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Abstract  

Amitav Ghosh's literary corpus demonstrates a profound engagement with the themes 

of displacement and environmental consciousness. Through a diverse range of 

narratives, Ghosh explores the historical and contemporary forces that shape human 

migrations and ecological crises. His novels such as The Hungry Tide, Gun Island, 

and The Nutmeg’s Curse delve into the intersections between colonial histories, 

climate change, and human vulnerability. This paper examines how Ghosh’s 

storytelling challenges dominant discourses, offering alternative epistemologies 

rooted in indigenous knowledge and ecological awareness. The analysis foregrounds 

his narrative techniques, thematic preoccupations, and the broader implications of his 

ecological vision. 
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Introduction  

The literary contributions of Amitav Ghosh have carved a significant place in 

contemporary postcolonial and ecological discourse. His body of work transcends 

geographical and disciplinary boundaries, weaving together historical, political, and 

environmental narratives. Central to Ghosh’s oeuvre is the dual concern with human 

displacement and environmental degradation—phenomena often intertwined yet 

insufficiently addressed within mainstream literary traditions. Ghosh addresses the 

silence around climate change in fiction, famously terming this absence as "the great 
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derangement," arguing for the necessity of literature to confront environmental crises. 

His novels function not only as artistic creations but also as critical interventions that 

compel readers to engage with urgent global realities. 

 

Ghosh’s literary landscapes are populated with displaced individuals, be they 

migrants escaping economic hardship, refugees of environmental disaster, or 

communities fractured by colonial legacies. Simultaneously, his ecological 

imagination foregrounds the non-human—rivers, forests, storms—as active agents in 

shaping human destinies. This paper explores how Ghosh intertwines displacement 

and ecological awareness in selected works, emphasizing the role of narrative in 

articulating these complex interrelations. Particular attention is paid to The Hungry 

Tide, Gun Island, and The Nutmeg’s Curse, works that exemplify his evolving 

engagement with climate, colonialism, and mobility. 

 

Displacement and Memory in The Hungry Tide Published in 2004: 

 The Hungry Tide offers a nuanced exploration of forced migration, cultural hybridity, 

and ecological fragility within the Sundarbans region of India. The novel centers on 

three characters: Piyali Roy, an Indian-American marine biologist; Kanai Dutt, a 

Delhi-based translator; and Fokir, a local fisherman. Their interactions highlight the 

confluence of scientific knowledge, local traditions, and the indomitable force of 

nature. 

The Sundarbans, as depicted by Ghosh, are more than a setting; they function as a 

dynamic character in the narrative. The shifting tides and mangrove forests symbolize 

instability and transformation, mirroring the dislocated identities of the protagonists. 

Fokir, in particular, embodies indigenous ecological knowledge, contrasting with 

Piya's empirical, Western scientific approach. Through this contrast, Ghosh critiques 

the epistemological hierarchy that privileges rationalism over experiential and 

traditional understandings of nature. 

Historical displacement figures prominently in the novel through the reference to the 

Morichjhanpi massacre of 1979, where Bengali refugees were violently evicted by 

the state from the Sundarbans. By embedding this real historical event into the 

fictional fabric of the novel, Ghosh foregrounds the entanglement of political violence, 

displacement, and environmental exploitation. The tide country thus emerges as a 

space where human and non-human lives intersect, often under conditions of 

precarity and resistance. 

http://www.rjoe.org.in/


RESEARCH JOURNAL OF ENGLISH (RJOE) 
www.rjoe.org.in | Oray’s Publications | ISSN: 2456-2696 

An International Approved Peer-Reviewed and Refereed English Journal 

Impact Factor: 8.373 (SJIF) | Vol. 10, Issue 2 (April -June; 2025) 

__________________________________________________________________ 

  

RJOE JOURNAL 382 

 

The Hungry Tide invites readers to reconsider conventional binaries of civilization 

and wilderness, modernity and tradition. It resists simplistic portrayals of 

environmentalism, instead offering a layered narrative where the environment is both 

nurturing and dangerous, and where human survival is contingent on coexistence 

rather than conquest. Displacement, in this context, is not only a geographical 

movement but also an epistemological dislocation from inherited modes of 

understanding the world. 

The novel also navigates questions of language, belonging, and communication. 

Piya’s limited ability to converse with Fokir underscores both the barriers and 

possibilities inherent in cross-cultural encounters. Yet, despite linguistic differences, 

their mutual respect for the natural world fosters a bond that transcends verbal 

communication. Ghosh uses this relationship to illustrate how empathy and shared 

environmental engagement can bridge seemingly insurmountable divides. 

Moreover, Ghosh’s portrayal of Fokir’s death during a cyclone highlights the 

vulnerability of indigenous populations to environmental extremes. Fokir becomes a 

symbol of those who bear the brunt of climate change while contributing the least to 

its causes. This tragic moment reinforces the unequal distribution of ecological risk 

and underscores the need for a justice-oriented environmental ethic. 

 

Climate Fiction and Ecological Anxiety in Gun Island In Gun Island (2019): 

Ghosh expands his ecological vision into the realm of climate fiction, or "cli-fi," a 

genre gaining prominence amidst growing environmental concerns. The novel 

follows Deen Datta, a rare book dealer, whose journey from Kolkata to Venice 

unravels a narrative thread connecting folklore, climate catastrophe, and transnational 

migration. The novel is deeply informed by contemporary ecological anxieties, from 

rising sea levels and hurricanes to species extinction and climate refugees. 

Gun Island constructs a global narrative that links disparate geographies and 

historical periods through environmental change. The myth of the Gun Merchant, 

central to the novel, is reinterpreted as an allegory for environmental disruption and 

human complicity in ecological degradation. Ghosh deploys folklore and myth not as 

escapist fantasy but as alternative epistemologies capable of articulating truths that 

scientific discourse often fails to capture. The recurrence of supernatural elements, 

such as venomous snakes and the divine intervention of Manasa Devi, challenges 
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secular rationalism and affirms the validity of indigenous and spiritual knowledge 

systems. 

Migration in Gun Island is framed not only as a response to economic and political 

pressures but increasingly as a consequence of environmental collapse. The plight of 

displaced individuals from Bangladesh, North Africa, and the Middle East parallels 

the submerging coastlines and shifting climate patterns that render entire 

communities uninhabitable. Ghosh thus aligns climate change with historical patterns 

of colonial extraction and contemporary global inequities. 

A striking feature of the novel is its narrative hybridity—the blending of science, 

history, myth, and autobiography. This fusion destabilizes genre boundaries and 

mirrors the ecological interdependence that the novel thematizes. By invoking non-

human agency and trans-species communication, Gun Island interrogates 

anthropocentrism and invites readers to imagine alternative modes of being in the 

world. 

The novel also foregrounds the role of youth activism and global solidarity in 

combating ecological degradation. Characters like Tipu and Cinta embody the 

resilience and adaptability required to face ecological uncertainty. Through their 

narratives, Ghosh suggests that hope lies in collective action and intergenerational 

dialogue. 

 

Storytelling as Resistance:  

Ghosh’s Narrative Technique Amitav Ghosh’s engagement with environmental 

themes is not confined to content but extends to narrative form and technique. His 

use of layered storytelling, multiple perspectives, and interwoven timelines mirrors 

the complexity of the issues he addresses. By refusing linear plots and embracing 

digressions and hybrid genres, Ghosh disrupts dominant narrative forms that often 

exclude non-Western voices and ecological concerns. 

In both fiction and non-fiction, Ghosh elevates oral traditions, myths, and folktales as 

legitimate modes of knowledge. This narrative strategy serves as resistance to the 

homogenizing forces of modernity and globalization. It also reflects an ecological 

sensibility, recognizing the interdependence and multiplicity of beings and 

experiences. 
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Through the interplay of myth and realism, Ghosh challenges the anthropocentric 

worldview that underpins much of Western literature. His works invite readers to 

engage with more-than-human perspectives, encouraging empathy toward non-

human entities. This approach not only broadens the scope of literary representation 

but also fosters a deeper ethical engagement with the environment. 

 

Colonialism and Environmental Violence in The Nutmeg’s Curse: 

 The Nutmeg’s Curse: Parables for a Planet in Crisis (2021) represents Ghosh’s most 

direct engagement with environmental history and decolonial critique. While not a 

novel, the text retains Ghosh’s signature narrative style, combining historical analysis 

with personal reflection and storytelling. The book traces the colonial conquest of the 

Banda Islands and the violent pursuit of nutmeg by European powers, using it as a 

metaphor for extractive capitalism and ecological devastation. 

Ghosh argues that the colonial mindset, rooted in domination and exploitation, 

persists in contemporary approaches to environmental management. He critiques the 

technocratic solutions offered by global elites, suggesting that these often replicate 

the same logic that caused the crisis. Instead, he calls for an epistemological shift—a 

turn towards animism, indigenous wisdom, and relational thinking. 

Displacement in The Nutmeg’s Curse is multidimensional. It encompasses the forced 

relocation of colonized peoples, the extinction of species, and the erasure of non-

Western worldviews. Ghosh's use of "curse" reflects the enduring legacy of colonial 

violence that continues to shape ecological and social realities. The narrative 

challenges readers to acknowledge the spiritual and cultural dimensions of ecological 

harm, often overlooked in policy and academic discourse. 

Ghosh’s decolonial ecological vision is deeply interdisciplinary, drawing from 

history, anthropology, theology, and literature. He foregrounds stories from the 

margins—indigenous communities, rural farmers, displaced migrants—as vital to 

understanding the planetary crisis. By centering these voices, The Nutmeg’s Curse 

disrupts dominant narratives and proposes an ethics of care, responsibility, and 

interconnectedness. 

The book also critiques the anthropocentric assumptions embedded in Western 

environmental thought. Ghosh advocates for a more-than-human perspective, one 

that recognizes the agency and subjectivity of non-human entities. He draws on the 
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cosmologies of indigenous peoples, who view the earth as a living, sentient being, to 

challenge mechanistic and instrumental views of nature. 

Furthermore, Ghosh explores how storytelling can serve as a mode of resistance. By 

reclaiming suppressed histories and voicing silenced perspectives, narrative becomes 

a tool for epistemic justice. In this sense, The Nutmeg’s Curse is not just a critique 

but also a call to action—urging readers to listen, learn, and act in solidarity with 

those on the frontlines of environmental change. 

 

Subaltern Voices and Environmental Testimonies : 

One of the defining aspects of Ghosh’s work is his sensitivity to subaltern voices—

those marginalized by class, caste, race, and geography. These voices often carry the 

weight of environmental testimony, recounting not only the traumas of displacement 

but also the resilience of communities living in harmony with nature. In works like 

The Hungry Tide and The Nutmeg’s Curse, Ghosh privileges the perspectives of 

fishermen, indigenous islanders, and rural farmers over technocratic or metropolitan 

viewpoints. These characters bear witness to environmental change in ways that are 

intimate, embodied, and locally grounded. 

Ghosh’s inclusion of these voices functions as both a literary and ethical intervention. 

It disrupts elite discourses of climate mitigation that often ignore those most affected 

by ecological degradation. By centering these experiences, Ghosh calls attention to 

the disproportionate burdens borne by marginalized communities and the need for 

more inclusive environmental policies. His work thus bridges literary aesthetics with 

environmental justice. 

 

Temporal Disjunctions and Deep Time: 

Ghosh’s narratives are marked by an acute awareness of time—particularly the 

tension between deep ecological time and the immediacy of human events. In Gun 

Island, the merging of past mythologies with present-day ecological crises reveals the 

long durations over which environmental transformations unfold. Similarly, The 

Nutmeg’s Curse situates modern climate change within a five-century history of 

colonial extraction and violence. 

This temporal layering challenges the reader to think beyond short-term frameworks 

and recognize the longue durée of ecological degradation. Ghosh’s invocation of 

geological and historical timescales disrupts the anthropocentric narrative of progress 

and modernity. His fiction asks readers to consider the temporal disjunctions between 

environmental cause and effect, especially as they pertain to climate justice. 
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Human-Animal Entanglements : 

Another significant dimension of Ghosh’s ecological consciousness is his portrayal 

of human-animal relationships. In The Hungry Tide, the endangered Irrawaddy 

dolphin becomes a symbol of ecological interdependence, while in Gun Island, the 

sudden appearance of venomous snakes in urban areas signals a disruption in the 

balance of ecosystems. These portrayals are not incidental; they emphasize the porous 

boundaries between species and the shared vulnerabilities of all living beings. 

Ghosh’s human-animal entanglements resist sentimental anthropomorphism. Instead, 

they underscore the agency of animals and their roles as environmental indicators and 

cultural signifiers. His depiction of non-human life forms contributes to a broader 

ecological ethics, one that recognizes the intrinsic value of biodiversity and the 

dangers of species extinction. Through these narratives, Ghosh encourages a re-

evaluation of the human-centered worldview that dominates both literature and 

environmental policy. 

 

Transcultural and Translocal Ecologies: 

Amitav Ghosh’s global narratives are not merely about crossing geographical 

borders; they articulate transcultural and translocal ecological sensibilities. In Gun 

Island, the connection between Kolkata and Venice suggests that ecological crises 

are not isolated to specific regions but are globally entangled. Rising sea levels, 

migrant flows, and biodiversity loss traverse continents, demanding transnational 

cooperation and understanding. 

By juxtaposing different ecological zones—mangroves, deserts, deltas, and urban 

centers—Ghosh constructs a planetary ecology. His work illustrates how local 

environmental issues are embedded within global systems of trade, migration, and 

consumption. This translocal perspective encourages readers to perceive 

environmental issues as interconnected and to consider their implications across 

cultures and geographies. 

 

Myth, Magic, and Indigenous Cosmologies: 

 Finally, Ghosh’s frequent engagement with myth and indigenous cosmologies 

represents a deliberate narrative strategy that resists secular and mechanistic 

paradigms. In Gun Island, myths become prophetic tools that illuminate present 

ecological realities, while in The Nutmeg’s Curse, indigenous spiritual traditions offer 

frameworks for understanding ecological balance. These elements challenge 

Enlightenment rationalism and affirm the legitimacy of alternative knowledge 

systems. 
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By embedding animistic and sacred perspectives within his narratives, Ghosh 

reclaims storytelling as a means of worldmaking. His recognition of indigenous 

cosmologies is not exoticist; rather, it acknowledges the philosophical depth and 

ecological wisdom embedded in these traditions. Ghosh thus positions myth and 

magic as vital components of an ecologically attuned worldview. 

 

Conclusion: 

 Amitav Ghosh’s work exemplifies the potential of literature to address the most 

pressing challenges of our time. Through narratives of displacement and ecological 

consciousness, he exposes the intertwined legacies of colonialism, capitalism, and 

environmental degradation. His fiction and non-fiction writings urge a rethinking of 

human-nature relationships, advocating for a more inclusive, ethical, and sustainable 

worldview. 

By situating ecological crises within historical and cultural contexts, Ghosh 

transcends the limitations of conventional environmental discourse. His emphasis on 

storytelling as a mode of knowledge production underscores the importance of the 

humanities in confronting the climate crisis. Ultimately, Ghosh invites readers not 

only to witness but to imagine and enact alternative futures rooted in justice and 

ecological harmony. 
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