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Abstract

This paper offers a comparative reading of Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide (2004) and Indra Sinha’s Animal’s
People (2007), drawing on postcolonial ecocriticism and environmental justice. One novel is set in the
ecologically fragile Sundarbans archipelago; the other, in the toxic urban landscape of Khaufpur (a fictionalized
depiction of Bhopal). Both examine how environmental degradation, state violence, socio-economic
marginalization, and human rights violations intersect. Ghosh portrays conservation-driven displacement during
the 1979 Morichjhapi massacre, while Sinha portrays slow violence and corporate impunity following an
industrial disaster. Set side by side, these portraits allow this study to demonstrate how subaltern bodies bear the
disproportionate burdens of both ecological protectionism and capitalist industrial expansion. Finally, the paper
highlights how both texts challenge Western-centric "wilderness" environmentalism by asserting a postcolonial
environmental ethic anchored in the lived realities and rights of marginalized communities.
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1. Introduction

For a long time, the global environmental movement has been shaped by a preservationist agenda: pristine
wilderness, biodiversity conservation, and global ecological stewardship. Postcolonial scholars and ecocritics,
among them Rob Nixon, Ramachandra Guha, and Joan Martinez-Alier, have challenged this paradigm.! Their
argument is that mainstream environmental agendas often ignore, or even exacerbate, social inequalities in the
Global South. Postcolonial ecocriticism asks how colonial histories, neoliberal capitalist expansion, and state
power converge to marginalize vulnerable human populations alongside ecological degradation.

! Ramachandra Guha, "Radical American Environmentalism and Wilderness Preservation: A Third World Critique," Environmental
Ethics, vol. 11, no. 1, 1989, pp. 71-83; Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (Harvard University Press,
2011); Joan Martinez-Alier, The Environmentalism of the Poor: A Study of Ecological Conflicts and Valuation (Edward Elgar Publishing,
2002).
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Indian English fiction has become a key site for articulating these concerns.? Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide
(2004) and Indra Sinha’s Animal’s People (2007) offer critical narratives that foreground marginalized
populations, people whose existence is caught between ecological vulnerabilities and structural violence.® Ghosh
turns to the tide country of the Sundarbans, where environmental conservation agendas lead to the violent
displacement of lower-caste Bengali refugees. Sinha, by contrast, addresses the long-term aftermath of a
catastrophic chemical spill in the fictional city of Khaufpur, modeled on the 1984 Bhopal Gas Tragedy. What he
exposes is corporate neglect, environmental toxicity, and structural injustice.

This research paper sets the two seminal texts side by side. It analyzes how both novels reconstruct the concept of
environmental justice by demonstrating that ecological degradation and social disenfranchisement are inseparable
manifestations of systemic injustice.

2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework
2.1 Postcolonial Ecocriticism and Environmental Justice

Traditional Western ecocriticism often centered on wilderness preservation and human-nature dualisms.
Postcolonial ecocriticism pushes back, placing social justice, colonial history, and global economic disparity at the
heart of ecological inquiry.* Environmental justice asserts that no population should bear a disproportionate
burden of environmental hazards, or be forcibly disenfranchised in the name of conservation. The point applies
particularly to socio-economically marginalized, racialized, or indigenous groups.

2.2 Rob Nixon’s "Slow Violence'" and Environmental Pasts

In Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor (2011), Rob 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."®
It differs from fast, dramatic violence such as war or immediate bombings. Slow violence is attritional, often
unrepresented in media, and borne primarily by the poor. Nixon’s framework is central to understanding Animal’s
People, where toxic contamination persists over decades and silently erodes bodies and livelihoods.

2.3 Conservation Racism and the ""Wilderness' Myth

Ramachandra Guha’s critique of American radical environmentalism emphasizes that applying Western
"wilderness" protection models to the Global South often leads to environmental racism and displacement.® In
developing nations, land set aside strictly for wildlife creates "ecological refugees”: poor inhabitants evicted from
their ancestral or settled lands to protect charismatic megafauna (e.g., tigers). This forms the core theoretical axis
for reading Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide.

3. Objectives of the Study
The study undertakes a comparative examination of ecological crisis, social vulnerability, and the struggle for
survival in Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide (2004) and Indra Sinha’s Animal’s People (2007). Its specific

objectives are:

1. To explore how ecological crisis and environmental degradation are portrayed in The Hungry Tide and
Animal’s People.

2 See Upamanyu Pablo Mukherjee, Postcolonial Environments: Nature, Culture and the Contemporary Indian Novel in English (Palgrave
Macmillan, 2010).

3 Amitav Ghosh, The Hungry Tide (HarperCollins India, 2004); Indra Sinha, Animal’s People (Simon & Schuster, 2007).

4 See Graham Huggan and Helen Tiffin, Postcolonial Ecocriticism: Literature, Animals, Environment (Routledge, 2010).

5 Nixon, Slow Violence, p. 2.

6 Guha, "Radical American Environmentalism and Wilderness Preservation," pp. 71-83.
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2. To analyse the ways in which poverty, socio-economic marginalization, and unequal power relations expose
vulnerable communities to environmental disasters and displacement.

3. To examine how state authorities, corporate interests, and conservation policies contribute to environmental
injustice, forced displacement, and violations of human rights.

4. To investigate the experiences of survival, resistance, and community agency in situations marked by ecological
destruction and institutional neglect.

5. To compare the conservation-related displacement depicted through the Morichjhapi episode in The Hungry
Tide with the issues of corporate accountability and the enduring effects of industrial disaster explored in Animal’s
People.

6. To apply the perspectives of postcolonial ecocriticism and environmental justice to understand how
environmental risks are distributed unequally and how marginalized communities experience the consequences.

7. To assess how the two novels question dominant Western-centric approaches to environmental protection and
present an alternative environmental ethic grounded in social justice, human dignity, and the rights of marginalized
populations.

4. Scope of the Study

The present study focuses on a comparative textual analysis of Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide (2004) and Indra
Sinha’s Animal’s People (2007). It explores the connections between ecological crisis, social vulnerability, and the
efforts of marginalized communities to survive under conditions of environmental and institutional adversity. In
The Hungry Tide, particular attention is given to the Sundarbans, where ecological fragility, conservation policies,
displacement, and competing claims over natural resources intersect. The analysis of Animal’s People, by contrast,
centres on industrial pollution, corporate negligence, and the prolonged suffering of communities affected by the
Bhopal gas disaster.

Postcolonial ecocriticism and environmental justice provide the principal theoretical frameworks for the
investigation. Through these perspectives, the study considers how environmental risks are unequally distributed,
how institutional power shapes the lives of vulnerable populations, and how marginalized communities are
excluded from decisions concerning their environment. Resistance, collective memory, human rights, and
community agency also form part of the analysis.

The research remains within the domain of literary studies, concentrating on narrative techniques, characterization,
symbolism, and the thematic concerns of both novels. Although the texts engage with historical events and socio-
environmental realities, the study does not seek to provide a comprehensive historical account of the Morichjhapi
massacre or the Bhopal disaster. Its concern is with the literary representation of these events and the injustices
associated with them. By examining the two narratives comparatively, the study seeks to understand how
contemporary postcolonial Indian fiction represents the relationship between environmental degradation, social
inequality, and the politics of survival.

5. The Hungry Tide: Conservationism, Morichjhapi, and State Violence
5.1 The Sundarbans as a Liminal and Precarious Space
The Hungry Tide is set in the Sundarbans, a vast, flooded mangrove archipelago in Bengal, and it portrays an

ecosystem characterized by flux and instability. Land and water continuously merge and separate. Tides construct
islands and erase them. In this volatile terrain, human survival depends on an intricate balance with nature,

JETIR2610264 ] Journal of Emerging Technologies and Innovative Research (JETIR) www.jetir.org ‘ €590


http://www.jetir.org/

© 2026 JETIR October 2026, Volume 13, Issue 10 www.jetir.org (ISSN-2349-5162)

embodied by the local worship of Bon Bibi, the guardian spirit of the forest who protects both Hindus and
Muslims from tigers and crocodiles.’

5.2 The Morichjhapi Massacre: Conservation vs. Human Rights

The 1979 Morichjhapi massacre sits at the heart of the novel’s historical reflection. Dalit refugees fleeing East
Pakistan (now Bangladesh) settled on the island of Morichjhapi, attempting to construct a self-reliant community.
The West Bengal state government, however, declared Morichjhapi a protected reserve under Project Tiger. The
settlers were forcibly evicted, starved, and massacred in the name of wildlife preservation.®

Ghosh uses the character of Nirmal, a Marxist schoolmaster whose journal captures the tragedy, to expose the
hypocrisy of elite environmentalism. In the text, one refugee famously asks:

"Who, besides intellectuals and politicians, has ever thought that a forest could be more important than people?"
5.3 Epistemic Conflicts: Piya, Kanai, and Fokir
Ghosh constructs a debate between different modes of knowing and valuing nature through three key characters:

. Piya Roy: An Indian-American cetologist equipped with high-tech GPS equipment, representing
globalized scientific conservationism.

. Kanai Dutt: A Delhi-based translator, representing urban intellectual elites.

. Fokir: An illiterate local fisherman who possesses an intimate, embodied knowledge of the aquatic
ecosystem.

Piya initially views the Sundarbans through an objective, scientific lens. Her reliance on Fokir, however, reveals
that local indigenous knowledge is essential for navigating the tide country. Fokir dies during a cyclonic storm
while protecting Piya, and his death underscores the tragic vulnerability of the subaltern who lives on the
frontlines of ecological precarity.

Table 5.1: Environmental Conservation and Social Justice in The Hungry Tide

Environmental and social justice

Analytical dimension ||[Representation in the novel T
implications

The Sundarbans’ shifting islands, tides,|[Human vulnerability to environmental

Ecological precarity mangroves, and wildlife change

Protection of forests and wildlife,||Conflict between ecological preservation

Conservation policies particularly the Morichjhapi episode and human rights

Eviction and repression of marginalised||Unequal distribution of environmental

State power refugee settlers burdens

" Ghosh, The Hungry Tide.

8 On Morichjhapi and the politics of tiger conservation in the Sundarbans, see Annu Jalais, Forest of Tigers: People, Politics and
Environment in the Sundarbans (Routledge, 2010).

® Ghosh, The Hungry Tide.
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Indigenous and local|[Fokir’s practical understanding of the|Recognition of community-based
knowledge tidal ecosystem ecological knowledge

Piya’s research and use of scientific|Tension and potential cooperation

Scientific conservation equipment between scientific and local knowledge

Gender and cultural|Bon Bibi’s role in local beliefs and|Cultural understandings of coexistence
traditions survival practices between humans and nature

Unequal exposure to environmental risks
and precarious livelihoods

Ecological

vulnerability Fokir’s death during the cyclone

Source: Analysis of Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide (2004).

Thematic Prominence in The Hungry Tide

(Illustrative author-assigned ratings on a 1-5 scale, not empirical measurements.)

N w »

lllustrative Rating (1-5)

[y
.

Conservation and State Power and Local Ecological Environmental Scientific Cultural Traditions
Human Rights Displacement Knowledge Vulnerability Conservation

Source: Proposed thematic framework based on the close reading of The Hungry Tide (2004). Ratings
require systematic validation before inclusion as research findings.

6. Animal’s People: Industrial Disaster, Slow Violence, and Corporate Impunity
6.1 Khaufpur and the Specter of Bhopal

Indra Sinha’s Animal’s People unfolds in Khaufpur, a fictionalization of Bhopal, twenty years after "that night": a
catastrophic leak of poisonous gas from a factory owned by the American multinational corporation "Kampani" (a
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proxy for Union Carbide). Sinha shifts the focus from the immediate event to its ongoing, generational legacy of
illness, congenital deformities, polluted groundwater, and economic ruin.°

6.2 Bodily Deformity and Subaltern Resistance: The Figure of Animal

Animal, a young man whose spine was twisted at age four by the toxic gas, narrates the novel and is forced to
walk on all fours. His physical deformity reflects the literal reshaping of human biology by corporate violence. He
rejects his human name (Sridhar) and embraces his animalistic posture, and in doing so offers a raw, unfiltered
subaltern voice that resists pity and charity:

"| used to be human once. So I'm told... Now | am an animal."!!

Animal addresses his narrative tape recordings to an unidentified foreign "Eyes-open™ (journalist/researcher).
Through this device, Sinha critiques the voyeurism of Western media and academic institutions that consume the
suffering of victims without effecting material justice.

6.3 Neoliberal Capitalism, Chemical Imperialism, and the Law

Animal’s People exposes the collusion between transnational corporations and the postcolonial state. The
"Kampani" avoids legal jurisdiction and refuses adequate compensation. It also denies medical assistance by
withholding trade-secret research on the chemical’s long-term health effects. Local politicians, meanwhile, use the
disaster for campaign rhetoric while ignoring polluted wells and widespread poverty. The novel illustrates how
industrial toxicity becomes a form of chemical imperialism, where life in the Global South is deemed cheap and
disposable.!?

7. Comparative Analysis: Shared Themes and Divergent Geographies

Theme / . . . .
Dimension The Hungry Tide (Amitav Ghosh) | Animal’s People (Indra Sinha)
Geographical Rural, ecologically fragile delta | Toxic, polluted urban space (Khaufpur
Setting (Sundarbans) / Bhopal)

Conservation-driven displacement,
Primary Threat state violence, natural hazards
(cyclonesttigers)

Corporate  negligence,  industrial
contamination, slow chemical toxicity

Agents of | State government, international Transnational corporation
9 _ € 9 o ("Kampani"), complicit local state
Oppression environmental organizations o
officials
Subaltern Local ecology, myth of Bon Bibi, | Street-level cynicism, bodily
Epistemolo embodied maritime  knowledge | endurance, grassroots activism
P gy (Fokir) (Animal, Zafar, EIli)
Nature of || Fast state eviction paired with | Slow, attritional, persistent chemical
Violence systemic ecological precarity decay

10 Sinha, Animal’s People.
11 Sinha, Animal’s People.
12 Sinha, Animal’s People.
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7.1 Redefining Nature and the Postcolonial Body

Both novels challenge the romanticization of nature. In The Hungry Tide, nature is not a peaceful sanctuary but a
volatile, indifferent force that can devour human life; yet environmental policies prioritize non-human species over
impoverished human communities. In Animal’s People, nature has been poisoned at its foundational level, in air
and water, turning the natural environment into a vector of disease and bodily deformation.®

7.2 The Critique of External **Saviors"

Both narratives turn a critical eye on well-meaning outsiders who approach local crises with abstract frameworks:

. In The Hungry Tide, Piya gradually realizes that scientific conservation cannot be divorced from
the socio-economic rights of the local populace.
. In Animal’s People, Dr. Elli Barber (an American doctor opening a free clinic) is initially viewed

with deep suspicion by Khaufpur’s residents as another tool of the Kampani, forcing her to confront her
own positionality within global power structures.

8. Conclusion

In The Hungry Tide and Animal’s People, Amitav Ghosh and Indra Sinha reconfigure postcolonial literature. Both
novels demonstrate that environmentalism cannot be decoupled from social justice, human rights, and anti-
imperialism.

For Ghosh, state-sponsored eco-preservation becomes an instrument of violence when it values tiger reserves over
the lives of lower-caste refugees. Sinha shows how corporate capitalism converts whole communities into sacrifice
zones, subjecting generation after generation to attritional toxicity and systemic neglect.

Both texts give voice to Fokir and Animal and in doing so they dismantle top-down, Western-centric
environmental discourses. What they advocate is an inclusive environmental justice, one that recognizes the rights
of marginalized communities to inhabit, survive, and thrive in their environments without being displaced by
green conservation or poisoned by industrial greed.

9. Bibliography

1. Ghosh, Amitav. The Hungry Tide. Harper Collins India, 2004.

2. Sinha, Indra. Animal’s People. Simon & Schuster, 2007.

3. Guha, Ramachandra. "Radical American Environmentalism and Wilderness Preservation: A
Third World Critique." Environmental Ethics, vol. 11, no. 1, 1989, pp. 71-83.

4. Nixon, Rob. Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor. Harvard University Press,
2011.

5. Huggan, Graham, and Helen Tiffin. Postcolonial Ecocriticism: Literature, Animals,
Environment. Routledge, 2010.

6. Jalais, Annu. Forest of Tigers: People, Politics and Environment in the Sundarbans. Routledge,
2010.

7. Martinez-Alier, Joan. The Environmentalism of the Poor: A Study of Ecological Conflicts and
Valuation. Edward Elgar Publishing, 2002.

8. Mukherjee, Upamanyu Pablo. Postcolonial Environments: Nature, Culture and the Contemporary

Indian Novel in English. Palgrave Macmillan, 2010.

13 Ghosh, The Hungry Tide; Sinha, Animal’s People.
JETIR2610264 Journal of Emerging Technologies and Innovative Research (JETIR) www.jetir.org c594



http://www.jetir.org/

