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Abstract 
This study presents Ibis Trilogy—Sea of Poppies, River of Smoke, and Flood of Fire—by 

Amitav Ghosh, through the frameworks of ecocritical criticism and postcolonialism, and 

explore the ways colonial capitalism not only dislocated individuals and communities, but also 

restructured ecological systems. Ghosh's trilogy illustrates the environmental impact of the 

British opium trade, from the turning of the once-fertile landscapes of India into sole-crop 

plantations, to the ecological desecration of oceanic landscapes, such as the harbor at Canton. 

It also investigates the notion of "slow violence", as detailed and theorized by Rob Nixon, to 

highlight how environmental destruction served as a form of imperial domination, often hiding 

those destructive practices behind the veil of commerce and war.  Ghosh demonstrates how the 

colonial style of imposition blurs the lines of our relationship with the nonhuman, and as such 

provides an alternate narrative to Euro-chronotropic historiography, drawing attention to the 

awareness of ecologies and furthering the argument for environmental justice. The trilogy 

compels readers to consider nature, and how it has always been both a victim and witness to 

empire, and asks for a continual re-envisioning of historical memory in order to include the 

voices of both peoples and ecosystems that were silenced. 
Keywords: Ecocriticism, Colonial Capitalism, Slow Violence, Environmental Justice, 

Monoculture, Postcolonial Literature. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The Ibis Trilogy, by Amitav Ghosh: Sea of Poppies, River of Smoke, and Flood of Fire, has a 

distinctive literary mission that illuminates the entangled pathways of colonial capitalism, 

environmental degradation, and involuntary human migrations. Situated in the early 19th 

century, at the height of the British opium trade between India and China, the narrative 

examines empire-building, maritime trade, labor, and social upheaval in the context of a 

colonial economy dependent on the commodity of opium. Ghosh emphasizes the broader 

historical process through which British imperial expansion took place and connects the 

development of landscapes, economies, and lives to the overall enterprise of economic profit 

through opium. In his detailed storytelling including characters that span oceans, Ghosh 

uncovers the opaque and far-reaching effects of colonialism—where human dislocation, 

economic exploitation, and bodily injury are indelible to environmental devastation. 

This essay examines Ghosh's trilogy with an ecocritical and postcolonial lens, arguing that the 

colonial experience was a colonial project of economic and political domination, but also an 

ecological manipulation and erasure. Ghosh contrasts the powerful Eurocentric historical 

narrative that often displaces the environment, emphasizing how the colonial drive for profit 

engendered different forms of relations with natural ecologies from the poppy fields of the 

Gangetic plains to the crowded and often polluted ports of Canton. By understanding 

environmental degradation as a product of imperial commercialism, Ghosh is calling attention 

to nature as an essential actor in the historical record. Hence Ghosh's trilogy serves as a viable 

counter-narrative to colonial discourse that names the ways it engenders ecological ignorance 

and invites the reader to think about the environmental destruction that is both a part of the 

addressing of empire in history. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Darling (2024) offered a layered complicating account of Ghosh's reshaping of the parameters 

of historical fiction through an integration of subaltern histories with environmental awareness. 

She examined the Ibis Trilogy’s revival of previously obscured stories of British colonial 

exploitation – especially the opium trade and the system of indentured labour – through deep 

character work and transnational narratives. darling noted Ghosh’s productive use of archival 

fragments, oral histories, and multilingual voices, in ways that decentered knowledge from 
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imperial historiography and took marginalized histories back. Furthermore, she argued that by 

centering ecology, Ghosh was not only retelling history, but reforming it; she reshuffled the 

historical record by embedding colonial oppression in ecological ruination. The Ibis Trilogy's 

story form with its broad, geographical reach and ecological embeddedness, consequently 

worked against the quality and politics of Eurocentric historical fiction, as a model of how to 

depict plural experiences of the colonized world. 

De and Vescovi (2022) situated Ghosh at the intersection of cultural theory, ecological 

awareness, and postcolonial critique. They examined how Ghosh's work operates beyond 

disciplinary boundaries, linking literary imagination with anthropological insight and 

ecological urgency. By examining Ghosh's engagement with indigenous ecological knowledge 

systems, spiritual cosmologies, and cultural hybridity, De and Vescovi articulated the ways in 

which Ghosh's fiction critiques the tendencies of Western modernity toward homogenization: 

After rejecting colonial or, indirect Western epistemological structures of progressive or linear, 

developmentalist histories, remove Ghosh's work opens to celebrated multiplicity—of culture, 

of environment, and of identity. The characters in Ghosh's fiction demonstrate a capacity for 

operating between categories or models, for example, by crossing borders or transgressing 

epistemological boundaries—which allow his storytelling to embody, an ecocultural, resistance 

to colonial and capitalist logics. 

Deckard (2019) examined the political and ecological contents of Ghosh’s literary 

imagination. Her argument was that, rather than being a secondary element, environmental 

degradation is a crucial revolutionary force, much like a human form of resistance. Deckard 

noted that Ghosh's illustrations of collapsing ecosystems, exemplified in overtaxed harbors or 

monoculture plantations, represented the large systemic violence compounded by empire and 

global capitalism. In her reading, nature does not lend its characteristics as a victim, passively 

bearing historical upheaval, but as active participants in revolution and renewal. She 

characterized Ghosh's association of natural disruption with political discontent a radical 

ecological critique, placing his work in tension with a central tradition in world literature that 

upends hegemonic structures of linear progress and control. 

Estarellas (2024) provided an engaging analysis of Piya's character from Amitav Ghosh’s The 

Hungry Tide through the analytical lens of postcolonial ecofeminism. She argued that Piya 

operates as a symbolic and narrative frame for ecological resistance and intercultural 

knowledge. As an acutely aware marine biologist negotiating the politically and ecologically 

charged landscape of the Sundarbans, Piya's profound engagement with water, aquatic 

creatures, and local communities was offered as a demonstration of feminist resistance against 

overlapping colonial, patriarchal and capitalist systems. Estarellas highlighted Ghosh's 

conscious representation of Piya as an agent of non-dominant ecological ethics—located not 

in domination and exploitation but through contemplation, empathy, and coexistence. Further, 

Piya's identity as a diasporic mixed-race woman enabled further complication of the 

colonizer/colonized and insider/outsider binaries, strengthening her position as a conduit 

between scientific rationalism, and indigenous ecological intelligence. Thus, Estarellas' study 

exemplified Piya as a literary character from which Ghosh critiques the extractive logics of 

empire and asserts an environmental engagement through a gendered relational process. 

3. COLONIAL CARTOGRAPHIES AND ECOLOGICAL APPROPRIATION 

In Sea of Poppies, Amitav Ghosh considers empire not just a political power but also a system 

of ecological domination. Already in Sea of Poppies, it was clear that with imperialism 

landscapes are both remapped, and remade, but through colonial logic itself. When the colonial 

territory moved from the fertile Gangetic plains, to monoculture fields of poppy, it only 

followed that the mapping empire onto agriculture was both an act of growing land as it was 

the acceptance of a cartographic propriety of loss. The East India Company, eager to 

commercial profit at every scale from the socia-cute of growing opium for profit, now removed 

the choice for farmers to choose cropping cycles for subsistence monoculture. Ecological 

coercion causes profound consequences: soil exhaustion, reduction of water supplies, even 
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starvation amongst the poor rural populations surrounding these excised spaces. The 

representational consequences for Ghosh fold those cultivated consequences into the felt 

experiences of his characters' lives; he exposes how colonial capitalism not only exploited 

economic systems, but leveraged direct manipulation of the natural geographies of the rural 

after the colonial cartographer disappeared. 

River of Smoke develops this theme by showing how imperial powers mapped and controlled 

not only land, but global trade and botanical knowledge. The opium trade routes from India to 

China can be described as symbolic cartographies of cultural and ecological intrusion. Ghosh 

foregrounds places like the Calcutta Botanical Garden as instruments of scientific 

regionalism—where the native vegetation was systematically appropriated, reclassified, and 

commercialized in the name of Enlightenment science. In this way, the interchange of plants 

among empires, characterized as "horticultural diplomacy," masks a deeper imperial process of 

ecological appropriation, where we witness biodiversity reframed as a colonial commodity. In 

using these representations, Ghosh critiques the violence against the environment that was a 

part of the colonial project by demonstrating how ecological systems were undermined and 

reconstructed in line with imperial ambitions. 

4. ENVIRONMENTAL EXPLOITATION AND “SLOW VIOLENCE” 

Rob Nixon's notion of "slow violence" -- the subtle, gradual forms of environmental violence 

occurring over time -- is powerfully rendered in Amitav Ghosh's Ibis Trilogy. Slow violence is 

not only present but a formative actor in the historical/ecological narrative. Ghosh shows how 

British imperialist and capitalist traders, including Mr. Burnham and Bahram Modi, understand 

nature as a commodity with an endless supply of profit. In River of Smoke, the once-lively 

harbor of Canton with a thriving ecology has been reduced to a clogged and polluted maritime 

world of ships, opium, and cargo. What was once a natural harbor has become an example of 

fully industrialized ecological destruction. 

In Flood of Fire, Ghosh skillfully highlights and draws our attention to the military-industrial 

apparatus that supports and perpetuates this exploitative trade. Using gunboats and warships to 

enforce the transport and trade of opium embodies the violent convergence of economic 

expansionism and domination of the environment. The destruction caused by these types of 

warships devastates communities but also disrupts water ways, aquatic ecosystems, and coastal 

geographies. Similarly, the poppy fields of Bihar—essentially monoculture plantations at the 

whim of colonialism—illustrate the rejection of and vulnerability of native agriculture. In this 

respect tea plantations are reflections of this. Where predominant indigenous ecologies are 

discredited and replaced with commercial crops and massive loss of biodiversity, not to 

mention soil degradation and deforestation. Through these kinds of stories, Ghosh makes 

evident the ecological wounds of empire building and makes apparent the ways in which 

colonial capitalism was a long-term assault on human and non-human life. 

• Rob Nixon’s “Slow Violence”: "Slow violence," as conceptualized by Rob Nixon, 

refers to the gradual, deferred, and often hidden forms of environmental destruction that affect 

marginalized and impoverished people, particularly in postcolonial contexts. Amitav Ghosh 

effectively depicts slow violence in the Ibis Trilogy; environmental degradation operates 

beneath the larger and more encompassing structures of the empire. From the slow poisoning 

of soils in poppy fields to the gradual decay of local ecosystems through plantation economies, 

Ghosh shows that ecological harm is not abrupt and extraordinary, but is usually systemic and 

long lived. It allows the reader to comprehend the systemic and brutal, colonial forms of 

environmental abuse that are experienced and survived by both human and nonhuman others. 
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Figure 1: "Slow violence," by Rob Nixon 

• Commodification of Nature: The Ibis Trilogy illustrates, ultimately, the ways British 

colonial agents and capitalist merchants have processed a continent’s nature into a commodity. 

Land, rivers, forests, and even climates are viewed purely for how profitable they can 

ultimately become. The opium trade—pivotal to the narrative—is not only an economic 

undertaking but also a way of extracting environmental resources, which involved the coercive 

systems for cultivating, processing, and transporting natural environments. This 

commodification is obvious in the representation of monoculture landscapes, which created a 

new way of processing nature, and how natural elements such as rivers and harbors are 

instrumentalized to be fitted into the constraints of imperial logistics and profits. 

• Canton Harbor as Ecological Casualty: In River of Smoke, the clamorous harbor in 

Canton is a divisive representation of ecological collapse due to colonial capitalism. The river 

was once a vibrant marine environment; now, it is overwhelming with vessels, choking with 

waste, and polluted from the overwhelming inflow of opium and other products. Ghosh 

characterizes the harbor not as a space for economic exchange, but as a space under siege, 

where environmental wellness is sacrificed for further imperial ambition. As Ghosh depicts the 

watershed of Canton, it demonstrates how routes associated with Empire accomplished 

commodification of both humans and of natural ecologies. 

• Militarized Environmental Destruction: The extent of military force that was used 

to impose the opium trade—especially described in Flood of Fire—shows the complexity of 

the relationship between violence against people, and violence against the natural world, within 

the processes of colonial governance. Gunboats, warships, and fortified ports are not simply 

methods of territorial, political control, they also facilitate the emergence of new forms of 

ecological exploitation. Their presence in Asia's waters feeds marine life through the disruption 

of ecological relationships and pollution of coastlines, and feeds militarization of natural 

environments. Ghosh critiques the amalgamation of economic and military power as a process 

that embedded, both human oppression, and ecological violence. 

• Monoculture and Agricultural Transformation: The changing of Indian landscapes 

into monocultures of poppy and tea is a prime example of the ecological outcomes of colonial 

agricultural policy. British control replaced thousands of years of biodiverse, subsistence-based 

farming with monocrop economies meant for imperial markets. Ecological outcomes include 

depleted soil, reduced biodiversity, increased susceptibility to pests and drought, and reliance 

on cash crops. Ghosh illustrates the way this ecological restructuring also disintegrated social 

structures, produced food insecurity, and exacerbated the interplay between environmental 

suffering and human suffering. 

5. HUMAN AND NONHUMAN ENTANGLEMENTS 

In the Ibis Trilogy, Amitav Ghosh artfully trouble notions of human and nonhuman, revealing 

a profoundly ecological consciousness that does not articulate an anthropocentric narrative. 

The characters within the trilogy are not autonomous agents; they are already always tangled 

up in larger ecological systems. For instance, Deeti's visions that are informed by the 

environment of rural Bihar and Neel Rattan Halder's contemplations in exile simultaneously 

occur residen in and interact with the environment that serves as an agent in their narrative. 

Paulette Lambert, in particular, embodies an ecological counter narrative to colonialism: 

Paulette, a botanist educated in indigenous and non-Western normative traditions as some sort 
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of botanist, appreciates that colonialism’s categorical imperative obstructs the natural order’s 

moral imperative to caretake, use, and cherish nature. Accordingly, her knowledge comes from 

the notion of symbiosis, rather than dominance, and represents a more reverential, practice-

based, and almost spiritual entanglement with the nonhuman world. 

 
Figure 2: Amitav Ghosh Trouble Notions Over Human and Nonhuman 

In Ghosh's story, animals, rivers, forests, and even monsoons are agents and symbols. The 

Hooghly River acts as an agent, determining destinies, linking geographies, and embodying 

human disruption. The Ibis, which functions as a ship in the story, is not simply a ship, but a 

living entity inscribed with histories of ecologies and imperial violence. As the ship sails with 

indentured laborers, opium, and tea across colonial trading routes, it represents the overlap of 

environmental change, human dislocation, the ship's journey through violent seas, diseased and 

exploited holds, and polluted harbors acts as a metaphor of how human misery is entangled 

with ecological disruption. The blending of human and nonhuman parts disrupts a simplistic 

binary and is a voice for deep ecology, we recognised interdependence between all life forms 

and ecological processes. By breaking down these boundaries, Ghosh critiques colonial 

environmental subjectivity and calls for a new vision of humanity’s place in the ecological 

order. 

6. COUNTER-NARRATIVES AND ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 

Amitav Ghosh's Ibis Trilogy disrupts the imperial narratives of progress, order, and civilization 

that belied the environmental devastation that the imperialists inflicted on colonized 

populations. Ghosh provides an alternative historical narrative through the stories of indentured 

laborers, lascars, poor women and agricultural peasants who were moved to make space for 

imperial interests. Ghosh's trilogy offers social and economic histories that resist Eurocentric 

revisionist historiography and remind us of the attributions of coloniality—the reality lived by 

the people obscured in colonial records— where their land is poisoned, their labor 

commodified, and their lives disrupted for the sake of empire. The environmental harm 

illustrated in the story—whether opium monoculture farming in Bihar, deforestation for tea on 

Assam, or ocean pollution in Canton—was not accidental but structurally rooted in colonial 

economic policy. Ghosh’s narratives show how embeddedness of ecological harm is in colonial 

systems of racial, economic, and gender oppression. These are not one-off narratives of lost 

livelihoods but of systemic injustice perpetrated in ecological ways. 

In addition, Ghosh contextualizes environmental justice as not just a historical question, but an 

ongoing global necessity. For example, he makes connections between issues similar to those 

raised by colonial era environmental oppression, and where we currently find ourselves 

regarding contemporary ecological crises - climate change, dispossession, extractive 

capitalism. In doing so, he can treat environmental injustice as a transhistorical interrogation. 

As the trilogy brings together oral histories, mythologies, and ecological knowledges, he builds 

a narrative that allows for an acknowledgment of cultural resilience as well as environmental 

rights and responsibilities. As such, Ghosh recomposes literary space for the voices of the 

silenced and dispossessed, while offering us a pathway to a more uneven future that is grounded 

in ecological thinking and justice. His storytelling becomes a form of resistance for those who 

are silenced - literary activism with global ramifications, asking us to reconsider our collective 

histories and responsibilities to the environment. 
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7. CONCLUSION 

Amitav Ghosh's Ibis Trilogy serves as an effective literary intervention that modifies our 

understanding of empire by placing ecological destruction at the center of colonial history. 

Through vibrant storytelling and multiple levels of characters, Ghosh illustrates how colonial 

capitalism was not only an economic and political regime, but an ecological disaster, which 

left, and continues to leave, deep wounds in landscapes and communities. Utilizing ecocritical 

and postcolonial critiques, the trilogy's narrative also critiques the slow violence of 

environmental destruction, commodification of nature, and elision of Indigenous forms of 

knowledge. Ghosh uses the narrative to re-centre nonhuman agency, not just take issue with 

Eurocentric portraits of history, but migrate the narratives of the dispossessed into the present 

moment and amplify the voices of those that remain marginalised. In this way, the Ibis Trilogy 

prioritizes ecologically-centered justice as a crucial aspect of historical reckoning in the past 

and as a way forward for sustainable futures that are situated in justice. 
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