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Abstract

This paper explores eco-criticism as it manifests in Amitav Ghosh’s novel The Hungry
Tide (2004), a powerful narrative set in the ecologically fragile Sundarbans region of India.
Ghosh intricately weaves environmental concerns with human histories, myth, and
displacement, highlighting the deep interdependence between human lives and the natural
world. This study critically examines how the novel reflects environmental ethics, human-
animal relationships, ecological violence, and the socio-political implications of environmental
degradation. Through the lens of eco-criticism, The Hungry Tide not only advocates for
environmental consciousness but also interrogates the anthropocentric worldview dominating
modern narratives. Ghosh's narrative reimagines nature not as a passive backdrop but as an
active force shaping human destinies.
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Introduction

Eco-criticism, as an interdisciplinary study, bridges literature and environmental
studies, aiming to understand how literature reflects and shapes ecological awareness. Amitav
Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide stands as a seminal literary work in this realm, portraying the fragile
ecology of the Sundarbans while delving into the complexities of human survival in a volatile
natural landscape. This paper examines how Ghosh constructs an eco-conscious narrative that
questions dominant paradigms of progress and human supremacy over nature.

Theoretical Framework: Understanding Eco-criticism

Eco-criticism emerged as a literary response to ecological crises, focusing on the
representation of nature and environmental concerns in literary texts. According to Cheryll
Glotfelty, a pioneer in this field, eco-criticism analyses “the relationship between literature and
the physical environment.” It challenges anthropocentric ideologies and highlights how
literature can serve as a medium for ecological advocacy and environmental justice.

Setting and Ecology: The Sundarbans as a Living Entity

The setting of The Hungry Tide—the Sundarbans—is not merely a backdrop but an
active participant in the narrative. This vast tidal delta, inhabited by both humans and wildlife,
especially the Bengal tiger, symbolizes the precarious balance between nature and civilization.
Ghosh presents the Sundarbans as a space of both sustenance and danger, constantly reshaped
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by tidal forces and human intervention. Through vivid descriptions, the mangrove forest
becomes a site of ecological reflection and reverence.

Human-Nature Conflict and Coexistence

At the heart of the novel is the tension between human habitation and the natural
environment. The lives of the tide country’s inhabitants, such as Fokir, are deeply intertwined
with the rhythms of nature. Fokir's intuitive understanding of the river and forest contrasts with
the scientific rationalism of the marine biologist, Piya. This juxtaposition illustrates different
modes of engaging with nature—one rooted in embodied knowledge and coexistence, the other
in observation and analysis.

Ghosh critiques the notion of nature as a resource to be mastered, instead presenting it as a
dynamic system with intrinsic value. The recurring threats of cyclones, rising tides, and animal
attacks highlight nature's unpredictability and its resistance to human control.

Environmental Justice and the Morichjhapi Massacre

One of the most politically charged episodes in the novel is the retelling of the
Morichjhapi massacre, where government forces violently evicted Bengali refugees from
protected forest land in the Sundarbans in 1979. This event, seen through Nirmal’s journals,
foregrounds the clash between environmental conservation and human rights. Eco-critically,
this incident reveals the complexities of environmental justice. Ghosh questions the ethics of
prioritizing wildlife preservation over marginalized human communities, challenging
simplistic binaries of nature versus culture.

Language, Myth, and the Sacredness of Nature

Ghosh employs local myths, such as the legend of Bon Bibi—the forest goddess who protects
humans from tigers—to reflect the region's cultural ecology. These narratives infuse the natural
world with spiritual significance, offering alternative, non-Western ways of understanding
human-nature relations. Through myth, Ghosh acknowledges indigenous knowledge systems
that have historically fostered ecological balance.

Characterization and Eco-consciousness

The protagonists—Piya, Kanai, and Fokir—embody different relationships with the
environment. Piya’s scientific detachment evolves into a deeper appreciation of the natural
world, facilitated by Fokir's silent guidance. Kanai’s journey reflects the limitations of urban,
bureaucratic worldviews when confronted with ecological complexity. Fokir, though illiterate,
represents an organic connection to nature, underscoring the theme that ecological wisdom is
not limited to academic knowledge.

Conclusion

Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide is a profound literary exploration of ecological
consciousness and the human condition within a fragile ecosystem. Through its portrayal of
the Sundarbans and its diverse inhabitants, the novel exemplifies the core concerns of eco-
criticism—challenging human dominion over nature, exposing the socio-political dimensions
of environmental degradation, and re-centering indigenous and local knowledge. Ghosh
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compels readers to reconsider the boundaries between humanity and nature, advocating for a
more integrated and respectful coexistence. The novel ultimately serves as a powerful reminder
of the urgent need for ecological awareness and action in the face of environmental crises.
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