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Abstract: This review paper examines the eco-critical concerns embedded in Amitav 

Ghosh’s novels, focusing on his engagement with environmental degradation, colonial 

exploitation, and the broader climate crisis. Through an analysis of The Hungry Tide, 

The Ibis Trilogy, and Gun Island, this paper discusses Ghosh’s ability to intertwine 

ecological narratives with cultural and historical contexts, challenging anthropocentric 

worldviews. Amitav Ghosh’s novels are evaluated as significant contributions to 

contemporary ecocritical literature, offering insights into the relationship between 

human and non-human worlds and the urgent need to address ecological crises. 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Amitav Ghosh, one of the most influential contemporary authors, has played a pivotal role 

in bringing environmental and ecological concerns to the forefront of literary discourse. His 

works, known for their rich historical settings and intricate narratives, delve deep into the 

implications of colonialism, capitalism, and environmental exploitation. This review 

explores the ecocritical dimensions of Ghosh’s novels, highlighting his ability to interweave 

human history with the narratives of non-human nature. As a storyteller, Ghosh uses the 

power of fiction to illuminate the ecological crises of the past and present, demonstrating 

the ongoing consequences of humanity disregard for the environment. 

 

Colonialism has often been associated with the exploitation of both human populations and 

the natural environment. In Ghosh's works, colonial encounters with nature are depicted as 

violent, exploitative, and transformative. The environmental exploitation during the colonial 

period is a key theme in his novels, where the natural world is portrayed as a resource to be 

dominated and extracted. 

 

In The Hungry Tide, for instance, Ghosh illustrates the devastating impact of colonialism on 

the Sundarbans, a vast delta region in India and Bangladesh. The Sundarbans, home to a 

diverse array of species and one of the world’s most unique ecosystems, were subjected to 

colonial resource extraction. The British colonial administration’s imposition of a 

monoculture of cash crops, particularly through the cultivation of jute, transformed the 

region’s delicate ecological balance. Ghosh uses this historical backdrop to explore the 

ways in which colonial forces imposed alien systems of land ownership and resource 
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extraction on local communities, disrupting traditional ways of life that were symbiotically 

linked to the natural world. 

 

In Sea of Poppies, Ghosh traces the colonial opium trade and its economic ramifications on 

both human societies and the land. The British East India Company’s exploitation of India’s 

agricultural lands to cultivate opium created an enduring legacy of environmental 

degradation. The novel reveals how colonial policies led to the depletion of soil fertility and 

ecological imbalances as vast swaths of land were dedicated to the production of opium, 

disregarding indigenous agricultural practices that had been sustainable over centuries. This 

forced imposition of monocultures exemplifies the capitalist logic of colonialism, which 

viewed nature as something to be commodified, extracted, and maximized for profit. 

 

The theme of environmental destruction as a result of colonialism is also prevalent in The 

Glass Palace, where the British control over Burma (Myanmar) is depicted through the 

exploitation of natural resources like teak forests. The novel’s portrayal of Burma’s 

deforestation under British colonial rule serves as a poignant reminder of the far-reaching 

consequences of colonial control over natural resources. This exploitation of nature is not 

only an economic and political imposition but also a cultural one, as indigenous people are 

often pushed to the margins of their own land, deprived of access to the resources they had 

traditionally used for survival. 

 

Through these depictions, Ghosh shows how colonialism not only altered the social and 

political landscapes of colonized nations but also left a lasting imprint on the environment. 

The exploitation of nature under colonial regimes created deep ecological wounds, many of 

which continue to shape the climate crisis that we face today. 

 

Ecocritical Engagement in Ghosh’s Novels 

Nature as a Living Presence in The Hungry Tide In The Hungry Tide, Ghosh paints a vivid 

picture of the Sundarbans, a complex landscape of mangrove forests, riverine islands, and 

tidal flows. This novel explores the fragile balance between human life and the natural 

world, illustrating how closely the Sundarbans’ inhabitants are tied to their environment. 

Ghosh depicts the landscape as a living character, one that exerts a profound influence on 

the human characters (23). The tides, shifting geography, and the elusive Bengal tiger 

underscore the precariousness of existence, critiquing the anthropocentric mindset that 

views nature as an object of control. 

 

The narrative emphasizes the dangers of ignoring ecological warning signs. Ghosh’s 

depiction of the Sundarbans challenges the notion that humans are separate from or superior 

to nature, aligning with ecocritical theories that advocate for recognizing the agency of non-

human entities (21). The interplay between myth, folklore, and the harsh realities of climate 

change in The Hungry Tide illustrates the entanglement of cultural and natural histories, 
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reflecting an ecocritical awareness that situates local environmental challenges within a 

broader global context (18). 

 

The theme of environmental destruction as a result of colonialism is also prevalent in The 

Glass Palace, where the British control over Burma (Myanmar) is depicted through the 

exploitation of natural resources like teak forests. The novel’s portrayal of Burma’s 

deforestation under British colonial rule serves as a poignant reminder of the far-reaching 

consequences of colonial control over natural resources. This exploitation of nature is not 

only an economic and political imposition but also a cultural one, as indigenous people are 

often pushed to the margins of their own land, deprived of access to the resources they had 

traditionally used for survival. 

 

Through these depictions, Ghosh shows how colonialism not only altered the social and 

political landscapes of colonized nations but also left a lasting imprint on the environment. 

The exploitation of nature under colonial regimes created deep ecological wounds, many of 

which continue to shape the climate crisis that we face today. 

 

Historical and Ecological Critique in The Ibis Trilogy 

Ghosh’s Ibis Trilogy-Sea of Poppies, River of Smoke, and Flood of Fire-presents an 

intricate blend of history, trade, and environmental change, focusing on the 19th-century 

Opium Wars. These novels explore the ecological and social consequences of British 

colonialism, particularly the imposition of monoculture, deforestation, and the exploitation 

of human and natural resources. In Sea of Poppies, the cultivation of poppies under colonial 

rule devastates local agriculture, resulting in a dramatic loss of biodiversity (Ghosh, Sea of 

Poppies). This monoculture, enforced for economic gain, is emblematic of what modern 

ecocritics identify as environmental imperialism (236). The Ibis Trilogy also engages with 

the concept of “bio-colonialism,” showcasing how the exploitation of flora and fauna 

became integral to colonial expansion. In River of Smoke, the botanical gardens of Canton 

serve as a symbol of the manipulation and commoditization of nature by colonial powers 

(Ghosh, River of Smoke). This commoditization, as Ghosh illustrates, disrupts ecosystems 

and undermines traditional ecological knowledge, leading to long-term environmental 

damage. His portrayal of these themes aligns with postcolonial ecocriticism, which 

examines how colonial practices have contributed to contemporary environmental 

degradation. 

 

Climate Change and Modernity in Gun Island 

Gun Island marks Ghosh’s shift from historical fiction to a direct engagement with 

contemporary environmental crises. The novel’s protagonist, Deen Datta, navigates a world 

transformed by climate change, encountering extreme weather events, species migration, 

and disrupted ecosystems (Ghosh, Gun Island). Ghosh’s narrative draws connections 

between historical patterns of displacement and the current wave of climate refugees, 

suggesting that the environmental challenges of the present are deeply rooted in past 
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injustices. The novel critiques modernity’s failure to acknowledge the interconnectedness of 

human and non-human life, a theme central to Ghosh’s ecocritical agenda (Trexler 89). The 

novel also raises questions about the Anthropocene, the epoch characterized by human 

impact on the Earth’s geology and ecosystems. Ghosh emphasizes that the consequences of 

human activity-rising sea levels, melting glaciers, and shifting weather patterns-are no 

longer abstract concerns but lived realities for millions of people. His work aligns with the 

ecocritical emphasis on the Anthropocene as a framework to understand the present climate 

crisis, critiquing the capitalist and colonial legacies that have driven ecological imbalance 

(Clark 117). Themes of Colonialism and Capitalism in Ghosh’s Ecocriticism A recurring 

theme in Ghosh’s novels is the critique of colonialism and capitalism as forces that have 

historically contributed to ecological exploitation. The British Empire’s pursuit of profit 

through the opium trade in The Ibis Trilogy is a testament to the devastating consequences 

of monoculture farming and resource extraction (Ghosh, Flood of Fire). This narrative 

exposes the link between colonial domination and environmental degradation, a connection 

that ecocritics argue has persisted into the modern era (Huggan and Tiffin 5). In Gun Island, 

Ghosh critiques contemporary capitalism’s relentless pursuit of growth, demonstrating how 

this mindset exacerbates the climate crisis. The novel’s depiction of forced migration due to 

rising sea levels and the loss of biodiversity reflects the environmental and human cost of 

global economic practices (Ghosh, Gun Island). Ghosh’s work resonates with theories of 

environmental justice, which emphasize the unequal distribution of ecological risks and the 

disproportionate impact of climate change on marginalized communities (Bullard 8). 

 

Ghosh’s Ecocentric Vision and the Agency of Nature 

Amitav Ghosh’s novels challenge the anthropocentric narrative that dominates much of 

Western literature. By granting agency to nature and emphasizing the interconnectedness of 

all living beings, Ghosh aligns himself with an ecocentric perspective. In The Hungry Tide, 

the mangrove forests, river dolphins, and tigers are portrayed as active participants in the 

story, their presence shaping the human characters’ fates (Ghosh, The Hungry Tide). This 

narrative choice reflects an ecocritical effort to break down the barriers between human and 

non-human life, a concept central to environmental literature (Heise 64). Similarly, Gun 

Island blurs the boundaries between myth and reality, suggesting that the stories we tell 

about the environment shape our perceptions of it. Ghosh’s use of folklore as a narrative 

device underscores the importance of cultural memory in understanding ecological 

challenges, highlighting how traditional knowledge systems can offer insights into 

contemporary environmental issues (Ghosh, Gun Island). This approach aligns with 

ecocritical scholarship that advocates for incorporating indigenous and local knowledge into 

global environmental discourse (Shiva 38). 

 

A key feature of Ghosh’s ecological narratives is his personification of nature. In his works, 

nature is often depicted not as a passive, background entity but as an active, even sentient 

force that shapes human lives and events. In The Hungry Tide, for example, the Sundarbans 

itself becomes a central character, influencing the actions and fates of the human characters. 
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The tidal waters, the dense mangrove forests, and the unpredictable monsoons are portrayed 

as powerful, uncontrollable forces that demand respect and understanding. This 

personification of nature aligns with an ecocentric worldview that sees nature as integral to 

the human experience, rather than something to be exploited or tamed. 

 

The characters in Ghosh’s novels often struggle to understand and navigate the complexities 

of the natural world, suggesting that humanity’s relationship with nature is one of both 

dependence and conflict. Ghosh’s ecological vision emphasizes the necessity of learning to 

live in harmony with the environment, recognizing that human survival is inextricably 

linked to the health of the planet. In Sea of Poppies, the opium trade and the ecological 

degradation it causes serve as metaphors for the larger consequences of colonialism and 

capitalist exploitation, highlighting the need for a more sustainable, equitable relationship 

between human societies and the natural world. 

 

Postcolonial Environmentalism and the Legacy of Colonialism 

Ghosh’s novels also engage with postcolonial environmentalism, which critiques the 

ongoing environmental impacts of colonialism. This critical lens emphasizes that the global 

environmental crisis cannot be understood in isolation from the historical dynamics of 

colonialism, imperialism, and exploitation. Ghosh’s works underscore how the long-lasting 

consequences of colonial rule, particularly in terms of resource extraction and ecological 

degradation, have left postcolonial societies particularly vulnerable to the effects of the 

climate crisis. 

 

In the novels, the environmental damage caused by colonial policies is not confined to the 

past. Instead, it persists in the present and continues to shape the challenges faced by 

contemporary societies. This postcolonial environmentalism advocates for a reimagining of 

human relationships with nature, one that is informed by indigenous knowledge systems, 

sustainable practices, and an understanding of the historical injustices that have led to the 

current environmental crises. 

 

The contemporary climate crisis, marked by rising temperatures, extreme weather events, 

and the rapid loss of biodiversity, is a direct continuation of the environmental damage 

caused by centuries of colonial exploitation. Ghosh’s writing often explores the intersection 

between historical legacies of colonialism and modern environmental crises, particularly in 

the context of global warming and the degradation of natural ecosystems. 

 

The Hungry Tide is perhaps the most overtly ecological of Ghosh’s works, as it addresses 

the direct impact of climate change on the Sundarbans. The novel centers around the effects 

of rising sea levels, increased salinity in the water, and the disruption of local ecosystems, 

which threaten the survival of both human and animal populations in the region. In doing 

so, Ghosh illustrates how the climate crisis disproportionately affects marginalized 

communities, who are most vulnerable to environmental changes yet least responsible for 
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causing them. The characters in The Hungry Tide are not only grappling with the loss of 

their homes and livelihoods due to climate change, but they are also confronting the legacy 

of colonial environmental exploitation that laid the groundwork for these contemporary 

challenges. 

 

In Gun Island, Ghosh extends his exploration of the climate crisis into the present day, 

portraying how environmental changes and natural disasters are increasingly linked to 

global patterns of migration. The novel follows a protagonist who is drawn into a journey 

that connects the sinking islands of the Sundarbans, the refugee crisis in Europe, and the 

global impacts of climate change. Through this narrative, Ghosh underscores the global 

interconnectedness of the climate crisis and the role of historical colonial practices in 

shaping contemporary environmental challenges. The environmental migration that the 

novel depicts is a direct consequence of the colonial legacy, as the forces of colonialism 

continue to shape the vulnerability of post-colonial nation to climate-related disasters. 

 

Ghosh’s engagement with the climate crisis is not merely a reflection on the future but a 

profound commentary on the present. He challenges readers to think about the historical 

roots of environmental problems, urging them to recognize that the exploitation of nature 

that began under colonial rule continues to have repercussions in the form of climate 

change, natural disasters, and ecological imbalances. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Amitav Ghosh’s literary contributions have become essential to understanding 

contemporary ecocritical discourse. His novels serve as a critique of historical and modern 

practices that have contributed to ecological degradation, while also advocating for a 

reevaluation of humanity’s relationship with the natural world. Through his integration of 

history, myth, and science, Ghosh’s works underscore the urgent need for ecological 

consciousness, emphasizing that the fate of human civilization is intertwined with the health 

of the planet. Ghosh’s narratives challenge readers to move beyond anthropocentric 

perspectives and to engage with the complexities of environmental justice, colonial 

legacies, and the climate crisis. 
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