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Abstract: In "Between Borders and Identity: Exploring Identity Crisis, Alienation, and Nationalist Shifts in The Shadow Lines by 

Amitav Ghosh," this paper delves into the intricate interplay of personal and national identity in Ghosh's novel. The story is set in the 

aftermath of historical events such as Indian independence, and as the story progresses, characters grapple with the intricacies of 

changing borders and the evolving concepts of nationalism. The analysis focuses on the profound identity crises faced by individuals 

caught between geographical and ideological divides, revealing the deep-seated alienation and confusion resulting from the turbulent 

political landscape. Through a nuanced examination of characters and their experiences, the paper explores how Ghosh masterfully 

captures the psychological impact of partition, illuminating the broader implications for personal and collective identity. This study aims 

to contribute to a comprehensive understanding of The Shadow Lines, shedding light on its exploration of the profound consequences of 

historical events on individual and national consciousness. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Partition was not just a physical division but it also affected 

people‟s lives. Friends became foes, homes turned into 

strange places, and strange places became their nations. 

People's identities evolved together with the lines marked, 

giving the Muslims and Hindus the conceptions of "them" 

and "us." The borders divided inhabitants on either side who 

had a long history of social and cultural interaction. Besides 

the division, it also raised questions about the meaning of 

nationalism. 

 

The Shadow Lines, (TSL) Amitav Ghosh's novel operates 

within this backdrop. The Shadow Lines, a Sahitya Academy 

Award winner, in actuality, is a deft blending of reality, 

fantasy, and memory. It analyses the problem of 

disintegrating nations. Additionally, it offers the chance to 

comprehend the feelings of both aggressors and victims. 

 

The novel demystifies the specific situations and injuries of 

individuals in a divided nation. Despair, rootlessness, and a 

sense of non-belongingness are the dominant features of the 

novel. Ghosh in The Shadow Lines sees past division. In 

other words, he seeks to delve into the damage done to the 

person's consciousness. As Ghosh unveils the specific 

dilemma and traumas of the individual, he attempts to 

understand; how the individuals, caught in the nostalgia of 

the past, as to how the individuals torn between the lost past 

and an uncertain future felt rootless and alienated. He also 

focuses on the problems faced by individuals in relocating 

their identities. 

 

The Shadow Lines, thus is a tale about modern 

consciousness seeking its roots in an era of unpredictability, 

instability, and turmoil. Ghosh explicitly emphasizes the 

folly of drawing lines across the nation by mirroring private 

turmoil intertwined with public turmoil. Gosh, crafts each 

character played against historical forces using memory and 

imagination as a narrative tool. 

Narration: 

In the opening segment of the novel, Ghosh vividly portrays 

London before and during the war. The protagonist gains 

insights into the realities of war through the experiences of 

his uncle, Tridib, whose stories profoundly shape his 

worldview and provide him with a sense of vast possibilities 

encapsulated in "Worlds to Travel" (Gosh 20). Transitioning 

to the second part, "Coming Home," Ghosh shifts the 

narrative to the Indian subcontinent, particularly Calcutta 

and Dhaka. Here, the focus sharpens on individuals 

grappling with fractured identities in the aftermath of the 

partition. The intentional division of the novel into "Going 

Away" and "Coming Home" underscores Ghosh's 

exploration of the profound identity crisis and the sense of 

being an outsider resulting from the upheaval and loss of 

roots. 

 

Ghosh opposes the so-called lines drawn across the country. 

To express his displeasure with the political move, he 

highlights the perspectives of the victims of political drama, 

who have drawn the lines against their wishes. He tries to 

focus on the implications of borders drawn between nations 

and their enforcement on an ethnic community living on 

either side of a political divide rather than on the borders 

themselves. The novel accurately depicts the quest for 

identity, modern-day violence, and the role of rumour and 

riots. The novel further explores modern political freedom, 

nationalism, and the shadow lines drawn by men between 

nations. 

 

The narrative unfolds in the first person, keeping the 

protagonist's name undisclosed until the very end. Through 

the character's recollections, the unnamed individual unveils 

the harrowing tales of the Partition. The novel presents a 

poignant memory that both divides and unites the nations 

affected by the partition. The narrator forms a deep 

connection with characters like Thamma, Illa, Tridib, and 

May, who inhabit both the realm of imagination and the 

tangible world. As the narrative progresses, the narrator 
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undergoes a profound loss of control and identity. This 

transformation is explicitly acknowledged by the narrator, 

who declares that a facet of their existence as a human has 

ceased to exist, leaving them only as a chronicle of their past 

self. 

 

The narrator grows up between many of his characters. 

Tridib's stories provide new avenues of exploration for him. 

His cousin's experiences in England during the war fascinate 

and captivate him. He begins to tell his cousin Illa about his 

uncle's adventures. He mentions that Tridib had provided 

him with worlds to explore and had granted him the ability 

to perceive them through his eyes. 

 

Tridib‟s life shapes the narrator‟s development. He also 

serves as a metaphor for India‟s and Pakistan‟s birth and 

development. The narrator comes to understand the paradox 

of freedom, its struggle, and the division of the country.The 

narrator experiences his life through Tridib.Moreover, 

Ghosh offers a distinctive viewpoint on the separation of the 

two states by connecting two incidents: the riots of Calcutta 

and the Dhaka civil unrest. 

 

The narrator remembers the cricket match, which started the 

day violence broke out in Kolkata, evoking memories of 

what had happened that day. The narrator recalls the vivid 

memory of an empty bus and the pervasive rumor about 

poisoned water that circulated among the residents of 

Calcutta. The narrative delves into how young minds were 

systematically conditioned to believe in the rumor. 

Subsequently, almost instinctively, each individual opened 

the caps of their bottles and poured out the water. 

 

The narrator recalls severing ties with his close friend, 

Montu, a young Muslim boy. He affirms that he has not 

been untruthful since their relocation. This highlights the 

repercussions of rumours, uncertainty, and suspicion in the 

lives of regular individuals within a tense environment. The 

narrator also projects the cultural divide, community 

struggle, doubt, and misunderstanding, everything is the 

effect resulting from dividing lines. Ghoshstresses the 

impact of partition, particularly on the border areas of the 

divided lines, and then on the rest of India. The Narrator 

realizes this fact during his Ph.D. days when he discovers 

that none of his friends in Delhi were aware of the Dhaka 

and Calcutta riots. It was only news to them, but not to the 

narrator, who lived in Kolkata, to whom Kolkata and Dacca 

were a mirror image, as he confirms: “The simple fact that 

there had never been a moment in the four-thousand-   year-

old history of that map, when the places we know as Dhaka 

and   Calcutta were more closely bound to each other than 

after they had drawn their lines” (Ghosh 233). 

 

The narrator is shocked by Tridib's death, but he also learns 

to see things in a new light.He acknowledges the 

pointlessness of seeking independence and acknowledges 

the mistakes of politicians. They delineated their borders, 

relying on that plan, in the mystique of lines. Perhaps, there 

was an aspiration that once they had marked their borders on 

the map, the two land masses would drift apart, much like 

the movement of tectonic plates in ancient Gondwanaland. 

 

However, the borders had forged a closer connection than 

before, so events in Calcutta reverberated in Dhaka, leading 

to the demise of Tridib and his uncle.In Tridib's demise, the 

storyteller depicts the predicament of all similar victims 

ensnared in the deceit of borders. Ghosh speaks to the 

enduring aftershocks of partition that persistently torment 

the two nations. The writer shows how easily the past 

flowed into the present through the violence of Dhaka and 

Calcutta, and how remembering also meant re-living the past 

from within the present. The narrator uses violence to reveal 

what is hidden beneath the carpet, namely identity crisis, 

rootlessness, and alienation. He also gains an understanding 

of nationalism and political liberty. 

 

Thamma, a key figure in the novel, takes on the role of the 

protagonist. Through the narrator's reminiscences, the 

fractured nature of his grandmother unfolds within a split 

nation.In "Grandmother's Troubles," Ghosh explores the 

cultural upheaval and prevailing anxieties of the post-

partition era. Viewing these issues through the protagonist's 

perspective, he precisely interprets the intricacies of divided 

nationalism, providing a concentrated examination of the 

challenges and turmoil that define this historical period. 

 

In the journey of the narrator‟s grandmother, Ghosh 

contemplates the restlessness and poignant confusion that 

arises from the division of an extensive nation. It wasn't the 

war that confused Ghosh, but the irony that the war was 

waged by people in places that were part of their own 

country, making people strangers and aliens in their 

birthplace. In the end, Ghosh shows how the grandmother‟s 

ideal of nationalism fails to stand the test of time in a 

divided nation.Ghosh also illustrates the influence of politics 

on everyday individuals and the evolving notions of 

nationalism and political freedom 

 

The speaker‟s grandmother, who was born and raised in the 

city, loved Dhaka. Despite her relocation to Calcutta 

following the partition, she had vivid and concrete memories 

of Dhaka, her childhood, joint family quarrels, and partition. 

It provided her with meaning and continuity. The 

grandmother on the other hand, never expressed her 

memories because she despised being nostalgic, as the 

speaker observes: “She hates nostalgia, my grandmother; she 

spent years telling me that nostalgia is a weakness, a waste 

of time, and that it is everyone‟s duty to forgetthe past and 

look ahead and get on with building the future” (Ghosh 

208). 

 

Nevertheless, the grandmother longed for Dhaka in her 

heart. She was only superficially cut off from her past, and 

deep down in her heart, the longing for Dhaka remained. As 

a result, when her grandmother heard that her uncle had 

been left behind in Dhaka, she rushed to Dhaka to bring him 

to Calcutta. 

 

The grandmother dismisses the significance of the partition, 

viewing it merely as the establishment of boundaries. Like 

countless others, she perceives the borderlines between the 

two regions as inconsequential. However, despite this 

perspective, she finds herself troubled by the necessity to 

specify her birthplace in the passport application. The term 

"foreigner" holds a mysterious quality for her in her 
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supposed place of origin. Consequently, a persistent sense of 

both belonging and non-belonging troubles her. She 

becomes acutely aware of new circumstances, and an abrupt 

feeling of being a stranger in her own country envelops her. 

The conflict between her personal identity and national 

affiliation leaves her grappling with the perplexity of how 

her birthplace became entangled in a disconcerting discord 

with her sense of belonging to the nation. 

 

Questioning the meaningfulness of her sacrifices, the 

grandmother wonders about the purpose of it all. She 

articulates uncertainty regarding how others will 

acknowledge the significance in the absence of tangible 

trenches or comparable markers. She ponders the reason 

behind the partition, the violence, and everything that 

transpired, wondering if there should be something tangible 

in between to signify the events. 

 

The grandmother, now feeling disconnected from her roots, 

confronts the daunting task of reshaping her identity in a 

profoundly altered present. The disparity between her mental 

adaptation to division and the actual physical separation 

weighs heavily on her spirit. Everything around her now 

seems colourless, insignificant, devoid of meaning, and 

unnecessary. Reflecting on the past, she recalls a time when 

boarding a train from Dhaka to Calcutta was a seamless 

journey without interruptions. The difficulty she faces in 

acknowledging that she is now considered a foreigner in her 

own country, requiring a visa to travel to Dhaka, takes a toll 

on her both physically and mentally. This struggle brings her 

to the forefront of the conflicting shadow lines within the 

minds of the characters. 

 

Amid the challenging backdrop of personal and national 

partition, the narrator's grandmother relocates to Dhaka with 

the dual purpose of persuading her uncle to join her in 

Calcutta and reconciling with her family. This journey 

serves as a means for her not only to reconnect with loved 

ones but also to grapple with the stark reality of partition. 

Upon reaching Dhaka, the grandmother finds the once clear 

boundaries between the two countries becoming increasingly 

blurred, making it challenging for her to grasp the essence of 

the city. Instead of providing clarity, Dhaka intensifies the 

grandmother's feelings of alienation and identity crisis, 

leaving her unsettled in her hometown. 

 

Moreover, despite the grandmother recognizing her familiar 

home and observing its undisturbed state, this 

acknowledgment fails to forge a meaningful connection with 

the newly formed nation.Her inability to grasp the essence of 

the nation becomes the catalyst for her exile. While she can 

identify her house, gaining entry proves to be a challenge, 

intensifying the sense of estrangement as she confronts the 

harsh reality. She discovers that Dhaka has undergone a 

complete transformation, except for her uncle, who clings to 

a longstanding family feud. He adamantly refuses to 

accompany her to India and embrace refugee status, holding 

firmly to the belief that once a journey begins, it never truly 

ceases. 

 

In the novel, Ghosh manages to captivate the attention of 

millions of readers, serving as a poignant reminder that the 

boundaries set by the leaders were not crafted for the well-

being of the people but rather for their advantage. Similar to 

his uncle, the victim struggled to embrace limitations and 

tenaciously clung to his own beliefs, leading to unfavourable 

outcomes. The uncle found himself unable to reconcile his 

memories, ultimately confronting the harsh reality of 

mortality. Ghosh, in a mocking tone, criticizes the leaders 

for their disruptive conduct. 

 

Ghoshin the novel captures the attention of millions of 

readers, reminding them that the line drawn by the leader 

was drawn not for the benefit of the people, but for their 

benefit. The victim, like his uncle, could not accept 

limitations and clung to his theories, with hostile 

consequences. Uncle was unable to sort out his memories 

and had to face the reality of death. Ghosh taunts the leaders 

for their unruly behavior. 

 

The concept of borders between nations deeply disturbs 

Grandmother and Jethamoshai because it disregards not only 

geographical boundaries but also common cultural heritage 

and emphasizes communal separation. The final riot, in 

which the uncle and Tridib are killed, reveals the growing 

animosity between Calcutta and Dhaka, India, and Pakistan, 

as well as the vanity of drawing lines and claiming freedom. 

It only served to divide further and separate people. In 

Robi‟s words:“And then I think to myself why don‟t they 

draw thousands of little lines through the whole subcontinent 

and give every little place a new name?What would it 

change? It‟s a mirage; the whole thing is a mirage” (Ghosh 

247). Robi acknowledges that even if they draw a thousand 

lines, nothing will change because memories cannot be 

divided and thus the past continues to enter the present. 

 

Tridib‟s death alters the grandmother's and many others' 

perceptions of borders. It completely alters her perception of 

the concept of nationality. Borders forces her to confront her 

inner violence, transforming her into a completely different 

person. Grandmother, who had previously been skeptical of 

lines, suddenly changes her mind. Her nationality is defined 

by the lines themselves. In the 1965 war between India and 

Pakistan, she sacrificed her lone gold chain, asserting that 

we should kill the enemy before they harmed us. In this 

context, Ghosh illustrates the transformative power of the 

drawn lines, turning victims into aggressors and shaping 

their mentality to rationalize killing if the other party is 

perceived as a victim. 

 

The final act of Tridib and the uncle's murder serves as a 

revelation to grandmother, Jethamoshai, and many other 

victims who refused to accept the historical occurrence and 

consequences of partition, as E.V. Ramakrishna rightly 

stated: "History is a nightmare from which one can never 

awaken into a peaceful present" (6). 

 

Ghosh shows how the pull of religion can drive people 

insane and fanatic, killing the 'other' in the name of 

religion,in the killing of Uncle Tridib and Khalid a Muslim. 

In Murder of Uncle Tridib and Khalid, Ghosh shows how 

the gravitational pull of religion can drive people to madness 

and fanaticism by killing "others" in the name of religion. 

Despite the uncle providing shelter for the Muslim and 

Khalid, a Muslim, caring for the uncle, both fall victim to 

the havoc caused by shadow lines. Thus, refusal to accept 
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the divided lines results in the death of the uncle and Khalid.  

Ghosh makes it clear that the animosity created by the 

Shadow Line kills people, rather than differences in religion. 

Meanwhile, her grandmother realizes this while trying to get 

her uncle to cross the border. Tridib's death forces her to 

accept the fact that her boundaries are inevitable if hostilities 

exist 

 

2. Conclusion 
 

Ghosh in the novel, The Shadow Lines examines how the 

concept of nationalism has evolved in a divided country. In 

the characters of Thamma, Jethamoshai, and many others 

like them, the novelist reflects the dilemma faced by 

individuals, their sense of rootlessness, identity crisis, and 

alienation. In conclusion, as Chakrobarthy stated, "It was not 

merely a history of violence, victimhood, or madness, but 

also a history of people struggling to cope, survive, and 

build new" (Pandey 187). 

 

Illa stands out as the sole character navigating the challenges 

of grappling, enduring, surviving, and reconstructing in a 

divided nation, in line with Chakrobarty's observations in 

The Shadow Lines. Despite her resilience, she struggles to 

grasp the dual nature of freedom, vehemently distancing 

herself from everything associated with India. Her pursuit of 

liberation and identity leads her to a foreign land with hopes 

of establishing new connections, but the new nation and 

relationships only deepen her sense of alienation. In this 

way, the persistent presence of shadow lines continues to 

cast a troubling shadow over humanity. Ultimately, Ghosh 

underscores the futility of the quest for the true essence of 

freedom. 

 

In The Shadow Lines, Ghosh effectively portrays the urgent 

and persistent challenges faced by victims of partition, 

echoing the prevailing sentiment of the day: an unrelenting 

quest for identity, a sense of belonging, stability, and 

rootedness. The novel highlights how words and their 

meanings are in a perpetual state of flux, with terms like 

nationalism and state undergoing constant redefinition as 

their physical and political associations evolve. Ghosh 

skillfully captures the ongoing struggle for a stable and 

meaningful existence amidst the dynamic changes brought 

about by historical events. 

 

Finally, in Ghosh's The Shadow Lines, the urgent quest for 

identity, belonging, stability, and rootedness haunting 

partition victims is vividly portrayed. The novel underscores 

the contemporary relevance of the ongoing struggle for these 

essential elements, echoing the sentiments of those affected 

by partition. The dynamic nature of words and their 

meanings is a central theme, as terms like nationalism and 

state continually evolve, adapting to shifting physical and 

political affiliations. The narrative captures the perpetual 

redefinition of these concepts, mirroring the fluidity of the 

character's experiences and the broader socio-political 

landscape. 

 

In conclusion, Ghosh's in, The Shadow Lines demonstrates 

the pressing need and saying of the day that haunts partition 

victims: a search for identity, belonging, stability, and 

grounded roots.Words and their meanings are constantly 

changing, and words such as nationalism and state are 

constantly being given new definitions as their physical and 

political affiliations change. 
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