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ABSTRACT 

Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide (2004) is an important work of contemporary Indian 

English literature that brings together ecology, human relationships, displacement, cultural 

memory, environmental ethics and the struggle for survival. Set primarily in the Sundarbans, 

the novel presents a geographical space where land and water are constantly changing and 

where human life is deeply connected with tides, rivers, forests and animals. Rather than 

presenting nature as a passive background, Ghosh represents the natural environment as an 

active force that influences human decisions, relationships, identities and conflicts. The novel 

also questions conventional approaches to environmental conservation by examining the 

tension between the protection of wildlife and the survival needs of marginalized 

communities. Through characters such as Piya Roy, Fokir, Kanai Dutt, Kusum and Nirmal, 

Ghosh presents different ways of understanding and experiencing the environment. Scientific 

knowledge, local ecological knowledge, political ideology and personal experience often 

come into conflict, but the novel also demonstrates that these different forms of knowledge 

can complement one another. The history of Marichjhapi further reveals how environmental 

policies can become connected with political power, displacement and social injustice. This 

paper examines The Hungry Tide through ecocriticism, postcolonial ecocriticism and 

environmental humanities.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Contemporary literature increasingly reflects the environmental challenges faced by human 

societies. Climate change, biodiversity loss, deforestation, rising sea levels, extreme weather 

events and ecological displacement have transformed the relationship between human beings 

and the natural world into an important literary and cultural question. Literature is 

particularly significant in this context because environmental problems are not only scientific 

or political problems; they are also problems of imagination, memory, ethics and human 

relationships. Amitav Ghosh occupies an important position in this literary discussion 

because his fiction repeatedly connects human histories with environmental transformations. 

Published in 2004, The Hungry Tide is set largely in the Sundarbans, the vast deltaic region 

formed by the Ganges, Brahmaputra and Meghna river systems. The region is characterized 

by mangrove forests, tidal rivers, islands, mudbanks, storms and a complex relationship 

between human settlements and wildlife. Ghosh uses this unstable environment to question 

conventional distinctions between nature and culture. The novel demonstrates that human 

beings do not exist outside ecological systems. Their lives, occupations, movements, 

relationships and cultural practices are shaped by environmental conditions. 

The novel is particularly important because it does not present environmental conservation as 

a simple conflict between good and evil. Piya Roy represents scientific environmental 

research, while Fokir represents an intimate form of local ecological knowledge developed 

through lived experience. Kanai Dutt represents language, translation, education and urban 

modernity, while Kusum and Nirmal bring the political history of displacement and 

Marichjhapi into the narrative. Their different perspectives create a complex understanding of 

the environment. Ecocriticism provides a useful theoretical framework for studying such a 

narrative. Cheryll Glotfelty defines ecocriticism broadly as the study of the relationship 

between literature and the physical environment. Later developments in the field have 

expanded this relationship to include environmental justice, postcolonialism, indigenous 

knowledge, species studies, materiality and climate change. Lawrence Buell emphasizes the 

importance of environmental imagination, while Greg Garrard examines major ecological 

concepts such as pollution, wilderness, apocalypse and pastoralism. Rob Nixon’s concept of 

“slow violence” is particularly relevant to the novel because many forms of ecological and 
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social suffering represented in The Hungry Tide develop gradually and remain invisible to 

dominant political narratives. 

Recent scholarship has further strengthened the ecological interpretation of the novel. Dhar 

(2020) argues that the two major narrative strands of The Hungry Tide contain significant 

ecocritical dimensions and contribute to environmental consciousness. Prasad (2020) 

connects ecological disruption with diaspora and displacement. Kluwick (2020) examines 

floods, water and aquatic imagination in Ghosh’s fiction. Biswas and Channarayapatna 

(2022) place the Marichjhapi episode within debates about ecological marginalization and 

environmental injustice. More recent studies have examined voice, environmental justice, 

coastal ecoculture, subaltern ecology and climate migration. This paper therefore examines 

The Hungry Tide not simply as a novel about the Sundarbans but as a literary exploration of 

the complex relationship among ecology, human beings, animals, political institutions and 

cultural memory. It argues that Ghosh’s environmental consciousness is based on an 

important principle: the protection of nature cannot be separated from the protection of 

vulnerable human communities. 

 

2. Ecology and the Sundarbans as a Living Environment 

The most important ecological feature of The Hungry Tide is its representation of the 

Sundarbans as a dynamic and unpredictable environment. The landscape is not presented as 

fixed or stable. The boundary between land and water is constantly changing, and the tides 

can transform the geographical conditions of an island within a short period. Rivers move, 

islands disappear, new land emerges and storms can radically alter human settlements. The 

title The Hungry Tide itself captures this ecological instability. The tide is both a natural 

phenomenon and a symbolic force. It represents movement, uncertainty, destruction and 

renewal. Human beings attempt to create stable settlements, political institutions and personal 

identities, but the environment constantly reminds them of its own power. In this sense, the 

tide challenges the human desire to control nature. The ecological imagination of the novel is 

therefore different from a traditional literary representation in which nature functions mainly 

as scenery. The Sundarbans actively participates in the narrative. The rivers influence travel; 

the forests provide both resources and danger; dolphins become objects of scientific study; 

tigers create fear; storms threaten human settlements; and tides determine the rhythms of 

everyday life. 

Recent scholarship has emphasized precisely this point. A 2025 study of the novel’s coastal 

ecoculture argues that the Sundarbans should be understood as an active ecological and 
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cultural space rather than a passive setting. The study connects Ghosh’s representation with 

Blue Humanities, environmental justice, displacement and ecological vulnerability. This 

approach is useful because the Sundarbans is fundamentally a coastal and aquatic 

environment in which the distinction between land and sea is unstable. Ghosh’s ecological 

imagination also challenges anthropocentrism. Anthropocentrism places human interests at 

the center of ethical and environmental thinking. In The Hungry Tide, however, animals and 

ecological processes possess a form of agency that cannot be reduced to human purposes. 

The tiger, dolphins, rivers, mangrove forests and tides all influence human behavior. They do 

not simply exist for human use. This perspective is close to the broader development of 

ecocriticism and environmental humanities. Scholars such as Arne Naess have questioned 

human-centered approaches by emphasizing the intrinsic value of non-human life. Stacy 

Alaimo’s concept of trans-corporeality further emphasizes the material exchange between 

human bodies and the more-than-human environment. Although Ghosh does not present 

these concepts in theoretical language, the novel dramatizes them through the everyday 

experiences of its characters. 

Piya’s scientific interest in the Irrawaddy dolphins is an important example. She approaches 

the animals through scientific observation and seeks to understand their behavior and habitat. 

Her research initially reflects a modern scientific model in which the researcher observes the 

natural world. However, her experiences with Fokir gradually challenge the assumption that 

formal scientific knowledge is the only legitimate way to understand an ecosystem. Fokir’s 

knowledge is experiential. He understands the rivers, currents, channels and movements of 

animals through direct engagement with the environment. He does not necessarily possess the 

terminology of marine biology, but his knowledge is highly sophisticated within the 

ecological conditions in which he lives. Ghosh therefore creates an important dialogue 

between scientific knowledge and local ecological knowledge. The novel does not simply 

reject science in favor of traditional knowledge. Instead, it suggests that ecological 

understanding can become stronger when different knowledge systems communicate with 

one another. This is one of the most significant environmental ideas in the novel. 

 

3. Human Relationships, Local Knowledge and the More-than-Human World 

The relationship between human beings and nature in The Hungry Tide is closely connected 

with relationships among human beings. Ecology and society cannot be separated. The 

characters’ attitudes toward the environment are influenced by their social positions, 

economic conditions, education and histories. The relationship between Piya and Fokir is 
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especially important. Piya arrives in the Sundarbans as a trained marine biologist. She 

possesses scientific knowledge but initially lacks familiarity with the local environment. 

Fokir, in contrast, has no formal scientific training but possesses deep practical knowledge of 

the waterways. Their relationship develops through cooperation and mutual dependence. 

Their communication is unusual because language is limited between them. Piya does not 

speak the local language fluently, while Fokir cannot communicate with her through 

conventional English. Yet their ecological experiences allow them to understand each other. 

Their relationship therefore suggests that communication does not always depend exclusively 

on spoken language. The environment itself becomes a medium of communication. 

This aspect of the novel is significant for environmental humanities because it challenges the 

hierarchy between formal and informal knowledge. Modern institutions often privilege 

written, scientific and professional forms of knowledge. Local communities, however, may 

possess ecological knowledge developed through generations of observation and interaction 

with their surroundings. Fokir’s knowledge of the river demonstrates that ecological 

knowledge is embodied. It is not simply information stored in books. It is connected with 

movement, memory, observation and experience. His ability to navigate the waterways 

demonstrates a relationship with the environment that is both practical and cultural. The 

novel also complicates the idea of “nature” by showing that local communities depend on the 

environment for survival. Fishing, honey collection, transportation and settlement are all 

connected with the ecological system. Consequently, environmental protection can have 

complicated consequences. A policy that appears beneficial from the perspective of wildlife 

conservation may become harmful when it ignores the economic realities of poor 

communities. 

This is where the novel’s environmental ethics becomes particularly important. Ghosh refuses 

to present conservation as an uncomplicated moral good. He asks a difficult question: who 

has the right to define what should be protected, and who pays the cost of protection? The 

problem becomes particularly visible in the history of Marichjhapi. The refugee settlers 

sought to establish lives in the Sundarbans, but their settlement came into conflict with state 

policies and conservation concerns. The novel connects this history with questions of class, 

caste, displacement, political power and environmental protection. Recent scholarship has 

examined this dimension in considerable detail. Biswas and Channarayapatna (2022) describe 

Marichjhapi as a “marginal scape” and connect the episode with environmental 

discrimination and the unequal distribution of access to common resources. Rahman (2023) 
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similarly emphasizes the importance of Marichjhapi in understanding the relationship 

between environmental conservation and marginalized voices. 

The significance of Marichjhapi lies in the fact that the conflict cannot be understood 

exclusively as an environmental issue or exclusively as a political issue. It is both. Human 

displacement and ecological management become intertwined. Nirmal’s diary provides 

another important narrative layer. His writings allow a suppressed history to enter the main 

narrative. Through the diary, Ghosh shows that environmental history is also human history. 

The history of forests and islands cannot be separated from the history of people who were 

displaced, settled, expelled or forgotten. The relationship between humans and animals also 

becomes complicated. Tigers are feared because they can kill human beings, yet they are also 

protected as endangered wildlife. Dolphins are scientifically valuable, but they also exist 

independently of human research interests. This creates an ethical tension: should nature be 

valued only when it becomes useful to humans? Ghosh’s answer appears to be negative. The 

novel encourages readers to understand animals as participants in a shared ecological world. 

Human survival is important, but it cannot be considered independently from the survival of 

other species. 

 

4. Environmental Consciousness, Conservation and Environmental Justice 

One of the central achievements of The Hungry Tide is its movement from environmental 

awareness toward environmental consciousness. Environmental awareness may involve 

recognizing that pollution, climate change or biodiversity loss exists. Environmental 

consciousness is deeper. It involves recognizing one’s ethical relationship with the 

environment and understanding how ecological problems are connected with social 

structures. The novel develops this consciousness through multiple perspectives. Piya sees 

the ecosystem through science. Fokir experiences it through local knowledge. Kanai 

encounters it through language and interpretation. Nirmal approaches it through political and 

philosophical reflection. Kusum experiences it through displacement and poverty. These 

perspectives prevent the novel from becoming a simple environmental message. Instead, 

ecology becomes a field of competing interests and ethical questions. The conservation of the 

Sundarbans provides a major example. Wildlife protection is necessary because the region 

contains unique biodiversity and vulnerable species. However, conservation can become 

problematic when it treats human communities as obstacles rather than participants. The 

novel therefore raises the issue of environmental justice. 
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Environmental justice emphasizes that environmental benefits and environmental burdens are 

not distributed equally. Wealthier groups and institutions may have greater capacity to protect 

themselves, while poor and marginalized communities often experience the greatest 

ecological vulnerability. This idea remains extremely relevant to the contemporary 

Sundarbans. Recent environmental research shows that communities in the wider Sundarbans 

delta face complex interactions among climate change, adaptation, livelihood pressures, 

gender inequalities and class relations. A 2025 study published in the Journal of 

Environmental Management, for example, found that climate adaptation measures can 

themselves create social, political and ecological trade-offs for marginalized communities. 

Such contemporary research reinforces the relevance of the questions raised by Ghosh’s 

novel. The concept of “slow violence,” developed by Rob Nixon, is also useful. 

Environmental violence does not always appear as a sudden disaster. It can occur gradually 

through displacement, ecological degradation, poverty, resource loss and political exclusion. 

In The Hungry Tide, historical displacement and environmental vulnerability accumulate 

over time. 

The novel also demonstrates that environmental injustice is connected with the politics of 

representation. Those with institutional power are often able to define environmental 

problems in official language, while marginalized communities may struggle to make their 

experiences visible. Kusum’s story is important in this respect. Her experience challenges the 

reader to see environmental policy from the perspective of someone whose life is directly 

affected by political and ecological decisions. The environment is not an abstract scientific 

category for her. It is connected with home, livelihood, dignity and survival. This is why 

Ghosh’s environmentalism can be described as postcolonial. It does not simply ask whether 

forests and animals should be protected. It asks how colonial histories, postcolonial political 

structures, social inequalities and economic interests influence environmental decisions. 

The novel consequently moves beyond the traditional opposition between “human interests” 

and “nature.” Such an opposition can itself be misleading. Humans are part of nature, but 

different humans occupy different social and economic positions. Protecting “human 

interests” may benefit some groups while harming others. Similarly, protecting “nature” may 

benefit biodiversity while producing severe consequences for vulnerable communities if 

conservation is implemented without social justice. A balanced environmental ethic therefore 

requires coexistence. The novel does not provide a simple policy solution, but it encourages 

an ethical framework in which conservation and human rights are considered together. 

Recent scholarship has increasingly interpreted the novel in this direction. Studies published 
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in 2025 have specifically examined ecological justice, caste and environmental 

marginalization in The Hungry Tide. These studies emphasize that the novel’s ecological 

questions are inseparable from questions of social power. 

 

5. Climate Change, Human Vulnerability and the Continuing Relevance of the Novel 

Although The Hungry Tide was published before climate change became as dominant in 

public discussion as it is today, the novel has acquired new relevance in the age of climate 

crisis. Its focus on tides, storms, ecological instability, coastal vulnerability and displacement 

makes it particularly significant for contemporary environmental studies. Amitav Ghosh’s 

later nonfiction book The Great Derangement (2016) provides an important framework for 

understanding this relevance. Ghosh argues that modern literature has struggled to represent 

the extraordinary scale and unpredictability of climate change. He describes climate change 

as not merely a scientific or political crisis but also a crisis of culture and imagination. Seen 

from this perspective, The Hungry Tide can be regarded as an important earlier literary 

exploration of ecological uncertainty. The novel makes the reader experience environmental 

instability rather than simply read about it. The tides, rivers, storms and animals become part 

of the narrative structure. Kluwick (2020) argues that Ghosh’s fiction develops an aquatic 

language through floods and water imagery. This is important because water is not simply a 

geographical feature in the novel. It becomes a narrative force. Water connects distant spaces 

while also separating communities. It provides livelihoods but can also destroy homes. It is 

necessary for survival but can become a source of danger. 

The contemporary climate crisis makes these tensions even more significant. Coastal 

communities around the world are increasingly affected by sea-level rise, storms, salinity 

intrusion, flooding and displacement. The Sundarbans has therefore become a powerful 

literary symbol of climate vulnerability. The novel also provides an alternative way of 

thinking about climate migration. Migration is often presented in contemporary political 

discourse as a security problem. Ghosh’s narrative encourages readers to understand 

displacement through personal experience, historical memory and environmental change. 

Prasad (2020) demonstrates how diaspora, ecological disruption and displacement intersect in 

the novel. More recent research has also connected The Hungry Tide with climate migration 

and deep ecology. Such interpretations demonstrate that the novel can be read not only as a 

regional narrative but also as part of a global discussion about environmental displacement. 

Another important aspect of the novel’s contemporary relevance is its treatment of human-

animal relationships. Climate change and biodiversity loss increasingly demonstrate that 
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human survival depends on the survival of other species. Ghosh’s dolphins, tigers, mangroves 

and rivers remind readers that ecological systems cannot be understood through isolated 

categories. 

The novel therefore encourages a shift from domination toward coexistence. Humans cannot 

completely control ecological processes. The attempt to control them may actually increase 

vulnerability. This idea is particularly significant in relation to technological modernity. 

Scientific knowledge is necessary for environmental management, but science alone cannot 

resolve ecological problems if political and ethical dimensions are ignored. Similarly, 

traditional knowledge is valuable but should not be romanticized. Ghosh’s strength lies in 

bringing different knowledge systems into conversation. The novel’s environmental 

consciousness is therefore plural. It requires science, local experience, history, ethics and 

political awareness. The continuing relevance of The Hungry Tide is also visible in recent 

scholarship. A 2025 study on coastal ecoculture reads the novel through Blue Humanities and 

environmental justice, while a 2026 study examines its potential for thinking about eco-

resilience and sustainability. These newer approaches show that the novel continues to 

generate critical possibilities more than two decades after publication. 

 

6. CONCLUSION 

Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide is a complex ecological novel in which nature, human 

relationships, political history and environmental ethics are deeply interconnected. The 

Sundarbans is not simply a geographical setting but an active ecological system that shapes 

the lives and identities of the characters. Through tides, rivers, forests, dolphins, tigers and 

storms, Ghosh demonstrates that human beings are inseparable from the more-than-human 

world. The novel’s most important contribution lies in its rejection of simple divisions 

between nature and society. Environmental questions are also questions of class, caste, 

displacement, political power, cultural memory and human dignity. The history of 

Marichjhapi demonstrates that conservation policies cannot be considered ethically complete 

if they ignore vulnerable human communities. At the same time, the novel does not reject 

conservation or scientific research. Instead, it calls for a more inclusive ecological 

understanding. The relationship between Piya and Fokir is especially significant because it 

brings scientific and local knowledge into dialogue. Their relationship demonstrates that 

different forms of knowledge can contribute to environmental understanding. The novel also 

shows that communication with nature requires humility. The environment cannot always be 

controlled, predicted or translated into human categories. 
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Ghosh’s representation of environmental consciousness is therefore relational. Humans must 

understand themselves as part of ecological networks rather than as masters of nature. This 

principle becomes increasingly important in the context of contemporary climate change. The 

novel’s relevance has grown with the intensification of environmental crises. Coastal 

flooding, climate migration, biodiversity loss and environmental injustice are no longer 

distant possibilities. They are realities affecting millions of people. The Sundarbans, 

therefore, becomes more than a literary location; it becomes a powerful representation of a 

future in which ecological instability may increasingly shape human life. Ultimately, The 

Hungry Tide argues for an environmental ethic based on coexistence rather than domination. 

Its central insight is that the protection of nature and the protection of vulnerable people 

should not be treated as opposing objectives. A genuinely sustainable future requires both 

ecological responsibility and social justice. In this respect, Ghosh’s novel remains an 

important contribution to Indian English literature, ecocriticism and the environmental 

humanities. 

 

REFERENCES 

1. Alaimo, S. (2010). Bodily Natures: Science, Environment, and the Material Self. Indiana 

University Press. 

2. Biswas, C., & Channarayapatna, S. (2022). Marginalization of Sundarbans’ Marichjhapi: 

Ecocriticism approaches in Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide and Deep Halder’s Blood 

Island. Literature, 2(3), 169–178. https://doi.org/10.3390/literature2030014 

3. Buell, L. (1995). The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing, and the 

Formation of American Culture. Harvard University Press. 

4. Dhar, T. N. (2020). Consciousness-raising in Amitav Ghosh’s ecocritical novel The 

Hungry Tide. Crossings: A Journal of English Studies, 11. 

5. Garrard, G. (2012). Ecocriticism (2nd ed.). Routledge. 

6. Ghosh, A. (2004). The Hungry Tide. Houghton Mifflin. 

7. Ghosh, A. (2016). The Great Derangement: Climate Change and the Unthinkable. 

University of Chicago Press. 

8. Goswami, R. K. (2023). Ecocriticism in the works of Amitav Ghosh. Idealistic Journal of 

Advanced Research in Progressive Spectrums, 2(1), 80–88. 

9. Hossain, J., & Thieme, S. (2025). Navigating justice in climate adaptation: Gender and 

class complexities under neo-liberal development in the Sundarbans delta of Bangladesh. 

Journal of Environmental Management, 396, 128109. 



Copyright@    Page 11 

International Journal Research Publication Analysis 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2025.128109 

10. Huggan, G., & Tiffin, H. (2010). Postcolonial Ecocriticism: Literature, Animals, 

Environment. Routledge. 

11. Hussain, A., & Bashir, S. (2025). Ecological justice: An ecocritical study of The Hungry 

Tide. Journal of Development and Social Sciences, 6(2), 593–605. 

https://doi.org/10.47205/jdss.2025(6-II)49 

12. Jindal, A., Saraswat, S., & Sharma, A. (2025). Tidal histories: Environmental 

displacement and subaltern ecologies in Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide. International 

Journal of Environmental Sciences. 

13. Karthikumar, R. (2023). Environmental consciousness in Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry 

Tide. Psychology and Education Journal, 60(2). 

14. Kluwick, U. (2020). The global deluge: Floods, diluvian imagery, and aquatic language 

in Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide and Gun Island. Green Letters, 24(1), 64–78. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14688417.2020.1752516 

15. Naess, A. (1973). The shallow and the deep, long-range ecology movement: A summary. 

Inquiry, 16(1–4), 95–100. 

16. Nixon, R. (2011). Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor. Harvard 

University Press. 

17. Prasad, M. (2020). Interfacing diaspora with ecological humanities in Amitav Ghosh’s 

The Hungry Tide. Asiatic: IIUM Journal of English Language and Literature, 14(1), 

273–285. https://doi.org/10.31436/asiatic.v14i1.1849 

18. Rahman, Q. A. (2023). Sound of silence: Locating the agency of voice in Amitav 

Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide. South Asian Review, 45(3), 300–314. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02759527.2023.2180190 

19. Dora, A. (2025). Coastal ecoculture in South Asia: A close reading of Amitav Ghosh’s 

The Hungry Tide. South Asian Review. https://doi.org/10.1080/02759527.2025.2537494 

20. Basmi, G. B. (2025). Deep ecology and climate migration: A study of Amitav Ghosh’s 

The Hungry Tide and Gun Island. The Yeats Journal of Korea, 78, 89–106. 

https://doi.org/10.14354/yjk.2025.78 


