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Abstract

Amitav Ghosh’s novel The Hungry Tide (2004) demonstrates a profound engagement
with history—not as a static record of the past but as a dynamic force shaping contemporary
identity, memory, and environment. This paper explores the historical sense embedded in the
narrative, examining how Ghosh reconstructs forgotten events such as the Morichjhépi
massacre and uses personal memory, folklore, and myth to challenge conventional historical
discourse. Through the interplay of history, place, and character, Ghosh cultivates an
alternative historiography that emphasizes the voices of the marginalized and the fluid
boundaries between past and present. This approach aligns with postcolonial and subaltern
historical frameworks, offering a richer, more inclusive vision of historical consciousness in
literature.
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Introduction

The concept of "historical sense” refers to the ability to perceive and interpret the
presence of the past in the present, to grasp continuity as well as transformation. In literary
terms, this involves how narratives recall, reconstruct, and reimagine historical events. Amitav
Ghosh, a prominent Indian novelist and historian by training, employs fiction as a space to
interrogate and recontextualize historical realities. The Hungry Tide, set in the Sundarbans of
West Bengal, is not only an ecological and cultural narrative but also a historical meditation.
The novel incorporates suppressed histories, particularly the Morichjh@pi massacre, into its
structure, thereby restoring visibility to those silenced in official records.

Theoretical Background: Historical Sense in Literature

T.S. Eliot famously described the “historical sense” as a perception “not only of the
pastness of the past but of its presence.” Postcolonial literature extends this idea, emphasizing
the need to recover histories that have been marginalized or erased. Scholars like Dipesh
Chakrabarty and Ranajit Guha advocate for histories from below, emphasizing subaltern voices
in historical discourse. Ghosh’s fiction often operates within this framework, merging archival
truth with imaginative reconstruction to provide an emotionally resonant historical narrative.
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Revisiting the Past: The Morichjhdpi Massacre

A central historical event in The Hungry Tide is the Morichjhdpi massacre of 1979, in
which thousands of Bengali refugees—mostly Dalits—were forcefully evicted by the West
Bengal government from the protected forest areas of the Sundarbans. This event remains
largely absent from mainstream historical discourse. Ghosh resurrects this silenced history
through the personal reflections of Nirmal, a retired schoolteacher and idealist.

Nirmal’s journal entries form a fragmented but poignant historical account. His voice provides
a humanized, emotional dimension to the tragedy, contrasting the clinical objectivity of official
records. Ghosh's use of the epistolary form allows readers to enter into a subjective historical
consciousness, one that resists totalization and instead invites empathy and critical reflection.

History and Memory: Personal Narratives as Historical Witness

In The Hungry Tide, memory plays a crucial role in shaping historical understanding.
Nirmal’s recollections are filtered through personal disillusionment, political ideals, and
nostalgia. Kanai, his nephew, serves as the reader’s proxy, discovering these narratives long
after the events have transpired. The novel highlights the unreliability and emotionality of
memory, yet also affirms its value as a form of historical testimony. This narrative strategy
reflects Ghosh’s larger literary method: history is not just about facts but about experiences,
interpretations, and silences. It is through storytelling that history becomes alive and relevant
to the present.

Myth, Folklore, and Alternative Histories

Ghosh blurs the lines between historical fact and cultural myth to construct a layered
narrative. The legend of Bon Bibi, the forest goddess who protects the Sundarbans’ inhabitants
from tigers, functions as an indigenous form of historical record. These myths, passed down
through oral tradition, preserve local knowledge systems and ethical worldviews that exist
outside colonial and modern historiography. By placing folklore alongside official history,
Ghosh critiques Western epistemological frameworks that dismiss non-written records as
ahistorical. The myths in The Hungry Tide reveal the lived history of a region where human
and non-human lives are deeply interconnected, and where time is experienced cyclically rather
than linearly.

Subaltern Voices and Historical Representation

A significant dimension of Ghosh’s historical vision lies in his representation of
subaltern voices. Characters like Fokir—a poor, illiterate fisherman—are central to the
narrative, despite being excluded from formal historical records. His life is deeply connected
to the tides, land, and oral traditions of the Sundarbans. By centering such characters, Ghosh
challenges elitist historical narratives that privilege literate, urban, and politically powerful
figures. His portrayal of the tide country reveals the historical agency of marginalized
communities, their struggles, and their resilience against environmental and political forces.

Time, Place, and Historical Continuity

The temporal structure of The Hungry Tide reflects Ghosh’s sense of history as a
continuum. The past seeps into the present through physical spaces, such as the island of
Morichjhapi or Nirmal’s old letters. These locations and objects serve as sites of memory,
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inviting reflection and bearing witness to historical trauma. This geographical sense of
history—where the land itself becomes an archive—is especially potent in the Sundarbans, a
region constantly reshaped by tides and erosion. Ghosh uses this mutable landscape as a
metaphor for the fluidity of history, which cannot be pinned down but must be navigated like
the shifting waters of the delta.

Conclusion

Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide offers a profound and complex articulation of
historical sense, blending factual history, memory, myth, and ecology into a compelling
narrative. By revisiting neglected events like the Morichjh@pi massacre and centering subaltern
voices, Ghosh reclaims history for those marginalized in official discourse. His integration of
personal memory and folklore with political history expands the boundaries of historical fiction
and encourages a more inclusive, empathetic engagement with the past. The novel reminds us
that history is not merely a chronicle of events but a living presence that shapes and is shaped
by those who remember and narrate it.
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