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Abstract 

Nature and literature have always shared a profound relationship, reflected in the writings of poets, 

novelists, and thinkers across cultures and ages. In contemporary literary studies, the interaction between 

humanity and the natural environment has become a significant area of inquiry, particularly through 

ecocriticism. Literary texts increasingly examine environmental degradation, ecological imbalance, 

displacement, and the complex relationship between human civilization and nature. Amitav Ghosh, one 

of the most celebrated contemporary Indian English novelists, explores these concerns deeply in The 

Hungry Tide. 

The novel presents the fragile ecosystem of the Sundarbans while simultaneously portraying the struggles 

of marginalized communities fighting for survival amidst environmental and political uncertainties. Set 

against the backdrop of the tide country, the narrative interweaves themes of ecology, migration, identity, 

love, displacement, and human resilience. Through characters such as Piya, Fokir, and Kanai, Ghosh 

demonstrates how human life remains inseparable from the natural world. 

This paper examines the ecological consciousness embedded in the novel and studies how Ghosh portrays 

the tension between human ambition and environmental preservation. It also analyzes the plight of 

refugees and impoverished inhabitants of the Sundarbans, emphasizing the need for coexistence between 

humanity and nature. The study argues that The Hungry Tide is not merely a regional narrative but a global 

ecological text that foregrounds environmental ethics and human survival. 
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1. Introduction 

Amitav Ghosh is one of the most influential contemporary Indian English novelists whose works blend 

history, politics, anthropology, ecology, migration, and postcolonial identity. Born in 1956, Ghosh 

received his education at The Doon School and St. Stephen's College before earning a doctorate in Social 

Anthropology from the University of Oxford. His academic background deeply informs his literary 

imagination. His novels are not merely fictional narratives; they are intellectual explorations of historical 

and social realities. Ghosh has consistently highlighted the experiences of marginalized communities 
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while simultaneously addressing larger global concerns such as migration, colonialism, nationalism, and 

environmental destruction. 

Published in 2004, The Hungry Tide is regarded as one of the most significant eco-critical novels in Indian 

English literature. The novel is set in the Sundarbans, a vast archipelago of mangrove forests spread across 

India and Bangladesh. The Sundarbans are known for their unstable geography, dangerous tides, dense 

forests, Royal Bengal tigers, crocodiles, and recurring cyclones. The setting itself functions as a living 

entity that controls and shapes human destiny. Unlike traditional novels where nature remains passive 

scenery, Ghosh transforms the natural environment into an active force influencing the lives, emotions, 

and struggles of the characters. 

The novel primarily revolves around three central characters: Piyali Roy (Piya), Kanai Dutt, and Fokir. 

Piya is an American-born marine biologist of Indian origin who travels to the Sundarbans to conduct 

research on the rare Irrawaddy dolphins. Kanai is an urbane and educated translator from Delhi who arrives 

in Lusibari to read the journal left behind by his deceased uncle, Nirmal. Fokir is an illiterate fisherman 

whose intimate understanding of the rivers and tides surpasses formal scientific knowledge. Through the 

interactions among these characters, Ghosh examines the tension between modernity and tradition, 

scientific rationality and indigenous wisdom, urban sophistication and rural simplicity. 

The novel is deeply rooted in ecological concerns. Ghosh portrays nature not as a romantic or idealized 

entity but as a complex and unpredictable force. The Sundarbans embody beauty and terror 

simultaneously. Human beings living in this region must constantly negotiate with the environment in 

order to survive. The tides, storms, floods, and wild animals remind humans of their vulnerability and 

dependence upon nature. In this way, the novel critiques anthropocentric attitudes that place human beings 

above the natural world. 

Ecology and the Sundarbans 

The Sundarbans form the ecological heart of the novel. Situated at the delta of the Ganges, Brahmaputra, 

and Meghna rivers, this region is characterized by unstable islands, tidal rivers, and dense mangrove 

forests. The landscape changes continuously because of erosion, floods, and tidal movements. Through 

vivid descriptions, Ghosh emphasizes the fluidity and uncertainty of life in the tide country. 

The natural environment in the novel is neither fully benevolent nor entirely hostile. It nurtures life by 

providing fish, honey, wood, and fertile soil, but it also destroys human settlements through storms and 

tiger attacks. The inhabitants of the Sundarbans therefore develop a deep respect for the rhythms of nature. 

They understand that survival depends upon coexistence with the environment rather than domination 

over it. 

Ghosh repeatedly demonstrates that human beings are powerless before natural forces. Cyclones and tidal 

waves erase boundaries between land and water, reminding humans of the temporary nature of civilization. 

This ecological uncertainty reflects broader philosophical concerns about the fragility of human existence. 

Nature becomes a symbol of unpredictability, where life and death exist side by side. 
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The ecological richness of the Sundarbans also attracts scientific attention. Piya’s research on Irrawaddy 

dolphins represents modern ecological awareness and conservation efforts. However, her scientific 

perspective initially remains detached from local realities. Through her interaction with Fokir, she 

gradually realizes that indigenous communities possess valuable environmental knowledge acquired 

through lived experience. Ghosh thus critiques the superiority often associated with Western scientific 

discourse. 

Ecological Consciousness and Indigenous Knowledge 

One of the most significant themes of the novel is ecological consciousness. Ghosh presents ecological 

awareness as something deeply rooted in everyday life rather than merely academic theory. The fishermen 

and villagers of the Sundarbans possess an instinctive understanding of tides, rivers, forests, and animals. 

Their survival depends upon their ability to interpret natural signs and respect ecological boundaries. 

Fokir emerges as the embodiment of indigenous ecological wisdom. Though illiterate, he possesses 

remarkable knowledge about river currents, weather patterns, and aquatic life. His understanding of the 

Irrawaddy dolphins surpasses scientific observation because it is based on direct interaction with nature. 

He knows how dolphins behave, where they travel, and how tides influence their movement. Piya 

recognizes that her scientific training alone cannot help her navigate the dangerous waterways of the 

Sundarbans without Fokir’s guidance. 

Through Fokir’s character, Ghosh challenges the assumption that knowledge belongs only to educated or 

urban individuals. The novel values experiential and local forms of understanding. Ecological 

consciousness in the novel is therefore connected with humility, respect, and coexistence rather than 

control and exploitation. 

Piya’s transformation throughout the narrative symbolizes the reconciliation between scientific knowledge 

and indigenous wisdom. Initially, she approaches the Sundarbans as a researcher interested primarily in 

data collection. Gradually, she develops emotional and ethical connections with the environment and its 

people. She learns that environmental conservation cannot be separated from human concerns. 

Human Survival and the Struggle for Existence 

Human survival is one of the central concerns of The Hungry Tide. Life in the Sundarbans is marked by 

poverty, uncertainty, and constant danger. The people living there face natural disasters, hunger, 

displacement, and political neglect. Yet they continue to survive through resilience and adaptation. 

The novel highlights how marginalized communities suffer the most from ecological instability. Poor 

fishermen and refugees lack the resources to protect themselves from floods, storms, and tiger attacks. 

Their lives remain dependent upon unpredictable environmental conditions. Ghosh presents survival not 

as heroic triumph but as a daily struggle against overwhelming odds. 

The historical episode of Morichjhapi occupies a crucial place in the novel. Refugees from East Pakistan 

settled in the Sundarbans in search of land and livelihood. However, the government violently evicted 
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them under the pretext of protecting the ecological balance of the region. Through Nirmal’s journal, Ghosh 

reconstructs this forgotten history and exposes the intersection of ecology and politics. 

The Morichjhapi incident raises important ethical questions. Can environmental conservation justify the 

displacement and suffering of poor communities? Who has the right to inhabit protected ecological 

spaces? Ghosh avoids simplistic moral judgments and instead presents the issue in all its complexity. The 

refugees seek survival, while the authorities claim to protect the environment. The conflict reveals how 

ecological policies often ignore human suffering. 

This aspect of the novel remains highly relevant in the contemporary world where environmental 

conservation projects frequently displace indigenous and marginalized populations. Ghosh suggests that 

ecological justice and social justice must coexist. 

Myth, Folklore, and Ecological Ethics 

Myth and folklore play a significant role in shaping ecological consciousness in the novel. The legend of 

Bon Bibi, the guardian deity of the Sundarbans, symbolizes harmony between humans and nature. Both 

Hindus and Muslims worship Bon Bibi, reflecting the syncretic culture of the region. 

According to local belief, Bon Bibi protects those who enter the forest with pure intentions while punishing 

greed and arrogance. The myth teaches people to respect the limits imposed by nature. Human beings are 

reminded that the forest does not belong entirely to them; they must share it with animals and supernatural 

forces. 

Through the Bon Bibi legend, Ghosh demonstrates how traditional belief systems often preserve 

ecological ethics. Modern civilization tends to dismiss myths as irrational, yet these narratives contain 

valuable environmental wisdom. The mythological dimension of the novel therefore complements its 

ecological concerns. 

The coexistence of religion, folklore, and ecology also reflects the cultural diversity of the Sundarbans. 

The region becomes a space where communal identities dissolve before the greater realities of survival 

and nature. Ghosh presents ecological harmony as inseparable from social harmony. 

The Symbolism of the Tide 

The title The Hungry Tide carries profound symbolic significance. The tide represents the unpredictable 

and cyclical nature of life. Just as tides continuously rise and fall, human existence is marked by 

uncertainty, transformation, and impermanence. 

The “hunger” in the title operates at multiple levels. It refers to physical hunger experienced by 

impoverished communities struggling for survival. It also symbolizes emotional and psychological desires 

such as love, belonging, identity, and knowledge. Piya hungers for scientific understanding; Kanai seeks 

intellectual and emotional fulfillment; Fokir longs for dignity and stability. 
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The tides of the Sundarbans erase fixed boundaries between land and water, reflecting the fluidity of 

human identity and relationships. The novel suggests that life itself is unstable and interconnected with 

natural processes. Human beings cannot separate themselves from ecological realities. 

Characterization and Ecological Vision 

Ghosh’s characterization plays a crucial role in developing the ecological themes of the novel. Each major 

character represents a distinct perspective on nature and survival. 

Piya symbolizes scientific inquiry and global environmental consciousness. Her fascination with dolphins 

reflects modern ecological concern for endangered species. However, her journey also reveals the 

limitations of detached scientific observation. 

Fokir represents indigenous ecological wisdom and emotional intimacy with nature. His relationship with 

the environment is instinctive rather than intellectual. He understands the Sundarbans not through books 

but through lived experience. 

Kanai represents urban modernity and intellectual pride. Initially disconnected from the realities of the 

tide country, he gradually becomes aware of human vulnerability and ecological interdependence. His 

transformation reflects the novel’s critique of urban alienation from nature. 

Nirmal symbolizes idealism and historical memory. Through his journal, the forgotten tragedy of 

Morichjhapi is preserved. He becomes the moral conscience of the narrative, questioning the relationship 

between political power and ecological justice. 

Eco-Critical Perspective 

From an eco-critical perspective, The Hungry Tide challenges anthropocentric ideology. 

Anthropocentrism places human beings at the center of existence and views nature merely as a resource 

for human use. Ghosh rejects this worldview by emphasizing ecological interconnectedness. 

The novel advocates an eco-centric perspective in which humans are only one part of a larger ecological 

system. Nature possesses its own agency and power independent of human control. Cyclones, tides, and 

forests resist human attempts at domination. 

Ghosh also connects ecological degradation with social inequality. Environmental crises 

disproportionately affect poor and marginalized communities. Climate change, displacement, and 

ecological destruction are therefore not merely environmental issues but also ethical and political 

concerns. 

The novel’s relevance has increased in the twenty-first century due to growing awareness of climate 

change and environmental disasters. Rising sea levels, cyclones, and displacement continue to threaten 

coastal communities around the world. The Sundarbans themselves remain highly vulnerable to climate 

change. Ghosh’s novel thus anticipates contemporary global ecological anxieties. 
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Narrative Technique and Literary Style 

Ghosh employs a rich and layered narrative technique in the novel. He combines history, mythology, 

anthropology, travel writing, scientific discourse, and personal memory to create a multidimensional text. 

This blending of genres reflects the interconnected nature of ecological and human experiences. 

The narrative structure shifts between present events and historical recollections, particularly through 

Nirmal’s journal. This technique allows Ghosh to connect personal stories with larger political and 

ecological histories. 

The descriptive passages of the Sundarbans are especially significant. Ghosh’s language captures both the 

beauty and danger of the natural world. His vivid imagery transforms the landscape into a living presence 

within the narrative. 

Furthermore, the multilingual and multicultural dimensions of the novel reflect the diversity of the tide 

country. Communication barriers between characters symbolize broader cultural divisions, yet shared 

experiences of survival and suffering ultimately create human connection. 

Conclusion 

The Hungry Tide is a remarkable exploration of ecological consciousness, environmental ethics, and 

human survival. Through the vivid portrayal of the Sundarbans and its inhabitants, Amitav Ghosh 

highlights the deep interdependence between humanity and nature. The novel presents nature as both 

nurturing and destructive, emphasizing that survival depends upon coexistence rather than domination. 

Through characters such as Piya, Fokir, Kanai, and Nirmal, Ghosh explores the tensions between scientific 

knowledge and indigenous wisdom, modernity and tradition, urban alienation and ecological intimacy. 

The novel also exposes the political dimensions of environmental conservation through the tragic history 

of Morichjhapi, demonstrating how marginalized communities often suffer in the name of ecological 

protection. 

The incorporation of folklore and mythology further enriches the novel’s ecological vision. The legend of 

Bon Bibi symbolizes harmony between humans and nature while reinforcing ethical values of humility 

and coexistence. Ghosh ultimately advocates an eco-centric worldview that challenges anthropocentric 

assumptions and urges readers to recognize the fragility of ecological balance. 

In the contemporary age of climate change, environmental degradation, and displacement, The Hungry 

Tide remains profoundly relevant. The novel not only documents the ecological realities of the Sundarbans 

but also serves as a warning about the consequences of human arrogance toward nature. It stands as one 

of the most important ecological novels in contemporary Indian English literature and continues to inspire 

discussions on environmental justice, sustainability, and human resilience. 

 

http://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR260380165 Volume 8, Issue 3 (May-June 2026) 7 

 

Works Cited 

1. Choudhury, Buddhadeb R. “Images of Home in Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide.” 

Contemporary Indian Writing in English, edited by Nigamananda Das, Concept Publishers, 

2007, pp. 115–125. 

2. Dhawan, R. K., editor. The Novels of Amitav Ghosh. Prestige Books, 1999. 

3. Ghosh, Amitav. The Hungry Tide. HarperCollins Publishers India, 2005. 

4. Hawley, John C., editor. Contemporary Indian Writers in English: Amitav Ghosh. Foundation 

Books, 2005. 

5. Pal, V. R. “Culinary Identities: The Significance of Food in Shaping Cultural Affiliation.” 

IJFANS International Journal of Food and Nutritional Sciences, 2022. 

6. Pal, V. R. “Eco-Feminist Vandana Shiva on Contemporary Politics.” International Journal of 

Research and Analytical Reviews, 2023. 

7. Pal, V. R. “Impasse of Alienation in Selected Novel of Anita Desai: A Critical Appraisal.” The 

Literary Herald, 2023. 

8. Pal, V. R. “Language and Pleasure Reshape Power Dynamics in Margaret Atwood’s The 

Handmaid’s Tale.” ShodhKosh: Journal of Visual and Performing Arts, vol. 5, no. 6, 2024, 

doi:10.29121/SHODHKOSH.V5.I6.2024.3111. 

9. Pal, V. R. “Psychoanalytical Approach of Cultural Quest in Masterpieces of Kamala 

Markandaya.” RJELAL, vol. 10, no. 4, 2021, pp. 253–258, doi:10.33329/RJELAL.10.4.253. 

10. Pal, V. R. “Transforming Linguistic Mastery: Leveraging Rosetta Stone’s Artificial Intelligence 

to Augment ESL Learners’ Oratory Proficiency and Self-Directed Learning.” The Criterion: An 

International Journal in English, vol. 17, no. 1, 2026, pp. 1050–1070. 

11. Raj Pal, Vikash. “Transforming Linguistic Mastery: Leveraging Rosetta Stone’s Artificial 

Intelligence to Augment ESL Learners’ Oratory Proficiency and Self-Directed Learning.” The 

Criterion: An International Journal in English, vol. 17, no. 1, 2026, pp. 1050–1070. 

12. Sinha, Sunita. Amitav Ghosh: The Hungry Tide. Atlantic Publishers, 2007. 

 

http://www.ijfmr.com/

