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ABSTRACT 

Amitav Ghosh’s The Shadow Lines (1988) represents an important postcolonial 
novel that questions the naturalisation of categories such as nation, border, home, 
identity, memory and belonging. Moving from Calcutta to Dhaka to London in a 
nonlinear narrative across three generations, the novel reveals how historical events 
become not simply public incidents but also private psychological and familial ones. 
Drawing on postcolonial frameworks on nationalism, identity, memory, and 
transnationalism, this paper examines Ghosh's positioning of borders as fictional 
constructs and analyses cartographical divisions in relation to consciousness. 
Specifically, the paper examines Tha’mma's nationalism, Ila's cosmopolitanism, 
Tridib’s Imaginative Geography, and narrated retrospective history as ways of 
recollecting individual and collective memory. The paper also addresses the 1964 
communal riot and Tridib’s death to expose the harmful impact of national and 
religious boundaries. It explores how, in The Shadow Lines, a politics of nation is 
substituted by a fluid geography of relationship, memory, and imagination. Indeed, 
borders, the paper contends, can divide areas, but they cannot fully segregate 
histories, cultures, memories, and interpersonal relationships; in this sense, the 
novel indicts nationalism. 
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FULL PAPER 

Introduction 

Ghosh's significance in contemporary Indian English writing lies in his 
preoccupation with history, migration, colonialism, nationalism, cultural memory, 
and movement across cultural and political frontiers, among other themes. His 
writings that take a critical look at Ghosh’s work, including The Shadow Lines, are, 
above all, a significant engagement with the interplay between space and human 
identity-building. The 1988 novel traces the fractured narrative of an Indian family 
that travels across the boundaries of Calcutta, Dhaka, and London, encompassing 
World War II, Partition, and the riots of 1964. Rather than moving in linear time, the 
novel carries history through memory and imagination, emerging as a composite 
network of disparate memories and oral histories rendered through multiple 
narrative perspectives. The chief preoccupations of Ghosh's engagement are with 
the duality of borders – apparent divisions, yet linkages on both sides. Scholars have 
also read it as a sustained argument against nationalism and the politicisation of 
boundaries. 

“Sukanya Mondal and Rashmi Gaur, for instance, argue that the novel 
problematizes nationality by examining the relationship between national-
political boundaries and individual identity” (Mondal and Gaur). Again, 
Sharmani Patricia Gabriel likewise observes that “Ghosh challenges the 
binary logic through which nationalist discourse constructs boundaries and 
difference” (Gabriel).   

In view of this, the present study positions The Shadow Lines as a text in dialogue 
with border interrogations, understanding Ghosh’s shadow lines not as geographical 
lines but as psychological, cultural, historical, and ideological creations. The way the 
plot is presented further supports this assertion: the oscillation between past and 
present, India and England, memory and history resists a fixed approach to space 
and a linear approach to time. 

Research Methodology 

The study is qualitative, employing a textual and interpretative methodology, 
with The Shadow Lines as the primary text of reference and selected 
analytical/scholarly articles as secondary texts. The primary theoretical frame of 
analysis is postcolonial criticism on nationalism, border studies, cultural identity, 
memory, transnationalism and imaginary geography. A close-reading approach is 
used for the discussion of important characters, narrative events, symbols and 
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patterns of repetition. Special attention will be paid to the representations of 
Tha'mma, Ila, Tridib, and the anonymous narrator, as they reflect competing 
concerns around nation, freedom, culture, movement, and belonging, as well as the 
structural issues of fragmented chronology and geographical immobility. 

Review of Literature 

Academic interest in the Border has many focuses around: nationalism, 
borders, memory, identity, and how private experiences interlock with public history; 
“Binayak Roy, Ghosh poses question again and again to the Nation as a form of 
coherent or fixed category but insist of its continual reinvention and remapping”; 
(Roy). His reading is relevant because the novel consistently articulates how 
geographical borderlines fail to eradicate earlier cultural bonds. In his engagement 
with the debates on the text with concepts of heteroglossia, national identity, and 
the post-colonial definition of the “Home,” Gabriel writes that Ghosh’s fiction 
“questions the nationalist framework of differentiation (Gabriel).  

This analysis explains what this shift between London, Calcutta, and Dhaka 
signifies. Chun Fu addresses the connection between “partition, private and public 
history and memory… Fu noted that the layering of temporal and geographical space 
helps demonstrate the artificiality of the geographical borders” (Fu).; Furthermore, 
Nadia Butt is also interested in; “space, place, history and memory… Ghosh’s novel 
shows how public political experiences can shape private lives”; (Butt). More 
recently, scholars also view The Shadow Lines in the realm of third space, 
international identities and cultural fluidity; Hoda et Al. emphasise the examination 
of “nationality and history in relation to migration, Partition, and relocation.” (Hoda 
et al.). Hence, the novel's relevance is confirmed by its division of this territorial 
nationalist principle, transcending specific conditions into post-Partition times. The 
following research also builds upon these avenues and merges borders, memory, 
private lives/historical trauma, identity and imagination and argument into his most 
celebrated literary feat: translating geography into both a psychological and ethical 
register. 

Borders as Artificial Constructions 

The very title, The Shadow Lines, is symbolic. ‘Line’ usually refers to 
separation, demarcation, and permanence, whereas a shadow is fluid, 
unsubstantial, and perception-driven. The title captures how the boundary appears 
fixed on a map but feels fluid in lived experience. The narrator reflects that the 
connection between Dhaka and Calcutta matters more. Reflecting upon the 
consequences of partition and communal flare-up in 1964, the narrator noticed that 
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“the two cities became the inverted image of the other” (Ghosh 233) through the 
politics of line. This is an important concept of images since mirrors do not separate 
anything; they reflect images. Thus, line becomes a paradox: intended to separate 
but at the same time reveals similarity. Ghosh elaborates this paradox and shows 
how, in real life, political lines cannot separate histories of commonalities.  

A person born in Dhaka can carry Dhaka to Calcutta, just as a resident in 
London can retain inner connections to his or her native place. He asks rhetorically 
how anyone can “divide a memory” (Ghosh 251). This suggests that memory doesn’t 
stop at map demarcations. Roy supports the argument: 

“Ghosh’s fiction challenges essentialist notions of nations and societies 
through the highlighting of crossings of borders, and of crossings of cultural 
connectivity” (Roy).  

Here, the lines are therefore as much geographical as they are psychological. 

Tha’mma and the Paradox of Nationalism 

Tha'mma is a particularly difficult encounter with nationalism. She draws her 
idea of liberty from the anti-colonial struggle. Recalling the climate of revolution in 
colonial Bengal, she remembers how the word ‘freedom’ resonated as defiance of 
the British Raj. She tells the narrator that she “would have done anything to be free” 
(Ghosh 39). Her desire for national freedom seems noble at first, but Ghosh soon 
reveals the inherent contradictions in her nationalistic imagination. After Partition, 
the familiar land that shaped her childhood becomes alien. In fact, when she tries to 
move towards Dhaka, she tries to find a border line that separates India and East 
Pakistan and her failure to find such a border confirms the discrepancy between 
geography and imagination and leads to this very emotional question: “What was it 
all for then—Partition and all the killing and everything—if there is not something in 
between?” (Ghosh 149). Moreover, here, the reader finds the psychological 
argument that the physical reality of political boundaries must exist: Tha'mma wants 
to see history write geography. Ghosh points out that political power creates 
boundaries, not physical space. Tha'mma faces tragedy not through the loss of 
homeland, but through the destruction of the very concept of homeland. The Dhaka 
of her memory cannot be found with a passport or a political map. Moreover, in her 
predicament, nationalism and nostalgia are oppositional. 

Ila and the Search for Personal Freedom: 

If Tha'mma stands for nationalism, political, Ila represents mobility of 
another nature: in her movement and in her self-perceived definition of freedom; she 



THE RUBRICS Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies         ISSN 2454-1974 
International, Indexed and Peer-Reviewed e-Journal 

Page | 21  
 
VOLUME 8 ISSUE 5, SEPTEMBER 2026 
 

is a travelled inhabitant choosing to live in London, defining her freedom not as 
national but as personal; and claiming she has chosen London with the intention of 
being 'free' from the narrator and of being “free from whatever in his culture he was 
identified with” (Ghosh 88-89) during an argument. Ila's place creates complexity 
for Ghosh’s criticism because, while it is difficult not to empathise with her rejection 
of cultural constraints, and especially of constraints which often confine women, 
Ila's cosmopolitanism offers no emotional, psychological or social security; her life 
in London confirms that her physical displacement is no guarantee for her mental 
freedom. The contrast between Ila and Tha'mma is therefore one of the novel’s key 
dialectics: freedom, according to Tha'mma, should be sought in nation and, 
according to Ila, through departure from ancestral cultures. However, neither 
position is portrayed as the final solution; identity is presented as constructed 
through the convergence of place, memory, culture, and individual decision. “Recent 
scholarship similarly identifies Ila as a figure through whom the novel explores 
transnational identity and the tensions between cultural belonging and personal 
autonomy” (Hoda et al.).  

Tridib and the Geography of Imagination 

The Geography of Imagination: Tridib perhaps is the cleverest alternative to 
both Thamma’s chauvinism and Ila's aimlessness. He teaches the narrator how to 
think of places not as owned places but imagined ones. According to his 
understanding of the concept, you do not have to have one to know one. Recalled is 
when Tridib had “given me eyes” (Ghosh 3) in the most meaningful sense of the 
word-- not geographically, but imaginatively. This is the central image. He imparts 
his imagist approach to the narrator: one comes to know places, people, histories, 
architecture, and relationships imaginatively. Therefore, crossing boundaries 
becomes a byproduct of an imaginative perspective. While nationalism tends to 
solidify lines that divide 'us' from 'them,' this new approach deconstructs those 
boundaries. “A Tradition’s London comes prior to the trip, much as the narrator has 
reconstructed Dhaka only through both a Tradition’s knowledge of it and his own 
grandma's memories.” (Taylor & Francis) 

Memory, History, and the Reconstruction of the Past 

Memory is the most essential narrative device of The Shadow Lines. The 
anonymous narrator weaves together history with his personal memory, and 
memories pieced together from stories his family members tell him. Therefore, what 
the reader experiences is not history, but history continually re-created. By using 
such a strategy, Ghosh can defy dominant history. Standard histories emphasise 
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wars, boundaries, presidents and nation-states; Ghosh explores how the public 
sphere impacts individuals, particularly his family. 

For example, the death of his brother, Tridib, reflects the dynamic interplay 
between public and personal histories. His death may have triggered the outbreak 
of the riot in Dhaka; however, what matters from this event for the narrator is that it 
is a traumatic memory in the face of which he gains comprehension of the linkage 
between the public arena and the private world of nationalism, communalism, and 
geographic separations and border violence. The riots of 1964 are particularly 
important to Ghosh, since they broke out simultaneously in Calcutta and Dhaka. 
What Ghosh makes clear in his subsequent inquiry is that these are ‘looking-glass 
events’ – parallel historical occurrences in separate spaces on the two sides of the 
border -- that disrupt an easy presumption of independent and separate national 
histories. “However, Butt's analysis is helpful, in that it highlights the fact that 
Ghosh’s story intertwines private and public memory and that the process of new 
nation states emerging changes the people’s personal lives” (Butt). 

Tridib's Death and the Failure of Borders 

The climax is the harshest indictment of nationalism. In the outbreak of 
communal rioting, Tridib kills himself as he tries to save May. That death represents 
the ultimate consequence of a political ideology which converts geographical 
difference into religious and political enmity. This is indeed the central ironic idea. 
The border existed to separate, but violence at these borders proved proximity. The 
narrator concludes that while political order tried to impose distance, Calcutta and 
Dhaka came closer. For Ghosh, the idea of a border is reversed – it is not merely a 
frontier of protection but a structure for channelling violence through this structure. 
Gabriel’s understanding comes in handy: “The novel challenges nationalist 
constructions that depend upon binary categories of difference” (Gabriel). With 
Tridib’s murder, a similar revaluation takes place for the narrator in the scope of the 
past, turning information from history into something of lived trauma, from facts far 
in the past into ones intimately personal. Her exploration becomes a narrative of the 
link between remembrance and history, a history where the violence never stays 
contained in national frames. 

A Narrative Challenge to Nationalist History 

Just as the theme determines the narrative technique, in Ghosh, the narrative 
technique dictates the theme. The book does not simply proceed from past to 
present in one straightforward line. Memories intrude, landscapes merge, and 
details are revealed gradually. This form works against the linearity that the 
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nationalist convention imposes on writing history- it starts with a beginning, then a 
struggle, then a victory and then a nationalisation process. Ghosh deliberately avoids 
such a shape. His narrative works more like memory- one which is made of 
fragments, recursions, associations and passions. So whether it is about travelling 
between London, Calcutta and Dhaka, it is clear for Ghosh that distance is not a void. 
Similarly, the progression from 1939 to 1947, and then to 1964 and beyond, shows 
that time does not disappear just because history's pendulum keeps ticking. So, 
Ghosh achieves what might be called a transnational narrative consciousness. The 
narrators can be said to be simultaneously on multiple geographical and historical 
terrains. His identity cannot be compartmentalised within a nationalist space. 

Conclusion 

Amitav Ghosh’s The Shadow Lines, ultimately, is a rich exploration of how 
geography, history, memory, and identity are intertwined. By fracturing its narrative 
and roaming between Calcutta, Dhaka and London, the novel challenges the notion 
that nations can somehow be naturally distinct, bounded entities. Tha’mma’s 
nationalism, Ila’s cosmopolitanism, Tridib’s imagination of geography, and the 
narrator's retrospective consciousness put forth alternative ways of conceiving 
liberty, belonging, and identity. The narrative suggests that it may be politically 
impossible to wholly separate the human beings whose memories, cultures, history, 
and relationships are linked. The destruction caused by the killing of Tridib may bring 
to light, at least in part, the price humanity pays to solidify imagined distinctions 
between people as fixed national and communal characteristics, even as the 
narrator’s ultimate recognition of connections between Calcutta and Dhaka 
illustrates the freedom afforded by memory and imagination. The title, ‘shadow 
lines’, thus exists on several dimensions: the boundary between two nations, 
between different communities, or even between two countries; many such 
shadows cannot hold together all of life, allowing Ghosh’s imagination of Calcutta 
and Dhaka to transcend rigid political boundaries. 
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