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ABSTRACT:

Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide portrays the Sundarbans
not merely as a setting, but as a dynamic ecological force,
challenging the concept of “Human Exceptionalism.” The narrative
critiques  “fortress  conservation,” illustrating through the
Morichjhapi massacre how environmental protection often
disenfranchises marginalized communities. By contrasting
scientific ecology with indigenous wisdom, the text argues that
sustainability depends on reconciling these perspectives. It
proposes a shift toward a “flat ontology,” viewing humans and
nature as equal participants in a shared web of life. Ultimately, the
novel asserts that ecological survival is inseparable from social
justice and historical memory.
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Introduction

In our current world, where human action is swiftly altering
the planet, literature has ventured beyond simply describing nature.
Instead of just painting a picture of the landscape, books now act as
an “‘ethical conscience” for a world in calamity. Literature today
speaks up for the environment, challenging us to think about our
moral responsibilities and pushing for a future where nature’s
survival is just as important as our own.

This research provides an exhaustive critical analysis of the
change in how we see the world and how we understand the truth
about our place in nature. It fundamentally challenges the traditional
notion of “Human Exceptionalism”-the long-standing belief that
humans are the central, most important entities on Earth with a
natural right to dominate the environment. The study proposes a
“flat ontology,” a philosophical framework that removes traditional
hierarchies. This perspective views humans, animals, plants, and
even inorganic matter, such as water and soil, as equal participants
in a vast, interconnected web of life. In this “new reality,” every
element is recognized as having its own agency, and all beings exist
in a state of mutual dependency.

Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide stands at the forefront of
this shift, reimagining the Sundarbans not just as a setting, but as a
volatile, living protagonist. Existing Within Confines: Ecology,
Sustainability, and the Future Ecological Outlook explores the
tension between the rigid boundaries of human civilization and
fluid, unpredictable nature. The Sundarbans archipelago-a labyrinth
of salt-encrusted mangroves and shifting sands—functions as a space
of literal and metaphorical confines. For the marginalized settlers of
Lusibari and the endangered Bengal tiger, survival is a daily
negotiation with the limits of the land and the law. Ghosh weaves
together contemporary ecological research with deep-seated local
mythologies, specifically the legend of Bon Bibi, to illustrate a
world where human history and natural history are inseparable. By
examining these “confines,” this paper argues that sustainability in
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the Sundarbans requires a departure from traditional human-centric
views, moving instead toward a future ecological outlook that
recognizes the “rights of nature” as legally and morally foundational.

Ghosh explores the theme of destabilization mainly caused
by globalization. It is based on a true past event; the incident of
Morichjhapi, and also concerns the topics of the environment, its
protection, and the conservation of the Sundarbans. Ultimately, the
novel suggests that navigating our climate future depends on our
ability to reconcile historical trauma with the stark realities of the
ecosystems we inhabit.

The narrative addresses Uncle’s mysterious death during the
Morichjhapi incident. By revisiting this historical massacre, the
novel examines the complex intersection of environmental
conservation. Amitav Ghosh uses the unstable landscape of the
Sundarbans to analyze anthropocentric egotism, presenting an
environment that is not a passive backdrop but a powerful, “hungry”
agent. Through an eco-critical lens, the novel discloses the friction
between global conservation efforts and local survival, most notably
through the Morichjhapi massacre. This historical event serves as a
sharp critique of “fortress conservation,” where the state prioritized
the protection of tigers over the lives of evacuated refugees, revealing
how environmentalism can be weaponized against the subaltern.

Amitav Ghosh is a critically acclaimed author whose
background as a journalist during the Indian Emergency informs his
deep engagement with history and politics. Born in 1956 in Calcutta
and educated at prestigious institutions like Oxford and the Delhi
School of Economics, his prolific career includes award-winning
fiction such as The Shadow Lines and The Calcutta Chromosome,
alongside significant non—fiction works like In an Antique Land. In
his novel, The Hungry Tide, Ghosh explores the unstable landscape
of the Sundarbans through two stirring narratives: Piyali Roy’s
scientific quest to study the Irrawaddy dolphins and Kanai Dutt’s
investigation. Ghosh contrasts the scientific, data-driven ecology of
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Piya with the indigenous, symbiotic knowledge of Fakir, suggesting
that true sustainability cannot be achieved through GPS and maps
alone, but must incorporate the lived experience of those who
coexist with the “tide country.” Ultimately, the ever-present threat
of the tiger and the devastating power of the cyclone act as ecological
equalizers, stripping away social hierarchies and forcing a recognition
that humans are merely one part of a fragile, interconnected
ecosystem rather than its masters.

Fakir represents the ultimate bridge between the human and
natural worlds, embodying a symbiotic relationship with the
Sundarbans. Unlike the urban characters, he possesses an intuitive,
non-verbal mastery of the environment. During the cyclone, Fakir’s
role shifts from guide to willing victim; he becomes a literal human
shield, tying Piya to a tree and using his body to absorb the storm’s
fury. This act of self-sacrifice is a final deconstruction of
anthropocentric selfishness, showing his total integration with the
landscape. His death serves as a haunting reminder that while
“outsiders” can study the tide, the local subaltern is the one who
truly bears the cost of its violence.

The Socio-Ecological Landscape of the Sundarbans

Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide is situated within the
volatile geography of the Sundarbans-a name locally derived from
the Sundari tree, yet ironically translated as the “beautiful forest.”
Spanning over ten thousand square kilometers, this labyrinthine
delta represents the world’s largest mangrove ecosystem, a “liquid
landscape” where the boundaries between land and sea are
perpetually blurred by unpredictable tides. While the region is
celebrated in the Environmental Humanities for its rich biodiversity-
serving as a sanctuary for the Royal Bengal Tiger and the Orcaella
(Irrawaddy dolphin)-Ghosh reveals the darker, anthropocentric
tensions inherent in its preservation. The state’s focus on protecting
endangered species often triggers a violent confrontation with the
local “subaltern” population, who are frequently the dispossessed
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and the displaced. For these inhabitants, the Sundarbans is not a
pristine wilderness but a treacherous site of survival, where the
“Hungry Tide” acts as a dominant force that determines the fate of
those existing on the margins of both land and society. By anchoring
the novel in this conflict between elite conservation and local
survival, Ghosh critiques the failures of environmental justice and
the human cost of maintaining ecological equilibrium in the
Anthropocene.

Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide utilizes the environmental
humanities to deconstruct the anthropocentric arrogance of mapping
and mastering the volatile Sundarbans. In this “liquid landscape,”
the constant merging of rivers defies strict categorization, mirroring
the social destabilization caused by the state’s violent enforcement
of conservation laws during the Morichjhapi massacre. By
prioritizing endangered species over displaced refugees, the state
enacts “‘green” violence, a failure of environmental justice that
Kusum poignantly critiques by questioning why animals are valued
more than the marginalized poor. Ultimately, Ghosh argues that true
sustainability is impossible when divorced from human rights and
historical memory. He suggests that the Sundarbans cannot be
understood through scientific data alone, but requires a collaboration
of perspectives that includes the lived experience of the subaltern,
proving that natural and human histories are an inseparable, flowing
current.

The novel provides a searing critique of Environmental
Injustice and the Anthropocene through dialogue and narrative
reflection that challenge the Western “fortress” model of conservation.
One of the most momentous points occurs when the character
Nirmal reflects on the Morichjhapi massacre, questioning how a
government can justify killing displaced humans to protect a tiger
reserve, famously noting that “this is an island of the mind... it is a
place where the human and the animal are not separate.” This
supports the novel’s critique of an anthropocentric worldview that
seeks to sanitize nature by removing the very people who have
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coexisted with it for centuries. Furthermore, Piya’s realization that
“the tide country’s rivers are not like other rivers... they are a
manifestation of the tide” highlights the Anthropocene reality of a
landscape in constant flux, where human attempts to map or control
the environment are ultimately futile. By the novel’s end, the
collaboration of “past knowledge” is summarized in the idea that to
understand the Sundarbans, one must listen to the “silence” of
characters like Fakir, whose indigenous wisdom serves as a counter—
narrative to the scientific data that often ignores the human cost of
ecological preservation.

The Hungry Tide teaches us that nature and human beings
are part of the same story. Through the tragedy of the Morichjhapi
massacre, Amitav Ghosh shows that protecting the environment
should never come at the cost of human rights. This is a lesson in
Environmental Justice: we cannot truly save the “beautiful forest” if
we ignore the people who live in it. By the end of the novel, the
“Hungry Tide” reminds us that human mastery is an illusion and
that we are not the masters of the earth. To survive in our changing
world, we must stop trying to strictly control nature and instead start
a “collaboration” between scientific data and the deep, local
knowledge of the people. Ultimately, the novel argues that we must
navigate the world with more empathy and justice, recognizing that
the survival of the earth and the dignity of its people are the same
thing.

In conclusion, Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide serves as a
powerful critique of the Anthropocene, moving beyond a simple
story of nature to a complex exploration of Environmental Justice.
By framing the narrative through the lens of the Environmental
Humanities, Ghosh reveals that ecology is never just about biology;
it is deeply entangled with politics, history, and culture. He
deconstructs the anthropocentric “fortress conservation” model by
demonstrating how state-led efforts to protect the environment
often come at the cost of the marginalized subaltern. The tragedy of
Morichjhapi and the sacrifice of Fakir prove that nature is not an
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untouched gallery to be guarded by elite science, but a lived-in
space defined by “past knowledge, experience, and memory.”

Ghosh’s “Tide Country” ultimately teaches us that the
survival of the environment is inextricably linked to the dignity of
its people. To move forward in an era of global climate instability,
the Environmental Humanities suggest we must abandon the
arrogance of human mastery and instead embrace a “collaboration”
of perspectives—one that values indigenous wisdom and oral histories
as much as scientific data. In the end, the “Hungry Tide” is a
reminder that in the eyes of the earth, there is no separation between
human history and natural history; they are a single, flowing current
that we must learn to navigate with humility, empathy, and justice.

The Title as a Symbol for Ecology and Sustainability

The Hungry Tide is not merely a description of the
Sundarbans’ geography; it exists within the critical confines of
ecology, sustainability, and a future ecological outlook. From an
ecological standpoint, the word “hungry” gives the environment a
sense of agency. It suggests that the delta is an active force that
“consumes” man-made boundaries and social hierarchies, proving
that nature is not a passive backdrop but a powerful participant in
the Anthropocene.

Ecocriticism serves as academia’s “‘ethical conscience,”’
advocating for the “rights of nature” to be recognized as legally and
morally equivalent to human rights. In The Hungry Tide, Amitav
Ghosh transforms the Sundarbans into a pivotal landscape where
ecological research, historical trauma, and local mythology—-such as
the legend of Bon Bibi-converge. By documenting the struggles of
marginalized communities against a backdrop of climate crisis and
displacement, Ghosh’s narrative bridges the gap between folklore
and environmental activism, offering a vital framework for
navigating our shared ecological future.

In conclusion, The Hungry Tide serves as a definitive work
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of the Environmental Humanities by exposing the misconception of
a “pure” nature separate from human history. By weaving the tragic
memory of the Morichjhapi massacre into the ecological
unpredictability of the Sundarbans, Amitav Ghosh proves that
Environmental Justice is the only viable path toward a sustainable
future in the Anthropocene. He effectively deconstructs the
anthropocentric “fortress conservation” model, illustrating that when
the state prioritizes wildlife at the cost of the “subaltern,” it creates
a fractured ecology as unstable as the shifting silt of the tide country.
The novel’s resolution-marked by the devastating cyclone and
Fakir’s sacrifice-reminds us that human mastery is an illusion.
Ghosh suggests that surviving the rising tides of global climate
change requires a “collaboration of perspectives,” where scientific
inquiry is humbled by and integrated with indigenous knowledge
and historical memory. Ultimately, the “Hungry Tide” is a symbol
of the inseparable current of human and natural history, arguing for
an ecological ethic that recognizes the dignity of the human spirit
and the preservation of the earth as one and the same.

The novel serves as an early exploration of the Anthropocene,
highlighting the fragility of the Sundarbans ecosystem in the face of
climate change, rising sea levels, and biodiversity loss. It advocates
for a model of conservation that includes local consultation and
participation rather than exclusion.

Let’s consider “progress” is the key... how can we nurture
without gobbling up resources? Local knowledge systems, Fakir’s
local knowledge matters; traditional traditions in the Sundarbans
might hold answers for modern sustainability. And what if cities
were planned like ecosystems? Visualize urban spaces with built-in
resilience, like mangrove forests safeguarding against storms. We’re
basically choosing what kind of planet we’re handing over to future
generations. It’s about unwavering attention to what’s truly
sustainable.
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