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Abstract

This research paper presents an ecocritical analysis of human-animal relationships within
the Sunderbans ecosystem as depicted in Amitav Ghosh's novel, The Hungry Tide. Through a
comprehensive examination of the intricate connections between human and non-human entities
in this unique mangrove forest, the study explores the concept of more-than-human communities
and their significance in contemporary environmental discourse. By employing ecocritical theory
and drawing upon relevant literature, this paper investigates the complex interplay between
human inhabitants, wildlife, and the ecosystem itself, highlighting the importance of recognizing
and respecting the agency of non-human actors in shaping ecological and cultural landscapes.
The findings of this study contribute to a deeper understanding of human-animal relationships in
literature and their implications for environmental conservation and sustainable coexistence.
Keywords: Ecocriticism, Human-animal relationships, More-than-human communities,
Sunderbans ecosystem, Environmental conservation, Multispecies entanglements, Traditional

ecological knowledge, Postcolonial ecocriticism, Interspecies communication.
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Introduction

The Sunderbans, a vast mangrove forest spanning the border between India and Bangladesh,
serves as a unique backdrop for Amitav Ghosh's novel The Hungry Tide. This ecosystem,
characterized by its intricate network of tidal waterways, mudflats, and small islands, is home to
a diverse array of flora and fauna, including the iconic Bengal tiger. The novel explores the
complex relationships between human inhabitants and the non-human entities that populate this
challenging environment, offering a rich tapestry for ecocritical analysis.

This research paper aims to investigate the concept of more-than-human communities within
the context of The Hungry Tide, examining how Ghosh's narrative portrays the
interconnectedness of human and non-human actors in the Sunderbans ecosystem. By applying
ecocritical theory and drawing upon relevant literature, this study seeks to uncover the deeper
implications of these relationships for environmental conservation, cultural understanding, and
sustainable coexistence.

The concept of more-than-human communities, as explored by scholars such as Anna Tsing
(2015) and Donna Haraway (2016), emphasizes the importance of recognizing the agency and
influence of non-human entities in shaping ecological and cultural landscapes. This perspective
challenges traditional anthropocentric views and encourages a more holistic understanding of
ecosystems and the various actors within them.

Through a close reading of The Hungry Tide and an analysis of its portrayal of human-animal
relationships, this paper will address the following research questions:

1. How does Ghosh's novel represent the interconnectedness of human and non-human

actors in the Sunderbans ecosystem?

2. What role do animals, particularly the Bengal tiger, play in shaping the cultural and

ecological landscape of the Sunderbans as depicted in the novel?

3. How does the concept of more-than-human communities contribute to our understanding

of human-animal relationships in literature and environmental conservation?

By exploring these questions, this study aims to contribute to the growing body of ecocritical
literature and offers insights into the complex dynamics of human-animal relationships in

challenging ecosystems like the Sunderbans.
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Literature Review

The field of ecocriticism has seen significant growth in recent years, with scholars
increasingly focusing on the representation of human-animal relationships in literature and their
implications for environmental discourse. This literature review will examine key works that
inform the present study and provide a foundation for analyzing the concept of more-than-human
communities in The Hungry Tide.

Ecocritical Theory and More-Than-Human Communities

Ecocriticism, as defined by Cheryll Glotfelty (1996), is the study of the relationship
between literature and the physical environment. This interdisciplinary approach has evolved to
encompass a wide range of perspectives, including the examination of human-animal
relationships and the concept of more-than-human communities.

Anna Tsing's (2015) groundbreaking work, The Mushroom at the End of the World,
introduces the concept of more-than-human sociality, emphasizing the importance of recognizing
the agency and influence of non-human entities in shaping ecological and cultural landscapes.
Tsing's work has been instrumental in shifting the focus from purely anthropocentric narratives
to more inclusive, multispecies approaches in environmental studies.

Building on this concept, Donna Haraway's (2016) Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin
in the Chthulucene further explores the idea of multispecies entanglements and the need for
humans to recognize their interconnectedness with other species. Haraway's work emphasizes the
importance of "making kin" across species boundaries and developing new ways of thinking
about ecological relationships.

These foundational works provide a theoretical framework for examining the complex
human-animal relationships depicted in The Hungry Tide and offer insights into the concept of
more-than-human communities within the Sunderbans ecosystem.

Human-Animal Relationships in Literature

The representation of human-animal relationships in literature has been a subject of
growing interest among scholars. Graham Huggan and Helen Tiffin's (2010) Postcolonial
Ecocriticism: Literature, Animals, Environment offers a comprehensive analysis of the

intersection between postcolonial studies and ecocriticism, examining how literature represents
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the complex relationships between humans, animals, and the environment in postcolonial
contexts.

Philip Armstrong's (2008) What Animals Mean in the Fiction of Modernity provides a
valuable historical perspective on the changing representations of animals in literature from the
eighteenth century to the present. Armstrong's work offers insights into how literary depictions
of animals have evolved alongside changing cultural attitudes and scientific understanding.

These studies provide a foundation for analyzing the portrayal of human-animal
relationships in The Hungry Tide and situating Ghosh's work within the broader context of
literary representations of animals and ecosystems.

The Sunderbans Ecosystem and Conservation

To fully appreciate the complexity of human-animal relationships in The Hungry Tide, it
is essential to understand the unique ecological and cultural context of the Sunderbans. Annu
Jalais's (2010) Forest of Tigers: People, Politics and Environment in the Sundarbans offers an
anthropological perspective on the region, exploring the intricate relationships between human
inhabitants, wildlife, and the challenging environment of the Sunderbans.

Amrita Sen’s (2019) study, Human-Wildlife Conflicts in the Sundarban Biosphere
Reserve and the Politics of Forest Conservation provides valuable insights into the ongoing
challenges of human-animal coexistence in the region, particularly focusing on conflicts between
humans and tigers. This work offers a contemporary perspective on the issues raised in Ghosh's
novel and highlights the ongoing relevance of these themes.

These studies provide crucial context for understanding the ecological and cultural
landscape of the Sunderbans, informing the analysis of human-animal relationships in The
Hungry Tide and their implications for conservation efforts.

Methodology

This research employs a qualitative approach, primarily utilizing close reading and
textual analysis of Amitav Ghosh's The Hungry Tide through an ecocritical lens. The
methodology is designed to investigate the representation of human-animal relationships and the
concept of more-than-human communities within the novel's depiction of the Sunderbans
ecosystem.

The analysis is guided by the following methodological steps:
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Close reading: A thorough and detailed reading of The Hungry Tide will be conducted,
focusing on passages and scenes that depict interactions between human characters and non-
human entities, particularly animals and the ecosystem itself.

Textual analysis: Key themes, symbols, and narrative techniques used by Ghosh to
represent human-animal relationships and the Sunderbans ecosystem will be identified and
analyzed.

Ecocritical interpretation: The identified themes and representations will be interpreted
through the lens of ecocritical theory, with particular attention to the concept of more-than-
human communities as explored by scholars such as Anna Tsing and Donna Haraway.

Comparative analysis: The findings from the analysis of The Hungry Tide will be
compared and contrasted with relevant literature on human-animal relationships, ecocriticism,
and the Sunderbans ecosystem to situate the novel within broader academic discourse.

Synthesis: The insights gained from the analysis will be synthesized to address the
research questions and develop a comprehensive understanding of how Ghosh's novel represents
more-than-human communities and human-animal relationships in the Sunderbans ecosystem.

This methodology allows for a comprehensive examination of the novel's treatment of
human-animal relationships and ecological themes while situating the analysis within the broader
context of ecocritical theory and literature on the Sunderbans ecosystem.

Analysis and Discussion
Representation of Human-Animal Interconnectedness

Ghosh's The Hungry Tide presents a complex tapestry of human-animal relationships
within the Sunderbans ecosystem, challenging traditional anthropocentric narratives and
highlighting the intricate connections between species. Throughout the novel, Ghosh employs
various narrative techniques to emphasize the interconnectedness of human and non-human
actors in this unique environment.

One of the primary ways in which Ghosh illustrates this interconnectedness is through the
character of Fokir, a local fisherman deeply attuned to the rhythms and patterns of the
Sunderbans. Fokir's intimate knowledge of the ecosystem and its inhabitants, particularly the
Orcaella dolphins, demonstrates a form of interspecies communication and understanding that

transcends traditional boundaries between humans and animals. This representation aligns with
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Tsing's (2015) concept of more-than-human sociality, emphasizing the mutual influence and
interdependence of different species within an ecosystem.

Ghosh further explores this interconnectedness through the character of Piya, a cetologist
studying the Orcaella dolphins. Piya's scientific approach to understanding the dolphins is
initially contrasted with Fokir's intuitive knowledge, but as the narrative progresses, these two
ways of knowing converge, highlighting the importance of both scientific and traditional
ecological knowledge in understanding complex ecosystems. This narrative arc reflects
Haraway's (2016) call for "making kin™ across species boundaries and developing new ways of
thinking about ecological relationships.

The novel also portrays the more challenging aspects of human-animal relationships,
particularly through the recurring motif of tiger attacks. These incidents serve to remind readers
of the inherent dangers and conflicts that arise in shared habitats, echoing the real-world
challenges of human-wildlife conflict in the Sunderbans as described by Priyanka Ghosh (2015).
By presenting these conflicts alongside moments of interspecies connection and understanding,
The Hungry Tide offers a nuanced portrayal of the complexities of human-animal coexistence in
this unique ecosystem.

The Role of Animals in Shaping Cultural and Ecological Landscapes

In The Hungry Tide, animals, particularly the Bengal tiger and the Orcaella dolphins, play
a crucial role in shaping both the cultural and ecological landscapes of the Sunderbans. Ghosh's
portrayal of these animals goes beyond mere representation, imbuing them with agency and
significance that profoundly influences the human characters and the broader ecosystem.

The Bengal tiger, a central figure in the novel, serves as a powerful symbol of both the
beauty and danger of the Sunderbans. Its presence looms large in the consciousness of the human
inhabitants, influencing their daily lives, cultural practices, and relationship with the
environment. The tiger's role in the novel reflects Armstrong's (2008) observations on the
changing representations of animals in literature, where animals are increasingly portrayed as
complex beings with their own agency and significance beyond their utility to humans.

Ghosh's depiction of the tiger also highlights the cultural and mythological importance of
animals in shaping human understanding of the environment. The legend of Bon Bibi, a

protective goddess who mediates between humans and tigers, illustrates how animal-human
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relationships are woven into the cultural fabric of the Sunderbans. This representation aligns with
Huggan and Tiffin's (2010) exploration of how postcolonial literature often incorporates local
mythologies and beliefs about animals to challenge Western anthropocentric narratives.

The Orcaella dolphins, central to Piya's research, play a different but equally significant
role in shaping the ecological and cultural landscape of the Sunderbans. Through Piya's
observations and Fokir's knowledge, the dolphins are portrayed as integral members of the
ecosystem, their movements and behaviors intimately connected to the tidal rhythms and the
lives of the human inhabitants. This representation emphasizes the concept of more-than-human
communities, where the actions and presence of non-human species significantly influence the
broader ecological and cultural dynamics of a region.

More-Than-Human Communities and Environmental Conservation

The concept of more-than-human communities, as portrayed in The Hungry Tide, offers
valuable insights for environmental conservation efforts and our understanding of human-animal
relationships. By presenting a world where human and non-human actors are deeply
interconnected and mutually influential, Ghosh's novel challenges readers to reconsider
traditional approaches to conservation that often prioritize human needs over those of other
species.

The novel's depiction of the Sunderbans as a complex, interconnected ecosystem aligns
with contemporary ecological thinking that emphasizes the importance of holistic, ecosystem-
based approaches to conservation. This perspective is particularly relevant in the context of the
Sunderbans, where, as Annu Jalais (2010) notes, conservation efforts must navigate the delicate
balance between human needs and wildlife protection.

Ghosh's portrayal of characters like Fokir and Piya, who develop deep connections with
and understanding of non-human species, suggests the potential for more collaborative and
inclusive approaches to conservation. This aligns with Haraway's (2016) concept of "staying
with the trouble,” which emphasizes the need for humans to engage more deeply and
empathetically with other species in order to address environmental challenges.

Furthermore, the novel's exploration of traditional ecological knowledge, as embodied by
characters like Fokir, highlights the importance of incorporating diverse forms of knowledge in

conservation efforts. This approach resonates with current trends in conservation biology that
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recognize the value of indigenous and local knowledge in developing effective and culturally
appropriate conservation strategies (Berkes, 2012).

By presenting a world where human and non-human actors are inextricably linked, The
Hungry Tide encourages readers to consider the broader implications of their actions on the
entire ecosystem. This perspective aligns with the growing recognition in environmental studies
of the need for more holistic, systems-based approaches to conservation that consider the
complex interactions between different species and their environment.

Conclusion

Amitav Ghosh's The Hungry Tide offers a rich and nuanced portrayal of human-animal
relationships within the complex ecosystem of the Sunderbans. Through its exploration of more-
than-human communities, the novel provides valuable insights into the interconnectedness of
species and the importance of recognizing non-human agency in shaping ecological and cultural
landscapes.

The analysis of the novel through an ecocritical lens reveals several key findings:

Ghosh's representation of human-animal interconnectedness challenges traditional
anthropocentric narratives, emphasizing the mutual influence and interdependence of different
species within the Sunderbans ecosystem.

Animals, particularly the Bengal tiger and Orcaella dolphins, play crucial roles in shaping
both the cultural and ecological landscapes of the Sunderbans, demonstrating the significance of
non-human actors in complex ecosystems.

The concept of more-than-human communities, as portrayed in the novel, offers valuable
insights for environmental conservation efforts, suggesting the need for more holistic, inclusive
approaches that recognize the agency and importance of hon-human species.

These findings contribute to the growing body of ecocritical literature and offer important
perspectives on human-animal relationships in challenging ecosystems like the Sunderbans. The
novel's portrayal of these relationships encourages readers to reconsider their own connections to
the natural world and the broader implications of human actions on complex ecosystems.

Future research could further explore the application of more-than-human community
concepts in other literary works and their potential implications for real-world conservation

efforts. Additionally, comparative studies examining the representation of human-animal
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relationships in literature from different cultural contexts could provide valuable insights into

diverse perspectives on ecological interconnectedness.

In conclusion, The Hungry Tide serves as a powerful example of how literature can

contribute to our understanding of complex ecological relationships and the importance of

recognizing the agency of non-human actors in shaping our world. By presenting a vision of

more-than-human communities, Ghosh's novel challenges readers to reconsider their place

within broader ecological networks and the responsibilities that come with being part of such

interconnected systems.
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