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Amitav Ghosh’s The Shadow Lines (1988) is a complex 

novel that weaves together personal memories, historical 

events, and national boundaries. The novel follows an 

unnamed narrator as he recalls his childhood experiences 

and family stories, spanning from India to England and 

Bangladesh. 

Part 1: “Going Away” 

Introduction to the Narrator’s World 

The unnamed narrator grows up in Calcutta in the 1960s. 

He belongs to a middle-class Bengali family and is deeply 

influenced by his grandmother, Tha’mma, a strict and 

disciplined woman who believes in nationalism and the 

power of the Indian nation. He is also fascinated by his 

cousin Tridib, a man with a rich imagination who fills the 

narrator’s mind with stories about distant places like 

London and Dhaka. 

The narrator also admires Ila, his glamorous and modern 

cousin, who has lived abroad and represents a different, 

more cosmopolitan world. He secretly loves her, but she 

sees him only as a childhood friend. 



Tridib’s Influence 

Tridib, the narrator’s cousin, is a dreamer and an 

intellectual. Unlike the others, he believes in the power of 

imagination and personal history rather than national 

identities. Through Tridib’s stories, the narrator begins to 

understand the concept of borders—not just physical ones 

but also those in people’s minds. 

Tha’mma’s Nationalism and Her Past 

Tha’mma, the narrator’s grandmother, grew up in Dhaka 

before the Partition of India in 1947. She believes strongly 

in national borders and considers herself an Indian patriot. 

However, when she plans a visit to Dhaka to bring back her 

ailing uncle, she is confronted with a painful realization: 

the city where she was born is now in another country (East 

Pakistan, later Bangladesh). She struggles to understand 

how a simple line on a map has divided families and 

changed identities. 

 

The Shadow Lines 

The novel’s title refers to the invisible yet powerful borders 

that separate people. The narrator realizes that physical 

borders, like those between India and Bangladesh, are not 



always real in people’s minds. Even though his 

grandmother strongly believes in nationalism, she is forced 

to confront the illusion of borders when she revisits her 

childhood home in Dhaka. 

Part 2: “Coming Home” 

Tridib’s Tragic Death 

One of the most significant events in the novel is the tragic 

death of Tridib. During a visit to Dhaka in 1964, Tridib, 

Tha’mma, and the narrator’s uncle go to rescue the 

grandmother’s old uncle from his ancestral home. 

However, their trip coincides with Hindu-Muslim riots in 

Dhaka. As violence erupts in the streets, Tridib is killed in 

the riots. His death deeply impacts the narrator and his 

understanding of history. 

The Impact of Tridib’s Death 

For years, the narrator struggles to understand the meaning 

of Tridib’s death. His family rarely talks about it, and it 

remains a painful mystery. Later, through conversations 

with Ila and May Price (an Englishwoman who was present 

during the incident), the narrator learns that Tridib died not 

because of politics but because of personal bravery—he 



refused to run away from danger, choosing instead to 

confront it. 

 

Ila and the Illusion of Freedom 

 

Ila, who has lived abroad, believes in freedom and 

independence. However, the narrator realizes that despite 

her Western upbringing, she is also trapped by invisible 

“shadow lines.” She marries an Englishman, Nick Price, 

but their marriage is unhappy. Ila’s life proves that physical 

movement across borders does not guarantee true 

freedom—one’s personal and emotional limitations can be 

just as restrictive. 

Tha’mma’s Realization 

 

Tha’mma, once a firm believer in nationalism, realizes that 

borders do not truly separate people. When she visits 

Dhaka, she expects to see a foreign land, but instead, she 

finds that the city and its people are no different from those 

in Calcutta. She sees that the violence that killed Tridib was 

not caused by “foreigners” but by the same people who 



once shared a common identity. This realization shakes her 

belief in nationalism. 

Themes in The Shadow Lines 

1. Illusion of Borders 

The novel questions the meaning of national borders and 

shows how they are artificial divisions created by politics. 

Tha’mma’s realization that Dhaka and Calcutta are not so 

different highlights this theme. 

2. Memory and History 

The narrator reconstructs history through personal 

memories, showing how history is not just about dates and 

events but about personal experiences. 

Tridib’s storytelling shapes the narrator’s understanding of 

the world. 

3. Violence and Communalism 

The Hindu-Muslim riots in Dhaka show how communal 

violence disrupts personal lives 

Tridib’s death symbolizes how ordinary people become 

victims of political conflicts. 

 



 

 

 

 

 


