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Women’s Quest for Autonomy in Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide

Abstract
Amitav Ghosh, not only a distinguished

novelist but also an anthropologist, demonstrates a
profound understanding of human psychology,
behavioural patterns, and the inner motivations of
his characters. His fiction intricately connects
individual experiences with broader social realities,
resulting in complex and dynamic character
portrayals. One of the most significant aspects of
Ghosh’s literary oeuvre is his distinctive
representation of women, particularly in novels
such as The Shadow Lines, The Glass Palace, and
The Hungry Tide. His female characters often
display an awareness of their social surroundings
and the constraints imposed upon them by
patriarchal structures. Through their struggles for
autonomy and self-identity, they seek to move
beyond the conventional boundaries of domesticity
and socially prescribed gender roles. The themes
of women’s emancipation, empowerment, and self-
realization remain central to Ghosh’s exploration
of changing social and political landscapes. This
paper primarily examines the representation of
women in The Hungry Tide, focusing on their efforts
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to challenge patriarchal conventions and resist the restrictive gender roles imposed by society. Through
the characters of Piya, Nilima, Kusum, and Moyna, the novel presents diverse forms of female resistance,
agency, and aspiration. Each woman negotiates the limitations of her social circumstances in a distinct
manner, reflecting her desire for independence, dignity, and self-determination. The paper seeks to explore
how these women contest established gender hierarchies and strive to carve out spaces of their own
within a society that frequently marginalizes and subordinates them.
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Unlike Amitav Ghosh’s earlier novels, such as The Calcutta Chromosome and The Shadow Lines, which
explore urban spaces and the complexities of historical and social change, The Hungry Tide (2004) is set
against the distinctive landscape of the Sundarbans, an extensive archipelago situated in the deltaic region of
Bengal. While the novel offers a compelling ecocritical perspective on the fragile mangrove ecosystem and the
challenges posed by economic exploitation and globalisation, it also presents a nuanced exploration of women’s
struggles for identity, autonomy, and social recognition. Ghosh’s female characters challenge conventional gender
expectations and attempt to establish their identities beyond the limitations imposed by patriarchal society. Although
the theme of female resistance is evident in his earlier works, particularly through Thamma’s nationalist spirit in
The Shadow Lines, the struggles of women in The Hungry Tide acquire a distinct significance because of their
social, economic, and geographical circumstances. The women inhabiting the Sundarbans confront not only
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patriarchal oppression but also poverty, environmental uncertainty, and the persistent threat of natural disasters
and wildlife. Piya, on the other hand, challenges conventional expectations through her professional independence
and determination to pursue scientific research in an unfamiliar cultural and geographical setting. This study
examines the principal female characters individually to investigate how their choices, aspirations, and acts of
resistance challenge patriarchal conventions and expose the limitations of traditionally prescribed gender roles.
It argues that, in The Hungry Tide, women’s struggles for recognition and independence constitute an important
challenge to established social hierarchies and illuminate the complex processes through which female identity is
negotiated and redefined.

Piyali Roy, popularly known as Piya, is one of the central female characters in Amitav Ghosh’s The
Hungry Tide. An American citizen of Indian origin, she arrives in the Sundarbans to conduct research on the
endangered Gangetic river dolphins. As a cetologist specialising in marine mammals, Piya represents an educated,
professionally independent woman whose scientific pursuits take her beyond the familiar boundaries of home
and society. Despite her inability to speak or understand the local language, she ventures into an unfamiliar
geographical and cultural environment without a companion or translator. Her decision to undertake such a
challenging journey demonstrates her courage, determination, and willingness to challenge conventional
expectations of femininity. From the outset, Ghosh presents Piya as a woman whose appearance and demeanour
resist established gender conventions. At the railway station, her “neatly composed androgyny of her appearance
seemed out of place, almost exotic” (Ghosh 3).

Piya’s experiences in the Sundarbans, however, expose the contradictions between her personal
independence and the vulnerabilities imposed upon women by patriarchal social structures. Her encounters with
Mejda and the forest guard reveal how men sometimes exploit women’s vulnerability and presume their entitlement
to exercise authority over them. Piya recognises that the forest guard and his companion expect her to submit to
their demands, observing that “to return to the launch in these circumstances would be an acknowledgement of
helplessness” (Ghosh 56). Her refusal to accept their authority demonstrates her determination to preserve her
dignity, even when confronted with danger. The incident also reveals a central contradiction in her experience:
the independence that enables her to pursue scientific research does not automatically protect her from gender-
based intimidation. Similarly, Kanai’s attitude towards Piya exposes the objectification of women within patriarchal
culture.

Nilima, like Piya, is an outsider to the Sundarbans, but her experiences and struggles differ significantly
from those of the young cetologist. She emerges as an independent-minded woman whose resistance to
conventional social expectations begins early in her life. During her college years, she falls in love with Nirmal,
a teacher whose political convictions are shaped by communist ideals and revolutionary aspirations. Her decision
to marry him is strongly opposed by her family, which belongs to one of the most affluent and influential social
circles in Calcutta. In the social context of 1950s India, a woman’s decision to defy familial authority and choose
her own life partner represents a significant challenge to patriarchal conventions. Nilima, however, refuses to
surrender to social pressure. By marrying Nirmal against her family’s wishes, she asserts her right to make
personal decisions independently.

Nilima’s struggle also exposes the restrictive expectations imposed upon women within patriarchal society.
Her inability to bear children places her outside the conventional ideal of womanhood, which frequently defines
a woman’s worth through marriage, motherhood, and domestic responsibilities. Yet Nilima challenges this narrow
understanding of female identity by dedicating herself to the welfare of numerous disadvantaged girls whom she
regards as her own daughters. Through her work with the women’s union and the Badabon Trust, she develops
an alternative conception of motherhood founded upon care, solidarity, and social responsibility rather than
biological reproduction. Her experience demonstrates that a woman’s identity need not be confined to her
reproductive role or her relationship with a husband. The novel describes how, when the men leave for fishing
expeditions, “it was the custom for their wives to change into the garments of widowhood” (Ghosh 80). By
setting aside their vermilion, bangles, and coloured saris, these women symbolically prepare themselves for the
possible death of their husbands. This disturbing custom illustrates the psychological burden imposed upon women
who must repeatedly confront the prospect of widowhood. Their predicament recalls J. M. Synge’s Riders to
the Sea, in which women living in the Aran Islands endure a continuous cycle of anxiety, bereavement, and loss
caused by the dangers of the sea.
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Unlike Nirmal, who frequently interprets social realities through the lens of political idealism, Nilima is
pragmatic, determined, and attentive to the immediate needs of the community. Her experiences have taught her
that women’s emancipation requires more than revolutionary rhetoric; it demands sustained action, economic
resources, institutional support, and a clear understanding of the social structures that perpetuate inequality. This
determination is particularly evident when she confronts Nirmal over the hospital she has struggled to establish.
With deep emotion, she declares, “All these years, you’ve sat back and judged me. But now it’s there in front of
you, in front of your eyes—this hospital. And if you ask me what I will do to protect it, let me tell you, I will fight
for it like a mother fights to protect her children” (Ghosh 214). Her words convey both her frustration at being
underestimated and her unwavering commitment to safeguarding the institution she has built.

Unlike Piya and Nilima, Kusum is a native of the tide country whose life is shaped by the harsh realities
of poverty, social marginalisation, and gender-based oppression. Nevertheless, she distinguishes herself from the
other women of the region through her rebellious temperament, courage, and unwavering determination. Nirmal
describes her as a “Jhar,” or storm, an image that captures the forceful and disruptive nature of her personality.
Her unconventional appearance establishes her individuality from the moment she is introduced in the novel:
“She had a clipped front tooth and her hair was cut short, making her something of an oddity among the girls of
the island” (Ghosh 90). However, Kusum’s distinctiveness extends far beyond her physical appearance. She
possesses an extraordinary strength of character that enables her to confront circumstances that might overwhelm
others. Recalling her youthful spirit, Kanai observes, “What I remember is her tej....Even at that age she was
very spirited” (Ghosh 131).

Kusum’s determination becomes particularly evident when she ventures into an unfamiliar city as a young
girl in search of her mother, who has fallen victim to a human trafficking network. Despite her limited experience
of the outside world and the dangers surrounding her, she refuses to abandon her search. Her journey exposes
the vulnerability of economically disadvantaged women, who are frequently targeted by those seeking to exploit
their poverty and social insecurity. Dilip, the man responsible for selling her mother into prostitution, also seeks
Kusum because young girls are highly sought after in the sex trade. Horen recognises the danger she faces and
attempts to dissuade her from undertaking the journey alone. Yet Kusum refuses to allow fear or male authority
to determine her course of action.

Kusum’s choice of Horen, an uneducated fisherman, over Nirmal further illustrates her independence
from conventional social expectations. Her decision suggests that emotional attachment and personal fulfilment
need not conform to the standards of education, intellectual prestige, or social status. Rather than allowing
Nirmal’s idealism or Horen’s protective instincts to determine her identity, she exercises her own judgement in
matters of love and companionship. Her relationships therefore reveal a woman who refuses to be defined
exclusively through the expectations of the men around her. Although her life is marked by suffering and
vulnerability, Kusum repeatedly asserts her right to make decisions about her own future. Her resistance, however,
extends beyond personal autonomy.

Kusum’s character thus represents one of the most radical expressions of female agency in The Hungry
Tide. Her life challenges patriarchal conventions, social hierarchies, and political authority through a series of
choices that prioritise independence, dignity, and collective survival. Unlike women whose resistance takes the
form of institutional reform or professional self-assertion, Kusum’s rebellion emerges from her direct confrontation
with poverty, exploitation, displacement, and state oppression. Her strength lies in her refusal to surrender her
autonomy, even when confronted with overwhelming danger. Through her character, Ghosh complicates
conventional representations of marginalised women by presenting a woman who is not merely acted upon by
social forces but actively resists and challenges them.

Moyna, another significant female character in Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide, belongs to the Sundarbans
and is married to Fokir, one of the principal male characters in the novel. However, her identity extends far
beyond her role as a wife and mother. She is an ambitious, educated, and professionally accomplished woman
who works at the hospital established by the Badabon Trust. Through her dedication and professional competence,
she progresses from being a barefoot nurse to becoming a fully trained member of the hospital staff. Her journey
illustrates how determination, education, and perseverance can enable women to challenge the social and economic
limitations imposed upon them. Kanai recognises her strong-willed personality at their first meeting, observing
that “she was not to be shy of pitting her will against the world” (Ghosh 130).
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The resistance Moyna encounters within her own family demonstrates that patriarchal oppression often
operates through familiar social relationships and conventional expectations of marriage. Rather than encouraging
her educational ambitions, her conservative family attempts to direct her towards a traditional domestic existence
by arranging her marriage to Fokir, an uneducated fisherman who earns his livelihood by catching crabs. Such
expectations reflect a social order in which women are frequently encouraged to prioritise marriage and family
responsibilities over personal aspirations. Moyna, however, refuses to abandon her educational goals after marriage.
Despite Fokir’s reluctance to leave his familiar surroundings, she persuades him to move to Lusibari so that she
can pursue nursing training.

Although Moyna shares the strong-willed temperament of her mother-in-law, Kusum, their approaches to
resistance differ considerably. Kusum expresses her rebellious spirit through direct confrontation with social and
political oppression, whereas Moyna seeks to transform her circumstances through education, professional
achievement, and economic self-reliance. Both women, however, refuse to surrender their aspirations to the
expectations imposed upon them. Moyna’s progress is sustained by her willingness to work hard and her confidence
in her own abilities. Kanai’s assessment of her character—”she’s ambitious, she’s tough, she’s going to go a
long way” (Ghosh 196)—recognises the strength of her determination and the likelihood of her future success.
Her professional development also demonstrates the importance of institutions such as the Badabon Trust in
creating opportunities for women who might otherwise remain confined to traditional domestic roles.

Moyna’s independence is further demonstrated through her awareness of gendered power relations and
her ability to recognise the intentions of men who attempt to exploit women’s vulnerability. During her interaction
with Kanai, she perceptively identifies his flirtatious behaviour and refuses to become the object of his amusement.
She confronts him directly, saying, “Kanai babu, you’re just making fool of me, aren’t you? You want me to say
yes and then you’ll laugh in my face. You’ll tell everybody what I said. I may be a village girl, Kanai babu, but I’m
not so foolish to answer a question like that. I can see that you play this game with every woman who crosses
your path” (Ghosh 258). Her response exposes the assumption that a woman from a rural and economically
disadvantaged background can easily be manipulated by an educated urban man. Moyna refuses to accept this
unequal relationship and demonstrates that social status and formal education do not necessarily determine a
person’s ability to understand human behaviour.

Moyna’s character ultimately represents a form of female empowerment grounded in education, professional
ambition, practical intelligence, and self-determination. Although she belongs to a marginalised rural community,
she refuses to accept poverty, family opposition, or traditional gender expectations as permanent barriers to her
advancement. Her desire is not merely to escape hardship but to build a meaningful and successful life on her
own terms. Kanai recognises this distinction when he observes that “and it isn’t just that she wants to get by—
she wants to do well, she wants to make a success of her life” (Ghosh 219). This observation captures the
central motivation behind Moyna’s struggle: she seeks not simply survival but achievement, recognition, and
independence.

In The Hungry Tide, Amitav Ghosh incorporates indigenous myths and religious narratives to represent
the cultural ethos of the Sundarbans and to explore the complex relationship between gender, power, and social
identity. Among the significant narratives woven into the novel are the myth of the river goddess Ganga and the
legend of Bonbibi, both of which offer valuable insights into the representation of female agency and resistance.
A closer examination of these myths reveals that the challenge to conventional gender roles is not confined to the
novel’s human characters; it is also embedded in the region’s cultural and mythological traditions. During his
train journey, Kanai encounters a Bengali text that recounts the descent of Ganga from heaven and the attempt
of Lord Shiva to restrain her immense power. The passage reads: “In our legends it is said that the Goddess
Ganga’s descent from heaven would have split the earth had Lord Shiva not tamed her torrent by tying it into his
ash-smeared locks....there is a point at which the braid comes undone; where Lord Shiva’s matted hair is
washed apart into a vast knotted tangle. Once past the point the river throws off its bindings and separates into
hundreds, maybe thousands tangled strand” (Ghosh 6).

The legend of Bonbibi presents an even more explicit representation of female power and authority.
Unlike the human women in the novel, who must struggle against social conventions to establish their identities,
Bonbibi occupies a position of authority within the mythological world of the Sundarbans. According to the
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legend recounted in The Hungry Tide, Bonbibi and her twin brother, Shah Jongoli, are born into a devout Muslim
family in Medina and are sent on a divine mission by the archangel Gabriel to make “the country of eighteen tides
athhero bhatir desh” habitable for human beings. The region is dominated by Dokkhin Roy, a powerful figure
associated with the threatening forces of the forest.

The myths of Ganga and Bonbibi consequently contribute to the feminist dimensions of The Hungry Tide
by presenting two complementary models of female power. Ganga represents the potential of women to break
free from the restrictions imposed upon them, while Bonbibi embodies the possibility of female autonomy already
realised in the form of independent authority, resistance, and protection. The former symbolises the release of
suppressed energy, whereas the latter represents the successful exercise of power in the service of justice and
collective welfare. Both figures challenge the notion that women must remain confined to passive or subordinate
roles. Their significance extends beyond individual empowerment because they also illuminate the relationship
between gender, social inequality, and the struggle for survival in the Sundarbans. In a region where human
existence is threatened by poverty, environmental uncertainty, and unequal access to resources, Bonbibi’s protection
of the poor and vulnerable acquires particular social significance. Her authority offers an alternative to oppressive
systems that fail to safeguard marginalised communities.

Conclusion
The discussion of the female characters in Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide reveals the different challenges

women face in a patriarchal society and the various ways in which they resist them. Piya, Nilima, Kusum, and
Moyna belong to different social backgrounds and lead different lives, yet they share a common desire for
independence, dignity, and self-realisation. Although society attempts to restrict their freedom through traditional
beliefs and gender expectations, none of them accepts a life of complete submission. Each woman struggles in
her own way to establish her identity and achieve her goals. Piya challenges conventional gender roles through
her professional independence and determination to pursue scientific research. Nilima works tirelessly for the
welfare of the people of the Sundarbans and establishes an identity beyond her role as a wife. Kusum fights
against poverty, exploitation, and injustice, while Moyna struggles to receive an education and build a successful
professional life. Their experiences show that women can challenge social restrictions regardless of their
background or economic position. Thus, The Hungry Tide presents women as active agents of change who
struggle not only for their own identities but also for the welfare of their communities. The powerful portrayal of
these determined women is one of Ghosh’s significant achievements, as it reminds readers that the struggle for
gender equality requires both individual courage and collective social transformation.
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