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Abstract 

This thesis examines and explores the depiction of the natural world and its impact on 

human lives and cultural dynamics through an ecocritical lens. It aims to uncover the 

interwoven relationship between ecological realities and literary aesthetics in Amitav Ghosh’s 

narratives. By situating his literary works within the framework of ecocriticism, the present 

research underscores their capacity to interrogate pressing environmental concerns, reflect 

cultural interconnections with nature, and provide aesthetic sensibilities that would shape the 

readers’ ecological awareness. The selected works for this study are Sea of Poppies (2008), 

River of Smoke (2011), Flood of Fire (2015), The Hungry Tide (2004), and Jungle Nama (2020), 

all of which unfold a profound exploration of nature’s centrality, blending ecological awareness 

with aesthetic brilliance to illuminate humanity’s deep yet fragile connection with the 

environment. This study, structured into five chapters, analyzes various critical aspects 

associated with the ecocritical themes of immense significance, such as human displacement, 

migration, identity crisis, the relationship between the human and non-human world, the 

adaptation of man to new environmental and atmospheric changes, alongside an innovative 

focus on aesthetics, a dimension largely unaddressed in prior studies on Amitav Ghosh’s works.  

The study primarily adopts a qualitative methodology, drawing on Cheryll Glotfelty’s 

foundational theories of ecocriticism. Central to this study is the unique focus on aesthetics, 

which distinguishes this research from previous studies on Amitav Ghosh. By analyzing the 

artistic and stylistic elements in his novels, the thesis uncovers how aesthetics function as a 

powerful tool to evoke emotional connections with the natural world.  

The excessive and undue interference of man in the realms of nature leads to the 

transformation of its beauty, from a gentler to a furious form, which exemplifies the core idea 

of ecocritical aesthetics in the context of this thesis. The relationship between man and nature 

is one of balance, and when that balance is disturbed, nature’s beauty shifts from being a 
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nurturing force to one that can potentially work against mankind. Through this ecocritical lens, 

the present study reveals how literature can serve both as a celebration of nature and as a 

cautionary tale detailing the dangers of ecological disruption. In a world increasingly grappling 

with climate change, deforestation, biodiversity loss and pollution, the themes explored in this 

study resonate deeply with the ongoing ecological crisis. 

The relevance of this research in contemporary times lies in its ability to address urgent 

environmental challenges that need an emergent concern of all through the lens of literature. 

Here, I would also like to take this opportunity to state and assert that my research is timely 

and quite impactful, as it leverages the power of literature to determine as well as address the 

global environmental crises, instil sustainable thinking, and contribute to the broader discourse 

on ecological preservation. It emphasizes that through awareness, empathy and action, 

humanity can work towards mitigating the environmental crises of contemporary times. 
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Introduction 

What compels us, in an age of unprecedented ecological crisis, to turn to literature and 

cultural texts? How did the study of nature writing evolve into a critical framework capable of 

interrogating humanity’s relationship with the environment?  Do aesthetic representations of 

nature merely celebrate ecological beauty, or can they cultivate environmental consciousness 

and ethical responsibility? Why do ecocriticism and the study of environmental aesthetics 

matter now more than ever, when glaciers retreat, species vanish, and the very climate that 

sustains life undergoes profound transformation? These questions have become increasingly 

significant as literary scholars have recognised that environmental crises cannot be understood 

solely through scientific or political discourse. In this regard, literature provides an important 

cultural space for examining how ecological values, environmental ethics, and human 

relationships with the natural world are imagined, negotiated, and contested. It is within this 

context that ecocriticism has emerged as a significant critical framework for examining the 

dynamic relationship between literature and the environment. 

This thesis contends that ecocriticism has evolved from the study of nature writing into 

a comprehensive critical framework because it enables a deeper understanding of the 

relationship between humans and the environment, particularly in an era marked by climate 

change, biodiversity loss, and ecological degradation.  Through a close reading of the selected 

novels of Amitav Ghosh, the study argues that the aesthetic representation of nature is 

inseparable from ecological consciousness, environmental ethics, migration, identity, and 

ecofeminist concerns. Drawing upon Cheryll Glotfelty’s ecocritical framework in conjunction 

with Indian and Western aesthetic traditions, this research argues that the narratives in Ghosh’s 

selected novels transform nature from a passive backdrop into an active presence that shapes 

human experience and reconfigures human–environment relationships, thereby offering new 

ways of imagining ecological coexistence and sustainability. 
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This thesis aims to demonstrate how literature can cultivate ecological awareness by 

revealing the intrinsic beauty, fragility, and interconnectedness of the natural world. At a time 

when climate change, environmental degradation, pollution, deforestation, and the loss of 

biodiversity continue to threaten the planet, there is an urgent need to foster not only scientific 

understanding but also emotional and ethical engagement with nature. This study proceeds 

from the belief that aesthetic experience has the power to transform perception: when readers 

encounter the beauty of landscapes, rivers, forests, oceans, and the more-than-human world 

through literature, they are encouraged to value, respect, and protect them. By examining the 

aesthetic dimensions of the selected novels of Amitav Ghosh through an ecocritical framework, 

this research seeks to show that the appreciation of nature is inseparable from the responsibility 

to preserve it. Ultimately, the thesis aspires to contribute to environmental consciousness by 

reaffirming literature’s capacity to inspire empathy, ecological stewardship, and a renewed 

sense of care for Mother Earth. 

Today, mankind is on the threshold of an environmental crisis, whereafter the resources 

being offered by nature will be drastically restricted. This alarming situation is posing a serious 

threat to human life and its sustenance in the near future. Digging down to the reason for such 

a crisis, it has been found that no one else but man himself is the cause. The unending 

interference of human actions into the realms of nature has gone beyond limits, due to which 

nature has stood up in its own defence. Human activity, to a great extent, is threatening the 

fundamental ecological systems that sustain life on Earth. The time has come when man needs 

to mend and restrict his interfering actions to avoid a global holocaust. Knowingly or 

unknowingly, mankind has become a part of a blind competitive race in the name of 

advancement and resultantly heading towards an apocalypse.  As nature knows no boundaries, 

this becomes an issue of global concern. All branches of knowledge, including philosophy, 

psychology, anthropology, and others, are actively seeking ways to respond to the ongoing 
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ecological crisis, which poses both social and existential challenges to humanity. In this shared 

effort, literary studies also bear a vital responsibility. As scholars of literature, we are called to 

examine the gravity of environmental degradation and contribute to ecological restoration by 

acknowledging our ethical and civic duties. 

The escalating ecological threats of climate change, global warming, deforestation, and 

biodiversity loss demand a reorientation of both ethics and aesthetics. In this regard, literature 

becomes a vital medium through which ecological anxieties are rendered visible and 

comprehensible. It invites readers to emotionally and intellectually engage with environmental 

crises, not through distant abstraction but through lived narratives, symbolic resonance, and 

affective connection. By foregrounding voices from the margins, both human and non-human, 

ecocritical literature cultivates ecological empathy, disrupts exploitative systems of thought, 

and initiates conversations about planetary care, interdependence, and survival. 

While scientific research provides empirical evidence and technical solutions for 

addressing ecological crises, literature, in contrast, delineates imaginative spaces for dealing 

with environmental mayhem by lending a human dimension to the environment. In doing so, 

literature fosters emotional engagement with nature and encourages ethical reflection on 

humanity’s relationship with the natural world. It transcends data and statistics by embedding 

ecological concerns within lived experiences, cultural memory, and moral imagination. In 

doing so, it not only raises ecological awareness but also shapes the emotional and ethical 

consciousness of its readers. This affective engagement often proves more enduring than 

detached scientific reasoning, as it inspires reflection, compassion, and a deeper sense of 

responsibility toward the more-than-human world. 

Such literary engagement often leads to important questions surrounding environmental 

ethics: What moral obligations do humans bear toward the non-human world? How should 

societies act to mitigate environmental harm and protect the earth’s ecosystems? At a time 
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when many individuals experience a growing disconnection from nature, literature serves as a 

vital reminder of the beauty, vitality, and interdependence of the natural environment, 

encouraging a renewed commitment to its preservation. This emotional and ethical engagement 

with the natural world, often evoked through vivid imagery and lyrical expression, suggests 

that literature does more than inform; it aesthetically immerses the reader in ecological 

experience. As the sensory and emotional resonance of the natural world gains prominence in 

environmental discourse, attention has increasingly turned toward the aesthetic dimensions of 

ecological representation. 

It is within this context that the concept of eco-aesthetics emerges, offering a nuanced 

lens to interpret the interplay between art, nature, and ethics. Rather than viewing aesthetics as 

detached from ecological concerns, eco-aesthetics emphasizes how depictions of natural 

beauty in literature can awaken ecological awareness and moral responsibility. The sensorial 

richness, poetic cadence, and atmospheric detail in environmental narratives do not merely 

embellish the text but also shape perception and nurture a deeper emotional affinity with the 

non-human world. Thinkers such as Arnold Berleant and Allen Carlson have argued that 

aesthetic experience, when grounded in ecological understanding, becomes a powerful medium 

for fostering environmental sensitivity. Berleant, in The Aesthetics of Environment, challenges 

the traditional, distanced appreciation of nature by introducing the concept of aesthetic 

engagement, which emphasises immersion, sensory participation, and a dissolving of 

boundaries between observer and environment. He writes: 

The aesthetic experience of nature is not a matter of observing a scenic view 

from a distance. It is an experience of being immersed in a situation, of sensing 

and responding in a context that engages one’s body, mind, and emotions as a 

unified presence (12). 
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In the above-quoted lines, Berleant insists that true aesthetic appreciation must involve 

active participation in the natural environment, thereby forming an affective relationship that 

fosters ecological awareness. This embodied mode of perceiving nature contrasts sharply with 

the disinterested contemplation often associated with the classical concept of aesthetics. On the 

other hand, Allen Carlson, in his essay Aesthetics and the Environment: The Appreciation of 

Nature, Art and Architecture, brings a cognitive dimension to environmental aesthetics by 

insisting that scientific understanding enhances rather than hinders aesthetic appreciation. In 

this seminal essay, Carlson notes: 

Correct aesthetic appreciation of nature requires us to understand it as what it 

actually is—through the lens of natural science. Just as we cannot aesthetically 

appreciate art without understanding its medium and context, we cannot do 

justice to nature without understanding its biological and ecological structure 

(270). 

Here, Carlson advocates for a framework grounded in ecological literacy and thus bridges 

aesthetics and environmental ethics, suggesting that knowledge deepens the emotional and 

ethical resonance of natural beauty. Together, Berleant and Carlson offer complementary 

perspectives, one affective, the other epistemic, on how aesthetics can be a transformative tool 

for ecocritical awareness. 

While ecoaesthetics provides a compelling contemporary framework to understand 

how literature renders environmental crises affectively and ethically resonant, it is equally vital 

to acknowledge that aesthetic engagement with nature is not a modern phenomenon alone. The 

aesthetic engagement with nature has deep roots in both Western and Indian philosophical 

traditions, each offering distinct yet complementary frameworks for understanding the 

relationship between the natural world and human experience. The Western tradition 

conceptualises nature as a sight of moral and cognitive elevation, and also as a spiritual and 
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imaginative force. On the other hand, Indian aesthetic philosophy never treated nature as an 

object of detached contemplation. 

As articulated through Sanskrit poetics, the Indian aesthetic theory has for centuries 

explored the emotional and spiritual dimensions of the natural world. Rather than treating 

Western aesthetics and Indian aesthetics as contradicting or hierarchical, this study embraces a 

pluralistic approach that draws from both traditions. By placing Western ecoaesthetic discourse 

in conversation with Indian aesthetic principles like rasa, dhvani, and prakriti, the thesis 

situates itself at the intersection of global theory and indigenous insight, revealing how 

aesthetic strategies from both traditions can deepen ecological awareness and literary 

interpretation. 

In acknowledging both Western and Indian aesthetic frameworks, this study adopts a 

pluralistic critical approach to environmental representation in literature—one that neither 

isolates traditions nor privileges a singular worldview. To anchor this dual perspective, the 

theoretical foundation of this thesis draws primarily from the works of Cheryll Glotfelty, whose 

contributions have been instrumental in establishing ecocriticism as a legitimate field of literary 

inquiry. As the editor of The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology (1996), 

Cheryll Glotfelty defines ecocriticism as “the study of the relationship between literature and 

the physical environment” (xviii), shifting critical attention from human-centred concerns to 

the dynamic interrelationship between text and nature. Her insistence on expanding the literary 

imagination to include ecological awareness has influenced generations of scholars seeking to 

address pressing environmental issues through literary analysis. Glotfelty’s theoretical 

orientation provides the guiding framework for this research, enabling an exploration of how 

nature is not merely represented but actively participates in shaping the narratives, aesthetics, 

and ethical concerns. 
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Building upon Glotfelty’s theoretical foundation of ecocriticism, where literary study 

intersects with environmental responsibility, this study turns its focus to Amitav Ghosh, a 

leading voice in global Anglophone literature whose oeuvre profoundly engages with 

ecological imagination and environmental justice. Amitav Ghosh is a vital literary figure in the 

contemporary landscape not merely for his political or historical consciousness but for the 

unique confluence of history, ecology, aesthetics, and ethics that defines his narrative style. His 

works interrogate the interdependence between the human and non-human worlds, 

foregrounding themes such as the slow violence of environmental degradation, the 

anthropocentric erasure of planetary concerns, and the cultural amnesia surrounding ecological 

collapse. 

The rationale for selecting Amitav Ghosh lies in his sustained commitment to 

environmental thought and his innovative narrative strategies that resist the limits of 

conventional realism in portraying the ecological crisis. While several writers have recently 

begun to explore ecological issues, Ghosh’s work remains singular in its capacity to weave 

environmental concerns into the fabric of postcolonial and transnational narratives. His 

sustained commitment to embedding environmental consciousness within intricately 

constructed historical and cultural narratives remains unmatched till date. His public statements 

and the responses of major critics provide concrete evidence for reading him as an author 

centrally concerned with the ecological imagination. Ghosh has long insisted that the present 

climate crisis is not merely technical or scientific, but cultural, a crisis of the imagination, and 

that literature must be one of the sites where this failure is diagnosed and addressed. He 

articulates this view powerfully in his article “Where Is the Fiction About Climate Change?” 

published in the Guardian in 2016, in which he says:  

There can be no doubt, of course, that this challenge arises in part from the 

complexities of the technical language that serves as our primary view of 



Bawa 8 
 

 
 

climate change. But neither can there be any doubt that it derives also from the 

practices and assumptions that guide the arts and humanities… Indeed, this is 

perhaps the most important question ever to confront culture in the broadest 

sense – for let us make no mistake: the climate crisis is also a crisis of culture, 

and thus of the imagination.  

Here, Ghosh argues that although climate change is one of the biggest issues of the present 

times, the contemporary literary fiction has failed to grapple with it directly. In his analysis, he 

explores as to why the mainstream narrative forms struggle to incorporate the realities and 

improbabilities of climate change, and why much of the fiction about it gets relegated to science 

fiction or genre instead of serious literary consideration. He further argues that modern realist 

fiction is structurally unsuited to represent the scale, unpredictability, and catastrophic nature 

of climate change. In his article, Ghosh explains that serious literary novels usually focus on 

individual lives, psychological depth, and everyday realism. However, climate change involves 

extreme events such as floods, cyclones, and droughts leading to mass migrations at times that 

appear improbable within the conventions of realist fiction. As a result, such themes are often 

pushed into science fiction rather than mainstream literary writings. According to Ghosh, this 

absence reflects a broader cultural failure. It is an inability of literature to imagine climate 

catastrophe which shows how the modern society struggles to confront environmental reality. 

Ghosh further suggests that this not an accidental silence but definitely linked to colonial 

history, capitalism, and modernity, which have shaped both global warming and narrative 

traditions. Ghosh’s argument connects literature, history, and environmental politics. He 

challenges writers and readers to rethink the boundaries of realism and suggests that literature 

must evolve to address planetary crises. 

Ghosh’s insistence that culture and narrative form participate decisively in how 

societies perceive and respond to environmental catastrophe is not an isolated rhetorical 
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flourish; it is the intellectual and ethical foundation of both his nonfiction interventions (notably 

The Great Derangement) and the imaginative strategies of his fiction. This theoretical claim – 

that literature can reshape the perceptual and affective ground from which environmental 

responsibility grows has been acknowledged and amplified by leading voices in the 

environmental humanities. In recognition of this contribution, he was awarded the prestigious 

Erasmus Prize in 2023, “for his contribution to climate change, literature, and the 

unthinkable”—a testament to his global stature as a literary figure actively engaged in 

environmental discourse. The Praemium Erasmianum Foundation’s citation for awarding 

Ghosh the Erasmus Prize makes his contribution in this field explicit, emphasizing his 

sustained practice of linking imaginative form, historical inquiry, and planetary concern: 

Amitav Ghosh has delved deeply into the question of how to do justice to this 

existential threat that defies our imagination. His work offers a remedy, making 

an uncertain future palpable through compelling stories about the past. 

According to the jury, Ghosh demonstrates an extraordinary consistency in 

shining a spotlight on our relationship with nature and with history. (Praemium 

Erasmianum Foundation). 

The prestige of the Erasmus Prize is mirrored in the converging evaluations of modern 

scholarship. Beyond institutional accolades, critical engagement similarly reflects a shared 

interpretative appreciation of his oeuvre and are based on similar assessments. For instance, 

Elizabeth DeLoughrey locates Ghosh within emergent forms of planetary and oceanic thinking 

in contemporary world literature, underscoring the degrees to which his work threads together 

ecological and historical consciousness across multiple registers. DeLoughrey’s work on 

Allegories of the Anthropocene argues for narratives that make planetary processes legible 

through literary strategies – and Ghosh’s oeuvre is repeatedly invoked as exemplary of that 

task. His narratives enact the very literary strategies she identifies as necessary for rendering 
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planetary processes perceptible within cultural imagination. His fiction consistently situates 

intimate human stories within expansive ecological and oceanic frameworks, allowing climatic 

forces, tidal movements, and environmental transformations to function as structuring elements 

rather than mere settings. DeLoughrey highlights how such narrative modes translate abstract 

phenomena, like climate change, imperial extraction, and oceanic circulation, into sensorial 

and historical experiences that readers can apprehend through character, place, and memory. 

Ghosh’s polyphonic storytelling, archival layering, and attention to transoceanic geographies 

exemplify the capacity of literature to bridge temporal and spatial scales, making visible the 

entanglement of colonial histories with contemporary ecological crises. Consequently, his body 

of work becomes illustrative of the “allegorical” function DeLoughrey attributes to 

Anthropocene writing: the transformation of vast, often invisible planetary systems into 

narratively legible and ethically resonant forms. 

Another crucial anchor for reading Ghosh is supplied by Rob Nixon’s concept of ‘Slow 

Violence’ where Nixon defines slow violence as “a violence that occurs gradually and out of 

sight, a violence of delayed destruction that is dispersed across time and space” – a formulation 

that neatly maps onto Ghosh’s attention to attritional environmental harm, imperial 

extractivism, and the long temporalities of ecological degradation. Nixon’s framework helps 

explain why Ghosh’s historical novels, like the Ibis Trilogy and his more ecologically 

immediate works, i.e. The Hungry Tide and Jungle Nama, belong to a single imaginative 

project: both register the uneven, temporally extended harms that climate change and colonial 

exploitation enact on human and non-human lives. It provides a critical lens through which the 

dispersed themes of environment, migration, colonial trade, and climate change appear as 

interconnected rather than episodic. Nixon defines slow violence as the gradual, often invisible 

environmental and social damage that unfolds across extended temporal scales, escaping 

immediate spectacle yet profoundly shaping human and non-human life. When this idea is 
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applied to Ghosh’s fiction, the recurring motifs of tidal erosion in The Hungry Tide, the 

ecological and economic consequences of opium cultivation in the Ibis Trilogy, and the broader 

anxieties about climate and displacement across his works begin to cohere into a unified 

imaginative vision. Rather than treating each novel as a self-contained narrative, Nixon’s 

framework reveals a sustained preoccupation with the cumulative impacts of imperialism, 

resource extraction, and environmental degradation on marginalized communities and fragile 

ecosystems. In this sense, Ghosh’s novels participate in a continuous literary endeavour to 

make gradual, systemic violence narratively visible—an endeavour that binds them into a 

single imaginative continuum concerned with the ethics of environmental time, historical 

memory, and planetary vulnerability. 

Taken together, these primary and secondary sources justify not only the selection of 

Ghosh as the central writer for this thesis but also the focused choice of the five texts under 

study. Ghosh’s fiction spans both colonial and postcolonial temporalities, delving into complex 

terrains such as forced migration, maritime history, indigenous cosmologies, and imperial 

capitalism. His Ibis Trilogy—Sea of Poppies, River of Smoke, and Flood of Fire—illuminates 

the ecological fallout of nineteenth-century imperial trade and commodity regimes and 

reconstructs the opium trade as an ecological as well as economic catastrophe, illustrating how 

colonial exploitation extended to the environment. The Hungry Tide, set in the fragile estuarine 

ecosystem of the Sundarbans, unpacks the fraught relationships between conservation, 

development, and the precarity of marginalised communities. In Jungle Nama, Ghosh 

reimagines the Bon Bibi legend through a verse narrative that fuses Indian ecological 

mythology with aesthetic minimalism and graphic illustration, offering a culturally rooted 

reflection on ecological stewardship. It marks Ghosh’s explicit turn toward indigenous 

ecological lore and verse, reworking the Bon Bibi legend into a form that underscores the 

ethical interdependence of human and nonhuman communities. The combined corpus, 
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therefore, affords an unusually wide field of inquiry: historical and archival ecologies, the 

aesthetics of maritime and tidal description, indigenous and mythic eco-ethics, and the affective 

registers through which readers come to feel environmental responsibility. At a time when 

climate change is frequently sidelined in both literary and political discourse, Ghosh’s works 

respond to what he terms “The Great Derangement”—a phrase used to critique the literary 

world’s failure to confront the realities of the climate crisis. His fiction thus represents not just 

literary innovation but an urgent ecological intervention, echoing Glotfelty’s call for a criticism 

that is both aesthetically resonant and ethically grounded. 

This constellation of texts permits a pluralistic methodology, Glotfelty’s ecocritical 

orientation, reflecting literature’s relation to the physical environment, provides the study’s 

theoretical backbone. Nixon’s slow-violence lens foregrounds temporality and distributive 

harm, and DeLoughrey’s planetary/oceanic frameworks help situate Ghosh’s narratives within 

transoceanic and postcolonial ecologies. The Erasmus jury’s explicit commendation for 

Ghosh’s ability to make an uncertain future palpable through compelling stories about the past 

crystallizes why these five novels, together, are especially apt for an ecoaesthetic study seeking 

to trace how aesthetic form, historical consciousness and ethical imagination combine to 

generate ecocritical awareness. The convergence of ecological insight, historical depth, and 

narrative beauty in Ghosh’s oeuvre makes him an indispensable figure for ecoaesthetic and 

ecocritical analysis. Therefore, his inclusion in this study is not only justified but also 

academically imperative for advancing the dialogue between literature and environmental 

consciousness. 

Given the urgency of climate change and the growing need for interdisciplinary 

approaches to address ecological crises, this study finds its significance at the intersection of 

literary inquiry, environmental ethics, and aesthetic representation. While the field of 

ecocriticism has steadily expanded over the past decades, there remains a pressing need to 
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explore how fiction can serve not merely as a mirror to ecological degradation but as a medium 

of resistance, reimagination, and renewal. In this context, Amitav Ghosh’s works offer a rich 

site for such interrogation—not only because of their environmental content but also due to the 

innovative forms and narratives through which ecological consciousness is aesthetically 

rendered. 

This thesis takes up the task of understanding how literature can mobilise ecological 

awareness by fusing environmental realities with artistic vision. Ghosh’s fiction resists linear 

and anthropocentric storytelling, often turning to indigenous epistemologies, mythologies, and 

plural temporalities to narrate the environmental crisis. Such strategies challenge the dominant 

Western frameworks of climate discourse and open up new ways of seeing the world, ways that 

are more inclusive, culturally nuanced, and ethically responsive. Furthermore, while substantial 

scholarship has emerged around Ghosh’s political, historical, and postcolonial themes, a 

comprehensive ecocritical-aesthetic study that spans the Ibis Trilogy, The Hungry Tide, and 

Jungle Nama is yet to be fully realised. By focusing on these select texts, this thesis not only 

contributes to the ongoing discourse in ecocriticism but also enriches the understanding of how 

literary form, cultural rootedness, and environmental vision can converge to shape ecological 

thought. In doing so, it aligns with the broader imperative of literary humanities to address 

planetary concerns and reimagine sustainable futures through the creative imagination. 

The present research is driven by a multidimensional inquiry into the ecological, 

aesthetic, and literary underpinnings of Amitav Ghosh’s select works. It aims to foreground 

how literature can function as a medium of environmental reflection and resistance by 

employing a diverse set of critical frameworks. The specific objectives of this study are: 

1. To trace the evolution of ecocritical theory and its contemporary relevance. 

2. To explore the aesthetic elements in select novels of Amitav Ghosh. 
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3. To analyze mass migration and climatic change in the novels of Amitav Ghosh. 

4. To apply Cheryll Glotfelty’s theory of ecocriticism in the select novels. 

5. To find the correlation between humans, nature, and the environment. 

Although Amitav Ghosh’s works have received considerable critical attention for their 

treatment of history, colonialism, and climate change, several significant gaps remain in the 

existing scholarship. One major lacuna is the insufficient exploration of the aesthetic 

representation of the natural world in his novels—Sea of Poppies, River of Smoke, Flood of 

Fire, The Hungry Tide, and Jungle Nama. These works depict nature not only as a backdrop to 

human affairs but as an active agent in shaping narrative, emotion, and ethical orientation. Yet, 

few studies have focused on these aesthetic portrayals of ecology through the lens of literary 

theory, particularly that of Cheryll Glotfelty. 

Secondly, the integration of Western ecoaesthetic theory with Indian aesthetic thought 

remains underdeveloped. While Glotfelty’s ecocritical theory calls for a revaluation of 

literature’s relationship to the physical environment, and while Indian theories such as Rasa 

and Prakriti offer a deeply spiritual and affective understanding of nature, there is a noticeable 

gap in merging these perspectives to interpret Ghosh’s ecological vision. His work, rich with 

visual, emotional, and symbolic renderings of nature, invites such a combined approach but 

has yet to be fully studied in that light. Another neglected area is the environmental history 

embedded within Ghosh’s fiction. His narratives reveal how ecological degradation, colonial 

exploitation of landscapes, climate shifts, and displacement are historically rooted and 

narratively central. However, current ecocritical discourse often overlooks this historical 

layering of environmental experience, focusing instead on present-day climate anxieties. 

Finally, while themes of climate change and environmental crisis have been widely 

recognised in Ghosh’s oeuvre, the idea of eco-aesthetic consciousness, the convergence of 
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sensory beauty, ethical awareness, and ecological immersion, remains relatively unexplored. 

His fiction encourages not just awareness but a felt, affective engagement with nature, which 

opens new avenues for interpretation. This study, grounded in Cheryll Glotfelty’s ecocritical 

theory and Arnold Berleant’s ecoaesthetic theory, is enriched by Indian aesthetic frameworks 

and seeks to address these critical gaps and offer a more multidimensional understanding of 

environmental representation in contemporary fiction. 

Review of Literature 

The evolution of ecocriticism as a discipline is marked by a growing recognition of 

literature’s potential to interrogate and reflect upon environmental degradation, climate 

anxiety, and the ethics of human-nonhuman interaction. Foundational works such as Lawrence 

Buell’s The Environmental Imagination (1995) and Greg Garrard’s Ecocriticism (2004) have 

been instrumental in defining the field. Buell’s assertion that literature can shape environmental 

perception foregrounds the interrelation of imagination and ecology, a connection further 

emphasized in Ursula K. Heise’s Sense of Place and Sense of Planet (2008), which investigates 

the role of literature in developing global ecological consciousness. Heise’s emphasis on 

cosmopolitan ecocriticism aligns with the transnational scope of Amitav Ghosh’s narratives. 

Cheryll Glotfelty’s pivotal contribution, The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary 

Ecology (1996), co-edited with Harold Fromm, solidified ecocriticism as an academic 

movement. Glotfelty’s introductory essay remains a theoretical keystone, defining ecocriticism 

as “the study of the relationship between literature and the physical environment” (Glotfelty 

and Fromm 19). Her advocacy for integrating ecological concerns into literary discourse has 

inspired a range of scholars to reevaluate canonical texts through environmental lenses. While 

her work is rooted in the American academic tradition, its applications have been global, 

including postcolonial and South Asian ecocriticism. Several scholars have also focused on 
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ecocriticism’s extension into aesthetics. Kate Rigby’s Topographies of the Sacred: The Poetics 

of Place in European Romanticism (2004) explores how literary beauty is embedded in the 

natural world, foregrounding the intersection of spiritual and ecological aesthetics. In the 

Indian context, Kapila Vatsyayan’s The Square and the Circle of Indian Arts (1997) and 

Ananda K. Coomaraswamy’s writings provide essential frameworks for understanding how 

nature, rasa, and prakriti are interwoven in classical Indian aesthetics. These concepts are 

critical for this study’s attempt to juxtapose Western and Indian aesthetic traditions. 

Within South Asian literary criticism, there is a growing body of research addressing 

ecocritical themes in the works of Amitav Ghosh. For instance, Upamanyu Pablo Mukherjee’s 

Postcolonial Environments: Nature, Culture and the Contemporary Indian Novel in English 

(2010) situates Ghosh among key figures interrogating colonial legacies through ecological 

registers. Mukherjee's analysis emphasizes how imperialism reshaped both environmental and 

narrative landscapes. Saikat Majumdar, in Prose of the World: Modernism and the Banality of 

Empire (2013), also explores how historical fiction, such as Ghosh’s, revitalizes environmental 

memory within postcolonial frameworks. 

Ghosh’s own nonfictional work, The Great Derangement: Climate Change and the 

Unthinkable (2016), has become a cornerstone of climate-focused literary criticism. Here, 

Ghosh critiques the inadequacy of contemporary fiction in representing ecological catastrophe, 

asserting that “the climate crisis is also a crisis of culture, and thus of the imagination” (Ghosh 

9). This text has catalysed new critical readings of his fiction, framing novels such as The 

Hungry Tide and Gun Island within the emergent discourse of Anthropocene literature. 

Scholars like Elizabeth DeLoughrey, in Allegories of the Anthropocene (2019), have responded 

to Ghosh’s challenge by tracing planetary crises in postcolonial ecologies, offering frameworks 

this thesis adopts to contextualise Ghosh’s aesthetics. 
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Peer-reviewed dissertations also reflect this trend. For that matter, Shweta Singh’s doctoral 

thesis, Ecocritical Consciousness in the Fiction of Amitav Ghosh (Banaras Hindu University, 

2018), examines ecological disruption across Ghosh’s oeuvre but offers limited analysis of 

aesthetic dimensions. Similarly, Priyanka Mukherjee’s M.Phil. dissertation, The Political 

Ecology of Amitav Ghosh’s Ibis Trilogy (Jadavpur University, 2020), underscores the historical 

materialism in Ghosh’s fiction but leaves the affective and philosophical implications of nature 

underexplored. These gaps signal the need for an ecocritical approach that foregrounds beauty, 

emotion, and sensory engagement—elements this thesis addresses through aesthetic and 

affective ecocriticism. 

Recent journal articles have also begun to bridge literature, environmental ethics, and 

posthumanist theory. For instance, Aishwarya Rao’s “Narrating the Tide Country: Ecological 

Intimacies in The Hungry Tide” (Green Letters: Studies in Ecocriticism, 2021) explores kinship 

between human and nonhuman entities, drawing on affect theory. Meanwhile, Nandini Sen’s 

“Riverine Narratives and the Politics of Water” (Indian Literature, 2019) situates Ghosh’s 

ecological storytelling within broader debates on resource justice. These interdisciplinary 

perspectives enrich the literary analysis, opening new avenues to investigate Ghosh’s eco-

aesthetic imagination. 

In summary, existing literature has extensively examined Amitav Ghosh’s engagement 

with environmental issues, historical violence, and postcolonial trauma. However, a nuanced 

analysis that synthesises ecological thought with aesthetic theory, particularly incorporating 

both Western ecocritical aesthetics and Indian concepts such as rasa and prakriti, remains 

largely absent. By addressing this gap, this study contributes a new layer of insight into how 

Ghosh’s fiction not only documents ecological crises but also re-enchants the reader’s sensory 

and ethical relation with the natural world. 
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This study adopts a qualitative research approach, focusing on the textual analysis of select 

novels of Amitav Ghosh through an ecocritical and ecoaesthetic lens. Rooted in Cheryll 

Glotfelty’s foundational framework of ecocriticism, the research investigates how Ghosh 

embeds environmental consciousness, aesthetic sensibility, and socio-ecological concerns into 

his narratives. Through close reading and thematic analysis, the select novels—Sea of Poppies, 

River of Smoke, Flood of Fire, The Hungry Tide, and Jungle Nama—are examined for their 

ecoaesthetic elements, portrayal of climate change, ecological degradation, mass migration, 

environmental ethics, and human-nonhuman entanglements. The methodology also 

incorporates interdisciplinary perspectives, linking literary representations to real-world 

ecological crises, colonial history, and philosophical reflections on nature’s beauty and 

vulnerability. 

In addition to Western ecocritical discourse, the study draws from advanced theoretical 

approaches such as slow violence, posthumanist ecocriticism, affective ecocriticism, and 

material ecocriticism to capture the multi-layered environmental dimensions in Ghosh’s work. 

Indian aesthetic theories, particularly the rasa theory and the concept of prakriti, further enrich 

the interpretive framework by offering culturally embedded ways of perceiving ecological 

harmony and emotional responses to nature. This integrated methodology ensures a 

comprehensive and nuanced understanding of Amitav Ghosh’s engagement with the 

environment, demonstrating how his fiction not only reflects ecological crises but also 

cultivates a deeply affective and ethical awareness of the natural world. 

The present thesis has been divided into five chapters, which take up various aspects of my 

research individually in each. The first chapter, entitled “Evolution of Ecocritical Theory and 

its Contemporary Relevance,” traces the development of ecocriticism from its origins in the 

1980s as a response to the growing awareness of environmental issues in literature to its current 

status as a vital interdisciplinary field. It brings out the theory of the early ecocritics, like 
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Cheryll Glotfelty, Harold Fromm, and William Rueckert, who focused on analysing nature 

writings and the depiction of landscapes in literary texts. It not only critiques human 

exploitation of nature but also calls for more sustainable interactions, making it a crucial lens 

for understanding the role of culture in addressing today’s environmental crises. 

The second chapter of the thesis, “Ecocritical Aesthetics: Literary Representation of 

Beauty in Nature,” explores the representation of the aesthetic elements in the select novels of 

Ghosh with an aim to show how ecocriticism uses aesthetics to promote environmental 

awareness and inspire action. This chapter highlights how Ghosh intertwines environmental 

concerns with aesthetic elements to deepen the reader's understanding of nature’s role in 

shaping human history and identity, as both are interconnected through their shared concern 

for the human-nature relationship and our aesthetic responses to the world around us. It reflects 

on how literature and aesthetics interact with environmental concerns to gain a deeper 

appreciation for both art and nature, thereby fostering a more environmentally conscious 

mindset. 

The third chapter entitled “Migration and Identity Crisis,” focuses on the themes of 

migration and identity crisis as depicted in Ghosh’s select novels. In these narratives, we come 

across various characters who get uprooted from their native places due to political and 

economic factors. Here, colonialism plays a major role in the migration of the masses, ushering 

them into new places to face the harsh effects of the changed environment, leading to total 

displacement and subsequent struggles with identity. The challenges of migration are dealt with 

in this chapter, which further shows how migrants are intertwined with ecological instability, 

where both human and environmental dislocation contribute to the characters’ loss of place and 

self, leading to an identity crisis.  The analysis reveals how Ghosh’s narratives illustrate the 

complexities of migration and identity crisis, spotlighting the struggles faced by the various 

characters as they navigate both social and ecological dislocation. 
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The fourth chapter, entitled “Environmental Ethics of Motherhood and Women’s 

Relationship with Nature,” explores the deep connection between Nature and Women, 

specifically, thereby drawing a parallelism between them, particularly in the context of 

ecological stewardship and care. It deliberates on how in ecocritical studies, women are often 

seen as closely aligned with nature due to their nurturing roles and as subjects of exploitation 

and tolerance- a theme that is reflected in many of the ecocritical works.  It also explores the 

analysis of cultural representations and power structures to understand how these systems 

perpetuate the degradation of nature and the subjugation of women. 

The fifth Chapter, entitled “Correlation Between Literature and Ecology Through 

Green Lens,” examines the interplay between human culture and the natural world, 

highlighting environmental themes and fostering awareness of our impact. It provides a way to 

understand literature’s role in shaping environmental consciousness and also promoting 

sustainable practices. In addition, this chapter also explores how green studies shed light on 

social injustices in the environment and how marginalised groups are disproportionately 

affected. 

Lastly, the conclusion of the thesis encapsulates the study’s findings, synthesising the 

ecocritical, eco-aesthetic, and ethical insights generated by the preceding analyses, and 

reflecting on the contribution of Ghosh’s fiction to the ongoing project of imagining more just 

and sustainable relationships between human and non-human worlds. 
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Chapter 1 

Evolution of Ecocriticism and its Contemporary Relevance 

The evolution of ecocriticism as a discipline has evolved significantly over time and 

has been shaped by a succession of distinct philosophical and ecological movements, each 

offering unique perspectives on humanity’s relationship with nature and each leaving a 

different theoretical imprint on how literature and the natural world are brought into relation. 

The first and most foundational was American Transcendentalism, the philosophical 

tradition of Henry David Thoreau, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and John Muir, which established 

nature as a site of spiritual, moral, and aesthetic value rather than mere resource. Its insistence 

on direct experiential engagement with the non-human world gave ecocriticism its earliest 

critical vocabulary, though its romanticisation of wilderness and its exclusion of indigenous, 

non-Western, and working-class relationships with nature would later invite significant 

critique. The second formative influence was the Conservation and Environmental Movement 

of the mid-twentieth century, crystallised by Aldo Leopold’s land ethics (famously detailed in 

A Sand County Almanac) and Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962). This movement shifted 

the emphasis from nature as a spiritual resource to nature as a fragile ecological system under 

threat from industrial capitalism, introducing concepts of interdependence, ecosystemic 

balance, and human responsibility that became foundational to ecocritical analysis. The third 

and politically charged influence was the Deep Ecology Movement, introduced by the 

Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess in 1973. Naess distinguished between shallow ecology, 

which conserves nature instrumentally, for human benefit, and deep ecology, which insists on 

the intrinsic value of all living beings regardless of their utility to humans. Deep ecology gave 

ecocriticism its biocentric and ecocentric philosophical foundation, pushing literary criticism 

to ask not just how humans represent nature but whether those representations respect or 

subordinate non-human life. The fourth movement, Ecofeminism, developed by Val 
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Plumwood, Vandana Shiva, and Karen Warren from the 1970s onwards, argued that the 

domination of nature and the oppression of women share the same patriarchal, colonial logic. 

This movement broadened ecocriticism's political scope considerably, connecting ecological 

degradation to gender, race, and colonial histories, and inaugurating a more intersectional mode 

of environmental reading. The fifth shaping force was the Environmental Justice Movement, 

which emerged in the United States in the 1980s and was extended globally through 

postcolonial theory. It demonstrated that ecological crises are not experienced equally — that 

marginalised communities, indigenous peoples, and the Global South bear disproportionate 

environmental burdens produced by systems of colonial extraction and capitalist accumulation. 

Rob Nixon's concept of slow violence is the most influential articulation of this principle within 

literary-critical discourse. Finally, the emergence of the Anthropocene discourse in the early 

twenty-first century, the recognition that human activity has become a geological force 

transforming the earth's systems, has reshaped ecocriticism at its most fundamental level, 

demanding new modes of representation and new aesthetic frameworks adequate to planetary-

scale ecological crisis. 

Each of these movements bequeathed ecocriticism a distinct set of questions, emphases, 

and blind spots. Taken together, they explain why ecocriticism has developed not as a unified 

theory but as a series of overlapping and sometimes competing waves, a palimpsest, in Buell’s 

term, each revision building upon and contesting what came before. 

Both as a theoretical approach and a critical practice, ecocriticism emerged from the 

confluence of environmental activism, literary studies, and an increasing awareness of 

ecological degradation. Though the concept of ecocriticism as a formal academic approach has 

emerged relatively recently, the themes of environmental concern, the natural world, and 

human interaction with nature have been observed to be present in literature for centuries. The 

late twentieth century witnessed a profound shift in literary criticism, one that moved beyond 
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anthropocentric concerns to embrace the more-than-human world. Unlike traditional literary 

criticism that focused primarily on human characters, social structures, and cultural meanings, 

ecocriticism dared to ask a radical question: What about nature? What role does the natural 

world play in literature, not as mere backdrop or passive scenery, but as an active presence, a 

character in its own right, or even as the text itself? 

 Until the 1990s, ecocriticism as a field wasn’t defined, but still, the elements of 

ecocriticism could be found in many of the earlier literary works, which later got identified as 

central to ecocritical studies. As mentioned earlier, the early foundation of ecocriticism was 

laid in the pre-1970s when writers and philosophers such as Thoreau, Emerson and Muir 

emphasised a deep connection between man and the environment, which was very 

conspicuously evident in many of their works. For instance, one of Thoreau’s earliest works 

Walden, is a great seminal text that can be viewed through an ecocritical lens. It documents his 

experiment of living in a simple, self-sufficient manner in the natural surroundings of Walden 

Pond near Concord, Massachusetts by examining the connection between humans and nature, 

promoting a balanced and harmonious coexistence with the environment and critiquing 

industrialisation and materialism. On the other hand, Emerson in Nature (1836), articulated a 

philosophy in which the natural world serves as a divine manifestation, urging individuals to 

achieve spiritual and moral renewal through direct communion with nature. Similarly, John 

Muir, writing decades later, combined the transcendentalist spirit with an activist’s zeal. In My 

First Summer in the Sierra (1911), he combined lyrical description with environmental 

advocacy, portraying nature not merely as a backdrop for human activity but as a living entity 

deserving of respect and preservation. He portrays the wilderness of nature as a sentient, 

dynamic entity, insisting that “when we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to 

everything else in the universe.” (Muir 110). This ecological holism-an early articulation of 



Bawa 24 
 

 
 

more-than-human world-is now echoed in modern interdisciplinary approaches that blend 

literature, science and environmental policy.  

Delving into the earlier times, we can see nature as being celebrated in the works of 

great romantic poets too, like William Wordsworth, John Keats, S.T. Coleridge, P.B. Shelley 

and others, which definitely would have influenced the later thought. They all have generally 

valued nature as a great source of inspiration as well as spiritual renewal, contrasting it with 

the alienation and destruction caused by industrial progress. While their works were not written 

with an explicit ecological or environmental agenda, they all engage with themes that later 

became central to ecocriticism, such as the relationship between humans and nature, 

environmental degradation, and the spiritual or philosophical significance of the natural world. 

Lyrical Ballads (1798), one of the greatest nature works by William Wordsworth, can indeed 

be read through an ecocritical lens, even though the term ecocriticism was coined nearly two 

centuries later. It frames poetry as a reflection of ‘man in connection with nature.’ Here, nature 

is not just a scenery, but an active moral and spiritual force shaping human thought. Besides 

engaging with how literature represents human-nature relationships and environmental ethics, 

it also highlights the instructive power of nature.  

 “Come forth into the light of things, Let Nature be your teacher” (15-16).  

In this line, Wordsworth urges the readers to move beyond the confines of books and 

formal school studies and completely immerse themselves in the living natural world. The 

phrase “The light of things” suggests direct, unmediated experience found in nature itself– the 

freshness, vitality and truth. He further proposes that observation of natural processes deepens 

understanding of life beyond human-made theories and that nature can teach lessons as 

valuable, or even more valuable, than academic learning. From an ecocritical perspective, these 

lines reject a purely anthropocentric worldview. Wordsworth invites humans to view 

themselves as part of a larger ecological system, learning wisdom not from dominating nature 
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but from listening to it. It is an early romantic call to environmental consciousness, promoting 

experiential knowledge over detached analysis. The underlying idea is that true wisdom comes 

by plunging and participating in the natural living world and not just studying it from afar.  

In another phenomenal text by Wordsworth, The Prelude, he celebrates the beauty of 

nature with its ever-healing effects and also its influence on the human mind and soul. His 

celebration of rural landscapes is also a critique of human systems that exploit or ignore 

ecological balance. Furthermore, many early conservation movements and the works of 

naturalists like Charles Darwin and Rachel Carson laid the groundwork for environmental 

awareness in literature. While Darwin is often associated with the notion of the “struggle for 

existence,” his work also underscores mutual dependence and cooperation among species, 

revealing the complex interconnections within ecosystems. In On the Origin of Species (1859), 

he reflects on the intricate relationships between organisms, stating: 

It is interesting to contemplate a tangled bank, clothed with many plants of many 

kinds, with birds singing on the bushes, with various insects flitting about, and 

with worms crawling through the damp earth, and to reflect that these 

elaborately constructed forms, so different from each other, and dependent upon 

each other in so complex a manner, have all been produced by laws acting 

around us (490). 

This vision of interdependence resonates strongly with ecocritical thought, which 

emphasises the entanglement of humans, animals, and the environment. Darwin’s “entangled 

bank” metaphor represents a proto-ecocritical moment, portraying a natural scene in which 

plants, birds, insects, and soil organisms coexist in a delicate balance. From an ecocritical 

perspective, this passage encourages readers to perceive nature as an integrated system rather 

than as a backdrop for human activity. By drawing attention to interspecies connectivity and 

the interwoven fabric of life, Darwin’s writing provides an early scientific and philosophical 
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basis for the understanding of ecological networks, adaptation, and symbiosis, concepts central 

to contemporary ecocriticism. 

Similarly, Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) extends the ecological insights of 

naturalists like Darwin into the modern environmental crisis, raising awareness about 

environmental issues, particularly the dangers of pesticide use. Carson’s work criticised the 

human impact on nature, exposing how chemicals like DDT were harming not only the 

environment but also human health. DDT (Dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane), a synthetic 

pesticide, gained prominence during World War II for its effectiveness in controlling malaria 

and typhus by eliminating disease-carrying insects like mosquitoes and lice. Widely used in 

agriculture post-war, DDT subsequently became infamous for its severe ecological and health 

impacts.  

Carson vividly describes the cascading effects of chemical use on ecosystems: 

In nature, nothing exists alone. Each species, no matter how small, plays a role 

in the intricate web of life. When we interfere with one part of this web, we 

inevitably affect the rest. The balance of life is delicate; the loss of a single 

species can ripple through ecosystems in ways we are only beginning to 

understand. This interconnectedness demands responsibility, for our actions can 

harm not only the natural world but ourselves as well (53). 

This statement underscores the ecological principle that all organisms and elements in 

an ecosystem are interconnected. His detailed observations of ecosystems and the 

interconnectedness of all life emphasised the need for a new, ecological consciousness. This 

consciousness aligns closely with the goals of ecocriticism. In fact, Silent Spring is seen as a 

turning point that inspired the modern environmental movement. In fact, the eco critics often 

refer to this text for its portrayal of the consequences of human actions on nature and its critique 
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of unchecked industrial practices. It also combines scientific research with accessible writing, 

making a strong case against the reckless use of chemicals, thereby disturbing the ecological 

balance globally. 

Besides English literature, the ecological consciousness could also be witnessed in the 

American literature, more specifically in the works of poets like Robert Frost and later Ted 

Hughes. The ecological literature undoubtedly expanded in their hands. Frost through his New 

England pastoralism and Hughes through his raw, elemental depictions of animals and 

landscapes brought out the elements of nature which were seen as the indispensable parts of 

human world. Hughes’ most controversial poetry collection, Crow (1970) engages with a 

brutal, mythic vision of the natural world, revealing nature’s agency in ways that resist 

sentimentalisation, a stance now recognised as an important precursor to post-humanist 

ecocriticism. This poem is considered as a landmark of modern English poetry as it departs 

from traditional lyricism and confronts existential questions with stark, imaginative force. It 

reflects the anxieties of the modern world while using the figure of the crow to explore 

universal themes of survival, creation and the human condition. The poems in Crow are often 

interpreted as an exploration of humanity after catastrophe. Rather than offering comforting 

answers, Hughes presents a world marked by conflict, absurdity and endurance. Crow’s refusal 

to surrender makes him a powerful symbol of resilience amid suffering. 

Parallel to these American and British traditions, other literary voices across the globe 

were also engaged with ecocritical themes long before the term ecocriticism was formally 

coined. An eminent Indian poet and philosopher, Gurudev Rabindranath Tagore who is also 

regarded as 0ne of the greatest literary figures in the world history entwine the human spirit 

with seasonal cycles and rural landscapes in his prose and poetry. Through his works, he 

consistently wove an ecologically conscious vision- a fusion of aesthetics, spirituality, ethics 

and environmental respect. In his most celebrated collection of poems, Gitanjali, Tagore 
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portrays nature as a reflection of God’s beauty and presence. He further elevates nature beyond 

a mere backdrop, treating it as a portal to divine unity and spiritual realisation: “the world of 

nature is not an illusion but is rather a medium for accomplishing indivisibility with the 

infinite.” He condemned rampant human consumption and technological arrogance that sever 

the bond with nature and argued that true human emancipation lies in realising unity with 

nature, not dominating or distancing from it. 

Evolving further, by the late twentieth century, ecological awareness in literature began 

intersecting with other critical frameworks- postcolonialism, feminism and Marxist theory- 

leading to a more nuanced understanding of how environmental degradation is entangled with 

histories of empire, gender inequality and economic exploitation. All these early voices laid 

the philosophical foundations for environmental thought and reflected principles central to 

modern ecocriticism. 

One of the early scholars associated with the development of ecocriticism, William 

Howarth, in one of his influential essays, Some Principles of Ecocriticism, outlines several 

principles that define the relationship between literature and environment. At the very outset 

of this essay, he states: 

“Eco and critic both derive from Greek, oikos and kritis and in tandem they mean 

“house judge,” which may surprise many lovers of green, outdoor writing. A long-winded gloss 

on ecocritic might run as follows: “a person who judges the merits and faults of writings that 

depict the effects of culture upon nature, with a view toward celebrating nature, berating its 

despoilers, and reversing their harm through political action.” So, the Oikos is nature, a place 

Edward Hoagland calls “our widest home” and the Kritos is an arbiter, of taste who wants the 

house kept in good order, no boots or dishes strewn about to ruin the original decor.” (69) 
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 The above quote highlights the meaning of eco critic as one who judges literary 

writings and texts depicting the impact of culture on nature and also the one who aims to 

celebrate the environment, criticise its destruction, and advocate for its restoration. The term 

ecocritic has its root in the Greek word ‘oikos’, which means a house that symbolises nature 

and ‘kritis’, which means judge. This origin of the word eco critic suggests that an ecocritic's 

role is to maintain the house of nature in good order, similar to how a housekeeper would 

protect and preserve its original decor. 

As a term, ecocriticism was coined and used by William Rueckert in 1978 in his seminal 

essay titled Literature and Ecology: An Experiment in Ecocriticism. Here, he attempted to 

apply the concepts of ecology to literary studies to explore how literary texts could contribute 

to ecological understanding and environmental awareness. He defined ecocriticism as a means 

to apply ecological concepts to the study of literature, arguing that literature can have an active 

role in promoting ecological values and contributing to environmental consciousness. His 

intention was to use literature as a tool to explore the interrelationship between humans and the 

natural world. Although his essay was groundbreaking, it did not immediately give rise to an 

academic movement, and the term remained relatively obscure for over a decade. But it 

definitely planted the seeds for what would later become a significant movement within literary 

criticism. His definition and application of ecological principles paved the way for later 

scholars like Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm to develop ecocriticism as a formal field of 

study in the 1990s. While William Rueckert coined the term, it was Cheryll Glotfelty who 

played a pivotal role in reviving, popularising, and institutionalising ecocriticism in the 

academic field during the early 1990s.  

The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology (1996) is a foundational text 

in the field of ecocriticism, which was edited by Glotfelty, along with Harold Fromm. It 
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brought widespread scholarly attention towards this concept. In the introduction to this volume, 

Glotfelty defines ecocriticism as:  

“The study of the relationship between literature and the physical environment.”  

This deceptively simple statement makes clear the discipline’s core focus: how texts reflect 

ecological concerns and how environmental phenomena are represented, interpreted and 

reimagined through literary forms. Glotfelty goes on to align ecocriticism with other theoretical 

schools of criticism – such as feminist, Marxist, or queer criticism – arguing that each 

represents an ideological and ethical intervention into literature. In her words, ecocriticism is 

the discipline that brings an earth-centred approach to literary studies. This analogy 

underscores her intent that ecocriticism is not merely ecological ornamentation in literary texts, 

but a committed mode of reading and interpretation. She also emphasized that just as feminist 

criticism examines language and literature from a gender-conscious perspective, ecocriticism 

does so from an environmentally aware viewpoint. This theory is applied in the treatment of 

nature by critiquing the mannerisms of society, which in turn affects the workings of nature. 

Glotfelty presents a range of sample questions that might guide ecocritical inquiry, such as how 

we can contribute to environmental restoration within our roles as professors or scholars of 

literature, how nature is represented in this sonnet, are the values in this play consistent with 

ecological wisdom? Or in what ways has literacy itself influenced humankind’s relationship 

with the natural world? For that matter, she introduces a basic framework—a tripartite 

developmental scheme. The first stage concerns the representations of nature in literature. The 

second involves rediscovering and reconsidering earlier works, essentially reclaiming a 

heritage. Lastly, she proposes a theoretical phase that explores the symbolic construction of 

species, asking how literary discourse defines humanity. Glotfelty also views a significant 

terminological confusion within ecocriticism, particularly in the interchangeable use of the 

terms nature and environment. While often treated as synonyms, they differ: Environment 
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refers to the entire surrounding landscape, whether natural, urban, or mixed, whereas nature 

refers to the original, unaltered environment before the influence of technology.  

While defining Ecocriticism as an earth-centred approach, Glotfelty opines that despite 

“the broad inquiry and disparate levels of sophistication, all ecocritical criticism shares the 

fundamental premise that human culture is connected to the physical world, affecting it and 

affected by it” (19). This is one of the central premises of ecocriticism, according to Glotfelty, 

which means that literature, history and social systems cannot be understood in isolation from 

the natural environment that sustains them. She emphasises that culture is not something 

floating above or apart from the material environment but is shaped by and dependent on and 

constantly interacting with the physical world. For her, this connection means that every 

cultural product, including literature, both reflects and affects our ecological reality. She 

emphasises a two-way relationship between humans and the environment: Humans affect the 

environment through activities like farming, urban development, industrialisation, and resource 

extraction, and human culture alters landscapes, ecosystems, and climate. This could mean 

direct impact (deforestation, pollution) or indirect cultural influence (shaping how societies 

value or exploit nature). The environment affects humans – geography, weather, climate, and 

ecosystems shape the way we live, think, write, and imagine the world. Literature, art, 

architecture, and even social organisation are often responses to environmental conditions. She 

signals a deliberate shift away from purely human-centred literary analysis (anthropocentrism) 

toward one that gives equal weight to the agency of the natural world. In her view, literature is 

not created in a vacuum—it emerges from a material, physical reality that sustains and 

challenges human existence. So, this view is essentially the bridge between human cultural 

production (stories, poems, beliefs) and the physical reality of the earth. It underpins the idea 

that if we ignore the environment in literary analysis, we are missing half the story. 
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With time, this field has broadened to the extent of encompassing a diverse range of 

theoretical perspectives, from ecofeminism to postcolonial ecocriticism, each offering unique 

insights into the multifaceted and often contentious human-nature relationship. Ecofeminism, 

being an intellectual and activist movement, connects the domination of women with the 

domination of nature. At its core, it argues that the same patriarchal structures that oppress 

women also exploit nature. It also illustrates how women are often symbolically linked with 

nature as ‘nurturers’ and ‘givers of life’. Similarly, the emergence of postcolonial ecocriticism 

underscored the fact that environmental damage often follows the fault lines of colonial 

extraction and global inequality. For instance, Rob Nixon’s concept of ‘slow violence’, as a 

violence that occurs gradually, is a violence of delayed destruction that is dispersed across time 

and space, has become indispensable for analysing both environmental narratives and the 

politics of climate change. Slow Violence refers to the environmental harm that is gradual, 

invisible and dispersed across time and space, like climate change, toxic waste, deforestation, 

etc. Unlike spectacular violence like wars, explosions, slow violence is often ignored by the 

media and politics, yet it devastates marginalised communities. Nixon’s work is key in linking 

environmental humanities with post-colonial and feminist concerns. He expands ecocriticism 

beyond wilderness to global, political and human-centred environmental issues. 

Rob Nixon expands on the concept of slow violence in his seminal work Slow Violence 

and the Environmentalism of the Poor by highlighting the difficulty of representing gradual, 

dispersed ecological crises in literature and policy. He explains how environmental 

catastrophes unfold invisibly, leaving both human and ecological victims discounted and 

overlooked: 

Climate change, the thawing cryosphere, toxic drift, biomagnification, 

deforestation, the radioactive aftermaths of wars, acidifying oceans, and a host 

of other slowly unfolding environmental catastrophes present formidable 
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representational obstacles that can hinder our efforts to mobilize and act 

decisively. The long dyings—the staggered and staggeringly discounted 

casualties, both human and ecological that result from war’s toxic aftermaths or 

climate change—are underrepresented in strategic planning as well as in human 

memory (Nixon 6). 

This reinforces the idea that ecological crises are not always sudden or spectacular but 

often gradual, invisible, and dispersed across time and space. Such long dyings challenge the 

human imagination, which is conditioned to respond more urgently to immediate disasters than 

to creeping catastrophes. In the context of this thesis, it connects to how Amitav Ghosh portrays 

environmental decline, migration, and displacement—not as isolated incidents but as ongoing 

processes shaped by slow violence. His narratives embody the ecological temporality Nixon 

describes, making visible the often-ignored suffering of marginalized communities and 

ecosystems. Building upon this perspective, Peter Barry, in his earlier work Beginning Theory: 

An Introduction to Literary and Cultural Theory (1995), complements Nixon’s argument by 

observing: 

“For the ecocritic, nature really exists, out there beyond ourselves, not needing to be 

ironised as a concept by enclosure within knowing inverted commas, but actually present as an 

entity which affects us, and which we can affect, perhaps fatally, if we mistreat it” (252). This 

observation is crucial in understanding the foundational premise of ecocriticism, which resists 

the reduction of nature to a mere metaphor or a symbolic construct in literature. Instead, Barry 

highlights that nature must be recognised as a living, material entity with agency and 

consequence. His point underscores the ethical responsibility of humankind in its interaction 

with the natural environment, since exploitation, neglect or disregard for ecological realities 

has the potential to result in fatal repercussions, both for the environment and for human 

survival. By placing nature in the realm of tangible existence, Barry aligns ecocriticism with a 
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materialistic ecological perspective that treats environmental concerns not as abstract issues 

but as urgent and lived realities. He further elaborates this position when he observes, 

“Ecocriticism focuses outside on the house and its environs, rather than inside, on the owner 

and his psychology.” (252). This statement reinforces the outward orientation of ecocriticism, 

which deliberately shifts the critical gaze from the individual subject to the larger ecological 

context in which that subject resides. Rather than prioritising inner psychological states, as is 

common in psychoanalytic or poststructuralist criticism, ecocriticism directs attention to the 

external world- the landscapes, ecosystems and environments that shape and sustain life. 

Barry’s metaphor of the “house and its environs” is particularly significant, for it encapsulates 

the idea that human existence cannot be understood in isolation from its ecological setting. The 

house represents human culture, while the environs symbolise the natural world that both 

contains and conditions it. By foregrounding this relationship, Barry demonstrates that 

ecocriticism seeks to examine literature as a site where the human-nature interaction is 

continually negotiated.  

Further, this chapter deliberates upon how contemporary ecocritical thinkers continue 

to build upon these foundational principles, shaping our understanding of humanity’s place 

within the natural world and the responsibilities that come with it as we address pressing 

environmental challenges. 

Joseph W. Meeker’s The Comedy of Survival: Studies in Literary Ecology (1974), one 

of the foundational works of ecocriticism, also referred to the biological themes and 

relationships that appear in literary works and attempted to discover the roles played by 

literature in the ecology of the human species. Here, Meeker argues that literature reflects 

humanity’s relationship with nature and it should be read not only as a human-centered cultural 

product but also as an ecological document. He also emphasised that the comic mode- as 

opposed to the tragic mode- offers a healthier, and an ecologically more sustainable way of 



Bawa 35 
 

 
 

imagining life. It embodies ecological wisdom: humility, adaptability and recognition of 

interdependence whereas tragic literature often places humans above nature, emphasising 

human superiority and destiny.  

Being a critical theory, ecocriticism delves into the functional aspect of literature in the 

phenomena of environmental degradation. An interdisciplinary field, it combines literary 

studies with ecological and environmental concerns, aiming to understand how literary 

representations of nature in various texts reflect and shape human attitudes toward the natural 

world. One of its primary goals is to explore how the natural environment is portrayed in 

literature and how these portrayals influence societal values regarding nature, environmental 

protection, and sustainability. Literature, like other branches of knowledge and study, definitely 

has its own role to play as a response to the prevailing environmental crisis, which is not a 

localized issue but a global one. Literature is emerging as a promising forte in making the 

common masses aware of the devastating effects being entrusted upon nature by man. The 

ecocritical perspective in literature holds nature as the main hero or protagonist and not the 

man. It is a critique of anthropocentrism, which views humans as the central and most important 

entities in the universe. Ecocritics challenge this human-centred perspective, particularly in the 

literature that subordinates the natural world to human needs and desires. By doing so, 

ecocriticism emphasizes the importance of understanding nature not merely as a backdrop or 

resource for human activity but as a vital and dynamic entity deserving of attention and care in 

its own right. Nature commands a presence and significance of its own, making it a protagonist 

in the stories we live and tell. 

The ecocritical theory brings into focus the harmful environmental practices like 

industrialization, deforestation, and pollution, as reflected in the literary texts, causing the 

destruction of ecosystems and the exploitation of natural resources and examines them as 

cultural and ideological issues. During the initial stages of ecocriticism’s development, Cynthia 
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Deitering’s influential essay The Postnatural Novel: Toxic Consciousness in Fiction of the 

1980s articulated how American fiction began reflecting the pervasive anxiety over toxic 

waste, nuclear threats, and chemical pollution. She introduced the idea of “toxic 

consciousness,” a cultural condition in which individuals recognize their bodies and 

environments as permeated by toxic substances, blurring the boundary between human and 

non-human life. This shift marked an important turn in ecocritical inquiry, since it moved 

beyond pastoral nostalgia and celebratory nature writing to an acknowledgement of the 

material realities of contamination and ecological crises. Deitering’s insights resonate with 

later phases of ecocriticism, particularly in the third wave as described by Scott Slovic, where 

ecological analysis embraces global interconnectedness, cosmopolitan frameworks of 

ecological thought. Deitering underscores the internalisation of environmental crises at the 

level of human subjectivity. Placing these perspectives together highlights how ecocriticism 

evolved from concerns with representations of wilderness and place to more urgent 

engagements with toxicity, globalisation, and post national experiences of ecological 

disruption. 

It is significant to note that ecocritics have analysed that the literary works which ignore 

or downplay the ecological impact of human activities are subject to criticism for failing to 

engage with the environmental crisis of their time. They pay particular attention to how literary 

characters interact with the natural world, the role the environment plays in shaping their 

narratives, and how these representations reflect larger societal and ecological issues. Even 

their decisions and ultimate destinies are influenced upon by nature. Hence, this approach often 

reveals the ethical consequences of exploiting or neglecting the environment. For example, in 

Thomas Hardy’s The Return of the Native, a place named Egdon Heath is more than just a 

setting, rather, it is a central character in the novel, symbolizing the larger forces of nature and 

fate that shape the lives of the characters. Hardy presents Egdon Heath as an ancient, brooding, 
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and almost timeless landscape that stands in stark contrast to the fleeting desires and ambitions 

of the characters. It is described as a vast, wild, and untamed moorland, stretching out with a 

sense of desolation and isolation. Characters who try to dominate or escape nature often meet 

tragic ends, while those who align themselves with the land find more harmony, albeit in a 

bleak setting. Similarly, in The Hungry Tide, the relentless tides and unpredictable environment 

shape the lives and choices of the characters. Piya’s research is dictated by the movement of 

tides and the behaviour of dolphins, reflecting how human endeavours are influenced by natural 

cycles. The book underscores the dynamic relationship between individuals and their 

environment. 

Literary works are often placed in their historical and environmental contexts, 

considering how the socio-ecological realities of a particular time period influence literary 

representations. For instance, novels written during the Industrial Revolution might reflect 

concerns over urbanisation, pollution, and the changing relationship between humans and 

nature while contemporary works may focus on climate change or biodiversity loss. In Charles 

Dickens's Hard Times, we find a critical portrayal of the dehumanizing impact of 

industrialization on both people and nature. The fictional Coketown in the novel is depicted as 

a grim industrial landscape where the natural environment is subjugated by the endless pursuit 

of profit, reflecting early concerns with environmental degradation. While Hard Times focuses 

on social and political issues, the negative depiction of the natural environment under 

capitalism reveals an ecocritical awareness in its critique of the industrial exploitation of nature. 

As inferred from the above deliberations, it has been observed that ecocriticism is 

inherently interdisciplinary, and it draws from fields such as ecology, biology, environmental 

science, philosophy, and history. This approach connects literary works to broader ecological 

and scientific realities, making literature a vital tool for understanding and addressing 

environmental issues. It seeks to raise awareness about environmental destruction and promote 
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sustainable living through literary analysis. Thus, eco dcritics hope to inspire changes in the 

thought processes and behaviour of humans, advocating for a more ethical and responsible 

relationship with the natural world. 

While analysing the evolution and development of ecocriticism, four waves have been 

broadly identified. Initially, Lawrence Buell came up with the recognition of two waves of 

ecocriticism, and he used the wave metaphor for the first time in his book The Future of 

Environmental Criticism, in which he writes: 

No definitive map of environmental criticism in literary studies can be drawn. 

Still, one can identify several trend lines marking an evolution from a “first 

wave” of ecocriticism to a “second” or newer revisionist wave or waves 

increasingly evident today. This first-second wave distinction should not, 

however, be taken as implying a tidy, distinct succession. Most currents set in 

motion by early ecocriticism continue to run strong, and most forms of second-

wave revisionism involve building on as well as quarrelling with precursors. In 

this sense, “palimpsest” would be a better metaphor than “wave.” (17)  

Buell here emphasizes that the growth of ecocriticism cannot be understood through a rigid or 

linear framework. The idea of waves, while helpful to trace general tendencies, does not imply 

that the first stage was entirely replaced by the second. Rather, the foundational ideas of the 

first wave continue to influence later debates, with the second wave functioning both as a 

continuation and as a critique of earlier perspectives. By proposing the metaphor of a 

“palimpsest”, Buell highlights the overlapping and layered nature of ecocriticism, where earlier 

insights remain visible beneath the revisions introduced by newer approaches. 

The first wave of ecocriticism emerged in the late 1980s and early 1990s, with an emphasis on 

the return to nature through the study of nature writing and Romantic literature. The primary 
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focus of this wave was on the representations of nature in literature and celebrated works that 

depicted the natural world positively or advocated environmental preservation. During this 

wave, nature was focused upon both as a field of study and as a meaningful practice. Its 

objective was to promote the value of nature and the need to speak and stand up for nature. It 

was believed that it was the duty of the humanities and the natural sciences together to bring 

about an awareness about the environmental and climate crisis and move towards the resolution 

collectively. The first wave tended to see nature and human beings as opposed to one another 

and held that the proper response of ecocriticism should be to provide aid in protecting the 

natural environment from the depredations of human culture. As it was also rooted in deep 

ecology, it emphasised on nonfiction (nature writing) as an object of study and as a meaningful 

practice. In his book The Future of Environmental Criticism (2005), Lawrence Buell states that 

the first wave of ecocriticism emerged as a reaction against the structuralist and post-

structuralist movements, which were dominant in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. Whereas 

structuralism supports the idea that language creates reality, first-wave ecocritics believe that 

there is a natural world beyond language. This portrayal of the natural world has been 

represented in the texts of Henry David Thoreau’s Walden (1854) and Edward Abbey’s Desert 

Solitaire (1968). 

The second wave of ecocriticism began in the late 1990s and emphasised on the 

intersection between environmental concern and social issues. Hence, it broadened the scope 

of ecocriticism to encompass the concerns related to environmental racism, urban landscape, 

industrialisation and pollution. The main exponent of the second wave is Vandana Shiva and 

Rob Nixon, who contributed to the evolution of ecocriticism by examining how environmental 

problems disproportionately affect the poor and disenfranchised. During this wave, the ranks 

of the environmentalists were reinforced by activists in the scientific community through the 

Union of Concerned Scientists and Physicians for Social Responsibility. The second wave is 
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particularly modern in its breaking down of some of the long-standing distinctions between the 

human and the non-human, questioning these very concepts (Garrard 5). The boundaries 

between the human and the non-human, nature and non-nature, are discussed as constructions, 

and ecocritics challenge these constructions, asking (among other things) how they frame the 

environmental crisis and its solution. This wave brought with it a redefinition of the term 

environment, expanding its meaning to include both nature and the urban (Buell 11). The eco-

justice movement that grew out of this expansion is one of the political ecocriticism branches 

through “raising an awareness of class, race, and gender through an ecocritical reading of the 

text” (Bressler 236), often examining the plight of the poorest of a population who are the 

victims of pollution are seen as having less access to nature in the traditional sense. This 

perspective highlights how environmental crises are not experienced equally but are distributed 

along social, economic and racial lines. It underscores that marginalised communities are 

disproportionately affected by ecological degradation, since their limited resources make them 

more vulnerable to pollution, displacement and lack of access to natural spaces. Rather than 

considering nature as a neutral or universal category, the eco-justice framework draws attention 

to systematic inequalities, thereby linking environmental criticism with broader struggles for 

social justice. 

These waves are not exactly distinct, and there is a debate over what exactly constitutes 

the two. For instance, some ecocritics will claim activism has been a defining feature of 

ecocriticism from the beginning, while others see activism as a defining feature of primarily 

the first wave. While the exact features attributed to each wave may be disputed, it is clear that 

Ecocriticism continues to evolve and has undergone several shifts in attitude and direction since 

its conception. 

In due course of time, Buell’s prediction came true when ecocriticism was seen growing 

beyond the second wave and embracing newer issues. This new aspect popped up as the ‘third 
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wave of ecocriticism.’ It explored how imperialism, capitalism, and globalization contribute to 

environmental degradation in formerly colonized regions. This wave examined literature from 

diverse cultures and geographic regions and often critiqued Western environmental practices 

and ideologies. Writers like Amitav Ghosh played a pivotal role in bringing attention to the 

postcolonial dimensions of environmental concerns. Introduced in the early 2000s, this wave 

brought postcolonial perspectives and focused on global ecocriticism. It addressed how 

environmental exploitation is tied to colonial and postcolonial histories, emphasizing 

perspectives from the Global South. Though the new third wave of ecocriticism appeared 

shortly after 2000, it was not named third wave until 2009. Joni Adamson and Scott Slovic 

talked about the possibility of a new ‘third wave of ecocriticism’ in the Summer 2009 special 

issue of MELUS: Multi-ethnic Literature of the United States. They write:  

Literary expression of environmental experience is as diverse as any other body 

of writing, of course. Yet, until recently, the community of ecocritics has been 

relatively non-diverse and has also been constrained by a perhaps overly narrow 

construing of “white” and “non-white” as the primary categories of ethnicity. 

Therefore, this issue will explore what seems to be a new third wave of 

ecocriticism, which recognizes ethnic and national particularities and yet 

transcends ethnic and national boundaries; this third wave explores all facets of 

human experience from an environmental viewpoint. (6-7)  

This observation emphasizes on how ecocriticism, in its earlier stages, often suffered from 

limited inclusivity, focusing largely on a Western white-centered perspective. The shift towards 

a third wave marks an important transformation where the discipline broaden its scope to 

include multiple cultural, ethnic and national contexts, thereby acknowledging the global 

dimensions of environmental thought. By transcending rigid binaries, this wave highlights the 

interconnectedness of ecological issues with diverse human experiences, allowing ecocriticism 
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to become more representative, cross-cultural and dynamic in its engagement with literature 

and the environment. This wave gave momentum after Scott Slovic’s essay The Third Wave of 

Ecocriticism: North American Reflections on the Current Phase of the Discipline (2010). The 

third wave aims at a more comparative, trans-cultural approach to ecocritical studies and 

explores ethnicity through the study of environmental literature. Slovic differentiates the third 

wave from the previous two waves saying that the tendency to study human experience ‘in 

relation to the more-than-human world and to compare human experience across cultures, in 

particular, struck us as an altogether different tendency than we had observed during the first 

two waves of the field’ (6). 

In the third wave, the ecocritics place their own national literature ‘in an internationally 

relative and comparative framework’ (Murphy 58). Scott Slovic, in his discussion of the third 

wave of ecocriticism, highlights its key characteristics, particularly the interplay between 

global and local perspectives and the increasing focus on comparative environmental studies. 

He explains: 

As I see this “new” third wave of ecocriticism (which began noticeably 

emerging in 2000 and continues energetically at present), its main 

characteristics are as follows: global concepts of place are being explored in 

fruitful tension with neo-bioregionalist attachments to specific locales, 

producing such neologisms as “eco-cosmopolitanism,” “rooted 

cosmopolitanism,” “the global soul,” and “translocality”; strong comparatist 

impulses are raising questions about the possibility of post-national and post-

ethnic visions of human experience of the environment. (Slovic 5) 

Thus, the third wave of ecocriticism leads us not only to a better understanding of 

environmental issues and our own place within them but also trying to make literary bridges 

across cultures. This critical third wave of ecocriticism approach, which is built on the first two 
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waves, as defined by Buell in The Future of Environmental Criticism, examines multicultural 

literature and arts that intuitively recognise ‘ethnic and national particularities’ while, at the 

same time, transcends ‘ethnic and national boundaries’ and explores human experience from 

eco-global perspectives. Slovic calls the third wave of ecocriticism a ‘polymorphously activist’ 

tendency, with scholars and teachers finding new and old ways to connect their work to social 

transformation. By polymorphously activist, Slovic means that it is diverse, flexible and openly 

interventionist in its orientation toward the environment, culture and society. So, by including 

ethnicity, ecofeminism, environmental justice, postcolonialism, and transnationalism in the 

ecocritical studies, the second and third waves of ecocriticism have broadened the scope of 

ecocriticism, pushing it towards previously unexplored literary works and genres. They have 

made some important advances by considering works of literature by writers from the former 

colonies and the literary works by authors of colour and women and helped ecocritical literary 

studies to reach a broader audience and initiate more new discussions on the question of the 

relationship between the human and the nonhuman worlds. In this way, ecocriticism can truly 

bring different environmental voices under its umbrella and create fruitful discussions on how 

literature can contribute to the abatement of environmental and climate change-induced hazards 

worldwide. 

 While critics like Scott Slovic have referenced the idea of a fourth wave, there is no 

universally acknowledged definition yet. Still the proposed fourth wave of ecocriticism marks 

yet another shift, reflecting the intensifying ecological and cultural challenges of the twenty-

first century. Unlike its predecessors, it is characterised by a deep engagement with the 

anthropocene, posthumanism, eco materialism and planetary consciousness. This approach 

emphasizes the material agency of non-human entities also, suggesting that nature is not just a 

passive backdrop to human actions but is itself an active agent that shapes, influences, and 

interacts with the human world. Material ecocriticism was largely developed by scholars such 
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as Serenella Iovino and Serpil Oppermann, who argued that matter and meaning are inseparable 

and that stories are embedded within the very materiality of the world. Nature is not merely a 

concept to be interpreted but an active participant with its own stories and impacts on human 

life. Iovino and Oppermann, in their book Material Ecocriticism, propose the idea of “storied 

matter”, the idea that matter itself contains narratives that are intertwined with cultural, social, 

and political narratives. This framework encourages readers to consider natural elements as 

dynamic forces with their own stories, histories, and influences. For example, a river in the 

context of material ecocriticism is not just a scenic element but an active agent shaping 

landscapes, economies, cultures, and communities. It is recognized as a participant in the 

environmental story, embodying its own agency and history. 

Besides material ecocriticism, the concept of the Anthropocene has been central to the 

fourth wave of ecocriticism. Popularized by Paul Crutzen and other geologists, this term marks 

a new geological epoch characterized by the significant impact of human activity on the earth’s 

systems. The Anthropocene highlights the pressing issue of climate change, forcing scholars 

to reconsider human relationships with the planet on a larger scale. In eco critical studies, 

anthropocentricism refers to a human-centered worldview, where humans are considered the 

most significant entities, and nature is valued mainly for its usefulness to humanity. 

Ecocriticism critiques and questions this perspective, as it often leads to exploitation and 

environmental degradation. It aims to move beyond the anthropocentric thinking advocating 

biocentric or ecocentric approaches that value all forms of life. Anthropocentricism is often 

linked to colonialism, capitalism and industrialisation in literature, where landscapes and 

species are commodified. In Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, nature is seen as something 

to be conquered or feared, reflecting anthropocentric attitudes of imperialism. In contrast, 

works like Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide or Wordsworth’s Prelude try to give nature an 

intrinsic presence, challenging the anthropocentric views. Literary scholars and ecocritics like 
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Timothy Clark and Dipesh Chakrabarty have analysed the implications of the Anthropocene 

on literature, questioning how traditional narratives can adequately represent the 

unprecedented scale of global environmental change. Timothy Clark, in his work Ecocriticism 

on the Edge, discusses the need for new modes of representation and understanding in the 

Anthropocene, given that human actions now influence geological and ecological processes in 

ways previously unimaginable.  

Posthumanism, in eco critical texts, challenges anthropocentrism and rethinks the 

relationship between humans and the environment. Posthumanism refers to the idea that 

humans are not the sole centre of meaning, valour or agency in the world. Instead, it emphasises 

on a decentred view where humans, non-humans like animals, plants, even technological 

entities within ethical and philosophical considerations and ecological systems are 

interconnected and equally significant. It questions the enlightenment idea of the autonomous, 

rational human subject. Whereas anthropocentricism is a human-centered thinking. Scholars 

like Donna Haraway and Cary Wolfe have contributed significantly to this discourse. Haraway, 

in her work Staying with the Trouble, discusses the interconnectedness of humans and non-

humans in a symbiotic relationship that defies traditional human-centric hierarchies. Amitav 

Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide gives voice to river dolphins and mangroves, portraying them as 

active participants in the narrative. Margaret Atwood’s MaddAddam trilogy blends ecology, 

bioengineering and technology to imagine posthuman futures. Posthumanism often appears in 

speculative or climate fiction, where boundaries between human, animal and machine blur. 

Posthumanism aligns with the fourth wave by pushing ecocriticism to rethink human 

exceptionalism and embrace a more inclusive perspective where all life forms are 

interdependent and affect one another. In this wave, the relationship between humans and 

nature is reconceptualized, moving beyond traditional notions of “saving nature” to 

reconsidering what it means to exist with and within a complex web of life and matter. New 
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materialism and Entanglement theory are other key features of the fourth wave of ecocriticism. 

New materialism is a philosophical movement influenced by thinkers like Jane Bennett in her 

work Vibrant Matter, Karen Barad and Rosi Braidotti. It is an important approach that shifts 

focus from human-centered readings of literature to the vitality and agency of matter itself. It 

is connected to posthumanist and environmental philosophies that see matter- plants, animals, 

rivers, climate, and technology too- not as passive background but as active participants in 

ecological systems. The fourth wave of ecocriticism is marked by interdisciplinarity, global 

concerns, and non-anthropocentric perspectives, blending science, philosophy and cultural 

studies. New materialism fits here because it challenges older ecocritical tendencies that 

focussed mainly on landscape, representation or human ethics. Instead, it highlights material 

agencies and assemblages- networks of humans, animals, machines and natural forces. It 

connects to climate change studies, multispecies ethnography, and debates on the 

Anthropocene, where humans are only one actors among many. It is especially relevant in times 

of ecological crises, where the actions of rivers, viruses or carbon molecules have as much 

impact as human decisions.  

Ecocriticism has evolved and undergone many shifts and modifications since its 

conception. It makes us re-evaluate every other kind of theory and presents a new perspective 

on how to approach literary works while contesting with the other theories of language. It has 

evolved in recent decades as one of the most dynamic interactions in ‘the academic domains 

of literary and environmental studies, bringing environmentally confluent socio-cultural 

orientations to literary studies’. More counter-voices are regularly being raised against the 

existing Anglo-American canon of ecocriticism and ecocriticism wants to study literature ‘in 

an internationally relative and comparative framework’ (Murphy 58). Ecocriticism has 

expanded from its early focus on Anglo-American nature writing to become a global and 

comparative discipline. By questioning existing canons and encouraging cross-cultural 



Bawa 47 
 

 
 

dialogues, it resists being limited to regional or national perspectives. Instead, ecocriticism 

insists on inclusively recognising that environmental issues and literary responses are 

interconnected across cultures and geographies. This global turn is crucial because it situates 

ecocriticism as a mode of inquiry capable of addressing worldwide ecological and cultural 

complexities. 

The twenty-first century has witnessed a significant convergence between ecocritical 

scholarship and climate activism, reflecting the increasing urgency of environmental crises. 

Contemporary ecocriticism no longer confines itself to analysing literary representations of 

nature but actively engages with public discourses on climate justice, environmental ethics, 

and ecological responsibility. Fridays For Future (FFF), an international, youth-led climate 

movement was initiated in August 2018 when 15-year-old activist Greta Thunberg began 

striking outside the Swedish parliament. Students skipped school on Fridays to participate in 

demonstrations, demanding urgent political action to prevent climate change and transition to 

renewable energy. What began as a solitary school strike evolved into a decentralized, youth-

led movement advocating for climate justice, ethical responsibility, and long-term 

sustainability. Such movements have underscored the role of literature and culture in shaping 

environmental consciousness and inspiring collective action. This development has broadened 

the scope of ecocriticism beyond textual interpretation, encouraging scholars to examine how 

literary narratives influence public understanding of climate change, environmental 

degradation, and sustainability. At the same time, this convergence has generated important 

critical debates. While some scholars argue that literature possesses the transformative 

potential to foster ecological awareness and environmental activism, others caution against 

overestimating its capacity to produce tangible social and political change. Such debates have 

expanded ecocriticism from an interpretative framework into an interdisciplinary field that 

critically examines the relationship between literary representation, ecological ethics, cultural 
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imagination, and environmental action. Consequently, climate activism has become an 

important dimension of contemporary ecocritical discourse, reinforcing the discipline's 

continued relevance in addressing the complex ecological challenges of the Anthropocene. 

The moral fervour of such activism echoes the aesthetic and ethical vision found in the 

writings of John Ruskin, who emphasised the responsibility of art and literature to uphold moral 

truths, and aligns with Amitav Ghosh’s critique of the literary silence on climate change in The 

Great Derangement (2016). Fridays for Future, much like the eco-literary movements of the 

twenty-first century, foregrounds a collective ecological consciousness, blending scientific 

urgency with emotional appeal, thereby demonstrating how ecocriticism and environmental 

activism intersect through the shared language of ethics, aesthetics, and planetary care. Within 

this evolving intellectual context, Amitav Ghosh’s writings assume particular significance as 

they not only depict ecological crises but also encourage readers to reflect upon the ethical, 

cultural, and political dimensions of environmental change. His narratives exemplify how 

literature can contribute to contemporary ecocritical debates by fostering ecological awareness 

while questioning dominant anthropocentric paradigms. 

In due course of the evolutionary stages of ecocriticism, its various types have also 

emerged to examine the intricate relationship between literature and the environment through 

diverse lenses. Each type of ecocriticism emphasizes specific aspects of human interaction with 

nature, highlighting different cultural, social, and environmental dynamics. Among some 

significant types of ecocriticism that have evolved over time, ecosophy plays a crucial role in 

framing ecocritical discourse. The term ecosophy, also called ecophilosophy, is a term that 

combines ecology and philosophy. It was introduced and popularised by a Norwegian 

philosopher Arne Naess, the founder of the Deep Ecology Movement in the 1970s. it is a 

philosophical framework that views humans as an integral part of the natural world, not 

separate or superior to it. Its goal is ecological harmony or balance, where all forms of life have 
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intrinsic value, not just instrumental value to humans. Further, it encourages simple living, non-

violence toward nature, and bioregionalism which means living within ecological limits. 

Ecosophy or ecological wisdom advocates for a deep intrinsic connection between humans and 

the environment, emphasising that ecological concerns should not be viewed merely through 

an Anthropocentric or utilitarian lens but as an essential part of human existence. This 

philosophical approach aligns closely with deep ecology, arguing for a radical shift in human 

consciousness to recognise the inherent value of all living beings. 

In the 1970s, when he introduced the concept of deep ecology, he laid a crucial 

philosophical foundation for ecocriticism. In his essay The Shallow and the Deep, Long-Range 

Ecology Movement: A Summary (1973), Naess distinguishes between shallow ecology—a 

more anthropocentric view that focuses on resource conservation for human use—and deep 

ecology, which emphasizes the intrinsic value of all living beings and the interdependence of 

all forms of life. Deep ecology critiques shallow or hard ecology, which primarily focuses on 

conservation efforts driven by human interests rather than a holistic, interconnected 

understanding of nature. While Naess's deep ecology was not initially connected to literature, 

it deeply influenced the way eco critics approached literary texts. The interdisciplinary nature 

of ecocriticism borrows from Naess’s environmental philosophy, encourage scholars to explore 

how literary works address themes of ecological balance, the interconnectedness of humans 

and nature, and the consequences of environmental degradation.  

Ecosophy is also influenced by Eastern philosophical traditions, particularly Buddhism, 

Taosim and Vedanta which emphasise harmony, balance and the dissolution of rigid 

boundaries between humans and nature. Unlike western scientific ecology, which tends to 

analyse ecosystems through empirical methods, ecosophy integrates ethical and spiritual 

considerations, urging individuals and societies to adopt sustainable lifestyles that minimise 

harm to the environment. The influence of ecosophy can be seen in movements such as the 
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Chipko Movement, a grassroot environmental campaign in India where local communities, 

especially women, physically embraced trees to prevent deforestation. This movement 

exemplifies deep ecological principles, as it was not just about conserving trees for economic 

reasons but also about maintaining ecological balance and respecting nature’s intrinsic rights. 

Such movements contrast with large-scale industrial efforts like the Green Revolution, which 

despite increasing agricultural productivity, led to significant environmental degradation, 

including soil depletion, loss of biodiversity, and increased dependency on chemical fertilizers 

and pesticides. The Green Revolution’s impact reveals the limitations of hard ecology, which 

prioritizes technological advancements over ecological harmony. In contemporary discourse, 

the concerns raised by ecosophy and deep ecology are further reinforced by the growing 

awareness of carbon footprints and their role in climate change. The industrial advancements 

that fuelled the Green Revolution also contributed to increased carbon emissions, highlighting 

the urgent need for sustainable alternatives. Green ecologists, who advocate for environmental 

sustainability through policy changes, renewable energy, and conservation efforts, emphasise 

reducing carbon footprints as a critical step in addressing the climate crisis. A Carbon footprint 

refers to the total amount of greenhouse gases, particularly Carbon dioxide, methane and 

Nitrous Oxide emitted directly or indirectly by an individual, organization, event or product. 

These emissions are typically measured in tons of Carbon dioxide equivalent and are a key 

factor in global climate change. In ecocritical discourse, carbon footprints are a central concern 

when analyzing literature that deals with industrialization, globalisation and environmental 

crisis. Amitav Ghosh in works like The Great Derangement and Gun Island, explores how 

carbon-intensive economies contribute to climate change and force vulnerable communities 

into migration. His novels critique human actions that accelerate ecological degradation and 

highlight the urgent need for sustainable practices. By understanding and addressing carbon 

footprints, individuals and societies can take steps toward a more sustainable future, aligning 

with ecosophy and deep ecology’s call for a fundamental shift in human interactions with 
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nature. However, while green ecology promotes practical solutions, it does not always engage 

with the philosophical depth that ecosophy and deep ecology offer, which stress a fundamental 

transformation in human attitudes toward nature. 

Another significant type of ecocriticism is Pastoral Ecocriticism. It is a branch of 

ecocritical studies that looks at how the pastoral mode- literature that idealizes or represents 

rural life and nature- shapes our understanding of the environment and human-nature 

relationships. It explores the romanticized portrayal of rural life and nature, often contrasting 

it with the harsh realities of industrial life. It often contrasts simple rural life with the 

complexity and corruption of urban life, celebrating harmony with nature. This branch of 

ecocriticism focuses on the idealization of pastoral settings, celebrating the simplicity and 

purity of nature, and can be traced back to classical works such as Virgil's Eclogues and the 

William Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads. Virgil’s Eclogues are central to understanding the 

pastoral tradition, and when read through ecocritical lenses, they offer rich material on how 

humans imagine and interact with the natural world. The Eclogues portray shepherds living 

simple, harmonious lives closer to nature. They sing of trees, rivers, crops, and animals, giving 

them aesthetic and emotional value. Pastoral ecocriticism notes that this idealization of the 

countryside can encourage ecological appreciation but at the same time it also risks 

romanticizing rural life, ignoring labor and environmental realities. Beneath the calm surface, 

the Eclogues also hint at loss, displacement and change- for example, land confiscations after 

civil wars. Meliboeus is displaced from his land, showing human vulnerability to political and 

ecological change.  In From an ecocritical perspective, these tensions point to the fragility of 

rural environments and human dependence on them, echoing themes of land ownership, 

politics and ecological stewardship. While not environmentalist in the modern sense, the 

Eclogues imply respect for natural cycles, seasons, and the inter connectedness of humans and 

land, which later ecocriticism expands into ecological ethics.  
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In Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads, pastoral ecocriticism looks at how he uses the 

pastoral tradition- idealized rural settings, shepherds, nature’s simplicity- but transforms it into 

something deeper and more ecological. The pastoral convention celebrates the countryside as 

a refuge from urban corruption. Wordsworth keeps this but adds a romantic and ecological 

dimension, treating nature not just as background but as teacher, moral force and living 

presence. He focusses on common people like shepherds, farmers, children in harmony or 

tension with their environment. “Michael” shows the bond between a shepherd and his land 

linking family, work and ecology. Wordsworth broadens the pastoral from mere escape to 

environmental awareness, valuing biodiversity, sustainability and human humility before 

nature. He anticipates modern ecocritical concerns: land ownership, industrialization, and the 

moral worth of the non-human world. 

Even in Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide, we come across many pastoral themes 

mixed with ecological and political issue. By examining pastoral literature, ecocritics highlight 

the nostalgic yearning for a harmonious relationship with nature. The Sundarbans, with its 

rivers, mangroves, dolphins and tides initially feels like a richly natural, almost idyllic 

landscape. The character Fokir is often seen as a pastoral figure, deeply attuned to tides and 

wildlife, guiding Piya in her dolphin research. His quiet knowledge contrasts with scientific 

approaches, suggesting value in local ecological wisdom. The novel also raises questions about 

who owns nature and who pays the price of environmental policies.  

Wilderness Ecocriticism is yet another category of ecocriticism. It is a branch of 

ecocritical studies that focuses on the representation, value and meaning of wilderness in 

literature, culture and theory. It concentrates on literature that depicts wild, untamed landscapes 

and the human relationship with these non-domesticated spaces and also explores how the 

depiction of these put an impact on our understanding of environmental ethics.  Traditionally 

it was understood as land untouched by human advancements and technology. But modern 
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ecocriticism questions this viewpoint, suggesting that wilderness can be culturally constructed 

and influenced by human perception. Influenced by romantic writers like Wordsworth and 

Thoreau and later by environmental writers like John Muir, wilderness examines the tension 

between nature as sublime and nature as a resource. Wilderness ecocritics investigate how 

writers like Henry David Thoreau in Walden or John Muir in My First Summer in the Sierra 

portray wilderness as a space of purity, danger, or spiritual renewal. This approach emphasizes 

the representation of non-human landscapes as vital to understanding the human condition. 

Thoreau’s Walden (1854) remains a foundational text in environmental writing and an 

important study for wilderness ecocriticism. It examines humanity’s relationship with the 

natural world and argues for a simpler, more self-sufficient life close to nature. In Ealden, 

Thoreau views wilderness as spiritually restorative and morally superior to industrialized life. 

His retreat to Walden Pond is a deliberate movement away from urban and economic pressures 

to seek self-realisation and harmony with nature. He treats the pond, animals and seasons as 

subjects of observation and sources of wisdom. For him plant growth, ice-formation, bird 

migrations are all nature’s rhythms which act as a guide for life. He connects wilderness to 

transcendentalist ideals- truth and the divine found in the natural world where wild is a 

metaphor for untamed aspects of the human spirit. We also see Thoreau criticising the 

economic and social systems that reduce nature to a commodity. Moving to the woods is also 

seen as an act of resistance to industrialisation and consumer culture. His wilderness 

experiences suggest that nature has intrinsic value inherent in it and not just an instrumental 

worth. 

We also come across another specific approach of ecocriticism that draws parallels 

between the exploitation of nature and the oppression of women, examining the 

interconnectedness of gender and ecological issues. This is termed as ecofeminism. It is a major 

strand within ecocriticism that links environmental issues with gender concern. It studies how 
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the exploitation of nature and the oppression of women as well as other marginalised groups 

are interconnected, which are often caused by patriarchal, colonial and capitalist systems. It 

reflects how both women and nature have historically been seen as resources to be controlled 

or dominated. This dualism is challenged by the ecofeminist approach to emphasise 

interconnectedness and equality. Ecofeminists critique patriarchal structures that harm both 

women and the environment, emphasising the shared subjugation faced by marginalised groups 

and the natural world.  

In this context, works like Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) and Amitav Ghosh’s 

The Hungry Tide are often analysed to reveal the gendered dimensions of environmental 

exploitation.   Frankenstein is read through an ecofeminist lens as it connects nature, science 

and power with themes of gender, creation and exploitation. Victor Frankenstein treats nature 

as a resource to be conquered. He seeks to “play God,” creating life through science, bypassing 

natural reproduction. The absence of women in creation- no mother figure, no female agency- 

shows how male power tries to control both life and nature. The female characters, like 

Elizabeth, Justine, Safie are shown marginalised or silenced, paralleling how nature is subdued. 

The planned female creature is destroyed, showing fear of female autonomy and reproductive 

power. Similarly, The Hungry Tide by Amitav Ghosh is a rich text for ecofeminist reading 

because it links women’s experiences, environment and power structures. The Sundarbans- its 

tides, mangroves and wildlife- form not just a backdrop but an active force, revealing how 

gender, ecology and colonial histories intersect. The tide country is portrayed as a fertile land 

and at the same time dangerous due to the presence of crocodiles, tigers and the cyclones. This 

duality echoes ecofeminist ideas that nature is powerful and cannot be completely controlled 

and dominated. Many women characters are portrayed in the novel like Moyna, who balance 

livelihood, family and environmental risks and depict resilience in the face of ecological and 

social challenges. The novel also highlights whose voices matter- the educated outsiders like 



Bawa 55 
 

 
 

Kanai and Piya or the local women like Moyna. It critiques not just patriarchy but also class 

and educational gaps.  

Postcolonial Ecocriticism is another significant branch of ecocriticism that combines 

the insights of postcolonial studies and ecocriticism to analyze how environmental issues 

intersect with histories of colonialism, imperialism, race, class, gender and culture. It critiques 

how colonial powers exploited land, resources and people and examines the ecological 

consequences of empire-building by focusing on how colonial histories and postcolonial 

realities shape environmental narratives. It also examines the overall impact of colonial 

exploitation on the colonised, drawing parallels with cultural domination. Not only that, but 

postcolonial ecocriticism also explores how marginalised communities, often in the Global 

South, face environmental degradation disproportionately- a phenomenon termed as 

environmental justice. It also highlights the traditional ecological knowledge, spiritual 

connections to land, and resistance to colonial and neo-colonial exploitation. For instance, 

Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, when read through a postcolonial ecocritical lens 

highlights how the novel engages with land, culture, environment, and colonial disruption. 

Though often studied for its cultural and political themes, it also offers rich material for 

environmental analysis when combined with postcolonial perspectives. Achebe depicts the 

Igbo world as deeply connected to land, seasons and agriculture. The Igbo worldview respects 

earth deitiesIAni), sacred groves, and taboos protecting certain species or spaces. Trees, rivers 

and animals have symbolic and spiritual significance, reflecting on eco-spiritual ethic rather 

than resource exploitation. The novel reflects how colonialism not only destabilized culture but 

also redefined human-nature relationships. Similarly, Arundhati Roy’s God of Small Things 

(1997) offer insights into how colonialism transformed indigenous landscapes and ecological 

practices, thus inviting an ecocritical reading that considers the lasting environmental 

consequences of colonial rule. The novel shows how the ecological spaces are tied social 
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hierarchies. Places like The History House and its grounds symbolize colonial residue. Many 

landscapes witness the oppression of marginalised figures like Velutha, whose work as a 

carpenter and connection to the river links him to the land. Echoes of colonial history are also 

visible in the architecture, plantations, and language of the characters. It even reflects the 

intersection of environmental degradation and social justice, particularly for those at the 

margins like Ammu and Velutha. 

Urban Ecocriticism is another strand of ecocritical study that focuses on cities, built 

environments, and human-nature relationships in urban spaces rather than wilderness or rural 

settings. It responds to the fact that most of the world’s population now lives in cities and that 

literature and culture increasingly reflect urban ecologies. Apart from that it looks at buildings, 

roads, pollution, noise and waste as part of an ecological network by exploring how urban life 

is linked to industrialisation, resource-use and climate change. It analyses novels, films, poems 

and essays that depict cityscapes as ecosystems, sometimes degraded and sometimes vibrant. 

Urban ecocriticism keeps in its focus the marginalised sections of society also and tends to 

examine how these communities suffer disproportionately from poor air, water, and housing 

conditions. Urban ecocritics explore how human development and environmental sustainability 

intersect in city landscapes, focusing on the tensions and relationships between the built 

environment and nature. Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities invite urban ecocritical reading. His 

imagined cities are not just architectural spaces; they are living systems with water, air, waste, 

vegetation, and human as well as non-human interactions. Each city reflects a unique balance- 

or imbalance- between built environments and natural elements. Many cities show fragility and 

impermanence some sink, collapse, or decay while others grow uncontrollably. This mirrors 

real urban challenges- pollution, waste, resource exhaustion, and environmental vulnerability. 

Calvino’s cities are often portrayed as excessive, fragmented or haunted by what they discard. 
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This reflects concerns about urban sprawl, unsustainable consumption, and environmental loss. 

Ecocritically, the book shows how history and environment interwine in urban form. 

Transnational Ecocriticism, often termed as Global ecocriticism also, extends the scope 

of ecocriticism beyond local or national boundaries, addressing environmental issues such as 

climate change, deforestation, and pollution as global concerns. This branch explores cross-

cultural narratives and their connections to worldwide ecological crises. Barbara Kingsolver’s 

Flight Behavior provide critical insights into the global dimensions of environmental concerns. 

The novel’s plot centers on a colony of monarch butterflies unexpectedly arriving in rural 

Tennessee, displaced by climate change. These butterflies usually migrate between Mexico, 

Canada, and the United States making them inherently transnational creatures. Their disrupted 

migration signals global ecological imbalance, connecting small Appalachian town to larger 

climate patterns. Dellarobia and her community see the butterflies as miracles, but scientists 

frame them as a symptom of worldwide warming. The novel shows how religion, local poverty 

and politics interact with scientific discourse and global environmental crises thereby 

suggesting that ecology is transnational by nature; migrations, weather patterns and species 

ignore borders and boundaries. 

These diverse branches of ecocriticism foster a nuanced and comprehensive 

understanding of how literary works engage with the natural world. Through these approaches, 

ecocriticism continues to expand its scope, addressing both historical and contemporary 

environmental challenges within the literary domain. 

Ecocriticism has become highly relevant in today’s world due to urgent ecological 

crises. It has evolved from being a niche field to becoming a vital interdisciplinary approach, 

intersecting with fields such as environmental science, sociology, and even political activism. 

The contemporary relevance of ecocriticism lies in its critical engagement with how literature 

and culture represent the relationship between humans and the natural world, addressing 
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environmental crisis that significantly impact society today. With the growing recognition of 

climate change, ecological degradation, and issues of sustainability threatening life, the role of 

literature and media in highlighting and shaping environmental awareness has expanded 

considerably. 

Ecocriticism, as a literary and cultural theory, is emerging as a crucial lens for 

understanding and addressing contemporary environmental challenges. The field has moved 

into urgent conversations about climate change, environmental justice, and species extinction, 

leading to an ecological crisis. In the 21st century, ecocriticism’s relevance is not merely 

academic; it is practical, pressing, and profoundly significant in the context of growing 

environmental degradation. The modern ecocriticism goes beyond nature writing by including 

urban spaces, technology, oceans, animals, and climate fiction (“cli-fi”). In today’s world, 

marked by the escalating crisis of climate change, ecocriticism serves as a crit ical tool for 

reshaping public consciousness. It enables scholars and readers to explore how literature and 

cultural narratives engage with pressing issues like global warming, deforestation, and 

pollution. By analyzing how literature portrays nature and humanity’s relationship with it, 

ecocriticism helps highlight the gravity of these issues and mobilize awareness and action. It 

also integrates intersectional concerns, showing how the ecological issues overlap with class, 

gender, race, and colonial histories. For example, writers like Amitav Ghosh in The Great 

Derangement: Climate Change and the Unthinkable critically examine how literature and art 

often fail to adequately address the realities of climate change. He highlights the cultural silence 

around climate change. His critique pushes ecocriticism beyond the textual analysis, urging 

literature to adopt a more prominent role in reflecting and responding to the ecological crisis. 

Similarly, Margaret Atwood’s The MaddAddam Trilogy warns of dystopian futures shaped by 

environmental neglect, illustrating how speculative fiction can serve as both a critique and a 

call for change. She imagines ecological collapse caused by corporate greed, genetic 
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engineering and climate change and the subsequent survival of man. Ecocriticism has become 

highly relevant today because it provides cultural, ethical and imaginative tools to confront 

climate change, ecological collapse, and sustainability challenges, while also addressing social 

inequalities tied to environmental issues. 

One of the key developments in ecocriticism, which makes it all the more relevant in 

contemporary times, has been its engagement with environmental justice. The theory of 

environmental justice addresses the unequal impact of environmental crisis on marginalized 

sections and communities, such as indigenous people, women, and the economically 

disadvantaged sections of society. By examining how literature portrays these inequities, 

ecocriticism reveals the intersections between ecological degradation and social injustice. It 

highlights how environmental damage often overlaps with colonial histories, resource 

exploitation, and the marginalization of indigenous and vulnerable communities. By reading 

texts with attention to land, displacement, and ecological violence, it connects ecological 

concerns with social justice. Environmental Justice explores literature that addresses 

environmental racism, the unequal distribution of environmental hazards, and the voices of 

marginalized communities in environmental discourse. It refers to the fair treatment and 

involvement of all people, regardless of race, colour, nationality, or income, in the 

development, implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, and 

policies. The concept emerged from a recognition of the unequal distribution of environmental 

benefits and burdens in society, particularly the disproportionate exposure of marginalized 

communities to environmental hazards such as pollution, toxic waste, and industrial activities. 

Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987) engages deeply with the environment in ways that connect to 

environmental justice. Morrison portrays the oppression of the marginalised communities-

especially the poor and racially oppressed, and how they suffer disproportionately from 

environmental harm too. He depicts this condition of theirs through both the natural world and 
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the spaces inhabited by formerly enslaved people. In this novel, the landscape itself is marked 

by the violence of slavery. The plantation, Sweet Home, is not just a backdrop but a site of 

exploitation of both land and bodies. Slavery forced African Americans into brutal physical 

labour, binding them to the land under conditions of environmental as well as human injustice. 

for Sethe and others, rivers, forests, and open spaces sometimes serve as refuge. Yet these same 

natural spaces are also marked by danger- swamps, woods, and bloodied landscapes remind us 

of that African Americans’ relationship with nature is mediated by histories of violence and 

survival. This duality reflects an environmental justice concern: access to safe, nurturing 

environments was systematically denied to enslaved and freed Black people.  Sandra Cisneros’ 

The House on Mango Street can be analyzed through this lens to uncover themes of 

environmental justice. It shows how marginalised, working-class, and immigrant communities 

experience urban environments. Poor and minority families are often confined to deteriorating 

urban spaces while wealthier white families live in cleaner, safer and greener areas. Mango 

street itself is depicted as polluted, noisy, and unsafe with litter, violence, and dilapidated 

buildings shaping their daily life. Such urban neglect is not accidental but reflects systematic 

inequalities, as we see that the city authorities invest less in Latino and working-class 

neighbourhoods. This mirrors real-world issues of environmental justice like environmental 

racism, where marginalised communities face poor air, unsafe water, and lack of green space. 

Another very significant aspect of ecocriticism, deeply relevant to one of the most 

urgent ecological crises today, is the rapid extinction of species. Species extinction refers to 

the permanent loss of a species from the planet. Every species plays a unique role in its 

ecosystem, contributing to ecological balance. The extinction of a single species can disrupt 

food webs and ecological processes. Species often perform essential ecosystem functions, such 

as pollination, seed dispersal, and nutrient cycling. The loss of these species can lead to 

ecosystem collapse, affecting all species within it, including humans. Many species support 
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economies, particularly in agriculture, fishing, and tourism. Species extinction can lead to the 

loss of these livelihoods and increase food insecurity. Diverse ecosystems are more resilient to 

climate fluctuations. The extinction of species reduces this resilience, leaving ecosystems more 

vulnerable to the impacts of climate change. Conservation efforts aim to protect endangered 

species and preserve their habitats. Protected areas, wildlife reserves, anti-poaching laws, and 

breeding programs help prevent extinction. Additionally, awareness campaigns and global 

environmental treaties, such as the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), are essential in 

addressing the root causes of species extinction. Modern ecocritical challenges traditional 

human-centric narratives and encourages a more inclusive understanding of nature. It 

challenges the anthropocentric perspective that perceives nature merely as a resource, 

advocating instead for a worldview that recognizes the intrinsic value of non-human life and 

ecosystems. This shift is vital in a time when the exploitation of natural resources has led to 

devastating consequences for biodiversity and planetary health. 

We live in the Anthropocene (a term coined by an ecologist Eugene Stoermer), a 

geological era marked by human-driven climate change, habitat destruction, pollution, and 

over-exploitation of resources, which is ultimately leading to this biodiversity collapse. This 

process may occur naturally as a part of the evolutionary cycle, but the rate at which species 

are currently disappearing is unprecedented and is largely driven by human activity which is 

posing a serious threat to mankind in the near future. This phenomenon, often called the ‘Sixth 

Mass Extinction’, is marked by rapid biodiversity loss across various ecosystems and regions. 

The five previously occurred mass extinctions were different as they were caused by natural 

events such as volcanic eruptions, asteroid collisions, and depletion of oceanic oxygen. The 

cause of the current mass extinction is solely human activity and, therefore, is also known as 

the Anthropocene extinction.  
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Literature often portrays the loss of species not just as a scientific fact, but as a cultural 

and emotional trauma. Various literary texts like novels, poetry and films- become spaces 

where writers mourn the disappearing species while imagining alternative ecological futures 

or even critiquing human arrogance. This connects ecocriticism to issues of grief, memory, and 

ethics in the face of extinction. As we witness the extent of urban expansion around us, we 

observe the limitless deforestation leading to the mass cutting down of trees.  Many agricultural 

and industrial activities are such that they make the green planet unfit for congenial living and 

survival. Thus, these become the primary contributors to habitat destruction. This degradation 

in the ecological system reduces and many times eliminates and snatches away the natural 

abodes of countless number of species, thereby making it impossible for them to survive. The 

extinction of these numerous species gradually from the planet earth superficially doesn’t 

sound that alarming, but there is a dire need to realise how it would matter to many sections of 

the population. Here, it is significant to understand that species extinction is not only about 

animals and plants – it is a phenomenon that intersects with human survival, especially 

indigenous and rural communities whose lives depend mainly on biodiversity. We need to 

comprehend that the people whose lives closely revolve around nature, be it for their food, 

medicine, fodder, or even their homes, are the ones who are drastically and directly affected by 

the extinction of even one species. The diverse species cater to their diverse kind of needs. For 

that matter, we may take the instance of the tribal people. The lifestyle of the Hadzabe tribe of 

Africa clearly shows that they are animals in human form. Except for the human body, 

morphologically and anatomically, these people don’t have any man-like ways of living. Right 

from their food habits to the language they use to communicate with one another, this tribe 

shows more similarity to the non-human world. But still, the planet is theirs too. Elimination 

of any one kind of species will certainly bring about damage to their lives somehow. Rising 

temperatures, altered weather patterns, and extreme events like floods, droughts, and wildfires 
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are making habitats unsuitable for many species. Polar bears, for example, are losing their ice 

habitats due to melting polar ice caps. 

In this respect, ecocriticism engages with environmental justice, highlighting how 

extinction is tied to colonial exploitation, capitalist extraction, and ecological inequality. 

Therefore, environmental justice has to be maintained by the policymakers, keeping in view 

the hard fact that this planet belongs to the tribal, underprivileged, and marginalized as much 

as it belongs to the civilized, privileged, and mainstream sections. Both categories have equal 

rights to live according to their own lifestyles, culture, and customs.  

While deliberating upon the contemporary relevance of ecocriticism, yet another utterly 

significant phenomenon that cannot be ignored is digitalisation. It reshapes how we represent, 

experience, and impact nature. It helps us critically assess digital media’s role in both 

deepening ecological awareness and contributing to environmental harm. We know that the 

digital age has prompted new avenues for ecocriticism to explore how digital media and 

technology impact our perception of nature. Ecocriticism’s ethical lens allows us to see 

digitalisation not just as progress but as an ecological issue tied to consumerism and capitalism. 

Not only that, but ecocriticism also examines how digital narratives create new forms of eco-

consciousness and whether these can drive real change or not. With the rise of environmental 

activism on digital platforms, ecocriticism now examines how technology can either disconnect 

or reconnect individuals with the natural world. This shift is especially relevant in an era 

dominated by virtual experiences and mediated realities, influencing how contemporary 

society engages with nature. For instance, Barbara Kingsolver’s Flight Behavior (2012) 

revolves basically around climate change and the endangered migration of monarch butterflies. 

But in the context of digitalisation, it shows how media reports and scientific data which is 

often circulated online, influence the perception of the characters about ecological disaster. No 

doubt digital media amplifies awareness, but Kingsolver also shows how scientific 
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communication gets lost in media spectacle, reflecting the digital world’s tension between truth 

and sensationalism. Similarly, in Margaret Atwood's MaddAddam Trilogy, Atwood envisions 

a biotechnological future with corporations controlling resources and surveillance through 

digital systems. The novels highlight the toxic overlap of digital capitalism, biotech, and 

ecological collapse. Digitalisation here is not neutral, but it accelerates environmental harm 

through consumerism and corporate greed. Likewise, Ghosh in Gun Island (2019) portrays 

how digital connectivity spreads ecological awareness but also reveals inequalities in who gets 

heard and who remains invisible. Through all these texts, we see how digitalisation becomes a 

theme and a medium that ecocriticism must engage with- both as a tool for awareness and as a 

driver of ecological exploitation. 

As a critical framework, ecocriticism has gained significant contemporary relevance in 

the light of the escalating global ecological crisis. This literary and cultural theory examines 

the intricate relationships between literature, culture, and the physical environment, providing 

a lens through which to analyze the impact of human actions on the natural world. One of the 

most pressing contemporary issues that ecocriticism engages with is the concept of the 

Anthropocene, a term that denotes the current geological epoch characterized by significant 

human impact on Earth's geology and ecosystems. This framework allows ecocritics to explore 

narratives that highlight the consequences of industrialization, urbanization, and climate 

change. For instance, contemporary ecocriticism often scrutinises texts that depict 

environmental degradation, such as chemical pollution in urban settings, thereby revealing the 

socio-political dimensions of ecological crisis. This approach aligns with Rob Nixon's notion 

of “slow violence,” which emphasizes the gradual and often invisible harm inflicted on 

marginalised communities and ecosystems. Moreover, contemporary ecocriticism incorporates 

diverse theoretical perspectives, such as material ecocriticism, which focuses on the physicality 

of the environment and the physical conditions of existence. This perspective encourages a 
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deeper understanding of how literature can reflect and shape our perceptions of nature and the 

environment. By examining the material aspects of ecological issues, ecocritics can foster a 

more nuanced dialogue about sustainability, ethics, and the interconnectedness of all life forms. 

The relevance of ecocriticism extends beyond literary analysis; it serves as a vital tool 

for environmental activism and education. By fostering awareness of ecological issues through 

literature and cultural studies, ecocriticism can inspire individuals and communities to engage 

in sustainable practices and advocate for environmental justice. This activism is particularly 

crucial in an era marked by climate change, the loss of biodiversity, and social inequalities 

intensified by environmental degradation. 

Furthermore, ecocriticism's interdisciplinary nature allows it to intersect with various 

fields, including science, ethics, politics, and economics. This broad approach enables scholars 

to address complex ecological challenges from multiple angles, fostering collaborative efforts 

to find solutions. The integration of diverse voices and perspectives is essential for developing 

a comprehensive understanding of the ecological crisis and its implications for humanity. 

Ecocriticism today goes beyond the traditional analysis of literature and nature. It encompasses 

a broader critique of humanity’s relationship with the environment, highlighting issues of 

justice, sustainability, and ethical responsibility. By fostering a deeper understanding of the 

ecological crisis and urging a rethinking of our interaction with nature, ecocriticism remains 

highly relevant in navigating the challenges of the present world. Through literature and 

cultural narratives, it continues to advocate for a more conscious and ecologically responsible 

way of living.   

Nature holds immense relevance in human life, serving as a source of sustenance, 

inspiration, and mental well-being. It forms the foundation of existence, providing essentials 

like air, water, food, and shelter. Beyond these physical necessities, nature fosters 

psychological health; studies show that exposure to natural environments reduces stress, 
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enhances mood, and boosts cognitive function. It also cultivates a sense of awe and 

interconnectedness, grounding individuals in the larger ecological community, and 

encouraging values of stewardship and respect. From a cultural and artistic perspective, nature 

has historically inspired literature, art, and philosophy. Writers like Wordsworth and Frost saw 

nature as a mirror to human emotions, a source of reflection, and sometimes even as a character 

itself, embodying moods and metaphors that shape human understanding. In the face of climate 

change, this connection takes on contemporary relevance, as ecocriticism and environmental 

movements remind humanity of nature's intrinsic value and the urgency of sustainable 

interaction with it. 

Nature’s healing power is one of the most compelling aspects that lies in its ability to 

promote psychological renewal. Research indicates that spending time in natural environments 

can lower levels of stress and anxiety, enhance mood, and foster a sense of calm. Even brief 

moments of connection with nature, like observing a blooming flower, listening to birdsong, 

or feeling the texture of tree bark, can evoke feelings of peace and grounding. Such experiences 

can serve as reminders of life's simple joys and the beauty that exists in the world around us. 

Moreover, nature's cycles of renewal, such as the changing of seasons, symbolize resilience 

and regeneration. The transition from winter's dormancy to spring's vibrant rebirth illustrates 

how life can flourish again, offering a powerful metaphor for human experiences of recovery 

and growth. This cyclical aspect of nature encourages individuals to embrace change, find hope 

in difficult times, and recognize that healing is a process that often takes time. Nature’s role in 

physical healing is equally significant. Green spaces have been shown to improve air quality, 

provide spaces for physical activity, and enhance overall health. Engaging in outdoor activities, 

whether through gardening, hiking, or simply taking a walk, can lead to improved physical 

fitness and a stronger immune system. These interactions not only contribute to physical health 
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but also foster a deeper connection to the environment, instilling a sense of responsibility for 

its preservation. 

Globally, the relevance of ecocriticism extends beyond literature to encompass socio-

political movements and activism. The Chipko Movement in India, for instance, where women 

physically embraced trees to prevent deforestation, symbolizes the deep interconnection 

between communities and their natural environment. This movement resonates with ecocritical 

ideas by emphasizing local resistance to global environmental exploitation, which writers like 

Ghosh and Shiva bring to the forefront in their literary and academic works. Contemporary 

ecocriticism reflects a diverse array of themes, including the Anthropocene, deep ecology, and 

ecofeminism. Scholars are increasingly examining the socio-political implications of 

environmental narratives, exploring how literature can serve as a vehicle for activism and social 

change. The focus has shifted towards understanding the complexities of human-nature 

relationships in a rapidly changing world. Ecocriticism is most relevant today as it connects 

culture and creativity to environmental survival. It makes us rethink how stories, myths, and 

media shape our relationship with nature and inspire us toward ecological responsibility. It also 

provides a theoretical foundation for analysing texts that explore environmental ethics, nature-

human relationships and ecological crisis.  

In the Indian literary context, Amitav Ghosh is a notable figure whose works critically 

explore the intersection of historical events, environmental degradation, and human 

experiences. His works frequently address the themes of migration and displacement, climate 

change and ecological degradation aligning with ecosophical thought by highlighting the 

consequences of human exploitation of nature. Through literature, ecosophy challenges 

dominant anthropocentric narratives, urging readers to reconsider their relationship with 

nature. For instance, The Hungry Tide by Ghosh remains highly relevant today as it mirrors 

global concerns of rising seas and displaced populations. The rising tides, cyclones, and 
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flooding rivers reflect the real threats of climate change to coastal and island communities. 

Here, ecocriticism intersects with politics when conservation laws clash with human rights, 

showing the tension between ecology and social justice. The Morichjhapi massacre of 1979, 

showing resettlement and eviction of refugees, raises questions of who has the right to inhabit 

“protected” land. In modern times, this novel holds great relevance by showing the ongoing 

struggle between development, conservation, and displacement. It also anticipates present 

debates on eco-migration, climate refugees and sustainability. Further, it demonstrates how 

literature raises awareness and empathy toward marginalised sections of society and 

endangered ecosystems. Another ecocritical text of great relevance in the present times is 

Margaret Atwood’s The Year of the Flood. This novel depicts a world ruined by biotechnology 

and corporate greed, which have somehow destabilised ecosystems. Atwood, in this novel, 

critiques the commodification of nature and the dangers of unchecked exploitation. It also 

anticipates sea-level rise, species extinction, and pandemics, which are the central issues for 

ecocritical debates today. Through its critique of corporate exploitation, its vision of ecological 

collapse, and its portrayal of eco-spiritual resistance, The Year of Flood shows how 

ecocriticism is not only a way of reading literature but also a tool for grappling with today’s 

environmental crises. It is a presentation of an environmental dystopia, imagining a world 

suffering from the aftermath of ecological neglect and genetic modification. This speculative 

narrative critiques consumerist culture and underscores the consequences of environmental 

disregard, mirroring current anxieties about climate change and its impacts.  

In an era of digitalisation and ecological loss, people feel alienated from nature. 

Resultantly, both art and nature in modern times are commodified. This poses a challenge to 

capitalist narratives that see forests only as timber or rivers only as resources, fostering a 

cultural mindset that protects ecosystems. So, it becomes crucial in the present world to 

transform the cold ecological facts into felt experiences and forge emotional and ethical bonds 
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with nature. And this can be fulfilled when readers see rivers, forests, mountains, or different 

species as so beautiful and charismatic that they become more inclined to protect them. This 

sense of appreciation for the beauty underlying nature can be brought about by highlighting the 

aesthetic elements in literary texts. Ecocriticism paired with aestheticism ensures that 

environmentalism is not just a duty, but also a source of immense joy. Aestheticism makes 

ecocriticism more relevant in the present world as it awakens wonder in a consumerist age, 

thereby creating an emotional connection with nature. This is a crucial need for motivating 

action in the Anthropocene, where ecological awareness must touch both the mind and the 

heart. Aesthetic depictions of landscapes, nonhuman life, and ecological interdependence help 

re-enchant the natural world-restoring wonders where otherwise only exploitation had 

prevailed. Literary works like Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads or contemporary eco-poetry 

invites readers to slow down and perceive beauty in everyday ecology. 

Though the scientific reports on global issues like climate change are rational but they 

are often inaccessible to the masses. To cater to such problems, it is quite effective for the 

writers to switch to aesthetic modes like metaphor, imagery, narrative etc to translate ecological 

crises into human experience, making them relatable. For example, Margaret Atwood’s 

MaddAddam Trilogy uses rich aesthetic storytelling to dramatize species extinction and 

bioengineering. This way, aestheticism enhances the relevance of ecocriticism in the present 

world by transforming environmental awareness into an experience of beauty, wonder, and 

ethical responsibility.  

The knowledge and information gathered by reviewing the related literature show a 

clear picture of the study up to the line of research that has been reached. Ecocriticism, as a 

theoretical framework, has been extensively applied to the works of Amitav Ghosh, particularly 

in analysing his depiction of the natural world and environmental crisis. However, existing 

studies largely focus on ecological concerns, climate change, and postcolonial 
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environmentalism, with limited attention to the aesthetic dimensions of nature in his novels. 

And in today’s consumerist, digital and ecological age, focus on beauty and sensory experience 

is highly relevant. In this context, my research helps question how aesthetic values shape 

environmental consciousness and how aestheticism actually fosters new ethics, forms of 

resistance, and fresh modes of experiencing the world.  

The review of literature examines key scholarly contributions to ecocritical studies on 

Ghosh’s works, identifying gaps that this research seeks to address. Ursula K. Heise, in her 

book Sense of Place and Sense of Planet: The Environmental Imagination of the Global (2008), 

discusses how Ghosh’s works contribute to global ecocriticism. She particularly focuses on 

The Hungry Tide and its depiction of the Sundarbans, arguing that the novel challenges 

conventional ecological narratives by presenting nature as both destructive and nurturing (54). 

Rob Nixon’s Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (2011) engages with 

Ghosh’s fiction, particularly The Hungry Tide, to illustrate how environmental destruction 

disproportionately affects marginalised communities. Nixon emphasizes the concept of “slow 

violence” in Ghosh’s work, highlighting the long-term ecological and social consequences of 

colonialism and capitalist expansion (117). Bharti Parmar and Ravi Kumar Mishra’s research 

paper “Exploring Ecocriticism: Unveiling Environmental Themes in the Works of Amitav 

Ghosh” (2024), published in Research Review Journal of Social Science, analyzes Sea of 

Poppies and River of Smoke. The authors highlight how Ghosh intertwines ecological themes 

with historical narratives, demonstrating the colonial roots of environmental degradation in 

India and China (88). In an article exploring The Hungry Tide, Bhushan analyzes the novel’s 

representation of the Sundarbans’ ecosystem, emphasizing the complex interplay between 

human and non-human life. He argues that Ghosh’s narrative highlights environmental 

instability and the consequences of human intervention in fragile ecological systems (Bhushan 

98). The study effectively demonstrates Ghosh’s engagement with environmental discourse but 
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does not consider the aesthetic and literary techniques through which this engagement is 

realized. Bera’s comparative study of ecocriticism in the works of Amitav Ghosh, Anita Desai, 

Arun Joshi, and Kiran Desai situates Ghosh within a broader literary tradition of environmental 

consciousness. He examines how each author depicts environmental crisis and human-nature 

relationships (424). While this study contextualizes Ghosh’s ecological vision, it does not 

provide an in-depth analysis of the aesthetic elements specific to his works. Sourit 

Bhattacharya, in his research article “The Aesthetics and Politics of Landscape in Amitav 

Ghosh's The Shadow Lines” (2011), published in the Journal of Postcolonial Writing, examines 

how Ghosh’s use of landscapes functions as a narrative technique that intertwines history, 

memory, and identity. Bhattacharya argues that spatial aesthetics in The Shadow Lines serve 

as metaphors for political conflict and dislocation (497). Upamanyu Pablo Mukherjee’s book 

Postcolonial Environments: Nature, Culture and the Contemporary Indian Novel in English 

(2010) analyzes The Glass Palace, focusing on Ghosh’s aesthetic depiction of colonial Burma. 

Mukherjee contends that Ghosh’s descriptions of deforestation and industrial exploitation serve 

as a critique of colonial environmental destruction (115). 

Dipesh Chakrabarty’s The Climate of History in a Planetary Age (2021) examines 

Ghosh’s engagement with climate history, arguing that his novels provide a crucial postcolonial 

perspective on the Anthropocene. Chakrabarty highlights how The Ibis Trilogy reveals the 

ecological consequences of imperial capitalism and forced labor systems (Chakrabarty 89-92). 

Greg Garrard, in his book Ecocriticism (2012), discusses how Ghosh’s works fit into 

postcolonial ecocriticism. He argues that Sea of Poppies critiques the British opium trade not 

only as an economic injustice but also as an ecological catastrophe, where agricultural land was 

forcibly converted for opium production, leading to environmental degradation (46). Ananya 

Roy’s article "Female Protagonists and Environmental Consciousness in Amitav Ghosh's 

Fiction" (2019), published in Ecofeminist Studies Quarterly, links environmental exploitation 
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in Ghosh’s novels to colonial oppression. Roy argues that ecological destruction in The Ibis 

Trilogy mirrors the exploitation of both land and indigenous communities (78-83). Ursula 

Heise’s research paper "Opium and Empire: Colonial Capitalism and Environmental Damage 

in Sea of Poppies" (2015), published in Postcolonial Ecologies, discusses how Ghosh critiques 

the ecological consequences of monoculture farming under British rule. Heise contends that 

the forced cultivation of opium led to long-term soil degradation and disrupted traditional 

agricultural practices in India (57). Similarly, Priyanka Maral’s study of Sea of Poppies 

investigates the environmental repercussions of colonialism, particularly the ecological impact 

of British-imposed opium cultivation. Maral argues that forced agricultural practices led to 

both ecological degradation and socio-economic turmoil, shaping the novel’s historical and 

environmental consciousness (117). While insightful, her analysis remains largely focused on 

the environmental consequences without addressing how Ghosh’s aesthetic choices contribute 

to the novel’s ecological message. 

A study by Younas et al. compares The Hungry Tide and Gun Island, highlighting 

Ghosh’s thematic engagement with climate change and displacement. They argue that his 

novels challenge anthropocentric worldviews and advocate for a more symbiotic relationship 

between humans and nature (312). However, their discussion focuses primarily on climate 

narratives and does not engage with the aesthetic elements shaping these themes. This 

intersection has also been the subject of an academic thesis. Meera Nair’s doctoral dissertation 

Colonialism and Environmental Destruction in Amitav Ghosh’s Novels (2020), completed at 

Banaras Hindu University, examines how Ghosh’s fiction portrays the long-term 

environmental consequences of colonial capitalism. Nair focuses on Sea of Poppies, River of 

Smoke, and Flood of Fire, demonstrating how colonial policies disrupted traditional ecological 

practices (163). Similarly, Arunava Ghosh’s Postcolonial Ecologies: Environmental 

Narratives in Amitav Ghosh’s Fiction (2023), a PhD thesis from the University of Calcutta, 
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explores how Ghosh reclaims indigenous ecological knowledge to challenge Eurocentric 

environmental narratives (210). Suparna Banerjee’s research paper “Gender and Ecology in 

Amitav Ghosh's Novels” (2014), published in the Journal of Gender Studies, explores the role 

of female characters in Ghosh’s fiction. She focuses on The Hungry Tide, arguing that Piya 

represents a new form of ecological consciousness that challenges both patriarchal and 

anthropocentric systems (257). Sharmila Lahiri, in her paper “Women and Environmental 

Consciousness in The Hungry Tide” (2008), published in the Indian Journal of Gender Studies, 

examines how Ghosh uses female protagonists to represent resilience in the face of 

environmental and social oppression. Lahiri discusses how characters like Kusum resist 

displacement and advocate for ecological justice (345-360). Suhasini Vincent’s article, “An 

Eco-Critical Analysis of Climate Change and the Unthinkable in Amitav Ghosh’s Fiction and 

Non-Fiction” (2018), addresses Ghosh’s engagement with climate change narratives. Vincent 

discusses how Ghosh’s works, including The Ibis Trilogy and The Hungry Tide, serve as eco-

critical narratives that challenge materialistic pursuits detrimental to the planet. The analysis 

highlights Ghosh’s call for imaginative and cultural forms of fiction that resist environmental 

degradation. Radhika Sinha’s book Women and Nature: A Study of Gendered Ecologies in 

Indian Fiction (2020) analyzes Gun Island and The Ibis Trilogy from an ecofeminist 

perspective. Sinha argues that Ghosh portrays women as deeply connected to nature, often 

serving as custodians of ecological wisdom and resistance (210-214). 

Recent scholarly endeavours have also delved into the intricate environmental themes 

embedded within Amitav Ghosh’s narratives, offering fresh insights into his ecological 

consciousness. Deepa Anappara’s doctoral thesis, The Last of Earth, and The Poetics of 

Postcolonial Historical Fiction: An Analysis of Amitav Ghosh’s Works (2023), presents a dual 

exploration: a novel set against the Great Game backdrop and a critical analysis of Ghosh’s 

techniques in reconstructing voices absent from historical archives. Anappara underscores 
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Ghosh’s adeptness at intertwining subaltern perspectives with environmental narratives, 

highlighting his use of the uncanny to reveal disrupted connections between individuals and 

landscapes due to colonial interventions. Anjali Sinha’s article “Ecofeminism in Amitav 

Ghosh’s Fiction: Women as Agents of Environmental Change” (2023), published in 

Ecofeminist Perspectives Journal, explores the intersection of ecofeminism and 

postcolonialism in Ghosh’s novels. Sinha asserts that Ghosh’s female characters challenge 

traditional gender roles while advocating for environmental sustainability (92-96). In a similar 

vein, Bharti Parmar and Ravi Kumar Mishra’s article, “Exploring Ecocriticism: Unveiling 

Environmental Themes in the Works of Amitav Ghosh” (2024), examines novels like The 

Hungry Tide, The Glass Palace, and The Ibis Trilogy. The authors illuminate Ghosh’s portrayal 

of ecosystem exploitation, community resilience, and the cultural ramifications of 

environmental degradation, emphasizing his narrative’s role in fostering ecological awareness 

and prompting readers to reevaluate their relationship with nature. Furthermore, Dr. T. 

Mangayarkarasi and Maalya S. Jayan’s study, An Eco-Centric Reading of Amitav Ghosh’s ‘The 

Living Mountain: A Fable for Our Times’ (2023), focuses on Ghosh’s recent fable. The authors 

analyse the relationship between humans and nature, critiquing the destructive activities that 

impact ecology. They argue that Ghosh combines elements of science, fiction, fantasy, and 

magical realism to prompt readers to reconsider their ecological perspectives.  

Ghosh doesn’t just write about environmental crises in a factual way; he actually blends 

them with lyrical descriptions, folklore, myth and storytelling beauty, making ecological 

themes aesthetically powerful. His narratives transform ecological issues into artistic 

experiences, where beauty deepens awareness of crises. The reviewed literature given above 

demonstrates that while Ghosh’s novels have been widely examined through an ecocritical 

lens, discussions have primarily focused on environmental themes, colonial exploitation, and 

climate change. The aesthetic dimensions of his engagement with nature remain an 
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underexplored area. This research aims to bridge this gap by analysing how Ghosh employs 

literary aesthetics to shape ecological consciousness in his selected novels. It explores the 

strong aesthetic dimension contained in Amitav Ghosh’s novels, which are often read through 

the lenses of postcolonialism and ecocriticism. His vivid descriptions, lyrical prose, and 

detailed engagement with nature, history and culture reveal an underlying aesthetic sensibility 

that enhances the thematic depth of his works which balance scientific awareness with aesthetic 

imagination, making him a key figure for eco-aesthetic study. Definitely and very genuinely, 

he deserves a research focus as an eco-aesthetic imagination, offering a cross-cultural, ethical, 

and artistic engagement with the ecological crises of our times. 
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Chapter 2 

Ecocritical Aesthetics: Literary Representation of Beauty in Nature 

Earth without beauty is like a rock — cold, silent, still. Beauty is what makes the world 

breathe: sunsets that stop time, rivers that sing, forests that teach us how to be humble. 

We don’t inherit the Earth — we borrow its beauty. What, then, will we return to the 

next generation?  A living, breathing planet or cold rock?  

Beauty has long been regarded as one of the defining characteristics of the natural world, 

shaping humanity's emotional, philosophical, and artistic engagement with the environment. 

Yet, in an era of accelerating ecological degradation, beauty can no longer be understood 

merely as an aesthetic category. It has become inseparable from questions of environmental 

ethics, sustainability, and ecological responsibility. The contemporary ecological crisis 

therefore compels a reconsideration of how aesthetic experience influences the ways in which 

humans perceive, value, and respond to the natural world. 

Eco aesthetics is an interdisciplinary concept that explores the relationship between 

aesthetics, the study of art, beauty, and sensory perception, and ecology, which concerns the 

natural environment and its systems. It examines how human appreciation of beauty, artistic 

practices, and cultural values connect to ecological awareness, sustainability, and 

environmental ethics. Within this framework, aesthetics extends beyond visual pleasure to 

encompass ethical responsibility and critical reflection on humanity's relationship with nature. 

Rather than asking only whether a work of art is aesthetically pleasing, eco-aesthetics also asks 

whether aesthetic representations encourage ecological awareness, challenge anthropocentric 

assumptions, or, conversely, risk romanticising environmental degradation and masking 

ecological exploitation. These tensions have become central to contemporary debates within 

ecocritical scholarship. 



Bawa 77 
 

 
 

A traditional landscape painting may celebrate visual beauty alone, but eco aesthetics asks 

deeper questions: Does this artwork deepen our respect for ecological systems? Does it affirm 

harmony with nature, or does it mask exploitation? 

The twenty-first century has confronted literary scholarship with a profound paradox: 

the natural world has never been more imperilled, yet its representation in literature and art has 

become increasingly central to contemporary critical inquiry. In an age when glaciers retreat 

and fracture like broken timepieces, forests are razed with industrial precision and eventually 

disappear, and biodiversity declines at an unprecedented rate, representations of nature acquire 

ethical, political, and philosophical significance as its presence in literature carries urgent 

ethical weight The eco-aesthetic turn in literary criticism recognises that beauty is no longer 

simply an object of artistic contemplation or a luxury of art but also a medium through which 

ecological crises are interpreted, questioned, and reimagined. It has become a political, 

ontological, and ethical force. Nature therefore ceases to function merely as a decorative 

backdrop to human experience and instead emerges as an active site where environmental 

futures, cultural values, and ethical responsibilities are imagined, negotiated, and contested. 

This is not a nostalgic return to pastoralism, nor a mere cataloguing of scenic imagery, but an 

attempt to understand how literary form, sensory evocation, and emotional cadence can compel 

readers into a deeper, more intimate relationship with the biosphere.  

Despite its growing prominence within ecocritical scholarship, eco-aesthetics remains 

a field of ongoing debate rather than theoretical consensus. If earlier phases of ecocriticism 

were driven by overt environmental advocacy, eco-aesthetics seeks to work through a subtler 

mechanism: the transformation of perception. One of the central questions concerns the 

relationship between aesthetic appreciation and ecological responsibility. It begins with the 

premise that environmental crisis is not simply the result of technological overreach or political 

failure, but of a failure of imagination, an inability to see the world as more than resource, 
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backdrop, or metaphor. The task of literature, then, is not only to “raise awareness” but to 

reconfigure the very sensoria through which we apprehend nature. This involves a poetics of 

attention, a recalibration of the gaze, where the reader does not merely register the existence of 

a mangrove forest, a whale, or a monsoon, but experiences them as co-actors in a shared 

ecological reality. 

While many scholars argue that aesthetic representations of landscapes, forests, rivers, 

oceans, and other forms of the more-than-human world cultivate ecological sensitivity by 

encouraging admiration, empathy, and environmental stewardship, others caution that beauty 

may also obscure ecological violence. The aestheticization of environmental destruction can 

transform polluted rivers, devastated forests, or climate-induced disasters into objects of visual 

contemplation without necessarily confronting the political, economic, and ethical structures 

responsible for their degradation. The contemporary eco-aesthetic scholarship moves beyond 

the nostalgic celebration of pastoral landscapes or the simple cataloguing of scenic imagery. 

Instead, it seeks to understand how literary form, sensory experience, and aesthetic 

representation shape ecological perception and influence the ways readers relate to the more-

than-human world. Unlike the earlier phases of ecocriticism, which were often associated with 

explicit environmental advocacy, eco-aesthetics emphasises the transformative potential of 

aesthetic experience. It proceeds from the premise that environmental crises are not solely 

technological, political, or economic problems, but also crises of perception, imagination, and 

ethical engagement. Consequently, literature becomes more than a vehicle for disseminating 

environmental awareness; it offers a means of reconfiguring the ways in which nature is 

perceived, inviting readers to recognise landscapes, rivers, forests, oceans, and other forms of 

non-human life as active participants in shared ecological systems rather than passive settings 

for human activity. 
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At the same time, contemporary eco-aesthetics recognises that beauty itself is neither 

simple nor ideologically neutral. Environmental beauty frequently coexists with ecological 

vulnerability, making aesthetic experience inseparable from questions of environmental ethics 

and social responsibility. A coastline may appear visually magnificent while bearing the 

consequences of pollution and rising sea levels; forests may evoke wonder even as they face 

deforestation; rivers may inspire aesthetic admiration while carrying the scars of industrial 

contamination. Such tensions have generated important debates within ecocritical scholarship 

concerning whether aesthetic representations encourage ecological consciousness or risk 

romanticising environmental degradation. Rather than resolving this tension, eco-aesthetics 

encourages readers to inhabit it critically, demonstrating that aesthetic appreciation and 

environmental responsibility are mutually constitutive rather than mutually exclusive. Within 

this perspective, eco-aesthetics extends ecocriticism by examining how artistic representation, 

beauty, and sensory experience contribute to ecological consciousness, while ecocriticism 

provides the broader interpretative framework for analysing how literary and cultural texts 

engage with environmental concerns. Consequently, eco-aesthetics is concerned not merely 

with whether nature is represented beautifully, but with how aesthetic experience shapes 

ecological understanding, challenges anthropocentric assumptions, and encourages critical 

engagement with environmental crises. It is this productive tension between beauty and 

ecological responsibility that forms one of the central concerns of the present study and 

provides the conceptual foundation for examining the selected novels of Amitav Ghosh. 

Within this perspective, eco-aesthetics extends ecocriticism by examining how artistic 

representation, beauty, and sensory experience contribute to ecological consciousness, while 

ecocriticism provides the broader interpretative framework for analysing how literary and 

cultural texts engage with environmental concerns. It also challenges the dichotomy between 

beauty and threat, between pleasure and moral urgency. A cyclone can be sublime in its scale 
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even as it destroys; a wetland can shimmer with iridescent light while carrying the seeds of its 

own erasure. In this sense, beauty in nature is not static, fragile, or innocent—it is dynamic, 

charged, and entangled with histories of colonialism, capitalism, and climate change. 

Literature’s task is to hold this complexity without collapsing it into mere sentimentality or 

despair. It must stage the tension between delight and devastation, inviting readers to linger in 

that space long enough for empathy to deepen into responsibility. Eco aesthetics is about how 

art and beauty shape ecological awareness, whereas ecocriticism is about how texts and cultural 

narrative  

The present study approaches eco-aesthetics not as a fashionable extension of 

ecocriticism but as one of its significant contemporary developments. At a time when 

environmental discourse is increasingly shaped by scientific data, policy debates, and 

narratives of ecological crisis, eco-aesthetics offers an alternative yet complementary mode of 

engagement by foregrounding the role of sensory perception, emotional response, and ethical 

imagination. Rather than viewing nature solely as an object of environmental concern, eco-

aesthetics investigates how aesthetic experience influences ecological understanding and 

reshapes human relationships with the more-than-human world. Within this framework, 

literature functions not merely as a medium for representing environmental issues but also as 

a space in which readers are invited to experience nature as an active and meaningful presence. 

Amitav Ghosh's selected novels exemplify this perspective by portraying rivers, forests, 

oceans, storms, and landscapes not simply as scenic settings but as dynamic agents that shape 

human lives, historical processes, and ecological consciousness. They do not reduce nature to 

a set of picturesque tableaux; rather, they weave the physicality of the natural world into the 

narrative’s emotional architecture. Rivers, storms, and forests in Ghosh are never inert scenery, 

they are aesthetic agents whose presence shapes human destinies and whose beauty demands a 

reconsideration of the human-nature relationship. 
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By foregrounding the eco-aesthetic dimension of Ghosh’s fiction, this chapter examines 

how aesthetic representation mediates between environmental knowledge and environmental 

ethics. It seeks to trace how literature can function as a perceptual bridge between 

environmental knowledge and environmental care. It argues that literary depictions of beauty, 

conveyed through imagery, symbolism, sensory detail, and narrative rhythm, have the potential 

to encourage readers to reflect more deeply on the interconnectedness of human and non-

human life. At the same time, the study recognises that aesthetic appreciation does not 

automatically translate into ecological responsibility. Instead, it critically examines how beauty 

may simultaneously inspire environmental concern while also risking the romanticisation of 

ecological degradation. This analytical perspective places ecocriticism and eco-aesthetics in 

productive dialogue: while ecocriticism provides the broader framework for interpreting 

environmental issues in literature, eco-aesthetics explores how artistic form and aesthetic 

experience shape ecological perception. By bringing these perspectives into conversation with 

Indian and Western aesthetic traditions, the chapter establishes the theoretical foundation for 

analysing the eco-aesthetic strategies employed in Amitav Ghosh's selected novels. 

Although both Indian and Western aesthetic traditions acknowledge the significance of 

beauty, they differ in their philosophical orientation towards nature. Western aesthetics has 

frequently conceptualised beauty as an object of artistic contemplation or individual 

perception, whereas Indian aesthetic thought emphasises the experiential unity of human 

beings, nature, and the cosmos through concepts such as Rasa, Prakriti, and the 

interconnectedness of all living beings. Rather than treating these traditions as mutually 

exclusive, the present study adopts a comparative perspective, arguing that together they 

provide a more comprehensive framework for understanding the ecological imagination in 

Amitav Ghosh’s fiction. 
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Though ecocriticism and aestheticism are two diverse theories, but they can definitely 

be in dialogue.   Where eco-aesthetics is about how art and beauty shape ecological awareness, 

ecocriticism is about how texts and cultural narratives reflect ecological issues. An ecocritical 

approach to aestheticism reveals new ways of seeing the natural world, not just as an artistic 

subject but as a living entity worthy of protection. Ecocriticism can also analyse how aesthetic 

representations of nature either reinforce or challenge human dominance over it. It has been 

explored in the present study that aestheticism’s focus on beauty can be reinterpreted 

ecocritically. Instead of detaching art from ethics, ecocriticism can explore how aesthetic 

appreciation of nature might inspire ecological care. This concept has been very intricately 

manifested in Amitav Ghosh’s novels, where vivid descriptions and deep engagements with 

the physical world and nature have exposed an underlying aesthetic sensibility in his ecocritical 

literary texts, which demonstrate a deep relationship between beauty, art and ecological 

consciousness. 

Eco-aesthetics mainly refers to the combination of ecological and aesthetic elements in 

an artistic or literary work and relates to the appreciation and representation of nature through 

an aesthetic lens. It explores the intersection of beauty, art, and ecological awareness by 

emphasising the intrinsic value and visual appeal of the natural world. In eco-aesthetical works, 

the portrayal of nature goes beyond its utilitarian or scientific aspects and delves deep into its 

inherent aesthetic qualities. It involves capturing the visual, sensory, and emotional dimensions 

of the environment, whether through vivid descriptions, imagery or artistic representations. It 

often aims at fostering a deeper connection and reverence for nature by evoking a sense of awe, 

wonder, or contemplation through artistic expression by incorporating themes of 

environmentalism, sustainability, and the need for ecological stewardship and highlighting the 

importance of preserving and protecting the natural world. Eco aesthetics is actually a 

representation of a mindset and creative approach that seeks to align artistic and design 
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practices with environmental sustainability, promoting a deeper appreciation for the beauty of 

nature and fostering a more ecologically conscious society.  

While various approaches to environmental aesthetics have been proposed, the growing 

concern for environmental issues has led to a renewed focus on the importance of ecology in 

our appreciation of nature. ‘Ecological aesthetics,’ inspired by the work of Aldo Leopold, has 

emerged as a significant field of study in recent decades. This field explores the aesthetic value 

of both natural and human-made environments, emphasizing the connection between beauty 

and ecological health. By examining the relationship between aesthetic appreciation and 

ecological function, ecological aesthetics seeks to promote a deeper understanding and 

appreciation of the natural world.  

As a branch of philosophy, aesthetics is fundamentally a dynamic exchange of 

competing ideas. Much like philosophy as a whole, it thrives on intellectual debate and 

discourse. For that matter, Aristotle’s Poetics remains pivotal for an ecocritical aesthetic 

project because it articulates how beauty in literature arises from structured imitation and the 

ordered relation of parts- conditions that resonate strongly with how environmental beauty is 

represented in fiction. Aristotle holds that for anything to be beautiful, whether an organism or 

a whole work of art, it must exhibit not only proper order among its parts but also a magnitude 

that allows the observer to perceive the whole without confusion. Thus, literary beauty is not 

arbitrary prettiness, but the harmony of structure, proportion, and perception. This notion of 

beauty as structural coherence underscores why aesthetic form matters in literature that deals 

with nature: the arrangement of imagery, the pacing of description and the interlocking of parts 

within plot are what allow representations of rivers, forests, tides, or storms to evoke ecological 

awareness rather than simply ornamental scenery. Moreover, Aristotle’s theory draws attention 

to the spectator or reader who must apprehend the whole; in environmental fiction such as 

Ghosh’s, readers are compelled to piece together the beauty of the non-human world through 
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descriptions, sensory detail, and narrative rhythm. As such, Aristotle provides a western anchor 

for understanding how aesthetics helps literature function ecologically.  

A beautiful object, whether a living organism or any whole composed of parts, 

must not only have an orderly arrangement of parts, but must also be of a certain 

magnitude and order. For this reason, no organism could be beautiful if it is 

excessively small (since observation becomes confuse…) or excessively large 

(since unity and wholeness is lost…). So just as in the case of physical objects 

and living organisms, they should possess a certain magnitude and this should 

be such as can readily be taken in at one view, so in the case of plots: they should 

have a certain length, and that length such as can be held in memory (Poetics 

VII, page 14). 

By involving Aristotle’s insight, we can see that the beauty as represented in Ghosh’s 

novels is not merely descriptive richness but arises out of a carefully structured aesthetic 

architecture. This can be seen in his depiction of mangrove delta systems in his novels like 

Jungle Nama or Hungry Tide or the melodious descriptions of monsoon rains. The order of 

nature’s details, the magnitude of narrative spaces, and the pacing that allows readers to “take 

in” the whole are crucial; these structural-aesthetic features enable beauty to become 

ecocritical, turning perception into empathy and knowledge into ethical sensitivity. Socrates, 

another eminent philosopher, also viewed aesthetics as a meaningful dialogue—engaging 

thoughtful minds in discussions about beauty, taste, and the nature of artistic expression. His 

thoughts were never written, but still they are preserved mainly in Plato’s dialogues. His 

approach to beauty and art is distinctive because he shifts the focus away from physical 

appearance to truth, morality, and usefulness. In dialogues like the Symposium and Phaedrus, 

beauty is presented as a path toward higher truths. According to him, beauty has a moral and 

philosophical dimension, it inspires the pursuit of virtue and knowledge. This ethical grounding 
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of beauty marks one of the earliest departures from a purely sensuous or decorative 

understanding of aesthetics. Through Socrates, beauty becomes an instrument of intellectual 

ascent, a stimulus for interrogating the good life, and an avenue for contemplating the 

alignment between the human soul and the harmonious order of the cosmos. 

What makes Socrates indispensable to any discussion of aesthetics is his insistence that 

art is not valuable merely because it pleases the senses; it must cultivate the intellect and refine 

moral judgment. In Plato’s Republic, Socrates even questions the place of poets in the ideal 

state because artistic imitation, when divorced from truth, risks misleading the public. His 

scepticism reflects an early tension in Western aesthetics between beauty as seduction and 

beauty as enlightenment. Art that arouses emotions without anchoring them in ethical 

understanding, he argues, can “nourish the feelings rather than the reason,” thereby weakening 

the soul (Plato 605b). This emphasis on moral responsibility anticipates later philosophical 

debates where aesthetics is interwoven with ethics, shaping an interpretative tradition in which 

the value of artistic representation lies in its capacity to refine human character. 

Socrates’s influence extends further into later Western thinkers, especially in the 

Enlightenment, who framed aesthetics as a discipline concerned not only with sensory pleasure 

but with intellectual clarity, rational inquiry, and the cultivation of taste. For Socrates, beauty 

is not a passive object but an active force that prompts reflection, dialogue, and moral self-

transformation. This dynamic understanding of beauty aligns closely with the foundations of 

ecocritical aesthetics, where the experience of natural beauty becomes a catalyst for ethical 

awareness and ecological responsibility. Just as Socrates viewed beauty as a route to virtue, 

ecocritical thinkers argue that aesthetic encounters with the natural world awaken an ethical 

consciousness toward environmental stewardship. The Socratic principle that beauty should 

elevate the soul thus resonates deeply with contemporary ecological thought, providing a 

philosophical lineage that justifies the placement of Western aesthetic origins within a chapter 
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on ecological aesthetics. Hence, aesthetics is an evolving process of interpretation and 

evaluation, not a definitive set of principles about the appearance of natural things or the utility 

of man-made objects (Nia 18). Emerging from an active exchange of ideas, aesthetics is not 

regarded as a definitive outcome or a prescriptive guide but rather as an analytical pursuit. It 

serves as an inquiry into the concepts employed by critics during their evaluations and 

judgments about artistic works in this ongoing intellectual discourse.  

The term aesthetics was coined by a German philosopher, Alexander Gottlieb 

Baumgarten, in 1735 in his master’s thesis Meditationes Philosophicae de Nonnullis ad Poema 

Pertinentibus. It was further developed by him in one of his major works Aesthetica (1750-

1758). Basically, he derived the term aesthetics from a Greek word aesthesis, which means 

sensation or sensory perception. He used this term to describe his process of understanding and 

realising what makes something beautiful or ugly and how ultimately, we make these 

judgements. He defined Aesthetics as the science of sensory cognition which he considered as 

a knowledge distinct and parallel to logic. According to him, aesthetics was a science of 

sensible knowledge analysing how something is to be sensitively cognized. Baumgarten chose 

this term over the traditional labels of “theory of beauty” or “philosophy of taste” to emphasize 

the role of artistic experience as a unique way of acquiring knowledge. 

Aesthetics, also spelt as esthetics, is closely tied to the philosophy of art and also 

focuses on understanding the nature of art and the frameworks used to interpret and evaluate 

individual artistic works. It is that sense in a human being that makes him appreciate all that is 

beautiful, and beauty is something that touches the heart and soul of a man. Here, we remember 

the famous line of John Keats from his poem Ode on a Grecian Urn: “Beauty is truth, truth 

beauty, - that is all ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.” This romantic poet has elevated 

the value of beauty to something that is an absolute truth. Aesthetics picks up all that carries 

even a pinch of beauty anywhere, may it be music, architecture, art, and so on. But when 
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aesthetics finds its way into the ecocritical texts, that is what is called ecocritical aesthetics. 

Nature, being the epitome of beauty, provides solace to man whenever the natural elements are 

spotted, whether in reality or in books. Beauty is a powerful strategy for inspiring cultural 

transformation also. In the nineteenth century, aestheticism arose as a literary, artistic, and 

cultural movement that was somehow influenced by the German romantic school, the art 

criticism of John Ruskin, and French writers such as Theophile Gautier and Charles Baudelaire. 

Even in the poetry and painting of the British Pre-Raphaelites of the 1850s, one could witness 

aestheticism. However, aestheticism attained a peak as a cultural movement in the 1870s and 

1880s. Oscar Wilde, Walter Pater, and James McNeill Whistler are certain writers and artists 

associated with the movement.  

Humans have made a great contribution in devoting attention to the global issues of 

climate change, environmental justice, and animal subjectivity, and showing concern towards 

the environment as a moral responsibility. This is what basically constitutes the essence of 

ecocriticism, which deliberates upon the interconnections between environment, culture, and 

literature. Literature in any genre that talks about the global issues of environmental 

degradation and also nature as a restorative and ecstatic power is ecocritical in its essence. And 

at the same time, when we figure out the projection of the awe-struck, beautiful, unblemished 

landscapes, such as streams, mountains, trees, seas, rain, snow, charismatic animals, etc., we 

are basically figuring out the ecocritical aesthetic elements in that specific text. It talks about 

the relevance of aesthetics to ecocritical projects and explores how the aesthetic qualities of 

nature and environment are represented in literature, art, and culture. Here, the beauty of nature 

is not merely a matter of representation or visual pleasure but also of ethical and ecological 

concern.  It considers the ethical implications of artistic representations of nature and how these 

influence our perception of the natural world. It also seeks to understand how art can be used 
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to promote environmental awareness and sustainability, and, at the same time, how 

environmental concerns can inspire creative expression. 

The foundations of environmental aesthetics can be traced back to the seventeenth and 

nineteenth centuries, when philosophers and artists began to explore the aesthetic value of 

nature. These early thinkers emphasised the positive emotional and intellectual experiences 

that can be derived from nature. Leopold’s land ethic, from his book A Sand Country Almanac, 

is a significant contribution to environmental thought, further defining the field by emphasising 

the importance of preserving the ecological integrity and beauty of the natural world. Early 

theories of environmental aesthetics can be broadly categorised as either cognitive, focusing 

on the intellectual appreciation of nature, or non-cognitive, emphasising the emotional and 

sensory experiences of nature. In recent decades, environmental aesthetics has expanded its 

focus to include human-influenced environments and the aesthetics of everyday life, 

recognising the aesthetic value of ordinary objects, spaces, and activities. 

Ecocritical aesthetics emerged in the late twentieth century as a response to the 

environmental degradation caused by industrialisation, mass production, and the consumerist 

values inherited from Victorian middle-class culture. While the Aesthetic Movement sought 

refuge in art as a means of escaping the perceived ugliness and moral rigidity of Victorian life, 

environmental aesthetics developed as a counter-response, focusing instead on the value and 

beauty of the natural world. Initially concerned with the appreciation of natural landscapes, 

environmental aesthetics has evolved to encompass human-made environments and the 

aesthetics of everyday life. This expanded scope recognizes the aesthetic value in ordinary 

objects, spaces, and activities, thereby positioning environmental aesthetics as a field that 

engages with beauty and meaning beyond the boundaries of traditional art. 

A literary work is often composed of five essential elements: sentiment, imagination, 

thought, musicality, and style. Sentiment imparts emotional depth and a sense of timelessness, 
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allowing the work to remain resonant across generations. Imagination functions as the creative 

vehicle through which sentiment is expressed, sustaining the reader’s engagement and 

expanding the interpretive possibilities of the text. Thought contributes intellectual substance, 

offering philosophical or reflective depth, while musicality enhances the rhythm and cadence 

of language, creating an emotional resonance that complements the content. Style, as the 

synthesis of all elements, shapes the distinct voice of the work and influences how readers 

perceive its aesthetic and thematic significance. 

Collectively, these elements shape the reader’s aesthetic experience and determine how 

literary meaning is conveyed through form, tone, and atmosphere. In ecocritical contexts, such 

aesthetic strategies are often employed to evoke emotional and ethical responses to the natural 

world, bridging the gap between artistic beauty and environmental awareness. Aestheticism is 

an art movement that places a strong emphasis on the beauty and sensory appeal of art. It 

opposes the notion that art must fulfil moral, social, or political functions, instead emphasizing 

that art holds intrinsic value and should be appreciated independently of external purposes. 

This movement emerged as a response to the increasing materialism and industrialization of 

Victorian society, which many aesthetes found to be ugly and spiritually empty. By focusing 

on beauty and artistic expression, aesthetes sought to create a more meaningful and 

aesthetically pleasing existence. This artistic philosophy extended its reach beyond the visual 

arts, leaving a significant impact on areas such as fashion, design, and architecture. 

Human interaction with landscapes and ecosystems has historically influenced the 

formation of ecologically informed aesthetic preferences. In perceiving a landscape, 

individuals engage not only with its visual and sensory qualities but also with its ecological 

condition, integrating environmental awareness into their aesthetic judgments. The 

environment’s content and form, encompassing the diversity and arrangement of its landscape 

and ecological elements, not only shape its visual appearance but also influence its ecological 
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functioning. This constructed landscape can be analytically divided into two dimensions: its 

physical elements (such as landforms, vegetation, and water bodies) and its spatial layout, 

which refers to the organisation and distribution of these elements within the environment.  The 

aesthetic experience of a landscape and the behavioural responses it evokes are shaped by both 

transactional and contextual factors. The transactional dimension involves the dynamic, 

reciprocal relationship between humans and their environment, while the contextual aspect 

reflects how environmental features influence human perception and action. Scholars have 

referred to these as “aesthetic appreciative transactions” and “ecological aesthetic 

experiences,” respectively. These interactions not only inform how landscapes are experienced 

but also how they are valued, suggesting that aesthetic perception plays a role in shaping 

environmental attitudes. Consequently, management practices that prioritize both visual appeal 

and ecological health can enhance human well-being and promote sustainability. Research 

consistently shows that people tend to prefer environments that are not only beautiful but also 

ecologically balanced. Thus, aesthetic preferences emerge through lived engagement with the 

environment, while human behaviours—shaped by environmental context—contribute, in turn, 

to the evolving form and function of the landscape. 

Thus, scenic aesthetics is the outcome of interactions between humans and the 

environment, and this in general made people focus on natural beauty. The ecological 

experience is generally considered an explorative process based on the knowledge of ecology. 

One major underlying problem is that many people have misconceptions about the relationship 

between scenic beauty and ecological function; thus, two parallel lines emerged between the 

appreciation of landscape and ecology. People’s landscape aesthetic experience leads people 

to change the landscape, subsequently affecting the ecological function. Ecological aesthetics 

could date back to evolutionary theories. The aesthetic preference has changed over time and 

may reflect the public understanding of ecology, which provides a critical linkage between 
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humans and ecological processes. Landscape aesthetic and ecological quality can coincide in 

some issues, such as the idea that visual variety in the landscape is stimulated by natural 

patterns and related to the incidence of biologically productive effects. The experience process 

and the influential factors of beauty in landscapes with healthy ecology were drawn out, and 

these resulted in benefits for good landscapes with healthy ecology. Within the contexts and 

principles, the construction of a good, healthy ecology and sustainability can be achieved (Lee). 

People prefer beautiful, scenic views of landscapes with good ecological health; they 

tend to appreciate and enjoy this, and positive emotions are aroused. Besides the effectiveness 

of the aesthetic experience on positive emotions, the benefits of the ecological experience are 

also considered in this chapter. Ecologically and aesthetically pleasing environments provide 

valued experiences that can improve a person’s quality of life. This implies that these types of 

landscapes were beneficial for both human and ecological well-being. Environmental changes 

and urban sprawl have caused landscape resources to be under attack; therefore, it has been 

advised that people appreciate and protect landscape resources, whether for environmental 

aesthetics or ethics. 

A preference for landscapes with high ecological integrity is often linked to behaviours 

that support the conservation and enhancement of such environments. Evolutionary theories 

suggest that these preferences may be rooted in innate human tendencies to seek environments 

conducive to survival and well-being. Alongside this, cultural frameworks and contemporary 

environmental practices also shape aesthetic values, as individuals learn to associate ecological 

health with beauty and meaning. In recent years, both cognitive and phenomenological (non-

cognitive) approaches to environmental aesthetics have gained prominence, particularly as 

visual perception and emotional resonance play increasingly central roles in shaping aesthetic 

experience. The growing reliance on visual media and affective responses has further 

emphasized how people respond to landscapes not just through rational analysis but through 
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immediate sensory and emotional engagement. These aesthetic frameworks, ranging from 

evolutionary and cultural to cognitive and phenomenological, offer valuable insight into how 

individuals perceive and respond to natural environments. In literature, such responses are not 

only mirrored but also artistically shaped to evoke reflection, emotional resonance, and ethical 

awareness. Writers often construct landscapes that appeal to the reader’s aesthetic sensibilities 

while simultaneously embedding ecological concerns within those portrayals. Yi-Fu Tuan's 

concept of topophilia, the deep affective bond between persons and places, developed in 

Topophilia: A Study of Environmental Perception, Attitudes, and Values (1974), offers a 

foundational bridge between environmental aesthetics and ecological ethics that is particularly 

relevant to Ghosh's fiction. For Tuan, aesthetic attachment to place is not merely emotional 

sentimentality but constitutes a form of embodied ecological knowledge: when an individual 

or community develops a deep affective bond with a specific landscape, they become attuned 

to its rhythms, vulnerabilities, and needs in ways that purely scientific or economic frameworks 

cannot capture. This is precisely the kind of knowledge that Ghosh dramatises in The Hungry 

Tide, where Fokir's intimate, sensory understanding of the Sundarbans tidal system — his 

capacity to read the water's colour, anticipate the tides, and locate the Irrawaddy dolphins 

without instruments or charts, embodies a topophilic knowledge rooted in generations of lived 

ecological engagement. Western conservation science, represented in the novel by Piya, 

repeatedly underestimates this knowledge precisely because it cannot be quantified or 

reproduced through its own methodological frameworks. Ghosh's aesthetic rendering of Fokir's 

relationship with the landscape thus performs a critical function: it makes the reader feel the 

value of topophilic knowledge before the narrative has made the argument intellectually. 

Arnold Berleant's concept of 'aesthetic engagement,' developed in Art and Engagement (1991) 

and The Aesthetics of Environment (1992), deepens this framework by challenging the 

traditional model of aesthetic contemplation itself. Berleant argues that the standard Western 

paradigm, a detached observer appreciating a landscape from a comfortable, disinterested 
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distance, is both aesthetically impoverished and ecologically dangerous, because it reinforces 

precisely the subject-object divide that enables environmental exploitation. Authentic aesthetic 

engagement, by contrast, is immersive, participatory, and embodied: it dissolves the boundary 

between observer and environment, producing what Berleant calls ‘an experience of continuity 

with the natural world’ (42). This dissolution is enacted formally in Ghosh's Jungle Nama, 

where the rhythmic dwipodi-poyar verse structure demands performative, chanted participation 

rather than silent, detached reading: the reader's voice and body become part of the ecological 

encounter, enacting Berleant's aesthetic engagement at the level of form rather than merely 

content. 

Building on these perspectives, scholars have further distinguished between ecological 

and scenic aesthetic experiences. Ecological experiences are multisensory, participatory, and 

informed by knowledge, leading to a dynamic engagement with a living, evolving landscape. 

In contrast, scenic experiences are primarily visual and object-focused, offering momentary 

mood shifts through interaction with a static and often idealized environment. This dichotomy 

reflects deeper disciplinary divisions, as ecologists and landscape designers often work within 

different aesthetic paradigms. Importantly, aesthetic experiences are not limited to immediate 

perception; they may also arise through memory, imagination, or literary mediation, allowing 

readers to engage with nature aesthetically even in its absence. In this sense, ecological 

aesthetics serves as a bridge between scenic appreciation and immersive ecological 

understanding, fostering a more integrated and ethically resonant relationship with the natural 

world, both in lived experience and literary representation. 

This understanding of nature as an active aesthetic participant rather than a passive 

backdrop finds important theoretical support in Jane Bennett's concept of 'vibrant matter,' 

developed in Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (2010). Bennett argues that non-

human entities, including rivers, soil, metals, and organic matter, possess a kind of vitality and 
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agency that exceeds their role as mere resources or settings for human activity. Her concept of 

'thing-power,' the capacity of objects and forces to generate effects that exceed human intention 

and control, challenges the assumption that aesthetic experience is always produced by a 

human subject responding to an inert natural object. Applied to literature, Bennett's framework 

suggests that when Ghosh describes the tides of the Sundarbans surging through mangrove 

channels, or the monsoon clouds over the Bay of Bengal gathering their immense electrical 

charge, these are not decorative details but aesthetic events generated by the vitality of matter 

itself — events to which Ghosh's prose attempts to bear witness rather than to simply represent. 

The distinction is crucial: in a Bennettian reading, Ghosh's eco-aesthetics is not anthropocentric 

even at the level of form, because the beauty being rendered is not a human projection onto a 

passive landscape but a response to the actual agencies and forces of a non-human world that 

produces its own aesthetic effects independently of human observation. 

Aesthetic appreciation of nature has been a dominant theme in literature across cultures. 

Western literary traditions have often romanticised nature, depicting it as a source of 

inspiration, refuge, and even divinity. Wordsworth’s poem Lines Composed a Few Miles Above 

Tintern Abbey (1798) offers one of the most influential articulations of this aesthetic sensibility. 

The poem frames nature as both sanctuary and catalyst, a presence capable of restoring inner 

harmony in moments of fatigue or disillusionment. In a celebrated passage, Wordsworth 

reflects on the memory of landscapes whose influence continues to permeate his inner life: 

These beauteous forms, Through a long absence, have not been to me As is a 

landscape to a blind man's eye: But oft, in lonely rooms, and 'mid the din Of 

towns and cities, I have owed to them, In hours of weariness, sensations sweet, 

Felt in the blood, and felt along the heart; And passing even into my purer mind 

With tranquil restoration. (114-112) 
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This passage captures the essence of Romantic eco-aesthetics: nature is not depicted as an 

external object to be observed but as an intimate presence that permeates the human body, 

mind, and imagination. The “sensations sweet” that Wordsworth describes embody a form of 

aesthetic experience rooted in feeling—an embodied response that transcends mere visual 

pleasure. The restorative power of nature, which “passes into the purer mind,” suggests that 

beauty has a transformative quality capable of elevating the spirit beyond the noise and 

fragmentation of urban life. Wordsworth’s formulation thus bridges aesthetics and ethics, 

implying that the contemplation of natural beauty leads to inner refinement and an expanded 

moral sensibility. 

In this sense, Tintern Abbey becomes more than a poetic meditation; it stands as a 

philosophical statement on the value of nature in human life. The poem demonstrates how 

aesthetic appreciation emerges through emotional resonance, contemplative engagement, and 

sensory immersion, laying the foundation for later ecocritical thought. Wordsworth’s insistence 

that nature “restores” and “purifies” anticipates contemporary ecological frameworks that view 

aesthetic encounters with the natural world as integral to fostering environmental 

consciousness. Through its poetic intensity and philosophical depth, this romantic vision 

situates nature as an influential presence whose beauty inspires not only admiration but also 

ethical responsibility. 

In a similar vein, John Keats’s Ode to a Nightingale offers a profoundly aesthetic 

encounter with the natural world, situating beauty within the interplay of sensory experience, 

imagination, and existential reflection. Keats transforms the nightingale’s song into an emblem 

of nature’s inexhaustible creative power, a sound that transcends the boundaries of time, 

mortality, and individual suffering. The poet’s response to the nightingale is not purely 

emotional; it is philosophical, rooted in the romantic belief that beauty reveals deeper truths 
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about human existence. The bird’s song becomes a portal to an ideal realm where the fleeting 

anxieties of life momentarily dissolve. Keats articulates this when he writes,  

“Thou wast not born for death, immortal Bird!   

No hungry generations tread thee down” (Ode to a Nightingale, lines 61–62).  

Through these lines, nature’s aesthetic presence is depicted as timeless, resisting the decay that 

afflicts human life. This artistic immortality, embodied in the song, reflects Keats’s conviction 

that beauty persists beyond physical forms. More importantly, the nightingale itself becomes 

an ecological and aesthetic symbol, its music linking the poet to ancestral human experience, 

as he observes that the same song once echoed through “emperor and clown” (line 64). This 

continuity demonstrates how nature’s aesthetic expressions shape cultural memory across 

generations. Keats’s ode enriches the framework of Western eco-aesthetics by highlighting 

how sensory immersion in nature catalyzes both emotional upliftment and philosophical 

insight. In this way, Keats’s poem contributes to a lineage of literary works that recognize the 

beauty of the natural world not merely as decorative or picturesque but as a transformative 

force capable of awakening the human spirit and guiding it toward deeper contemplative 

awareness.  

These romantic notions of nature's beauty deeply influence modern literary 

representations of the environment, including those found in Amitav Ghosh’s novels. However, 

ecocritical aesthetics move beyond romantic idealism by engaging with how beauty in nature 

coexists with destruction, colonial exploitation, and ecological crisis. This has been portrayed 

very explicitly in the fiction of Amitav Ghosh. His narratives, while rich in aesthetic 

descriptions, also highlight the consequences of human intervention in nature. Also, his works 

demonstrate how landscapes, rivers, flora, and fauna hold both aesthetic and ecological 

significance, making his representation of nature an essential subject for ecocritical analysis. 

Walter Pater, in The Renaissance: Studies in Art and Poetry (1873), played a crucial role in 
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articulating the aesthetic movement’s principles. While the text is primarily celebrated for its 

association with the doctrine of “art for art’s sake,” it also opens subtle avenues for ecocritical 

interpretation, particularly through the ways Pater engages nature as a catalyst for aesthetic 

experience, sensuous perception, and cultural renewal. His reflections repeatedly turn to natural 

imagery, light, colour, water, and seasonal transitions—not merely as decorative details but as 

metaphors for heightened perception and inner transformation. Pater’s emphasis on the 

fleeting, the delicate, and the intensely perceptual often emerges through descriptions of nature 

that foreground its capacity to refine human sensibility. This is evident in his famous 

exhortation to “burn always with this hard, gemlike flame” (152), which, although directed 

toward the fullness of aesthetic experience, subtly invokes the brilliance and transience of 

natural elements such as gemstones, sunlight, and flame. In this manner, nature becomes an 

aesthetic teacher: a medium through which individuals learn to recognize beauty, embrace 

ephemerality, and cultivate the sharpened perceptual attentiveness that Pater considered central 

to human flourishing. 

By placing natural phenomena at the heart of aesthetic awakening, Pater bridges the 

gap between aestheticism and early ecological awareness. His prose affirms that beauty in 

nature possesses an autonomous force capable of shaping artistic consciousness, a notion that 

later becomes foundational to ecological aesthetics. Although he does not advance an explicit 

environmental ethic, his insistence that beauty lies in intense, unmediated perception lends 

itself to eco-aesthetic readings where nature is not simply an external object but a dynamic 

participant in the formation of cultural and artistic values. This legacy provides a meaningful 

precursor to modern writers like Amitav Ghosh, whose novels similarly explore the sensory, 

emotional, and ethical resonance of the natural world. The subtle ecocritical dimensions in 

Pater’s work thus enrich the broader theoretical framework through which the aesthetic 

representation of nature in literature may be understood. 
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Building upon Walter Pater’s emphasis on refined perception and the transformative 

power of beauty, Oscar Wilde extends the aesthetic credo into a more radical domain in The 

Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), where the autonomy of art becomes the central philosophical 

assertion. While Pater’s The Renaissance subtly situates aesthetic experience within the 

sensuous vitality of the natural world, using images of light, colour, and organic renewal to 

frame the cultivation of perception, Wilde shifts this emphasis toward the self-sufficiency of 

artistic beauty itself. Wilde’s famous pronouncement in the novel’s preface, “All art is quite 

useless” (xvi), sharpens and crystallises the aesthetic doctrine that Pater had earlier nurtured: 

that art derives its value not from moral instruction or social utility but from the intensity of 

the experience it evokes. If Pater’s reflections gesture toward an eco-aesthetic sensibility where 

natural phenomena refine and elevate consciousness, Wilde detaches beauty from external 

referents altogether, presenting art as an entity complete in its own perfection. Together, Pater 

and Wilde chart the evolution of aesthetic thought from sensuous engagement with the natural 

world to the more abstract idealism of “art for art’s sake,” a transition that also marks the 

shifting boundaries between aestheticism and early ecological thinking. 

In continuation of this aesthetic lineage, John Ruskin, though distinct from both Pater 

and Wilde in his insistence on moral responsibility, nonetheless deepened nineteenth-century 

thought on beauty by foregrounding the aesthetic and ethical significance of nature. While 

Wilde celebrated the autonomy of art and Pater emphasized the refinement of sensuous 

perception, Ruskin reoriented aesthetic inquiry toward the visual truth and spiritual resonance 

embedded in natural forms. In Modern Painters (1843), he argued that the highest art must 

arise from a faithful engagement with the natural world, insisting that artistic representation 

acquires authenticity only when it mirrors nature’s own intricacy and sublimity. His 

observation, “Remember that the most beautiful things in the world are the most useless; 

peacocks and lilies, for instance” (237), subtly bridges the divide between aestheticism and 
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ecological thought. By identifying beauty as an intrinsic quality independent of utility, Ruskin 

anticipates later ecocritical arguments that nature’s worth cannot be reduced to human-centered 

functions. Thus, although his approach carries a moral dimension absent in Wilde’s pure 

aestheticism, Ruskin’s elevation of natural beauty contributes meaningfully to the emergence 

of eco-aesthetic sensibilities, positioning nature as a source of artistic truth and ethical 

contemplation. 

Building upon these nineteenth-century articulations of beauty, Immanuel Kant’s 

aesthetic philosophy provides an earlier but foundational framework through which the 

perception of nature can be theorised. While Ruskin emphasised the moral and visual truth 

inherent in natural forms, Kant offered a systematic philosophical distinction that continues to 

shape modern aesthetic and ecocritical discourse. In the Critique of Judgment (1790), Kant 

distinguished between two key aesthetic experiences, the beautiful and the sublime, thereby 

expanding the ways in which nature could be apprehended beyond mere admiration. For Kant, 

beauty arises from harmony, proportion, and a sense of order, whereas the sublime manifests 

through vastness, power, and the overwhelming, often unsettling presence of natural 

phenomena. As he states, “The beautiful in nature is a question of the form of the object, which 

consists in having boundaries. The sublime, on the other hand, is to be found in a formless 

object, so far as in it or by occasion of its boundlessness is represented” (98). This nuanced 

distinction remains central to contemporary ecocritical studies, particularly because literary 

representations of nature frequently oscillate between serenity and threat, cultivation and chaos. 

Kant’s theory therefore provides an essential conceptual bridge for understanding how literary 

texts capture both the tranquil and the terrifying dimensions of the natural world, allowing 

ecocritical aesthetics to account for nature’s dual capacity to inspire wonder and evoke fear. 

In contrast to these largely western and often romanticised understandings of nature, 

Indian aesthetics offers a distinct conceptual framework for interpreting beauty and emotional 
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experience. While thinkers such as Wordsworth, Keats, Pater, Wilde, Ruskin, and Kant 

foreground individual perception, whether through emotion, sensuous contemplation, artistic 

autonomy, or philosophical judgment, Indian aesthetic theory approaches nature through a 

deeply integrated system of art, spirituality, and affect. Indian aesthetics constitutes one of the 

world’s oldest and most sophisticated traditions of thinking about art, beauty, and emotional 

experience. Emerging from ancient Sanskrit thought, it does not treat aesthetics as a detached 

intellectual exercise but as an embodied, experiential, and ethical phenomenon that binds 

human life with artistic creation and the natural environment.Indian aesthetics in literature is 

grounded in classical principles of rasa (emotional essence), bhava (mood), and saundarya 

(beauty), presenting nature not merely as an external stimulus for admiration but as an intrinsic 

component of aesthetic and experiential harmony. At its centre lies the conviction that beauty 

is not merely a visual category but a lived state of emotional refinement and spiritual elevation. 

This worldview is most systematically articulated in Bharata Muni’s Nāṭyaśāstra, a 

foundational treatise on drama, music, dance, and performance. Bharata conceptualizes art as 

an imitation of life’s rhythms and cosmic order, a medium through which emotions are shaped, 

elevated, and universally experienced. His most influential contribution is the Rasa theory, 

which posits that the purpose of art is to evoke distinct emotional states—rasas—that allow 

the spectator to transcend the limitations of personal emotion and enter a shared aesthetic realm. 

The Nāṭyaśāstra identifies eight major rasas, sṛṅgara (love), hasya (comic), karuṇa 

(pathos), raudra (fury), vīra (heroic), bhayānaka (fear), bibhatsa (disgust), and adbhuta 

(wonder), each emerging from corresponding psychological states. These rasas not only 

describe emotional experience but also reflect the intricate interdependence of human feeling, 

ethical reflection, and environmental perception. For instance, sṛṅgara is associated with 

spring, blossoming flora, and the harmony of natural beauty, while adbhuta may arise from 
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encountering the grandeur of mountains or the mysteries of the ocean. Thus, nature itself 

becomes an aesthetic force, shaping human sensibility through its cycles, moods, and patterns. 

The ninth rasa, śānta (tranquility), was formally introduced by Abhinavagupta (c. 950–

1020 CE), the Kashmiri philosopher and the most celebrated commentator on Bharata’s text. 

His work, Abhinavabhāratī, elevates aesthetics from a performative principle to a metaphysical 

one. Abhinavagupta argues that aesthetic experience is a form of knowledge, a momentary 

suspension of the ego that allows the spectator to access a universal consciousness. Landscapes, 

seasons, animals, rivers, and forests thus function not merely as settings but as aesthetic 

catalysts capable of evoking profound emotional and spiritual responses. He further refined the 

rasa theory in Abhinavabharati, emphasizing that aesthetic experience leads to self-realisation. 

This perspective resonates with contemporary ecocritical aesthetics, which argues that literary 

representations of nature can cultivate a deeper ecological consciousness. Just as Western 

aestheticism sought to separate art from morality, Indian aesthetics viewed artistic beauty as a 

means of transcending the material world. This contrast is significant when analyzing Amitav 

Ghosh’s works, as his novels do not merely depict nature as a setting but as an entity with its 

own agency, often interwoven with cultural and historical narratives. 

The deeper significance of Indian aesthetics lies in this holistic integration of emotion, 

ethics, spirituality, and ecology. It positions art as a medium through which human beings 

experience the world more deeply, recognize their place within a larger cosmic order, and 

cultivate sensitivity toward all forms of life. Rather than isolating beauty as an autonomous 

ideal, Indian aesthetics embeds it within a matrix of lived experience—what one sees in nature, 

how one responds emotionally, how one interprets artistic representation, and how one 

ultimately understands the self. Its relevance extends beyond classical literature to any narrative 

that engages the senses, evokes affective responses, or portrays the dynamic relationship 

between humans and their environment.  
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These concepts arising from Sanskrit poetics have influenced not only ancient texts but 

also modern Indian writings. From epics like the Mahabharata and Ramayana to contemporary 

novels, Indian aesthetics shapes storytelling through sensory richness, emotional depth, and 

philosophical meaning. For a deeper understanding of Indian aesthetics, ancient Indian texts 

such as Kalidasa’s Meghaduta (The Cloud Messenger) are often taken as one of the finest 

examples of classical Indian aesthetics. It is a lyrical poem where an exiled yaksa (nature-spirit) 

sends a message to his beloved wife through a passing cloud. It depicts nature as both 

sensorially enchanting and deeply connected to human emotions. Kalidasa’s description of the 

monsoon clouds carrying messages of longing is a prime example of shṛingara rasa (the 

aesthetic of beauty and love) infused with natural imagery: “The cloud, dark as the petals of a 

blue lotus, moves across the sky, heavy with rain, like a lover carrying the weight of his 

beloved’s sorrow on his shoulders” (35). This description exemplifies the rich aesthetic 

sensibility central to classical Indian poetics, where nature is not merely observed but 

emotionally animated. The simile compares a monsoon cloud to “the petals of a blue lotus,” a 

symbol deeply embedded in Indian cultural and aesthetic consciousness. The blue lotus 

(nīlotpala) traditionally signifies beauty, rarity, and spiritual depth; its invocation elevates the 

cloud from a meteorological presence to an aesthetic object imbued with emotional value. By 

choosing a lotus rather than a more literal image, the description draws upon the Indian 

aesthetic principle of dhvani—suggestion—where the meaning exceeds the literal and invokes 

a deeper emotional world. 

The portrayal of the “cloud heavy with rain” and likened to “a lover carrying the weight 

of his beloved’s sorrow” further emphasizes the rasa-infused quality of the description. The 

cloud becomes a sentient participant in the emotional landscape, conveying karuṇa rasa (the 

sentiment of pathos) through its burdened movement. As Bharata Muni’s Nāṭyaśāstra suggests, 

emotions find resonance through aesthetic representation, and this passage exemplifies that 
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principle by transforming a natural phenomenon into an embodiment of feeling. At the same 

time, the imagery also reflects the ecological intimacy characteristic of literary eco-aesthetics. 

Nature here is not passively described; it becomes a vessel for emotional meaning and a 

metaphorical language through which human relationships are understood. The cloud’s 

movement across the sky evokes ecological rhythms—monsoon cycles, fertility, renewal—

while simultaneously dramatizing an emotional burden. Thus, the description accomplishes a 

dual function: it captures the sensory beauty of the monsoon and reveals how nature becomes 

an emotional lexicon embedded within cultural imagination. The beauty of the poem lies not 

just in literal descriptions of the cloud’s journey but in the emotional resonance it evokes. For 

example, when Kalidasa describes the cloud touching mountain peaks, it subtly suggests the 

yaksa’s longing to embrace his beloved. This layered meaning elevates the poem beyond 

narrative into a profound aesthetic experience. The work beautifully demonstrates how Sanskrit 

poetics and Indian aesthetics are woven together. 

Other modern Indian writers also adapt classical aesthetics while addressing 

contemporary themes like colonialism, identity and ecology. For that matter, R.K. Narayan’s 

Malgudi Days employs humour (Hasya rasa) and nostalgia (Adbhuta rasa) to depict Indian 

village life. This poetic representation of nature as an emotional entity is also evident in Amitav 

Ghosh’s works, where landscapes and weather are not passive settings but active participants 

in human experiences. For instance, in The Hungry Tide, the Sundarbans are depicted as both 

sublime and dangerous, embodying the bhayanaka rasa, the aesthetic of fear and awe while 

still maintaining their breathtaking beauty. 

At the same time, Indian aesthetics presents a framework that is markedly distinct from 

Western aesthetic traditions, yet not wholly incompatible with them. While Western aesthetics 

often privileges form, perception, and individual judgment, Indian aesthetics emphasizes 

emotional resonance, ethical attunement, and the interplay between nature, consciousness, and 
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artistic representation. These differences do not create a divide but invite a comparative horizon 

where both traditions illuminate one another. Such a dual lens becomes valuable for analysing 

texts that depict nature in complex, layered ways, demonstrating how aesthetic experience can 

function simultaneously as sensory pleasure, ethical awareness, and ecological insight. 

The most analytically significant point of divergence between Indian and Western 

aesthetic traditions, for the purposes of this study, lies in their respective understandings of the 

relationship between aesthetic experience and ethical responsibility. Western aesthetic theory, 

from Kant's disinterested judgment, which requires the deliberate bracketing of personal 

interest and moral concern, to Wilde's ‘art for art's sake,’ which severs art from any practical 

or ethical function, has historically insisted on a separation between the aesthetic and the 

ethical. Rasa theory, by contrast, does not recognize this separation: the purpose of art, in 

Bharata Muni's framework, is not the production of pleasure divorced from consequence but 

the cultivation of emotional states, rasas, that deepen the practitioner's ethical attunement to 

the world and its creatures. Abhinavagupta's concept of sadharanikarana — the universalization 

through which private emotion becomes collective, purified experience — suggests that 

genuine aesthetic encounter dissolves the boundaries of self-interest and opens the reader to a 

recognition of shared existence. This has profound implications for ecocriticism: if rasa theory 

is correct, then literary representations of the natural world that successfully evoke wonder 

(adbhuta), compassion (karuna), or terror (bhayanaka) do not merely describe ecological crises 

but transform the reader's very capacity to feel them as shared, ethically urgent realities. This 

is precisely the mode of aesthetic address that Ghosh employs across his selected novels — 

and it is a mode that Western eco-aesthetic theory, with its emphasis on individual perception, 

disinterested contemplation, and aesthetic autonomy, can only partially account for. The rasa 

framework does not contradict the Western eco-aesthetic tradition; it completes it, supplying 

the ethical and affective dimensions that Kant's disinterestedness deliberately withheld. 
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Together, the two traditions provide a more comprehensive analytical framework for reading 

Ghosh than either can offer alone. 

Although Indian and Western aesthetic traditions emerge from different philosophical 

traditions, both recognise that aesthetic experience has the capacity to transform human 

perception. However, whereas Western environmental aesthetics frequently emphasises 

perception and sensory engagement, Indian aesthetics foregrounds emotional experience 

(Rasa) and the interconnectedness of human beings, nature, and the cosmos. Bringing these 

traditions into dialogue provides a richer framework for interpreting the ecological imagination 

in Amitav Ghosh's fiction. By integrating Western aesthetic theories such as Kantian sublimity 

and Romanticism with Indian aesthetic traditions such as rasa theory and the philosophical 

connection between nature and emotion, this chapter will explore how Ghosh’s novels present 

nature as an aesthetic and ecological force. The subsequent sections will delve into 

philosophical foundations, textual analysis of Ghosh’s works, and a comparative framework 

that situates his representations of nature within the broader literary tradition. By incorporating 

elements from both Western and Indian aesthetic traditions, Ghosh’s works offer a unique 

perspective on ecocriticism, one that does not merely celebrate nature’s beauty but also 

acknowledges its fragility, its exploitation, and its deep entanglement with human history. The 

Indian tradition, which views nature as sacred and inseparable from human existence, provides 

a crucial lens through which to understand the aesthetic dimensions of Ghosh’s novels. While 

aestheticism in the Western tradition, as popularised by Walter Pater, Oscar Wilde, and John 

Ruskin, emphasised l’art pour l’art (art for art’s sake), Indian aesthetics has long upheld a more 

holistic perspective, one that intertwines beauty, philosophy, and spirituality. Classical Indian 

thought does not separate art from ethics or life; rather, it integrates the experience of beauty 

with moral, emotional, and even ecological awareness. This synthesis makes Indian aesthetics 

particularly relevant to ecocriticism, as it provides a framework where nature is not only 
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admired for its visual appeal but also revered as a fundamental part of human existence. This 

perspective finds a strong echo in Amitav Ghosh’s works, where the depiction of landscapes 

transcends mere setting and becomes a powerful aesthetic and philosophical force. 

Ecocritical scholars argue that aesthetic appreciation of nature is integral to fostering 

ecological awareness. Greg Garrard, in Ecocriticism, suggests that “the way nature is 

represented in literature affects how it is perceived and valued in reality” (Garrard 56). This 

idea aligns with Kant’s assertion that aesthetic judgment is universal, meaning that the beauty 

of nature can generate a collective ethical response. Ghosh’s novels employ detailed, 

aestheticized descriptions of landscapes to draw attention to environmental issues, thereby 

transforming aesthetic appreciation into ecological consciousness. His works navigate a 

balance between Kant’s aesthetic theory and romanticism, celebrating nature’s beauty while 

also critically engaging with its historical and ecological dimensions. His novels are typical 

representations of the natural world and its aesthetic elements. Whether while depicting the 

beauty of poppy fields, the power of the Yangtze River, or the destructive impact of climate 

change, Ghosh employs his great literary skills to create a powerful connection between 

humans and the environment. His work challenges us to consider our relationship with the 

natural world and to take action to protect it.  

  Ghosh’s novels are not only renowned for their literary value but also for their portrayal 

of the natural world and its aesthetic elements. The present research will examine how Ghosh 

employs the inherent beauty in nature as a narrative tool in his novels in general and in Sea of 

Poppies, River of Smoke, Flood of Fire, The Hungry Tide, and Jungle Nama specifically. Sea 

of Poppies showcases masterfully blended Indian and Western aesthetic traditions throughout 

its narrative. Whereas western aestheticism aims at the truthful representation of external world 

by imitating it as according to it beauty is an objective quality to be discovered and represented, 

Indian aestheticism describes beauty as subjective and aims at provoking specific emotions 
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through the representation of nature and human life. Sea of Poppies is set against the backdrop 

of the opium trade, and due to this, the poppy fields of Bengal play quite a significant role in 

the narrative. The beauty and grandeur of these poppy fields have been beautifully highlighted 

by Ghosh. The very title of the novel, Sea of Poppies, embraces many ecocritical aesthetic 

elements scattered throughout. The title very beautifully describes the abundance of the red-

colored poppy flowers, which are grown in such a profusion that it seems a sea, borderless and 

infinite. Ghosh describes the poppy fields in Bihar as “a sea of flowers, a blood-red ocean that 

stretched as far as the eye could see.”  Another beautiful interpretation of the poppy flower sees 

the fire element in it due to its red colour. The fire and the red colour also symbolize danger, 

and so do the poppy flowers, as their cultivation is done for the opium trade, which would pose 

a serious threat to the world. The poppy flowers are symbolic of both wonder and danger, 

manifesting the charisma as well as the destructive power of nature. This gives a glimpse of 

western aestheticism in Sea of Poppies, which mirrors the romantic visualization of nature, but 

also gets further complicated by colonial exploitation where the poppy flower is not just 

beautiful but also a source of ecological and social destruction. Thus, Ghosh employs Western 

aestheticism by highlighting the underlying beauty and harmony in nature to allure the reader 

but then overturning it by connecting that beauty to the opium economy, which is a great threat 

for the mankind. The poppy fields with all its charm and beauty become an ideological mask 

for exploitation and evoke a dual aesthetic; on the surface, they are visually mesmerizing, yet 

beneath their beauty lies oppression and exploitation: “The fields were a dazzling sea of red 

and white, the poppies swaying like waves in the wind” (Ghosh 42). This visual imagery creates 

an illusion of movement and fluidity, but the comparison to a sea suggests entrapment rather 

than freedom. The aestheticization of the fields mirrors the colonial manipulation of beauty, 

where the alluring landscape masks the violence of forced opium cultivation. This aligns with 

Walter Benjamin’s theory of aestheticisation as a means of distraction, where oppressive 

structures are veiled in beauty to obscure underlying injustices. 
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What is significant here is not simply that Ghosh describes the poppy fields beautifully, 

but that he uses aesthetic beauty strategically and critically. The lyrical richness of his 

descriptions, the sea-like expanse of crimson flowers, the waves of petals swaying in the wind, 

establishes an affective bond between the reader and the landscape precisely in order to make 

the subsequent revelation of that landscape's colonial function more ethically dissonant. This 

technique might be called aestheticised critique: the reader's aesthetic pleasure is not incidental 

to the political argument but essential to it, for the beauty cannot be unseen once the 

exploitation is understood. In terms of rasa theory, Ghosh evokes shrngara, the aesthetic of 

beauty and sensory delight, in order to then modulate it toward karuna, the sentiment of 

compassion and sorrow, as the human cost of poppy cultivation is revealed. This movement 

between rasas is not decorative but argumentative: it enacts the ethical shift Ghosh intends to 

produce in his reader. Morton's concern that eco-aesthetics risks aestheticising violence is thus 

directly tested here — and Ghosh's strategy suggests that the risk can be navigated when beauty 

is deployed not as a terminus but as a threshold, a point of entry into a more complex and 

uncomfortable ecological and moral reality. 

Sea of Poppies has aestheticism all over its pages where the beauty of nature can be 

seen and focused upon. To have yet another glance at the instances, the flowing beauty of the 

river Ganga cannot be ignored as it has been delineated in such a way that it happens to excite 

the aesthetic pleasure of the readers to a great extent. The sacred river Ganga carries spiritual 

and aesthetic weight as it holds tremendous regard and religious attachment in the hearts of the 

Indians. Flowing amidst twin glaciers and its banks blanketed by thick drifts of white flowers, 

it is a pure divine vision engulfing charm and beauty. These white-petalled flowers have been 

compared to the Himalayan snow which has descended down on the plains and is waiting for 

the arrival of the festival of colors, Holi. This is another mark of aestheticism one can observe 

in the landscapes of the novel. As a sacred river in Indian tradition, it symbolizes purification 
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and rebirth, yet in Sea of Poppies, it is also a site of commerce and displacement: “The river 

shimmered under the early morning sun, its surface catching light like a sheet of molten gold” 

(78). The description transforms the river into a radiant, aesthetic object, yet it is also the 

medium through which characters will be transported to an uncertain future. The juxtaposition 

of divine beauty and economic exploitation creates an aesthetic tension, highlighting the 

colonial disruption of natural harmony. Further, Ghosh has described the place where the Holy 

Ganga disappears into the Kala pani, the black water, as the chasm of darkness. It highlights 

the dark side of early globalization – the violence and exploitation upon which fortunes were 

made and empires were founded. Such kind of miraculous descriptions of nature does not fail 

to arouse the aesthetic sense of the readers and enjoy the beauty of both surroundings and 

language.  

The aestheticism in the rustic life is also portrayed by a vivid description of the natural 

beauty of the rural setting and the vibrant and rich cultural traditions of its characters. The 

characters of the novel wear bright clothes and adorn themselves with intricate jewelry and 

body art. They also take an active part in the lively dances and share their folktales to pass them 

down from generation to generation. Throughout the novel, the characters’ intimate connection 

to the natural environment around them and also their cultural heritage is celebrated, and their 

way of life is portrayed as being both beautiful and valuable. Despite the challenges they face, 

the characters are able to find happiness and bliss in their rustic lives. Their appreciation for 

the beauty of the natural world around them is a constant source of inspiration and wonder. 

Another deeply symbolic moment arises when Deeti, the main protagonist of the novel, 

performs her puja: “she would pick up a green mango leaf, dip her finger in a crimson red 

sindoor, and draw two wing-like triangles, which may have been a bird in a fight” (Ghosh 11). 

These ritualistic acts, grounded in natural elements like poppy petals and mango leaves, 

illustrate how aesthetic expressions are deeply rooted in ecological consciousness. Even living 
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relatives are depicted on mango leaves, as though nature itself were a canvas for familial 

identity and continuity. The way she uses lovely flowers for Pooja and offerings is another sign 

of aestheticism. Nature's intimate presence in daily life is further emphasized in domestic 

customs also. For instance, the massaging of “poppy seed oil into her own and her daughter 

Kabutri’s hair” (12) points to the indispensable role of natural resources in personal care.  

Beyond the landscape outside, ecocritical aesthetics permeate the interior spaces as 

well, especially in how Deeti's shrine room merges the natural with the spiritual. The objects 

she treasures are not just remnants of her family but are intimately tied to organic materials and 

rural memory, reinforcing a sacred bond between the natural world and personal history. 

“The shrine room of Deeti, which was also a personal pantheon to her, contained many 

relics like her dead father’s wooden clogs and a necklace of rudraksha beads of her mother. 

Pictures drawn by Deeti on papery poppy-petal discs surrounded the altar of her puja room.” 

This symbolic use of nature within domestic and sacred space reflects a quiet reverence for the 

environment that contrasts sharply with the colonial exploitation visible in the poppy fields. 

The rudraksha beads and poppy petals become more than mere materials, they embody an 

aesthetic that honors ancestry, memory, and a worldview in which nature is deeply interwoven 

with the soul's expression. Deeply bound to both her cultural heritage and to the natural world, 

Deeti’s life is a true embodiment of ecocritical aesthetics. Her shrine room, described as “a 

personal pantheon,” holds relics of her past, including “her dead father’s wooden clogs and a 

necklace of rudraksha beads of her mother” (10). Around her altar are images “drawn by Deeti 

on papery poppy-petal discs”, an act that reflects the convergence of memory, devotion, and 

organic material. Through such intimate portrayals, Ghosh presents nature not just as a setting 

but as a living archive of personal and collective identities. 
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When Deeti was young, poppies were considered a luxury crop grown in small patches 

alongside primary crops like wheat, lentils, and vegetables. Her mother used some of the poppy 

seeds for oil extraction and kept the rest for household use, replanting, and cooking with meat 

and vegetables. The poppy sap was strained to remove impurities and dried in the sun to create 

a hard Akbari afeem. At that time, no one even thought of producing the wet, sticky chandu 

opium, which was being manufactured and packaged in English factories to be transported by 

ships across the ocean. In the past, farmers used to keep some of their homemade opium for 

their own use and sell the rest to local nobility or merchants. However, growing poppies was a 

difficult task, requiring many ploughings, manual labor, and constant care. Farmers preferred 

to grow more useful crops such as wheat and vegetables, but the English sahibs, in their quest 

for opium, forced farmers to sign contracts and accept cash advances to grow poppies. The 

refusal was not an option as the magistrate earned commissions on opium sales. The earnings 

from selling opium were meager, barely enough to pay off the advance. Deeti picked a poppy 

pod and smelled the drying sap, which reminded her of wet straw and a newly thatched roof 

after rain. If the harvest was good, she planned to use the proceeds to repair her roof before the 

rains destroyed it. 

The massaging of poppy seed oil into her own and her daughter Kabutri’s hair gives a 

peep into how Nature and its elements have paved the way into the lives of the villagers, 

whether it is their food, customs, and rituals or their body treatments. Throughout the novel, 

the presence of ecocritical aesthetic elements is witnessed. Not even a small part of the novel 

is devoid of nature. Ghazipur’s opium factory also seems bordered by the mango and the 

jackfruit trees, and its location is at the ghat of the river Ganga. Even while describing the ship 

to her daughter, she compares it to a great bird with sail-like wings and a long beak.  A scenic 

aesthetic describes the vivid imagery of the setting, from the blue waters of the Bay of Bengal 

to the bright red poppies that cover the fields. This scenic aesthetic not only captures the beauty 
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of the setting but also highlights the contrast between the natural world and the man-made 

systems of colonialism and exploitation that threaten it. The landscape, once rich in agricultural 

diversity, becomes a spectacle of controlled beauty, where natural elements are twisted into 

tools of exploitation. Ghosh captures this paradox with a lyrical sensitivity, allowing the 

environment to speak of its own transformation under colonial pressure. 

The pods of Deeti’s neighbours’ poppies had been sliced, and their sweet, 

fragrant sap had begun to ooze out. Insects, including bees, grasshoppers, and 

wasps, swarmed around, attracted by the aroma. Some of them would get 

trapped in the sticky sap, and their bodies would become part of the harvest once 

the sap turned black. (27) 

This quiet shift in the rural landscape, where butterflies are intoxicated by narcotic sap and 

straw is no longer free, reveals the layered consequences of ecological disruption. Ghosh’s 

aesthetic presentation of nature does not merely celebrate its sensory beauty but draws attention 

to the hidden suffering within that beauty. The natural world, once a source of sustenance and 

shelter, now becomes complicit in a cycle of colonial commerce, where even the innocent 

flutter of wings and the scent of flowers conceal a deeper, more unsettling reality. Through 

such passages, the narrative invites the reader to reflect on how nature, under human coercion, 

can become both a witness to and a casualty of historical injustice. 

Another aesthetic aspect of nature is reflected by the visionary experience of Deeti. Her 

prophetic sighting of the Ibis ship is not merely a moment of foreshadowing but an artistic 

construction rich in rasa theory, symbolism, and the sublime, a concept rooted in both Indian 

and European aesthetic traditions. The sublime, often associated with overwhelming vastness, 

grandeur, and an almost divine terror, is evident in Deeti’s reaction to the ship:  
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It was Kabutri’s question that triggered Deeti’s vision: her eyes suddenly 

conjured up a picture of an immense ship with two tall masts. Suspended from 

the masts were great sails of a dazzling shade of white. The prow of the ship 

tapered into a figurehead with a long bill, like a stork or a heron. (Ghosh 8) 

The immense ship and its dazzling white sails evoke the Western romantic sublime, where the 

subject is overwhelmed by a force greater than themselves. This vision is beyond Deeti’s lived 

experience; she has never seen the sea, yet she instinctively understands the ship’s significance. 

The contrast between her rural Bhojpuri upbringing and the mystical appearance of the foreign 

ship mirrors the aesthetic of the unknown, often found in Romantic literature, where 

imagination bridges the gap between reality and the ineffable. Moreover, the ship is described 

as bird-like, an aesthetic metaphor that aligns with Indian symbolism, where birds are often 

considered messengers of fate or transformation. Deeti’s vision of the ship is imbued with 

karuṇa rasa (pathos) and bhayanaka rasa (fear and foreboding), creating a tension between 

beauty and dread. 

Deeti knew that the vision was not materially present in front of her, as, for 

example, was the barge moored near the factory. She had never seen the sea, 

never left the district, never spoken any language but her native Bhojpuri, yet 

not for a moment did she doubt that the ship existed somewhere and was 

heading in her direction. (Ghosh 36) 

This passage reflects karuṇa rasa, as Deeti, a woman bound by tradition, is experiencing 

an inexplicable moment of transcendence. The bhayānaka rasa is evident in the unknown force 

drawing her toward an unfamiliar future; she instinctively understands that the ship is tied to 

her fate, evoking existential dread and awe. The vision, therefore, is both terrifying and 

beautiful, a duality central to the aesthetic experience of the sublime in both Indian and Western 

traditions. 
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In Indian aesthetics, ships and water are often associated with samsara (the cycle of life 

and rebirth). Deeti’s vision of the ship prefigures her journey across the ocean, symbolizing a 

rupture from her past life and an entry into the unknown. 

Kabutri knew that something unusual had happened, for she waited a minute or 

two before asking: Ma? What are you looking at? What have you seen? Deeti’s 

face was a mask of fear and foreboding as she said, in a shaky voice: 

Beti - I saw a jahaj - a ship. (8) 

The contrast between Deeti’s terror and Kabutri’s innocence further highlights the aesthetic of 

fate. Deeti, as a mother, senses an inescapable destiny, while Kabutri, still untainted by 

experience, cannot comprehend the depth of the vision. Additionally, the use of the word 

“jahaj” (ship) instead of the English term reinforces the Indianness of Deeti’s perspective, 

blending local language with a foreign object, thus aesthetically capturing the collision between 

indigenous identity and colonial forces. Her description of the ship evokes the form of a living 

bird, merging human-made structure with organic symbolism: “No, beti: it was a ship like I’ve 

never seen before. It was like a great bird, with sails like wings and a long beak” (8).  

The bird metaphor serves multiple aesthetic purposes. In Western literary traditions, 

birds are often symbols of freedom, the soul, or destiny, a theme present in Romantic poetry. 

In Indian aesthetics, birds, especially those with long beaks like storks and herons, are 

associated with migration, wisdom, and divine messages. In Hindu and Buddhist traditions, 

herons and cranes symbolize patience and spiritual insight, suggesting that Deeti’s vision is not 

random but a cosmic signal of impending change. The figurehead with a beak recalls the 

aesthetic elements of Indian temple carvings, where animals and mythical creatures often 

symbolize guardianship and fate. By describing the ship in avian terms, Ghosh transforms a 

colonial vessel into an aesthetic and symbolic entity, blending European maritime imagery with 

Indian metaphysical traditions. 
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At the very outset, the vision of the tall-masted ship Ibis is presented with a sense of 

aesthetic grandeur. Described as “a rakish-looking schooner, painted black, with a sleek hull 

and raking masts” (Ghosh 6), the ship emerges as a central symbol in the narrative, embodying 

both majesty and historical trauma. Often likened to a white-winged bird in flight, the ship 

takes on a mythical quality. To the legions aboard, it becomes more than a vessel—it is 

perceived as ancestral. Zachary’s awareness that the Ibis was “built to serve as a blackbirder” 

(9), transporting slaves, reflects the contradiction between its graceful form and its violent 

colonial function. This duality mirrors the ecocritical aesthetics of the novel, wherein the 

beauty of nature often veils its coerced subjugation under imperial forces. 

Similarly, in River of Smoke, the vast expanse of the sea during the monsoon storm 

exemplifies the sublime. The novel describes, “The horizon had vanished, swallowed by a 

boiling mist of rain and wind. The ship pitched and rolled, as though caught in the grasp of 

some monstrous, unseen hand” (Ghosh 278). The tempestuous sea reflects Kant’s notion of the 

sublime as an overwhelming force that exceeds human control, evoking both fear and 

admiration. Through such depictions, Ghosh’s works engage with Kantian aesthetics, 

positioning nature not merely as a setting but as an active force that shapes human experience. 

River of Smoke largely deals with ecological perspectives by highlighting the effect of 

environmental imperialism on the fauna and flora of the three countries, namely China, India, 

and Mauritius. Nature and its various beautiful aspects are represented in the cultural text of 

this novel, with all its focus on the specific bend towards nature. It is full of vivid and 

descriptive imagery that brings the various scenes and characters to life. Ghosh’s use of 

imagery captures the beauty and grandeur of the settings, such as the opium factories in Canton, 

the lush landscapes of Mauritius, and the bustling port city of Canton. To convey deeper 

meaning and evoke emotions in the reader, symbolism is also used by Ghosh. For instance, the 

image of the River of Smoke is used metaphorically for the opium trade and the destruction 
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caused by it. In this novel too Ghosh employs the natural world to create a sense of atmosphere 

and mood. It is a novel rich in aesthetic elements that undoubtedly contribute to the overall 

literary experience of the readers. The novel is set in 19th-century China, and the river Yangtze 

is a central element of the narrative. The river in all its majesty and complexity is both a life-

giving as well as a destructive force with its flood waters threatening to engulf the city. This 

portrayal of the river as a symbol of nature in all its colors is used by Ghosh to bring out the 

fragility of human existence against natural forces. River of Smoke also suggests the vast 

amount of smoke generated from the opium that was traded along the river routes from India 

to China.  

Following the conclusion of Sea of Poppies, where the Ibis carries indentured laborers 

and convicts into the uncertain expanse of the Indian Ocean, River of Smoke opens with a shift, 

not just in location but in narrative tone and ecological lens. While the earlier novel focuses 

heavily on human migration and displacement, River of Smoke transitions into the global 

movement of botanical specimens, commercial goods, and imperial ambitions, offering deeper 

insights into the relationship between colonial expansion and environmental aesthetics. The 

novel expands ecocritical inquiry by juxtaposing two primary vessels: the Anahita and the 

Redruth. These ships, laden with contrasting motivations and cargo, become crucial metaphors 

for interpreting ecological aesthetics and degradation in the novel. 

The Redruth, a two-masted brig owned by the English plant-hunter Fitcher Penrose, 

arrives in Port Louis shortly after the Ibis. Unlike the Ibis or Bahram Modi’s Anahita, which 

are entangled in the exploitative circuits of empire, the Redruth embodies a gentler, aesthetic 

relationship with nature. Fitcher’s journey is motivated not by profit but by passion: “It was 

the plant-hunter’s avocation that had brought Fitcher eastwards again, in his own vessel, the 

Redruth” (Ghosh 146). Here, the word avocation reflects a deeper calling—Fitcher’s bond with 

the natural world transcends economic motives. His voyage is one of rediscovery, reverence, 
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and aesthetic longing, especially evident in his pilgrimage to the Botanical Gardens at 

Pamplemousses. 

The significance of Pamplemousses as a symbol of ecological legacy is captured in a 

reverential tone: 

The Pamplemousses garden was among the earliest of its kind and counted, 

among its founders and curators, some of the most illustrious names in botany—

the great Pierre Poivre, who had identified the true black pepper, had worked 

there, as also Philibert Commerson, the discoverer of bougainvillea. Had there 

existed such a thing as a route of pilgrimage for horticulturists, the 

Pamplemousses garden would have been, without a doubt, one of its most 

hallowed stations. (19) 

This passage frames nature as sacred and worthy of admiration, not exploitation, echoing the 

foundational principles of ecocritical aesthetics, where beauty, biodiversity, and history 

intersect. 

Fitcher’s emotional connection to the natural landscape is further illuminated as he 

travels through the island. His appreciation is evident when he notices a striking plant species: 

“On the way, growing by the roadside, he noticed some fine specimens of a shrub known as 

‘Fire in the Bush,’ a handsome convolvulus that produced a great mass of flaming red flowers” 

(Ghosh 26). Although emotionally disturbed and unable to stop, his habitual impulse to admire 

flora signifies an ingrained aesthetic sensibility. The use of descriptive phrases like handsome 

convolvulus and flaming red flowers reveals nature as art—lush, alive, and deserving of 

contemplative engagement. Yet Ghosh also complicates this aesthetic encounter. When Fitcher 

finally reaches the gardens, he is confronted not with order, but with chaos: 
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When his eyes strayed in the direction of the Botanical Gardens, he received a 

shock that almost toppled him from his mount: where once there had been 

orderly, well-spaced trees and broad, picturesque vistas, there was now a wild 

and tangled muddle of greenery. He shook his head in disbelief and looked 

again, more closely: the gateposts were where he would have expected them to 

be, but there seemed to be nothing beyond but jungle. (22). 

This moment of shock challenges traditional aesthetics by presenting wildness not as beautiful 

but as disruptive. Yet, within ecocritical frameworks, even this “tangled muddle” holds 

significance. It marks a return to natural entropy, free from colonial classification, landscaping, 

and control. In this sense, the garden reclaims its wild identity—a quiet rebellion against the 

empire’s ordered vision of nature. 

In stark contrast to Fitcher’s world of flora and wonder, Bahram Modi’s Anahita carries 

three thousand chests of opium—a product derived from plants but disassociated from any 

aesthetic value or ecological respect. His ship is steeped in deception: “Apart from Bahram 

himself, Vico was the only other person who knew that the Anahita was carrying three thousand 

chests of opium in her after-hold” (Ghosh 34). The sheer volume of this hidden cargo highlights 

the industrial scale of ecological commodification. Unlike the Redruth, which symbolically 

carries scientific passion and ecological reverence, the Anahita functions as a vehicle for the 

monetization of nature, reflecting the brutal underside of botanical extraction. 

Even Bahram’s career reflects this shift from natural curiosity to capitalist compulsion. 

He is described as one of the rare merchants who “could boast of travelling to Canton more 

than three or four times, but Bahram had made the journey fifteen times in the course of his 

career” (175). His experience is valued not for ecological knowledge but for mastery over 

imperial logistics, an entirely different metric of engagement with the natural world. 
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The author has delineated all the issues regarding culture, colonialism, the effect of the 

opium trade on indentured laborers, etc. using ecocritical aesthetics in the forefront. By using 

such a technique, Ghosh is able to serve a dual purpose of representing the beauty of nature as 

well as a serious threat to this beauty by greedy mankind. The ecocriticism in the novel has 

aligned itself with the assumption that the cultural texts reflect material practices towards the 

environment while increasing awareness about it at the same time.  

The deep-rooted Indian appreciation for nature’s aesthetic and spiritual dimensions 

finds a strong echo in Ghosh’s novels, particularly in River of Smoke. The novel, while centered 

on the opium trade, contains passages where the beauty of nature—especially plants and 

landscapes is described with almost reverential detail. For instance, Ghosh writes: “In the 

sweltering heart of the island stood a botanical garden unlike any other, a place where plants 

from the farthest corners of the world had been gathered, their colors and textures weaving a 

tapestry of unparalleled beauty” (215). 

This passage not only emphasizes the aesthetic pleasure derived from nature but also 

aligns with the Indian notion that the natural world is a source of wonder, wisdom, and deeper 

understanding. The interconnectedness of flora, geography, and human history in Ghosh’s 

descriptions mirrors the rasa theory’s emphasis on sensory engagement as a path to knowledge. 

A significant scene portrays Deeti working in the fields alongside her son Girin, born 

of her second marriage to Kalua. Deeti’s character is deeply intertwined with nature, which 

forms the bedrock of her identity and daily life. Her routines, whether performing puja, 

preparing meals, or engaging in household tasks, are all shaped by elements derived from the 

natural world. Even after her migration to Mauritius, Deeti, along with other indentured 

laborers, continues to sustain herself on a vegetarian diet, signifying a persistent and respectful 

reliance on the local flora. In moments of scarcity, she turns to the forest to gather bananas, a 

gesture that reflects nature’s role as a benevolent and non-violent provider. This act illustrates 
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the ecocritical aesthetic of nature as a universal nurturer, offering sustenance without the need 

to harm animals. Furthermore, Deeti’s reverence for the environment is evident in her 

description of the shrine shelf, “crafted by the winds and the earth,” which exemplifies how 

she perceives nature not only as a provider but also as a sacred artisan. 

In this novel, Ghosh highlights three modes of cross-cultural existence which definitely 

display acritical self-reflexivity and a distance from exploitive trade networks. These include 

the delineation of nature, specifically the flora of medicinal and aesthetic value, art, and 

creativity. A significant role is played by Paulette Lambert, the daughter of a French botanist 

or a white ‘memsahib’ who has opted to go native in the mobility or exchange of plants. Her 

love for native flora and nature, which has been inculcated in her by her father during the times 

they spent in the environs of the Botanical Garden of Calcutta, leads to her complete 

‘naturalization.’ She even continues her botanical explorations in Mauritius while traveling in 

Ibis after she is orphaned and penniless. A fortuitous meeting with Frederick Penrose, who was 

a popular nurseryman and plant-hunter, resulted in her employment as a gardener and a botanist 

on his sailboat Redruth, which plied on the waters between England and China with the purpose 

of transporting plants. Ghosh has endeavoured to bring out the prevalent English obsession 

with landscape gardening and exotic plants through this subplot. This is another instance of 

ecocritical aesthetics being brought out by Ghosh in the River of Smoke. The interest of 

Europeans in spreading and extending the knowledge about flora and fauna was also a part of 

the Enlightenment epistemological project. The commercial aspect of this project also indicates 

the exploitation of the colonized territory through the exploitation of its natural resources. River 

of Smoke symbolizes the destruction and devastation caused by the opium trade in China as 

well as India. The title also suggests a dark and powerful force that flows like a river and brings 

harm to those who come in contact with it. 
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The eruption of Mount Tambora in this novel is depicted as a natural disaster that 

devastates human communities. However, it is also described as a force of renewal and 

regeneration, as the volcanic ash enriches the soil and brings new life to the land. This portrayal 

of nature as both destructive and regenerative is a key aesthetic element of the Ibis trilogy, 

highlighting the complex and multifaceted relationship between humans and the natural world.  

Thus, River of Smoke deepens the ecocritical lens by contrasting scientific awe with 

commercial greed, horticultural beauty with ecological ruin, and aesthetic wonder with 

imperial ambition. While Fitcher represents a kind of green pilgrim seeking botanical heritage 

and untamed beauty, Bahram personifies a tragic figure consumed by empire’s hunger for 

profit, his ship a floating archive of ecological violence. 

Together, these narratives reveal Amitav Ghosh’s masterful layering of ecological 

aesthetics with historical narrative, challenging readers to see nature not only as background or 

setting but as a central character with its own agency and story. 

Following the richly textured landscapes and ecological consciousness portrayed in 

River of Smoke, Flood of Fire continues the Ibis trilogy by weaving human experiences with 

the natural and colonial environments of 19th-century Asia. The novel extends the ecocritical 

aesthetic lens by portraying nature as both a silent witness and an active participant in the 

imperial ambitions, trade networks, and emotional landscapes of its characters. Amitav Ghosh, 

through vivid imagery and historically grounded settings, brings forward the ecological impact 

of colonial militarism and the moral tensions between commerce, conquest, and the natural 

world. 

Set largely in India, Canton, and the seas connecting them, the novel opens with a strong 

evocation of natural surroundings, especially in its depiction of the monsoon, the heat of 

Calcutta, the Ganges, and the coastal environments that are strategically significant in the 
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British Empire's expansionist agenda. Ghosh’s prose frequently dwells on the sensory and 

material textures of the environment, framing nature not just as a setting but as an aesthetic and 

political force. One such moment is seen in the early chapters when Havildar Kesri Singh 

observes the landscape with both duty and disquiet. His journey through the rugged terrain near 

Ghazipur is painted with close ecological attention: “The summer was already tightening its 

grip on the land: the dust lay thick on the roads and the trees were hung with drooping leaves. 

The parched ground crunched under the hooves of the horses and the air shimmered with heat” 

(12). This description not only creates a sensory impact but also subtly critiques the 

environmental cost of militarism and colonial mobility. The landscape, though seemingly 

passive, becomes a reflection of the socio-political heat that is about to erupt with the First 

Opium War. 

Nature in Flood of Fire is also deeply linked to the internal conflicts of characters like 

Kesri and Zachary Reid. The Ganges River, for instance, is not only a literal route of travel and 

pilgrimage but also symbolically charged with cultural, spiritual, and ecological meaning. The 

river is depicted with reverence, highlighting its role as a life-giver, a connector of worlds, and 

a silent observer of upheaval. 

“The river was quiet now, its vastness stretched out in shimmering silence... the boat 

glided on its mirrored surface as though passing through another realm” (Ghosh 34). This 

reflective imagery imbues the river with an aesthetic presence that transcends mere description, 

it becomes a meditative force, emphasizing the spiritual and environmental dimensions that 

Ghosh often interlaces with historical fiction. Additionally, the novel returns to the ecological 

consequences of the opium trade—a theme central to all three books. The agricultural 

manipulation for opium cultivation, the commodification of plants, and the ecological violence 

hidden beneath economic gain are again foregrounded through narrative perspectives and 

moral dilemmas faced by characters. 
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There are certain elements of rustic life that are portrayed in an aesthetic manner. One 

of the main ways in which rustic life is portrayed as aesthetically pleasing in the novel is 

through descriptions of the natural world. For example, the author describes the lush vegetation 

of the Indian countryside in vivid detail, highlighting the beauty of the forests, rivers, and 

mountains. There are also passages that describe the simple pleasures of rural life, such as 

sitting under a tree on a hot day or watching the stars at night. Another aspect of rustic life that 

is portrayed as aesthetically pleasing in the novel is the traditional architecture of Indian 

villages. The author describes the intricate details of the buildings and the way they blend 

seamlessly into the surrounding landscape. There are also descriptions of the bustling markets 

and festivals that take place in these villages, which are depicted as colorful and vibrant.  

As the title suggests, fire is a recurring natural element in the novel. The story takes 

place in a time when steam-powered ships were becoming more common, and fires were a 

common hazard on board these ships. In one of the major scenes, a fire breaks out on the Ibis, 

the ship that carries many of the novel's characters. The fire spreads quickly, endangering the 

lives of the crew and passengers. Water is another significant natural element in the novel, 

especially as it relates to the flooding of the river. The novel takes place during the monsoon 

season, and the river is prone to flooding. The flooding of the river is a significant plot point 

as it affects the movement of characters and their ability to reach their destinations. 

In terms of aesthetic elements, Ghosh's writing style is known for its rich and vivid 

descriptions of people, places, and events. In Flood of Fire, his use of sensory details creates a 

vivid and immersive experience for the reader. For example, when describing the opium factory 

in Patna, he writes: “The air was thick with the acrid smell of opium, which clung to everything: 

the walls, the floors, and the workers themselves, who wore it like a second skin.” 

Moreover, the writer’s use of language and dialogue also adds to the novel's aesthetic 

appeal. The novel features a diverse cast of characters from different cultural backgrounds, and 
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Ghosh's ability to capture the nuances of their speech patterns and dialects is impressive. For 

instance, the character of Kesri Singh, an Indian soldier, speaks in a distinctive vernacular that 

reflects him in terms of natural elements. The novel is set in various locations, including India, 

China, and Britain, and Ghosh uses the natural surroundings to create a sense of place and 

atmosphere. For example, when describing the Pearl River in Canton, he writes: “The water 

was the color of tea, and the banks were lined with tall, reedy grasses that swayed in the wind.” 

The novel deals with the impact of human actions on the natural world. For instance, 

the opium trade has a devastating effect on the environment, with poppy fields replacing forests 

and polluting the water supply. Through the character of Neel, a botanist, Ghosh also explores 

the scientific understanding of the natural world during this time period of upbringing in a rural 

part of India. 

Nature plays a significant role in Flood of Fire, and it can be understood as a romantic 

element in the novel. The Romantic movement emphasized the beauty and power of nature, 

often seeing it as a source of inspiration and healing. In the novel, nature is portrayed in both 

its beauty and its destructive power. The characters are often shown interacting with the natural 

world, whether it's the lush forests of India or the wide-open seas of the Indian Ocean. The 

natural world is presented as a source of wonder and awe, which is exemplified by the character 

of Neel, the botanist, who has a deep appreciation for the beauty and complexity of the natural 

world. 

However, the novel also highlights the destructive impact of human activity on the 

natural world. For example, the opium trade has a devastating effect on the environment, with 

poppy fields replacing forests and polluting the water supply. This can be seen as a critique of 

industrialization and modernization, which often prioritize economic gain over environmental 

concerns. The novel also portrays nature as a refuge from the pressures and stresses of modern 

life. This is exemplified by the character of Zachary Reid, the British colonial officer, who 
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finds solace in the beauty of the Chinese landscape and its people. Overall, the portrayal of 

nature in Flood of Fire reflects a romantic understanding of the natural world, emphasizing its 

beauty and power while also recognizing the need for its protection and preservation. 

Overall, Ghosh's portrayal of nature in the Ibis trilogy is highly aesthetic, emphasizing 

its power, beauty, and mystery. Through vivid descriptions of landscapes, weather patterns, 

and natural phenomena, he creates a rich and immersive world that highlights the 

interdependence of humans and the natural world. In The Hungry Tide, aestheticism is vividly 

portrayed through the rich descriptions of the natural environment and the emotional responses 

of the characters. For instance, the beauty of the tide country is captured when it is described 

as “a land half submerged at high tide: it is only in falling that the water gives birth to the 

forest” (15). This imagery evokes a sense of wonder about the cyclical nature of life in this 

unique ecosystem. Additionally, the novel reflects on the emotional depth of the landscape, as 

seen in the line, “To look upon this strange parturition, midwifed by the moon, is to know why 

the name 'tide country' is not just right but necessary” (15). This connection between the natural 

world and human experience highlights the aesthetic appreciation of the environment. 

Moreover, the aesthetic experience is further emphasized through the character's 

reflections, such as when Kanai recalls the beauty of the tide country, stating, “I could see every 

object in the Tide Country with a blinding brightness and clarity” (195). This moment of clarity 

signifies a profound connection to the landscape, illustrating how aestheticism permeates the 

characters' lives and their interactions with nature. In The Hungry Tide, the Sundarbans are 

depicted with a reverence that recalls the Indian tradition of prakriti (nature) worship. The 

mangrove forests, shifting tides, and elusive presence of the Royal Bengal tiger create an 

aesthetic experience that is at once beautiful and terrifying, an embodiment of the sublime, as 

theorized by both Western and Indian philosophers. In one passage, Ghosh describes:  
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“The tide country’s beauty was elusive, revealed only in glimpses: a golden shimmer 

of sunlight on the water’s surface, the sudden flight of a bird, the fleeting shadow of a crocodile 

gliding beneath the waves” (Ghosh 89). 

This description encapsulates the transient, ephemeral quality of beauty emphasized in Indian 

aesthetics—where nature’s grandeur is not static but ever-changing, demanding both presence 

and participation from the observer. While the Ibis trilogy addresses the intersections of nature, 

trade, and empire across the Indian Ocean world, The Hungry Tide presents a more intimate 

and immersive engagement with the natural world. Set in the Sundarbans, a vast and mysterious 

tidal delta where land and water constantly reshape each other, the novel foregrounds 

ecological aesthetics not just in its imagery but in its philosophical underpinnings. Amitav 

Ghosh constructs a landscape that is as sentient and unpredictable as the people who inhabit it, 

making nature both a central character and a narrative force. 

From the very outset, the novel immerses the reader in the volatile beauty of the 

Sundarbans. The descriptions are vivid and often lyrical, revealing the fragile balance between 

human survival and ecological complexity: “The tide country’s very existence is shaped by the 

mighty tides that surge in from the sea, twice a day, every day, flooding in and out of the 

network of channels and creeks” (7). This sets the tone for Ghosh’s aesthetic treatment of 

nature, not as a passive background but as a dynamic, living force. The movement of the tides 

becomes a metaphor for impermanence, unpredictability, and the rhythm of coexistence 

between human life and the non-human world. 

The novel’s characters, Piyali Roy, a marine biologist; Kanai Dutt, a Delhi-based 

translator; and Fokir, an illiterate fisherman, each represent a different kind of relationship with 

the natural world. Piya, who comes in search of the endangered Irrawaddy dolphin, sees nature 

through the lens of science and conservation. Her growing bond with Fokir, however, allows 

her to experience the forest and its creatures with intuitive reverence rather than scientific 
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detachment. One particularly evocative moment captures the ecocritical aesthetic through 

Piya’s awe at encountering the dolphins: 

“To see such creatures here, where the water was brown with mud and the air was thick 

with moisture... it seemed like a glimpse into another world, one that was utterly removed from 

the realm of machines and wires” (73). This reflects a thematic undercurrent in the novel—the 

contrast between industrial modernity and the organic mystery of the tide country. The 

aesthetic experience here is both spiritual and sensual, blurring the boundaries between human 

perception and animal presence. Fokir’s connection to the natural world is even more profound. 

Though he lacks formal education, his deep knowledge of the mangrove ecosystem positions 

him as a guardian of its secrets. His silence and sensitivity to the river, the tides, and the 

behaviour of dolphins embody a kind of ecological wisdom that stands in stark contrast to the 

knowledge systems of urban modernity. In one of the novel’s most poetic and haunting 

moments, the Sundarbans are described during a storm that threatens to engulf both Fokir and 

Piya: “The wind howled around them, bending the trees until they seemed to be bowing to 

some unseen deity... branches snapped and flew like spears, the sky turned black and the water 

leapt and hissed... it was as if the tide country had unleashed the full fury of its gods” (218). 

This captures the sublime power of nature, an aesthetic rooted not in beauty alone but 

in awe, terror, and transcendence. Here, the environment is not just a setting for human drama; 

it is the drama. What distinguishes Ghosh's aesthetic representation of the Sundarbans from 

romantic nature writing is precisely his refusal to resolve the tension between beauty and threat. 

Unlike Wordsworth's Tintern Abbey, where the memory of natural beauty ultimately performs 

a restorative, harmonising function, restoring the 'purer mind' and confirming nature's 

benevolence, the Sundarbans in The Hungry Tide resists such resolution entirely. It remains, 

simultaneously and irresolvably, a site of extraordinary ecological beauty, existential threat, 

postcolonial violence, and subaltern wisdom. The aesthetic experience Ghosh generates is 
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therefore closer to what the Indian rasa tradition would identify as a compound of bhayanaka 

and adbhuta, terror and wonder in unresolved tension, than to the Kantian sublime, which 

resolves the encounter with overwhelming natural power into a reassuring demonstration of 

human rational superiority. In Kant's account, the subject is initially overwhelmed by the 

vastness or power of nature but recovers a sense of moral and rational dignity precisely through 

that encounter; the sublime ultimately flatters the human. In Ghosh's Sundarbans, no such 

flattery is available: the tiger kills without moral lesson, the tide erases without narrative 

consolation, and Fokir dies not in triumph but in the indifferent fury of the cyclone. The sublime 

here does not reassure; it implicates. It forces the reader to confront the limits of 

anthropocentric frameworks, scientific, conservationist, and aesthetic, that consistently fail to 

account for the full agency and force of the non-human world. In doing so, Ghosh's eco-

aesthetics moves beyond both Western romantic sublimity and the beautified nature writing of 

the first wave of ecocriticism, arriving at a critical eco-aesthetics that is simultaneously 

affective, ethical, and politically urgent. 

The novel also revisits historical trauma through an ecological lens. The massacre at 

Morichjhãpi, a real-life event where settlers were violently evicted by the state, is remembered 

not only as a political act but also as a wound on the land and its people. Ghosh interlaces 

environmental justice with human suffering, portraying how nature and memory are deeply 

entangled. Thus, The Hungry Tide exemplifies ecocritical aesthetics through its layered 

narrative, one that embraces the Sundarbans in all their fluidity, danger, and grace. Ghosh’s 

writing compels readers to reconsider the value of landscapes that are often seen as peripheral 

or perilous, and instead to appreciate them as sites of spiritual, ecological, and cultural richness. 

His The Hungry Tide illustrates this duality through its depiction of the Sundarbans, a 

landscape that embodies both beauty and sublimity. The Sundarbans’ lush mangroves, teeming 

with biodiversity, evoke Kantian beauty, while their unpredictable tides and dangerous wildlife 
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invoke the sublime. For instance, the novel describes, “The tide country’s rivers were like no 

other—restless, ever-changing, impossible to predict. The land itself appeared and disappeared, 

as if breathing with the rhythm of the sea” (Ghosh 145).  

Continuing his engagement with the Sundarbans, Ghosh turns to a different mode of 

storytelling in Jungle Nama, his first-ever book in verse. Drawing from the region’s mythic 

and oral traditions, Jungle Nama evokes the awe and power of the Sunderban forests, 

transforming its dynamic landscape into a lyrical and visual experience. This work stands as 

another compelling instance of ecocritical aesthetics, where nature is not merely background 

but a vital, living force that shapes human imagination, ethics, and survival. Besides that, being 

written in verse presents another form of aestheticism. In Jungle Nama, Ghosh returns to the 

natural world as a source of aesthetic inspiration. This poetic narrative is a celebration of the 

natural world and a call to protect it from the destructive impact of human activities. The 

world’s largest mangrove forest, the Sunderbans, remains an abiding subject in Ghosh’s 

oeuvre. Jungle Nama is the verse adaptation of the medieval Bengali tale about the forest 

Goddess of Sundarban named Bon Bibi, which forms a very popular myth in all the adjoining 

villages of Sunderban. It can also be viewed as a poetic reimagining of the same. In this novel, 

Ghosh intricately weaves aesthetic elements into the narrative to enhance the storytelling 

experience. It can be seen that it is crafted in the traditional Bengali verse form known as 

dwipodi-poyar, a two-footed meter consisting of rhyming couplets of twenty-four syllables 

each. This rhythmic structure is designed for chanting and singing, fostering a communal and 

performative engagement with the text. Here, Ghosh emphasises the significance of this meter, 

noting that by the story’s end, “the dwipodi-poyar is very much a protagonist. The meter 

becomes a magic that makes the miracle happens.” 

It has been composed separately by two poets, namely Abdur Rahim Sahib and Munshi 

Mohammad Khatir, but under the same title. Complementing the verse, Salman Toor’s 
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monochromatic illustrations play a vital role in the book’s aesthetic appeal. Ghosh refers to 

these as ‘illuminations’ rather than mere illustrations, highlighting their integral role in the 

narrative. Through the fusion of rhythmic verse and evocative imagery, Jungle Nama offers 

readers a multisensory experience that transcends traditional textual storytelling, inviting them 

into a collaborative and immersive engagement with the narrative. In this novel, Ghosh 

intricately weaves eco-aesthetic elements into his verse, vividly portraying the Sundarban’s 

natural beauty and underscoring the delicate balance of its ecosystem. The narrative opens with 

a depiction of the region’s lush landscape: 

“Thousands of islands rise from the river’s rich silts, crowned with forests of mangrove, 

rising on stilts. This is the Sundarban, where laden waters give birth; to a vast jungle that joins 

Ocean and Earth” (9). This passage not only paints a vivid picture of the Sundarbans but also 

emphasises the interconnectedness of land and water, highlighting the region’s unique 

ecological harmony. Ghosh further reflects on the intrinsic balance within nature through these 

lines: 

…every creature had a place, 

Every want was met, 

All needs were balanced, like the lines of a couplet. 

But in this fleeting world, nothing is forever, 

Desire is potent, and greed hard 

To conquer. (17) 

Here, he draws a parallel between the equilibrium of the natural world and the structured 

harmony of poetic form, subtly cautioning against human desires that can disrupt this balance.  

The story also delves into themes of human greed and its repercussions on the environment. 

The character Dhona’s insatiable appetite for wealth leads him to exploit the forest’s resources 

symbolising broader environmental exploitation. This narrative arc serves as a poignant 

reminder of the consequences of disrupting nature’s balance. Through these evocative verses, 
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Jungle Nama not only narrates a compelling tale but also serves as a meditation on ecological 

harmony and the perils of human intrusion into the natural world. The story also portrays greed 

and exploitation- embodied by the character Dhona- as forces that threaten the environment. 

Eco-aesthetics here serves a didactic purpose, warning against the desecration of nature. 

“Desire is potent, and greed hard to conquer.”  

Against this backdrop of moral and ecological tension emerges the figure of Bonbibi, a 

guardian spirit of the Sundarbans. Born to a Sufi fakir and abandoned in the forest, Bonbibi is 

raised by the very animals she will later protect. Her intimate bond with the natural world 

allows her to communicate with its creatures and understand its rhythms. As she matures, she 

assumes the role of protector—shielding both the forest and the people who rely on its 

resources, such as honey gatherers, fishers, and woodcutters. Through her, the narrative 

reinforces a vision of ecological balance, compassion, and sacred coexistence. 

Bonbibi is also known as the ‘Lady of the Forest’ and is worshipped as a protector and 

a guide. Here, Ghosh uses the natural world as a source of imagery and metaphor, drawing on 

the beauty and complexity of the forest to create a powerful narrative and leaving an indelible 

mark on the minds of the readers regarding the charm of the natural world. The word Bonbibi 

itself carries a hybrid coinage, straddling two linguistic and cultural zones—Bangla and Urdu. 

In Bangla, bon means ‘forest’ and bibi means ‘lady’ or “queen,” reflecting her role as the 

sovereign spirit of the wilderness. Simultaneously, the term has etymological roots in Urdu, 

where bibi is a respectful address for a woman, often with Islamic cultural connotations. This 

linguistic blending mirrors Bonbibi’s identity as a syncretic figure, embodying both Islamic 

and local Bengali traditions. As the Sundarbans find their entity in the confluence of land and 

water, forest and the rivers, similarly, the word Bonbibi exists on the crossroads of Bangla and 

Urdu. Not only the languages but also from the point of sectarian identity, it exists at the 

confluence of the Hindu and the Islamic faiths. Both the dominant religious communities of 
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the Sundarbans worship Bonbibi with the common belief that Bonbibi would ensure living and 

livelihood vis-à-vis the hostile nature. In a true sense, Bonbibi represents ecological justice by 

being the protector for all equally, irrespective of their religion or class. Her presence also 

reinforces the idea that nature has its own guardians and moral systems. The spiritual dimension 

adds a mythic, aesthetic layer to ecological concerns. 

             Jungle Nama portrays Dukhey as a sorrowful and innocent boy, as suggested by his 

name itself. Driven by desperation and lured by promises of sudden wealth, he is persuaded by 

his companions to enter the dangerous forest—an area known to be haunted by a man-eating 

tiger and forbidden for its peril. This act is not merely born out of necessity but is fuelled by 

greed, as the men seek to exploit the forest’s abundant resources—honey, wood, wax—by 

using Dukhey’s innocence as a means to access what they dare not risk themselves. The lush 

and awe-inspiring beauty of the forest, with its shimmering waterways and dense mangroves, 

deceptively veils the dangers that lie within. The very aesthetic grandeur of the Sundarbans 

becomes a seductive force, drawing people into its depths not just physically but morally. 

What follows is a poignant and visually arresting scene where Bonbibi and her brother, 

Shah Jongoli, appear to rescue the helpless Dukhey from the clutches of Dokkhin Rai—a 

demonic being symbolizing greed and the perilous southern winds. The setting here is 

evocative: the dense mangrove forest trembles under the howling wind, and the swirling waters 

reflect an atmosphere thick with mystery and dread. This moment not only reinforces the 

ecocritical aesthetics of the narrative but also underscores a deeper moral message—that 

unchecked desire and exploitation, even under the veil of natural beauty, can lead to 

destruction. The forest’s visual magnificence, then, becomes both a site of aesthetic awe and a 

moral test. 

 The myth of Bonbibi brings to the forefront the mutual interdependence between 

humans and nature. Following the dramatic rescue of Dukhey, the narrative expands beyond 
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individual salvation to highlight the collective relationship that the inhabitants of the 

Sundarbans share with their environment. These communities not only depend entirely on the 

forest for their livelihoods—gathering honey, fish, and wood—but also demonstrate deep 

respect for its power and sanctity. They recognize that survival in such a treacherous yet 

bountiful landscape demands reverence, restraint, and a sense of ecological responsibility. 

Bonbibi, as the guardian spirit, symbolizes this delicate balance. Her role as protector 

underscores the importance of living in harmony with the natural world, where faith and ethical 

conduct govern human interaction with nature. The tale thus explores layered themes: the 

reciprocal relationship between humans and the environment, the power of belief and spiritual 

ecology, and the need to preserve indigenous knowledge systems and cultural traditions. The 

reverence shown by the Sundarbans’ inhabitants is not rooted in fear alone but in an intimate 

understanding of their ecosystem’s fragility and strength. 

Ultimately, Jungle Nama stands as a tribute to both the richness and diversity of the natural 

world, and to the resilience and ingenuity of human communities as they navigate its beauty 

and adversity. Through its poetic form and mythic structure, it reaffirms that ecological wisdom 

is often embedded in local traditions and storytelling. 

The myth also showcases the importance of coexistence between different species. 

Bonbibi communicates with the animals of the forest and understands their needs and desires. 

She recognizes that humans and animals must share the forest and live in harmony with one 

another. This idea of coexistence is mirrored in the everyday practices of the people of the 

Sundarbans, who believe that every creature holds an essential place within the ecological 

fabric of the forest, and that it is their collective responsibility to preserve and protect this 

balance. In Jungle Nama, the Bonbibi myth becomes a central narrative force, emphasizing the 

ethical imperative of respecting and safeguarding the natural world. 
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Within this framework, Bonbibi’s protection of Dukhey and other forest-dwellers 

emerges as a key aesthetic element—an embodiment of the intricate and harmonious 

relationship between humans and nature. Dukhey’s survival is not merely a matter of divine 

intervention but is deeply tied to his humility and reverence for the forest’s rules. Through 

Bonbibi’s guidance, he comes to understand that thriving in the wilderness requires more than 

courage; it requires a conscious alignment with the rhythms of nature. His journey thus 

becomes a powerful expression of ecocritical aesthetics, where beauty lies not just in the 

landscape, but in the ethical relationship cultivated between human beings and their 

environment. 

Bonbibi’s role as a protector is also symbolic of the inherent value and sanctity of 

nature. She is not merely a mythic guardian of the forest but a powerful representation of the 

belief that nature possesses its own agency, deserving of reverence rather than exploitation. 

Her presence in the narrative serves as a reminder that the forest is not simply a resource for 

human consumption, but a living, breathing entity, rich with spirit, history, and wisdom. By 

embodying the soul of the natural world and shielding those who live in accordance with its 

rhythms, Bonbibi underscores the profound interconnectedness of all life forms and affirms the 

moral responsibility of humans to preserve and protect the environment. 

Jungle Nama, as a groundbreaking work of verse, elevates this ecological vision 

through its very form. The lyrical, rhythmic structure of the poem is not only aesthetically 

captivating but also reinforces the oral and performative traditions of the Sundarbans. The 

powerful and shifting landscape of the region serves as both setting and symbol, making the 

work a prime example of ecocritical aesthetics. Ghosh harnesses the natural world not merely 

as background, but as a rich source of imagery and metaphor, drawing on the forest’s beauty, 

danger, and sacredness to construct a narrative that is both mythical and urgent. This poetic 
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retelling becomes, at once, a tribute to the Sundarbans and a cautionary tale, a plea for the 

protection of fragile ecologies from the encroachment of human greed. 

The Sundarbans, the world’s largest tidal mangrove forest, has been a recurring and 

magnetic presence in Ghosh’s literary imagination. As he remarked in an interview, “When I 

started writing Gun Island, I didn’t initially intend to set it in the Sunderbans. However, the 

Sunderbans itself drew me back into its landscape, compelling me to engage with it.” This 

statement reflects not just the author’s personal affinity with the region but also the compelling 

force of the landscape itself, one that demands attention, interpretation, and ethical reflection. 

Opposing the protective presence of Bonbibi is the malevolent figure of Dokkhin Rai, 

an evil spirit who often takes the form of a tiger to prey upon humans who enter the forest. He 

embodies the dangers that lurk within the delta, not only as a mythical creature but also as a 

symbolic representation of unchecked violence, greed, and ecological imbalance. In contrast, 

Bonbibi extends her guardianship to all who depend on the jungle for survival—regardless of 

caste, creed, or community, emphasising the egalitarian and inclusive ethos embedded in the 

local ecological consciousness. 

Life in the Sundarbans reflects a delicate balance between human need and 

environmental conservation. It is not only a site of myth and livelihood but also one of immense 

ecological significance, home to a vast range of biodiversity. The region sustains globally 

endangered and critically endangered species, including the Royal Bengal Tiger, Ganges and 

Irrawaddy dolphins, estuarine crocodiles, and the endemic river terrapin. Notably, the 

Sundarbans is the only natural habitat in the world for the Panthera tigris tigris, making it a 

vital site for both ecological and cultural preservation. 

Amitav Ghosh’s lyrical description of the Sundarbans further enhances the ecocritical 

aesthetics of his work. While narrating the grandeur of the two great rivers of India, he writes: 



Bawa 136 
 

 
 

The Ganga and the Brahmaputra are only two of the large rivers that originate 

in the Himalayas. They merge in Bengal as they flow down from the west to the 

east, splitting into many streams of varying sizes. They continue to grow, their 

paths dividing as they move, and together they form a tangled, lush archipelago. 

Hundreds of islands rise from the rich silts of the rivers, covered in mangrove 

trees that stand on stilts. This is the Sunderban, a gigantic jungle connecting the 

ocean and the earth where heavy waters give birth. (2) 

This vivid passage captures the dynamic geography of the region, a living, breathing network 

of water, silt, and vegetation, where the river and the forest merge into one continuous 

ecological entity. The intricate description underscores the uniqueness of the Sundarbans as 

not only a setting, but a central character in Ghosh’s narrative universe, one that shapes lives, 

beliefs, and survival. 

Ghosh engages with Sundarbans folk cultures that allegorize man-animal relationships 

and conflicts, which form the crux of the landscape’s very existence. He says in one of his 

interviews:  

While these novels’ moral lesson cautions readers against unbridled avarice, the 

focus is unequivocally on the environment and its pressing concerns. It is a story 

about finding balance with the world. In most stories told by indigenous peoples 

or Adivasis or forest peoples everywhere, not just in India but also in the United 

States – they focus a great deal on this concept of ecological balance, and how 

do you not take everything away from the earth. But, if you look closely, stories 

like this in English hardly exist. I felt that there is a great moral urgency at this 

particular moment in time (for such stories) when we really are facing an 

ecological catastrophe, as we saw with this Uttarakhand disaster, while these 
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novels’ moral lesson cautions readers against unbridled avarice, the focus is 

unequivocally on the environment and its pressing concerns. (The Hindu) 

Ghosh considers verse writing as an exercise of the brain muscles as it involves using 

intellectual tools that lie mostly unused and forgotten. And the verse form definitely appeals to 

the aesthetic sense of humans because of the beautiful arrangement of the words. And talking 

about the beautiful components of nature in the most beautiful genre is a typical example of 

ecocritical aesthetics. The Jungle Nama is full of ecocritical aesthetic elements scattered all 

over the novel. The lives of the inhabitants of Sunderbans have become an integral part of the 

forest landscape which makes it a very powerful force. Jungle Nama is basically about 

sustaining the folk cultures that are designed to make the non-humans vocal and have a strong 

voice. Ghosh says, “The non-human voice is the one that modern literature has completely 

suppressed. In every culture, the non-human used to have a very powerful voice that has now 

disappeared. Our literature has become completely human-centered and increasingly urban.”  

Ghosh further argues that fables and folklores are much more than just mere stories for 

the societies they belong to or are born in. They play a vital role in maintaining the ecosystem, 

serving as a lifeline for many.  

 The formal choice of verse in Jungle Nama is itself an eco-aesthetic argument, not 

merely a stylistic preference. By adapting the Bonbibi myth in the traditional Bengali dwipodi-

poyar meter, a form associated with oral, performative recitation rather than silent, private 

reading, Ghosh enacts Berleant's concept of aesthetic engagement at the level of form itself. 

The dwipodi-poyar demands to be spoken aloud, chanted, embodied: the reader's breath, 

rhythm, and voice become instruments of the ecological encounter, dissolving the distance 

between observer and environment that conventional prose narrative maintains. This is a 

significant formal argument: Ghosh is suggesting that ecological consciousness cannot be 

produced by detached, silent reading alone, it requires a participatory, embodied aesthetic 
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experience that the verse form uniquely enables. The choice of form is therefore inseparable 

from the ecological content; they are the same argument made simultaneously. 

At its heart, Jungle Nama is a story of adventure, love, and loss. It follows the journeys 

of a diverse cast of characters, from the intrepid explorer to the reclusive hermit, from the fierce 

predator to the gentle herbivore, all united by their struggle to survive and thrive in the jungle's 

harsh and unforgiving landscape. With its themes of courage, passion, and the enduring power 

of the human spirit, Jungle Nama is a timeless tale that speaks to the universal human 

experience. It is a celebration of the wild and untamed beauty of nature and a reminder of our 

place within it. A romantic interpretation of Jungle Nama by Amitav Ghosh would focus on 

the themes of the beauty and power of nature, the connection between human and animal life, 

and the idea of the natural world as a source of spiritual inspiration. Ghosh portrays the jungle 

as a complex and vibrant ecosystem teeming with life and energy and highlights the 

interconnectedness of all living things within it. The portrayal of animals, such as the tiger, as 

both fearsome predators and majestic creatures to be revered, speaks to a romantic reverence 

for the power and wildness of nature.  In essence, Jungle Nama’s eco-aesthetics emerge 

through its rhythmic form, lyrical landscape descriptions, spiritual symbolism, and visual art-

all of which together frame nature as both beautiful and endangered. 

Written in rhyming verse, the narrative draws from local oral traditions, Islamic 

folklore, and indigenous belief systems. This unique poetic form enhances the aesthetic 

experience, and when viewed through the lens of Rasa theory, the emotional essence of the text 

becomes deeply intertwined with the ecology it portrays. 

Adbhuta Rasa (Wonder) is dominant throughout the poem as the jungle is portrayed as 

a place of mystery, divinity, and enchantment. “The trees stood tall, their roots knee-deep, 

in waters where crocodiles silently sleep” (8). Here, the beauty and strangeness of the 

Sundarbans evoke awe. The wonder is not only visual but spiritual, reinforcing an emotional 
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reverence for nature. What rasa theory reveals in Jungle Nama that Western eco-aesthetic 

frameworks cannot adequately account for is the deliberate orchestration of emotional 

progression across the narrative. In Bharata Muni's framework, the dominant rasa of a text is 

not static but is achieved through a carefully sequenced movement through subsidiary 

emotional states. In Jungle Nama, Ghosh moves the reader from shṛṅgāra — the aesthetic of 

beauty and sensory delight, evoked in the lyrical descriptions of the Sundarbans' mangrove 

waterways — through bhayanaka, the rasa of fear and dread, as Dokkhin Rai threatens Dukhey, 

and finally toward karuṇa, compassionate sorrow, as the community's vulnerability to 

ecological and human violence is fully registered. This is not a random sequence of emotions 

but a structured ethical argument: the reader must first be seduced by the beauty of the 

Sundarbans, then made to fear for it, and finally brought to grieve for what its people stand to 

lose. The aesthetic journey is the ecological argument. This progressive structure is what 

distinguishes Ghosh’s eco-aesthetics from simple nature writing: he does not merely celebrate 

the Sundarbans but constructs an affective experience designed to make the reader's ethical 

response to ecological crisis inevitable. 

A vivid example of ecocritical aesthetics is Ghosh’s portrayal of the jungle’s grandeur: 

“In the heart of the forest where the mangroves grow, and the rivers murmur with a tidal flow 

where, where silence reigns but is never still, the jungle watches with a patient will” (10). This 

reflects the reverence for the forest’s sentience. The ecosystem is described not only in visual 

terms but as a conscious entity, capable of watching, enduring, and responding. The gentle 

murmur of rivers and the stillness of silence reveal the aesthetic calm of the landscape, while 

also suggesting its mysterious depth. 

The jungle’s terrifying and dangerous side, represented by tigers, storms, and 

supernatural beings, evokes fear, yet this fear is necessary to instil respect. “The tiger lurks 
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where shadows sway, a roar can turn bright noon to grey.” The rasa of fear or Bhaya becomes 

an aesthetic tool, compelling readers to appreciate the raw power and sovereignty of the wild. 

Jungle Nama weaves together ecological wisdom with emotional richness. Ghosh’s 

adaptation of this folk tale in verse revives the forest’s cultural and spiritual meanings, 

advocating for environmental justice and harmony. Through the lens of ecocritical aesthetics, 

nature emerges as sacred and sentient. Simultaneously, the application of Rasa theory deepens 

the reader’s emotional response, ensuring that the appreciation of beauty, terror, awe, and 

compassion in nature is not just visual but deeply felt. 

Thus, the aesthetic rendering of the natural world in Amitav Ghosh’s novels reveals a 

deep and nuanced ecocritical consciousness, where nature is not merely scenic but sensuous, 

sacred, and shaping. In Sea of Poppies, the fields of poppy and the Ganges riverbank form more 

than a livelihood—they are integral to Deeti’s spiritual and emotional world. Her rituals, diet, 

and daily practices all reflect a lifestyle rooted in the cycles of nature, and even in exile, she 

draws sustenance and comfort from the forests of Mauritius. Similarly, in The Hungry Tide, 

the Sundarbans emerge as a realm of myth, biodiversity, and danger—a place where the 

boundary between human and non-human blurs. The shifting tides, mangrove forests, and 

endangered species not only offer a powerful aesthetic experience but also raise questions of 

ecological ethics, conservation, and belonging. 

In Jungle Nama, this ecological beauty is further heightened through the application of 

Rasa theory. The forest in the verse-narrative is alive with multiple emotional registers—

adbhuta rasa (wonder) in the mystic landscapes, bhayanaka rasa (fear) in the dark threats of 

the jungle, and karuna rasa (compassion) in the fate of the oppressed. These aesthetic 

experiences are deeply embedded in the natural world, making nature both the source and stage 

of moral and emotional exploration. Across these texts, Ghosh evokes an aesthetic intimacy 
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between humans and the environment, emphasizing nature’s role as nurturer, storyteller, and 

moral force. 

Yet, this ecological harmony is frequently disrupted by migration and displacement, 

themes that begin to surface within these very narratives. Deeti’s forced departure from her 

homeland in Sea of Poppies, Piyali Roy’s scientific journey through the tides in The Hungry 

Tide, and the mythic exile of Dukhey and Bon Bibi in Jungle Nama—all demonstrate how 

movement away from native landscapes leads to a dislocation not only of body but of identity 

and belonging. The next chapter, therefore, moves from this rootedness in nature to explore 

how migration, both voluntary and coerced, leads to fractured identities, altered worldviews, 

and a redefinition of home. The emotional and ecological displacements portrayed in Ghosh’s 

fiction illustrate how closely the experiences of selfhood and environment are entangled. 

Literature has a long history of exploring the relationship between humans and the 

natural world, making it an important subject for ecocritical aesthetics. Through literature, 

authors can offer a unique perspective on environmental themes, concerns, and values and 

explore the complex ways in which humans interact with the natural world. Another important 

aspect of literature for ecocritical aesthetics is its ability to inspire empathy for the natural 

world. By creating characters who are deeply connected to the environment, authors can help 

readers to develop an emotional connection to the natural world. This emotional connection 

can inspire readers to take action to protect the environment. Literature has long been a means 

of capturing the beauty of the natural world, offering readers a space where artistic 

representation and ecological consciousness converge. The concept of ecocritical aesthetics 

emerges at the intersection of literary aesthetics and environmental thought, emphasizing how 

nature’s beauty, the sublime, and artistic imagery shape human perceptions of the environment. 

While traditional aesthetics often focuses on beauty, harmony, and artistic appreciation, 

ecocritical aesthetics extends this framework by exploring how aesthetic experiences influence 
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ecological awareness, environmental ethics, and the human relationship with nature. This 

chapter aims to analyse how nature is represented aesthetically in Amitav Ghosh’s works, 

particularly in Sea of Poppies, River of Smoke, Flood of Fire, The Hungry Tide, and Jungle 

Nama, by examining literary techniques, imagery, and philosophical underpinnings that 

contribute to an ecocritical understanding of beauty in nature. 
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Chapter 3  

Migration and Identity Crisis   

Migration is not merely the crossing of geographical borders but a journey of memory, 

identity, and ecological belonging. Each departure carries the scent of the homeland, the sound 

of its rivers, and the texture of its seasons, even as the unknown horizon demands new ways of 

seeing and being. Conventionally, migration has been understood as the movement of 

individuals or communities from one geographical location to another in search of security, 

livelihood, or improved living conditions. However, in the context of the contemporary 

ecological crisis, migration can no longer be interpreted solely through economic, political, or 

demographic frameworks. Climate change, environmental degradation, biodiversity loss, rising 

sea levels, desertification, and the increasing frequency of natural disasters have fundamentally 

altered the relationship between humans and their environments, transforming migration into 

an ecological phenomenon. From an ecocritical perspective, migration is not merely a 

consequence of environmental disruption but also a reflection of the reciprocal relationship 

between human activity and the natural world. As ecological systems deteriorate under the 

pressures of industrialisation, colonial extraction, and unsustainable development, the 

displacement of communities becomes inseparable from the degradation of the landscapes to 

which they belong. Migration, therefore, signifies not only physical movement across territorial 

boundaries but also the disruption of ecological continuity, cultural memory, and the deeply 

rooted relationship between human beings and place. 

Displacement, in this context, extends far beyond the loss of geographical location; it 

represents the fragmentation of identity, belonging, and ecological consciousness. Unlike 

voluntary migration, ecological displacement often occurs under conditions where individuals 

are compelled to abandon familiar environments because those environments have become 

incapable of sustaining life. Such displacement reveals the complex intersections of 

environmental change, colonial histories, economic inequality, and social vulnerability, 
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demonstrating that ecological crises are experienced unevenly across different communities. 

Within literary studies, this understanding necessitates an interdisciplinary approach in which 

ecocriticism remains the primary interpretative framework while engaging with migration 

studies, postcolonial theory, and identity studies to illuminate the multiple dimensions of 

displacement. Amitav Ghosh’s selected novels exemplify this intersection by portraying 

migration not simply as a socio-political event but as an ecological experience shaped by rivers, 

oceans, forests, changing landscapes, and the legacies of colonial exploitation. His narratives 

reveal that environmental transformation is inseparable from the formation, negotiation, and 

reconstruction of human identity, thereby challenging anthropocentric conceptions of 

migration and foregrounding the agency of the more-than-human world. 

Stephen Castles, one of the foremost scholars in migration studies, has significantly 

shaped contemporary understandings of migration as a multidimensional social process in his 

work The Age of Migration: International Population Movements in the Modern World, co-

authored with Mark J. Miller and Hein de Haas. Rather than viewing migration merely as the 

physical movement of people across borders, Castles argues that it is a process of social 

transformation that reshapes societies, cultures, economies, and individual identities. In this 

work, he explains that migration is closely linked to globalisation, labour markets, political 

conflicts, colonial histories, and environmental changes, making it a defining feature of the 

modern world. Castles further contends that migration often results in the formation of multiple 

and hybrid identities, as migrants negotiate between their cultural heritage and the social 

realities of their new environments. His theoretical perspective is particularly relevant to 

literary studies because it enables an examination of how migration influences identity, 

belonging, displacement, and cultural interaction. In the context of Amitav Ghosh's Sea of 

Poppies, Castles' theory provides a valuable framework for understanding the experiences of 

indentured labourers and sailors whose journeys across the Indian Ocean transform their 

identities while exposing them to the complexities of colonial migration. He underscores this 
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complexity when he writes, “Migration is a central dynamic within globalisation; it 

reconfigures communities, reshapes cultures, and challenges the very concept of belonging” 

(Castles 3). Literature often captures this reconfiguration through stories where displacement 

is at once a wound and an opening, an act that severs old ties even as it invites the formation 

of new ones. 

Another scholar of migration studies, globalisation and diaspora anda British 

sociologist Robin Cohen, and a scholar of migration studies, globalisation and diaspora, 

expands this by observing that diasporic life is defined not by complete severance but by a 

“consciousness of living simultaneously here and there” (Cohen 26). His landmark work 

Global Diasporas: An Introduction (1997; revised 2008) establishes key characteristics of 

diasporic communities. This in-betweenness, often charged with both nostalgia and adaptation, 

has also been portrayed powerfully in works such as V. S. Naipaul’s A House for Mr Biswas 

(1961), where the protagonist’s struggle for a home mirrors the migrant’s quest for rootedness. 

It stands as one of the most compelling literary representations of the diasporic condition, 

capturing the psychological dislocation and cultural fragmentation experienced by Indo-

Trinidadian communities in the twentieth century. Rooted in the history of indentured 

migration from India to the Caribbean, the novel reflects what Robin Cohen identifies as the 

“traumatic scattering” that forms the basis of many labour diasporas. Cohen observes that such 

communities often inherit a “dual or multiple orientation—towards the homeland, towards the 

host state, and towards wider global networks” (Global Diasporas, p. 157). Mr. Biswas’s 

lifelong struggle for autonomy, symbolised through the quest to own a house, emerges from 

this fractured orientation, where a lost ancestral home in India, an unstable cultural identity in 

Trinidad, and the pressures of colonial modernity collide. His longing for a house is therefore 

not merely economic but existential: it becomes the material equivalent of seeking a stable 

identity within a world shaped by displacement. 
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Jhumpa Lahiri’s The Namesake (2003) is another novel that explores the dissonance 

between inherited cultural identity and the demands of assimilation. It is one of the most 

nuanced explorations of the diasporic experience within contemporary Indian American 

literature, capturing the intergenerational tensions, the emotional fractures, and the complex 

negotiations of identity that arise from displacement. Through the Ganguli family’s migration 

from Calcutta to the United States, the novel reflects what Robin Cohen categorises as a 

“cultural diaspora,” where dispersal leads to hybrid affiliations and evolving attachments. 

Cohen argues that diasporic identities are shaped by “dual or multiple orientations—towards 

the homeland, towards the host states, and towards wider global networks” (Global Diasporas, 

p. 157). Lahiri’s narrative renders this triadic orientation with remarkable subtlety: while 

Ashoke and Ashima remain tethered to memories, customs, and linguistic ties to India, their 

children Gogol and Sonia form identities aligned with American cultural norms, creating an 

internal diaspora within the family itself. These narratives echo Cohen’s assertion that 

migration is not only spatial movement but also a profound reorientation of cultural and 

ecological relationships. 

If migration shifts the body, an identity crisis unsettles the self. Stuart Hall, one of the 

most influential cultural theorists in the study of diaspora, identity formation, hybridity, and 

cultural belonging, shifts the understanding of identity from something fixed and inherited to 

something dynamic, fluid, and continuously constructed. In his landmark essay “Cultural 

Identity and Diaspora” (1990). Stuart Hall reminds us that identity is “not an essence but a 

positioning” (Hall 394), a dynamic negotiation between the self’s multiple temporalities. 

Displacement intensifies this negotiation, as the migrant must navigate the dissonance between 

the past’s cultural codes and the present’s lived reality. The struggles faced by Saleem Sinai in 

Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children exemplify one of the most intricate portraits of identity 

crisis within postcolonial literature. Born at the precise moment of India’s independence, 

Saleem becomes an allegorical figure whose personal disintegration parallels the fragmentation 
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of the newly formed nation. His narrative exposes the fractures inherent in cultural hybridity, 

echoing Stuart Hall’s notion that identity is “not a fixed essence” but a continuous process 

shaped by ruptures and historical transformations (“Cultural Identity and Diaspora,” p. 225). 

Saleem’s struggle to understand himself, caught between Hindu, Muslim, British, and newly 

Indian influences, reflects the “in-between-ness” that Homi Bhabha identifies as central to 

postcolonial subjectivity, where the self is produced in a hybrid space marked by ambiguity 

and contradiction. Homi K. Bhabha conceptualises such hybridity in his “third space,” where 

meaning is not fixed but continuously translated: 

It is that Third Space, though unrepresentable in itself, which constitutes the discursive 

conditions of enunciation that ensure that the meaning and symbols of culture have no 

primordial unity or fixity; that even the same signs can be appropriated, translated, 

rehistoricized and read anew. (Bhabha 37) 

His concept of the Third Space, articulated in The Location of Culture (1994), is 

foundational to contemporary discussions on migration, identity, and cultural hybridity. 

Bhabha argues that identity is not fixed or rooted solely in one cultural origin; instead, it 

emerges in the in-between spaces created when cultures interact. This “Third Space” is a site 

of negotiation, translation, and reinterpretation, where migrants and diasporic subjects 

construct new forms of belonging that resist rigid binaries such as home/host, 

coloniser/colonised, or self/other. 

When read through an ecocritical lens, this third space is not merely cultural, it is 

ecological. Migration due to climate change, often referred to as climate-induced migration or 

environmental migration, is a phenomenon arising from the natural transformations in our 

environment. Climate migration, now a growing reality, illustrates how environmental 

upheavals force identities into continual reinvention. These changes result from various natural 

factors and processes, which have occurred throughout Earth's history. Climate change, in this 

context, signifies the alteration of weather patterns, temperatures, and environmental 
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conditions over time due to these natural occurrences. These natural shifts manifest in a range 

of ways, including fluctuations in global temperatures, the occurrence of more frequent and 

severe weather events, such as hurricanes and droughts, alterations in precipitation patterns, 

and changes in sea levels. These shifts can have extensive impacts on ecosystems, natural 

resources, and human societies. One of the most immediate outcomes of these natural 

environmental changes is the displacement of people from their homes and communities. This 

displacement takes place when individuals or entire communities find it increasingly 

challenging or impossible to continue their customary ways of life due to the evolving 

environmental conditions. For instance, farmers who have traditionally relied on consistent 

rainfall patterns for their crops may find their lands unproductive due to prolonged droughts. 

Coastal communities may face the encroachment of rising sea levels, leading to recurrent and 

severe flooding. In such scenarios, environmental changes disrupt people's livelihoods and 

pose threats to their well-being, making migration a necessary and often unavoidable response. 

This chapter employs a tripartite interdisciplinary framework that integrates 

ecocriticism, postcolonial theory, and the phenomenology of displacement. These approaches 

are not deployed eclectically but are systematically layered: Cheryll Glotfelty’s ecocritical lens 

provides the foundational orientation, establishing that human culture and the physical 

environment are reciprocally constituted ("human culture is connected to the physical world, 

affecting it and affected by it," xix). Postcolonial theory, primarily through Stuart Hall's work 

on diasporic identity formation and Homi K. Bhabha's concept of the "Third Space," supplies 

the analytical vocabulary for examining how colonial and imperial structures produce the 

conditions of displacement that ecocriticism then reads through the lens of environmental 

disruption. The phenomenology of displacement, drawing on Edward Said's account of exile 

and the embodied experience of place-loss, captures the subjective, lived dimension of 

migration that neither ecocriticism nor postcolonial theory alone can fully articulate. 
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This triangulation is necessary because Ghosh’s fiction operates at the intersection of 

ecological, political, and experiential registers. A purely ecocritical reading would risk 

reducing the novels to environmental allegory; a purely postcolonial reading would subordinate 

ecology to politics; a purely phenomenological reading would detach individual experience 

from the structural forces that produce it. By systematically integrating all three, the chapter 

argues that migration and identity crisis in Ghosh's work are ecological phenomena (produced 

by environmental disruption), political phenomena (produced by colonial and postcolonial 

power), and experiential phenomena (lived through the embodied senses of displacement). 

Each section of this chapter demonstrates how these three dimensions converge in specific 

scenes, characters, and narrative strategies across the selected novels. 

Works like Barbara Kingsolver’s Flight Behavior (2012) examine how environmental 

change triggers various forms of ecological displacement, reshaping both human and non-

human identities. Although the novel does not portray traditional geopolitical migration, it 

powerfully depicts climate-induced migration, especially through the unexpected arrival of 

millions of monarch butterflies in rural Tennessee. Their altered migratory pattern—the result 

of disrupted climatic conditions in Mexico—functions as a metaphor for the broader instability 

and disorientation experienced by communities confronted with ecological upheaval. This 

butterfly migration becomes a narrative device to explore how climate change generates new 

forms of identity crisis, both at the level of species and the rural working-class community. 

Kingsolver uses the protagonist, Dellarobia Turnbow, to show how environmental disruption 

intersects with personal, social, and cultural dislocation. Dellarobia’s own life is marked by 

constrained mobility, limited choices, and a sense of being trapped within inherited rural 

structures. The arrival of the displaced butterflies becomes a transformative encounter that 

destabilizes her fixed sense of place and opens a path toward intellectual and emotional self-

redefinition. Thus, Kingsolver situates climate migration not merely as geographical movement 

but as a catalyst for psychological and socio-cultural reorientation.  
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Jesmyn Ward’s Salvage the Bones (2011) is yet another novel that depicts displacement 

caused by the climate crisis. It is an essential contemporary narrative that examines how 

environmental catastrophe intensifies social vulnerability, dislocation, and the longing for 

anchorage within communities historically marked by marginalisation. Here, the characters 

must adapt to altered landscapes while reconstructing their sense of self. Set in Bois Sauvage, 

Mississippi, in the days leading up to Hurricane Katrina, the novel foregrounds a form of 

internal climate migration, in which the threat of displacement operates not through physical 

movement alone but through the psychic destabilisation that precedes and follows 

environmental disaster. Ward’s depiction of a Black, working-class family facing the 

impending storm lays bare what Rob Nixon terms “slow violence”—the cumulative 

environmental degradation, structural poverty, and racial neglect that render certain 

communities disproportionately exposed to climate-induced ruin. 

At the centre of the narrative is Esch, whose identity crisis is intricately bound to both 

her personal circumstances and the ecological uncertainty around her. Her pregnancy, her 

search for belonging, and her fraught relationships intersect with the atmospheric disorder, 

creating a layered sense of identity formation under ecological duress. As she describes the 

chaotic transformations of her world, Esch becomes a witness to how the environment shapes 

modes of survival, memory, and selfhood. The arrival of Hurricane Katrina acts as a brutal 

catalyst for identity renegotiation, forcing the characters to confront the fragility of their homes, 

relationships, and social structures. In this sense, the novel echoes Stuart Hall’s assertion that 

identity is “not an essence but a positioning” (Cultural Identity and Diaspora, 1990, p. 226), 

constantly reshaped by circumstances, histories, and disruptions. 

Cheryll Glotfelty’s assertion that ‘human culture is connected to the physical world, 

affecting it and affected by it’ (Glotfelty xix) provides the foundational premise for this 

chapter’s interdisciplinary method: if culture and ecology are reciprocally constituted, then 

displacement is never merely social or merely environmental but always both. 
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This is very much evident in Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide (2004) where the tides 

of the Sundarbans do not simply frame the plot, but they shape the destinies, memories, and 

identities of those who inhabit or traverse them. In this sense, climate migration is not just a 

socio-political issue but also an aesthetic one, where altered ecologies create altered selves. 

Thus, the narratives of displacement in both global literature and Ghosh’s fiction, whether it 

be the coerced journey of indentured laborers in Sea of Poppies (2008), the merchant diaspora 

in River of Smoke (2011), the return migrations in Flood of Fire (2015), the tidal resettlements 

in The Hungry Tide (2004), or the myth-inflected movements in Jungle Nama (2021)—

demonstrate that migration and identity crisis are inseparable from the landscapes, histories, 

and ecologies that shape them. In literary representation, they are not merely political 

phenomena but deeply aesthetic and ecological processes, where each journey leaves an 

imprint not only on geography but on the evolving contours of the self. 

In Sea of Poppies, migration is not a backdrop but the very engine of plot, character 

transformation, and thematic depth. The novel unfolds on the eve of the great Indian indenture 

system, where colonial economics, environmental transformation, and social coercion 

converge to force individuals away from their homes into the uncertain Atlantic world. The 

forced cultivation of poppy across the Gangetic plains becomes a material and symbolic 

precondition of migration, a reality that echoes Cheryll Glotfelty’s observation that “human 

culture is connected to the physical world, affecting it and affected by it” (Glotfelty xix). The 

land itself, converted into a monocultural plantation economy, disrupts traditional livelihoods 

and pushes peasants into migration. Nature, altered by human and imperial agency, becomes 

complicit in the novel’s uprooting. The poppy fields that Deeti’s family is compelled to 

cultivate represent what we might term the ecological face of colonial capitalism: the 

systematic transformation of sustainable agricultural land into monocultural commodity 

production. This restructuring does not merely displace individuals; it fundamentally alters the 
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relationship between community and ecology. The British East India Company's opium 

monoculture demonstrates how colonial power operates precisely through this ecological 

nexus. The forced cultivation of poppy does not simply produce economic dependency; it 

dissolves the ecological knowledge systems that had sustained communities for generations, 

replacing diversified agricultural practices with a single export crop that enriches the empire 

while impoverishing both land and people. This ecological violence is the material foundation 

upon which the characters’ identity crises are built. 

Stephen Castles, a prominent British Australian sociologist and one of the world’s most 

influential scholars on migration, multiculturalism and transnationalism, argues that migration 

under imperial structures must be understood within the context of economic coercion, noting 

that “migration is rarely a simple act of personal choice; it is conditioned by unequal power 

relations and global structures” (Castles 5). This is manifest in the novel Sea of Poppies through 

the experiences of Deeti, whose departure is not born of desire but necessity. Her family’s land, 

once sustaining, is transformed by poppy monoculture and debt slavery. Deeti’s escape onto 

the Ibis is not only geographic movement but a departure from a life in which the landscape 

has turned hostile. 

When viewed through the lens of Robin Cohen’s theorisation of diaspora, Sea of 

Poppies becomes an intricate narrative of forced dispersal, cultural rupture, and the painful 

remaking of identity. Cohen argues that diasporic communities often emerge from coercive or 

involuntary migration, noting that “the dispersal of a people from an original homeland is 

frequently accompanied by coercion or extreme duress” (Global Diasporas, 2008, p. 6). The 

indentured labourers aboard the Ibis exemplify this condition with striking accuracy. Their 

trajectories are shaped not by choice but by systems of colonial exploitation—economic, social, 

and racial, that compel them to leave the landscapes that once anchored their identities. Deeti, 

Kalua, Paulette, and Neel embody what Cohen identifies as diasporic subjects who are “thrust 
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into unfamiliar territories under unequal power structures” (Cohen 45), resulting in a collective 

identity marked by fracture, survival, and improvisation. 

The Ibis itself becomes a diasporic space, a floating world where individuals torn from 

their land must negotiate new social bonds amidst profound loss. Cohen emphasises that 

diasporic identity is characterised by “a dual or multiple orientation, towards the homeland, the 

hostland, and wider global networks” (Cohen 157). The migrants in Sea of Poppies inhabit this 

multiplicity as they cling to memories of their villages, caste identities, languages, and familiar 

ecologies while sailing toward a future in Mauritius marked by uncertainty. Their identities 

stretch between the Ganga plains, the colonial ship, and the yet-unknown plantation economy 

awaiting them, a quintessential example of Cohen’s “triangular orientation” of diaspora. 

Robin Cohen’s notion of diaspora further illuminates the novel’s dynamics. He 

observes that diasporic existence is marked by a lingering attachment to origins even after 

departure, resulting in “a state of living here and remembering there” (Cohen 58). The 

indentured migrants aboard the Ibis carry with them the songs, rituals, and sensory memories 

of Bihar and Bengal, creating a floating archive of their ecological and cultural past. The Ibis 

is not only a vessel but a symbolic archive, a microcosm of displaced worlds stitched together 

under duress. 

This displacement lays the ground for the novel’s engagement with identity crisis. 

Stuart Hall’s conceptualization of identity as shifting and unfinished becomes particularly 

relevant. Hall writes that identity is “subject to the continuous play of history, culture and 

power” (Hall 394), a formulation that echoes through the transformations of characters who 

must learn to name themselves anew. On the Ibis, caste hierarchies, gender boundaries, and 

social labels begin to dissolve, not through ideological rupture but through shared vulnerability. 

Deeti, who had been confined to her village identity as widow, mother, and laborer, must 

reconstruct her selfhood in an environment where her former markers lose their relevance. 
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Homi K. Bhabha offers a framework for understanding this fluidity. The Ibis becomes 

what Bhabha terms a “third space,” in which identities are unmoored from their roots and 

reassembled through interaction, translation, and reinvention. Bhabha explains: 

It is in the emergence of the interstices, the overlap and displacement of domains of 

difference, that the intersubjective and collective experiences of nationness, community 

interest, or cultural value are negotiated. (Bhabha 2) 

The interstices aboard the ship are not merely social but ecological. Displacement from 

the land also displaces the sensory relationship humans hold with nature. The smell of poppy 

fields, the monsoon air, and the riverine humidity are replaced by the salt of the Indian Ocean, 

the creaking of masts, and the open horizon. Nature, in the novel, becomes both witness and 

catalyst of identity transformation. This is seen clearly in the development of “ship-

siblinghood,” a term Ghosh uses in the novel to describe the new kinship formed among the 

indentured. The sea, infinite and borderless, strips away the rigid earthbound identities of caste, 

religion, livelihood, and social role. Kalua, once marked by his caste and physical labor, 

emerges not only as a fugitive but as a protector and companion. Paulette, fleeing her own 

constraints of colonial culture, finds herself more at home among the migrants than within the 

Anglo-Indian elite. Neel, whose identity had been rooted in aristocratic lineage, must navigate 

the collapse of his inherited privilege. These transformations embody the narrative truth that 

migration, especially coerced migration, unsettles identity not only socially but existentially. 

The ecological turn of the novel is subtle yet foundational: the transformation of the 

land into opium terrain results in the transformation of people into transportable bodies. 

Migration is a consequence of material ecological change, verifying Glotfelty’s insistence that 

environmental forces are intrinsic to cultural production. The opium fields are not scenery; they 

are structural agents that set the novel in motion. 

Thus, in Sea of Poppies, migration and identity crisis appear as conjoined processes—

cultural, ecological, psychological, and aesthetic. Characters depart from one geography and 
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arrive in another, but the crucial journey unfolds within, as they navigate the loss of origins 

and the forging of new selves. The novel vividly demonstrates that migration is not merely 

movement across space but the reshaping of the self and the world it inhabits. 

The next novel in the Trilogy, River of Smoke, shifts the thematic landscape of 

migration from the coerced, ship-bound displacement of Sea of Poppies to the transnational 

mercantile world of Canton, where identities are renegotiated through economic ambition, 

cultural exchange, and imperial pressures. The novel foregrounds how migrants—whether 

traders, indentured labourers, botanical collectors, or exiled sailors, enter a liminal space in 

which social markers such as nationality, caste, and professional identity become unstable. The 

diasporic condition of characters like Bahram Modi, Paulette Lambert, Neel Rattan Halder, and 

the lascars reflects Homi Bhabha’s concept of the “in-between” zone where hybrid 

subjectivities emerge. Bahram’s navigation between his Parsi heritage and the commercial 

compulsions of the British opium empire illustrates a migrant identity fractured by economic 

dependency and moral conflict: he becomes “neither fully British nor comfortably Indian,” 

occupying what Bhabha calls the “third space” of cultural negotiation. The opium trade that 

brings these characters to Canton is not merely an economic activity but a colonial ecological 

apparatus that reshapes both landscapes and identities across the Indian Ocean world. Bahram's 

moral crisis, his awareness that his commercial success depends on a substance devastating to 

Chinese communities, reveals how colonial trade produces what we might term "complicit 

diaspora": migration that is ostensibly voluntary but is in fact structured by imperial economic 

relations. The Parsi merchant community, positioned as intermediaries between British 

imperial capital and Asian markets, embodies what Robin Cohen describes as a "globalised 

diaspora that negotiates multiple cultural fields simultaneously" (128), but this negotiation 

occurs within a colonial framework that constrains the range of possible identities. Bahram's 

internal conflict between his Zoroastrian faith and his opium profits is not merely personal; it 
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is the subjective expression of a colonial system that forces colonised subjects to participate in 

the exploitation of other colonised communities. 

Paulette’s botanical migration into the Canton trading world represents a form of 

ecological displacement where plants, like people, are uprooted and re-contextualised, 

resonating with contemporary works on ecological migration such as Amitav Ghosh’s The 

Great Derangement and Rob Nixon’s theory of slow violence, which identifies displacement 

as a long-term ecological and cultural erasure. Neel’s evolution, from a dispossessed zamindar 

to a translator immersed in multilingual networks, aligns with Stuart Hall’s theory that 

diasporic identities remain fluid, “always in process,” shaped through routes rather than roots. 

This aligns with literary works such as Jhumpa Lahiri’s The Namesake, which depicts diaspora 

as a constant process of self-remaking. Similarly, climate-inflected mobility, though not 

explicit, underlines the maritime world of the Ibis Trilogy, anticipating concerns raised in 

climate migration studies. In River of Smoke, the foreign enclave of Fanqui-town becomes a 

microcosm of global migration where linguistic hybridity, culinary fusion, and cross-cultural 

commerce destabilise rigid identities. The novel ultimately demonstrates that migration in 

colonial circuits, whether voluntary, coerced, or environmentally stimulated, produces a 

spectrum of identity crises where individuals must continually redefine themselves in response 

to shifting political, ecological, and cultural forces. 

Read through the diasporic lens articulated by Robin Cohen, River of Smoke reveals the 

complex reconfigurations of identity within the commercial and cultural migrations generated 

by empire. Cohen writes that diasporic formations often arise when communities are “propelled 

into new geographies by forces beyond their control” (Global Diasporas, 2008, p. 6). In River 

of Smoke, although the labouring bodies of the Ibis migrants recede temporarily from the 

narrative foreground, a different type of diaspora comes into focus—one shaped by global 

capitalist networks, colonial commerce, and the transoceanic movements of traders, sailors, 

botanists, and exiles. These characters inhabit what Cohen describes as “a globalised diaspora 
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that negotiates multiple cultural fields simultaneously” (Cohen 128), moving between India, 

Mauritius, Canton, and the floating world of Fanqui-town. 

The forced dispersal of characters such as Neel Rattan Halder exemplifies Cohen’s 

account of involuntary displacement under unequal power structures. Once a landed zamindar, 

Neel becomes a penal migrant, severed from both social status and geographical rootedness. 

His arrival in Canton—marked by legal dispossession and moral disorientation—recalls 

Cohen’s assertion that migration often precipitates “profound ruptures in personal and cultural 

identity, producing hybrid forms of selfhood” (Cohen 159). Neel’s diaries, with their mixture 

of observation, longing, and bewilderment, reflect precisely this condition of “identities in 

transit.” His selfhood is unmoored from caste and class markers, reshaped through exposure to 

new ecologies, languages, and relationships. 

The port city of Canton and the trading enclave of Fanqui-town embody the “diasporic 

space” theorised by Cohen, where multiple cultures converge and interact under the pressures 

of imperial commerce. Here, the migrants, Indian lascars, Parsi traders, Chinese workers, 

European merchants, experience what Cohen terms a “plurality of loyalties and belongings” 

(Cohen 157). The environment mirrors this cultural fluidity: the Pearl River, with its ceaseless 

movement, becomes an ecological metaphor for the shifting identities of those who inhabit its 

floating world. Migration is not merely physical; it is also commercial, linguistic, and 

environmental, reshaping notions of home, morality, and community. 

Flood of Fire intensifies the trajectories of migration and identity crisis by situating 

individual movements within the violent geopolitical reordering produced by the First Opium 

War. The novel foregrounds how military conscription, commercial expansion, and colonial 

warfare generate enforced and voluntary migrations that destabilize identities across class, 

caste, and national boundaries. Characters such as Kesri Singh, Shireen Modi, Zachary Reid, 

and Neel Rattan Halder inhabit what Homi Bhabha describes as a “disjunctive temporal space,” 

where identities are continually reconfigured by the pressures of imperial mobility. Kesri’s 
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military migration to China exemplifies what we might term the coercive mobility of colonial 

subjects: movement that is neither fully voluntary nor fully forced, but structured by the 

asymmetric power relations of empire. His regiment–the Bengal Native Infantry–represents the 

colonial state's capacity to mobilise colonised bodies for imperial objectives while denying 

those bodies the rights and recognition accorded to European soldiers. This paradox produces 

a distinctive form of identity crisis: Kesri must perform loyalty to an empire that treats him as 

expendable, fighting a war in China whose objectives he cannot fully comprehend. His 

displacement is thus doubly colonial: first, by the imperial structures that recruit him, and 

second, by the military apparatus that deploys him across borders in service of British 

commercial interests. Stuart Hall's assertion that identity is "subject to the continuous play of 

history, culture and power" (394) acquires a specifically colonial resonance in Kesri's case, 

where the "power" in question is the imperial state that has conscripted his body and fractured 

his sense of belonging. Shireen’s journey to China, driven by commercial obligation and 

emotional recovery, foregrounds a gendered migration that reveals the vulnerability and 

resilience of women navigating patriarchal and imperial systems. Her transformation aligns 

with Stuart Hall’s argument that identity is a “production,” never fully complete, shaped 

through displacement and negotiation. Zachary Reid’s crisis emerges from racial passing and 

the exposure of his mixed ancestry, reflecting Paul Gilroy’s Black Atlantic theory where 

mobility across oceans creates hybrid, contested identities outside national boundaries. His 

struggle resonates with literary works such as Caryl Phillips’s Crossing the River, which 

illustrates how oceanic crossings generate identities marked by loss and reinvention. Neel’s 

evolving role as a mediator of languages and cultures reaffirms the diasporic condition as one 

of continuous becoming rather than rootedness. 

While Flood of Fire focuses primarily on military and economic migrations, the sea 

remains an ecological force that mirrors the instability of human identity. The turbulent 

maritime landscape, shaped by monsoons, storms, and shifting tides, suggests an early form of 
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climate-induced precarity that parallels contemporary climate migration studies where 

environmental volatility intensifies displacements. Scholars like Rob Nixon have argued that 

ecological disruption often operates as “slow violence,” displacing communities gradually yet 

relentlessly. The novel’s portrayal of the war-ravaged Pearl River Delta echoes this concept, 

revealing how ecological and political upheavals are intertwined in shaping migrant identities. 

In the broader lineage of migration literature, including V. S. Naipaul’s A Bend in the River 

and Mohsin Hamid’s Exit West, Flood of Fire demonstrates that migration is not merely a 

physical crossing but an existential rupture, compelling individuals to navigate unfamiliar 

cultural terrains while negotiating fractured, hybrid, and constantly shifting identities. Through 

these intersecting migrations, military, economic, emotional, and proto-ecological, the novel 

presents identity not as a stable category but as an adaptive response to the violent circulations 

of empire and environment. 

Through the combined theoretical lenses of Robin Cohen and Stuart Hall, Flood of Fire 

emerges as the culminating landscape of diasporic rupture, cultural reconstitution, and 

historical upheaval that mark the trajectory of the Ibis trilogy. Cohen defines diaspora as a 

condition in which communities are “dispersed from an original homeland, often forcibly, and 

compelled to negotiate new social worlds under unequal power structures” (Global Diasporas, 

2008, p. 6). The characters of Flood of Fire, Kesri Singh, Zachary Reid, Shireen Modi, and the 

returning ship migrants, embody this condition of involuntary dispersal shaped by imperial 

conflict, military recruitment, and commercial expansion. Their journeys reveal the systemic 

pressures that turn individuals into diasporic subjects, caught between fractured homelands and 

turbulent host environments. 

Stuart Hall deepens this reading by reminding us that identity in diasporic contexts is 

never fixed but “a matter of becoming as well as being,” shaped through ongoing historical, 

cultural, and political transformations (Cultural Identity and Diaspora, 1990, p. 225). The 

characters in Flood of Fire occupy precisely this terrain of becoming, where identity undergoes 
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reconstruction amid war, exile, and the collapse of the familiar social order. Kesri’s departure 

from his regimented caste role—once the anchor of his selfhood—illustrates Hall’s insistence 

that identity is not an essence but a “positioning” (Hall 226), continuously negotiated in 

response to shifting circumstances. His military migration to China transforms him from a 

disciplined sepoy into a subject who must rethink loyalty, belonging, and honour within 

colonial structures he once obeyed but later questions. 

Cohen’s concept of “multiple orientations”—towards the homeland, hostland, and 

transnational circuits (Cohen 157)—is intricately enacted in Zachary Reid’s trajectory. 

Racially mixed and socially displaced, Zachary inhabits what Hall describes as a “hybrid 

identity” produced in the interstices between cultures (Hall 231). His attempts to assimilate into 

the merchant world of opium capital reveal the instability of identities built upon colonial 

hierarchies. His position is diasporic not because he crosses oceans alone but because he exists 

in a state of cultural in-betweenness—never fully accepted, always re-negotiated. This 

hybridisation mirrors Hall’s model of identity as “the product of several interlocking histories 

and cultures” (Hall 237), a condition intensified by the transoceanic flows of empire. 

Shireen Modi’s movement to China after her husband Bahram’s death also exemplifies 

diaspora as theorised by Cohen. Though not an indentured migrant, her journey is prompted 

by economic collapse, emotional displacement, and the need to reclaim dignity within a world 

shaped by colonial violence. Cohen notes that diasporic communities often sustain “collective 

memories and mythologies of the homeland” (Cohen 23), and Shireen’s memories of 

Bombay—its domestic rituals, Zoroastrian traditions, and social rhythms—constitute the 

emotional substratum she carries across borders. Yet her encounter with China reshapes her 

understanding of selfhood, particularly as she learns the truth of Bahram’s hidden life, enacting 

Hall’s notion that identity is “always in process, always constituted within representation” (Hall 

235). Her redefinition of self is not only personal but diasporic, forged through movement, 

revelation, and the unsettling of established narratives. 
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The Hungry Tide expands the discourse of migration and identity crisis by situating 

human movement within the volatile ecological and cultural landscape of the Sundarbans, a 

region where the boundaries between land and water, belonging and exile, are in constant flux. 

The novel engages most directly with climate-induced displacement, transforming the 

Sundarbans into what Stephen Castles identifies as a “zone of forced mobility,” where 

environmental precarity repeatedly uproots communities. The tide country’s inhabitants—torn 

between survival and vulnerability—reflect what Rob Nixon terms “slow violence,” a form of 

environmental degradation that gradually erodes both habitation and identity. This framework 

foreshadows the struggles of settlers in Morichjhapi, whose migration mirrors real historical 

displacements and exemplifies the structural inequalities embedded within environmental 

governance. Their forced eviction resonates with contemporary climate refugee studies, where 

scholars such as Dina Ionesco argue that climate migrants experience “identity destabilization” 

at the intersection of ecological loss and political disenfranchisement. 

Through the experiences of Piya, Kanai, and Fokir, the novel explores varied 

dimensions of migration—from international scientific mobility to internal displacement and 

generational rootedness. Piya’s movement across continents reflects what Robin Cohen 

describes as the “diasporic consciousness,” a state marked by oscillation between attachment 

and estrangement. Her scientific search for the Irrawaddy dolphins becomes an introspective 

journey that destabilizes her inherited identity as an American-born Bengali. She occupies what 

Stuart Hall conceptualizes as an identity that is “always in process, never completed,” shaped 

continually by cross-cultural encounters. Kanai’s return migration to Lusibari becomes a 

confrontation with his linguistic, ethical, and ancestral heritage, revealing the fractures beneath 

cosmopolitan self-assurance. His identity crisis parallels the dilemmas articulated in Amitav 

Ghosh’s nonfictional reflections on coastal communities, where tradition and modernity collide 

under the pressures of globalization and ecological vulnerability. 
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Fokir embodies the tidal region’s indigenous knowledge systems, and his life 

demonstrates a different form of migration, not across continents but across shifting ecologies. 

His identity is inseparable from the Sundarbans’ dangerous waters, suggesting a form of what 

material ecocriticism terms “embodied place-based identity,” where the environment inscribes 

itself on the human subject. His death, engulfed by the storm that he navigates with intuitive 

mastery, symbolizes the erasure of indigenous identities under climatic extremities, echoing 

literary parallels such as Kundanika Kapadia’s Seven Steps in the Sky, where marginalized 

communities negotiate survival in a rapidly changing ecological world. Moreover, the history 

of Morichjhapi, recounted through Nirmal’s diary, foregrounds migration as a political act 

shaped by utopian visions of land and dignity. The settlers’ search for refuge recalls the 

struggles found in Mahasweta Devi’s Draupadi and Aranyer Adhikar, where state power 

repeatedly displaces subaltern communities, creating identities forged in resistance and trauma. 

In The Hungry Tide, migration is not solely a movement of bodies but a negotiation 

with the elemental forces of nature, culture, and memory. The identity crisis that emerges is 

intertwined with the tides themselves—cyclical, unpredictable, and deeply ecological. The tide 

country becomes what Homi Bhabha calls a “third space,” where hybrid identities arise from 

the convergence of local survival ethics and global environmental concerns. The novel 

ultimately positions the Sundarbans as a living archive of migrations—political, climatic, and 

emotional—revealing that in unstable landscapes, identity becomes an ongoing process of 

adaptation shaped by the rhythms of nature, the pressures of displacement, and the fragile 

intimacies between humans and their environment. 

Read through the combined frameworks of Robin Cohen, Stuart Hall, and Cheryll 

Glotfelty, The Hungry Tide becomes one of the most profound literary meditations on 

ecological displacement, forced migration, and the fluidity of identity in the shifting estuarine 

world of the Sundarbans. Cohen’s theory offers a clear foundation: diasporic subjects often 

arise when people are “dispersed from an original homeland under conditions of coercion or 
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historical trauma” (Global Diasporas, 2008, p. 6). The tide-country exemplifies this dispersal. 

The Morichjhapi massacre—one of the central historical shadows of the novel—represents 

precisely the kind of violent expulsion Cohen describes. Refugees who had already endured 

displacement from Bangladesh faced another forced uprooting from Morichjhapi, turning the 

Sundarbans into a geography of repeated diaspora. 

Stuart Hall deepens this reading by asserting that identity is not stable but “always in 

process, always constituted within representation” (Cultural Identity and Diaspora, 1990, p. 

235). This fluidity mirrors the changing tides of the Sundarbans. Characters like Fokir and 

Kusum inhabit identities shaped by survival, generational trauma, and the memory of 

dispossession. Their sense of self forms within the rhythms of the estuary—its uncertainty, its 

ecological precarity, and its long histories of flight and refuge. Kanai’s urban sophistication 

dissolves in the face of the tide-country’s vast ecological and cultural force, demonstrating 

Hall’s concept that identity is both “a matter of becoming as well as being” (Hall 225). 

This is where Cheryll Glotfelty’s ecological lens becomes vital. Though she does not 

theorise migration directly, her argument that literature must be read through the lens of 

environmental realities, because “ecocriticism takes an earth-centered approach to literary 

studies” (Glotfelty xvi), allows us to highlight how migration in The Hungry Tide is inseparable 

from ecology. The Sundarbans is not simply a backdrop; it is a tidal force shaping the lives, 

movements, and identities of its inhabitants. The cyclone, rising tides, river erosion, and tiger 

attacks illustrate Glotfelty’s assertion that literature reveals “how nature shapes culture, history, 

and consciousness” (Glotfelty xxi). Environmental instability becomes the engine of human 

movement. Climate-induced migration, though not named as such by Glotfelty, is fully aligned 

with her belief that ecological conditions determine human narratives. 

Cohen’s idea of “collective memory of the homeland” (Cohen 23) resonates in the 

emotional landscapes of the Morichjhapi survivors, whose memories are ecological as well as 

cultural, the mangroves they cultivated, the spaces they briefly called home, the fragile 
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harmonies they forged with the land. These memories are not merely nostalgic but are, in Hall’s 

terms, “the points of identification where histories intersect with the present” (Hall 226). For 

Piya, an outsider navigating the Sundarbans as a cetologist, identity is shaped not by ancestry 

but by ecological immersion. Her diasporic return to a landscape she has never belonged to 

enacts Hall’s idea of identities formed in the “spaces of hybridity” (Hall 231), where biology, 

culture, and environment blend. 

Glotfelty helps us see the Sundarbans as a living ecological archive, its mangroves 

retaining the sediment of migrations past and present. The environment performs what Hall 

calls “a continuous play of history, culture, and power” (Hall 225). Cohen’s diaspora becomes 

inseparable from Glotfelty’s eco-rootedness: displacement in The Hungry Tide is caused not 

only by political forces but also by tidal surges, cyclones, and the unpredictability of the natural 

world. The convergence of these forces shows that ecological fragility intensifies human 

vulnerability and identity crisis. 

Through the integrated perspectives of Cohen, Hall, and Glotfelty, The Hungry Tide 

emerges as a study of how migration becomes ecological, how identity becomes tidal, and how 

diaspora becomes a story not only of people but of landscapes in motion. The novel reveals 

that identity in the Sundarbans is never fixed; it is shaped by memory, movement, and the 

ceaseless pulse of the tide that governs both human and nonhuman life. 

Jungle Nama presents migration and identity crisis through the lens of Sundarbans 

folklore, where movement is not merely geographical but deeply spiritual, ecological, and 

moral. Unlike the historical migrations of the Ibis Trilogy or the climate-driven displacements 

of The Hungry Tide, this verse narrative situates migration within the mythic rhythm of the tide 

country. The central movement, Dukhey’s journey into the dense forest, becomes a symbolic 

migration from innocence to vulnerability, from the safety of the community to the perilous 

threshold where humans, animals, and spirits negotiate survival. This journey reflects what 

Stephen Castles identifies as “existential migration,” where displacement is tied to social 
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hierarchies, economic desperation, and the search for dignity. Dukhey’s crossing into the forest 

also echoes similar movements in subaltern narratives like Mahasweta Devi’s Bon Bibi 

Johuranama, where entering the jungle signifies entering a zone of moral testing and ecological 

reckoning. 

The identity crisis in Jungle Nama arises from the conflict between human greed, 

ecological ethics, and spiritual law. Dhona’s transgression—entering the forbidden forest for 

profit, iterates what Stuart Hall describes as the rupture in identity produced by “temporal 

dislocation,” where individuals adopt roles imposed by economic or cultural pressures while 

losing connection to their ethical core. Dhona’s abandonment of Dukhey in the forest is 

emblematic of a fractured moral identity shaped by exploitative structures, reflecting 

contemporary migration narratives where marginalized individuals are left unprotected in 

dangerous terrains. This crisis aligns with the tensions explored in Amitav Ghosh’s nonfictional 

reflections on ecological ethics, where human ambition destabilizes the fragile interdependence 

between communities and their environments. 

Bon Bibi’s protection of Dukhey introduces an ecological counter-narrative, one that 

positions identity as relational and grounded in an ethic of balance rather than dominance. Her 

intervention embodies a form of what Homi Bhabha might call “spiritual hybridity,” where 

indigenous belief systems mediate the relationship between humans and the non-human world, 

creating an identity shaped not by displacement but by communion. This ecologically rooted 

identity resonates with the concerns of climate migration scholars like Rob Nixon, who argue 

that vulnerable communities develop cultural resilience strategies to withstand environmental 

volatility. The tidal landscape of Jungle Nama, its mangroves, shifting mudflats, and 

unpredictable storms, becomes a metaphor for the instability experienced by communities 

living on ecological edges. Their identities, like the land itself, are perpetually reshaped by 

forces beyond human control. 
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Within this framework, migration in Jungle Nama operates on two levels: the physical 

movement into the forest, and the metaphysical passage through fear, temptation, and moral 

awakening. The identity crisis likewise becomes dual, both social, shaped by class and 

vulnerability, and ecological, shaped by the demands of coexisting with a volatile environment. 

Through its poetic form and mythic resonance, the text demonstrates that in the Sundarbans, 

identity is not a static category but a fluid negotiation with natural forces and spiritual laws. 

Unlike modern migration narratives that foreground political or economic displacement, 

Jungle Nama portrays migration as an intimate ecological passage, revealing that the crisis of 

identity is resolved not through belonging to a nation or community but through alignment with 

the ethical and environmental balance that governs the tide country. 

In Jungle Nama, migration appears not as a historical event but as an ecological 

compulsion that shapes the lives and identities of its principal figures—Dukhey, Dhona, 

Dokkhin Rai, and the wider Sundarbans community. Through Robin Cohen’s diasporic 

framework, these movements across the tidal landscape can be read as forms of coerced 

displacement, where the ebb and flow of the rivers, the erosion of settlements, and the 

unpredictability of storms continuously uproot human livelihood. Cohen emphasises that 

“victim diasporas arise from catastrophic dispersal, where displacement is fuelled by forces 

beyond the community’s control” (Global Diasporas 44), a description that closely aligns with 

the precarious geography of the tide country. Dukhey stands at the centre of this ecological 

diaspora, driven into the dangerous forest not by volition but by poverty and the erosion of 

habitable land; his journey becomes the lived expression of coercive migration in a region 

where nature regulates survival. His movement simultaneously exposes an identity crisis 

shaped by fear, vulnerability, and exploitation, and this evolving, unstable sense of self 

resonates with Stuart Hall’s insight that “identity is always a production, never complete, 

always in process” (“Cultural Identity and Diaspora” 222). Dukhey’s identity is not inherited 

but continuously renegotiated as he traverses shifting ecological thresholds, guided not by 
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social institutions but by the moral geography of the forest. Dhona’s character, in contrast, 

represents a different kind of migratory figure—one who enters the forest in pursuit of profit, 

reflecting a pattern of extractive mobility that mirrors historically dominant groups in Cohen’s 

typology of diasporas. His eventual collapse of authority before ecological and ethical forces 

illustrates Hall’s notion that identity is shaped through positionality, as the landscape 

challenges his assumed power and destabilises his self-constructed superiority. Even Dokkhin 

Rai, the shape-shifting ruler of the forest, embodies a metaphorical form of migration through 

his oscillation between animal and spirit, suggesting a hybrid identity that echoes Hall’s 

understanding of identity as fluid, relational, and formed at the interstices of cultural and 

environmental pressures. The larger Sundarbans population likewise functions as a collective 

subject whose repeated displacements result from tidal surges, salinity, and land loss, and their 

rituals, narratives, and survival strategies reveal how identity in the tide country is a direct 

product of ecological instability. Cheryll Glotfelty’s ecocritical assertion that “human history 

is embedded in natural history” (The Ecocriticism Reader xix) becomes central here, as the text 

demonstrates that movement, belonging, and selfhood cannot be separated from the material 

power of the environment. Through the combined perspectives of Cohen, Hall, and Glotfelty, 

Jungle Nama emerges as a narrative in which migration is both a physical and psychological 

passage, and identity is shaped through continuous engagement with a landscape that blurs the 

boundaries between myth and ecology, survival and ethics, human and nonhuman realms. 

The desire for belonging–what Edward Said, in Reflections on Exile, calls the 

“unhealable rift forced between a human being and a native place” (173)–animates every 

displaced character in Ghosh’s fiction. For ecocritics, this longing is inseparable from place, 

since, as Cheryll Glotfelty argues, "the study of the relationship between literature and the 

physical environment" (18) reveals how rootedness to a specific ecology shapes identity as 

fundamentally as culture or language. When characters in the Ibis Trilogy lose their connection 

to the Gangetic plains, the mangrove tides, or the monsoon rhythms, they lose not merely a 
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geographic location but an entire sensory and ecological world that had constituted their sense 

of self. This loss is compounded in colonial contexts, where, as De Loughrey and Handley 

observe, postcolonial studies have long used the concept of place to "question temporal 

narratives of progress imposed by colonial powers" (4). Ghosh's novels dramatise precisely 

this intersection: displacement is never only spatial but always ecological, cultural, and 

identity-dissolving. 

The loss of one’s original cultural practices and identity due to migration and 

displacement and acquiring a new identity in the host culture, also known as assimilation can 

weaken social cohesion and contribute to widespread mental health challenges, as an 

individual's culture is deeply connected to their sense of identity and belonging within a 

community. For that matter, Salman Rushdie, in Imaginary Homelands, speaks of the fractured 

identity of migrants, asserting that “the migrant floats in a cloud of fragments: some from the 

past, some from the present, some from the culture he has left, and some from the one he has 

joined” (15). This description aptly captures the duality of belonging and alienation that defines 

the migrant experience, where individuals oscillate between a yearning for their roots and the 

pressures of assimilation. Similarly, Edward Said, in his work Reflections on Exile, highlights 

the alienation experienced by displaced individuals. He notes, “Exile is strangely compelling 

to think about but terrible to experience. It is the unhealable rift forced between a human being 

and a native place” (173). This quote draws attention to the psychological and emotional 

struggles of those uprooted from their homeland, emphasizing the lasting impact of dislocation 

on identity.  

 

For ecocritics also, the representation of place in literature is the main concern, as place 

represents a sense of belongingness. Cheryll Glotfelty defines Ecocriticism as “the study of the 

relationship between literature and physical environment” (18). Ecocritics study literary works 

in relation to their settings, as all literary works are products of the time and place in which 
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they are positioned. Its dominant components appear as a room, home, homeland, dwelling, 

territory, region, neighbourhood, rural and urban areas, wilderness, pastoral, etc. Glotfelty 

states the significance of place through the question, “In addition to race, class, and gender, 

should place become a new critical category?” (Glotfelty and Fromm 19). She answers that 

question, “As a critical stance, ecocriticism has one foot in literature and the other on land” 

(Glotfelty and Fromm 19). This phrase suggests a dual commitment: on one hand, it involves 

a rigorous analysis of texts, and on the other, it demands active engagement with the physical 

environment and ecological issues. The “foot on land” symbolises the tangible, grounded 

connection to real-world ecological concerns, urging critics to not only interpret texts but also 

advocate for environmental awareness and sustainability. This conceptual framework 

encourages scholars to interrogate how literature portrays “place” and how those 

representations impact the cultural and ecological understanding of land, nature, and human-

nature interactions. For instance, it invites an exploration of how settings are more than mere 

backdrops in literary works, they are dynamic forces that influence characters, plot, and 

themes.  

Glotfelty’s argument expands the critical framework of literary studies by 

foregrounding the role of the environment in shaping narratives and human experiences. By 

considering “place” alongside race, class, and gender, she broadens the discourse to encompass 

ecological and geographical dimensions, thereby emphasising the interconnectedness of 

humans and their environment. This perspective is particularly relevant to the works of Amitav 

Ghosh, where the environment is more than a passive setting—it is a dynamic force influencing 

the trajectory of events and relationships. For instance, in Sea of Poppies, the Ganges River 

functions as both a cultural symbol and a physical entity, shaping the lives of those who depend 

on it. The river’s ecological and spiritual significance underscores Glotfelty's point that “place” 

should be a critical category, as it provides a deeper understanding of the characters' struggles, 

aspirations, and identities.  



Bawa 170 
 

 
 

The place has infinite meanings and morphologies: it might be defined 

geographically, in terms of expansion of empire; environmentally, in terms of 

wilderness or urban settings; genealogically, in linking communal ancestry to 

land; as well as phenomenology, connecting body to place…postcolonial 

studies have utilized the concept of a place to question temporal narratives of 

progress imposed by colonial powers. (De Loughrey and Handley 4)  

In Western literature, engagement with the setting gave rise to environmental writings such as 

nature writing, romantic poetry, and pastoral imagination. Environmental authors addressed 

traditional literature's tendency to overlook the relationship between the setting and other 

elements of literary works. The setting, which has begun to take an active role in literary works 

affects the plot, the actor or characters, and the sense. Environmental writers’ reflection of their 

awareness of the places in which they lived, stayed, or visited became a criterion for critics to 

re-read their writings from the ecocritical point of view. Eco-critics apply ecological standards 

to study the notion of place in literature. “Ecology offers to culture an ethic for survival” 

(Glotfelty and Fromm 76). Eco-critics broaden ethical considerations beyond humanity, 

fostering a holistic perspective of the world. They explore how literature promotes an eco-

centric awareness, emphasizing the interconnectedness between a place and its inhabitants. 

Their focus is on environmental literature that highlights a deep sense of place attachment, 

whether at a local or bioregional scale. Aldo Leopold said, “the individual is a member of a 

community of interdependent part. The land ethic broadens the concept of community to 

encompass soil, water, plants, and animals, collectively referred to as "the land." This ethic 

suggests that restoring the bond between humans and their local or bioregional environment—

disrupted by modernity and progress—can help mitigate environmental harm. When 

individuals perceive themselves as integral to a place, they are more likely to safeguard its 

rights. Identity, in this context, is defined by how individuals, communities, or nations perceive 
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themselves in relation to a place, making rootedness, stability, and attachment to a local area 

within national boundaries a vital aspect of identity.  

In the realm of postcolonial ecocriticism, place and displacement have been a much 

sought-after and bustling issue. The four major aspects viz Eco-identity, resettlement, place, 

and displacement have gained much attention in the postcolonial literature. To bring into 

limelight the struggle of the postcolonial subjects, the postcolonial Ecocriticism foregrounds 

both the physical as well as the psychological stages of displacement. The territorial 

displacement compels the masses to migrate to newer unknown places which results in 

psychological alienation or displacement. This issue of displacement and eco-cultural identity 

is very aptly dealt with in Amitav Ghosh’s Sea of Poppies, River of Smoke, Flood of Fire, 

Jungle Nama, and The Hungry Tide. These works encompass a disruption of place which 

definitely results in disruption of identity which are interrelated. These novels reflect a 

disruption of the place and identity of the subaltern subjects. Place and Development is the 

major feature of post-colonial literature and is of major concern.  It is here that the special post-

colonial crisis of identity comes into being the concern with the development or recovery of an 

effective identifying relationship between self and place. The objective of my thesis is to 

understand how the colonial and neo-colonial forces operated in Amitav Ghosh’s works to 

displace the colonized and the marginalized and how in the process of displacement, the 

displaced lost their ecological and cultural identity. The emphasis is to understand Ghosh’s 

construction of identity in relation to the place from postcolonial ecocritical perspectives. The 

focus of my research would be to examine ecocriticism, place, displacement, resettlement, and 

identity as a notion and process in the selected novels. The thesis will also highlight the issue 

of the displaced ethnic minority from Bangladesh and their struggle for eco-cultural identity in 

India. All these issues will be examined in the wake of postcolonial ecocritical frameworks.  

For instance, in Ghosh’s work, The Great Derangement, the focus shifts to the concept 

of migration and identity crisis through the lens of climate change and its societal 
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consequences. The depiction of the Padma River provides a poignant lens through which the 

narrative explores themes of ecological displacement and historical migration. The text 

highlights the force of nature as a determinant in shaping human destinies, reflecting on how 

the Padma River disrupted lives and initiated migrations. Ghosh writes, “My ancestors were 

ecological refugees long before the term was invented. They were from what is now 

Bangladesh, and their village was on the shore of the Padma River, one of the mightiest rivers,” 

which illustrates the historical precedence of environmental crisis leading to displacement. The 

use of “ecological refugees” establishes a direct link between natural forces and human 

mobility, foregrounding the river as an agent of history and change.  

The reflection, “To this day, when I think of the circumstances that have shaped my 

life, I remember the elemental force that untethered my ancestors from their homeland and 

launched them on the series of journeys that preceded, and made possible, my own travels,” 

highlights how environmental disruptions leave enduring legacies. Here, the narrative bridges 

the past and present, demonstrating how nature's forces resonate across generations, 

influencing identity and belonging.  

Finally, the evocative phrase, “When I look into my past the river seems to meet my 

eyes, staring back, as if to ask, do you recognise me, wherever you are?” elevates the river to 

the status of a sentient entity, emphasizing its persistent presence in shaping human memory 

and identity. This anthropomorphic portrayal of the river invites readers to reflect on the 

interconnectedness of humanity and nature.  

It emphasizes the severe departure from the previously predictable and stable 

conditions. Migration, driven by environmental factors, emerges as a central theme in The 

Great Derangement. The impacts of climate change, such as rising sea levels and extreme 

weather events, contribute to the displacement of communities—the resulting migrations, often 

involuntary, prompt significant shifts in the identities of affected individuals and groups. The 

climate crisis and associated migration are challenging not only for ecosystems and economies 
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but also for human identity and the way we perceive our place in the world. The dislocations, 

adaptations, and emotional responses to these challenges can give rise to a profound identity 

crisis as individuals and societies grapple with the consequences of environmental change, the 

ecological consequences of human actions and the resulting displacement of villagers. The 

community’s decision to settle along the shore of the Padma River for its water source exposes 

the interplay between human activity and the natural environment.  

The sudden change in the course of the Padma River serves as a stark illustration of the 

vulnerability of human settlements in environmentally precarious areas. The decision to settle 

near the river was a choice made for survival and sustenance, driven by the necessity of access 

to water. However, the unintended ecological consequences stemming from a shift in the river's 

course have severe repercussions for the villagers. The catastrophic event that forces the 

villagers to abandon their homes and migrate westward is emblematic of how environmental 

factors, in this case, changes in a water source, can significantly influence human mobility. The 

necessity of adaptation in response to environmental changes is a recurring theme. The forebear 

of this community's decision to move westward following the river's course change is an 

example of forced displacement due to ecological challenges. Their migration, extending until 

the year 1856, illustrates the long-term impacts of such events on human settlements. The 

eventual choice to resettle on the banks of the Ganges River in Bihar reflects the adaptability 

of human communities when confronted with environmental challenges.  

This narrative raises broader questions about the relationship between human actions, 

environmental consequences, and migration patterns. It emphasizes the need for a nuanced 

understanding of the environmental factors that can drive human displacement and 

resettlement, highlighting the intricate interplay between human choices and ecological events. 

An identity crisis takes on a unique dimension when viewed through the lens of climate-

induced migration. Ghosh delves into how the loss of ancestral lands and cultural heritage due 

to environmental changes leads to a rupture in the identities of communities. Displaced 
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populations are faced not only with the challenge of adapting to new environments but also 

with the profound task of redefining their sense of self amidst these upheavals. Ghosh's analysis 

extends to the broader societal implications of climate-induced migration. The prevailing 

narratives around climate change often fail to address the complexities of migration and 

identity crisis. This neglect can hinder effective policy responses and exacerbate the challenges 

faced by displaced communities.   

The book also explores how narratives of migration and identity crisis are often 

sidelined in the literary and cultural realms. Ghosh's critique of the "derangement" in literature 

and art serves as a call to action for these domains to engage more deeply with the realities of 

climate-induced migration and its impact on human identity. Overall, The Great Derangement 

serves as a thought-provoking exploration of the complex relationship between climate change 

and human migration, shedding light on an increasingly critical issue in today's world. It 

challenges conventional narratives and highlights the urgent need to address the environmental 

and social consequences of climate change-induced migrations.   

Throughout the history of our planet, communities have adapted to environmental 

changes over time. What distinguishes the current situation is the scale and pace of these natural 

environmental changes, which can sometimes surpass the ability of communities to adapt to 

their existing locations. Additionally, the interconnectedness of our globalized world means 

that the effects of climate-induced migration extend far beyond individual regions or countries 

and have broader implications for international relations, human rights, and global stability.  

In the contemporary context, David J. Whittaker, in Asylum Seekers and Refugees in 

the Contemporary World, examines the far-reaching implications of forced migration and 

displacement, emphasizing their local and global consequences. Since 1988, climate change 

has also been recognized as a major factor influencing human mobility, adding a new 

dimension to existing discussions. Reflecting on the prevailing scholarship, Barnett and 
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Webber note, “The literature on climate change and migration is generally very pessimistic 

about mobility arising from climate change. This creates a starting point bias in thinking about 

policy responses, eschewing the development of policies that seek to harness migration as a 

strategy to promote adaptation to climate change” (19).  

Rather than viewing migration solely through the lens of crisis, emerging perspectives 

suggest that mobility may also function as a strategy for resilience and adaptation. The concept 

of migrancy is thus complex and multifaceted—it encompasses the physical act of moving 

across geographical boundaries as well as the psychological and cultural shifts that result. 

Migrancy delves into the emotional and existential experiences of those uprooted from their 

homelands and forced to renegotiate their sense of identity and belonging. This chapter 

examines the thematic intersections of migration and identity crisis as reflected in the selected 

novels of Amitav Ghosh, where characters undertake not only physical journeys, but also 

internal transformations shaped by displacement, exile, and the forging of new communities.  

One significant aspect of migrancy is transnationalism, a phenomenon where migrants 

maintain connections and engage in activities that bridge multiple countries. This extends 

beyond mere physical movement; it encompasses the maintenance of social, economic, and 

cultural ties to both the home and host countries. Transnational migrants often navigate the 

complexities of belonging to two or more places simultaneously, forging a sense of identity 

that is enriched by the intersections of cultures and experiences. Moreover, migrancy is deeply 

intertwined with questions of identity and belonging. Migrants often find themselves at the 

crossroads of various cultural, social, and political influences. Their identities are shaped by 

the interplay of their origin and destination, as well as the broader global context in which they 

exist. This complexity gives rise to unique challenges and opportunities, as individuals and 

communities negotiate their sense of self and their place in the world.  
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Amitav Ghosh’s The Great Derangement (2016) anchors the chapter's central argument 

that climate-induced migration produces a distinctive form of identity crisis–one inseparable 

from the ecological forces that precipitate displacement. The Padma River, which Ghosh 

describes as the force that "untethered my ancestors from their homeland and launched them 

on the series of journeys that preceded, and made possible, my own travels," functions not 

merely as a geographic marker but as an agent of historical transformation. This 

anthropomorphic portrayal of the river, what Glotfelty would recognise as literature's capacity 

to reveal “how nature shapes culture, history, and consciousness” (xxi)–establishes the 

ecocritical foundation for reading migration in Ghosh's fiction as fundamentally ecological 

rather than merely political or economic. 

Ghosh’s formulation of his ancestors as “ecological refugees long before the term was 

invented” directly challenges the contemporary tendency to treat climate migration as an 

exclusively modern phenomenon. As David J. Whittaker observes in Asylum Seekers and 

Refugees in the Contemporary World, climate change has been recognised as a factor 

influencing human mobility since 1988, yet the literary imagination has been slow to engage 

with this reality, a neglect Ghosh terms the “derangement” of contemporary fiction. Barnett 

and Webber note that scholarship on climate change and migration “is generally very 

pessimistic about mobility arising from climate change” (19), creating a “starting point bias” 

that forecloses analysis of how migration might function as adaptation. Ghosh's fiction resists 

this pessimism by foregrounding how environmental displacement, however traumatic, also 

generates new forms of identity, community, and ecological consciousness. 

In the Ibis Trilogy, the historical conditions of colonial opium cultivation produce 

precisely the kind of ecological displacement that Ghosh theorises in The Great Derangement. 

The forced transformation of the Gangetic plains into poppy monoculture disrupts traditional 

livelihoods and compels migration not through sudden catastrophe but through what Rob 

Nixon terms “slow violence”: the gradual, systemic erosion of environmental sustainability 
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that renders communities increasingly vulnerable. This colonial ecological violence operates 

as the structural condition of possibility for the entire trilogy's exploration of migration and 

identity crisis. 

The concept of migrancy forms the foundation of Ghosh's narratives. This section 

explores migration in its various manifestations, including geographical displacement, forced 

migration, and cultural diaspora. It examines how characters navigate these dislocations while 

confronting the resultant identity crisis often exacerbated by environmental changes and 

ecological contexts. In the modern era of transnational and transcultural communication, the 

essence of identity, which is occasionally viewed as something fixed and invariable, is called 

into doubt. The variety of attachments one enjoys as a result of occupying many geographical 

and cultural areas takes the place of the sense of rootedness associated with identity. Amitav 

Ghosh depicts many characters who are cross-national come across cultural barriers and inhabit 

a variety of settings in both his fictional and non-fictional works. In reality, his fiction outlines 

the particular plights of people whose lives are altered by historical factors beyond their control. 

It makes sense that migration, displacement, and dislocations have taken centre stage in 

Ghosh's creative output and that his worry over his characters' sense of loss of belongingness 

problematizes the idea of solitary identity. It should be noted that his own wandering lifestyle 

influences the way the concept of identity is consistently handled in his fictional works. 

Migration and displacement are recurring themes in many works, with characters across 

various social strata, ranging from commoners to kings, colonised individuals to postcolonial 

figures, premodern slaves and traders to modern, contemporary workers, experiencing 

displacement and dislocation. These geographical and cultural dislocations significantly shape 

their lives, narratives, and identities and have a significant impact on how they perceive 

themselves. Characters’ exile from their home countries to strange locales as a result of 

historical events like colonisation, trade, commerce, etc., complicates the idea of a rooted self. 

It can be argued, however, that the author does not offer a one-dimensional analysis of 
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displacement, as they are fully aware of the diverse outcomes it can generate. Additionally, the 

social location of individuals plays a crucial role in shaping these outcomes and is closely 

related to any potential shift in attitude towards living in displacement. The relocation and 

dislocation that affect a character's sense of identity is one of the main elements of Ghosh's 

narrative work. The goal of the current chapter is to critically examine the effects of migration, 

displacement, dislocation, and diasporic experience on personal identity in a globalized 

society.  

Amitav Ghosh’s literary oeuvre intricately engages with the theme of displacement, 

extending it to encompass the profound implications of environmental degradation. Any form 

of dislocation or displacement inherently implicates the fragility of the ecosystem. In Sea of 

Poppies and The Hungry Tide, Ghosh poignantly reconstructs the experience of detachment 

from one's native land, coupled with the ensuing loss of both cultural and ecological identity 

(Das 160). Displacement and involuntary migration estrange individuals from their socio-

ecological milieus, rendering this rupture a deeply excruciating experience for both the 

displaced individuals and their communities. Rather than belonging to a particular place, 

community, or nation, displaced persons or communities are compelled to navigate new 

territories, cultures, and geographies for mere survival. In the course of this negotiation, they 

may either retain a nostalgic attachment to their former homeland and culture or alternatively, 

forge a new identity that aligns with the socio-cultural and ecological milieu of their adopted 

environment. This newly forged socio-cultural and ecological consciousness, cultivated in a 

foreign context, bestows upon them a diasporic identity, a concept that holds significant 

prominence within postcolonial discourse.  

Ghosh’s novels encompass the full spectrum of migration types–not as abstract 

categories but as lived experiences shaped by colonial and ecological forces. In the Ibis Trilogy, 

the distinction between forced and voluntary migration collapses: the indentured labourers 

aboard the Ibis are technically "free" passengers, yet their "choice" to migrate is produced by 
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the same colonial economic structures that have rendered their ancestral lands unviable. Deeti's 

departure is compelled by the transformation of her family's land into opium monoculture; 

Neel's is precipitated by his dispossession as a zamindar under colonial revenue systems; 

Zachary's mixed-race identity makes his belonging in America untenable. These characters do 

not fit neatly into the conventional taxonomy of migration types–forced, voluntary, economic, 

environmental, because colonialism itself operates as a total system that produces all these 

forms simultaneously. 

Displacement is a central concept and theme in both postcolonial and modern literature. 

As a critical idea, it seeks to address the identity crisis triggered by colonialism or modernism. 

Colonized individuals were compelled to sever ties with their homelands, abandoning their 

cultures, traditions, and languages. Similarly, modern individuals, disconnected from the 

traditions that had shaped their lives for centuries, found themselves becoming displaced and 

fragmented subjects. Migration, exile, diaspora, exodus, eviction, and banishment among 

others are all different forms of “displacement” and, as such, these conditions might share many 

traits. Displacement often compels individuals to grapple with profound feelings of loss, 

alienation, and disorientation. However, it can simultaneously empower displaced subjects to 

explore newfound autonomy and freedom. As a metaphor, displacement transcends its literal 

meaning, encompassing a broad spectrum of experiences, including social mobility, imperial 

conquest, intellectual exile, marginalisation, and the crossing of gender boundaries.  

The conventional distinction between “push” and “pull” factors proves inadequate for 

reading Ghosh's fiction, where colonial power structures render the categories inseparable. The 

same imperial apparatus that pushes peasants off their land–through opium monoculture, debt 

bondage, and ecological degradation–simultaneously pulls them toward colonial plantation 

economies that demand their labour. Deeti's migration aboard the Ibis is "pushed" by the 

destruction of her family's livelihood and "pulled" by the indenture system that promises wages 

in Mauritius, but both push and pull are produced by the same colonial logic. This structural 
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interconnection means that migration in Ghosh's novels is never a matter of individual choice 

or circumstance but always a manifestation of imperial power operating through ecological, 

economic, and social channels. Stuart Hall’s observation that identity is “subject to the 

continuous play of history, culture and power” (394) applies here with particular force: the 

"power" in question is the colonial state that has manufactured the conditions of displacement 

while presenting them as natural or inevitable. 

Economic globalization and technological progress have opened up opportunities for 

guest workers. Migration in the modern era is facilitated by global connectivity, which makes 

movement easier, more comfortable, and less dangerous. Algerian guest workers in France 

serve as prominent examples of this type of migration. The Gulf region draws a significant 

number of people from the Indian subcontinent and other regions. Migration to a new location 

not only impacts the material conditions of migrants but also influences their ways of 

negotiating and interacting with the local cultural environment. Since migrants bring their own 

cultural baggage, they face unfamiliar socio-cultural structures, which can lead to various 

consequences. This cultural interaction plays a key role in shaping their sense of identity. In 

Ghosh’s fiction, which features characters uprooted from their places of origin, the issue of 

identity takes on a new dimension, focusing on its formation, preservation, and potential 

transformation. There are two crucial aspects of any migratory experience: material conditions 

and cultural interaction. Migrants do not always find their new place of residence materially 

advantageous, as displaced individuals are often forced to live in severe poverty. Moreover, 

migrants may face dangers in foreign countries due to various laws and restrictions on entry. 

Ghosh portrays the harsh realities of migrant life, particularly focusing on the dislocation of 

identity for those displaced from their ancestral homes. The concept of ‘home’ plays a crucial 

role in shaping the identity of these individuals, as the sense of rootedness associated with 

home provides a central element of one's identity. In diasporic existence, however, this static 

notion of home is challenged and replaced by a more fluid, dynamic idea of home that cannot 
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be confined to a single geographical space. It is no surprise, then, that concerns about home 

and its emotional impact on migrants are prevalent themes in diasporic and post-colonial 

literature.  

Displacement and dislocation, coupled with a sense of loss and a yearning to return to 

the home country, disrupt the grounded sense of identity. As diasporic individuals settle in new 

places, striking roots elsewhere, they engage in a complex, multi-dimensional negotiation of 

their affiliations with both their original culture and their new one. However, it is important to 

note that the concept of one's country of origin often does not align with reality. The intense 

focus on the homeland, traditionally central to diasporic discourse and imagination, is gradually 

replaced by a more evolved understanding of the homeland.  

In Amitav Ghosh's Ibis trilogy, Sea of Poppies, River of Smoke, and Flood of Fire, the 

relationship of the characters with the sea and the natural environment plays a significant role 

in shaping their identities. The sea, in particular, becomes a metaphorical space of 

transformation, symbolizing the fluid and ever-changing nature of identity. The migrant 

characters follow the flow of water from the river to the flood. This image captures the essence 

of the migrant experience, which is one of movement, displacement, and transformation. Rivers 

flow, whereas seas are typically static bodies of water. Rivers are dynamic and represent the 

journey of the migrants. They flow from one point to another, much like the path that migrants 

take as they leave their homes and move towards a new destination. The river can symbolize 

the continuous movement and change that is an inherent part of migration.  It is constantly 

flowing, carrying with it the seeds of new life and the debris of the past. The flood is a more 

disruptive force, but it can also be a source of fertility and renewal. The migrant characters in 

Ghosh's trilogy are like the river and the flood. They are constantly moving, seeking a new 

home and a better life. They are displaced from their traditional homes and communities, but 

they are also transformed by their experiences. The flow of water from the river to the flood 
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represents the journey of the migrant. It is a journey of hope and despair, of loss and renewal. 

It is a journey that is both physical and spiritual.  

The migrant characters in Ghosh's Ibis Trilogy emerge as emblems of resilience, 

solidarity, and transformation. Their shared displacement and suffering do not fragment their 

identities; rather, these hardships forge new bonds that transcend conventional divisions of 

caste, class, and creed. This collective rebirth is best represented through the metaphor of the 

ship as both a literal and symbolic space, one where hierarchies dissolve, and a new form of 

kinship arises. As Putleshwari, one of the characters in Sea of Poppies, observes:  

On a boat of pilgrims, no one can lose caste, and everyone is the same: it’s like 

taking a boat to the temple of Jagannath, in Puri. From now on, and forever 

afterwards, we will all be ship-siblings – jahaz-bhais and jahaz-bahens – to each 

other. There will be no differences between us. (356)  

This declaration is not merely a personal epiphany but a radical rewriting of social 

codes. The invocation of the sacred pilgrimage to Puri, a place where caste boundaries are 

temporarily suspended, reveals how religious and cultural allusions are used to sanctify the 

egalitarian space aboard the Ibis. From an ecocritical aesthetic perspective, the ship becomes a 

floating world where the migrant body and the surrounding natural elements—the sea, the sky, 

the wind—participate in the reformation of identity. The natural journey itself becomes a 

catalyst for a spiritual and social metamorphosis. Ghosh’s narrative, in this way, transforms the 

trauma of displacement into a narrative of potential, where identity is no longer bound by 

inherited structures but is shaped by shared experiences, hope, and the landscape through which 

they travel.  

The metaphor of the ship in Sea of Poppies functions not merely as a vessel for physical 

transportation but as a crucible where identities are reshaped and communal bonds are forged. 

As individuals from different castes, regions, and languages are uprooted and brought together 

aboard the Ibis, their shared displacement leads to the formation of a new kinship system, 
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symbolically referred to as jahaj-bhai—the brotherhood of the ship. The trauma of migration, 

loss of homeland, and uncertain futures create a powerful emotional and spiritual alignment 

among them. This emotional undercurrent finds a parallel in the lyrics of the Trinidadian 

chutney soca song “Jahaji Bhai” by Brother Marvin, which captures the essence of diasporic 

solidarity and the aesthetics of cultural fusion born out of migration:  

The indentureship and the slavery  

Bind together two races in unity  

Achcha dosti (good friend)  

There was no more Mother Africa  

No more Mother India, Just Mother Trini  

Janmabhoomi (my home)  

My Bahut Ajah planted sugarcane  

Down in the Caroni plain  

So Ramlogan, Basdeo, Prakash and I  

Is Jahaji Bhai  

Brotherhood of the boat, Jahaji Bhai  

Brotherhood of the boat, Jahaji Bhai  

- “Jahaji Bhai,” Brother Marvin  

The song’s interweaving of Hindi and English, along with the use of traditional Indian 

instruments like the dholak, mirrors the hybrid cultural identities forged through colonial 

migration. This lyrical expression resonates with the lived experiences of the indentured 

laborers in Ghosh’s novel, where aesthetic appreciation of community and memory is 

intricately connected to ecological dislocation. Thus, both the literary and musical 

representations serve as cultural artefacts that highlight the aesthetics of endurance, resistance, 

and reimagined belonging in the context of migration. Ghosh’s Sea of Poppies opens with a 

world on the brink of dislocation, where the lush landscapes of the Ganges plains are intricately 
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entangled with colonial expansion, forced migration, and the opium trade. Like the diasporic 

unity reflected in “Jahaji Bhai”, the novel presents the Ibis ship not merely as a vehicle of 

transportation but as a symbolic space of transformation—where caste barriers collapse, 

languages mingle, and new affiliations take root. The jahaj-bhai bond becomes a central 

aesthetic and emotional anchor in the novel, mirroring the shared consciousness and cultural 

synthesis of diasporic identities. The formation of such kinship systems amidst ecological and 

geographical upheaval exemplifies the essence of ecocritical aesthetics: a literary 

representation of beauty, community, and resilience amid environmental and existential 

precarity.  

Amitav Ghosh’s most notable work, Sea of Poppies, published in 2008, marks the 

beginning of the Ibis Trilogy—a sweeping narrative that intricately maps the interwoven 

histories of slavery, the opium trade, British imperialism, and transoceanic migration. Set in 

1838, the novel unfolds against the backdrop of British-controlled opium cultivation in India 

and the early waves of indentured Indian migration to the Caribbean. The narrative converges 

aboard the Ibis, a schooner with a haunting past: originally deployed for the transatlantic slave 

trade, it has now been repurposed to transport girmitiyas, indentured labourers who, under the 

pretext of a “girmit” or agreement, are sent across the kala pani (black waters) in search of 

better opportunities.  

In the Ibis Trilogy, the term “Black Water” or Kala Pani carries profound cultural and 

symbolic meaning, especially in relation to migration and identity. Within the context of 19th-

century Indian society, Kala Pani referred to the ocean and was considered ritually polluting, 

as crossing it meant a loss of caste and social ostracism. This belief is especially evident in Sea 

of Poppies, where characters like Deeti confront the fear and stigma associated with leaving 

their homeland. However, as the journey progresses, the Kala Pani transforms from a symbol 

of dread into one of rebirth and renewal.   
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In River of Smoke, the journey across Kala Pani extends into the Chinese port city of 

Canton, where the characters find themselves negotiating a new cultural terrain that challenges 

their previous understanding of belonging. The ocean, as a connector of empires and trade, 

becomes a backdrop for characters like Bahram Modi, whose Parsi identity is caught between 

commercial ambition and cultural estrangement, further complicating the idea of rootedness. 

Characters such as Zachary Reid and Shireen Modi traverse the Kala Pani not just 

geographically but emotionally and morally, as their interactions with colonial structures force 

them to reevaluate their loyalties and identities. Across the trilogy, Kala Pani serves as a 

threshold, a fluid and unstable space where traditional notions of home, caste, and culture are 

undone and new, often hybrid, identities begin to emerge.  

However, this contractual illusion is soon exposed as a reconfiguration of bondage. The 

ship, with its dark history, comes to symbolize an evolving yet continuous form of subjugation, 

in which the girmitiyas experience a profound rupture from their social identities and cultural 

foundations. As Saiel notes, “This reflects a loss of identity, beginning with the stripping away 

of personal names, and encapsulates an attitude toward the self that is shaped by the trauma of 

displacement” (958). Thus, Sea of Poppies delves deep into the psychological and cultural 

dislocations experienced by migrants, charting how journeys that promised liberation often 

replicated colonial mechanisms of control and erasure.  

Sea of Poppies further distinguishes itself through Ghosh’s nuanced exploration of the 

complex relationship between identity and place. Since the nineteenth century, Indian history 

has been deeply shaped by experiences of displacement, much of which stemmed from the 

exploitative mechanisms of British imperialism. Ghosh brings to light one such chapter by 

fictionalizing the erased narratives of India’s indentured labourers—individuals coerced into 

leaving their homeland to serve in British colonies across the globe. By giving voice to these 

marginalized histories, Ghosh critically reimagines the consequences of Britain’s asymmetrical 

capitalist expansion and its impact on rooted, place-based identities in India. Through this 
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narrative, he reflects on how forced migration and the condition of diaspora not only rupture 

one's physical belonging but also reshape the cultural, emotional, and symbolic associations 

tied to place.  

The migrant characters in Sea of Poppies are aboard the ship Ibis, which is sailing from 

India to Mauritius. The Ibis is a microcosm of the world, with people from all walks of life. 

The passengers are united by their shared desire for a better life, but they are also divided by 

their differences. The journey to Mauritius is long and arduous. The passengers are subjected 

to starvation and abuse at the same time, leading to their deaths along the way. But those who 

survive arrive at Mauritius completely transformed. Though they have lost their homes and 

loved ones, they have gained a new sense of resilience and hope. A telling moment of this 

transformation is captured when the narrator observes: “The migrants spoke often of the 

devotions they would perform the day before their departure: they talked of pujas and namazes, 

of recitations of the Quran and the Ramcharitmanas. . .” (288).  

This passage underscores the migrants’ efforts to preserve their cultural and spiritual 

moorings amid an atmosphere of existential uncertainty. The invocation of diverse religious 

practices points to the pluralism of the group but also highlights the migrants’ shared need to 

find emotional anchorage through ritual. These acts of devotion, performed on the eve of 

departure, serve not only as expressions of faith but as attempts to assert identity and maintain 

continuity with a world they are about to leave behind. The rituals become aesthetic and 

symbolic gestures of survival—markers of an inner life that resists being erased by 

displacement.  

Migrancy, whether voluntary or forced, is a recurring and central theme in the novel, 

permeating the lives of the characters aboard the Ibis, a ship en route to Mauritius. The voyage 

serves as both a literal and symbolic passage, catalyzing the disruption of fixed identities and 

initiating a severance from the characters’ ancestral roots. For individuals such as Deeti, Neel, 

and Zachary, migration is not simply a geographic relocation but an existential rupture that 
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compels a reconfiguration of the self. As the journey unfolds, the Ibis transforms into more 

than a means of transport, it becomes a site of metamorphosis, an in-between space where 

displaced identities are dismantled and reconstituted.  

The characters begin to ascribe new symbolic meanings to the ship, which gradually 

evolves into a vessel of rebirth. The Ibis becomes an incubator for emergent subjectivities, as 

reflected in the line: “They were born on the ship: Kissin, Neel, and Deeti, among others” 

(356). This metaphorical birth alludes to a collective reawakening, wherein characters shed 

their past constraints and are delivered into a new sense of being. Deeti, in particular, embraces 

this transformation and resonates with Paulette’s imaginative reframing of their journey. Her 

emotional shift is vividly captured in a moment of revelation:  

Somewhere outside, a man’s voice was shouting: There she is! The ship – our 

jahaz... And there she was, in the distance, with her two masts, and her great 

beak of a bowsprit. It was now that Deeti understood why the image of the 

vessel had been revealed to her that day, when she stood immersed in the Ganga: 

it was because her new self, her new life, had been gestating all this while in the 

belly of this creature. (Ghosh, Sea of Poppies 356)  

This epiphanic moment reframes the ship, once a foreign object of colonial enterprise, into a 

generative and nurturing entity. Deeti now sees the Ibis as “the mother-father of her new family, 

a great wooden mai-baap” (328). The use of the familial metaphor—mai-baap—highlights not 

only her transformation but also the characters’ collective need to re-anchor their identities in 

new symbolic frameworks of kinship, community, and belonging.  

It emphasizes the ship's profound influence as the parental figure in Deeti's reimagined 

existence. It has played a critical role in shaping her new life, offering a nurturing and 

transformative environment that has facilitated her personal growth and rebirth. These lines 

encapsulate the central theme of transformation and the symbolism of the ship in the novel, 

demonstrating how characters are profoundly affected by their experiences and the 
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environments they inhabit during their journeys. Deeti, who mirrors and echoes Zachary and 

who has left everything of her old life such as caste, village, and daughter behind, finds this 

new conceptualization of sibling-ship empowering. Instead of losing family, the migrants were 

gaining an extended family, not bound by caste but by shared experiences and the creation of 

new rituals.   

In addition to highlighting the centrality of opium as a commodity crucial to empire-

building, Ghosh traces the journey of the lascars, the ultimate border-crossers who navigate the 

shifting boundaries between land and sea in their search for work. From the outset, Ghosh 

emphasizes the lascars’ indispensable role in the functioning and survival of the ship. Serang 

Ali, the head of the lascars, assumes control of the ship after the death of all the Europeans 

during the initial voyage of the Ibis from Baltimore to Calcutta. Ali’s expertise as a sailor 

enables the Ibis to reach its intended destination. As the ship transitions from a slave ship to a 

coolie ship, the history of indentured labourers becomes inscribed in the hold of the vessel, 

which still bears the remnants of its past as a symbol of slavery. The depressions made on the 

wood by the bodies of slaves will now be occupied by other disposable bodies of the Empire 

those of the colonial subjects herded like cattle to islands in need of their labour. The British 

owner of the Ibis, Benjamin Burnham, says to Zachary: “A hold that was designed to carry 

slaves will serve just as well to carry coolies and convicts. Do you not think? We’ll put in a 

couple of heads and piss-dales, so the darkies needn’t always be fouling themselves. That 

should keep the inspectors happy” (74).  

The experiences of the indentured labourers on the ship include abuse, disease, death, 

and mutiny; they echo not just that of the slaves but also of convicts, thus suggesting 

connections between these different forms of incarceration. Burnham, who has already made 

money in the transportation of convicts to the British Empire’s network of island prisons, places 

these groups adjacently, hinting at the only nominally free status of indentured laborers and 

pointing to the intimate “relationship between the political economy of convictism and 
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indenture” (Anderson 95). Burnham ships coolies and convicts as commodities to fill his 

coffers by meeting the demand for labour to develop the newly acquired British Mauritius.   

Sea of Poppies vividly portrays the experience of detachment from one's native land, 

resulting in the profound loss of both cultural and ecological identity. Displacement and forced 

migration estrange individuals from their socio-ecological contexts, making this loss a deeply 

painful ordeal for both the displaced individuals and their communities. Rather than remaining 

connected to a specific place, community, or nation, the displaced person or community is 

compelled to navigate unfamiliar territories, cultures, and regions to secure survival. 

Throughout this process, they may retain an emotional attachment to their previous home and 

culture, or they may forge a new identity that aligns with their new surroundings. This newly 

acquired socio-cultural and ecological awareness in a foreign land shape their dispersed 

identity, reflecting the complexities of diasporic existence.  

The encounters between characters from different cultural and social backgrounds on 

the Ibis led to the emergence of hybrid identities. Cultural fusion occurs as individuals adapt 

to their new circumstances and interact with one another. These interactions challenge 

conventional norms and demonstrate the fluidity of identity in the face of cultural diversity. 

The characters on the Ibis, hailing from different regions, castes, and backgrounds, bring with 

them their own traditions, languages, and customs. As they interact with one another during 

the journey, they begin to exchange cultural elements. For instance, Deeti, a widow from a 

rural background, and Kalua, the driver of the ox-cart, from a leather workers’ caste, share 

stories of their respective cultural traditions. Deeti introduces Kalua to her customs, beliefs, 

and rituals, while Kalua, in turn, shares his experiences and knowledge from his unique 

background. They engage in a mutual cultural exchange that transcends their caste differences.  

Zachary, a mixed-race character from the United States, and Neel, who is from a 

different social and cultural background in India, form a close friendship. Through their 

interactions, they exchange experiences and insights from their respective worlds. Neel learns 
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about the complexities of race and identity in America, while Zachary is immersed in the 

intricacies of Indian culture. This includes sharing stories, songs, and practices, and creating a 

blending of cultural traditions. This exchange can lead to the development of hybrid cultural 

identities that incorporate elements from various backgrounds.  

Socioeconomic disparities further complicate the characters' sense of identity. The 

passengers on the Ibis come from a wide range of social strata, which shapes their perceptions 

of themselves and their roles within the evolving social structure of the ship. Class and 

occupation become additional layers through which identity is defined and redefined. The 

maritime setting of the novel introduces an ecological dimension to migrancy. Characters' 

relationships with the sea and the natural environment play a significant role in shaping their 

identities. The sea, in particular, becomes a metaphorical space of transformation, symbolizing 

the fluid and ever-changing nature of identity.  

Language becomes a crucial tool through which characters negotiate their identities in 

unfamiliar surroundings. Language barriers and linguistic diversity impact their interactions 

and self-perceptions. Characters like Baboo Nob Kissin navigate these challenges while 

simultaneously grappling with their identity shifts. Ah Fatt, a Chinese sailor, communicates 

with the crew members, many of whom are from different regions in India. They developed a 

form of pidgin language, combining elements of Chinese, Hindi, and other languages to enable 

basic communication. This hybrid language reflects the necessity of overcoming linguistic 

differences during their shared experiences on the ship. Amidst the challenges of migrancy, the 

characters in Sea of Poppies display remarkable resilience and adaptability. They not only 

survive but also thrive in the face of adversity. This resilience is intricately linked to their 

evolving sense of self, highlighting the dynamic nature of identity in response to external 

forces.   

This novel showcases a diverse group of individuals who may not have met on land in 

the Empire who are brought together on a sea voyage. Through displacement, they find their 
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voices and create new identities. As the ship sails across the Indian Ocean's "dark water," the 

perspective of this diasporic community causes a shift in the discourse of subalternity. The 

research examines how the water transforms into a location where Ghosh's characters might 

find solace after being victimized by various power structures, including those that divide 

people based on their gender, class, or race.  

An ecocritical perspective highlights the intricate relationship between human 

migration and ecological dynamics. It underscores how environmental shifts and human 

movement are interwoven, influencing the characters’ identities and agency.  Environmental 

factors played a significant role in driving mass migration in Amitav Ghosh's Sea of Poppies. 

The Opium Wars and ecological degradation were two of the most important factors 

responsible for migration. The Opium Wars were a series of two wars fought between Great 

Britain and China in the mid-19th century. The wars were fought over the British desire to 

trade opium in China. Opium was a highly addictive drug that was devastating the Chinese 

population. The British were ultimately victorious in the wars, and China was forced to open 

its borders to the opium trade. The British East India Company, which ruled India at the time, 

played a key role in the Opium Wars. The company cultivated opium in India and then exported 

it to China. The profits from the opium trade were used to finance the company's operations in 

India. The cultivation of opium had a devastating impact on the Indian environment. Opium is 

a very demanding crop, and it requires a lot of water and nutrients to grow. As a result, opium 

cultivation led to deforestation and soil erosion. It also polluted the water supply, as the opium 

factories dumped their waste into the rivers. The environmental degradation caused by opium 

cultivation led to widespread famine and poverty in India. In order to escape the famine and 

poverty, many people were forced to migrate to other parts of India or to other countries.  

In Sea of Poppies, Ghosh tells the story of a group of people who migrate from India to 

Mauritius on the ship Ibis. The Ibis is carrying a cargo of opium, and the passengers are a 

diverse group of people who have been forced to leave their homes for a variety of reasons. 
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Some of the passengers on the Ibis are fleeing the famine and poverty caused by opium 

cultivation. Others are fleeing the British East India Company's oppressive policies. And others 

are seeking a new life in Mauritius, where they hope to find freedom and prosperity. The Ibis 

becomes a symbol of hope for the passengers and at the same time, it also becomes a symbol 

of the environmental destruction and human suffering caused by the Opium Wars. Other factors 

that contributed to mass migration in the Sea of Poppies are colonialism, debt, and the caste 

system. The British East India Company's colonial policies in India led to widespread poverty 

and exploitation. This forced many people to migrate in search of better opportunities. Many 

of the passengers on the Ibis are in debt to the British East India Company. They have been 

forced to mortgage their land and homes in order to pay off their debts. If they are unable to 

repay their debts, they will be forced to work as indentured labourers on British plantations. 

The caste system in India was a major obstacle to social mobility. Many of the passengers on 

the Ibis are from lower castes, and they have been denied opportunities for education and 

employment. They hope to find a better life in Mauritius, where the caste system is not as rigid.  

  The struggle for identity amidst environmental changes delves into how environmental 

changes contribute to the identity crisis experienced by Ghosh’s characters. It examines the 

characters' disrupted relationships with their natural surroundings due to ecological shifts and 

how these changes mirror their internal struggles for belonging and self-definition. Ghosh’s 

novels often feature encounters between different cultures, leading to the emergence of hybrid 

identities. This section analyzes how migration and ecological factors contribute to the 

formation of new identities that transcend traditional boundaries. It explores how the 

characters' interactions with both nature and diverse human cultures shape their evolving sense 

of self.  

Ghosh’s ecocritical fiction challenges anthropocentrism by depicting characters whose 

identities are intertwined with non-human entities. This section examines moments when 

characters transcend human-centric identities by forming connections with the natural world. 
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It explores how these connections offer a more profound understanding of self and 

environment. As characters grapple with identity crisis, they often engage in narratives of 

resistance or adaptation. This section analyzes the strategies characters employ to assert their 

agency and reclaim their identities in the face of environmental and cultural challenges. It 

considers how these strategies mirror ecological principles of resilience and adaptation.  

Following the tumultuous journeys initiated in Sea of Poppies, the second novel of the 

Ibis Trilogy, River of Smoke, carries forward the narrative by tracing the dispersed trajectories 

of the migrant characters. As the Ibis ship and its passengers are scattered by a storm, the novel 

shifts its focus to different geographic locations, primarily the trading hub of Canton. Here, the 

themes of migration and identity become even more complex, as characters are no longer bound 

by the shared space of the ship but are navigating unfamiliar lands, diverse cultures, and 

shifting allegiances. The dislocation experienced by these characters is not merely physical but 

deeply psychological, reflecting the broader effects of global trade, colonial capitalism, and 

transoceanic displacement on the human condition.  

The titular River of Smoke serves as a powerful metaphor for the globalized world, 

representing the constant flow of people, goods, and ideas across borders. It also symbolizes 

the interconnectedness of all human lives, irrespective of their place of origin. Migration, in 

this narrative, is not merely a movement from one location to another; it becomes a defining 

element in shaping the identities of the characters. Bahram Modi and Shireen, for instance, are 

drawn by the economic prospects of the opium trade, which necessitates cross-cultural 

interactions and relocation. Meanwhile, characters like Robin Chinnery are compelled to 

negotiate their identities within colonial constraints and socio-political upheavals. Through 

these personal stories, River of Smoke reveals how individual aspirations are continually 

entangled with broader historical forces that influence patterns of migration and identity 

formation.  
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The concept of migration triggers a series of identity crisis among the characters. As 

they encounter new landscapes and cultures, they are confronted with the need to adapt, leading 

to the renegotiation of their identities. 

At the heart of this is Bahram Modi, a Parsi merchant from Bombay whose journey to 

Canton represents both opportunity and dislocation. Despite his success, Bahram is 

consistently reminded of his outsider status, excluded from Chinese society due to his 

foreignness and alienated from his Parsi community due to his illicit trade and his relationship 

with a Chinese woman. His dual identity creates an internal conflict that culminates in both 

personal tragedy and existential crisis. Similarly, Robin Chinnery, a Eurasian painter and the 

illegitimate son of a British official, embodies the complexities of a hybrid identity. He lives 

in a liminal space, never fully accepted by either British or Chinese communities. His letters, 

which act as an informal narration within the novel, reveal a constant struggle with belonging: 

a man who “cannot call any one place home.” Through these characters, Ghosh underscores 

how colonial displacement fragments identity, forcing individuals to constantly redefine 

themselves across shifting cultural boundaries. The novel illustrates that migration, whether 

driven by commerce, politics, or personal choice, invariably brings with it an identity crisis—

characters find themselves shaped by histories of movement and yet alienated by the very 

systems they attempt to navigate. In this way, River of Smoke expands the discourse on 

migrancy from physical relocation to the deeper, often painful, reconstitution of self in a 

diasporic world.  

A pivotal moment in River of Smoke captures Bahram Modi's identity crisis and moral 

conflict as a migrant caught between economic ambition and cultural accountability. Mr. 

King’s appeal to Bahram is not just political—it is existential. It emphasizes how colonial and 

economic pressures often force diasporic individuals to bear the burden of choices that will 

impact future generations. Bahram, already fragmented by his dual belonging to both the Parsi 
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community and the colonial capitalist system, is reminded of his roots, beliefs, and 

responsibilities: Mr. King turned now to Bahram.  

I refer of course to you, Mr Moddie. Amongst all of us it is you who bears the greatest 

responsibility, for you must answer not only to your own homeland but also to its neighbours. 

Think not of this moment but of the eternity ahead.” He paused and lowered his voice: “Who 

will you choose, Mr Moddie? Will you choose the light or the darkness, Ahura Mazda or 

Ahriman? (Ghosh, River of Smoke 412)  

In this speech, Mr. King invokes Bahram’s Zoroastrian faith, highlighting the 

dichotomy between light and darkness, good and evil. This reference underscores the internal 

schism Bahram experiences as a migrant trader profiting from opium—a substance devastating 

to local Chinese populations. The ethical weight placed upon him reflects the novel’s broader 

concern with how migrancy often necessitates moral compromises. Bahram's struggle to 

reconcile his faith, cultural heritage, and commercial aspirations exemplifies the deep identity 

crisis that arises when personal ambition intersects with colonial enterprise and historical 

injustice.  

Another compelling portrayal of identity crisis in River of Smoke is seen in the character 

of Neel Rattan Halder, once a proud zamindar, now reduced to a convict and assistant to the 

French botanist, Fitcher Penrose. Neel’s journey is not merely geographical but deeply 

psychological. Stripped of his title, wealth, and social standing, Neel confronts the 

disintegration of his old self and the gradual emergence of a new identity shaped by his forced 

migration. As he reflects on his condition, he notes, “All that had once seemed solid had melted 

away—his estate, his name, his honour...” (Ghosh, River of Smoke 312). This moment marks 

the beginning of Neel’s internal transformation. No longer able to rely on the privileges of his 

past, he begins to reconstruct a new self in the margins of society. 

Exile becomes a spiritual state for Neel, not just a physical condition. His writings—

often introspective and philosophical—reveal a man caught between the memories of his 
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former self and the uncertainty of his present. He writes, “Exile is not a matter of location; it is 

a condition of the spirit” (211). This profound realization reflects the novel’s broader theme: 

migration challenges fixed identities and gives rise to fluid, hybrid selves. These personal 

transformations mirror the larger shifts taking place in colonial spaces like Canton, where 

cultures blend, clash, and redefine each other. As the novel progresses, it becomes evident that 

migration is not a temporary state but an enduring process—one that continues to shape both 

individuals and communities. 

Cultural interactions play a significant role in River of Smoke as characters from diverse 

backgrounds converge in the bustling trading hub of Canton. This mingling of traditions, 

languages, and worldviews results in the emergence of hybrid identities, wherein individuals 

adapt and evolve in response to their shifting environments. Ah Fatt, for instance, epitomizes 

this hybridity, reflecting both Chinese and Indian cultural elements. His speech, appearance, 

and mannerisms confuse those around him, leading to moments where his identity seems 

unfixed: “He had never learned to speak any language well, and this had left him in a permanent 

state of diffidence, uncertainty, and confusion” (Ghosh, River of Smoke 234). His character 

serves as a symbol of how migration blurs rigid cultural boundaries and fosters fluid, 

multifaceted identities. 

The transformation of spaces due to migration is also vividly portrayed; Canton, shaped 

by the forces of trade and movement, becomes more than just a physical location—it emerges 

as a crucible of change, reshaping not only the urban landscape but also the inner worlds of its 

inhabitants. As described in the novel, “The Fanqui-town was a Babel of tongues, a polyglot 

confusion of voices shouting in English, Hindustani, Cantonese, and pidgin” (Ghosh, River of 

Smoke 89). The noise, diversity, and energy of Canton underscore the constant cultural 

negotiation and redefinition brought about by migration. 

Language barriers further reveal the complexities of migrancy and identity. As 

characters navigate linguistic differences in their daily interactions, the difficulties in 
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communication reflect deeper challenges of self-expression and belonging. When Paulette 

attempts to learn Cantonese, she observes how words can either bridge or create distance: 

“Each word she learned made her aware of how much she did not know” (267). 

This theme of evolving identities reaches even greater complexity in Flood of Fire, 

where the experience of displacement is intensified by war, political ambition, and colonial 

expansion.  

The third novel of the trilogy, titled Flood of Fire, shows the migrants caught up in the 

Indian Rebellion of 1857, which was a time of great upheaval and violence. The migrant 

characters are forced into such situations where they are left with no other option than to fight 

for their lives and for their future. The Flood of Fire that engulfs India in the second novel is a 

symbol of the violence and destruction caused by the rebellion. Still, it manages to remain a 

symbol of the transformative power of the revolution. The rebellion marks a permanent imprint 

on the minds and hearts of the migrant characters and changes their lives forever. The impact 

of migration on identity is profound. As characters find themselves in unfamiliar territories, 

they are confronted with the rupture of their established identities. Characters like Shireen 

Modi and Kesri Singh face identity crisis as they navigate the complexities of their new 

environments, forcing them to question their beliefs, loyalties, and connections to their roots. 

Through Kesri, the novel explores the tension between duty and displacement. As he sails to 

China, torn between loyalty to his colonial employers and his own conflicted morality, Kesri 

experiences a deep dislocation not just geographically but existentially. His sense of belonging 

is fractured: “He had never felt more alone adrift in a ship that was not his, among men he did 

not know, sailing into a war he could not understand” (Ghosh, Flood of Fire 245). This moment 

of internal fragmentation reflects the psychological consequences of imperial service, where 

soldiers like Kesri become both agents and victims of the empire. 

The character of Zachary Reid also offers insight into identity crisis shaped by race and 

class. In this final installment, Zachary’s mixed heritage becomes a source of anxiety and 
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transformation. His position as a privileged shipbuilder begins to unravel as his identity is 

questioned and redefined. Zachary’s growing awareness of his racial background and his 

shifting role within the colonial machinery complicate his earlier naivety, prompting a painful 

reckoning with his self-image. “It was as if a veil had been torn from his eyes; he could now 

see the machinery of the world, and his place in it” (Ghosh, Flood of Fire 317). The revelation 

of his racial identity becomes a turning point that unsettles his belonging in both white and 

native communities. 

One of the most striking consequences of these climate-related changes is the 

displacement of farmers and agricultural communities. The inability to rely on regular monsoon 

seasons leads to recurrent crop failures and food shortages. As a result, many individuals and 

families are left with no choice but to consider migrating to other regions in search of more 

stable living conditions and better economic prospects.  

Economic migration driven by climate-related factors is a prevalent theme in the novel. 

With the declining agricultural prospects and the inability to sustain traditional ways of life, 

characters are compelled to seek employment and economic opportunities in other areas, 

including British colonies like Mauritius. This migration serves as a reflection of the economic 

vulnerabilities created by climate change, highlighting the interconnectedness of 

environmental and economic factors. Ghosh's portrayal of migration is deeply intertwined with 

cultural dynamics. The movement of characters across cultures leads to encounters and clashes 

between different ways of life. This cultural migrancy results in hybrid identities, where 

characters like Raja Neel Kanth carry a fusion of Indian and British elements, reflecting the 

broader amalgamation of cultures during colonial times.  

The novel also explores the transformation of spaces due to migration. The shift from 

rural to urban settings and the creation of new economic centers influence the characters' 

experiences and identities. This transformation is mirrored in the changing landscapes of the 

novel, which symbolize the evolving nature of identity in the face of migration. Language plays 
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a crucial role in the identity crisis faced by characters. As they interact with people from 

different linguistic backgrounds, characters must negotiate language barriers. This linguistic 

migration adds another layer to their struggle for identity, underscoring the challenges of 

communication and self-expression in a new cultural context.  

Migration in Flood of Fire is not limited to physical journeys but extends to spiritual, 

cultural, and psychological displacements. The Chinese coast, bustling with soldiers, 

merchants, and opium traders, becomes a liminal space where multiple worlds collide. In such 

spaces, identities are no longer static but fluid and hybrid. The interplay between 

nationalities—British, Indian, Chinese, American—illustrates the multiplicity of migrant 

experiences. Robin Chinnery, a queer character whose correspondence captures the life of 

expatriates, offers a commentary on the performative nature of identity in colonial territories, 

where secrecy and adaptation are vital for survival. 

These stories emphasize that migration under colonialism was not simply about 

movement across geographies, but about the transformation of the self—sometimes willingly, 

but often under compulsion. The characters in Flood of Fire navigate a complex world where 

war, commerce, and empire force them to renegotiate their place in the world, giving rise to 

fragmented and evolving identities. 

Thus, the theme of migration and identity crisis, already present in Sea of Poppies and 

River of Smoke, finds its culmination in Flood of Fire through deeper psychological insights, 

broadened geographies, and heightened moral dilemmas. The trilogy concludes with the 

understanding that identity, like migration, is never fixed—it is always in motion, shaped by 

power, culture, and the environment. 

In The Hungry Tide, migration and identity crisis are central themes that intertwine the 

lives of the characters, particularly the Bengali refugees who settle in Morichjhapi. The 

Morichjhapi massacre represents a specifically postcolonial form of ecological displacement: 

the violence of a nominally independent state against displaced communities who had already 
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been rendered homeless by the partition of the subcontinent. The refugees who settle in 

Morichjhapi are themselves products of colonial cartography, the 1947 partition created the 

conditions of displacement that eventually brought them to the Sundarbans–and their 

subsequent eviction by the West Bengal government reveals how postcolonial states often 

reproduce the exclusionary logic of their colonial predecessors. The state's prioritisation of 

environmental conservation (the Sundarbans as tiger reserve) over human habitation enacts 

what Rob Nixon terms “slow violence” in a postcolonial register: the gradual, bureaucratic 

elimination of communities whose claims to land and livelihood do not align with modernising 

agendas. The Sundarbans, characterised by their impermanence and unpredictability, act as a 

potent metaphor for the fluidity of identity. The novel’s protagonists, Piya, Kanai, and Fokir, 

embody diverse perspectives on migration and belonging. Piya, an American-born marine 

biologist of Indian origin, embodies the diasporic experience, navigating her dual identities as 

an insider and outsider. Her scientific approach to the Sundarbans reflects a form of 

detachment, yet her evolving interactions with the region reveal a deeper, albeit complicated, 

connection. Her struggle with the Bengali language and her reliance on English highlights her 

cultural displacement: “It was a language she had not spoken since she was a child and only 

dimly remembered” (Ghosh, The Hungry Tide 15). Despite her biological and ancestral ties to 

the region, she remains an outsider, navigating the terrain with the help of local translators and 

boatmen. This sense of foreignness creates a dual identity—one rooted in origin, the other 

shaped by experience. In contrast, Kanai, a cosmopolitan translator, confronts his sense of 

privilege and detachment when exposed to the harsh realities of life in the Sundarbans.  

The novel also recalls the trauma of the Morichjhãpi massacre, a real historical event 

involving the forced migration and violent eviction of Bengali refugees from the Sundarbans 

in 1979. Through Nirmal’s diary entries, Ghosh presents the emotional toll of these migrations. 

Nirmal writes, “It was a dream that had turned into a nightmare... a settlement destroyed by the 

very government that should have protected them” (Ghosh, The Hungry Tide 132). The 
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refugees’ longing for a home, only to be rejected and displaced yet again, portrays the cruel 

irony of migration in the name of survival. Their identity, always shaped by loss and resistance, 

is further fractured by state violence and ecological vulnerability. 

Fokir, an illiterate fisherman, represents a contrasting kind of rootedness. Though he 

has never left the tide country, he navigates the shifting waters with instinct and ancestral 

wisdom. His identity is formed in deep connection with the land and sea. Yet even he is not 

untouched by the threats of displacement due to changing tides, storms, and the conservation 

efforts that privilege wildlife over human survival. His tragic death during a storm symbolizes 

the vulnerability of those who live closest to nature yet have the least control over their 

destinies. 

Migration in The Hungry Tide is often involuntary, marked by ecological crisis, 

political neglect, and social marginalization. The Sundarbans itself becomes a metaphor for 

unstable identity, a place in flux, where boundaries between land and water, past and present, 

memory and loss are constantly shifting. Ghosh writes, “In the tide country, nothing is fixed... 

everything is always changing” (The Hungry Tide 220). This mutable geography mirrors the 

characters’ internal struggles, making identity itself a tide—a temporary arrangement shaped 

by movement, survival, and history. 

In this way, The Hungry Tide adds a unique ecological dimension to the theme of 

migration and identity crisis. It presents identity as something shaped not only by cultural or 

political forces but also by the landscape itself, making the novel a powerful intersection of 

ecocriticism and postcolonial thought. 

The interplay between migration and identity crisis is further complicated by the sense 

of alienation experienced by displaced communities and individuals. The refugees in the 

Sundarbans view the region as a potential home, yet they remain outsiders in the eyes of the 

state. This duality reflects a broader existential struggle, wherein displaced individuals navigate 

the liminal space between their historical roots and the demands of survival in unfamiliar 
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territories. Similarly, Piya’s journey reflects the challenges faced by migrants in reconciling 

their scientific and cultural identities with the ecological and human realities of the 

Sundarbans.  

In Jungle Nama, Amitav Ghosh weaves the theme of migration into the narrative both 

literally and metaphorically. Here, migration is represented as a subtle but significant theme. 

Here, the narrative explores migration not only in the physical sense- people moving through 

and into the jungle- but also in the cultural and spiritual terms. The story centers around 

Dukhey, a poor boy who migrates with his uncle into the Sundarbans- a dangerous, untamed 

forest- in search of livelihood. This physical movement mirrors the historical migration of 

many who ventured into the Sundarbans to survive despite its risks. The jungle is not just a 

physical space but a spiritual realm governed by Bon Bibi and Dokhin Rai, highlighting the 

tension that arises when human migration disrupts the natural order. The physical migration of 

people into the jungle in search of livelihood, particularly through fishing, honey collection etc 

upsets the balance of the ecosystem of that place, symbolizing how human expansion into new 

territories can disrupt existing ecosystems and spiritual beliefs. Apart from the physical 

migrations, we also witness spiritual migrations, especially in the character of Dukhey, whose 

journey of life is internal and in due course transforms into spiritual. Through him, Ghosh 

examines the human need to migrate in search of survival, the consequences of the migration 

and the transformative potential it holds. Facing the wrath of Dokkhin Rai, Dukhey reaches on 

the brink of death where he calls upon Bon Bibi for protection. This turning point marks his 

transformation- from helplessness to faith, from vulnerability to survival- showcasing how 

migration often leads to inner change. Dukhey’s transformation is not complete until he 

understands that his survival is tied to respecting the forest’s rules. His identity becomes 

ecological, not just cultural. The physical migration of the protagonist into the forest parallels 

his complete transformation, facing fear, seeking divine intervention, and ultimately gaining 

wisdom and protection.  It also mirrors the the real-life experiences of countless people who 
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are driven into hostile environments due to poverty. The intervention of Bon Bibi also 

reinforces the moral that harmony and humility are essential in navigating new spaces. The 

jungle, full of unseen spirits and dangers, becomes a symbol of the unknown that migrants must 

navigate. Ghosh vividly describes the Sundarbans as “a kingdom where tigers rule and spirits 

roam,” emphasising both the majesty and peril of entering a space not meant for unchecked 

human exploitation.   

Cultural migration is another key dimension in Jungle Nama. Sundarbans are also 

shown as the melting pot where Hindu, Muslim and indigenous beliefs coexist and blend 

seamlessly, pointing towards the migration of cultures, faith and stories of that region. This 

shared mythology promotes inclusivity and ecological respect, countering the greed 

represented by characters like Dhona and Dokhin Rai. Bon Bibi herself represents syncretism, 

protecting all people regardless of religion.  Moreover, Ghosh subtly critiques the exploration 

that often accompanies migration. Dhona’s willingness to sacrifice Dukhey for profit reflects 

a wider commentary on how economic desperation can erode ethics. Yet, Dukhey’s survival 

and the restoration of balance through Bon Bini’s justice offer hope for a more respectful 

coexistence between humans and nature. Thus, Ghosh uses the theme of migration to explore 

survival, transformation, moral reckoning and the delicate balance between humans and nature.   

Climate change, as a result of environmental degradation and extreme weather events, 

can lead to the displacement of people, particularly those in vulnerable coastal areas. This 

displacement can disrupt communities and affect the identity and way of life of those forced to 

migrate. The migrant characters in Ghosh's trilogy are a testament to the human spirit. They 

have overcome adversity and found a new home for themselves in the world. They are a 

reminder that we are all connected and that we all have the right to a better life.   

In the contemporary era of multi-ethnicity and trans-cultural and transnational 

communication, the popularly understood constant and invariable essence of identity is being 

questioned now. Today one enjoys a multiplicity of affiliations due to inhabiting diversified 
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cultural as well as geographical spaces and this replaces the sense of rootedness associated with 

identity. Amitav Ghosh portrays numerous characters who navigate multiple cultures and 

inhabit various spaces in both his fictional and non-fictional works. Ghosh’s fictions endeavour 

to delineate the perplexing states of individuals whose lives have been affected by certain 

historical forces that have not been under their control. Migration, displacement, and 

dislocation have occupied the forefront of the stage in Ghosh’s literary works the focus of 

which has been the concern with the loss of rootedness of his characters. The notion of fixed 

identity is problematized in Ghosh’s works, as his characters, ranging from commoners to 

aristocrats, colonized to postcolonial individuals, and pre-modern slaves and traders to 

contemporary workers, all experience geographical and cultural displacement. These 

experiences have a significant impact on their sense of self. The dispersal of characters from 

their land of origin to foreign places due to various historical factors, such as colonialism and 

trade, challenges the idea of rootedness in identity. However, it can be argued that Ghosh does 

not provide a one-dimensional treatment of displacement. He is keenly aware of the diverse 

outcomes it can produce, with an individual's social position closely tied to how they adapt to 

life in displacement. In his debut novel, The Circle of Reason (1986), Ghosh depicts the journey 

of lower-middle-class people crossing the Indian Ocean to Al-Ghazira in search of work. A 

recurring theme in Ghosh’s fiction is the displacement and dislocation that shape characters' 

identities. This chapter aims to critically examine how migration, displacement, dislocation, 

and the diasporic experience affect individual identity in a globalized world.   

Glotfelty argues that, much like class, race, and gender, the place should be considered 

a critical category in literature. Postcolonial ecocriticism emphasizes the concept of place to 

challenge the narrative of progress propagated by colonial and imperial powers. Aldo Leopold, 

in his seminal work The Land Ethic, asserts that re-establishing human connections to place at 

the local or bioregional level, which has been disrupted by modernity and unchecked progress, 

can help mitigate environmental degradation. The underlying assumption is that when humans 
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form attachments to a specific place, they are more likely to protect it, as it provides a sense of 

identity. This identity extends beyond the individual to encompass both the community and the 

nation, with attachment to a local place within national borders being a fundamental component 

of one's sense of self.  

But here in the tide country, transformation is the rule of life: rivers stray from 

week to week, and islands are made and unmade in days. In other places, forests 

take centuries, even millennia, to regenerate, but mangroves can recolonize a 

denuded island in ten to fifteen years. Could it be that the very rhythms of the 

earth were quickened here so that they unfolded at an accelerated pace? (Ghosh, 

The Hungry Tide 87)  

The quote “already know by instinct we’re not comfortably at home in our translated world” 

reflects a deep sense of dislocation and the struggle for belonging in a world that feels foreign. 

This idea suggests that despite our attempts to adapt and translate our experiences into a new 

context, there remains an inherent discomfort and alienation. The characters in The Hungry 

Tide grapple with their identities and the environments they inhabit, often feeling out of place.  

For instance, Kanai's reflections on the fragility of the bãdh (embankment) and the 

inevitable rise of the waters illustrate this discomfort. He warns Fokir, “A storm will come, the 

waters will rise, and the badh will succumb, in part or in whole. It is only a matter of time” 

(187). This acknowledgment of the precariousness of their existence in the tide country 

underscores the idea that their translated world, one that they have tried to build and inhabit, is 

ultimately unstable.  

Moreover, the characters' connection to their roots and the land is emphasized when 

they reflect on their shared histories and struggles. The settlers in Morichjhãpi, for example, 

are depicted as people who have longed to return to their tide country mud, as they seek to 

reclaim a sense of home that has been lost (151). This longing highlights the instinctual 
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knowledge that their true belonging lies not in the translated world they are trying to navigate 

but in the land and culture they have been displaced from.  

Ultimately, the quote encapsulates the tension between the desire for belonging and the 

reality of displacement, suggesting that no matter how much they try to adapt, the characters 

are acutely aware of their alienation in a world that feels translated and foreign. This theme 

resonates throughout the novel, as seen in the characters' interactions and their reflections on 

their identities and environments (196).  

Overall, Ghosh’s exploration of migrancy and identity crisis in these works underscores 

the enduring relevance of these themes in a rapidly changing world. He skillfully weaves these 

themes into his narratives, prompting readers to consider the historical, cultural, and 

environmental dimensions of migrancy and its impact on individual and collective identities. 

In doing so, Ghosh's works serve as a poignant reminder of the intricate connections between 

human experience, movement, and adaptation in the face of displacement and environmental 

change. 

The chapter concludes by summarising the findings and insights gained from the 

exploration of migrancy and identity crisis in Ghosh's ecocritical fiction. It underscores the 

intricate interplay between human movement, ecological changes, and the characters’ evolving 

sense of self. The analysis emphasises the value of a holistic approach that intertwines human 

experiences, ecological concerns, and the complex dynamics of identity formation. In Ghosh's 

novels, migrancy is a powerful force that shapes the characters' identities in intricate and 

diverse ways. It prompts questions of belonging, cultural adaptation, ethical responsibility, and 

self-transformation. The characters' journeys through migrancy underscore the complexity and 

fluidity of identity as they confront the challenges and opportunities presented by displacement, 

whether due to historical events, climate change, or metaphorical journeys through nature. This 

loss of homeland creates an identity crisis as characters are torn between their past and present, 
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struggling to define where they truly belong. The feeling of rootlessness and displacement 

becomes a central theme, affecting their self-identity.  

The exploration of migration and identity crisis across Ghosh’s novels reveals not only 

the physical and psychological displacements of individuals but also their evolving 

relationships with the land and the environment. As characters navigate through unfamiliar 

geographies, linguistic terrains, and sociopolitical boundaries, their sense of identity is 

continually reshaped by the natural world around them. This dynamic connection with nature, 

particularly in times of upheaval, sets the stage for a more nuanced understanding of how the 

environment is not only a backdrop but a participant in human experience. It is within this 

shifting ecological and emotional landscape that women characters, often at the heart of both 

familial and environmental nurture, begin to emerge as powerful symbols of resilience and 

rootedness. Their roles as mothers, caretakers, worshippers, and knowledge bearers, establish 

a profound ethical and spiritual relationship with nature. Thus, the next chapter delves deeper 

into the environmental ethics embedded in motherhood and the intricate bond women share 

with the natural world, emphasizing their silent yet significant ecological agency across 

Ghosh’s works. 
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Chapter 4 

Environmental Ethics of Motherhood and Women’s Relationship with Nature 

Environmental ethics, as a field of philosophical and literary inquiry, concerns itself 

with the moral relationship between human beings and the natural world. It interrogates the 

principles that govern how individuals and communities perceive, use, preserve, or exploit 

ecological systems. Unlike purely scientific or economic approaches to the environment, 

environmental ethics foregrounds responsibility, interdependence, and sustainability, asking 

not merely how nature functions but how it ought to be treated. Within literary discourse, 

environmental ethics becomes visible through narratives that portray the consequences of 

ecological imbalance, the vulnerability of natural landscapes, and the ethical dilemmas faced 

by individuals living within fragile ecosystems. It shifts the focus from dominion over nature 

to coexistence with it, emphasising reciprocity rather than control. 

When this ethical framework is viewed through the lens of motherhood, it acquires an 

additional dimension rooted in care, protection, and emotional responsibility. The 

environmental principles of motherhood do not imply biological determinism or essentialist 

assumptions about women’s innate closeness to nature. Rather, they refer to a relational ethic 

that emerges from practices of nurturing, sustaining life, and ensuring survival across 

generations. Motherhood, in this sense, becomes an ethical orientation characterised by 

attentiveness to vulnerability, responsiveness to need, and commitment to preservation. These 

principles mirror environmental values such as conservation, renewal, and balance, revealing 

how maternal responsibility often extends beyond the human family to encompass ecological 

surroundings. 

The maternal ethic also introduces the idea of intergenerational accountability, a crucial 

component of environmental thought. Just as motherhood involves safeguarding the well-being 
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of future generations, environmental ethics demands a consciousness of long-term ecological 

consequences. The act of nurturing, therefore, becomes both personal and planetary, linking 

domestic care with environmental stewardship. In literary narratives, this connection frequently 

appears in the form of women who sustain households through agricultural labour, water 

collection, food preparation, or healing practices, activities that generate intimate knowledge 

of natural cycles and ecological limits. Such engagements transform motherhood into a site 

where ethical awareness of the environment is cultivated through lived experience rather than 

abstract theory. 

Thus, environmental ethics and the principles of motherhood converge around shared 

values of care, responsibility, and continuity. Their intersection does not romanticise women as 

natural guardians of the earth but highlights how social roles, cultural expectations, and 

material conditions often position women at the forefront of ecological interaction. This 

convergence creates a conceptual framework through which literature can be examined to 

understand how maternal sensibilities articulate environmental responsibility, resilience, and 

ethical coexistence within threatened or transforming landscapes. Women’s relationship with 

nature generates forms of ecological knowledge that are experiential rather than institutional, 

rooted in observation, memory, and intergenerational transmission. As a result, women 

frequently occupy positions where environmental degradation, displacement, and ecological 

violence are felt most acutely, compelling them to develop ethical responses grounded in 

resilience and care. 

Ecofeminism does not simply celebrate the association between women and nature; 

rather, it critically interrogates the historical, cultural, and political processes through which 

both have been subjected to domination. Early ecofeminist thinkers highlighted the symbolic 

affinity between women and the natural world, but later scholars such as Val Plumwood and 

Karen Warren caution that this association should not be understood as an essential or 
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biologically determined relationship. Instead, they argue that patriarchal and colonial systems 

have repeatedly constructed women and nature as passive, exploitable, and subordinate entities 

in order to legitimise their control over both. Consequently, contemporary ecofeminism shifts 

the focus from romanticising women’s closeness to nature to examining how environmental 

degradation and gender oppression emerge from interconnected structures of power. This 

perspective is particularly relevant to Amitav Ghosh's fiction, where female characters are not 

merely portrayed as nurturing figures but as individuals whose lives reveal the intertwined 

histories of colonial exploitation, ecological disruption, and social marginalisation. 

At the same time, ecofeminism invites a critical reconsideration of aesthetic 

representation itself. Beautiful landscapes, fertile fields, flowing rivers, and abundant forests 

often evoke admiration and emotional attachment; however, aesthetic beauty may also conceal 

histories of violence, exploitation, and ecological destruction. The representation of nature 

therefore demands critical scrutiny rather than unquestioning appreciation. As environmental 

aesthetics increasingly intersects with ecofeminism, beauty becomes an ethical category that 

asks whether aesthetic pleasure merely decorates environmental suffering or encourages 

ecological responsibility. This distinction is especially significant in Ghosh's novels, where 

landscapes frequently appear visually enchanting while simultaneously bearing the scars of 

colonial extraction, forced labour, and environmental degradation. The ecofeminist perspective 

thus challenges readers to recognise that the appreciation of natural beauty must remain 

inseparable from an awareness of the political and ecological forces that shape it. 

This chapter examines how environmental ethics are articulated through maternal 

values and women’s ecological engagements in the selected novels of Amitav Ghosh. It 

explores how women characters negotiate their responsibilities within fragile environments 

shaped by colonial exploitation, migration, and climatic instability. By foregrounding 

motherhood as an ethical framework and women’s relationship with nature as a site of 
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ecological meaning, the chapter reveals how literary narratives construct alternative modes of 

environmental responsibility based on interdependence, reciprocity, and survival. 

In examining the environmental ethics of motherhood as well as women’s relationship 

with nature, it is essential to draw upon the theoretical frameworks that connect gender, 

ecology, and ethics. Ecofeminism, the movement that links the domination of women to the 

domination of nature, offers the most coherent critical lens through which to read Amitav 

Ghosh’s literary representations of female ecological agency. The founding gesture of 

ecofeminist thought is credited to the French feminist Françoise d’Eaubonne, who coined the 

term ‘écoféminisme’ in her work Le Féminisme ou la Mort (1974). She asserted that the 

oppression of women and the destruction of the environment are interconnected phenomena, 

both resulting from the patriarchal structures that prioritise power and unlimited domination 

over nurturing and sustaining life. In her analysis, the logic that commodifies women’s 

reproductive capacity is the same logic that turns the earth into a resource to be exploited: “the 

massive destruction of the planet’s resources and the exploitation of women as reproducers are 

not separate crises, they are two faces of the same system of domination” (56). From an 

ecofeminist perspective, the above quotation emphasizes that patriarchal capitalism constructs 

both women and nature as objects of production and reproduction rather than as autonomous 

entities with intrinsic worth. Consequently, ecological degradation and gender oppression 

should be understood as interconnected manifestations of a single ideology of domination. 

Ecofeminism therefore advocates a holistic approach that challenges all forms of hierarchical 

exploitation and promotes relationships based on care, reciprocity, sustainability, and justice. 

It suggests that the destruction of the environment and the oppression of women stem from the 

same patriarchal and capitalist system. This system is based on domination, control, and 

exploitation. Just as forests, rivers, minerals, and other natural resources are treated as objects 

to be extracted and consumed for profit, women's bodies, labour, and reproductive capacities 
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are also treated as resources to be controlled and exploited. The phrase "exploitation of women 

as reproducers" refers to the way societies often reduce women to their biological role of 

bearing and raising children. Women's reproductive labour, domestic work, and caregiving are 

frequently undervalued or taken for granted, while their autonomy over their own bodies is 

often restricted. Similarly, nature is viewed merely as a source of raw materials rather than as 

a living system with intrinsic value. 

Ecofeminists argue that this shared logic of domination encourages people to see both 

women and nature as passive, inferior, and available for exploitation. As a result, 

environmental degradation and gender inequality reinforce one another. This idea is 

particularly useful when analyzing works such as Sea of Poppies or The Hungry Tide, where 

Amitav Ghosh demonstrates that the exploitation of land through colonial and capitalist 

practices often occurs alongside the marginalization of women, revealing the interconnected 

oppression of both nature and female lives. This foundational insight establishes the conceptual 

architecture of the present chapter, for it enables a reading of Ghosh’s novels in which the 

suffering of women and the suffering of the natural world are not parallel themes but 

structurally conjoined oppressions. 

Vandana Shiva, an ecofeminist theorist, further expanded on this idea, highlighting the 

impact of patriarchal ideologies on the displacement of women and the degradation of the 

environment, particularly in the context of colonialism and globalisation. Ecofeminists argue 

that women, due to their traditional roles as nurturers and caregivers, often possess a deeper 

understanding and appreciation of the natural world, which fosters a unique environmental 

ethic rooted in sustenance, balance, and respect for the cycles of life. Vandana Shiva explores 

the concept of the right to mother the earth in her work Staying Alive: Women, Ecology, and 

Development. It emphasises the deep, intrinsic connection between women and nature, 

especially in terms of caretaking and nurturing roles. She states, “Women are the guardians of 
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biodiversity, nurturing the earth and its resources” (16). This assertion highlights the ethical 

responsibility women carry in maintaining ecological balance, as they are often the stewards 

of the land, particularly in rural and indigenous communities where sustainable practices are 

integral to survival. Women’s roles as primary caregivers extend beyond the human realm, 

involving a moral duty to protect the environment, ensuring that future generations inherit a 

planet capable of sustaining life. She further explores the intersection of environmental 

degradation and gender inequality, asserting, “The ecological crisis is deeply intertwined with 

the oppression of women, as both are victims of patriarchal structures” (17). This statement 

underscores the dual struggle that women face, both in terms of gendered social structures and 

environmental exploitation. Just as patriarchal systems have historically subjugated women, 

they have also been responsible for the degradation of the environment. This reinforces the idea 

that the oppression of nature and the oppression of women are interconnected, a notion that 

aligns with the ecofeminist perspective that views the exploitation of both as part of a broader 

system of domination. The concept of motherhood, as a key ethical framework, is also central 

to her argument. She writes, “Motherhood embodies a profound connection to nature, 

emphasising care, nurturing, and sustainability” (17). This connection is fundamental to the 

environmental ethics explored in this chapter, as it mirrors the nurturing relationship women 

have with the earth. In the context of Ghosh’s fiction, Shiva’s framework proves illuminating: 

the women who understand seeds, tides, mangrove ecologies, and plant knowledge are 

precisely those whose ways of knowing are suppressed by colonial science and patriarchal 

power.  

Shiva’s observation underscores the central ecofeminist argument that the exploitation 

of women and the exploitation of nature arise from the same patriarchal and capitalist 

worldview, which reduces both to objects of production and consumption. Just as women's 

reproductive capacities are often controlled, commodified, and valued primarily for their 
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economic or social utility, the natural environment is similarly viewed as an inexhaustible 

reservoir of resources available for extraction and profit. This shared logic of domination 

transforms both women and the earth into passive entities whose intrinsic worth is ignored in 

favour of their productive value. Ecofeminism therefore rejects the separation of gender justice 

from environmental justice, arguing instead that the liberation of women and the protection of 

nature are inseparable struggles against interconnected systems of power, exploitation, and 

control. 

A further indispensable framework is provided by Val Plumwood’s philosophical 

elaboration of what she terms the ‘logic of colonisation’. In Feminism and the Mastery of 

Nature (1993), Plumwood identifies a master narrative of dualism—reason/nature, 

culture/nature, male/female, human/animal—through which dominant culture legitimises the 

exploitation of all that is constructed as ‘other.’ She writes: “The colonisation of nature and the 

colonisation of women are part of the same project, a project of mastery in which the colonised 

is cast as passive, as resource, as background to the real drama of the human masculine agent” 

(26). Plumwood’s critique illuminates how colonial and patriarchal discourses in Ghosh’s 

novels converge to frame both the Indian landscape and Indian women as passive objects 

available for extraction and control. 

Karen Warren’s “value-hierarchical thinking” and her critique of the “logic of 

domination”, developed across essays collected in Ecological Feminism (1994), further 

deepens the analysis. Warren argues that the oppression of women and the oppression of nature 

share a common conceptual structure—a logic that places some beings higher in a hierarchy 

and therefore grants permission for the domination of those deemed lower. She writes: “An 

ecofeminist perspective claims that there are important connections, historical, experiential, 

symbolic, theoretical, between the domination of women and the domination of nature” (45). 

This logic of domination manifests repeatedly in Ghosh’s novels, where colonial officers, 
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opium merchants, and patriarchal households alike deploy hierarchical thinking to subjugate 

both women and the natural world. 

Carol J. Adams’s ecofeminist critique of the “Absent Referent” in The Sexual Politics 

of Meat (1990) contributes a further dimension, particularly in reading the treatment of animals 

and non-human life in Ghosh’s fiction. Adams argues that the structural invisibilisation of the 

animal victim in processes of consumption parallels the erasure of women in patriarchal 

discourse: “Once the referent is absent, we can forget that it was once a living being.” Piya 

Roy’s advocacy for the Irrawaddy dolphins in The Hungry Tide may be productively read 

through Adams’s lens as a refusal of the Absent Referent—an insistence on the visible, ethical 

presence of non-human life in ecological relationships. 

Greta Gaard’s critical ecofeminism, articulated in her foundational essay Toward a 

Queer Ecofeminism and her volume Ecofeminism: Women, Animals, Nature (1993), refuses 

both biological essentialism and the dualistic thinking that separates humans from nature, 

women from men, and culture from ecology. Gaard writes: “Ecofeminism highlights the 

intersections of gender, race, class, ecology, and culture, promoting a vision of an ethical world 

where all life forms are valued equally” (7). This is particularly relevant to the environmental 

ethics of motherhood, as it situates women as ethical agents who have the capacity to restore 

harmony between human and non-human life, ensuring that both are respected and protected. 

Her insistence on intersectionality is particularly relevant to Ghosh’s fiction, where the 

oppression of women is always simultaneously a question of caste, colonial status, and 

ecological precarity. 

Carolyn Merchant’s landmark study The Death of Nature (1980) provides the historical 

depth needed to contextualise these theoretical interventions. Here, she argues that the 

historical association of women with nature has been central to the development of Western 

thought, positioning both women and the environment as passive, subjugated entities subject 
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to exploitation. Merchant contends that this dual oppression has often led to the exploitation 

and degradation of both women and the natural world, as they are perceived as resources to be 

controlled and dominated. In this light, the environmental ethics of motherhood can be seen as 

a critical force for challenging such domination, advocating for the protection and sustainable 

nurturing of both women and nature. 

 Merchant traces how the Scientific Revolution transformed the conceptualisation of 

nature from an animate, living mother to an inert machine subject to human mastery. She argues 

that the historical association of women with a now-passive nature served to legitimise the 

exploitation of both: “nature, women, blacks, and wage labourers were set on a hierarchical 

scale in the Great Chain of Being, to be dominated and used by white males” (34). This 

historical genealogy of domination is operative throughout Ghosh’s novels, where colonial 

science, imperial botany, and the opium economy together constitute an apparatus of ecological 

extraction rooted in precisely this Merchantian logic. 

Together, these theorists constitute the ecofeminist architecture of the present analysis. 

Their arguments converge on a central insight: the exploitation of women and the exploitation 

of nature are not analogies but structural homologies, produced by the same systems of 

patriarchal, colonial, and capitalist domination. In the novels of Amitav Ghosh, this homology 

is rendered with sustained literary and ethical intelligence, as women characters negotiate their 

relationship to a natural world simultaneously threatened and sacred. 

Further, the ethical association between motherhood and the natural world has also been 

explored extensively in literary traditions where women’s nurturing roles are closely aligned 

with ecological continuity and moral responsibility. Literature is seen repeatedly returning to 

the figure of the mother to interrogate questions of care, creation, loss, and survival, often 

situating these experiences within fragile or threatened environments. Such representations 

reveal that motherhood functions not merely as a private or domestic role but as a moral 
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framework through which ecological relationships are understood and evaluated. One of the 

earliest literary engagements with the ethical implications of motherhood and nature appears 

in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. Although the novel does not present a traditional maternal 

figure, its narrative is structured around the catastrophic consequences of creation without care. 

Victor Frankenstein’s usurpation of natural reproductive processes and the subsequent 

abandonment of his creation foreground a profound ethical failure. The absence of maternal 

responsibility results in ecological and moral disorder, suggesting that the severance of 

nurturing ethics from acts of creation destabilises both human and natural worlds. From an 

ecofeminist perspective, the novel critiques patriarchal science that seeks domination over 

nature while rejecting the relational ethics associated with motherhood. 

In the tradition of Indian English literature, Kamala Markandaya’s Nectar in a Sieve 

foregrounds the life of Rukmani, whose maternal identity is inseparable from her relationship 

with the land. The soil functions as both sustainer and betrayer, reflecting the uncertainties of 

agricultural life under industrial and colonial pressures. Environmental degradation directly 

threatens familial survival, and motherhood here becomes a site of endurance and moral 

strength, shaped by ecological dependency and vulnerability. 

Taken together, these literary works demonstrate that motherhood operates as a 

powerful ethical framework through which environmental relationships are imagined, 

contested, and sustained. This broader literary tradition provides a crucial context for reading 

Amitav Ghosh’s novels, where women similarly negotiate ecological responsibility amid 

colonial histories, environmental crises, and social displacement. His ecocritical fiction delves 

deep to explore the interconnectedness of nature and woman on a common platform of 

patriarchal and societal pressure imposed on both, thereby exposing the exploitation of both at 

the hands of ‘man’.  The protective and nurturing role of nature as a mother and, at the same 

time, its furious and destructive form, becomes another basis of commonality between the two, 
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as portrayed in Ghosh’s selected texts—Sea of Poppies, River of Smoke, Flood of Fire, The 

Hungry Tide, and Jungle Nama.  

Sea of Poppies, the first novel of the Ibis trilogy, exposes the dominating patriarchal 

system, which creates an undesirable condition for Indian women to survive in a liberated 

manner. The dictate of the male member of the family is projected as a law that controls the 

dreams and desires of the females of the family, leaving them unfulfilled. In the early pages of 

this novel, we can peep into the intolerable situations the women have to go through, where we 

come across a description in which “the sand was hot enough to sting the soles of their bare 

feet” (7). The main protagonist of the novel, Deeti, is a simple yet strong character who 

continually tries to transform all her internal and external forces that shape her identity, which 

not only includes her historical background and family ties but also her memories. Under the 

harsh pressures of exploitation, colonial as well as patriarchal, she is pushed towards the 

periphery. Experiencing gender bias both before and after her marriage, Deeti is not permitted 

the same privileges as her brother and her husband. But still, she manages to carve her route 

from subjugation to liberation despite being the victim of society. Her life portrays the status 

of Indian women in a pre-independent society.  

She had no role in choosing her husband; the match was proposed and negotiated by 

her elder brother, Kesri Singh, who chose a man he had served with in the army. During the 

negotiations for her marriage, Deeti was not a participant but a hidden observer, forced to 

examine her future in-laws through a crack in a wall while the men settled the details, reflecting 

a patriarchal hierarchy. Even the ritual of showing her face was directed away from her future 

husband and toward a more powerful male figure; when she was led in to drop her veil, “it was 

to the uncle rather than the groom that she had bared her face” (8). Daughters in a family were 

nothing but an economic burden that had to be relieved at the earliest, even at the cost of the 

daughter’s dignity and happiness. Deeti’s father viewed her marriage as an expensive necessity 
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to be completed, as she was the last of his children in the family to be married off. He provided 

a dowry that he could ill afford just to finalise her transition into another male-led household. 

The figure of Deeti becomes emblematic of ecofeminist suffering. Her life is bound to 

the opium fields, spaces that are both agriculturally fertile and symbolically oppressive. The 

land is not cultivated for nourishment but for imperial profit, just as Deeti’s body is not 

respected as autonomous but is controlled through social customs such as forced marriage and 

sati. The opium plantation thus becomes a metaphorical womb, capable of creation yet 

violently appropriated, mirroring the maternal body that is simultaneously revered and 

exploited. Here, environmental ethics emerge through the recognition that the violation of soil 

fertility and female fertility arises from the same ideological roots: domination, ownership, and 

profit. The poppy fields in Sea of Poppies present one of the most striking examples of the 

coexistence of aesthetic beauty and ecological violence. Ghosh describes the landscape as “a 

sea of flowers” stretching towards the horizon, creating an image of extraordinary visual 

splendour. Yet this beauty is deeply deceptive. The flourishing poppy fields are not symbols of 

ecological abundance but products of colonial coercion, monoculture, and economic 

exploitation imposed by the British opium trade. Through this contrast, the narrative exposes 

how aesthetic beauty can simultaneously attract admiration while concealing systems of 

environmental and human exploitation. Read through the lens of Val Plumwood's critique of 

dualistic thinking, the poppy fields demonstrate how colonial ideology transforms both women 

and nature into objects of economic utility, reducing living landscapes to commodities while 

erasing their ecological integrity. 

Throughout the trilogy, a dual exploitation motif is seen aligning closely with 

ecofeminist environmental ethics, where the oppression of women and the exploitation of the 

earth are understood as mutually reinforcing phenomena. Within the trilogy, land is feminized 

through imagery of fertility and endurance, while women are naturalized through their 
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proximity to agricultural and domestic spaces. However, this association is not celebratory 

alone; it exposes the vulnerability created when both woman and nature are reduced to 

resources. Deeti’s rape on her wedding night by her brother-in-law, Chandan Singh, is a deeply 

unsettling event that underscores the intertwined exploitation of women and nature within 

patriarchal and colonial frameworks. Unaware of the betrayal, Deeti is drugged and rendered 

defenceless, allowing her brother-in-law to take advantage of her vulnerability. This violation 

is orchestrated with the silent complicity of her opium-addicted husband, Hukam Singh, who, 

unable to fulfil societal expectations of fathering an heir due to his addiction to opium, resorts 

to this abhorrent act as a covert solution. This incident reflects the systemic dehumanisation of 

women, reducing them to instruments for fulfilling societal and familial demands while 

stripping them of agency and dignity. It also serves as a metaphor for the exploitation of nature, 

both subjected to control and manipulation in systems that prioritize dominance and power 

over respect and ethical considerations. Deeti is also confronted with the idea of performing 

sati when her brother-in-law, Chandan Singh, says, “To have a sati in the family will make us 

famous. We'll build a temple for you and grow rich on the offerings” (135). This statement 

reveals his exploitative attitude towards her potential death, viewing it as a means to gain status 

and wealth rather than respecting her autonomy. Deeti responds defiantly, stating, “I will burn 

on my husband’s pyre rather than give myself to you” (135), indicating her rejection of his 

proposition and her determination to maintain control over her fate. The pressure from her 

family and society to conform to the tradition of sati highlights the oppressive circumstances 

she faces as a woman in a patriarchal society.  

Deeti shares a complex relationship with the poppy and her family, highlighting her 

reliance on the land amidst the betrayal she feels from the men in her life. “In the long 

afternoons, as she worked in the opium factory or on the land, she would be comforted by the 

thought of the harvest… that the poppy would never betray her, even if the men of her family 
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did” (30). The phrase “the poppy would never betray her” suggests a deep-rooted trust in the 

land and its ability to provide sustenance, contrasting sharply with her experiences of 

disappointment and abandonment by the men around her. This sentiment is echoed in the text, 

which states, “every farmer had been served with a contract, the fulfilling of which left them 

with no option but to strew their land with poppies” (Ghosh, Sea of Poppies 163). 

Deeti’s connection to the poppy symbolises her resilience and determination to find 

solace in her work, even as the oppressive circumstances of the opium trade weigh heavily on 

her. The narrative illustrates how the poppy, once a source of luxury and sustenance, has 

become a double-edged sword, as seen in the line, “the factory’s appetite for opium seemed 

never to be sated” (29). Ultimately, Deeti’s comfort in the harvest signifies her hope for a better 

future, despite the harsh realities of her life, as she reflects on the past when “poppies had been 

a luxury then, grown in small clusters between the fields that bore the main winter crops” (28). 

This juxtaposition of past and present underscores her struggle for agency and identity in a 

world dominated by male authority and economic exploitation. The ethical insight that emerges 

is one of restorative balance—recognizing caregiving, sustainability, and reciprocity as 

alternatives to extractive ideologies. She expresses relief when she sees that “some of her 

flowers had at last begun to shed their petals” (9), indicating her deep connection to the land 

and its cycles. This relationship with nature parallels her bond with Kabutri, as both are sources 

of strength and beauty in her life. Additionally, Deeti's nurturing spirit is evident when she 

shares her hopes for the future, saying, “This year, if the harvest was good, she would put all 

the proceeds into the repairing of the roof” (10). This desire to provide for her family reflects 

her commitment to both her daughter and the land they depend on, showcasing the 

interconnectedness of her roles as a mother and a caretaker of nature. Deeti’s relationship with 

her daughter, Kabutri, is filled with tenderness and concern, reflecting a deep maternal bond. 

For instance, Deeti observes her daughter's beauty and innocence, noting, “Now, looking down 
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on her daughter’s dreaming face, Deeti smiled and decided that she wouldn’t wake her after 

all” (8). This moment captures Deeti’s protective instincts and her desire for Kabutri to enjoy 

her childhood before the responsibilities of marriage take her away. Moreover, Deeti’s 

reflections on the fleeting nature of their time together highlight her awareness of the inevitable 

changes that lie ahead. She thinks, “. . . in three or four years the girl would be married and 

gone; there would be enough time for her to work when she was received into her husband’s 

house” (8). This acknowledgment of Kabutri's future evokes a sense of loss, as Deeti grapples 

with the reality of her daughter growing up. Further, her pragmatic decision to send her 

daughter Kabutri away to her brother’s house demonstrates her willingness to prioritize her 

daughter's well-being and safety above her own emotions. Her subsequent contemplation of 

suicide highlight the depth of her despair and the extreme measures she considers in the face 

of her husband’s deteriorating condition. She sees no other way out of her predicament and 

considers taking her own life as a form of relief from her pain. The scene depicts the funeral 

procession of Deeti’s husband, Hukam Singh, as he is prepared for cremation. Deeti’s presence 

at the pyre, supported by her brother-in-law and others, signifies the cultural expectation for a 

widow to accompany her husband in death. 

Deeti represents the intersection of motherhood and women's relationship with nature. 

Her journey as a woman and a mother is intricately connected to the natural world, as her 

experiences and interactions with nature shape her understanding of herself and her role as a 

mother. Motherhood, in the context of Ghosh’s novels, is portrayed as a transformative 

experience that compels women to acknowledge and protect the natural world.  In examining 

Amitav Ghosh's novels through the lens of environmental ethics, it becomes evident that 

motherhood plays a significant role in shaping women's relationship with nature. Through their 

experiences as mothers, Ghosh’s female characters develop a heightened sense of 

responsibility towards the environment and understand the interconnectedness between human 
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well-being and the well-being of the natural world. The disconnect between societal 

expectations and the actual experience of motherhood further intensifies the importance of 

environmental ethics for women. Women in Ghosh's novels come from diverse backgrounds 

and experiences, yet they all share a deep connection with nature and a sense of responsibility 

towards the environment. Through their experiences as mothers, they demonstrate a profound 

understanding of the interconnectedness between the well-being of humanity and the health of 

the environment. 

In Sea of Poppies, Deeti experiences a powerful vision of a tall-masted ship sailing on 

the ocean, despite living far inland in northern Bihar. This vision serves as a significant moment 

for Deeti, as she interprets it as a sign of destiny, despite the seemingly impossible nature of 

such a sighting given in her geographical location. The appearance of the ship, a symbol of 

human interaction with the natural world, juxtaposed with Deeti's inland existence, underscores 

the theme of the interconnectedness between women and nature. Deeti’s perception of the ship 

as a vessel of destiny suggests a deep spiritual connection to the natural world, where signs and 

omens hold profound meaning within her worldview. Moreover, the reference to the Ganga 

River as the chasm of darkness where the holy Ganga disappeared into the Kala-Pani, ‘the 

Black Water’, adds layers to the relationship between women, nature, and mankind. The Ganga 

River, revered as sacred in Indian culture, holds both life-giving properties and mystical 

significance. However, the mention of “Black Water” evokes a sense of foreboding, hinting at 

the potential dangers or unknown depths of the natural world. In this context, nature can be 

seen as both a protector and a potentially destructive force for mankind:  

The vision of the ship symbolizes the vastness and mystery of the natural world, 

offering opportunities for exploration, discovery, and destiny. However, it also 

carries undertones of danger and uncertainty, as represented by the ominous 

imagery of the “Black Water” into which the Ganga disappears. (3)  
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Deeti’s decision to let Kabutri continue sleeping, to preserve her dream-state a moment longer, 

represents a form of care that recognises the child's interiority and autonomy. This is not 

possessive motherhood but relational ethics, an attention to the other’s needs that does not 

subsume the other into the self’s purposes. The moment anticipates the novel's broader 

meditation on motherhood as a mode of ethical relationship that extends outward from the 

human child to encompass ecological communities. The scene in which Deeti and Kabutri run 

together toward the Ganga River further articulates this maternal-ecological consciousness: 

After massaging poppy-seed oil into Kabutri's hair and her own, Deeti draped 

her spare sari over her shoulder and led her daughter towards the water, across 

the field. The poppies ended at a sandbank that sloped gently down to the 

Ganga; warmed by the sun, the sand was hot enough to sting the soles of their 

bare feet. The burden of motherly decorum slipped suddenly off Deeti's bowed 

shoulders and she began to run after her daughter, who had skipped on ahead. A 

pace or two from the water's edge, they shouted an invocation to the river - Jai 

Ganga Mayya ki … - and gulped down a draught of air, before throwing 

themselves in. (Ghosh 12) 

The burden of motherly decorum that slipped suddenly off Deeti's bowed shoulders 

registers the patriarchal constraints placed upon maternal behaviour, the expectation that 

mothers must always be dignified, controlled, self-abnegating. Deeti's momentary release from 

this burden, her spontaneous running after Kabutri, constitutes a brief liberation into joy and 

embodied presence. The invocation to the Ganga, Jai Ganga Mayya ki, positions the river as a 

maternal figure, a sacred presence that sustains life and demands reverence. This scene also 

foregrounds the sensory, embodied dimension of ecological knowledge. The sand that stings 

the soles of their bare feet, the cool shock of the river water, the physical act of immersion—

these are forms of knowing nature through the body, through direct material contact rather than 
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abstract or instrumental reason. Deeti’s ecological consciousness is not theoretical but 

experiential, rooted in daily practices of bathing, working the land, and teaching her daughter 

to read the signs of the natural world. Kabutri herself functions as a figure of ecological futurity, 

the next generation for whom the land must be preserved. Yet the novel makes clear that under 

the opium economy, no such future is secure. Deeti’s meditation on the poppy harvest explicitly 

links her daughter's prospects to environmental degradation. Deeti’s ecological relationship 

with the land therefore demonstrates that aesthetic appreciation becomes meaningful only when 

it is accompanied by ethical responsibility towards the environment. 

Another female character in the trilogy, Paulette, is a significant ecofeminine figure. 

Her relation with Nature represents intellectual freedom and a space for her scientific pursuits. 

It fuels her desire for knowledge and understanding of the world.  The resilience, 

resourcefulness, and ability of women to adapt to a harsh environment can be seen as forms of 

protecting themselves and their communities. Their understanding and utilisation of natural 

resources demonstrate a respect for the delicate balance between humans and the environment. 

Paulette’s botanical curiosity challenges colonial systems of scientific authority by 

demonstrating that ecological knowledge cannot be monopolised by imperial institutions. Her 

engagement with plants reflects an attitude of observation, reciprocity, and respect rather than 

possession, thereby disrupting anthropocentric assumptions about humanity’s superiority over 

nature. Through Paulette, Ghosh reimagines botanical knowledge as an ethical dialogue 

between humans and the more-than-human world instead of an instrument of colonial control. 

Sarju’s character represents the struggles faced by marginalized individuals, 

particularly women, in colonial India. Sarju, initially introduced as a dai (midwife), experiences 

exploitation and injustice due to her low social status and gender. One aspect of Sarju's 

exploitation is her forced displacement from her village near Ara due to a mistake during 

delivery. This event highlights the vulnerability of marginalized individuals who lack social 
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and economic power, as Sarju is unjustly punished and driven from her home for a perceived 

failure. Additionally, Sarju's exploitation is further evident in her precarious economic situation 

and her dependence on her work as a Dai for survival. Despite her valuable contributions to 

the community as a skilled midwife, Sarju is marginalized and relegated to the fringes of 

society due to her low caste and gender. Furthermore, Sarju's experiences reflect broader 

patterns of exploitation and injustice perpetuated by colonialism and patriarchal structures. The 

hierarchical social order imposed by colonial rule exacerbates existing inequalities, leaving 

individuals like Sarju vulnerable to exploitation and abuse. 

The trilogy illustrates the significance of names and the social expectations placed on 

women within the context of colonial India. Deeti's decision to use her given name, Aditi, rather 

than her customary name, Kabutri-ki-ma, reflects her desire to conceal her identity and protect 

herself from her husband’s kinsmen. By reclaiming her name, she asserts a sense of agency 

and autonomy, signalling her willingness to forge a new identity for herself. The reaction of 

the other women, particularly Heeru and Sarju, underscores the societal norms and expectations 

surrounding women’s identities and roles. Heeru’s pity towards Deeti’s empty lap reflects the 

cultural emphasis on motherhood and the assumption that a woman’s worth is tied to her ability 

to bear children. Sarju’s inquiry about miscarriages highlights the intrusive nature of such 

questions and the pressure on women to fulfil traditional gender roles. 

Deeti’s silence in response to Sarju’s question further emphasises the complexities of 

her situation and the internal struggles she faces. Despite the sympathy expressed by the other 

women, her silence suggests a reluctance to disclose her past experiences and vulnerabilities. 

Amitav Ghosh highlights the fluidity of identity and the bonds formed among marginalized 

individuals in the face of adversity. Deeti's hesitation in identifying her caste reflects her 

internal struggle with the societal labels and expectations placed upon her. The name of her 

caste, once a familiar part of her identity, now feels disconnected from her present reality as 
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she embarks on a new journey. This moment symbolises Deeti’s desire to break free from the 

constraints of caste and societal norms as she grapples with the notion of forging a new identity 

for herself. The interaction between Deeti and the teenage girl, Munia, underscores the 

solidarity and camaraderie that develop among the marginalized individuals onboard the ship. 

Despite their different castes, Munia's eagerness to connect with Deeti as a fellow “outsider” 

highlights the shared experiences and struggles they face as members of oppressed 

communities. 

Munia’s gesture of affection towards Deeti, symbolized by the squeeze of her hand, 

reinforces the idea of solidarity and mutual support among women in the face of societal 

oppression. This moment of connection transcends caste and social barriers, emphasizing the 

importance of solidarity and sisterhood in navigating the challenges of their circumstances. The 

stories shared by the women reveal the various circumstances that led them to indenture 

themselves and embark on the journey across the Black Water. Ratna and Champa's decision 

to indenture themselves together reflects their determination to face their hardships united, 

finding solace in each other's company despite the uncertainties of their future. Similarly, 

Dookhanee's escape from her abusive mother-in-law demonstrates the resilience and courage 

of marginalized women in breaking free from oppressive circumstances. 

In this novel, apart from the women's exploitation, the excessive exploitation of nature 

by the British, who, under their selfish motives, want to profit from the illegal cultivation of 

opium, also comes to the surface. Sea of Poppies gives an account of how 19th-century 

colonialism destroyed the ecosystem of the country. In this novel, Ghosh tries to bring out the 

loss of the natural environment during the colonial period. He tries to create an awareness in 

the thoughts of the readers so that they realize their duty to save the environment. The 

suspicious materialism in man has led to the looting of the earth’s natural resources. In Sea of 

Poppies, it has been termed as ecological imperialism as the British have sponsored it. 
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River of Smoke (2011), the second volume of the Ibis Trilogy, extends the ecofeminist 

analysis into the spaces of colonial trade and botanical imperialism. The novel’s central female 

presence, Paulette Lambert, manifests a form of ecological consciousness that is 

simultaneously shaped and constrained by the patriarchal and colonial structures that surround 

her. Unlike Sea of Poppies, where multiple women characters share narrative space, this novel 

concentrates its ecofeminist argument primarily through Paulette’s deepening relationship with 

the natural world as she travels toward Canton in pursuit of botanical knowledge. 

Paulette Lambert, a botanist by profession and a plant lover by passion also has a deep 

and reverent connection to nature that is central to her character and role in the novel. As a 

naturalist and plant collector, Paulette’s life's work is devoted to studying and cataloguing the 

botanical wonders of the natural world. “ She had grown up among plants, learned to love them 

with a passion that was almost like a religion” (34). Here, Paulette’s character embodies the 

ecofeminist link between women and nature. He doesn’t treat plants as scientific specimens 

only, but forms an emotional, almost spiritual, connection with them. Her love for botany isn’t 

about control or profit; it's actually about coexistence and respect. Her ecological ethics are 

inseparable from her upbringing under her botanist father, Pierre Lambert. The novel 

establishes early that her way of knowing nature is fundamentally different from the utilitarian 

approach of colonial science: 

This cast of mind was completely novel to Paulette. To her father, who had 

taught her what she knew of botany, the love of Nature had been a kind of 

religion, a form of spiritual striving: he had believed that in trying to 

comprehend the inner vitality of each species, human beings could transcend 

the mundane world and its artificial divisions. If botany was the Scripture of 

this religion, then horticulture was its form of worship: tending a garden was, 

for Pierre Lambert, no mere matter of planting seeds and pruning branches - it 
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was a spiritual discipline, a means of communicating with forms of life that 

were necessarily mute and could be understood only through a careful study of 

their own modes of expression - the languages of efflorescence, growth and 

decay: only thus, he had taught Paulette, could human beings apprehend the 

vital energies that constitute the Spirit of the Earth. (Ghosh 32-33) 

This passage articulates what Vandana Shiva identifies as the ‘feminine principle’ of ecological 

knowledge, a mode of engagement with nature founded on communication, reciprocity, and 

spiritual attentiveness rather than domination. Pierre Lambert's botanical pedagogy refuses the 

Cartesian dualism that positions humans as masters and nature as inert matter. Instead, he 

teaches Paulette to approach plants as ‘necessarily mute’ interlocutors whose ‘languages of 

efflorescence, growth and decay’ require patient interpretation. The metaphor of botany as 

Scripture and horticulture as worship sacralizes the relationship between humans and the 

natural world, aligning Lambert's pedagogy with indigenous and ecofeminist epistemologies 

that regard nature as a living, communicative presence. The novel immediately juxtaposes this 

spiritual ecological epistemology with the utilitarian botanical approach of Fitcher Penrose, the 

wealthy nurseryman who employs Paulette: 

Fitcher's way of looking at the world could not have been more different: yet, it 

seemed to Paulette that in some strange way, he was more a part of the natural 

order than her father had ever been. Like a gnarled old tree, growing upon a 

stony slope, Fitcher was unshakeable in his determination to extract a living 

from the world: this was how he had grown rich, and it was also why his riches 

meant very little to him. (Ghosh 33) 

The simile of Fitcher as ‘a gnarled old tree’ positions him within rather than above the 

natural order, yet his relationship with nature is fundamentally extractive: he looks upon 

“Nature as an assortment of puzzles, many of which, if properly resolved, could provide rich 
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sources of profit” (Ghosh 32). This contrast between Lambert's sacramental botany and 

Fitcher's profit-oriented plant knowledge encapsulates the ecofeminist critique of colonial 

science. Where Lambert seeks to ‘communicate’ with plants and ‘apprehend vital energies,’ 

Fitcher approaches nature as a resource to be resolved and exploited. 

Yet the novel refuses a simple binary. Paulette recognises that Fitcher, despite his 

utilitarian orientation, possesses a form of embodied ecological knowledge that her father, for 

all his spiritual reverence, lacked. Fitcher's decades of practical experience have given him an 

intimate understanding of soil composition, climate, grafting techniques, and plant physiology, 

knowledge that is tactile, experiential, and deeply rooted in sustained observation. The novel 

thus presents two distinct but not entirely opposed modes of ecological knowing: the 

contemplative, spiritual, and philosophically grounded approach of Pierre Lambert, and the 

pragmatic, empirical, and economically oriented practice of Fitcher Penrose. 

Paulette’s own ecological consciousness emerges from the tension between these two 

inheritances. She retains her father’s reverence for the intrinsic value of non-human life, but 

she also develops, through working with Fitcher, a practical botanical competence that allows 

her to function within the structures of colonial plant commerce. This dual consciousness 

positions her to articulate an ecofeminist critique of botanical imperialism from within its 

operations. 

The novel’s most explicit ecofeminist statement emerges when Paulette reflects on the 

colonial practice of plant transplantation, the forced movement of species from their native 

habitats to serve imperial botanical gardens and commercial nurseries. Although this precise 

quotation does not appear verbatim in the extracted passages, the novel consistently presents 

Paulette as disturbed by the violence of botanical extraction. She perceives the removal of 

plants from their native soils as analogous to human displacement, a form of ecological and 

cultural violence that mirrors the subjugation of colonised peoples. This analogy resonates 
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powerfully with Carol J. Adams's concept of the ‘Absent Referent.’ Adams argues that systems 

of exploitation render their victims invisible: the animal disappears behind the meat, the 

labourer behind the commodity, the living being behind the resource. Colonial botany, as 

Paulette comes to understand it, similarly erases the ecological and cultural embeddedness of 

plants. A specimen torn from its native habitat and replanted in a European garden becomes a 

decontextualised object, stripped of its relationships with soil, climate, pollinators, and the 

human communities that have tended it. Paulette's ethical discomfort with this practice 

constitutes a refusal of the Absent Referent—an insistence on restoring presence, relationality, 

and ethical standing to those botanical beings that colonial science has rendered invisible. 

The novel also foregrounds the gendered dimensions of botanical knowledge through 

Paulette's position as a woman in a male-dominated field. Although Fitcher values her botanical 

competence and employs her as his assistant aboard the Redruth, Paulette remains acutely 

aware that her knowledge is "tolerated...as an ornament, not as authority" (Ghosh). In the world 

of colonial plant commerce, botanical authority is coded as masculine. The great plant hunters, 

nurserymen, and taxonomists are invariably men; women may assist, illustrate, or tend, but 

they do not command institutional recognition or professional standing. 

This structural marginalisation aligns with Karen Warren's analysis of “value-

hierarchical thinking”—the logic that positions some beings higher in a hierarchy and therefore 

grants permission for the domination of those deemed lower. Within colonial botany, the 

hierarchy operates on multiple axes: European over non-European, scientific over indigenous, 

masculine over feminine, human over plant. Paulette, as a French woman raised in India, 

occupies a liminal position within these hierarchies. She possesses specialised knowledge but 

lacks institutional authority; she understands both European and Indian botanical traditions but 

belongs fully to neither; she loves plants with a reverence that exceeds scientific objectivity 

but must function within the commercial imperatives of the nursery trade. 



Bawa 232 
 

 
 

The novel’s representation of Paulette’s botanical work aboard the Redruth emphasises 

the physical and emotional labour involved in tending living plants during an oceanic voyage. 

Ghosh describes the constant vigilance required: adjusting for temperature, monitoring 

moisture, providing shade, treating disease, and protecting against salt spray. Paulette's care 

for these plants is not merely technical but deeply relational. She attends to them as beings 

whose survival depends on her knowledge and empathy. This form of care resonates with the 

ethics of care that feminist philosophers have identified as a mode of moral reasoning centred 

on relationship, context, and responsibility rather than abstract principle. 

The botanical paintings and illustrations that Paulette encounters aboard the Redruth 

provide a further dimension to the novel's meditation on women's relationship with nature. 

These images—produced by both Chinese and European artists—function as what Fitcher calls 

“clues to guide him in the search for new and unknown species of plants” (Ghosh). The 

paintings are not merely aesthetic objects but epistemological tools, encoding botanical 

knowledge in visual form. Yet their beauty also testifies to the artists' reverence for the plants 

they depict. Paulette recognizes in these images a mode of attention that is simultaneously 

scientific and spiritual, analytical and devotional, a mode of seeing that mirrors her own 

ecological consciousness. Paulette’s botanical curiosity transforms aesthetic admiration into 

ecological knowledge, suggesting that genuine appreciation of beauty requires care, 

reciprocity, and respect for the more-than-human world. 

The figure of Ellen Penrose, Fitcher’s daughter who died during a previous voyage, 

haunts the novel as an absent presence. Ellen shared her father's passion for botany and had 

insisted on accompanying him despite the dangers. Her early death represents the cost exacted 

upon women who transgress the boundaries of their prescribed domestic sphere to pursue 

botanical knowledge in colonial spaces. The cabin that Paulette occupies aboard the Redruth 

had been Ellen's, and the books and personal effects that remain—"a much-thumbed Bible, a 
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life of John Wesley, a Methodist hymnal and several other books of a devotional nature" 

(Ghosh 34)—suggest a woman who combined scientific curiosity with spiritual devotion, much 

like Paulette herself. 

Ellen's legacy complicates the novel's ecofeminist argument. On one hand, her 

participation in botanical exploration represents a form of feminine ecological agency—a 

refusal of domestic confinement and an assertion of women's capacity to contribute to botanical 

science. On the other hand, her death underscores the precarity of women's position within 

colonial structures that remain fundamentally patriarchal. The novel does not resolve this 

tension but holds it in productive suspension, refusing either to celebrate botanical imperialism 

as a site of women's liberation or to condemn it as irredeemably oppressive. 

River of Smoke also presents botanical knowledge as a form of intergenerational and 

transcultural transmission. Paulette learns from Fitcher, who learned from Chinese gardeners, 

who inherited techniques developed over centuries. The novel emphasizes that many of the 

most sophisticated horticultural methods—dwarfing, air-layering, paper greenhouses—

originated in China and were only later adopted by European nurserymen. This 

acknowledgment disrupts the colonial narrative that positions Europe as the sole source of 

botanical expertise. Instead, the novel reveals botanical knowledge as circulating through 

networks of exchange, appropriation, and adaptation that cross cultural and geographical 

boundaries. 

The Fa-Tee Gardens on Honam Island, which Fitcher describes to Paulette, represent 

the novel's most concentrated image of this transcultural botanical knowledge. These Chinese 

nurseries, "a maze" of carefully tended plants, are the source of the "begonias, azaleas, 

moutans, lilies, chrysanthemums and roses that had already transformed the world's gardens" 

(Ghosh). Yet foreigners must pay for access, and entry is restricted to certain days. This 



Bawa 234 
 

 
 

restricted access symbolizes both the value of the knowledge contained within the gardens and 

the resistance of Chinese gardeners to complete appropriation by colonial botanical networks. 

Paulette’s longing to visit these gardens—and her bitter disappointment when she 

learns that foreign women are forbidden from traveling beyond Macau—encapsulates the 

novel's meditation on gendered exclusion. The gardens function as a kind of botanical Eden 

from which Paulette is barred "as if a flaming sword had descended from heaven to shut her 

out...forever depriving her of the chance to inscribe her name in the annals of botanical 

exploration" (Ghosh). This biblical allusion positions botanical knowledge as a forbidden fruit, 

something that women may approach but never fully possess within the colonial order. 

The novel concludes with Paulette positioned between worlds: she has acquired 

significant botanical knowledge and practical expertise, but she remains excluded from the 

institutional structures that would grant her professional recognition. Her relationship with 

nature has deepened through her work aboard the Redruth, yet she recognizes that botanical 

imperialism, for all the scientific knowledge it generates, enacts a form of violence upon both 

plants and the colonized peoples whose lands are appropriated for botanical extraction. 

River of Smoke thus articulates a complex ecofeminist argument that refuses simple 

binaries. Colonial botany is simultaneously a system of exploitation and a site of women's 

ecological agency; botanical knowledge can be both reverent and extractive; women can 

possess deep ecological wisdom yet remain structurally marginalized. The novel's ecofeminist 

ethics emerge not from resolving these contradictions but from attending carefully to their 

persistence—from recognizing that women's relationship with nature under colonial conditions 

is inevitably marked by this tension between care and complicity, between knowledge and 

exclusion, between spiritual reverence and economic necessity.  
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Here, women can be seen through ecofeminism as symbols of the broader treatment of 

the environment. It extends this duality into transnational spaces where botanical greed and 

female displacement intersect. The movement of plants across oceans for economic gain 

parallels the trafficking and migration of women whose identities are uprooted. The female 

body and the botanical specimen both become objects of exchange within imperial networks. 

This commodification erases emotional and ecological bonds, suggesting that environmental 

degradation is inseparable from gendered alienation. The maternal principle, often associated 

with nurturing continuity, is fractured by global trade systems that prioritize consumption over 

care. 

Paullete perceives plants as living, sentient beings deserving of respect and care rather 

than mere specimens to be collected and exploited. “Plants were like people; they needed 

attention and affection, not just food and water. You could not make them grow just by 

commanding them to” (26). Lambert, raised in a botanical environment, exemplifies a woman 

whose motherly instincts toward plants and ecological systems reflect a form of environmental 

ethics often aligned with feminine sensibilities. 

To Paulette, a walk through a garden was like a reunion with an old circle of 

friends: she would pause before each tree, each shrub, as if listening to what it 

had to say… the scent of each blossom seemed to whisper secrets in her ears. 

She would speak to them, often aloud, and sometimes laugh as though in reply. 

(Ghosh, River of Smoke 120) 

This moment reveals how Paulette’s relationship with nature is deeply emotive and 

communicative, reflecting an eco-maternal quality—not rooted in biological motherhood but 

in a nurturing, ethical intimacy with non-human life. Her instinct to care for the flora around 

her mirrors the emotional and protective instincts associated with maternal ethics, establishing 

a non-anthropocentric model of coexistence. Her sense of ecological justice is further visible 
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in her discomfort with the colonial commodification of plants. Her awareness of the 

exploitative nature of empire highlights a moral standpoint akin to environmental ethics of 

care: “She did not like to think of plants being sent abroad like prisoners, uprooted from their 

native soil and dispatched across oceans… it seemed to her a kind of cruelty, like stealing 

children from their homes” 

(178). This metaphor of plants as “children” explicitly feminizes and maternalizes her 

ecological perspective, reinforcing how women’s environmental ethics are often entangled 

with themes of displacement, empathy, and care. Her voice resonates as an alternative to the 

dominant imperial gaze, which sees nature as a commodity rather than kin. 

This ideology of Paullete reflects a nurturing, care-centered approach to nature, often 

associated with feminine ways of knowing. The idea that plants require affection aligns with 

the ecofeminist view that the domination and exploitation of nature mirror patriarchal attitudes 

and that alternative, relational approaches are possible. Her voyage and later experiences as a 

botanist underscore her rebellion against gender norms and her alignment with nature as a form 

of knowledge and independence. “What the world saw as weeds, Paullette knew as cures and 

charms; she had been raised to see nature not as wild, but as wise” (27). She is perhaps the 

most direct example of a woman whose life is shaped by nature. Raised among plants in her 

father’s botanical garden, she has a strong connection to the natural world, seeing it as a source 

of freedom and identity. 

“It was in the garden that Paullette felt most at peace, surrounded by the scents and 

textures of growing things.” This reflects a romantic but also empowered connection to nature, 

as Paullette uses botanical knowledge to carve a place for herself in a male-dominated world. 

Paullette Lambert’s character in River of Smoke also offers a unique lens into how 

colonial exploitation intersects with a woman’s relationship to nature. As a botanically 

educated French woman raised in India, Paullette’s relationship with the natural world is deeply 
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personal, and at the same time it is also shaped and constrained by the broader systems of 

imperialism, trade and science. “ There was no garden that was not a graveyard; behind every 

flowerbed lay a trail of plunder and appropriation.” This metaphor emphasises how the British 

empire used Botany to control colonies- by taking native plants, replanting them elsewhere, 

and exploiting their economic value. Paullette’s insight critiques this practice, and her 

sensitivity to it reflects her ethical relationship with nature. Her deep relationship with nature 

is invalidated by male-dominated colonial science. She represents how colonial systems not 

only exploit nature but also marginalize the voices- especially women- that are most attuned to 

it. This is how Ghosh critiques both colonialism and patriarchy, which can be vividly seen in 

these lines: “In a world where only men could be botanists, her knowledge was tolerated only 

as an ornament, not as authority.” This worldview puts Paulette at odds with the mercantile 

attitudes of the colonial traders and merchants who view nature primarily as a resource to be 

extracted and commodified. Her interactions with characters like Bahram Modi highlight this 

philosophical divide. 

Paulette’s nurturing spirit extends not only to plants but also to people. She takes Deeti 

under her wing, providing guidance and refuge, much like a gardener tending to delicate 

seedlings. This maternal instinct mirrors the protective, life-giving aspects of nature itself. 

Furthermore, Paulette's unconventional lifestyle and nonconformity to societal norms align her 

with the untamed, free-spirited qualities of the natural world she so deeply reveres. Through 

Paulette's character, River of Smoke presents a model of a woman whose identity is intricately 

intertwined with nature, driven by scientific curiosity and spiritual wonder. Her connection to 

the plant world serves as a counterpoint to the exploitative forces of colonialism and commerce 

that threaten to disrupt the delicate balance of the natural realm. 

Munia, though a more minor character in this novel, also represents an important 

connection to nature and the feminine principle. She is a bibi or concubine in Bahram Modi's 
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household. As a kept woman, she occupies a liminal space between different worlds - neither 

fully part of the affluent merchant class nor the working class. Despite her constrained 

circumstances, Munia finds solace and expression through her deep love of gardening and 

tending to plants. Her rooftop garden becomes a sanctuary where she can nurture life and 

connect to the natural world. Her affinity for plants and the act of gardening aligns her with 

traditional feminine roles of caregiving and the ability to inspire growth and renewal. 

Moreover, her garden represents a form of quiet rebellion against the patriarchal oppression 

she faces. In cultivating this verdant oasis, she carves out a space of her agency and creative 

expression, defying the rigid confines imposed upon her. 

Another woman who subtly reflects environmental and emotional ethics is Shireen 

Modi, whose experiences as a Parsi widow are not overtly linked to ecological themes but 

subtly mirror the ethics of preservation and resilience. After her husbands death, her careful 

attention to family legacy, botanical spaces, and the rituals of remembrance reflect a spiritual 

and maternal consciousness of continuity and rootedness.  

“She wandered through the garden of the house in Bombay, where Bahram had planted 

jasmine and roses… touching leaves gently, as if they were the last witnesses to the life she 

once had… she could not bear to cut them, not even the dying ones.” 

(245). Shireen’s gentle interaction with plants, her refusal to trim even dying leaves, and her 

reverence for the garden as a memory space reflect a quiet yet profound ethical bond with the 

natural world, inflected with care, memory, and motherhood. Her relationship with the garden 

functions as a feminine archive, preserving both ecological and emotional heritage. Thus, 

through characters like Paulette and Shireen, River of Smoke articulates feminine ecological 

sensibilities that are rooted not merely in activism but in emotional intuition, memory, and non-

human companionship. These moments of eco-maternal consciousness, the ethics of care, 
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empathy, and non-dominance, resist colonial logic and offer alternative ways of relating to 

nature, grounded in maternal environmental ethics. 

Flood of Fire (2015), the concluding volume of the Ibis Trilogy, is dominated by the 

military and commercial logics of colonial war—specifically, the First Opium War (1839-

1842) and Britain's violent enforcement of the opium trade against Chinese imperial resistance. 

Women appear with less frequency in its central narrative than in the preceding novels, yet 

they occupy the novel’s ecological and ethical conscience with particular intensity, manifesting 

environmental ethics through domestic practice, memory, grief, and embodied knowledge. The 

novel's primary female presence is Shireen Modi, Bahram Modi's Parsi widow, whose 

relationship with her domestic environment becomes a site of ecological memory, mourning, 

and quiet resistance to the erasure imposed by colonial capitalism. 

In Flood of Fire, women characters are fewer and appear more peripherally, yet Ghosh 

continues to use nature imagery and metaphor to reflect their emotional landscapes and, at 

times, their roles in colonial and social structures. The relationship between women and nature 

in this novel is often symbolic, representing resilience, displacement and the desire for 

rootedness in a world torn by war and empire. Many instances in the book shed light on 

women’s connection with nature. The zamindara’s wife, watching the monsoon approaching, 

reflects her great sense of interpreting nature’s working.  

“She stood at the threshold, watching the sky darken, the scent of rain-laden wind 

stirring the folds of her sari like a whisper from the earth” (Ghosh, Flood of Fire 54). The 

moment ties a woman’s quiet presence and intuition to the natural cycle. It subtly links 

feminine perception with nature’s rhythms, grounding domestic life in the natural world, even 

as political turmoil looms. In another instance, Shireen Modi’s garden becomes a metaphor for 

her emotional resilience after losing her husband and facing the upheaval of war and trade. Her 

nurturing relationship with the land contrasts with the imperial destruction wrought by trade 
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and conflict. “The garden that once bloomed in color had turned to dust. Yet, she still watered 

the soil, believing something could be coaxed back to life” (56). 

The banyan tree in the novel also symbolizes feminine endurance and wisdom. 

Tulsibehn’s bond with it suggests how deeply women’s lives are embedded in the cycles of 

nature, even as colonial forces uproot people and traditions. “She spoke of the tree as if it were 

kin, as if its roots had drunk from the same sorrows that fed her own.” 

Flood of Fire expands the narrative landscape to portray the voices of women who, 

although sometimes sidelined by the intensity of war and colonial conflict, hold within them 

powerful, often quiet expressions of environmental consciousness, motherhood, and ethical 

stewardship. One such voice is that of Hirabai, a courtesan who, through her art, rituals, and 

interaction with sacred natural spaces, demonstrates an ecological form of care—ritualistic, 

feminine, and resilient. When Hirabai leads Neel through the riverfront gardens and sacred 

ghats of Banaras, the environment is transformed into a feminine sacred space, rich with ritual 

and remembrance: “She led him through the shadows of the trees, her hands grazing the trunks 

as though in benediction. She walked barefoot on the riverbank, whispering words into the 

wind, as though the Ganga could hear and carry her prayers” 

(102). 

In this moment, the river becomes a confidante and Hirabai a maternal figure—not just 

to people but to the land and water itself. Her reverence evokes an eco-spiritual ethic, where 

nature is not dominated or feared but approached with humility and maternal tenderness. Later, 

when Neel observes a group of rural women performing rituals near the river, he recognizes an 

ancient rhythm in their gestures—grounded in environmental care, bodily memory, and 

motherhood: “The women knelt at the edge of the water, scooping it up in leaf-cups, murmuring 

to it as if nursing a child. Their hands moved with purpose, learned not through books but 

through blood, through generations of watching and doing” 
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(136). Here, ritual becomes a form of ecological knowledge, encoded through generations of 

women. The water, cradled like an infant, is not only a resource but a living being—worthy of 

protection, respect, and even mothering. This portrays a relational environmental ethic, rooted 

in embodied practices and oral traditions often carried by women. Even within elite Parsi 

households, like that of Bahram’s daughter, one finds subtle reflections of maternal 

environmental sensibility. While caring for her ailing mother and maintaining household 

gardens, she reflects on the ways in which the space around them changes: 

She would sit by the garden wall, watching the gulmohar trees shed their petals. 

It was as if the earth too was in mourning. She didn’t sweep them away—their 

fall had meaning, like the fading of memory or the end of a season 

(251). 

The act of not sweeping the petals becomes symbolic of respecting the cycles of nature, an 

acknowledgment of grief and healing through an eco-feminine lens. This quiet empathy with 

the natural world, and the decision to let nature take its course, shows a deeper philosophical 

alignment with environmental ethics rooted in acceptance, care, and cyclic understanding—

often linked with maternal awareness. Through these characters, Flood of Fire enriches the 

portrayal of women not simply as nurturers of children, but as guardians of ecological memory 

and ethical caretakers of the earth, grounding environmental ethics in emotion, ritual, and 

maternal embodiment. 

Apart from this,  Flood of Fire also shows how, in contrast with the female characters, 

the male character, Benjamin Burnham, is shown promoting the opium trade, thereby 

deteriorating Mother Nature. Though opium cultivation has always led to barren lands, still 

ignoring this significant fact, he continues to exploit the land for his financial gains (Vincent). 

This analysis also touches on the impact of colonialism on the colonized land where we see 
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that the Indian land resources were greatly marred by the colonizers turning them into black 

barren pieces of earth.  

In Flood of Fire, warfare intensifies the metaphor of land and woman as contested 

territories. The battlefield scars the earth just as political conflicts scar domestic and emotional 

spaces inhabited by women. The trilogy therefore constructs motherhood not merely as 

biological reproduction but as an ethical framework—an ethos of preservation, empathy, and 

interdependence. Women in the narrative frequently emerge as custodians of memory, culture, 

and environment, even while enduring systemic marginalization. Their relationship with nature 

is neither romanticized nor simplified; rather, it is shown as a lived interconnection shaped by 

labor, survival, and resilience. 

Shireen’s introduction in the novel establishes her as a woman whose daily existence is 

structured by domestic routine and spatial confinement. Ghosh writes: Shireen's apartment was 

on the top floor of the Mistrie family mansion which was on Apollo Street, one of Bombay's 

busiest thoroughfares. The house had long been presided over by her father, Seth Rustomjee 

Mistrie, the eminent shipbuilder. (Ghosh 13) 

This passage situates Shireen within a patriarchal domestic architecture: she occupies 

an apartment within her father’s mansion, a space granted to her at the time of her betrothal to 

Bahram. The novel makes clear that this arrangement, while providing material security, also 

inscribes Shireen's dependency—she and Bahram “became, in a way, dependants of the Mistrie 

family” (Ghosh 14). Shireen’s relationship with this domestic space is thus simultaneously one 

of belonging and dispossession: she belongs to the house, but the house does not belong to her. 

This spatial condition mirrors the broader ecofeminist insight that women's relationship with 

the material environment is mediated by patriarchal property relations. 
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The butterfly omen scene constitutes the novel’s most concentrated articulation of 

Shireen's ecological consciousness as mediated through memory, sign, and domestic space. 

Learning of Bahram's bankruptcy and death, Shireen receives the devastating news that almost 

everything must be sold. At this moment of material and emotional collapse, the natural world 

intrudes: 

At this point, an odd thing happened. A butterfly flitted through an open window, 

hovered over their heads for a bit, and then settled briefly on a framed portrait of Bahram. 

Shireen gasped and pulled off her veil: the portrait was one that Bahram had brought back from 

Canton many years before. It showed him in a dark blue choga, sitting with his knees slightly 

apart, his square face, with its neatly trimmed beard, looking startlingly handsome, a smile 

curling his lips. Shireen had always believed that even the most trivial occurrences could be 

freighted with meaning; to her it seemed self-evident that when things happened in conjunction 

– even small things – the connections were never without significance. Now, even after the 

butterfly had flown away, she could not wrench her gaze from the portrait. Bahram seemed to 

be looking directly at her, as though he were trying to tell her something. (Ghosh 51-52) 

This passage foregrounds Shireen's mode of ecological and spiritual perception: she 

reads the natural world as a system of signs, a language through which meaning is 

communicated. The butterfly's appearance is not random but significant; its movement toward 

Bahram's portrait constitutes a message, a form of communication from the dead husband or 

from the natural world itself. This way of knowing, attentive to conjunction, pattern, and the 

symbolic resonance of material events, aligns with what Vandana Shiva describes as the 

feminine principle of ecological knowledge: a mode of perception that refuses the mechanistic 

worldview of colonial science and instead recognises nature as a living, communicative 

presence. 
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The butterfly functions as what Val Plumwood might call a "boundary creature"—a 

being that crosses the threshold between the human and the non-human, the living and the dead, 

the material and the spiritual. Its intrusion into Shireen's domestic space disrupts the logic of 

patriarchal property and colonial capitalism that has structured her dispossession. In the 

moment of her greatest material loss, the natural world offers her a sign, an assurance of 

connection that transcends the commodified relationships of the opium economy. 

Shireen's spatial relationship with her domestic environment is further articulated 

through her positioning at windows, thresholds between interior and exterior, domestic and 

public, self and world. When she learns that Bahram’s young Chinese companion, Ah Fatt, 

may still be alive, “Shireen could not sit still any more. She went to a window and looked out 

towards the sea” (Ghosh 131). This gesture of looking outward, of orienting herself toward the 

ocean that connects Bombay to Canton, represents a form of ecological consciousness that 

extends beyond the domestic sphere. The sea is not merely a geographical feature but a 

relational space—the medium through which Bahram traveled, the route along which opium 

moved, the site of his death. Shireen's gaze toward the sea constitutes an attempt to maintain 

connection across spatial and mortal distance. 

The novel also presents Shireen's relationship with objects—particularly Bahram's sea-

trunks and belongings—as a form of ecological and emotional memory work. When preparing 

for her journey to China to reclaim Bahram's investments, she retrieves his old trunks from 

storage: 

She had them brought down and found, to her dismay, that they were in a bad 

way: the trunks' wooden frames had been shredded by termites and their leather 

coverings had been eaten by mildew. But there were two that were not past 

salvaging – and to Shireen that seemed good enough. (Ghosh 245) 
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The decay of these objects—consumed by termites and mildew, returned to the material cycles 

of decomposition—registers the passage of time and the impermanence of human possession. 

Yet Shireen's salvaging of the two surviving trunks represents a refusal of total erasure. Her 

relationship with these decaying objects is not sentimental but pragmatic and ecological: she 

recognizes that materiality is subject to natural processes of decay, yet she works within those 

constraints to preserve what can be preserved. This attitude resonates with Plumwood's ethics 

of "ecological mortality consciousness"—an acceptance that human life and human artifacts 

participate in natural cycles of growth and decay. 

The novel’s representation of Shireen's widowhood itself functions as an ecofeminist 

critique of patriarchal capitalism. Bahram's bankruptcy transforms Shireen's social position: 

his name becomes “an open wound, which she tried alternately to soothe, heal and hide” 

(Ghosh 80). The financial failure is experienced not merely as economic loss but as social and 

emotional devastation, compounded by the fact that Bahram's male relatives and business 

associates distance themselves from his memory. Shireen's daughters resent her because 

“Bahram's bankruptcy had robbed them not just of their expectations of inheritance, but also 

of a considerable part of the respect they had previously enjoyed in their husbands’ families” 

(Ghosh 80). 

This social erasure of Bahram—and by extension, Shireen’s marginalisation—parallels 

the ecological erasure enacted by the opium economy. Just as the monoculture of poppies in 

Sea of Poppies displaced subsistence agriculture and biodiversity, the opium trade's logic of 

extraction and accumulation displaces relational modes of being. Bahram’s investment in 

opium, his participation in a system of ecological and human exploitation, ultimately consumes 

him—and leaves Shireen to bear the social cost of that consumption. 

The novel positions Shireen's decision to travel to China as an act of quiet defiance 

against the patriarchal structures that would consign her to passive mourning. Although women 
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of her class and community would typically remain secluded, Shireen recognises that "the 

portrait...seemed to be looking directly at her, as though [Bahram] were trying to tell her 

something" (Ghosh 52). This interpretation of the butterfly omen as a directive—a call to 

action—transforms her from passive widow into active agent. Her journey to China, 

undertaken despite social prohibition and physical danger, represents a form of ecological and 

ethical pilgrimage: she seeks not only to reclaim material assets but to complete her relationship 

with Bahram by visiting the place of his death and understanding the world he inhabited. 

The novel’s treatment of other women characters, though more peripheral, reinforces 

its ecofeminist themes. Mrs. Burnham, wife of the novel's arch-villain Benjamin Burnham (the 

opium merchant who profits from others’ ruin), is presented as complicit in her husband's 

exploitation through her management of domestic space and her enforcement of hierarchical 

social relations. Her character demonstrates that women’s participation in patriarchal and 

colonial systems can perpetuate ecological violence: her comfort depends on the opium 

economy that destroys landscapes and communities across Asia. 

Thus, the Ibis narrative arc transforms motherhood into a symbolic and philosophical 

category. It transcends biological confines and becomes a metaphor for ecological guardianship 

and moral responsibility. The environmental ethics embedded in these novels underscore that 

liberation of the land and emancipation of women are interconnected pursuits. By illustrating 

how colonial economies simultaneously mine the soil and silence female agency, the trilogy 

offers a critique that is both ecological and gendered, making it particularly suitable for a 

chapter exploring women’s relationship with nature and the ethics of maternal consciousness. 

The trilogy repeatedly returns to the figure of the poppy field as a site of ecological 

erasure. Where once there was biodiversity—wheat, masoor dal, millet, vegetables—now there 

is only the white expanse of poppy flowers. Vandana Shiva's analysis in Staying Alive of how 

colonial monoculture destroys the "feminine principle" of diversity and abundance is made 
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literal in Ghosh's landscape. The poppy's beauty is deceptive; its white flowers blanket the land 

like snow, concealing the poverty and hunger they produce. 

Deeti's awareness of this ecological violence is explicit: “Looking at the withered 

stalks, she found herself thinking of the malign taint of the poppy - how its cultivation had led 

to the shrinking of the tracts given to other crops, the scarcity of grains and vegetables, the 

deepening of debts” (Ghosh 163). 

The “malign taint” that Deeti perceives is not merely metaphorical but material: the 

poppy's presence in the soil exhausts its fertility, and its prioritization by colonial administrators 

displaces the crops that communities need for survival. This is ecological imperialism in its 

purest form—the subordination of local subsistence needs to the profit imperatives of distant 

merchants and the geopolitical strategies of empire. The figure of Sarju, the midwife who gives 

Deeti seeds before her death, represents one of the novel's most concentrated articulations of 

ecofeminist resistance. Her act of seed-preservation and transmission constitutes what Shiva 

would call the work of women as "guardians of biodiversity": 

Here. Give it to me. Sarju thrust a twig-like hand into the bundle and pulled out 

a small pouch, not much bigger than her fist. She put it to her nose, took a deep 

breath and handed it to Deeti: Do you know what this is? From the feel of the 

pouch, Deeti knew that it was filled with tiny seeds. When she raised it to her 

nose, she recognized the smell at once: Ganja, she said. These are seeds of ganja. 

Sarju acknowledged this with a nod and handed over another pouch. And this? 

This time it took Deeti several whiffs before she recognized what it was: Datura. 

Do you know what datura can do? whispered Sarju. Yes, said Deeti. Sarju gave 

her a thin smile. I knew that you, and you alone, would know the value of these 

things. This most of all … Sarju pushed yet another pouch into Deeti's hands. 
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In this, she whispered, there is wealth beyond imagining; guard it like your life 

- it contains seeds of the best Benares poppy. (Ghosh 385) 

This passage is extraordinary in its articulation of women's ecological knowledge as a 

form of resistance to colonial monoculture. Sarju has preserved not only food crops but also 

medicinal and psychoactive plants—ganja, datura, poppy—recognizing that ecological 

diversity includes plants that alter consciousness, treat illness, and provide spiritual experience. 

Her insistence that these seeds represent "wealth beyond imagining" refuses the colonial logic 

that reduces value to market price. For Sarju, these seeds embody the potential for future 

agriculture, future healing, future community—a form of wealth that exists outside the 

extractive economy of the opium trade. 

The transmission of these seeds from Sarju to Deeti enacts what feminist theorists call 

"intergenerational knowledge transfer." Sarju's recognition that "you, and you alone, would 

know the value of these things" acknowledges Deeti's experiential ecological knowledge—her 

intimate familiarity with plants, their properties, their uses. This is not institutional or textual 

knowledge but embodied wisdom, learned through daily practice and transmitted orally 

between women. It is precisely the kind of knowledge that colonial science systematically 

devalues and displaces. 

Sarju's final request—"I want to be there too...I want to be remembered in your shrine" 

(Ghosh 386)—links seed-keeping to spiritual practice and ancestral memory. The seeds 

become not merely agricultural resources but sacred objects, carriers of the dead woman's 

presence and testimony. This sacralisation of biodiversity resonates with indigenous and 

ecofeminist worldviews that refuse the separation between the material and the spiritual, the 

ecological and the sacred. 
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The Ibis trilogy final ecological transformation occurs when the indentured migrants 

aboard the Ibis reimagine the ship itself as a maternal and paternal figure—mai-bap, “mother-

father”: They view the ship itself as a collective mother and father (mai-bap), an “adoptive 

ancestor and parent of dynasties yet to come”. They accept the idea that aboard this "pilgrims'" 

boat, no one can lose caste, and they are all "ship-siblings" (jahazbhais and jahazbahens). 

(Ghosh 356) 

This reconceptualization of the ship as maternal vessel transforms the middle passage 

from a space of death and dispossession into a site of new kinship and ecological ethics. The 

migrants' recognition that they are all "ship-siblings" enacts what Karen Warren calls a "shift 

from a dominance-subordination model to one grounded in care, connection, and community." 

The Ibis becomes a microcosm of alternative social organization, where hierarchies of caste, 

gender, and class are at least partially suspended and where collective survival depends on 

mutual care. Deeti's pregnancy aboard the Ibis confirms her transformation into a collective 

mother figure, or Bhauji (older brother's wife): 

Deeti's pregnancy confirms her new role as a collective mother figure or 

"Bhauji". She takes charge of the single women, enforcing proprieties and 

offering protection. Her final movement on the ship is characterized by her 

unborn child, which rolls in her womb as if she were the sea and the child a 

vessel "sailing towards its own destiny," merging her maternal identity with the 

marine environment. (Ghosh 387) 

This merging of Deeti's maternal body with the marine environment represents the 

novel's most radical articulation of ecological interconnection. Her womb becomes an interior 

ocean; her unborn child becomes a vessel sailing within that ocean. The metaphor suggests that 

maternal reproduction is itself a form of ecological participation—a way of being that refuses 

the boundary between self and world, between human body and natural environment. 
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The trilogy refuses the romanticization of women's ecological knowledge. Deeti's 

intimacy with the poppy fields does not liberate her from poverty; Sarju's seed-keeping does 

not prevent her death; Paulette's botanical education does not grant her social power. Yet these 

women's practices of care, preservation, and transmission constitute what Plumwood might call 

practices of ecological resilience—ways of maintaining life and possibility under conditions of 

extreme constraint. The novel's environmental ethics of motherhood emerge not from 

biological essentialism but from structural analysis: women who labor in and with the natural 

world, who transmit ecological knowledge across generations, who protect seeds and children 

and futures, develop forms of environmental responsibility rooted in embodied experience and 

relational care. These are precisely the ethics that colonial capitalism systematically suppresses 

and devalues—and precisely the ethics that the novel insists we must recover if we are to 

imagine ecological futures beyond extraction and exhaustion. 

The Hungry Tide (2004) is Amitav Ghosh's most sustained and philosophically 

complex engagement with ecofeminist themes. Set in the Sundarbans—the vast tidal delta of 

mangroves, rivers, and endangered species at the mouth of the Ganges—the novel presents 

three distinct female relationships with the natural world through the characters of Piya Roy, 

Nilima, and Kusum, each of whom embodies a different dimension of environmental ethics. 

The Sundarbans itself functions as a maternal figure in the novel—life-giving yet fierce, 

nurturing yet unpredictable—and Ghosh's representation of this liminal landscape demands an 

ecological consciousness grounded in what Val Plumwood calls ecological mortality 

consciousness, the recognition that humans exist not outside nature but within its food chains, 

its cycles of predation, and its claims upon our bodies. 

Val Plumwood's philosophical elaboration of what she terms the "logic of colonization" 

provides an indispensable framework for reading The Hungry Tide. In Feminism and the 

Mastery of Nature (1993), Plumwood identifies a master narrative of dualism—reason/nature, 
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culture/nature, male/female, human/animal—through which dominant culture legitimises the 

exploitation of all that is constructed as "other." Her theoretical insights acquire profound 

existential weight through her own near-fatal encounter with a saltwater crocodile in Kakadu 

National Park in 1985, an experience she recounts in her essay "Being Prey" (1996, later 

published in The Eye of the Crocodile, 2012). 

Dragged into a death roll by the crocodile, Plumwood confronted what she calls "the 

moment of being prey"—the radical disruption of the human exceptionalist assumption that we 

stand outside the food chain. She writes: In the vivid intensity of near-death, I glimpsed the 

world for a moment from outside the narrative of human mastery, from the perspective of the 

prey animal whose flesh sustains the predator. This is the humbling truth of our ecological 

embeddedness: we are food for others. 

This experience fundamentally reshaped her ecofeminist philosophy, compelling her to 

theorize death not as the ultimate defeat but as participation in ecological reciprocity. Her 

insistence that "we are edible, but we are also much more than edible" challenges the 

anthropocentric denial of human animality and mortality—a denial she identifies as central to 

the Western project of mastering nature. 

In the context of The Hungry Tide, Plumwood's framework proves particularly 

resonant: the Sundarbans, with its man-eating tigers and unpredictable tides, refuses human 

exceptionalism at every turn. The women of the tide country—Kusum, Nilima, and the widows 

who prepare for loss—embody what Plumwood calls "ecological mortality consciousness," an 

acknowledgment that human life is sustained by and returns to the natural world, and that death 

is not defeat but participation in the cycles that sustain all life. 

The novel’s treatment of the Sundarbans' tigers foregrounds this ecology of predation. 

Unlike colonial narratives that position tigers as enemies to be eliminated (rewarding those 
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"who killed a tiger or crocodile"), the novel presents the tiger as an integral part of the tidal 

ecosystem, a being whose right to exist and to hunt is not subordinate to human convenience. 

This ecological realism aligns with Plumwood's argument that “the problem is not that we are 

mortal but that we deny our ecological embodiment.” 

Piya Roy, a cetologist of Indian-American origin, brings to the Sundarbans a form of 

scientific ecological knowledge that is simultaneously rigorous and empathetic. Her 

relationship with the Irrawaddy dolphins, Orcaella brevirostris, is driven by a combination of 

scientific curiosity and profound ethical care. She refuses the colonial-scientific gaze that 

reduces non-human beings to data points, insisting instead on their agency, their complexity, 

and their right to exist. In Carol J. Adams's terms, Piya refuses the Absent Referent: she insists 

on the visible, ethical presence of the dolphin as a subject rather than an object. 

Piya’s observational practice aboard Fokir's boat demonstrates this ethical 

attentiveness: 

Through the early hours of the day the pace of Piya's work had been dictated by 

the belief that this was a school of migrating dolphins that might depart at any 

minute. But now she began to wonder: these animals hadn't given her the 

impression of being headed anywhere in particular. On the contrary, she had 

gotten the feeling that they had gathered here to wait out the ebb tide until the 

water rose again. (Ghosh 115) 

This passage reveals Piya's capacity to read dolphin behavior not through the imposition 

of pre-determined scientific categories but through sustained, patient observation that respects 

the animals' own rhythms and purposes. Her recognition that the dolphins are "waiting out the 

ebb tide" rather than migrating demonstrates ecological literacy, an understanding that these 
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beings have their own relationship with the tidal environment, their own knowledge of its 

patterns. 

Her horror at witnessing dolphins killed by fishermen positions her ethical orientation 

in sharp contrast to the subsistence logic of the Sundarbans' human communities. Yet the novel 

refuses a simple opposition between Piya's conservation ethics and the fishermen's survival 

needs. Instead, it foregrounds the impossibility of purely ethical positions within systems of 

poverty and ecological scarcity. Piya's disturbance at the dolphins' deaths is genuine and 

ethically grounded, but the novel does not allow her (or the reader) to occupy a position of 

moral superiority. The fishermen who kill dolphins do so not from cruelty but from desperation, 

and the novel insists that any adequate environmental ethics must reckon with this structural 

violence. 

Piya's relationship with Fokir, the illiterate fisherman who becomes her guide, enacts a 

form of ecological knowledge-exchange that transcends linguistic and educational hierarchies. 

Fokir's intimate knowledge of the tides, the channels, the dolphins' movements—knowledge 

accumulated through years of embodied practice—proves more valuable than Piya's scientific 

training. The novel thus articulates an ecofeminist epistemology that refuses the subordination 

of experiential, indigenous, and embodied knowledge to institutional science. 

Nilima, founder of the Badabon Trust, represents what might be called an ecofeminist 

praxis: she has spent decades working to improve the material conditions of the Sundarbans' 

communities, recognising that sustainable human habitation is inseparable from ecological 

sustainability. Her relationship with the tidal landscape is forged through decades of labour and 

loss: "You city people don't understand… for us, it's the land that gives and the land that takes 

away. And we stay because we don't know where else to go." (Ghosh 161) 
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Nilima's words articulate a form of ecological attachment that transcends romantic 

aestheticisation: her bond with the Sundarbans is not a choice but a condition of existence, 

forged through the experience of what the land takes as well as what it gives. Her pragmatism 

does not preclude deep commitment; rather, it grounds her environmental ethics in the material 

realities of survival, labor, and community organization. 

The novel's most devastating articulation of women's ecological precarity comes 

through Nilima's observation of widowhood in the Sundarbans: 

Making inquiries, she learned that in the tide country girls were brought up on 

the assumption that if they married, they would be widowed in their twenties — 

their thirties if they were lucky. This assumption was woven, like a skein of 

dark wool, into the fabric of their lives: when the menfolk went fishing it was 

the custom for their wives to change into the garments of widowhood. They 

would put away their marital reds and dress in white saris; they would take off 

their bangles and wash the vermilion from their heads. It was as though they 

were trying to hold misfortune at bay by living through it over and over again. 

Or was it merely a way of preparing themselves for that which they knew to be 

inevitable? (Ghosh 79) 

This passage articulates the profound entanglement of gender, ecology, and mortality 

in the Sundarbans. The women's ritual transformation into widows before their husbands have 

even departed constitutes a form of what Plumwood might call “lived ecological realism”—a 

recognition that in an environment as unforgiving as the tidal mangroves, death is not an 

aberration but a constant companion. The "enormity" that Nilima perceives in these acts stems 

from her recognition that for women elsewhere, "the deliberate shedding of these symbols of 

marriage would have been unthinkable, equivalent to wishing death upon their husbands" 

(Ghosh 79). Yet for the women of the Sundarbans, this imaginative rehearsal of widowhood is 
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not morbid but practical—a way of psychologically preparing for what the environment will 

almost certainly deliver. 

The passage also foregrounds the gendered dimension of ecological violence. It is the 

men who go out to fish in tiger-inhabited waters; it is the women who remain behind to manage 

households, raise children, and prepare for loss. This gendered division of labour and risk maps 

directly onto ecofeminist concerns: women bear the reproductive and emotional costs of an 

ecology that renders male life precarious, yet women remain structurally disempowered within 

the social and economic systems that produce this precarity. 

Nilima’s work with the Badabon Trust, building a hospital, running a school, organising 

women’s cooperatives, represents an attempt to mitigate these structural violences without 

romanticising or essentialising women's relationship to nature. Her environmental ethics are 

neither preservationist nor purely developmental but pragmatic and community-centred, 

focused on creating conditions under which human and non-human life can coexist with 

dignity. 

Kusum’s story provides the novel's most tragic meditation on the cost of women's 

ecological and political resistance. As a member of a marginalized refugee community 

displaced from East Pakistan (later Bangladesh), Kusum participates in the resettlement of 

Morichjhapi island, an act of ecological reclamation that the Indian state perceived as illegal 

encroachment upon a tiger reserve. The subsequent massacre of the settlers by police and 

forestry officials in 1979 represents one of the novel's central ethical crises, and Kusum’s death 

in that massacre positions her as a martyr to the cause of ecological justice for displaced 

peoples. 

Kusum’s relationship with the Sundarbans is marked by what Vandana Shiva would 

call “subsistence perspective”, the knowledge that survival depends on direct engagement with 
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land, water, and forest resources. Her father's death "while foraging for firewood" registers the 

daily risks faced by communities whose ecological relationship is not one of leisure or aesthetic 

appreciation but of material necessity. The novel makes clear that for Kusum and her 

community, the right to inhabit Morichjhapi is inseparable from the right to survival itself. 

The Morichjhapi massacre exposes the violence inherent in conservationist paradigms 

that prioritise non-human species (tigers) over human communities, particularly when those 

communities are already marginalised by caste, class, and refugee status. The novel refuses to 

adjudicate between competing claims, the ecological importance of tiger habitat versus the 

human need for land, but it insists that any environmental ethics that results in state violence 

against impoverished refugees has failed catastrophically. This aligns with the ecofeminist 

critique of “fortress conservation” that displaces indigenous and subsistence communities in 

the name of protecting “wilderness.” 

Kusum’s invocation of spiritual protection—calling out to the goddess of the forest 

during moments of distress, demonstrates the integration of ecological and spiritual 

consciousness that characterises many indigenous and non-Western relationships with nature. 

Although Bon Bibi (the guardian goddess of the Sundarbans) is not explicitly named in this 

novel as she is in Jungle Nama, the spiritual dimension of Kusum’s ecological knowledge is 

evident throughout. Her belief in a "divine figure associated with the environment" positions 

nature not as inert matter but as a domain of sacred presence and moral claim. 

The novel’s representation of the Sundarbans itself, the tidal landscape with its 

mangroves, rivers, and shifting islands, functions as an articulation of what might be called the 

“ecological maternal.” This is not the sentimentalised Mother Nature of pastoral tradition but 

a fierce, unpredictable, and sometimes violent maternal presence. The tides that sustain also 

drown; the forests that shelter also conceal tigers; the land that gives also takes away. 
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This double valence resonates with d'Eaubonne's ecofeminist insight that both women 

and nature possess the capacity for creation and destruction, nurture and violence. The novel 

refuses the domestication of either femininity or nature into passive, gentle, and subordinate 

forms. Instead, it insists on their agency, their power, and their occasional refusal of human 

purposes. 

The cyclone that devastates the Sundarbans near the novel's conclusion enacts this dual 

maternal force with devastating clarity. The storm surge that kills Fokir and nearly drowns Piya 

is not malevolent but indifferent, a manifestation of natural processes that exceed human 

control or comprehension. Plumwood's concept of "ecological humility" is enacted here: the 

recognition that human purposes are not central to nature's operations, that we participate in 

but do not govern the ecological systems that sustain us. 

The Hungry Tide articulates an ecofeminist ethics grounded in ecological mortality 

consciousness, pragmatic activism, and the recognition of non-human agency. Piya's scientific 

empathy, Nilima's community-centered development work, and Kusum's tragic resistance to 

displacement constitute three distinct but complementary modes of women's environmental 

ethics—each refusing, in its own way, the logic of domination that Plumwood identifies as the 

root of ecological violence. 

The novel's integration of Plumwood's concept of “being prey”—the recognition that 

humans are edible, embodied, and mortal—provides its deepest philosophical intervention. The 

Sundarbans refuses human exceptionalism; its tigers, crocodiles, and tides insist that we are 

not masters but participants in ecological systems that predate and will outlast us. The women 

of the novel, through their daily practices of care, resistance, and survival, enact an ecological 

consciousness that accepts rather than denies this fundamental truth. 
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This is the environmental ethics that the novel proposes: not domination but 

coexistence, not mastery but humility, not the denial of death but its acceptance as participation 

in the cycles that sustain all life. The women of the Sundarbans, who dress as widows before 

their husbands depart, who build hospitals in the midst of mangroves, who resist state violence 

in defense of their right to land—these women embody the ecofeminist principle that care for 

human and non-human life are inseparable, that justice and ecology cannot be divided, and that 

any adequate response to environmental crisis must begin from the recognition of our profound, 

inescapable, and potentially fatal embeddedness in the natural world. 

Jungle Nama (2021), Ghosh’s lyrical retelling of the Bon Bibi legend of the 

Sundarbans, is in many respects the most concentrated expression of ecofeminist ethics in his 

entire body of work. The narrative presents a divine feminine figure whose authority is 

simultaneously ecological, maternal, and juridical: Bon Bibi governs the Sundarbans through 

a dispensation that is founded on need rather than greed, on balance rather than accumulation. 

The figure of Bon Bibi as presented in the text encapsulates the ecofeminist principle 

of ecological justice with a formal elegance unique in Ghosh’s oeuvre: 

Thus did Bon Bibi create a dispensation, That brought peace to the beings 

of the Sunderban; Every creature had a place, every want was met, All needs 

were balanced, like the lines of a couplet. (Jungle Nama 6) 

The word “dispensation” carries the full weight of Bon Bibi’s authority: she has 

established a moral and ecological order, a law of the forest, in which every being has a place 

and every need is recognised. This is not the law of property or of colonial sovereignty but an 

ecological law rooted in the principle of sufficiency rather than surplus, a principle that 

resonates deeply with Shiva’s argument that the feminine principle is oriented toward “living 

well within nature’s limits.” The formal analogy between ecological balance and poetic 
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balance—“balanced like the lines of a couplet”—suggests that ethical and aesthetic order are 

not separate dimensions of existence but aspects of the same fundamental harmony.  

Bon Bibi’s mercy extends beyond the human community to encompass all living 

beings: She sees all creatures, great or small, and grants her mercy to them all (Jungle Nama 

18). This principle of universal compassion resonates with Gaard’s ecofeminist vision of an 

ethical world where all life forms are valued equally, a vision that refuses the hierarchies of 

colonial science, which sorted nature into valuable and worthless, exploitable and protected, 

according to the interests of empire. 

The story of Dukhey, the poor boy who enters the forest out of desperation and is saved 

by Bon Bibi, constitutes the narrative’s central ethical lesson. The contrast between Dukhey’s 

need-driven entry into the forest and the merchant Dhona’s greed-driven exploitation of it 

articulates the ecofeminist distinction between subsistence and accumulation, between living 

with nature and dominating it: 

‘Call upon her in your hour of need, For she is the one who hears the silent 

plead.’ (Jungle Nama 32) 

Bon Bibi’s capacity to hear the silent plea to attend to need before it is articulated, to 

respond to vulnerability with protection rather than exploitation, constitutes the fullest 

expression of the maternal ethics that the present chapter has traced across Ghosh’s novels. She 

is the ideal ecofeminist mother: a figure whose governance is founded on care, reciprocity, and 

ecological justice rather than on domination. 

The transmission of ecological knowledge through Dukhey’s mother, who instructs her 

son to invoke Bon Bibi before entering the forest, enacts the intergenerational transmission of 

ecological ethics through maternal pedagogy. This transmission is precisely what Shiva 

describes as the work of women as guardians of biodiversity: the passing-on of knowledge 
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about how to live within ecological limits, knowledge that is rooted in observation, 

relationship, and respect rather than in the extractive imperatives of colonial science. 

Bon Bibi’s origins in the legend also carry significant ecofeminist resonances. Her 

alignment with the Shakti tradition, the divine feminine energy of creation and sustenance, 

defies the Western dualistic separation of the human from the natural. Instead, she embodies 

the ecofeminist conception of humans and the environment as part of an integrated whole, a 

conception that Plumwood identifies as the alternative to the “logic of colonisation.” The 

enduring resonance of the Bon Bibi legend across religious and ethnic lines in the Sundarbans 

region demonstrates the capacity of the feminine ecological principle to function as what Shiva 

calls a “unifying force”—a common ground of shared reverence for the life-sustaining 

capacities of the natural world. 

Jungle Nama thus represents the culmination of Ghosh’s ecofeminist project: in the 

figure of Bon Bibi, the novel presents a model of feminine ecological governance that 

integrates material, spiritual, ethical, and political dimensions into a coherent vision of 

ecological justice. Her dispensation is not merely a myth but a moral argument: that the earth 

requires a feminine principle of care, balance, and protection against the masculine logics of 

exploitation and accumulation. 

To conclude, we can say that the intricate tapestry of women’s lived experiences, their 

relationship with the natural world, and the underlying environmental ethics emerge from this 

profound connection between them. Ghosh illuminates the ways in which patriarchal structures 

and capitalist ideologies have subjugated both women and the environment, perpetuating 

parallel oppressions. Ghosh’s female characters, particularly mothers like Deeti, Munia, and 

Paulette, embody the resilience, strength, and deep reverence for nature that ecofeminist 

philosophies celebrate. Their journeys underscore the importance of traditional ecological 

knowledge, often held and passed down by women, in fostering sustainable and harmonious 
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coexistence with the natural world. Through the lens of ecofeminism, Ghosh's works critique 

the Western dualistic separation of humans from nature, instead embracing the 

interconnectedness and interdependence that permeate indigenous worldviews. The author's 

incorporation of legends and folklores, such as the Bonbibi myth in Jungle Nama, celebrates 

the spiritual and symbolic connections between the feminine and nature, offering a rich tapestry 

of environmental ethics rooted in respect, balance, and sacred reverence. Moreover, these 

narratives serve as a powerful call to action, urging readers to confront the escalating 

environmental crises and the urgency of addressing the parallel oppressions faced by women 

and the natural world. By amplifying the voices of marginalized communities and their lived 

experiences, the author invites us to reimagine our relationship with nature, moving away from 

exploitation and domination towards a paradigm of care, empathy, and reciprocity. 

The foregoing discussion demonstrates that Amitav Ghosh’s selected novels move 

beyond conventional representations of women as passive nurturers or symbolic embodiments 

of nature. Instead, they present female characters whose ecological consciousness is shaped 

through lived experiences of colonial exploitation, environmental degradation, displacement, 

and resistance. By placing ecofeminist thought in dialogue with ecocriticism, the chapter has 

shown that the relationship between women and nature is neither biologically predetermined 

nor romantically idealised, but historically and politically constituted. Ghosh's narratives reveal 

that environmental ethics emerges through practices of care, resilience, and ecological 

responsibility, while simultaneously exposing the violence embedded within landscapes that 

appear aesthetically beautiful. The beauty of rivers, forests, fertile fields, and coastal 

ecosystems is therefore never merely decorative; it remains inseparable from histories of 

ecological destruction, colonial extraction, and social injustice. Ultimately, the selected novels 

reaffirm that environmental justice and gender justice are fundamentally interconnected, 

suggesting that a sustainable and ethical future depends upon recognising the mutual 
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interdependence of humans, women, and the more-than-human world. In doing so, Ghosh 

transforms literary aesthetics into an ethical and ecological force that not only deepens readers' 

appreciation of nature but also cultivates environmental responsibility and critical ecological 

consciousness. 

The aesthetic richness of Ghosh’s environmental descriptions ultimately serves a 

purpose that extends beyond literary ornamentation. His sensory evocation of rivers, forests, 

oceans, and agricultural landscapes encourages readers to establish an emotional connection 

with the natural world before confronting the ecological crises that threaten it. Beauty therefore 

becomes an ethical and political strategy rather than an end in itself. By transforming aesthetic 

appreciation into ecological empathy, Ghosh demonstrates that literature can cultivate 

environmental responsibility and encourage readers to recognise the urgency of ecological 

conservation. Nevertheless, it may also be argued that Ghosh's lyrical descriptions occasionally 

risk aestheticising ecological suffering by presenting devastated landscapes through highly 

poetic language. Such representations raise an important critical question: can beauty 

inadvertently soften the perception of environmental violence? While this concern deserves 

consideration, the present study argues that Ghosh’s aesthetic strategies do not obscure 

ecological injustice but instead intensify its emotional impact. The juxtaposition of visual 

beauty with historical violence compels readers to confront the contradictions of colonial 

modernity, making environmental exploitation more visible rather than less. 

The narratives explored in this chapter illustrate how female characters in Amitav 

Ghosh’s novels are deeply entwined with the natural environment, emotionally, culturally, and 

ethically. Their engagement with nature extends beyond roles of caretaking and survival, 

becoming expressions of ecological empathy, resistance, and ethical responsibility. Through 

the lived experiences of women like Deeti, Piya, Paullette, Kusum, etc, Ghosh crafts a literary 

space where motherhood and womanhood intersect meaningfully with environmental ethics. 
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This dynamic interplay not only enriches the ecocritical aesthetics of the novels but also 

foregrounds the profound ethical ties between humans and the non-human world, especially 

from a gendered perspective. 

This chapter highlights how women’s roles as nurturers are deeply embedded in the 

larger ecological fabric. The ethical dimension of motherhood in relation to nature is not just 

about biological reproduction but about the care and responsibility inherent in both raising 

children and protecting the earth. Through this lens, the environmental ethics of motherhood 

advocate for a more sustainable, balanced world, where both women and nature are respected, 

valued, and preserved for future generations. Drawing from these perspectives, it becomes clear 

that women’s relationship with nature is not just symbolic but ethical. In the context of Ghosh's 

novels, the environmental ethics of motherhood can be analyzed in relation to the characters’ 

connection to nature. Women characters, as they navigate the complexities of their roles within 

family and society, often serve as mediators between the human and natural worlds. Their 

ethical responsibility toward the environment reflects a broader social and ecological mandate, 

aligning with ecofeminist critiques of the gendered dynamics of environmental degradation. 

As Ghosh portrays the natural world in its beauty and fragility, the women in his novels, like 

the land itself, must both endure and protect, often in the face of patriarchal forces that seek to 

control and exploit. 

Thus, the environmental ethics of motherhood and women’s relationship with nature, 

as explored in this chapter, is rooted in ecofeminist thought, which emphasizes the 

interconnectedness of women and the environment. Drawing from theorists like Merchant, 

Shiva, and Gaard, the chapter underscores the moral and ethical responsibilities women hold 

in the care and preservation of the natural world. This ethical connection between women and 

nature highlights the ways in which gender, ecology, and ethics intersect, offering a compelling 



Bawa 264 
 

 
 

argument for the importance of women as active agents in environmental stewardship and 

sustainability.  

This research offers a profound exploration of the intricate relationship between 

women, particularly mothers, and the natural environment in the novels of Amitav Ghosh. 

Through its narratives, this research unveils the inextricable connections between the 

exploitation of women and the exploitation of nature, echoing the core principles of 

ecofeminism. The environmental ethics of motherhood refers to the moral principles and values 

related to the intersection of being a mother and environmental responsibility. This chapter 

analyses the symbolic connection between women and nature, exploring how nature is often 

perceived as a maternal figure for humans. It depicts nature’s degradation parallel to women’s 

distress.  

While the present chapter has examined environmental ethics through the ecofeminist 

relationship between women and nature, it also demonstrates that ecological consciousness in 

Amitav Ghosh's fiction extends beyond individual characters and gendered experiences. The 

ethical concerns articulated through motherhood, care, resistance, and ecological 

interdependence ultimately contribute to a broader literary vision in which the natural world 

emerges as an active participant in human history rather than a passive backdrop. This broader 

ecological imagination invites a wider exploration of literature's capacity to shape 

environmental values, challenge anthropocentric perspectives, and cultivate ecological 

responsibility.  

Building on this understanding, the next chapter delves deeper into the broader 

correlation between literature and ecology, examining how literary texts, particularly those by 

Amitav Ghosh, can be read through a green lens. This lens highlights the interdependence 

between narrative structures and ecological thought, allowing literature to serve as both a 

reflection of environmental concerns and a catalyst for ecological awareness. By tracing this 
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correlation, the following discussion positions literature as a critical site for ecological 

discourse, offering insights into how stories shape, respond to, and challenge the evolving 

relationship between humanity and the natural world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Bawa 266 
 

 
 

Chapter 5 

Correlation Between Literature and Ecology Through Green Lens 

Theories like ecocriticism have proved to be an aid in contemplating and interpreting 

the role of literature in raising awareness amongst humans regarding the ecological imbalance 

being caused by their undesirable activities and undue interference. Literature tends to capture 

the cultural, social, and ethical attitude of man towards nature, thereby presenting both natural 

beauty and environmental issues. Environmental literature brings an awareness towards global 

environmental concerns, encouraging readers to think along the lines of humanity’s impact on 

nature or the physical world around us. This concept has been further justified by the works of 

writers like Amitav Ghosh, who use narratives to explore ecological degradation, climate 

change, and the exploitation of natural resources. 

This chapter further examines how the Industrial Revolution and the rise of 

consumerism have led to significant environmental degradation. Deforestation, pollution, and 

climate change are direct consequences of human activities. This has sparked a growing 

awareness of the need for sustainable living and environmental conservation. Literature and art 

have long reflected the human-nature relationship. Within the selected novels, these historical 

transformations are represented not merely as socio-economic developments but as ecological 

turning points that fundamentally reshape the relationship between humans and the natural 

world. Through aesthetic strategies such as symbolic landscapes, multisensory imagery, 

mythological allusions, and narrative representations of environmental vulnerability, Ghosh 

demonstrates that ecological degradation is inseparable from colonial expansion, capitalist 

exploitation, and the erosion of indigenous ecological knowledge. The chapter therefore 

examines how literary aesthetics function not only to depict environmental crises but also to 

cultivate ecological consciousness, challenge anthropocentric worldviews, and foreground 

ethical responsibilities towards the more-than-human world. 
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In the present study, the interplay between literature and ecology has been showcased 

by forming a recurring theme that underscores the complex and often fraught relationship 

between humanity and the natural world. Many of Ghosh’s works, for example, The Hungry 

Tide, Sea of Poppies, and Gun Island, portray ecological settings not merely as backdrops but 

as active and sometimes even transformative agents in the lives of his characters. By integrating 

ecological concerns with human narratives, he highlights the interconnectedness between 

people and their natural environment, exploring themes of climate change, environmental 

degradation, ecological imbalance, and displacement. He thus crafts a powerful narrative that 

echoes the pressing environmental concerns of the contemporary world. 

Not only this, but literature can also document and preserve ecological knowledge, 

showcasing indigenous or traditional relationships with the environment. This has the potential 

to influence ecological perspectives and serves the purpose of inspiring activism for 

environmental protection. Lawrence Buell, in The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, 

Nature Writing, and the Formation of American Culture, suggests that literature has the unique 

ability to reflect and influence ecological awareness. He writes, “If literature could only be 

nature writing, and nature writing only a celebration of nature, our imaginations would shrink 

to a fraction of what they are” (6). Here, Buell emphasises that literature’s ecological 

significance lies not merely in descriptive landscapes but in its ability to engage readers in 

environmental discourse, revealing the depth and complexity of human-nature interactions. 

Buell’s observation also invites a more critical consideration of the relationship 

between literary aesthetics and ecological ethics. The environmental significance of literature 

does not arise solely from its capacity to depict scenic landscapes or evoke emotional responses 

towards nature; rather, it lies in its ability to challenge anthropocentric modes of thinking that 

position the natural world primarily as a resource for human use. Within an ecocritical 

framework, aesthetic representations acquire ethical significance when they encourage readers 
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to recognise the intrinsic value of non-human life and the interconnectedness of ecological 

systems. Consequently, the aesthetic experience of nature extends beyond sensory appreciation 

to become a means of questioning exploitative human–nature relationships and fostering a 

more ecocentric environmental consciousness. This perspective provides an important 

framework for examining Amitav Ghosh's selected novels, in which aesthetic elements 

consistently illuminate the reciprocal relationship between environmental beauty, ecological 

vulnerability, and ethical responsibility. 

Timothy Morton’s The Ecological Thought explores the philosophical implications of 

viewing everything in terms of interconnectedness. Morton contends, “The ecological thought 

is the thinking of interconnectedness. The ecological thought is not only about the natural world 

but about everything we think and do” (15). This perspective aligns with the thesis that 

literature serves as a medium for exploring interrelations between humanity and the 

environment, encouraging readers to consider ecological impacts across all aspects of life. 

Morton’s concept of interconnectedness also redefines the aesthetic experience of 

nature by dissolving rigid boundaries between humans and the non-human world. From this 

perspective, landscapes are not passive objects awaiting human observation but active 

ecological networks in which human existence is inevitably entangled with animal life, 

vegetation, climatic processes, and material environments. Such an understanding challenges 

anthropocentric assumptions that privilege human interests above ecological well-being. 

Consequently, eco-aesthetic representation in literature becomes an ethical practice that 

encourages readers to recognise their participation within complex ecological systems rather 

than imagining themselves as detached observers or controllers of nature. Ghosh’s fiction 

repeatedly foregrounds this interconnectedness, revealing that environmental crises are never 

isolated natural events but are inseparable from cultural, political, and economic histories. 
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Jonathan Bate, in his article “Green Reading: Environmental Criticism and Literary 

Studies,” argues that green reading, or reading literature through an ecological lens, can 

transform the reader’s understanding of environmental issues. He asserts, “Green reading 

involves not only a love of nature but a belief that literature can contribute to our understanding 

of the environmental crisis” (19). By integrating ecological themes, literature offers a pathway 

for readers to engage emotionally and intellectually with pressing environmental concerns, 

bridging the gap between awareness and action. 

Bate’s concept of “green reading” further suggests that literary aesthetics should be 

understood as a form of ecological intervention rather than mere artistic appreciation. The 

emotional and imaginative engagement generated through literary narratives has the potential 

to cultivate ethical responsibility by prompting readers to question exploitative patterns of 

environmental behaviour. Nevertheless, eco-aesthetic representation also invites critical 

reflection on its own limitations. While aesthetically compelling depictions of nature may 

inspire ecological awareness, they may simultaneously risk romanticising environmental 

degradation if detached from the historical and political realities that produce ecological crises. 

Amitav Ghosh negotiates this tension by ensuring that moments of natural beauty remain 

closely intertwined with colonial exploitation, capitalist expansion, forced migration, and 

climate instability. Thus, aesthetic representation functions not simply to celebrate nature but 

to expose the complex ecological consequences of human actions. 

The Sea of Poppies, for instance, highlights the eventual ecological exploitation 

brought about by colonialism, particularly through the British-controlled opium cultivation in 

India. The transformation of fertile land into monoculture fields of opium mirrors the 

environmental degradation caused by capitalist greed and reveals how colonial power disrupts 

the balance between people and nature. Ghosh presents the fields of poppies as symbols of 

environmental and social oppression, linking the degradation of land with the exploitation of 
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people. It is also a forceful manifestation of the idea of inequality in terms of environmental 

justice, which depicts how the colonisers grabbed every possible opportunity to make capital, 

even if it ruined the environment of the colonised land. Far away from their own native place, 

the Britishers turned the fertile colonised land into a barren piece, ignoring global climatic 

concerns. Very often, the third-world countries have been pushed into harmful practices by the 

developed nations, which have posed a great threat to the ecology of the world. Colonised India 

is one such case that was forced into opium cultivation by the British for their own profits. 

Both the land and the people were made barren under the influence of opium.  In this way, the 

novel invites readers to consider the broader implications of ecological exploitation tied to 

imperial history. 

In Sea of Poppies, Amitav Ghosh intricately weaves the ecological landscape into the 

fabric of human experience, illustrating a strong correlation between literature and ecology. 

The novel portrays the Ganges River, fields of poppies, and agricultural lands as more than 

mere settings, they serve as silent yet powerful forces that shape the lives of the characters. The 

vast fields of poppies, cultivated under British colonial rule for the opium trade, become 

powerful ecological symbols of colonial extraction and environmental injustice. The enforced 

monoculture disrupts biodiversity, exhausts the fertility of the soil, and simultaneously 

impoverishes the communities whose livelihoods once depended upon diversified agriculture. 

By depicting the gradual transformation of productive farmland into “black soot,” Ghosh 

demonstrates that ecological degradation and human exploitation are inseparable consequences 

of imperial capitalism. The damaged landscape thus becomes a visible record of colonial 

violence, revealing how the exploitation of nature inevitably extends to the exploitation of 

human life. 

Beyond documenting colonial environmental destruction, Ghosh employs aesthetic 

representation to question the anthropocentric logic that reduces nature to an economic 
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commodity. The recurring images of fertile fields transformed into monocultural plantations 

expose the consequences of perceiving the natural world solely through the lens of commercial 

productivity. Rather than functioning merely as scenic descriptions, these landscapes acquire 

ethical significance by illustrating the reciprocal relationship between ecological decline and 

human suffering. The aesthetic contrast between the land's former vitality and its subsequent 

exhaustion encourages readers to recognise that environmental exploitation ultimately 

destabilises both ecological systems and social structures. In this manner, Sea of Poppies 

transcends historical narration to present an ecocentric critique of colonial capitalism, 

suggesting that genuine coexistence with nature requires a relationship founded upon 

reciprocity rather than domination. 

Through Deeti, the protagonist, Ghosh further emphasises the intimate relationship 

between humans and their natural surroundings. Her life, deeply rooted in the land and its 

seasonal rhythms, becomes a narrative of survival, loss, and resilience. Deeti’s dependency on 

the land underscores the vulnerability of communities whose livelihoods are at the mercy of 

exploitative agricultural practices. Ghosh uses her perspective to showcase the psychological 

and physical toll of environmental degradation, thereby enhancing the eco-social critique 

embedded within the narrative. 

The depiction of ecology in Sea of Poppies aligns with ecocritical frameworks, where 

literature is seen as a medium to highlight environmental issues and their social repercussions. 

By showcasing the ecological impacts of colonial capitalism, Ghosh illuminates the broader, 

often-overlooked connections between environmental exploitation and human suffering. His 

work invites readers to consider the ecological costs of imperialistic practices and suggests a 

profound, interdependent relationship between ecological well-being and human dignity, 

offering a rich text for ecocritical study. 
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 River of Smoke intricately weaves ecological themes into the narrative, presenting a 

powerful interplay between literature and ecology that echoes through the novel’s portrayal of 

trade, colonialism, and environmental exploitation. The novel, set against the backdrop of the 

opium trade in 19th-century Asia, primarily in Canton (now Guangzhou), illustrates how 

colonial pursuits and capitalist endeavours impact not only human lives but also the 

environment and natural resources. Through vivid descriptions and character interactions, 

Ghosh illuminates the tension between human ambition and ecological stability, demonstrating 

the far-reaching consequences of environmental exploitation. 

Opium trade, central to the River of Smoke, has become a practice that wreaks havoc 

on both land and people equally. The narrative details how vast tracts of fertile land in India 

are forcibly converted to opium cultivation under British colonial rule, transforming landscapes 

that once supported diverse ecosystems into monoculture fields. This monoculture approach 

depletes the soil, diminishes biodiversity, and disrupts the balance of local agriculture, 

illustrating how colonial greed degrades not only the social structure but also the natural 

environment. Ghosh’s portrayal of this transformation reflects an ecocritical viewpoint, 

showing readers the destructive environmental legacy of imperialism. 

The lush descriptions of flora in the novel, especially in the depictions of the famous 

plant collector Paulette, further underscore the link between ecological awareness and literary 

storytelling. Paulette’s fascination with exotic plants and her journey into the world of Canton’s 

botanical gardens emphasize a reverence for biodiversity and natural beauty, contrasting 

sharply with the greed-driven destruction imposed by the opium trade. Her character’s 

relationship with the natural world represents a sensitivity to ecological preservation, and 

through her interactions with plants, Ghosh brings attention to the ethical considerations of 

collecting and commodifying nature, which can lead to exploitation and ecological damage. 
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Moreover, River of Smoke highlights the global interconnectivity of ecological and 

economic forces. Ghosh demonstrates how the exploitation of India’s natural resources directly 

fuels trade routes that span continents, affecting ecosystems and communities far removed from 

the source of extraction. This interconnectedness speaks to the ecocritical notion that 

environmental issues are inherently global, with actions in one part of the world reverberating 

across ecosystems and economies everywhere. 

In Flood of Fire, the final installment of Amitav Ghosh's Ibis trilogy, the correlation 

between literature and ecology is vividly illustrated through the historical and ecological 

ramifications of colonialism and war. Ghosh immerses readers in the socio-environmental 

context of the first Opium War between Britain and China, showing how imperial ambitions 

shape and transform both the human and natural world. By exploring the impact of war on 

landscapes and ecosystems, Ghosh uses literature as a lens to examine the ecological costs of 

historical events, aligning closely with ecocritical concerns. 

A major theme in Flood of Fire is the commodification of natural resources, particularly 

opium, and its widespread ecological consequences. The novel portrays how colonial powers, 

driven by economic gain, force the cultivation of opium in Indian lands, where once-diverse, 

fertile agricultural areas are transformed into single-crop fields dedicated to the opium poppy. 

This transformation of the landscape illustrates the ecological damage wrought by monoculture 

practices, as soils are depleted, native flora is displaced, and the overall health of the ecosystem 

declines. Through the story of these altered landscapes, Ghosh underscores the ecological harm 

caused by colonialism and unchecked capitalism, highlighting the far-reaching impacts of 

human exploitation of nature. 

The novel also addresses the toll of war on the environment. Ghosh’s vivid descriptions 

of battles and military campaigns depict how wars disrupt not only valuable human lives but 

also the ecosystems and natural resources. It is observed how jungles and forests are completely 
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deforested and cleared for military encampments. This encroaching of natural land by man 

pollutes the waterways badly and displaces the wildlife out of disturbances and fear as a direct 

consequence of the violence and upheaval that accompany war. While detailing these 

aftereffects of war, Flood of Fire spotlights the human conflict resulting in great ecological 

destruction and imbalance, suggesting that the cost of war extends beyond human societies to 

all the flora and fauna comprising the natural world. 

One particularly compelling character in this novel, Kesri Singh, offers insight into the 

natural landscape from a military perspective. As an Indian sepoy in the British army, Kesri’s 

experiences reveal how soldiers interact with and view the land they traverse. Through his 

observations of the environment, Ghosh presents a nuanced depiction of nature as both an ally 

and a casualty of war. The British army’s strategic manipulation of landscapes for warfare 

serves as a metaphor for the larger imperial manipulation of ecosystems, showing that 

landscapes are not neutral but rather contested spaces bearing the scars of human agendas. 

The novel vividly presents how imperial policies not only affect human destinies but 

also disturb natural ecosystems. The war in China—fought largely over opium—becomes a 

metaphorical and literal site of ecological disruption. Forests, rivers, and coastlines serve as 

silent casualties in a violent clash between civilizations and economic interests. “The hills were 

a haze of smoke, the trees riddled and splintered; even the air seemed to have been scarred by 

the cannonades” (Ghosh, Flood of Fire 357). This line captures the scarring of the environment 

during the Opium War. Ghosh uses war imagery not only to describe the human cost but also 

to depict environmental devastation, drawing attention to the non-human world affected by 

human conflicts. 

Moreover, the Yangtze River, like the Hooghly and Canton rivers in previous novels, 

becomes a witness to imperial aggression and ecological degradation. “The river was no longer 

placid—it was flecked with the detritus of war: broken boats, debris, bodies” (Ghosh, Flood of 
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Fire 407). This haunting image shows how rivers, traditionally seen as life-giving and sacred, 

are polluted both physically and metaphorically by imperialistic actions. Through the green 

lens, rivers in Ghosh’s narrative transform into symbols of resistance, suffering, and historical 

memory. The novel also emphasizes how opium cultivation led to the transformation of 

agricultural landscapes, displacing traditional farming and damaging soil health. Though 

indirectly addressed, the ecological consequences are profound and intertwined with themes of 

loss and exploitation.  

“Land that once fed mouths now bloomed with poppies—crimson, delicate and deadly” 

(209). This poetic line underscores the moral and environmental cost of the opium trade. The 

beauty of the poppy is deceiving; it symbolises profit for colonisers and ruin for both people 

and the land. 

Furthermore, characters like Shireen Modi and Kesri Singh reflect on landscapes with 

a sense of estrangement, suggesting a deeper environmental dislocation rooted in colonial 

violence. “What was once familiar now felt foreign, as though the earth itself had been 

rewritten by a foreign hand” (298). This suggests an ecological form of cultural alienation, 

where even nature seems altered by imperial influence, a key concern in ecocritical studies. 

The concept of interconnected ecosystems also plays a role in Flood of Fire, as Ghosh 

illustrates how the environmental impact of opium cultivation in India is felt far beyond its 

borders. The influx of opium into China devastated Chinese society, contributing to its social 

decay, addiction, and further exploitation of local resources. This interconnectedness reinforces 

the ecocritical understanding that ecological and human systems are deeply interwoven and 

that environmental degradation in one part of the world inevitably reverberates globally. In 

essence, Flood of Fire offers a compelling examination of the correlation between literature 

and ecology by showing how factors like colonialism, war, and economic greed alter both 

human lives and the natural world. Ghosh’s portrayal of ecological exploitation, environmental 
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degradation, and the interconnectedness of ecosystems reinforces the idea that literature has 

the power to reveal the often-overlooked environmental dimensions of historical events. 

Through an ecocritical reading of Flood of Fire, readers gain insight into the ecological costs 

of human ambition, encouraging a more conscientious reflection on the enduring relationship 

between humanity and nature. 

In yet another novel, The Hungry Tide, Amitav Ghosh crafts a narrative deeply 

intertwined with ecological themes, exploring the complex relationship between literature and 

ecology through the unique ecosystem of the Sundarbans, an expansive, dynamic landscape 

where human existence and natural forces are constantly in flux. The novel shows the benign 

and destructive impact of human intervention on this delicate ecosystem. The portrayal of the 

Sundarbans emphasises the resilience and vulnerability of both the land and the people who 

depend on it, touching on the issues of habitat loss, species extinction, and the ethics of 

conservation, all within a literary framework. 

Ghosh’s novel delves into the interaction between people and nature, shedding light on 

the intricate balance between survival and respect for the environment, particularly within 

fragile and volatile ecosystems. By examining human impacts, indigenous knowledge, and 

environmental ethics, The Hungry Tide becomes a literary investigation of ecological 

interconnectedness, vulnerability, and resilience. 

The Sundarbans, a UNESCO World Heritage site and one of the largest mangrove 

forests in the world, stands as a living character in The Hungry Tide, reflecting the centrality 

of ecology in the novel’s thematic concerns. The landscape is not merely a backdrop but an 

active, unpredictable presence that shapes the lives of the characters. The rising tides, dense 

mangroves, and elusive wildlife, especially the Royal Bengal tiger, serve as powerful symbols 

of nature’s duality, its beauty and its danger, its role as both a giver and taker of life. Ghosh’s 

choice to set the novel in the Sundarbans underscores the precarious existence of both human 
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and non-human inhabitants within this ecosystem, emphasizing a larger ecocritical reflection 

on the balance between human needs and environmental preservation. 

The forest's unpredictability and hostility to human settlement can be seen as nature's 

way of asserting its dominance and resisting human encroachment. The Sundarbans are 

frequently ravaged by cyclones and tidal surges, too, which are depicted in the novel as 

manifestations of nature’s revenge.  

“And to the inhabitants of the islands this land is known as bhatir desh, the tide country, 

except that bhati is not just the ‘tide’ but one tide in particular, the ebb tide, the bhata” (Ghosh, 

The Hungry Tide 8). These natural disasters highlight the vulnerability of human settlements 

and the futility of trying to control or conquer nature. The cyclone that strikes towards the end 

of the novel is a pivotal moment, bringing destruction and death to the characters and their 

communities.  

The tides reach as far as two hundred miles inland and everyday thousands of 

acres of forest disappear underwater, only to reemerge hours later. The currents 

are so powerful as to reshape the islands almost daily — some days the water 

tears away entire promontories and peninsulas; at other times it throws up new 

shelves and sandbanks where there were none before (The Hungry Tide 7). 

This event underscores the idea that nature, when provoked or disturbed, can unleash 

devastating power in retaliation. In addition to this, the legend of Bon Bibi, the protector of the 

Sundarbans, is woven throughout the narrative and serves as a moral compass for the 

inhabitants of the region. According to the legend, Bon Bibi maintains the balance between 

humans and nature, protecting those who respect the forest and punishing those who enter it 

with greed or malice. The novel explores the conflict between human needs and the natural 

environment, particularly through the tension between conservation efforts and the livelihood 



Bawa 278 
 

 
 

of the local population. The struggle over the protection of the endangered Irrawaddy dolphins, 

symbolized by the character Piya, contrasts with the survival needs of the impoverished people 

of the Sundarbans. This conflict illustrates how human attempts to dominate or manage nature 

can lead to unintended consequences, where nature retaliates through ecological imbalance, 

endangering both wildlife and human lives. 

The Royal Bengal tiger, a key figure in the novel, symbolizes the untamed and fearsome 

power of nature. The tiger's presence in the Sundarbans is both feared and revered by the locals. 

It represents the danger that the natural world poses to those who try to intrude upon it. The 

tiger’s attacks on humans serve as a literal example of nature’s revenge, reminding the 

characters that they are not masters of the environment, but rather participants in a delicate 

balance that can be disrupted at any time. 

The novel also touches on the environmental degradation caused by human activities, 

such as deforestation and the disruption of natural habitats. The depletion of resources in the 

Sundarbans leads to increased human-wildlife conflict, poverty, and displacement. These 

consequences can be seen as a form of nature’s revenge, where the exploitation of the 

environment leads to a decline in the quality of life for the very people who depend on it. 

Ghosh uses his characters’ relationships with the environment to illuminate different 

ecological perspectives. Piya Roy, a marine biologist, represents a scientific approach to 

understanding and conserving nature. Her research on the endangered Irrawaddy dolphins 

symbolizes an effort to harmonize human knowledge with ecological preservation, 

underscoring the importance of respecting and conserving wildlife within its natural habitat. 

Her encounters with local fishermen reveal both the limitations and potential of science in 

understanding the complexities of ecosystems that are also shaped by indigenous knowledge 

and practices. Through Piya, Ghosh suggests that scientific study can coexist with traditional 

ecological knowledge, advocating for an integrated approach to ecological understanding. 
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Kanai Dutt, a translator from Kolkata, represents the “outsider” perspective, grappling 

with his lack of familiarity with the ecosystem and the customs of the Sundarbans’ inhabitants. 

Through Kanai’s character, Ghosh explores the difficulty of truly understanding and 

appreciating the value of ecosystems when disconnected from them. Kanai’s gradual 

realization of the Sundarbans’ significance reflects the broader journey toward ecological 

consciousness that individuals from urban or privileged backgrounds must often undertake to 

recognize the value of conserving ecosystems like the Sundarbans. His character arc 

underscores the ecocritical message that respect for nature requires awareness and a shift in 

perspective. Fokir, a local fisherman, embodies Indigenous knowledge and a way of life that is 

deeply integrated with the rhythm of the Sundarbans. He relies on an intimate, generational 

understanding of the land and waters, treating nature with reverence and maintaining a 

symbiotic relationship with his surroundings. Fokir’s respect for the natural world reflects an 

intrinsic ecological ethic, contrasting sharply with modern, exploitative attitudes toward nature. 

His relationship with the Sundarbans, marked by both love and respect, exemplifies an 

ecocritical stance that values and preserves traditional wisdom as a means of sustainable living 

within one’s environment. 

Through the depiction of the Morichjhãpi incident as described in the novel, Ghosh 

further examines the intersection of human rights and environmental ethics. The forcible 

displacement of refugees from the island of Morichjhãpi raises questions about environmental 

justice, particularly concerning marginalized communities. The government’s rationale for 

evicting the refugees was based on the need to protect the ecosystem, but Ghosh questions the 

ethical implications of prioritizing conservation over human rights. This scene highlights the 

often-contentious relationship between environmental preservation and social justice, 

suggesting that ecological concerns must account for the needs of all species, including 

humans, particularly those from vulnerable communities. 
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This is how literature serves as a means of interrogating ecological issues by 

humanizing them and grounding them in lived experiences. Ghosh’s depiction of the 

Sundarbans captures the ongoing conflict between preservation and survival, privilege and 

marginalization, and scientific knowledge and traditional wisdom. The novel suggests that an 

ecocritical approach to literature enables readers to understand the interdependence of humans 

and nature and emphasizes that ecological preservation requires empathy, respect, and a holistic 

perspective that embraces both cultural and environmental diversity. 

Ultimately, The Hungry Tide invites readers to consider how literature can deepen 

ecological awareness by immersing them in the interconnectedness of human and natural 

worlds. Through the various ecological and ethical questions raised within the narrative, 

Ghosh’s novel exemplifies the role of literature in illuminating the complex web of 

relationships that define our world, underscoring the urgency of fostering a harmonious 

coexistence between humanity and the environment. 

In this novel, the relationship between humans, nature, and the environment is complex 

and often fraught with tension. The characters are acutely aware of their vulnerability in the 

face of nature's power, as Kanai reflects on the inevitability of storms, stating, “A storm will 

come, the waters will rise, and the bãdh will succumb, in part or in whole. It is only a matter 

of time” (187). This acknowledgement of nature's dominance highlights the precarious 

existence of the inhabitants of the Tide Country, who must navigate both the physical dangers 

posed by the environment and the sociopolitical challenges they face. Moreover, the novel 

illustrates how human actions impact the environment, particularly through the settlers' 

struggle for survival. Nilima expresses her concerns about the settlers being labelled as 

squatters, arguing, “Those people are squatters; that land doesn’t belong to them; it’s 

government property” (193). This statement underscores the conflict between human needs and 
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environmental conservation, as the settlers seek to claim land for their survival while the 

government prioritizes ecological preservation. 

Additionally, the narrative also emphasizes on the interconnectedness of human lives 

and the natural world. This is justified by a character named Piya, a marine biologist, who 

contemplates the dolphins and their habitat, recognizing that “to ‘see’ was also to ‘speak’ to 

others of your kind” (145). This connection between observation and communication reflects 

the deep bond that exists between humans and the environment, suggesting that understanding 

and respecting nature is essential for coexistence. Ultimately, the novel portrays a dynamic 

interplay where human aspirations, environmental realities, and the forces of nature 

continuously shape each other. 

Moving further towards another beautiful composition of Amitav Ghosh, i.e. Jungle 

Nama, we see that in this novel he uses verse to explore the profound connection between 

literature and ecology, drawing on the mythology of the Sundarbans to bring environmental 

themes to life. This verse adaptation of the legend of Bon Bibi—a forest goddess who protects 

the Sundarbans and its people from the dangers of the wilderness—demonstrates how literature 

can serve as a bridge between human culture and the natural world. The verse form lends itself 

to a musical quality that enhances the story’s mystical and enchanting atmosphere. The 

Sundarbans are a unique ecosystem, both beautiful and dangerous, and the rhythmic flow of 

verse mirrors this dual nature, capturing the beauty of the forest as well as its lurking perils. By 

reinterpreting this folklore, Ghosh brings forward ecological concerns and cultural traditions 

that highlight the relationship between humans, animals, and the forest. 

The story centers around the figure of Bon Bibi, revered by the people of the 

Sundarbans as a guardian of balance within the ecosystem. Through Bon Bibi, Ghosh 

accentuates a theme central to ecocriticism: the need for sustainable and respectful interactions 

with the environment. This mythological framework functions as an ecocritical narrative, 
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reminding readers of the value of indigenous ecological knowledge and the importance of 

reverence for nature. The character Dokkhin Rai, depicted as a tiger spirit in Jungle Nama, 

symbolizes the threats and challenges posed by nature, particularly to those who seek to exploit 

its resources irresponsibly. Dokkhin Rai’s antagonism reflects the natural world's potential 

ferocity when pushed beyond its limits, a theme that resonates with ecocritical perspectives on 

human-nature conflicts. His character serves as a caution against greed and the exploitation of 

natural resources, highlighting the inherent risks of overstepping ecological boundaries. 

The structure and language of Jungle Nama itself reinforce the ecological themes within 

the narrative. Written in a rhythmic, poetic style that mirrors the oral traditions of the 

Sundarbans, Ghosh's storytelling style emphasizes the interconnectedness of people and their 

environment. This poetic form also honors the Sundarbans’ rich cultural heritage, 

demonstrating how literature can sustain ecological wisdom passed down through generations. 

Through this narrative, Ghosh illuminates how folklore and myth can be powerful 

vehicles for ecological awareness. The narrative urges a reconnection with nature and respect 

for indigenous ecological knowledge, reminding readers that the wisdom in such myths is as 

relevant to contemporary ecological challenges as it was to ancient cultures. The work stands 

as an example of how literature can cultivate ecological consciousness by offering readers a 

view of the natural world through cultural and ethical lenses, inspiring both respect and a sense 

of shared responsibility toward the environment. 

Apart from the select novels, Gun Island is yet another piece of fiction in which Ghosh 

extends his ecological inquiry to the global scale, exploring the effects of climate change and 

environmental disasters on migration and identity. Through a story that traverses continents, 

Ghosh delves into climate-induced displacement, highlighting the interdependence of 

ecological and social crises. The narrative underscores how climate change disrupts the lives 
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of vulnerable communities, forcing readers to confront the urgent ecological issues affecting 

people around the world. 

Across these novels, Ghosh establishes a dialogue between literature and ecology, 

where ecological challenges and human stories intersect to form narratives that reflect the 

reality of environmental crises. His works embody an ecocritical perspective, emphasizing the 

significance of environmental preservation while advocating for a harmonious coexistence 

with nature. Through these ecologically resonant stories, Ghosh not only illuminates the plight 

of natural landscapes but also instils a consciousness in readers about the urgent need to address 

and mitigate the impacts of environmental degradation in our shared world. 

This chapter endeavours to delineate the experiences of characters who suffer from 

various ecocritical elements like climate change, existential crisis, migration, and 

environmental destruction. The fact that humans rely mainly on nature for essential resources 

like air, water, food, and other raw materials cannot ignore what, in turn, they are repaying. The 

untouched and unbothered reality surfacing now is the harsh and irreversible impact of human 

activities on the natural environment, which can put indelible marks on mankind forever. A 

significant literary work that offers a vivid exploration of the aftermath of a devastating 

industrial disaster is Indra Sinha’s Animal’s People. It is a powerful, tragic novel inspired by 

the 1984 Bhopal gas tragedy that exposed thousands of people in Bhopal, India, to lethal gas 

from a chemical plant. Giving a voice to those affected by industrial pollution and corporate 

negligence. Animal's People highlight the environmental, ethical, and socio-economic issues 

surrounding ecological disasters. 

The story is narrated by a young, disfigured boy known as Animal, who acquired his 

name because of his unusual physical posture – he walks on all fours due to a spinal deformity 

caused by exposure to the toxic gas. The novel is set in the fictional town of Khaufpur (an 

allusion to Bhopal). Animal's People follow Animal's journey as he grapples with his identity, 
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bitterness, and desire for justice. We find Animal’s narration as unfiltered, often crude, yet 

deeply poignant, offering a unique perspective on the suffering caused by environmental 

disasters. 

The novel raises questions about the concept of environmental justice and who bears 

the cost of industrial progress. The novel critiques the irresponsibility of corporations and the 

inadequate legal recourse for affected individuals. It sheds light on the indifference of 

corporations toward communities they exploit and pollute, especially those in economically 

disadvantaged regions. The novel portrays how environmental hazards, when unchecked, lead 

to not only ecological devastation but also widespread health crises. The people of Khaufpur 

suffer from chronic health issues due to contaminated soil and water, underscoring the need for 

accountability and ethical responsibility in industrial practices. 

Through Animal, Sinha explores how environmental disasters marginalize already 

vulnerable populations, both socially and economically. Animal’s physical deformity, poverty, 

and social isolation become symbols of how marginalized communities bear the brunt of 

ecological crises. His struggle for identity and respect reflects a larger battle against the 

dehumanizing effects of corporate neglect. Despite the grim circumstances, the novel 

showcases the resilience of the Khaufpur community. This resilience challenges readers to 

consider the strength and agency of communities affected by environmental harm. 

Animal’s People is narrated in a series of tapes that Animal records for a journalist, 

creating a conversational, intimate tone. Sinha’s choice to let Animal tell the story in his own 

words provides authenticity and immediacy to the narrative. Animal’s voice is raw, humorous, 

and often painfully honest, allowing readers to feel the intensity of his experiences. This 

storytelling method immerses readers in Khaufpur’s world and encourages empathy for Animal 

and his community. 
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It is to be understood by the masses that the connection between nature and man is 

inseparable and very significant for maintaining global ecological balance. This 

interconnectedness of humans and the environment form a focal point of Indian ecology too, 

which emphasises that humans should not exploit but rather be a part of nature. However, this 

relationship has been affected badly by human greed and the prioritisation of economic growth 

over ecological balance, leading to a disregard for the nonhuman world and the natural world. 

“The right of nature is the liberty each man hath to use his own power, as he will 

himself, for the preservation of his own nature; that is to say, of his own life” (Thomas Hobbes). 

We often see the cultural and societal attitudes towards nature reflected in various forms 

of literature by examining how nature is depicted in various texts. Based on these 

representations, the ecocritics tend to analyze whether these reflections support environmental 

conservation or contribute to the exploitation of natural resources on the part of man. For 

instance, in Amitav Ghosh’s fiction, we often come across the complex interactions between 

humans and their environments, highlighting the impact of globalization as well as colonialism 

on ecological systems. The British colonial system which covered most parts of the world for 

their monetary missions did affect the ecology of the colonised areas in some ways or others. 

The Ibis Trilogy of Ghosh shows how the cultivation of poppy for the opium trade barrened 

the lands forever making them unfit for plantation thereby heading towards environmental 

hazard. Similarly, as shown historically, the forceful cultivation of indigo by Indian farmers 

also led to great health and environmental hazards. Indigo dyeing led to pollution of waterways 

and soil which ultimately led to crop loss. The chemicals like mordants which were used in 

indigo cultivation to increase production, posed great environmental threats and brought 

damage to the ecosystems. 

It emphasises the role of literature in shaping perceptions of nature and can critique 

anthropocentric worldviews that prioritise human needs over ecological balance. The concept 
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of the Anthropocene suggests that humans have become a dominant geological force, 

profoundly shaping the planet. Climate change is one of the most significant manifestations of 

this influence, raising questions about sustainability, ethics, and the future of the human-nature 

relationship. In response to the environmental crisis, there has been a growing movement 

towards sustainable development, which seeks to balance human needs with ecological 

preservation. Conservation efforts aim to protect biodiversity, restore ecosystems, and mitigate 

human impact.            

Another significant area of inquiry within this field is the spatial dimension of landscape 

studies. It has been examined that the writers’ vivid descriptions of landscapes have the power 

to shape our collective understanding of the world, while the process of human conquest of 

nature must also contend with the counteracting force of nature itself. The vivid descriptions 

of landscape and nature enrich our understanding of the world and shed light on the underlying 

tensions and conflicts between humanity and the ecological systems in which we are 

embedded. The ecological crisis and the concept of ‘nature’s revenge’ have also become central 

themes in contemporary literary studies as authors grapple with the consequences of human-

induced environmental degradation and the push-and-pull between human agency and the 

resistance of the natural world.  

In Jungle Nama, nature's revenge is depicted once again through the mythical 

framework of the Sundarbans legend, where the natural world, under the protection of Bon 

Bibi, retaliates against those who seek to exploit it. Dokkhin Rai, the antagonist in the legend, 

is a demon who preys on those who enter the forest with greed in their hearts. He symbolizes 

the destructive forces unleashed by human avarice and disregard for nature's laws. Dokkhin 

Rai’s actions reflect the consequences of exploiting the natural world for personal gain. His 

eventual defeat by Bon Bibi underscores the idea that nature, personified by Bon Bibi, will 

always reclaim its balance, punishing those who seek to exploit it. The Sundarbans itself is 
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depicted as a living entity with its own will and power. The story thus reinforces the belief that 

nature is not merely a resource to be exploited but a powerful force that demands reverence 

and respect.  

The study under reference reinforces the concept of nature’s revenge in Sea of Poppies, 

where it is subtly woven into the narrative, reflecting the broader themes of colonial 

exploitation and the consequences of human actions. The novel is set against the backdrop of 

the opium trade in the early 19th century, where the British Empire's relentless pursuit of profit 

through the cultivation and trade of opium in India has severe repercussions on both the people 

and the land. In Sea of Poppies, nature's revenge is not overtly violent or cataclysmic but is 

instead a slow, insidious response to the exploitation of the land and people. The novel suggests 

that the imbalance created by colonialism and the opium trade will ultimately lead to a 

reckoning, where both the environment and the people will reclaim their agency, albeit through 

suffering and hardship. 

In River of Smoke too, the theme of nature's revenge is intricately woven into the 

narrative, reflecting the consequences of human exploitation and the ecological disruptions 

caused by the opium trade. Here’s how this theme manifests in the novel: 

The novel opens with a powerful cyclone that wreaks havoc in the South China Sea, 

leading to the destruction of the ship Anahita and its opium cargo. This event symbolizes 

nature's revenge against human greed, represented by the opium trade. The cyclone, an 

uncontrollable natural force, serves as a reminder that nature cannot be subdued or exploited 

without consequences. It also foreshadows the eventual downfall of the opium traders who 

believe they can manipulate both the market and the environment to their advantage. The 

flooding of Canton, where the majority of the novel’s action takes place, serves as another 

instance of nature's revenge. The flood disrupts trade, destroys property, and brings chaos to 

the lives of those involved in the opium business. This natural disaster underscores the futility 
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of human endeavours when faced with the overwhelming power of nature. It also highlights 

the idea that the exploitation of the environment and people for profit cannot be sustained 

indefinitely, and that nature will ultimately reassert itself, often with devastating consequences. 

The River of Smoke also portrays nature's revenge through both dramatic natural events, 

like the cyclone and the flood, and the more subtle, insidious consequences of human actions, 

such as environmental degradation and social decay. The novel suggests that the exploitation 

of nature and people, driven by greed, will inevitably lead to retribution, where the natural 

world reclaims its power and balance, often at the expense of those who seek to dominate it. 

The title Flood of Fire itself is metaphorical and suggests a cataclysmic event—akin to 

a biblical flood or divine retribution. This “flood” is both literal and figurative, symbolizing 

the overwhelming forces of nature and war that engulf the characters and their world. The "fire" 

represents the destructive consequences of human actions, particularly the British Empire’s 

aggressive expansion and exploitation. This novel also suggests that the exploitation of the 

environment and people leads to inevitable consequences, where the natural world, through 

fire, floods, and chaos, reasserts its power and balance, often at a great cost to those who seek 

to dominate it. 

        The intersection of literature and ecology has garnered growing scholarly attention in 

recent years. Ecologically inspired literary studies seek to examine the complex interplay 

between culture and nature, without overlooking the inherent linguistic and discursive 

mediation of this relationship (Zapf). The environmental movement of the 1970s brought a new 

dimension to the study of nature in literature, as scholars like Annette Kolodny and Joseph 

Meeker explored the connections between language, the domination of women and nature, and 

the ways in which classical literary modes may or may not promote ecologically sound human 

behavior (Sarver et al.). 
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The study under reference has also analysed that the natural world is not merely a 

backdrop for human action but an active participant in the narrative. In The Hungry Tide, the 

Sundarbans is not merely a geographical landscape but a central character that exerts a 

profound influence on the lives of the human characters. The mangrove forest, with its shifting 

tides, treacherous waters, and deadly wildlife, actively shapes the narrative. The Sundarbans 

are not just playing the role of a setting; they are a living, breathing force that dictates the 

rhythms of life and death, joy and suffering. The legend of Bon Bibi, the protector of the forest, 

further personifies the Sundarbans, reinforcing the idea that the natural world has its own 

agency and moral order. The forest's response to human actions, whether through natural 

disasters or the presence of the tiger, underscores the theme that nature is an active participant 

in the story, capable of both nurturing and punishing. 

In the Ibis Trilogy—Sea of Poppies, River of Smoke, and Flood of Fire—the sea serves 

as an active force that shapes the lives of the characters. The Indian Ocean and its unpredictable 

weather patterns play a crucial role in the narrative, particularly in events like the storms that 

destroy ships and alter the course of characters' lives. The ocean is a vast, uncontrollable entity 

that represents the power of nature over human endeavors, particularly the opium trade. The 

natural world, represented by the sea, acts as both a conduit for human greed and a force of 

retribution, reflecting the broader theme of nature’s revenge. The sea’s actions—whether it’s 

through cyclones, tidal waves, or the simple act of being an expansive and challenging space—

underscore its role as an active participant in the characters' journeys, both literal and 

metaphorical. 

In Sea of Poppies, the river Ganges is not just a physical setting but a powerful force 

that influences the narrative. The river is central to the lives of the characters, particularly those 

like Deeti, whose life is intertwined with the river’s flow. The Ganges is depicted as a life-

giving and sacred entity, but in addition to that it also has the power to bring destruction, as 
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seen in the way it influences the characters' fates. The flooding of the river and the resultant 

changing landscape it creates are symbolic of the larger forces at play in the novel, such as 

colonialism and the opium trade. The Ganges, with its vast and uncontrollable nature, mirrors 

the tumultuous social and political changes taking place, making it an active participant in the 

story. 

In Jungle Nama, the Sundarbans are once again depicted as a character with agency, 

particularly through the legend of Bon Bibi. The natural world in this narrative is deeply 

intertwined with the moral and ethical dimensions of the story. The forest, under Bon Bibi's 

protection, enforces a moral order that punishes greed and rewards humility and respect for 

nature. The forest's dangers—whether from wildlife or the environment itself—are seen as 

direct responses to human actions, reinforcing the idea that the natural world is an active force 

in the narrative. The Sundarbans’ ability to influence the outcomes of human endeavors, as 

seen in the fate of Dukhey and Dokkhin Rai, illustrates its role as more than just a setting; it is 

a character with its own motivations and responses. 

The ecological imagination reflected in Ghosh's novels also resonates with the Indian 

philosophical principle of the Panchamahabhutas—earth (Prithvi), water (Jala), fire (Agni), 

air (Vayu), and space (Akasha). These five elements are traditionally regarded as the 

fundamental constituents of both the cosmos and the human body, suggesting that human 

existence remains inseparable from the natural environment. This philosophy challenges the 

dualistic separation between humanity and nature that characterises much of Western 

modernity. Ghosh repeatedly foregrounds this elemental interconnectedness by depicting rivers 

as living entities, oceans as repositories of collective memory, forests as sites of ecological 

resilience, and climatic forces as active participants in human history. His narratives therefore 

encourage readers to recognise ecological crises not as external environmental problems but as 

disruptions of the elemental balance upon which all life depends. 
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Indian aesthetic theory further enriches the ecological dimensions of Ghosh's fiction 

through the concept of Rasa. Unlike conventional understandings of beauty that privilege 

visual pleasure, the theory of Rasa emphasises the emotional and ethical experience generated 

through artistic representation. In Ghosh's novels, ecological aesthetics frequently evoke 

Adbhuta Rasa (wonder) through detailed descriptions of biodiversity, riverscapes, mangrove 

forests, marine ecosystems, and botanical diversity. This sense of wonder encourages readers 

to appreciate the complexity and vitality of ecological systems beyond their utilitarian value. 

Simultaneously, Karuṇa Rasa (compassion) emerges through depictions of environmental 

degradation, forced migration, biodiversity loss, and ecological displacement, transforming 

aesthetic experience into moral reflection. Moments of ecological harmony often evoke Śānta 

Rasa (tranquillity), representing an ideal of coexistence between humans and the natural world. 

These emotional experiences collectively demonstrate that eco-aesthetics in Ghosh's fiction is 

not intended merely to celebrate natural beauty but to cultivate ecological sensitivity and ethical 

responsibility. 

Across Ghosh’s novels, nature often acts as a moral force, responding to human actions 

with its own form of justice. Whether through natural disasters, the presence of dangerous 

animals, or the changing landscape, nature in Ghosh’s work is a participant that interacts with 

the characters and influences the trajectory of the narrative. This depiction of nature aligns with 

ecocritical perspectives that view the environment as an integral part of the human experience, 

capable of exerting influence and demanding ethical consideration. 

Ghosh’s portrayal of the natural world as an active participant emphasises the 

interconnectedness of humans and the environment. His narratives often illustrate that human 

actions, whether it’s the exploitation of natural resources, the pursuit of profit, or the 

displacement of communities, have direct consequences on the natural world, which in turn 

responds, sometimes violently, to these disruptions. This interconnectedness is a recurring 
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theme in Ghosh’s work, where the boundaries between the human and the non-human are 

blurred, and the environment is portrayed as an active force with its own agency. 

 In Ghosh’s novels, settings like the Sundarbans or the Indian Ocean are vital to the 

story, influencing characters’ lives and reflecting broader environmental concerns. The 

characters in ecologically focused literature often embody varying degrees of ecological 

awareness. This awareness can influence their actions and decisions, reflecting the ethical 

implications of their relationship with nature. For example, in The Hungry Tide, the characters' 

interactions with the Sundarbans illustrate differing perspectives on conservation and 

development. Literature can serve as a critique of human activities that harm the environment, 

such as deforestation, pollution, and climate change. Through narrative, authors can explore 

the consequences of these actions, encouraging readers to consider the long-term sustainability 

of human practices. 

The green lens encourages interdisciplinary connections between literature, 

environmental science, and ethics. By integrating ecological knowledge into literary analysis, 

ecocriticism provides a more holistic understanding of texts and their relevance to 

contemporary environmental issues. Ecocriticism often aligns with the principles of 

environmental justice, which seeks to address the unequal distribution of environmental 

benefits and burdens. Literature can be a powerful tool for highlighting the struggles of 

marginalized and tribal communities who are disproportionately affected by environmental 

degradation. Viewing literature through a green lens allows for a deeper exploration of how 

texts engage with ecological issues. It reveals how literature not only reflects but also shapes 

our understanding of the natural world, advocating for a more sustainable and just relationship 

with the environment.  

Green Studies explores ethical questions related to the environment, such as the moral 

responsibilities of humans towards nature and the rights of non-human entities. This includes 
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debates over conservation, sustainability, and the ethical treatment of animals and ecosystems. 

It examines how nature is depicted in literature, art, and other cultural forms. It looks at whether 

these representations promote a harmonious relationship with the environment or contribute to 

its exploitation and degradation. For example, romantic literature often idealizes nature, while 

modern and postmodern works may focus on environmental crises and the human impact on 

the earth. This field emphasizes the significance of place, landscape, and environment in 

shaping human identity, culture, and narratives. Green Studies often explore the symbolic and 

literal meaning of specific landscapes, such as forests, rivers, and mountains, in literary works. 

It encourages an ecological consciousness or awareness that recognizes the interconnectedness 

of all life and the impact of human actions on the environment. This consciousness is often 

reflected in literature that promotes environmental awareness and activism. 

Green Studies is inherently interdisciplinary, drawing on literature, cultural studies, 

philosophy, ecology, environmental science, and history. This approach provides a more 

comprehensive understanding of how cultural practices and environmental issues intersect. 

Many scholars and practitioners in Green Studies are also involved in environmental activism. 

They use their work to advocate for policy changes, conservation efforts, and a more 

sustainable relationship between humans and the natural world. In literature, Green Studies 

might involve analysing how a novel portrays the environment, how it critiques industrial or 

agricultural practices, or how it imagines alternative ways of living in harmony with nature. It 

can also involve studying the works of authors who are particularly concerned with 

environmental issues, such as Henry David Thoreau and Rachel Carson, or contemporary 

writers like Amitav Ghosh. 

In Amitav Ghosh’s select novels, the interplay between humans, the environment, and 

nature takes centre stage. Ghosh's masterful storytelling weaves an intricate, interwoven work 

that illuminates the delicate balance and interdependence between these elements, showcasing 
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their profound impact on each other. The author's meticulous attention to the intricacies of the 

natural world, such as the Sundarbans ecosystem, and the complex relationships between 

humans and their environment, aligns with the principles of ecocriticism. Ghosh's works 

present a multifaceted exploration of the intricate web of interconnections between human 

societies and the natural world, underscoring the profound impact they have on one another. 

Glotfelty emphasises that nature and culture are not separate entities but exist in a 

dynamic relationship. Sea of Poppies embodies this by showcasing how the environment 

shapes human actions and, conversely, how human actions transform the environment. The 

opium trade, driven by colonial greed, drastically alters the Indian landscape, turning it into a 

monoculture that disrupts traditional practices and ecological balance. This illustrates how 

cultural forces, particularly colonial exploitation, directly impact the natural world.  

Glotfelty advocates for including marginalised voices in environmental discourse. Sea 

of Poppies aligns with this by centering its narrative on characters often excluded from 

traditional colonial literature. Deeti, a low-caste woman, possesses a deep understanding of the 

natural world and its rhythms. Her perspective, alongside those of other marginalised 

characters like Kalua and Paulette, enriches the novel's exploration of human-nature 

relationships beyond the dominant Western lens. 

Glotfelty’s ecocriticism critiques anthropocentric worldviews that place humans at the 

centre of the universe. Sea of Poppies subtly challenges this by highlighting the agency and 

power of nature. The devastating storm that upends Deeti's life serves as a stark reminder of 

nature's unpredictable force, beyond human control. The novel suggests that humans are not 

separate from or superior to nature but are ultimately subject to its power. While not explicitly 

stated by Glotfelty, her work encourages examining how environmental issues intersect with 

social justice concerns. Sea of Poppies excels in this regard. The novel exposes the unequal 

burden of environmental degradation borne by marginalized communities. The impoverished 
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villagers suffer the most from the ecological and social consequences of the opium trade, 

highlighting the links between environmental exploitation and social injustice. 

Literature can raise awareness about environmental issues and inspire action. Sea of 

Poppies, through its vivid portrayal of the human and ecological costs of the opium trade, 

prompts readers to critically examine historical and contemporary forms of environmental 

exploitation. By connecting the past to the present, the novel encourages reflection on our own 

roles and responsibilities in creating a more just and sustainable future. 

Together, these ecocritical perspectives of literature underscore the profound role 

literature plays in illuminating the connections between humanity and the natural world and in 

creating awareness. Through this green lens, the selected novels of Amitav Ghosh can be 

examined not just as stories but as vehicles for ecological reflection, fostering an understanding 

that extends beyond literary appreciation to encompass environmental responsibility. Thus, the 

research undertaken showcases that literature truly possesses a transformative potential that 

can shape environmental ethics, challenge anthropocentrism, and advocate for a more 

ecologically conscious world. 
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Conclusion  

Examining and analysing the ecocritical writings of Amitav Ghosh ultimately 

culminates in the conclusion that now is the time for no more speech but action, which would 

lead to preserving nature and at the same time, maintaining eco-consciousness and eco-literacy 

amongst the citizens of the world about the global environmental issues. The research on the 

selected ecocritical texts reflecting the various parameters that need an emergent attention on 

the part of humans leads to a simple resolution to the burning issue of ecological imbalance 

and environmental degradation. The level to which the environmental hazards have reached 

today has left humans with options none other than being eco-friendly and eco-literate and 

understanding that nature is not a slave to man meant to fulfil his greed. The human world has 

to be friends with the environment and has to live with the intent of not harming it in any 

manner. In fact, man now truly needs to place nature on the position of a mother who nurtures 

her children even after bearing many sufferings. But at the same time, he should not overlook 

the fact that being an embodiment of a woman, nature can take the most furious of her forms 

to destroy mankind in a moment if taken for granted.   

Amitav Ghosh’s novels serve as powerful literary interventions that challenge 

conventional narratives surrounding climate change, ecological degradation, and the human-

nature relationship. Through his ecocritical works, Ghosh explores the interconnectedness of 

ecological realities and cultural, historical, and political dynamics. His storytelling blends myth 

with science and personal experience with collective memory, emphasizing the urgency of 

environmental awareness in the face of global crises. Ghosh’s ecocritical perspective is 

particularly relevant in the modern world, where the consequences of environmental neglect 

are increasingly undeniable. By foregrounding the voices of marginalized communities and 

non-human entities, his novels urge readers to rethink anthropocentric worldviews and adopt a 

more inclusive, ethical relationship with the planet. In doing so, Ghosh not only reaches literary 

discourse but also contributes meaningfully to global environmental thought. 
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Ultimately, his works act as both a mirror and a warning, reflecting humanity’s 

entanglement with nature while cautioning against continued indifference. In a time of climate 

urgency, Ghosh’s novels underscore the necessity of integrating ecological consciousness into 

our cultural, political, and literary frameworks. 

Karl Marx once said, “Man lives from nature and must maintain a continuing dialogue 

with it if he is not to die.” But the recent era is a solid witness to a curious paradoxical bond 

between Man and Nature. Nature being the victim of man and resultantly man being the victim 

of Nature, becomes a vicious circle that traps both man and nature. The harmony between Man 

and Nature has been gradually destabilised by the cunning interventions of neo-colonial and 

neonatal tendencies, which form the negative side of globalisation, giving way to the modern 

man, who forges his reverence for Nature and wants to stamp his superiority over Nature. 

Environmental degradation being the most terrific challenge of recent times has been proving 

itself in the form of untimely natural calamities that show an adverse impact on, especially the 

poor and the marginalized, adding to the number of environmental refugees year after year. 

Literature across the world is now trying to address these major challenges of the environment 

by making environment and ecology-related issues a part of itself. This leads to a great scope 

of resolving the global issue of environmental concern through ecocriticism.  

The research undertaken by me has sought to explore the natural world portrayed and 

the aesthetic elements showcased in the select novels of Amitav Ghosh using an ecocritical 

lens thereby shedding light on the intricate relationship between humanity and the environment. 

The undertaken works — Sea of Poppies, River of Smoke, Flood of Fire, The Hungry Tide, and 

Jungle Nama—stand as exemplary literary texts that interweave ecological, historical, and 

cultural dimensions. In Sea of Poppies, the portrayal of the intertwined fates of individuals and 

the environment during the opium trade in colonial India highlights the ecological ramifications 

of economic exploitation. River of Smoke continues this narrative, depicting the environmental 

and cultural exchanges along the trade routes. Flood of Fire culminates this trilogy, examining 
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the environmental and human consequences of the First Opium War. The Great Derangement 

diverges into a more direct engagement with climate change and humanity's failure to address 

it adequately, while Jungle Nama, a verse adaptation of a traditional legend, explores the deep 

connections between local myths and ecological consciousness.   

The nature as portrayed in these writings has remained a focal topic, unavoidable and 

unignorable by the scholars to note. This is due to the fact that all these works spotlight Nature 

not merely as a passive backdrop but as a dynamic force that shapes human lives and influences 

social, cultural, and economic systems. In other words, it can be said that Nature has been 

treated as one of the main characters of the story dropping an impact on all the others. Ghosh’s 

novels have always shown to transcend traditional narrative frameworks by positioning nature 

as an integral character within his stories, which has all the more helped in bringing about an 

awareness regarding nature's physical existence equal to the Humans in this cosmos created by 

Divinity.  Central to Ghosh’s narratives has always been the idea that nature, far from being 

static, is an active participant in human history. The Ganga River, the Indian Ocean, and the 

mangroves of the Sundarbans emerge as forces that shape destinies, alter landscapes, and 

command reverence. In Flood of Fire, the monsoon rains and turbulent seas dictate the course 

of events, reflecting the immense power of natural phenomena over human endeavors. These 

portrayals challenge anthropocentric perspectives, urging readers to recognize nature’s agency 

and acknowledge the interconnectedness of all living beings.    

As history has always witnessed an interdependent and inexplicable bond between Man 

and Nature, even today it can be justified through the ecocritical texts of Ghosh. His ability to 

blend the aesthetic with the ecological allows readers to perceive the natural world in its 

multifaceted roles, both as a source of sustenance and as a victim of human excess. His 

description of the Sundarbans in The Hungry Tide, the bustling ports of Canton in River of 

Smoke, and the tumultuous voyages in the Ibis Trilogy encapsulate the power, beauty, and 

vulnerability of the natural world. These vivid and lively depictions of the rivers, forests, seas, 
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skies, mountains, and so on evoke a profound sense of wonder while simultaneously drawing 

attention to the exploitation of nature for human greed and colonial domination.   

The concluding part of my thesis conceptualises the ideas that have evolved from the 

issues reflected in the fiction of Ghosh under the umbrella term of ecocriticism. It reflects on 

the findings of my study, delves deeper into its implications, and highlights its contributions to 

the fields of ecocriticism, literature, and environmental thought. The present research has also 

analysed and examined the narratives to highlight the entanglement of ecological degradation 

and historical exploitation. For example, in Sea of Poppies and River of Smoke, the 

commodification of nature during the colonial period is laid bare through the depiction of the 

opium trade. The fertile fields of Bihar, turned into monoculture plantations, symbolise the 

systemic destruction of biodiversity to serve imperialistic ambitions. The exploitation of 

natural resources, as portrayed in these novels, serves as a powerful reminder of the irreversible 

consequences of prioritising profit over ecological harmony. Similarly, The Hungry Tide 

explores the fragile ecosystem of the Sundarbans, where human activity threatens the delicate 

balance of life. The tension between conservation efforts and the survival needs of local 

communities underscores the complex interplay between environmental ethics and 

socioeconomic realities.   

An essential aspect of this research has been the examination of Ghosh’s works as to 

how they align with and contribute to ecocriticism, particularly through the lens of Cheryll 

Glotfelty’s foundational ideas. Ghosh’s narratives resonate with Glotfelty’s assertion that 

literature can serve as a mirror to ecological concerns, offering a platform for understanding 

and addressing environmental issues. By embedding ecological themes within historical and 

cultural contexts, Ghosh broadens the scope of ecocriticism, integrating it with postcolonial 

studies and social justice discourses. His works exemplify the potential of literature to act as a 

catalyst for ecological awareness and action, encouraging readers to reflect on their relationship 

with nature and adopt sustainable practices. In Ghosh's novels, the natural world has not been 
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depicted as passive; rather, it is deeply intertwined with the characters’ lives, identities, and 

fates and thus manifests itself as actively as the other characters. For instance, in The Hungry 

Tide, the Sundarbans serve as both a physical landscape and a metaphorical space where human 

histories, migrations, and ecologies intersect. According to Lawrence Buell, in The 

Environmental Imagination, the environment should be viewed as a space of mutual interaction 

between humans and the natural world, challenging the traditional nature/culture binary (Buell 

25). This idea resonates with Ghosh's depiction of the Sundarbans as a site of both beauty and 

danger, where human activity must adapt to the rhythms and unpredictability of nature.  

Yet another work of Ghosh, Jungle Nama, is a sharp focus on the issue of climate 

change, an alarming alert for the present as well as the future generations. Though ignored 

maximally by the community of the writers, Ghosh has always felt it to be the most threatening 

change for the whole world in the approaching times. He is surprisingly shocked to observe the 

negligence of the writers in ‘accommodating’ this issue of great global concern which 

apparently might not be of much damage but holds a great capacity to bring humanity to a 

gradual end. It is an allegorical novel written in graphical metered verse but pictures a world 

teeming with beauty, dangers and also an unrelenting spirit of exploration. At the same time, 

one can see many ecological threats being imposed by man on the ecosystem which would one 

day ultimately lead to human extinction. And while moving towards the end of this narrative, 

we see that it offers a solution for the human-induced climate change which is none other than 

controlling and setting limits to human greed.  

The ancient legend of Bon Bibi has been used in this novel as an allegory by Ghosh for 

the climate crisis specifically. The story reflects that while we need to take certain things from 

Mother Earth for our livelihood and sustenance, we need to set strict boundaries to our needs 

and not change them into greed. By no means man has any right to destroy the natural resources 

by going beyond what is morally permitted. This traditional legend from Sundarbans strongly 

suggests that humans should maintain a balance and curb their greed in order to cohabit 
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peacefully with the natural world. While the book does not directly address contemporary 

migration, it explores themes related to survival, adaptation, and the human connection to the 

environment. The exploitation of the natural resources by humans leads to many complexities 

being faced by the humans and non-humans as well. The story of Dukhey, set in the challenging 

environment of the Sundarbans, reflects the struggles and resilience of individuals living in 

ecologically complex and often perilous landscapes. The Sundarbans, which is also known for 

its tiger population and unique ecosystem, acts as a backdrop to the grave issues like climate-

change, forest cutting etc. Also, they present environmental challenges that may indirectly 

relate to the broader context of migration, particularly in regions prone to climate change-

induced migrations and environmental displacement. Ghosh's exploration of the Bon Bibi myth 

and the story of Dukhey contributes to a deeper understanding of the interconnectedness of 

human communities and their environments, shedding light on themes of displacement, 

survival, and adaptation to the climate change. The character of Dukhey suggests how the 

immature minds of the young generation get easily corrupted by the corporate world. He is also 

an embodiment of an ambitious heart of a youth who is not aware of the shrewdness of the 

business class and hence easily gets trapped in their clutches.   

The mankind needs to realize their contribution in corrupting and polluting the 

environment to an extent that in the coming years the ‘green’ earth would be labelled as unfit 

for habitation. Examining the alarming situation, Amitav Ghosh understands his role as a writer 

and a student of literature and tries to create awareness about the man-induced threats to the 

environment. He dedicates himself to telling humanity that in the quest of progress and 

development, we never have to lose our empathy and respect for mother nature. If we 

unsustainably exhaust the land, the consequences would be disastrous. But it is still not too 

late; we can come together and collectively choose a more sustainable future where nature and 

people thrive together. There should be a balance between the human urge towards prosperity 

and the rightful needs of other creatures. Prosperity in the real sense lies in the harmonious 
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togetherness of Man and Nature, not in the undue suppression of Nature. The earth should be 

a place where humans observe “certain limits in relation to the earth, and in relation to the 

world, to the environment" (Ghosh). Even the concluding lines of the book Jungle Nama asserts 

the same message to the readers, “All you need to do is be content with what you have got; to 

be always craving more is a demon’s lot. A world of endless appetite is a world possessed, is 

what your Munshi’s learned, by the way of this quest” (70). Ghosh also tends to centralise the 

concept of eco-centrism by suggesting that the legends and folk stories like that of Bon Bibi 

should be employed to comprehend cultural values. For focussing on the present situation, he 

has used the term planetary crises. Truly, the novel serves as a medium to raise awareness about 

environmental conservation and the urgency of protecting the natural world. It reflects on the 

current environmental challenges and emphasizes the need for a more harmonious relationship 

between humans and nature. 

“Climate change poses a powerful challenge to what is perhaps the single most 

important political conception of the modern era: the idea of freedom...” (119). This quote from 

Ghosh’s The Great Derangement discloses that while “freedom” in and of itself is not bad, it 

seriously hinders the meaningful action in tackling the climate catastrophe. People do not like 

to be restricted in any kind of laws, mandates or strong government institutions or even 

bureaucracies, not wanting to compromise their quality life. Today man believes that he is 

doing more than enough if he has chosen to follow a vegan diet or for that matter if he has 

decided recycling compost. People do not allow to be told to take any kind of action for even 

the emergent and alarming situation like that of climate change and environmental degradation 

since it infringes upon their sacred right to freedom. Holding of such an attitude is not congenial 

for the society and will not lead to any kind of solutions. Masses need to realise that it is easy 

to invite problems but very difficult to get rid of them. Tackling the crises is quite challenging, 

especially when the citizens of the globe carry individual mindsets.   
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“As the world grapples with rising water use and climate-fuelled drought, countries 

from the United States to Israel to Australia are building huge desalination plants to bolster 

their water supplies. These plants can create water for thousands of households by extracting 

salt from ocean water. However, they also have drawn harsh criticism from many 

environmental groups: Desalinated water requires a huge amount of energy and produces a 

toxic brine that many plants discharge back into the ocean, damaging marine life. Recent 

desalination plant proposals have drawn furious opposition in Los Angeles and Corpus Christi, 

Texas.” (Tigue). This is one of the latest desalination systems but poses great challenges as it 

paves the way for many other ecological issues.   

The present status as of now is that a great amount of struggle is being done by humans 

for their safe existence on this planet, which though is not that easy but not even impossible. 

The need of the hour is to come out with simple solutions not further leading to any 

complications. Another compelling dimension of Ghosh’s novels is the ecofeministic activism 

in these narratives, which calls into question the inequalities and injustices inflicted upon the 

nonhuman world and women. It draws an alignment between women and nature based on 

ecofeminist principles, which highlight the parallels between the exploitation of women and 

the environment. Ghosh’s nuanced depiction of these connections’ challenges patriarchal and 

anthropocentric ideologies, offering a more inclusive and ethical vision of ecological 

coexistence. The patriarchal society, according to ecofeminism, is fundamentally based on four 

interconnected pillars, i.e. racism, sexism, class exploitation, and environmental destruction. 

And throughout the course of the novels, we observe the different ways in which both nature 

and women are treated by the male-centered society. Ghosh, in his narratives, examines the 

effect of gender categories to highlight how social norms exert unjust dominance over nature 

as well as women. The portrayal of many strong women characters in his novels and their 

relationship with nature illustrate how women, often marginalized and oppressed, emerge as 

custodians of nature, advocating for its preservation and protection. Motherhood is another 
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striking quality shared by both the marginalised entities, and it also emerges as a recurring 

motif in Ghosh’s exploration of environmental ethics. The nurturing instincts associated with 

motherhood mirror the care and responsibility required to sustain the natural world. Deeti in 

Sea of Poppies and Piyali Roy in The Hungry Tide embody ecological wisdom and resilience. 

Deeti’s bond with the land on which she lives is deeply rooted in her identity and survival, 

symbolizing the inherent link between life-giving forces and ecological stewardship. And 

Piyali's journey to the Sundarbans is not merely a professional endeavour; it is a quest to 

understand her own identity within a complex web of cultural and ecological connections. 

Through these portrayals, Ghosh underscores the importance of integrating compassion, 

empathy, and care into environmental discourse, highlighting the need for a holistic approach 

to sustainability. This is yet another significant contribution of that ecofeminist lens through 

which Ghosh’s novels can be read and analysed to understand the need for a more sustainable 

and equitable relationship between nature and woman.   

        In addition to this, the aesthetic representation of nature in Ghosh’s novels is closely tied 

to the concept of the sublime, a feeling of awe or wonder inspired by the natural world. 

Studying these aesthetic elements allows us to appreciate how writers use language and 

imagery to evoke emotional responses to nature. This aesthetic appreciation not only enhances 

our understanding of the literary work but also deepens our connection to the natural world. As 

a writer deeply concerned with climate change and environmental destruction, Ghosh uses 

vivid imagery to bring these issues to life. By making readers feel the beauty of the natural 

world, he strengthens his message about the importance of protecting it. In essence, Amitav 

Ghosh uses nature and aesthetics not just as decorative elements but as integral tools for 

storytelling. His imagery deepens our understanding of his characters, their cultures, and the 

environmental challenges we face.  

The present study has also revealed how Ghosh employs the aesthetic elements of 

storytelling to evoke emotional responses and foster ecological consciousness. His use of vivid 
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imagery, lyrical prose, and culturally resonant metaphors draws readers into the worlds he 

creates, allowing them to experience the beauty and fragility of nature firsthand. The rhythmic 

verses of Jungle Nama, for instance, transform the Sundarbans into a living entity, imbued with 

myths, legends, and moral lessons. This aesthetic dimension of Ghosh’s writing not only 

enhances the literary quality of his works but also reinforces their ecological message, making 

the call for conservation more poignant and impactful. The analysis identifies key elements 

within the texts that underscore the tensions and synergies between human experiences and 

environmental realities. It discusses the evolution of ecocriticism as a rich theoretical 

framework, enabling an understanding of literature’s role in fostering a deeper awareness of 

ecological issues. Aestheticism in literature represents a significant departure from the 

utilitarian and moralistic aims of previous literary traditions. It celebrates beauty and sensory 

experience as the highest values in artistic creation and has left a lasting impact on various 

other literary and artistic movements. 

One of the significant outcomes of the present research is the recognition that Amitav 

Ghosh’s ecological imagination cannot be interpreted solely through the framework of Western 

ecocritical theory. Although scholars such as Cheryll Glotfelty, Lawrence Buell, Timothy 

Morton, and Greg Garrard provide valuable theoretical perspectives for understanding 

environmental ethics, ecological interconnectedness, and critiques of anthropocentrism, 

Ghosh's fiction simultaneously draws upon Indian philosophical traditions that perceive nature 

as sacred, interconnected, and intrinsically valuable. The selected novels therefore establish a 

dialogue between Western ecological criticism and indigenous Indian ecological thought, 

demonstrating that contemporary environmental discourse benefits from the integration of 

multiple cultural and philosophical traditions. 

Western ecocriticism primarily examines the relationship between literature and the 

physical environment by questioning anthropocentric attitudes and advocating ecological 

responsibility. Indian ecological philosophy, however, approaches similar concerns through 
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concepts such as Prakriti, the Panchamahabhutas, and the belief that human beings are 

inseparable from the larger cosmic order. Rather than presenting these traditions as opposing 

intellectual systems, Ghosh harmonises them within his narratives, suggesting that 

environmental sustainability requires both scientific ecological awareness and culturally 

embedded ethical values. His fiction therefore expands the scope of eco-aesthetic inquiry by 

demonstrating that ecological consciousness emerges not only through rational environmental 

discourse but also through mythology, cultural memory, and spiritual relationships with the 

natural world. 

This comparative synthesis constitutes one of the principal contributions of the present 

study. It demonstrates that eco-aesthetics in Amitav Ghosh's fiction transcends geographical 

and theoretical boundaries, creating an inclusive ecological vision that acknowledges diverse 

cultural understandings of nature while responding to contemporary environmental challenges. 

Such a synthesis reinforces the argument that literature possesses the unique ability to connect 

global ecological concerns with local cultural traditions, thereby contributing to a more 

comprehensive understanding of environmental ethics. 

The present study further establishes that indigenous ecological knowledge constitutes 

an essential component of Amitav Ghosh's environmental vision. Across the selected novels, 

ecological balance is represented not merely through scientific explanations but also through 

indigenous myths, oral traditions, and culturally embedded environmental practices. These 

indigenous perspectives challenge modern developmental paradigms that often reduce nature 

to an economic resource, instead advocating a relationship based upon reciprocity, respect, and 

coexistence. Consequently, Ghosh's ecological imagination demonstrates that environmental 

sustainability depends equally upon cultural wisdom and ethical responsibility. 

The ecological philosophy embodied in the legend of Bonbibi, the sacred ecology of 

the Sundarbans, and the intimate relationship between agrarian communities and the land 

reflects a worldview in which human survival is inseparable from ecological harmony. These 
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indigenous traditions reject the anthropocentric assumption that nature exists solely for human 

benefit and instead recognise rivers, forests, animals, and landscapes as living participants 

within a shared ecological community. By incorporating these traditions into contemporary 

narratives, Ghosh revitalises indigenous ecological knowledge and demonstrates its continuing 

relevance in addressing present-day environmental crises. 

The study therefore concludes that indigenous ecological aesthetics should not be 

regarded merely as cultural symbolism but as an alternative ethical framework capable of 

enriching contemporary ecocritical discourse. The integration of traditional ecological 

knowledge with modern environmental concerns broadens the interpretative possibilities of 

eco-aesthetics while simultaneously reaffirming the importance of cultural diversity in 

responding to global ecological challenges. 

Of all the ecological concerns talked at length by Ghosh, migration remains a recurring 

as well as a universal theme in Amitav Ghosh’s novels, reflecting the complexities of human 

movement across geographical, cultural, and political boundaries. Migration has become 

increasingly significant in contemporary literature too, particularly in the context of 

globalization, environmental degradation, and the historical legacies of colonialism. His 

narratives traverse continents and oceans, chronicling the lives of characters who are uprooted 

from their homelands by historical upheavals, economic compulsions, colonial enterprises, or 

environmental crises and undergo a shaking experience that reshapes identities, redefines 

relationships with the natural world, and questions the constructs of belonging and 

displacement. In his novels, migration is portrayed not merely as a physical movement from 

one place to another but as a complex, multifaceted experience that profoundly influences the 

identities of individuals and communities. The present research delves deep into the intricate 

relationship between migration and identity crisis, and thus its study and analysis would aware 

the people to realise that the ecological issues like climate change is one of the major factors 
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leading to displacement and loss of identity. It further explores how Ghosh’s characters 

navigate their sense of self amidst the challenges posed by physical and cultural dislocation.  

 To illustrate this grave effect, I have taken the first novel in the Ibis Trilogy i.e. Sea of 

Poppies, in which Ghosh intricately weaves the stories of indentured labourers, soldiers, and 

sailors who embark on a perilous journey aboard the Ibis, a ship bound for Mauritius. The novel 

situates migration against the backdrop of colonial exploitation and the opium trade, revealing 

how British imperial policies forced impoverished peasants in India to leave their ancestral 

lands. The character of Deeti grapples with her struggle for autonomy amidst the larger themes 

of migration and identity, reflecting how individuals seek to redefine themselves in response 

to external pressures and internal conflicts. Likewise, the other characters on the Ibis, Kalua, 

Neel, and others, carry with them not just the burden of displacement but also their cultural 

memories, which help them create new communal bonds.  Ghosh underscores the trauma of 

migration, portraying it as both a physical journey and an emotional rupture. The narrative 

highlights how migration transforms individuals, compelling them to renegotiate their 

identities in alien spaces.  

 Similarly, River of Smoke examines migration through the lens of trade and cross-

cultural interactions. Set in the cosmopolitan world of Canton, the novel brings together 

merchants, artists, and labourers from various corners of the globe. Migration here is driven by 

economic ambitions and colonial expansion thereby serving as a platform for cultural exchange 

and hybridity. But at the same time, the characters navigate their identities amidst the backdrop 

of the opium trade, reflecting on how migration influenced by colonial forces complicates their 

relationships with both their past and present. Here, Neel embodies the complexities of identity 

in a colonial context, navigating both his cultural heritage and the realities of his new life in a 

foreign land. The intersection of migration and identity crisis, reveals that these experiences 

are inextricably linked to the broader context of colonialism and its enduring impact on 
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individual lives. Yet another question for the readers! Whether migration is purely a result of 

coercion or a product of human resilience and adaptability in the face of adversity?  

 Moving further in the chronology comes The Hungry Tide which shifts the focus to 

environmental migration in the fragile ecosystem of the Sundarbans. The novel captures the 

plight of displaced refugees and the precarious lives of the local population, who are constantly 

battling the forces of nature. Through the story of the Morichjhãpi massacre, Ghosh delves into 

the political dimensions of migration, where the marginalized are denied the right to settle even 

in inhospitable terrains. Migration in this context becomes a site of resistance against systemic 

oppression and a testament to the indomitable human spirit.  

In Jungle Nama, migration is intertwined with the mythological and ecological 

dimensions of the Sundarbans. While the narrative is rooted in folklore, it resonates with 

contemporary concerns of displacement caused by environmental degradation. The migration 

depicted here is not only human but also extends to wildlife, illustrating the interconnectedness 

of all forms of life and the shared vulnerabilities of existence.  

 Ghosh’s treatment of migration is not merely descriptive but also profoundly critical. 

He challenges the romanticized notions of migration as a pursuit of opportunity and freedom 

by foregrounding the exploitative systems that often underpin it. At the same time, his works 

celebrate the resilience of migrants, who forge new identities and relationships in the face of 

displacement. His narratives are deeply rooted in ecological concerns, revealing how 

environmental degradation exacerbates migration and deepens social inequalities.  

 In a broader sense, the deep and detailed study of Ghosh’s novels raises the question 

of ethical dimensions of migration, compelling readers to reflect on the responsibilities of 

governments, corporations, and individuals towards the displaced. By intertwining migration 

with themes of colonialism, globalization, and environmental crises, Ghosh paints a holistic 

picture of the human condition in an era of constant flux. Similarly, in River of Smoke, the 

characters navigate their identities amidst the backdrop of the opium trade, reflecting on how 
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migration influenced by colonial forces complicates their relationships with both their past and 

present. Here, Neel embodies the complexities of identity in a colonial context, navigating both 

his cultural heritage and the realities of his new life in a foreign land. The intersection of 

migration and identity crisis, reveals that these experiences are inextricably linked to the 

broader context of colonialism and its enduring impact on individual lives. Yet another 

question for the readers!  

His works suggest that migration, while often a site of suffering, can also be a crucible 

for transformation and solidarity, urging humanity to confront its shared vulnerabilities and 

interdependencies. Through his nuanced portrayal of migration, Amitav Ghosh positions it as 

a central theme to explore the intersections of history, culture, and ecology, making his works 

profoundly relevant in contemporary discussions on displacement and global mobility.  

The implications of this research extend beyond literary analysis to broader 

environmental and cultural discourses. Ghosh’s works serve as a bridge between the past and 

the present, connecting historical instances of ecological exploitation with contemporary 

environmental challenges. His narratives highlight the cyclical nature of these issues, 

emphasizing the need for collective responsibility and systemic change. By addressing themes 

of climate change, biodiversity loss, and ecological justice, Ghosh’s novels offer valuable 

insights for policymakers, educators, and activists seeking to address these pressing concerns.  

As our understanding of the deep interconnectedness between human and natural 

systems continues to evolve, the contributions of ecocritical thinkers remain vital in shaping 

our collective understanding of our place within the natural world and the responsibilities that 

come with it. Ecocritics often see their work as part of a broader effort to address environmental 

crises. By highlighting the role of literature in shaping environmental awareness, they advocate 

for changes in how society views and interacts with the natural world. Furthermore, the 

integration of historical, cultural, and ecological themes in Ghosh’s works underscores the 

interdisciplinary nature of ecocriticism. His novels challenge readers to think beyond 
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disciplinary boundaries, encouraging a more integrated approach to understanding and 

addressing environmental issues. This research contributes to the growing body of ecocritical 

scholarship by demonstrating the potential of literature to inspire ecological awareness and 

action. It also highlights the importance of preserving cultural and ecological diversity and 

recognising the interdependence of all forms of life.   

Amitav Ghosh's writings are characterised by deep engagements with the complexities 

of the modern world, particularly how global forces shape the lived experiences of individuals 

and communities. One of Ghosh's key contributions to the literary landscape is his ability to 

weave together diverse narrative strands, seamlessly blending history, ecology, and nature. His 

novels often explore the intersections of culture, identity, and displacement, reflecting the 

author's own experiences as a global citizen. Ghosh's works have been praised for his 

meticulous research, as he frequently draws upon his own fieldwork and personal encounters 

to inform the rich tapestry of his storytelling. His literary oeuvre is marked by a deep respect 

for the natural world and a keen awareness of the pressing environmental issues facing the 

contemporary societies and spans a diverse range of themes and genres, from the sweeping 

historical sagas of The Ibis Trilogy to the ecological exploration of The Hungry Tide. His 

works have garnered critical acclaim for their ability to illuminate the human condition in the 

face of complex social and environmental challenges. It is notable here that through his 

writings, Amitav Ghosh has emerged as a powerful voice in the contemporary literary 

landscape, addressing issues of global significance with a nuanced and empathetic approach. 

Through his imaginative storytelling and his commitment to exploring the complexities of the 

human experience, he has cemented his place as a seminal figure in the landscape of global 

literature. He has contributed to the field of ecocriticism and expanded the boundaries of 

literary representation, particularly in relation to the environment and marginalized 

communities. To meet these objectives, he wants the other writers to engage more deeply with 

the urgent environmental and social issues of our time. 
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In the concluding part, this thesis has illuminated the profound connections between 

the natural world and aesthetic elements in Amitav Ghosh’s novels, offering a nuanced 

understanding of the relationship between literature and ecology. Ghosh’s works transcend the 

boundaries of fiction, serving as powerful tools for ecological advocacy and cultural 

preservation. By blending historical narratives with ecological themes, his novels call for a re-

evaluation of humanity’s role within the natural world, urging readers to embrace sustainable 

practices and ethical coexistence.  

Yes, it is through literature that we gain insights into how different cultures and time 

periods have understood and interacted with nature, whether through reverence, exploitation, 

or a combination of both. The research undertaken by me has definitely led to the fulfilment of 

its objectives as it will help us to critically examine our current relationship with the 

environment and hence encourage more sustainable and ethical practices. It has the power to 

influence public perception and raise awareness about environmental issues by highlighting the 

consequences of environmental degradation, urging readers to reconsider their relationship 

with nature. By studying how natural elements are depicted in literature, we can better 

understand how these narratives contribute to shaping public consciousness and fostering a 

sense of environmental responsibility. This is particularly relevant in the context of global 

challenges like climate change, deforestation, and pollution, where literature can serve as a 

catalyst for a drastic change.   

For Ghosh, literature has the potential to be a powerful tool in ecocriticism, but only if 

it can adapt to represent the environmental challenges being faced by humanity today more 

accurately. He focuses on the imaginative failure of contemporary writers in the face of 

environmental concerns like global warming and climate change. In his fiction and non-fiction, 

He examines the failure of scholars and writers to fully comprehend the extent and violence of 

climate change in the coming years, which would force our future generations to look at us as 
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‘deranged’ (mad), having ignored such a critical and urgent issue. Further, he argues that the 

solution to it lies in collective action as well as scientific and governmental involvement.   

As the world faces unprecedented environmental challenges, the themes explored in 

Ghosh’s works remain more relevant than ever, thereby making the research done on them 

quite beneficial for society. They remind us of the delicate balance that sustains life on Earth 

and the consequences of disrupting it. Through his storytelling, Ghosh inspires hope, resilience, 

and a renewed commitment to protecting the natural world for future generations. This study 

not only highlights the significance of literature in addressing ecological issues but also 

reinforces the enduring power of stories to shape minds, influence actions, and transform 

societies.  

Moreover, the examination of the correlation between literature and ecology through 

the green lens demonstrates the potential of literary texts to evoke sympathy for nature, 

prompting readers to engage in the urgent task of preserving the natural world. This thesis 

underscores the significance of Ghosh's work in contributing to contemporary ecological 

discourse, illustrating how literature can serve as a powerful tool for raising awareness and 

advocating for sustainable interactions with the environment. Ultimately, the findings of this 

research advocate for a more profound understanding of literature's role in shaping ecological 

consciousness and fostering a collective responsibility towards the planet.  

Amitav Ghosh’s contributions to contemporary literature have been widely recognised, 

with his works garnering numerous accolades, including the Sahitya Akademi Award, the 

Padma Shri, and the Jnanpith Award, India's highest literary honour. He was also awarded the 

prestigious Erasmus Prize 2024 for his passionate theme ‘imagining the unthinkable’ for 

bringing forth the global crisis of climate change through the written word. Beyond his fiction, 

Ghosh has also made significant contributions to the field of non-fiction, with works such as 

The Great Derangement, which examines the challenges of representing climate change in 

literature and the arts. He has also produced a diverse range of other non-fiction works also, 
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including travelogues, historical accounts, and essays. These texts further showcase the author's 

erudition and his ability to engage with a wide range of subject matter, from the legacies of 

colonialism to the pressing environmental challenges facing the contemporary world. Through 

his prolific and acclaimed body of work, he has firmly established himself as a leading voice 

in contemporary literature, whose writings continue to captivate and enlighten readers around 

the world.   

The scope of my research work Natural World and Aesthetic Elements in Select Novels 

of Amitav Ghosh: An Ecocritical Study, is expected to expand greatly in the near future as 

ecocriticism has rapidly gained momentum in the area of research and teaching and also has 

become one of the must topics of deliberations in almost all literary conferences realising its 

utmost need in the era of climate change, biodiversity loss and environmental pollution. It will 

definitely contribute in improving humanity’s relationship with the natural world. As a literary 

work, my research can help in identifying the prevailing ideologies, critique anthropocentric 

perspectives, and at the same time also advocate for sustainable practices. The theory of 

ecocriticism is also being applied to many cultural forms, including films. The literary aspect 

of ecocritical writings undertaken by me for research has explored how environmental hazards 

have affected the marginalised sections of society and what measures can be taken to promote 

environmental justice. Not only that, but ecocriticism has also developed interdisciplinary 

connections and can bridge literature with fields like environmental science, sociology, history, 

and philosophy, fostering a holistic understanding of ecological issues through multiple 

perspectives. The future relevance of my research can branch into diverse areas, offering 

opportunities for expanded research and application:  

Future studies can also delve deeper into indigenous and non-Western environmental 

philosophies, exploring how cultural and regional narratives offer alternative approaches to 

sustainability and coexistence with nature. With advancements in technology, ecocriticism can 

analyse the portrayal of nature in digital media, films, web series, and online platforms, 



Bawa 315 
 

 
 

addressing how these mediums influence environmental awareness. Further, ecocriticism is 

being explored as a Climate Change narrative also. As climate change becomes a pressing 

concern, ecocritical studies can focus on how literature and art represent its impacts, foster 

empathy, and inspire action for climate justice. As my area of research addresses the 

Anthropocene epoch, characterized by human dominance over Earth's ecosystems, it provides 

insights into humanity's responsibility and potential solutions for reversing environmental 

damage. Future research can explore the relationship between urban spaces and ecology, 

analysing representations of green cities, sustainable urban development, and human-nature 

interactions in metropolitan areas. We also see intersectionality in Ecocriticism as there is 

potential to investigate the intersections of gender, race, class, and environment, particularly 

focusing on ecofeminism and the impact of environmental degradation on marginalised 

communities. Yet another very significant scope of ecocritical research is the Sustainability 

Education, wherein ecocriticism can be incorporated into educational curricula, which can help 

instil ecological values in students, emphasising the importance of sustainability and 

environmental ethics through literature. Analysing speculative and dystopian literature that 

imagines future ecological scenarios can offer critical reflections also on current practices and 

inspire innovative solutions. Future research could compare Amitav Ghosh’s works with those 

of other contemporary authors who also address environmental themes, such as Arundhati Roy, 

Margaret Atwood, or Richard Powers, to uncover broader trends in ecocritical literature. Last 

but not least, the role of women and their relationship with nature in Ghosh's works in future 

studies could focus on ecofeminist perspectives across other works of fiction, exploring themes 

of motherhood, empowerment, and the role of gender in ecological sustainability. My findings 

can make Pedagogical Contributions and can also be integrated into educational materials, 

developing courses or workshops on ecocriticism and Amitav Ghosh’s works to foster 

environmental awareness among students. Using the insights from my research, collaborations 

can be done with environmental advocacy groups or policymakers to highlight how literature 
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can contribute to shaping public opinions and environmental policies. Expanding the focus on 

aesthetics, which is one of the theories applied to my research, it can be exploring how other 

art forms, like visual art, cinema, or music, parallel the themes of the natural world and human-

nature relationships found in Ghosh’s novels. By pursuing these directions, my work can 

continue to contribute to the fields of literary studies, ecocriticism, and environmental 

humanities while addressing contemporary ecological and cultural challenges. The ecocritical 

studies will thus always remain a dynamic and relevant field for scholarly exploration.  

The present research concludes that Amitav Ghosh's selected novels redefine the 

relationship between literature and ecology by transforming aesthetic representation into a 

medium of ecological consciousness and ethical reflection. Nature within these narratives is 

neither a passive backdrop nor merely an object of aesthetic admiration; rather, it emerges as 

an active presence that shapes human history, challenges anthropocentric assumptions, and 

reveals the complex interdependence of ecological and social systems. Through the integration 

of Western ecocritical theory with Indian ecological philosophy, the study demonstrates that 

eco-aesthetics functions as an interdisciplinary framework capable of addressing the 

environmental challenges of the contemporary world. 

Furthermore, the research establishes that ecological degradation in Ghosh's fiction is 

consistently linked with colonialism, migration, environmental injustice, biodiversity loss, and 

climate change, thereby illustrating that ecological crises cannot be understood independently 

of historical, cultural, and political realities. The aesthetic representation of rivers, forests, 

oceans, and landscapes serves not only to celebrate the beauty of the natural world but also to 

expose the consequences of ecological exploitation and the ethical responsibilities that arise 

from humanity's relationship with the environment. In this sense, Ghosh's fiction encourages 

readers to move beyond passive appreciation of nature towards a more engaged ecological 

consciousness founded upon coexistence, sustainability, and environmental justice. 
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Finally, the study contributes to the growing field of ecocritical scholarship by 

demonstrating that eco-aesthetics occupies a central position within Amitav Ghosh’s literary 

imagination. By examining the intersection of ecology, aesthetics, mythology, and 

environmental ethics, the research highlights literature’s enduring capacity to influence 

ecological thought and inspire more sustainable ways of understanding the relationship 

between humanity and the natural world. The selected novels ultimately reaffirm that literature 

remains a powerful cultural force capable of fostering environmental awareness, preserving 

indigenous ecological wisdom, and encouraging a more harmonious and responsible vision of 

coexistence with the Earth. 
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