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                       Violence is fomented by the imposition of singular and belligerent identities on  

                        gullible people, championed by proficient artisans of terror. 

                                     - Amartya Sen  

Amartya Sen talks about these issues and 

more in his penetrative analysis of violence 

and the implementation of it in the desire to 

‘belong’ somewhere. This sense of 

belonging carries with it the sense of an 

alienation and divergence from other social 

groups. It is therefore imperative that we 

look at the role played by orchestrated 

violence in the shaping of a nation’s destiny 

and identity. The role of violence is 

significant, what is more significant is where 

this violence features in the historiography 

of the nation. Very crudely, it can be divided 

into ‘good’ and ‘bad’. The former, when the 

nation as a collective goes to war against an 

identifiable enemy on the other side of the 

border. The latter however is problematic, 

and consists of internal riots and massacres, 

where the ‘friend’ and the ‘enemy’ cannot 

be divided into clearly identifiable 

categories. The former, solidifies the 

attempts of the nation to carve an essentialist 

identity of itself and the latter, merely 

exposes the fissures and the cracks in the 

apparently neat edifice of the nation, which 

undermine such attempts. More often than 

not, accounts of such communal and 

sectarian violence are glossed over, where 

the historiographer undertakes the erasure of 

public memory culminating in a collective 

amnesia. The heroes of the wars are 

decorated and the martyrs of 

local/communal violence forgotten. The 

confrontation between public history and 

private memory is nowhere better evinced.  

               The Shadow Lines is one of 

the Ghosh’s novels that deals with the 

theme of violence in many aspects. It 

is Ghosh’s own admission that it is the 

Hindu-Sikh riots of 1984 after the 

assassination of Indira Gandhi, which 

brought to his mind the memory of the 

riots of 1964. But the irony is that as 
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an Indian, Ghosh has to sift through 

volumes of newspapers and articles to 

bring the memories of the riots back to 

his mind, but on the other hand, there 

were a dozen published books 

recording India’s war with China. The 

latter has found a space in the recorded 

history of the nation while the former, 

no less traumatic, has been erased from 

public consciousness and a nation’s 

history. Ghosh remarks, 

I had not thought of this 

event in decades, but 

after 1984 it began to 

haunt me: I was 

astonished by how vivid 

my memories were and 

how fully I could access 

them once I had given 

myself permission to do 

so. But memories had no 

context: I had no way of 

knowing what had 

happened, whether it 

was an isolated incident, 

particularly to the 

neighbourhood we were 

living in, or whether it 

had implications beyond. 

I had decided to find out 

what happened….a 

small glance at a 

library’s bookshelves 

was enough to establish 

that in historical memory 

a small war counts for 

much more than a major 

outbreak of civil 

violence.(1) 
 

Ghosh’s treatment of the riot of 1964 

raises such issues and more. 

Thamma’s passionate plea to the 

narrator may provide the premise 

which is ultimately undermined. 

War is their religion. That’s what it takes to 

make a country. Once that happens  

people forget they were born this or that, 

Muslim or Hindu, Bengali or Punjabi:  

they become a family born of the same pool of 

blood.(P.78) 

 

               But we do realize in the course of 

the narrative that people don’t forget who 

they are, and that the all enmeshing 

discursive narrative of the nation state fails 

to create a homogenized singular identity. It 

is no surprise that with the outbreak of the 

riot, the identity of the narrator’s school 

friend who happens to be a Muslim acquires 

importance. The world seems to be turned 

inside out, concretized by the untidy angles 

at which the rickshaws on the streets were 

arranged and the feeling was that the 

narrator’s own city and its population had 

turned against them. The same people, 

streets, customs appear different causing a 

strange sort of unease. This unease is the 

result of a fear not of an identifiable external 
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enemy, but a part of us which has suddenly 

come apart.   Similarly, Amartya Sen, 

recounting his memories of the partition 

riots remarks,  

A great many person’s identities as Indians, 

as sub-continentals, as 

  Asians or as members of the human race, 

seemed to give way- quite 

                         suddenly- 

……………..without subjecting the process 

to critical 

                 examination. The same 

people were suddenly different. 

(Sen P.9-10) 

 

 What is also remarkable to note is that not 

only do these incidents of violence not find a 

place in the official history, but individuals 

who dare to restrain from conforming to 

such straightjacket notions of identity, are 

somehow subsumed within the silenced 

corridors of history. Stories of Hindus 

helping the Muslims and vice versa, often at 

the cost of their lives are never chronicled. 

They are suppressed because they act as a 

disruptive force in the protocols of the 

nation state. A case in point is Khalil who 

sacrifices his life in an effort to save the 

elderly Jethamoshai from the hands of the 

Muslim rioters, in a sense his ‘own’ people.  

           The novel’s central characters react in 

different ways to the conundrums of the 

issues discussed. It is Tridib who realizes the 

apparent futility and hypocrisy of everything 

around him, and he desires, in a certain way, 

to transcend the arbitrary borders and 

distinctions and rivalries imagined into 

existence between countries and cultures 

and return to a truer sense of commonality, a 

sense of belonging where he is free from 

both constricted notions of identity and 

solitarist endeavors of belonging. His final 

act of defiance is ambiguous. May think that 

it was to save her that Tridib had jumped 

amidst the rioting crowd but she realizes her 

mistake when she remarks to the narrator, 

For years I was arrogant enough to 

think I owed him his life.  

But I know now I didn’t kill him; I 

couldn’t have, if I’d wanted. 

He gave himself up; it was a 

sacrifice. I know I can’t understand 

it, I know I mustn’t try, for any real 

sacrifice is a mystery. (Sen 9-10) 

 

Our mind goes back to the incident of May’s 

trying to save a fatally injured dog, and 

ultimately using her knife to set it free of its 

misery. We remember Tridib asking May to 

do the same for him if it was ever needed. 

Her Eurocentric work ethic compels her to 
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step in to save the elderly gentleman and 

that provides Tridib with the opportunity to 

set himself free. He knew full well that the 

mob would not be hurting a foreigner and 

yet he saw that as the escape route, to step 

outside history, identity and nationality. He 

steps in to step out.  

                          The problem for the narrator’s 

grandmother is more complex. Her self- 

assurance and domineering personality seem 

to vanish away under the changing notions 

of ‘home’ and ‘abroad’. Dhaka is the city 

where she was born, and yet, it was the 

handiwork of administrators, who by the 

drawing of borders, makes the same place a 

city where she is a tourist and needs a 

passport to visit. She loses her grammatical 

co-ordinates of coming and going and she is 

utterly disappointed to see that there are no 

physically identifiable borders as such. Her 

stupefied wonder and naïve questions are 

ironically comic as she remarks, 

But if there aren’t any trenches or 

anything, how are people to know? 

I mean, what’s the difference then? 

And if there is no difference then  

both sides will be the same…What 

was it all for then- partition and all  

the killing and everything-if there 

isn’t anything in between? (Ibid 151) 

  

Both sides are the same. But she just cannot 

come to terms with the fact that she is a 

foreigner in her homeland. The moment she 

comes to realize that borders are just the 

political manifestations of her childhood 

game of the ‘upside down house’, she 

reverts back to her notions of exclusive 

nationalism when Tridib is killed in the 

Dhaka riots. She goes back to the days 

where she was a student in Dhaka and would 

have done anything to help the 

revolutionaries against the British, the days 

where the binary of us/them was 

instrumental in identifying the enemy. She 

fulfills her adolescent fantasy in a way, by 

donating her gold chain for the fund as she 

remarks, 

We have to kill them before they kill 

us;  

we have to wipe them out(P.237) 

 

It is however through the narrator’s eyes, 

and more significantly his reconstructions of 

the past that our understanding comes a full 

circle. He sees himself to be almost a 

prototype of the uncle whom he admires, 
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thinking his thoughts, seeing through his 

eyes and ending up loving the same woman. 

His sense of identity and belonging is not as 

restrictive as that of Ila’s. Nor is his sense of 

nationality as vehement as that of his 

grandmother. He may seem to be a bit too 

idealistic for some, but in his painful 

recollection, he attains a maturity that Tridib 

did not live to see. The man without a name 

chronicles the ‘undramatic’ aspects of civil 

violence that had been erased from the pages 

of a nation’s history. The theatre of violence 

plays itself out in grotesque ways, claiming 

innocent lives and highlighting the fissures 

and the futility in the totalizing narrative of a 

nation state.   

                 The Glass Palace is a 2000 

historical novel by Indian writer Amitav 

Ghosh. The novel is set in Burma, Bengal, 

India, and Malaya, spans a century from the 

fall of the Konbaung Dynasty in Mandalay, 

through the Second World War to modern 

times. Focusing mainly on the early 20th 

Century, it explores a broad range of issues, 

ranging from the changing economic 

landscape of Burma and India, to pertinent 

questions about what constitutes a nation 

and how these change as society is swept 

along by the tide of modernity.  

               This evinces his awareness of the 

past history of his own country and how the 

past is to be remembered is at the core of 

The Glass Palace .In the novel, Ghosh 

invariably focuses on the theme of 

colonialism, but does so with imagination 

supported by meticulous research. He has 

more or less succeeded in remaining 

unbiased in his rendition of history in 

fiction. For no one is directly indicted in the 

novel. The Glass Palace unfolds over a 

hundred years of pre-colonial, colonial, and 

post-colonial Burmese history. Its narrative 

revolves around the experiences of a range 

of multigenerational, diasporic Indian/ 

Burmese characters during a historical 

period -the late 19thcentury to the end of the 

20thcentury. It begins with the colonial 

conquest of Burma in 1885 and takes one on 

a historical journey down the lane of events. 

In the middle part of the novel, Ghosh 

explores the plight of the British Indian 

Army fighting against the Japanese in 

Malaysia during the Second World War. 

And the novel closes on a positive note, 

depicting Aung Sang Suu Kyi’s struggle for 

democracy in Burma. 

                        An important feature of this 

lucid narrative is the seamless blending of 
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the public and the personal spheres. Ghosh’s 

king Thebaw, the dispossessed king of 

Burma, took his doomed exile in Ratnagiri 

stoically. There is no allusion to violent 

outbursts of helplessness or loss. Neither is 

he shown hesitant in his efforts to come to 

grip with reality. If anything big happened to 

the king in body and spirit, it was not 

evident. Yet there is a mention of him being 

engrossed in the newspaper reports of king 

Chulalangkorn of Siam’s state visit to 

Europe. Siam was once invaded by 

Thebaw’s great-grandfather Alaungpaya 

who crushed her army.  

                 Another instance of the blending 

of the public and the personal spheres is in 

the case of Uma Dey. Uma, widow of the 

Ratnagiri collector Beni Prasad Dey, had 

been initiated into the Indian Independence 

League by Madam Cama. Uma conducts the 

essence of the freedom struggle into the plot 

of the novel.Her indignation about the 

Empire is due to its “racialism, rule through 

aggression and conquest”(GP294) and for 

being a model of the Empire for nations like 

Japan and Germany. When Dinu, 

Rajkumar’s son draws her attention o the 

evils like caste system, untouchability that 

were prevalent in India even before the 

British came, Uma is quick to respond that 

the Indian struggle for Independence is no 

separated from their struggle for reform. She 

explains:“...let me add that we must not be 

deceived by the idea that imperialism is an 

enterprise of reform” ( GP294). 

Rajkumar, the protagonist is the 

pivotal fiction of the “other”, who sets out to 

build his fortune with the idea that his 

acquired wealth will win the hand of Dolly. 

Rajkumar, a colonized Indian subject in his 

turn adorns the mask of the colonizer. He 

becomes a colonizer in Burma by 

transporting indentured labourers from 

South India to other parts of the colonial 

world. He exploits the local Burmese people 

in order to ensure his legacy. For in 

colonialism, value is placed on the most 

efficient means of organizing data and 

individuals to effect the mass production and 

dissemination of goods even if at the 

expense of exploitation or injustice. Roshini 

Mokashi Punakar comments on 

repositioning borders of power. She asserts 

that the puzzling nature of power between 

people and communities and nations, the 

constant flux in the positions of power 

seems to be the underlying thrust of the 

novel symbolized by the beautiful title The 
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Glass Palace which suggests an unattainable 

shimmering beauty, fragility and exclusion 

all together. 

                      The process by what dominant 

culture maintains its dominant position is 

explored in the character of Arjun Roy, Uma 

Dey’ s nephew, a Second Lieutenant in the 

1Jat Light Infantry. The colonizer mobilizes 

Indian subjects to form military forces to 

subdue opposition in the colonized Indian 

subcontinent but the Indian officers were not 

all into the same social clubs as their white 

counterparts. In the beginning, Arjun is 

intoxicated with the British way of life that 

the army has initiated in him. He is proud to 

belong to “The Royal Battalion”and is 

overwhelmed by its glamour. But as the 

story progresses, a realization sets in Arjun “ 

that it is his masters from whom the country 

needs to be defended ”(GP288). He is 

caught between two worlds and tells Dinu, 

“We rebelled against an Empire that shaped 

everything in our lives... We cannot destroy 

it without destroying ourselves( GP518). He 

comprehends that “the greatest danger... is 

where in resisting the powers that form us, 

we allow them to gain control of all 

meaning; this is their moment of victory. It 

is in this way that they inflict their final and 

most terrible defeat”(GP518). Eventually he 

joins the Indian National Army and attains 

martyrdom. In his context, Meenakshi 

Mukherji’s statement can be held true that 

the author does not gloss over the fact that 

Indians were willing collaborators in the 

British enterprise of depredation. 

                  The Glass Palace is the ruthless 

appraisal of the horrors of colonialism and 

capitalist exploitation. Against the giant –

screen that he erects over the stage of South 

Asia, Ghosh enacts a shadow play with 

characters that bring alive the colonial 

history of the region. Meenakshi Mukherji’s 

evaluation of the novel is notable: 

The story spans more than a century in 

the history of the Subcontinent, people 

get involved in unexpected relationships 

…….food, clothing, every detail 

is historically specified. 

 

In The Glass Palace, Ghosh has dealt with 

the dislocation, exploitation, oppression and 

nostalgia of the marginal groups. Brinda 

Bose refers to the novel as an elegy for the 

diasporic condition that is a product of 

history, that leaves behind kingdoms and 

palaces and moves, in the exilic mode, 

toward a near –hopeless regeneration. The 
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central dilemma of the text lies in the 

conflict in loyalty that Arjun Roy suffers as 

he deliberates upon the option to join the 

exiled Indian National Army. This dilemma 

is the signifier for that diasporic condition 

that Ghosh mourns (Bose 43).According to 

another review, Ghosh is one of the few post 

–colonial writers who has expreesed in his 

work ‘a developing awareness of the 

aspirations, defeats and disappointments of 

colonized peoples as they figure out their 

place in the world’. The novel makes an 

attempt to see the East as seen by its own 

people, described by a writer whose 

allegiance is simply to the human. Ghosh is 

one of the most sympathetic post–colonial 

voices to be heard today. 
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