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THE IMPACT OF COLONIALISM AND RESISTANT IN

AMITAV GHOSH'S SEA OF POPPIES,
RIVER OF SMOKE, AND FLOOD OF FIRE
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W. M. Seenivas Leandar Bias
&
Dr. V. Rajendran

Abstract

Amitav Ghosh skillfully portrays the devastation
caused by British policies, highlighting the coercion
of Indian farmers into growing opium instead of
essential crops, leading to widespread poverty and
dependence. Amitav Ghosh gives voice to the various
forms of resistance that emerged in response to colonial
domination. The stories of Indian peasants who resisted
British demands and the larger geopolitical tensions in
China reflect the complexities of living under colonial
rule. The trilogy illustrates the destructive nature of
colonialism but also through historical events, Amitav
Ghosh captures both the exploitation and the colonial
period. Postcolonialism is a political movement aimed
at eliminating inequalities between wealthy and poorer
nations, within social structures like class and ethnicity,
and across gendered hierarchies. In India, the caste
system, which relegates the “oppressed” to the lowest
rungs of society, is a stark example of inequality.
Untouchable individuals, comprising around a quarter
of the population, face menial jobs, segregation, and
severe social discrimination, including denied access
to education, healthcare, and public resources. They
are also subject to economic, material, and sexual
exploitation, often ignored by authorities. The caste
system, deeply rooted in Hinduism, makes untouchable
marginalization an intrinsic aspect of traditional
social structures. Postcolonial politics stands against
discrimination based on caste or race and seeks to
transform historical differences into opportunities for
positive intercultural exchange and social diversity.
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Frantz Fanon, a key postcolonial thinker, often calls

decolonization.

Keywords: Amitav Ghosh, Colonialism, Imperialism,
Hybridity, Resistance, Identity and Subaltern

Introduction

Amitav Ghosh Trilogy is about Opium farming,

trade, and indentureship are areas of history that :
have not been extensively researched Opium initially :
came to India through Arab merchants and later
spread to China and Southeast Asia. By the time :
Albuquerque arrived in India in 1509, opium use :
was already widespread. However, the Europeans,
particularly the British, brought significant changes :

in the way opium was used. Before their arrival, :

opium was primarily used for medicinal purposes. : caste distinctions, contrasting it with older Indian

the introduction of drug abuse increased the demand : armies, where people could obscure their origins

for opium, leading to its widespread non-medical : after a few years of service. Similarly, Ram Singh,

use. Although opium abuse became associated with father of Kesri Singh, points out that the Fast India

The British

turned opium into a lucrative commodity, exporting previous rulers had left untouched, such as crops and

vast quantities to China, where it led to addiction : harvests. The Company’s agents would push loans

and the eventual outbreak of the Opium Wars. This : on farmers to encourage them to grow opium, but

marked a dark chapter in history, with the British these loans often led to financial ruin.

leveraging opium as an economic and political tool :
. all people to achieve the same levels of material

The British East India Company would provide . and cultural well-being. However, the world today
farmers with advance payments for opium cultivation : is marked by deep inequalities, rooted in the
under the condition that they sell the entire harvest dw.lde .be.tween WeStérr.l .and .non—Western worlds.
the C  ori by th Once the This divide was solidified in the 19th century
E) © ompanya; p(li‘lcte; se; Y errfl.f gce ¢ 1 with European empires controlling nearly all of
arvlest wa;ct(;mp efte ti‘l e.a seélcs © 0(})1 Cr}(l)p; . the world’s land surface. European colonial rule
WOE prsh fiem erfmt;) he' t’f o I Y E. : was often justified by anthropological theories,
to borrow money just t(.) ee .t. eir families. This : portraying colonized populations as inferior or in
system trapped fat:mefs 1 a vicous c'ycl.e of debt : need of Western guidance. During the colonial
and dependency, highlighting the exploitative nature : period, people resisted European rule, both passively

of the British-controlled opium trade. Farmers were : _ 4 actively. Race played a fundamental role in

forced to cultivate opium, “the English sahibs would : {hege justifications, with the West considering itself

allow little else to be planted; their agents would go culturally superior. Colonial nations eventually

from home to home, forcing cash advances on the : gained national sovereignty and transitioned from

farmers, making them sign /asami/ contracts. It was : ¢olonies to independent postcolonial states. However,

impossible to say no to them” (SOP 30). China has independence was often just the beginning, as many

shown little interest in European goods, as they view : former colonies found themselves heavily dependent
: on their former colonizers. The global balance of
power remained largely unchanged throughout the
: 20th century, with imperial countries continuing
: to exert dominance over their former colonies.

¢ Postcolonial theory often addresses the struggles

the East, it was the Western powers, .

to dominate trade in the region.

their own products, traditions, and food as superior.
This trade imbalance caused a substantial outflow
of silver from Britain. In response, the British started
exporting Indian opium to China as a way to balance
the trade deficit.

: Colonialism and Voices of Resistance
for resistance and resistance to colonial oppression, :

emphasizing violence as a necessary tool for - limiting opportunities for merit and advancement for

: marginalized groups. However, it also opens new
avenues for individuals to pursue their aspirations.
: The characters in the story recognize the influence
. of colonialism on their lives and offer a transnational
identity. However, British colonialism reinforces
the oppressive Indian feudal system, resulting

Colonialism disrupts traditional feudal systems,

in an “internal colonialism” that exacerbates the
difficulties faced by subaltern groups, suffocating
their opportunities for social mobility and personal
freedom.This is emphasized in a conversation
involving Bhyro Singh, who notes that the British
were more concerned with maintaining caste purity
than even the local nawabs and rajas. He highlights
how British military recruitment rigidly adhered to

Company had started interfering in areas that

Postcolonialism advocates for equal rights for
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of marginalized groups, known as “the subaltern,” :

such as the economically and politically oppressed.

subjugated to external economic and political
interests, highlighting the impact of capitalist forces
on Indian society. Colonialism challenged the idea
of home within feudal states, offering opportunities

trade imbalance.

The British East India Company addressed
this deficit by selling vast amounts of opium in : General Qishan had capitulated; he had consented
China. This exploitative system leveraged India’s :

handing over of a sum of six million silver dollars,

pre-capitalist economy, using cheap labor from
Indian peasants to produce surplus value (in the
form of opium), which was then sold in China,
another pre-colonial, pre-capitalist society. The

who, like others, is drawn to China’s unique flora.
Fitcher, inspired by earlier plant hunters like James
Cunningham, collects and transports plants back
to England, demonstrating the increasing Western
fascination with Chinese botanical specimens.

In Flood of Fire, Amitav Ghosh Expressed his

views during the British colonial period, the East India

Amitav Ghosh’s novel, Raja Neel Rattan, portrays : Company coerced farmers in the Gangetic plains to

the socio-political and economic transformations cultivate opium. India became the world’s largest
brought by capitalist forces, disrupting traditional : opium producer, and British control over Indian
structures and reshaping Indian society and
governance. Local authority became increasingly :

: with China. Opium, once refined, was smuggled

agricultural practices, especially the cultivation of
poppies, was driven by a desire to dominate trade

into China, where it caused widespread addiction,
: poisoning the local population. At the same time,

: Indian farmers faced immense hardship as they were

for personal growth and realization of ambitions, as forced to grow poppy instead of essential food crops

depicted through various characters’ experiences. : ¢ wheat and vegetables. This left them trapped in

Throughout the trilogy, the story explores the opium : cycles of poverty and debt, often to moneylenders
trade, which was largely dominated by British and : .
. . : and landowners, who were themselves financially
American merchants, though some Indian and : " _
i : beholden to the British. Governor-General Qishan

European traders were also involved. Before the : ) ,
. . . ... : had surrendered to many of the invaders’ demands.
First Opium War, China exported large quantities : his included ) ] " 1
of tea and porcelain to other parts of the world, : This included agreeing to pay six million silver

while importing very little, leading to a significant : dollars as compensation for confiscated opium and

: granting the British the island of Hong Kong.

He came back with momentous news: Governor-

to many of the invaders’ demands, including the

: as compensation for confiscated opium. He had
also agreed to give the British the base they had

: long been clamouring for: the island of Hong Kong

profits were entirely absorbed by the colonizers, : known as ‘Red Incense Burner Hill’ in Chinese

with both India, as the producer, and China, as the : fficial documents. (FOF 479)

consumer, suffering from this exploitation. Paulette :

eventually escapes the oppressive environment : Conclusion

of the Burnham household, freeing herself from
Mr. Burnham’s manipulations and avoiding an : cyJivation of opium not only devastated agricultural

unwanted marriage proposal from Judge Candle : communities but also created new global networks of

bush. In River of Smoke, Amita.v Ghosh highlights exploitation. He describes how indentured laborers,
the European merchants’ hypocrisy, as they promote : .

. . : uprooted from their homes. The passengers of the
free trade and market freedom while disregarding : Ibi R North India. Beneali land
Chinese laws. This double standard is evident in : = * Cre O NOTH Mcud, bengal lanCowners,

the actions of opium traders in Canton, who seek to Chinese sailors, and rural laborers each represent

profit despite the negative impact of their trade on lives entangled by the global opium trade, their fates

Chinese society. Alongside these merchants, British intertwined with the symbolic and literal effects of
scholars and painters also travel to China, some in :
search of botanical treasures like the golden camellia. :
Paulette works as an assistant to Fitcher, a botanist
. broader social turmoil across both India and China.

: In the 1830s, the British began using ships like the

Ibis to transport indentured laborers. The term

In Amitav Ghosh’s narrative, the forced

the poppy flower. This colonial policy of forced
opium cultivation deeply harmed Indian farmers,
leading to economic devastation and contributing to

: “girmitiya” comes from the indenture agreements
. these laborers signed, which were written on paper
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in exchange for money paid to their families. Once :
taken, these workers often disappeared from their
communities, leaving behind families who never saw :
them again. This mass displacement was tied to the :
rise of British power in India and the exploitation of
Indian peasants. Chinese were plagued by addiction, :
Indian peasants bore the brunt of the economic :
impact, forced to abandon vital food crops for the
lucrative but destructive opium trade. The novelist :
Amitav Ghosh explores this dark chapter of colonial :
exploitation in Sea of Poppies, highlighting the
plight of Indian peasants and laborers, who were :
stripped of their livelihoods to serve British economic

interests.

Amitav Ghosh portrays the struggles of
individuals like Bahram, who prospered financially :
but were entangled in the colonial political :
party. Amitav Ghosh’s narrative also captures 10.
the multiculturalism of this period, particularly :
through the use of language. In Mauritius, a creole :
language emerged, blending the languages of the 11.
indentured laborers with the local population. In :
contrast, in Canton, the mix of Chinese and English
created a form of pidgin, reflecting the multicultural
interactions by colonialism and trade. The forced :
D12
and the influence of British colonialism in the 19th
century are central themes in Amitav Ghosh’s :
work, demonstrating the devastating impact of these
policies on both Indian and Chinese societies. While : 13
the British profited from the opium trade, the burden :
was borne by the poor farmers of the Ganges plains,

cultivation of opium, the migration of laborers,

whose lives were destroyed by British exploitation.
Works Cited

328.

2. Arora, Anupama. “The sea is history”: Opium, :
colonialism, and migration in Amitav Ghosh’s :
Sea of Poppies.” ariel: a review of international :

english literature 42.3-4 (2011).

3. Batra, Kanika. “City Botany: Reading Urban
Ecologies in China through Amitav Ghosh’s
River of Smoke.” Narrative 21.3 (2013): 322-332. :

4. Chaudhuri, Sneha Kar. “Opium and the Tufaan
of (Neo-) Victorian Imperialism:: Review of :

P14,

1. Agrawal, Shuchi. “New Historicism: Voicing
the Subalterns in Amitav Ghosh’s The Flood of :
Fire.” History Research Journal 5.6 (2019): 317- :

Amitav Ghosh, River of Smoke.” Neo-Victorian
Studies 4.1 (2011): 132-143.

Ghosh, Amitav. Flood of Fire. Penguin Books,
2012.

Ghosh, Amitav. River of Smoke . Penguin Books,
2011.

Ghosh, Amitav. Sea of Poppies, . Penguin Books,
2008.

Gupta, T., and R. Gupta. “Narratology and
history in Amitav Ghosh’s River of Smoke.”
International Journal of Interdisciplinary and
Multidisciplinary Studies 1.9 (2014): 37-39.

Khanna, Sanjeev. “Amitav Ghosh’s Ibis Trilogy:
A Study of History and Culture.” The Literary
Herald Journal 6.1 (2020): 50-61.

Misra, Nivedita. “The (His) Story of IBIS: A
Reading of Amitav Ghosh’s Sea of Poppies,
River of Smoke and Flood of Fire.” (2022).

Nayana, K., and K. T. Manjula. “Colonialism
and Cross-Cultural Ties in Sea of Poppies.”
International Journal of Management,
Technology and Social Sciences (IJMTS) 8.3
(2023): 220-228.

Singh, Lalan Kishore. “Critical Theory, History
and Fiction: A Reading of Amitav Ghosh’s River
of Smoke.” Amitav Ghosh: Critical Essays (2016):
189-198.

Turri, Beatrice Ambra. “Kesri Singh: the fight
for identity between divergent and hegemonic
warrior masculinities in Amitav Ghosh’s Flood
of Fire.” ACME 75.1 (2022): 191-219.

Young, Robert JC. Postcolonialism: A very short
introduction. Oxford University Press, 2020.

W. M. Seenivas Leandar Bias,

Ph.D Research Scholar, Department of English,
Maruthupandiyar College,

(Affiliated to Bharathidasan University,
Tiruchirappalli), Thanjavur - 613403
Tamilnadu, India.

Dr. V. Rajendran,

Research Advisor & Assistant Professor,
Department of English, Maruthupandiyar College,
(Affiliated to Bharathidasan University,
Tiruchirappalli), Thanjavur - 613403

Tamilnadu, India.

LoAgE 2025

By, G @pamiufeir

PR Zg N7



17.02.2025 Sistim) Cecirenear Buy, OFEh&fl L ameajsiv Smeami JEeIssSH 60 ST HTevHD
SAFWT &P Fallb BmLOUDHMS. BFe BswrnAflwung 5.dvneder @surGesgs wHmw AT &
2 MUARTTS6T &.8BSNED, WPHSTaUT HN.BUMOFFHBTEH, (PN LI ShehSESL0NT,
U.&-ONS6T, (penemreu] Son.SmBeubge, (penemeu] Sun.Smogns:, (penereu] 2..Slefluneun wHmiL

standliSlerd G1LING] GLOCONGITIT 6T61. &6 (P& BN 6T b HGUINT 560153615 N6U0TL6UTIT.

!

Buy, AFehd T UHHD BHIcIarsHar
LBl Aedeamui® a6

6% uhud L P ki eTdpe dpieluml
sbipeifar sinaus sLoDIoEEs HEUGSIH @G6HT
Gaeiamen, SCiEMEN-DL WHTD
imsiianco Sufiosiob sifEsD,
LIED SRR DTG ek

Do, Bapifiat Bnfler, 1545-1877

gmiuoml @giusoLiSsnen

DEGEG Geafkder LwGTseT

GE Tl T

X 140/-

Published by Shanmugam Saravanan on behalf of New Century Reader’s Sangam
at 16 (142), Jani Jhan Khan Road, Royapettah, Chennai - 600 014 and Printed by A.Sivakumar at Pavai Printers (P) Ltd.,

16 (142), Jani Jnhan Khan Road, Royapettah, Chennai - 600 014. Editor: T.Stalin Gunasekaran




New Centurian Ungal Noolagam (Tamil English - Bilingual Monthly) Registered with RNI No :TNBIL/2009/28728. Postal Regn No. TNICH(C)/601/2025-2027. WPP No: TN/PMG(CCR)WPP-673/2025-2027

Date of publication 1-7* of every menth Posted at Egmore RMS | 1 Palrika Channel
i

If undelivered, please return to: New Centurian Ungal Neolagam,
16 (142), Jani Jhan khan road, Royapettah, Chennai - 14.

IR, BV @RGIT LgGee TR euGw g 6ar

T aaieiuiGdb Si'L1b

GampiT Q“S]!:p@@ﬂ @b&i&il’l’:ldi@i'

grgd Senp
gy
el sigs

)Gg,rrgﬂ slpeafl (1925 - 1965) mpnanGE Apiy aeuafiiG (

2400 ussmser 1/8 QLI Slene] Fyoner Her

OBLIE SlLenL ILEIEMLOLIL|L 65T
eflenev @.M‘
wer OuelS G5 S8
e weraeuefuS B SLLgF e Lewmd OFeySHL
elh. L B!

CinlitEsnd :
i ) udey OIS 61SNETETeONLD

L] ®
o Buy, agFeba s anajanv (1) .,
4!#6" 41-13, A Gan Beton_evipfiue asnBLL, SubusgmT, AFsiener - 600 050.
& 044 - 26251968, 26258410, 48601884 mm.ncbhpuh[isher.in | email: info@ncbh.in

76



