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Abstract  

Nationalism may be understood as an ideological conviction that places one’s own nation above all others, often 

fostering an exclusionary sense of superiority. While it can generate collective pride and solidarity, nationalism may 

also narrow perspectives and discourage cooperation with other nations, particularly in addressing shared global 

challenges. When taken to extremes, it risks replacing dialogue with rigidity and mutual understanding with suspicion. 

Amitav Ghosh, born in Calcutta in 1956, is a distinguished Indian writer and intellectual whose academic background 

in social anthropology profoundly informs his literary vision. He earned his doctoral degree from Oxford University, 

and his major fictional works include The Glass Palace, The Hungry Tide, River of Smoke, and The Shadow Lines. 

Among these, The Shadow Lines, published in 1988, has emerged as one of his most widely read and critically 

acclaimed novels. The text occupies a central position in Ghosh’s oeuvre for its sustained engagement with nationalism 

and its far-reaching consequences. In The Shadow Lines, Ghosh foregrounds themes such as diaspora, nationality, 

internationalism, and cultural as well as historical self-definition. The novel’s most significant thematic concern is the 

exploration of freedom – political, personal, moral, and emotional. By intricately weaving together the past and the 

present, the private and the public, and the social and the political, the narrative interrogates freedom as a complex 

and often contradictory force. Spanning three generations and moving across distinct cultural and geographical spaces, 

the novel offers a nuanced study of how freedom is imagined, desired, and contested. 

 

Keywords: Nationalism, Partition, Communal Violence, Political Freedom, Humanism 

 

Nationalism may be understood as an ideological conviction that places one’s own nation above all others, often 

fostering an exclusionary sense of superiority. While it can generate collective pride and solidarity, nationalism may 

also narrow perspectives and discourage cooperation with other nations, particularly in addressing shared global 

challenges. When taken to extremes, it risks replacing dialogue with rigidity and mutual understanding with suspicion. 

Amitav Ghosh, born in Calcutta in 1956, is a distinguished Indian writer and intellectual whose academic background 

in social anthropology profoundly informs his literary vision. He earned his doctoral degree from Oxford University, 

and his major fictional works include The Glass Palace, The Hungry Tide, River of Smoke, and The Shadow Lines. 

Among these, The Shadow Lines, published in 1988, has emerged as one of his most widely read and critically 

acclaimed novels. The text occupies a central position in Ghosh’s oeuvre for its sustained engagement with nationalism 

and its far-reaching consequences. 

In The Shadow Lines, Ghosh foregrounds themes such as diaspora, nationality, internationalism, and cultural as well 

as historical self-definition. The novel’s most significant thematic concern is the exploration of freedom – political, 

personal, moral, and emotional. By intricately weaving together the past and the present, the private and the public, 

and the social and the political, the narrative interrogates freedom as a complex and often contradictory force. 

Spanning three generations and moving across distinct cultural and geographical spaces, the novel offers a nuanced 

study of how freedom is imagined, desired, and contested. 

Each principal character embodies a different understanding of freedom. Tha’mma, the narrator’s grandmother, 

venerates political freedom and nationalism, viewing them as absolute ideals. Ila, by contrast, pursues an elusive form 

of personal and social freedom, shaped by mobility and individual choice. Characters such as May and Tridib are also 

engaged in quests for meaning and liberation that remain unresolved. Through these varied perspectives, Ghosh 

critically examines nationalism, revealing both its emotional appeal and its inherent limitations. 

The Circle of Reason, which received the prestigious Prix Médicis Étranger upon its translation into French, has 

frequently been described as an epic of restlessness, capturing the intellectual and physical migrations of its characters 

while foregrounding the instability of reason, belief, and social order in a rapidly changing world. The novel 

established Amitav Ghosh as a distinctive voice in Indian English fiction, marked by philosophical depth and narrative 

experimentation. 
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The Shadow Lines, awarded the Sahitya Akademi Award in 1989, is widely regarded by critics as one of the finest 

works of Indian fiction to date. Its enduring significance lies in its sophisticated interrogation of nationalism, memory, 

and belonging. In an Antique Land offers a different but equally compelling intellectual project, seeking to illuminate 

the ancient and modern intersections of Jewish, Arabic, and Hindu cultures, thereby recovering a shared, transregional 

history that challenges rigid civilizational boundaries. The Calcutta Chromosome further consolidated Ghosh’s 

reputation by winning the Arthur C. Clarke Award in 1997, affirming its innovative engagement with science, history, 

and subaltern knowledge systems. 

The Hungry Tide received the Hutch Crossword Book Award, instituted to promote excellence in Indian writing, and 

at its Delhi launch Ghosh was lauded as a potential Nobel laureate for his sustained contribution to Indian English 

literature. Structurally, The Shadow Lines is divided into two parts – “Going Away” and “Coming Home”and spans 

three generations of the narrator’s family across Calcutta, Dhaka, and London. The narrative opens with the evocative 

presence of Tridib and culminates in the gradual unraveling of the mystery surrounding his violent death during the 

communal riots in Dhaka. Told in the first person, the novel traces the intellectual and emotional growth of a young 

narrator who lives under the enduring influence of Tridib, the figure he most deeply idolizes. 

The narrator’s family circle includes his grandmother Tha’mma, his parents, and Mayadebi, Tha’mma’s elder sister, 

along with her diplomat husband and their three sons: Jatin, Tridib, and Robi. Jatin’s wife, colloquially known as 

Queen Victoria, and their daughter Ila represent a life of constant movement across nations and cultures. Tridib, the 

only member of Mayadebi’s family to remain in the ancestral house, is dismissed by Tha’mma as impractical and 

unproductive, yet he is engaged in doctoral research on the medieval Sena dynasty of Bengal. Despite familial 

skepticism, Tridib emerges as a pivotal intellectual and moral presence, anchoring the novel’s exploration of history, 

imagination, and the fragile lines that divide nations and identities. 

Tridib first encounters May Price as an infant during his visit to London in 1939, when he travels with his parents and 

stays with the Price family. Years later, their paths cross again in Calcutta, where this early acquaintance matures into 

a profound emotional attachment. This relationship becomes central to the thematic fabric of The Shadow Lines, 

embodying the novel’s concerns with memory, transnational connection, and the persistence of personal bonds across 

time and space. Robi later accompanies Tridib, May, Tha’mma, and Mayadebi on a journey to Dhaka to bring back 

Jethamoshai, Tha’mma’s aged uncle. During this visit, they become witnesses to the communal violence that 

culminates in Tridib’s brutal death at the hands of a mob. Although the incident is not narrated directly, it resurfaces 

through the fragmented and traumatic recollections of Robi and May Price, whose memories convey the enduring 

psychological scars left by the violence. 

The novel is structured around three generations, each embodying distinct historical experiences and value systems. 

Tha’mma, Mayadebi, and Jethamoshai belong to the first generation, shaped by pre-Partition life and its subsequent 

upheavals. The second generation comprises Jatin, Tridib, and Robi, whose lives unfold amid the lingering 

consequences of division and displacement, while Ila and Nick represent the third generation, marked by global 

mobility and cultural fluidity. Tha’mma emerges as the formidable matriarch of the narrator’s family, exercising 

unquestioned authority within the household. Residing in Gole Park, Calcutta, she presides over her son, daughter-in-

law, and grandson, the narrator, who is deeply attached to her and listens attentively to her nostalgic accounts of life 

in Dhaka before Partition. Despite her commanding presence, Tha’mma regards Tridib with disdain, dismissing him 

as irresponsible and unproductive. Living in the decaying ancestral house at Ballygunge Place with his aging 

grandmother and sustained by his parents’ resources, Tridib’s unconventional lifestyle and academic pursuits provoke 

her disapproval. Yet, it is precisely this marginal, contemplative existence that enables Tridib to become the novel’s 

most significant intellectual and emotional catalyst. 

Tha’mma retires from her position as a schoolteacher in 1962, coinciding with the narrator’s tenth year, a moment 

that signals a reflective return to the intertwined histories of Calcutta and Dhaka. As the narrative oscillates between 

these two cities, the narrator seeks to comprehend the layered meanings of political freedom attained after 

Independence and Partition. What was celebrated as liberation from British rule soon revealed its paradoxical cost: 

Partition became the price of freedom, and nationalism subsequently reshaped social perception by reducing 

relationships across borders to rigid communal identities. Hindus and Muslims, once neighbours, friends, or lovers, 

found themselves abruptly separated by newly erected borders, transforming intimate human bonds into sites of 

estrangement and loss. 

In The Shadow Lines, Amitav Ghosh foregrounds the traumatic division of Bengal through Tha’mma’s nostalgic 

recollections of Dhaka, the city of her birth and childhood. Her memories are suffused with personal history: the 

untimely death of her husband in the Arakan Hills, her determined struggle for self-reliance, and her decision to rebuild 
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her life as a schoolteacher in Calcutta. Central to her emotional world is Jethamoshai, her husband’s elder brother, 

who resolutely chooses to remain in Dhaka despite political upheaval. When Maya Debi’s husband is posted to the 

Indian Deputy High Commission in Dhaka, Tha’mma anticipates the possibility of returning to her birthplace and 

bringing Jethamoshai back with her. Yet this journey proves deeply unsettling. She is forced to confront the painful 

realization that the city of her origins has become irreconcilably misaligned with her national identity. The Dhaka she 

encounters is no longer the familiar landscape of her memory but a transformed, alien space, emblematic of how 

political borders fracture personal histories and unsettle long-held notions of belonging. 

The predicament of Muslim refugees in what was then East Pakistan is poignantly embodied in the figure of 

Saiffuddin, a mechanic originally from Motihari in Bihar, whose persistent longing to return to his birthplace 

underscores the pervasive sense of displacement that afflicts communities on both sides of the newly drawn borders. 

His condition mirrors the broader tragedy of Partition, in which the promise of national belonging fails to assuage the 

pain of uprooted lives. In a parallel vein, Jethamoshai’s gradual inability to recognize Tha’mma, Mayadebi, Tridib, 

Robi, and May Price signifies not merely personal senility but a deeper symbolic rupture between memory and history, 

imagination and reality. This disjunction forms one of the central “shadow lines” that structure The Shadow Lines, 

blurring the boundaries between sanity and dotage, belonging and alienation. 

Jethamoshai’s outlook constitutes a radical interrogation of nationalism itself. Unlike Tha’mma, whose loyalties are 

fractured by political borders and ideological commitments, he inhabits his ancestral home with a sense of quiet 

contentment and moral clarity. His life with Khalil, a Muslim rickshaw-puller, and Khalil’s family represents an 

alternative vision of communal harmony grounded in everyday human coexistence rather than abstract national ideals. 

In his old age, Jethamoshai finds in this household a surrogate family that cares for him with compassion and dignity. 

His insistence on remaining in, and ultimately dying on, the soil of his birth affirms a deeply rooted sense of belonging 

that transcends religious and national divisions. 

The novel’s climax exposes the fragility of this humane vision. As Tha’mma, Mayadebi, Tridib, Robi, and May Price 

travel back from Khalil’s house, their car is pursued and encircled by a violent communal mob. In the ensuing chaos, 

Jethamoshai, Khalil, and Tridib are brutally killed. The traumatic spectacle leaves May Price and Robi permanently 

scarred, their memories haunted by the violence that exposes the catastrophic consequences of communal hatred and 

the hollowness of nationalist certainties. 

From Robi’s perspective, the very idea of freedom is exposed as an illusion, a fragile mirage that dissolves in the face 

of lived experience. As a direct witness to brutal and senseless violence, Robi comes to realize that political freedom, 

so passionately celebrated, offers little protection against the raw forces of communal hatred. This irony is sharply 

underlined through Tha’mma’s response to history: she listens with excitement to radio broadcasts announcing India’s 

war with Pakistan, a nation that had been her own homeland scarcely two decades earlier. Her enthusiasm reflects the 

internalization of nationalist fervour, even as the narrative quietly reveals the emotional and ethical costs of such 

ideological alignments. 

The narrative structure of The Shadow Lines is deliberately non-linear, moving fluidly between past and present as 

the narrator oscillates between memories of his childhood and his grandmother’s recollections. The geographical 

setting similarly shifts across Calcutta, London, and Dhaka, emphasizing the instability of borders and the permeability 

of personal and political histories. During the climactic episode in Dhaka, May Price remains physically unharmed 

largely because of her identity as an English woman. Acting on instinct rather than calculation, she runs out of the car 

in an attempt to save Khalil and Ukil Babu (Jethamoshai). Tridib, unarmed and driven by moral impulse, follows her 

without hesitation. Yet, in this tragic moment, May survives while Tridib is killed alongside the very people he sought 

to protect, underscoring the cruel arbitrariness of communal violence. 

Although the Dhaka of Tha’mma’s youth has irrevocably changed, the memory of her ancestral home continues to 

occupy a powerful space in her consciousness, sustaining her emotional attachment to a lost past. Her recollections 

are largely nostalgic, marked by a sense of longing rather than bitterness. Even though her family house is now 

inhabited by Muslims after Partition, she harbours no personal malice. Nevertheless, the novel remains acutely aware 

of the persistent unrest and political volatility of the period. The communal riots of 1964 in both India and Pakistan 

culminate in Tridib’s untimely death, an event that profoundly alters Tha’mma’s understanding of freedom, 

nationalism, and the tragic human cost embedded within political divisions. 

Her ancestral home in Dhaka, once animated by memories of familial warmth and everyday vitality, is gradually 

transformed into a haunting emblem of death and communal brutality. What had earlier existed as an idyllic and 

emotionally sustaining vision is irrevocably shattered, compelling the grandmother to perceive the world through the 

rigid binaries of “us” and “them.” The violent death of Tridib thus emerges as the narrative and ideological culmination 
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of the novel’s sustained engagement with political discourse, exposing the devastating consequences of communal 

divisions inscribed within nationalist thinking. 

Through the grandmother’s evolving consciousness, the novel lays bare an unsettling possibility: that nationalism 

often acquires emotional force and legitimacy only through processes of conflict, sacrifice, and bloodshed. Her 

yearning for freedom is deeply internalized and intensely personal, yet it becomes inseparably entwined with notions 

of self-respect, collective pride, and national power. In tracing this transformation, The Shadow Lines compels readers 

to confront fundamental questions concerning the relationship between imagination and reality. Ghosh repeatedly 

suggests that the boundary separating the two is neither firm nor visible; rather, it exists as a fragile “shadow line,” 

easily crossed and often indistinguishable. Political ideals, personal memories, and imagined homelands constantly 

overlap, producing realities that are as much constructed as they are lived. 

The narrator’s movement from India to England further reinforces this tension between space, identity, and freedom. 

His physical relocation from one concrete geographical site to another is driven by a search for cultural, emotional, 

and intellectual liberation. Yet this journey contrasts sharply with Ila’s lifelong travels across the globe. Despite her 

constant movement through real, tangible spaces, Ila remains profoundly rootless, unable to claim any place as her 

own. In contrast, the narrator’s journeys occur largely through Tridib’s stories and imagination, suggesting that 

belonging and freedom may reside not in physical mobility but in the capacity to imagine, remember, and ethically 

inhabit spaces beyond visible borders. 

In The Shadow Lines, imagination is not merely a supplement to reality but a generative force that actively produces 

its own forms of truth and consequence. Ghosh demonstrates how imagined narratives, circulating as rumours, acquire 

a material potency capable of shaping collective behaviour and precipitating large-scale violence. The novel strikingly 

illustrates this through the episode of the alleged loss of the Prophet’s sacred relic, the Mu-i-Mubarak, in distant 

Srinagar, an event whose rumoured implications ignite murderous attacks against Hindu communities in Dhaka. The 

geographical remoteness of the incident underscores the unsettling power of imagination: spatial distance offers no 

immunity when emotions, fears, and beliefs travel faster than facts. Similarly, the panic in Calcutta over the supposed 

poisoning of water supplies reveals how rumour corrodes trust, dismantles long-standing friendships, and fractures 

the social fabric. Imagination thus functions paradoxically as both a connective force, binding people through shared 

narratives, and a destructive one, capable of inciting suspicion, fear, and violence. 

Through this dynamic, Ghosh questions the primacy of physical geography and political cartography. The novel 

suggests that territorial borders, though materially inscribed on maps, are less decisive than the imaginative networks 

that link communities across nations. Ironically, the partition of Bengal, intended to separate identities, draws its 

divided populations into closer emotional and political entanglement. Events in Srinagar reverberate in Dhaka, and 

their aftermath is felt almost immediately in Calcutta, demonstrating the permeability of borders in the realm of 

collective imagination. When read as both a social document and a political novel, The Shadow Lines offers a prescient 

exploration of communal tensions in late twentieth-century India. Written in 1988, amid intensifying cultural and 

religious antagonisms, the novel sensitively engages with the volatile dynamics of majority and minority violence, 

revealing how rumours and imagined threats can escalate into irreversible acts of communal rupture. 

Another central concern of The Shadow Lines is its sustained interrogation of the idea of freedom. The novel intricately 

interweaves multiple dimensions of freedom by juxtaposing past and present, the personal and the collective, and the 

social with the political. Spanning three generations and moving across contrasting cultural and geographical spaces, 

the narrative offers a nuanced and penetrating exploration of freedom as an all-pervasive and deeply contested force 

in human life. Each principal character embodies a distinct interpretation of freedom shaped by individual experience 

and historical circumstance. Tha’mma, the narrator’s grandmother, associates freedom primarily with political 

sovereignty and national independence, viewing it as a hard-earned achievement secured through struggle and 

sacrifice. In contrast, Ila seeks a more personal, social, and moral freedom, driven by a desire to escape restrictive 

social norms and claim autonomy over her own life. Tridib and May, meanwhile, pursue a more elusive and 

introspective freedom, one rooted in imagination, ethical responsibility, and emotional understanding rather than 

formal political structures. Through these varied quests, Ghosh reveals freedom as a complex and often contradictory 

ideal rather than a singular or stable condition. 

At the same time, the novel critiques rigid and aggressive forms of nationalism that undermine empathy and human 

connection. It emphasizes the ethical imperatives of mutual understanding, friendship, and the free flow of human 

relationships across borders, while exposing the hollowness of militant nationalism and exclusionary notions of 

identity. The outbreak of communal violence in Dhaka, triggered by the disappearance of the Prophet’s hair in 

Srinagar, becomes a pivotal episode that lays bare the fragility and arbitrariness of political frontiers. This incident 
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demonstrates how imagined boundaries and nationalist passions can erupt into real violence, severing human bonds 

that transcend nations. Ultimately, the novel advocates a vision of coexistence grounded in humanitarian values, 

common sense, and the shared desire for peace. Ghosh suggests that genuine international amity depends less on 

political maneuvering than on the capacity of ordinary people to nurture empathy and maintain ethical ties beyond the 

constraints of borders and state ideologies. 

The author, endowed with an expanded imaginative horizon and a deepened awareness of a world fractured by 

recurring violence, underscores the urgent necessity of preserving memories of humane, rational, and ethically 

grounded interactions. Through this narrative consciousness, the author emphasizes that both the media and collective 

public memory bear a crucial responsibility: to sustain an awareness of the fragile yet indispensable sanity that must 

resist the brutal logic of communal violence. Political freedom in the modern world, as the novel suggests, is far from 

a stable or self-evident achievement; rather, it is marked by ambiguity, contradiction, and unresolved tensions. Amitav 

Ghosh demonstrates that historical moments in which cultures and communities have turned antagonistic toward one 

another have repeatedly resulted in deep-seated crises within Indian society and politics. Freedom, therefore, is not 

presented as a final resolution but as a complex condition that demands constant ethical vigilance and self-reflection. 

The title The Shadow Lines itself functions as a powerful symbol of invisible barriers and arbitrary partitions. These 

shadowy demarcations divide not only nations and countries but also families, friendships, and individual 

consciousness. Tridib, who seeks to train the narrator in the disciplined and empathetic use of imagination, becomes 

a tragic victim of nationalist violence. Ironically, his death occurs while he is attempting to protect his English friend 

from the blind fury of Hindu–Muslim communal hatred. Through this moment, Ghosh subtly yet forcefully illustrates 

how these “shadow lines” fracture human relationships, fostering bitterness, fear, and irreversible loss. At the same 

time, Tridib’s death precipitates a moment of epiphanic realization for the narrator, who comes to recognize the 

destructive power of imagined divisions. The novel thus unfolds as a work of profound moral vision, offering a 

carefully woven philosophical message crafted with the sensitivity and precision of a skilled literary artisan. 
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