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Abstract

In the last few decades, the environmental changes have been so
severe that scientists have declared the start of a new epoch in our
earth system called the Anthropocene, in which humanity’s survival is
conditioned on rethinking their relationships with the environment. As
such, literature can play an essential role in saving the environment
because it can act as a host for environmental discussions and act as a
trope to raise awareness about environmental issues among its readers.
This article aims to study Amitav Ghosh’s ‘Sea of Poppies’ with a
Post-Colonial Ecocritical approach and focus on three of its main
concepts, ‘Agency,” ‘Development,” and ‘Displacement.” This article
aims to study the relationship between non-human agency and
development, the effects of such a relationship in the displacement of
the characters, and the ideologies of the English colonization. Findings
Firstly, show the importance of the poppy to the English Empire and
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its influence on the lives of the natives (Agency). Secondly, English
opium factories taking over all the farmlands in the country resulted in
the loss of a sustainable source of income, food, and home for the
natives (Development). Losing their means of survival forces the
natives to leave their homes, searching for another home and resources
to sustain their daily needs (Displacement). This is a chained set of
events, from the promise of a development that is, in truth,
monopolizing one or more products to changing the environment and
lives of the natives and then human and non-human natives forced to
leave their homes in a struggle to survive. Studying these three
concepts is a step toward understanding the dynamic relationship
between humans and the environment.
Keywords: post-colonial ecocriticism, anthropocene, agencies,

development, displacement.

1. Introduction

It is a known fact that humanity’s actions have damaged the
environment and earth system irreversibly. Deforestation has damaged
biodiversity as different species are being severely polluted or are
displaced from their homes (Olagunju, 2015). The industrial
revolution, through actions such as coal burning, has caused massive
pollution to the environment, both affecting humans and animals
(Hanlon, 2020). All these actions have affected the environment at a
local scale but at the same time spread its detrimental effects on a
larger scale, causing issues such as global warming that are
threatening the lives of all entities in the world (Houghton, 2005 ).
This is why a new epoch of looking at nature with all these damages
already done needed to be created, and scientists have called it the
“Anthropocene.” No longer the definitions of nature and environment
during Romanticism can apply. Nature is no longer a wilderness,
pristine from the human influence that can be used as a tool of self-
discovery. Anthropocene is the epoch in which dynamic relationships
between human and non-human entities are now being re-established.
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2. Literature Review

The approach used in this article to analyze Sea of Poppies is Post-
Colonial Ecocriticism. As such, Timothy Clark’s (2019) “The Value
of Ecocriticism” was chosen as the basis of this approach that explains
and expands many of the fundamentals of ecocriticism. Ecocriticism
and some of its key concepts need to be explored before even starting
on the interdisciplinary subject of post-colonial Ecocriticism. Topics
of time and place scales, the complexity of issues such as global
warming on such scales, and the Anthropocene in general needed to
be defined and explained, for which this theoretical book is used as a
reference. To illustrate the fundamentals of Post-Colonial Ecocriticism
to the readers and to explore the concept of development, Huggan and
Tiffin’s (2015) “Postcolonial Ecocriticism: Literature, Animals,
Environment” is referenced. This book helped highlight some of the
main issues that postcolonial ecocriticism is tackling right now,
providing examples of such in various Australian and African novels.
This book is used as a point of reference to explain the need to merge
the two subjects of ecocriticism and postcolonialism, as the latter
focuses mainly on humans as the colonized subjects, whereas it is also
the land, other non-human entities, and in general the environment
which is also colonized, abused and changed.

3. Theoretical Framework

Post-colonial ecocriticism is based on the belief that social justice is
closely tied to environmental justice and that you cannot achieve one
without the other. This is why two of its central concepts,
development and displacement, are entangled, and the latter is a result
of the former. We can define development as a capitalist concept that
works as an alibi for the west’s political and economic agenda, often
destroying the environment for their own benefit, leading to the
displacement of natives that no longer can live in those areas occupied
by the factories and such (Chakrabarty, 2012). Such a development
ruins natives’ traditions and daily lives as they no longer can live their
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pastoral life in harmony with nature, and their resources like food and
homes are stolen for a false promise of development that never
benefits the natives. And these issues raised by Ghosh in his novel are
not limited to a specific time and place scale of his novel. In fact, it
raises attention and seeks to elevate awareness of issues such as this
globally. Then Post-colonial ecocriticism helps issues like global
warming that are complex in scales of time and place by studying the
issue case by case in different areas of the world. It helps the struggle
against environmental injustice by considering cultural differences in
the attempts to rebuild a bio-regional model of sustainability. It also
creates new ways of thinking about both human and non-human
entities.

4. Results

Non-human agency as a topic of discussion is a relatively new
concept; with the start of the epoch of Anthropocene and the
movement of turn to things, critics began to de-centralize humanity as
the sole agent with the power of influence in the world and to consider
the role of other entities in the narrative of earth. Through examples
quoted from the novel, this article proposes that Ghosh, deviating
from having only one main character that the whole story revolves
around, attempts to highlight the inner relationship between all active
agents that, in fact, influence action. The lives of such main characters
as Deeti, Neel, Reid and Burnham are shaped through a network of
relationships between each other and poppy. In this way, instead of
having one or two characters as the centerpiece, Ghosh creates a
network of different relationships involving both human and non-
human entities.

Development can be a capitalistic ruse, which at its surface
advocates for the eradication of poverty, especially in third-world
countries, but that, in fact, is used as a tool to strengthen the
capitalistic hold of the West over the world both economically and
politically. Such a development dates back in history to different acts
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of colonization, such as the one narrated in the Sea of Poppies by the
English. Based on the belief that Western ideologies are the right way
of perceiving the world, living by its doctrines is prescribed for third-
world countries. A dichotomy of Western values versus the colonized
(natives) values is created in which the former attempts to eradicate
the latter for the sake of a ‘better’ life. However, this economic and
cultural takeover rarely results in the betterness of the colonized state
and usually results in creating an even larger financial advantage for
the colonizers over the colonized. Such a Development is not without
its destructive effects on the environment as well as its negative
effects on the survivability of the natives. Immediately at the novel's
beginning, Ghosh mentions the changes to the environment,
describing it as ‘flooded with white-petalled flowers’ as a result of
such factories. These changes to the environment and the contracts
signed by the natives together result in the natives abandoning their
pastoral lives, which used to entail a peaceful relationship with their
environment and sustaining their needs from its materials without
disturbing its natural course. The relationship became one-sided, in
which the natives only viewed their environment and poppy fields as a
source of income to buy food and other materials. In conclusion, all
the stages of development mentioned above resulted in the
impoverishment of both the people and the environment around them.
One of the side effects of such a development, displacement, is
discussed. As a result of the changes to the natives’ economic and
social means, they are left with no other choice than to move away
from their homes and native lands to start a new life. Displacement
can be defined as both physical and psychological, physical
displacement means the state of moving away from one’s home and
the struggles of finding a new place to live. Psychological could apply
to the emotional effects of the physical displacement, but it also refers
to the loss of feeling of at-homeness even if one is still living in the
same place. Both types of displacement are evident in the novel: the
new poppy factories and environmental changes resulted in the loss of
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at-homeness for the natives, as they no longer could recognize what
their homes had become. Characters often compare their current state
with what it was like in the past and how much happier they were at
the time when their relationship with their lands was not drastically
changed. As a result of being in massive debt to the English factories,
they also had to sell their lands and home to the colonizers. The loss
of their homes left them with only one option of seeking new
opportunities elsewhere, even though they were fully aware of the
emotional turmoil and fears of moving to a new country and starting a
new life. Indian families, as mentioned in the novel, even started to
sell their sons to the English forces to work as a mercenary in the
military or as workers in other colonies in return for money so their
other family members could eat and simply survive.
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‘It was no human agency but rather a quirk of the tides that was responsible
for fixing the date of the Ibis’s departure.” (Ghosh, 2015: 343)
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‘Opium was the exclusive monopoly of the British, produced and packaged
entirely under the supervision of the East India Company.’ (Ibid: 81)
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‘As a result, when it came to be known that the Halders of Raskhali had
entered into a partnership with an English trader, a great number of
friends, relatives and creditors had begged to be allowed to share in the
family’s good fortune... to add their money to the sums that he annually
deposited with Burnham.’ (Ibid)
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‘Said Mr Burnham ‘That British rule in India could not be sustained without
opium ... Do you imagine that British rule would be possible in this
impoverished land if it were not for this source of wealth?’ (Ibid: 85)
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‘Said Mr Burnham "The war, when it comes, will not be for opium. It will
be for a principle: for freedom- for the freedom of trade and the freedom
of the Chinese people. Free trade is a right conferred bon Man by God,
and its principles apply as much to opium as to any other article of trade.
More so perhaps, since its absence many millions of natives would be
denied the last advantages of British influence."” (Ghosh, 2015: 107)
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‘It would be well-nigh impossible to practice modern medicine or surgery
without such chemicals as morphine, codeine and nicotine... it is opium
that has made this age of progress and industry possible.” (Ibid: 109)
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‘As for Deeti, the more she ministered the drug, the more she came to
respect its potency: how frail a creature was a human being, to be tamed
by such tiny doses of this substance! ... For if a little bit of this gum
could give her such power over the life, the character, the very soul of
this elderly woman, then with more of it at her disposal, why should she
not be able to seize kingdoms and control multitudes? And surely this
could not be the only such substance upon the earth?’ (Ibid: 38)
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‘Later, Neel would come to learn that not the least of opium’s properties is
its powerful influence on the digestive system: in proper doses it was a
remedy for diarrhea and dysentery; taken in quantity it could cause the
bowels to freeze- a common symptom in addicts.” (Ibid: 299)
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‘Many (insects) would get stuck in the ooze and tomorrow, when the sap
turned colour, their bodies would merge into the black gum, becoming a
welcome addition to the weight of the harvest. The sap seemed to have a
pacifying effect even on the butterflies, which flapped their wings in
oddly erratic patterns, as though they could not remember how to fly.’

(Ibid: 29)

Ol plad b 4 suls oslise M glas oo Solexiully Oladlas s QP
5 Sl Sogmse Sl o) ailis Olag slp &S WO 1SSl pagde 53 (!
etd GlayslS g ann g C,.a O’lj)‘ V':S oslatal o4l 1y saw 1 iy (&_,LWU:.G
S L sl b el oS el Tigbale olatl 5 o S el S
Gl p ol anw s« x5 ol s (Escobar, 2011 242) el o 4 (g lsale
el Ol Lwﬁbﬁésm(ngﬂ.ﬁmjcﬁjﬁ Jskea Solrasle o rUé_}
39 i Sl & el edd sbl sl s e s Sl i a o el
sla,sis sla 555D (8,593 Sl il s G adl 5 (s (S5 6
& ol S O oy ol i (gl At e el 5 (3B (el jlenil
s 355 S US » es Sl ele) o (ool fLE.', O pods drw
S A5 o Lol I ol b 355 e bay 538l s ni ol GISSE 5 (6l 40
el e K g Vs G ol &S 1 i G s el Sges (ol
(Huggan & Tiffin, 2015: 32) s . 5 2.8
ST 38 ST gls Ol 53 ot dxw s g5 nl 3l alaaipel
Jbcas o Sl 355 Jla s g,y 5l 1 agds Ldiiee Lf.~:l.<3| slag

5 prCew s Sl g;)ﬂdz oby 4 |y olds ol OS5 a8 (g3 Rl

AR}



VEY 0l 5 Ll O Slad o L wuquéwjam

)L:.é) )b-j(‘j &:&r‘b—bdtﬁﬁf LJ AJ‘N 45&;.»»‘ QLG) 6@&:@?@;\:’ JJS("}-)J
LS s
Nl

“We need only think of the poor Indian peasant- What will become off him if
his opium can’t be sold in China? Bloody hurremzads can hardly eat
now: They’ll perish by the crore.” (Ibid: 140)
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‘Back then, a few clumps of poppy were enough to provide for a
household’s needs, leaving a little over, to be sold: no one was inclined to
plant more because of all the work it took to grow poppies — fifteen
ploughings of the land and every remaining clod to be broken by hand,
with a dantoli; fences and bunds to be built; purchases of manure and
constant watering; and after all that, the frenzy of the harvest, each bulb
having to be individually nicked, drained and scraped... What sane
person would want to multiply these labors when there were better, more
useful crops to grow, like wheat, dal, vegetables?’ (Ibid: 30)
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‘Poppies had been a luxury then, grown in small clusters between the fields
that bore the main winter crops- wheat, masoor dal and vegetables. Her
mother would send som of her poppy seeds to the oil-press and the rest
she would keep for the house, some for replanting, and some to cook with
meat and vegetables.’ (Ibid)
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‘No matter how hard the times at home may have been, in the ashes of every
past there were a few cinders of memory that glowed with warmth- and
now, those embers of recollection took on a new life, in the light of which
their presence here, in the belly of a ship that was about to be cast into an
abyss, seemed incomprehensible, a thing that could not be explained
expect as a lapse from sanity.” (Ghosh, 2015: 367)
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‘As for stories, there was no end to them: two of the women, Ratna and
Champa, were sisters, married to a pair of brothers whose lands were
contracted to the opium factory and could no longer support them; rather
than starve, they had decided to indenture themselves together- whatever
happened in the future.” (Ibid: 223)
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‘No matter how hard the times at home may have been, in the ashes of every
past there were a few cinders of memory that glowed with warmth- and
now, those embers of recollection took on a new life, in the light of which
their presence here, in the belly of a ship that was about to be cast into an
abyss, seemed incomprehensible, a thing that could not be explained
expect as a lapse from sanity.” (Ibid: 367)
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‘With departure looming, the images and memories Neel had tried to bar
from his mind came flooding back: of Elokeshi, of his home, of his
husband-less wife and fatherless child. When he dozed off, it was only to
be visited by a nightmare, in which he saw himself as a castaway on the
dark void of the ocean, utterly alone, severed from every human
mooring.” (Ibid: 317)
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18. Global Warming
19. Ibis
20. Development
21. Displacement
22. Non-Human Agency
23. Poppy
24. lvory
25. Oil
26. Gold
27. Narrative
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28. Global Warming
29. Human Agency
30. Intentionality

31. Environmental Historian
32. Colonization

33. Mr Burnham

34. Deeti

35. Hukam Singh

36. Indian Mercenaries
37. Aafat

38. Neel

39. non-human entity
40. development
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42. Capitalist regime of thought and practice
43. refugee
44. Neo-Colonialism
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