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Abstract: 

Amitav Ghosh stands as a preeminent voice in contemporary literature, increasingly recognized for his profound 
engagement with environmental issues and the intricate connections between human history and the natural world. This 
paper argues that in his select novels, particularly The Hungry Tide (2004) and Gun Island (2019), Ghosh masterfully 
reimagines history not as a solely anthropocentric progression, but as an inextricably linked narrative with the environment, 
thereby foregrounding the complex and often vulnerable human-nature relationships. Through a blend of meticulous 
historical research, ecological detail, and the evocative power of myth and folklore, Ghosh illuminates how environmental 
forces shape human societies, provoke migrations, and challenge established forms of knowledge. This analysis will explore 
how these novels depict communities living at the ecological edge, grappling with the immediate impacts of climate change, 
natural disasters, and biodiversity loss. Furthermore, it will examine Ghosh’s critique of the disconnect between scientific 
understanding and indigenous wisdom, and his emphasis on the need for new narrative forms to comprehend the 
Anthropocene. Ultimately, Ghosh's work urges a reconsideration of our place within the natural world, proposing a history 
that acknowledges nature as a primary, active agent, thereby calling for a fundamental shift in our understanding of planetary 
interconnectedness. 

Keywords: Environmental Humanities, Climate Change, Human-Nature Relationships, Ecocriticism, The Hungry Tide, 
Gun Island, Postcolonial Literature, Climate Fiction, Indigenous Knowledge 

Introduction 

In an era increasingly defined by ecological crises, the literary landscape has seen the emergence of writers who 
compel us to confront humanity's fraught relationship with the natural world. Among them, Amitav Ghosh has distinguished 
himself as a novelist whose intellectual curiosity and narrative prowess converge at the intersection of history, anthropology, 
and environmental concerns. His works transcend mere backdrop-setting, weaving the environment into the very fabric of 
human experience, thereby offering a critical re-evaluation of historical narratives that have traditionally sidelined 
ecological forces. While Ghosh’s entire oeuvre can be read through an ecocritical lens, his novels The Hungry Tide (2004) 
and Gun Island (2019) serve as particularly potent examples of his dedication to reimagining history and interrogating 
human-nature relationships in the age of climate change. 

The Hungry Tide, set in the fragile, mangrove-forested Sundarbans, a vast deltaic region shared by India and 
Bangladesh, immerses readers in an ecosystem perpetually in flux, shaped by tides, rivers, and the raw power of nature. Its 
characters, both human and animal, are profoundly affected by this challenging environment, forcing them to adapt, migrate, 
or perish. Similarly, Gun Island, a more overtly climate-fiction narrative, spans continents and centuries, connecting ancient 
myths with contemporary environmental disasters, revealing how climate disruptions impact lives globally and across 
generations. Both novels challenge the anthropocentric view of history, arguing instead for a history that acknowledges 
nature not as a passive stage, but as an active, shaping agent. 

The central inquiry of this paper is how Ghosh utilizes these narratives to demonstrate the intrinsic link between 
human destinies and environmental processes. He meticulously portrays communities living at the ecological frontline, 
whose lives are constantly dictated by the whims of rivers, the rising sea, and extreme weather events. These narratives 
foreground the vulnerability of human existence when confronted by the immense power of nature, amplified by 
anthropogenic climate change. Furthermore, Ghosh explores the complex interplay of different forms of knowledge—
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scientific, indigenous, and mythical—in understanding and responding to environmental challenges. He critiques the 
limitations of Western rationalism in comprehending the scale of the ecological crisis, suggesting that traditional narratives 
and local ecological wisdom offer crucial insights. 

This paper will argue that Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide and Gun Island collectively reimagine history as an 
ecocentric narrative, profoundly foregrounding human-nature relationships to illuminate the vulnerabilities of communities 
at the ecological edge and to advocate for a holistic understanding that integrates scientific knowledge with indigenous and 
mythical wisdom in the face of environmental crisis. Through a close examination of Ghosh's narrative strategies, his 
depiction of vulnerable ecosystems, and his exploration of diverse forms of knowledge, this analysis will demonstrate how 
his novels compel readers to reconsider their place within the natural world and the urgent need for a transformed 
relationship with the planet. 

The Sundarbans as a Site of Ecological Precarity (The Hungry Tide) 

In Amitav Ghosh's The Hungry Tide, the Sundarbans – a vast, intricate network of islands, rivers, and mangrove 
forests in the Bay of Bengal – emerges not just as a setting, but as a central character, a living, breathing entity that dictates 
the terms of human existence. Ghosh meticulously portrays this unique ecosystem as a primary site of ecological precarity, 
where human-nature relationships are perpetually defined by vulnerability, adaptation, and the raw, untamed power of the 
environment. 

The very geography of the Sundarbans underscores its precariousness. It is a deltaic region, constantly shaped by 
the ebb and flow of tides, the erosion and accretion of land, and the relentless force of cyclones and storms. This dynamic 
landscape necessitates a profound understanding and respect for nature from its inhabitants. Unlike more stable landmasses, 
the islands here are perpetually shifting, making human settlement a constant negotiation with the environment. Ghosh’s 
detailed descriptions of the mangroves, the intricate waterways, and the diverse marine life immerse the reader in a world 
where nature's dominion is absolute, and human claims are often tenuous. 

The lives of the islanders, particularly those like Fokir, are intimately entwined with the rhythms and dangers of the 
Sundarbans. Their livelihoods depend directly on the natural resources—fishing, collecting honey, catching crabs—placing 
them in daily, often perilous, contact with the ecosystem. This direct dependence fosters a deep, almost instinctual, 
knowledge of the environment, a form of indigenous ecological wisdom that often surpasses formal scientific understanding. 
The novel highlights how the islanders possess an acute awareness of weather patterns, animal behaviors, and tidal shifts, 
crucial for their survival. This contrasts sharply with the initial scientific detachment of Piya Roy, an American cetologist, 
who gradually learns to appreciate the nuances of local knowledge. 

Furthermore, The Hungry Tide foregrounds specific instances of human-wildlife conflict and the broader impact of 
environmental policy on vulnerable communities. The presence of tigers and crocodiles, iconic predators of the Sundarbans, 
creates an ever-present threat, forcing humans to develop strategies for coexistence or confrontation. The infamous 
Morichjhapi incident, a historical event where refugee settlers were violently evicted from an island by the government, 
serves as a poignant example of how state-driven environmental conservation efforts can clash tragically with human needs 
and rights. Ghosh critiques the top-down approach to conservation that disregards the lived realities and historical 
displacement of the local populace, revealing how human history and environmental management are deeply, and often 
painfully, intertwined. 

In essence, the Sundarbans in The Hungry Tide is a powerful symbol of humanity's precarious position in the face 
of nature's might, a fragility amplified by climate change. It is a place where lives are constantly under threat from rising 
sea levels and intensifying storms, compelling its inhabitants into a ceaseless struggle for survival and adaptation. Ghosh 
uses this setting to argue for a more humble and respectful relationship with the environment, one that acknowledges both 
its untamed power and the profound wisdom held by those who live closest to its unpredictable heart. 
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Ancient Myths, Climate Migration, and Global Interconnectedness (Gun Island) 

In Gun Island, Amitav Ghosh expands his exploration of human-nature relationships by connecting immediate 
ecological crises to deep historical currents and ancient myths, demonstrating a profound global interconnectedness 
exacerbated by climate change. The novel moves beyond a localized environmental narrative to illustrate how 
environmental shifts trigger climate migration and resonate across diverse cultures and geographies, forcing humanity to 
confront the long-term consequences of its actions. 

The narrative of Gun Island is propelled by the resurgence of the myth of the Bandar, or the 'Gun Merchant' 
(Bonduki Sadagar), a Bengali folk tale character. Deen Datta, an Indian rare book dealer based in New York, is drawn into 
this ancient legend, which increasingly manifests in unsettling ways across different parts of the world—from the 
Sundarbans to Los Angeles and Venice. Ghosh uses this mythical thread to suggest that the current environmental 
breakdown is not a new phenomenon but a culmination of historical human-nature interactions, hinting that indigenous 
wisdom and ancient narratives might hold keys to understanding contemporary crises. The myth serves as a bridge, linking 
past environmental shifts (like changes in river courses leading to the Gun Merchant's migrations) to present-day climate-
induced dislocations. 

A central theme in Gun Island is the harrowing reality of climate migration. The novel vividly portrays how 
environmental disasters—such as superstorms, heatwaves, and rising sea levels—displace individuals and communities, 
transforming them into climate refugees. Characters like Tipu and Rafi, who migrate from the Sundarbans to work in 
precarious conditions abroad, embody this contemporary tragedy. Their journeys, fraught with danger and exploitation, 
highlight the human cost of a changing planet, showing how environmental degradation in one part of the world creates 
ripple effects of forced movement and social disruption globally. Ghosh connects these individual narratives of displacement 
to larger patterns of global migration, underscoring the systemic nature of the climate crisis. 

Ghosh further emphasizes global interconnectedness by tracing the interconnectedness of seemingly disparate 
geographical locations and historical periods. The environmental problems in the Sundarbans, the wildfires in California, 
and the sinking city of Venice are all presented as symptoms of the same planetary imbalance. The characters, too, find their 
lives unexpectedly intertwined across continents, pulled together by the forces of myth, history, and ecological peril. This 
global sweep challenges the reader to move beyond localized environmental concerns and recognize the universal nature of 
the climate crisis, asserting that no region or individual is truly isolated from its effects. 

Moreover, Gun Island extends Ghosh's critique of Western rationalism and its inability to fully grasp the magnitude 
and complexity of the environmental crisis. Through characters like Deen, a historian, and his interaction with various 
academics and activists, the novel laments the "great derangement" – humanity's collective failure to adequately respond to 
climate change due to an ingrained resistance to narratives that challenge anthropocentric control. Ghosh suggests that 
ancient myths and non-Western forms of knowledge, which traditionally acknowledge the sentience and agency of the 
natural world, might offer more comprehensive frameworks for understanding and navigating the Anthropocene. By 
weaving together history, mythology, and urgent environmental realities, Gun Island urges a radical shift in human 
perception, advocating for a profound respect for nature and a recognition of humanity’s shared destiny on a fragile planet. 

Conclusion: Towards an Ecocentric Understanding of History 

Amitav Ghosh's The Hungry Tide and Gun Island stand as vital literary contributions to the burgeoning field of 
environmental humanities, compelling readers to fundamentally reimagine history and reconsider the intricate human-nature 
relationships that define our planetary existence. As this paper has argued, Ghosh moves beyond anthropocentric narratives, 
weaving environmental forces, ancient myths, and the stark realities of climate change into the very fabric of his storytelling. 

In The Hungry Tide, the Sundarbans emerges as a powerful symbol of ecological precarity, illustrating how human 
lives are inextricably shaped by the volatile power of nature. Through the detailed portrayal of the islanders' daily struggles, 
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their indigenous wisdom, and the tragic consequences of top-down conservation policies, Ghosh underscores humanity's 
vulnerability when confronted by an increasingly unpredictable environment. The novel is a poignant reminder that history 
is not just made by human actions but also by the relentless forces of tides, storms, and the wild. 

Gun Island further amplifies this vision, demonstrating the global ramifications of environmental degradation 
through its intricate web of ancient myths and climate migration. By connecting mythical narratives to contemporary 
environmental disasters and tracing the journeys of climate refugees across continents, Ghosh highlights the pervasive 
global interconnectedness of ecological challenges. The novel serves as a powerful testament to the idea that the "great 
derangement" of climate change demands a new narrative framework, one that integrates diverse forms of knowledge and 
acknowledges humanity's shared destiny on a fragile planet. 

Collectively, these novels urge a profound shift in perspective. They critique the Enlightenment-era separation of 
humanity from nature and the historical narratives that have traditionally overlooked environmental agency. Ghosh's work 
calls for an ecocentric understanding of history, one where nature is recognized not as a passive backdrop but as a primary 
actor, influencing human migration, conflict, and cultural evolution. 

In conclusion, Amitav Ghosh's The Hungry Tide and Gun Island are more than just stories; they are urgent 
interventions that compel us to reflect on our destructive relationship with the environment. By reimagining history as a 
narrative co-authored by human and non-human forces, Ghosh challenges us to cultivate a deeper humility and respect for 
the natural world, fostering a collective awareness essential for navigating the existential crises of the Anthropocene. His 
novels stand as powerful literary warnings and profound meditations on our shared planetary future. 
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