
www.ijcrt.org                                                © 2026 IJCRT | Volume 14, Issue 3 March 2026 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT2603330 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org c768 
 

Hybrid Identities And Cultural Survival In 

Amitav Ghosh's The Hungry Tide 
 

Ms. E. Beryl 

Asst. Professor, 

S.E.A. College of Science, Commerce, and Arts, Krishnarajapuram, 

Bengaluru 

 

Abstract 

This paper examines hybridity as a survival mechanism in Amitav Ghosh's The Hungry Tide, arguing 

that hybrid identities function not merely as postcolonial conditions but as necessary tools for survival. 

Set in the ever-changing Sundarbans delta, characters like Piya Roy, Fokir, Moyna, and the Morichjhapi 

refugees navigate cultural, linguistic, and geographical displacements by developing new identities that 

challenge fixed notions of belonging. The novel presents hybridity as a transformative process that 

creates possibilities while acknowledging the violence and loss accompanying displacement. 
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I. Introduction 

Postcolonial literature extensively explores how colonial invasions disrupted traditional identities rooted 

in ethnicity, language, and cultural practices and left fragmented lives in their wake. As Homi Bhabha 

suggests, "the borderline work of culture demands an encounter with 'newness' that is not part of the 

continuum of past and present" (7). Postcolonial identity is a hybrid form of disembodiment that 

emerged from blending these disrupted backgrounds with familiar colonial cultures, creating hybrid 

selves necessary for survival. These characters embrace hybridity to hold on to the abovementioned 

factors from multiple worlds, adapting to current realities to carry forward their roots in history. 

Amitav Ghosh's The Hungry Tide (2004) presents to the readers how displacement brings in hybrid 

identities. With the background of the Sundarbans, the Gangetic delta region where the Ganga and 

Brahmaputra rivers meet, the novel opens in a landscape where "the boundaries between the land and 

the water are always mutating, always unpredictable" (Ghosh 7). This geographically vulnerable zone, 

prone to cyclones and floods, makes survival an everyday struggle. The novel follows Piya Roy, an 

American cetologist of Bengali descent; Fokir, an illiterate fisherman; Moyna, Fokir's ambitious wife; 

and the Morichjhãpi refugees, violently evicted in 1979. 
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The ever-changing Sundarbans itself is a metaphor for hybridity. Neither fully land nor water, this tidal 

landscape constantly shifts, dissolving the boundaries and forcing adaptation not only in the landscape 

but in human lives too. As Ghosh writes, "In the tide country, transformation is the rule of life: rivers 

stray from week to week, and islands are made and unmade in days" (224). Just as the islands appear 

and disappear with tides, identities fade away, revealing multiple identities to adapt to over which neither 

the humans nor nature has a choice. The novel suggests that survival requires navigating between both 

physical and cultural worlds and blending seemingly incompatible ways of knowing and being. 

II. Piya Roy: The Transnational Hybrid 

Piya Roy, a marine biologist, arrives with sophisticated equipment for studying Irrawaddy dolphins in 

the Gangetic Delta. Her life in Kolkata shifts from being an independent cetologist to a dependent 

foreigner as she cannot speak her parents' language. Born in Kolkata, raised in Seattle, she represents 

what Stuart Hall calls "the diaspora experience," defined by "recognition of a necessary heterogeneity 

and diversity" (235). Her inability to speak Bengali creates immediate barriers. As Kanai observes, 

"Nothing is so helpful to a foreigner in Calcutta as to be able to say a few words in Bengali... But you, 

on the other hand, Miss Roy, must often find that you fall between two stools" (Ghosh 55). She looks 

Bengali physically, and her face and name signal this identity. But her tongue marks her as foreign. This 

gap generates particular alienation. She is accepted as neither fully American nor Indian, recognized as 

neither an insider nor an outsider. 

Piya reflects on her displacement: "It was her desire to listen, to learn... But she knew no Bengali. Every 

one of her relatives spoke English, her parents included, yet she had always been made to feel that this 

was not real knowledge but rather a disability, a disfigurement" (Ghosh 18). Yet this displacement does 

not deter her from being productive in her professional commitment. Unable to communicate verbally 

with Fokir, her fisherman guide, Piya develops other connection methods. They share observations 

through gestures, build understanding through mutual attention to dolphins, and create vocabularies of 

glances and movements. As the narrative reveals, "She realized that he knew the river in ways she never 

would... Without a word being spoken, he had known exactly what she wanted" (Ghosh 121). They 

create a hybrid language devoid of words by accepting the problems but finding a solution to serve their 

actual cause, as the research is important for Piya and earning a livelihood is important for Fokir. 

Piya's scientific training exemplifies a form of negotiated hybridity. She brings Western 

methodologies—GPS coordinates, hydrophones, and systematic protocols that are essential in the 

Western world for scientific research on cetology. But her methodologies and skills are limited as 

compared to Fokir's embodied knowledge. He is a repository of marine life and practical wisdom. He 

knows where dolphins will be from years of observation, from his mother's watching, and from 

generations of accumulated fishermen's knowledge. His understanding is experiential, local, and 

embodied, unlike Piya’s codified frameworks of scientific systems. It is devoid of truths that her training 

cannot access but Fokir’s inherited knowledge from experience can. Piya acknowledges this: "Between 

his present and her own there had existed a barrier far stronger than caste, language, or nationality. Yet 

the river had, in the end, given them a means of communication" (Ghosh 305). 

The novel doesn't ask Piya to choose between knowledge systems. As postcolonial theorist Dipesh 

Chakrabarty argues, "Subaltern pasts... are not accessible through the methods of professional history 

alone" (97). Piya recognizes her scientific framework needs supplementing by Fokir's intimate local 

understanding. When she later plans long-term research, she ensures it will employ local people like 

Fokir, honoring indigenous knowledge alongside the scientific method. She tells Nilima, "I'd like to 

work with local people—fishermen who know the rivers... The real experts are people like Fokir" 

(Ghosh 397). This epistemological hybridity recognizes different ways of knowing can coexist and 

enhance each other rather than compete. 
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III. Fokir: Indigenous Knowledge in Transition 

If Piya represents a form of hybridity shaped by her transnational migration, Fokir embodies a different 

kind of hybridity that was forced on those uprooted natives while their world undergoes dramatic 

change. As the son of Kusum, a Morichjhãpi refugee, Fokir inherited displacement despite being born 

in Lusibari. Displacement is taken as an everyday occurrence in his life geographically and 

psychologically. His mother's stories of eviction and violence shape his consciousness as he pursues his 

daily life. As Ghosh describes him, "He was a man who knew his place in the tide country and had no 

other" (168). He knew very well nothing in his life has been permanent, and it never will be. 

Psychologically, he had attuned himself to adapt to the changes in his life for survival. 

Fokir's relationship with the Bon Bibi legend shows how tradition itself becomes hybrid under historical, 

cultural, and political pressure. Bon Bibi is the goddess who protects those who enter the forest and 

embodies a belief system in the pre-Islamic folk tradition accumulated over centuries. When facing 

danger, Fokir calls on Bon Bibi; her stories guide his waterway navigation. For Fokir the myth of Bon 

Bibi is not just symbolic; it is a practical guide to navigate nature. The narrative explains: "The legends 

of Bon Bibi were about animals and the jungle; they helped you remember the rules of conduct in the 

forest" (Ghosh 107). This is not superstition opposing rationality but a complex knowledge system 

encoding generations of experience in narrative. 

Fokir is also quite at ease with modern institutions. He works for tourists, dealing with forest guards, 

existing within an ecological system that is shaped by conservation policies and global markets. He 

cannot live purely by tradition because tradition doesn't account for these new forces. As critic Annu 

Jalais observes, "The people of the Sundarbans find themselves caught between the demands of a 

modernizing state and the ecological constraints of their environment" (48). His life becomes a constant 

negotiation between tidal and seasonal rhythms structuring fishing communities for centuries and 

demands from a state viewing Sundarbans primarily as wildlife habitat rather than human home. Fokir’s 

existence in the Sundarbans is as impermanent as the tides of the Ganges. 

Fokir's death in the cyclone carries a symbolic weight. He dies protecting Piya, shielding her with his 

body. "He thrust himself forward, pushing against her, pressing her down... pinning her in place by 

holding tight to the railings of the platform. His body became a shield, covering her, sheltering her" 

(Ghosh 394). His sacrifice reflects what Spivak calls the "foreclosure" of subaltern voices, where "the 

subaltern cannot speak" (308). He saves the scientist, the outsider with resources and mobility, while he 

himself perishes. Yet the novel doesn't present this as meaningless. Through his death, Piya inherits 

responsibility to honor his knowledge and care for his son. Fokir's hybridity, blending tradition and 

adaptation, wordless cross-cultural communication, and embodied Sundarbans knowledge survive in 

how Piya conducts future work. His presence continues, not physically but through the practical 

experience that Piya gained from him and the responsibility of passing it on to his progeny. 

IV. Moyna: Education and Reimagining Possibilities 

Moyna pursues different survival through her commitment to education. Studying to become a nurse, 

attending classes, and leaving her young son with others to advance training—her ambition creates 

friction with Fokir, who sees less need for change. She tells Kanai pointedly, "I want Tutul to go to a 

real school... I want him to sit for exams and learn to read and write properly. I don't want him to grow 

up like his father" (Ghosh 143). This marital tension reflects deeper questions: when does adaptation to 

new possibilities become betrayal of valuable old ways? 

Moyna doesn't reject village life or sustaining community. She participates in social and religious 

occasions, maintains neighbor relationships, and remains embedded in networks making life possible. 

But she insists education offers something necessary—improved economic security, opportunities 

beyond fishing for her son, and recognition and compensation from formal institutions. As she explains 

her nursing aspirations, "I've learned a lot from the job—about health, hygiene, and sanitation. I try to 

do what I can... But I'd like to study nursing properly, at a hospital or a clinic" (Ghosh 144). 
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Her hybridity involves holding seemingly contradictory commitments. She values herbal remedies and 

healing practices passed through generations while wanting authority from formal nursing credentials. 

As Ghosh writes, "Moyna was a determined woman... She had ambitions for herself, for her son; she 

was not content to live out her days as her mother and grandmother had done" (169). She loves Fokir 

but resents his fatalism, his acceptance of an unnecessarily constrained life. This tension echoes what 

Bhabha calls "the ambivalence of colonial authority," where subjects must negotiate "between the 

synchronic panoptical vision of domination... and the counter-pressure of the diachrony of history" 

(112). 

When Fokir dies, Moyna has to raise their son alone, and her nursing skills suddenly become a necessity 

rather than just an aspiration. Her survival, which was economic, social, and psychological, now hinges 

on the hybrid identity she's been constructing over time, navigating between traditional community 

structures and modern professional roles despite her passion for her career. Through Moyna, Ghosh 

suggests women, especially, are appointed as preservers of cultural identity, though the economic 

necessities force them towards transformation and adaptation. Moyna’s choices, silences, and 

negotiations are her own hybrid identities for survival. Her hybridity cannot be a celebration, as it was 

an outcome of her strategic survival, a condition that was not designed by her, but she cannot escape the 

situation as well. 

V. The Morichjhãpi Massacre: When Hybridity is Refused 

The 1979 eviction of Morichjhãpi refugees demonstrates what happens when hybrid populations are 

violently denied existence and space. These refugees were not displaced just once. They had to face 

multiple displacements, and when they began to relax, confident that the ground beneath them was solid, 

they were displaced again. The displacement came in the 1947 Partition, fleeing East Pakistan when the 

homeland they had been living in became a foreign territory overnight. They had to carry on the load of 

as much as they could physically and psychologically and started all over again, struggling to leave 

behind the past, yet they had to adapt. Again in 1971 during the Bangladesh Liberation War, history 

played with their lives, uprooting them again. Nirmal describes their plight: "They'd been sent to a place 

called Dandakaranya—which was nothing but forest and scrubland... Many died of disease and 

starvation... They began to come back" (Ghosh 178). 

Their return to the Sundarbans and Morichjhãpi settlement attempted to create a home in familiar 

territory where they could use generational fishing and farming skills. Nirmal observes their 

achievements with admiration: "In the space of just a year and a half they had created a settlement... 

They'd planted vegetable gardens, dug ponds for pisciculture... built two schools, a health clinic, and a 

cultural center" (Ghosh 216). But the West Bengal government viewed them as illegal forest reserve 

encroachers. The eviction—involving blockades preventing food and medicine, followed by police 

action—resulted in deaths remaining uncounted and officially unacknowledged. 

Kusum, who survived the massacre, tells Kanai years later through Nirmal's diary: "For days, weeks, 

months, we'd been preparing to resist them, to fight them... But how could we fight? They cut off our 

electricity; they prevented the ferries from docking; they stopped food and drinking water from reaching 

the island" (Ghosh 253). The state's response revealed how certain hybrid populations are marked as 

disposable. The irony is that the government chose to save the tigers and protect the biodiversity of the 

Sundarbans, as the ecosystem was considered sacred and was worth spending their money and time in 

making policies to protect them. But the refugees were not given the same consideration. They were 

considered encroachments to be removed and are a threat to the natural ecosystem. 

As historian Ross Mallick notes, "The Morichjhapi incident represents a clash between environmentalist 

ideology and the survival needs of displaced populations" (126). This positioned indigenous knowledge 

and survival practices as incompatible with ecological protection, ignoring centuries of sustainable 

community living. The violence demonstrates state power can thwart hybridity as a survival strategy by 

insisting on pure categories and fixed boundaries. Nirmal writes in anguish: "I see now that what I 

thought was a revolution was nothing but a war against the poor" (Ghosh 265). Through Nirmal's 
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account and Kusum's story, the novel refuses to let this history be erased, insisting on remembering the 

refugees' hybrid community attempt despite its destruction. 

VI. The Sundarbans as Metaphor 

The tidal landscape operates throughout as both a setting and a symbol. As Ghosh writes, "In the tide 

country, water and land are always in a state of becoming, always unstable" (7). This constant 

transformation mirrors the hybrid experience. Amitav Ghosh himself observes in an interview, "The 

Sundarbans is a place where geography itself is protean, constantly changing. This seemed to me the 

perfect setting for exploring questions of identity and belonging" (Chambers 87). 

The landscape's danger reflects hybrid vulnerability. Yet the novel ultimately presents the Sundarbans 

as generative. As the narrative explains, "The tide country's trees were adaptation itself: they had grown 

from the crevices that the earth offered... Where else on this planet could you find a mangrove that 

thrived in this margin between land and water?" (Ghosh 243). This ecological reality becomes an 

argument for understanding hybridity not as compromise or loss but as the creation of new conditions 

where different forms of life become possible. 

VII. Conclusion 

The Hungry Tide demonstrates that postcolonial hybridity emerges from necessity rather than choice. 

Piya's transnational identity, Fokir's tradition-modernity negotiation, Moyna's educational pursuit, and 

the refugees' marginal community attempt—each represents survival strategies developed in response 

to displacement. As Bhabha argues, "It is in the emergence of the interstices—the overlap and 

displacement of domains of difference—that the intersubjective and collective experiences of 

nationness, community interest, or cultural value are negotiated" (2). 

The novel refuses simple resolutions. Fokir dies. Morichjhãpi refugees face violent eviction. Piya 

remains linguistically alienated despite her Sundarbans commitment. Hybridity doesn't save everyone 

or guarantee happy endings. Yet it enables certain survival forms, creating possibilities that wouldn't 

exist within rigid identity categories. 

What makes the novel particularly valuable is its insistence on material conditions shaping hybrid 

experiences. It shows how privilege determines whose hybridity is celebrated versus punished and how 

state power can violently refuse space for certain hybrid populations. The transformative potential lies 

not in transcending cultural boundaries but in learning to inhabit spaces between them—drawing on 

multiple inheritances, honoring both past and present, and refusing demands for singular belonging 

while acknowledging multiplicity's losses. 

In a world increasingly defined by displacement—driven by political violence, economic pressure, and 

environmental change—understanding how people create and sustain hybrid identities becomes urgent. 

The Sundarbans, constantly remade by tides, offer a landscape where such understanding might begin. 

As Piya reflects at the novel's end: "The settlement... would be named after Fokir—it would be a sign 

that the ways of the world can change; that alternative ways of living can prevail" (Ghosh 398). 
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