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Postmodernism in its complex and ambivalent existence is said to be both, a 

continuation and a reaction to modernism at the same time. It is a movement in arts, 

literature, philosophy which found its origins in the cultural ruins of the Second World 

War and reached its peak through the final few decades of the twentieth century. It was 

marked by the physical and philosophical upheaval the humanity went through after 

the war. There was a marked wave of mass decolonisation around the globe and a lot of 

violent changes left in its wake and its results are palpably being still being felt in 

today’s world. There is no clear distinction that how postmodernism and modernism 

are distinct or successive schools of thought but there are a few points of differences 

that can be visibly pointed out.  

From the lamentation of the loss of sense of truth and orderly world view and a 

structure that explains the world as a logic-based cause and effect system which is 

comfortably predictable (modernism), to the world afflicted with dispersion, 

uncertainty, lack of a coherent belief system as a tool to make sense of the world around 

us (postmodernism). Postmodernism emphatically denies the existence of ultimate 

universal principles and is incredulous at the idea of a structured philosophical, 

religious truth(s) which help to explain the world and our roles in it. The meaning is left 

out to be interpreted and re-interpreted without a final destination to arrive at and 

becomes an infinite rabbit hole of meaning. Lyotard explains in The Postmodern 

Condition: A Report on Knowledge, what defines the postmodern is an “incredulity 

toward metanarratives” (XXIV).  Metanarratives are the stories, rather a framework of 
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stories which helps humanity to structure their beliefs around to create a stable, 

coherent sense of existence. These metanarratives are replaced by their lack thereof and 

if they survived in some form or the other, these are highly fragmented, scattered into 

million pieces and offering uncertainty instead of a certain world view as they used to 

before. The tradition of enlightenment which started with the likes of Descartes and 

Locke stands shattered due to destruction, both physical and spiritual caused by the 

second world war and the countless other conflicts, both global and regional that 

cropped up in its wake. 

Indian writing in English in the 1930s was mostly concerned with the political turmoil, 

national and social problems. The writers wrote extensively about the social and 

national problems that plagued the nation or parts of the nation. But by the time the 

country got independent and the 60s rolled in, the focus of the writers shifted to the 

issues of individuality, the quest for meaning in life, questions of colonial identity and 

existential crisis in personal and social relationships. By the arrival of 80s, the trajectory 

of the IWE had become more of what we see today, with the publication of Rushdie’s 

The Midnight Children. The writers blurred the distinction between the set framework of 

time, borders and nationalities and the literature seemed to take the postmodern turn. 

The distinction between the past and present began to fade in the works of fiction. This 

new group of writers further blurred the distinction between traditional oral narratives 

and discourse of objective recorded history often intermixing the two. M.F. Salat 

observes, “Postmodern historiographical fiction perhaps most deliberately 

Contextualizes the postmodern interrogation of fact and fiction Divisionism by 

subverting and contradicting the modernist view of history as a scientific and objective 

discipline.” (32). 

A unique blend of postmodernity and elements of Indian narratives is a distinct feature 

of fiction that came out after the 80s. This form of postcolonial hybridity in literature 

gave the writers to cover a large range of political, cultural, historical issues to paint the 
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literary canvass and one can observe a sense of comfort in dealing with these 

fragmented aspects of the culture including the moments of historical significance such 

as the colonial rule, the violence of the partition, 1984 Sikh riots and countless other 

fractures in the subcontinents’ immediate past. There is a clear and distinct effort to 

bring to the centre of the spotlight, the marginalised stories, events and people. Texts 

like Nayantara Sahgal’s Rich Like Us, Rohinton Mistry’s Such a Long Journey, Shashi 

Tharoor’s Great Indian Novel undermine the objective, authoritative history and offer a 

resistance to the attempt of being glossed over by the powers that be. In this crowd of 

writers, Amitav Ghosh stands out with his corpus of fiction which transverses the 

chronological, political, geographical and ideological boundaries in one form of the 

other. The subversion of the metanarratives which is the hallmark of postmodernism is 

done time and again in his works, Circle of Reason, The Shadow Lines, In an Antique Land, 

The Calcutta Chromosome and The Glass Palace etc. Major historical landmarks of 

postcolonial India find a place in his novels, namely the Naxal movement, communal 

riots in Bangladesh and West Bengal, the Delhi 1984 riots, the formation of Bangladesh 

and the mass exodus of migrants associated with it. 

Ghosh’s consciousness while dealing with history flowers best in his two works, In an 

Antique Land and The Shadow Lines. Both the works of fiction deal with the trauma of 

displacement, changing identities with the passage of time and creation of new national 

boundaries combined with the communal violence that comes with it. Ghosh exposes 

the superficiality of these ‘shadow lines’ and how the historical discourse is politicised 

to create, eliminate and define the borders which in turn, control the destiny of 

hundreds of thousands of people. He demonstrates how unsuspecting, ordinary people 

and communities are uprooted and killed on arbitrary grounds. The arbitrary grounds 

being the artificial geographical boundaries that can, in a very short period of time can 

morph the identities of people on either side and create hatred among them. In The 

Shadow Lines, even if on both sides of the border, people ascribe themselves as ethnically 
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Bengalis, speak the same language, and share an identical culture start rioting on the 

name of religion and national identities. In the other novel, In an Antique Land, how 

celebrations on a seemingly insignificant issue such as a football match turn into a riot 

among Egyptians and Algerians and becomes the basis of hatred among the two 

nationalities.   

His point of view is that the historical and colonial forces are responsible for the 

creation of arbitrary boundaries among people and lead them into seeing in terms of 

‘other’ and the antagonism associated with it follows. This appropriating and 

homogenising sense of history is an attempt to gloss over the local and individual 

identities. The individual identity is subsumed into a bigger discourse and weathers 

away over time. Both these novels in their postmodern ways expose the hollowness of 

this monolithic sense of history and identities associated. In both the texts, the common 

people such as Nabeel and their individual pasts “vanish into the anonymity of 

History” (Ghosh in an Antique Land 353). These texts subvert the identities and histories 

created by a monolithic discourse and try to subscribe to a postmodernist notion of 

past, present and future where all individual histories are given equal currency as the 

established canonical sense of history which can be seen as a modern metanarrative.  

In postmodernist fiction, the national boundaries are seen with a degree of disapproval 

as they pose as a hindrance to a shared human existence. Ghosh’s fictional canvas is 

multi-racial and multi-ethnic in its length and breadth. As a cosmopolitan writer, he 

weaves these characters in spaces that transcend national boundaries. In addition to 

exposing the artificialness and arbitrary nature of these borders, Ghosh’s characters are 

not bound by them. In Shadow Lines, he facilitates the confluence of the East and the 

West at the altar of friendship, through multiple generations. In The Glass Palace, the 

existence of Rajkumar is a space where India and Burma (now Myanmar) meet. For 

Amitav Ghosh, the “History is Textuality / Textuality is History” is something that 

shows in nearly all of his works.  Ghosh, according to Anita Desai can be seen as, 
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“belonging to this international school of writing which successfully deals with the 

post-colonial ethos of the modern world without sacrificing the ancient histories of 

separate lands”. (Desai 169) 

Displacement is also one of the hallmark themes in the fiction of Amitav Ghosh. In The 

Hungry Tide, he explores the theme of immigration and displacement, both forced and 

voluntary is explored through the historical backdrop of East Pakistani refugees who 

have fled violence inflicted upon them by the post-colonial ‘colonial’ powers of West 

Pakistan. Similarly, in Sea of Poppies forced labourers and criminals are taken to the 

island of Mauritius where they are made to go through several lifetimes’ worth of 

sufferings. In another work of his, The Circle of Reason, there is allegorical destruction 

and displacement of the traditional and rural way of life by the imperialistic and 

western values. The sense of insecurity, disorientation and fragmentation that comes 

from displacement, violence, devastation is expressed resonates strongly with the 

postmodernist existence of humanity. 

Amitav Ghosh, while writing The Shadow Lines, has proved his acumen of being a writer 

who can handle the complex yet the fantastical world of magical realism. This genre is 

often considered to be an offshoot of the postmodern canon which shares attributes like 

self-reflexivity, metafiction, blurring of boundaries, intertextuality and pluralism with 

magical realism. Both work to dismantle the secure world of dichotomies and binary 

oppositions. Salman Rushdie before him had introduced the said genre in Indian 

writing in English. Like Rushdie before him, skilfully combines fact and fiction with a 

fantastical streak as the postcolonial discourse, where time and space are better 

represented with magical reasoning rather than scientific. Pankaj Mishra, in his review 

of The Glass Palace published in NY Times, has said about Ghosh that he is one of the 

few writers “to have expressed in his work a developing awareness of the aspirations, 

defeats and disappointments of colonized people as they figure out their place in the 

world”.  
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The technique of Temporal Distortion is one of the postmodernist traits which uses a 

non-linear narrative structure. The narrator or the narrative, whichever may be the case 

takes leaps forward or backwards in time, weaving the narrative in multiple 

chronological threads. In The Glass Palace, Ghosh uses a similar nonlinear timeline 

where memory serves as a link to the present and the past. This kind of narration uses 

parallel stories from the past to explain or complement the present. Similarly, in The 

Hungry Tide, the narration shuffles between the present and the past where present 

situation/ conditions are explained through the mediation of the past. Nirmal point of 

view about the incident in Marichjhampi is weaved with the present narrative of Priya, 

Kanai and Fokir. This weaving in and out of threads of present and past gives the 

reader a sense of time travel and keeps the narrative cohesive even though there are 

multitudes of subplots involved.  

Ghosh refines his narrative further in The Shadow Lines, it ebbs and flows smoothly, 

going back and forth in the matrix of time in terms of places, characters. This non-linear 

narrative is what enhances multi-fold, the effect of a blend of fiction and nonfiction of 

the novel. In his novel, The Glass Palace, Ghosh uses the end of one story as the origin of 

another, the cycle of stories goes on. There is a strong streak of the cyclic understanding 

of life wherein the end of one lifetime/generation, lies the birth of another. In Ghosh’s 

novels, the characters seem to inhabit a timeless gyre, turning constantly, trapped in 

their own web of human relations and postmodern realities.  

Barry Lewis in his article on Postmodernism and Literature says,  

“Related to postmodern intertextuality, pastiche means to combine, or “paste” 

together, multiple elements. It can be a combination of multiple genres to create a 

unique narrative or to comment on situations in postmodernity: for example, 

William S. Burroughs uses science fiction, detective fiction, westerns; Margaret 

Atwood uses science fiction and fairy tales; Umberto Eco uses detective fiction, 

fairy tales, and science fiction, Derek Pell relies on collage and noir detective, 
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erotica, travel guides, and how-to manuals, and so on. Though pastiche 

commonly involves the mixing of genres, many other elements are also included 

(metafiction and temporal distortion are common in the broader pastiche of the 

postmodern novel). (Lewis, 171)  

The Calcutta Chromosome is a very good example of such fiction where, it can be read like 

historical fiction, a detective novel and thriller at the same time. The style and narration 

of the novel do not stick to one genre or style but is a ‘pastiche’ of my different knitted 

together. The blurring of genres is a very important postmodernist trait as Girish 

Karnad says about him, “Ghosh stands out for his sensitive and resonant use of 

language . . . one is continually brought up short by a felicitous turn of phrase or by the 

dazzling appositeness of a word . . . Ghosh uses to great effect a matrix of multiple 

points of view in which memory, mythology and history freely interpenetrate.”  

The theme of pastiche is not just limited to the narration and structure of the novels of 

Amitav Ghosh, but also extends to the language used in them. One can find widespread 

use of Bangla words in The Hungry Tide, like mohona, bhata among others. This 

interweaving of words is accompanied by local myths like that of Bon Bibi and her 

brother Shaj Jangali. His fiction has its fair share of non-English lexical words being 

used in the novel. Another remarkable example is of Sea of Poppies, where he extensively 

uses Indian (Bengali or Bhojpuri) colloquial terms which are region-specific. Use of 

these words add to the authenticity of the reading experience and also contribute to the 

overall postmodern-ness of the fiction in question. Amitav understands the centrality of 

language in identity formation and this problematizes the same as a postmodernist 

writer. The uprooted, diasporic voices in his fiction find a forceful expression where 

through the use of language, he portrays families broken, dispersed and individuals in 

a state of confused identity. This becomes all too well obvious in The Shadow Lines, “You 

see, in our family, we don’t know whether we’re coming or going – it’s all my 

grandmother’s fault. But of course, the fault was not hers at all: it lay in the language. 
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Every language assumes a centrality, a fixed and settled point to go away from and 

come back to, and what my grandmother was looking for was.” (Ghosh 153)  

Another strong postmodern hallmark of Amitav Ghosh’s writing is his continuous 

attempts to express conflicting and paradoxical discourses running in the histories of 

nations featuring in his novels. In the last few decades with the arrival of 

postmodernism combined with post-structuralism and postcolonialism, the sense of 

history as it is has been questioned time and again. Postcolonial and postmodern 

writers such as Ghosh himself rely extensively on the use of allegory to counter the 

deterministic and authoritarian view of histories by revisiting, reinterpreting historical 

landmarks and incidents. They while doing so, offer a voice to the people, sections of 

societies, and communities that were otherwise rendered silent and marginalised. These 

multi-voiced and alternative discourses also undermine the western imperial 

metanarratives exposing the fact that history, just like culture and knowledge is not an 

absolute body but a construct. This applies to the concept of nation-states, India and 

Pakistan that were created by the western imperial project on the basis of arbitrary 

lines. Ghosh in The Shadow Lines uses irony to comment, “They had drawn their 

borders, believing in that pattern, in the enchantment of lines, hoping perhaps that one 

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 prehistoric Gondwanaland” (74).  

The Shadow Lines in its title itself explores and examines the role of creation of nation-

states and the associated nationalism in the creation of the identity of the people before 

and after independence. It also highlights the alienating effect and cultural amnesia 

brought upon the generation of Thamma and her sister, first by the partition of Bengal 

and then the country itself. His line of enquiry in the novel closely resembles and 

probably follows Benedict Anderson’s idea of seeing the nations as “imagined 

communities”.  
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Conclusion  

Amitav Ghosh is one of the very few writers in Indian writing in English, who is aware 

of the language’s colonial burden and western imperialist origins ironically uses the 

very language to dismantle the discourse it carries by patterns of shifting narration, 

linguistic innovations, creative treatment of the concept of time. Infusion of pastiche, 

magical realism and multiplicity of voices in his fiction makes all his writings 

postmodern. His success as a writer is owed to his mastery over adapting and blending 

both Indian and Western forms of storytelling. In his fiction, the trauma of 

uprootedness of the protagonists has been laid bare and have been given and as they try 

to adjust in new geographical, political and cultural landscapes. Another postmodernist 

inversion in his novels is that all his protagonists are non-white, previously colonised 

subjects, now emancipated and struggling to come to terms with their often hybrid 

identities. His works symbolise and reflect the postmodern cynicism towards the binary 

opposites, the orient/occident divide and question the historical fixities. Ghosh’s fiction 

defies the binary opposites by being global and local at the same time, as it tells the 

stories of people affected by migration, both voluntary and forced, the diaspora formed 

as a result and their struggles to come to terms with their identities, the identities which 

again defy the binary oppositions by which modernism tries to make sense of the 

world. Amitav Ghosh’s acumen as a postmodern writer lies in his skills of weaving a 

diverse, paradoxical and heterogeneous material into aesthetically pleasing patterns. 
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