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Abstract

This paper investigates the rise of eco-literature through a focused study of Amitav Ghosh's
novel The Hungry Tide (2004), exploring how the narrative represents nature, environmental
degradation, and the emergence of climate anxiety among characters and communities.
Situating Ghosh's novel within broader frameworks of ecocriticism and postcolonial
environmental thought, the paper conducts a close reading of key scenes and motifs (the tide,
the tiger, the estuarine landscape, and human migration) and examines how literary form and
narrative perspective articulate ecological knowledge, ethical responsibility, and the
temporality of environmental change. The study draws on foundational ecocritical theory
(Buell, Glotfelty), scholarship on slow violence and climate injustice (Nixon), and recent
work on climate anxiety and the cultural politics of ecological grief (Pihkala, Clayton), while

also engaging with Ghosh's own environmental critique (notably The Great Derangement).

Keywords: Eco-literature, ecocriticism, climate anxiety, Amitav Ghosh, The Hungry Tide,
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Introduction

The last three decades have witnessed a visible increase in literary works that foreground
environmental concerns, from extant nature writing traditions to a new wave of fiction that
addresses climate change, species loss, and the socioeconomic unevenness of environmental
harm. Scholars frequently group these texts under the rubric of "eco-literature” or "climate
fiction (cli-fi)," while critics debate how literary form can represent planetary processes
whose scales and timescales often exceed human perception. Amitav Ghosh's The Hungry
Tide is an influential novel in this emergent field: set in the Sundarbans — the mangrove
world at the Bay of Bengal's edge — it offers a rich site to explore the intersection of natural

forces, human histories, and growing anxieties about ecological precarity.
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This paper argues that The Hungry Tide functions as both a narrative of place-based
ecological knowledge and a cultural diagnosis of climate anxiety. By weaving scientific,
local, and historical forms of knowing, Ghosh's novel makes visible the uneven distribution
of environmental vulnerability and the moral urgency of ecological response. The paper
proceeds in three parts: first, a literature review that frames the novel in the fields of
ecocriticism, postcolonial environmental studies, and emerging research on climate anxiety;
second, an explanation of theoretical and methodological approaches; and third, a close

reading of the novel organized around central motifs and scenes.

Literature Review

The literature review is organized into four subsections: (1) foundational ecocritical theory;
(2) postcolonial and island/archipelagic ecocriticism; (3) concepts of slow violence and

climate anxiety; and (4) critical work on Amitav Ghosh and The Hungry Tide.

¢ Foundational Ecocritical Theory

Ecocriticism, as a formal field, emerged in the late twentieth century with the explicit task
of studying literature in relation to the environment. Early collections and overviews — such
as Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm's The Ecocriticism Reader (1996) — helped
consolidate diverse approaches by linking literary analysis to ecological thought. Lawrence
Buell's The Environmental Imagination (1995) provided an influential account of how
literary works represent the environment and public consciousness about nature, offering
criteria for what makes a text “environmental” (e.g., the presence of nonhuman nature,
environmental crisis, and ethical responsibility). These foundational texts set the stage for
assessing novels like The Hungry Tide, which engage scientific discourse, nature writing,
and questions of moral accountability.

Ecocritical scholarship also interrogates the representational challenges of depicting large-scale
environmental processes in narrative form — a debate that has continued with the rise of climate
fiction. Critics ask: How can literature render phenomena that are distributed across time and space

(global warming, species migration, sea-level rise) without reducing them to human scale?
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This theoretical problem underpins readings of Ghosh's work, where tides, cyclones, and
slow ecological shifts operate across multiple temporal layers.

e Postcolonial and Archipelagic Ecocriticism

Ecocriticism's early iterations were sometimes critiqued for privileging Western nature
traditions and overlooking historical injustices tied to empire, development, and resource
extraction. Postcolonial ecocriticism emerged to address these blind spots by situating
environmental problems within histories of colonialism, uneven development, and
displacement. Scholars such as Elizabeth DelLoughrey and George B. Handley (in various
edited collections on postcolonial ecologies) emphasize the importance of island and

archipelagic settings for exploring mobility, vulnerability, and hybrid ecologies.

The Sundarbans — as an archipelagic, transboundary landscape — invites such analysis. Its
ecology is inseparable from histories of colonial mapping, tiger hunts, and modern state
interventions (settlement schemes, embankments, and conservation projects). Postcolonial
ecocriticism draws attention to local ecological knowledge (fisherfolk, honey collectors, and
boatmen) and to the political economies that govern access to resources. This perspective is
crucial for interpreting The Hungry Tide, which juxtaposes local livelihoods and scientific

expertise while exploring tensions over conservation and human survival.

¢ Slow Violence, Climate Change, and Climate Anxiety

Rob Nixon's concept of "slow violence” (2011) — the diffuse, incremental, and often
invisible processes of environmental harm that disproportionately affect marginalized
populations — has become a central frame for analyzing environmental injustice in
literature. Slow violence reframes ecological crisis as a temporally extended harm that resists
dramatic, news-friendly imagery but is nonetheless devastating in lived experience. Nixon's
framework maps well onto the Sundarbans' reality: salinization of soil, gradual erosion of

islands, and livelihood loss are not spectacular events but are cumulatively destructive.

Parallel to slow violence, the psychological literatures on eco-anxiety and ecological grief
have gained prominence in recent years. Scholars and clinicians (e.g., Panu Pihkala; Susan

Clayton and colleagues) have documented anxiety, mourning, and anticipatory grief tied to
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environmental degradation and climate change. In literary studies, these affective responses
are explored as both subject matter and as shaping narrative voice and form: characters may
experience pervasive dread, ethical paralysis, or radical activism, and novels may adopt

fragmented or anticipatory structures to echo these feelings.

Combining Nixon's attention to temporality and the psychological focus on climate anxiety
helps illuminate The Hungry Tide's layered representation of emotional responses to
environmental threat — from quiet resignation among local inhabitants to moral urgency

voiced by scientists and activists.

e Scholarship on Amitav Ghosh and The Hungry Tide

Amitav Ghosh's novels and essays have attracted extensive critical attention for their
engagements with history, migration, and more recently, climate change. Ghosh's nonfiction
The Great Derangement (2016) explicitly criticizes the failure of contemporary fiction to
adequately represent climate change; it serves as both a manifesto and a critical lens for
reading his own fiction. Critics have noted that The Hungry Tide anticipates many of the
concerns developed more explicitly in The Great Derangement — notably, the role of
narrative in shaping public perception of environmental crises and the need for literary forms

capable of grappling with planetary temporality.

Critical studies of The Hungry Tide have addressed its ecological representations, its
negotiation between scientific and local knowledge, and its treatment of conservation and
human welfare. Scholarship often highlights Ghosh's multi-voiced narrative and polyphonic
structure, which allow multiple epistemologies to coexist on the page: archaeologist-scientist
Piya, translator and local Kanai, and boatman Fokir, among others. Critics also note the
novel's ethical ambivalence: while sympathetic to both human and nonhuman lives, Ghosh
resists easy resolutions, instead drawing attention to the structural causes of vulnerability

(economic marginalization, state neglect, and market pressures).
Eco-literature : A response to global environmental crises

Eco-literature has emerged as one of the most significant literary movements of the twenty-

first century, largely in response to accelerating global environmental crises. As climate
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change intensifies, biodiversity declines, and ecological injustices deepen, writers across the
world are turning toward nature and environmental degradation as central themes in their
works. This shift reflects a growing recognition that scientific discourse alone cannot fully
capture the emotional, cultural, and ethical dimensions of ecological crisis. Literature, with
its ability to evoke empathy and give voice to the marginalized—both human and
nonhuman—has therefore become an essential medium for interpreting the changing

relationship between humans and the natural world.

Contemporary writers increasingly explore climate change not simply as a scientific problem
but as a lived reality that affects societies unevenly. Many literary works highlight the
disproportionate impact of environmental damage on vulnerable communities, particularly
those in postcolonial regions, rural areas, and indigenous populations. This focus exposes
ecological injustice, showing how environmental harm is often rooted in political and
economic structures rather than natural processes alone. Through storytelling, authors
illuminate the fears, anxieties, and moral dilemmas embedded within environmental decline,
helping readers understand the psychological burden of climate change—often referred to

as climate anxiety.

Species loss is another theme gaining prominence in eco-literature. Writers depict
disappearing animals, damaged ecosystems, and fragile biodiversity to emphasize the
interconnectedness of all life forms. Such narratives push readers to confront the irreversible
consequences of human actions.and to imagine more sustainable ways of living. Meanwhile,
representations of natural landscapes—rivers, forests, oceans, and endangered habitats—

serve as reminders of both nature’s beauty and its vulnerability.

Ultimately, eco-literature positions itself as a bridge between ecological science and public
consciousness. By blending narrative imagination with environmental insight, contemporary
literature encourages deeper reflection on the human-—nature relationship and inspires greater

ecological awareness, responsibility, and action.
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The Hungry Tide as a major eco-literary text

Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide is widely recognized as a major eco-literary text because
it brings together rich environmental description, cultural history, and human struggle within
one of the most fragile and dynamic ecosystems in the world—the Sundarbans. This vast
mangrove delta, home to rare species such as the Irrawaddy dolphin and the Bengal tiger,
becomes more than a backdrop in the novel; it functions as an active force shaping the lives,
emotions, and conflicts of the characters. Ghosh’s detailed portrayal of tidal rhythms,
shifting islands, and harsh climatic conditions foregrounds both the beauty and the danger
of this landscape, illustrating how biodiversity and environmental instability coexist in

constant tension.

Human vulnerability is central to the novel’s eco-literary significance. Ghosh depicts how
the inhabitants of the Sundarbans live in perpetual negotiation with nature, facing threats
from cyclones, rising waters, and unpredictable animal encounters. Their precarity reflects
broader global issues of climate risk and environmental injustice, especially for marginalized
communities living on ecological frontlines. Through characters like Fokir, Piya, and Kanali,
the novel demonstrates how different social groups experience and interpret environmental

change in distinct ways.

Importantly, The Hungry Tide blends multiple forms of ecological knowledge. Piya
represents scientific expertise in marine biology; Fokir embodies indigenous, experiential
knowledge of the tides and forests; Kanai contributes a cosmopolitan, literary perspective
shaped by history and memory. Ghosh allows these knowledge systems to interact,
sometimes harmoniously and sometimes in conflict, to show that understanding complex
ecosystems requires both scientific insight and traditional ecological wisdom. This layered

representation strengthens the novel’s role as a foundational work in eco-literature.

Climate anxiety through setting, characters, and narrative tone

Amitav Ghosh powerfully conveys climate anxiety in The Hungry Tide through the novel’s
setting, characters, and narrative tone. The Sundarbans, with its shifting tides, unstable

islands, and volatile weather, creates an atmosphere of constant uncertainty. This
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environment is not merely a physical space but an emotional landscape where fear and
anticipation are embedded in everyday life. Cyclones, rising sea levels, and rapid land
erosion reflect the growing reality of climate instability, producing an undercurrent of dread
that permeates the novel. The fragility of the land itself—where entire islands can vanish
overnight—intensifies this sense of insecurity and drives home the precariousness of human

settlement in such regions.

Ghosh’s characters internalize this environmental uncertainty in different ways, revealing
how climate anxiety shapes psychological well-being. For the local inhabitants like Fokir
and his community, fear of natural forces is a lived reality, influencing their rituals,
livelihood decisions, and sense of identity. Their resilience is tinged with unspoken worry
about the next storm or loss of land. Piya, as a scientist, experiences the ecosystem’s
instability as both wonder and concern, grappling with the fate of endangered species and
the long-term consequences of ecological disruption. Kanai, an outsider, gradually becomes

aware of the emotional weight carried by those who inhabit the tide country.

The narrative tone—alternating between calm descriptions and sudden moments of
violence—mirrors the unpredictability of climate threats. This rhythmic shift creates a
lingering tension that reflects the psychological pressures of living under constant
environmental risk. Through these elements, Ghosh shows that climate threats are not only
ecological or economic challenges but also profound emotional and social burdens.

The Sundarbans : ecological precarity and slow violence

In The Hungry Tide, the Sundarbans vividly embody ecological precarity and what Rob
Nixon terms “slow violence”—the gradual, often unseen environmental harm that
accumulates over time. The region’s constantly shifting geography makes it a powerful
symbol of instability. Islands appear and disappear as the tides reshape the land, leaving
communities in a perpetual state of insecurity. This erosion is not sudden or spectacular;
rather, it unfolds slowly, displacing families, destroying homes, and altering livelihoods in
ways that often go unnoticed by the outside world. Salinization of soil, caused by rising sea
levels and repeated tidal surges, quietly diminishes agricultural fertility, pushing already
vulnerable populations further into poverty.
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Dangerous wildlife encounters, particularly with tigers and crocodiles, also underscore the
fragile balance between humans and nature in this region. These threats are intensified by
environmental degradation, which forces both humans and animals into closer, often perilous
contact. Yet these encounters, like other ecological challenges in the Sundarbans, do not
stem from immediate crises alone; they are the product of long-term ecological disruption,
deforestation, and changing climate patterns.

Ghosh’s portrayal aligns closely with Nixon’s idea of slow violence, which emphasizes harm
that is incremental, cumulative, and frequently invisible to dominant political and media
narratives. The Sundarbans’ problems rarely manifest in dramatic moments; instead, they
unfold through decades of rising waters, loss of biodiversity, and socio-economic
marginalization. The people of the tide country endure this slow-moving catastrophe daily,
bearing the weight of environmental decline long before it becomes a global concern.
Through this depiction, Ghosh highlights the urgent need to recognize and address slow

violence as a central dimension of climate change and environmental injustice.
Multiple knowledge systems interact and conflict

In The Hungry Tide, Amitav Ghosh constructs a rich interplay of knowledge systems—
scientific, traditional, and intellectual—to highlight the complexity of understanding and
managing fragile ecosystems like the Sundarbans. Piya represents formal scientific
knowledge, trained in marine biology and committed to empirical research. Her approach is
rooted in data collection, taxonomy, and conservation biology, offering valuable insights
into the region’s endangered species, particularly the Trrawaddy dolphin. In contrast, Fokir
embodies traditional ecological knowledge passed down through generations. His
understanding of the tides, channels, and animal behavior is intuitive and experiential,
enabling him to navigate the unpredictable landscape with remarkable skill. Kanai adds yet
another layer, offering a literary, historical, and intellectual perspective shaped by urban

education and cosmopolitan experience.

These differing knowledge systems often interact harmoniously, but they also clash,
revealing the challenges of integrating diverse forms of understanding. Piya’s scientific

approach sometimes fails to grasp the socio-economic realities faced by local communities,
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while Kanai’s intellectualism occasionally distances him from the lived experiences of the
tide country. Fokir’s knowledge, although profound, is undervalued by institutions that

privilege formal science over indigenous wisdom.

The novel uses these tensions to critiqgue conservation policies that disregard local
communities. Ghosh highlights how top-down environmental regulations—often influenced
by global conservation agendas—can marginalize those who depend on natural resources
for survival. By privileging expert knowledge while excluding traditional practices, such
policies risk deepening social inequalities and undermining effective conservation efforts.
Ghosh ultimately argues for a more inclusive approach, where scientific research, local
experience, and cultural history are all recognized as essential to understanding and
sustaining vulnerable ecosystems.

Conclusion

Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide stands as a significant contribution to the growing field
of eco-literature, offering a compelling exploration of climate anxiety and ecological
vulnerability through both narrative form and thematic depth. By grounding the story in the
fragile environment of the Sundarbans—a landscape shaped by tides, cyclones, and shifting
islands—Ghosh illustrates how environmental instability shapes human emotions, social
relations, and cultural identities. The novel’s depiction of climate anxiety is not limited to
physical threats; it extends into the psychological and ethical realms, where characters
grapple with uncertainty, fear, and the moral dilemmas produced by ecological crises.
Through the interplay of multiple knowledge systems—Piya’s scientific rationality, Fokir’s
intuitive and experiential understanding, and Kanai’s intellectual mediation—Ghosh reveals
that no single worldview can fully grasp the complexities of nature. Instead, meaningful
ecological engagement requires dialogue, respect, and the integration of diverse
perspectives. This narrative approach critiques top-down conservation policies that
marginalize local communities, emphasizing that environmental justice cannot be achieved
without social justice. Moreover, by highlighting forms of “slow violence,” such as land
erosion, salinization, and the gradual disappearance of inhabited islands, Ghosh aligns his

novel with contemporary ecological theory, demonstrating how environmental harm often
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unfolds invisibly over time. This slow violence shapes human lives just as powerfully as

sudden disasters, intensifying climate anxiety and disrupting traditional ways of living.

Ultimately, The Hungry Tide exemplifies how eco-literature can deepen our understanding

of climate change by making visible its human, emotional, and cultural dimensions. Ghosh’s

novel encourages readers to rethink their relationship with nature and recognize the urgent

need for ethically grounded ecological consciousness.
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