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Abstract: 

This article explores the theme of hydro-terror and its impact on human spaces in literature, 

focusing how water is used as a tool of power, displacement, and destruction. Water, a powerful 

symbol in literature, represents both life and chaos, and its manipulation serves to control and 

oppress marginalized communities. Through examples from works such as The Hungry Tide, 

Solar Storms, The Year of the Flood, and The Grapes of Wrath, the study highlights how water 

shapes human existence, symbolizing both survival and destruction. Hydro-terror, as depicted in 

these narratives, goes beyond physical displacement, affecting psychological and cultural aspects 

of communities. The portrayal of water in these works underscores the colonial exploitation of 

natural resources, reshaping landscapes and lives. Ultimately, literature reflects the dire 

consequences of using water as a tool of power, urging a reflection on its symbolic and real-world 

implications. 
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Literature has long portrayed the environment and water resources as important parts of human 

existence, transformation, resistance, and violence. Environmental problems are often shown as 

threats to human emotions, shelter, and freedom.In literature, water is a powerful symbol, 

representing life, rebirth, cleansing, transformation, and the passage of time. Depending on the 

context, water can take different forms: a calm river might symbolize a life journey, a raging 

ocean can represent chaos, and a peaceful lake may stand for introspection. Authors use water to 

explore personal growth, challenges, and the connection between humans and nature. Sometimes, 

water is shown as a destructive force in the story. 

Hydro-terror literature focuses on how water is depicted as a source of destruction or fear, 

particularly in situations involving human suffering, displacement, or conflict. This type of 

literature looks at how water can be used to oppress people, such as when water supplies are 

privatized or when rivers are dammed to flood territories or deny access to water in myths and 

legends, water is often seen as the source of all creation, the primordial ocean from which life 

began. In stories like The Epic of Gilgamesh and The Bible, water is linked to the divine and 

sacred, symbolizing the origin of life and the connection between all living things. Water is also 
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used to represent the passage of time and inevitable change. In novels like The Great Gatsby and 

To the Lighthouse, rivers and oceans are symbols of time moving forward, helping characters on 

their journeys of self-discovery and transformation. 

The portrayal of water in literature dates back to works like Moby-Dick (1851), a 

Romantic-era novel about Ishmael’s journey on the whaling ship Pequod, where the sea is shown 

as unpredictable and violent. Water ultimately leads to the death of Captain Ahab. In Ernest 

Hemingway's The Old Man and the Sea, water is a central symbol as an old Cuban fisherman 

struggles with a giant fish, symbolizing both challenge and survival. In Shakespeare's The 

Tempest, a magical pool on the island offers spiritual renewal and rebirth, allowing characters to 

wash away past wrongs and begin fresh. Similarly, in modern literature, authors like Yann Martel 

in Life of Pi and Isabel Allende in The House of the Spirits use water to symbolize redemption and 

renewal. 

Human spaces can be transformed or reconfigured by water-related forces, such as floods 

or droughts, changing how communities interact with their environment. These changes can 

reflect or amplify larger political, environmental, or social conflicts. In Amitav Ghosh's The 

Hungry Tide, water serves as an important symbol, representing the ever-changing nature of the 

Sundarbans, the power of nature, the potential for both life and destruction, and the 

interconnectedness of all living things within the ecosystem. Water often shapes the lives and 

conflicts of the characters, highlighting the delicate balance between humans and the environment. 

Rivers are a central symbol in The Hungry Tide, referenced in the book's title—the “hungry tide” 

is the combined tides of many rivers that bring both life and death to the Sundarbans. In the novel, 

rivers symbolize the complicated, dualistic relationship humans have with nature. Water is used to 

highlight the power dynamics between different groups of people, such as the marginalized 

communities in the Sundarbans and the outside forces attempting to exploit the land. 

In Solar Storms, water appears as a physical presence to be learned from and understood, 

fostering entangled material and cultural relationships. This is central to Angel's desire to listen to 

the "stories" water tells while outlining its impact on Indigenous life and culture. Water is 

frequently linked to the protagonist Angel's search for her identity and heritage, acting as a mirror 

reflecting her ancestral past and connection to the land. In The Year of the Flood by Margaret 

Atwood, water is portrayed as a symbol of destruction. The Waterless Flood represents the 

punishment for humanity's sins, particularly the intentional harm done to nature. The scarcity and 

contamination of water throughout the novel act as a powerful warning about the dire 

consequences of unrestrained human exploitation of the environment. 

In literature, water often symbolizes more than just a life-sustaining resource; it also 

represents power. Control over water, whether through dams, canals, or privatized systems, 

becomes a way to dominate people, especially marginalized groups. This control can be literal 

(e.g., water theft or deprivation) or symbolic (e.g., environmental destruction). In The Grapes of 

Wrath by John Steinbeck, water plays a central role in the struggles of the Joad family. As they 

travel west in search of work, they face the reality of large landowners controlling water rights. 

This control makes it difficult for poor farmers to survive, highlighting how water is tied to 

economic and social power, forcing the Joads and others to fight for survival. 

In The Road by Cormac McCarthy, the world is devastated by an unspecified disaster, and 

water has become a scarce and valuable resource. The scarcity of water represents the collapse of 

civilization and the breakdown of natural resources. For the protagonist and his son, finding water 

is essential for survival, making it a symbol of life in a world where control over resources 
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determines survival. In The Handmaid's Tale by Margaret Atwood, water symbolizes control in 

the totalitarian society of Gilead. The regime restricts access to water, particularly for women, to 

assert dominance. The manipulation of water and other resources emphasizes the oppressive 

nature of the state. In these examples, water is more than just a resource; it is a powerful symbol 

of control, survival, and exploitation of power. Those in control can use it to dominate and 

influence others. 

Water is also a symbol of colonization and displacement. In literature, hydrological 

terrorism can be understood as the portrayal of water being used as a tool of power, fear, and 

control. It often appears in stories where water is manipulated to harm people, displace them, or 

create a sense of terror. In some stories, armies or governments might poison or destroy water 

supplies to harm their enemies. Floods are commonly used in literature to show destruction and 

displacement. In climate fiction (cli-fi), rising sea levels due to climate change might submerge 

cities, forcing people to flee. These stories show how water-related disasters create fear and chaos, 

displacing entire communities. 

These narratives about water in literature highlight how displacement isn’t just physical, 

but also psychological and cultural, as people lose their connection to their ancestral land or way 

of life. In literature, hydro-terror serves as both a literal and metaphorical representation of 

colonial exploitation. It symbolizes the forced manipulation of natural resources for power, 

control, and economic gain, leading to the displacement and suffering of indigenous communities. 

By using water as both a resource and a weapon, colonialism reshaped the physical, social, and 

cultural landscapes of the colonized. Literature continues to explore the consequences of these 

actions on both the environment and the people. 

   

 

References 

 LibGuides: English: Water in Literature. clonard.libguides.com/c.php? g=568709&p=69 

54414. Web. 

 Singh, Kiran. “Hydro-Terror and Resource Wars: The Role of Water in Literature.” 

Environmental Literature Journal, vol. 45, no. 2, 2019, pp. 112-127. Print. 

 The Politics of Water: How Climate Change and Privatization Impact the World's Water. 

National Geographic, 15 Aug. 2021, www.nationalgeographic.com/environment/article/ 

the-politics-of-water. Web. 

 Unveiling the Depths: An Exploration of the Literary Symbolism of Water. www. 

junkybooks.com/blog/unveiling-the-depths-an-exploration-of-the-literary-symbolism-of-

water. Web. 

 Water Scarcity: A Growing Threat to Global Security. The Guardian, 22 Sept. 2020, 

www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/sep/22/water-scarcity-global-security. Web. 

 

 
 

This is an Open Access e-Journal Published Under A Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 

International License 

 

http://www.literarycognizance.in/
http://www.nationalgeographic.com/environment/article/%20the-politics-of-water
http://www.nationalgeographic.com/environment/article/%20the-politics-of-water
http://www.junkybooks.com/blog/unveiling-the-depths-an-exploration-of-the-literary-symbolism-of-water
http://www.junkybooks.com/blog/unveiling-the-depths-an-exploration-of-the-literary-symbolism-of-water
http://www.junkybooks.com/blog/unveiling-the-depths-an-exploration-of-the-literary-symbolism-of-water
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/sep/22/water-scarcity-global-security


www.literarycognizance.com                    
                                                                                                           

Literary Cognizance 
ISSN- 2395-7522 (Online) Imp. Fact.6.21 (IIJF) 

An International Refereed / Peer Reviewed 
 e - Journal of English Language, Literature & Criticism 

Vol.- V, Issue- 3, December 2024 

  
 

Lite. Cog.:AREELLC, Volume V, Issue 3 173 December 2024 

 

To Cite the Article: P., Mufasir. “Hydro-Terror and Human Spaces: Narratives of Water, Power, 

and Displacement in Literature.” Literary Cognizance, V - 3 (December, 2024): 170-173. Web. 

http://www.literarycognizance.in/

