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Abstract  

This study explores the intricate interplay of myth and culture in the novels 

of Amitav Ghosh, a prominent figure in contemporary postcolonial literature. 

Ghosh’s works are characterized by their deep engagement with history, 

myth, and cultural narratives, often blurring the lines between the real and 

the fantastical. Through novels such as The Shadow Lines, The Calcutta 

Chromosome, and The Hungry Tide, Ghosh uses myth to address colonial 

histories, identity, and the interconnectedness of cultures. This paper 

analyses how Ghosh intertwines myth and culture, reflecting on the cultural 

memory, collective identities, and postcolonial struggles that inform his 

narratives. Using critical theories like postcolonialism, narratology, and 

cultural studies, the research examines the symbolic role of myth in 

constructing Ghosh’s complex worlds. 

Keywords: myth, culture, postcolonialism, cultural memory, identity, 

postcolonial literature,  narrative, history, mythopoeia. 

Introduction 

Amitav Ghosh’s fiction is distinguished 

by its rich layering of myth and culture, 

providing readers with a unique lens to examine 

the intersections between history, identity, and 

storytelling. Ghosh’s narratives often move 

between time periods and geographical regions, 

highlighting the fluidity of cultural boundaries. 

This study aims to analyse how Ghosh utilizes 

myth as a cultural tool in his novels, blending 

historical fact with mythological elements to 

create narratives that question colonial legacies, 

displacement, and identity. The importance of 

myth in his work reflects the ways in which 

culture, tradition, and memory shape collective 

experiences. 
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Literature Review 

Amitav Ghosh’s work has been 

extensively studied within the frameworks of 

postcolonialism and narrative theory. Scholars 

like Homi K. Bhabha and Edward Said have 

discussed how Ghosh tackles issues of identity 

and displacement, focusing on how he 

represents fragmented histories. In The Shadow 

Lines, critics note Ghosh’s innovative use of 

narrative to blur the lines between personal and 

national histories. Similarly, The Calcutta 

Chromosome has been analysed for its complex 

interplay between science fiction, myth, and 

historical narrative, exploring alternative ways 

of understanding history and knowledge. This 

review also discusses key perspectives from 

cultural studies, examining how Ghosh reflects 

on the continuity of cultural practices and 

collective memory through his use of myth. 

Methodology 

This research employs a qualitative, 

textual analysis of selected Amitav Ghosh 

novels, focusing on The Shadow Lines, The 

Calcutta Chromosome, and The Hungry Tide. 

Through close reading and thematic analysis, 

the study identifies recurring mythological and 

cultural motifs, as well as their symbolic 

implications within Ghosh’s broader narrative 

structures. The analysis will incorporate 

postcolonial theory, cultural memory studies, 

and narrative theory to explore how Ghosh’s 

representation of myth reflects broader cultural 

and historical concerns. Comparative 

approaches will also be used to highlight how 

Ghosh’s use of myth differs from other 

postcolonial authors. 

Myth as a Tool for Rewriting History 

Amitav Ghosh employs myth as a 

narrative strategy to reimagine colonial 

histories, offering a counter-narrative to 

traditional historiography. In many of his 

works, especially The Shadow Lines and The 

Calcutta Chromosome, Ghosh blurs the 

boundaries between documented history and 

myth, challenging the authority of colonial 

archives and Eurocentric historical accounts. 

Traditional historiography often privileges a 

linear, objective, and fact-based approach, 

which tends to erase or overlook the cultural 

and subjective experiences of colonized peoples. 

By incorporating myth into his storytelling, 

Ghosh disrupts this approach, providing space 

for marginalized voices and alternative 

interpretations of historical events. 

For example, in The Shadow Lines, Ghosh 

weaves personal and mythic narratives into the 

fabric of historical events like the Partition of 

India and World War II. This novel 

demonstrates how collective memories of 

violence and displacement are often 

mythologized, giving a richer, more nuanced 

understanding of history that goes beyond mere 

dates and political events. Myths, in this sense, 

act as a repository of emotional and cultural 

truth, providing a means for the colonized to 

reclaim agency over their past. Through this 

reimagining, Ghosh critiques the limitations of 

colonial historiography, which often disregards 

the cultural and emotional dimensions of 

historical experience. 

Cultural Memory and Collective Identity 

In Ghosh’s novels, myth plays a 

significant role in preserving cultural memory 

and constructing collective identities, 

particularly in postcolonial contexts where 

histories are often fragmented by the forces of 

colonization. Myths, deeply embedded in 

cultural traditions, function as a bridge between 

the past and the present, offering continuity in 

the face of historical ruptures such as 

colonialism, migration, and displacement. 

In The Hungry Tide, for instance, the 

myth of Bon Bibi, the guardian deity of the 

Sundarbans, is central to the lives of the local 

communities. This myth not only reflects their 

relationship with the natural world but also 

serves as a cultural anchor, helping to maintain 

a sense of collective identity in a region 

historically affected by external powers and 

environmental upheaval. By embedding such 
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myths within his narratives, Ghosh highlights 

how cultural memory, passed down through 

stories and rituals, provides postcolonial 

societies with a means of resilience and survival. 

Ghosh’s use of myth underscores the 

importance of oral histories and folk traditions 

in shaping collective identities, especially in 

communities that have faced historical erasure. 

In this sense, myth acts as a tool of cultural 

resistance, preserving the values, beliefs, and 

shared experiences of a people, even when 

official records and national histories fail to do 

so. 

Blurring Boundaries between Real and 

Fantastical 

One of Ghosh’s key narrative 

techniques is his ability to merge the real and the 

fantastical, often using myth as a device to 

question rigid boundaries between history, 

time, and space. In The Calcutta Chromosome, 

Ghosh employs elements of science fiction and 

speculative myth to explore alternative histories 

and theories of knowledge. The novel questions 

the linearity of scientific progress and historical 

record by intertwining myth with science, 

suggesting that there are multiple ways of 

understanding reality. 

This blurring of boundaries is 

particularly significant in a postcolonial context, 

where colonial powers often imposed rigid 

classifications on knowledge, geography, and 

culture. By fusing myth and reality, Ghosh 

destabilizes these imposed boundaries, offering 

a more fluid and holistic understanding of the 

world. In The Shadow Lines, for example, the 

partition between India and Pakistan is both a 

political and psychological reality, but it is also 

mythologized in the minds of the characters. 

This interplay between myth and memory 

emphasizes the subjective nature of borders and 

histories, suggesting that they are as much 

constructs of the imagination as they are 

political facts. 

Through this narrative technique, 

Ghosh invites readers to question the reliability 

of both historical and fictional narratives, 

suggesting that the truth lies somewhere in 

between. Myths, in this context, become a tool 

for exploring the fluidity of human experience, 

where the boundaries between the real and the 

imagined are constantly shifting. 

Myth, Migration, and Displacement 

Migration and displacement are 

recurring themes in Ghosh’s work, and myth 

often serves as a metaphor for the psychological 

and cultural upheavals caused by these 

experiences. In novels like The Shadow Lines and 

The Glass Palace, the stories of migration and 

exile are imbued with mythic undertones, 

reflecting the timeless and universal nature of 

displacement. Ghosh draws on myths to express 

the emotional and spiritual dislocation 

experienced by individuals and communities 

forced to leave their homelands. 

By using myth to frame narratives of 

migration and displacement, Ghosh emphasizes 

the continuity of cultural identity despite 

geographical and historical dislocations. Myths, 

in this sense, provide a means of spiritual 

survival, offering displaced individuals a sense 

of belonging to a larger, enduring cultural 

narrative. 

In The Hungry Tide, Ghosh uses myth to 

explore the complex relationship between 

humans and nature, particularly through the 

legend of Bon Bibi, a deity who protects the 

people of the Sundarbans from the dangers of 

the forest and the river. This myth represents the 

interdependence of human communities and 

their natural environment, reflecting traditional 

ecological wisdom that has been passed down 

through generations. The novel highlights the 

importance of respecting natural forces, 

drawing attention to the ways in which modern 

ecological crises often arise from a failure to 

recognize these ancient relationships. 

The myth of Bon Bibi serves as a 

symbolic counterpoint to the scientific and 

capitalist discourses that often dominate 
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modern environmental debates. While scientific 

approaches to conservation tend to view nature 

in terms of resources to be managed or 

preserved, the mythic understanding of nature 

in The Hungry Tide emphasizes coexistence and 

mutual respect. Ghosh thus critiques modern, 

industrial approaches to environmental 

conservation, suggesting that indigenous myths 

and local traditions hold valuable lessons for 

sustainable living. 

Through his use of environmental 

myths, Ghosh bridges the gap between folklore 

and contemporary ecological concerns, 

suggesting that modern environmental crises 

can be better understood and perhaps mitigated 

by reconnecting with the mythic narratives that 

have traditionally guided human interactions 

with nature. 

Postcolonial Theory 

Postcolonial theory provides a critical 

framework for analysing Amitav Ghosh’s 

critique of colonial histories and identity 

formation in his novels. Drawing from key 

postcolonial thinkers such as Homi K. Bhabha 

and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, this approach 

focuses on how Ghosh’s work reflects the 

complexities of postcolonial identity, the 

legacies of colonialism, and the fragmentation of 

history. 

Homi K. Bhabha’s concept of hybridity 

the merging of colonizer and colonized cultures 

can be seen in Ghosh’s characters, who often 

embody multiple identities, straddling the 

worlds of tradition and modernity. For instance, 

in The Shadow Lines, Ghosh portrays the blurred 

boundaries of national identity, particularly in 

postcolonial contexts where people navigate the 

cultural contradictions of colonial legacies. The 

hybrid identities of Ghosh’s characters reveal 

the ongoing impact of colonial rule on personal 

and collective identity formation. 

Gayatri Spivak’s notion of the subaltern 

those marginalized voices excluded from 

dominant historical narratives—also plays a 

significant role in understanding Ghosh's 

critique of colonial historiography. In novels 

such as The Glass Palace and The Calcutta 

Chromosome, Ghosh re-centres marginalized 

voices, particularly those of indigenous people, 

labourers, and women, who have been erased 

from official colonial accounts. Through myth 

and narrative fragmentation, Ghosh gives voice 

to these subaltern figures, offering alternative 

ways of interpreting history that challenge the 

dominant colonial discourse. 

Narrative Theory 

Ghosh’s storytelling frequently disrupts 

traditional narrative structures, employing 

techniques like non-linearity, fragmentation, 

and multiple perspectives. Gérard Genette’s 

narrative theory, particularly his work on 

narrative time and focalization, provides an 

essential framework for analyzing Ghosh’s 

innovative use of narrative structures. 

Genette’s concept of analepsis 

flashbackand prolepsis flash forward helps 

explain Ghosh’s non-linear storytelling, where 

time is fluid and past, present, and future 

overlap. In The Shadow Lines, for example, the 

narrative constantly shifts between different 

time periods, illustrating the interconnectedness 

of personal and historical events. This fluidity of 

time reflects Ghosh’s attempt to portray history 

not as a linear progression but as a series of 

intertwined moments shaped by memory and 

perception. 

Focalization, Genette’s term for the 

perspective through which a narrative is 

presented, is crucial for understanding Ghosh’s 

multi-voiced storytelling. In novels like The 

Calcutta Chromosome and The Hungry Tide, 

Ghosh uses multiple focalizes to offer varied 

perspectives on the same events, challenging the 

notion of a singular, authoritative narrative. 

This multiplicity of voices emphasizes the 

complexity of historical interpretation and the 

importance of subjective experiences, often 

highlighting the role of myth in shaping these 

perspectives. 
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Stuart Hall’s theories on cultural identity 

and representation are instrumental in analyzing 

Ghosh’s exploration of myth and culture. Hall 

argues that cultural identity is not fixed but is 

continuously reshaped by historical events and 

social contexts. Ghosh’s novels reflect this 

dynamic process, where cultural identities are 

fluid and shaped by both collective memory and 

historical displacement. 

For example, in The Glass Palace, the 

impact of British colonialism on India, Burma, 

and Malaya is explored through the characters’ 

shifting identities as they move between 

colonized and colonizer cultures. Myth, in this 

context, becomes a tool for preserving cultural 

continuity amidst the disruptions of migration 

and colonial rule. Hall’s concept of diaspora is 

also relevant in understanding Ghosh’s 

characters, who often live in a state of cultural 

hybridity, caught between the homeland and 

the new worlds they inhabit. 

Jan Assmann’s work on cultural memory 

also offers a valuable lens for examining how 

Ghosh uses myth to construct collective 

identities. Assmann differentiates between 

communicative memory everyday memory 

transmitted through oral traditions and cultural 

memory long-term, institutionalized memory 

maintained through rituals and myths. In novels 

like The Hungry Tide, Ghosh draws on both 

forms of memory, using local myths such as the 

legend of Bon Bibi to explore how cultural 

memory sustains communities in the face of 

environmental and social challenges. Myths in 

Ghosh’s work are not just remnants of the past; 

they are active components of cultural identity 

and resistance, shaping the ways in which 

characters interpret their world and history. 

Ecocriticism 

Ecocriticism, which focuses on the 

relationship between literature and the 

environment, is particularly relevant in 

discussing The Hungry Tide and Ghosh’s broader 

focus on environmental myths. Lawrence Buell, 

a foundational eco critic, emphasizes the idea of 

environmental imagination, where literature 

reflects and shapes our understanding of nature 

and the environment. Ghosh's use of myth in 

The Hungry Tide aligns with Buell’s notion by 

illustrating how local ecological myths, such as 

the legend of Bon Bibi, shape human 

interactions with the natural world. 

In The Hungry Tide, Ghosh critiques 

modern, industrial approaches to 

environmental conservation, juxtaposing them 

with indigenous ecological knowledge 

embedded in myth. The Sundarbans, a unique 

and ecologically fragile region, becomes a space 

where myth, history, and ecology intersect. The 

myth of Bon Bibi represents a form of ecological 

knowledge that emphasizes balance and 

coexistence with nature, contrasting sharply 

with the bureaucratic, scientific approach to 

conservation that views the environment as a 

resource to be managed or controlled. Ghosh 

uses this tension to critique global 

environmental policies that often overlook local, 

indigenous forms of ecological understanding. 

By blending ecological concerns with 

myth, Ghosh aligns with Buell’s call for a 

literature of environmental justice, one that 

considers the impact of environmental 

degradation on marginalized communities. 

Ghosh’s work reflects an ecocritical awareness 

of how environmental exploitation and climate 

change disproportionately affect the poor and 

displaced, particularly in postcolonial regions 

like the Sundarbans. 

This study finds that Amitav Ghosh’s 

use of myth serves multiple functions in his 

novels, allowing him to challenge conventional 

historical narratives and explore the persistence 

of cultural memory. His novels emphasize the 

fluidity of identities and histories, showing how 

myth transcends time and geography to connect 

disparate cultures. Additionally, Ghosh uses 

myth to explore the impact of colonialism and 

migration, linking personal stories to broader, 

transnational themes. Through the blending of 

myth and reality, Ghosh crafts narratives that 
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question the nature of truth, identity, and 

belonging in postcolonial contexts. 

Conclusion 

Amitav Ghosh’s novels reflect the 

complex relationship between myth and 

culture, highlighting how myth serves as a 

narrative device for reimagining history and 

preserving cultural memory. His works 

demonstrate that myths are not just relics of the 

past, but living narratives that continue to shape 

identities, collective consciousness, and cultural 

legacies. By weaving myth into his storytelling, 

Ghosh provides a unique commentary on the 

lasting effects of colonialism, migration, and 

ecological concerns, making his works 

profoundly relevant in both literary and cultural 

studies. 
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