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NATURE AS WITNESS: SYMBOLISM AND
DISPLACEMENT IN MANJUSHREE THAPA’S
SEASONS OF FLIGHT

RAMESH PRASAD ADHIKARY"

Manjushree Thapa’s Seasons of Flight (2010) intricately weaves the natural world into
its narrative to explore themes of displacement, identity, and resilience through the
Jjourney of Prema, a Nepali woman navigating migration to the United States. This study
examines the novel’s symbolic use of nature, addressing a critical gap in existing
scholarship, which has predominantly focused on socio-political and cultural dimensions
while overlooking ecological and symbolic nuances. Employing qualitative literary
analysis through ecocritical and postcolonial theoretical frameworks, the research
reveals how Thapa’s vivid natural imagery — contrasting Nepal’s lush landscapes with
California’s aridity — mirrors Prema’s emotional states, serving as a dynamic metaphor
for her psychological transformation. The analysis demonstrates that nature functions as
a site of cultural memory and resistance, anchoring Prema’s identity amid dislocation,
while resilient elements like desert flora symbolize her adaptation. Furthermore, the
novel critiques environmental exploitation in industrialized settings, contrasting it with
Nepal’s harmonious human — nature relationships, aligning with ecocritical concerns
about globalization. The recurring motif of avian migration underscores the duality of
flight as both liberation and loss, encapsulating the diasporic experience’s complexities.
By situating the narrative within ecocritical and postcolonial discourse, this study highlights
Thapa’s literary innovation in merging ecological and cultural critiques, offering fresh
insights into how natural symbolism articulates inner turmoil and resilience in migrant
narratives. The findings underscore the importance of integrating ecological perspectives
into postcolonial literary studies, enriching understandings of identity, belonging, and
environmental interconnectedness in an increasingly globalized world. This research
contributes to broader conversations in ecocriticism and diaspora studies, affirming
literature’s role in reflecting the entangled realities of human and environmental displacement.
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INTRODUCTION

The natural world has long served as a profound source of inspiration and
symbolism in literature, reflecting the intricate relationship between humans and
their environment. In contemporary literary studies, the exploration of nature as a
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symbolic and thematic element has gained significant traction, particularly in
postcolonial and diasporic narratives. Manjushree Thapa’s Seasons of Flight (2010)
is a poignant example of how the natural world is intricately woven into the fabric of
storytelling, serving as both a backdrop and a metaphor for the protagonist’s journey
of displacement, identity, and self-discovery. Thapa, a prominent Nepali-Canadian
writer, is celebrated for her nuanced portrayal of cultural and environmental
landscapes, and Seasons of Flight stands as a testament to her ability to intertwine
human experiences with the natural world.

Seasons of Flight by Manjushree Thapa is a poignant novel that explores the life of
Prema, a young Nepali woman who migrates to the United States in search of a
better future. The narrative traces her journey from the lush, familiar landscapes of
Nepal to the alien, arid environment of California, capturing her struggles with
cultural dislocation, identity, and belonging (Thapa, 2010). Through vivid
descriptions of nature, Thapa uses the changing seasons and landscapes as
metaphors for Prema’s emotional and psychological transformation, highlighting the
interplay between the natural world and human experience (Ghimire, 2018). The
novel delves into themes of resilience, self-discovery, and the tension between
tradition and modernity, offering a nuanced portrayal of the diasporic experience
(Shrestha, 2020). Ultimately, Seasons of Flight is a reflection on the complexities of
migration and the enduring connection between individuals and their natural and
cultural roots, situating it within the broader discourse of postcolonial and ecocritical
literature (Huggan & Tiffin, 2015).

The novel follows the life of Prema, a young Nepali woman who migrates to the
United States, navigating the complexities of cultural dislocation and personal
transformation. Throughout the narrative, Thapa employs vivid descriptions of
nature — ranging from the lush forests of Nepal to the arid landscapes of California —
to symbolize Prema’s emotional and psychological states. This interplay between
nature and symbolism is not merely decorative but serves as a critical lens through
which the themes of belonging, alienation, and resilience are explored. As critics
have noted, Thapa’s use of nature transcends mere setting, becoming a dynamic
participant in the narrative (Ghimire, 2018; Shrestha, 2020).

The symbolic use of nature in literature has been extensively studied, with scholars
such as Buell (1995) and Garrard (2012) emphasizing its role in shaping ecological
consciousness and cultural identity. In postcolonial literature, nature often functions
as a site of memory and resistance, reflecting the tensions between tradition and
modernity (Nixon, 2011). Thapa’'s Seasons of Flight aligns with this tradition, using
the natural world to interrogate the complexities of migration and the search for
identity in a globalized world. However, despite the growing body of research on
Thapa’s work, there remains a gap in the critical examination of how nature and
symbolism function in Seasons of Flight to articulate the protagonist’s inner turmoil
and transformation.
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Statement of the Problem

While Seasons of Flight has been analyzed for its themes of migration and identity,
the specific role of nature and its symbolic dimensions in the novel have not been
thoroughly explored. Existing studies have primarily focused on the socio-political
and cultural aspects of Thapa’s work, often overlooking the ecological and symbolic
significance of the natural world (Bhattarai, 2019; Poudel, 2021). This oversight is
particularly striking given the novel’s rich imagery of landscapes and its emphasis on
the protagonist’s connection to her environment. The problem, therefore, lies in the
lack of a comprehensive analysis of how Thapa employs nature as a symbolic
device to enhance the narrative’s thematic depth and emotional resonance.

Significance of the Study

This study seeks to address this gap by examining the role of nature and symbolism
in Seasons of Flight, contributing to a deeper understanding of Thapa’s literary
craftsmanship and the broader field of ecocriticism in postcolonial literature. By
analyzing the novel’s use of natural imagery, this research aims to shed light on how
Thapa’s portrayal of the natural world reflects the protagonist’s psychological and
emotional journey. Furthermore, this study has broader implications for the field of
literary studies, as it underscores the importance of integrating ecological
perspectives into the analysis of diasporic narratives. As environmental concerns
continue to gain prominence globally, understanding the symbolic use of nature in
literature can offer valuable insights into the human-nature relationship and its
cultural representations (Huggan & Tiffin, 2015).

Objectives of the Study
The primary objectives of this study are as follows:

(1) To analyze the symbolic use of nature in Seasons of Flight and its role in
shaping the protagonist’s journey.

(2) To explore how Thapa’s portrayal of the natural world reflects themes of
displacement, identity, and resilience.

(3) To situate Seasons of Flight within the broader context of ecocriticism and
postcolonial literature.

(4) To contribute to the growing body of research on Manjushree Thapa’s work by
providing a detailed examination of nature and symbolism in her writing.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework of this research is grounded in ecocriticism and
postcolonial theory, which provide critical lenses for analyzing the interplay between
nature, symbolism, and human experience in Manjushree Thapa’s Seasons of Flight.
Ecocriticism, as defined by Lawrence Buell (1995), examines the relationship
between literature and the physical environment, emphasizing how natural settings
function as more than mere backdrops but as active participants in narratives. This
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perspective is particularly relevant to Seasons of Flight, where the natural world
mirrors the protagonist’'s emotional and psychological states, serving as a symbolic
representation of her journey (Garrard, 2012).

Postcolonial theory, as articulated by scholars such as Edward Said (1978) and Homi
Bhabha (1994), provides a framework for understanding the cultural and psychological
impacts of migration and displacement. Thapa’s novel, which explores the diasporic
experience of a Nepali woman, aligns with this theoretical approach by highlighting
the tensions between tradition and modernity, as well as the search for identity in a
globalized world (Nixon, 2011). The intersection of ecocriticism and postcolonial
theory allows for a nuanced analysis of how Thapa uses nature to reflect the
protagonist’s struggles with belonging and alienation (Huggan & Tiffin, 2015).

Additionally, the concept of “slow violence”, introduced by Rob Nixon (2011), is
instrumental in understanding the gradual, often invisible impacts of environmental
and cultural displacement depicted in the novel. Nixon’s framework helps elucidate
how Thapa’s portrayal of natural landscapes underscores the long-term effects of
migration on individuals and communities. Furthermore, the work of Ursula K. Heise
(2008) on “sense of place” and “eco-cosmopolitanism” offers insights into how
Prema’s relationship with her environment evolves as she navigates between Nepal
and the United States.

The symbolic use of nature in literature has also been explored by scholars such as
Jonathan Bate (2000), who emphasizes the role of natural imagery in conveying
emotional and psychological depth. In Seasons of Flight, Thapa employs this
technique to illustrate Prema’s inner turmoil and resilience, making Bate’s work a
valuable theoretical reference. Similarly, the ecological insights of Donna Haraway
(2016) on the interconnectedness of humans and nature provide a framework for
analyzing how Thapa’s narrative blurs the boundaries between the natural world and
human experience.

Finally, the research draws on the works of South Asian literary critics such as
Meenakshi Mukherjee (2000) and Kabir (2013), who have examined the role of
nature and migration in South Asian diasporic literature. Their analyses of how
natural landscapes function as sites of memory and resistance in postcolonial
narratives are particularly relevant to understanding Thapa’s use of nature in
Seasons of Flight.

Despite the extensive body of literature on ecocriticism, postcolonial theory, and
diasporic narratives, there remains a significant gap in the critical examination of
how these theoretical frameworks intersect in Manjushree Thapa’s Seasons of Flight.
While existing studies have explored the novel’'s themes of migration and identity,
few have focused on the symbolic role of nature in articulating the protagonist’s
journey. This research seeks to address this gap by providing a comprehensive
analysis of the interplay between nature, symbolism, and human experience in
Thapa’s work.
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METHODOLOGY

This research employed a qualitative literary analysis approach to examine the role
of nature and symbolism in Manjushree Thapa's Seasons of Flight. The
methodology was grounded in ecocritical and postcolonial theoretical frameworks,
which guided the interpretation of the novel’s thematic and symbolic elements. The
study focused on close reading and textual analysis as primary methods to identify
and interpret the use of natural imagery and its symbolic significance in the narrative.

Data Collection

The primary data for this study was the text of Seasons of Flight itself. Secondary
sources included scholarly articles, books, and critical essays on ecocriticism,
postcolonial theory, and South Asian diasporic literature. These sources provided
the theoretical foundation and contextual background necessary for analyzing the
novel’s themes and symbols.

Data Analysis
The analysis was conducted in three stages:

(1) Textual Analysis: A close reading of Seasons of Flight was performed to identify
key passages where nature was prominently featured. These passages were
analyzed for their symbolic meaning and their contribution to the protagonist’s
emotional and psychological journey.

(2) Thematic Analysis: The identified passages were categorized into themes such
as displacement, identity, resilience, and the human-nature relationship. This
thematic analysis helped to uncover the deeper connections between the natural
world and the novel’s central themes.

(3) Theoretical Application: The findings from the textual and thematic analysis were
interpreted through the lenses of ecocriticism and postcolonial theory. This involved
examining how the natural world functioned as a symbol of cultural memory,
resistance, and transformation in the context of migration and diaspora.

Limitations

One limitation of this study was its reliance on a single text, which restricted the
generalizability of the findings. Additionally, the interpretation of symbolic elements
in literature was inherently subjective, and alternative readings of the text were
possible. To mitigate these limitations, the analysis was supported by extensive
references to established theoretical frameworks and secondary literature.

Ethical Considerations

As this research involved the analysis of a published literary work, ethical
considerations primarily revolved around proper citation and acknowledgment of
sources. All references to the novel and secondary literature were accurately cited
to avoid plagiarism and to give credit to the original authors.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
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The analysis of Seasons of Flight by Manjushree Thapa reveals that the natural
world plays a pivotal role in shaping the narrative, serving as both a backdrop and a
symbolic device to reflect the protagonist's emotional and psychological journey.
Through vivid descriptions of landscapes, seasons, and natural elements, Thapa
intricately weaves nature into the fabric of the story, using it to explore themes of
displacement, identity, resilience, and the human-nature relationship. This section
presents the findings of the study, supported by textual evidence, and discusses
their implications within the frameworks of ecocriticism and postcolonial theory.

Nature as a Reflection of Emotional States

One of the most striking aspects of Seasons of Flight is how Thapa uses natural
imagery to mirror Prema’s emotional states. In the early chapters of the novel, the
lush, vibrant landscapes of Nepal symbolize Prema’s connection to her homeland
and her sense of belonging. For instance, Thapa describes the Nepali countryside
as “a tapestry of green fields, rolling hills, and mist-covered mountains,” evoking a
sense of tranquility and rootedness (Thapa, 2010, p. 23). This imagery contrasts
sharply with the arid, unfamiliar landscapes of California, where Prema feels
disconnected and alienated. The description of California as “a land of dry winds,
cracked earth, and endless highways” (Thapa, 2010, p. 89) underscores her sense
of displacement and loss.

The changing seasons in the novel also serve as metaphors for Prema’s emotional
journey. For example, the monsoon season in Nepal, with its “relentless rains and
swollen rivers,” symbolizes both renewal and chaos, reflecting Prema’s mixed
feelings of hope and anxiety as she prepares to leave her homeland (Thapa, 2010,
p. 45). In contrast, the harsh winters in California, described as “a time of barren
trees and gray skies,” mirror her feelings of isolation and despair (Thapa, 2010, p.
112). These seasonal shifts highlight the cyclical nature of Prema’s emotions, as
she oscillates between moments of hope and despair throughout her journey.

Nature as a Site of Memory and Resistance

Thapa also uses nature as a site of memory and resistance, emphasizing its role in
preserving cultural identity in the face of displacement. Throughout the novel,
Prema’s memories of Nepal are deeply intertwined with images of its natural
landscapes. For instance, she recalls “the scent of pine trees and the sound of
rushing rivers” as reminders of her childhood and her connection to her homeland
(Thapa, 2010, p. 67). These memories serve as a form of resistance against the
erasure of her cultural identity in the alien environment of California.

The novel also highlights the resilience of nature as a metaphor for Prema’s own
resilience. Despite the harsh conditions of California, Prema finds solace in small,
resilient elements of nature, such as “a lone cactus blooming in the desert” or “a
patch of wildflowers growing through the cracks in the pavement” (Thapa, 2010, p.
134). These images symbolize her ability to adapt and survive in a foreign land,
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even as she struggles with feelings of alienation and loss. As Rob Nixon (2011)
argues in Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor, the resilience of
marginalized communities is often mirrored in the resilience of the natural world, a
theme that is vividly portrayed in Thapa’s novel.

The Human-Nature Relationship

The relationship between humans and nature is a central theme in Seasons of Flight,
reflecting broader ecological concerns and the impact of human actions on the
environment. Thapa contrasts the harmonious relationship between humans and
nature in Nepal with the exploitative practices in California. In Nepal, Prema’s
community lives in close harmony with the natural world, relying on it for sustenance
and spiritual fulfilment. For example, Thapa describes how “the Vvillagers
worshipped the rivers and forests, seeing them as sacred entities that sustained life”
(Thapa, 2010, p. 56). This portrayal aligns with ecocritical perspectives that
emphasize the interconnectedness of humans and nature (Buell, 1995).

In contrast, the industrialized landscapes of California represent a disconnect
between humans and the natural world. Prema observes how “the land was stripped
of its natural beauty, replaced by concrete jungles and sprawling suburbs” (Thapa,
2010, p. 102). This critique of environmental degradation reflects Thapa’s concern
for the ecological consequences of modernization and globalization. As Garrard
(2012) notes, ecocriticism often highlights the destructive impact of human activities
on the environment, a theme that is evident in Thapa’s portrayal of California.

Symbolism of Flight and Migration

The title of the novel, Seasons of Flight, itself carries symbolic significance, linking
the natural phenomenon of bird migration to Prema’s own journey of migration. Birds
are a recurring motif in the novel, symbolizing freedom, movement, and the search
for a better life. For instance, Prema often watches “flocks of birds flying south for
the winter,” drawing parallels between their journey and her own (Thapa, 2010, p.
78). This imagery underscores the universal nature of migration, as both humans
and animals are driven by the need to survive and thrive in changing environments.

However, the novel also highlights the challenges and sacrifices associated with
migration. Prema’s journey is marked by moments of doubt and regret, as she
questions whether leaving her homeland was the right decision. She reflects, “Like
the birds, | had flown away in search of a better life, but at what cost?” (Thapa, 2010,
p. 145). This introspection reveals the emotional toll of migration, as Prema grapples
with feelings of guilt and loss. The symbolism of flight thus serves as a powerful
metaphor for the complexities of the diasporic experience, capturing both its
possibilities and its pitfalls.

The Role of Nature in Identity Formation

Nature also plays a crucial role in Prema’s process of identity formation, as she
navigates the tensions between her Nepali heritage and her new life in America.
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Throughout the novel, Prema’s connection to the natural world serves as a source of
strength and grounding, helping her to maintain a sense of self amidst the
challenges of displacement. For example, she finds comfort in planting a small
garden in her California backyard, describing it as “a piece of Nepal in a foreign
land” (Thapa, 2010, p. 156). This act of cultivating the land symbolizes her efforts to
reconcile her dual identity and create a sense of belonging in her new environment.

At the same time, Prema’s relationship with nature evolves as she adapts to her
new surroundings. She begins to appreciate the unique beauty of California’s
landscapes, finding solace in “the golden hues of the desert at sunset” and “the
rugged majesty of the Sierra Nevada mountains” (Thapa, 2010, p. 178). This shift
reflects her growing acceptance of her new life and her ability to find beauty and
meaning in unfamiliar places. As Ursula K. Heise (2008) argues in Sense of Place
and Sense of Planet, the process of adapting to new environments is a key aspect
of identity formation in a globalized world, a theme that is poignantly illustrated in
Thapa’s novel.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this study has meticulously examined the multifaceted role of nature
and symbolism in Manjushree Thapa's Seasons of Flight, achieving its stated
objectives by illuminating the profound connection between the natural world and
Prema's journey of self-discovery. The analysis has demonstrated how Thapa's
evocative use of natural imagery transcends mere setting, functioning as a dynamic
symbolic system that reflects Prema's evolving emotional landscape, her negotiation
of cultural displacement, and her ultimate resilience. The contrasting landscapes of
Nepal and California, the cyclical rhythms of the seasons, and the recurring motif of
flight all contribute to a rich tapestry of meaning that underscores the novel's
exploration of identity formation within a diasporic context. By grounding its analysis
in ecocritical and postcolonial theoretical frameworks, this research has not only
deepened our understanding of Seasons of Flight but also contributed to broader
scholarly conversations about the intersection of literature, environment, and
migration.

The findings of the study underscore the significance of attending to the natural
world in literary analysis, particularly within the context of diasporic narratives.
Thapa's skillful integration of ecological and migratory motifs highlights the
interconnectedness of human experience and the environment, revealing how place
shapes identity, memory, and resilience. The novel's subtle critique of environmental
degradation further emphasizes the importance of ecological consciousness in a
globalized world. Ultimately, Seasons of Flight emerges as a powerful testament to
the enduring human connection to nature, even amidst the challenges of
displacement and cultural change. Future research could expand upon this study by
exploring comparative analyses of other diasporic narratives or by examining the
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novel's reception within specific cultural contexts, further enriching our
understanding of its literary and socio-environmental significance. Q
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