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Abstract  

In the multi-cultured, multi-religious, multi-ethnic, multi-linguistic, and multi-traditional country like India that is also socially stratified in 

terms of caste and socialized in terms of gender, people can never be forced to consolidate themselves within the borderlines.This is 

equally true for other Nations as well. Amitav Ghosh's " The Shadow Lines ", which sensitively investigates, questions and criticizes the 

validity of the transient boundaries, is an intriguing post-colonial narrative that extensively illustrates how these humanly-defined 

boundaries between nations are actually porous and therefore absurd.Ghosh condemns intrinsically futile geopolitical borderlines 

functioning as a cultural diplomatic weapon to determine one's national identity and propagate nationalist political ideas on the grounds 

of its inability to ensure peace and harmony across the world.The present paper is a modest attempt to explore the multiple aspects 

which cast doubt on the significance of the existing borders and critically examine the entire novel through the lens of concrete 

evidencerecorded throughout the novel. 
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Introduction 

Amitav Ghosh's second novel "The Shadow Lines (1998), 

like his other novels, interrogates the concept of boundary 

as we usually understand the word. As a cosmopolitan, 

we find Ghosh's work to be in straight conflict with 

Nationalism. Love of one's country inspired patriotism and 

itsintoxication, which results inextreme form of 

nationalism, becomes the greatest obstacle to world unity 

and world peace. According to Ghosh, Nationalism 

creates nations where they don't exist and a number of 

lines are drawn.In a broader sense, these lines of 

nationality, lines of gender, lines of religionsplit humanity 

into different ways.These are the same linesthat goes to 

the same extent of stoking the nationalist fervor so much 

that some countries in a bid to become superpowers don't 

bother to bathe into the pool of bloodshed to expand their 

borders establishing their superiority. Thus, it would not be 

too bold to say that Borders/ lines create borders /lines. 

Time and again, Ghosh has tried to drive home the point 

that the borders that are drawn are more a source of 

violence than a mark of actual separation. 

 After the division of lndia, a carousel of violence was 

let loose. People living as brothers for centuries turned on 

killing, ransacking, and maiming one another. All the 

instances of brotherhood and unity of the past were 

thrown to the wind. Similarly, the further division of 

Pakistan to form East Pakistan (Bangladesh) witnessed 

terrific violence leading to the disastrous loss of innocent 

human lives. These horrific incidents bring to lightthe 

unvarnished truth that the orgy of violence, bloodshed, 

and merciless killings always have their origin in 

"Bordered World." 

 The Shadow lines, with the help of an anonymous 

narrator, brilliantly records the interlinked-memories of 

three generations of the three families - Narrator's family, 

his grandmother's sister, Mayadebi's family and the family 

of Prices living in Calcutta, Dhaka and London 

respectively. Into the narrative fabric of the novel, Ghosh 

has subtly woven the historical events like civil strife in 

East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) and riot-hit Calcutta. He 

carefully delineates how such communal riots spread like 

wildfire, transgressing the Man-Made borders. The lines 

drawn by nature in the form of mountains, oceans, and 

rivers are real; on the contrary, the lines drawn by the 

nations are shallow and unjustifiable. This can be 

understood as therecurring motif of the novel. 

 The whole novel can be scrutinized from the 

perspectives and painful experiences of the characters 
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from the three families born and brought up in the different 

social milieus which, despite a number of dissimilarities, 

gets intermingled, making the lines blurred. Every 

episodereinforces the idea that Human affinity serves as a 

chord to bring the divided world together, rendering the 

borderlines useless.  

 
Thamma's Dilemma  

The Shadow Lines has a narrative that spans from 1939 

to 1979 or even beyond and is dependentmainly on the 

division along both sides of the border. In The Shadow 

Lines, the development and growth of Thamma, a 

significant character and the unnamed narrator's 

grandmother, encapsulates the futility and 

meaninglessness of political freedom which is primarily 

defined by a demarcation line. For Thamma, “Division is 

not only baseless but also another name for Dilemma." 

She is in a dilemma about her identity and her dislocation 

is a product of distinction.The Demarcation between two 

nations leads to basic confusion- about the very roots of 

one's origin- and thus, an individual's identity gets 

questioned. Thamma’s departure from Dhaka during 

partition had meant to severe the old roots and grope for a 

new kind of identity.  

 Tha'mma is a steadfast nationalist. She is in love with 

her place of birth in Dhaka and cannot forget it .The 

partitioned India and the line drawn between her present 

position of stay (Calcutta) and Dhaka do not make any 

sense to her. Before flying to Dhaka from Calcutta, she 

thinks of solid demarcation between the two places. On 

the narrator's father's remark that she might see some 

greenery between the two countries at the border, she's 

totally puzzled. To quote Thamma- "But if there aren't any 

trenches or anything, how do people to know? I mean, 

where is the difference then? And if there is no difference, 

both sides will be the same.Why was it all then - Partition 

and all the killing and everything when there isn't 

something in between? ”These words lament the 

mutilation of the motherland for nothing.  

 On getting back to Dhaka, her birthplace, which was 

separated by a history of blood shed and lines on the 

map, Thamma fails to understand how her place of Birth 

had come to be so messily at odds with her nationality. 

She feels rootless and finally realizes that these borders 

have a feeble existence and no bloodshed can make them 

real. 

 Thamma’s circumstances reveal Ghosh's belief in the 

fact that the division of communities and cultures into fixity 

is to deny the possibilities of interaction leading to the 

"Lost Identity. "In Ghosh's words, "culture is not 

independent, and its roots always trace history." This 

triggers the questions like - "Why are the borders 

essential when we know our history is inseparable? Are 

barriers still essential when we know that every border 

costs human lives? 

 
Roby's Trauma 

Roby, the youngest son of Mayadebi and the narrator's 

uncle, as a collector, points out that a small group within a 

nation also moves towards fragmentation in the name of 

freedom. lnterestingly, one can find divisions/borders 

within specific division/border.The concept of freedom 

baffles him; he muses - " ln Assam, The North 

East,Punjab, Sri Lanka, Tripura- people are shot by 

terrorists and separatists and the army and the police. 

One would find a single word behind all this, "everyone is 

doing it to be free. "In one's eagerness to buy much 

sought-after freedom and draw innumerable lines, one 

forgets how much is lost compared to what is gained. If 

geographical boundaries ensured freedom, they would 

have set Roby free from the trauma of Tridib's death at 

the hands of the frenzied mob in Dhaka. It is this trauma 

that has been haunting him for a long time, and no lines of 

separation can separate the haunting memories from his 

mind. At this moment, Roby also reinforces what was 

earlier stated by Tha'mma:  

 "Can any line or anyone divide a memory ?"  

 So far as freedom is concerned, drawing thousands 

of tiny lines through the whole subcontinent and giving 

every tiny place a new name doesn't make a person 

accessible. For Roby, the entire thing is a "Mirage.” 

 Roby's collection of experiences again emphasizes 

the central theme of the novel -  

 "Many lines and borders may be drawn, but it can 

never set people free of their reminiscences, free of their 

associations, free of the love and the sense of 
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belongingness for their place of birth. "ln this backdrop, 

the same question crops up: "Are the borderlines really 

exist for the larger good of a large number of people? 

 
Tridib and the Narrator's Imaginative Power  

Ghosh consistently appears to be preoccupied with the 

notion of bridging the boundaries, whether they are 

physical or mental, to such an extent that they almost 

become blurred. Tridib, the narrator's uncle, endowed with 

an imagination par excellence, instills in the narrator the 

spirit of imagination that enables him to transcend all the 

barriers, thereby giving wings to the narrator's 

cartographic imagination, which leads to the dissolution of 

spatial boundaries. Imagination here is a medium that 

transcends the limit of the self into the other and 

simultaneously makes us a part of the other. Tridib is a 

symbolic representation of the 'transcendental state' 

outside ordinary human experiences, beyond the realm of 

distinctions where opposites cancel each other out. In his 

imagination, there exists lots of countries and people but 

"no frontiers.” Tridib’s uncanny powers to travel 

throughout the world in his mind's eye so powerfully 

dissolves the world that the "other world" beset by 

boundaries cease to be present;andthere are no longer 

either neighbors or duties, or binding ties, or earth or sky. 

Thus, Tridib's imagination dismisses and obliterates the 

very concept of borders that creates the distance which 

can be overcome via imagination. 

 The narrator’s, who is greatly influenced by Tridib, 

felt that the two pieces of land would slip away from each 

other like the tectonic plates of Gondwanaland but is 

amazed to find that there had never been a moment in the 

four-thousand-year-old history of that map when the 

places they knew as Dhaka and Calcutta were more near 

to each other than after they had drawn their lines ---- so 

closely that the narrator in Calcutta had only to look into 

the mirror to be in Dhaka.Forthe narrator, each city was 

the inverted image of the other locked into an irreversible 

symmetry. This mirrors the scope for attachment despite 

any geographical segregation. 

 
Riots in Dhaka and Calcutta  

Territorial space can be restricted by lines, but the 

collective unconscious remains indivisible. The separatist 

strategies of the politics of national boundaries epitomized 

by the partition fail to suppress syncretic possibilities. This 

syncretism is finely painted by Amitav Ghosh, citing the 

episode when the deadliest riots broke out in Dhaka and 

Calcutta in the wake of the theft of sacred relic from the 

Hazratbal shrine. The ecumenical Hazratbal shrine is 

revered by Muslims, Hindus, Sikhs, and Buddhists alike 

on either side of the borders. The hair of prophet 

Mohammad, also known as the Mu-l-Mubarak, was 

purchased by a Kashmiri merchant called Khwaja Nur-ud-

din in Bijapur (near Hyderabad) in the year 1969. The 

arrival of the relic was greeted with a lot of excitement and 

joy in the valley of Kashmir. Later, the relic was installed 

at the picturesque Hazratbal shrine. On 27th December 

1963, the Mu- I- Mubarak disappeared from its place. The 

spread of the newscast a pall of gloom on Kashmir, and 

there began massive demonstrations in Srinagar, in which 

Muslims, Sikhs and Hindus alike took part. Over the next 

few days, people got together in an unprecedented way in 

the show of collective grief. This "Spontaneous Show Of 

Collective Grief" is the quintessence of "Inter-Community 

Solidarity." which thwarts the evil designs of political 

machineries to slice one community apart from the other 

with the help of the lines etched on the map. Later, when 

the relic was recovered, the entire Kashmir, irrespective of 

the religions, erupted with Joy, displaying their 

harmonious co-existence.  

 However, the processions marching against relic's 

disappearance turned violent in Dhaka and Calcutta. 

Surprisingly, this scenario also witnessed numerous cases 

of Muslims in East Pakistan giving shelter to Hindus, often 

at the cost of their own lives, and equally in India, of 

Hindus sheltering Muslims. This demonstrates "the 

affirmation of Humanity that is almost same everywhere. 

The "Muslim Dhaka" and the "Hindu Calcutta" are 

essentially the mirror image of each other as the thoughts, 

feelings, emotions, and reactions to any chaos on the part 

of people from both the sides are same, thereby making 

the borders, the looking glass borders- which reflect not 

the differences but similarities. In this sense, borders are 

as fragile as a mirror as people can break it with the 

strength of their "Human Bond." 
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Tridib's Death in Dhaka 

One of the spine-chilling episodes which constantly 

haunts the memory of almost all the characters, and forms 

the core of the novel is Tridib's tragic death. The hostile 

rioters in Dhaka went into a frenzy of rage to such an 

extent that they didn't mind slaughtering the innocent 

Tridib, Jethumoshai and his caretaker Khalil for no fault of 

them. They'd cut Khalil's stomach open, the older man's 

head had been hacked off, and Tridib's throat had been 

cut from ear to ear. This tragedy strongly points out that 

the borders are the perpetrators of violence and hatred. 

Approximately five lakh people were sacrificed on the altar 

of partition by unofficial records. These newly founded 

borders not only causea split in people's minds and hearts 

but also fail to check out the recurring nature of fights and 

conflict arising out of either politically motivated hatred or 

imperialistic designs. 

 
Jethumoshai's Distrust of Boundaries 

 On knowing that Thamma had not come to take the share 

in the house but to take him back to India, Jethumoshai, 

Thamma's nonagenarian uncle, replies -  

 "I understand very well. I understand everything. 

Once you start moving, you never stop, that's what I told 

my sons when they took the trains. I said: l don't believe in 

this India Shindia. It's all very well here. You're going now, 

but suppose when you get there, and they decide to draw 

another line somewhere? What will you do? Where will 

you move to? No one will have you anywhere. As for me, l 

was born here, and l will die here.  

 This ingenious response on his part, like other 

episodes, brings the validity of borders into question and 

highlights the absurdity of the revisionist map-making of 

the politicians responsible for partition. Besides, what 

Jethumoshai says deduces the conclusion that newly 

drawn borders or the barbed wire boundaries have no 

potential to imprison people in walled locations, for they 

are just mental constructs existing in minds and maps. 

 
Interconnections Melt away the Borderlines 

The novel primarily revolves around the two globetrotting 

families - The Dutta- Chaudharies of Bengal and the 

prices in London. Ghosh's characters constantly cross 

and re-cross the borders defeating the very purpose of 

detachment, whether it is mental, physical, or emotional, 

caused by the seemingly concrete walls. There is so much 

of to and fro travel between the two families that distance 

seems to be no hindrance or as if it had melted away. For 

Dutta Chaudhary, the borders have already stopped 

existing as they are at home and comfortable in any 

corner of the world. For Sahib and the family, India, 

London, or Dhaka, it's all the same. The same can be said 

about the Prices.  

 These itinerant characters move in so many 

directions jumping not just political and physical 

boundaries but also psychological divides. Their 

interconnections reflect the existence of various spaces 

only as abstractions--- blurring into one another; alien 

space blurring into native area; cultural space into 

geographical space, and consequently the political, 

regional and linguistic lines get vanished, developing the 

kind of world where no boundaries of caste and race 

exist.This free world which is rooted in our memories, is 

free from the bars. 

 Rama Kundu describes this idea of merging borders 

through the game of "Houses" played by llaand the 

narrator in The Shadow Lines. Ilaand the narrator play 

'Houses' under a massive table in a dusty room. Ila draws 

a line, and the narrator cannot accept it. He erases a line, 

draws another. This drawing and re-drawing of borders 

implicate a strong notion that Ghosh wants to convey: The 

Borders are fluid and a smooth crossing-over is always 

possible. 

 
Conclusion  

Glimpses of three generations of prices, Thamma’s 

nationalist zeal, snippets of second world war, death of 

Tridib, riots in Dhaka and Calcutta, Mui-i-Mubarak episode 

in Kashmir are blended amicably in the entire novel, giving 

a feeling of amity and brotherhood. It goes without saying 

that Amitav Ghosh's "The Shadow Lines" is in prefect 

unison with what Rabindranath Tagore says in his song 

35 of the celebrated poetry volume titled" Gitanjali.”To 

quote the exact lines ---"Where the mind is without fear 

and the head is held high; Where knowledge is free; 

where the world is not broken by narrow domestic walls."  
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 The above lines bear the message which insists on 

us to disregard the cultural, ideological, geographical, and 

psychological borders in favor of broader humanism. On 

the question of borders, Ghosh is on record as having 

said:  

 "What interested me first about the borders was their 

arbitrariness, their constructedness- how they are 

'naturalized' by modern political mythmaking .I think this 

interest arose because of some kind of inborn distrust of 

anything that appears to be given or taken for granted ...l 

think these lines are drawn to manipulate our ways of 

thought.Therefore, they must be disregarded" This 

statement from Ghosh reflects his chief concern, which is 

exclusively based on removal of the boundaries or the 

borders so that the earth becomes but one country and 

humankind its citizens or to talk in more practical terms, 

formation of a World Government or atleast harmonious 

and peaceful co-existence without losing the cultural 

identity.  

 To conclude, an in-depth analysis of The Shadow 

Lines frequently poses a question- Is drawing borders a 

permanent solution to establish a peaceful world?  

 Ghosh's novel attempts to answer this question by 

arriving at the conclusion that partition or secession is no 

solution. In the lndiancontext, first, it was the creation of 

Pakistan, then the demand arose for Punjab, the 

Northeast, and then Kashmir. Partition is something that 

eventually results in never-ending hostilities and violence. 

On the contrary, the light of unity is so powerful that it can 

illuminate the whole earth. 
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