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Amitav Ghosh was born in Calcutta and grew up in India, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka. He is 
the author of numerous books, including The Circle of Reason, In An Antique Land, Dancing 
in Cambodia, The Calcutta Chromosome, The Glass Palace, The Hungry Tide, and the Ibis 
Trilogy, consisting of Sea of Poppies, River of Smoke, and Flood of Fire.

The Circle of Reason was awarded France’s Prix Médicis, and The Shadow Lines was hon-
ored with two Indian prizes, the Sahitya Akademi Award and the Ananda Puraskar. The Calcutta 
Chromosome won the 1997 Arthur C. Clarke award, while The Glass Palace was recognized 
with the International e-Book Award at the Frankfurt Book Fair in 2001. In January 2005, The 
Hungry Tide was awarded the Crossword Book Prize. Sea of Poppies was shortlisted for the 
Man Booker Prize in 2008 and was awarded the Crossword Book Prize and the India Plaza Golden 
Quill Award.

In 2007, Mr. Ghosh was awarded the Padma Shri, one of India’s highest honors, by the presi-
dent of India. In 2010, he was a joint winner, along with Margaret Atwood, of a Dan David prize, 
and in 2011 he was awarded the Grand Prix of the Blue Metropolis festival in Montreal. In 2018, 
he was the first English-language writer to receive the Jnanpith Award, India’s highest literary 
honor. In 2019, Foreign Policy magazine named him one of the most important global thinkers of 
the preceding decade. 

Mr. Ghosh’s recent work includes The Great Derangement: Climate Change and the Un-
thinkable (2016), which explores the challenge of literary narrative to come to terms with climate 
change. His latest novel, Gun Island (2019), combines the global migrant crisis with Indian myth 
and folklore, as does his first-ever book in verse, Jungle Nama: A Story of the Sundarban (2021). 
His latest non-fiction book, The Nutmeg’s Curse: Parables for a Planet in Crisis (2021), further 
interrogates these concerns by taking a long view at Euro-American imperialism and its repercus-
sions into the present. 

Mr. Ghosh was a Hurst Artist in Residence in Weber State’s Telitha E. Lindquist College of 
Arts & Humanities in fall 2021, where he spoke with students, faculty, and staff, and read from his 
recent work. The following text is an edited compilation of these conversations. We want to thank 
the Hurst endowment for making Mr. Ghosh’s residency possible, and thank Amitav for his gener-
osity of time and spirit.

For quite some time, the United Nation’s 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
has spoken of a “code red for humanity,” and 
recently the International Energy Agency 
(IEA) released its “World Energy Outlook” 
report of 2021. The report states that, in 
the wake of the economic recovery during 
the pandemic, the world has seen “a large 
rebound in coal and oil use.” And largely for 
the same reason, it is also seeing “the second-
largest annual increase in CO2 emissions 
in history.” This all with a view toward the 
COP26 climate change summit in Glasgow, 
Scotland, which begins next week. Now, 

we, of course, know from leaked documents 
that some of the participating countries that 
are tied to the fossil fuel economy—such 
as Saudi Arabia or Norway—are already 
putting pressure on the writers of the draft 
report to alter it with a view toward dimin-
ishing the impact of fossil fuel on the globe. 
What are your hopes, what are your fears, 
for the upcoming climate summit?

Well, as you say, things are not looking good. 
Actually, if you look at the whole range of 
issues that are out there, I think that things 
are much, much worse than we are told often. 
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Especially scientists, they’ve developed this 
ethic of trying not to panic people, and as 
a result what they constantly do is produce 
undervaluation of the risks. The IPCC [Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate Change] has 
notoriously done that. Now, all around us 
events are outstripping the predictions. One 
of the iconic headlines of this era is “Scien-
tists Are Amazed. Scientists Are Surprised.” 
They too are constantly surprised at the speed 
with which things are unraveling. So, in the 
face of that, yes, we could of course hope for 
substantive action, but right now it’s difficult 
to think that any substantive action will come 
out of COP26. It’s very, very unlikely be-
cause—apart from Saudi Arabia, and Japan for 
that matter, working together to water down 
the language of the draft-declaration—there 
are so many other factors that are holding 
back these negotiations. Just yesterday, the 
president of Brazil said that if the world wants 
him not to cut down the Amazon rainforest, 
the world will have to pay Brazil compensa-
tion. And the Amazon rainforest is a huge 
carbon sink, and it is one of the barriers that 
stands between us and utter catastrophe.

Fareed Zakaria recently talked about how 
the only solution right now is to look at a 
transition, and that with the overabundance 
of fossil fuels, until we have green energy, 
that’s what we have to rely on. Even here in 
Utah, it seems that until something is our 
problem, it’s not our problem. What are your 
thoughts on that? 

You know, we had an opportunity to move 
very rapidly toward renewable energies 
starting in the mid-‘90s. Imagine if you had 
renewables in place. Imagine if your whole 
house was solarized with big battery storage 
systems. You wouldn’t be tied to the grid. 
You wouldn’t need to have energy delivered 
to your home. You would be generating your 
own energy if you had a windmill on top of 
your house, and those windmills do exist. You 
could so cheaply generate your own energy. 

We think of fossil fuels as producing a thing 
called energy, kilowatts, and we think that 
a similar quantity of kilowatts can be gener-
ated by a solar panel, so that the two are the 
same thing. But they are not the same thing, 
because fossil fuels interact with structures 
of human power in ways that are completely 
particular to them. For example, the standard 
narrative of the industrial revolution is that 
it was powered by fossil energy. But this is 
completely wrong. From the late 18th century 
until the mid-19th century, most industries in 
Britain and the United States were powered 
by wind energy and by water energy. If you go 
around the great textile production centers 
of Britain and in the United States, say, in 
Massachusetts, you’d see they are always 
built next to a river because they have water 
wheels, and the technology works just as well 
as steam technology. The energy historian 
Andreas Malm has actually shown that the 
reason fossil fuels won out over wind and 
water energy is not because they were more 
efficient; they were not. It was because the 
industrialists who were setting up these 
industries wanted to be able to control their 
workers more. That is something fossil fuels 
allow you to do because you can move fos-
sil fuels. Like coal. It’s not so easy to move 
wind or water energy to wherever you want. 
So, fossil fuels became dominant because 
they interact with structures of power in a 
certain way. They have an uncanny ability to 
reinforce the power of the elites, the power 
of the ruling classes, and the powers of the 
rulers that be, as it were. So, when we say 
that we had this opportunity in the ‘90s, why 
was that opportunity not taken? It’s because 
these immensely powerful corporations and 
the people who profit from them intervened 
very directly to prevent such a turnover. The 
entire structure of power today has become 
so closely enmeshed with fossil fuels that it is 
very hard to see how you make that transition. 

As someone who doesn’t know much about 
climate change, I wonder what you mean 



3 3S P R I N G / S U M M E R  2 0 2 2 WEBERWEBER THE CONTEMPORARY WESTTHE CONTEMPORARY WEST

when you say, “the future is bleak”? And 
if we do start to change things, would the 
Earth get better, or would it stay the same?

The choice right now is between very bad 
and catastrophic. That’s where we are. The 
trouble with greenhouse gases is that they 
can’t be fixed immediately. Once they are 
in the atmosphere, they are there for a very 
long time. Thousands, sometimes tens of 
thousands of years. The impacts we are 
seeing today are being caused by gases that 
were put into the atmosphere decades ago. 
So, some impacts are locked in and there’s 
almost nothing we can do. What we can do 
is switch to a path that is not catastrophic, 
but merely very bad. I am sure you can see 
how these impacts are unfolding around you. 
There is some sort of weird belief in America 
that rich countries will be fine, only the poor 
will be affected. It is true to some degree. 
Certainly in the U.S., the ones most affected 
will be poor people and people of color. That 
is already the case. But at the same time, 
look at what has happened in California with 
wildfires. California is one of the richest parts 
of the world, but the disasters there also 
affect ultra-wealthy people. The idea that 
there is a safe place is completely wrong. 

When we talk about the consequences 
of climate change, what are these major 
consequences? Is it air quality? What 
should we be most worried about?

We like to speak of climate change as a sort 
of box, like a siloed thing. But the sorts 
of things that we are seeing now are not 
just the result of climate change. Climate 
change is one aspect of a much broader 
planetary crisis. This planetary crisis is the 
result of multiple sorts of crises. Ultimately, 
they are all just the result of the incredible 
acceleration that we have seen over the 
last 30 years—in production, consumption, 
modes of communication, in the movement 
of people. That is what is driving all these 
crises, including this pandemic. The human 
incursions into forests, increasing proxim-
ity to other species, increasing destruction 
of habitat, all of that is part of this picture. 

I think we shouldn’t live in denial and ac-
cept that the consequences of our actions is 
to prevent them from becoming a reality in 
our life out of fear. Would you say one of the 
intentions you had for Gun Island was to 
make leaders more aware of the increasing 
dangers and complexities of climate change, 
especially in regard to migration and climate 
justice?

I very much doubt that any leader reads 
novels, certainly not my novels (laughs). I’m 
sorry to say this, but if you look around the 
world, who are the leaders? The people who 
go into politics, anywhere now, are in many 
ways borderline sociopaths. I think we all 
know that. No ordinary, normal person would 
subject themselves to what politicians have 
to go through. Because of that, the leader-
ship class is now completely self-interested. 
They are really looking to their own wallets 
most of the time. What interest do they have 
in trying to mitigate climate change? Some 
may make performative statements, but to my 
mind the only true leader in the world right 
now is Pope Francis. His Encyclical Laudato si’ 

When we say that we had this 
opportunity in the ‘90s, why was 
that opportunity not taken? It’s 
because these immensely powerful 
corporations and the people who 
profit from them intervened very 
directly to prevent such a turnover. 
The entire structure of power today 
has become so closely enmeshed with 
fossil fuels that it is very hard to see 
how you make that transition. 
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is the best statement on climate change that 
anyone has written. In The Great Derange-
ment, I compare his Encyclical with the Paris 
Agreement. The Paris Agreement is a lot of 
technocrats addressing each other in really 
arcane language which no ordinary person 
can even begin to understand without a great 
effort, whereas the Pope is really trying to 
communicate the seriousness of the crisis 
through very simple, clear language which 
anyone can understand. He has a whole coun-
cil of advisors, so the text is very well-in-
formed in a scientific sense. And at the same 
time, it’s a very clear statement of where 
we’ve gone wrong, what has gone wrong. 

You mentioned pedagogy a moment ago and 
I’m very curious to hear your thoughts. This 
is a specific version of the general culture 
question that you address in The Great 
Derangement. I wonder why we have such 
a hard time getting it—understanding the 
scale and the magnitude and the reality of 
our situation. How might universities be 
able to help?

That’s a very good question, but since I am 
not a teacher I don’t really deal with that 
problem on a day to day basis. I should think 
that by now there is a lot of writing that can 
be taught to alert students to the nature of 
the challenge. I do think universities have 
a duty to play a part. One thing I’ve seen 
happening across the world now are these 
concentrations called Environmental Hu-
manities. They are really quite remarkable 
because they are transdisciplinary; they 
bring together people from many different 
disciplines, the sciences, the humanities, 
and so on. The surprising thing is that they 
are the among the most in-demand courses, 
at least where people are paying attention. 

We’ve talked a lot about climate and the 
younger generation. Where do we separate 
the line from our personal carbon footprints 
and our community carbon footprints to the 
nationwide and global footprint? There’s 

sort of this learned helplessness where big 
corporations output most of what is dam-
aging our environment. How can we as 
individuals take steps to make changes? 

This whole idea of personal responsibility is 
completely created by big corporations. The 
whole idea of the carbon footprint actually 
comes from an advertising campaign that 
BP launched many years ago. It was a mega 
advertising campaign and persuaded people 
that the way to solve the climate crisis was 
through adjusting your personal lifestyle or 
adjusting your community’s lifestyle. Those 
are not unimportant. If you make those adjust-
ments, it means your mind is at least engaged 
with the problem. But make no mistake, these 
adjustments can only affect a very minor as-
pect of the problem. The main thing is to have 
widespread concerted action at a collective 
level. Unfortunately, that kind of collective 
action has really become harder and harder 
to achieve. So again, I would say, if you are 
making those lifestyle changes in an aware 
way, it means that at least you have taken the 
first step, which is to engage with this crisis. 
But will those steps within themselves make a 
dent in the problem? The answer to that is no. 

You mentioned that if we had started 
implementing green energy decades ago, we 
wouldn’t be in the situation we are in today. 
I just want to bring up the point that these 
green energy technologies do have flaws, too. 
Wind turbines kill a lot of bird predators, 
batteries and solar panels use a lot of pre-
cious resources, and then you have the issue 
of disposal when they don’t work anymore. 
If we started implementing these solutions 
decades ago, I wonder whether we might 
even be in a worse situation today than we 
are right now. How would you address these 
concerns?

These are very valid concerns, and I agree 
with you. I don’t think that renewable energy 
is the answer. I think, ultimately, that the 
problem that we are dealing with is funda-
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mentally cultural. It depends upon the sort of 
cultural and esthetic choices that we make. 
You just look at this room, why are there so 
many lights in this room? I’ve been hearing 
about all the steps that WSU is taking to cre-
ate renewable infrastructure, so the build-
ings will be lighter in energy use. But at the 
same time, every room I have been to here 
has been overlit in a bizarre way. It’s not just 
true of here, it’s true of every college I go to, 
every institutional building—they are overlit, 
overheated, overcooled. These are cultural 
choices that we make, so it is possible for 
you to sit here in a T-shirt. Why do we not 
have this room at a colder temperature? We 
could get dressed up in sweaters and jackets, 
like I used to do when I went to university 
in England, because they keep their rooms 
much colder. These are, ultimately, cultural 
choices, no matter how many renewables 
you have. So, yes, you are absolutely right. 

There’s a famous formula called the 
Jevons paradox. The Jevons paradox states 
that the more efficient energy becomes, the 
more energy use rises. The thinking behind 
this is, “Oh, I have a lightbulb that uses less 
energy. Well, then I’ll just use 4 bulbs.” It is 
absolutely wasteful energy use. If you take 
a plane over America, you’ll see, if you look 
out the window at night, these vast park-
ing lots where there’s nobody, not even a 
car, but they are all blazing with light. Why? 
If you look around you and start asking 
those questions about how we live, about 
the patterns of our life, you’ll see more and 
more instances of these things. I’m not a 
technocrat. I can’t tell people how to change 
energy sources or whatever, but I do think 
that this is fundamentally a problem of 
culture, of lifestyle, and ultimately those are 
the issues that we will have to address. In 
that sense, your point is totally valid. When 
we talk about total energy substitution, what 
we are really doing is telling people that you 
can go on living like this as long as you have 
renewable energy. And that is not the case. 

How do you continue to spread your mes-
sages? 

I am not an activist. I don’t have a message. 
Honestly, I’m just a writer who is writ-
ing books and reflecting on these issues. 
I’m trying to write realistically about the 
world we live in. Trying not to shut my eyes 
to the problems we see all around us. 

Let me shift gears to the beginning of your 
writing career. What drew you into being an 
author? And when did you go from saying 
you wanted to be a writer to knowing you 
were going to be one?

Well, from my childhood onwards, I just loved 
to read, and I loved reading novels especially. 
I somehow always knew that I wanted to be 
a writer. I was in my late 20s when I started 
writing my first novel. At the time, in India, 
there was no such thing as a literary ca-
reer, especially for a writer who is writing in 
English, as I was. It was a very difficult career 
path to pursue. There were no creative writ-
ing courses, that whole infrastructure didn’t 
exist at all. So, my first attempt to make a life 
in writing was that I became a journalist.

As soon as I left college, I joined a news-
paper, and it was an amazing experience. It 
has contributed so much to my life as a writer. 
But I realized, at a certain point, that if I kept 
on working at a newspaper, I would never be 
able to write a novel. There are deadlines. 
Especially if you’re low in the hierarchy, you 

I am not an activist. I don’t have a 
message. Honestly, I’m just a writer 
who is writing books and reflecting 
on these issues. I’m trying to write 
realistically about the world we live 
in. Trying not to shut my eyes to the 
problems we see all around us. 
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have to file a story every day, and you have, 
like, 45 minutes in which to type out your 
story. So, I realized that wasn’t going to 
work for me and went back to university for 
a master’s degree. Then I got a scholarship 
to Oxford, and my supervisor encouraged me 
to do a Ph.D. So, then I went back to India, 
in my late 20s, and I suddenly realized that 
here is the moment: I either now commit 
myself to an academic career or I start writing 
my novel. It’s not an easy decision to make, 
because especially when you’re at that age, 
all your contemporaries are getting into their 
careers; they have jobs, they have a family, 
they have a life. And there you are, struggling 
away with your novel. I literally did it the hard 
way, like starving in a hot garret. It was on 
top of a house. Especially in the summer, you 
just can’t believe how hot it was. I wrote one 
draft and hated it, and I started again and 
wrote a couple of hundred pages. I sent it to 
a friend of mine, who had become a literary 
agent. He loved it and, it went on from there.

What are your methods of building a char-
acter?

I think the most important thing with writing 
a character is to give the character agency. 
When I read contemporary fiction, what I have 
noticed is a tendency to make characters into 
victims, people who are completely devoid 
of agency or who are just pushed around 
by fate in various ways. It’s important to 
recognize that you can never entirely know 
your own characters. There’s something 
that each character—if they’re a real charac-
ter in your head—holds back. Recognizing 
that element of indeterminacy is crucial. 

One other vital element in relation to 
character is to describe their appearance. 
That’s what invariably takes me the longest. 
I struggle with the sentences. You can’t 
describe at great length, that doesn’t help, 
but you’ve got to give your reader some clues 
as to how you’re visualizing this character. If 
you’re reading empathetically, you have to be 

able to see the person the writer is describ-
ing. At the same time, you have to give your 
reader the space to imagine that person in 
their own way. It takes a lot of sandpapering 
to get your sentences in place. Gabriel García 
Márquez once compared writing to furniture 
making. It’s a very apt comparison because a 
lot of writing is really about sandpapering. It’s 
about getting the whole contraption in place.

Listening to you can be disheartening, 
because you seem such a pro at writing. I 
struggle quite a bit with mine. Is there any-
thing you struggle with most? How do you 
overcome it?

Believe me, I struggle with my writing all the 
time (laughs). I don’t think there’s anyone 
who doesn’t. I’m not a very fluent writer at 
all. It’s always a process, dragging the stuff 
out of your head. But if you stick to it, and 
go at it diligently, you’ll get somewhere. 
You may know that famous analogy by E. L. 

I think the most important thing 
with writing a character is to 
give the character agency. When 
I read contemporary fiction, what 
I have noticed is a tendency to 
make characters into victims, 
people who are completely devoid 
of agency or who are just pushed 
around by fate in various ways. 
It’s important to recognize that 
you can never entirely know your 
own characters. There’s something 
that each character—if they’re a 
real character in your head—holds 
back. Recognizing that element of 
indeterminacy is crucial. 
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Doctorow: that writing a novel is like driving 
a car in the dark. You can see only as far as 
the headlights, but you know that if you keep 
going you’ll arrive somewhere in the end. I 
think a lot of it is like that. Simply because 
of its length, a novel requires perseverance. 
You have to really be reconciled to living 
with yourself for very long periods of time. 
But there’s a profound and subtle pleasure 
in writing a beautiful passage, or a passage 
that satisfies you. It’s a deep, deep plea-
sure; one literally lives for those moments.

Would you describe yourself as a start-from-
the-beginning and then right-till-the-end 
writer? Or do you, perhaps, like to jump 
around?

The answer is the second (laughs). There’s no 
single pattern, each book is different. I usu-
ally start somewhere in the middle and then 
work my way towards it. I find that the best 
way to start is to have a powerful scene that 
really engages you. And once you’ve written 
that scene, you can think of the antecedents 
of the scene, and then the consequences of 
the scene. What’s even better is if you have 
two scenes; they could be completely differ-
ent and completely arbitrary. But once you 
have those two scenes, the rest of the book 
is connecting those two scenes, and many 
other scenes will suggest themselves. In 
connecting two completely different scenes, 
that’s where you have the plot for your novel. 

Have you ever considered or attempted 
experimenting with other genres? Some of 
your work I am familiar with seems to chal-
lenge traditional boundaries and fall into 
those spaces of in-between.

I don’t really believe in the validity of the no-
tion of genres. I think it can be very mislead-
ing. But I actually won one of the world’s top 
prizes in science fiction, the Arthur C. Clarke 
award, for a book called The Calcutta Chromo-
some. Not only did I win the Arthur C. Clarke 
award, I got to meet Sir Arthur C. Clarke and 

spend time with him. He was in a wheelchair 
at that point and living in Sri Lanka. It was 
such an extraordinary experience to visit him 
in his old bungalow. It was filled with all this 
futuristic gear, huge satellite dishes. He was 
wearing a sarong. The walls were plastered 
with celebrity pictures of every kind: film 
stars, heads of government. When I was sit-
ting with him, he was getting calls from the 
Admiral of the U.S. Seventh Fleet. That was 
completely surreal. Arthur C. Clarke actually 
worked on the U.S. space program, so he 
played a vital role in space exploration. And 
then he switched to writing these amazing 
novels, which are still with us. While I was 
sitting with him, he said, suddenly, “Come, do 
you want to play table tennis with me?” So, 
I said, “Yes.” Off we went in his car, includ-
ing a huge entourage of people, to a club to 
play table tennis. He was such a crafty old 
man. He said to me—and I’m quite a good 
table tennis player—“you will play on the 
whole of your side of the table. I will play on 
half the table and that will even the odds.” 

What’s your revision process like? Do you 
revise as you go and find yourself pretty 
happy with what you got? Or do you per-
haps just write through a draft and then go 
back over it?

I don’t think I’ve written a single sentence 
that hasn’t gone through 30 or 40 drafts. I’m 
of the generation just before computers, so 
what I do is that my first drafts I write in pencil 
on blank paper, my second draft I do with a 
fountain pen, on ruled paper. Then finally, 
when I have, like, tens of thousands of words, 
only then do I move to a computer, and then I 
start editing. Just this process itself puts you 
through several drafts. If I try writing straight-
away on a computer, I freeze up, it makes 
me incredibly anxious. If you’re drafting on a 
blank piece of paper with a pencil, there is a 
kind of, what should I say, lightness to it. So, I 
would say that my process of revision is really 
one of moving slowly from something very 
indeterminate, very fluid, towards greater 
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and greater determinacy. When I finally move 
to the computer, I usually type around three 
pages and I’ll print them out at the end of 
the day. And the next day, the first thing I’ll 
do is read those pages, revise them, make 
edits and so on. And then I start on the new 
pages, so that’s the slow process of revision. 
Then when the chapter is done, I give it two 
more readings. Then when I have the whole 
manuscript, I give it several more readings. 
Then, when the manuscript gets approved, yet 
more readings, so 30 to 40 revisions in all.

Repeatedly in Gun Island, you show in 
great detail some of the processes of immigra-
tion and human trafficking. Are these actual 
events that you’ve come across, or are they 
based off of things that you’ve heard? 

That’s a great question. I’m an immigrant 
myself; my family have been immigrants 
for centuries. My family was originally from 
Bangladesh—what is now Bangladesh—but 
then there was a flooding catastrophe that 
drowned the village, so they had to migrate. 
In a sense, my family were sort of environ-
mental refugees, in the mid-19th century, 
even before there was such a term. But I’ve 
always been interested in displacement and 
migration, such that every single book of mine 
is partly about that. So what happened is that 
around 2012-13, there was a huge migratory 
movement towards Europe, especially across 
the Mediterranean and across the Balkans. 
I think everyone who was looking at those 
pictures couldn’t help being fascinated, 
because just seeing those boats going across 
the Mediterranean was just so horrifying, but 
also so compelling. I started reading about 
this mass migration, and I saw one thing 
which struck me as very strange. The media 
reports all said that these migrants were from 
Iraq, or Syria, or some other war-torn country. 
But when I looked at the pictures, I could see 
that a large number of these migrants were 
actually not from Iraq or Syria. They were from 
the Indian subcontinent, and many of them 
were from Bengal, which is where I’m from. 

In 2016 and 2017 I went to Italy and 
actually visited many of the migrant camps. 
I interviewed hundreds of these migrants, 
and it was a very, very illuminating experi-
ence for me. Most of the people who write 
about these migrants, whether it be in the 
United States or in other places, especially 
in Europe, they don’t know the languages of 
the migrants. When migrants talk about their 
experiences and about their motivations, and 
when they’re talking in a sort of official lan-
guage—whether it be English or Italian—they 

I don’t think I’ve written a 
single sentence that hasn’t gone 
through 30 or 40 drafts. I’m of the 
generation just before computers, 
so what I do is that my first drafts I 
write in pencil on blank paper, my 
second draft I do with a fountain 
pen, on ruled paper. Then finally, 
when I have, like, tens of thousands 
of words, only then do I move 
to a computer, and then I start 
editing. Just this process itself 
puts you through several drafts. 
If I try writing straightaway on 
a computer, I freeze up, it makes 
me incredibly anxious. If you’re 
drafting on a blank piece of paper 
with a pencil, there is a kind of, 
what should I say, lightness to it. 
So, I would say that my process 
of revision is really one of moving 
slowly from something very 
indeterminate, very fluid, towards 
greater and greater determinacy. 
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have a tendency to tell a completely different 
story, because they are perfectly well aware 
of what sort of story the official system wants. 
The volunteers who work with them often will 
advise them to tell a certain kind of story, so 
they understand that very well. But the stories 
that I actually heard were very different.

Bangladesh actually has extremely good 
climate education, because of various NGOs 
and because of the government as well. The 
climate problem is very well understood in 
Bangladesh. So, when I talked to the mi-
grants, I would often ask them, “Would you 
call yourself a climate refugee or an envi-
ronmental refugee?” None of them would 
agree to that, even though, when they told 
me their story, I could see that they were 
actually climate migrants. They lost their 
land. They had to give up doing agriculture 
because harvests became increasingly erratic, 
because rainfall became increasingly erratic. 
By any standard metric, these migrants were 
climate-minded, but none of them would 
ever accept the label “climate migrant.” 
They would also say there are many factors 
behind their movements, such as political 
conflicts, but most of all domestic conflicts. I 
was amazed by the number of young mi-
grants who ran away after a family quarrel. 

The migratory networks I describe in 
The Gun Merchant exist. Today they are the 
single largest clandestine operation in the 
world. They are now more lucrative than 
drugs. But I don’t think one can actually call 
it “trafficking.” In Bangladesh, for example, 
there’ll be a local guy who’s called the dalal, 
a go-between, and the dalal is almost always 
a highly respected figure. When kids decide 
to leave, the parents or the family will go to 
the dalal and talk about things and make the 
payment. They will sell their land or whatever 
to make their payments. Trafficking implies 
that they’re sort of captured and sent off, 
but that’s not it at all. These migrants have 
a lot of agency. They’re going because they 
want to. It’s important to remember that 
these kids are in the prime of their lives. 

Their awareness of risk at that age is very 
limited. Coming across the Mediterranean in 
a rickety boat was not a concern they had. 

But the second thing which struck me very 
powerfully is that they—to an even greater 
degree than kids here—live in a virtual world 
through their smartphones. The smartphone 
is absolutely the instrument that makes 
these movements possible. These migrants 
think that because they have their smart-
phone, nothing will happen to them. It’s just 
like people taking selfies when something 
terrible is coming towards them, a storm or 
whatever, or people falling off cliffs while 
trying to take a selfie. The virtual technology 
must create some sort of blockage. These 
kids felt that while they’re on the boat, 
they’re insulated. They’re in a virtual world. 
The technology has really reinforced the kind 
of belief that “this can’t happen to me.” 

Do these migrants ever go back after, say, 
learning their life lesson of leaving and going 
through these hardships? Do they stay gone?

Most of them, when they get their papers, 
they go home. This is another complete 
misconception that Westerners have about 
migration, because the Western conception 
of migration, essentially, is formed around 
the settler colonies in the 19th century, when 
large numbers of people began to leave and 
move to the settler colonies—the Americas 
and Australia and New Zealand. And when 
they left, they left forever. They kept some 

The migratory networks I describe 
in The Gun Merchant exist. 
Today they are the single largest 
clandestine operation in the world. 
They are now more lucrative than 
drugs. But I don’t think one can 
actually call it “trafficking.” 



C O N V E R S A T I O N

4 0 S P R I N G / S U M M E R  2 0 2 2WEBERWEBER THE CONTEMPORARY WESTTHE CONTEMPORARY WEST

connections, but the whole idea was that they 
go to the new place and assimilate and be 
there forever. They merge into the communi-
ties. But this is not historically how migra-
tion has worked. If you think before the 19th 
century, English people were very reluctant to 
come to America. So, from the 17th century 
onwards, you have these propagandists 
who are publishing pamphlets to encourage 
English people to go to the English colonies, 
but they didn’t have much success. It’s only 
in the 19th century that large numbers began 
to leave. But our contemporary imagination 
of migration is formed by that 19th-century 
experience, whereas what most migrants 
today aim for is something that we might 
call circular migration. They want to go to a 
place, but don’t want to leave their homes 
forever. Ideally, what migrants would like is 
to go to some country, spend three months 
there, earn a lot of money, then go back 
home and live peacefully for the next nine 
months with their family. And then go back 
again after that period is over. This is the 
model of migration that has emerged around 
the Gulf economies. In the Persian Gulf, 
the native-born people in the Emirates, or 
Qatar, are a tiny minority; the vast majority 
of people are from other countries. They’re 
from India, Indonesia, the Philippines, and 
these people work there for a couple of years 
maybe and then go back home. This is one 
way in which wealth has been redistributed. 
For example, those parts of India which send 
large numbers of migrant workers to the Gulf 
are much wealthier than other parts of the 
country. So that has created a circular kind 
of migration within India. People from poorer 
parts of India now go to the western part, 
which is a huge demographic shift already. 

So, this is actually the model migrants 
want to follow, but liberal structures of gover-
nance, modern state structures, make it im-
possible to move. Because the migrant, when 
he arrives in Italy, has to present himself as 
falling into certain categories of victimhood, 
because liberal conceptions of justice are very 

much tied to the idea of a victim. So, once he 
gets there, he has to present himself as a po-
litical refugee or something like that in order 
to get asylum. And once you have asylum, you 
can’t go back to your home country. That is an 
absolute tragedy for them. So, the structures 
of governance that we now have are com-
pounding the problem in many ways. The 
migrants become forced to remain in Italy, 
where they have terrible lives. Often there 
are 10 of them living in a room altogether, 
there’s no employment even for native-born 
Italians. To earn a little money, they are clean-
ing car shields with their squeegees. Many of 
them are quite educated, but they’re reduced 
to that sort of absurdity. I did not meet a 
single migrant who didn’t express some 
regret for having undertaken this journey. 

The reality is, when migrants take out 
certain kinds of jobs, the native-born popula-
tion, including children of migrants, imme-
diately move away from that sector. So, for 
example, no native-born American today will 
work in agricultural labor, picking strawber-
ries or any of that sort of back-breaking work. 
It just doesn’t happen. The same is true in 
Italy, where caregivers for the elderly are 
entirely migrants, migrants from Bangladesh 
and Africa. Native-born Italians just don’t do 
that work. They don’t do the work of agri-
cultural labor. Today, Parmesan cheese is 
produced by Indian migrants. Anti-immigrant 
sentiments are built on the fantasy that 
native-born Italians will rush to do those 
jobs if they weren’t taken by migrants. But 
they won’t. It’s an absurdity. Similarly, Brexit 
was fueled with this fantasy that if migrants 
were kept out, there would be more jobs for 
native-born people, but that’s not the case.

Earlier, you mentioned how contemporary 
technology tends to take over life. Is that why 
you chose to talk about mythology so much 
in Gun Island, as a kind of counterweight? 
Or is it, perhaps, that you have always had 
an interest in mythology? 
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I think we haven’t adequately yet confronted 
the profound disruption that technology has 
caused to accustomed forms of behavior. 
I’d always thought about it in relation to 
middle class kids growing up in your kind 
of circumstance. But it was only in talking 
to these migrants that I came to realize that 
communications technology has become a 
part of our technological unconscious. When 
newspapers write about migrants, they never 
mention technology, even though these 
movements are largely driven by technology. 
Recently, thousands of Haitian migrants were 
collecting on the U.S. border. What allowed 
them to come together in such large numbers 
is communications technology. It’s through 
their cell phones that they learn where they 
can come and where they might be able to 
make a crossing, yet no one talks about the 
technology. I remember a migrant saying 
to me that if they want to stop migration, 
there’s a very simple way to do it. Just shut 
down the internet. If you think about it, you 
are forced to realize that the internet cannot 
be shut down. At this point, the internet will 
not allow itself to be shut down. It has more 
agency than we do. It has actually reached a 
point of escape velocity; it’s no longer in our 
control. Let’s also accept that for decades 
now, one of the main patterns of globaliza-
tion has been up-to-the-minute manufactur-
ing. Factories in the old-fashioned sense 
don’t exist anymore. You have thousands of 
different parts made in hundreds of different 
countries. And through the internet, all this 
movement is coordinated, so that these parts 
end up somewhere where they are finally 
assembled. When you have a technology that 
makes it possible to move so much capital 
and so many things, how can you expect that 
it will not also impact the lives of people? 

Do the climate change and weather patterns 
dictate when stories recur? Typhoons, for 
example, are a big part of Gun Island, and 
how legends kind of ebb and flow with natu-

ral occurrences. If South Asia didn’t face 
those kinds of climate change, would these 
stories still ebb and flow the way that they 
do, simmer and die away for a while, and 
then all of a sudden reappear?

That’s an interesting question. I think stories 
everywhere have always been related in some 
way to environmental factors. If you look at 
The Odyssey, environmental factors are so 
much a part of the story. As climate change 
intensifies, the old kinds of stories are really 
breaking down. That is to say, the stories 
of the 19th century where nature was just 
a spectator, and the humans were every-
thing. Those stories are becoming harder 
and harder to tell. And we mustn’t forget the 
huge treasure trove of stories that comes to 
us from Native Americans. Those stories were 
violently suppressed in the 19th century, but 
are now resurfacing in the profoundest and 
most important way. I’ve been reading an 
advance copy of David Graeber’s The Dawn 
of Everything, which is going to completely 
overturn our understanding of so much of 
history and of civilization. Because it makes 
the argument that what we call The Enlight-
enment comes from the Native American 
critique of Western civilization, starting 
from the 17th and 18th centuries. Because 
ideas such as freedom and equality became 
important in Europe after Native American 
thinkers presented critiques of what they 
saw amongst the settlers around them. 

Moving back in time from Gun Island to its 
companion volume, of sorts, what were your 
major sources of inspiration for writing The 
Hungry Tide? 

Well, it’s kind of a long story because The 
Hungry Tide is a novel set in the Sundarban. 
It’s the world’s largest mangrove forest 
stretching across two countries, India and 
Bangladesh. It’s formed by the meeting of two 
very big rivers, the Ganges and Brahmaputra; 
it’s a vast delta. And the southern, coastal 
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part of the delta is formed by a mangrove 
forest. This forest is unique in many ways, 
simply because it’s just so vast. The other 
is that it has a huge population of Bengal 
tigers, and these tigers hunt humans. Usually 
tigers don’t do that, but this is one part of 
the world where tigers have hunted humans 
for a long time. And the number of humans 
killed by tigers is not negligible. In the late 
19th century, tens of thousands of people 
were killed by tigers. Now, because the tiger 
population is smaller and because of hu-
man encroachment on the forest, it’s not at 
that scale, but still, hundreds of people are 
killed by tigers every year. I also happen to 
have a long connection with this landscape 
because one of my uncles worked as a school 
teacher in one of the small villages, and so 
we used to go and visit him. I guess I was 
always fascinated by this ecology, by this 
kind of strange, really mysterious landscape.

Could you enlighten us on the story of Bon 
Bibi, who is so central to The Hungry Tide 
and some of your other work as well.

Well, the really remarkable thing about the 
ritual complex of Bon Bibi is that many of the 
villagers in the Sundarban think of them-
selves as Hindus, yet they perform this ritual 
in honor of a woman who is Muslim, and 
they perform it with invocations in Arabic, 
essentially. So, despite all of the divisions 
and differences, the traditions of various 
groups actually merge in some ways in the 
folk traditions. I think that’s a really wonder-
ful thing. This syncretism goes very deep 
within Bengali culture. What’s important 
about the legend is that it is about ecologi-
cal balance. There are very few such stories, 
especially within the English tradition. My 
latest project, which came out in India a few 
months ago, is a collaborative adaptation of 
the Bon Bibi legend entitled Jungle Nama. 

You have been known to reject the phrase 
“postcolonial,” stating that you prefer to 

focus on the individual features of each loca-
tion. My question: In terms of the Mar-
ichjhapi Massacre in The Hungry Tide, is 
it possible to discuss the displacement of the 
refugees without discussing postcolonial ef-
fects the displacement had on the community 
and environment?

The reason why I feel somewhat uneasy with 
this term “postcolonial” is because I don’t 
really know what it means. I think it means 
different things to different people. If you feel 
that one can’t think of the massacre without 
postcoloniality, that’s fine with me. If that’s 
your understanding of postcolonial, that’s 
fine. Who am I to contest it? In my mind, I’m 
not writing about something that is post-
anything. I’m writing about contemporaneity. 

In the Author Statement of The Hungry 
Tide you state that there is only one schol-
arly source documenting the Marichjhapi 
Massacre. How did you yourself learn about 
the Marichjhapi Massacre and discover this 
source? 

I worked with a lot of the scholars who had 
been working in this region. I guess they led 
me to it. I also looked up archives in libraries 
and so on. There was very little published on 
it, but after my book came out, suddenly there 
was a burst of research (laughs). People sud-
denly remembered and woke up. So, in that 
way, writing a book reminds people of things, 
it serves the function of memorializing things. 

The Massacre was justified by the govern-
ment at the time due to environmental rea-
soning—citing Marichjhapi as an unlawful 
intrusion on a state forest reserve and tiger 
preserve property. As an environmental-
ist, what are your feelings on the govern-
ment prioritizing conservation over human 
habitation/ human rights? Does the interde-
pendence between humans and nonhuman 
nature in the novel offer some hope? 
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You know, there are many kinds of environ-
mentalism. A certain kind of environmen-
talism has become dominant in the world 
simply because it is backed by very powerful 
nations—by the United States and by several 
countries in Europe. This model of environ-
mentalism goes back to the mid-19th century, 
the setting up of national forests and so on. 
The idea behind that kind of environmental-
ism is that nature has to be preserved in 
pristine ways. What people tend to overlook 
is that there is no pristine forest anywhere 
in the world. Every forest emerges out of 
interactions with human beings. For example, 
it’s now thought that up to 10 million people 
lived in the Amazon. The Amazon is not really 
a pristine wilderness. It’s more like a gar-
den because the indigenous peoples knew 
what to plant and what to exclude and how 
to interact with the forest. And the forest 
would never have taken that shape if it were 
not for these interactions. So, the response 
of the Indian government after the 1950s 
was to adopt the Western model of envi-
ronmentalism, because it was pushed very 

hard by the small group of billionaires who 
funded the World Wildlife Fund. This model 
of environmentalism led to terrible kinds 
of events. Like literally ethnic cleansing. 

In Tanzania, the Masai had been living in 
the Ngorongoro Crater forever in interaction 
with many different kinds of species there. 
But after the World Wildlife Fund intervened, 
the Masai were shoved out; they were 
shunted out of the Crater, and who came in? 
Basically, the tourism industry and middle-
class urbanites. So, look at what it is, it’s a 
giant land-grab. And to make excuses for this 
land-grab, they say, “Oh, you know, native 
peoples, they don’t know about the environ-
ment and ecology.” Actually, nobody knows 
more about the environment and ecology than 
the native people. It was in the same way that 
the government of West Bengal at the time 
created a background for this massacre. 

Were there any parts of The Hungry Tide 
that changed dramatically from the first draft 
to the final publication? Have you published 
a novel and wanted to go back and change 
things, or include new themes? 

Between the first draft and the last, I think 
almost everything changed (laughs). That’s 
just how it is when you write a book, you 
revise, and revise, and revise. This one was 
also revised many times. Do I ever feel like 
going back and changing anything in my 
other books? No, I don’t at all, not at all. I very 
rarely re-read my books. Because when you 
are writing a book you are kind of inside a 
bubble. In the bubble of that book, you have 
to find a particular voice and tone and pitch 
for that book. That pitch exists only within 
that bubble. Once you step outside of that 
bubble, you’re inside some other bubble. So, 
if you go back to that previous bubble, you 
will want to re-write the whole book (laughs). 

The character Moyna says, “It doesn’t mat-
ter how many languages you know, you’re 
not a woman and you don’t know him. 

The reason why I feel somewhat 
uneasy with this term “post-
colonial” is because I don’t really 
know what it means. I think it 
means different things to different 
people. If you feel that one can’t 
think of the massacre without 
postcoloniality, that’s fine with 
me. If that’s your understanding of 
postcolonial, that’s fine. Who am I 
to contest it? In my mind, I’m not 
writing about something that is 
post-anything. I’m writing about 
contemporaneity. 
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You won’t understand.” Could you speak 
to the power of acknowledging your lack of 
positionality as a male author in this quote, 
while still writing from the perspective of 
female characters and highlighting their 
cultural struggles? 

You know, the highest endeavor of fiction is 
to put yourself in other people’s shoes. To try 
to empathetically understand their circum-
stances. Yet you know you will never entirely 
succeed, something will always elude you. 
Even with the characters who are exactly like 
yourself, who share all of the demographic 
characteristics that you might have, there’s 
always something elusive. You must accept 
that you won’t be able to completely render 
a woman’s perspective, or in my case, that of 
a fisherman of Bengal. He may be male, my 
age, but I’m not a fisherman, I didn’t grow 
up in those circumstances, so all one can 
do is to sort of try to empathetically under-
stand what that character’s predicament is. 

Because if one doesn’t do that, what is one 
left with? In my case, I’d be left with writing 
about a middle-aged Bengali man (laughs). 

What is your view of language? Piya in The 
Hungry Tide notes that “speech [is] only 
a bag of tricks that fool[s] you into believing 
that you [can] see through the eyes of an-
other being.” Do you share this sentiment? 
Is language a hindrance to our understand-
ing of others? 

Yes, to some degree I do believe that. I do 
believe that more and more, actually. We 
humans have complicated language to 
such a point that we have created a kind of 
curtain between us and the world. It’s not 
just language, but also the forms of lan-
guage. Certainly today, your primary inter-
action with the world is often through your 
cell phone, which creates another curtain 
that shuts you off from the world. I find it 
very interesting that shamans everywhere, 
whenever they talk about the ways in which 
they communicate with non-humans, it’s 
never through language. You have to leave 
language behind to be able to empathetically 
interact with non-human beings and entities. 
So, yes, I do think that language does cut 
you off from the world. Language can also 
give you the false sense that you understand 
someone else or something else completely. 
Actually, so much of what is conveyed in 
language is opaque, it’s not transparent. 

We talked about language and storytelling 
in our class, and how some characters believe 
narratives are a primal human activity, 
whereas others dismiss storytelling, espe-
cially in its non-human form, as being non-
existent. The Piya in Gun Island, 15 years 
after The Hungry Tide, is among those 
deniers. Could you comment on that element 
in your work?

Human life is built around stories. Talking to 
migrants made me realize that everything 

What people tend to overlook is that 
there is no pristine forest anywhere 
in the world. Every forest emerges 
out of interactions with human 
beings. For example, it’s now 
thought that up to 10 million people 
lived in the Amazon. The Amazon 
is not really a pristine wilderness. 
It’s more like a garden because the 
indigenous peoples knew what to 
plant and what to exclude and how 
to interact with the forest. And 
the forest would never have taken 
that shape if it were not for these 
interactions.
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 We humans have complicated language to such a point that we have created 
a kind of curtain between us and the world. It’s not just language, but 
also the forms of language. Certainly today, your primary interaction with 
the world is often through your cell phone, which creates another curtain 
that shuts you off from the world. I find it very interesting that shamans 
everywhere, whenever they talk about the ways in which they communicate 
with non-humans, it’s never through language. You have to leave language 
behind to be able to empathetically interact with non-human beings and 
entities. So, yes, I do think that language does cut you off from the world.
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they said to me was either a story, or it was 
about a story, or it was about their own 
stories. So, yes, these are very primal things. 
We like to say that stories can only be told by 
humans, but there’s increasing evidence that 
this is not the case. Consider, for example, 
whales. Many human stories are actually 
connected to movement, movement through 
space. Now, many animals move much farther 
than human beings do, like whales or birds. 
These movements can’t be represented as 
merely mechanical. We don’t know what the 

whales are thinking when they’re coming 
from their wintering ground to their summer-
ing ground. But how do we know that they’re 
not telling themselves a story about getting 
there? Similarly, there’s been an interesting 
study with a group of penguins who return 
annually to the suburbs of Sydney, making 
incredibly dangerous journeys. The author 
argues that, in fact, these movements are 
related to stories. So, there’s a lot of evidence 
to suggest that animals have their own ways 
of telling stories as a way of communicating.


