
MRS Journal of Arts, Humanities and Literature 
ISSN (Online) 3049-1444 

Vol-3, Iss-1 (January-2026)  

Journal homepage: https://mrspublisher.com/journals  

Copyright © 2026 The Author(s): This open-access article is distributed under the Creative Commons Attribution–NonCommercial 4.0 

International License (CC BY-NC 4.0), permitting non-commercial use, sharing, and reproduction with proper credit to the author(s) and source. 

7 

 

Rewriting Colonial Archives: History and Fiction in Amitav Ghosh’s Narrative Art 

Rakesh Kumar Singh*1, Dr. Somnath Jha2 

*1 Research Scholar Department of English, Jai Prakash University, Chapra 

2 Research Supervisor Department of English, Jagdam College, Chapra 

Corresponding Author:  Rakesh Kumar Singh (Research Scholar Department of English Jai Prakash University, Chapra) 

Received: 20 / 11 / 2025 Accepted: 05 / 01 / 2026 Published: 18 / 01 / 2026 

Abstract: Amitav Ghosh’s narrative art is distinguished by a sustained engagement with colonial archives and their silences, 

distortions, and exclusions. His novels interrogate the authority of official historical records produced under colonial regimes and seek 

to recover marginalized voices erased from dominant historiography. By blending archival research with fictional imagination, Ghosh 

rewrites history from below, foregrounding the experiences of subaltern subjects such as migrants, indentured laborers, traders, sailors, 

and indigenous communities. This research article examines how Ghosh reconfigures colonial archives through fiction, focusing on 

novels such as The Shadow Lines, In an Antique Land, The Glass Palace, The Hungry Tide, and the Ibis Trilogy (Sea of Poppies, 

River of Smoke, and Flood of Fire). Drawing on postcolonial historiography, New Historicism, and theories of archival power, the 

study argues that Ghosh’s fiction challenges the supposed objectivity of colonial records and offers alternative ways of remembering 

the past. His narrative practice transforms history into a dialogic space where official documents, oral histories, memory, and 

imagination coexist, thereby democratizing historical knowledge and questioning the epistemological foundations of colonial 

modernity. 
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Introduction 

The relationship between history and fiction has been a 

central concern of postcolonial literature, particularly in contexts 

where colonial archives have shaped, controlled, and often 

distorted representations of the past. Colonial records, produced by 

administrators, traders, missionaries, and imperial historians, 

frequently marginalize indigenous voices and reduce complex 

societies to objects of governance and exploitation. Amitav 

Ghosh’s narrative art engages critically with these archives, 

exposing their limitations while imaginatively reconstructing 

histories that lie beyond or beneath official documentation. 

Ghosh’s training as an anthropologist and historian 

profoundly influences his literary practice. His novels are grounded 

in meticulous archival research, yet they resist the authority of 

archival discourse by foregrounding subjectivity, memory, and 

narrative plurality. Rather than treating history as a fixed and 

verifiable account of the past, Ghosh presents it as fragmented, 

contested, and deeply intertwined with power. His fiction thus 

occupies a liminal space between historiography and storytelling, 

where imaginative reconstruction becomes a means of ethical 

engagement with the past. 

This article examines how Amitav Ghosh rewrites colonial 

archives through narrative strategies that blur the boundaries 

between history and fiction. It argues that Ghosh’s work constitutes 

a sustained critique of colonial epistemology and a creative 

intervention into historical discourse. By reanimating silenced 

voices and recontextualizing archival materials, Ghosh transforms 

fiction into a counter-archive that challenges imperial 

historiography and offers more inclusive ways of understanding the 

past. 

Colonial Archives and Postcolonial Historiography 

Colonial archives have long been central to historical 

knowledge production, yet postcolonial theorists have emphasized 

their ideological underpinnings. Scholars such as Edward Said, 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, and Ranajit Guha have argued that 

colonial archives function as instruments of power, shaping what 

can be known and remembered about colonized societies. These 

archives often privilege the perspectives of colonial administrators 

while excluding indigenous voices, oral traditions, and everyday 

experiences. 

Postcolonial historiography seeks to challenge this 

imbalance by interrogating archival authority and recovering 

subaltern histories. Fiction becomes a crucial medium in this 

process, as it allows writers to imagine lives and experiences that 

remain undocumented. Amitav Ghosh’s novels exemplify this 

approach, using archival traces as points of departure rather than 

definitive sources of truth. His narratives reveal the gaps, silences, 

and contradictions within colonial records, transforming them into 

spaces of creative possibility. 

History, Memory, and Archives in The Shadow Lines 

The Shadow Lines offers an early example of Ghosh’s 

engagement with the politics of historical memory. Although not 
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overtly archival in structure, the novel interrogates the reliability of 

historical narratives shaped by nationalism and colonial legacies. 

The Partition of India, a pivotal historical event, is not presented 

through official documents or political rhetoric but through 

fragmented personal memories and family stories. 

The novel challenges the authority of state-sponsored 

histories by emphasizing how individual lives are shaped by 

arbitrary borders drawn by colonial powers. The “shadow lines” of 

the title symbolize the artificial boundaries imposed by colonial 

cartography and nationalist ideology. By privileging memory over 

documentation, Ghosh rewrites history as a lived and emotional 

experience rather than a neutral record of facts. The absence of a 

single authoritative narrator reinforces the idea that history itself is 

polyphonic and resistant to closure. 

Archival Recovery and Narrative Experimentation in In an 

Antique Land 

In an Antique Land represents Ghosh’s most explicit 

engagement with archival material. Blending ethnography, travel 

writing, and historical reconstruction, the text revolves around a 

fragmentary reference in the Cairo Geniza documents to a twelfth-

century Indian slave named Bomma. Ghosh uses this marginal 

archival trace to reconstruct a transoceanic history connecting 

India, Egypt, and the broader Indian Ocean world. 

The colonial archive in this context is incomplete and 

indifferent to subaltern lives. Bomma appears only fleetingly in the 

records, without voice or agency. Ghosh’s narrative intervenes by 

imaginatively reconstructing Bomma’s world, situating him within 

networks of trade, religion, and cultural exchange. The text 

juxtaposes medieval history with contemporary ethnographic 

observation, highlighting continuities and disruptions across time. 

By refusing to privilege the archive as a definitive source, 

Ghosh exposes its limitations and biases. Fiction becomes a means 

of ethical recovery, allowing the past to be reimagined in ways that 

challenge Eurocentric historical narratives and foreground non-

Western cosmopolitanism. 

Rewriting Imperial History in The Glass Palace 

The Glass Palace expands Ghosh’s archival project to 

encompass the history of British imperialism in South and 

Southeast Asia. The novel draws extensively on historical records 

related to the annexation of Burma, the exile of the Burmese royal 

family, and the movement of Indian labor under colonial rule. Yet 

Ghosh recontextualizes these events by narrating them from 

multiple perspectives, including those of colonized subjects whose 

experiences are marginalized in official histories. 

The exile of King Thebaw and Queen Supayalat, for 

instance, is not presented as a mere political event but as a 

profound human tragedy. By focusing on emotional and 

psychological dimensions, Ghosh humanizes figures often reduced 

to footnotes in colonial archives. Similarly, the experiences of 

Indian sepoys and laborers reveal the complex ways in which 

colonial subjects were both victims and participants in imperial 

systems. 

Through its multi-generational narrative, The Glass Palace 

demonstrates how colonial archives fragment history by isolating 

events from their long-term social consequences. Ghosh’s fiction 

reconnects these fragments, offering a holistic vision of imperial 

history that acknowledges both agency and suffering. 

Counter-Archives and Environmental History in The Hungry 

Tide 

In The Hungry Tide, Ghosh extends his archival critique to 

environmental history and state documentation. The novel engages 

with official records related to conservation policies and refugee 

displacement in the Sundarbans, particularly the Morichjhapi 

incident. State archives frame the event as a matter of 

environmental protection, obscuring the violence inflicted upon 

marginalized settlers. 

Ghosh’s narrative counters this official version by 

foregrounding oral histories and personal testimonies. Through 

characters such as Kusum and Fokir, the novel reconstructs a 

history erased from state archives. The Sundarbans emerge as a 

space where human history is inseparable from ecological forces, 

challenging colonial and postcolonial narratives that treat nature as 

an object of control. 

By privileging lived experience over bureaucratic 

documentation, The Hungry Tide exposes the ethical implications 

of archival silence. Fiction becomes a tool for ecological and 

historical justice, revealing how colonial modes of knowledge 

persist in contemporary governance. 

The Ibis Trilogy and the Archive of the Indian Ocean 

The Ibis Trilogy represents the culmination of Ghosh’s 

project of rewriting colonial archives. Set against the backdrop of 

the opium trade and the indenture system, the trilogy reconstructs a 

vast Indian Ocean world shaped by imperial commerce and forced 

migration. Ghosh draws on shipping records, trade documents, and 

colonial correspondence, yet he refuses to let these sources dictate 

his narrative. 

Indentured laborers, whose lives are scarcely documented 

in colonial archives, become central protagonists. Through 

imaginative reconstruction, Ghosh restores agency to these figures, 

depicting their emotional worlds, linguistic creativity, and social 

bonds. The ship Ibis functions as a floating archive of human 

experience, where official categories of caste, race, and class are 

destabilized. 

Language itself becomes archival material in the trilogy. 

Ghosh incorporates Bhojpuri, pidgin English, and maritime slang, 

preserving linguistic histories ignored by formal records. This 

linguistic plurality challenges the homogenizing tendencies of 

colonial documentation and asserts the cultural richness of 

subaltern communities. 

History, Fiction, and Ethical Responsibility 

Ghosh’s rewriting of colonial archives raises important 

ethical questions about the relationship between history and fiction. 

Critics have debated whether fictional reconstruction risks 

distorting historical truth. Ghosh’s work suggests that fidelity to 

archival fact is less important than ethical engagement with the 

past. Fiction, in his view, offers a means of acknowledging 

historical suffering and restoring dignity to those excluded from 

official narratives. 

By exposing the constructed nature of archives, Ghosh 

invites readers to question the authority of historical knowledge 

and recognize the role of power in shaping memory. His narratives 

do not replace history but supplement it, offering alternative 

perspectives that enrich our understanding of the past. 
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Conclusion 

Amitav Ghosh’s narrative art represents a sustained and 

profound engagement with colonial archives and their legacies. 

Through innovative storytelling that blends history, fiction, 

memory, and ethnography, Ghosh challenges the epistemological 

foundations of colonial historiography. His novels reveal archives 

as sites of power, exclusion, and silence, while fiction emerges as a 

counter-archival practice capable of recovering marginalized 

histories. 

By rewriting colonial archives, Ghosh not only reimagines 

the past but also reshapes our understanding of history itself. His 

work underscores the importance of narrative plurality, ethical 

responsibility, and imaginative empathy in confronting historical 

injustice. In doing so, Ghosh establishes fiction as a vital space for 

postcolonial historiography, where suppressed voices can finally be 

heard and remembered. 
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