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ABSTRACT 

Amitav Ghosh is significant among those talents who, in the 1980s, generated a 

wave of creative effervescence in Indian fiction in English, after the initial impetus given 

to it earlier by Mulk Raj Anand, Raja Rao, and R.K.Narayan. His body of work includes 

several other novels like In An Antique Land,(1993), The Calcutta Chromosome (1996), 

The Glass Palace (2000), The Hungry Tide (2004) and Prose Works like Dancing in 

Cambodia and At Large in Burma (1998), and The Imam and the Indian (2002). He has 

made several contributions to The New Yorker and given several interviews. 

His second novel, The Shadow Lines, published in 1988, which won the 

prestigious Sahitya Akademi Award, reveals an entirely different artist at work. Written 

in a more sophisticated style, it spotlights a personal predicament against the backdrop of 

the history of partition. Ghosh has been changing the genre with every new work.                

The critical response to The Shadow Lines has been quite profuse and extensive in terms 

of reviews, articles and full-length studies. Most of the critics, the Western critics, in 

particular, have interpreted the novel placing it in the contexts of postcolonial and post-
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modern discourses. The present research paper focuses on the significance of the title, 

structure and technique of the novel The Shadow Lines by Amitav Ghosh. 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE TITLE, STRUCTURE AND 
TECHNIQUE OF THE NOVEL THE SHADOW LINES 

BY AMITAV GHOSH

INTRODUCTION

Amitav Ghosh is significant among those talents who, in the 1980s, generated a 

wave of creative effervescence in Indian fiction in English, after the initial impetus given 

to it earlier by Mulk Raj Anand, Raja Rao, and R.K.Narayan. According to Anup 

Beniwal, the 1980s marks a watershed in Indian Fiction in English as it  

witnessed an effervescence of a new generation of creative talents – 

Salman Rushdie, Vikram Seth, Amitav Ghosh, Alan Sealy, Upamanyu 

Chatterjee, Shashi Taroor … who virtually revolutionized and replotted 

the literary and cultural map of India. 1

Amitav Ghosh was born in Calcutta in 1956. Studying first in Calcutta and then in 

Delhi and finally in Oxford, he has to his credit a very impressive record of academic 

distinction. Deeply read in History, Sociology and Anthropology, he has been a Visiting 

Professor at several Universities in America. His first novel, The Circle of Reason,

written in the Rushdien ‘vein of imaginative serio-comic storytelling’2 was published in 

1986. His second novel, The Shadow Lines, published in 1988, which won the prestigious 

Sahitya Akademi Award, reveals an entirely different artist at work. Written in a more 

sophisticated style, it spotlights a personal predicament against the backdrop of the 

history of partition. Ghosh has been changing the genre with every new work.                        

As Meenakshi Mukherjee says, we can expect each new book from Amitav Ghosh to be 
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different from what appeared before. The Shadow Lines (1988) is characterized by                  

“a wistful evocation of memory to reflect on divisions of land and people.” This is 

entirely different from “the disjointed magic realism” of Ghosh’s first novel The Circle of 

Reason (1986): Other histories and other geographies come alive and align with our own 

through Ghosh’s translucent prose.”3

The critical response to The Shadow Lines has been quite profuse and extensive in 

terms of reviews, articles and full-length studies. Most of the critics, the Western critics, 

in particular, have interpreted the novel placing it in the contexts of postcolonial and 

post-modern discourses. 

THE TITLE OF THE NOVEL 

The title of the novel, The Shadow Lines, refers to the boundary lines that separate 

people who otherwise are united. The separating lines, the result of political action, have 

created an artificial division among the people. Amitav Ghosh demonstrates with his 

drawing of two circles on an atlas how these boundaries are the geographical expressions 

of nationalism: 

 They had drawn their borders, believing in that pattern, in the  

 enchantment  of lines, hoping perhaps that once they had etched their 

 borders upon the map, the two bits of land would sail away from each 

 other like the shifting  tectonic plates of the prehistoric Gondwanaland. 

 What had they felt, I  wondered, when they discovered that they had 

 created not a separation, but a yet-undiscovered irony—the irony that 

 killed Tridib.4

 Particularly in respect of Bengal, Calcutta and Dhaka are the exact reflection of 

each other and the people are very closely bound to each other. Separating them is like 

separating the image in a mirror from the original. Or it is like dividing a memory. It is 

this forced, unnatural division that has resulted in the irony of senseless violence that 

claims innocent lives.
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STRUCTURE AND TECHNIQUE 

Structurally the novel has two parts. The first part is called ‘Going Away’ and the 

second one is ‘Coming Home’. While interviewing Amitav Ghosh, Hasan Ferdous refers 

to the nomadic features of his characters and asks him how this nomadic tendency arose. 

In reply Ghosh tells him: 

I guess you can say my life is like a compass. I have one fixed 

Point—Kolkata, the rest moves.5

 The story of The Shadow Lines is first centred in undivided Bengal, in particular 

in the traditional joint family in Dhaka. The first ‘Going Away’ takes place when the 

narrator’s grandmother and Mayadebi leave for Calcutta after their marriages. 

 Both of them make Calcutta their home. Partition has kept them away from their 

own home. So their dispersal can be considered as one of the implications of the 

expression Going Away which is the title of the first section of the novel. They make an 

effort to come back home and again go away with Jethamoshai later with disastrous 

consequences, pointing to the irony implied in the title of the second section, Coming

Home.

With Calcutta as the center there are several departures followed by sometimes 

pleasant and sometimes unpleasant returns. All these Going Away’s and Coming Home’s 

are described through clusters of memories by the narrator. The narrator’s consciousness 

becomes the center around which a web of relations is woven, by using the stream of 

consciousness technique. He links or connects one memory with another and with yet 
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another until there is a memory cluster, a configuration. From this configuration emerges 

a perception. There is a range of binary categorization of time, place, culture and human 

psyche. He tries to find meaningful links between these binaries. Lines can be used to 

separate two things. They can also be used to unite them. Vertical lines keep the things 

separate and exclusive. Horizontally the same lines unite things and become inclusive. 

The same lines radially add strength. The following example will show how this 

structural principle of linking or uniting is worked out in the novel. 

The narrator takes fifteen years 

 to discover that there was a connection between my nightmare bus ride 

 back from school, and events that befell Tridib and others in Dhaka.6

 As a boy he had experienced the fear of communal violence. By linking it to the 

circumstances in which Tridib dies, he is able to get a proper insight into the whole issue 

of communal violence. Another example is that of the use of the photographs to link the 

past with the present. 

 The narrator remembers Tridib once showing him photographs of the room in 

Mrs. Price’s house which Tridib and his parents had visited in 1939. He also remembers 

Tridib describing the Wartime England and the people whose lives were threatened by 

the impending war. When the narrator himself goes to England later and visits Mrs. 

Price’s house, the past vivid memories formed with the help of Tridib’s photographs not 

only recreate the past but connect him to the present. 

 In the narrator’s boyhood nightmare experience of the bus ride from school, when 

there was communal violence in Calcutta the image of an abandoned rickshaw was 

etched on the mind of the narrator. 

 When Robi describes the scene of communal violence in Dhaka, he too refers to a 

lonely rickshaw kept at a particular angle at the entry of a lane as if suggesting ‘the 
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shadow line’ between Hindus and Muslims. By connecting these two images, there 

emerges a perception of the pervasiveness of violence and the similarity between the two 

scenes of violence. 

CONCLUSION 

From the above analysis it is evident that The Shadow Lines of Amitav Ghosh is a 

novel which depicts the concepts of family and society in a manner that is luminous—

that is to say, it throws light on the numerous nuances of family and social interaction in a 

way that is original and thought-provoking. Such a novel ranges in ideas over a vast 

canvas dealing with both positive and negative models of family and society. The mode 

in which Amitav Ghosh weaves these ideas into the theme and structure of his narrative 

gives a kind of depth which is what makes the novel exceptional. 

Volume II, Issue III, July  2014    -    ISSN 2321-7065

http://www.ijellh.com 352



REFERENCES 
1. Anoop Beniwal, Representing Partition: History, Violence & Narration, Delhi:

Shakti Book House, 2005, p.153. 
2. John C.Hawley, “The Writer, his Context and his Themes” in Contemporary

Indian Writers in English Amitav Ghosh: An Introduction, Delhi: Foundation Books, 

2005, p.3. 

3. Meenakshi Mukherjee’s Review of Dancing in Cambodia, At Large in Burma,

quoted by John C.Hawley,  p.4. 
4. Ghosh, Amitav. The Shadow Lines. Delhi: Ravi Dayal Publishers, 1988. p.233.
5. Hasan Feradous, An Interview with Amitav Ghosh over telephone. It was conducted in 

Bangla and translated by Asrar Chowdhury, The Daily Star, Vol. 4, Num 10, Sat. 

June 7, 2003. http://www.thedailystar.net/2003/06/07/d30607210169.htm

6. Ghosh, Amitav, op.cit.. p.218.

Volume II, Issue III, July  2014    -    ISSN 2321-7065

http://www.ijellh.com 353


