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Abstract 

Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide offers a powerful literary reimagining of the Sundarbans as 

a complex ecological, cultural, and postcolonial space where human survival, environmental 

precarity, and historical memory intersect. Situated in one of the most fragile and politically 

marginalized regions of South Asia, the novel foregrounds the entangled lives of humans, 

animals, tides, and landscapes, challenging anthropocentric and nationalist narratives of 

progress and development. This research article examines how Ghosh reconstructs the 

Sundarbans as a contested postcolonial space shaped by colonial legacies, ecological 

vulnerability, and subaltern resistance. Drawing upon postcolonial ecocriticism, spatial theory, 

and environmental humanities, the study explores the representation of the Sundarbans as a 

liminal zone where nature and culture constantly negotiate power, survival, and belonging. The 

article argues that The Hungry Tide not only critiques developmentalist and state-centric 

discourses but also reclaims marginalized ecological knowledge and cultural memory, thereby 

positioning literature as a vital medium for environmental and postcolonial consciousness. 
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Introduction 

Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide (2004) is a critically acclaimed novel that transcends 

conventional literary boundaries, weaving together ecology, postcolonial history, culture, and 

human experience in one of the world’s most fragile environments—the Sundarbans. Situated 

on the deltaic fringe of the Bay of Bengal, the Sundarbans is an archipelago of mangrove 

forests, tidal waterways, islands, and mudflats where human life contends with unpredictable 
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tides, dangerous wildlife, and shifting socio-political currents. In The Hungry Tide, Ghosh 

transforms this bioregion into a narrative space that redefines colonial and postcolonial 

engagements with nature, culture, and history. Rather than permitting the landscape to be a 

mere backdrop for human drama, he makes it a complex, dynamic participant in the narrative, 

one that fractures easy binaries of culture/nature, human/non-human, self/other, 

centre/periphery. The novel’s representation of the Sundarbans is not merely ecological; it is 

cultural, historical, and political. Its core argument is that ecology and culture are inseparable 

in this liminal postcolonial space—an argument that challenges Western conceptions of 

conservation and foregrounds indigenous knowledge, complex cultural identities, and the 

legacies of colonialism. 

This paper explores how The Hungry Tide reimagines the Sundarbans through ecological 

discourse, cultural encounters, and postcolonial spatial politics. It argues that Ghosh’s narrative 

destabilizes traditional Eurocentric views of nature as inert and local cultures as marginal. In 

doing so, the novel not only critiques hegemonic conservation models but also offers a vibrant 

visualization of postcolonial identity and environmental justice. 

The Sundarbans as Ecological Space 

At the heart of The Hungry Tide is the Sundarbans itself, depicted as a dynamic and 

unpredictable environment where land and water constantly negotiate their existence. Ghosh’s 

portrayal emphasizes the instability of the landscape: the archipelago is formed and eroded by 

the tides, and every day new islands emerge while others disappear. This fluidity resists fixed 

boundaries and metaphors of territorial control. As one scholar notes, in the Sundarbans “there 

are no borders here to divide fresh water from salt, river from sea”—a liminality that defies 

rigid political geographies and emphasizes ecological flux.  

This dynamic ecology is more than a backdrop; it shapes the lives, cultures, and fates of those 

who inhabit the tide country. The novel’s characters are constantly negotiating their existence 

in the face of an ecology that is at once bountiful and threatening. Bengal tigers, crocodiles, 

tidal surges, and cyclones are ever-present forces that demand respect and adaptability. As an 

ecosystem, the Sundarbans collapse the nature/culture divide by representing “the physical 

environment as an active force” that interacts with human beings, rather than as a static setting 

awaiting human interpretation.  
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The novel’s ecological emphasis has been widely interpreted through ecocritical frameworks, 

which emphasize the interconnectedness of living systems and critique anthropocentrism in 

literature. Ghosh’s narrative aligns with postcolonial ecocriticism in particular, a perspective 

that calls attention to the ways environmental discourses intersect with histories of colonial 

exploitation and ongoing inequities. For example, through characters like Piya and Fokir, the 

narrative critiques Western scientific approaches that prioritize “pure” conservation without 

understanding the lived realities of local communities. The novel highlights that ecosystems 

are not only biologically complex but socially embedded, shaped by centuries of human 

engagement and layered historical contexts. 

Indeed, the novel’s treatment of the environment draws attention to biodiversity and the non-

human agents that share the landscape with humans. The endangered Irrawaddy dolphin 

becomes a narrative pivot in Piya’s scientific quest, yet this scientific lens is gradually tempered 

by a deeper awareness of the cultural and ecological entanglements of the tide country. Fokir, 

an illiterate fisherman, embodies an alternative epistemology grounded in lived experience and 

ecological intimacy. His knowledge of the tides, currents, and animal behavior counterpoints 

Piya’s formal scientific training, suggesting that indigenous ecological knowledge is equally 

rigorous and vital to understanding the environment.  

Cultural Interactions and Postcolonial Identity 

The Sundarbans in The Hungry Tide is not only an ecological space but a cultural one. The 

inhabitants of the tide country—Moyna, Fokir, Kusum, and others—are products of layered 

histories shaped by migration, marginalization, and adaptation. Many are descendants of 

refugees who fled Bengal and East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) during and after Partition, 

settling in precarious islands where they contend daily with ecological precarity and socio-

political invisibility. This history situates the Sundarbans as a postcolonial space of 

displacement and survival.  

The novel deliberately contrasts the perspectives of outsiders and locals. Characters such as 

Kanai and Piya arrive from the mainland with distinct cultural and intellectual backgrounds. 

Kanai, urbane and cosmopolitan, perceives the tide country initially as exotic terrain and 

intellectual puzzle. Piya, though more sympathetic due to her scientific interest, initially views 

the region through a detached ecological lens. Their encounters with locals like Fokir and 

Moyna unsettle these detached perspectives, revealing the limitations of abstract knowledge 
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divorced from lived experience. This shift reflects a broader critique of Western universalist 

frameworks that generalize ecological and cultural issues without attending to local 

specificities.  

Culture in the Sundarbans is deeply intertwined with myth, belief, and ritual. The reverence for 

Bon Bibi, the protective forest goddess, encapsulates the region’s synthesis of ecological 

respect and cultural meaning. Local belief systems do not separate the spiritual from the 

material; instead, they offer frameworks for negotiating human life within an ecosystem that is 

at once nurturing and perilous. This integration of myth and ecology underscores Ghosh’s 

insistence that culture shapes environmental perception just as ecology shapes cultural 

practices. Thus, the narrative challenges Eurocentric assumptions that rational, scientific 

knowledge is the only valid mode of understanding nature. 

The concept of “deep communication,” wherein humans and environment engage in reciprocal 

relationships grounded in cultural understanding, recurs throughout the novel. The cultural 

landscape of the Sundarbans is dynamic and relational; identities are formed not in isolation 

but through continuous interaction with the environment and historical forces. In this light, the 

tide country becomes a space where cultural and ecological identities merge, negating 

simplistic binaries between tradition and modernity.  

Postcolonial Space and Power Structures 

The Sundarbans in The Hungry Tide also operates as a postcolonial space that foregrounds 

inequalities and power dynamics forged by colonial history and perpetuated in post-

independence governance and global conservation discourses. Historically, the region has been 

shaped by colonial cartographic violence—territorial demarcations, resource extraction, and 

administration imposed from outside. Ghosh’s narrative reactivates these historical tensions by 

placing them at the center of ecological and cultural discourse.  

A pivotal historical moment referenced in critical analyses, though not always foregrounded in 

the fictional narrative, is the Morichjhapi incident—a brutal displacement of Dalit refugees by 

the West Bengal government under the guise of environmental protection. This event 

symbolizes the entanglement of state power, environmental policy, and the subaltern condition. 

It highlights how conservation rhetoric can mask coercive control and marginalize the very 

communities that have historically lived in sustainable coexistence with the environment.  
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This interplay between conservation and coercion reflects broader postcolonial critiques of 

neo-colonial environmental practices. Global conservation models, often funded and guided by 

Western NGOs and international agencies, tend to promote top-down strategies that prioritize 

biodiversity metrics over human livelihoods. Such models reproduce colonial patterns of 

external intervention and epistemic dominance. In contrast, Ghosh’s narrative emphasizes the 

ecological agency of local inhabitants and valorizes their knowledge systems, challenging 

hegemonic conservation models that dismiss local voices as backward or primitive.  

The postcolonial space of the Sundarbans in The Hungry Tide extends beyond political and 

historical critique to encompass economic and social justice. Conservation efforts that fail to 

integrate local agency often exacerbate inequalities, as impoverished communities bear the 

brunt of ecological policies designed without their input. An eco-justice approach, as Ghosh 

suggests, would require a paradigmatic shift toward participatory and inclusive frameworks 

that recognize the rights and knowledge of indigenous peoples.  

Narrative Technique and Spatial Representation 

Ghosh’s narrative technique in The Hungry Tide mirrors the complexities of the ecological and 

cultural space he depicts. The novel is structured through multiple perspectives, alternating 

between characters with distinct epistemologies—scientific, cultural, journalistic, and 

experiential. These narrative strands converge to create a multifaceted understanding of the 

Sundarbans that resists monolithic interpretation. 

The use of diaries, anthropological notes, and firsthand accounts allows the text to intervene in 

the act of knowledge production itself. Rather than privileging one form of knowledge, Ghosh 

juxtaposes scientific data with indigenous oral history, myth, and personal testimony. This 

polyphonic structure reflects the ecological multiplicity of the tide country, where certainty is 

elusive and boundaries are porous. 

Furthermore, the frequent shifts between land, water, forest, and human settlement in the 

narrative evoke spatial fluidity. This fluidity reinforces the idea that space in postcolonial 

contexts is not fixed but continuously negotiated. The tides, as both metaphor and tangible 

force, embody this perpetual motion, shaping identities, relationships, and histories. 

Ecological Justice and Posthuman Connections 
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One of the most profound contributions of The Hungry Tide is its rethinking of ecological 

justice in postcolonial contexts. The novel insists that environmental stewardship cannot be 

divorced from social justice. Conservation efforts that overlook the interdependence of 

ecological and human systems risk reproducing historical injustices. This insight aligns with 

postcolonial ecocritical scholarship that highlights the inseparability of environmental and 

social concerns in formerly colonized regions.  

The narrative also gestures toward posthuman perspectives by decentralizing human 

supremacy in the ecosystem. Nature is not portrayed as a passive backdrop to human action 

but as an active force with its own rhythms and agency. The tides, flora, and fauna are 

participants in the unfolding drama, not objects of study alone. This challenges anthropocentric 

frameworks and opens space for a more inclusive ethical vision—one where humans 

acknowledge their embeddedness in larger ecological networks.  

Conclusion 

Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide offers an intricate reimagining of the Sundarbans that 

transcends mere ecological description. By interweaving ecology, culture, and postcolonial 

critique, Ghosh positions the tide country as a space of dynamic interaction, historical memory, 

and contested power. His narrative dismantles reductive binaries between nature and culture, 

insider and outsider, scientific and indigenous knowledge. Instead, it advocates a vision of 

ecological and cultural coexistence grounded in mutual respect and shared agency. 

The Sundarbans in The Hungry Tide is both literal landscape and metaphorical space—fluid, 

contested, and richly textured by human and non-human histories. Ghosh’s work challenges 

readers to rethink environmental stewardship beyond Western conservation paradigms, urging 

inclusive, just, and collaborative models that honor the rights and knowledge of local 

communities. In doing so, The Hungry Tide not only enriches postcolonial literature but also 

contributes profoundly to contemporary dialogues on ecology, identity, and justice 
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