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Abstract 

This study aims to explore the multifaceted nature of India and its socio-cultural complexities through 

the lens of Indian English fiction focusing on Amitav Ghosh’s novel, The Hungry Tide (2004). The 

novel explores India’s past and present which gives deeper understanding of the country through the 

power of Indian fiction. Through the postcolonial analysis, the study not only unravels the nuanced 

layers of identity, power dynamics and the legacy of colonialism within the Indian context but also 

delves into the importance of Indian English fiction as a powerful medium for understanding the 

country’s eclectic existences. Set in the backdrop of the Sunderbans, a captivating mangrove delta 

which epitomizes the complex relationship between humankind and nature, this novel explores themes 

such as cultural diversity, environmental challenges, gender dynamics and the quest for identity. This 

paper unveils the identity negotiations, power dynamics, cultural hybridity and the intricate interplay 

between colonial and native legacies within the context which not only shed light on the challenges 

faced by the characters but also tells the larger historical, cultural, environmental and socio-political 

fabrics of the pre and post colonial India. Thus, through the select literary work, the study focuses on 

the existing body of knowledge on postcolonial literature and provides significant insights into the 

ways in which Indian English fiction serves as a medium to understand and represent the country’s 

intricate tapestry of diverse realities. 

 
Keywords: Diversity, environment, hybridity, identity, imperialism, political and socio-cultural 

conditions 

 

Introduction 

Indian English fiction is a rich and diverse literary genre that has emerged with the advent of 

British colonial rule in India in the mid-19th century as a significant genre in the global 

literary landscape. It encompasses a wide range of works written in English by the authors of 

Indian origin exploring various themes and issues related to Indian society, culture, history 

and identity. This genre has gained prominence due to its unique blending of both Indian and 

English literary elements. The English language which was introduced by the occidental 

people soon became a tool of communication and expression for a burgeoning class of Indian 

intellectuals, writers and poets. This marked the beginning of a complex and layered literary 

tradition that overlaps the intersection of English language and Indian cultural sensibilities. 

Moreover, the South Asian political geography has served as a fertile ground for Indian 

writers who skillfully incorporate its ongoing demarcations and preceding political conflicts 

to subtly critique the existing power dynamics. This article embarks on a comprehensive 

exploration of India’s multifaceted tapestry of realities as reflected in the realm of Indian 

English fiction with a particular focus on Amit Ghosh’s novel, The Hungry Tide (2004). The 

novel won the 2004 Hutch Crossword Book Award for Fiction and it goes beyond mere 

representation. The setting of the novel, Sundarbans elevates the very nature of the terrain to 

become an aesthetic element within it. The deliberate use of the setting allows Ghosh to 

convey deeper meanings and evoke a sense of the interconnectedness between the physical 

environment and the political struggles unfolding in it.  

Amitav Ghosh, an eminent figure in contemporary Indian English literature is a writer with 

great literary prowess and intellectual depth. He has become renowned for his insightful and 

thought-provoking works which explore the complexities of identity, history, culture and  
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globalization. With his unique narrative style, he seamlessly 

weaves together multiple narratives by drawing from 

diverse sources such as history, mythology and personal 

experiences. His nuanced character portrayals in his novels 

offer profound insights into the socio-political and cultural 

landscapes of India and its complex relationship with the 

wider world. His debut novel The Circle of Reason (1982) 

has garnered international acclaim and many of his literary 

contributions firmly established him as a significant voice in 

the realm of Indian English fiction. Ghosh has received the 

esteemed Erasmus prize for the year 2024 for his fervent 

and substantial contributions to the thematic domain of 

‘imagining the unthinkable’. Within this context, he has 

ingeniously employed his literary prowess to delve into the 

unparalleled global predicament of climate change, thereby 

showcasing his exceptional ability to navigate and 

illuminate his pressing issue through his literary oeuvre. 

Moreover, his works not only entertain and captivate readers 

but also challenge the prevailing notions providing a deeper 

understanding of the intricate dynamics of the contemporary 

world.  

The Hungry Tide is a multi-layered narrative that blends fact 

and fiction to explore the lives of the inhabitants of the 

Sundarbans, an extensive mangrove delta in India and their 

cultural practices and historical experiences. The novel not 

only encapsulates Ghosh’s masterful storytelling and his 

astute engagement with postcolonial themes but also serves 

as a microcosm of India’s postcolonial condition by delving 

into the issues of power, identity, environment and cultural 

negotiation. He skillfully intertwines the personal narratives 

through his characters with the larger historical and socio-

political context by creating multidimensional narratives. 

Within the broader literary landscape of Indian English 

fiction, his work stands as a testament to the ongoing 

negotiations of power and cultural identity within the 

postcolonial milieu. Through his narratives, he challenges 

dominant narratives and offers alternative perspectives that 

disrupt conventional notions of history and identity. His 

engagement with the complexities of language, the hybrid 

cultural expressions and the interplay between tradition and 

modernity further enriches the discourse on Indian English 

fiction. 

 

Plot Summary 

Set amidst the sprawling and enchanting Sundarbans, the 

narrative of The Hungry Tide unravels the lives of diverse 

inhabitants grappling with the formidable challenges posed 

by their environment, the complexities of migration and the 

persistent clash between tradition and modernity. The 

central narrative revolves around two pivotal characters: 

Piyali Roy (‘Piya’), an Indian-American marine biologist 

and Kanai Dutt, a renowned translator and businessman 

comes from Kolkata to visit his aunt, Nilima in Lusibari. 

Nilima is involved with the Badabon Trust and the school 

where her husband Nirmal was the headmaster. Piya’s and 

Kanai’s path serendipitously intertwine within the mystique 

setting of the Sundarbans where Piya’s scientific research on 

the elusive Irrawaddy dolphins converges with Kanai’s 

quest to reconnect with his ancestral roots. As the plot 

unfurls, Ghosh deftly interlaces the lives of these characters, 

their poignant encounters with the local communities and 

their profound exploration of the Sundarbans’ enigmatic 

terrain. The narrative is imbued with an undercurrent of 

tension and anticipation as the characters confront the 

capriciousness and perils of the tidal landscape. The novel 

also delves into the intricacies of human relationships 

through the evolving bond between Piya and Fokir, a local 

fisherman whose profound intimacy with the Sundarbans 

offers an insightful counterpoint to the scientific worldview 

espoused by Piya. 

 

Postcolonialism: Unveiling the Novel’s Contextual 

Significance 

Postcolonialism serves as a theoretical framework that 

scrutinizes the lasting legacies of colonialism and their 

implications on the societies of the global South. It seeks to 

examine the power dynamics, cultural hegemony and 

identity formation that emerged as a consequence of 

colonial encounters. Indian English fiction as a distinctive 

literary genre emerges as a potent tool through which these 

postcolonial narratives are articulated, interrogated and 

subverted. By showing the clash between refugees and the 

power politics of government officials, Ghosh rightly 

delineates the postcolonial predicaments of the times. The 

novel also focuses on the theme of environmentalism 

drawing attention to the ecological challenges plaguing the 

Sundarbans and its inhabitants. Through redolent 

descriptions and the characters’ intimate interactions with 

the natural world, he underscores the intricate symbiosis 

between humankind and nature. This theme serves as a 

clarion call to heightened ecological consciousness and 

sustainable practices, shedding light on India’s pressing 

environmental concerns.  

Kanai, a successful businessman from Kolkata embodies the 

urban, educated elite who is often disconnected from the 

realities of rural life. His journey to the Sundarbans to visit 

his aunt in order to get access to his uncle’s diary not only 

exposes him to the harsh realities faced by the marginalized 

communities living there but also serves as a metaphorical 

exploration of the postcolonial encounter between the 

metropolitan center and the peripheral edges. Through the 

character Piya, a cetologist (who studies marine mammals 

like whales and dolphins) of Indian origin raised in the 

United States, Ghosh highlights the complexities of identity 

in the postcolonial context. Piya’s hybrid identity shaped by 

her Indian heritage and Western upbringing reflects the 

diasporic experience and the negotiation of multiple cultural 

and national affiliations. The Sundarbans itself becomes a 

symbol of the postcolonial condition where the forces of 

globalization and environmental degradation intersect. The 

ongoing struggle to protect the natural resources, the 

displacement of indigenous communities and refugees, and 

the ecological crisis in the narrative reflect the lasting 

legacies of colonial exploitation and the continued 

subjugation of marginalized groups.  

 

Cultural Representation and Identity in The Hungry 

Tide: A Multidimensional Analysis 

Cultural representation plays a pivotal role in shaping the 

narrative landscape of the novel. Kanai has come from the 

privileged center and his initial dismissal of the Sundarbans’ 

indigenous culture and beliefs exemplifies the divide 

between the dominant culture and marginalized 

communities. In contrast, Piya’s character serves as a 

manifestation of the diasporic experience and the 

complexities of identity negotiation. Raised in the United 

States but of Indian heritage, Piya embodies the struggle to 

navigate between two worlds. Her presence in the 
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Sundarbans as a marine biologist shows her reflections on 

her dual identity and the challenges she faces in being 

accepted by both her Western colleagues and the local 

community. Ghosh’s exploration of cultural representation 

and identity is further exemplified through the concept of 

hybridity. The character Fokir, an illiterate fisherman from 

the Sundarbans embodies the blending of indigenous 

traditions and the impact of external influences. Fokir’s 

unique cultural practices and knowledge of the Sundarbans’ 

ecosystem challenge dominant narratives which often 

dismiss or overshadow marginalized voices. The dominance 

of Western epistemologies in the Sundarbans raises 

questions about the ways in which knowledge is constructed 

and how it holds the authority to represent and interpret 

cultures and environments. This power imbalance is further 

highlighted through the marginalization of indigenous 

voices and their knowledge systems. 

Moreover, The Hungry Tide explores how language is being 

challenged and becomes a tool for characters to show their 

identities in a multicultural and multilingual context. The 

author’s masterful utilization of a tapestry woven with a 

melange of English and regional languages especially 

Bengali (‘Bangla’) reflects the linguistic diversity and 

cultural hybridity inherent within Indian society. The 

characters’ linguistic experiences as they navigate the 

labyrinth of multiple languages and confront their sense of 

belonging offer poignant insights into the complexities of 

cultural identity within contemporary India. The use of 

different languages such as Bengali, English, Hindi and the 

indigenous dialects of the Sundarbans reflect the 

multiplicity of cultural identities present in the region. The 

characters’ linguistic choices and interactions become 

markers of their identities and the power dynamics at play 

within the postcolonial context. Ghosh delves into the 

complexities of translation and intercultural communication 

by portraying the challenges and possibilities that arise 

when languages intersect. Language is a barrier for Fokir as 

he interacts with Piya who does not speak his native dialect. 

Their communication relies on non-verbal cues, gestures 

and shared experiences illustrating the limitations of 

language and the potential for understanding beyond 

linguistic boundaries. The author’s exploration of these 

moments of translation and miscommunication underscores 

the complexities of intercultural encounters and the 

necessity of transcending linguistic barriers for meaningful 

exchange.  

He hesistated momentarily before yielding to her plea. 

Tilting back his head, he began to chant, and suddenly the 

language and the music were all around her, flowing like a 

river, and all of it made sense; she understood it all. 

Although the sound of the voice was Fokir’s, the meaning 

was Kanai’s, and in the depths of her heart she knew she 

would always be torn between the one and the other (Ghosh, 

2016, p.360) 

The exploration of language and hybridity reveals the 

profound influence of linguistic diversity on the characters’ 

experiences and the broader socio-cultural landscape of the 

Sundarbans. Piya navigates her dual identity through 

language code-switching between English and Bengali. Her 

linguistic choices and the way she adapts her speech 

patterns highlight her attempt to forge connections with the 

local communities and assert her cultural belonging which 

portrays how language serves as a means of bridging 

cultural divides and fostering a sense of hybrid identity. 

Through characters situations and narrative techniques, 

Ghosh exposes the transformative power of language as a 

tool for identity, intercultural communication and cultural 

syncretism. It unravels the deep contextual layers of 

language and hybridity, shedding light on the complex 

dynamics of linguistic encounters and their profound impact 

on individual in particular and collective identities of the 

nation in general.  

 

An Exploration of Nature and Humanity in The Hungry 

Tide 
The tidal mangrove forests with its intricate biodiversity and 

delicate equilibrium become a metaphorical representation 

of the intricate interconnectedness between nature and 

humanity. Through vivid descriptions and immersive 

storytelling, Ghosh highlights the beauty and vulnerability 

of the Sundarbans by drawing attention to the need for 

environmental preservation. The impoverished inhabitants 

of the Sundarbans confront numerous hardships as the 

region’s soil is saline and unsuitable for agricultural 

pursuits. They heavily rely on the mangrove forests and 

surrounding rivers as their primary means of sustenance. 

Paradoxically, this very eco-scape acts as both their 

protector and their challenger. In addition to the periodic 

tropical cyclones that devastate the coastal areas of Bengal, 

the Sundarbans is also home to the Royal Bengal Tiger and 

various dangerous reptiles. As a result, the local population 

often fall victim to these predators while venturing into the 

forest to gather wood and honey. This novel offers a 

poignant depiction of the plight of refugees from East 

Bengal who sought refuge on Morichjhapi island in the 

Sundarbans.  

It is common knowledge that almost every island in the tide 

country has been inhabited at some time or another. But to 

look at them you would never know: the specialty of 

mangroves is that they do not merely recolonize land; they 

erase time. Every generation creates its own population of 

ghosts (Ghosh, 2016, p.50) 

The local people of the Sundarbans navigate the challenges 

posed by the government’s wildlife project, the ever-shifting 

tides which continuously reshape the landscape and the 

tangible presence of tigers and the ethereal spirits. The 

arrival of the outsiders like Nirmal, Nilima, Kanai and Piya 

show how they bring change, transformation, environmental 

preservation and they encounter resistance due to their 

unfamiliarity in Sundarbans. Though the novel explores 

various borders and divisions between humans and animals, 

land and water, outsiders and insiders and literates and 

illiterates, these divisions are subverted by the constant 

reshaping of the tides which erases boundaries and 

necessitates coexistence at the literal level. The unique 

natural features of the region such as rivers, tides, mangrove 

forests, tigers and dolphins contribute to an aesthetic of 

mystery, transformation and enchantment. The characters 

Kanai and Piya express contrasting perspectives of nature 

reflecting the broader debates within environmentalism. 

Kanai, initially views the Sundarbans with detached mindset 

by valuing scientific rationality and dismissing indigenous 

knowledge. However, as the narrative progresses, he 

undergoes a transformation and recognizing the value of 

traditional ecological knowledge and the importance of a 

holistic approach to environmentalism. In contrast, Piya’s 

life and experience in the Sundarbans prompts reflection on 

the power dynamics at play in environmental research and 
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the need for collaboration between different ways of 

knowing.  

The novel serves as a powerful reminder of environmental 

stewardship and sustainable practices to mitigate the 

detrimental effects of human activities on the planet. Ghosh 

presents the struggles faced by indigenous communities in 

the Sundarbans who bear the brunt of environmental 

degradation, yet their voices and concerns are often 

unnoticed. The refugees driven by the desperate need for 

land and livelihood encountered a harsh response from the 

government, resulting in a violent and tragic outcome for the 

innocent settlers. They are seen as a burden and are often 

denied basic rights and opportunities for socio-economic 

development. This portrayal highlights the complex 

dynamics of power, displacement and socio-political 

struggles within the context of the novel. The author 

skillfully exposes the brutal realities faced by marginalized 

communities struggle with inadequate access to clean water, 

healthcare, education and other basic amenities and he also 

sheds light on the systemic injustices perpetuated by those 

in positions of authority. The characters’ struggle for 

survival in the face of rising tides and encroaching climate 

change in the Sundarbans serves as a metaphor for the 

broader environmental challenges like cyclones, flooding 

and erosion faced by the contemporary India. By 

intertwining environmental and social issues, Ghosh 

portrays the ways in which environmental activism must 

address social and structural inequalities at large.  

 

Power Dynamics and Colonial Legacies in The Hungry 

Tide 

Ghosh skillfully portrays the lingering shadows of 

colonialism in The Hungry Tide by exposing the enduring 

power dynamics between the colonizers and the colonized. 

The character Nirmal, a promising writer and a Marxist 

intellectual leaves his diary to Kanai which offers a window 

into the brutalities of the colonizers and the government 

officials on the refugees and its lasting impact on the local 

population. The writer’s exploration of Nirmal’s 

experiences invites readers to confront the ongoing 

repercussions of historical subjugation and exploitation. 

Fokir, a fisherman from a marginalized community 

represents the indigenous community whose traditional 

ways of life have been marginalized and devalued by 

colonial and post-colonial forces. Fokir’s struggle to assert 

his identity and retain his cultural heritage amidst external 

pressures reflects the complex negotiations faced by 

marginalized communities in the face of dominant power 

structures.  

‘Why else?’ she said. ‘Because there’s a lot of money in 

prawns and the traders had paid off the politicians. What do 

they care— or the politicians, for that matter? It’s people 

like us who’re going to suffer and it’s up to us to think 

ahead. That’s why I have to make sure Tutul gets an 

education. Otherwise, what’s his future going to be?’ 

(Ghosh, 2016, p.134) 

The author also explores the intersectionality of power 

dynamics by examining the interplay of gender, class and 

colonial legacies. Piya as a ‘female’ marine biologist 

grapples with multiple layers of identity and she experiences 

various forms of discrimination and marginalization. 

Despite the lack of knowledge in the Bengali language, 

Piyali demonstrates remarkable mental fortitude and 

physical resilience as she undertakes a survey in the 

Sundarbans, one of the world’s most dangerous places. Her 

initial encounter with the region proves less than pleasant, as 

she falls victim to the pervasive corruption ingrained in the 

societal system. Her position as a woman of color within the 

scientific community and her interactions with the local 

communities in the Sundarbans highlight the complex ways 

in which gender, race and class intersect and shape power 

dynamics. 

 

Folkloric characters in The Hungry Tide 

By incorporating the Bengali folkloric characters Bon Bibi 

and Dokkhin Roy into the narrative, Ghosh skillfully 

navigates the intersections of indigenous belief systems. 

Bon Bibi, a revered deity among the inhabitants of the 

Sundarbans embodies the protector of the land and its 

people. “The people living in close proximity with nature 

have their own myths and legends about Mother Nature… 

Bonbibi myth that is necessary in the formation of an 

identity for the people of this tide country who believe so 

much in the myths, customs and rituals of the Sunderban 

jungle and its influence upon their lives” (Bhattacharjee, 

n.d.). Bon Bibi’s presence within the narrative displays the 

syncretism that exists in Indian society where traditional 

customs and practices coexist with remnants of colonial 

domination. The local people of the Sundarbans worship 

this goddess before they enter into the forest to protect them 

from man-eating tigers and other natural calamities. The 

presence of folkloric characters in this novel offer a rich and 

nuanced lens, shedding light on the interplay between 

indigenous knowledge and colonial legacies, and the quest 

for cultural identity. Ghosh’s masterful storytelling and the 

inclusion of these characters depict a deeper understanding 

of India’s socio-cultural landscape.  

…in the very middle of that mohona, we had crossed the 

line Bon Bibi had drawn to divide the tide country. In other 

words we had crossed the border that separates the realm of 

human beings from the domain of Dokkhin Rai and his 

demons. I realized, with a sense of shock, that this 

chimerical line was, to her and to Horen, as real as a barbed-

wire fence might be to me (Ghosh, 2016, p.223-34) 

 

Multifaceted Exploration in The Hungry Tide 
The Hungry Tide meticulously examines the multifarious 

layers of Indian society, exposing the intricacies of 

hierarchical structures and power dynamics. Nirmal 

exemplifies the internal struggles faced by the refugees and 

the indigenous communities embedded within these societal 

frameworks. As Nirmal grapples with his own guilt and the 

weight of his complicity in perpetuating societal 

inequalities, Ghosh deftly exposes the oppressive nature of 

the caste system and its lasting impact on individual lives. 

Through Nirmal’s narrative arc, the author challenges the 

reader to confront the deeply entrenched social hierarchies 

that shape Indian society. Kanai’s encounter with the 

remnants of the British Raj such as the dilapidated house 

and the archives left behind by his late uncle serves as a 

catalyst for introspection and a reevaluation of his own 

identity. The characters Nilima and Nirmal serve as 

exemplars of the far-reaching impact of modern technology 

and ideas on the inhabitants of the tide country. The people 

of Lusibari, a small island in the Sunderbans region have 

successfully harnessed resources to establish a hospital that 

ensures the well-being and health of its community. Apart 

from the hospital being equipped with advanced tools and 
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equipment, the character Moyna, wife of Fokir has 

undergone training as a nurse to aid and save those in need. 

This highlights how the technological advancements have 

brought about beneficial outcomes for rural and less 

informed populations. 

Ghosh not only seamlessly weaves together historical 

references such as the British East India Company’s impact 

on the Sundarbans to illuminate the intricate connections 

between colonial history and contemporary Indian society 

but also extends his examination of gender dynamics and 

the agency of women. Piya defies societal expectations and 

challenges traditional gender roles. Through her 

determination, intelligence and scientific expertise she 

disrupts patriarchal norms and asserts her autonomy in a 

male-dominated field. Piya’s experiences and her 

interactions with the local women such as Moyna and 

Nilima shed light on the resilience and strength of women in 

Indian society highlighting their vital contributions to 

history and social change. As outsiders Nilima and Piyali 

suffer due to their non-native background by the patriarchal 

society but as insiders Kusum, the mother of Fokir and 

Moyna, the wife of Fokir are doubly marginalized since they 

belong to the matriarchal and marginalized communities. 

The women characters in the novel surpass the adverse 

socio-political conditions and emerge as champions. Though 

their journeys may diverge, they all strive towards the 

common goal of self-realization and self-fulfillment. This 

narrative exemplifies a transformative process which 

transcends the limitations imposed by external factors, 

highlighting the women’s resilience and agency in 

navigating and overcoming societal challenges. 

 

Conclusion 

The novel highlights the complexities of cultural 

assimilation and the ongoing negotiation of identity. Kanai, 

representing the urban Indian elite grapples with his own 

disconnect from his cultural heritage while Fokir, a 

fisherman and member of the indigenous population 

embodies the struggle to preserve ancestral traditions amidst 

societal changes. The character Nilima serves as a medium 

for understanding the lasting impact of colonialism on 

Indian society. Her battle against the oppressive caste 

system, involvement in social activism and her advocacy for 

equal rights to marginalized communities illustrate the 

ongoing struggles for social justice in postcolonial India. 

Through Piya’s encounters with the fragile mangrove 

ecosystem, the writer underscores the importance of 

understanding India’s ecological context. The Hungry Tide 

serves as a platform to engage readers in critical 

conversations about environmental sustainability and the 

interconnectedness of human and natural systems.  

The young and the indigenous Moyna, defies societal 

expectations and challenges traditional gender roles. Her 

aspirations for a better life and her determination to assert 

her agency highlight the struggles faced by women in Indian 

society. Ghosh’s portrayal of Moyna’s narrative arc 

exemplifies the significance of Indian English fiction in 

illuminating the diverse experiences of women and 

promoting feminist discourse within the Indian literary 

landscape. The novel not only delves into the evictions of 

the Morichjhapi refugees in 1979 but also encompasses a 

broader range of histories. By assimilating these various 

historical threads, Ghosh explores the complex and 

interconnected realities that shape the lives of the 

Sundarbans’ inhabitants. The novel depicts many references 

behind the foundation of the town of Canning, the shipping 

inspector named Henry Piddington who named cyclones 

which devastated the regions, the dreams of Sir Daniel 

Hamilton who visioned the making of an ideal community 

in the Sundarbans, the legend of Bon Bibi, the rituals and 

customs of the local people and the present story of the life 

of Nilima, Kanai, Piyali, Fokir, Kusum and others in the 

novel.  

The islands of Sundarbans are constantly affected by the 

flood tide or the huge tidal waves formed by cyclones but 

Ghosh makes us realize that it is the layers of human history 

together with the collaboration of past knowledge, 

experience and memory that enhances our understanding of 

a particular place or region. Through a deep contextual 

analysis of character situations and narrative examples, this 

novel unravels not only the complexities of power 

structures, historical layers, cultural identities, postcolonial 

realities, socio-political dynamics, environmental 

consciousness, gender dynamics, social hierarchies and the 

persistent fight for equality but also the significance of 

Indian English fiction as a medium to unlace the intricate 

mosaic of India’s cultural history. Furthermore, the novel 

serves as a call to action urging humankind to reflect on 

one’s responsibilities as custodians of the Earth and to 

consider the interconnectedness of ecological, social and 

ethical concerns for the sustainable future of the nation.  
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