist, 

and ecological approaches. The field of ecocriticism, pioneered by Lawrence Buell (1995) and further 

advanced by Graham Huggan and Helen Tiffin (2010), emphasizes the ways in which literary texts 

construct, challenge, and negotiate ideas of nature and environmental responsibility. Although classical 

Indian literature has been underexplored in this domain compared to Western canons, recent scholarship 

demonstrates a growing interest in re-reading ancient texts for their environmental insights (Sinha, 2010; 

Mukherjee, 2014). 

This paper builds on such emergent ecocritical perspectives by proposing that The Panchatantra subtly 

articulates a proto-environmental consciousness. While the text is overtly concerned with pragmatic 

instruction and moral didacticism, its narratives presuppose an interdependent world where non-human 

creatures possess agency, intelligence, and a capacity to influence human affairs. This interpretation 

resonates with contemporary ecological philosophy, which challenges anthropocentric hierarchies and 

underscores the entanglement of human and non-human lives (Plumwood, 2002). 

By synthesizing classical scholarship with modern ecocritical theory, this study aims to foreground an 

overlooked dimension of The Panchatantra—its implicit advocacy of ecological balance and respect for the 

agency of all living beings. Such a reading not only enriches our understanding of the text itself but also 

affirms its enduring relevance in addressing the urgent environmental crises of the present day. 

Methodology (Eco-critical Approach) 

This study employs an eco-critical methodology, which involves close reading and interpretive analysis of 

literary texts with a focus on environmental representation. Key concepts guiding this analysis include: 

● Ecological interconnectedness – how stories portray the dependency among living beings. 

● Non-human agency – recognizing animals as sentient actors in the narrative. 

● Human-nature relationship – examining the ethical dimensions of interaction between human and 

animal worlds. 
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Primary sources are English translations of the Panchatantra. The selected stories were chosen for their 

representative use of animal protagonists, environmental settings, and embedded moral or ecological 

lessons. 

In the Indian context, ecocriticism has gradually gained traction as scholars revisit classical and vernacular 

literatures to recover embedded ecological sensibilities. For example, Meenakshi Mukherjee (2004) and 

Amitav Ghosh (2016) have underscored how Indian narrative traditions often feature an intimate awareness 

of ecological interconnectedness. Though much work has focused on modern fiction and poetry, ancient 

Sanskrit texts have also come under renewed scrutiny for their environmental dimensions. Wendy 

Doniger’s studies of Hindu mythology (1998) and A.K. Ramanujan’s work on folklore (1991) illuminate 

how animals and plants are frequently invested with symbolic and moral agency—an aspect central to the 

ecocritical re-reading of fables such as The Panchatantra. 

The methodological orientation of this study builds on these scholarly currents by applying an eco-critical 

lens to classical Indian narrative. This approach prioritizes several interrelated principles: the examination 

of non-human agency within narrative structures (Plumwood, 2002), the recognition of interdependence 

among species (Buell, 2005), and the critique of anthropocentric hierarchies that relegate animals and the 

environment to mere backdrops for human drama. By interpreting The Panchatantra as a text in which the 

lives, choices, and fates of animals possess intrinsic significance, this paper aligns itself with the broader 

ecocritical project of decentering the human and affirming the ethical value of the more-than-human world. 

Through this methodological framework, the study aims to reveal how these ancient fables prefigure 

contemporary ecological thought, demonstrating that environmental consciousness is not a modern 

invention but an enduring strand of India’s cultural imagination. By foregrounding these dimensions, 

ecocriticism offers a powerful tool to reconnect past narrative traditions with present ecological challenges, 

highlighting the continuing relevance of classical texts in fostering environmental ethics. 

 

Analysis of Four Panchatantra Tales - Lack of Good Judgment and Gullibility 

Example Story: The Monkey and the Crocodile 

This classic tale beautifully illustrates a seemingly profound, yet ultimately deceptive, friendship between 

two different species. We see the monkey, living in the comfort of its tree, generously sharing fruits with 

the crocodile. Initially, the crocodile reciprocates this kindness, fostering a sense of ecological harmony. 

However, the story takes a dark turn, revealing a profound betrayal of this natural trust. It subtly 

emphasizes the sacredness of one's habitat and the devastating consequences when genuine natural 

reciprocity is abandoned for selfish motives. 

Lesson for Students: 

● Think carefully before trusting someone blindly. 

● Always analyze others’ motives. 

● Use presence of mind in difficult situations. 

● Students often get fooled by peer pressure, fake friendships, or misinformation. This story teaches 

them to pause, reflect, and verify before acting. 
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The theme of presence of mind and cautious judgment is underscored by the Sanskrit quotation from the 

Panchatantra: 

सते्त्वन बुद्ध्या च पराक्रमैश्च दैवेन युकं्त पुरुषार्थमाहुः । 

 sattvena buddhyaˉ ca paraˉkramaisˊca daivena yuktam˙ puruṣaˉrtham aˉhuḥ 

 

Meaning: Wise action combines courage, intellect (buddhi), effort, and careful destiny. This verse reminds 

students that good judgment (buddhi) saves one from deceit. 

Inability to Work as a Team or Value Cooperation 

Example Story: The Tortoise and the Geese 

While this story brings a smile to our faces, it's actually a powerful allegory about displacement and the 

serious fallout when the natural order is disrupted. The tortoise, driven by a longing to experience life 

beyond its natural limits—to fly, no less—ultimately orchestrates its own tragic downfall. The fable serves 

as a clear warning against overstepping ecological roles, strongly emphasizing the vital need to understand 

and respect one's place within the grander, intricate natural system. 

The fable of The Tortoise and the Geese teaches that discontent with one’s natural role and impulsive pride 

can lead to disaster. It warns against overreaching beyond one’s limits without understanding the 

consequences and highlights the importance of self-restraint, humility, and respect for the order of nature. 

Ecological Awareness: 

The story underscores that all creatures—and by extension, humans—have a place in the larger ecological 

system. Disrupting natural balances out of greed, ambition, or arrogance can bring unintended harm to 

individuals and the environment. 

Personal Discipline: 

It reminds people to exercise self-control and not react impulsively to provocation (the tortoise couldn’t 

resist opening its mouth to answer the jeers). In today’s society, this lesson applies to controlling anger, 

ego, or rash decisions that damage careers, relationships, or communities. 

Sustainable Progress: 

It encourages communities to pursue progress thoughtfully, rather than recklessly overstepping natural or 

social boundaries. In the context of development and technology, it’s a call to consider long-term impacts 

before acting. 

Humility and Contentment: 

Finally, it promotes humility—recognizing and valuing one’s own strengths without envying or imitating 

others blindly. This can foster healthier self-esteem and reduce destructive competition. 

The theme of restraint and discipline in teamwork, crucial for this fable, is echoed by the Sanskrit 

quotation: 

मौनं सवाथर्थसाधनम्।maunam˙ sarvaˉrtha-saˉdhanam 

Meaning: Silence achieves all objectives. This simple maxim emphasizes self-control, which the turtle 

failed to observe. 
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Alternatively, this often-quoted couplet (attributed in some versions to the story) provides a similar insight: 

मुक्ताफलममव ज्ञानं मौनादेव प्रमसध्यमि।   muktaˉphalam iva jn˜aˉnam˙ maunaˉd eva prasidhyati  

 

Meaning: Just as the pearl ripens within the shell, wisdom is perfected through silence. 

Procrastination and Ignoring Early Warnings 

Example Story: The Lion and the Rabbit 

Here, a seemingly insignificant rabbit proves that size doesn't determine strength. Through sheer wit and 

cleverness, this small creature manages to outsmart a tyrannical lion, saving the entire forest community 

from its oppressive rule. This narrative powerfully showcases the strength of collective survival and the 

incredible ability of the seemingly weak to restore balance. It passionately champions the cause of justice, 

highlights the necessity of checks on power, and ultimately points towards community-led ecological 

stability as the path to a thriving environment. 

Lesson for Students: 

● Smart planning and timing can solve big problems. 

● If you ignore signs of trouble, danger grows. 

● Small but consistent efforts can overcome big challenges. 

● Students often delay studying or ignore small problems until they become crises (exams, deadlines). 

This story shows that clever, proactive action beats brute force or panic. 

The power of intelligent planning over brute force is encapsulated in the Sanskrit quotation: 

न िु शूरकमथणा।   na tu sˊuˉra-karmaṇaˉ 

 

Meaning: Victory comes not by sheer valor alone. 

This is further elaborated by a fuller verse from similar fables: 

यत्र बुद्धिः कुशलानाां तत्र सिद्धनन िांशयिः। 
yatra buddhiḥ kusˊalaˉnaˉm˙ tatra siddhir na sam˙sˊayaḥ 

 

Meaning: Where the clever apply their intellect, success surely follows. 

The Bird with Two Heads 

This unique and rather unsettling tale delves into a fascinating internal conflict within a single organism, 

which we can metaphorically see as an ecosystem or a shared habitat. The bird's two heads, instead of 

cooperating, descend into discord, leading inevitably to their shared destruction. This story functions as a 

potent cautionary tale about environmental disunity. It starkly illustrates the immense peril that arises when 

the collective welfare of a shared space is ignored in favor of selfish, individual desires, ultimately leading 

to mutual ruin. 

Lesson for Students: 

Teamwork Over Ego: 

In group projects, clubs, or classrooms, fighting among team members destroys success. Even if one person 

feels justified in acting alone, the whole group suffers. 
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Shared Responsibility: 

Just like the two heads share one body, students share classrooms, playgrounds, and communities. 

Everyone must think of collective welfare, not just personal benefit. 

Conflict Resolution: 

When disagreements arise, students should communicate and compromise rather than sabotage or retaliate. 

Simple Moral in One Sentence: 

When those who share a common destiny fight among themselves, they bring about their own downfall. 

Discussion 

It's truly remarkable how these ancient tales, despite being centuries old, speak directly to our 

contemporary ecological concerns. Time and again, the Panchatantra subtly but firmly highlights the 

critical importance of balance, cooperation, and ethical behavior towards all living things—whether human 

or animal. This isn't just accidental; it points to a deeply embedded environmental ethic woven into the 

very fabric of these stories. While we can't definitively claim that the Panchatantra was crafted specifically 

as "environmental literature," its fables undeniably reflect a worldview that inherently understood the 

mutual dependence of all beings and, crucially, the delicate fragility of ecological balance. 

What's more, the way these stories are told—a narrative technique where animals aren't just props but 

actively speak, think, and make decisions independently—suggests a pre-modern acknowledgment of 

animal agency. This isn't a new concept born out of modern thought; it was recognized and explored in 

these ancient texts. This idea is now, more than ever, a central pillar in modern environmental ethics and 

the ongoing discussions around animal rights. By giving non-human perspectives such a prominent place, 

even at the heart of their moral lessons, these stories naturally challenge anthropocentrism—the idea that 

humans are the only important beings. In doing so, they gently nudge readers to consider more expansive, 

more inclusive, and ultimately more ethical frameworks for ecological coexistence. It’s a powerful message 

that still resonates today. 

 

Conclusion 

The Panchatantra, a collection of stories we've long cherished for its straightforward moral lessons and 

teaching style, actually holds a much deeper and more nuanced understanding of our environment than we 

might initially realize. By reading these chosen tales through an eco-critical lens, we've tried to bring to 

light the subtle environmental messages hidden within these ancient fables. While it's true that the original 

authors likely weren't setting out to write ecological manifestos, the way they structured their stories, the 

symbols they used, and how their characters interacted all suggest a quiet, unspoken understanding of 

nature's intricate balance, its harmony, and its inherent fragility. 

The stories we looked at really highlight vital ecological principles. They underscore the interdependence 

among different species, the essential need for environmental balance, and the surprising agency of non-

human beings. When we view these elements through our modern understanding, they contribute 

significantly to current discussions about environmental ethics, sustainability, and protecting biodiversity. 

The relationships between the animal characters—who are often much more than just human traits in furry 

disguises—give us a fascinating glimpse into how ancient Indian thinkers viewed the interconnected web 

of all life. In this way, these tales might just be some of the earliest forms of ecological storytelling, gently 

encouraging a way of life that's in tune with nature's own rhythms. 
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Of course, we can't definitively say that the original authors intended these stories to be ecological 

manifestos. However, the idea that these narratives reflect a kind of intuitive ecological consciousness is a 

truly exciting path for future exploration across different fields of study. Whether these stories are shared in 

classrooms, retold within communities, or studied deeply in universities, the Panchatantra has the potential 

to keep inspiring a more complete understanding of our place in the natural world. Its enduring importance 

isn't just in the explicit morals it teaches, but in the profound ecological wisdom it implicitly preserves. 

This wisdom continues to resonate, inviting us to reflect on our own connection to the living world around 

us. 
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