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Abstract

This paper demonstrates how Kunal Basu’s debut novel The Opium Clerk (2001) constructs
colonial history through fiction by employing the narrative techniques of historiographic
metafiction. Drawing on Linda Hutcheon’s theory of historiographic metafiction, Hayden
White’s theory of history as a narrative emplotment and the theoretical perspectives of New
Historicism, the study argues how Kunal Basu centres the marginal perspective of the Indian
clerk Hiranyagarbha (Hiran) Chakraborti to humanise and subvert imperial historiography.
The paper analyses how Basu utilizes a fictional storyline to produce a multi-dimensional
history of a particular time period, including the East India Company’s opium auctions in
Calcutta, the forced cultivation of poppy in the Gangetic valley, and the socio-political
repercussions of the Opium Wars, at the same time it highlights previously invisible or
undocumented marginalized voices from official histories. Through the character of Hiran,
Basu reverses the typical binary relationship between the colonizer and the colonized in
historical narratives. While interrogating issues of racial marginalization, cultural hybridity,
and economic exploitation. Thus, the paper demonstrates how fiction can transform passive
consumption of history into active reconstruction.

Key Words: Historiographic metafiction, Opium trade, New Historicism, Hybridity,
Postcolonial fiction

Introduction

Historical fiction plays a significant role in questioning and commenting on the past, and
creates a space where literature intersects historiography and blurs the boundary between fact
and invention, as Georg Lukacs discusses in his theory. The historical novel mediates lived
experience and recorded history. It's difficult to identify the precise origin of historical
fiction. Some of the classics of historical fiction are like Walter Scott’s Waverley (1814), Leo
Tolstoy’s War and Peace (1869), Charles Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities (1859), and Bankim
Chandra Chatterjee’s Durgesh Nandini (1865). Historical fiction continuously developed as a
site of reinterpretation. Contemporary writers such as Amitav Ghosh, Salman Rushdie along
with Kunal Basu extend this tradition by rewriting colonial history from marginal
perspectives. Some of the key novels written by Kunal Basu, apart from The Opium Clerk
(2001), are The Miniaturist (2003), Racists (2006), and The Yellow Emperor’s Cure (2011).

Poststructuralist thinkers such as Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida have argued that
history is essentially a text, a “discourse composed of representation, namely verbal
formations”. It means that the past can only be accessed through chronicles and archival
documents; it can't be directly approachable in its pure form. However, later historians like
Hayden White (1928-2018), a renowned postmodern philosopher of history, argued that it is
impossible to represent historical facts objectively. For White, historical events can be
accessed only through documents and other texts, and historiography transforms these events
into historical “facts”. Consequently, historians have experienced the role of a decisive factor
in assigning significance to specific historical events in historical accounts while disregarding
others for ideological reasons. White expounds on this new concept of history primarily in his
work Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (1973). His
purpose was to offer a fresh perspective on the ongoing debate about the nature and purpose
of historical knowledge.
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This paper situates Kunal Basu’s The Opium Clerk within this theoretical framework, and
examines how the novel deploys historiographic metafiction, a method popularized by Linda
Hutcheon, who famously said that “incorporates all three of these domains (history, literature,
and theory)” while remaining “intensely self-reflexive” about the constructedness of both
past and its representation. While Hayden White, in Metahistory, asserts that historical
writing depends on the same tropological and narrative strategies as fiction further underpins
the analysis. In the novel, the opium trade is not merely presented as a symbol of imperial
progress but rather as a subterranean nightmare of greed, addiction and cultural
erasure. Therefore, through Hiran’s story, a marginal Anglo-India clerk, Basu dismisses the
dominant colonial narrative and foregrounds subaltern experiences. Thus, the novel
transforms history from a fixed record to a space of interpretation, where it becomes a space
of recovering silenced voices and reimagining the past.

Existing studies, on Kunal Basu’s The Opium Clerk, have largely focused on the themes of
cultural hybridity, colonial identity formation and transnational trade network. Though these
kinds of approaches have significantly helped me to understand the novel’s postcolonial
dimensions, yet comparatively little attention has been paid to its formal narrative strategies
particularly its deployment of historiographic metafiction as a means of reconstructing the
colonial past. More importantly, existing research tends to privilege thematic interpretation
over an in-depth examination of how the novel self-reflexively interrogates the processes of
historical representation itself. Above all, the intersection of Linda Hutcheon’s concept of
historiographic metafiction with Hayden White’s theory of narrative emplotment remains
underexplored in the context of Basu’s work. Therefore, in this paper I have addressed this
critical gap by analyzing how The Opium Clerk not only represents history but actively
constructs and contests it through narrative techniques that foreground marginal voices,
thereby offering a more nuanced understanding of colonial historiography.

Theoretical Framework: Historiographic Metafiction and the Narrativisation of History

Linda Hutcheon, in A Poetics of Postmodernism (1988), defines historiographic metafiction
as a form that “lays claim to historical events and personages” while simultaneously
foregrounding its own fictionality through parody, intertextuality and self reflection. Unlike
traditional historical novels, historiographic metafiction problematises the passivity of
objective representation: “It is the process of making meaning rather than the product that is
foregrounded”. It is the central paradox which is projected in The Opium Clerk. The novel
doesn't simply recreate the past but rather it interrogates how the colonial archives (i.e. trade
reports, auction ledgers, missionary accounts) silence Indian voices while prioritising British
ones.

Hayden White, in Metahistory (1973), complements this view by arguing that historians
emplot events using literary tropes (i.e. romance, tragedy, comedy and satire), making
historical writing inherently fictional. White argues that history is not objective but as a
“verbal structure” akin to literature where facts are selected, according to the coloniser's
perspective, to convey meaning. Therefore, it is shown that imperial historiography of the
opium trade emplotted as a “romance” of free trade and civilising mission, while masking
coercion. Kunal Basu counters this with a satiric emplotment: the clerk’s (Hiran) palm
reading talent ironically “reads” fates that the coloniser has predetermined through economic
violence. The novel's metafictional elements like Hiran narrating Hindu fables to his British
superior, the commodification of children, and dreams of addiction mirroring national
nightmares, reveal history as a site of narrative contestation. Importantly, this approach also
aligns with theorists such as Gayatri Chakraborty Spivak(“Can the Subaltern Speak) and
Ranajit Guha’s Subaltern studies project, which critiques elite historiography for removing
peasant and clerk level agency and their contributions from history. Through Hiran, Basu
embodies the subaltern clerk bureaucrat whose labour sustained the empire yet their story
remains unheard. By fictionalising this figure, Kunal Basu implements what White calls “the
content of the form”- history’s meaning emerges from choices, not raw facts.

Narrative Technique and the Construction of History in The Opium Clerk
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In The Opium Clerk, Kunal Basu uses third person narration which unfolds non-linearly
across three generations and is interspersed with fables, dreams, and oral histories. This mode
of representation mirrors Hutcheon’s “self reflective” historiography, where the reader is
constantly reminded that the history is mediated through subjective consciousness.

Born amid the sepoy mutiny in 1857, Hiran possessed an uncanny ability to read faces and
palms. His father was slain during the uprising, and he was raised by his widowed mother in
poverty until he secured a clerkship at the Auction house at the age of nineteen. Most
importantly, the auction house serves as a microcosm of empire — bureaucratic, ritualistic, yet
corrupt — where Hiran rises from lowly clerk to confidant of Crabbe.

Basu, in The Opium Clerk, places history and fiction side by side, and vividly portrays
colonial India during the Opium Wars. He incorporates some real characters, places and real
events- like the opium trade orchestrated by the British East India Company to illuminate the
era's power dynamics, cultural clashes. The novel captures the Opium Wars (First: 1839—
1842; Second: 1856-1860), including naval battles like the Battle of Canton and the Battle of
the Bogue. Through detailed depiction of Opium trade routes, cultivation and their
devastating consequences, Basu draws a realistic picture of the world that educates readers
about the intricacies of colonialism.

Central to this narrative is Hiranyagarbha [Hiran], whose name indicates the Rig Vedic
creator god and is central to Vedic cosmology. Born in a "year of calamity,” he embodies the
average Indian’s crisis under British rule. Working as a clerk at an auction house in Calcutta,
Hiran navigates a journey from childhood innocence to perilous adventures in China,
including his entanglement in the siege of Canton. Hiran’s story highlights the mindset of
educated Bengalis, who are torn between Eastern heritage and Western influences, as seen in
his missionary schooling arranged by his uncle Mahim against his mother's wishes. On his
first day at the auction house, his ill-fitting Western attire, marked by Saraladevi's
sandalwood paste, symbolizes the cultural tension, echoing Edward Said's concept of
orientalism. Most importantly, the multicultural cast underscores colonialism's global
entanglements like Bengalis (Saraladevi, Annada, and Nabin Babu); Parsis (Kavasji);
Goanese (Vincent D’Cruz and Vinny); Englishmen (Jonathan Crabbe and Perkyns); Malays,
Sikhs, Indo-Chinese hybrids; and the half-caste Douglas Crabbe. Even cultural assimilation
appears in the marriage of the opium trader Zachary Reid to an Indian woman, while figures
like Jonathan Crabbe expose Western exploitation by hiring Hiran to procure a child for his
opium-addicted wife. The adoption of Douglas (Crabbes' abandoned son) mirrors imperial
irresponsibility. Basu also includes real historical figures such as Lin Zexu, the Chinese
official who seized and destroyed opium in Canton and appealed to Queen Victoria to end the
trade, and Lord Palmerston, Britain's Foreign Secretary. These real world personalities
interact with fictional ones, grounding the narrative and showing history's personal toll.

Therefore, through Hiran and the other characters, Kual Basu explores the themes of identity
and assimilation. Even Hiran’s journeys to China emphasize the Opium Wars’ tensions, in
which British forces protected their interests against Chinese resistance. Significantly, Basu's
nuanced characterizations reveal how history molds choices: Reid's ethical shifts, Amelia's
awakening, and Hiran's disillusionment illustrate colonialism's erosion of traditions and the
power imbalances in exploitative intercultural romances. Above all, The Opium Clerk uses
its intricate narrative to reflect the interplay of tradition and modernity, East and West.
Hiranyagarbha becomes a metaphor for time and history itself — fragile, ironic, and shaped
by colonial forces — offering us a profound view of nineteenth-century India's subjugation
and resilience.

Historical Context: The Opium Trade as Imperial Infrastructure

The opium trade was the East India Company’s most lucrative monopoly after salt. Peasants,
especially from Bihar, Bengal, were forced to cultivate poppies. The EIC collected the raw
opium and then auctioned it in Calcutta’s “Opium Auction House” before exporting it to
China. By the 1830s, opium revenue reached nearly half the EIC’s income. This revenue
played a significant role in maintaining British administration in India and financed the
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purchase of Chinese tea and silk. Moreover, Chinese resistance led to the opium wars. In
India, the trade brought famines, addiction among the poor, social upheaval, resulting in the
1857 Mutiny, and it is also the very year in which the novel’s protagonist, Hiran, was born.

Basu’s novel delves into the dark history of opium and its connection to British imperialism.
Official narratives such as British parliamentary papers, EIC records claimed that the trade as
legitimate commerce disrupted by Chinese intransigence. In contrast, Indian nationalist
accounts (e.g. Dadabhai Naoroji) and later postcolonial scholars such as Amar Farooqui
reveal coercion: British merchants and Parsi intermediaries amassed fortunes, while Indian
peasants received below-market prices. The Opium Clerk reimagines this “unknown history
of the illegal opium trade” and the “criminal practices of international smugglers,” including
child kidnapping, from the perspective of an Indian employee. Through Hiran’s eyes, the
reader witnesses the British trading presence in China and Southeast Asia. Hiran’s position as
a clerk symbolizes the social, political and cultural subjugation of the colonized people.

As Hiran steps into the trail of opium, he becomes entangled in a web of deception and
corruption orchestrated by British colonizers. Basu also highlighted how Hiran became a
pawn in the financial gains of the British and vendors exploiting western imperialism. Hiran’s
unawareness of the large events around him serves as an allegory for India's subject status
under oppressive colonial rule. As Basu himself comments,”Indians were kept ignorant
about British designs in China. Colonialism creates horizontal silences, so the subject races
are ignorant of each other while being aware of the master”. At the end, Hiran's survival,
despite his passive nature, signifies the emergence of a new history that challenges the
colonial narrative. The novel also highlights the narratives of overlooked women such as
Annada and Lilian, who are victims of the pervasive commercialism surrounding the opium
trade. By intertwining fact and fiction, Basu challenges the Western discourse and presents an
alternative narrative that digs up the hidden stories of the colonized others.

Filling Archival Silence

Kunal Basu’s most unique and powerful historiographic strategy is the insertion of folk and
oral knowledge omitted from official archives. A key passage which highlights opium’s
global genealogy, delivered by a character (likely Mahim or a fellow clerk) who demystifies
its “exotic” Chinese association:

“The Romans got it from their Greek slaves, gave Somnus - the God of sleep - a bunch of
poppies and an opium horn. Later Venetian merchants began taking an interest. ‘Each had it
in

their own way. Turks ate the fetid, brackish cakes flavoured with nutmeg, cardamom,
cinnamon,

and saffron. Persians drank it with wine. Egyptians dissolved it in delicate balms. From kings
it

passed to soldiers - and those who deal in pain. In one giant leap the Arabs took it over the
caucasian mountains.” (Basu 44)

This passage highlights how history is a palimpsest: opium is not exclusively Chinese but
rather a universal commodity that has traversed civilisations. By placing it in an Indian
clerk’s world, Basu displaces Eurocentric narratives and reveals the empire's selective
amnesia - British texts emphasise Chinese addiction while ignoring domestic and Indian
complicity.

Another passage, spoken amid reflections on the trade’s persistence, exposes its deeper
motivations beyond opium:

“You think only China has taken to opium? It's everywhere - Singapore, Malaya, Burma,
even

England has been infected.” He paused to spit out the orange seeds. “We'd be here, mud or
not.

Mr Crabbe and his men would be here too, even if not one ounce of opium was raised in the
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Ganges valley. They were both after something else. What? Who called the merchant, the
soldier, the priest.” (Basu 195)

Here, interestingly the novel metafictionally questions its own historical premise: the opium
trade is merely a pretext for colonial intrusion. The rhetorical question “Who called the
merchant, the soldier, the priest?”” highlights postcolonial critiques of intertwined economic,
military, and missionary imperialism (cf. Edward Said’s Orientalism). By giving voice to the
marginal characters, Basu constructs an alternative history that prioritises intent over event.

Lilian’s (the opium-addicted wife of Hiran’s superior, Mr. Jonathan Crabbe) opium-induced
delirium — “a thousand babies crying for milk” and the subsequent commodification of
orphan children (one fetched from Viper Island prison-orphanage) literalise the trade’s
human cost. The question “Why would a prison house an orphanage?” (Basu 107)
underscores the grotesque fusion of carceral and reproductive economies under colonialism.
Hiran’s palm-reading, initially a folk talent, becomes a metafictional device for “reading”
historical fates otherwise erased. These quotations and motifs demonstrate White’s
tropological emplotment: Basu transforms archival “facts” (auctions, addiction statistics) into
tragic satire, where the clerk’s “innocent” implication in fraud mirrors India’s coerced role in
empire.

Fiction as Counter-History and Subaltern Agency

Centering Hiran, a Brahmin mission-school product torn between assimilation and resistance,
Basu enacts Spivak’s subaltern recovery. Hiran rejects full Westernisation; he narrates
Vishnu myths to Douglas, fostering revolutionary consciousness rather than colonial
mimicry. Mahim’s arc (initial Anglophilia followed by disillusioned return to dhoti and
regional journals) critiques Fanonian “imitativeness,” showing history as a lived dialectic
rather than linear progress. Above all, the novel’s hybrid Anglo-Indian lineage across
generations constructs history as creolised and contested. Douglas’s participation in anti-
opium agitation links personal fiction to nationalist historiography. Basu thus fills the
“silences” Guha identifies in colonial archives: the clerk, the peasant grower, the “Chinese
coolie”, and the addicted wife all gain narrative voice.

Compared to Amitav Ghosh’s Ibis trilogy (which also treats the opium trade but emphasises
indenture and maritime cosmopolitanism), Basu’s focus on bureaucratic modernity and the
auction-house clerk offers a more intimate, metafictional critique of paperwork as imperial
control. Both authors, however, use fiction to reimagine “bureaucratic modernity” as a site of
both oppression and subtle resistance. Dreams and visions (reminiscent of Garcia Marquez)
blur temporal boundaries, suggesting the past haunts the present, much as opium legacies
persist in global drug economies and postcolonial inequalities. Ultimately, it is proved
through Hiran’s story that fiction can be powerful and has the capacity to question history
and rewrite it, meaning history is not deterministic but open to reinterpretation through
storytelling.

Conclusion

To conclude, Kunal Basu’s The Opium Clerk proves that fiction does not merely narrate
history but rather actively constructs it. By employing the strategies of historiographic
metafiction theorized by Linda Hutcheon and aligning with Hayden White’s notion of
narrative emplotment, Basu transforms the opium trade from imperial footnote to a tragic
allegory of greed, cultural theft, and resistance. However, addressing the gap in existing
scholarship, this study has demonstrated that Basu’s narrative is not only thematically
concerned with hybridity and colonial identity but also reveals how history itself is produced,
mediated and legitimized. Through its self-reflexive narrative techniques, non linear structure
and inclusion of oral traditions, and symbolic devices such as Hiran’s palm-reading — the
novel foregrounds the processes through which historical meaning is constructed. By
centering Hiran's perspective, Basu exposes the mere narrativity of history while recovering
marginal subjectivities suppressed by colonial archives. Thus, the novel transforms the opium
trade from a mere historical episode into a contested narrative space, revealing the
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entanglement of economic exploitation, cultural dislocation, and epistemic control. Thus, The
Opium Clerk shows how fiction can be used as a counter historical tool. It enables a critical
re-evaluation of the past and reinforces the idea that history is not a fixed record but an
interpretive and dynamic discourse which is open to revision.
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