
Representation of Dismantled Identity and Colonial Politics in 
Amitav Ghosh’s Sea of Poppies 

SUMAN ACHARJEE 
Research Scholar 

NIT Agartala, India 

Dr. GYANABATI KHURAIJAM 
Assistant Professor 
NIT Agartala, India 

Abstract: 

  The article narrates colonial politics adopted by the British and side by side, it probes the 

dismantled image of national identity. It describes colonialism as a result of narrow nationalistic 

feeling and thus it looks forward for a postnational feeling. So it demands for a change in 

nationalistic outlook. Through the analysis of Amitav Ghosh’s Sea of Poppies, it puts into 

question the concept of national identity as a static one. The novel is set in 1838 but through the 

narration of pre-independent colonial politics and opium trade policy, it hints at the pre-

independent global market and pluralism prevalent in the society. The concept of national 

identity is always attached with the designed features like national language, national flag, 

border etc. But, this novel, through the representation of different characters from different parts 

of the world in the Ibis brings into light a dismantled image of national identity. The paper 

focuses on the binary opposition White/Other and highlights the narrow nationalistic feeling 

behind this binary system and thus argues for a change in nationalistic feeling and demands for a 

global outlook.     
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National identity, simply attaches itself with the concept of nation. The features of nation 

vary according to the spatio-temporal matrix of a particular nation. But the common features that 

can be found in it are national flag, national anthem or different types of other ideological 

adaptations. These formations are nothing but an effort to uphold the distinctiveness of a 



particular nation. The nation simply attaches itself with the existence of borders as well and thus 

it gives different national identity to its subjects like Indian, Bangladeshi, British, etc. This 

creation of a notion called ‘nation’ manipulates certain features of the individual. And to support 

that manipulation, some features or traditions are invented to impose a tag of commonality in 

that designed national identity and the purpose behind the creation of national identity can be 

understood properly from the following lines of Bill Ashcroft et al: 

Constructions of the nation are thus potent sites of control and 
domination within modern society. This is further emphasized by the 
The fact that the myth of a ‘national traditional’ is employed not only 
to legitimize a general idea of a social group (‘a people’) but also to 
construct a modern idea of a nation-state, in which all the 
instrumentalities of state power (e.g. Military and police agencies, 
judiciaries, religious hierarchies, educational systems and political 
assemblies or organizations) are subsumed and legitimized as the 
‘natural’ expressions of a unified national history and culture. (150) 

Amitav Ghosh, in his novel Sea of Poppies, rejects the notion of national identity behind 

the description of opium-trade. The image of ship Ibis has been used as an apparatus to reflect 

the colonial politics and the dismantled image of national identity. From the narration to 

characterization, a postnational image gets visible in front of everyone’s eyes. The novel starts 

with the story of Deeti, a resident of Ghazipur situated some fifty miles east of Banaras. Her 

personal sufferings and her plight to the Ibis provide us a chance to look at a different culture and 

colonial politics critically. The separate image of the nation gets its designed permanency with 

the existence of a national language, national flag and border, etc. And many other discourses 

and ideologies are also there to support this separate image of the nation. But this unique image 

of nation gets blurred in front of Zachary’s eyes in the Ibis in his thinking about lascars in the 

following manner: 

He had thought that lasers were a tribe or nation, like the Cherokee or 
Sioux: he discovered now that they came from places that were far 
apart, and had nothing in common, except the Indian Ocean; among 
them were Chinese and East Africans, Arabs and Malays, Bengalis 
and Goans, Tamils and Arakanese. (Ghosh 2008, 13) 

Zachary’s thinking about lascars can be analyzed comparatively with the image of nation and in 

this way, the imposed image of commonality can be found behind the concept of nation. The 

word ‘lascar’ forwards the image of a common group as the image of nation does. But this sense 



of commonality gets struck when Zachary Reid notices people from different parts of the world. 

The same may be said about the concept of a nation where people from different regions, culture 

and language come under the single umbrella term ‘notion’. These words ‘lascars’ and ‘nation’ 

have been used as a tag to design a sense of unity. But this sense of unity seems to be a foil one 

in time of action. The dismantled image of unity behind the concept of a nation becomes 

prominent in Ghosh’s The Shadow Lines where the description of riot in Dhaka puts the image of 

the nation in question. Not only that, Tha’mma’s query about the distinctive image of nation in 

the form of border simply questions the designed image of nation as a static one in the following 

manner:  

But if there aren’t any trenches or anything, how are people to know? 
I mean, where’s the difference then? And if there’s no difference both 
sides will be the same; it’ll be just like it used to be before, when we 
used to catch a train in Dhaka and get off in Calcutta the next day 
without anybody stopping us. What was it all for then––partition and 
all the killing and everything––if there isn’t something in between? 
(Ghosh 2003, 151) 

This image of the nation in the mind of Tha’mma with a demarcated line brings into light the 

designed image of the nation in the human psyche with its distinct feature and it is one kind of 

colonial projection. Colonialism as a term is nothing more than an outcome of national feeling. 

The sense of nationality restrains one’s feeling of being universal. Nationality bounds one to 

think about the prosperity of one’s own nation. And as a result of it, after the Industrial 

Revolution in 1789, Europe started setting up a colony depicting its own superiority in front of 

the world. Mr. Burnham’ and Zachary Reids’ conversation highlights that constructed superiority 

of Europe in the following manner: 

Isn’t that what the mastery of the White man means for the lesser 
races? As I see it, Reid, the Africa trade was the greatest exercise in 
freedom since God led the children of Israel out of Egypt. Consider, 
Reid, the situation of a so-called slave in the Carolinas––is he not 
more freely than his brethren in Africa, groaning under the rule of any 
dark tyrant? (Ghosh 2008, 79)  

Here, Mr. Burnham describes the superiority of the White people demeaning ‘Other’ as the 

‘lesser races’. Not only this, the White colonizer has been depicted as the upholder of freedom. 



The native rulers have been designed as tyrants. The same image of native rulers can also be 

found in Ghosh’s The Glass Palace where Giani Amreek Singh says: 

We never thought that we were being used to conquer people. Not at 
all: we thought the opposite. We were told that we were freeing those 
people. That is what they said – that we were going to set those 
people free from their bad kings or their evil customs or some such 
thing. (Ghosh 2000, 224)  

Mr. Burnham, in defense of indentured labour depicted the White colonizer as reformer; on the 

other hand Giani Amreek Singh’s comment represents the image of White colonizer as rescuer. 

These two images have been designed by the colonizer to see a valid ground of logic for imperial 

expansion of their colony. Mr. Burnham went too far in his logic when he described torture 

inflicted upon the labourers as a way of reforming them. Here Mr. Burnham describes the 

slavery system as a process of reformation which has come into existence by God’s grace. And 

that’s why he commented: 

When the doors of freedom were closed to the African, the Lord 
opened them to a tribe that was yet more needful of it – the Asiatick. 
(Ghosh 2008, 79)  

The discrepancy between White and Other is nothing but a technique of colonialism. 

Colonialism disguised itself behind the mask of reformation. Mr. Burnham as a White upheld his 

image as a superior one. His sense of superiority designates the superiority of his nation. This 

type of attitude behind the concept of a nation reflects the existence of manipulating binary 

system. The binary system of White/Other has been created on the basis of some qualities 

depicted by the colonizers. Elleke Bohemer is right in his comment: 

Stereotypes of the other as indolent malingers, shirkers, good for 
nothings, lay bouts, degenerate versions of the pastoral idler, were 
stock-in-trade of colonialist writing. (39)     

That type of image helped them to seek a valid ground of imperial expansion. The above 

quotation indicates that literature by the colonizers helped in creating and nurturing that type of 

image. Thus, this binary system of White/Other gave them a scope to justify their colonial set up. 

The opium business and labour transportation for the sake of the colonizers’ welfare have been 

termed as freedom. And this definition of freedom stands still with the help of religious 

implication. Mr. Burnham in his conversation with Neel commented: 



Jesus Christ is Free Trade and Free Trade is Jesus Christ. (Ghosh 
2008, 116)  

In the name of Free Trade, the promotion of opium trade seems to be illogical. But Mr. Burnham 

didn’t think so. According to him the benefit of opium is God given, not only this, he considers it 

as a God given duty to share this benefit of opium-business with others. Mr. Burnham didn’t 

think about the opium addict people and the consequences in their lives. He saw it as a chance of 

improvement of individual conscience. That’s why he commented: 

… The antidote for addiction lies not in bans enacted by Parliaments 
and emperors, but in the individual conscience––in Everyman’s 
awareness of his personal responsibility and his fear of God. As a 
Christian nation this is the single most important lesson we can offer 
to China––and I have no doubt that the message would be welcomed 
by the people of that unfortunate country… (Ghosh 2008, 117) 

Here Mr. Burnham boasts of his national belonging and proudly declared opium-trade as a way 

of improving self-consciousness. The Christian doctrine of self-control has been equalized with 

opium-trade policy and religion has been depicted as a feature of national identity. China has 

been addressed as an ‘unfortunate country’ to uphold the superiority of British nationalism. And 

this is that very attitude that runs behind the concept of nation. John McLeod says about a nation 

in the following manner: 

It emerged with the growth of Western capitalism and 
industrialisation and was a fundamental component of imperialist 
expansion. (68) 

Mr. Burnham’s desperate effort to legalize opium-trade behind the description of religion 

justifies the validity of John McLeod’s above comment. The nation as a concept has been used to 

create a market for the British people. And that construction has been consolidated demeaning 

the status of other nations. Thus, the nation as a concept gives birth to enmity among nations and 

here lies the side-effect of nationalism. In India, the British, while capturing the land of others, 

especially Royal people or Zamindars sent these persons in exile so that the bond of ideology 

between the native ruler and his fellow men can be destroyed. The same thing happened with 

Neel Rattan Halder, a character in the Sea of Poppies who had been accused of forgery in the 

court. At the time of giving a verdict, Mr. Justice Kendalbushe also described the British Raj in 

India as a divine mission and designated them as the upholder of civilization. Mr. Justice 



Kendalbushe’s reference to equality in the name of law brings into light an ironical situation in 

front of Neel Rattan Halder’s eyes in the following manner: 

In the course of his trial it had become almost laughably obvious to 
Neel that in this system of justice, it was the English themselves––
Mr. Burnham and his ilk––who were exempt from the law as it 
applied to others: it was they who had become the world’s new 
Brahmins. (Ghosh 2008, 239) 

Neel’s thinking about the judiciary system reflects a biased attitude of colonizers. Colonizers 

uttered heavy weighted moral words, but they never assimilated these words with their life style. 

And that was what reflected in Neel’s thinking. Neel Rattan Halder’s thinking about colonizers 

as ‘new Brahmins’ depicts their designed purity and highlights on the colonial politics in the 

name of religion too. In his characterization, Amitav Ghosh never demeaned all the colonizers; 

Captain Chillingworth is the perfect embodiment of that type of character. Captain Chillingworth 

never supported the British people’s decision of war with China because of opium-trade. He 

discarded the notion of civilization-making behind the opium-trade and commented: 

We are no different from the Pharaohs or the Mongols: the difference 
is only that when we kill people we feel compelled to pretend that it is 
for some higher cause. It is this pretence of virtue, I promise you that 
will never be forgiven by history. (Ghosh 2008, 262) 

All these arguments and counterarguments reflect the strategy of colonialism adopted by the 

British in India. Not only that, it shows that all colonizers can’t be blamed because of 

imperialism. Captain Chillingworth’s comments about colonialism can be considered as a step 

towards dismantling the binary opposition of colonizer/colonized.    

The arguments mentioned above highlight the actual purpose of colonial expansion. 

Economic benefits make a nation blind to the problems of other nations. And there lies the flaw 

in the concept of nation. Some colonial elites constructed their own image as superior one with 

the invention of the term ‘nation’. Next they sought valid ground to defend this term with the 

invention of some features that might represent their commonality. And that commonality has 

been depicted by Elleke Boehmer with the term like ‘White’ with the features like the following: 

… The white man represented himself as the archetypal worker and 
provident profit-maker. (39)



But the irony behind the construction of the concept like ‘nation’ is that it looks for its 

own development and gain. And for that gain the British Empire is ready to fight with China. Mr. 

Burnham is talking about opium-war between the British Empire and China. According to him 

ban on opium import in China is nothing more than a strike on freedom of trade. And that’s why 

the British Empire is ready for war. It’s evident from these comments of Mr. Burnham that a 

nation for its own economic benefit may put another nation at stake. And this is the negative side 

of nationalism.  

In the novel Sea of Poppies, the deconstructed image of the nation can be found. The 

depiction of the character like Paulette, Pierre Lambert’s daughter represents the constructed 

image of the nation. Though Miss Paulette is French in origin, she learnt Bengali first; not only 

this, her food, habitat or dressing style seems to be Bengali. It indicates that national identity 

with static features like national language or culture seems to be in a fluid form. The use of 

language for narration in this novel represents the pluralism existent in the society. Though the 

novel has been set in India in 1838, it represents the aspects like multiculturalism or pluralism 

prevalent in the society.   The usage of Creole in the Ibis represents that pluralism especially by 

Serang Ali and the other girmitiyas in the ship. The girmitiyas in the Ibis used this medium of 

language to communicate with their masters. Thus, the Ibis got a common mode of 

communication with newly formed sentences and words. Ravi Bhusan represents a list of those 

words used in this novel to prove diversity in language in the following manner: 

Zubben (Zubban), Chawbuck (Chabuk), Pollock-swag (Paalak-saag) 
for spinach dishes, chitty and dwak (for chitthi and daak, or letter and 
postbox), shish mull (sheesh mahal, mirror palace), Dufter (daftar, 
office), Balty (baalti, bucket)… (140)   

The above mentioned words represent an image of pluralistic society which questions the 

commonality imposed by the term nationalism. The effort of all senior officers to adopt this 

language to find out a common mode of communication interrogates the image of national 

language as an essential feature of national identity as the essentials imposed on national 

language seems to slip according to phenomenon. All these descriptions highlight the cultural 

diversity in a particular nation and shows how new nations might be constructed. Ravi Bhusan is 

right when he says: 



The sea becomes their new nation as the shipmates form new bonds 
of empathy. They leave behind the strictures of caste, community and 
religion; rename themselves as jahaj-bhais and jahaj-bahens. (135)  

The above mentioned quotation represents a postnational image of the world. The Ibis can be 

taken as a microcosm of the world. It represents the world which reflects multiculturalism 

prevalent in the society. Thus, it questions the imposed fixity in the name of national identity.  

Ghosh’s Sea of Poppies, with its narration of the Ibis reflects the narrow outlook of 

nationalism too. On the one hand, the girmitiyas on the Ibis from different parts of the world 

created a sense of relationship between them; on the other hand the British with their sense of 

national superiority inflicted tortures upon the indentured laborers and prisoners. Thus, this novel 

highlights two different pictures of society – one image represents the orthodoxical nationalism 

of the British and other image pines for postnational phenomenon. Leela Gandhi rightly 

comments: 

… Post colonialism pursues a postnational reading of the colonial 
encounter by focusing on the global amalgam of cultures and 
identities consolidated by imperialism. (129) 

So, it truly reflects the theme of Sea of Poppies where through the colonial reading of the opium-

trade and indentured labor, a postnational image of the society gets its existence. Thus, it can be 

seen that since the colonial period, the existence of global market or in another way a mode of 

global culture is always there. The conglomeration of different cultures in the Ibis with its 

different modes of communication puts into question the fixity imposed by the concept of 

national identity and brings into light the dismantled image of national identity. As such, 

colonialism as a system operated behind the concept of nation. The colonizers have been 

represented as the upholder of national superiority so that their motive of market expansion can 

be brought into the light. Through the analysis of different characters like Deeti, Pierre Lambert, 

Serang Ali and Zachary Reid, the concept like multiculturalism or pluralism prevalent in the 

society from postnational perspective has been revealed so that the dismantled image of national 

identity appears spontaneously.       
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