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Abstract: 

Amitav Ghosh has become the first Indian writer to deeply involve in the ecological 

issues in Indian English Literature with the publication of his novel The Hungry Tide in 2004. 

The novel raises national and global awareness about the history of violence employed on 

one of the threatened mangrove forests in the world- the Sundarbans. The novel reflects the 

conflicts between the residents and the aquatic and wildlife of Sundarbans. It reveals how 

ecological concerns and conservation efforts serve as mere masks to cover up the real 

intentions of political parties. From an ecocritical point of view this article mainly 

investigates the complex relationship shared between the human and non-human world of 

Sundarbans. Ghosh has successfully portrayed the dilemma of people as well as animals who 

shares a common environment. 

Keywords: Extinction, biodiversity, man-nature conflict, globalisation. 

Amitav Ghosh is a pioneer in English literature. He has made significant contributions 

in creating a separate class of writers who delude all borders and classifications that limit the 

scope of their writing and their readership. His fictional world is one of restless narrative 

motion in which he uses complex narrative strategies to probe the nature of national and 

personal identity, particularly of the people of India and Southeast Asia. His first novel is The 

Circle of Reason (1986), which follows an Indian protagonist Alu, who suspected of 

becoming a terrorist, leaves India for Northern Africa and the Middle East. Other major 

novels include the Sahitya Akademi Award winning novel The Shadow Lines (1988), In an 

Antique Land (1992), The Calcutta Chromosome (1995), The Glass Palace (2000), The 

Hungry Tide (2004) and The Ibis Trilogy. His non-fictional works include Dancing in 
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Cambodia, At Large in Burma (1998), Countdown (1999), The Imam and the Indian: Prose 

Pieces (2002), Incendiary Circumstances:  A Chronicle of the Turmoil of Our Time (2005). 

 Life of human being depends upon the omnipotent nature. As literature is recognised 

as the reflection of life, the literary writers reflect man and his life on the background of 

nature, where they provide – its power, beauty, its relationship with mankind and also the 

exploitation it has to suffer by human activities. The environmental crisis haunts mankind 

like a nightmare nowadays. It is no longer a mere regional problem; it has already acquired 

global proportions. The planet’s support systems like land, water, and air seem to have been 

damaged beyond the possibility of redemption. If man does not control his activities and 

desist from spoiling his habitat further, it will lead to a great collapse in the ecological 

system. The crisis in fact much more dangerous than a nuclear fallout. 

 Today environmentalism is becoming a revolutionary movement at the social and 

political levels in almost all countries. Universities that are specially centered on 

environmental studies are emerging. There arise new environmental organisations to protect 

the nature. So a new branch of learning in history has originated, which is called 

environmental history. William Raymond’s The Country and the City (1973) was the first 

literary book of this kind, which wrote about the history of England from the primitive modes 

of living to the present-day polluted life. 

  Literature which is basically defined as a mirror to life has responded to the 

prevailing environmental crisis. It has come up with a new literary theory called Ecocriticism. 

Ecocriticism as a concept first arose in the late 1970s, at the meetings of the Western 

literature Association (WLA). The term ‘ecocriticism’, was coined by William Ruckert in his 

essay, Literature and Ecology: an Experiment in Ecocriticism (1978). In 1992, Cheryll 

Glotfelty and Harold Fromm with other critics like Glen A. Love, founded a new association 

called, Association for the study of Literature and Environment (ASLE) and in 1993, ASLE 

started its own journal called ISLE: Inter-disciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment. 

These are formed in order to encourage nature-writing and also to provide a forum for 

ecological theory. The two historic seminal publications in the mid-90s such as –The Eco-

criticism Reader edited by Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm, and The Environmental 

Imagination by Lawrence Buell, marked the emergence of ecocriticism as a major literary 

theory. Cheryll defines ecocriticism in the introduction to her anthology The Ecocriticism 

Reader (1996) as, “the study of the relationship between literature and physical environment” 
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and she writes, “Just as feminist criticism examines language and literature from a gender 

conscious perspective, and Marxist criticism brings an awareness of modes of production and 

economic class to its reading of texts, ecocriticism takes an earth-centered approach to 

literary studies” (xviii). 

 Ecocriticism studies the relationship between the human and non-human world in a 

literary work. This implies that, ecocritical theory assumes there is a world out there that is 

represented in a literary work. As Peter Barry points out in Beginning Theory, “For the 

ecocritic, nature really exists out there beyond ourselves, not needing to be idealised as a 

concept but is actually present as an entity which affects us, and which we can affect, perhaps 

fatally, if we mistreats it”(243). He again says ecocriticism, “focuses outside, on the house 

and its environs, rather than inside, on the owner and his psychology” (251).  

 Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide (2004) is about one of the world’s challenging 

environment- the Sundarbans. The novel depicts his great concern about the politics of 

environmental conservation, environmental calamity, and man-nature complex relationship. 

The setting of the novel is one of the beautiful and fascinating lands, the Sundarbans, world’s 

largest mangrove forest area situated on the delta where the three rivers Ganges, Brahmaputra 

and Meghna meet the sea. It covers an area of ten thousand kilometres spreading across India 

and Bangladesh. Its forests and waterways stands as a home for a wide range of fauna 

including the famous Bengal tigers usually known as “man-eating” tigers along with several 

snakes, crocodiles and Irrawaddy dolphins or Gangetic dolphins which are in the threat of 

extinction. The Indian part of the Sundarbans was declared as a Tiger Reserve in 1973, a 

national park in 1984, World Heritage Site in 1985 and a Biosphere Reserve in 1989. Ghosh 

has a greater knowledge about the facts of the natural world which is required in nature 

writing. He creates a world picture of Sundarbans in the following words: 

There are no borders here to divide fresh water from salt, river from sea. The tides 

reach as far as three hundred kilometres inland and everyday thousands of acres of 

forest disappear underwater only to re-emerge hours later.  The currents are so 

powerful as to reshape the islands almost daily-some days the water tears entire 

promontories and peninsulas…. (Ghosh 7)  

Piyali Roy, an American Cetologist of Indian parentage travels across the water 

labyrinth to study about the threatened Irrawaddy dolphins (Oracellabrevirostris). In her 

journey, she is guided by an illiterate local fisherman Fokir who helps her to find dolphins in 
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the Gangetic pool. Later she is accompanied by a Bengali-born, Delhi settled businessman, 

Kanai Dutt who is a linguist and a translator arrives in Lusibari to visit his aunt Nilima and to 

take the journal written by his dead uncle Nirmal addressed to him. The journal which was 

written in the last days of Nirmal gives an account of the Morichjapi incident in 1979 in 

which the settlers were brutally evicted from the land by the Indian Government in the name 

of wildlife preservation. 

The Hungry Tide is an environmentally oriented book in which human history is 

related with the history of their physical environment. The novel explores the tension 

between and within the human communities, their respective relations with the natural world, 

and the reality of nature that is constantly changed by the human activities. It also portrays 

wildlife versus human suffering. By making use of two temporal narratives- Morichjhapi 

incident through the diary of Nirmal and the other Piya’s journey, Ghosh brilliantly brings to 

light the sufferings of the displaced people, their struggle for land and survival in an 

endangered ecosystem. 

The representation of place is important in an ecocritical work. As the novel is set in a 

place like Sundarbans, it emerges as a live character that influences the main characters’ 

lives. Predominantly through the voices of characters like Fokir and Piya, Ghosh conveys the 

unique natural history of the Sundarbans. The Sundarbans means “the beautiful forest” and 

some people believe that the island got its name from a common species of mangrove- the 

Sundari tree. This land is represented as a threatened area where man and animal shares a 

complex relation with each other. Nature can be called as the main protagonist of this novel. 

There is a description of the formation of a port named Canning, in which a shipping 

Inspector Henry Piddington warned the Viceroy that if a town is built so deep in the tide 

country by clearing the mangrove forests, the entire land would be washed away by waves or 

cyclones. But no one listened to his words and after a few years the town was destructed by a 

minor storm and was abandoned. 

The unreceptive approach of nature and its hostility towards mankind can be 

understood from the following passage: 

A mangrove forest is a universe unto itself, utterly unlike other woodlands or 

jungles…. Mangrove leaves are tough and leathery, the branches gnarled and the 

foliage often impassably dense. Visibility is short and the air still and fetid. At no 

moment can human beings have any doubt of the terrain’s utter hostility to their 
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presence, of its cunning and resourcefulness, of its determination to destroy or expel 

them. Every year dozens of people perish in the embrace of that dense foliage, killed 

by tigers, snakes and crocodiles. (Ghosh 7-8) 

More evidences can be seen for the hostility of nature, when Kanai views in disbelief 

the sight of the boat’s passengers make their way across the billowing mud: 

On the boat, preparations for the crossing were already in train. The women had 

hitched up their saris and the men were rolling up their lungis and trousers. On 

stepping off the plank, there was a long-drawn-out moment when each passenger sank 

slowly into the mud, like a spoon disappearing into a bowl of very thick daal; only 

when they were in up to their hips did their descent end and their forward movement 

begin. With their legs hidden from sight, all that was visible of their struggles was the 

twisting of their upper bodies. (Ghosh 24-25) 

Through one of the discussions between Nirmal and Kanai which is presented in the 

chapter named ‘S’Daniel’, Ghosh presents the efforts of Sir Daniel Hamilton, a Scotsman 

who tried to establish a new society in the tide region. The tide country greeted them with 

many dangers and their condition was fearful: “Think of what it was like: think of the tigers, 

crocodiles and snakes that lived in the creeks and the nalas that covered the islands. This was 

a feast for them. They killed hundreds of people” (Ghosh 52). Nature is both a preserving 

mother and a hostile force for the inhabitants. 

  Irrawaddy dolphins, scientifically known as Oracellabrevirostris, on which 

Piya makes her research is under the threat of extinction today. During her journey she sees a 

group of seven Oracella and describes the behavioural pattern of one of the smallest in the 

group. By trying to understand the movements of Oracella adapting itself to the tidal ecology, 

she believes that it may provide some clues to the conservation of this endangered species. 

There is a symbiosis between these dolphins and humans. The Irrawaddy dolphins serve to 

increase the amount of fish caught by the fishermen and the net pushes a large number of fish 

to the floor of the river that enables the dolphins have their fill while the fishermen their 

catch. Piya thinks, “Did there exist anymore remarkable instances of symbiosis between 

human beings and a population of wild animals?” (Ghosh 169).The settlers worshipped the 

dolphins as the messengers of their goddess Bon Bibi. Fokir’s mother Kusum had told him 

stories about the dolphins in Garjontola pool when he was a small boy. She told him about 

how they came with the news of rivers and floods as messengers of Bon Bibi. Later, Piya 
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sights another species, the Gangetic dolphin, Platanista Gangetica, which has a greater 

sensitivity to atmospheric changes. Through its odd behaviour she knows that a storm is 

coming. So Sundarbans have a rich biodiversity, but it is being under the threat of 

exploitation due to the intervention of the humans in the form of globalisation, economic 

development and eco- tourism. The construction of dams causes the loss of habitat of 

dolphins. Irrawaddy and Gangetic dolphins are included in the red list of IUCN (International 

Union for Conservation of Nature). An incident is described in the novel where Piya finds the 

carcass of a young dolphin which was seen earlier swimming with its mother. She learnt that 

the calf was hit by the propeller of one of the fat moving motorboats of the coastguard of 

police. This matter emphasises the need for the conservation of such aquatic varieties. 

Ghosh also takes us through marine biology. We are taken through the behaviour of 

the river dolphin along with the research history. Even crabs are observed very curiously: 

Their (crab’s) feet and their sides were lined with hairs that formed microscopic 

brushes and spoons. They used these to scrape off the diatoms and other edible matter 

attached to each grain of sand. They were a sanitation department and a janitorial 

team rolled into one: they kept the mangroves alive by removing their leaves and 

litter; without them the trees would choke on their debris”. (Ghosh 142) 

Apart from the beauty of the Sundarbans, there hides the risks and dangers of the area 

in the form of tidal waves, cyclones, man-eating tigers and crocodiles. Sundarbans is only the 

mangrove forest in the world that serves as a home for the highest population of tiger in the 

world. The endangered species, the Royal Bengal Tiger is preserved here under the “Project 

Tiger”. But the one dimensional conservational policy marginalises the poor who are already 

marginalized. The declaration of this area as a World Heritage Site gave tigers an important 

position than the human beings. There were so many attacks happened from the side of these 

animals, killing lots of people and their cattles. Kusum’s father was killed in a tiger attack. 

The situation of the inhabitants is clear from the words of Nilima when she explaining her 

unofficial records of those killed by the tigers: 

My belief is that over a hundred people are killed by tigers here each year. And, mind 

you, I’m just talking about the Indian part of the Sundarbans. If you include the 

Bangladesh side, the figure is probably twice that. If you put the fingers together, it 

means that a human being is killed by a tiger every other day in the Sundarbans- at the 

very least. (Ghosh 240) 

065



The Criterion: An International Journal in English Vol. 12, Issue-II, April 2021      ISSN: 0976-8165 
 

www.the-criterion.com 

In return, tigers are attacked and killed by the people. Ghosh describes an incident, in 

which Piya, Fokir, Kanai and Horen witnesses a tiger is being killed by an angry mob. The 

tiger had already killed two people in the village and caught by the mob, when it again comes 

to attack them. Everyone wanted to kill it and they were saying, “Maar! Maar! Kill! 

Kill!”(Ghosh 292). Piya wants to save the tiger but surprised to see Fokir “in the front ranks 

of the crowd, helping a man sharpening a bamboo pole” (Ghosh 294). Kanai too joins the 

crowd in setting fire to the tiger. The angry villagers set fire to the tiger which was caught in 

the livestock pen. When Piya sees the killing of the tiger, she protests against it. Her concern 

for the natural rights of animals overshadows her sensitivity to human life. She does not 

understand the plight of those people like Fokir, who are fighting for each day’s survival. But 

later, the dangerous situations she faces like drowning, attack of a crocodile and the cyclone 

which kills Fokir, makes her aware about the lives of the tide people who are the poorest of 

the poor are under danger each and every time due to the killer tigers, rough waves, cyclones 

etc. These humans share a complex and dangerous ecosystem with animals. The life of the 

settlers in Lusibari, an island in Sundarbans can be understood from Ghosh’s own words: 

The settlers were mainly of farming stock who had been drawn to Lusibari by the 

promise of free land. Hunger drove them to hunting and fishing and the results were 

often disastrous. Many died of drowning, and many more were picked off crocodiles 

and estuarine sharks…thousands risked death in order to collect meager quantities of 

honey, wax, firewood and the sour fruit of the kewra tree. (79) 

 When there is no clear cut division between the tiger space and human settlements, 

there will be loss of lives on both the sides. When anyone kills a tiger there would be arrests, 

fines and beatings on the next day itself. Ranjan Chakrabarti discusses about the Project Tiger 

in his article “Local People and Global Tiger: An Environmental History of the Sundarbans”:  

…the setting up of a tiger reserve and its maintenance in this unique mangrove swamp 

involved dealing with a whole range of unknowns. It was imperative to find answers 

to a number of questions, such as how many kilometres should be assigned per tiger, 

what kinds of plants would be preferable, how to ensure the availability of tigers’ 

natural food without casting any harm to the biodiversity of this unique zone and so 

on. The Sundarbans Project Tiger itself was a project for the managing of the 

unknown, but in its turn triggered off new, unanticipated unknowns. (87-88) 
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 He argues that the continued human-tiger conflict cannot be understood without 

looking into the complex socio-economic and political context of colonial and post- colonial 

India. First, the conflict was sparked by the drive by the colonial Indian state to reclaim the 

land of the Sundarbans and harness its economic potential in the mid-19th century. The initial 

designation of the area as protected forest led to the displacement of people and the state 

supported mass slaughtering of tigers, who posed obstacles for the ambitious land 

reclamation goal. The post-colonial policies of wildlife conservation in the 20th century 

further intensified the conflict by: excluding and resettling people; providing insufficient 

areas for tiger habitat; and disregarding traditional knowledge and livelihood systems. Even 

though people’s participation was brought in later, decision making as such has never become 

the domain of local communities. 

 The human-animal conflict in the Sundarbans is rooted on socio-economic 

circumstances. The island is the main source of income for the locals, mainly for honey and 

wood collectors and fishermen. They are at high risk since these jobs need people to go deep 

into the forest increasing the danger of fight with the tigers. The tiger victim may be the main 

bread-giver of the family. There are several ‘tiger widows’, which is a local term used to 

describe women whose husbands have fallen victims to tiger attacks. 

 Through these incidents Ghosh tries to bring out the man-nature complex relationship. 

In fictionalising the tiger kill, he remarks on the pitiful condition of both man and the beast. 

Due to human intervention, there are threats to the terrestrial and aquatic lives in the 

Sundarbans. At the same time humans too have to suffer from the erosion of embankments, 

silting up of channels, flooding by storm waters and also from the attack of crocodiles, snakes 

and tigers. There should be equilibrium between humans and non-humans. 

  The Hungry Tide is said to be an investigation on an endangered ecosystem- the 

Sundarbans in the Bay of Bengal. By taking the most threatened mangrove forests in the 

world as the location of the novel, the author makes a shift from anthropocentrism to 

biocentrism. Throughout the novel nature is projected as something that comes before human 

beings. The metaphor of hunger in the title is a thought provoking one. We have to think 

about whose hunger is to be given importance. Whether the hunger of the tidal people who 

are fighting for a living or that of tigers, who are facing extinction?. This complex question is 

to be answered by the authorities. They have to implement projects which will not harm both 

animals and humans. 
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