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Nature and Ecosystem in Yousef Alikhani’s Novel Widow-Killing: An Ecocritical Perspective
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Abstract

Ecocriticism is an interdisciplinary approach that reexamines the inseparable relationships between literary texts and the
physical and cultural contexts of ecosystems, while investigating the reciprocal interactions between human beings and their
surrounding environment. Using content analysis within a descriptive-analytical framework, the present study examines
Yousef Alikhani’s novel Widow-Killing from an ecocritical perspective. In this work, ecocritical manifestations are
embedded in the fabric of local culture, indigenous rituals, social behaviors, and political structures. The narrative centers
on the fate of a rural woman who, under the traditions governing her habitat and community, is compelled to enter a
succession of forced marriages with brothers who die one after another. The narrative structure demonstrates how nature
and indigenous beliefs exert a profound influence on the lives of the characters and, conversely, how human beings affect
ecological cycles. This study seeks to elucidate, through the lens of literary criticism, the delicate balance between human
needs and environmental sustainability.
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transformed  the relationship

between human communities and the natural
environment. In many contemporary societies,

nature has increasingly been reduced to a
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reservoir of exploitable resources, while
ecological balance, local knowledge, and
environmentally adaptive modes of living have
been marginalized. Ecocriticism emerged in
response to this intellectual and environmental
crisis as an interdisciplinary approach
concerned with examining the relationship
between literary representation and the
physical, cultural, and ecological environment.
Rather than treating nature merely as a
decorative background for human action,
ecocritical interpretation  considers the
environment an active component of literary
meaning, capable of shaping characters,
social relations, cultural practices, and
narrative structures (4, 5). This approach is
particularly relevant to rural and regional
literature, where landscapes, climatic
conditions, traditional livelihoods, indigenous
beliefs, and collective rituals frequently
constitute essential dimensions of narrative
identity. In Iranian literature, ecological
criticism provides an important framework for
investigating the ways in which local cultures
environmental

encode accumulated

knowledge and transmit patterns  of

adaptation, restraint, coexistence, and
attachment to place across generations (7).
Yousef Alikhani’'s novel Widow-Killing offers a
particularly significant case for such an inquiry
because its narrative is situated within the
mountainous rural environment of Alamut and
presents human life as inseparable from
climate, land, water, animals, domestic

architecture, traditional production, and local

belief systems (1). The present study therefore
examines the representation of nature and
ecosystem in Widow-Killing from an ecocritical
perspective, seeking to clarify how
environmental conditions interact with local
rituals, subsistence practices, social behavior,
cultural imagination, gender relations, and
structures of governance. The central premise
is that the ecological dimensions of the novel
are not marginal features of setting but
constitute an organizing structure through
which human vulnerability, cultural continuity,
environmental adaptation, patriarchal
domination, and institutional failure are
narratively articulated.

The theoretical framework of the study is
grounded primarily in ecocriticism and, where
the analysis concerns gendered forms of
domination, in ecofeminism. Ecocriticism
conceptualizes literature and environment as
mutually implicated domains and emphasizes
that cultural narratives both reflect and shape
human attitudes toward the nonhuman world
(3). Within this framework, Lawrence Buell’s
environmental imagination is especially
relevant because it challenges anthropocentric
assumptions that reduce the natural world to a
passive stage for human-centered narratives
and instead foregrounds place, ecological
interdependence, and environmental agency
(5). Greg Garrard similarly identifies
anthropocentrism and instrumental attitudes
toward nature as central intellectual
foundations of ecological degradation,

showing that environmental crises must be
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examined not only as physical phenomena but
also as products of cultural and ideological
structures (4). These theoretical principles are
particularly applicable to Widow-Killing, in
which mountains, snow, springs, animals,
orchards, cold weather, domestic spaces, and
seasonal cycles influence the characters’
possibilities for movement, survival, livelihood,
and social interaction. The study also draws on
ecofeminist  thought, particularly  the
proposition that hierarchical structures
underlying the domination of women are
historically and culturally connected with
structures that legitimize the domination and
exploitation of nature (6). This perspective
makes it possible to interpret the female
characters not simply within a social or
psychological framework but within a broader
ecological structure of power in which gender,
environment, subsistence, tradition, and
vulnerability intersect. Previous Iranian
ecocritical scholarship has demonstrated the
analytical value of connecting literary form with
ecological consciousness, indigenous culture,
and environmental ethics (2, 7), while
ecofeminist studies have further illustrated
how the subordination of women may be
symbolically and materially related to
environmental domination (8). Accordingly,
the conceptual framework of this study treats
ecosystem, culture, gender, economy, and
governance as interdependent dimensions
rather than isolated analytical categories.

Methodologically, the research employs a

descriptive-analytical design based on

gualitative content analysis and close textual
reading. The primary corpus consists
exclusively of Yousef Alikhani’'s Widow-Killing,
and the analysis focuses on those narrative
elements that explicitly or implicitly represent
relations between human beings and their
ecological surroundings (1). Data collection
was conducted through systematic note-taking
and detailed textual observation, with
particular attention to descriptions of
landscape, climate, seasonal change, springs,
animals, agricultural resources, domestic
architecture, food production, clothing, fuel
consumption, water management, local
terminology, traditional practices, gender
relations, and responses to environmental
crisis. Rather than treating these elements as
isolated motifs, the study interprets them
contextually in relation to the broader
ecological and cultural structure of the fictional
village. The extracted evidence was organized
around four principal analytical dimensions:
the relationship between rituals and traditional
methods and the ecosystem; the relationship
between cooperative or coexistence-oriented
behaviors and ecological conditions; the
thought,

relationship  between  cultural

symbolic systems, and environmental
perception; and the relationship between
gendered and governmental structures and
environmental sustainability. This method
permits the narrative to be interpreted as a
coherent ecological lifeworld in which material
practices and cultural meanings continuously

interact. The analytic process was informed by
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established ecocritical concepts concerning
place, environmental agency, ecological
ethics, indigenous knowledge, and resistance
to anthropocentric exploitation (3, 4), while
ecofeminist concepts were used specifically in
interpreting the gendered distribution of
suffering, labor, responsibility, and agency (6).
The research does not seek to quantify
ecological references or reduce the novel to a
predetermined theoretical scheme; rather, it
uses ecocritical theory as a hermeneutic lens
through which the interconnected
environmental, cultural, and social layers of
the narrative can be systematically
reconstructed.

The findings reveal, first, that the ecological
structure of Widow-Killing is deeply embedded
in local rituals, subsistence practices,
architecture, and inherited forms of
environmental knowledge. The narrative
repeatedly demonstrates that residents
interpret seasonal cycles through the behavior
of birds, changes in temperature, agricultural
rhythms, and the condition of natural
resources, suggesting that ecological
knowledge is preserved not in formal scientific
discourse but through oral traditions, repeated
practices, and collective memory (1). Such
patterns correspond closely to ecocritical
understandings of indigenous environmental
consciousness, in which human temporality is
coordinated with ecological rhythms rather
than imposed upon them (5). The two-room
rural houses described in the novel also

represent an economy of space suited to

climatic conditions: unused rooms remain
closed when unnecessary, limiting energy
consumption and demonstrating an implicit
understanding of environmental constraints.
Likewise, traditional woolen clothing reflects a
locally sustained production cycle based on
animal husbandry and household labor rather
than dependence on industrial supply
networks. The walnut orchard functions as
another  significant  ecological symbol,
representing not merely property but
intergenerational  continuity,  subsistence,
attachment to land, and a form of stewardship
in which soil and trees are inherited as
responsibilities rather than simply possessed
as commodities. The naming of springs
through references to animals, colors, and
other natural characteristics further
demonstrates that local geography is culturally
animated and incorporated into collective
identity. These patterns indicate a worldview in
which place possesses meaning, memory,
and agency, consistent with ecocritical
theories that emphasize the ethical importance
of recognizing the natural environment as
more than an instrument for human use (4).
The findings therefore suggest that the novel
preserves a complex archive of localized
ecological knowledge in which architecture,
clothing, land use, naming practices, seasonal
observation, and inherited customs collectively
embody strategies of adaptation to a difficult
mountainous environment.

A second major cluster of findings concerns

coexistence-oriented behavior, ecological
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crisis  management, cultural symbolism,
gender, and governance. The residents’
everyday decisions concerning poultry, water,
fuel, animals, lighting, and domestic survival
illustrate a form of ecological ethics shaped by
scarcity and proximity. In the confined village
environment, individual behavior directly
affects neighbors and shared ecological
space; therefore, decisions about animal
keeping, waste, resource consumption, and
domestic practices are embedded within
communal responsibility. During severe
snowfall and interruption of access to water,
accumulated snow becomes an emergency
resource, demonstrating local adaptive
knowledge and the capacity to transform
climatic threat into a means of survival (1).
Similarly, the careful use of dry wood, stored
fuel, lanterns, and locally available materials
reflects an economy of necessity in which
resources must be managed according to
environmental limitations. The symbolic
importance of light and warmth in the novel
extends beyond practical survival and
becomes associated with security, continuity,
and resistance to ecological hostility. At the
same time, the narrative exposes tensions
within indigenous culture. Beliefs surrounding
springs, sacrifice, environmental misfortune,
and traditional authority reveal that ecological
knowledge may coexist with superstition,
coercion, and destructive ritual. This
contradiction becomes especially significant
from an ecofeminist perspective. Female

characters such as Khabideh and Ajab-Naz

are situated within patriarchal structures that
regulate marriage, bodily autonomy, family
obligation, and participation in communal life,
yet they also emerge as agents of endurance,
decision-making, and crisis management.
Their position demonstrates how
environmental vulnerability and gender
inequality may become mutually reinforcing
under conditions of weak institutional support
(6, 8).

ineffectiveness of formal governance during

Moreover, the absence or

environmental emergencies places
responsibility for survival upon local actors.
Heavy snowfall, blocked routes, inadequate
crisis management, economic insecurity, and
dependence on traditional solutions reveal
how ecological pressure becomes intensified
by institutional absence. In this sense, the
novel suggests that environmental justice
cannot be separated from social and political
justice: when governance fails, ecological
hardship disproportionately affects socially
vulnerable groups, and traditional structures
may become either mechanisms of resilience
or instruments of domination (4).

Overall, the analysis demonstrates that
Widow-Killing constructs nature as a living and
determining force rather than a passive
geographical background. The ecosystem of
the novel shapes social life, cultural memory,
domestic architecture, livelihood strategies,
emotional experience, gender relations, and
patterns of collective survival. At the same
time, human practices continually reshape the

ecological world through consumption,
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adaptation, ritual, care, violence, and neglect.
This reciprocal relationship gives the novel its
distinctive ecological structure and reveals that
environmental sustainability depends upon a
fragile balance among material needs, cultural
continuity, social justice, local knowledge, and
responsible governance. The study also
shows that indigenous practices cannot be
interpreted in uniformly romantic terms: some
preserve ecological balance and communal
resilience, whereas others reproduce
domination, superstition, and gendered
violence. The female characters are
particularly important in exposing this
contradiction because they simultaneously
experience the restrictive consequences of
patriarchal tradition and embody forms of
agency capable of challenging destructive
social cycles. The novel consequently
presents ecological crisis as inseparable from
broader crises of power, inequality,
governance, and cultural rigidity. From this
perspective, literature functions as more than
a mirror of environmental conditions; it
becomes a critical medium through which
hidden relationships between people, place,
memory, power, and survival can be made
visible. Widow-Killing ultimately invites the
reader to reconsider the meaning of dwelling
within a specific ecosystem and to recognize
that sustainable coexistence requires not only
the conservation of natural resources but also
the transformation of those social and cultural
structures that undermine both human dignity

and ecological balance.
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