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Abstract  

Amitav Ghosh, one of the most celebrated Indian English novelists, has consistently 

interwoven ecological consciousness and environmental concerns into his literary narratives. 

His novels offer an urgent re-examination of the entanglements between history, colonialism, 

capitalism, and the ecological crisis. From his early fiction to the Ibis Trilogy and his recent 

climate-centric narratives, Ghosh critiques anthropocentrism and exposes the silences of 

mainstream literature regarding environmental degradation. This paper analyzes Ghosh’s 

novels through an ecocritical framework, tracing the evolution of his ecological thought and 

interrogating how his work contributes to a planetary awareness of climate change, species 

extinction, and environmental justice. The study draws from ecocriticism, postcolonial theory, 

and environmental humanities to explore the complex intersections of culture and nature in 

Ghosh’s fiction. 
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Introduction 

Ecocriticism as a literary discipline emerged in the late twentieth century to interrogate the 

relationship between literature and the physical environment. It challenges human-centered 

narratives and foregrounds ecological awareness in literary texts. Amitav Ghosh, a globally 

acclaimed author, has profoundly contributed to the ecocritical discourse through his nuanced 

representation of ecological disruptions, nonhuman agency, and climate change. His novels 
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span diverse geographies—from the Sundarbans to the Bay of Bengal, from the Indian Ocean 

to the Arctic—depicting the global scale of environmental crises and the historical trajectories 

that have contributed to the contemporary ecological predicament. Ghosh’s fiction resists the 

compartmentalization of nature and culture, offering instead a holistic worldview where 

environmental degradation, colonial expansion, and human suffering are intricately connected. 

This article surveys Ghosh’s major novels, drawing ecocritical insights from each, and situates 

his body of work within the wider discourse on environmental literature. 

The Early Novels: Colonialism, Migration, and the Natural World 

In Amitav Ghosh’s debut novel The Circle of Reason (1986), themes of reason, science, 

and transnational migration are interwoven with subtle explorations of environmental 

consciousness. The narrative centers on Alu, a young protagonist whose journey spans 

continents, reflecting on the complexities of modernity and the clash between traditional 

knowledge and technological advancement. Amidst this backdrop, Ghosh critiques the blind 

faith in unregulated progress, highlighting rural livelihoods, sustainable practices, and 

resistance against bureaucratic structures. The novel intricately weaves in traditional ecological 

wisdom found in textile production, agriculture, and community rituals, offering a nuanced 

perspective on the intersection of human activity and the natural world. In The Shadow Lines 

(1988), Ghosh continues to explore profound themes of memory, identity, and geopolitical 

boundaries. Set against the backdrop of historical events like partition, the novel contrasts 

urban spaces such as Calcutta and London with rural landscapes where nature serves as a silent 

witness to human trauma and displacement. This juxtaposition subtly suggests ecological 

fragmentation mirroring political divisions, hinting at Ghosh’s evolving environmental 

concerns in later works. Through these narratives, Ghosh not only engages readers with 

intricate storytelling but also prompts reflection on the interplay between human actions, 

environmental impact, and the resilience of traditional ecological knowledge. 

The Calcutta Chromosome and Science-Fictional Ecology 

In The Calcutta Chromosome (1995), Amitav Ghosh ventures into speculative fiction, 

delving into alternative science and indigenous knowledge systems. While the novel’s primary 

focus is not overtly environmental, it serves as a critique of Western epistemologies and 

promotes holistic, non-linear modes of understanding the human body, disease, and the 

environment. In the words of R.K. Dhawan, “Ghosh makes a unique experiment in The 

Calcutta Chromosome by combining various themes and techniques. He integrates literature, 

science, philosophy, history, psychology and sociology” (26). Central to the narrative is the 

hidden knowledge surrounding malaria’s transmission, which invites a biopolitical 

interpretation of ecology. Here, disease, climate factors, and colonial control converge, offering 

a complex portrayal of how ecological dynamics are entangled with human history and 

scientific discovery. Ghosh’s exploration challenges conventional views on disease and 

environment, highlighting the interconnectedness of biological systems and socio-political 

contexts. Through this speculative lens, The Calcutta Chromosome underscores the 

significance of indigenous knowledge and alternative scientific paradigms in reshaping our 
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understanding of ecological processes and their implications for human health and societal 

structures. 

The Glass Palace and the Resource Politics of Empire 

In The Glass Palace (2000), Amitav Ghosh unfolds a transnational historical saga that 

traverses Burma, India, and Malaya during pivotal colonial and postcolonial periods. Central 

to the narrative is the imperial exploitation of natural resources—specifically teak forests, oil, 

and rubber—which Ghosh portrays as fundamental to the imperial agenda. As Dr. Monica 

Singh says, “In The Glass Palace Ghosh shows that the claims of the colonizers to rule over 

the people in the name of progress is unjustified” (54). The novel critiques the environmental 

impacts of British rule, particularly focusing on the deforestation and commodification of 

Burma’s forests, highlighting early forms of extractive capitalism. Through the lens of 

ecological transformation, Ghosh examines how these exploitative practices affect indigenous 

communities, laborers, and transnational migrants alike. The narrative intertwines personal 

stories with broader historical events, illustrating the interconnectedness between human lives 

and environmental degradation. The Glass Palace not only captures the socio-economic 

upheavals of the era but also underscores the enduring consequences of ecological exploitation 

on ecosystems and societies. Ghosh’s portrayal invites reflection on the lasting legacy of 

colonial resource extraction and its implications for global environmental justice and 

sustainability efforts today. 

The Hungry Tide and Nonhuman Agency 

In The Hungry Tide (2004), Amitav Ghosh offers arguably his most profound exploration 

of ecocriticism, set amidst the delicate and biodiverse Sundarbans mangrove ecosystem. The 

novel confronts head-on the intricate politics surrounding conservation efforts, displacement, 

and the agency of nonhuman entities. Ghosh challenges anthropocentric perspectives by 

portraying the tiger, dolphin, and tide as active, powerful forces that influence human lives and 

destinies. Central to the narrative is the juxtaposition of scientific rationality with local 

knowledge systems, underscoring the ethical complexities inherent in conservation practices 

that often overlook or marginalize indigenous communities. Ghosh critiques governmental 

policies that impose wildlife sanctuaries without adequate community participation, echoing 

historical injustices like the Morichjhanpi massacre. Through rich storytelling and meticulous 

research, The Hungry Tide not only delves into environmental issues but also prompts 

reflection on the broader implications of human-nature interactions. It invites readers to 

reconsider conventional hierarchies of knowledge and power, advocating for more inclusive 

and sustainable approaches to ecological stewardship in a rapidly changing world. 

The Ibis Trilogy: Colonialism, Capitalism, and Environmental Transformation 

In Sea of Poppies (2008), the first novel of the Ibis Trilogy, Amitav Ghosh explores the 

profound environmental impacts of the colonial opium trade. Set in Bengal, the narrative 

exposes the forced cultivation of poppy, leading to soil degradation, loss of biodiversity, and 

devastating famines. Ghosh vividly illustrates how monoculture under colonial capitalism 

reshaped both ecological landscapes and human livelihoods. The sacred Ganges River, a 
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central motif, serves as a witness to ecological decline and moral decay amidst colonial 

exploitation. River of Smoke (2011), the second volume of the trilogy, shifts the focus to Canton 

and Mauritius, delving into botanical imperialism and the commodification of plants. Ghosh 

critiques the transplantation of native flora for economic gain within imperial botanical 

gardens, highlighting the ethical dilemmas and ecological transformations of the Anthropocene 

era. The novel underscores how imperial trade networks contributed to large-scale ecosystem 

disruptions, reflecting on the consequences of economic exploitation on local communities and 

natural habitats. Flood of Fire (2015), the trilogy’s final installment, offers a panoramic view 

of the opium wars and their profound environmental repercussions. Ghosh connects ecological 

damage with the violence of empire and global capitalism, depicting how the opium trade 

reshaped landscapes, agriculture, and maritime routes. The flooding metaphor symbolizes the 

moral and environmental deluge unleashed by imperial greed, urging readers to reflect on the 

enduring legacy of environmental exploitation and human suffering in the pursuit of economic 

dominance. 

Gun Island and the Climate Crisis 

In Gun Island (2019), Amitav Ghosh confronts climate change, ecological displacement, 

and species extinction with explicit urgency. The novel traces the journey of Deen, a rare book 

dealer, from Kolkata to Los Angeles to Venice, uncovering the interconnectedness of climate-

induced migration, historical memory, and supernatural elements woven into folk narratives. 

Ghosh seamlessly blends realism with myth, suggesting that rationality alone is inadequate to 

comprehend the magnitude of the ecological crisis. According to Ashwarya Samkaria, “The 

novel Gun Island (2019) discovers the intersection of the nonhuman with 21st century issues 

pertaining to racial and ecological injustice, ethnic cleansing, environmental catastrophe and 

migrant ecologies by way of allegorizing the myth of Manasa Devi” (26). Central to the 

narrative are the migrations of Irrawaddy dolphins and venomous snakes to unfamiliar 

territories, vividly illustrating the disruption of ecological patterns driven by global warming. 

Climate refugees, encompassing both human and nonhuman beings, emerge as pivotal 

characters, highlighting the profound impacts of environmental upheaval on diverse 

communities. Ghosh critically examines the limitations of contemporary literature in 

addressing the scale and urgency of climate change—a theme he further explores in his non-

fiction work The Great Derangement. Through Gun Island, Ghosh invites readers to 

contemplate the complex interplay between human actions, environmental degradation, and 

the resilience of natural ecosystems in the face of unprecedented global challenges. 

The Living Mountain: Fable as Environmental Resistance 

In The Living Mountain (2022), Amitav Ghosh crafts a novella that unfolds as a poignant 

ecological parable. Set in the Himalayas, it chronicles the plight of a local community displaced 

by the ambitious technocratic pursuits of an external power bent on conquering the mountain. 

Narrated in the style of oral tradition, the novella serves as a critique of developmentalism and 

the arrogance of technological dominance over nature. Ghosh aligns with principles of deep 

ecology, emphasizing the intrinsic value and autonomy of the natural world. The mountain 
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itself emerges as a powerful symbol of resistance, reclaiming its agency and asserting authority 

over human interventions and encroachments. Through this narrative, Ghosh prompts 

reflection on humanity’s relationship with the environment, advocating for a reverence for 

natural ecosystems and challenging the prevailing notions of progress that often disregard 

ecological balance and indigenous knowledge. The Living Mountain invites readers to consider 

the ethical dimensions of environmental stewardship and the consequences of disregarding the 

sacredness and resilience of the natural world in the pursuit of technological advancement. 

Ghosh’s narrative underscores the imperative of coexistence and mutual respect between 

humans and the environments they inhabit. 

Jungle Nama: Verse, Myth, and the Ecosystem 

Jungle Nama (2021) by Amitav Ghosh offers a poetic reinterpretation of the Sundarbans 

legend of Bon Bibi. This work integrates ecological wisdom, cultural memory, and rhythmic 

verse to explore themes of human-nature interdependence. Returning to the landscape 

introduced in The Hungry Tide, Ghosh highlights indigenous narratives and cosmologies that 

emphasize the interconnectedness of all living beings. The narrative of Jungle Nama delicately 

balances human needs with ecological responsibility, drawing on the Bon Bibi ethic of 

coexistence and environmental justice. Through its poetic form, the retelling echoes oral 

traditions, making the ecological message accessible while advocating for inclusive narratives 

that encompass diverse perspectives on environmental stewardship. Ghosh’s poetic rendition 

not only celebrates the richness of cultural heritage embedded in ecological landscapes but also 

urges readers to reconsider their relationship with nature. Jungle Nama underscores the 

importance of preserving traditional ecological knowledge and fostering harmonious 

coexistence between humans and the natural world in the face of contemporary environmental 

challenges. 

Conclusion 

To conclude it can be said that Amitav Ghosh’s literary corpus represents a significant 

intervention in ecocritical studies. His novels expand the terrain of environmental literature by 

integrating historical, cultural, and ecological dimensions. Ghosh challenges the 

anthropocentric biases of both literary tradition and global capitalism, offering instead a model 

of storytelling that is inclusive of nonhuman voices, local knowledges, and ecological ethics. 

Amitav Ghosh’s fiction consistently explores several ecocritical themes that underscore his 

profound engagement with environmental issues. He depicts animals, rivers, and forests not 

merely as passive elements of the backdrop but as active agents influencing human history and 

destiny. They are portrayed with agency, impacting narratives and shaping human interactions 

within their environments. His novels delve into the unequal impacts of ecological degradation 

on marginalized communities. From opium farmers to tribal dwellers and climate refugees, 

Ghosh interrogates how environmental crises exacerbate existing social inequalities, 

highlighting issues of access, displacement, and resilience. Skillfully connecting historical 

colonial practices with contemporary environmental challenges, Ghosh illustrates how 

extractive industries and exploitative policies imposed during colonial rule continue to resonate 
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through ongoing ecological degradation and resource depletion. Ghosh’s narratives traverse 

vast geographical expanses, spanning oceans, continents, and diverse species. This global 

scope underscores the interconnected nature of environmental issues, emphasizing how actions 

in one part of the world can have far-reaching consequences elsewhere. Integrating myth, 

folklore, and indigenous belief systems, Ghosh challenges Western rationalist views of nature. 

By incorporating these narratives, he proposes alternative ways of understanding ecological 

relationships and human-nature interactions that transcend conventional scientific paradigms. 

He critically examines the role of literature in depicting ecological crises, arguing for new 

narrative forms and languages that can effectively capture and convey the complexities of the 

Anthropocene era. Ghosh advocates for literature that not only reflects but also critiques and 

responds to environmental challenges, urging readers to reconsider their relationship with 

nature and to reflect on the ethical and social dimensions of environmental stewardship in an 

increasingly interconnected world. By weaving ecological awareness into narrative form, 

Ghosh not only addresses the urgency of climate change but also reimagines the role of fiction 

in the Anthropocene. His novels compel readers to confront the moral, spiritual, and political 

dimensions of environmental degradation, making him a vital literary voice in the age of 

ecological crisis. 
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