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A STUDY ON THE REPERCUSSION OF
ECOLOGICAL DESTRUCTION AND ECONOMIC CONSTRUCTION

INAMITAV GHOH'S IBIS TRILOGY AND
SA. KANDASAMI'S SAYAVANAM

Ms K. Maheshini
&
Dr S. Jayanthi

L9 igeud) 2025

ndia is a rich nation that upholds ancient traditions and

diverse customs. It features vast landscapes and varied
vegetation across different terrains, which contribute to the
nation’s wealth. The geographical and climatic features of an
area often determine the types of vegetation that serve as the
primary food source for its inhabitants. Colonialism brings
significant transformations to every aspect of India, including
the cultivation of nonnative cash crops on Indian soil. These
crops are purposefully imposed to boost Britain’s economic
growth. However, the imbalance between cultivating
subsistence crops and cash crops leads to famine. The Ibis
Trilogy by Amitav Ghosh explores the effects of colonization,
focusing on how the British use Indian land to grow opium as
a trade monopoly. While the opium trade enriches the British
economy and benefits some Indian traders, it devastates both
Chinese and Indian land. Similarly, Sa. Kandasamy, in his
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article aims to study the impact of these agricultural

shifts and the resulting changes in the lives of people, lives and documenting various facets of society,

: culture and history. Amitav Ghosh’s Ibis Trilogy,
comparative analysis of the texts and characters in : comprising Sea of Poppies (2008), River of
: Smoke (2011) and Flood of Fire (2015), provides

a compelling exploration of colonial exploitation,

which lead to widespread suffering. It provides a

the Ibis Trilogy and Sayavanam, focusing on the
transformations they undergo.

Introduction

honoured him with the Padma Shri, and he was later :

awarded the Lifetime Achievement Award during between Bihar and Uttar Pradesh. The narrative

the Mumbeai Literary Festival. In 2018, he became the

first Indian writer to receive the Jnanpith Award. The . into cultivating opium, abandoning their traditional

Ibis Trilogy by Amitav Ghosh examines the opium crops such as wheat, cereals and pulses. Through

trade that devastates China’s economy. Through : this depiction, Ghosh underscores the devastating

these three expansive narratives, the trilogy explores : socio-economic and environmental consequences of

the opium trade and the opium war, employing

diverse characters to depict suffering, wartime events, : enduring impact. “As those toothsome winter crops

power dynamics and exploitation. Ghosh highlights : diminished in size, the factory’s craving for opium

humanity’s greed and demeaning behavior toward seemed to never be fulfilled” (Ghosh, 29). With
. these lines, Ghosh highlights the Britishers drive to

* expand trade and amass greater profits. The British

fellow beings.

Sa. Kandasamy is a renowned Tamil writer

and documentary filmmaker who won the Sahitya
: Akademi Award for his novel Visaranai Commission
in 1998. His debut novel, Sayavanam, illustrates the
. consequences of forest destruction. The story portrays
: how a selfsufficient village faces hardship due to its
altered needs. Through this work, Kandasamy warns
. of future disasters stemming from human errors.
Sayavanam features a straightforward plot without
: twists or turns, enabling the author to clearly identify
human flaws and present them in a casual manner.
: The novel underscores the greed underlying human
actions, with its characters demonstrating how the
: British colonize not only the land but also the minds
of the native people. With his lucid writing style, Sa.
: Kandasamy effectively conveys these flaws to his

Sayavanam, examines the effects of colonialism, : . . . .
Y ’ > ¢ readers and cautions against repeating such mistakes

highlighting the destruction of forests to build a in the novel’s concluding section.

sugarcane mill. This forces local farmers to cultivate :

sugarcane instead of their traditional crops. This : Discussion

Literature serves as a vital medium for shaping

. caste-based societal structures, untouchability,

: ecological destruction, male domination and

Amitav Ghosh is a prolific writer of English migration caused by systemic biases. The trilogy

literature whose works primarily focus on the focuses on the First Opium War (1839-1842), where

colonial impacts on people and the environment. : Ghosh examines the struggles of Indian traders,

He received numerous awards for his literary : impoverished villagers and Indian soldiers caught

achievements, including the Ananda Puraskar and : in the upheavals of colonialism.

the Sahitya Akademi Award for The Shadow Lines :
and the Arthur C. Clarke Award for The Calcutta

Chromosome. In 2007, the Government of India :

Sea of Poppies begins with the key character
Deeti, who begins her journey as a farm worker
in the opium fields of Ghazipur, a village located

reveals how the people of Ghazipur are coerced

colonial policies, offering a poignant critique of their

ligeufl 2025
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extract opium from poppy plants and export it to :

China, driven by their relentless pursuit of economic

dominance. Factory workers, however, endure :

severe health issues due to the hazardous working :

conditions. Amitav Ghosh vividly describes the

dire state of the factories, illustrating the oppressive :

and exploitative environment imposed by colonial

powers as “The air inside was hot and fetid, like that :

of a closed kitchen, except that the smell was not of

spices and oil, but of liquid opium mixed with the :

dull stench of sweat...she discovered, bare-bodied

men, sunk deep in tanks of opium” (Ghosh, 94-95). :

Deeti’s husband Hukum Singh is a former

soldier of the British army and is currently working :

in the opium factory. Dr. Sujatha points, “The

opium factory looms like a demon in the lives of :

the workers and their families and becomes the :

very symbol of colonial oppression” (Sujatha, 137).

Hukum Singh succumbs to the effects of excessive :

opium consumption, leaving his wife, Deeti, in a :

vulnerable position. After his death, Deeti faces the :

threat of being forced into sati to avoid exploitation
by her husband’s brother. Kalua, a low-caste man
from a neighboring village, helps her escape, and
together they board the Ibis-a ship transporting
slaves and indentured laborers from various
British-controlled regions to Mauritius to work in

American prejudice, also finds himself aboard the

This, secking his destiny. The ship carries a mix of . introduces a variety of characters, including Deeti
) * 3

i . h . : and her shipmates in Mauritius. It also f
characters, including Serang Ali, a recruiter who : and her stupmares i ATauriis 50 loctises on

enlists laborers under his control and Baboo Nob : ™° additional ships: Anahita, which carries opium

Kissin, a man driven by his quest for fortune, who to China for trade and is owned by Bahram Mod,

joins the voyage on the Ibis. Ghosh intricately weaves : an opium merchant from Bombay, and Redruth,

¢ which t t dicinal plants and i d
their stories to illustrate the intersecting lives shaped : 1Ch fransports medicinal plan’s and 1s owie

: by Mr. Penrose Fitcher, a botanist searching for

by colonialism and its exploitative systems.

The Ibis sails from Calcutta to Mauritius,

carrying slaves, their leaders and the captain of : the traders' businesses, their travels, and their illicit

the ship. The term "Poppies" in the title of the dealings in China.

: a mutiny after enduring harsh treatment from the
. ship's officers. The ship's chief, Sirdar, and Mr. John
: Crocole are killed during the mutiny, and Zachary

Reid and Serang Ali assume leadership of the ship.

. After surviving a fierce storm, the ship finally reaches

Mauritius.
British colonies. Zachary Reid, a black man fleeing :

River of Smoke, the next in the trilogy,

the medical plant Golden Camelia in China. This
. part of the trilogy offers a detailed exploration of

novel Sea of Poppies refers to characters who are :

separated from their native lands. Ahmed states, ] b Mr. P d the 1
“Ghosh portrays the characters as poppy seeds, : an opium merchant, Mr. Fenrose, and the laws
o : implemented by the Chinese government to abolish
emanating in large numbers from the field to form : i )
. . . .. the opium trade. Ghosh portrays the devastating
a sea, where every single seed is uncertain about its : . S . o
future” (Ahmed, 128). Throughout the voyage, the . effects of opium consumption in China, emphasizing
’ . . . . the pollution of the Pearl River, where many trade
characters develop strong relationships, exchanging : " _ ;
their personal stories. However, they eventually stage ships dock. The clear river becomes muddied due to

The plot centers around Bahram Modi,

L9 igeud) 2025
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the disposal of opium balls into it: “...when the opium :

melts the sluices are opened and opium is allowed to
drain into the river” (Ghosh, 534). Bahram’s second

wife, Chi-mei, is killed by a robbery gang, and his
illicit son heads to Singapore in search of fortune. :
Eventually, opium traders are banned from entering :
China, and one of them is arrested and strangled

to death. Overcome by the loss in trade, Bahram :
: succeeds in constructing the mill. His sugar becomes

commits suicide by drowning himself in the river.

alongside his involvement in the opium trade.

All the characters ultimately converge in China, and
through detailed descriptions of the war, Ghosh
questions the reasons behind the mass casualties on
both sides. His vivid portrayal of the war’s brutality
is captured in this passage: “Plastered against the
light-coloured stone of the walls, in bright, bloody

splashes, were clumps of tissue and fragments of :
¢ his fatherinlaw vehemently rejects the idea, as he
dribbling down like smashed egg-yolks” (Ghosh, :
471). The novel concludes with the British victory,
leading to China’s surrender of key territories for :

bone. Here and there splattered brains could be seen

free trade and the payment of a six-million-dollar :
Bahram’s plan.

penalty to the British government.

The plot of the novel Sayavanam takes place

in a small selfsustained village in Thanjavur. The : is no space for sin when one works hard to earn

villagers grow various crops for their own use, with : money through trade. Angela captures this shift

paddy being the major cultivation. They follow a : N values, stating, “Giving more importance in

barter system to fulfill all their needs, and they are : €arning money, the new world order promotes any

unfamiliar with money, relying solely on bartering. : illegal practices to acquire wealth” (Angela, 785).

The village is home to a vast forest, owned by the : Similarly, in Sayavanam, Sivanandi Thevar expresses

wealthy Sambamoorthy Iyer. Chidambaram, the . his reluctance to sell land to Chidambaram. He

protagonist of the novel, comes from Sri Lanka, warns Sambamoorthy Iyer that selling the forest

buys the forest from Iyer, and plans to establish : to Chidambaram will enable him to do whatever

a sugarcane mill. This idea strikes the villagers as : he wishes, and he predicts that Chidambaram will

unusual, as they cannot imagine life beyond their : bring significant changes to the village's traditional

. way of life.

basic needs.

The villagers are curious about Chidambaram,

a young, energetic man with new ideas, and his
: dynamic actions astonish them. He begins by

clearing the forest using manual labor, but when this
proves difficult, he sets fire to the entire forest. Once
the forest is reduced to ashes, he starts building the
sugarcane mill. He brings in numerous workers, as
well as large machines and motors, and ultimately

: famous, and he begins to earn money, using it as

The final volume of the Ibis Trilogy is Flood a medium for fulfilling his needs. Chidambaram

of Fire. The story begins with the notes of Havildar introduces the concept of money to the villagers,

Kesri Singh, an army officer and Deeti’s brother. : 4 as a result, they experience significant changes in

The narrative progresses with an investigation into . every aspect of their lives. Sa. Kandasami intricately

amurder aboard the Ibis ship. The novel unfolds in : explores the profound effects of these changes

three phases, which includes Shireen Bai’s journey : brought about by Chidambaram’s actions.

to China in search of her husband Bahram Modi’s :

grave, Kesri Singh’s experiences in the British army, :

and Zachary Reid’s work at Mr. Burnham’s palace Trilogy and Sa. Kandasami’s Sayavanam reveals

: certain similar themes, particularly the shift toward

A comparative analysis of Amitav Ghosh’s Ibis

: new businesses or trades aimed at earning money,

The central theme of the novel is to highlight without regard for the morality or dangerous

the First Opium War between the British and China. : consequences associated with these actions. Mr.
: Bahram seeks to earn money through the opium
: trade. He owns a ship named Anahita, which is
named after the water goddess. The ship is built by
- his father-in-law, a renowned shipbuilder in Bombay.
: Bahram marries Shireenbai, a woman from a

wealthy Parsi family, and aims to prove his worth by

earning money through the opium trade. However,

believes it is immoral. He states, “What? Selling
opium overseas? That’s just gambling...” (Ghosh,
50). He views earning money through the opium
trade, which destroys lives, as a sin and condemns

In contrast, Bahram Modi argues that there

Odigeufl 2025
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The most crucial part of the novel Sayavanam :
: their income, forcing Indian farmers to cultivate
: cash crops such as opium and indigo. Through his

is the forest fire. As Chidambaram finds it difficult
to destroy the forest, he sets it on fire to make his
task easier. The forest is a biodiversity hotspot,
home to numerous animals, birds, and reptiles.
The fire kills every living being within it. The forest
can be considered a critical part of the ecosystem,
balancing the food chain of the jungle’s inhabitants.
Chidambaram witnesses the death of various
creatures, some of which attempt to escape the

constructing his factory.

China. Despite being aware of the harmful effects
of opium in both India and China, they never cease
their trade.

on readers.

The British use Indian land as a resource for

. writings, Ghosh highlights the immense changes
: that occur in villages, emphasizing that “the material
which was freely available to the people earlier has
: now become expensive due to the change in the
. cultivation from food crops to cash crops” (Khan,
4240). Amitav Ghosh through his works shows

: how the British monopoly method harms both

flames. Monkeys, foxes and birds flee the forest, ¢ Indians and Chinese. Indian farmers are forcibly

aware of the danger, while most of the other beings : prohibited from cultivating their traditional crops

perish in the fire. An injured crow emerges from : ,nq are instead ordered to grow opium, which leads

the fire, its body badly burnt. It stumbles near : widespread famine that claims millions of lives

Chidambaram, who picks it up with its legs and : j; 1ndia. On the other hand, opium causes severe

throws it back into the flames. Driven by curiosity, : J.qtruction to the econ omy by making people sick

he retrieves it again with a sharp, long knife and and addicted, while British and Indian traders grow
watches it keenly as it dies. An injured snake also : . .
¢ richer from this trade.

emerges from the fire, scaring him. None of these :
scenes evoke sympathy for the natural world; instead, :

they seem to satisfy him, as he is about to begin :
. village where agriculture is the primary occupation.

. .+ Experienced farmers in the village claim that the
Chidcirrlll(;)ear;}:r? fr:; é?virli::c;lierlqhg\}/,arﬂti}siiatllllle’ land yields more paddy, and they recall the losses
area and witness the devastation: dead animals : they suffered due to cash crops like sugarcane when
birds, and trees. Sivanandi Thevar is shocked to : Chidambaral.n arrives with the idea‘ of buildi'ng a
find a large cow burned alive. His heart fills with : sugarcane mill. The farmers of the village cultivate
sorrow as he tells Chidambaram that the fire has subsistence crops, which become their wealth. They
killed all the living beings of the forest. However, fulfill all other needs through paddy grains instead
Chidambaram remains unmoved by the horrific : of money. The village of Ghazipur can also be

scenes. Chidambaram’s heartlessness can be : compared to the village of Sayavanam. Through

compared to the British East India Company's the words of Ghosh,

imposition of opium and the opium war waged on :

In a similar way, the novel Sayavanam marks
the beginning of monopoly. Sayavanam is a small

In the old days, the fields would be heavy with

wheat in the winter, and after the spring harvest, the
: straw would be used to repair the damage of the year
: before. But now, with the sahibs forcing everyone to

Amitav Ghosh portrays the devastating effects

of war in Flood of Fire through the perspective of : be broughtat the market, from people lived faraway

Havildar Kesri Singh, a Naik in the army. Ghosh :

vividly describes the bloodshed on the battlefield

through Kesri Singh's eyes: “The sickened Kesri : ;i ;¢ evident that both the villages lost their

in all his years of soldiering he had never seen a :
: self sustenance.

slaughter like this one. On some, the clothes were :
still burning...” (Ghosh, 470). Meanwhile, Shireen
Bai, who travels to China in search of her husband’s farmers decide to grow sugarcane on their own farms.
tomb, is distressed by the sounds of gunshots. :
Through these descriptions of destruction, both :
authors highlight the crucial role of exploitation and : shows good growth. This can be aligned with Ghosh’s
the pursuit of money, leaving a lasting impression :

: of Mr. Bahram and Mr. Burnham, Zachary Reid

grow poppy, no one had thatch to spare - it had to

villages, and the expense was such that people put off

their repairs as long a they possibly could (Ghosh, 29)

Once Chidambaram starts his factory, some

They gain hope from Sivanandi Thevar’s decision
to cultivate sugarcane to help Chidambaram, as it

portrayal wherein inspired by the economic success

L9 igeud) 2025
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also become involved in the opium trade to earn

Acknowledgement for Funding

money. This leads him to accumulate substantial

wealth, boosting his confidence to continue the : Council of Social Science Research Doctoral

t;adg}'f:e p]iople ?f Say?wanam ar(; %ndirectly forced Fellowship. This article is largely an outcome of her
Y i ! ?m ara.m 5 acu}i)ns to clu U}/aghsugarcme : doctoral work sponsored by ICSSR. However, the
on their farms, just as the people o azipur are . responsibility for the facts stated, opinions expressed

directed to cultivate opium under British rule.

In the end of the novel Flood of Fire, the

British capture Hong Kong and begin building : Works Cited

Ms. K. Maheshini is a recipient of Indian

¢ and the conclusions drawn is entirely that of the

author.

their trade. Meanwhile, the traders, after the war, :
rush to acquire land left behind by the Chinese :
people. In Sayavanam, towards the end of the :

novel, Chidambaram opens a grocery store. After

destroying the forest, which had been a source for

all basic needs, the people of the village struggle to

find quality products like tamarind etc.. To address :

this, Chidambaram brings grocery items from

other regions and sells them in the village. While

his sugar is praised by all, the other products in his

store are criticized for their low quality. The last :

line of the novel ends with the complaint of an old

woman about his destructive actions, which led to :

the loss of quality products. She complains about :

the poor-quality tamarind he sells in his store, and

he reassures her that he will send her a good one :

soon. She responds, “You have burned everything

in the forest, then how will you send me the good :

one?” (Kandasamy, 239).

Conclusion

Both Sayavanam and Ibis Trilogy are published
during the post-colonial period. Although Ghosh’s :

Ibis Trilogy explores various themes such as

colonization, exploitation, love, relationships, war, :

suffering and caste-based discrimination in India, it :

also delves into the impact of monopoly, the loss

of traditional crops and food scarcity. On the other :

hand, Sa. Kandasami dedicates his entire novel to

highlighting the profound changes that occur in :

a small village. Both authors commemorate the

losses resulting from human desires that exceed :

basic needs. They conclude their works with a

paralle]l message emphasizing the human tendency :

to prioritize economic growth without regard for its :

consequences. Through their narratives, both Ghosh

and Kandasami vividly illustrate the flaws in human :

actions that lead to the destruction of ecosystems in :

pursuit of economic stability.
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