
The Hungry Tide: A Journey 
Through the Sundarbans
Amitav Ghosh's novel "The Hungry Tide" takes readers on a journey 
through the complex ecosystem of the Sundarbans, where the 
boundaries between land and water blur, and human lives are shaped by 
the constant struggle against nature. Set against this backdrop, the 
story follows cetologist Piya Roy and translator Kanai Dutt as they 
navigate not just the physical landscape but also the cultural, historical, 
and personal dimensions of this unique region.
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Historical Context: The Sundarbans and Morichjhãpi
Though Lusibari is fictional, many historical events in the 
novel actually occurred. Sir Daniel Hamilton, born in 
Glasgow in 1859, successfully developed a cooperative 
estate on Gosaba island, though it collapsed after his death 
in 1939.

The 1979 Morichjhãpi massacre resulted from the partition 
of British India. Hindu refugees from East Pakistan were 
settled in central India rather than West Bengal. In 1978, 
about 40,000 refugees marched to Morichjhãpi in the 
Sundarbans, which was protected forestland.

After blockades and police action, the Indian government 
forcibly evacuated the refugees in May 1979. The death toll 
remains unknown, but possibly a thousand people were 
killed after police brutality. This conflict between human 
settlement and environmental protection forms a central 
tension in the novel.



The Sundarbans: A Unique Ecosystem
Tidal Forces

The Sundarbans form the Ganges 
Delta, where rivers meet the Bay of 

Bengal. Twice-daily tides reshape the 
landscape, creating and destroying 

islands overnight.

Mangrove Forests
Dense mangrove forests cover the 
islands, providing unique habitats 
but also concealing dangers for 
human inhabitants.

Dangerous Wildlife
Bengal tigers, crocodiles, and 
venomous snakes make the 
Sundarbans one of the most 
hazardous environments for human 
settlement.

Cyclone Vulnerability
Regular cyclones and storms 

threaten both wildlife and human 
settlements, with devastating floods 

that can submerge entire islands.



Plot Summary: A Tale of Convergence

Initial Meeting
Kanai Dutt, a wealthy translator from New Delhi, 

meets Piya Roy, a cetologist, on a train to the 
Sundarbans. Kanai is visiting his aunt Nilima to 

retrieve writings left by his late uncle Nirmal, while 
Piya plans to study river dolphins.

Separate Journeys
Piya meets Fokir, a local fisherman who rescues 
her after she falls from a Forest Department boat. 
Meanwhile, Kanai discovers Nirmal's notebook 
about the 1979 Morichjhãpi massacre.

Collaborative Expedition
Kanai joins Piya and Fokir on a survey of Irrawaddy 

dolphins at Garjontola. Their journey reveals 
tensions between conservation efforts and local 

livelihoods.
Cyclone and Tragedy
A devastating cyclone hits while Piya and Fokir are 
separated from the others. Tied to a tree on 
Garjontola, they survive the first half of the storm, 
but Fokir dies protecting Piya when the wind 
changes direction.

New Beginnings
Piya returns to Lusibari to establish a conservation 

program named after Fokir, working with local 
fishermen and the Babadon Trust to create a 

project that honors both wildlife and human needs.



Major Characters: Bridges Between Worlds

Piya Roy
An American-Indian cetologist studying river dolphins in 
the Sundarbans. Though she doesn't speak Bengali, she 
forms a deep connection with Fokir. Initially focused 
solely on wildlife conservation, she learns to consider 
the human cost of environmental protection.

Kanai Dutt
A wealthy translator from Delhi who returns to the 
Sundarbans after thirty years to collect his uncle's 
writings. Self-centered and privileged at first, his 
experiences force him to confront his own prejudices 
and recognize the value of non-verbal communication.

Fokir
A poor fisherman with an intuitive understanding of the 
rivers and wildlife. Though illiterate, he possesses 
knowledge that proves invaluable to Piya's research. His 
death during the cyclone while protecting Piya becomes 
a catalyst for change.

Nilima Bose
Kanai's aunt and Nirmal's widow who founded the 
Babadon Trust to help local women. Practical and 
action-oriented, she represents the pragmatic approach 
to improving lives in the Sundarbans.



Minor Characters: Shaping the Narrative

Nirmal Bose
Nilima's husband and Kanai's uncle, a 
former Marxist intellectual whose 
notebook reveals the Morichjhãpi 
massacre. Paralyzed by theory and 
unable to take meaningful action, his 
life represents the gap between 
idealism and practical change.

Moyna
Fokir's ambitious wife who trains as a 
nurse. She represents the tension 
between traditional and modern ways 
of life in the Sundarbans, valuing 
education over Fokir's traditional 
fishing knowledge.

Kusum
Fokir's mother who died during the 
Morichjhãpi conflict. Her story, 
revealed through Nirmal's notebook, 
embodies the struggle of the 
dispossessed against both natural 
forces and government policies.



Key Themes: The Struggle for Existence

Man vs. Nature
The constant battle for survival in the hostile environment of the Sundarbans

Language and Communication
The limitations of verbal language and the power of shared visual and 
emotional experiences

Environmental Conservation vs. Human Needs
The ethical dilemmas of wildlife protection at the expense of 
vulnerable populations

Theory vs. Action
The contrast between intellectual idealism and practical 
implementation of change

Throughout the novel, these themes intertwine as characters navigate the physical and metaphorical tides of the 
Sundarbans. The constant tension between preservation and survival, between understanding and action, drives both the 
plot and character development.



Symbols: Representing Deeper Meanings

Tigers
Representing the 
extraordinary power and 
unpredictability of the 
natural world. The tigers 
symbolize both the beauty 
and danger of the 
Sundarbans, demanding 
respect and fear from 
human inhabitants.

Cyclone Shelter
Symbolizing what Nirmal 
might have accomplished 
had he been willing to 
compromise on his ideals. As 
his one lasting contribution, 
it represents the marriage of 
theory and practical action.

Gamchhas
The small checked cloths 
used as towels symbolize 
connections between 
people, places, and cultures. 
They literally save lives 
during the cyclone and 
metaphorically tie 
characters to their roots.

Nirmal's Notebook
Representing both the 
power and limitations of 
written language. Though 
lost in the cyclone, its 
contents live on through 
Kanai's memory, showing 
how stories can transcend 
physical form.



The Language Barrier: Beyond Words
One of the novel's most powerful themes is the exploration 
of language and communication. Despite not sharing a 
common language, Piya and Fokir develop a profound 
connection through gestures, shared experiences, and 
mutual respect.

Their ability to communicate effectively without words 
stands in stark contrast to Kanai's initial belief in the 
supremacy of verbal language. As a translator fluent in six 
languages, he initially fails to recognize that understanding 
requires more than linguistic knowledge.

When Kanai encounters a tiger on Garjontola, he discovers 
that fear is a language more powerful than words: "The 
words he had been searching for... had been replaced by the 
thing itself, except that without words it could not be 
apprehended or understood. It was an artifact of pure 
intuition."

"The two of them, Fokir and she, could have been boulders or trees for all they knew of each other, and wasn't it better in a 
way, more honest, that they could not speak? For if you compared it to the ways in which dolphins' echoes mirrored the 
world, speech was only a bag of tricks that fooled you into believing you could see through the eyes of another being."



Man vs. Nature: The Unforgiving Tide

Human Vulnerability
The residents of the Sundarbans live at the mercy of natural forces that can destroy lives in an 
instant

Religious Adaptation
The legend of Bon Bibi helps locals make sense of their precarious existence

Uneasy Coexistence
Despite constant danger, the people maintain a deep 
connection to their environment

Life in the Sundarbans is defined by constant vigilance against natural threats. Women dress as widows when their husbands 
go fishing, knowing that at least one will not return. The bãdh (embankment) that protects Lusibari from flooding symbolizes 
humanity's fragile defenses against nature's power.

The cyclone that claims Fokir's life demonstrates nature's ultimate dominance, yet also shows how humans find meaning and 
connection even in the face of overwhelming forces.



Conservation Ethics: Who Pays the Price?

Environmental 
Protection
Government policies 
prioritize wildlife 
conservation

Human Displacement
Poor settlers bear the cost 
of conservation efforts

Ethical Dilemma
The novel questions who 
decides which lives matter 
more

Balanced Approach
Piya's final project seeks 
to benefit both wildlife and 
locals

"Who are these people, I wondered, who love animals so much that they are willing to kill us for them [...] it seemed to me 
that this whole world had become a place of animals, and our fault, our crime, was that we were human beings, trying to 
live as human beings always have, from the water and the soil."

Through Kusum's powerful words and the Morichjhãpi massacre, the novel challenges simplistic views of conservation. Piya's 
journey from pure conservationist to advocate for an integrated approach reflects the novel's nuanced treatment of this 
complex issue.



Theory vs. Action: The Gap Between Ideals and 
Implementation
Nirmal: The Paralyzed Idealist

A former Marxist intellectual who becomes so caught up in 
theory that he's unable to take meaningful action. His 
notebook serves as his final attempt to make a difference, 
yet even this is lost to the tide.

"Nirmal, you have no idea of what it takes to do anything 
practical. You live in a dream world4a haze of poetry and 
fuzzy ideas about revolution. To build something is not 
the same as dreaming it. Building is always a matter of 
well-chosen compromises."

Nilima: The Practical Builder

Creates lasting change through the Babadon Trust by 
working within existing systems. Though less ideologically 
pure than Nirmal's vision, her compromises result in 
tangible benefits for the people of Lusibari.

The cyclone shelter4Nirmal's one lasting contribution4
stands as proof that his idealism could have been effective 
if joined with action and pragmatism.



Powerful Quotations: Voices of the Tide Country

1
On Language

"It was an artifact of pure intuition, so 
real that the thing itself could not have 

dreamed of existing so intensely."

2
On Conservation

"Because it was people like you who 
made a push to protect the wildlife 
here, without regard for the human 

costs."

3
On Theory vs. Action

"Making us build it was probably the 
most important thing he did in his 

whole life. But if you'd told him that, 
he'd have laughed."



Contemporary Relevance: The Hungry Tide Today

Climate Change

Refugee Crises

Conservation Ethics

Cultural Preservation
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Nearly two decades after its publication, "The Hungry Tide" remains remarkably relevant to contemporary issues. The 
Sundarbans continue to face ecological challenges, with rising sea levels threatening both wildlife and human settlements. 
The ethical questions around conservation versus human needs remain unresolved globally.

The novel's exploration of refugee displacement resonates with ongoing crises worldwide, while its examination of cross-
cultural communication speaks to our increasingly globalized yet divided world. Perhaps most importantly, Ghosh's nuanced 
portrayal of the complex relationship between humans and their environment offers valuable insights for addressing climate 
change and environmental justice.

Through its rich tapestry of characters, languages, and landscapes, "The Hungry Tide" continues to invite readers to consider 
how we might navigate the rising waters of our own uncertain future.


