
Ghosh’s novels are characterized by thorough research notably anthropological and 

historical and focus on the criss-crossing nature of various cultures. Ghosh always draws 

characters from various locales that cross geographical frontiers for different reasons. Sea 

of Poppies is an enactment of a magnificent historical adventure in an epic style. It is 

about the political and socio-economic conditions that led to the mass- migration of 

Indian peasants as ‘girmitiyas’ or indentured labourers to the Mauritius islands. This 

paper attempts to show how in the novel differences merge together to give birth to a 

hybrid society peopled by characters with diverse backgrounds: geographical and social 

backgrounds come together on board the ship Ibis destined to take them to an unknown

land beyond the ‘black waters’ where they rebuild new identities.
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In his novels Amitav Ghosh attempts to portray the coming together of diverse cultures 

and the elimination of all boundaries “shallow and unjustifiable” (Tiwari 48) between 

people. Like any other post-colonial writer history is re-interpreted and the “dilemmas of 

diaspora that are engendered in the margins of history are foregrounded in Ghosh” (Bose 

237). For the mixing together of cultures is not the phenomena that belong to the modern 

cosmopolitan world only but that it has been there from ages and Ghosh “accentuates the 

antiquity of a world in the claws of globalization, facilitated by the dynamics of 

international trade and economic interdependency.”(Web) In his novels there is therefore 

a diversity— of cultures, languages, histories, people, and places.

The labour migration increased enormously in India during the British rule. 

Earlier, labours usually migrated from village to village individually or in gangs for work 

but the warfare and natural calamities forced larger bodies of people to leave their 

homelands and move to faraway lands for their livelihood. “These movements have 

uncovered more instances of contact than of insulation in the histories of nations that 

interrogate essentialist notions of self, community and nation.”(Roy 33)The indentured 

workers belonged to the poppy growing regions of India and were given a meager 

amount for their labour while the profits were made by their colonial rulers. They become 

victims of the capitalist exploitation.

Sea of Poppies brings India, China, Britain, and North America together in the 

port of Calcutta where from the process of migration of the indentured labourers starts on

the deck of the Ibis, a transport ship destined for Mauritius. The small stories of a variety 

of characters such as, the fallen Raja called Neel, fugitives like Deeti, Kalua, and Paulette 

are connected to the global history of colonialism and opium trade. The story exposes the 

unleashing of political, economic and social injustices during the colonial rule. Then, the 

story proves to be more about the movement, border-crossings, and heterogeneous 

encounters of its characters. The Indian farmers were forced to grow poppy instead of 

useful crops which led to widespread poverty and starvation. In 1780, the first shipment 

of opium arrived in China and within three decades the trade increased turning millions 

of Chinese into addicts. The British encouragement of Indian peasants to illegally 
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cultivate and export opium to China although met with resistance from the Chinese 

authorities who made much attempts to stop the trade that eventually erupted in war

twice. China’s defeat forced the government to open up several ports to foreign 

commerce and the humiliation at the hand of foreign powers contributed to the downfall 

of the Qing Dynasty in 1911, and it wasn’t until Mao’s ruthless Communist revolution in 

1949 that China’s opium pandemic was finally brought under control. 

The novel shows the importance of lascars in the oceanic trade which continued 

until the 1940s. The term ‘lascar’ is believed to be derived from the Persian lashkar,

meaning an army, a camp or a band of followers and dates back to the early 1500s when 

it was used by Portuguese explorers to describe the sailors they encountered abroad. They 

came to be employed more and more on the British merchant ships for their cheap labour. 

Lascars used to be recruited by native ‘serangs’ who acted as a medium of 

communication between the European and lascar crews onboard ships.  

Sea of Poppies is set essentially prior to these Opium Wars. The novel hints at the 

Opium war when Mr. Doughty says, “(T)he trouble, you know, is that Johnny Chinaman 

thinks he can return to the good old days, before he got his taste for opium. But there’s no 

going back – just won’t hoga”(SP 112), which is elaborated in the sequel to the novel, 

River of Smoke which focuses on the opium war which took place between the British

and Chinese Government specifically the Qing Dynasty during the year 1839-42. 

Sea of Poppies primarily focuses on Deeti who comes from a remote village in 

Eastern India. Beginning with Deeti’s “vision of a tall-masted ship”, (SP 1) the story 

unfolds to describe her plight. Her village is close to the town of Ghazipur. It is winter 

and like everybody else in the village she is worried about “the lateness of her poppy 

crop” (SP 1). A simple lady and a caring mother, Deeti is married to Hukam Singh, a 

crippled worker in the Ghazipur Opium Factory. On her wedding night she is drugged 

with opium by her mother-in-law and Kabutri, Deeti’s daughter, is “fathered not by the 

husband, but by Chandan Singh, her leering, slack-jawed brother-in-law.” (SP 39) She 

became suspicious when her husband showed no interest in her afterwards and who 

“usually remained in a state of torpid, opium-induced somnolence by the time he fell on 

his bed.” (SP 36)  The use of opium had left him for nothing. After the death of Hukum 
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Singh, Deeti is about to meet her doom when she chooses to go through with the sati 

ritual, but then Kalua, the ox man from the neighbouring village, comes to her rescue and 

the two flow “away from the flaming pyre, into the dark of the night” (SP 178) to become 

indentured servants on the Ibis. These indentured labourers with different religions, 

castes, customs and beliefs form their own multicultural society. They come across others 

who are also travelling as indentured labourers as well as lascars and sailors. As the novel 

progresses, characters like Jadu, Paulette, Deeti, Kalua along with some others get 

together and plan to escape from the ship in which they succeed. 

Sea of Poppies exposes the relentless devastation wrought by the opium trade and 

the degradations of the indentured labourers. The indentured labourers were no better 

than the slaves and “the experience of enslavement, transportation, or ‘voluntary’ 

removal…eroded” their “valid and active sense of self. (Ashcroft etal, The Empire Writes 

Back 9). While removing them out of their countries they are rooted out of their country,

people and home, culture and history. 

Ibis becomes a “gathering of people in diaspora: indentured, migrant, 

interned”(Bhabha 200) where we find English sailors like Mr Crowle, Mr Doughty and 

the American Zachary Reid and Indian lascars like Serang Ali and Subedar Bhyro Singh.

From pawn brokers like Baboo Nob Kissin to the indentured labourers it becomes a 

gathering of people of different professions and classes, common village people, English 

merchants, Indian and Bengali lascars, zaminders, prisoner opium cultivators, prisoners, 

policemen, American sailors, coolies, sahibs. Uprooted from their cultures and homes 

they create their own society and “develop their own distinctive culture(s) which both 

preserve(s) and often extend(s) and develop their originary cultures.” (Ashcroft etal 70)

The characters try to reconstruct their identities in the new world they find 

themselves in. The protagonist, Deeti becomes Aditi. She “did not feel herself to be 

living in the same sense as before: a curious feeling, of joy mixed with resignation, crept 

into her heart, for it was as if she really had died and been delivered betimes in rebirth, to 

her next life: she had shed the body of the old Deeti…and was free now to create a new 

destiny as she willed, with whom she chose.” (SP 178) 
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The migrants on Ibis become ‘jahaz-bhais’ and ‘jahaz-bahens’ to each other. The 

bonds that the migrants develop between each other is a denial of the rigid distinctions 

and differences towards the formation of a human society in which diversity becomes the 

most important and defining factor. It is here that migration, cultural hybridity and

identity gets interrelated.

: Sea of Poppies is abbreviated as SP throughout. 
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