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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION


The genesis of all literature lies in the instinctive human urge to express the drama of human experience. It was this urge that gave rise to the oral narrative tradition across the globe. With the growing sophistication of the written medium, the same urge found a more complex, subtle and fuller expression in formal literature. The development of the Indian English novel provides an interesting illustration of how this urge to express has taken a genre from the earliest phase of imitation through an intermediary phase of assimilation to reach a phase of authentic self-expression. 


The novel as a literary phenomenon took roots in India a little more than a century ago. The development of formal prose began with the western impact on Indian culture. As a result in the beginning Western Classics were at the outset translated. The novel proper begins with Bankim Chandra Chatterjee’s first published work in English Rajmohan’s Wife in the year 1864. It was a significant start for the Indian English novel. Bankim Chandra was a master of the romantic as well as the historical novel. It is quiet evident that his historical novel were inspired by Scott’s historical romances. Bankim Chandra Chatterjee is rightly considered the father of the novel in India.


Other writers too took the lead and started producing novels in English. Notable among them were Rajalakshmi Devi’s The Hindu Wife (1876), Toru Dutt’s Bianca (1878), etc. K.R. Srinivasa Iyengar’s remark that these novels have for us today no more than an antiquarian or historical interest may not be acceptable as they played a vital role in quickening the literary renaissance all over the country.


The next important figure on the literary scene was Rabindranath Tagore. Tagore’s novels helped the Indian’s to rediscover themselves and also created a new awareness about their culture. The arrival of Mulk Raj Anand, Raja Rao and R.K. Narayan aptly termed ‘the founding fathers’ by William Walsh, on the literary scene gave the Indian English Novel a new vigour and direction. 


R.K. Narayan’s contribution to the Indian English novel has been exemplary. Starting with Swami and Friends, his first novel published in 1938, to The Painter of Signs in 1993, he has captured the Indian imagination for well over seen decades. By his choice of themes and a unique style of presentation, he has carved a niche for himself in the crowded literary scene. His protagonists are all ordinary middle class people and the family constitutes the hub of his preoccupations. Commenting on the thematic concerns of Narayan’s novels, William Walsh says that the family, indeed, is the immediate context in which the novelist’s sensibility operates, and his novels are remarkable for the subtley with which family relationships are treated. Thus in all his novels, The English Teacher, The Bachelor of Arts, Waiting for the Mahatma and The Painter of Signs, Narayan explores a variety of relationships within the family. Commenting on the plots of his novels, Walsh says that the novels plot the rise of this intention into awareness, its recognisation is a crisis of consciousness and then its resolution. 

The sensation of the eighties was the arrival on the Indian literary scene of Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children. It not only shook the very foundations of the Indian English novel but also took the literary world by storm. Makarand Paranjape sums up accurately the impact of the novel. He states that this momentous book really jolted the very foundation of the Indian English novel; its energy, self-indulgency irresponsibility, disorder and cockiness really shocked the daylight out of the staid form of the Indian English novel.

The novel of the eighties recognizes the plural nature of society and the importance of national integration. It thus reflects the reality of the mixed Indian tradition. The scope of these novels is trans-national and trans-continental. The East-West conflict projected in the novel of the sixties is now a thing of the past. Now cultures mingle, as is evident when characters of different nationalities interact with ease. As a result, the whole world is projected as one big home. The new individual is more cosmopolitan and deregionalised than in the novel of the sixties and seventies. Some of the important novels of the eighties are Rushdie’s Midnight’s children, Shame ,Amitav Ghosh’s The Circle of Reason, The Shadow Lines and Upamanyu Chatterjee’s English, August : An Indian Story in 1980, Raja Rao’s Kanthapura, The Serpent and the Rope, etc. These novelists with their choice of themes and techniques share the vision and objectives of other postcolonical writers. Thus a historical survey of the Indian English novel shows that the configuration of the novel has changed from time to time and found expression according to the perception of the writer. 


Amitav Ghosh was born several years after ‘Midnight’s Children’ made their tryst with destiny on 15th August 1947. He was born in Calcutta in 1956 but grew up in East Pakistan (now Bangladesh), Sri Lanka, Iran and India. As a youngster, he was greatly influenced by the stories of Partition, Independence and the Second World War.


Amitav Ghosh graduated from St. Stephens College, University of Delhi. For a short period during the Emergency, he worked with The Indian Express newspaper. Later he joined the Delhi School of Economics as a lecturer in the Department of Anthropology. After some years he received a scholarship to do a D.Phil. in Social Anthropology at Oxford University. In 1980, he went to Egypt to do field work in the Fellaheen village of Lataifa. Ghosh has done fieldwork in Cambodia, lived in Delhi and written for a number of publications. Amitav Ghosh joined the visiting faculty at Queens College in the City College of New York from Fall 1999, as distinguished Professor in the Department of Comparative Literature. He currently lives in Brooklyn, New York with his wife Deborah Baker.


Amitav Ghosh has written four novels, a travelogue and a booklet exposing the nuclear arms race in both India and Pakistan. He published his first novel, The Circle of Reason in the year 1986 when he was teaching at the Delhi School of Economics, at the University of Delhi. This novel was translated into many European languages. Its French edition received the Prix Medici Estranger, a prestigious literary award in France.


His next book was The Shadow Lines in the year 1988, considered by many critics as his best work of fiction till date. It is an acclaimed masterpiece and evokes postcolonial situations, cultural dislocations and anxieties in the period between 1962 and 1979. In this novel, the interpretation of fractured nationalities is both vivid and intriguing. He was awarded  the coveted Sahitya Akademi award  in 1989, for  this  outstanding 

novel.

Amitav Ghosh’s third book In an Antique Land (1992) shows that he is not a mere fiction writer but a serious researcher, social anthropologist and a keen traveller as well. This novel bears testimony to Ghosh’s interaction with at least four languages and cultures spread over three continents and across several countries.

In his next novel, entitled The Calcutta Chromosome (1996), Amitav Ghosh amalgamates literature, science, philosophy, history, psychology and sociology. It is a unique experiment in the post-modernist form and the result is a complex, and imaginative story of quest and discovery that weaves past, present and future into an intricate texture.

Besides these four books of fiction, Ghosh has written a gripping and meticulously researched travelogue Dancing in Cambodia, At Large in Burma (1998). It is a travel book that reveals the writers perceptions about the socio-political situations in both Cambodia and Burma, two countries which practiced the politics of extreme isolation in the recent past. This recent publication shows Ghosh as an excellent socio-historical chronicler.

The Circle of Reason by Amitav Ghosh is specifically a contemporary work. The basic technique used in this novel is the well-told story, a tradition as old as Homer’s epics. Around the bare outlines of the plot which moves over continents, are clustered an infinite number of stories ranging back and forth-in time. Each story, whether it moves backwards or forwards in time, continues and subtly explains any ambiguities in the previous story. So in this novel, story telling is Amitav Ghosh’s main narrative technique. However, the author does not use the conventional, linear chronological narrative. The Circle of Reason presents history as a collective memory, a link between past and present. The past, a reference point for understanding what is happening, is equally dependent on the present, to determine the perspective. 

In In an Antique Land, Ghosh blends fiction, fact and history so skillfully that the combination appears seamless. Ghosh writes on two parallel planes of time: one recounting his visit to Lataifa and Nashaway, small Egyptian villages, in 1990 and 1988 and the other, reconstructing the life of Bomma, the Indian slave. The two narratives initially seem arbitrarily connected, but they gradually illumine and complement each other. So In an Antique Land, Ghosh reconstructed the tapestry of life in twelfth century India and the Levant against the backdrop of Egyptian life in the 1980s. In this novel, the author himself is the protagonist. The most unique part of this innovative novel is the manner in which the author has woven details of personal life with historical processes to arrive at new ways of looking at things. Disparate narratives seem to echo into each other, playing on and amplifying the same themes.

In his novel, The Calcutta Chromosome Amitav Ghosh again uses the experimental mode and combines various themes and techniques. This novel has two major strands of story line. At one level it is the narration of the life story of Antar, an Egyptian computer clerk working on his super-intelligent machine Ava in the early twenty-first century to locate the whereabouts of Indian-born American scientist L.Murugan. This research scientist had mysteriously disappeared in Calcutta in August 1995. The second narrative goes backwards in time and revolves around Ronald Ross’s discovery of the malarial parasite in 1902. Ghosh cleverly uses arguments that underline the rational view of science and universe. This book has been described as a medical thriller, a Victorian ghost story and a scientific quest. By combining literature, science, philosophy and fantasy in this novel, Ghosh approaches human affairs from unconventional points of view.

The narrative structure of The Shadow Lines is fragmentary. Ghosh employs the technique of the narrator to tell the story of the novel. The narrator shuttles between London and Calcutta to collect material for his Ph.D. thesis. The novel also contains multiple stories of his grandmother and her sister, of his uncles; the next generation Tridib and Robi, his cousin Ila who marries an Englishman, and May Price a family friend in London. The narrator has inherited the central story from Tridib, who in turn inherited it from Snipe. So the narrator appears as a mirrored image of Tridib and tries to reflect time past and time present, places and people.

Ghosh constantly uses the zigzag movement, going backwards and forwards to present a complex pattern of time. By this technique the author shows the difficulty of blending the enigmatic past and the confusing present. The image of the journey is central to the novel. In this novel, The Shadow Lines it is ultimately the male narrator’s growing imagination, empathy and intellectuality which leads to exploration and understanding of complex themes.

Eventhough the novel appears to be more about historical events and violent happenings, partition and border lines, dividing the nations, it is in fact more about the people who act out their life against these problems, acquire a clear understanding and accept the realities of lines but find that in their personal lives, lines are blurred and shadows must be discarded. The Shadow Lines examines the impact of borders on the personal lives, long after partition and establishes Ghosh as a major voice after Rushdie.

Ghosh’s novel is based on the reality of history; it creates a complete piece of fiction. There is nothing in it, which is not entirely created. All its details get integrated into the fabric of the novel. We may trace out such integration at the level of characterization. Ghosh, as we know, has invented an extraordinary but slightly whimsical character in Tridib. He acts as the organizing principle of the novel. He lives a fuller life at the level of the mind, through his creative imagination. He is a very original character, as he does not allow himself to be appropriated by a master-narrative like nationalism. His life is governed by higher-order needs such as creative thinking, understanding and love. The other characters like Ila, the Shaheb and Nick Price are presented as striking contrasts to Tridib.

Ghosh’s latest novel The Glass Palace (2000) is a monumental work, which has received rave reviews. One review says that The Glass Palace is an epic novel written with unerring skill. It narrates the rise and fall of an empire through the 20th century, even as it maps the geographies of the heart. Ghosh has himself said that writing this novel was like ‘fighting a war’. According to another review, Ghosh is one of the few post-colonial writers who has expressed in his work a developing awareness of the aspirations, defeats and disappointments of colonized peoples as they figure out their place in the world.

The works of Amitav Ghosh explore the issues of national borders, the historical process by which they have come about, and the resulting ironies that affect people’s lives at times in incomprehensible ways in the post-colonial era rich with contradictions. Beginning with The Shadow Lines, the issues of borders and “Partitioning History” is explored in the specific case of India, resulting in a myriad of insider-outsider configurations and the problem is how to narrate this partitioned history in writing. This is then fleshed out in In an Antique Land, which crosses those precise national boundaries as well as going beyond the present into the past to a time where they did not exist, at least not in the modern restrictive sense. In both texts a complex relationship with other nations is constructed, predominantly with the colonizer, while in the latter text, the characters are uprooted and located in a zone where they are only connected by their links to the scientific and counter-scientific researches under way. In all these texts, there is a conscious intention on the part of the author to construct a history. It is a personal history in the sense of being motivated by the narrator’s personal need for introspection to search for the origins of the present and it is an alternative to the written or known “broad sweeps” of official history, consisting of “historical” events or people from which “ordinary people” and a more genuinely human experience has been left out.

The force of nationalism has become one of the most potent forces of our present time as witnessed by the increasing number of emergent states and of separatist movements all over the world. Nationalism is born of the notion of a common heritage of a people that stretches over a long past and shared ethnic and religious roots. This is particularly so in the post-colonial era where the issue of identity is an urgent quest for Third World countries attempting to assert their individual it as nations and shed the yoke of having been culturally oppressed for a significant period of their history. One does not have to delve very far into history, though, to find that most, if not all, nation-states today are further from the notion of purity, unity, and shared heritage than their official ideologies would like to think. Peoples have moved in time and space and have become culturally and religiously comingled in ways that modern demarcations of nationality fail to consider. Consequently they have become artificial, not only in the sense of being man-made but also in being inadequate: if they unite one group along a certain criterion, they inevitably divide along another. As Amitav Ghosh says today nationalism, once conceived of as a form of freedom, is really destroying our world. It is destroying the forms of ordinary life that many people know. The nation – state prevents the development of free exchange between peoples. 

 The new Indian English fiction of the eighties is free from the self-consciousness, shallow idealism, and sentimentalism that characterized the work of the older generation of novelists who started writing in the thirties. The fiction of the eighties takes a maturer view of Indian reality. The English family plays an essential role in Ghosh’s attempt to subvert previously dominant views. The fact that they feature in an Indian family chronicle attests to the convoluted links the colonial experience has fostered between the two cultures. Instead of portraying them as off-spring of the aggressive imperialist power, the author takes a compassionate and human view towards them and incorporates them into his own and the nation’s history. 


The boundary that is being problematized in the novel is not that which lies between colonizer and colonized, but rather that which divides India. The novel betrays no anxiety because it attempts to prove nothing and interrogates rather than defines the concept of a totalising India.

Benedict Anderson, author of Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism, puts forward some ideas on the concept of nation which may help us better understand the convoluted worlds of Amitav Ghosh. Anderson writes, “nationality, or as one might prefer to put it in view of the word’s multiple signification, nation-ness, as well as nationalism, are cultural artefacts of a particular kind” (1987, 13). He goes on to define the nation as “an imagined political community and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign” (1987, 15). It is imagined by its people and political ideologies, and these imaginings are fraught with incongruities. One of these is that nation-states, although historically “new” entities, “the nations to which they give political expression always to which they give political expression always loom out of an immemorial past”(1987, 19), as the same entity of united people sharing the same heritage. Anderson points to a difference between modern nations and the older empires which sheds particular light on In an Antique Land. 

For Ghosh and others like him, Indians living in the diaspora, there is a more urgent sense in which the past can be lost by virtue of their being away from it and its daily development. Salman Rushdie, another case in point, in Imaginary Homelands, describes this condition that our physical alienation from India almost inevitably means that we will not be capable of reclaiming precisely the thing that is lost; in short, create fictions, not actual cities or villages but invisible ones. While writing The Shadow Lines, Ghosh was living in Calcutta but he has moved and lived in several other places, most recently New York. He also lived in Egypt when doing fieldwork for his Ph.D. dissertation, the material that fuelled In an Antique Land. If he is a new-comer to the diaspora, he and most other post-colonial Third World writers have the roots of it perhaps since early education when they became versed in the language of the colonizer and speak and write about their “homeland” in that “foreign” language. Any attempt to reconstruct the past as they perceive it must incorporate the colonial experience as part of that broken mirror image. Rushdie puts it aptly when he says, “our identity is at once plural and partial. Sometimes we feel we straddle two cultures, at other times that we fall between two stools” (Rushdie, 15). They, therefore, understand and experience most the artificiality of national borders and the cracks they have put through the past. They must construct the past and present as cracked and as fragmented if they are to do justice to their real conditions.

In Amitav Ghosh’s novel The Shadow Lines the history that Tridib constructs through the narrator is of an English family in England in the Second World War. This carries the narrative outside India and Pakistan into the land of the colonizer where the reader is met with a surprisingly compassionate tone. Tridib imagines clearly the lives of Tresawsen and his friends from pictures he sees at Mrs. Price’s home. He lives and feels their arguments and jealousies, affections and confidences and proceeds to construct episodes of their lives, in the greatest detail out of their surroundings. He stops, however, at an emotion he can never know, the knowledge that in all probability they themselves would not survive the war. While history records that a war took place and a certain number of people died, it does not delve into the consciousness or people whose worlds are devastated by violence on an international scale. The narrator will be engaged in scratching the surface or the “unknowable” when he is faced with Tridib’s death. However, this notion points to the abys of forgotten “history”, which makes any written history incomplete by definition for something essentially human is lost under its broad sweeps.

Most of the events taking place in the text, work against the conception of a nation. In his attempt to demystify this notion, the author begins with the idea of the national border. He puts forward the perspective that a border, supposedly uniting those who are inside it as well as differentiating them from those who are outside, in modern times divides more than it unites. The author shows this is several instances, one of which is through the use of allegory: the partitioning of the grandmother’s original home. This partition went through the house in an arbitrary manner not making architectural sense, but making this absurdist claim of equality and fairness to both sides.

National boundaries are thus made to assert a difference between self and other, frequently at a point of crisis. After the partition takes place, people then emphasize the differences between themselves and the newly formed outsiders, in a process of demonizing the other. The grandmother’s constructions of the elaborate web of stories of the “upside-down house” on the other side illustrate this. These ideologies of difference then become so instilled in people’s psyche and in the culture of the community that while the disputes may be long forgotten, people carry the partition walls in their minds.

From allegory, the text moves into reality and how partitions come to affect people’s lives in ways that are difficult to comprehend. The narrator defies silence and salvages it from oblivion. And with this personal history, he is able to give living voice to human experience of the consequences of national boundaries; two cities in two different nation-states, ironically united in violence and bloodshed over the same cause, for the riots began because of a stolen relic of a saint that Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs believed in.

In an Antique Land also betrays a concern with national identity, or the lack thereof, and travels in both space and time to explore this concept. The story of the slave, his life and times and of the Geniza opens up a new world for Ghosh different from, yet an offspring of, his present time. Two nations grasp his interest, so much so that he follows the trail or the slave over several parts of the world. Primarily he is fascinated by the accident of history that has allowed for the slave to enter the chronicles of time. Ghosh is therefore, engaged in writing a personal history, one that provides an alternative to the world or statesmen and leaders and fills a gap in human knowledge, while also countering certain accepted notions about national and cultural boundaries and about history itself. 

Ghosh is consciously writing a history whether that of the twelfth century or of the twentieth century Delta village in Egypt. In both instances, as in The Shadow Lines, his construction is based on “fact” and research of some kind of research and an arduous piecing together of all the information into a coherent whole, but also one that draws attention to the gaps in its knowledge rather than a myth of completeness. 

The different worlds that Ghosh depicts in his novel come to comment on one another in light of their differences and similarities. Before introducing Ben Yiju and his world, the author goes into the history of Cairo and how it happened that the Jewish trader found himself there. The different names given to Cairo by the various conquerors and peoples who have inhabited it throughout the centuries, from Babylon to al-Fustat in the Islamic era to al-Qahira in the tenth century, attests to the vibrant movement that characterizes human history. No national boundaries in the sense we have today, restricted such movement.

The author himself experiences a similar emotion when he returns to the village, a mirror image of Ben Yiju’s own return to Aden, to find a mass exodus to Iraq. History is again being made and while television recorded the Egyptian diaspora, ordinary people like Nabeel fail to appear on the screen and vanish into the anonymity of history.

The Circle of Reason abounds in weird happenings. These in turn, spark off a series of stories as told and retold by the characters with unusual relish. The narrator’s own description acquires ritualistic connotations in tune with his characters propensity to mix fact with fantasy. The journey as a motif runs throughout the novel and unites the three parts of the novel. Characters cross borders with almost the biological necessity if not always the ease and nonchalance of migratory birds. 

Ghosh attempts to find the links between people rather than dwell on the differences or myth of separateness that keeps them divided across borders. The Shadow Lines was a case history illustrating a personal tragedy that was caused by the multitude of separations his homeland witnesses. In an Antique Land was an attempt to historicize these divisions by looking at their absence in a time long gone.

Thus, nationalism and war in the European context, and nationalism, and freedom and partition in Indian context become related in the author’s historical consciousness.  

CHAPTER II

THE CIRCLE OF REASON

Amitav Ghosh published his first novel The Circle of Reason in 1986, which places him immediately as a master craftsman in the art of fiction. The French edition of the novel which won the prestigious literary Prix Medici Estranger award. The Circle of Reason is about an eight year old orphan who lives in Lalpukur in West Bengal from where however he is on the run.

Amitav Ghosh’s The Circle of Reason presents a rather challenging appreciation. It combines within itself an uncompromising restlessness with a poise and control that suggests peace rather than longing. This is remarkable, for really The Circle offers nothing which we would normally call home. Initially located in a refugee village, the story refers back to Bangladesh and Calcutta, finally moving to the Middle East via Kerala where it reaches its denouement in a desert of shifting sand dunes and all the while it travels through environments, which are never entirely rural or urban. Nor do its ideas provide a stable attitude. Each idea evolves from the story, posing a challenge to the preceding and is itself qualified by a succeeding understanding. Even  a basic  element like Time is not uniformly 

patterned. The Circle is an epic of restlessness.

Science, philosophy, history, politics, culture, art, language, the joy of living, the despair of repeated loss-these are only some of the strands which make the scope of this novel fairly formidable. The novel provides not one, but many stories, each equally appealing and important. Basically there are three stories knitted around three characters. The first part unfolds the story of Balaram, a nationalist entranced by the Life of Pasteur. His obsessive idealism leads him to treat people as objects, either of observation or of change; a trait which makes him self-destructive as he gets entangled with his alter ego. Bhudeb, a congressman, who though motivated by cynical consideration looks at people in the same way as Balaram. The second part revolves around Zindi, the earthly, practical, zestful trader whose presence brings together a community of Indians in the Middle East. The second part moves forward through Alu, the nephew and only survivor of Balaram’s family. He brings his community to death and destruction by his attempts to create a co-operative community which tries to dispense with money and trade. 

Finally, the third part structures itself around Mrs.Verma who in defiance of all rational skepticism, creates in the desert an oasis of Indian community life. The novel however, moves on as Alu, Zindi and Jyoti Das (a police officer who tracks Alu from the first part, having taken him for an extremist) finally leave Mr. Verma and the desert, bound for destinations which are to be discovered through hope. The main source of continuity is the story of Alu and Das, which is structured on the thriller format, and talks of a relationship which being based on officialdom and oppressive power, cannot acknowledge its human connections.

A large part of the pleasure in reading this novel is the immense fertility and zest with which it tells stories. Around the bare outlines of the plot which move over continents, are clustered an infinite number of stories ranging back and forth in time. The Circle is specifically a contemporary work.

In the long opening section, the story inflods in a village Lalpukur near Calcutta, where the young orphaned protagonist arrives. The first stage in his search of identity in India depicts the protagonist as a mere observer of passions of various kinds. Alu observes his uncle, Balaram Bose’s passion for Phrenology, Reason and Pasteur. These passions manifest themselves in various ways. His obsessions with phrenology is the beginning of an acrimonious relationship with Bhudeb Roy, the ambitious and unscrupulous local politician cum Headmaster. Balaram Bose’s passion for Reason leads him to, establish the Pasteur School of Reason, whose rise and fall is replete with drama. His obsession with cleanliness leads him to the indiscriminate and inhuman use of carbolic acid in the village. This obsession brings him into direct confrontations with Bhudeb Roy. Alu is also an observer of Bhudeb Roy’s passion for power and greed for money. At his instigation, Balaram Bose’s house is raided by the police on two counts: one of harbouring terrorists and the other of abetting the elopment of his wife Parboti Debi with Shombu Debnath, the enigmatic local weaver, to whom Alu is apprenticed. The innocent boy is caught in the crossfire of two men trying to destroy one another. In the climax of the Lalpukur section, Balaram Bose is blown to Smithereens in a bizarre confrontation with Bhudeb Roy and the police, the inevitable outcome of his blind passions. Alu is saved by a miraculous quirk of fate, but now branded an extremist, he is forced to flee the village, shadowed by the policeman, Jyoti Das. 

   
On the run now, Alu first reaches Calcutta and then moves to the south, always just managing to elude the police and Jyoti Das , till he finally reaches Mahe, the southern most part of India’s West Coast. Alu, still trying to evade the reach of the police, decides to set sail over the Indian Ocean to al-Ghazira. 

In distant al-Ghazira Alu’s search continues. This section teems with a variety of characters like Nuri, the one-eyed eggseller, Jeevabhai Patel, the ruined businessman, Professor Samuel, the eccentric accountant, Karthamma, Kulfi, who plays an important role towards the end and, the most fascinating of all, Zindi, the big-hearted Madam who keeps open house and befriends Alu on the boat journey to al-Ghazira.

However, the focus among the many stories and incidents continues to be on Alu’s search for identity. The episode in which Alu lies buried  under the rubble of ‘The Star’ constitutes the most momentous experience of this phase of his search. It marks a definite movement from being a mere observer to becoming a more active participant in his own story. Miraculously rescued from the rubble he emerges for the first time with his own definite views on the necessity of purging the world of the evils of money.  His quixotic scheme to destroy this evil backfires, leading this time to a self-created disaster. Alu’s life reaches a state of stasis, symbolized by his atrophied thumbs. Rescued by Zindi, he moves along with Kulfi and the child Boss to El- Oued to play out the last stage of his search for identity. 

In El-Oued, Mrs. Verma, an Indian doctor, who gives the final turn to Alu’s search, befriends the fugitive party. Brisk and no-nonsensical, she is still filled with a human warmth and concern. The manner in which she handles the tragic death of Kulfi and overcoming all hurdles, gives the body a dignified and ceremonial burial, turns out to be the most significant influence on Alu. Ironically he picks up the most important values of life from a tragic situation- the idea that for a sane and balanced life, passion should be moderated by geniune human concern. This idea could not have been better demonstrated through the act of consigning Balaram Bose’s book Life of Pasteur to the flames. The Circle is complete.

The way Ghosh tells stories makes story-telling itself a way of looking at the world. By letting his stories interplay with time for instance, Ghosh achieves a fairly original synthesis of two different concepts of time. Generally novelists tend to stick either to a chronological narrative or dissolve time into a kind of duration where past and present are indistinguishable. Ghosh chooses to engage in a different, more subtle adventure. The novel starts in the past with Balaram’s excitement at exploring the shape of Alu’s skull, moves further back in time to Balaram with his friends, all in their mid-thirties, and returns to Balaram’s relationship with Alu. Then it moves forward to the present with Inspector Das interviewing Gopal, a friend of Balaram and then slips back to the beginnings of Balaram’s life and career in Presidency College. Each story unfolds in linear time. Each story, whether it moves backwards or forwards in time, continues and explicates the previous one. The final experience is an extraordinary achievement in which past and present coexist while constantly asserting their difference.

Ghosh however, does not rest here. In fact The Circle does not have a single conception of time. Or rather, it explores the many possibilities offered by its general idea of time. In the second section Ghosh traces a different relationship between the past and present. This shift has nothing gratuitous about it, for the difference flows from the thematic design. In keeping with the tone of vibrant and spontaneous involvement with living, the distinction between the past and present is emphasized in the second part. On the other hand, precisely because the first part is built around Balaram who belongs to the past, the aspect of co-existing time dominates to bring this whole section close to the structure of memory.

The story does not stop even here. A delicate network weaves connections between different phenomena, and removes any claim to absolute autonomy, which they may generate. The Circle presents history as a collective memory embodying a symbiotic relationship between past and present. The past, a reference point for understanding what is happening now, is equally dependent on the present, which determines how we look at it. Dantu, Balaram’s friend, a secondary character in the first part, surfaces again as Hem Narain Mathur, a crucial presence in the third section, for the immediate concerns of this part demand a greater attention to his history. The mobility with which history traverses past and present is indeed due to the fluid pattern of time, yet time, with the poise and flavour of oral recapitulation coupled with chronological references, never lets us forget that history is situated in the past.

The perception of history evolves from the novel, and Ghosh never attempts to bulldoze history into some other preoccupation. History retains its historicity, as a process, which hinges on characters that are representative of important historical tendencies whether it is Balaram the idealist or Bhudeb the lumpen congressman who unnervingly talks of mass media and straight lines, or even Damanhouri the one-eyed fantasy of the fledging bourgeoisie. What does happen however, is that history is refracted through ideas on science and change, and in the second section, through the Damanhouri story, as a narrative from which earthy lessons are to be drawn. The difference in historical understanding corresponds to the distinction between an intellectually cosmopolitan culture and a more rural one. History is fashioned by the way people collectively look at their inheritance. It is subject to culture.

What we have here is a novel that organizes by exploring connections, distinctions and possibilities, rather than putting everything together in a symmetrical design. Each aspect of The Circle is gathered into a process of constant change, and despite its formidable array of interests, it never stumbles into chaos. Everything is seen in relationship, both internally and with other areas, being dependent finally on the way the novelist looks at life. The balance The Circle achieves through this, creates also an original possibility for the novel itself. But disallowing absolutes, Ghosh is able to break free from the constraints of conventional realism. The Circle flourishes in the new space opened up by writers like Marquez, where the style organizes by synthesizing collectively acknowledged categories of reality with the logic and metaphors of the artist’s imagination.


However, it is not enough to say that Ghosh follows in the wake of these writers. His novel also creates a new style, one which is less lyricized, more responsive to the specificity and multifacetedness of experience while evincing a constant intellectual curiosity about the life it unfolds. It is this style which provides a rest in the swirling restlessness and violence that pervade the theme and action of the novel, for above all, what The Circle seems to say is that if there is a home, then it is to be found in the way we perceive and relate to our world. The calm that is affirmed here has within it a great deal of humanism, for through it The Circle is able to avoid the obsession with fragmentation and helplessness that has gripped so much of western art. 


Equally important is its immediate relevance. The novel has made its appearance at a time when our country seems to be headed towards one of the goriest chapters of its restless existence. Already the battle lines are being drawn. On one hand the discontinuities within our heritage are increasingly being interpreted as negation of any linkages within that tradition, and on the other hand the dominant tradition is coming to regard itself as the only legitimate source of our complex culture. The alternatives recall the memory of two terrible possibilities: 1947 and Biafra. The importance of The Circle lies in living another process, one which suggests that any relationship must rest on a dynamic and sensitive grappling with similarities and differences. To acknowledge this, given our immediate challenges, would be to explore and create the wholeness immeasurably richer than any narrow nationalist cliche.


Ultimately of course, the seriousness of Ghosh’s understanding springs from the fact that it is not easily acquired. The Circle takes a lot of beating, tracing a repeated pattern of achievement and loss. In all three parts, the novel finds patches of settled community life. Each part is a tale of attempts to better society, efforts which flame into destruction and exile. Yet the novel does not slip into cynicism. The way it looks at its stories ensures that the urge to mould a better life remains undefeated. The style of The Circle, the location of its ‘home’, also gives it hope.


This hope is important, for The Circle leads us into a universe which is spectacularly destructive. Even a suicide burns down fifty houses, and Ghosh never lets us find comfort in categorizing these events as ‘literary’ metaphors. Metaphoric they may be, but then the whole novel lives this large, metaphoric existence. The characters too – whether it is Balaram with his carbolic acid, or Zindi frantically trying to buy a shop – become metaphoric by the sheer intensity of their obsessions. The metaphor here is not a matter of presentation; it articulates the urgency which the vulnerability of human understanding and life generate in the novel. The fate of whole cultures is involved. The flames of the known world which Alu looks on at the end of part one, are also the flames of positivism which have dominated not merely western thought but a great deal of international thought as well. The importance of the issues involved makes the metaphors in The Circle a grim prophecy. 


However, the novel is too assertive of life to make the kind of statement which says that the fate of humanity is inevitable. Its prophecy warns rather than dictates. By displaying life lived at its fullest, it always communicates a sense of alternate possibilities, and in an age that has got accustomed to the prospect of annihilation, this is no small achievement. Nor is it easy to grasp the centrality of human choice, which itself assumes that in any given situation many choices are possible. It liberates the relentless logic of Balaram’s actions from any sense of fatalism, and makes it a humanist protest against the myopia of idealistic convictions, for Balaram’s inhumanity is inherent in the way he looks at people. By denying people their status as living beings, Balaram has already courted death. Yet the intensity of Balaram’s belief and the love with which Ghosh draws his character, makes the cruelty of his destructive absurdities seem directed more at himself, than at others. 

The novel speaks again of the old tragic anguish, of the fullness of human life and the blindness that destroys it. Then The Circle is also an epic novel. Though Balaram’s death may be an important moment, it is, after all, only a moment in the course of the novel. The Circle makes death find its identity in the horror and sadness which embalms this process.


The many achievements of the novel make the last part somewhat disappointing. It fails to live the earlier fullness of experience.  There is something forced here. By centering the last section on a clear-cut confrontation between Dr. Mishra, the cynical nationalist, and Mrs. Verma, the organic innovator, Ghosh seems to deliberately schematize the structure, so that Mrs. Verma is glorified at the expense of her rival. It is not then as if Mrs. Verma’s life is simply one of the many possibilities offered in the novel. It has a larger significance, one that is made to hold hopes of regeneration.

     
The seriousness of Mrs. Verma’s depiction poses many problems for the approach to the novel. Shadowing her portrait is a danger and a silence, that vitiates much of the wholeness of the novel. The danger lies in the way Mrs.Verma self-consciously creates an oasis of Hindu culture. In a multi-religious and multi-cultural country, this does seem a brittle short-cut to home. The obvious point is that religion cannot be completely severed from a culture, the equally important and more interesting problem is to approach the process evolving from the relationship between different cultures.


Mrs. Verma’s idea of change rests on a personal recovery of tradition, rather than on making society as a whole more human, a problem which was raised through both Balaram and Alu. Their answers may have been flawed, but the questions they raised remain. Ghosh is far too talented a writer to leave us with less than an ambiguous effect, even at his weakest. Despite the liveliness, intelligence, poignancy and zest for affirmation of the third part, the problem remains serious precisely because of the importance of the novel as a whole. They are not problems with easy solutions, for they have yet to be resolved by our understanding, action and process of living. In brief it is this: the problem of human survival has become dependent on finding the connection between a full conception of relationship and of social change. The problems of our country are also what we share with the rest of the world. For, the growing internationalization of the world has, by throwing different cultures and societies together, emphasized their distinctions. The Circle provides a direction, a hope and a problem.


It is not however, as if the third section denies altogether the possibilities created in the preceding portion. It is also difficult to justify the three sections being named after the three gunas of Samkhya philosophy. There is nothing sattvic (Reason) about the first section, it contains as much passion and more death than the third section, which contains a single death, that of Kulfi. The second section Rajas (Passion) is dominated by Zindi, the large – hearted madame who takes care of all new immigrants in the imaginary town of al-Ghazira. It contains a lot of explicit sex, but so does the first section, which has a candid account of Alu coupling with Maya, the master-weaver’s daughter. Tamas (darkness, though Ghosh translates it as ‘death’) also has its share of passion, in the powerful though comic account of Jyoti Das’s unfulfilled passion for the pale-faced whore Kulfi. The gunas do not provide any structural unity to the novel: it is held together tenuously by the concept of reason, for which there are some repeated symbols – the loom, the sewing machine and a book, Life of Pasteur. The three gunas are almost irrelevant to an understanding of the novel, which is ultimately concerned only with reason, and its symbols, the loom, the sewing machine and the book.


The fall, the debris and the subsequent survival of Alu are sufficient to spark off a series of stories in the Ras. Speculation runs high in the locality and a sense of relief is experienced in telling stories and experiencing them even while they wait for the arrival of Alu. When Hajji Fahmy narrates the story of Nuri the Damanhour he could command a captive audience. Abu Fahl is good at narrating real life experiences with a tinge of magical note. When he first visits Alu beneath the rubble and returns home he too commands an enthralled audience as he starts narrating how he had seen Alu alive beneath the rubble and how two sewing machines had saved his life. Later, on another occasion, when he was attacked by the labour contractors they were brought before Hajji Fahmy to pronounce judgement; Abu Fahl relishes the prospect of narrating the whole incident to an attentive audience. He was more interested in the very at of narration rather than the justice he was entitled to. 

However, it was Zindi who was the master story teller with her superior powers of narration. She knows her abilities and commands a sure audience even if she repeats the same story any number of times. On hearing the news of Alu’s fall she gets ready to tell the story of misfortunes that befell Frowning Abusa and Mast Ram, the inmates of her house, before Alu and others had arrived. The scene of Zindi holding centre – stage like a presiding deity by her powers of narration is brought out in ritualistic terms:


They crouched on mats around Zindi, listening intently to every word. They had lived thorough everything Zindi spoke of and had heard her talk of it time and time again: yet it was only in her telling that it took shape; changed from mere incidents to a palpable thing a block of time which was not hours or minutes or days, but something corporeal, with its own malevolent willfulness. That was Zindi’s power: she could bring together empty air and give it a body just by talking of it (212-13).


The creative abilities of these characters form one side of their being, on the other side their strange obsessions complete The Circle. The clearly marked out attitudes are not only indicative of their search for a pattern but even make them conveyors of ideas. Balaram at Lalpukur is obsessed with phrenology and carbolic acid; Toru-Debi, wife of Balaram, is always preoccupied with the world of sewing machines; Alu with weaving; Jyothi Das , the only character to have accompanied Alu through the three parts apart from the structural entities, is called a Bird Man; Zindi herself is obsessed with Durban Tailoring House and professor Samuel with theories of queues.


The Circle of Reason provides interesting glimpses of various facets of the nationalist movement; militant nationalism, socialism, and non-violence which were all paths leading to the common goal of independence. However diverse the paths chosen, the individual ultimately gets submerged in the movement and is relegated to the state of being a mere bearer of history. 


Amitav Ghosh’s The Circle of Reason focuses on the imbroglio in the socialist movement during 1936. Truly committed socialists like Mathur – one of the characters in the novel, were toiling in rural India to create awareness, while pretenders like Mishra were biding their time to ascend the throne of a new independent India. The novel is highly critical of such unscrupulous politicians who are the bane of this country. 


From a study of the incidents in the novel it is clear that in addition to the burden to history, unethical and unscrupulous politicians by their actions reduce individuals to being mere bearers of history.


Amitav Ghosh’s treatment is not only more detailed and imaginative but also more significant in its understanding of the role of politics in the sub-continent and its effect on history and the individual. He suggests that the politics of the nations of the sub-continent are inseparable, that incidents in one reverberate in other parts of the sub-continent.


Alu in Amitav Ghosh’s The Circle of Reason, a victim of political forces that have bounded him out of his country, fails in his brave attempt to create history in far away al Ghazira. History’s oppression acts as a deterrent in his attempt to create history, and in the process enables him to find a new identity for himself and his nation.


In The Circle of Reason, the attempts of the novelist are clearly oriented to depicting the events and characters through a varied range of metaphors and select ideas. The all-embracing structural principles of magic and irony eloquently ‘weave’ the total pattern of the novel and ideas, characters, and metaphors are explicated through attendant motifs. In fact, the characters themselves are converted into possible metaphors. As the novel progresses from ‘Satwa : Reason’ through ‘Rajas : Passion’ to ‘Tamas : Death’, it becomes increasingly clear that Alu, the governing metaphor, comes alive only in the company of other active, associative metaphors.


The novel, as it turns out, is as much a story of Balaram, his idealism and tragic end, as that of Zindi, her pragmatic outlook and her irrepressible instinct for survival. The associative structural principles of weaving, sewing, and the book, Life of Pasteur act as catalysts in their attempts at defining, redefining and grafting their outlooks. They move from one stage to another and from one place to another in a seemingly endless quest for their significance, despite having gone through the trivialities time and again. In the endless monotony of life, the characters find their saving grace in their creative capabilities of narration which is what the novel is all about. They use their powers like the magic wand of a sorcerer to conjure up weird things even as they fiercely attempt to grapple with reality.


The ‘circle’ in The Circle of Reason stands for closed space and insular priorities, the order it begets being highly particularistic and asyncretic. Giving its due to memories and conceding a central role to the authority of the past in shaping our present, the novel pleads for measuring the consolation of the past with its treachery. 


The exploration, then, of the nature of extra-literary symbols, their recruitment into systems of belief and their rectification into tyrannous purveyors of anarchy as well as their relation to strictly literary symbols is the major concern of the novels of Amitav Ghosh and its implications for the Third Word Fiction need to be more thoroughly examined. 

  CHAPTER III

                                    THE SHADOW LINES

The Shadow Lines (1988), which won Amitav Ghosh the Sahitya Akademi award in 1989, is fundamentally a novel which revives impressions and analyses previous experiences. It combines with adroitness, private life and public events in India, England and Bangladesh.


In The Shadow Lines, Amitav Ghosh focuses on the changing middle class ethos in India during the pre and post Independence era. He advances the thesis that the lives of the characters in this novel are determined largely by their idea of freedom and that this idea is, in its turn shaped by the history of the times.

This chapter highlights how in this novel, the failures of nationalism and nationalist  governments find voice in the characters memories and views of the partition, militancy and the riots. The major characters here move towards a global humanitarianism coming to grips with the realization that freedom cannot be geo-politically defined or delimited.


Finally, Ghosh’s prescription for freedom in the context of the dubious meaning which political independence holds and the distortion of perspectives the individual inevitably undergoes in an increasingly 


It would be interesting at the outset to look at collectively three articulations in the novel, “I gave it to the fund for the war. I had to, don’t you see? For your sake, for your freedom. We have to kill them before they kill us; we have to wipe them out” (237). 

The second articulation, “I don’t believe in this India – Shindia. Its all-very well, you’re going away now, but suppose when you get there, they decide to draw another line somewhere? What will you do then? Where will you move to? None will have you anywhere. As for me, I was born here, and I’ll die here” (215).

          The third articulation, “Tridib…had said that we could not see without inventing what we saw, so at least we could try to do it properly….We had to try because the alternative wasn’t blankness – it only meant that if we didn’t try ourselves, we would never be free of other people’s inventions” (31).

These three extracts represent the different ideas of freedom underlined by different world – views that in The Shadow Lines, unfold viz – a – viz one another in the commonplace rounds of middle-class life. The ramifications of the nationalist ethos essentialized in the first quote, surface in the lives when nationalism rode the world’s politics. Evolving from its denouement are the imperatives, in the younger generation i.e. in the narrator and in Robi, Tridib, and May, for yet another world-view, a global humanitarian approach to counter the war, riots and militancy – ridden political atmosphere or the present-day world.


Spanning roughly four decades from the forties to the eighties, the narrative builds on the life and interaction of two families – the one, the narrator’s (including Tridib’s) and the other, the Prices of London who have been closely associated with Tridib’s family throughout this period.


The narrative is an impressionistic rendering of a perceptive middle-class youth’s world of these changing items. It evolves in the stream-of-consciousness tradition through sketchy, disjoined outlines of memories, associations and fancies as they pool into the narrator’s mind and consciousness by way of reminiscence. The narrative fuses gradually into a coherent pattern of stories mutually interrelated yet disparate, intersecting only laterally, specialized in their simultaneity the profile of a multi lateral world. In the fragmentary pieces, the random diversions of the narrator’s memory is captured the socio-cultural ambience of Calcutta and partly, of London. One finds encoded here the larger patterns of Indian society located in its internal affiliations and antipathies.


Ghosh’s characters have to deal with two types of servility – the one is to ideas spawned by history viz. the ideas of nationalism, which hold sway even after the times to which they were relevant, have passed. The other is servility to one’s personal fantasies that distort one’s vision. ‘Thamma’ – the writer’s grandma personifies the first type while Ila, the writer’s cousin personifies the second. Thamma essentializes the spirit of European nationalism. She is a typical neo-Victorian figure in her progressive view of the future and her puritan sense of work and discipline. Nationalism, the product of those times, carries for her the earnestness of religion, informing her every thought and deed. So her grandson must run rather than walk, that he might be strong enough to face the impending challenges to the nation. She opposed any Indian opting for a life in England on the grounds that the English had earned their liberty and prosperity by incorporating military valour with their religion. Indians she felt, had no right to enjoy what they hadn’t earned. Tridib’s indisposition to money-earning (he was without a job), his aversion to the Bengali middle-class discipline and snobbery (he frequented street-side talk-shops and guzzled unlimited cups of tea which spoilt his constitution) threatened her puritanical commitment to work, progress and discipline. 

However, Grandma was not the only Indian type to be found during the nationalist period and Ghosh is interested in the totality of impressions of the object and time span he is depicting. So there is grandma’s foil in the anglicized elite, Tridib’s father whom Grandma disparingly called the Sahib and thought incapable of any achievement. Here, though, lies Ghosh’s pronouncement – Grandma could never get the type of freedom she had dreamt of from India’s independence, she had to eke out the difficult connotations of widowhood  in the class – ridden Hindu society that political independence little altered. She became a foreigner to her own home in Dhaka, more foreigner than the English May who did not need a visit to East Pakistan.


Besides, her visits there brought the greatest disaster imaginable – her uncle and nephew were killed by rioters close to their home. The responsibility was largely hers – she had insisted on going there and bringing away her uncle to India. Her uncles views on this issue of nationhood and migration, expressed just before he was coaxed into leaving his house, strike at the essential unsoundness of nationalist principles: 

           I don’t believe in this India –Shindia. It’s all very well, you’re going away now, but suppose when you get there, they decide to draw another line somewhere? What will you do then? Where will you move to? None will have you anywhere. As for me, I was born here and I’ll die here. (215)

With her imagination enslaved to the idea of nationalism, Grandma could not see what was so obvious, namely, nationalism had destroyed her home and spilled her innocent kin’s blood. The extent of her subjectivity can be grasped by the fact that even after this tragedy which affected her mental balance. She gave away her gold chain, the only ornament she had retained with her after widowhood as a momento of her dead husband. Unable to either reconcile herself to Tridib’s death or to understand its fundamental causes, she clung faster for faith to that very idea that had let her down. She tells the narrator, “I gave it [the chain] to the fund for the war… For your sake, for your freedom. We have to kill them before they kill us: we have to wipe them out” (237). She could not understand that national liberty in no way guarantees the individual liberty. 


Seema Bhaduri is of the opinion that the new generation in the new era of internationalism must view liberty differently, and one of the easily available methods which the narrator’s cousin Ila adopts, is escape – escape to the west, to England. For, to her, freedom means liberty from the restrictive customs that delimit the individual’s activities in India. Ila represents the vast majority of the Indian youth who, enamoured of the west, tap impatient heels at their oriental anchorage. No wonder her mother prefers butler English to plain Hindi while speaking to her Indian maid and has been nicknamed Queen Victoria by Grandma. However, freedom is not an external condition merely and Ila is not really free. She is victim to the fantasy her child’s mind had built to mentally escape the racial discrimination she has faced in the European schools.


The longing for freedom is universal and primitive to man but the method of its realization varies with the times. Amitav Ghosh sets his narrative in the current age, the narrator’s and Tridib’s world is global. Hence, when in Calcutta, the young narrator’s mind roamed in the London of Tridib’s memories and vice versa and Delhi seemed about as far from Calcutta as London. It is the present day world besieged with militants in India and famines in Africa. Every age is distinguished by a distinct set of problems. If geo-political sovereignty was the aim of Grandma’s age, intellectual independence is under threat in the present with colonies casting their technological nets for the ‘third world’ mind. In such a setting Tridib’s insistence upon ‘seeing’ remains the only way to preserve one’s intellectual integrity.


The story revolves around the characters scattered experiences of war, violence and riot, their edges deceptively softened by commonplace occupations, love and envy, memories and dreams. The conventional hero of the traditional novel, who leads the action that affects others, is absent. In this age when peoples, cultures, truths, whirl together uncomfortably, one of the most thrilling acts is perhaps to look beyond imposed assumptions, discover realities for oneself and then ‘act’ in full knowledge and responsibility, as Tridib does in the end. Before coming to that, however, one must know better what seeing according to Ghosh involves.


History leaves its mark not only on a place. Every object no matter how trivial, has for Ghosh, its relevance to the greater reality of its times. The citroen parked on an English road side, the huge table in Ila’s Calcutta home – everything becomes an artefact of the times. A simple photograph taken at the Prices during the Second World War encapsulates the entire history of England of the times. There was in it the freshly dug pit to serve as an emergency trench: there was Alan Tresawsen, a freelance journalist, writing for socialist papers. Of the remaining figures in the photograph, one was a Trotskyist who had fought in the Spanish Civil War and now wrote for left wing papers, another was an Irish nationalist, the third was the academic, Snipe – Mrs.Price’s husband, the fourth was Tridib’s father – the suited, booted, Anglicized Indian. The need for a historical vision in which memory and imagination are incorporated is essential because, for Tridib every image or situation or personality is inherently complex – its apparent clarity he thinks, is a sign of one’s own ignorance.


“Seeing” with imaginative precision leads one to freedom for, it has the force of detachment. To know a thing especially an idea or concept in the totality of its context is to ‘place’ it, to assimilate it, in one’s mental framework and thereby to become free of it. Such detachment from things external gradually leads to the coming face to face with “oneself, with one’s image in the mirror” (29). This union of one’s public and private selves is freedom. It means the reconciliation of one’s desires, which belong to the public field, with one’s knowledge and consciousness, which are private. To act then in such a state is to act in free will. Tridib’s death while trying to save his granduncle from the rioters in Dhaka is such an act, possibly. The rioters motives, no doubt, are complex to the narrator it remains a mystery. Slowly over the years, chance discoveries coupled with his propensity for looking beyond the apparent, for contradicting general assumptions born of the skill of “seeing”, leads the narrator on to discover the larger truths this act signifies. An analysis in some detail, of Tridib’s death is essential for several reasons. It is the only ‘act’ proper in the novel since it shows independent determination and an awareness of the possible outcome on the part of the agent. Besides, it is of great structural significance in the novel. It would indeed be right to look at it as an epiphany, a full illustration of the narratives major concerns viz. the ideas of individual and political liberty in the context of growing internationalism.


It was no doubt clear to Tridib as it was to everyone else in the car that fateful hour that his going out unarmed into the murderous gang meant sure death. The larger implications of the death dawned very gradually on the narrator through the years. Initially he had been told that Tridib died in a car accident; later that he was killed. But the more shocking aspect of the tragedy opens up when, fifteen years later, the narrator digs out old newspapers to show his doubting colleagues that serious Hindu – Muslim riots did occur in Bengal in 1964. What those papers revealed was shocking – that these riots had first begun in Dhaka and had spread to Calcutta from there. Tallying dates, the narrator now realized that Tridib had lost his life in these riots.


It was the horror of this realization of why should the likes of Tridib, who would hurt none, be killed in the riots, that had led the narrator on to scan the papers of those days for detailed information on the nature and causes of those riots and thereby, to the true import of Tridib’s death. He found that the cause had been the loss of the holy relic from the Hazratbal Shrine in Kashmir.


The narrator says that these old newspapers, like all common men and women, had believed in the power of distance. Srinagar being 1200 miles away from Calcutta, and Dhaka being in another country, were both distant, so what happened there could not probably affect life in Calcutta. This piece of news led the narrator to discover a momentous truth, national frontiers create a false sense of distance and of reality. Though Dhaka and Calcutta are at the same places nearly and Srinagar so far away, the latter had been supposed closer, simply because it belonged with Calcutta in the same country. Experimenting now with a compass on Tridib’s old atlas, he made some startling discoveries, and further, that within a radius of 1200 miles from any city of the world as the center, lay different cities of different countries and that the only event with the power to draw all the various citizens together, was War! So that the world was left only with “states and citizens: there were no people at all” (233).


While the narrator was making these discoveries on the atlas on which “the smudges left by [Tridib’s] finger were clearly visible, he had Tridib … watching over [him]” (231-32). Tridib’s had been the normal humane gesture of one whose vision had transcended the shadow lines – and the shadow realities these lines imposed upon minds that stuck by them of national frontiers and distances. Interestingly it is Tridib – the laid – back, lazy object of grandmother’s scorn who rises to an act that turn out to be tragic-heroic while Robi the man of action and grandma’s pet cowers inside the car paralyzed in fear. Equally significant is the fact that May and Tridib are not the only ones whose vision and therefore, emotions have not been constricted by nationalist fervour. The writer observes, “as always, there were innumerable 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”(229-30). These men and women demonstrated that indivisible sanctity which binds people to each other in independent relationship is the natural enemy of government, for it is in the logic of states that to exist at all they must claim the monopoly of all relationships between peoples.


Amitav Ghosh dramatizes the violence that is at the heart of The Shadow Lines. Characters in the novel – Robi, May and the narrator – tremble “like a leaf” to recollect the scene of Tridib’s death, “fifteen years later, thousands of miles away, at the other end of another continent” (247). As in Greek tragedies, the violence comes through in a terrible manner because it is conveyed through choric characters. Robi, May and the narrator perform such a role of mediation. True, the violent bear it away, but do they achieve it? It seems to be a mirage as the shadow lines that divide one people from another keep ever-changing.

Amitav Ghosh’s novels, which are both Indian and global in perception and treatment, represent a fresh trend in today’s post-colonial literature. His novels may be noted for their simultaneous probing into the chronicles of nations and private lives, the reality of the fictional and the fictionality of the real, the empirical space as projected by the Atlas and the subjective space as surfaces in the individuals memory and consciousness, specific dates and events and the fluid continuity and repetitive sameness of events through time. 

It is remarkable how in The Shadow Lines the novelist presents the complex pattern of oscillations between people and interweaving of the muitilayered experiences of varied people in different kinds of time. Finally these appear to come together into a single text-about strangers meeting amidst ruins that gets restated in a series of apparently varied contexts, both personal and national. These contexts are, again, distinguished from each other only by illusory shadow lines of borders and individual perceptions . Ghosh uses memory and imagination as the narrative devices to interrogate space, time, personal relationships and overcomes the isolation of persons as well as the distance between spaces and times which appear both fluid and concrete. This is the way Ghosh’s narrator in the novel struggles to be free of the shadows of racial and cultural metanarratives.

One major device used by the author is the evocation of globality. The text is thickly interspersed with countless placenames across the world map, and the reader is continuously reminded of a vast spatial context. Lands may be broken by changing borders and frontiers, imposed through war or violence; but they are perceived as one total and single phenomenon. Grandmother finds herself a foreigner in her own birthplace. Borders also shift according to politico-military contingencies, but in the land of imagination borders are irrelevant. In Grandmother’s experience walls and borders had played their role. In her childhood she had seen partition walls coming up in her own parental house, and she felt nervous whenever people said that they are like brothers. Grandmother’s exclusiveness, as indicated by her emphatic objection that Ila has no right to be in London, shows the obverse face of racism. Tridib’s terrible death had made her exclusive to the degree of hysteria; this became evident in her reaction during the war across the Indo-Pak border, which had scared her grandson. 

The same death, however, made the narrator see things in a different way altogether. As the narrator recounts his past notions it is an admission of past mistakes as well. He had grown up believing in the truth of the precepts that were available to him. Later, through the pain and bafflement of personal loss he glimpses the gap between those illusions of parts and the transcendent reality that pervaded in all such divisions.  He realized this reality infiltrated the oneness of spaces like the birds flying over frontiers with divine indifference. The narrator’s act of drawing the amazing circles on the Atlas may be understood with reference to the above realisation. It is simultaneously fantasizing and undermining the concept of boundaries that imply the idea of separateness- exclusion - isolation of areas and lands. 

After drawing the circles he is struck with wonder that there had really been a time when well-meaning sensible people had thought that there was a special enchantment in lines. They had assumed that by drawing lines they had pushed violence to the border, that the two bits of land would sail away from each other, like the shifting tectonic plates.   The irony, he finds, is that the very act of drawing lines made them more closely bound to each other than ever. So what happened in Calcutta sent its tremors in Dhaka, just as the same tremors shook London and Germany during the war. Coming back from Germany to England Alan had found it was like stepping through a looking-glass. The narrator finds Dhaka and Calcutta bound together in an irreversible symmetry by the line that was to set them free. 

Robi also comes round to the same knowledge through his encounter with terrorism sprouting everywhere, and his fixation with one prolonged nightmare. He has seen people senselessly killing each other for what they think “freedom”; the terrorists and separatists in Assam, the North-east, Punjab, Sri Lanka, as well as the army and the police, shooting innocent people, and all citing the cause of freedom. Robi goes around, carrying his sad silent burden of knowledge that nothing will change even if “they draw thousands of little lines through the whole subcontinent and give every little place a new name” (247), because one cannot divide a memory. The memory goes on working even after fifteen years, and thousands of miles away.


Indira Nityanandam examines the characters in the novel in terms of they being the outsiders. Not belonging to their surroundings, they are constantly searching for a home – a point where they can feel that they belong. Ulka Joshi analyses the private and public turmoil in The Shadow Lines. She concludes Ghosh is able to deftly combine public tumults with personal turmoil. Nizari Pandit, says that novel is a critic of issues like time,  freedom and history which are closely related to modernist thought. Hence, the shadow lines become not merely boundaries between countries but also lines which separate human beings from one another.

The shadow lines are therefore not only boundaries between nations, they are also the lines which separate human beings from to one another. The London of the second world was created by Tridib and the Dhaka where grand mother was born and brought up is last. They remain real only in memory time space, human emotions and even freedom are dynamic forces. Therefore, event notion of freedom as fiction as it is real.

The viewing and the reviewing of the past requires a special aptitude. Tridib and the narrator continuously turn back to the past. Incidentally, Tridib is an archeologist by profession, and the narrator is a history student, and thus both are supposed to be preoccupied with the past. Ila, who lives intensely in the present, cannot understand their imaginative approach to the past. “For Ila the current was the real: it was as though she lived, in a present which was like an airlock in a canal, shut away from the tidewaters of the past and the future by floodgates” (30). For Tridib and the narrator, on the other hand, the tidewaters of the past rise high and flood their present. They experience the world more concretely in their imagination, since “those experiences were permanently available in their memories” (30). So, standing on the streets of London in the 1980s the narrator goes back to the war-ravaged London as Tridib had described it in his childhood, and he could not believe in the truth of what he saw.

People are continuously squeezing in and out of different corridors of time-present, past, remote past, recent past, so many segments of past, which go on crisscrossing each other in so very many varied patterns, that one cannot be sure about the specific vantage point of time from which the story is being narrated till the end. One tends to lose the track-which is the present and which is the past. Even at the end the shadow of the past lies long, or, to use the narrator’s own term, the ‘ghost’ lingers, which is but a presence displaced in time. 

The perception of time, past and history is reflected in the narrative mode. The narration here is simultaneously an act of remembering, tinged with emotion, as well as a search for meanings both at personal and national levels, which continue to elude. The act of remembering determines the form of the novel-its on linear multilayered narrative technique. Instead of mimetic realism, the narrator uses defamiliarising perspectives including mystery, bafflement, and indeterminacy. In this context memory is the only means by which the search for connection is carried on. Remembering is also a search for identity through the multiple mirrors or glassdoors; the image of the mirror rhythmically recurs in the text, and includes reflectors of a wide range from the small hand-glass to the vast cosmic mirror of the desert that sends inverted reflections in the form of mirages. These mirrors are constituted of personal consciousness as it envisions personal life and national events.   

The absence of pessimism, despair, and ambiguity makes The Shadow Lines a very convincing and effective work of art. The author boldly tackles political themes both national and international. On the national level, Amitav Ghosh shows how different cultures and communities are becoming antagonistic to a point of no return. The author realizes that with the dominant tradition slowly regarding itself as the only legitimate source of India’s complex culture, communal antagonism will grow. Above all, the use of imagination and the memory technique, make The Shadow Lines a compact novel. Imagination, politics and history are the binding force of this novel of Amitav Ghosh.


CHAPTER IV

IN AN ANTIQUE LAND

Amitav Ghosh never ceases to delight and surprise his readers. His second novel, In an Antique Land (1992), is very different from his earlier works, in content and style, thereby highlighting the author’s range and versatility. In this book, Ghosh straddles time, as it were, and brings out vividly the two societies of two centuries separated from one another by eight hundred years.


There is a flavour of timelessness about the book as the pendulum keeps shifting from the twelfth-century merchant Ben Yiju to the twentieth-century research scholar of anthropology, the author himself. In the process the book narrates a cluster of different stories loosely woven together. These stories tend to be the various layers of the amorphous structure of the book, where history and fiction, myths and legends, and breaking of old barriers and the erection of new ones form a whole. This chapter attempts, through a close analysis of In an Antique Land, to look at the book from the angle of historicity. As Sharmila Guha Majumdar points out, “The barriers of nation, country and time dissolve in the consciousness of the author, and he reaches a tragic realization of how unscrupulous political forces continue to 

In an Antique Land is a story about Egypt, told by a man who himself comes from another antique land, i.e., India. Intruders who entered and set up colonies violated both lands. Thus this could be approached through “historicism”. Historicists are interested in the connection between literary texts and the culture which produces them. According to them, history is always a matter of telling a story about the past, which means there is no single history, but ‘histories’, constructed at different times according to different power structures. According to Aparna Dharwadkar:

… historical fictions can work precisely to neutralize or repudiate the figuration of institutional history and can serve as alternative sources of historical knowledge for audiences ideologically resistant to the dominant narratives…fictions involving history must inevitably draw attention to the inherited problems of historical representations even as they represent history and invest it with new meaning.(43)


 What Ghosh’s book tries to do is to address the Iran-Iraq war and Operation Desert Storm, including pre-colonial and post-colonial history. The book also does what fiction is supremely good at: it provides a special means of access to this history, reducing us by its narrative design into identifying with the individual experience of living through history. The design has a peculiar significance as it involves adopting the unique viewpoint of a researcher in anthropology living in post-colonial Egypt and setting up a contrast between the pre-colonial Egypt of the twelfth century and the post-colonial Egypt of the 1980s. He thus commits himself to a personal engagement with history by retrieving a specific forgotten or ignored episode in history: that of Abraham Ben Yiju, a Jewish merchant originally from Tunisia, who comes to India via Egypt and Aden around 1130 AD and his slave Bomma, the toddy loving fisherman from Tulunad. 


Amitav Ghosh looks at history from the point of view of a post-colonialist and gives his own reading into the characters of the two periods, i.e. those of the twelfth century and those others of his own time. In the twelfth century the countries of the world were separated from each other by barriers of immense stretches of water and insurmountable mountains and yet brought together by a common humanity; and the modern world, which has been reduced to a global village, has been ironically broken up by narrow domestic walls erected by the imperialists.


The point about Ghosh’s book is that we are reading a fiction-a fiction which has a plot, a theme and characterization and a special complex kind of fiction, engaged with a specific history, witnessing to it, yet also offering a critical interpretation of that history today.

       The author’s post-colonial attitude becomes clear in his description of the vandalism of the Geniza by the Western powers. In these pages he talks about the eighteenth century Egypt when she was no longer the mother of the world:


Masr had long since ceased to be the mistress of her own   destiny; she had become a province of the Ottoman Empire which was itself enfeebled now, allowed to keep its territories only by the consent of the Great Powers. (80)


Sengupta says, in a chapter which could have been legitimately entitled ‘The Rape of Geniza’, Ghosh lashes out at Western Imperialism. In passage after passage Ghosh points out the utter callousness of the colonizers to their subjects and the abject demoralization of the colonized. The  Geniza becomes a symbol of the intellectual superiority of the East which is prostituted to Western imperialism in exchange of power at the level of the elite and a few dinars as Baksheesh at the level of  the custodians.


The vandalism of the Geniza not only highlights the contemptuous indifference of the imperialists to the age-old treasures and the age-old values of the East but also defines the author’s attitude to the two worlds he creates in the book—one historical and the other fictional. Through the skillfully crafted story of a communal riot that look place in Dhaka the narrator gives us an intimate insight into the explosive barrier of symbols that is embedded in the post-colonial situation—of cities going up in flames because of a cow found dead in a temple or a pig in a mosque; of people killed for wearing a dhoti, “ depending on where they find themselves ; of women disemboweled for wearing veils or vermilion, of men dismembered for the state of their foreskins”(210). 

     The author explains how these divisions, these walls between man and man, were the result of a new cult that was introduced by the power-hungry imperialists in the wake of colonization:


the cult of science and tanks and guns and bombs. Once colonization began, hate and suspicion replaced what was “right or good or willed by God…for they belonged to a dismantled rung on the ascending ladder of Development. (237)


The author’s post-colonial perspective is also evident in the way he portrays the pre-colonial times when there were no barriers between Abraham Ben Yiju, the Jewish merchant from Tunisia who settled in India for twenty years, and his Indian slave, Bomma, “Thus to speak of Ben Yiju living in ‘India’ or to refer to Bomma as an ‘Indian’ is not to anticipate the borders and the political vocabulary of the twentieth century” (284).


A sharp contrast has been drawn between the pre-colonial and post-colonial situation as far as the concept of slavery is concerned-slavery today and as it was understood eight centuries ago:

Their arrangement was probably that of patron and client than master and slave, as that relationship is now understood. If this seems curious, it is largely because the medieval idea of slavery tends to compound contemporary conception, both of servitude and its mirrored counter-image, individual freedom. (259)


Against this has been juxtaposed the post-colonial concept of servitude prevalent in Egypt under British rule before the days of the revolution: 

Those were terrible times, he said, before Jamal Abdal- Nasir and the Revolution of 1952, when the Pashas, the king and their ‘kindly uncles’, British army, had had their way in all things and the  fellaheen had been forced to labour at their orders, like  flies, working without proper recompense. (194)



Looking at the infinitely pathetic state of affairs in the modern world where man’s relationship to man is interpreted only in terms of the ruler and the subject, the master and the slave, the colonizer and the colonized, the student of social anthropology is pained and confused. Coming as he did from a historical civilization himself, “it left me bewildered because for my own part, it was precisely the absoluteness of time and the discreteness of the epochs that I always had trouble in imagining” (201).


The book has two sets of characters, the one belonging to history whom Ghosh pursues indefatigably as a student of social anthropology, and the other belonging to the present whom the narrator encounters and around whom he builds his fictional world. Ghosh’s achievement, like that of any gifted historical novelist, lies in his ability to extract from actual events a set of characters whose fictional identity is camouflaged by the plausible interaction with their environment and by their ability to appeal to the reader. Unifying the two sets is the thread of historicity – a post-colonialist’s interpretation of the events encompassing eight centuries starting with the twelfth and ending with the Operation Desert Storm.


The main characters in the pre-colonial world are Abraham Ben Yiju, a Tunisian Jewish merchant who came to India via Egypt and Aden, and his slave Bomma who is from Tulunad of ancient India. Through these characters Ghosh portrays a world where man lived in harmony with man, where the gulf existing between people of different races and different cultures became meaningless as they met over the drawbridge of humanity. The pages devoted to the world spill over with light and colour. Ordinary people bustle around laughing, talking and doing the most ordinary things. The main characters easily relate to this environment. It is a world of happy people, a world with no racial conflict, no feeling of alienation or hopelessness.


So it turned out that Ben Yiju who was born in far off Tunisia could settle down so easily in Mangalore in India and marry a girl from the matrilineal community of Nairs. The author makes it clear that Ben Yiju had many marital choices open to him closer to his own faith. However, as the author tells us, there was a more overriding and important consideration in marrying Ashu and that was love. It was as simple and as natural as that, where racial and religious barriers dissolved into nothingness. After three years when Ben Yiju became a father, India was home for him. Later Ben Yiju, felt himself no outsider when he returned to Egypt after twenty long years. He and his daughter, by his Nair wife were welcomed back with open arms. When he sent an offer of marriage to his nephew in Sicily for his daughter “Surur for one clearly received his uncle’s proposal of marriage with the greatest warmth: his immediate response was to set off for Egypt to claim his bride” (325).


Bomma, keeps flitting in and out of the book till he comes into his own in the chapter entitled ‘Mangalore’. Here the 20th century anthropology research student tracks down the elusive Bomma, the slave of MSH 6, to his true home and background. Though his character is not sharply delineated, we are told that he went to Aden as an emissary of Ben Yiju, who sent him there partly on business and partly on a shopping jaunt, and we are told more than once that the slave was a little too fond of his glass. His relationship with his Jewish master is really interesting. Through Bomma the author takes pains to explain the concept of slavery as understood in the Middle Ages. This concept was very different from the slavery “as it came to be practised after the European colonial expansion of the sixteenth century” (259-60). At one level slaves were akin to apprentices and agents who were entitled to a share of the firm’s profits. At another level “slavery was also often used as a means of fictive ties of kinship between people who were otherwise unrelated” (260). At the highest level, among the priests, “The Vachanakara saint poets of Bomma’s own life time, for example, slavery was often used as an image to represent the devotee’s quest for God” (260).


Whether the relationship that existed between Bomma and Ben Yiju was a spiritual one is not clear, but it is certain that Bomma was very close to his master and was more of a companion and partner to him than a slave. It is not surprising therefore  that he migrated to Egypt when Ben Yiju finally returned home and it was the ‘matrilineally descended Tulu’ who kept the patriarchal Jew company during his last years.


This world was soon to come to an end. With the landing of Vasco da Gama in 1498. “The knell had been struck for the world that had brought Bomma, Ben Yiju and Ashu together, and another age had begun in which the crossing of their paths would seem so unlikely that its very possibility would all but disappear from human memory” (286).



If in the main plot of Abraham Ben Yiju and his slave the journey is towards the humaner aspects of civilization, the journey in the sub-plot seems to be in the opposite direction towards guns and bombs and tanks of Western Imperialist Powers which spell ruin for all the world, especially for so many Egyptians stranded in Iraq during the Operation Desert Storm. It was these colonizers who erected the man-made barriers and introduced the deep schism between Hindus and Muslims based on such inessential customs as the burning of the dead, the absence of circumcision in boys and clitoridictomy in girls. This was the modern age they ushered in where brother betrays brother for thirty pieces of silver, cherished codes of ethics are compromised and commitments to larger causes are drowned under waves of cupidity. Ghosh writes about cunning and egotism and betrayal. On a profounder level he also writes about the eternal yearning in man to go back to an idyllic world – a world that existed, for example, eight centuries ago.


The characters of the contemporary world are people whom the research scholar meets during his pursuit of Bomma. These characters have been brought to life by a few deft strokes of the brush and almost each character reveals the havoc wrought by the post – colonial malady of distrust and selfishness. There is the gargantuan Abu Ali, the very personification of cupidity. Then there is Imam Ibrahim, the symbol of bigotry and narrow mindedness. The Imam is at his venomous worst when he questions the narrator about the Hindu custom of worshipping cows or burning the dead. “How will your country progress, if you carry on doing these things?” he asks. As the narrator comes out with a violent outburst, there is the sad realization that the Imam and the narrator had participated in their own final defeat, in the dissolution of the centuries of dialogue that had linked them.


If the Imam stands for fanaticism, Sheikh Musa symbolizes everything that is humane and tolerant. He faces life with equanimity and detachment. He is untouched by the glamorous gifts of science and technology because according to him it was better to live in peace and fear God and feels that he is a misfit in the modern world.


One character straight from the folk – consciousness appears to be Zaghloul the weaver, who does not seem to change as most of the others do. “Besides being very fond of stories, he had a manner of telling them that was marvellously faithful to the metaphorical resonances of his chosen craft” (137). He recounts Sidi Abu Kanaka’s legend where history and fiction, folk – tale and legend meet and mingle. Zaghloul is an eccentric in most things and in nothing so much as this, that for him the world outside is still replete with the wonders of the unknown. He is the only character besides Sheikh Musa who remains “miraculously unaffected by the storm of change that was whirling through the village” (331). This storm of change leaves the younger generation dazed and confused. The old values no longer have any significance for them and there are no new ones to take their place. There is a feeling of emptiness and meaningless in life for them.


In Jabeer, Ghosh shows the transformation of an inquisitive loquacious boy into an introspective, too self-critical young man whom the world seems to have passed by, who is obviously a failure. Another member of the younger generation is Nabeel. He is a quiet, young man with rare sensitivity. As he sees the author preparing tea he remarks, “It must make you think of all the people you left at home …. when you put that kettle on the stove with just enough water for yourself”(152). The author comments, “Nabeel’s comment stayed in my mind, I was never able to forget 
it, for it was the first time that anyone in Lataifa or Nashawy had attempted an enterprise similar to mine – to enter my imagination and look at my situation as it might appear to me (152).



Nabeels ambition and his urge for making money, takes him to Iraq. He makes good money under degrading conditions adding to his family’s material comforts. When the Iraqis return from the Iran – Iraq War and with the Operation Desert Storm looming large on the horizon Nabeel’s fate is sealed. Nabeel vanishes into the anonymity of history written by the Western Powers.



This book brings out very skillfully the enormous similarity of beliefs and of myths and legends, of the cultural approach of the two antique lands till foreign imperialism erected barriers destroying that unity. The student of social anthropology is struck by the parallel images used by the Vachanakara saint – poets of South India and the sufi mystics of Egypt. Though the Vachanakara’s idea of merging with God would have been regarded as blasphemous by the Sufis, yet the idea or bondage to God was one of the central metaphors of religious life for both the faiths. Both the Vachanakaras and the Sufis regarded the devotee as the slave of God the master and often this relationship was expressed in highly erotic metaphors.



It is not surprising, therefore, when the twentieth – century anthropology student is taken round a Bhuta temple in Mangalore he finds and echo of the Egyptian legend in the driver’s recounting of the Indian legend. The Egyptian legend that is of Sidi Abu Kanaka’s grave and the Indian one centres round a Bhuta Shrine. The driver relates how the engineers and their bull-dozers were frozen to the ground when they tried to break through the Bhuta Shrine in order to build a road connecting Mangalore City to its newly built port. On hearing the tale, the student is reminded of the Egyptian one about Sidi Abu Kanaka’s grave. The grave lay in the way of a canal being built by the government. When the workers tried to remove the grave it was as hard as rock and not all the modern machinery could dig it out. “And so it happened that the canal was made to take a slight diversion there and on that plot of land the people of the village built a maqam for the Sidi” (139).

When the student tells the driver of the resemblance between the Indian legend and the Egyptian one, he is too polite to openly disagree with the author but there is a cynical smile on his face. This cynicism turns to hostility from an officer when the narrator expresses a desire to visit the tomb of Sidi Abu Hasira. The officer fails to understand what business an Indian can have at the tomb or a Jewish holy man in Egypt. The narrator’s comment sums up the whole theme of the book: 

But then it struck me-suddenly, that there was nothing I could point to within his world that might give credence to my story – the remains of those small, indistinguishable, interwined histories, Indian and Egyptian, Muslim and Jewish, Hindu and Muslim had been partitioned long ago …. It was then that I began to realize how much success the partitioning of the past had achieved. (339)

The central concern of the text is less with diaspora as the migration of people, and more with diaspora as the dispersion of manuscript and archival material from an original point of collection. Migration in the text is mainly about the uprooting of bodies of archival material, which becomes one measure of the disruptive effect of European colonial expansion. As a result, the text conveys a strong sense of the archival.

For Ghosh, then, cultural decline and the imposition of what he calls the maps of modern knowledge brought into being by European Colonial expansion is linked to the dispersion of manuscript material. It is important to note here that the modern identities which the author wishes to re-evaluate include a contemporary Arab identity, for which the disappearance of the Geniza archive is depicted as a convenient absence that only confirmed a particular vision of the past. The sense of constraints on the workings of the historical imagination is further suggested by the stress on the inscriptive materialists of history itself. The text stresses the material weight of the archive itself. 

Similarly, architectural structures become emblematic of historical structures. This is evident in the depictions of architectural remains, and the way these remains illustrate the imaginative and historical predicament of the ethnographer historian. The depiction of Mangalore is a case in point. The contrast between Mangalore as a busy medieval port and its present condition is followed by the comment that the, “Imagination baulks at the thought that the Bandar once drew merchants and marines from distant corners of the world” (243). Then the author adds a note of optimism, “Mangalore does not treat its lost history as the matter of crippling melancholy” (245). The movement in this passage reflects the style of historical imagining in the text as a whole, as well as the sense of constraints within which that imagination operates. In the face of the sheer contrast between the present moment of modernity and the past medieval epoch, the imagination “baulks”, but it recovers by tracing out ways in which the medieval survives into the present. The imagination requires evidence of continuity in order to anchor itself and recover what is described as a lost history. In some sense continuity is pregiven in the text, and discontinuity is fabricated as the rupture which brings the historical imagination into being. In an Antique Land reflects a self conscious shifting away from grand historical figures and narratives to humbler figures and stories that illuminate larger themes. Part of the achievement of the book lies in the way it evokes global realities through local details, and the sense of history in the text is closely allied to this.

In the final analysis, Ghosh’s In an Antique Land is a displaced working out of the problems which have beset the definitions of Indian national identity since the 1920s. His text is symptomatic of the problems of generating an adequate oppositional politics against the communalism in the subcontinent which continues to increase in strength. Hence the central features of the text consist of the reconstruction of a synthetic medieval past, which cannot be realized in the present, and whose subversive ironies remain ineffectually enshrined in the remains of history. In the end, In an Antique Land seems to be less about the rediscovery of the flexible, syncretic identities of the past, and more about the author coming to terms, or more accurately, failing to come to terms with his own exclusive identity.

Amitav Ghosh’s post-colonial attitude to historicity irradiated with a feel for the metaphor and rare flashes of humour at the most unexpected places. He is a master of understatement and his prose attains sometimes heights of lyricism. The most remarkable aspect about the book is the way Ghosh handles the twin-narration, advancing and receding, intertwining and dissolving through time. And throughout the book there is a suggestion that it were better for mankind to back-track and pick up what had been dumped by the wayside on its march to progress. We must cry a halt to the decline that started with the colonization by the west. It is high time that we take a world view and realize that there are enormous similarities amongst different societies which have shared in the past similar Gods and Pantheons, and similar cultural activities. In them is contained a wisdom that twentieth century man can ignore only at his peril.

         CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION

The novel of the eighties attempts to capture the ethos of the sub-continent in all its facets – the historical, the political, the social and the psychological. In order to recreate this complex reality the novelists often make use of episodic characters who are so prominent in the oral narrative tradition. The turbulent political and social history of the sub-continent in the past decades is too complex to be expressed through a linear narrative. Episodic characters help to broaden out the perspectives and add valuable dimensions to the portrayal of history, helping to create an impression of the panorama of life in all its variety.

There are other characters that are used to broaden the reader’s perception of history. The pre-independence days were anxious days and among other things the worst was the threat of partition looming large on the horizon. The post-independence days are also replete with tensions of the worst kind. One such moment was the theft of the prophet’s hair from the Hazratbal mosque in Kashmir. Amitav Ghosh dwells in great detail on this episode, tracing its history. The initial shock of the theft had brought the people of Kashmir together, irrespective of religion.

The story of a young boy related in The Circle of Reason brings to focus the militant aspect of the freedom struggle. The boy was a patriot to the core and had chosen to join a secret society, which was fighting for India’s freedom. The police arrest him just before he is to undertake a major mission. Similarly Khalil in The Shadow Lines remains an island of sanity in a world gone insane with communal passions. The simple Muslim rickshaw puller continues to show tender affection and care towards the elderly Hindu lawyer who had provided shelter to him in his time of need. A strong human attachment develops between Khalil’s family and Ukil Babu, which transcends the barriers of class and creed. It is tragically befitting that they, Muslim and Hindu, should die together on the streets of Dhaka, both victims of a mindless communal mob.

Episodic characters such as Maulana Massodi and Khalil have a vital role to play in the narrative design. They symbolize the healing human touch, the sense of brotherhood, an effort to bring harmony in a sub-continent made disharmonious through warring passions, chief among them being communal discord.

In an Antique Land also betrays a concern with national identity, or the lack thereof, and travels in both space and time to explore this concept. Ghosh first becomes intrigued with the story of the slave of MSH.6 after having read E.Strauss’ article on the Geniza documents, among which is the first letter mentioning the slave. The story of the slave, his life and time and of the Geniza opens up a new world for Ghosh different from, yet an off-spring of, his present time. Two notions grasp his interest so much so, that he follows the trail of the slave over several parts of the world. Primarily he is fascinated by the accident of history that has allowed for the slave to enter the chronicles of time. He calls it both a miracle and an accident, two notions on opposite sides of the spectrum of human activity, because in either case it is certainly and exceptional occurrences “that those barely discernible traces that ordinary people leave upon the world happen to have been preserved” (AL,17). Bomma, as we later find out, is the slave’s name, and the people around him were certainly not of the company of “the wasirs and the sultans, the chroniclers and the priests the people who had the power to inscribe themselves physically upon time” (AL,17). Ghosh is therefore, engaged in writing a personal history; one that provides an alternative to the world of statesmen and leaders and fills a gap in human knowledge, while also countering certain accepted notions about national and cultural boundaries and about history itself.

The second idea that intrigued Ghosh was the dynamic cultural amalgams in the twelfth century, a spirit that is no longer alive today, that enabled a Jewish trader “originally” from Tunisia to live in Egypt, Aden and Mangalore, participating in all realms of public life and engaging in trade without the notion of being of a different “nationality”. National borders are all two rigid today and the author attempts to trace the process by which they became thus. With this quest in mind, he begins his journey in Egypt doing research for his dissertation but also with the story of Bomma pursuing him: “I knew nothing then about the slave of MSH 6 except that he had given me a right to be there, a sense of entitlement”(AL,19). Bomma becomes his second self, the Indian in the Middle East 800 years ago, and the key to understanding, indeed re-writing, his present.

Ghosh is consciously writing a history, be it that of the twelfth century or of the twentieth century Delta village in Egypt. In both instances, as in The Shadow Lines, his construction is based on “fact” and research of some kind and an arduous piecing together of all the information into a coherent whole. Next he draws his attention to the gaps in its knowledge rather than being a myth of completeness. Thus it remains his unique view, his own construction of events.

The different worlds that Ghosh depicts in his novel come to comment on one another in the light of their differences and similarities. Before introducing Ben Yiju and his world, the author goes into the history of Cairo and how it happened that the Jewish trader found himself there. The different names given to Cairo by the various conquerors and peoples who have inhabitated in throughout the centuries, from Babylon to al-Fustat in the Islamic era to al-Qahira in the tenth century, attests to the vibrant movement that characterizes human history. In this way Ben Yiju found himself engaged in the flourishing trade between the Mediterranean and India for “Jews figured prominently among these migrants and those amongst them who moved to Masr generally chose to join the ‘Palestinian’ congregation in Babylon. Ben Yiju was thus following a well-marked trail.”(AL 55). No national boundaries in the sense we have today, restricted such movement. And when he went to live in Aden and Mangalore, there too no question of nationality arose that made him an outsider or refugee in the modern sense. 

The author himself experiences a similar emotion when he returns to the village, a mirror image of Ben Yiju’s own return to Aden, to find a mass exodus to Iraq. History is again being made and while television recorded the Egyptian diaspora, ordinary people like Nabeel fail to appear on the screen and vanish into the anonymity of history. Ghosh, however, does not leave his reader without a glimmer of hope that Bomma’s world may be still alive. Significantly, the vestiges take the form of popular culture rather than official history, thus reaffirming the triumph of what is essentially human over official ideology.

Bomma’s world has in fact triumphed and the fact that people will continue to be connected by virtue of their being human. It remains to be said, however, that the dominant ideology and activity in our world today is to assert difference and uniqueness in identity, something which Ghosh attempts to provide an alternative to in his writing.

In the novel, The Circle of Reason Amitav Ghosh takes recourse to magic realism to show the trap that human beings have fallen into. Their lives are seen only in terms of money, everything else has little meaning. Amitav Ghosh’s treatment is not only more detailed and imaginative but also more significant in its understanding of the role of politics in the sub-continent, and its effect on history and the individual. He suggests that the politics of the nations of the sub-continent are inseparable; the incidents are alike reverberating in other parts of the sub-continent. The Hazratbal episode is used by the author to expose the fragile nature of communal harmony and its vulnerability to manipulative politics. Tracing the history of Mu-i-Mubarak, Amitav Ghosh shows that it had grown into a symbol of unity among the various communities of Kashmir. 

The tangled web of communal politics in the sub-continent entraps Tridib, an important character in The Shadow Lines. Significantly he is gruesomely butchered to death, not in his own country but on the streets of Dhaka, aflame with the repercussions of the Hazratbtal incident in distant Kashmir. Although surrounded by a rioting mob, Tridib attempts to rescue his elderly uncle and faces the consequence. Tridib’s heroic attempt and its tragic failure, symbolizes the positive potential of the active – literal mode, as does Saleem Sinai’s aborted endeavour to unite the midnight’s children similarly. Alu in Amitav Ghosh The Circle of Reason, who is a victim of political forces that have hounded him out of his country, fails in his brave attempt to create history in far away al-Ghazira.

The new novel of the eighties ultimately holds out a ray of hope in its depiction of the multifarious connections between history, politics and the individual. The individual has the determination and will to raise above all disruptive political and communal forces to forge a new and more positive history. History’s oppression however does act as a deterrent in his attempt to create history.

Ghosh attempts to find the links between people rather that dwell on the differences or the myth of separateness that keeps them divided across borders. The Shadow Lines was a case history illustrating a personal tragedy that was caused by the multitude of separations his homeland witnessed. In an Antique Land was an attempt to historicize these divisions by looking at their absence in a time long gone. Although this world view makes for a deconstruction of any form of collective identity, at least one which is based on a conscious emphasis on difference with regards to the outsider, it also makes for a more real existence and awareness of our place on this earth.

The main opposition in In an Antique Land is between the fluidity of the medieval world and the inflexibility of modern boundaries. The cultures and style of medieval accommodations form a contrast with the rigid ladder of development on which nations are ranked. This contrast is also evident in the imperceptible merging of folk beliefs with high classical religion in the medieval world as opposed to rigid hierarchies of belief emerging from both Hindu and Muslim militancy in the modern world. It is on the basis of this recovery of a sense of the medieval that the text itself can dissolve some of the literary boundaries of the map of modern knowledge. This is because it partakes of the ethnographic in its narrative from archival material, and the literary in its elements of the stylized and formal presentation of the bucolic. In this way, In an Antique Land is a composite genre of writing, which in literary terms reflects the flexibility of the medieval world.

In an Antique Land, seriously contested by its ponderous documentation of the history of Egypt from the days of the crusades to Operation Desert Storm, must first betted. In a way – a history of the micro structures of tradition or history of the Little Tradition as opposed to the Great Tradition. In an Antique Land is the history of the “fellah” the common peasant of Egypt. It is properly ‘subaltern history’.

While The Circle of Reason enacts the predicament on the level of fabulation and The Shadow Lines moving away from fantasy employs traditional realism, In an Antique Land summons history to squeeze order into this disarray. 

Amitav Ghosh’s novels reflect a historicity as history is always present in his novels. Even his first novel, The Circle of Reason is an extraordinarily accomplished work of fiction as he innovatively and success-

fully explores new possibilities for the Indian novel in English. His novels reflect the tendencies and concerns of the age. Ghosh attempts to understand the lives of his contemporaries in lands as diverse as India, Bangladesh, Egypt, England, etc. His canvas is always large and his novels are peopled with a variety of characters, though not in the range of a Tolstoy or a Dosteovesky. As a Calcuttan, Ghosh never moves away from Calcutta and the city comes alive on his pages.

Ghosh’s use of time deserves special mention. Most of his novels use time in a non-linear manner. The juxtaposing of past and present is further developed by the use of the future too. Memory is used aesthetically and effectively to relate the past and the present. His novels have constant time and place shifts. The novels take us to different parts of the world – some common locations and some exotic.

A reading of The Circle of Reason is an epic of restlessness. Around the bare outlines of the plot which move over continents, are clustered an infinite number of stories ranging back and forth in time. By showing life as a journey larger than death, The Circle makes death find its identity in the horror and sadness which embalms this process.

In an Antique Land demonstrates most  powerfully how  an  excursion

into the past is no escape from the present, but a coming to grips with the present realities of living. By juxtaposing the medieval and modern worlds of the twelfth and twentieth centuries in two different civilizations of India and Egypt with diverse cultures of Christianity, Judaism, Islam and Hinduism, Ghosh magnificently illustrates through his fictional discourse the need for human understanding and religious tolerance. At the end of the novel, we have thirty seven pages of notes that authenticate the reconstruction of history by Ghosh. In Amitav Ghosh, we have truly a novelist as scholar and In an Antique Land, a brilliant metaphor of our times.

The Shadow Lines, is concerned with the theme of crossing of frontiers especially those of nationality, culture and language. While the theme is an old one in fiction, Amitav Ghosh gives it a new twist in his novel which covers three countries – India, East Pakistan (now Bangladesh) and England. In The Shadow Lines, Amitav Ghosh acknowledges no separate national or cultural realities because for him, all such demarcations are shadow lines, arbitrary and invented divisions. While crossing the border, the grandmother cannot see the line dividing the countries. In The Shadow Lines Amitav Ghosh brings out the futility of drawing lines across a nation to form two nations, one having an East wing, which is separated from its West wing by over a thousand miles. It is basically a memory novel that weaves together past and present, childhood and adulthood, India and Bangladesh and Britain, Hindu and Muslim. It is a socio-political and historical novel. The overall focus is on the meaning and shades of political nuances in contemporary life.

The author captures the historical moment we are living with its enigma and uncertainty, bafflement and plurality in the postmodernist context of blurred lines and mystery shadows. He sets himself an impossible task – of grasping ‘shadows’.

Amitav Ghosh’s The Shadow Lines is one of the most readable and the least frivolous of the recent Indian novels in English. An effective fiction, it emanates from a particular historical moment which intersects the narrator and the nation at a crucial point of their evolution and growth. While capturing the high points of the historical moment in credible and efficient narrative action, the novel eventuates into a search for the vibrant concerns essential for the survival of central strength and sanity in society. The novel is rich in signifying transactions that do not depend for their effect on solid slabs of continuous experience but on the potentiality of materiality marshaled by the author to anchor his perception of reality. It quickens our conscience and triggers our response to the mingled frenzy of violence, idealism, and passion that has amputated the narrator’s intimate history. By skillfully manipulating the narrator’s developing sociological consciousness and his interaction with multicultural representatives in a fictional construct, Ghosh makes his novel a supple medium of sophisticated comment on current realities.

The novel puts to test some of the personal experiences, relations, memories and historical processes in which the realization of the futility of metaphor on the one hand and an awareness of the illusion of knowledge created by deceptive weight of remembered detail on the other hand are evidenced at many levels. This process of testing is achieved by constant juxtaposition of silence with powers of communication. The division of the novel into two parts – ‘Going Away’ and ‘Coming Home’ is in itself a conscious attempt on the part of the novelist to dismantle some of the time-tested notions of experience. In an ongoing process of continuity, strict compartmentalization of the notions of coming and going might become arbitrary as the text testifies to the intricacies of these in both the parts. When national boundaries are constantly drawn and redrawn the meaning could take an  ambiguous  turn  while  the  processes  or  coming  and  going  

could get marginalized.

The Shadow Lines underscores the importance of Amitav Ghosh’s narratives as the continuing story of social relationships so important in the Indian tradition throughout history, presenting as it does not so much the search for individual identity or the development of interpersonal relationships central to the western novel but the story of India as a nation. This novel turns away from linearity to include all experience, showing the readers that the past can be narrated only in the memories of the present that it exists only in the story not of yesterday but of today and tomorrow.


The Shadow Lines is thus effectively a novel about time, about how perspectives about the past and the present can alter from person to person and from occasion to occasion, as story leads to story and present and past slide into one another without erasing the “shadow lines” between them. The moment of time and story – all filtered through the consciousness of the narrator, who relieves them as he retells them--underscores the rejection of a master-narrative, and reinforces the implications of the tiles, which clearly refers to more than the geographical boundaries in a map. The shadow lines are at once the lines which separate people and events and those which link them together: family relationships and friendships, nation and communities, imagination and reality.

The use of memory rather than chronology to narrate events, the fracturing and separation of narrative sequences, thus becomes integral to the major theme of the novel: the underlying unity of all experience that can be perceived only when the imagination is set free to see reality as continuously contemporary and continuously transformative. All the events and episodes in The Shadow Lines carefully chronicled and located in time, seem to occur everywhere all the time. Time in the novel, then, enacts through its movements the way in which the story of the past of one person becomes part of the memory of another and foreshadows what will happen in his life, too, so that the past becomes a part of the future and the future is really the past. In Amitav Ghosh’s The Shadow Lines there are two views of nationalism and what it means to constitute a nation contest each other throughout the novel. One is voiced clearly by the narrator’s grandmother and the other takes the form of events that comment on this romantic view in subtle ways. The narrator’s grandmother upholds the belief in a united people  fighting  for  freedom  and anatomy and constituting a nation held together by blood.

The demarcation is based on the differences not related to nationality but religion. The real situation is one of Hindus against Muslims. The grandmother is also unaware that the cause she contributes to is what kills Tridib, the chronicler and the memory of the community.

One of the predominant themes in In an Antique Land, is religion its meaning and practice, the irony inherent in religious traditions, their universality   and inter tradition conflicts that have shaped much of human history. There is a method in history which may not be as inexorable as physical methods but still powerful enough to establish a pattern in the movement or events. Preservation of one’s religious identity has been the cause of much bloodshed. It is a revelation to know that one’s religion may even be the handiwork   of a couple of enforcers of history.

Amitav Ghosh’s post colonial attitude to historicity is filled with a feel for the metaphor and rare flashes of humour at the most unexpected places. He is a      master of understatement and his prose attains sometimes heights of lyricism. The most remarkable aspect about this book is the way Ghosh handles the twin-narration, advancing and receeding, intertwining and dissolving through time.

In an Antique Land, throws light on the limited place of irony in the post colonial national identities. It seems to be less about the rediscovery of the flexible, syncretic identities of the past and  more about the author coming  to terms, or more accurately, failing to come to terms, with his own exclusive identity. 

Ghosh has drawn parallels between war and riot, Europe and the Indian subcontinent to show how all violence whether committed in the name of nationalism or freedom is to be given no other colour. The barriers of nation, country and time dissolve in the consciousness of the author and he reaches a tragic realization or how unscrupulous political forces continue to suffocate human aspirations.                
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