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Abstract: The paper is an attempt to explore the 

significance of history in Amitav Ghosh’s Novel. 

The Shadow Lines is one finest novel of Amitav 

Ghosh (988) which gives him an international 

critical acclaim. It remains a noteworthy part that 

Amita Ghosh receives Sahitya Academy Award, 

India’s highest national recognition for a writer. It 

inculcates the themes of history, nationalism, 

geographical frontiers and cosmopolitanism as well. 

His treatment of history is quite particular, an 

attempt to show the hypocrisy of nationalism and a 

destabilised form of history. The historical 

narratives keep a dilemma between being a citizen 

and being a writer. The craft of his fiction keeps a 

parallel intervention to be dependent on individual 

history and memory and the established history. It 

will be attempt to show the relevance of human loss 

and hatred politics and significance of history in the 

construction of nationalism.  
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I. Introduction 
 Talking to history is an interesting 

intellectual job for a research scholar, it remains 

difficult, as a matter of fact, sometimes we are 

talking to dead people and sometimes, with 

unofficial history. The concrete access to have 

authenticity of history is blurred because in-between 

we need to contextualise and contextualise events of 

the past in view of critical outcome of the 

contemporary age. The authorial voice begins to 

desire to explore all those events- familiar and 

unknown. The knows well, dead could neither hear 

nor speak. Nonetheless, an author tries to recreate 

talk with them. For a historian, it is really challenge 

take that straining moment to find his exploration 

marking on textual traces. A committed history and 

literary scholar begin with their own desire coerce 

all those traces which have been left by dead and 

transform exhaustive study as if they could be their 

own voices.  It remains difficult because textual 

traces have little resonance and merely collections 

of web into the voices of living that seem to be 

interpretation. It creates uncertainties, ambiguities 

and hyperbolic rhetorical effect to create historical 

narratives. Even, the situation is apparent and absent 

of life, literary historian works through simulation 

that creates an intensity of historical sense.  

 It is true that history is not all true events 

but an exploration of people, land, society and 

culture which s a conglomeration of heterogeneities 

in a miniature of a world. It is mixture of both 

official and unofficial history and interplay of elite 

and non-elite history but the voices of the unheard 

and unvoiced remains marginalised against the 

dominated or mainstream history. The main stream 

of history gets circulated, accentuated and read in 

the totalised society. Amitav Ghosh is a fictional 

writer who is deeply interested into historical 

discourse of the society. It is also important to share 

that his works are based historical sense of the 

theme and a well research findings. The Shadow 

Lines entails a larger context of historical sense in 

the backdrop of Partition of India. Amitav Ghosh 

relies subaltern history which are retold in the novel 

by Thamma. Undoubtedly, Fiction is is the 

worldview of Amitav Ghosh, but history remains his 

literary device. He carries utmost closeness between 

history and literature. TN Dhar states in the preface 

of his book, History-Fiction Interface in Indian 

English Novel: 

 In the West, in its early phase, the novel 

established its base by imitating history; in its 

middle phase, that is when it unsolicited its position 

as a powerful and popular genre, it made massive 

use of history by incorporating with in the fictional 

frame a large number of actual social, political and 

cultural events and happenings; in its most recent 

phase—- it has not only kept up with the practices 

of the nineteenth century, but also interrogated and 

problematised the discourse of history. (Dhar 1999: 

7) 

 It may said that historical novel took shape 

of subgenera of fiction which later on developed a 
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complex form and rich reservoir of thematic stands. 

In the same momentum, history attracted Amitav 

Ghosh a lot in order to make his fictions a well 

research work. There is another factor of particular 

affiliation with history stands that Amitav Ghosh 

stands a post colonial and postmodern novelist to 

the world wide readers who deal with the history of 

subaltern in the setting of Indian Subcontinent. 

 History records actual life but life can not 

be seen monolithically because history merely not 

about events, indeed, it is circulation of energy in 

social structure of society. It remains unstable and 

undermined. By the passage of time, social structure 

of society became an attitude of incorporation to 

history as discipline. As a matter of fact, social and 

literary history can not be denied from the proximity 

and intimacy with the main stream history. Blurring 

the tradition of form of writing of history, Ghosh 

finds essentialism in his epistemological status that 

drives an interest in analysing and understanding the 

fact of history and history of the fact mediated with 

literary canvas. The impression of amalgamation of 

fiction and history comes out from Ghosh writing 

that is history cannot exist from literature 

connection. A deep nexus between literature and 

history coexists. In this regard Dhar writes: 

 The growing connection between the two 

had a mutual bearing on their changing shape and 

content, … the novelist’s active involvement with 

history stimulated the use and popularisation of the 

generic category of the ‘historical novel’; in course 

of time, it also gained currency as a critical 

category, for explaining and evaluating history 

fiction connection in very specific terms. (8) 

 There are many interpretations on historical 

fictions in the words of critics, literary scholars and 

historians that rest on individual views and 

dimensions. But all agree under an umbrella that the 

project of the mixture of history and fiction is 

unstable project that keeps going by the passage of 

time. It is under constant change because history is 

signifier of particular event, time and people but 

textual traces remain invented, sometimes it is the 

part of the reigning system and narratives that exist 

from generation to generation though fiction, ballads 

and experiences in written worlds. 

 George Lukacs in his book The Historical 

Novel brings more clarity in the above theme, he is 

more attentive on the flexibility of literature and 

history. Actually, novel comes out from a specific 

postulated  relationship between artistic forms and 

socio-historical transformations. He makes an 

evaluation between the interaction of “historical 

spirit and the great genres of literature” which 

comes out a social theme in the totalised society. To 

him, the historical novel stands under constant 

change because historical origin and decline can be 

only understood through social transformation of the 

contemporary age. History is also a web of 

information and experiences written with different 

possibilities. Amitav Ghosh befits the experiences of  

people in particular time and space. Lukacs means, 

history offers: 

 Concrete possibilities for men to 

comprehend their own existence as something 

historically conditioned, for them to see in history 

something which deeply affects their daily lives and 

immediately concerns them. (Lukacs 1962: 24) 

 In the above, Lukacs postulates the 

meaning that people experiences and changes 

synchronically and diachronically  are outcome 

people awareness towards their relationship with 

society, nation and world history as well. Amitav 

Ghosh moves in the similar fashion, he gives a 

fictional awakening to historical event and make it 

disseminated to the literary readers with perspective 

they develop in their own discipline. Amitav Ghosh 

sets his characters in the past as characters in the 

backdrop of Partition remain witness to war, politics 

and the themes of nationalist and international 

discourse whereas the theme partition remains the 

actual happening. Avrom Fleishman says: 

 When life is seen in the context of history, 

we have above; when the novels character’s live in 

the same world with historical persons, we have a 

historical novel. ( Fleishman 1971: 4) 

 For Ghosh historical characters carry social 

and historical themes and meaning personifying 

historical characters. His portrayals fulfil the 

historical requirements, sometimes exactly meet and 

sometimes have proximity but carry the historical 

meanings of time and space.  

 

Objective 

i. To delineate confluence of history and 

fiction 

ii. Significance of history in Amitav Ghosh 

especially in the novel, The Shadow Lines 

iii. Accentuation on fictional characters 

implied in historical meaning and personalities. 

 

Social Significance 

 Ghosh is a master of  the fiction of his craft 

and he reinvents history through fictional 

craftsmanship. He analyses the distinction between 

individual and official history that create 

significance and catastrophes in the individual or 

public spheres. Ghosh delineates a fictional structure 

of public spheres news and disturbance like social 

and political turmoil in which he highlights how 
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manoeuvre of politics remains instrumental to create 

unsocial elements. The theme remains to reader not 

defamiliarise but complete familiar to the readers. 

Readers know well how catastrophe is created 

through the homogenisation of communal identities 

in riots and it spread across the nation just in the 

name of religion. However, innocents are not the 

part of dangerous unsocial strategy, but the ruling 

agency succeeds in their planted turmoil.   

 Set against the outbreak of World War II 

and the post partition of communal riots of 1964 in 

some part of India and Bangladesh foregrounds 

tracing history through fiction. The event remains an 

actual history but it is set in the fictional narrative 

where The Shadow Lines interweave historical 

events and experiences of  people collected through 

individual history. The experience of individual are 

witness or textual traces where Amitav Ghosh desire 

to talk through his characters in order to posit a 

meaning of relevance and irrelevance of social 

sanctity and national integrity. He also critiques 

over the ruling machinery fulfils its political agenda 

and make people believe, this is a befitting 

nationalist government. As result, people don’t have 

choices except choosing whistleblower of nationalist 

politics. Historical events known and understood by 

the readers postulate what they find and lose in the 

battle of hatred and chauvinist ideologies in the 

name of linguistics, territory and religion. Ghosh 

conveys people do reside and do assume their own 

in destined cartographic phenomenon. It is a matter 

of destiny where one is welcomed and accepts one’s 

own homeland. Border remains merely a shadow 

just to control administration and to facilities its 

own citizens. 

 

Interplay of History and Novel 

 The Shadow Lines is a seminal book of 

Amitav Ghosh that negotiates the space of peaceful 

co-existence and practices among different 

community beyond caste, creed and religion and 

defines unsocial and political unrest that is planted 

in our society. It narrated the story two families- Mr. 

Justice Chandrashekhar Datta Chaudhari and Lionel 

Tresawsen, they were friends despite they belong to 

different religion, religions and race. Lionel 

Tresawsen left for London with his daughter, her 

daughter married her teacher called SNI Price also 

known as Snipe. Later, She was blessed with with a 

son, named Nick Price and a daughter May Price. 

Though, they settled in London, they had strong 

bond with the family of Datta Chaudhari. The novel 

also delineates another family living in Dhaka, from 

the family Thamma’s grandfather who had two 

sons, who were lawyers by professions named 

jethamoshai, the elder had three sons and the 

younger one had two daughters- Mayadebi and 

Thamma. 

 The Shadow Lines interweaves some 

historical narratives and violence for borders. The 

violence moves around the Partition of India (1947) 

and the communal riots of 1964 erupted in Dhaka, 

and Calcutta. Theses historical backdrops remain the 

central themes of the novel. These great historical 

facts happened behind the formation of the strong 

nation and a sovereign state. The construction of any 

nation is a soul for people who live with common 

ideas, thoughts, feelings and psychological bond 

among their communities. But it shows the picture 

of other side in the novel that is the limit of official 

and nationalist histories. There are many many 

conflicts in the name of region and religion that 

create violence, difference, hatred and riot in the 

history. 

Thamma appears to be a strong nationalist character, 

very strict and staunch moralist. She believes in 

coexistence and humanitarianism with her own 

nation as it is apparent: It does’t matter whether we 

recognise each other or not. We’re the same flesh, 

the same blood, the same bone and now at last, after 

all these years perhaps we’ll be bone and now at 

last, after all thees years perhaps we’ll be able to 

make amends for all that bitterness and hatred. (The 

Shadow Lines 129) 

 By the above line it is clear that Thamma 

appears to be a staunch nationalist who love citizens 

of her nation. She pleads for strong formation of 

nationalism and freezes the relation two countries. 

But the latter, in the end of the novel her ideology 

belittles her feeling and her chosen ideology 

representing a nationalist ruling government. She 

advocates the extremity of nationalism which leads 

towards the inevitability of geo-graphical and 

cultural borderlines.  

 One of the important episodes of the novel 

that refer to historical snapshot during the freedom 

struggles that led to blood shedding and loss of 

human lives. Experiences of Freedom struggle were 

endured by patriots. ‘War is the religion, that’s what 

it takes to make a country. Once that happen people 

forget they were born this or that, Muslim or Hindu, 

Bengali or Punjabi. They became a family born of 

the same pool of blood.  ’(78) Thamma yields up a 

strong desire to assist those who were fighting for 

country against Europeans. Even she teaches Tridib 

to be part of formation of the strong nation. But 

Tridib remains a strong cosmopolitan character who 

always shows a humanitarian attitude. Anjali Gera 

in her essay Old Wives Tales remarks about the act 

and amicable nature of Tridib: “His 
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cosmopolitanism is evident in the wealth of 

‘abstruse information’ he possesses on subjects 

ranging from Mesopotamian stellar to the plays of 

Garcia Lorca, we are told he was ‘happiest in 

neutral, impersonal places coffee houses, bars step-

corner..’(9) he reveals a marked disdain for 

‘creatures who sink to the Botton of the sea of 

heartbreak when they lose Singh of the herd.’(18) In 

his correspondence with May, he expresses a desire 

to meet as the completest of strangers-strangers-

across-the-seas- all the more strangers because they 

knew each other already … with the utter freedom 

of strangers.’ (144) Tridib is cast as the 

paradigmatic figure of migrant and hybridity hinting 

at imaginings of the self other than the traditional 

ones.’”(Tabish Khair 119) Tridib extends his 

character towards migrant, hybridity, culture and 

beyond borders.  

 The subject of nationality, culture and 

language is well focussed by Suvir Kaul in his 

remarks: 

 The novel according to the blurb, focuses 

on nationalism, the shadow line we draw between 

people and nations which is both an absurd illusion 

and a source of terrifying violence. (The Shadow 

Lines 2006 299) 

 Amitav Ghosh illustrate geographical 

cultural boundaries is merely entails a particular 

outcome of time and place and land and people who 

connect and coexist. He also marks the title of the 

novel The Shadow Lines is merely symbolic and 

chauvinism is a futile effort. Shakuntala Bharvani 

writes: 

 The title of the novel is symbolic of 

barriers and partitions. Individuals stand divided, as 

do families, nations and countries. Tridib, who had 

tried to teach the narrator “to use his imagination 

with precision”, meets his death because of the 

violence of nationalism ironically enough when he 

trying to guard his friend, the English girl, from 

blind Hindu-Muslim hatred. Ghosh subtly 

suggeststhat shadow-lines divide, tear, embitter 

human beings; this artistically leads to the sudden 

revelation or Joycean epiphany experienced by the 

narrator towards the end of the novel.’(R.K. 

Dhawan, 1999: 50-51) Ghosh is meant that the 

construction of nation is not merely fighting for 

freedom or sovereign state, it is not merely partition 

of geographical frontiers, it witnesses common 

strife, riots and violence in the name of region, race 

and religion. 

 Tridib, a cosmopolitan character of the 

novel loves humanity across the border and supports 

the humans of the world coexistence. He loses his 

life in Dhaka’s riot when he was to save May, 

Jethamosha, and Khalil from an angry mob. Ghosh 

asks the reader on the subject of relevance of brutal 

murder of Tridib in the name of communalism. Robi 

expresses his strange words for the murder of Tridib 

at the hypocrisy in the name of nationalism. The 

speech of robe is indeed noteworthy: 

 I think to myself why don’t they draw 

thousands of little lines through the whole sub-

continent and give every little place a new name? 

What would it change? Its a mirage; the whole thing 

is a mirage. How can anyone divide a memory? If 

freedom were possible, surely Tridib’s death would 

have set me free.(The Shadow Lines: 247)  

Through various characters and historical incidents, 

Ghosh critiques communal strife, riot and violence 

in the name of nationalism and freedom. He is 

terrified by the extreme form of nationalism, 

communalism, riot and col-blooded murders due to 

communal difference. It might create a great cause 

for the decline of the nation causing hatred, grave 

consequences, homogeneity of identities, and all 

pervasive fear and threat o the citizens. 

 

II. Conclusion: 
The Shadow Lines, a historical novel in the 

history of postcolonial literature of India sketches an 

architecture of nationalism with internal conflict. 

The  historical narratives remains instrumental in 

dilemma between being a writer and being citizen. 

Ghosh encapsulates various issues of the 

independent and post independent India and breaks 

silence on communal conflicts and extreme of 

nationalism. He is more particular about his desire 

to achieve the world without hindrance and 

shackles. With his treatment of nationalism and 

communalism, he also resonates his words towards 

the emerging force of cosmopolitanism in India. 
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