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Abstract: 

Focusing on Katherine Mansfield's The Garden Party and Alice Munro's The Progress of 
Love, the paper investigates how each author’s work reflects sustainable development and 

indigenous cultural insights within familial and social contexts. Mansfield’s story critically 

examines class divisions through Laura Sheridan’s growing awareness of the struggle and 
dignity of her impoverished neighbors, contrasting upper-class extravagance and waste with 

intimate encounters that highlight empathy and respect for life’s interconnectedness. In The 

Progress of Love, Munro’s narrative explores generational change, the evolution of family 
values, and shifts toward communal, non-traditional living, foregrounding the complexities 

of heritage, spiritual priorities, and the resilient bonds between mother and daughter. Both 

stories, though rooted in different landscapes and times, engage with themes of ecological 

consciousness by portraying tensions between progress, tradition, and the responsibilities of 
privilege. Through literary analysis, the research demonstrates how Mansfield and Munro 

evoke sustainability and indigenous perspectives by highlighting cycles of loss and renewal, 

ethical encounters, and the transformative potential of empathy within divided worlds. 
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Introduction 
Sustainable development and indigenous cultures have become pivotal themes in 

contemporary literary studies, reflecting urgent global concerns about ecological 

degradation, cultural loss, and social justice. As Huggan and Tiffin (2010) observe, 
"postcolonial ecocriticism seeks to investigate the many ways in which nature and culture, 
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human and non-human, are constructed through complex networks of agencies and 

interactions”. Literature serves as a crucial medium to explore these intertwined issues, 
offering nuanced insights into human relationships with the natural world and the legacies 

of colonialism. The emergence of ecocriticism as a theoretical framework has provided 

scholars with valuable tools to examine how literary texts engage with environmental 
concerns and explore the role of literature in bringing ecological awareness to society. 

 

Among modern and contemporary authors, Katherine Mansfield and Alice Munro 
stand out for their profound engagement with social and environmental realities through the 

short story form. Recent ecocritical scholarship has revealed that "Mansfield's work's 

fundamental ecological and ecofeminist sensibility transcends not only national and cultural 

divisions but also the limiting hierarchies of gender and species”. Her environmental 
sensibility, never proclaimed directly but permeating all levels of the text, involves 

ecopoetics that replicate natural forms and principles in the text's underlying fabric. 

Mansfield's The Garden Party, published in the early 20th century, captures class 
consciousness and emerging ecological awareness against the backdrop of Edwardian 

society, revealing tensions between privilege and empathy through rich symbolism and 

narrative subtlety. Contemporary scholarship has demonstrated how the story's physical 

settings reflect the protagonist's shifting attitudes toward class while simultaneously 
critiquing the environmental costs of social privilege. The story's climactic moment occurs 

when Laura encounters death and poverty firsthand, leading to her profound realization that 

life transcends social boundaries: "forgive my hat" (Mansfield 249). This moment of 
recognition reflects the story's broader exploration of how genuine encounters with others 

can transform one's understanding of responsibility and interconnectedness. 

 
Munro's The Progress of Love, written in a later era and set in rural Canada, 

intricately examines family dynamics, heritage, and the evolving negotiation of tradition and 

modernity, foregrounding cultural resilience and shifting ecological perspectives in a post-

colonial context. Ecocritical analysis of Munro's work has revealed her "pursuit of ecological 
harmony and the peaceful coexistence between mankind and nature”. Scholars have noted 

that "Munro's ecological thoughts are subtly embedded in her narratives, demonstrating her 

care for the environment, respect for nature, and implicit attention to ecological ethics”. Her 
portrayal of the complex relationships between female characters and nature embodies 

ecofeminist concepts, shedding light on the intricate interplay between gender and 

environmental consciousness. The narrator's reflection that "the progress of love is never 
straightforward" suggests the complex nature of relationships that sustain both individuals 

and communities across generations (Munro 34). This observation underscores how love, 

like sustainability itself, requires ongoing commitment and adaptation to changing 

circumstances. 
 

Despite differing historical and geographical contexts, both authors converge in their 

capacity to interrogate the ethics of progress and to highlight indigenous and local 
perspectives that challenge dominant societal narratives. Postcolonial ecocriticism has 
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emerged as a vital theoretical framework that "builds on the insights of diverse domains such 

as environmental justice, ecofeminism, political ecology and other discourse of 
decolonization”. Its main objective is "to resist and critique the homogenization of spaces, 

which is a result of the practices of colonialism as well as global capitalism”. This framework 

is particularly relevant for understanding how both Mansfield and Munro's works engage 
with the environmental costs of colonial and postcolonial development paradigms. 

 

While scholarship on Mansfield and Munro has extensively addressed aspects of 
class, gender, and identity, fewer studies have focused explicitly on their contributions to 

discourses on sustainability and indigenous knowledge. Indigenous knowledge systems have 

been increasingly recognized for their vital role in achieving sustainable development goals, 

as they "encompass traditional ecological knowledge, cultural practices, and community-
based approaches" that "provide valuable insights into sustainable resource management and 

environmental stewardship”. Recent scholarship emphasizes that "indigenous knowledge 

defines a worldview of people and provides a direction for their survival socially, 
economically, politically, and spiritually," offering holistic approaches that "cannot be 

compartmentalized as it is rooted in the culture and the language of the people”. This paper 

aims to fill that scholarly gap by employing ecocritical and postcolonial frameworks to 

analyze how these texts articulate complex relationships with land, culture, and history. 
 

By closely reading The Garden Party and The Progress of Love, this study identifies 

narrative strategies and thematic elements that underscore the importance of sustainable 
practices rooted in respect for indigenous worldviews. Contemporary scholarship in 

postcolonial ecocriticism has demonstrated how literary texts "offer alternative visions of 

human-nature relationships that are crucial for imagining more sustainable and equitable 
futures”. The integration of indigenous perspectives in environmental discourse has been 

recognized as essential, with scholars noting that "indigenous communities often operate 

locally, identifying and developing solutions appropriate to their priorities, culture, socio-

political environment, and geographical situation”. It argues that the stories provoke critical 
reflection on contemporary environmental and social challenges, suggesting that literary 

representations can inspire more ethical and reciprocal human engagements with the earth 

and its communities. Recent research has shown that "storytelling has the power to engage 
learners in topics that might otherwise be perceived as empty or boring" and can serve as a 

powerful tool for environmental education and awareness. Thus, the paper situates Mansfield 

and Munro not only as literary artists but as vital participants in ongoing conversations about 
cultural survival and ecological stewardship, underscoring the enduring relevance of their 

work in the face of global crises. 

 

This investigation contributes to a growing interdisciplinary field that bridges 
literature, environmental studies, and indigenous scholarship, revealing the transformative 

potential of storytelling to both reflect and shape sustainable futures. As Indigenous scholars 

emphasize, "storytelling thus becomes an ecological practice in itself—a way to resist the 
violence of forgetting and to ensure the transmission of cultural memory and ecological 
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wisdom across generations”. The emerging field of environmental sustainability within 

literary studies recognizes that "despite their neoliberal and colonial origins, the SDGs 
present a unique opportunity for literary studies to contribute to anti-colonial reform”. 

Through this comparative analysis, the paper opens new pathways for understanding how 

literature can serve as a repository of indigenous resilience and a catalyst for reimagining 
human-nature relations in ways that honor diversity, equity, and ecological balance. Recent 

scholarship has demonstrated that "fostering interdisciplinary collaboration and embracing 

innovative thinking is critical for developing more sustainable and environmentally 
responsible urban landscapes, ensuring a harmonious future for both human societies and 

natural ecosystems”. 

Ecocritical Frameworks and Indigenous Perspectives in Literary Analysis 

Contemporary ecocritical scholarship has increasingly recognized the importance of 
incorporating indigenous knowledge systems and decolonial perspectives into literary 

analysis. The emergence of decolonial ecocriticism has created a vital theoretical framework 

that "builds on the insights of diverse domains such as environmental justice, ecofeminism, 
political ecology and other discourse of decolonization”. As Jessica Hope argues, dominant 

sustainable development discourses often perpetuate forms of coloniality that separate 

"Indigenous territorial movements and infrastructure for sustainable development," creating 

"an epistemological rift between sustainability and Indigenous conceptions of environmental 
justice”. This analysis reveals how "development infrastructure is being disconnected from 

anti-extractive indigenous territorial politics, as the modes of engagement between states, the 

private sector, and NGOs are reconfigured by the unifying agenda of sustainable 
development”. This theoretical framework provides essential context for examining how 

Mansfield's The Garden Party and Munro's The Progress of Love engage with questions of 

sustainability through their representations of class, place, and cultural memory. 
 

Ecocriticism, as initially defined by Cheryll Glotfelty, represents "the study of the 

relationship between literature and the physical environment”. This theoretical approach 

"offers valuable tools for analyzing how literary texts illustrate environmental concerns and 
examine the various ways literature treats the subject of nature”. The field emerged officially 

through the publication of two seminal works in the mid-1990s: The Ecocriticism Reader, 

edited by Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm, and The Environmental Imagination by 
Lawrence Buell. As Lawrence Buell defines it, ecocriticism constitutes "a study of the 

relationship between literature and the environment conducted in a spirit of commitment to 

environmentalist praxis”. 
 

However, as recent scholarship demonstrates, effective ecocritical analysis must 

move beyond romanticized depictions of nature to interrogate "the underlying assumptions 

about the human-nature relationship that literary works often carry”. Contemporary 
indigenous ecocriticism has revealed the limitations of traditional Western approaches to 

environmental literature, emphasizing that "indigenous ecocriticism is shaped by the use of 

indigenous knowledge, cultures and traditional practices" and "by its focus on rights of 
indigenous peoples and decolonization”. This approach proves particularly relevant when 
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examining colonial and postcolonial contexts, where representations of land and 

environment are inevitably entangled with questions of power, displacement, and cultural 
sovereignty. 

 

The theoretical foundation of this approach rests on critiquing what scholars have 
identified as the "nature-culture dualism" that has dominated Western thought. This 

conceptual framework, which "arose historically from the externalization of nature in both 

productive and cognitive practices," has become "a generalized, foundational assumption in 
Western thought" . The dualism positions "humanity as an observer and manager of nature, 

rather than a participant within it," fundamentally shaping "how many societies interact with 

the environment" . Indigenous perspectives offer a crucial counterpoint to this Western 

paradigm, as "many indigenous cultures do not make a sharp distinction between the human 
and non-human worlds, viewing them as deeply intertwined and reciprocal”. 

 

Colonial environmental discourse has historically served to justify resource 
extraction and territorial displacement, with colonial powers imposing "particular ways of 

knowing the world at the expense of oppressing others”. The legacy of settler colonial 

conservation demonstrates how "the removal of Indigenous Peoples from their ancestral, 

cultural, and hunting territories opened areas up to heavy resource extraction, pollution, and 
sport hunting, thereby threatening habitats and facilitating species extinction”. This colonial 

environmental framework created what scholars term "conservation refugees," with "over 

15% of the global surface area under the control of international conservation activities," 
generating "millions of Indigenous conservation refugees around the world”. 

 

In response to these colonial legacies, decolonial environmental justice theory 
emphasizes that "indigenous peoples' understanding and demands for environmental justice 

necessitate a decolonising approach”. This framework recognizes that "the dominant 

framings and articulations of environmental justice do not account for the complexities of 

Indigenous intergenerational environmental justice”. Instead, it calls for approaches that 
"move beyond the western liberal EJ dogma to Indigenous ontologies and epistemologies”. 

Such perspectives include "the interactions between humans and more-than-humans 

(nonhumans) on a spiritual, cultural, and temporal level”. 
 

The integration of indigenous perspectives in literary analysis reveals how 

environmental displacement operates as a form of ongoing colonialism. Contemporary 
scholarship demonstrates that "colonialism itself is an ongoing crisis in which (neo)colonial 

powers sacrifice certain spaces, ways of life, and connections with place of the less 

powerful”. This understanding is crucial for analyzing how literary texts engage with 

environmental themes, as "it is primarily countries, corporations, and populations typically 
in more industrialized corners of the world that are primarily responsible for the 

environmental change in question," while "those with less power must sacrifice their lands 

and livelihoods to address this wake of environmental destruction”. 
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For literary analysis, this theoretical framework demands attention to what scholars term 

"epistemic justice" and recognition of "traditional governing authority" in environmental 
discourse. It requires examining how texts challenge or reproduce colonial environmental 

discourse, and how they might contribute to "nurturing self-determination and self-

governance" in relation to environmental stewardship. This approach moves beyond 
traditional literary analysis to consider how texts can serve as sites of resistance to colonial 

environmental frameworks and as repositories of alternative ways of understanding human-

nature relationships. 
 

Contemporary ecocritical scholarship emphasizes that this decolonial approach is 

not merely academic but urgently practical, as "the need is to debunk colonial capitalism and 

anthropogenic parameters of growth and accentuate the core values of Indigenous and 
suppressed knowledge forms that endorse the interconnectedness of social existence and the 

interdependence of humans and the natural world”. Literary narratives play a crucial role in 

this process by "representing tribal perspectives, either by retelling or interpreting the 
historical accounts of Indigenous communities, or by upholding fictional accounts that 

disseminate the necessity of dismantling hegemonic perspectives and incorporating 

Indigenous epistemology”. 

 
This theoretical grounding provides the essential framework for examining how 

Mansfield's and Munro's works engage with these complex intersections of environmental 

awareness, colonial legacies, and indigenous ways of knowing, revealing the potential for 
literature to contribute to decolonial environmental praxis. 

Class Consciousness and Environmental Awareness in The Garden Party 

Katherine Mansfield's position as a "colonial-metropolitan writer" who "masked her 
colonial 'otherness' as British" provides crucial context for understanding the environmental 

and social dynamics in The Garden Party. The story's exploration of class divisions reveals 

deeper tensions about resource distribution and environmental privilege that resonate with 

contemporary sustainability concerns. Laura Sheridan's journey from innocence to 
awareness unfolds through her encounters with natural beauty and human mortality, 

suggesting connections between ecological consciousness and social responsibility. 

 
The opening description establishes the Sheridans' privileged relationship to the 

natural world: "The weather was ideal. They could not have had a more perfect day for a 

garden-party if they had ordered it" (Mansfield 534). This sense of environmental entitlement 
contrasts sharply with the precarious living conditions of the working-class families below. 

As one critic notes, the story reveals "the increasing exploitation of the lower class by 

capitalism and the hesitation of the middle class when they face with the two under the impact 

of industrial civilization". The garden itself becomes a "liminal space" where Laura's 
"ideological becoming" unfolds through her growing awareness of environmental and social 

inequities. 
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Mansfield's modernist technique emphasizes the sensory richness of the natural 

world—the roses that "bowed down as though they had been visited by archangels" and the 
karaka trees in "silent splendor"—while simultaneously exposing the artificial boundaries 

that separate privileged from marginalized communities. When Laura finally encounters the 

deceased carter, her realization that "forgive my hat" represents both a recognition of her 
own privilege and an acknowledgment of shared humanity that transcends class boundaries 

(Mansfield 249). This moment suggests what indigenous scholars call reciprocity and 

responsibility—core values that emphasize "balance, reciprocity and solidarity with nature 
and in society". 

Cultural Resilience and Generational Knowledge in The Progress of Love 

Alice Munro's position as a writer of rural Ontario enables her to explore what critics 

recognize as distinctly Canadian themes: "kinship, the struggle between nature and human 
beings, and the numerous adjustments that man must make to deal with the distinctive 

climatic fluctuations". However, viewing The Progress of Love through an ecocritical lens 

reveals how Munro's narrative strategies align with indigenous approaches to sustainability 
and cultural preservation. 

 

The story's complex temporal structure mirrors what indigenous scholars describe as 

non-linear conceptions of development. As Carlos Viteri Gualinga explains, many 
indigenous communities lack "a linear progression that establishes a vision of a 'state of 

underdevelopment' to be overcome or a 'state of development' to be achieved". Instead, they 

understand wellbeing through concepts like reciprocity, balance, and intergenerational 
responsibility—themes that pervade Munro's exploration of family dynamics and cultural 

transmission. 

 
The narrator's reflection that "the progress of love is never straightforward" suggests 

the complex negotiations required to maintain cultural continuity across generations (Munro 

34). This mirrors what scholars identify as the "transformative potential of storytelling to 

both reflect and shape sustainable futures" through the preservation of collective memory 
and traditional knowledge. When the narrator describes her grandmother's relationship to the 

land and her mother's struggles with tradition and modernity, she reveals what Janet Wilson 

calls "hybrid discourses anticipatory of postcolonial resistances and alternative 
subjectivities". 

 

Munro's detailed attention to the Ontario landscape—the "trees like beech tree, elm 
tree, oak tree and maple tree" and the "long curve of the river and the fields and the trees and 

the sunsets"—reflects what Anne Enright describes as writing about "rural Ontario" not 

merely as "a flat place with farmers and small towns" but as "a set of ideas about itself". This 

approach aligns with indigenous conceptions of land as simultaneously physical and 
spiritual, material and cultural. 

Narrative Strategies and Sustainable Practices 

Both authors employ narrative techniques that resist linear development models and 
instead emphasize cyclical patterns, interconnection, and the persistence of memory—
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elements that scholars associate with indigenous worldviews and sustainable practices. 

Mansfield's use of free indirect discourse allows readers to experience Laura's gradual 
awakening to environmental and social realities without imposing a predetermined moral 

framework. Similarly, Munro's complex temporal layering reflects what scholars call "the 

importance of the participation of Indigenous Peoples in the achievement of sustainable 
development" through the preservation and transmission of traditional knowledge. 

 

The garden in Mansfield's story functions as what Mary Louise Pratt calls a "contact 
zone"—"a social space where disparate cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other". 

Laura's movement between the privileged garden space and the working-class cottages 

below dramatizes the kind of border-crossing that indigenous scholars argue is essential for 

genuine sustainability. As recent scholarship demonstrates, effective approaches to 
sustainable development must "center Indigenous voices" and recognize the limitations of 

Western development models that "completely destroy our sense of integration with Nature". 

In Munro's work, the narrator's process of reconstructing family history mirrors what 
indigenous communities call cultural recovery and renewal. The story's emphasis on 

memory, place, and intergenerational relationships reflects core indigenous values that 

prioritize "the preservation of marginalised or silenced cultures and peoples" and challenge 

dominant narratives of progress and development. 

Implications for Contemporary Environmental Discourse 

Reading these texts through ecocritical and postcolonial frameworks reveals their 

continuing relevance to contemporary debates about sustainability and cultural preservation. 
Both stories challenge anthropocentric worldviews and suggest alternative models of human-

nature relationships based on reciprocity, respect, and responsibility rather than domination 

and exploitation. As scholars note, literature provides "a vital lens for interpreting" 
environmental challenges while "bridging literary analysis and ecological awareness" in 

ways that can "contribute to broader efforts in environmental conservation and advocacy". 

The stories' emphasis on local knowledge, place-based identity, and the interconnection 

between social and environmental justice aligns with what indigenous scholars call 
"biocultural heritage"—the recognition that "Indigenous peoples' cultural heritage, 

biodiversity and landscapes are closely inter-connected and interdependent" and provide 

"multiple benefits for livelihoods, conservation and sustainable development". By 
foregrounding characters who navigate between different cultural worlds while maintaining 

deep connections to specific places, both Mansfield and Munro anticipate contemporary calls 

for more inclusive and culturally grounded approaches to environmental stewardship. 
 

This analysis demonstrates how literary texts can serve as repositories of alternative 

knowledge systems and models of sustainability that challenge dominant development 

paradigms. Rather than simply depicting environmental themes, these stories enact what 
scholars call "decolonial literatures" that center indigenous perspectives and offer "resources 

and responses to the sustainability crisis" grounded in respect for cultural diversity and 

ecological balance. 

Conclusion 
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This study has demonstrated how Katherine Mansfield's The Garden Party and Alice 

Munro's The Progress of Love contribute meaningfully to contemporary discourses on 
sustainable development and indigenous cultures through their nuanced literary 

representations of environmental consciousness, social responsibility, and cultural resilience. 

By employing ecocritical and postcolonial frameworks, the analysis reveals how both 
authors challenge dominant development paradigms that prioritize economic growth over 

environmental stewardship and cultural preservation. 

 
The examination of Mansfield's modernist narrative techniques in The Garden Party 

illuminates how literary representations can expose the environmental and social costs of 

class privilege while advocating for more equitable relationships between human 

communities and the natural world. Laura Sheridan's journey from innocence to awareness 
mirrors the kind of consciousness-raising that scholars argue is essential for achieving 

genuine sustainability—one that recognizes the interconnectedness of social justice and 

environmental health. Similarly, Munro's complex temporal layering in The Progress of Love 
demonstrates how indigenous approaches to memory, place, and intergenerational 

responsibility offer alternative models for understanding human-nature relationships that 

resist linear development narratives. 

 
The comparative analysis reveals significant convergences between the authors' 

narrative strategies and what contemporary scholars identify as key principles of sustainable 

development: the importance of local knowledge, the recognition of cultural diversity, and 
the prioritization of long-term ecological and social wellbeing over short-term economic 

gains. Both stories enact what recent scholarship calls "decolonial literatures" that center 

marginalized perspectives and offer resources for responding to contemporary sustainability 
crises. Through their attention to place-based identities, cyclical temporal structures, and the 

preservation of cultural memory, these texts anticipate contemporary calls for more inclusive 

and culturally grounded approaches to environmental stewardship. 

 
The findings suggest several important implications for future research and practice. 

First, literary studies can play a crucial role in advancing sustainable development goals by 

providing nuanced explorations of the cultural and ethical dimensions that technical 
approaches often overlook. Second, the integration of indigenous perspectives and 

knowledge systems into sustainability discourse—as modeled by these literary texts—offers 

valuable alternatives to Western development models that have often proven 
environmentally destructive and culturally homogenizing. Finally, the narrative strategies 

employed by Mansfield and Munro demonstrate how storytelling can serve as both a 

repository of traditional ecological knowledge and a catalyst for reimagining more equitable 

and sustainable futures. 
 

This investigation opens several avenues for further research, including comparative 

studies of other modernist and postcolonial authors who engage with environmental themes, 
examination of how indigenous storytelling traditions inform contemporary literary 
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representations of sustainability, and exploration of how literary texts can be integrated into 

environmental education and policy discussions. As the global community continues to 
grapple with interconnected crises of climate change, social inequality, and cultural loss, the 

insights offered by literary analysis become increasingly valuable for developing more 

holistic and culturally responsive approaches to sustainable development. 
 

Ultimately, this study affirms the continuing relevance of literary scholarship to 

urgent contemporary challenges while demonstrating how canonical texts can be 
productively reread through emerging theoretical frameworks that prioritize environmental 

justice and cultural sovereignty. The "tales of the earth" told by Mansfield and Munro 

continue to offer valuable wisdom for navigating the complex relationships between human 

communities, cultural traditions, and the natural world that sustains us all. 
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