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Abstract  

This study re-examines the 19th-century opium trade by focusing on the 

opium poppy (Papaver somniferum) as the key historical force in Amitav 

Ghosh’s Sea of Poppies, moving beyond human-centred interpretations. 

Utilising Jane Bennett's concept of "vital materialism" and Rob Nixon's "slow 

violence," the paper argues that the novel illustrates "botanical imperialism," 

in which the plant exerts powerful influence over both the colonial 

government and the colonised people. The analysis is structured around 

three specific ecological settings: the Gangetic agrarian lands, where the 

poppy enforces a damaging single-crop system; the Ghazipur Opium 

Factory, where industrial toxins blur the distinction between human bodies 

and the commercial product; and the ship Ibis, which serves as a global 

vehicle for the plant's spread. By combining Alfred Crosby's idea of the 

"portmanteau biota" with postcolonial ecocriticism, this paper ultimately 

shows that the British Empire acted merely as an instrument for the poppy's 

worldwide reproduction, thereby inverting the traditional power dynamic 

between the farmer and the crop. 

Keywords: Opium Poppy, Botanical Imperialism, Sea of Poppies, Non-

Human Agency, Postcolonial Ecocriticism, Vital Materialism, Slow Violence, 

Monoculture, Anthropocene. 

.

Introduction 

In the introductory section of Amitav 

Ghosh's Sea of Poppies, the protagonist Deeti 

undergoes a significant shift in perspective 

regarding knowledge and reality. Observing a 

poppy seed, she recognises that "it was not the 

planet above that governed her life: it was this 

minuscule orb – at once bountiful and all-

devouring, merciful and destructive, sustaining 

and vengeful. This was her Shani, her Saturn" 
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(Ghosh 452). This acknowledgement 

fundamentally challenges the conventional 

human-centred framework often found in 

colonial literature. While historical analyses of 

the nineteenth-century opium trade typically 

concentrate on the political and economic 

strategies of the East India Company or the 

collective opposition of colonised populations, 

Ghosh's narrative proposes a more profound 

hypothesis: that the primary force driving 

historical events is non-human. It is specifically 

the poppy itself. 

Traditional postcolonial analysis 

typically characterises the opium trade as a 

binary power struggle. This conflict is defined 

by the opposition between the British coloniser 

and the Indian colonised subject. However, this 

framework risks overlooking the "slow 

violence" enacted by the non-human 

environment. As Rob Nixon argues, such 

violence is often invisible because it is dispersed 

across time and space. In the Gangetic plains 

depicted by Ghosh, this violence manifests 

through the systematic erasure of biodiversity 

and the imposition of a monoculture that serves 

the biological and economic imperatives of the 

Papaver somniferum (Opium Poppy). The plant is 

not merely a passive commodity waiting to be 

traded; it is an active ecological force that 

reorganises social relations, alters landscapes, 

and dictates the terms of survival. 

Drawing on Jane Bennett’s concept of 

"vital materialism," which posits that non-

human matter possesses an intrinsic "thing-

power" capable of producing effects, this paper 

argues that Sea of Poppies delineates a form of 

"botanical imperialism." This study argues that 

the opium poppy functions as a hyper-agent of 

empire, wielding a form of control that extends 

beyond human agency. Through an 

examination of the "demon-like" atmosphere of 

the Ghazipur factory and the narcotic 

manipulation of human desire, this study 

illustrates how the poppy successfully colonises 

both the agricultural environment and the 

physical body, thus inverting the typical master-

slave relationship. In Ghosh’s ecological vision, 

the British Empire is merely the logistical vessel 

for the poppy’s planetary ambition. 

This paper presents a four-part analysis. 

First, it investigates the "monoculture of the 

mind and soil," focusing on how the poppy 

displaces native biodiversity and 

metaphorically "emasculates" the agricultural 

system, leading to sterility in both the land and 

the male farmer. Second, it examines the River 

Ganga, interpreting the water as an "archive of 

loss" where industrial pollution compromises 

the sacred feminine principle, turning the holy 

river into a source of toxicity. Third, it analyses 

the Ghazipur Opium Factory through Dipesh 

Chakrabarty's theoretical framework of "species 

thinking," arguing that the factory's design blurs 

the line between human and environmental 

history, reducing the political individual to a 

mere biological entity. Finally, it explores the 

Ibis ship as a means of plant dispersal, 

suggesting that the migration of indentured 

labourers is fundamentally connected to the 

movement of the poppy seed. Ultimately, 

Ghosh contends that in the "age of progress and 

industry" (Ghosh 116), humanity is not in 

control of nature but is instead its most 

profoundly compromised agent. 

The Monoculture of the Mind and Soil 

The initial manifestation of botanical 

imperialism in Sea of Poppies involves 

implementing an aggressive monoculture that 

systematically eliminates both ecological 

diversity and local self-governance. While 

Alfred Crosby's work on Ecological Imperialism 

posits that European flora facilitated colonial 

expansion, Ghosh portrays a more sinister 

inversion: the use of an indigenous plant as a 

weapon against the very people who cultivate it. 

The poppy is more than a simple addition to the 

existing agricultural system; it is an exclusive 

botanical agent demanding the complete 

removal of all competing crops. 

Deeti’s land originally supported a 

diverse range of food crops, such as "wheat, 
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masoor dal and vegetables" (Ghosh 29), creating 

a system that ensured local food security and 

structural independence. However, the 

expansion of the opium trade led to a drastic 

reduction in agricultural diversity. Ghosh 

observes that nutritious "toothsome winter 

crops were steadily shrinking in acreage" 

(Ghosh 29) because the "the factory’s appetite 

for opium seemed never to be sated." (Ghosh 

29). The term "appetite" is significant, as it 

depicts the factory and the opium poppy as an 

intense, consuming, and parasitic force that 

monopolises resources essential for human life. 

This dynamic creates a paradox for the farming 

community: despite cultivating a lucrative cash 

crop, they are compelled to purchase staple 

foods at inflated costs “she was able to afford no 

more than a two-maund sack of broken rice, 

thirty seers of the cheapest arhar daal, a couple 

of tolas of mustard oil and a few chittacks of 

salt” (Ghosh 156). Therefore, the poppy 

functions primarily to sustain the imperial 

structure, not to benefit the local population. 

The tangible effects of this ecological 

alteration surpass mere dietary concerns, 

influencing the physical structure of the home 

environment. The displacement of wheat leads 

to a "thatch crisis," where "no one had thatch to 

spare-it had to be bought at the market, from 

people who lived in faraway villages, and the 

expense was such that people put off their 

repairs as long as they possibly could." (Ghosh 

29) for roof repairs. The inherent biological 

properties of the poppy plant directly 

compromise the human living environment. 

Specifically, the poppy produces straw 

unsuitable for essential building materials, such 

as roofing. Consequently, the cultivation of this 

cash crop leads to the degradation of local 

human habitation and infrastructure. The 

monoculture of the opium poppy directly 

contributes to the displacement of the 

cultivators. This economic fragility parallels 

Deeti's precarious living situation, 

demonstrating the plant's power to destabilise 

both agrarian life and domestic security. 

The sterility caused by the poppy is not 

confined to the agricultural landscape; it also 

permeates the domestic sphere, effectively 

diminishing the authority of the patriarchal 

figure. Hukam Singh, Deeti's husband, 

embodies this botanical emasculation. Already 

compromised as a former sepoy wounded while 

serving the British Empire, Hukam is further 

reduced by opium, which makes him realise 

"how frail a creature was a human being, to be 

tamed by such tiny doses of this substance!" 

(Ghosh 38). Ghosh highlights a striking 

ecological contradiction: the opium acts in 

opposite ways on different living beings. While 

the opium, when "fed the halves to his oxen" 

(Ghosh 60), works as a stimulant, giving Kalua's 

livestock energy, it simultaneously causes the 

human husband to fall into a state of "torpid, 

opium-induced somnolence" (Ghosh 36). The 

plant thus invigorates the beast of burden 

(labour) while simultaneously incapacitating 

the husband (reproduction). 

This "chemical impotence" mirrors the 

agricultural depletion of the soil. Deeti is forced 

to conclude that Hukam "could never be a 

husband to her, in the full sense," 

acknowledging that the drug has "removed the 

inclination" (Ghosh 36). The narrative suggests a 

transfer of biological priority from the human 

family unit to the economic necessity of the 

opium crop. This shift is exemplified by the 

disclosure that Deeti's child was fathered not by 

her husband Hukam but by his brother, 

Chandan Singh.  Chandan himself reveals the 

truth in the story when he tries to rape Deeti, 

saying, "He couldn’t have done it then any more 

than he can now. It was me; no one else." (Ghosh 

157). This phenomenon emphasises the 

complete inability of the opium-dependent male 

to perpetuate his family line. Consequently, the 

poppy functions as a sterilising force, 

interrupting the transmission of the native 

family's heritage, much as it disrupts the local 

ecosystem. 

This micro-destruction of life is visible 

even at the level of the insect world. In an image 
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of entrapment, Ghosh describes how the "sweet, 

heady odour" of the bleeding pods lures 

"swarms of insects" into a fatal embrace. Bees 

and grasshoppers get "stuck in the ooze," their 

bodies merging into the "black gum" to become 

a "welcome addition to the weight of the 

harvest" (Ghosh 28). Here, the poppy is revealed 

as a carnivorous entity, literally consuming the 

local biodiversity to increase its market weight. 

The "pacifying effect" on the butterflies, which 

fly in "erratic patterns" as if they had "as though 

they could not remember how to fly” (Ghosh 

28), serves as a potent metaphor for the colonial 

condition: the subject is not killed outright but is 

disoriented, stripped of agency, and slowly 

absorbed into the black gum of the imperial 

economy. 

Furthermore, the poppy imposes a 

disciplinary regime of labour that borders on 

ritual servitude. The cultivation of opium 

requires "fifteen ploughings of the land" (Ghosh 

29), a gruelling intensification of labour that 

serves the plant's delicate root system rather 

than the farmer’s need for efficiency. Even the 

"waste" products of the flower command human 

labour; Deeti must toast "petal rotis" to serve as 

packaging for the factory. In this instance, the 

human is reduced to a manufacturer of the 

plant’s casing. Further, "It was impossible to say 

no to them: if you refused, they would leave 

their silver hidden in your house, or throw it 

through a window.” (Ghosh 30). This highlights 

how the middleman's economic pressure, often 

through manipulative or coercive methods, 

becomes a legalistic mechanism to enforce 

greater control over people's labour and 

autonomy. The farmer is locked in a cycle where 

they must nurture the very agent of their own 

starvation, demonstrating Jane Bennett’s 

assertion that non-human matter can act as a 

"quasi-agent" that shapes the political economy 

of human life. 

The River as Archive 

Between the dying fields and the 

industrial factory lies the River Ganga, a site 

where the spiritual ecology of India collides 

with the toxicity of the trade. Drawing on 

Vandana Shiva’s ecofeminist critique of the 

"death of the sacred river," we can read the 

Ganga in Sea of Poppies not merely as a setting, 

but as a victim of hydrological colonisation. The 

river, traditionally revered as "Jai Ganga Mayya 

ki" (Ghosh 7), is transformed from a source of 

purification into a conduit for industrial 

effluents, symbolising the desecration of the 

sacred geography by the secular imperatives of 

capital. 

Ghosh starkly juxtaposes the sanctity of 

the water with the filth of the factory’s output. 

The ecosystem surrounding the Ghazipur 

factory has been chemically altered; the local 

monkeys, rather than foraging in the wild, "lap 

at the open sewers that drained the factory’s 

effluents" (Ghosh 91). This image of wildlife 

drinking industrial sewage represents a 

complete inversion of the natural order. The 

river is no longer a life-giving artery but an open 

vein of toxicity, creating a cycle of dependency 

even in the animal kingdom. The "stupefied 

scrutiny" with which the monkeys gaze at the 

Ganga suggests that the river itself has been 

rendered unrecognisable, its holy waters diluted 

by the "drug-addled" waste of the empire. 

It is against this backdrop of ecological 

defilement that the Ibis first appears to Deeti, not 

as a vessel of commerce, but as a monstrous 

"apparition" rising from the "Black Water" (Kala-

Pani). In her vision, the ship is zoomorphized 

into a "great bird, with sails like wings and a 

long beak," resembling a "figurehead with a long 

bill, like a stork or a heron” (Ghosh 8). This 

description creates a disconnect between the 

"country boats" indigenous to the river and this 

alien, ocean-going predator. The ship is an 

invasive species in the riverine ecosystem, a 

"sign of destiny" that terrifies Deeti because it 

represents the "chasm of darkness" (Ghosh 3). 

By framing the Ibis as a mythological monster 

emerging from polluted waters, Ghosh signals 

that the transition from the river (tradition) to 

the sea (displacement) is not a journey of 

http://www.rjelal.com/


Research Journal of English Language and Literature (RJELAL) 
A Peer Reviewed (Refereed) International Journal 
Impact Factor 6.8992 (ICI) http://www.rjelal.com;  

Email:editorrjelal@gmail.com; ISSN:2395-2636 (P); 2321-3108(O)  

Vol.14.Issue 1. 2026 
 (Jan-March) 

 

211 Vandeek, Dr. Randeep Rana 
 

opportunity but an abduction by a force that 

stands outside the land's natural and spiritual 

laws. 

The Factory of Nature: Industrial Toxicity and 

the Dissolution of the Human 

If the agrarian fields represent the 

monoculture of the soil, the Ghazipur Opium 

Factory represents the industrial metabolization 

of the colonial subject. It is here that the 

"botanical imperialism" of the poppy shifts from 

a spatial conquest of land to a cellular conquest 

of the body. Analysing this space through the 

lens of Rob Nixon’s Slow Violence and the 

Environmentalism of the Poor, the factory emerges 

as a zone of "attritional violence," where the 

destruction of life is not a spectacular event but 

a gradual, invisible accumulation of toxicity. 

Ghosh immediately destabilises the 

boundary between the factory and the natural 

atmosphere. The air inside is described not as 

empty space, but as a material substance: a "fog 

of snuff" and a "fetid" mixture of liquid opium 

and sweat. In this "drug-addled" ecology, 

respiration becomes a form of consumption. The 

distinction between the worker and the product 

is erased; to breathe in Ghazipur is to participate 

in the metabolic cycle of the opium trade. This 

atmospheric toxicity exemplifies Nixon’s 

assertion that slow violence is often "driven 

inward, somatised into cellular dramas of 

mutation" (Nixon 4). The factory does not 

merely produce opium; it re-engineers the local 

atmosphere, rendering the very act of survival 

toxic to the indigenous population. 

This toxic permeation extends beyond the 

human to the non-human animal, illustrating a 

complete ecological colonisation. Ghosh vividly 

depicts monkeys that have lost their natural 

instincts: instead of foraging, they "lap at the 

open sewers that drained the factory’s effluents" 

and stare with "stupefied scrutiny" at the river 

(Ghosh 6-7). Similarly, butterflies fly in "oddly 

erratic patterns," their navigational biology 

scrambled by the "heady odour" of the sap. 

These scenes offer a stark visualisation of 

bioaccumulation. The local fauna are not merely 

displaced; they are addicted. The poppy has 

rewritten its biological imperatives, turning 

wild agents into lethargic dependents of the 

industrial waste stream. In this sense, the factory 

creates a "zombie ecology" where nature 

remains alive but stripped of its autonomy. 

The spatial and ontological organisation 

of the opium trade suggests a profound shift in 

the human condition, mirroring Dipesh 

Chakrabarty’s argument in "The Climate of 

History." In his first thesis, Chakrabarty 

contends that the Anthropocene has forced the 

"collapse of the age-old humanist distinction 

between natural history and human history" 

(Chakrabarty 201). The Ghazipur Opium 

Factory embodies this collapse in its 

architecture. Within its walls, the "human 

history" of caste, lineage, and political agency is 

subsumed by the "natural history" of the poppy. 

The factory is not merely a site of economic 

production; it is a geological agent where the 

biological imperative of the species overrides 

the social narrative of the subject. 

This dissolution is most violently enacted 

upon the body of Neel Rattan Halder, the 

deposed Raja of Raskhali. Neel’s trajectory 

represents the failure of the "political subject"—

the human characterised by freedom and 

agency—against the weight of the "species." As 

Chakrabarty notes, "we humans never 

experience ourselves as a species" (Chakrabarty 

220) because species-thinking is a biological 

abstraction rather than a lived phenomenology. 

However, the factory forces this abstraction into 

reality. When Neel is stripped of his land and 

cast into the Alipore Jail (the factory’s structural 

twin), he undergoes a horrifying realisation of 

his own biological reducibility. Forced to strip 

naked, he feels as if he has "vacated his own 

flesh in the process of yielding it to the tenancy 

of the prison" (Ghosh 291). Here, the "Subject" 

(the Raja) vacates the body, leaving behind only 

the "Species" (the biological organism). 
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The poppy economy thus acts as a 

catalyst for what Chakrabarty calls a "negative 

universal history" (Chakrabarty 222). Inside the 

factory-prison nexus, the distinction between 

the high-caste Brahmin and the low-caste 

labourer is obliterated by their shared biological 

vulnerability. When Neel is confronted with 

prison food, he is assailed by nausea, 

envisioning himself transforming into a 

"moulting cobra, a snake that was struggling to 

free itself of its outworn skin" (Ghosh 268). This 

metaphor of the moulting snake signifies the 

shedding of "Human History"—the social skin 

of caste and ritual—to reveal the raw, trembling 

"Species" beneath. In Ghazipur, the empire does 

not just colonise the territory; it collapses the 

timeline, reducing the complex historical subject 

to a mere geological unit in the extraction of 

carbon and capital. 

However, the most harrowing 

dissolution of agency occurs within the mixing 

tanks. Deeti observes the workers as "dark, 

legless torsos" circling like an "enslaved tribe of 

demons" (Ghosh 94). The horror of this image 

lies in the material fusion of the worker and the 

commodity: their loincloths are "steeped in the 

drug as to be indistinguishable from their skin" 

(Ghosh 95). Here, the "thing-power" of the 

opium is absolute. The human skin, usually a 

boundary of the self, becomes a permeable 

membrane that absorbs the colonial product. 

The collapse of the worker Hukam Singh—

drooling and seized—is the inevitable endpoint 

of this. He is not the victim of a sudden 

industrial accident, but of the "normalised quiet" 

of slow violence. His body has been used up, a 

"disposable" vessel discarded once the botanical 

extraction is complete. In Ghazipur, the empire 

does not just extract labour; it extracts the 

biological vitality of the worker, converting 

human life into narcotic capital. 

The Ibis as Vector: Migration and the 

Portmanteau Biota 

The final phase of botanical imperialism 

in Sea of Poppies occurs within the hull of the Ibis. 

If the factory represents the processing of the 

colonial subject, the ship represents the vector of 

transmission. Drawing on Alfred Crosby’s 

concept of "ecological imperialism," the Ibis 

functions not merely as a transport for labour 

but as a "floating portmanteau" carrying the 

biological agents of empire to new territories. In 

this enclosed ecosystem, the human migrants 

are reduced to biological cargo, serving as the 

unwitting mechanism for the poppy’s planetary 

expansion. 

The interior of the ship, particularly the 

dabusa (hold), is described as a space of sensory 

and social dissolution. The air is "leaden" and 

carries the "weight like that of sewage" (Ghosh 

370), recalling the toxic atmosphere of the 

Ghazipur factory. In this "musty cave," 

traditional terrestrial hierarchies collapse. As 

the character Putli notes, "On a boat of pilgrims, 

no one can lose caste, and everyone is the same: 

it’s like taking a boat to the temple of Jagannath, 

in Puri. From now on, and forever afterwards, 

we will all be ship-siblings" (Ghosh 356). While 

this formation of jahaji-bhai (ship-brotherhood) 

is often read as a moment of subaltern solidarity, 

ecologically it represents the homogenization of 

the human stock. The labourers are reduced to 

generic biological units, treated as "merchandise 

on a vendor’s counter” (Ghosh 143) and 

"divided, by timber ribs, into open 

compartments, like cattle-pens” (Ghosh 143), 

illustrating their utter dehumanisation and 

reduction to mere goods or livestock during 

their voyage. 

It is within this dehumanised space that 

the botanical agency of the poppy reasserts 

itself. Deeti does not carry the seed from her 

ancestral home; rather, she receives it within the 

belly of the ship from Sarju, the midwife. Sarju 

presents the pouch of "best Benares poppy" 

seeds as "wealth beyond imagining" (Ghosh 

450). This exchange is pivotal. By accepting the 

seed, Deeti is transformed from a refugee into a 

vector. As Crosby argues, European 

imperialism was successful because it travelled 

with a "portmanteau biota"—a suite of plants, 
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animals, and weeds that "swept in and occupied 

the bare ground" of the colonies (Crosby 12). 

Deeti, though a victim of the opium trade, 

becomes the carrier of its "weed," transporting 

the very agent of her dispossession to the virgin 

soils of Mauritius. 

Deeti’s realisation that the seed is "her 

Shani, her Saturn"—the force that "governed her 

life" (Ghosh 3)—acknowledges this posthuman 

reality. She recognises that she is no longer the 

protagonist of her own life, but a satellite 

orbiting the "minuscule orb" of the poppy. The 

migration of the girmitiyas (indentured 

labourers) is thus inextricably bound to the 

migration of the plant. The empire does not 

simply export bodies to work the land; it exports 

the ecological system of the plantation itself. The 

human is merely the vessel; the poppy is the 

coloniser. 

Conclusion 

In Sea of Poppies, Amitav Ghosh 

reconstructs the history of the nineteenth-

century opium trade not as a mere backdrop for 

human drama, but as a complex ecological event 

driven by non-human agency. By shifting the 

critical focus from the anthropocentric struggle 

between coloniser and colonised to the "vital 

materialism" of the poppy, this paper has 

demonstrated how the plant functions as a 

primary imperial agent. 

From the "thatch crisis" in the Gangetic 

plains, where the monoculture of the poppy 

erases indigenous food systems and 

biodiversity, to the desecrated banks of the 

Ganga, where the river functions as an "archive 

of loss" and the sacred feminine principle is 

suffocated by industrial effluents, the novel 

illustrates botanical imperialism. The novel 

illustrates a comprehensive "botanical 

imperialism," where human bodies are 

metabolised into industrial waste within the 

"drug-addled" toxicology of the Ghazipur 

factory. The poppy dictates the organisation of 

labour, the toxicity of the air, and the migration 

of populations. Finally, through the vessel of the 

Ibis, the plant secures its own reproduction, 

utilising the displaced "coolie" as a vector to 

extend its dominion to new oceanic territories. 

Ultimately, Ghosh’s narrative serves as a 

prescient critique of the Anthropocene. It 

reveals that the "age of progress and industry" 

was built on a fragile and destructive intimacy 

with the botanical world. The poppy serves as a 

warning that in the calculus of empire, the 

environment is never passive; it is an active, 

often vengeful participant that shapes the 

destiny of nations and the fate of the human 

soul. 
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