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FISSURES AND SCRATCHES: TERRITORIAL CONFLICTS IN 

INDIAN WRITING IN ENGLISH LITERATURE 

Nishanta Ghatak1   

 

Abstract: 

This paper explores the dynamics of territorialism in the present-day nation-state 

governmentality across the world. The spatial dimension in any historical narrative always 

tends to be aligned with linearity, but as this critical excavation approaches, it will try to find 

out the conflicts and individual accounts across the boundaries and territories and where 

they stand in the context of space and spatiality? These conflicts and tension present in the 

memories and lived experiences have been later well reflected in post-independence as well 

as in partition narratives in Indian English. The exploration in this paper aims to find out the 

cracks and fissure of this dilemma and dichotomy pertinently present in the empirical 

history and nation state’s idea of geographical and physical territory and sociological idea of 

lived territory (includes lived experiences of citizens which by conditioning and acculturing 

them gives concrete idea of state, border, nation and political nationalism)all in a flux and 

jeopardy with ever-shifting momentum and is never restricted to any fixed notion of 

governmentality, territorial dominant ideologies and equilibrium subjecthood of 

postcolonial subject. In its course, this paper studying the Indian socio-political scenario, 

adjusts the lens of territorialism amidst the issues of partition and colonial hangover; and 
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tries to address it from the angles of memory, loss and diasporic emotions. Amitav Ghosh’s 

post-partition novel The Shadow Lines is at the centre of attention in this following analytical 

writing, as it justifies the tradition and reason of territorial issues in Indian writing in 

English. The novel, by dealing with memories of three generation migrants (directly and 

indirectly) constantly shift through different national identities as their own experiences 

coalesce and contradict with nation archives, oral narratives and historical records. 

 

Keywords: Border, Partition, Identity, Memory. 

 

Introduction 

“The old is dying and the new cannot be born. In this interregnum there arises a 

great diversity of morbid system appears” (Gramsci 311). Gramsci in his Prison 

Notebook (1971), thus explores the condition of a citizen in any given state, how he or 

she is denied from a performative subjective position by the process of 

manufacturing consent through violent and/or willful state apparatuses. This 

condition later predicts Foucauldian Bio-Politics, to define, how any subject has 

relegated to a mere functionality in a homogenized dispositif. Setting up colonies as 

part of the imperial expansion of Eurocentrism, during the nineteenth century, gives 

rise to social cohesion and an overarching power dynamic among the state 

governmentality; which later paves the way for vagrant sectarianism, communalism, 

provincialism and other militant ideologies among the controlled mass through 

various socio-cultural apparatuses of Foucauldian Bio-Politics. The colonizing 

enterprise accompanied by neo-liberal economy and expansionist politics always 

manufactures consent from its subjects at the expense of creating their neighbors as 

‘other’. The conflict between habitudinal and terrestrial space and the advancement 

of neo-liberalism has intensified the chasm between political and economic 

inequalities even as more viable, which through an identity of ‘nation state’is 

broadly divided into two approaches: social relations theory and social regulations 

theory. A country operates within the collective mindset on the basis of their socio-
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cultural and political subject formation, where, a nation-state (a geo-political 

landscape where by willfully and assumingly the citizen conform themselves to a 

state of ideas under a broad discourse of governmentality and subsequent 

nationhood) operates only at the expense of othering different identities and hence 

put more emphasis on ethnicity rather than hybridism. The social regulations theory 

and the socio-cultural theory are complementary to each other and thus play an 

important role in the previously discussed government functionality. While the 

social regulations make the ground for normative state apparatuses, socio-cultural 

ideologies control citizens’ collective psychosocial inclination to his or her identity. 

At one hand, it allows its subject to coalesce with each other according to their free 

will, on the other, it restricts under a set of rules and norms established in a 

framework of dominant ideology. In Discourse on Inequality, which is also a critique 

of the Western idea of ‘nation-state’ posing the threats of natural law and its 

inequalities; Rousseau points out, 

“If I had had to choose the place of my birth, I would have chosen a society 

of which the dimensions were limited by the extent of human faculties, …. 

a state where the delectable habit of meeting and knowing one another 

made love of country a love for fellow citizens rather a love for the land.” 

(Rousseau 50)  

In the current scenario of glocalization, the juxtaposition of individual and collective 

territorialism has become a matter of concern, can be approached in many ways. 

Territories and its inhabitants are now classified in different terms such as migrants, 

refugees, invaders, political shelter-seekers etc. (in the context of boundaries and 

international domain); on the other hand, the inland scene describes these floating 

individuals or floaters in various terms depending upon their cultural and historical 

pedagogy, chiefly on the basis of religion, caste, race, linguistic habits (creole- 

pidgin), ethnicity and so on. This acquired and subsidiary linguistic system 

proposes, how, a dominated acquire and imitate the dominant’s language, the 

language of power and add variety to the linguistic hegemony, quite similar like The 
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Empire Writes Back (Elden 13). Hegel’s affirmation on Columbus’s welcome note and 

the validification of bringing the native-coloured people of America, by crossing the 

sea justifies this concept; as he says: 

 

A mild and passionless disposition, want of spirit, and a crouching 

submissiveness towards a Creole, and still more towards a European, are 

the chief characteristics of the native Americans ... The inferiority of these 

individuals in all respects, even in regard to size, is very manifest ... the 

weakness of the American physique was a chief reason for bringing the 

negroes to America, to employ their labor in the work that had to be done 

in the New World. (Hegel 81-2) 

 

In his The Birth of Territory, Stuart Elden comments that the search for a particular 

point or moment for the origin of territory will be proven futile, as the modern state 

is not formed naturally, rather it is formed under the feeling of sovereignty, of which 

Foucault warns in his comment upon Nietzsche that genealogy must not confuse 

itself in search of any teleological origin. In India, as the socio-cultural-political and 

historical contexts are diverse and contain multitudinous facades, the marginal 

condition needs to be studied in both equilibrium and non-equilibrium conditions. 

This evolving stratagem of fortified communities also compels the thinkers and 

literary artisans to craft narratives, those are capable of capturing chilling and 

minute detail of the creation of gated communities; walled and fenced from their 

homeland, memory, nostalgia, their own clan and tribe: diasporic in their fleeting 

identity. The palpable comfort and sense of security associated to it, gives the civic 

society a sense of belongingness amidst their permanent uprootedness which is 

responsible for distancing them from the disputed areas where basic amenities and 

human rights of civic life has completely broken by the nation state. Their state is of 

non-conformity, they cannot make themselves accustomed to their new state, as here 

they are always alien, foreigner; at the same time, they carry a burden of trauma and 

memory of their left-out homeland. These experiences largely take place during the 

post-independence partition. 
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The Indian Government’s experimentation with neo-liberal economy (takes 

place in 1991, under the Primeministership of P. V. Narshima Rao, preceded by 

Nehruvian Socialist ideologies in the 1960's) and globalization of its biomass changes 

the democratization status of different ethnic groups, devolution of power status 

and also the status of sovereignty across geo-political spaces. The expansion to grow 

business and sell merchandise for a robust mutually co-operative economy has 

undoubtedly brought separate national identity under one umbrella of glocal 

identity. But, the consequences of it, making state more rigid in their boundaries has 

failed the cause and need of migration, as the country is more akin to preserve their 

ethnicity. Its impact in literature can be seen specially in the narratives and films 

from 1930’s to ‘60’s promoting a pan-Indian concept erasing the differences. As this 

country is already belied with different sectarianism, territorialism in India struggles 

with national, regional and local politics. Indian Literature in English has been 

traversing through a wide array of diversities both in the pre-independence era and 

post-independence era. The British colonial enterprise ratifies the ethnic Indian sense 

of territorialism and in turn modifies it into western idea of rigid, monolithic and 

homogeneous fragmentation. While the pre-independence writing has been seen 

dealing with ideologies, urging the countrymen to feel united irrespective of their 

differences adhering to the central idea of India as a unitary plain and site of power 

struggle; the post-independent narratives discover the scopes of the chasms and 

cracks and the problematic of binding Indian spatial (longitudinal and cross-

sectional) varieties (includes binaries like: state-individual, margin-center, rural-

urban, minority-majority etc.) into a singular unified interface breaching the 

geographical and cultural territories. This planned erasure has seen numerous 

insurgencies across India on different occasions and the colonial hangover made the 

situation more adverse making the literary scene widely divided it into regional 

texts and pan-Indian texts. While the 1930-1960’s texts were benign in granting the 

differences, texts of 1980’s and onwards acknowledge the postmodern tussles: like 

Gyanendra Pandey, in his In Defense of the Fragment, examines the religious ethnicity 
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based political conflicts in partition stricken Bengal, claims, “Part of the importance 

of the ‘fragmentary’ point of view lies in this, that it resists the drive for a shallow 

homogenization and struggles for other, potentially richer definitions of the ‘nation’ 

and the future political community” (Pandey 28). 

 

Territorialism in Indian English Literature 

 In his novel The Shadow Lines, Amitav Ghosh looks for the issue of trauma and 

memory of lost homeland through different characters and their diaspora. The 

question of territory and its feasibility is thoroughly pertinent here and it recurs back 

with a repeated questioning phrase: ‘Do you remember?’ which viably brings the 

public and the personal domain in close connection. The pressure of this generalized 

question and its burden makes all narrative accounts non-linear, in a loop, digressive 

and sometimes unreliable and unfinished as the unnamed narrators and his sepia-

tinted integrators are well aware of the fact: 

They know they’re a nation because they’ve drawn their borders with 

blood. 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. 

That is what you have to achieve for India. Don’t you see? (Ghosh 76)  

In Indian context, novels like: The Shadow Lines, The Lowland, The Inheritance of Loss, 

Can You Hear the Nightbird Call? archive the nuances of different separatist 

movements, post-partition violence and insurgencies evoking the fresh and oozing 

memory of territorialism. These emerging new voices in Indian English narratives, 

unlike their past counterparts gradually start to place their characters in a 

compromising place, detached from the homeland with a memory of partition and a 

representative of diasporic community with a trans-national presence and a supra-

nationalist view point unlike their past counterparts who were glorified in nation’s 

glory and that is also in the narrow sense of vagrant nationalism. The socio-cultural 

context being that of a transformative nature, captures multi-cultural and multi-
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ethnic spaces in contemporary Indian English Writing in the 1990’s, which basically 

gains its stem from Salman Rushdie’s magic realism’s trajectory Midnight’s Children 

(1981). The prime theme being that of partition, it grabs a global audience which 

gives courage to the West settled but Indian origin writers like: Kiran Desai, Akhil 

Sharma, Jhumpa Lahiri, Chitra Divakaruni etc., to also criticize India’s inside 

sectarianism. The post-independence narratives by these writers have been 

documenting the loss, alienation, trauma and memory insinuated numerous riots 

and small to large scale partitions. These writings are important to conceive and 

explore the idea of territorialism as it approaches the concept in two consequent and 

self-attaching ways. As it embraces both the diasporic and transnational writings, it 

shows concerns about the distribution of space and its proper utilization on the 

humanitarian ground through equal allocation to a diversified human resource 

under any state-dominated system. The main oppressive measures being the 

binaries, like: centre-periphery, dislocation-relocation, tension-peace, and fiction-

metafiction; often fail to structure and regroup the insurgencies of the oppressed 

people against the state-sponsored bureaucracy. Hence, the struggle at the territories 

largely remains voiceless, and, thus, rather relying on any grand narrative of history, 

myths; it will be strategically fruitful to be pluralistic in approach while considering 

and giving voice to these marginalized identities in order to be accounted as a 

critique of hegemony and socio-political corruption. 

Lives and Experiences across the Lines under Shadow 

Though, it has already been mentioned, how many a post-independence 

Indian English narratives have improvised their techniques in dealing with this 

fragmentation, this paper will focus on Amitav Ghosh’s The Shadow Lines for its 

multifarious approaches entangled with add memory, trauma, displacement and 

loss of territories (both geographical and psychosocial),across three generations of 

characters and for its anonymous narrative voice; which may better onlook the 

territorial ramshackle in a neutralized a rehabilitating way. Ghosh’s novel is “an 
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ethico-political and aesthetic response to the cultural significance of history in 

societies established on the basis of colonial occupation” (Dalley 9-10). The account 

of personal and collective detail tinged with anxiety, is here torn among historical, 

anthropological and ethnological places skillfully coordinated with time through 

flashback and flash forward methods of story-telling. The unnamed narrator 

dwindles with Tridib’s historiography merged along sectarian strife among the lived 

experiences of himself in Kolkata and Bangladesh, May Price in London, Maya devi 

in Myanmar and Ila in Sri Lanka. The unique account of the unnamed boy’s 

narrative is his unreliability and at the same time his desperate attempt to give 

memories as witness to solidify it. Post-partition India, like many other nation-state 

countries have been trying (also in its socialist regime) to normalize and homogenize 

the minority cultures and identities to fall in stream line with the dominant one. 

While, Tridib’s catastrophic incident in Bangladesh leading to his death, is a guilt-

drive for May Price; it is a case of admiration for the boy narrator towards May’s 

exotic appearance as an Indian immigrant in London hosted in her place. The notion 

of recorded identity and blurred imaginary identity is juxtaposed together and 

recedes the geographical boundaries in the backstage of oblivion and transitoriness. 

Being an archaeology of silence, this novel repeatedly marks a return to personal loss 

mingled with that of national one in order to become an ambitious project of 

untangling the cobweb of modern Indian memory that cannot be found in the 

archives of National Library in Delhi, which once deserted the historian, the 

unnamed boy narrator in his diligent attempt to find a paper-cutting of a forgotten 

riots which has taken his mentor, Tridib’s life (Suvir 126-7). The quest for exoticness 

which is natural to May but obsessive to Ila rattles the fact that to grant the language 

of silenced in a structural pattern and syntax of domineering language is to accept 

the fact that both nation and its citizen are founded on violence and at expense of 

‘other’ing other countries and other inhabitants. The transportation of narrator’s 

subjectivity and self-conception to Tridib’s, Ila’s and Tridib’s May Price’s stories has 

become swift and realistic as his imaginative longing to become a world citizen 
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knows no boundaries; also, it used to possess an urgency and immediacy to host the 

past and present together in a different nation, out livened from any cartographic 

synchronizing documentation. As it moves across the chilling details in this novel, it 

overpowers the reader with more and more incidents of power and anarchy. Once, 

Tridib, Thamma and May Price have been under the direct brutality of power during 

their visit to Bangladesh. Then, characters like Ila, narrator’s own parents and 

narrator himself have faced the consequences under the indirect spell of ideological 

state apparatuses (coined by Louis Althusser) in their respective territories. In this 

study of territorialism, it is important to perceive that, so far power and violence 

have been considered synonymous and a top-down, substantive expression; 

controlling the human subjects through force. But as the judicial negligence 

overlooks the altering mechanisms of power, it is necessary for the scholars to 

analyze the meta-subjective and hermeneutic attributes involved in its excursion. 

Territory holding a multitudinous of human resources is also capable of multiplicity 

of exploitation.“I could not forget’ because ‘…Tridib had given me worlds to travel 

in and he had given me eyes to see them with” (Ghosh 26). This yearning to be 

mingled with border-lessness to become one of those anonymous citizens waiting in 

the refugee camps, airport toilets, immigration centers; compels the narrator to envy 

Ila’s inherited status of witnessing several ‘shifting landscapes’ (Ghosh26) being a 

daughter of the diplomats through lounges of several airports. The glocality (global 

locality) in this boy’s outlook makes him successful in traversing the territorial 

disputes, ever present in a jeopardized international relationship among the 

countries divided in a dichotomy of power-political and normative issues of 

explanations. Thus, forgetting the whims and fixities of banality and pragmatism, he 

says, “a place does not merely exist, that it has to be invented in one’s imagination,” 

as Ila’s “practical, bustling London was no less invented than mine, neither more or 

less true, only very far apart” (Ghosh 27). The motif of ribald vulgarism in an overtly 

romanticized yet casual sexuality has also been explored in this novel through 

different asymmetrical relationships and cultural dislocations. The character of Ila 
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and that of the narrator are necessary but contrast to each other; the former being a 

negative but necessary pole of the latter, is an alter ego to the narrator’s characteristic 

dimensions. The romanticization of a female body, here, does not adhere to any 

fixed national identity and thus can be swiftly transported ceaselessly to anywhere 

and anytime. During one hot Kolkata summer, Tridib, narrator's telescope to 

Diaspora, was confessing his desire for May Price at latter's Golpark residence; 

which, in turn evokes narrator's own childhood attachment to Ila and an exotic 

obsession for the blue-eyed foreign girl Magda; both in their absence. This account of 

memory confronts three generations altogether, representing a Janus-faced entity, 

where the older generation is burdened and enmeshed with past and the newer 

generation is exploring the possibilities in assembling the heat-map of future. Ila’s 

cosmopolitanism, that is not rooted, thus comes under the scanning eyes of 

Thamma, the conventional matriarch of a Bengali family, she thus says, “‘It’s not 

freedom she wants …. She wants to be left alone to do as she pleases; that’s all that 

any whore would want. She’ll find it easily enough over there; that’s what those 

places have to offer. But that is not what it means to be free” (Ghosh 93). This remark 

can well bring out the idea of territories and values and cultures associated with it, 

while the previous generation has stopped in the monochrome (Old-order of 

subterfuge, feeling connected as a Diaspora community with other migrants and 

refugees; also referring to live in the nostalgia and incapability of keeping up with 

neo-capital nationalism) internationalism, the present generation are trying mix and 

match, finding that mythical, coming-of-age gypsy across the landscapes. 

Again, born in Dhaka, Thamma’s territorial confliction gets merged and 

messy between her uprooted temporary residence in Myanmar, her relocated 

residence after her husband’s demise at Calcutta. Thamma’s search for her senile 

uncle is also an utmost ardent attempt in re-establishing the already chaotic order, 

the riots are perverse in its outbreak, the prophet’s hair gets lost at Hazratbal 

mosque in Srinagar but the catastrophe gets broken out at Calcutta and Dhaka. The 
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elongated separation gets validity in the state-sponsored violence as author points 

out at last: 

“‘I believed in the reality of space; I believe that distance separates, that it 

is a corporeal substance; I believed in the reality of nations and borders; I 

believed across the border there existed another reality. The only 

relationship my vocabulary permitted between those separate realities was 

war or friendship” (Ghosh 219).  

Hence, it is the vacuum that never gets filled up; 

“It is this that sets apart the thousand million people who inhabit the 

subcontinent from the rest of the world- not language, not food, not music- 

it is the special quality of loneliness that grows out of the fear of the war 

between oneself and one's image in the mirror.” (Ghosh205) 

Conclusion:  

“The [fellow] members of even the smallest will never know [the] most of 

their fellow members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each 

lives the image of the communion. ….” (Anderson 05). Dealing with the regional, 

ethical and political conflicts locally and globally, fictions like that of Ghosh’s and 

other writers of which this paper has mentioned previously; tends to be a 

transnational novel to figure out a common, moving human history sharing the 

converging point of oppression and marginalisation. Erasing the territorial 

definitions of nation-state, this ‘imagined communities’ hybridize the notion of 

ethical state and transforms it into a post-national utopia; where world is home and 

home is the world. Anderson also shows the futility of rigid territorialism as he 

shows us that the idea of nation and nationalism is not a fixed idea or identity; rather 

it refers to a socially constructed community, where, the dwellers living under this 

group thinks themselves collectively part of this group at the expense of othering 

other communities. The vagrant and militant nationalism is a dementia and dilemma 

that is incurable and has a built-in capacity to mobilize the helpless mass 

ambiguously attaching to it. Even after all these struggles and tensions, what 
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remains there is an emptiness about what thus Tagore vents his thoughts in a letter 

written to his friend Ananda Mohan Bose that violent patriotism at the cost of 

making our neighbors other cannot be a cause of one’s dedication and spirituality 

towards his or her country; rather it should be humanity which needs to triumph 

over anything. 
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