RESEARCH JOURNAL OF ENGLISH (RJOE)
www.rjoe.org.in | Oray’s Publications | ISSN: 2456-2696
An International Approved Peer-Reviewed and Refereed English Journal
Impact Factor: 8.373 (SJIF) | Vol. 10, Issue 3 (July, August& September;2025)

Reshaping Female Identity: A Feminist and Postcolonial Study of
Women Characters in Amitav Ghosh's Fiction

Dr. Ganta Srinivasulu
Lecturer in English,Govt. College for Women(A),Guntur AP
gantasrinivasulu@gmail.com

Paper Received on 25-06-2025, Accepted on 29-07-2025
Published on 30-07-25; DOI:10.36993/RJOE.2025.10.3.330

Abstract

This article explores the feminist and postcolonial dimensions of female
representation in three seminal novels by Amitav Ghosh: The Glass Palace, The
Hungry Tide, and The Shadow Lines. It argues that Ghosh portrays women not as
submissive victims of patriarchy but as complex, strong-willed individuals who
challenge social and gender norms. Through characters such as Dolly, Uma, Kusum,
Piyali, and Thamma, Amitav Ghosh addresses themes of identity, displacement,
resistance, and autonomy. The article contextualizes these depictions within Indian
socio-cultural frameworks and postcolonial feminist theory, examining how religion,
history, culture, and colonialism intersect in shaping and resisting the identities of
women.
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Introduction

Feminist theory posits that gender is a socially constructed category, not a biological
destiny, and is often manipulated to reinforce patriarchal dominance. In patriarchal
societies, women are cast into roles of emotional labor, passivity, and dependence,
shaping their identities within the frameworks dictated by cultural and societal
expectations. These constraints are further intensified in postcolonial contexts like
India, where religion, tradition, and colonial history complicate the status and agency
of women. Within this complex socio-political terrain, the fiction of Amitav Ghosh
provides a distinctive narrative space where women negotiate their identities with
strength and subtlety. His portrayal of female characters in The Glass Palace, The
Hungry Tide, and The Shadow Lines resists stereotypical representations and instead

foregrounds resilience, autonomy, and political consciousness.
|
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In The Glass Palace, Ghosh explores the lives of women shaped by imperial
history and personal upheavals, crafting characters who move beyond victimhood to
carve spaces of agency for themselves. The character of Ma Cho, though minor in
terms of narrative presence, offers a quiet but profound resistance to exploitation. A
protector of the orphan Rajkumar, she defies the sexualized vulnerability often
associated with marginalized women in colonial societies. Her dignified refusal to
succumb to male advances positions her as a symbol of silent strength.

More centrally, Dolly begins her journey as a companion to the exiled
Burmese royal family, emotionally entangled and socially constrained. Her evolution
from a dependent attendant to a spiritually self-sufficient woman reveals the burdens
and possibilities of motherhood and marriage within a colonially fractured world. Her
role as a mother becomes both a site of attachment and eventual disillusionment,
culminating in her withdrawal to a nunnery in Sagaing. This retreat is not an act of
despair but a final assertion of agency—an act of renunciation that distances her from
the material and emotional expectations imposed upon her. Dolly’s trajectory
embodies a feminist reclaiming of identity that transcends both traditional femininity
and Western notions of liberation.

Equally significant is the character of Uma Dey, whose arc exemplifies
intellectual emancipation and political engagement. Initially introduced as the wife
of a colonial bureaucrat, Uma transforms after her husband’s death into a global
activist committed to justice and reform. She becomes involved with international
causes, including the Indian National Army trials, positioning herself in direct
contrast to characters like Rajkumar, whose capitalist pursuits during wartime
symbolize moral compromise. Uma’s story is not one of personal trauma alone, but
of ideological transformation. Her widowhood—often portrayed in Indian literature
as a condition of social invisibility—becomes the catalyst for transnational activism
and moral clarity. Through her, Ghosh underscores that the personal is political, and
that postcolonial feminism must embrace the intersection of gender, nationalism, and
global justice.

The male characters in The Glass Palace further illuminate Ghosh’s feminist
vision by contrast. Arjun, a British-trained Indian officer, undergoes a crisis of
identity, torn between colonial loyalty and national allegiance. His inner turmoil
reflects the psychological consequences of colonial masculinity—an inheritance of
privilege tempered by servitude. Similarly, Dinu's flirtation with fascist ideologies
and rejection of nationalist ethics marks him as a morally ambiguous figure. In these
portrayals, Ghosh suggests that the real strength lies not in military or economic
power but in moral conviction and clarity—qualities his women characters possess
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in greater measure. Uma’s ideological steadfastness, juxtaposed with Arjun’s
confusion and Dinu’s apathy, affirms the possibility of a politically conscious and
ethically centered feminine selfhood.

In The Hungry Tide, Ghosh shifts the geographical and thematic focus to the
Sundarbans, a liminal space where nature, migration, and memory intersect. Here, the
feminine becomes a force not only of resistance but also of reclamation. The character
of Kusum—a Dalit refugee—embodies the tragic courage of those dispossessed by
both the state and nature. Her participation in the Morichjhapi movement, a historical
episode involving the massacre of refugees by the West Bengal government,
underscores the vulnerability of women caught at the nexus of caste, class, and
political exclusion. Yet Kusum is not portrayed as a passive victim. Her defiant
questioning of the system that deems the lives of tigers more valuable than those of
impoverished humans serves as a searing indictment of state priorities. She emerges
as a voice of the marginalized, articulating a politics of presence even in death.

Nilima and Moyna, two other women from the Sundarbans, navigate
resistance in more domestic and institutional forms. Nilima, having married into the
region as an outsider, leverages her education and social capital to establish a health
cooperative for local women. Her leadership transforms the local economy and
redefines gender roles within a traditionally patriarchal setting. Moyna, in contrast, is
a young, ambitious woman who aspires to break free from the limitations of her social
background. Though often dismissed for her supposed frivolity, Moyna’s insistence
on professional advancement, even against her husband’s wishes, reveals a different
but equally valid feminist assertion of agency. Both characters underscore that
empowerment does not follow a singular trajectory; it can manifest through
institutional reform or personal defiance.

Among all the female characters in The Hungry Tide, Piyali Roy—or Piya—
stands out as a uniquely modern figure. A diasporic Indian-American scientist
studying river dolphins, Piya resists categorization within either traditional or
nationalist identities. Her commitment to ecological research and her detachment
from conventional roles of wifehood or motherhood signal a feminist ethic of
autonomy. She navigates the Sundarbans with cultural sensitivity but remains
grounded in her scientific vocation. Through Piya, Ghosh introduces a feminism
rooted in professional passion and intellectual pursuit, suggesting that self-realization
for women may also lie in solitude, scientific rigor, and ethical engagement with the
environment. Piya’s identity is neither wholly Indian nor Western, but something in-
between—a liminal figure mirroring the tidal landscape she explores.
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In The Shadow Lines, Ghosh turns his gaze to memory, nationhood, and the
fragmented self. The character of Thamma, the narrator’s grandmother, occupies a
central role as a symbol of post-Partition dislocation and stoic nationalism. Widowed
early in life, she becomes a school headmistress and upholds values of discipline,
duty, and patriotism. Her commitment to the Indian freedom movement is
unwavering, yet her beliefs are challenged by the lived realities of border politics.
When she seeks to bring her estranged uncle from Dhaka to India, her understanding
of national identity collapses. Her anguish at discovering that political borders are
imaginary lines that divide families rather than unify nations reveals the emotional
trauma wrought by Partition. Thamma’s inability to reconcile her nationalist fervor
with the lived consequences of those ideologies renders her a tragic yet dignified
figure. She becomes a representative of a generation of women whose patriotism was
forged in sacrifice, but who were ultimately betrayed by the abstractions of the nation-
state.

Unlike many nationalist narratives that foreground male revolutionaries,
Ghosh gives Thamma a voice that is both critical and self-reflective. Her belief in
progress is marked by a constant negotiation with the past. She insists on personal
responsibility and moral integrity, offering a feminist vision grounded in ethical
commitment. Her character interrogates the idea that patriotism is a male domain and
insists that women, too, have been participants in—and casualties of—the historical
forces that shape nations.

What emerges from this triadic examination of Ghosh’s fiction is a feminist
vision deeply embedded in postcolonial realities. Ghosh’s women are not idealized
as universal victims nor romanticized as rebels; they are presented in their full
complexity, shaped by the tensions of history, culture, and personal desire. Their
resistance takes many forms: spiritual withdrawal, political activism, scientific
inquiry, or everyday negotiation within domestic spaces. In contrast to the tendency
of some Western feminist paradigms to homogenize women’s experiences, Ghosh’s
characters resist such simplification. His narratives echo the insights of postcolonial
feminist critics like Chandra Talpade Mohanty, who cautions against constructing a
monolithic “Third World woman” in feminist discourse. The heterogeneity of
Ghosh’s women—in terms of class, caste, nationality, and worldview—offers a
powerful rebuttal to essentialist interpretations.

Moreover, Ghosh does not isolate gender from other structures of oppression.
The intersections of caste (Kusum), education (Nilima, Moyna), displacement
(Thamma), and diaspora (Piya) illuminate the multifaceted nature of female
subjugation and empowerment. His women do not simply survive adversity; they
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interpret it, challenge it, and in many cases, rise above it with a dignity that transcends
victimhood. These portrayals reaffirm that postcolonial literature can and must center
the voices of women—not merely as symbols or secondary figures, but as thinkers,
actors, and witnesses to history.
Conclusion

Thus, Amitav Ghosh’s contribution to feminist and postcolonial literature
lies not in loud proclamations, but in the nuanced rendering of women’s lives across
diverse geographies and epochs. His fiction complicates traditional binaries of
strong/weak, public/private, West/East, and instead weaves a fabric of female
experience that is at once personal and political. The women of The Glass Palace,
The Hungry Tide, and The Shadow Lines occupy spaces of both vulnerability and
strength, tradition and transformation. In rendering their stories with empathy and
intellectual rigor, Ghosh challenges us to rethink gender, nation, and identity as
interwoven threads in the larger narrative of human history. Amitav Ghosh's fiction
revises the narrative space for women in Indian English literature. His characters do
not conform to archetypal roles of wives and mothers alone but embody broader
human experiences of suffering, resistance, and transformation. By portraying
women as moral and political agents, Ghosh contributes significantly to both feminist
and postcolonial literary discourse. His novels urge readers to rethink the idea of
agency, belonging, and freedom through the lens of gender.
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