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Abstract

Amitav Ghosh’s The Shadow Lines delves deeply into the social, cultural, and psychological
repercussions of the Partition of India, illustrating how it fragmented identities, communities,
and histories. By interweaving personal and collective memories, Ghosh portrays the
lingering effects of political boundary-making, highlighting the futility and permeability of
borders that continue to scar generations. The novel, with its narrative structure spanning
across multiple timelines and places like Calcutta, Dhaka, and London, underscores how
violence and trauma are inherited and re-experienced. This paper examines how Ghosh uses
the Partition as a narrative device to question the permanence of borders and identities,
linking personal histories with larger socio-political shifts. It argues that The Shadow Lines
offers a critique of nationalist narratives and interrogates the political and cultural meaning of
“belonging.” By analyzing Ghosh’s use of memory, border symbolism, and narrative
multiplicity, this paper highlights how the partition becomes a recurring reminder of division,
deeply impacting characters and their perceptions of nationhood and identity.

Keywords: Amitav Ghosh, borders, identity, memory, nationalism, Partition.

Introduction

The Partition of India in 1947 remains one of the most cataclysmic events in South Asian
history, leaving behind a legacy of violence, displacement, and fragmented identities that
continue to resonate through generations . Amitav Ghosh’s ‘The Shadow Lines’ delves into
this traumatic rupture, revealing how the Partition is not merely a historical occurrence but an
ever-present wound that shapes and haunts individual lives and collective consciousness.
Through the lens of personal memory and collective history, Ghosh deconstructs the arbitrary
creation of borders, exposing their inability to contain human emotions, relationships, and
identities (Karima Khatun 2024). By intertwining the lives of characters spread across
Calcutta, Dhaka, and London, Ghosh shows how the aftermath of Partition blurs geographical
and temporal lines, transforming borders into shadowy illusions with real, often devastating,
consequences.

In ‘The Shadow Lines’, Ghosh critiques the constructs of nationalism and identity by
portraying how personal and collective experiences of Partition shape individual psyches and
community dynamics (Nadia 2020). Characters grapple with their memories, longing, and
trauma, navigating boundaries that separate and connect them. This paper explores the
element of Partition in ‘The Shadow Lines’ arguing that Ghosh uses this historical fracture to
interrogate the meaning of belonging, the futility of political borders, and the cyclical nature
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of violence, ultimately revealing how the echoes of Partition reverberate across time and
generations (Peeters 2008).

1. Partition as an Ever-Present Historical Wound

Amitav Ghosh's ‘The Shadow Lines’ portrays the 1947 Partition as a traumatic event whose
legacy is inherited by succeeding generations (Azmeh Waleed 2022). The narrator’s family
experiences demonstrate how the past, far from being buried, resurfaces to shape individual
and collective identities. Through his grandmother, Tha’mma, Ghosh exemplifies how the
trauma of Partition leads to an obsessive desire to “erase” borders in her mind. Tha’mma,
who originally hails from Dhaka (now in Bangladesh), is unable to reconcile with the
division of India and resents the loss of her "home."

When Tha’mma plans to visit her sister in Dhaka, she naively asks, “But if there is a border,
then why can't we see it?” This quote underscores the futility of political borders and reflects
the confusion and pain caused by Partition. Tha’mma’s sentiment exemplifies the paradox of
Partition: the creation of physical borders that, ironically, cannot contain the emotional and
historical ties binding people across them.

Similarly, the narrator’s visit to Dhaka and the recounting of communal riots illustrates the
persistence of violence rooted in Partition. For the grandmother the mental division from
Dhaka must entail a physical division also. She poses a question. She thinks there were
“trenches perhaps, or soldiers or guns pointing at each other, or even just barrenstrips of
land”. But her son, the narrator’s father replies that the division was not physically visible on
the frontiers, “No, you won't be able to see anything except clouds and perhaps if you are
lucky, some green fields”.

The riots serve as a stark reminder of how the trauma of past violence perpetuates itself,
spilling over generations. Recalling the gruesome deaths, May Price years later tells the
narrator, “When I got there, I saw three bodies. They were all dead. They'd cut Khalil's
stomach open. The old man's head had been hacked off. And they'd cut Tridib's throat from
ear to ear!

The horror of the act is branded forever in the memories of Robi and May Price who witness
the whole catastrophe from close range. Ghosh makes it clear that the scars of the past do not
fade; instead, they shape identities and foster divisions that endure.

2. Borders and Their Symbolism

Borders in ‘The Shadow Lines’ are presented as artificial constructs that fail to keep peace
and unity intact. Ghosh critiques the concept of fixed borders through characters’ lives and
stories, suggesting that national boundaries are ultimately fragile. The riot scenes in Dhaka, in
which Tridib—a central character who is deeply loved by the narrator—meets a tragic end,
vividly demonstrate how borders not only divide but also facilitate violence (Moitra 2024).

Ghosh writes: “They had drawn their borders, believing in that illusion of difference, that
arbitrary separation.” This line highlights the illusionary aspect of borders, emphasizing their
inability to truly separate identities and histories. In the novel, borders not only delineate
nations but also act as barriers between people’s lives, hearts, and memories, reinforcing the
absurdity of political divisions that strive to contain the fluid and interconnected histories of
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South Asia. There is no depiction of sexual or romantic relationships between individuals
who share the same nationality, race, or cultural background. Instead, desire arises and finds
fulfillment across borders, transcending geographical and cultural divides (Ansari 2012).

3. Memory, Identity, and Narrative Structure

The novel’s narrative structure, with its complex interweaving of memories and time frames,
mirrors the fractured nature of post-Partition identity. ‘The Shadow Lines’, published seven
years after ‘Midnight’s Children’, follows a non-linear narrative structure. The novel is
divided into two sections: “Going Away,” which comprises sixteen sections, and “Coming
Home,” which has fifteen chapters. Both titles carry a layer of irony, as Ghosh’s portrayal of
distance suggests that true departure or return is impossible. Neither section adheres to a
conventional structure with a clear beginning, middle, and end. Instead, Ghosh employs a
nonlinear, multi-layered narrative style, eschewing traditional realism for defamiliarizing
techniques that evoke mystery, uncertainty, and ambiguity. This approach turns narration into
a quest for deeper, often elusive, meanings on both personal and national levels and a process
of memory exploration.

The narrator moves fluidly across time- periods, spanning from 1980 back to the 1960s and
then to the summer of 1939, when Mayadebi, her husband, Shaheb, and a young Tridib travel
to London for Shaheb’s medical treatment, staying with Mrs. Price. Although the narrative
covers forty-one years, from 1939 to 1980, its primary focus is on a condensed thirty-one-day
period. The narrator shifts repeatedly between these selected days and events, creating a
layered and intricate storytelling experience (Gahatraj 2017).

The narrator's memories of Tridib’s death, Tha’mma’s recollections of her past, and the tales
of other characters blur the boundaries between past and present. This fragmented storytelling
is Ghosh’s way of portraying how the past continuously shapes individual and collective
identity.

One poignant example is the narrator’s recollection of a conversation with Tridib, who tells
him, “The place where I was born is now another country.” This statement symbolizes the
loss and displacement experienced by millions due to Partition. Memory, for Ghosh’s
characters, is both a source of pain and a means of resistance, allowing them to grapple with
the fractures in their identities caused by historical events.

4. Nationalism and Belonging

‘The Shadow Lines’ critiques nationalist discourses and explores how they can create
artificial divides and identities (Gabriel 2005). Tha’mma, for example, believes in the idea of
a unified nation-state and associates borders with a necessary element for security and
identity (Bharali 2012). Her efforts to “redeem” Dhaka by helping her sister leave for
Calcutta show her desire to eliminate differences. However, her beliefs are constantly
challenged as she witnesses the violence and divisions born of nationalism.

Ghosh juxtaposes Tha’mma’s traditional notions of nationhood with Tridib’s
cosmopolitanism, showing a more fluid approach to identity (Ashley Wall 2022). Tridib tells
the narrator, “I could never understand why they would want to draw another line.” This line
emphasizes the futility of separating people along national, religious, or cultural lines. By
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contrasting different characters’ views on nationalism and identity, Ghosh highlights the
contradictions and complexities inherent in the notion of belonging to a single nation.

In the novel, Tha’mma is portrayed as a character driven by intense nationalist sentiments.
During her college years, her passion for India’s freedom from colonial rule was fuelled by
tales of student revolutionaries. As an adult, her interpretation of nationalism evolves to
emphasize national unity. For instance, she encourages the girls at her school to prepare
dishes from regions different from their own, promoting a sense of cultural integration. Her
desire for war, motivated by a belief that it would help people overcome religious divisions
through shared sacrifice, also illustrates her perspective on unity and national strength.
Tha’mma’s adherence to the idea of borders reflects her belief that India needs defined
boundaries to distinguish itself from neighbouring countries. Sociologist Michael Billig’s
concept of “banal nationalism”—which highlights how everyday symbols like flags, national
anthems, and rituals keep nationalist sentiments alive—aptly describes her approach to
maintaining national identity and unity (Padikkapparambil 2023).

5. Violence and Its Legacy

Violence is a recurring theme in ‘The Shadow Lines’, illustrating the cyclical nature of
conflict rooted in historical divisions. The Dhaka riots are one of the most powerful instances
where Ghosh depicts the senselessness of communal violence. Tridib’s death during these
riots symbolizes the human cost of political and communal divisions. The narrator's
description of the violence he learns about years later reflects the lingering legacy of
Partition, as well as the futility of attempts to suppress collective anger and trauma through
physical borders.

The grandmother’s inability to comprehend why people who once lived together are now
divided further underlines the senselessness of the violence. Tha’mma's belief that “a piece of
land could be the reason for so much hatred and bloodshed” shows her internal conflict and
disillusionment with the concept of borders and divisions. Ghosh uses violence as a metaphor
for the unresolved tensions of Partition, suggesting that true healing cannot occur until the
underlying causes are acknowledged and addressed.

In ‘The Shadow Lines’, Amitav Ghosh refrains from explicitly describing acts of violence;
instead, he employs indirect methods of depiction, such as newspaper reports, to highlight its
pervasive impact. The riots of 1964 in Calcutta and the violence in Khulna are presented as
factual news reports, which the narrator reads sixteen years later at the Teen Murti House
library. This occurs after a conversation with his friend Malik. Despite his maturity as a
research scholar, the narrator remains deeply affected by the senseless violence, its
underlying causes, and the tragic realization that it led to the death of his beloved uncle,
Tridib.

By using a news report format that emphasizes factual details, Ghosh captures the raw,
unembellished reality of communal conflict. The detached and matter-of-fact nature of the
reports strips away any comforting distance of time, suggesting that the riots are not merely
historical events but are persistently present. Thus, the 1964 Calcutta riots serve as a stand-in
for subsequent incidents of communal unrest, such as the Delhi riots in 1984, the Meerut riots
in 1987, or the Gujarat riots in 2002. Ghosh's approach emphasizes the cyclical and enduring
nature of such violence, making it a haunting and timeless presence in the narrative.
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Conclusion

In ‘The Shadow Lines’, Amitav Ghosh presents the Partition not merely as a historical event
but as an enduring trauma that continues to shape the identities and experiences of individuals
and communities. By interweaving personal and collective memories, he critiques the idea of
nationhood and challenges the legitimacy of political borders. The novel's exploration of
memory, violence, and identity underscores the legacy of Partition, suggesting that borders,
both physical and metaphorical, continue to fragment societies and identities. Through the
experiences of his characters, Ghosh reveals the lasting impact of Partition and calls for a
rethinking of nationalist ideologies that divide rather than unite.
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