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permission for this seam came from several directions at once, and it is

efore turning to the novels themselves. White’s Metahistory and Tropics of

Discourse argued that the historian’s raw material — a congeries of unprocessed fact — becomes
history only through emplotment, the same technique a novelist uses to turn events into a plot.
Ranajit Guha, inaugurating Subaltern Studies in 1982, made a companion argument from the
opposite end: that Indian historiography, whether colonialist or nationalist, was elitist in its very
sources, built from files, dispatches, and memoirs that could not register the subaltern except as an
object to be pacified. Dipesh Chakrabarty pushed the point further, arguing that European
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categories remain the silent grammar of every history written about India, so that the postcolonial
historian works, of necessity, inside a language not built for the material it must carry.

Ghosh'’s fiction began appearing at almost exactly this moment, and the coincidence is not
incidental. The Circle of Reason was published in 1986, four years after the first volume of
Subaltern Studies; The Shadow Lines followed in 1988. What follows traces that overlap through
four case histories: the underground and mercenary lives buried inside 7he Shadow Lines and The

EMPLOTMENT AND ITS DISCONT
LINGUISTIC TURN

century, treated the
s cracked that confidence
before the postcolonial critics arrive
recovered from the vantage of whoe
d by the material conditions of their
tside ideology. By the second half of
Historicism and its offshoots, New

A Poetics of Po nism, described history and fiction as “notoriously porous genres”
(Hutcheon 106), eaghfborrowing techniques — characterisation, pacing, withheld information —
that the other had long claimed as its own.

None of this dissolves the difference between history and fiction into nothing; it relocates
the difference. If both genres depend on imaginative reconstruction to bridge the gaps in what
survives, the question worth asking of any given text is not whether it invents, but what it does
with the licence to invent — whose absence it fills, and to what end. Ghosh’s fiction answers that

question with unusual consistency. The gaps he chooses to fill are, almost without exception, gaps
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that a triumphalist national or imperial record found convenient to leave open. His novels do not
so much rewrite history as go looking for the history that was never allowed to be written in the
first place, and in this his practice sits closer to Guha and Chakrabarty than to the postmodern
relativism sometimes attributed, not always fairly, to writers who blur the line between archive
and invention.

SUBALTERN STUDIES AND THE CASE FOR THE NOWL

nation, the citizen, the modern subject — even w
fully accommodate an Indian past. Historicism
inadequate at once.

umbrella of History from Below and M i orking premise regardless of

the particular label: that societies and i nd the record of an abstraction
cannot substitute for the rec al, or the small community actually

graphy narrates in aggregates — the peasantry, the army, the nation

, often anonymous life through which a larger dislocation becomes

who rises from boat-boy to timber magnate in The Glass Palace,
carries an entire ¢ history of Burma’s teak and rice frontiers on his own unremarkable
back. Alu, in The Cij@le of Reason, threads a similarly obscure path through Bengal, the Gulf, and
North Africa. Neel Rattan Halder, stripped of his zamindari in River of Smoke, becomes a copyist
and translator in Canton’s foreign enclave, his fall from rank turned into a vantage point on a trade
his own class had profited from and never fully understood. None of these figures would qualify,
on the terms of conventional historiography, as makers of history. That is precisely the point
subalternist history had already made about the archive; Ghosh makes it again, at novel length,
about the reader.
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ERASURE AND ITS RECOVERY: THE SHADOW LINES AND THE
GLASS PALACE

Frantz Fanon’s account of colonialism as a “systematic negation” of the colonised subject’s history
and culture supplies a sharp frame for what Ghosh does across The Shadow Lines and The Glass
Palace. Both novels return to networks and movements that official memory allowed to fade: the
underground revolutionary societies of early twentieth-century Bengal 4n the first case, the
mercenary conscience of the colonial Indian Army in the second.

— but as a reminder that the story India eventuall
story among several that had been possible, and t
edited out.

The same erasure operates a r
women, Uma and Dolly, about the
s whose existence, Dolly is startled to
ity to nationalist circles. Ghosh gives
the entire point, since it shows how

o call his regiment hired killers rather than soldiers. His friend

oldier in every modern army is, in the end, a mercenary, paid to
obey a will not n — reframes loyalty to empire not as treachery but as a structural condition
few colonial subjec e permitted to examine openly. The novel is explicit about the machinery
that kept this examiffation from happening: recruitment confined to particular castes, soldiers cut
off from wider political life, land and employment held out as inducements to loyalty (223).
Ghosh’s most pointed illustration of the machinery’s success is historical rather than invented.
When General Reginald Dyer ordered troops to fire on an unarmed crowd at Jallianwala Bagh on
13 April 1919, the regiment that accompanied him was a Gorkha unit — men drawn from precisely

the recruitment logic The Glass Palace anatomises, deployed against the countrymen of a nation
not their own to defend an empire that was, in the most literal sense, not theirs either.
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It finally takes an outsider’s plain words to break the loyalty Arjun has been trained into.
After Burma’s occupied civilians reveal to him that his own people have starved under conditions
no different from those his regiment was sent to police, he arrives at a description of himself as “a
toy, a manufactured thing, a weapon in someone else’s hand” (376). The phrase does the work of
an entire chapter of subaltern historiography in a single sentence, and Ghosh earns the right to it
only because the preceding two hundred pages have shown, rather than argued, how such a self-
description becomes thinkable.

COUNTER-SCIENCE AND THE OTHER TEAM: CALCUTTA
CHROMOSOME

The Calcutta Chromosome stages its recovery of erased
than empire’s military or political apparatus, and
discovery of the malaria parasite’s transmission thry

ing in interview to the physicist Jagdish Chandra Bose as a case of
a sense of unity between observer and observed, closer to Advaita

a historiographical statement delivered in the register of fiction rather than argument. Where The
Shadow Lines and The Glass Palace recover erased political history, this novel recovers an erased
epistemology, and does so by refusing the reader the satisfaction of a fully reconstructed
alternative. The gap stays a gap. That refusal is itself the argument: some histories cannot be
recovered in full without falsifying the manner of their original suppression.
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THE UNWRITTEN LEDGER: OPIUM AND THE IBIS TRILOGY

If The Calcutta Chromosome recovers a suppressed epistemology, the completed Ibis trilogy —
Sea of Poppies, River of Smoke, and Flood of Fire — recovers a suppressed ledger: the nineteenth-
century economics of opium, grown under compulsion in the Gangetic plain, processed in the
government factories at Ghazipur, and shipped to a Chinese market that the same government
spent considerable diplomatic and naval effort forcing open. The trilogy follows indentured
labourers, sepoys, opium farmers, and Parsi merchants across the Bay ofd8engal to Mauritius and
on to the foreign enclave at Canton, reconstructing a traffic that coloni -keeping preferred,
for obvious reasons, not to narrate in moral terms.

Ghosh is unsparing about the mechanism of that e
answers no bodily need; it is manufactured demand, s

dress the traffic in the language of commerce and

notorious piece of that language directly into a

Jesus Christ” (106).
Hong Kong, and Ghosh

t against the historical record. Samuel
the years the trilogy’s opium clippers

er contracts the novels present as barely distinguishable from the
aper, to replace, and the ships’ manifests that survive in archives

the ordinary huma sion of people crossing an ocean they had never expected to see. Where
official economic higfory counts tonnage and revenue, Ghosh’s trilogy counts what those figures
cost the people who produced them — the opium farmers of Ghazipur no less than the labourers
who boarded the Ibis. The result is not a rejection of economic history so much as its supplement:
the trilogy asks what a ledger looks like once its entries include the people the original ledger was
never designed to see.
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CONCLUSION

Taken together, these four case histories point to a working method rather than a single argument.
Ghosh does not claim, anywhere in his fiction, that the novel supersedes the historian’s discipline;
the appendix bibliographies attached to Sea of Poppies and River of Smoke, listing the shipping
records, botanical studies, and linguistic sources behind their invented crossings, are themselves
an acknowledgement of that discipline’s authority. What his fiction claims instead is a licence the
historian’s own procedures make available but rarely exercise fully: licence, drawn from
White’s account of emplotment, to follow a suppressed thread past t where the surviving
archive gives out, and to do so openly, as invention, rather than

labour into a monograph’s hedges and modal verbs.

~science, or

nd a critic in a
substitutes one
novelist’s equally partial
t obvious that any single

isionally, and Ghosh has spent three
e historian’s excavation without first

ng task in public — the emplotment, the polishing,
the epoch — and asks its readers to notice that the decision

Boehmer, Elleke, human A. Mondal. “Networks and Traces: An Interview with Amitav
ri, vol. 27, no. 2, 2012, pp. 30-35.

Chakrabarty, Dipesh. “Postcoloniality and the Artifice of History: Who Speaks for ‘Indian’ Pasts?”
Representations, no. 37, Winter 1992, pp. 1-26.

Fanon, Frantz. The Wretched of the Earth. Translated by Constance Farrington, Grove Press, 1963.
Ghosh, Amitav. The Calcutta Chromosome. Avon Books, 1995.
173

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH IN SOCIAL SCIENCES AND HUMANITIES



http://www.ijrssh.com/

International Journal of Research in Social Sciences and Humanities http://www.ijrssh.com

(IJRSSH) 2014, Vol. No. 4, Issue No. III, Jul-Sep ISSN: 2249-4642

Ghosh, Amitav. The Circle of Reason. Hamish Hamilton, 1986.

Ghosh, Amitav. Flood of Fire. John Murray, 2015.
Ghosh, Amitav. The Glass Palace. Random House, 2000.
Ghosh, Amitav. River of Smoke. John Murray, 2011.
Ghosh, Amitav. Sea of Poppies. John Murray, 2008.
Ghosh, Amitav. The Shadow Lines. Ravi Dayal, 1988.

Guha, Ranajit. “On Some Aspects of the Historiography of.
edited by Ranajit Guha, Oxford University Press,

2012, pp. 1-16.

White, Hayden. Metahistory: The Hi
Hopkins UP, 1973.

White, Hayden. Tropicsd)

174

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH IN SOCIAL SCIENCES AND HUMANITIES



http://www.ijrssh.com/

