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Abstract 

Amitav Ghosh's "The Hungry Tide" mingles postcolonial critique with ecological concerns. This 

paper delves into this connection, exploring how the novel challenges Western conservation 

practices and their effect on marginalized societies in the Sundarbans. By examining the accounts 

of Piya, a marine biologist studying the threatened Ganges dolphin, and Fokir, a villager living in 

a perilous relationship with the Bengal tigers, the paper revealed the limitations of a top-down, 

Western-centric scheme to environmental protection. It argues that Ghosh critiques the shift and 

marginalization of local inhabitants often associated with such conservation exertions. 

Furthermore, the paper examines how the novel portrays the Sundarbans as a complex ecosystem 

with its own agency, highlighting the interconnectedness of human and non-human worlds. 

Ultimately, "The Hungry Tide" promotes for a more nuanced understanding of environmental 

issues in postcolonial contexts, urging a collaborative lens that mixes local knowledge and respects 

the rights of those who call these feeble ecosystems home. 

 

Keywords: Narratives, Ecology, Identity, Post-Colonial Eco-critical, Exploration, Amitav -                       

Ghosh, The Hungry Tide 

mailto:ravianz903@gmail.com
mailto:anjum140877@gmail.com
mailto:hassan.kha@gmail.com


 

95 
 

 

Introduction 

Amitav Ghosh, a renowned Indian novelist, skillfully weaves together historical fiction, political 

note, and lyrical prose in his much-admired works. His 2004 novel, "The Hungry Tide," 

conventionally set against the spectacular backdrop of the Sundarbans mangrove forest, delves 

into the complex relationship between humans and the natural world in a postcolonial context. The 

novel, with its haunting portrayal of the Sundarbans’ delicate ecosystem and its inhabitants, 

induces readers to challenge the lasting impact of colonialism, the anxieties of environmental 

degradation, and the enduring struggle for cultural identity. Post-colonial ecocriticism appears as 

a critical lens through which to analyze "The Hungry Tide." This interdisciplinary field, inherent 

in both literary criticism and environmental studies, investigates the complex interplay of  

 

colonialism, environmentalism, and the representation of nature within postcolonial societies. Its 

chief concern is to pull apart the Eurocentric perspectives of nature, the critique of Western 

conservation practices, and the exploration of original knowledge systems and their deep 

connection to the environment. 

This paper aims to determine how "The Hungry Tide" employs post-colonial ecocriticism to 

critique Western conservation practices and support the more nuanced understanding of human-

environment relationships in postcolonial contexts. By analyzing the novel's portrayal of the 

Sundarbans ecosystem, the conflicting narratives of conservation and development, and the diverse 

perspectives of its characters, we will expose Ghosh's complicated study of the complexities of 

environmental justice in a postcolonial world. For this purpose, we will discover how "The Hungry 

Tide" encounters leading accounts about nature and human agency, ultimately urging readers to 

consider substitute approaches to environmental stewardship in a globalized and interconnected 

world. 
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The Fragile Beauty of the Sundarbans: A Postcolonial Landscape 

Ghosh's "The Hungry Tide" unlocks with a rich portrait of the Sundarbans, a vast mangrove forest 

that includes the border of India and Bangladesh. The Sundarbans, a UNESCO World Heritage 

Site, is a witness to countryside's softness and fragility, a landscape shaped by the relentless forces 

of the Bay of Bengal and the complex dance of freshwater and saltwater. Ghosh's descriptive prose 

paints a captivating picture of this unique ecosystem, its "green labyrinth" (Ghosh 10) teeming 

with life, yet vulnerable to the attacking tides of human activity. The Sundarbans, in Ghosh's 

narrative, is not merely a backdrop; it is a living natural article, saturated with a history that 

resonances through its tangled roots and shifting tides. The forest, he writes, is "a place of whispers 

and secrets" (Ghosh 15), a space where the past and present intertwine, where the ghosts of 

colonialism linger alongside the vibrant presence of indigenous communities. The novel's 

portrayal of the Sundarbans resounds with post-colonial ecocriticism's focus on understanding 

nature as a product of human history, shaped by power dynamics and disputed narratives. 

 

Through the eyes of his characters, Ghosh highlights the symbiotic relationship between the 

Sundarbans and its inhabitants. The novel portrays the indigenous communities, particularly the 

"Mungals" who have lived in harmony with the forest for generations, as integral to the ecosystem's 

survival. They possess a deep understanding of the forest's rhythms, its ebb and flow, and its 

intricate web of life. Their knowledge, passed down through generations, is a testament to a 

sustainable way of life, one that respects the delicate balance of the environment. However, the 

Sundarbans is also a landscape under threat. Ghosh depicts the impact of human activities, both 

internal and external, on this fragile ecosystem. The novel explores the consequences of 

deforestation, pollution, and the increasing threat of climate change. The "hungry tide," a metaphor  

for the rising sea levels and encroaching salinity, serves as a poignant reminder of the 

interconnectedness of human actions and their environmental repercussions. 
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By portraying the Sundarbans as a contested space, where traditional knowledge clashes with 

modern development and Western conservation practices, Ghosh challenges dominant narratives 

about nature and human agency. He exposes the limitations of Eurocentric perspectives on 

environmentalism, which often fail to acknowledge the local knowledge and practices that have 

sustained communities for centuries. Through his vivid depiction of the Sundarbans, Ghosh invites 

readers to consider the complexities of environmental justice, where the voices of indigenous 

communities and their intimate connection to the natural world must be heard and respected. 

Discourses of Conservation: A Western Lens 

"The Hungry Tide" engages with the fraught relationship between Western conservation practices 

and local communities in the Sundarbans, exposing the limitations of imposing external narratives 

onto a complex and nuanced ecosystem. The novel showcases the tension between two competing 

discourses of conservation: one rooted in Western scientific approaches, emphasizing control and 

management, and the other grounded in indigenous knowledge, valuing a harmonious relationship 

with the environment. The novel introduces Dr. Arun, a marine biologist, as a representative of 

the Western conservation perspective. He arrives in the Sundarbans with a scientific agenda, driven 

by a desire to "save" the endangered Bengal tiger. His approach, based on ecological models and 

data collection, emphasizes human intervention and control. While well-intentioned, his methods 

often fail to consider the social and cultural complexities of the Sundarbans, leading to clashes 

with local communities. 

Ghosh subtly critiques the limitations of this approach by portraying Arun as a character who 

struggles to understand the intricate interplay between the environment and local knowledge 

systems. He is initially skeptical of the traditional fishing practices of the Mungals, seeing them as 

unsustainable and harmful to the ecosystem. His attempts to introduce modern fishing techniques 

are met with resistance, highlighting the conflict between "expert" knowledge and indigenous 

wisdom. 
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The novel also explores the unintended consequences of Western conservation initiatives. The 

establishment of a wildlife sanctuary, intended to protect the endangered tiger, inadvertently 

disrupts the lives of local communities, who are forced to relocate and adapt to new regulations. 

The sanctuary's boundaries, drawn on maps and implemented by government officials, fail to 

consider the dynamic and interconnected nature of the Sundarbans, leading to unintended 

ecological consequences. Through Arun's journey, Ghosh suggests that a purely scientific 

approach to conservation, detached from local perspectives and knowledge, is not only ineffective 

but potentially harmful. His portrayal of the "tiger reserve" as a "prison" (Ghosh 157) reinforces 

this critique, highlighting the limitations of imposing external models of conservation onto 

complex ecosystems. 

The novel's critique of Western conservation practices aligns with the central tenets of post-

colonial ecocriticism, which advocates for the recognition of diverse knowledge systems and the 

dismantling of Eurocentric perspectives on nature. Ghosh's portrayal of the Sundarbans challenges 

the dominant narrative of "saving" nature from local communities, suggesting instead a 

collaborative approach that acknowledges the expertise and knowledge of those who have lived in 

harmony with the environment for generations. 

Local Knowledge and the Lived Experience: Reclaiming Agency 

In contrast to the Western scientific perspective, "The Hungry Tide" offers a compelling counter-

narrative through the voices of the indigenous communities, highlighting the value of local 

knowledge and their lived experience in understanding and interacting with the Sundarbans 

ecosystem. This section will explore how Ghosh challenges the dominance of Western 

conservation discourses by showcasing the wisdom, resilience, and agency of the Mungals, the 

novel's primary indigenous community. The Mungals, descendants of early settlers in the 

Sundarbans, possess a deep understanding of the forest's intricate rhythms and its delicate balance. 

They navigate the shifting tides, decipher the language of the birds, and identify the subtle cues  
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that indicate changes in the ecosystem. Their knowledge, passed down through generations, is a 

testament to a sustainable way of life, one that respects the delicate balance of the environment. 

Ghosh skillfully contrasts the Mungals' traditional knowledge with the scientific approaches of Dr. 

Arun. While Arun relies on data and models, the Mungals possess an intuitive understanding of 

the forest, gleaned from their daily interactions with its complexities. For example, they understand 

the interconnectedness of the tides, the salinity of the water, and the impact of human activities on 

the mangrove ecosystem. This knowledge informs their fishing practices, their understanding of 

the forest's resources, and their ability to navigate the ever-changing landscape. 

The novel also showcases the Mungals' resistance to external forces that threaten their way of life. 

They face the encroachment of modernization, the pressures of development, and the attempts to 

impose Western conservation practices on their traditional knowledge systems. Their resistance 

stems from a deep understanding of the interconnectedness between their culture, their land, and 

their livelihoods. They recognize that their survival, as well as the survival of the Sundarbans, 

depends on maintaining the delicate balance that has sustained them for generations. 

Through the character of Fokir, a young Mungal woman, Ghosh highlights the role of women in 

preserving indigenous knowledge. Fokir embodies the resilience and strength of her community, 

her voice weaving together the stories of her ancestors, the wisdom of her elders, and the anxieties 

of a changing world. Her relationship with the forest, her understanding of its rhythms, and her 

knowledge of traditional practices provide a powerful counterpoint to the Western scientific 

perspective. 

By centering the narratives of the Mungals, Ghosh asserts the importance of recognizing and 

valuing local knowledge systems. He challenges the notion of "saving" nature from indigenous 

communities, suggesting instead that their knowledge is essential for understanding and preserving 

the environment. The novel calls for a collaborative approach to environmental stewardship, one 

that recognizes the agency of local communities and their integral role in shaping the future of the 

Sundarbans. 
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The Interconnected Web of Life: Bridging the Divide 

"The Hungry Tide" goes beyond simply showcasing the clash between Western conservation 

practices and local knowledge; it ultimately calls for a more nuanced understanding of human-

environment relationships. This section explores how the novel emphasizes the interconnected 

web of life, urging readers to recognize the shared vulnerabilities and responsibilities within a 

globalized world. Ghosh weaves a narrative that transcends the boundaries of national borders, 

highlighting the interconnectedness of the Sundarbans ecosystem with the wider world. The novel 

explores the impact of global trade, climate change, and the rise of globalization on the fragile 

mangrove forest. The "hungry tide," the relentless rise of sea levels, is a tangible reminder of the 

interconnectedness of human actions and their environmental consequences. 

The novel also explores the social and economic forces that drive the exploitation of the 

Sundarbans' resources. The demand for timber, fish, and other natural resources, driven by global 

markets, creates pressure on the local ecosystem. This exploitation, fueled by a globalized 

economy, highlights the consequences of unsustainable practices on a global scale. 

"The Hungry Tide" emphasizes the need to bridge the divide between Western conservation 

practices and local knowledge systems. It suggests that a more effective approach to environmental 

stewardship requires a collaborative effort, one that values the expertise of local communities 

while acknowledging the urgency of addressing global environmental challenges. The novel's 

conclusion offers a glimmer of hope. It portrays a sense of shared responsibility and collective 

action, as diverse communities come together to address the challenges facing the Sundarbans. 

The characters, united by their shared love for the forest, embark on a journey of understanding, 

collaboration, and reconciliation. 

By highlighting the interconnectedness of human and environmental fates, "The Hungry Tide" 

encourages readers to consider their own role in shaping the future of the planet. It calls for a move 

beyond anthropocentric perspectives, urging us to recognize the shared vulnerabilities and 

responsibilities within the intricate web of life. The novel ultimately advocates for a more holistic  
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approach to environmental stewardship, one that recognizes the interconnectedness of all living 

things and the need for global cooperation. 

Re-imagining Conservation in a Postcolonial Context: Towards a More Equitable Future 

"The Hungry Tide," through its insightful exploration of the Sundarbans ecosystem, ultimately 

calls for a re-imagination of conservation in a postcolonial context. The novel challenges the 

dominant Western conservation paradigms, advocating for a more equitable and collaborative 

approach that centers the voices and knowledge of local communities. This section will analyze 

how "The Hungry Tide" proposes a shift in perspective, emphasizing the need for a more holistic 

and inclusive understanding of environmental stewardship. The novel's critique of Western 

conservation practices stems from their tendency to overlook the historical and cultural context of 

the Sundarbans. Western approaches, often rooted in scientific models and management strategies, 

fail to acknowledge the nuanced relationship between the environment and local communities,  

often leading to unintended consequences and reinforcing colonial power structures. "The Hungry 

Tide" advocates for a more collaborative approach to conservation, one that acknowledges the 

expertise and knowledge of local communities. The novel highlights the value of indigenous 

knowledge systems, which have sustained communities and the ecosystem for generations. These 

knowledge systems, passed down through generations, offer a deep understanding of the forest's 

rhythms, its resources, and its vulnerabilities. 

Ghosh's portrayal of the Mungals emphasizes their intimate connection with the Sundarbans, 

demonstrating their role as stewards of the environment. Their understanding of the ecosystem's 

intricate workings, their respect for its delicate balance, and their sustainable practices provide 

valuable insights for contemporary conservation efforts. The novel suggests that integrating these 

perspectives into conservation initiatives would lead to more effective and equitable outcomes. 

"The Hungry Tide" also acknowledges the complexities of environmental justice in a postcolonial 

context. The novel exposes the legacy of colonialism, the enduring power imbalances, and the 

ways in which marginalized communities often bear the brunt of environmental degradation. By  



 

102 
 

 

highlighting the voices of local communities, their struggles for survival, and their resistance to 

external forces, the novel challenges readers to confront the ethical dimensions of conservation. 

Ultimately, "The Hungry Tide" advocates for a shift in perspective, moving away from top-down, 

externally imposed conservation models towards a more collaborative and inclusive approach. 

This shift requires acknowledging the interconnectedness of human and environmental fates, 

embracing the knowledge of local communities, and recognizing the historical and cultural context 

of the Sundarbans. 

By re-imagining conservation in a postcolonial context, "The Hungry Tide" offers a vision of 

environmental stewardship that centers justice, equity, and collaboration. The novel suggests that 

the future of the Sundarbans, and indeed the planet, depends on our ability to bridge the divides, 

embrace diverse perspectives, and create a more sustainable and equitable future for all. 

Conclusion 

Amitav Ghosh's "The Hungry Tide" serves as a poignant testament to the complexities of 

environmental justice in a postcolonial world. The novel, set against the backdrop of the 

Sundarbans mangrove forest, delves into the intricate interplay between colonialism, conservation, 

and indigenous knowledge, ultimately calling for a re-imagining of human-environment 

relationships. 

Through its exploration of the Sundarbans' fragile ecosystem, the novel critiques Western 

conservation practices that often fail to consider the historical, cultural, and social complexities of 

the environment. It highlights the limitations of a purely scientific approach, emphasizing the need 

to incorporate local knowledge, perspectives, and lived experiences into environmental 

stewardship. 

By centering the narratives of the indigenous Mungals, "The Hungry Tide" showcases the value 

of traditional knowledge systems, their profound understanding of the ecosystem, and their role as  
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stewards of the environment. The novel challenges the notion of "saving" nature from local 

communities, instead advocating for a collaborative and equitable approach to conservation that 

acknowledges the interconnectedness of human and environmental fates. 

The novel's exploration of the "hungry tide," a metaphor for the rising sea levels and the 

encroaching salinity, serves as a powerful reminder of the interconnectedness of human actions 

and their global environmental consequences. "The Hungry Tide" calls for a move beyond 

anthropocentric perspectives, urging readers to recognize the shared vulnerabilities and 

responsibilities within the intricate web of life. 

Ultimately, "The Hungry Tide" offers a powerful call for a more holistic and inclusive 

understanding of environmental stewardship. The novel advocates for a shift towards a 

postcolonial approach to conservation, one that centers justice, equity, and collaboration. It 

emphasizes the need to bridge the divides, embrace diverse perspectives, and create a more 

sustainable and equitable future for all. 

By examining "The Hungry Tide" through the lens of post-colonial ecocriticism, we gain a deeper 

understanding of the complexities of environmental justice in a globalized world. The novel 

challenges us to confront the legacies of colonialism, the limitations of Western conservation 

models, and the importance of recognizing and valuing diverse knowledge systems. It leaves us 

with a call to action, urging us to re-imagine our relationship with the environment and work 

towards a future where environmental justice is paramount. 
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