© June 2026 | IJIRT | Volume 13 Issue 1 | ISSN: 2349-6002

Where Do I Belong? Identity, Home, and Displacement in
Amitav Ghosh's The Shadow Lines

Aishwarya Roy!, Mr. Ayush Vatsa?
'2BA Honours English

Abstract—This paper looks at how identity and
belonging are dealt with in Amitav Ghosh’s novel The
Shadow Lines (1988), and how identity is not fixed but
fluid, constructed but negotiated, inherited but not
innate, or even confined to a single place. This paper
examines the characters of the three main characters of
the novel, the narrator, Tridib and Ila, and the post
colonial theories of Homi Bhabha, Edward Said and
Avtar Brah and how Ghosh disrupts the easy notion of
home as a place that the narrator is born into and
naturally belongs to. Rather, the novel proposes that
such a sense of belonging is never received, but always
constructed for those who have been formed by
Partition, diaspora and colonial history. It is a novel
about people who are losing their homes, but it’s also a
novel about the people who are learning how to live
without the illusion that home was ever that easy.

L INTRODUCTION

Most of us grow up assuming we know where we
belong. We have a city, a country, a language and a
family — these things seem to say who we are without
having to think very much about it. However, what
happens once that certainty is gone? But what happens
when the country you were born in is a foreign place,
when the language you grew up with is the language
of a country that doesn’t exist anymore, when the
borders that divide you from people you and strangers
don’t know are drawn by strangers for reasons that
have nothing to do with you? The questions haunt
Amitav Ghosh’s book The Shadow Lines, and these
questions have been on the lives of millions of people
in South Asia since 1947.

Written in 1988, The Shadow Lines is the tale of an
unnamed Bengali narrator whose sense of self has
been defined by people who never finally fit in
anywhere. His cousin Tridib spent some time in
London as a child and had an indelible memory of it
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that lasts with him even after he comes back to
Calcutta. But living in London, his friend Ila longs for
a freedom she can never quite find. Born in Dhaka,
which was part of another nation when she was a child,
he was steeped in a distant country’s culture and has
lived his entire life in a search for an identity that
conventional history’s borders have made increasingly
challenging. And the narrator himself — growing up
in Calcutta, dreaming of London, haunted by Dhaka
— is caught between all of these worlds without fully
belonging to any of them.

This paper argues that in The Shadow Lines, identity
is not something you have — it is something you
make, and remake, and sometimes lose, in the ongoing
struggle to find a place in a world that keeps shifting
around you. The paper is organized into five sections.
Following this introduction, a literature review
surveys the most relevant scholarship on identity and
belonging in the novel. A methodology section
explains the theoretical and analytical approach of the
paper. The discussion section examines the three
central characters in turn, reading each as a different
model of how identity is constructed in conditions of
displacement. The conclusion reflects on what
Ghosh's novel tells us about the human need to belong
and the cost of that need.

II. LITERATURE REVIEW

The nature of identity and ideas of belonging in
postcolonial South Asian literature have provided an
extensive field for scholarly enquiry and The Shadow
Lines has formed an integral part of many of the
prominent debates. The first and most persistent
critical theory in this dialogue is Homi Bhabha’s
theory of the “third space” in The Location of Culture
(1994). Bhabha challenges the idea of cultural identity
as a fixed and natural condition or as a result of
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transmission; it is always created through cultural
performance and negotiation, in ambiguous, in-
between spaces where different cultures, histories,
languages meet. This “third space” is not a safe middle
ground, but a space of tension, ambiguity and
possibility; a space in which new identities are formed
that is where old identities are no longer present.
Another key starting point is Rosemary George’s The
Politics of Home (1996). George argues that home in
postcolonial literature is never a neutral or natural
concept. It’s always political — it’s always about who
is included, who is excluded, who belongs, who
doesn’t belong. The Shadow Lines is the subject of her
reading and she suggests that the novel’s characters
are always uprooted from their envisioned homes, and
that Ghosh draws attention to the violence inherent in
the concept of ‘home’ as a natural place. This paper
expands on George’s argument and focuses more on
the particular ways in which individual characters
manage their displacement.

Reflections on exile (2000) by Edward Said must be
read in any discussion of identity and belonging in
exile in the postcolonial context. Exile, the state of
being permanently separated from the place that one
considers home, is one of life’s most characteristic
experiences of the modern world, and it creates a
certain kind of consciousness: the consciousness of
contradiction, wary of comfortable certainties,
permanently attuned to the distance between what is
and what might have been. Said’s description of the
exilic consciousness is directly applicable to Tridib
and the narrator, who live in their worlds with just this
kind of alert uncomfortable consciousness.

Avtar Brah's concept of "diaspora space," developed
in Cartographies of Diaspora (1996), provides a third
major framework. Brah distinguishes between the
place you actually live and the imaginary homeland
you carry inside you — what she calls the "homing
desire" that characterizes the diasporic experience.
Crucially, Brah argues that this homing desire is not
simply a longing to return to a specific geographical
place. It is a longing for a sense of belonging, of being
at home in the world, that may have no fixed
geographical referent at all. This distinction is central
to understanding Ila's situation in The Shadow Lines
— she is not longing for Calcutta or London
specifically but for a kind of freedom and self-
determination that neither city has ever offered her.
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More recent scholarship has extended these
frameworks in productive directions. Javed Majeed's
work on Ghosh's fiction emphasizes the way The
Shadow Lines resists the reduction of identity to any
single category — national, cultural, linguistic, or
religious. Majeed argues that Ghosh's characters are
defined precisely by their refusal to be fully contained
by any one identity, and that this refusal is both their
strength and their vulnerability. This paper agrees with
Majeed's reading and develops it by examining how
each of the three central characters expresses this
refusal in a different way and with different
consequences.

What the existing scholarship has not fully explored is
the relationship between the novel's treatment of
identity and its treatment of imagination. This paper
argues that for Ghosh, identity is not only shaped by
displacement and political history — it is also shaped
by the stories we tell about ourselves and the worlds
we build in our imaginations. The narrator's identity is
constructed as much through his imaginary London
and Dhaka as through his actual experience of
Calcutta. This imaginative dimension of identity is
what gives the novel its particular emotional richness,
and it is what these paper places at the centre of its
argument.

III. METHODOLOGY

Close reading is the main method of analysis
employed in this paper. Close reading involves
focusing on specific words, images, and choices of
storytelling that Ghosh uses in the novel — not only
what is happening in the story, but how he tells the
story and the insights he gains into the themes he
examines. Close reading asks different than a quick
summary or a general description of the characters:
What does this sentence say? What does that tell us
about the novel’s greater argument?

This close reading has been informed by three theories
that are central to post colonialism. The third space and
hybridity, as theorized by Homi Bhabha can be used
to appreciate how identity is being constructed in the
in-between spaces of cultural encounters. Edward
Said’s description of exilic consciousness helps to
describe the special kind of consciousness that
happens when people are displaced. A diaspora space
and homing desire can be understood using the
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concept of Avtar Brah, with respect to geographical
displacement and the emotional need to belong.
These theories are not used rigidly in the text. They
serve as focal lenses that help to illuminate certain
aspects of the novel more vividly, but are never
insensitive to the particular human particulars of
Ghosh’s work. It is included where a theoretical
concept is appropriate and enhances a point that might
not otherwise be clear in the text. Theories are not
disregarded, but when they face resistance and
difficulty within the text, they are taken up and
addressed instead. The overall aim is a theoretically
informed and humanly sensitive reading, not an
academic-argument-driven reading that simplifies
Ghosh’s novel.

IV. THE NARRATOR: BUILDING AN IDENTITY
FROM OTHER PEOPLE'S STORIES

In The Shadow Lines, as in the majority of
postcolonial novels, the narrator is one of the strangest
characters in a novel in which no action takes place,
whose inner life is constructed from objects he has
never actually encountered. He is familiar with all of
London through Tridib’s stories. He is familiar with
Dhaka via his grandmother’s recollections. He has
heard rumors and seen their pictures and knows the
Price family. All of the ways people see him, the
world, and the feelings he has, are gifts from others.
But he is not just a recipient of these inheritances. He
is an active builder; he accepts the pieces he is given
and builds a self that is his own.

Self-construction, based on inherited stories, is
directly linked to Bhabha’s idea of the third space.
Bhabha believes that the mere fact of birth or culture
does not constitute identity. It is always created in the
process of negotiation among the various cultural
influences, in the gap between inheritance and
construction. It is in this space that the narrator lives.
He is not the stereotypical Bengali boy that his family
would expect him to be, or Tridib and Ila, who
represent a different kind of person. He’s new and
fresh, not just Calcutta and London and Dhaka, but
him, a self that could not have materialized at any
other juncture.

The most telling moment for self-construction by the
narrator is his reflection on the knowledge and the
desire for knowledge that Tridib had imparted. One
learns nothing but through longing, one’s longing, said
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Tridib, “a longing which was a form of imagination.
One never learns anything but through longing — a
longing which was a form of imagination,” Tridib told
him (Ghosh 29). It’s a deeply insightful comment on
identity construction. That we are not what we are just
by being in a certain location, or belonging to a certain
family. We are what we desire to become, we are what
we strive to be, we are what we imagine ourselves to
be — we are what we want to be. The narrator’s
identity rests on just such an ache; and this is not a
defect, this is not a lack of, but a kind of being in the
world, a mode of life that is quite real and quite good.
Said’s notion of exilic consciousness is also applicable
here. The narrator is not an exile, he didn’t have to
leave home. But he has the consciousness of one: he
knows that there are distances to be filled, that there
are places to be reached, that there are worlds to be
known, and that there are other worlds or worlds that
are other than the one that is now. This double
consciousness, residing in Calcutta and at the same
time in an imagined London and a remembered Dhaka,
is what enables the narrator to see as he does. It’s what
makes him a writer, in the widest sense of the word: a
person who is continually transiting fact into world,
making stuff happen between the worlds of
geography, history.

V. TRIDIB: IDENTITY AS IMAGINATIVE
FREEDOM

If the narrator is one who creates his identity from
stories he heard and inherited, Tridib is the one who
provides him with the tools. The most developed
character and the one most explicitly treated with
regard to identity in the novel is Tridib. He has a
Bengali background but grew up for some time in
London. His home is Calcutta, yet his mind traverses’
cultures, centuries and places. He is connected to the
family, the community, but not defined or limited by
these affiliations. He is not a fixed identification of the
self but an ongoing process of imaginative growth.

The way that Tridib tells stories is the best way to
experience his way of inhabiting the world. In
describing wartime London to the narrator, he isn’t
just reporting facts, he is describing the smell of the
streets, the house of the Price family and the bombing
of the Blitz. Sharing experience, as Walter Benjamin
understood the term: a way of behaving in the world,
a way of seeing and feeling that the narrator did not
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have to develop for himself. Tridib’s stories are acts of
giving and his name is indelicate from this giving. He
is not a person who has, or belongs to, but one who
gives — one who opens up worlds.

This theory of identity is related to the theory of
hybridity as developed by Bhabha. For Bhabha, a
hybrid subject isn’t one who is awkwardly caught
between two cultures, but one who lives in a space
between cultures creatively, making new meaning and
new potential from the tension between different
modes of being in the world. Tridib is a hybrid in just
this way. He does not feel his cultural inheritance
multiple; he doesn’t feel it as a loss or a conflict. He
feels them as a resource: as the source of his
imaginative richness, as the means by which he jumps
from one world to another, as the means by which he
refuses to be confined to any one identity.

The tragic death of Tridib during the 1964 Dhaka riot
is therefore not only personal, but philosophical too.
The novel’s bold thesis is that the communal violence,
a direct consequence of the narrow, border-type
identities which Tridib has lived his life rejecting, is
the nub of what happens when imagination is killed.
The sort and separation of humans on the basis of
nationality and religion cannot exist in a world such as
Tridib’s. Ghosh’s biggest critique of identity politics
is his death.

VI. ILA: THE LONGING FOR A SELF THAT
HAS NO PLACE

Ila is the most modern and most familiar character in
the novel. She is young, educated in England, not
Bengali by birth but by family, cosmopolitan by
desire, who wants nothing more than to be free. She is
free of the burden of her family’s expectations, free of
the weight of South Asian history, free of the burden
of being defined by nationality, religion and gender.
She would like to be herself — a way her culture, and
her history, makes impossible.

Ila is dependent on Brah’s ideas about homing desire.
The diasporic subject is defined by a nostalgic
yearning for home, but not for a single geographical
location, Brah argues. It’s the yearning to feel at home
in one’s bodily self, to have one’s identity
acknowledged, one’s identity affirmed by the world
around one. This is what Ila is craving — it’s a
restlessness, a homing impulse. She is not pining for
Calcutta, or for London. She longs for a world where
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she doesn’t have to live her life in one of these boxes,
but can live in a world that can hold her.

The tragedy of [1a’s situation is that this world doesn’t
exist — or at least, it doesn’t yet, and maybe not the
kind of world that Ila wants to see it in. London is not
her home, so it does not give her the freedom she seeks
and she is never and not quite a Londoner. Calcutta,
which imposes too much conformity, too much
submission to family expectations and cultural norms
on her, doesn’t provide her with the freedom she
desires. Trembling between two worlds that do not see
or fully understand her, she is a symptom of this
double dispossession.

Said’s description of exilic consciousness will be
helpful to describe the situation of Ila more broadly.
Said believes the exile is someone always conscious
of the distance between the world as it is and the world
as it ought to be: an exile who has taken a critical
distance from all comfortable certainties. Ila is like
this. She is a stranger to both Calcutta and London, and
her eyes are sharpened by their limitations. But, unlike
Said’s idealized exile, who makes this awareness a
fruitful critical lens, Ila is tired of it. She doesn’t want
critical distance. She longs to be accepted. And her
tiredness is one of the novel’s most humanly honest
traits, and its sympathy for it.

VIL CONCLUSION

The Shadow Lines is a book about people who don’t
belong anywhere—and about the various ways they
react to that. With inherited stories and borrowed
memories, the narrator constructs an inner life, a
landscape that is not the real one but is at least as true
in imagination. Tridib celebrates his exile as a gift of
freedom, and lives generously and openly until his
freedom is violently snatched away. Eagerly, waiting
and waiting, Ila looks for home, for somewhere to fit
all of her, and is weary of not finding it. These are all
different perspectives on identity in a world that is
constantly eroding your identity.

All three of them imply that identity is never found, it
is not something you are given. It’s something you
create — through your stories, your imaginations, your
relationships, your losses, and your survival. This isn’t
a nice ending. If it were just that once you were born
in the right country, you were the right country. If it
was just that once you were born in the right country,
you were the right country. However, The Shadow
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Lines is committed to the more sober fact: that for
those who have been defined by Partition, diaspora
and colonial history, identity has been a creative
process all along, and belonging a process that has
always to be earned and remade, in every generation.
Hence the novel’s continued relevance today. Being
displaced, living in between, looking out for a home
that can contain your entire, complex identity — these
are not South Asian experiences of the 1960s. They’re
things that a lot of people throughout the world are
experiencing. The question that Ghosh poses in his
novel, where do I fit in, and what does it cost me to
know it, is more relevant than ever yesterday.
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