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Mapping the Cultural Politics of Migration and 

its Representation in Amitav Ghosh'e 
Sea of Poppies 

Amritha Vydoori SP 

and 

The migration of human beings has resulted in : a mixing and merging of 

cultures leading to the emergence of a new group of people with cultural 

racial and linguistic hybridity. The diasporic people abounding with the 
memoies of homeland create a niche for themselves in the host country 
The Age of Exploration and Colonialism transformed the process of 

migration. The post-slavery period saw the emergence of indentured 
labour which transported people from South East Asian countries to 

work in British colonial plantations. This paper attempts to map the 
cultural politics of migration and the exploitation of the indentured laborers 
by the colonizers as represented in Amitav Ghosh's Sea of Poppies. 
Through this novel of transnational migration Ghosh weaves the histories 

of slavery, opium trade and the miserable plight of the indentured 
labourers. The multilingual, multiethnic and multicultural people who travel 
in Ibis establish an oceanic kinship despite the differences. 

The migration of human beings in search of better prospects with 
an aim to setle temporarily or permanently has taken place throughou 
the ages. Border-crossing resulting in a mixing and merging of cultures 

has led to the emergence of a new group of people who have encapsulated 
the essence of different cultures in them. The diasporic people abounding 
with the memories of homeland create a niche for themselves in 
host country. The Age of Exploration and Colonialism transformned the 

process of migration and the colonized were forced to leave t their homeland 
which was quite different from the earlier voluntary migration. The post-

slavery period after the Emancipation Proclamation saw the emergence 
of a new system of indentured labour which transported people from 

South East Asian countries to work as labourers in British 
colonial 

plantations in locations like Fiji, Burma, Malaya, Jaamaica, the Caribbean 

and Mauritius. The convicts from the subcontinent sentenced for penal 

servitude were exiled to various island settlements of the Indian Ocean. 
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The indentured labourers and the convicts thus transported under this 
system formed a community and identity of their own. This paper attempts 
to map the cultural politics of migration and the exploitation of the 
indentured labourers by the British colonialists and Indian officials as 
represented in Amitav Ghosh's Sea of Poppies (2008). 

Amitav Ghosh, the winner of the covcted Jnanpith award (2018) 
speaks with the confidence of a learned historian and his novels are 
backed by historical evidence. A statement from Bharathiya Jnanapith 
reads, "His fiction is endowed with extraordinary depth and substance 
through his academic training as a historian and a social anthropologist" 
(Dec 14, 2018 Times of India). Ghosh considers it his responsibility to 
speak for the marginalized and the voiceless and the novel is articulated 
from the point of view of the displaced people who belong to the category 
of the "other' in the binary. He mixes fact with fiction so as to make the 
events of the past relevant and understandable even in the present. Sea 
of Poppies focuses on opium trade, one of the most important happenings 

during the nineteenth century and its impact upon the life of people. The 
strategy of empire expansion and the greed to extract maximum possible 
profit from the colonies forced the inhabitants to grow commercial crops 
like opium and indigo in the place of food crops. Opium was considered 
as one "among the most precious jewels in queen Victoria`s crown" 
(91) and as a major source of government revenue. Nevertheless, the 
working conditions in the opium factories were inhuman, �the earthy, 
Sickly odour of raw opium-sap hung close to the ground" (93) which 
made the workers eyes vacant and glazed and made their movement 
slow. The white overseers patrolled them with fearsome instruments to 
punish them if their work is unsatisfactory. The shift from food crops to 
commercial crops led to a shortage of food supply which adversely 
affected the economy and life patterns of the people. Inability of the 
Tarmers to pay land loans resulted in the loss of farm lands as the landlords 
contiscated the property when they failed to pay the debt. The people 
who were suffocated by poverty due to food scarcity were forced to 
migrate in search of better places that would help them lead a better life. 
Iniially, the fear of losing caste and other similar superstitious beliefts 
made them resistant to the migrations across the Black Sea. But later, 
e lack of other options and opportunities forced them succumb to the 
much feared migration across the Sea. 
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Sea of Poppies, the first among the Tbis trilogy is remarkable for 
the vivid portrayal of indentured labourers transported across the Black 

historical novel of transnational migration set in 1838 against the backdrop 
Sea or Kaala Pani to the island of Mareech. Through this complex 
of opium trade and the emergence of the indentured labourerr's migration, 
Ghosh weaves the histories of slavery and l exploitation of the labourers by the colonizers of British Empire. The traumatic life of people of the 
nineteenth century British colonies, the misfortunes that beset them and 

their attempt to cope and live amidst such circumstances are unravet1 
through an array of characters like Deeti, Kalua, Zachary Reid, Paulots 
and Jodu. The characters hailing from different nations having different 
ideologies and religious beliefs, caste, creed and colour are brought 
together to travel in bis, a 'blackbirder" which was once used for 
transporting slaves. A motley crowd of multilingual, multiethnic people 
who are ready to forgo their 'essential' identities in exchange of a new 
self populate the ship. They establish an oceanic kinship despite the 
differences. 

Sea of Poppies has a plethora of instances which underscores the 
cultural, racial and linguistic hybridity. The concept of hybridity is 
interlinked with migration. Hybridity appears as a convenient category 
at 'the edge' or contact point of diaspora, describing a cultural mixture 
where the diasporized meets the host in the scene of migration. (Kalra 
77). A hybridized migrant identity is thus formed which includes and 
accepts differences. In Location of Culture,Bhabha uses hybridity as 
an 'in-between' term, referring to a 'third space', and to ambivalence 
and mimicry especially in the context of what might, uneasily, be called 
the colonial- cultural interface(53).With relation todiaspora, the most 
Conventional accounts assert hybridity as the process ofcultural mixing 
where the diasporic arrivals adopt aspects of the host culture and rework, 
reform and reconfigure this in production of a new hybridclture or 
"hybrid identities' (Kalra 78). The hybrid nature of characters like Zachary 
Reid, Paulette Lambert and Ah Fatt shows the transcultural mixings that 
have taken place. They are the perfect examples that show cultural and 

racial hybridity. 
Linguistic hybridity takes place when people 

belonging to different 
linguistic backgrounds come together and form a hybrid variety of 
language to communicate with each other. Innovations of language like 
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creole, pidgin, travellers' argot etc. emerge out of necessity to share 
ideas. In Bhabha's terms, 1t 1s "hoW newness enters the world' (Kalra 
78), Laskari - the motley tongue used by the people in the ship shows 
how languages from different parts of the world mix in the process of 
linguistic hybridization to give birth to a new and unique language. This 
Laskari tongue is: 

spoken nowhere but on the water, whose words were as varied 
as the Port 's traffic, an anarchaic medley of Portuguese 
calaluzes and Kerala Pattimars, Arab booms and Bengal paunch 
ways, Malay proas and Tamil catamarans, Hindustani pulwars 
and English snows- yet beneath the surface of this farrago of 
sound, meaning flowed as freely as the currents beneath the 

crowded press of boats (104). 
The passengers on board the Ibis formed a community of their own 

communicating with each other in this newly formed language. They try 
to erase the memories of their earlier life and embark on a new life not 
haunted and pestered by the shackles of their past. They forge a new 
identity in the process. Despite knowing the hardships that they may 
have to face in the island they are ready to become coolies or girmityas. 

They were so called because, in exchange for money, their names 
were entered on 'gimits'- agreements written on pieces of paper. 
The silver that was paid for them went to their families, and 
they were taken away, never to be seen again: they vanished, 
as if into the netherworld. (72) 

The knowledge that this was the last they would see of their homeland, 
created an atmosphere of truculence and uncertainty" (397). The inner 
turmoil of the migrants who have to bid farewell to their homelands is 
Cxplicit when Deeti bemoans, "There`s nothing worse than to sit here 
and Teel the land pulling us back" (400).The passengers on board the 
ToIS are all set to begin a new life. "All the old ties were immaterial now 
that the sea had washed away their past" (431). At the same time the 
ndentured labourers carried with them the rituals and the social, cultural 
and religious practices and perform it in improvised manners. This 
becomes evident during the rituals that they perform as part of Heeru's 
weding in the ship. Deeti observes: The ibis "was the Mother-Father of 
er new family, a great wooden mai-bap, an adoptive ancestor and parent 
of dynasties yet to come: here she was, the Ibis" (356-357). Now they 
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were an extended family bound by shared l experiences and not by birth. 
In a passionate exchange between Paulette and Deeti, they recognize 

themselves as brothers and sisters: 

On the boat of pilgrims, no one can lose caste and every one i 
the same: it's like taking boat to the Temple of Jagannath in 
Puri. From now on, and forever afterwards, we will 

all be ship siblings- Jahaz bhais and Jahaz bahens to each other. 

There is no difference between us. (356) 

Deeti is a powerful character in the Ibis who readily takes the decision 
to become a girmit so as to escape from the rigidity of casteism and 
exploitation. She was the victim of a bad marriage with a crippled drug 
addict of an upperclass family who worked in the Ghazipur Opium Factory 
and was even raped by her brother-in-law on her wedding night. The 
death of her husband made her a widow and she was rescued from the 
burning pyre meant for sati by Kalua, the ox man who adored and admired 
her. She adopts the name 'Aditi" in the Ibis to avoid chances of being 
caught and creates her own identity as the wife of Kalua who was 
known by the name Maddow Colver or Madhu in the ship. 

It was as if she really had died and been delivered betimes in 
rebirth, to her next life: she had shed the body of the old Deeti. 
with the burden of its karma; she had paid the price her stars 
had demanded of her, and was free now to create a destiny as 
she willed, with whom she chose. (178) 

Zachary Reid, an American sailor bom to a black mother and a white 
father is a victim of racism and he boards Ibis to escape from it. Llem the water erased the chains of slavery on land. With the Support of the 

head of lascars, Serang Ali, Zachari becomes the second in command of 

the ship and eventually the second mate of the Ibis. Earlier, he occupi a lower position in the strata owing to his mixed birthand had to suffer 
racial discrimination during the time he worked as a carpenter, but later 
he is reckoned as a white gentleman by the whites. Zachary exhibits the 

perfect amalgamation of cultures as he adapts very easily to the laskari 
language, their food and their lifestyle. 

Nations, cultures and languages are no barrier to anyone is 
exemplified through Paulette, a French girl l who was brought up in India. 
The orphaned Paulette was taken care of by the Burnham family which 

S. AND PRAXIS 
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later proved to be detrimental to her due to the sexual harassment she 
had to face from Mr. Burnham. To escape from this she resolves to join 

the voyage to Mauritius and enters Tbis disguised as an Indian labourer. 
Despite being born a French woman, Paulette has imbibed the Indian 
values and wishes to live her life in an Indian style. She is more 
comfortable in a sari than in a western gown and prefers eating Indian 
flavours. Her identity is fluid and she redesigns it according to her taste 
and challenges the essentialist notions of national identity. The miserable 
plight of the desperate and the poor becomes evident through the stories 
of other women characters like Ratna and Champa who decide to 
indenture themselves due to poverty, Heeru who was abandoned by her 
husband, Munia who had to suffer the atrocities done by an opium factory 
agent, Dokhanee who escapes from the tyranny of mother-in law and 
Sarju, the midwife who was forced into exile due to a mistake done 
during one of the deliveries. 

A hierarchical relationship existed between the British authorities 
and the 'others'. The whites tried to maintain supremacy in the ship 
which is being resisted by the rest. Neel, once the ruler of one of the 
oldest and most noted landlord families of Bengal stoops to the position 
of a criminal. Neel fell victim to the betrayal of Mr. Burnham and was 
punished for forgery. He was subjected to exile to the islands of Mareech. 
He and Ah Fatt, the Chinese convict were treated in the most savage 
manner by the servants of British Empire. But soon Neel realizes that 
this was his destiny and the journey in the ship transforms him. He was 
told that: 

When you step on that ship, to go across the Black Water, you 
and your fellow transportees will become a brotherhood of your 
own: you will be your own village, your own family, your own 
caste. That is why it is the custom here for such men as you to 
live apart, in their own cells, separate from the rest. 

Forced migration like the migration of the indentured labourers and 
convicts is quite different from voluntary migration as the sense of exile 
and loss is more intense here. The voluntary transnational migration 
iggered by globalization prevalent in the contemporary era is less 
raumatic as people keep themselves connected due to the development 
of communication technology. However, forced migrations and human 
ratfhcking exist even today. Instances revealed through social media, 
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newspapers and films disclose the disheartening realities of migration which deny human rights. The abolitionist movemnents and Concerted 
efforts of various activists and organizations are of no avail to reinstate 
human rights. Slavery under the label of human trafficking continues 
even today. It is in this context that Amitav Ghosh's Sea of Poppies 

which gives voice to the dispoSsessed groups become relevant. 

Works Cited 

Ashcroft, Bill, Gareth Griffins, and Helen Tiffin.Key Concepts in Post-Colonial 

Studies. London & New York: Routledge, 1998. Print. 

-The Empire Writes Back. New York: Routledge, 1989. Print. 

*Author Amitav Ghosh honoured with 54th Jnanpith award". Times of India, 14 
Dec. 2018. Web. 24 June 2019. 

Barker, Chris. Cultural Studies Theory and Practice. London: Sage Publications, 

2000. Print. 

Barry, Peter. Beginning Theory: An Introduction to Literary and Cultural 

Theory. New York: Manchester University Press, 2002. Print. 

Bhabha, Homi K. The Location of Culture. New York: Routledge, 2004. Print. 
Ghosh, Amitav. Sea of Poppies. New Delhi: Penguin, 2008. Print. 

Kalra, Virinder S, Raminder Kaur and John Hutnyk.Diaspora and Hybridity. 
London: Sage Publications, 2005. Print. 

Mckay, Sonia. Ed. Refugees, Recent Migrants and Employment: Challengng 
Barriers and Exploring Pathways. New York: Routledge, 2009. Print. 

McLeod, John. Beginning Postcolonialism. New York: Manchester Universiy 
Press, 2000. Print. 

Nayar, Pramod K. Contemporary Literary and Cultural Theory. New Delhi: 

Pearson, 2010. Print. 

Touil, Maroua. "The Endless Process of Becoming and the Transformation of 

Identity in Amitav Ghosh's Sea of Poppies". International Journal of 

Humanities and Cultural Studies. Vol.I, No. 4. .Pp 516-520. Web. 24J 4 June 2019 





Free Hand Highlight



Free Hand Highlight



{ "type": "Document", "isBackSide": false }


{ "type": "Document", "isBackSide": false }


{ "type": "Document", "isBackSide": false }


{ "type": "Document", "isBackSide": false }


{ "type": "Document", "isBackSide": false }


{ "type": "Document", "isBackSide": false }


{ "type": "Document", "isBackSide": false }


{ "type": "Document", "isBackSide": false }


{ "type": "Document", "isBackSide": false }


{ "type": "Document", "isBackSide": false }


{ "type": "Document", "isBackSide": false }


{ "type": "Document", "isBackSide": false }


{ "type": "Document", "isBackSide": false }


{ "type": "Document", "isBackSide": false }


{ "type": "Document", "isBackSide": false }

