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Abstract 

This research paper examines Amitav Ghosh's novel Gun Island through an ecocritical lens, 

focusing on the portrayal of climate disruption and ecological displacement. The study 

explores how Ghosh's narrative intertwines historical and contemporary environmental 

issues, highlighting the complex relationship between human societies and the natural world. 

By analyzing the novel's depiction of environmental migration, the paper aims to contribute 

to the growing discourse on climate change literature and its role in shaping public 

understanding of ecological crises. The research employs ecocritical theory to interpret the 

text's representation of human-nature interactions, environmental justice, and the global 

implications of climate change. 
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As the world grapples with the escalating consequences of climate change, literature 

has emerged as a powerful medium for exploring and articulating the complex realities of 

environmental crises. Amitav Ghosh's novel, Gun Island (2019), stands as a significant 

contribution to the growing canon of climate fiction, offering a nuanced portrayal of 

ecological displacement and environmental migration. This research paper aims to conduct an 

ecocritical reading of Gun Island examining how the novel engages with themes of climate 

disruption and human displacement in the context of the Anthropocene. 

 

Ecocriticism, as a theoretical framework, provides a lens through which to analyze 

literary texts in relation to environmental concerns. Greg Garrard (2012) defines ecocriticism 
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as "the study of the relationship between literature and the physical environment" (p. 5). This 

approach allows for a critical examination of how literary works represent nature, 

environmental issues, and the human-nature relationship. In the case of Gun Island, an 

ecocritical reading can illuminate the novel's engagement with pressing ecological challenges 

and its contribution to the broader discourse on climate change and its societal impacts. 

 

The novel's narrative, which spans multiple continents and time periods, offers a rich 

tapestry for exploring the interconnectedness of environmental and human histories. By 

interweaving stories of 17th-century Bengali folklore with contemporary accounts of climate-

induced migration, Ghosh creates a narrative that bridges past and present, highlighting the 

enduring relationship between human societies and their natural environments. This research 

paper will delve into how Ghosh's storytelling techniques and thematic choices contribute to 

a deeper understanding of environmental migration and the global nature of ecological crises. 

 

Furthermore, this study will examine how Gun Island addresses the concept of 

ecological displacement, a phenomenon that is becoming increasingly prevalent in the face of 

climate change. The novel's portrayal of characters forced to relocate due to environmental 

factors provides a poignant illustration of the human cost of climate disruption. By analyzing 

these narrative elements, this paper aims to contribute to the growing body of research on 

climate change literature and its potential to foster environmental awareness and action. 

 

Ghosh's Gun Island masterfully weaves together historical narratives with 

contemporary environmental concerns, creating a rich tapestry that underscores the 

longstanding relationship between human societies and their natural environments. The 

novel's dual timeline, alternating between 17th-century Bengal and the present day, serves as 

a powerful device for illustrating the continuity of environmental challenges across centuries. 

 

The historical narrative, centered around the legend of the gun merchant and the 

goddess Manasa Devi, provides a backdrop against which contemporary ecological issues are 

explored. Ghosh's depiction of 17th-century Bengal, with its lush mangrove forests and 

diverse ecosystems, serves as a stark contrast to the present-day realities of environmental 

degradation and climate change. This juxtaposition highlights the profound transformations 

that human activities have wrought upon the natural world over time. 

 

By intertwining these historical elements with contemporary storylines, Ghosh creates 

a narrative that resonates deeply with current environmental concerns. The novel's 

exploration of historical trade routes and colonial exploitation draws parallels to modern-day 

global economic systems and their impact on the environment. As noted by Huggan and 

Tiffin (2015), “postcolonial ecocriticism addresses the need to bring postcolonial and 

environmental issues into dialogue” (p. 2). Ghosh's narrative achieves this dialogue by 

illustrating how historical patterns of exploitation continue to shape present-day 

environmental challenges. 



New Academia: An International Journal of English Language, Literature and Literary Theory 

 

ONLINE ISSN 2347-2073                                                                Vol. 14, Issue 3, July 2025 

(Peer Reviewed and Refereed Journal) 
 

 

 

http://interactionsforum.com/new-academia                                                                                             21 

 

 

The contemporary portions of the novel focus on the lived experiences of characters 

grappling with the consequences of climate change. Through the journeys of protagonists like 

Deen and Piya, Ghosh brings to life the realities of rising sea levels, extreme weather events, 

and the displacement of communities. These narratives serve to humanize the often abstract 

concept of climate change, making its impacts tangible and immediate for readers. 

 

Moreover, the novel's exploration of environmental migration in both historical and 

contemporary contexts highlights the ongoing nature of human-environment interactions. As 

Nixon (2011) argues, “to address environmentally induced displacement is to confront, head-

on, a set of temporal and geographical challenges” (p. 42). Ghosh's narrative tackles these 

challenges by illustrating how environmental factors have influenced human movement 

throughout history, while also emphasizing the unprecedented scale and urgency of 

contemporary climate-induced migration. 

 

The historical and contemporary elements of Gun Island work in tandem to create a 

narrative that is both deeply rooted in the past and urgently relevant to the present. This 

temporal juxtaposition serves to underscore the long-standing nature of environmental 

challenges while also highlighting the accelerated pace of ecological change in the era of 

anthropocene. 

 

Central to Gun Island is the theme of ecological displacement, a phenomenon that has 

gained increasing attention in the context of global climate change. Ghosh's novel provides a 

nuanced exploration of environmental migration, depicting the complex factors that drive 

individuals and communities to relocate due to ecological pressures. 

 

The narrative presents various forms of environmental migration, ranging from 

gradual, long-term displacement to sudden, crisis-driven movement. Through characters like 

Tipu, a young Bangladeshi migrant, Ghosh illustrates the plight of those forced to leave their 

homes due to slow-onset of environmental changes such as rising sea levels and saltwater 

intrusion. This portrayal aligns with what Piguet et al. (2011) describe as "slow-onset" 

environmental migration, where “environmental degradation erodes livelihoods over time” 

(p. 6). 

 

Ghosh also depicts more acute forms of displacement through events like the Venice 

floods and the forest fires in Los Angeles. These episodes showcase the potential for sudden 

environmental disasters to trigger mass movements of people, reflecting what Gemenne 

(2015) terms “disaster-induced displacement” (p. 71). By presenting these varied scenarios, 

the novel underscores the multifaceted nature of environmental migration and the diverse 

challenges it poses to both migrants and receiving communities. 
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The novel's treatment of environmental migration goes beyond mere description, 

delving into the complex social, economic, and political factors that intersect with ecological 

pressures. Ghosh portrays how existing inequalities and power structures exacerbate the 

impacts of environmental change, often leaving the most vulnerable populations with little 

choice but to migrate. This aligns with the concept of "environmental justice" as discussed by 

Sze (2020), who argues that “climate change impacts are disproportionately borne by 

marginalized communities” (p. 3). 

 

Furthermore, Gun Island explores the transnational nature of environmental 

migration, depicting the movement of characters across borders and continents. This aspect of 

the narrative resonates with scholarly discussions on the global dimensions of climate-

induced displacement. As Bettini (2013) notes, “climate change is reconfiguring the 

geopolitics of migration” (p. 68). Ghosh's novel brings this reconfiguration to life, illustrating 

how environmental pressures in one part of the world can have far-reaching consequences 

across the globe. 

 

The novel also grapples with the challenges of adaptation and resilience in the face of 

ecological displacement. Characters like Piya, who works on conservation efforts in the 

Sundarbans, represent attempts to mitigate environmental degradation and support vulnerable 

communities. This aspect of the narrative aligns with what Adger et al. (2015) describe as 

“social-ecological resilience,” emphasizing the importance of adaptive strategies in 

responding to environmental change (p. 2). 

 

Through its multifaceted portrayal of ecological displacement and environmental 

migration, Gun Island contributes to a more nuanced understanding of these complex 

phenomena. Ghosh's narrative serves to humanize the often abstract discussions surrounding 

climate-induced migration, offering readers a visceral sense of the lived experiences of those 

affected by environmental change. 

 

Gun Island offers a profound exploration of the human-nature relationship in the 

context of the Anthropocene, the proposed geological epoch characterized by significant 

human impact on Earth's ecosystems. Ghosh's narrative delves into the intricate connections 

between human activities and environmental change, challenging readers to reconsider their 

relationship with the natural world. 

 

The novel's portrayal of the Sundarbans, a UNESCO World Heritage site known for 

its unique mangrove ecosystem, serves as a microcosm for examining human-nature 

interactions in the Anthropocene. Through characters like Piya, a marine biologist studying 

river dolphins, Ghosh illustrates the delicate balance between conservation efforts and the 

needs of local communities. This representation aligns with what Heise (2016) describes as 

"multispecies justice," which “extends the scope of environmental justice to include 

nonhuman species” (p. 162). 
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Ghosh's narrative also grapples with the concept of agency in the Anthropocene, 

exploring how both human and non-human actors shape environmental outcomes. The 

novel's depiction of extreme weather events and animal behavior suggests a world where 

nature is not merely a passive backdrop but an active force in its own right. This aligns with 

Bennett's (2010) concept of "vibrant matter," which posits that non-human entities possess a 

form of agency that influences the world around them (p. viii). 

 

Furthermore, Gun Island engages with the philosophical implications of the 

Anthropocene by questioning the traditional boundaries between nature and culture. The 

novel's interweaving of folklore, mythology, and scientific discourse challenges the notion of 

a clear separation between human and natural realms. This approach resonates with what 

Alaimo (2016) terms "trans-corporeality," which emphasizes “the interconnections, 

interchanges, and transits between human bodies and nonhuman natures” (p. 2). 

The novel also explores the concept of "slow violence," a term coined by Nixon 

(2011) to describe environmental degradation that occurs gradually and often invisibly over 

time. Ghosh's portrayal of the incremental changes in the Sundarbans ecosystem and the 

gradual displacement of local communities bring this concept to life, illustrating how the 

effects of climate change can be both insidious and profound. 

 

Moreover, Gun Island grapples with the ethical dimensions of human-nature 

relationships in the Anthropocene. Through characters like Deen, who grapples with his own 

complicity in global systems that contribute to environmental degradation, the novel raises 

questions about individual and collective responsibility in addressing ecological crises. This 

aspect of the narrative aligns with what Chakrabarty (2009) describes as the need for a 

“negative universal history” that acknowledges humanity's role in shaping planetary systems 

(p. 222). 

 

Ghosh's novel also engages with the concept of "solastalgia," a term coined by 

Albrecht et al. (2007) to describe the distress caused by environmental change in one's home 

environment. Characters like Tipu, who experience profound displacement due to ecological 

changes in their native lands, embody this sense of environmental grief and loss. 

 

Through its multifaceted exploration of human-nature relationships, Gun Island 

contributes to the broader discourse on the Anthropocene. The novel serves as a literary 

intervention in ongoing debates about humanity's place and responsibility towards the natural 

world, encouraging readers to reconsider their own relationships with the environment in an 

era of unprecedented ecological change. 

 

Ghosh's narrative techniques in Gun Island play a crucial role in conveying the 

novel's ecocritical themes and engaging readers with complex environmental issues. The 

author employs a range of storytelling strategies that serve to highlight the interconnectedness 
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of human and natural histories, the global nature of ecological crises, and the urgency of 

addressing climate change. 

 

One of the most prominent narrative techniques in the novel is the use of multiple 

timelines and geographical settings. By alternating between 17th-century Bengal and various 

contemporary locations, Ghosh creates a narrative structure that mirrors the interconnected 

nature of global ecosystems. This technique aligns with what Heise (2008) terms "eco-

cosmopolitanism," which emphasizes “environmental world citizenship” and the global 

dimensions of ecological issues (p. 10). 

 

The novel's polyphonic narrative, which incorporates diverse voices and perspectives, 

serves to underscore the multifaceted nature of environmental challenges. Through characters 

like Deen, Piya, Tipu, and Cinta, Ghosh presents a range of viewpoints on climate change 

and ecological displacement. This narrative approach resonates with Zapf's (2016) concept of 

"cultural ecology," which views literature as a site for negotiating diverse cultural and 

environmental discourses (p. 3). 

 

Ghosh also employs elements of magical realism and folklore to explore the 

boundaries between the natural and supernatural worlds. The incorporation of Bengali myths 

and legends, particularly the story of the gun merchant and Manasa Devi, serves to blur the 

lines between human and non-human realms. This narrative strategy aligns with what 

Plumwood (2002) describes as the need to "re-animate" nature in cultural narratives, 

challenging the mechanistic view of the natural world that has dominated Western thought (p. 

53). 

 

The novel's use of scientific discourse alongside mythological elements creates a 

narrative that bridges different ways of knowing and understanding the environment. This 

technique reflects what Garrard (2012) terms "interdisciplinarity" in ecocriticism, which 

“brings scientific ecology and cultural analysis into dialogue” (p. 5). By interweaving 

scientific observations with folklore and personal narratives, Ghosh creates a rich tapestry 

that highlights the complexity of human-nature relationships. 

 

Furthermore, Ghosh's descriptive prose, particularly in depicting landscapes and 

ecosystems, serves an important ecocritical function. The vivid portrayals of the Sundarbans, 

Venice, and other settings not only create a sense of place but also highlight the beauty and 

vulnerability of these environments. This aligns with what Buell (1995) describes as the 

“environmental imagination,” which emphasizes the power of literary description to foster 

ecological awareness (p. 2). 

 

The novel's narrative structure, which follows characters across continents and 

ecosystems, serves to illustrate the global nature of environmental challenges as well. This 
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technique resonates with what Nixon (2011) terms "transnational ecologies," emphasizing 

how “environmental and social justice struggles are increasingly planetary in scope” (p. 38). 

 

Ghosh's use of foreshadowing and interconnected plotlines creates a sense of urgency 

and inevitability around climate change impacts. This narrative strategy serves to underscore 

the pressing nature of ecological crises and the need for immediate action. As Trexler (2015) 

notes, climate change fiction often employs such techniques to “represent the scalar and 

temporal complexities of climate change” (p. 26). 

 

The novel's open-ended conclusion, which leaves many environmental questions 

unresolved, reflects the ongoing nature of ecological challenges. This narrative choice aligns 

with what Morton (2013) describes as “hyperobjects,” complex phenomena like climate 

change that resist easy resolution or comprehension (p. 1). 

 

Through these varied narrative techniques, Ghosh creates a novel that not only 

explores environmental themes but also embodies ecocritical principles in its very structure 

and storytelling approach. Gun Island thus serves as both a literary work and a form of 

environmental advocacy, engaging readers in the urgent discourse surrounding climate 

change and ecological displacement. 

 

Amitav Ghosh's Gun Island stands as a significant contribution to climate change 

literature, offering a nuanced and multifaceted exploration of ecological displacement and 

environmental migration. Through its intricate narrative structure, diverse character 

perspectives, and blending of historical and contemporary elements, the novel provides a 

compelling lens through which to examine the complex realities of the Anthropocene. 

 

The ecocritical reading of Gun Island reveals the novel's engagement with key 

environmental themes, including the interconnectedness of human and natural histories, the 

global dimensions of climate change, and the ethical implications of human-nature 

relationships. Ghosh's narrative techniques, from the use of multiple timelines to the 

incorporation of scientific and mythological discourses, serve to underscore the complexity 

and urgency of addressing ecological crises. 

 

Moreover, the novel's portrayal of environmental migration and ecological 

displacement contributes to a deeper understanding of these phenomena, highlighting both 

the immediate impacts and long-term consequences of climate change on human 

communities. By humanizing these often abstract concepts, Ghosh encourages readers to 

confront the realities of climate disruption and consider their own role in addressing 

environmental challenges. 

 

Gun Island also serves as a powerful example of how literature can contribute to 

environmental discourse and awareness. The novel's ability to weave together scientific, 
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cultural, and personal narratives demonstrates the potential of fiction to engage readers with 

complex ecological issues in meaningful and accessible ways. 

 

In conclusion, this ecocritical reading of Gun Island underscores the novel's 

significance as both a literary work and a form of environmental advocacy. By exploring 

themes of climate disruption and ecological displacement through compelling storytelling, 

Ghosh invites readers to reconsider their relationship with the natural world and confront the 

urgent realities of the Anthropocene. As climate change continues to reshape our planet, 

works like Gun Island play a crucial role in fostering understanding, empathy, and 

potentially, action in the face of global environmental challenges. 
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