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The eighteenth international conference of the Forum 

on Contemporary Theory will be held in collaboration 

with the Departments of English and History, 

Ravenshaw University, Cuttack, Odisha from the 20th 

to the 23rd of December 2015 at Ravenshaw 

University. The theme of the Conference is “The 
Wider Significance of Nature.” 

 

           

 

Thematic Introduction 

The term ‘Anthropocene’ is much in currency. Though it has its origins in stratigraphical 

disputation about the right nomenclature for our own geological era, the term is intended more 

generally to convey the increasing and, by now, overwhelming human role in the geological as 

well as the biological and chemical processes on our planet. So extensively has human action 

transformed nature (and the earth) that it is no longer possible to think of us as standing apart 

from it, as its mere inhabitants. We are too implicated in what it has become for that distinction 

between humanity and nature to have the significance it has hitherto had. This way of putting it 

raises questions that are not merely ecological, though there is no longer any denying that 

environmental problems are some of the most serious problems that confront us. But these 

problems are tied to questions of metaphysics, history, politics, and political economy. There is 

no studying nature and the environment that leaves out the larger contexts of nature.  This 

conference will pursue these larger contexts under the title “The Wider Significance of Nature,” 
bringing scientists, philosophers, literary scholars, political economists and political theorists to 

explore them in detail and in depth.      A broad question that will be addressed in a variety of 

details is: How and when did this transformation of nature take place? This is a question not just 

of history, but of intellectual history, since historical changes lead to conceptual changes and are 

in turn affected by them. There is some dispute as to whether 

the Anthropocene era began in the last century or whether it 

began as far back as the industrial revolution. However that 

historical/geological dispute is resolved, there is no doubt 

that the concept of nature began to change even earlier with 

the rise of modern science and that change may have itself 

played a role in the generation of the industrial revolution. 

This conceptual genealogy and its effects will be traced in 

our conference by historians and intellectual historians and it 

will be conceptually analyzed by philosophers.  
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A strong reaction to the industrial revolution is familiar from literary writing of the Romantic 

period, if not well before, and part of that reaction was to raise deep questions about the status of 

nature in our lives and our social relations. The literary and philosophical romantic period 

(expansively conceived to include figures of early seventeenth century dissent, Blake, through 

the canonical British and German Romantics including Marx, down to Horkheimer, A  dorno, and 

even to Gandhi) will also therefore be scrutinized and mined for its possible political 

significance.  

How shall we conceive the nature of History as a discipline now that human history can no 

longer be seen as distinct from natural history if the Anthropocene era is upon us? Can we see 

ethics as being merely about human affairs and values as emerging only from human desires and 

moral sentiments, now that nature itself is shown to be a human construction by our 

anthropocenic role in its domination?  Historians and philosophers have already set us on the 

path to raising these deep and urgent questions and the conference will continue on that path with 

the care and detail it deserves.  

Finally, there is no doubt that environmental disasters are entirely predictable (indeed are already 

upon us) if we don’t reverse our wrongful domination of nature. Yet reversing it requires a 
careful  analysis of the economic tendencies that have perpetrated the crisis and the search for 

economically viable alternative forms not only of energy resources but of social and economic 

formations so that the least well off in the world who suffer the most from environmental 

changes are protected. Thus global climate change and global poverty are not separable issues. 

But economies can only be revised if we have the political energies and mobilizations needed to 

revise the complacent forms of political governance which have allowed such a deformation of 

nature in the past. The conference 

will, therefore, invite political 

economists and a wide range of 

social scientists to help address this 

entire range of questions.  

As is obvious from the foregoing 

remarks, this conference will be 

conspicuously inter-disciplinary. The 

subject of nature is too vast and now 

too urgent to leave anyone out.  
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                         Special Session 

A plenary session of the conference will be 

devoted to the close reading of Relationship, a 

long, episodic poem by Jayanta Mahapatra, 

first published in 1980 by the Greenfield 

Review Press, New York and later in India by 

Chandrabhaga Society in 1982. One of 

Mahapatra’s better remembered works, 
Relationship has won the Sahitya Akademi 

award in 1981. He is the first Indian English 

Poet to receive the honor. As the lines from 

Whitman’s Song of Myself used as the 

epigraph suggest, the poem deals with large 

mindscapes and landscape that contain 

multitudes. Relationship can be viewed as an 

edifice of historical and cultural memory and 

dreams carved by kings, tillers of soil, artisans 

of stone, writers, and most importantly people 

who have lived, died and were forgotten. The 

poem in twelve segments evokes a rich 

genealogy of regional life world, with a 

Kalinga antiquity seeking to dialogue with its 

contemporariness. Though written in English, 

Relationship exudes the scent of the soil of 

Odisha; the narrative voice urges at the 

beginning: “One must sit back and bury the 
face in this earth of the forbidding myth.” Juxtaposing disjoint episodes of deep temporality as 

reminiscence and aspirations, the poem captures the dynamics of symbiotic destinies of a people 

and a region. The  symbols of time that haunt the twelve segments  - the sun temple of Konark,  a 

structure eroded, yet a magnificence  reinforced by time and  Mahanadi, the dynamic flow that 

changes moment by moment - script, witness and participate in the play of life. No one and 

nothing is outside of the play of life that Mahapatra captures: the divine, the human, the flora and 

fauna, nature, seasons, inanimate objects and monuments are all active co-creators of the never 

ending drama of inexplicable and often invisible connections. The narrative self floats through 

myths and legends and the voyage is marked with moments of awe, nostalgia, pride, guilt and 

revulsions at the enduring vestiges of the past and the everyday lives around.  
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Submission Deadline 

500-word abstract or proposal is due by 

August 31, 2015. The abstract should have 

a title for the presentation along with the 

name and institutional affiliation of the 

presenter and should be mailed as  an email 

attachment to Akeel Bilgrami, the Convener 

of the Conference (ab41@columbia.edu), 

with a copy marked to Prafulla Kar 

(prafullakar@gmail.com). Complete papers 

should be limited to 12 pages 

(approximately 20 minutes of reading time). 

A longer version may be submitted for 

possible publication in the Journal of 

Contemporary Thought or in the conference 

volume brought out by the Forum. The completed paper should reach the Convener of the 

Conference by December 1, 2015. 

Registration Deadline 
The last date for receiving the registration fee is September 20, 2015. The fee may be paid 

through a bank draft drawn in favor of Forum on Contemporary Theory payable in Baroda. 

Overseas participants may pay through checks drawn in favor of Forum on Contemporary 

Theory. The amount should be sent to the Forum’s address mentioned on this leaflet. 
Accommodation will be arranged at nearby hotels. All participants need to be pre-registered. The 

registration fee is non-refundable. Each participant will share the room with another participant. 

The following are the details of the registration fee: 

1. Participant from India (life member of the Forum) Rs.6000/ 
2. Participant from India (non-member) Rs.8000/ 
3. Overseas Participant (non-SAARC country) US $500/ 
4. Overseas Participant (SAARC country) US $250/ 
5. Local Participant (non-member) Rs. 4000/ 
6. Local Participant (life member of the Forum) Rs.2500/ 

The registration fee from the outstation participant will take care of board and lodging from the 

afternoon of the 20th to lunch time on the 23rd December 2015. The checking out time is: 12 

noon. The participants may arrive in the afternoon on the 20
th

 and stay on until the end of the 

conference on the 23
rd

. The conference will begin at about 9 am on the 21st December and end 

with lunch on the 23
rd

. 

 

Conference Volume 

Select papers from the conference and from those submitted in response to the “Call for Papers” 
will be included in the conference volume. Completed papers for the conference volume should 

reach the Conference Convener as email attachments by April 10, 2016. 



6 

 

Keynote Speaker and Convener of the Conference 

 

 Professor Akeel Bilgrami, a leading analytical 

philosopher and Sidney Morgenbesser Chair of 

Philosophy, Professor of the Committee on Global 

Thought and Director, South Asia Institute, C 

olumbia University will be the convener and keynote 

speaker of the Conference. His published books 

include Belief and Meaning (Blackwell, 1992) and 

Self Knowledge and Resentment (Harvard University 

Press, 2006) and Secularism, Identity, and 

Enchantment (Harvard University Press, Permanent 

Black (India), 2014). Bilgrami’s other books, What is 

a Muslim? and Gandhi’s Philosophy, will be published soon by Princeton University Press and 

Columbia University Press respectively. 

For further information any of the following may be contacted: 

 

Prafulla C. Kar 

Convener, Forum on Contemporary Theory, Baroda 

Tel: 0265-2338067 (R) (0265) 2320870 (O) 

Email: prafullakar@gmail.com 

 
Akeel Bilgrami 
Convener of the Conference 

Sidney Morgenbesser Chair, Department of Philosophy 

Professor, Committee on Global Thought 

Director, South Asia Institute 

Columbia University, New York, USA 

 Email: ab41@columbia.edu 

 

S. P. Das 

Head, Department of English   

Ravenshaw University, Cuttack, Odisha 

Email: subhra-das@yahoo.com 

 

& 

Chandi Prasad Nanda 

Department of History 

Ravenshaw University, Cuttack, Odisha 

Email: chandinanda@gmail.com 


