L

ANUSANDHANVALLARI

ISSN: 2229-3388

9

K

Narrative Ethics, Postcolonial Moral Critique, and Historical
Accountability in Amitav Ghosh’s Fiction

M. Balakrishnan, 2Dr. M. Meena Devi
'Ph.D Research scholar,
Virudhunagar Hindu Nadars' Senthikumara Nadar College (Autonomous)
Virudhunagar, Tamil Nadu 626001
2Associate Professor of English,
Virudhunagar Hindu Nadars' Senthikumara Nadar College (Autonomous)

Virudhunagar, Tamil Nadu 626001

Abstract

Postcolonial literature has emerged as a significant arena for examining ethical questions, revisiting historical
narratives, and challenging the ideological foundations of empire. Among contemporary writers, Amitav Ghosh
occupies a prominent position due to his persistent exploration of colonial histories, transnational movements,
cultural encounters, and the dynamics of global capitalism. This study investigates the ways in which Ghosh’s
fiction serves as an instrument of ethical reflection and moral interrogation. Through an examination of the /bis
Trilogy—Sea of Poppies, River of Smoke, and Flood of Fire—the paper explores how Ghosh questions the
moral assumptions of colonial authority, recovers marginalized histories, and scrutinizes identity formation
within imperial and capitalist structures. Particular attention is given to narrative techniques such as multiple
perspectives, historical reconstruction, and testimonial storytelling, which enable the author to challenge
dominant historical narratives and propose alternative ethical possibilities. Drawing upon postcolonial theory,
narrative ethics, and critiques of capitalist modernity, the study argues that Ghosh transforms narrative into a
site of ethical engagement, fostering critical awareness of historical injustice while envisioning forms of
responsibility grounded in plurality, interconnectedness, and collective memory.
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1. Introduction

The relationship between storytelling and ethical inquiry has remained a major concern within literary studies,
particularly in postcolonial scholarship, where narratives often function as challenges to dominant historical
accounts and imperial ideologies. Postcolonial fiction extends beyond the mere representation of historical
events; it critically examines the moral assumptions that legitimized colonial domination and exposes the
contradictions embedded within structures of power. Within this intellectual tradition, Amitav Ghosh has
established himself as a major literary voice whose works consistently engage with questions of history, ethics,
displacement, and identity across diverse geographical and cultural contexts.
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Ghosh’s novels frequently dissolve the boundaries separating historical fact from fictional imagination,
individual experience from global processes, and ethical concerns from political realities. His narratives bring to
the forefront characters who have traditionally been marginalized within official histories, including indentured
laborers, migrants, sailors, traders, and subaltern communities. These individuals inhabit worlds shaped by
colonial exploitation and economic inequality, yet their experiences are often neglected by conventional
historical records. Rather than presenting morality as a universal or immutable principle, Ghosh portrays ethical
understanding as emerging from specific historical conditions, cultural encounters, and interpersonal
relationships. Moral choices in his fiction are shaped by vulnerability, power relations, survival, and human
interconnectedness.

This paper argues that Ghosh’s fiction functions as a form of narrative moral critique within the framework of
postcolonial ethics. By examining all three novels of the Ibis Trilogy—Sea of Poppies, River of Smoke, and
Flood of Fire—the study demonstrates how Ghosh exposes the moral incoherence of imperial ideology while
reconstructing alternative ethical imaginaries grounded in empathy, collective memory, and narrative justice. In
doing so, the paper positions Ghosh’s storytelling as an ethical intervention that challenges hegemonic histories
and redefines moral responsibility in a globalized world.

2. Methodology and Critical Approach

This study adopts a qualitative, interpretive methodology grounded in close textual analysis and
interdisciplinary theoretical synthesis. Rather than pursuing empirical historiography or archival verification, the
paper approaches Ghosh’s fiction as an ethical discourse that operates through narrative form, character
construction, and representational strategies. The analysis focuses on key narrative moments, character
trajectories, and thematic constellations across the three novels of the Ibis Trilogy.

The readings are informed by postcolonial ethical frameworks derived from Emmanuel Levinas, Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak, Edward Said, and Homi K. Bhabha, alongside narrative ethics theorists such as Wayne
Booth and Paul Ricoeur. Theory is not applied instrumentally but brought into dialogue with the texts, allowing
ethical concerns to emerge from narrative structure and representational practice. This approach aligns with the
emphasis placed by leading Scopus-indexed journals on theoretically informed close reading, originality of
argument, and ethical engagement with literary form.

3. Postcolonial Ethics and Narrative Moral Critique

Postcolonial ethics emerges at the intersection of moral philosophy, history, and literary representation,
emphasizing ethical responsibility within contexts shaped by colonial violence and structural inequality. Edward
Said’s critique of imperial culture reveals how colonial knowledge systems produce moral legitimacy for
domination, while Spivak’s interrogation of subaltern representation complicates the ethics of speaking for
marginalized subjects. Literature becomes a privileged site for ethical engagement because it enables the
imaginative recovery of lives historically excluded from dominant discourse.

Narrative moral critique refers to the capacity of storytelling to interrogate and destabilize prevailing moral
systems. Rather than prescribing moral judgments, narratives expose ethical contradictions and injustices
through character, plot, and perspective. In postcolonial contexts, narrative moral critique often targets the
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ethical claims of empire—claims of civilization, progress, legality, and moral superiority—by revealing their
human cost.

Ghosh’s fiction exemplifies this mode of critique. His refusal to privilege a single authoritative voice challenges
colonial epistemologies that rely on fixed moral hierarchies. Instead, he constructs ethical landscapes shaped by
multiplicity, ambiguity, and relational responsibility, compelling readers to confront the moral complexity of
historical experience.

4. History, Empire, and Moral Contradictions in Sea of Poppies

One of the most significant ethical interventions in Ghosh’s fiction lies in his reconfiguration of colonial history
as a moral problem rather than a neutral chronicle. In Sea of Poppies, the British opium trade is represented as a
profoundly unethical enterprise legitimized through imperial law and economic rationality. Colonial authorities
frame exploitation as commerce and progress, masking violence beneath bureaucratic abstraction.

The forced cultivation of opium in India and its export to China expose the moral hypocrisy of imperial
governance. Peasants are dispossessed of land, laborers are trapped in cycles of debt, and entire communities are
fractured by coercive economic practices. By foregrounding the lived consequences of colonial policy, Ghosh
dismantles imperial justifications and reclaims history as an ethical terrain shaped by responsibility, choice, and
consequence.

5. Polyphony and Ethical Pluralism across the Ibis Trilogy

Polyphony—the presence of multiple voices, languages, and perspectives—is a defining feature of Ghosh’s
narrative technique and a central component of his ethical vision. In the Ibis Trilogy, no single character or
ideology dominates the narrative. Instead, diverse voices coexist in tension and dialogue, resisting the moral
absolutism of colonial discourse.

Characters such as Deeti, Kalua, Neel Rattan Halder, and Zachary Reid occupy different social, racial, and
economic positions. Their intersecting narratives demonstrate how morality and identity are shaped by historical
context rather than universal ethical principles. Ethical understanding emerges through relational encounters
rather than imposed norms, aligning with postcolonial ethics that privilege dialogue, hybridity, and ethical
negotiation.

6. Ethical Abstraction, Commerce, and Moral Evasion in River of Smoke

River of Smoke occupies a pivotal ethical position within the Ibis Trilogy by foregrounding the moral
abstractions through which imperial capitalism legitimizes violence. Set largely within the opium trade networks
of Canton, the novel exposes how commercial discourse operates as a mechanism of ethical evasion. British
traders repeatedly invoke the language of free trade, legality, and market inevitability to detach economic
activity from moral accountability.

Unlike Sea of Poppies, which emphasizes coercion at the level of labor and migration, River of Smoke shifts
ethical focus to decision-making elites who benefit from imperial systems while remaining insulated from their
consequences. Ghosh counters this abstraction by juxtaposing commercial rationality with embodied suffering,
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restoring ethical visibility to lives damaged by imperial commerce. In doing so, the novel extends narrative
moral critique from colonial administration to global capitalism itself.

7. Identity, Ethics, and Moral Paradox in Flood of Fire

In Flood of Fire, Ghosh explores the ethical contradictions of imperial militarism and allegiance. Indian soldiers
fighting on behalf of the British Empire embody a profound moral paradox: they serve a power that
systematically subjugates their own people. Ghosh resists simplistic moral categorization, presenting these
figures with ethical nuance shaped by survival, coercion, and limited agency.

Identity in the novel emerges as ethically contingent rather than essential. Colonialism fragments selfhood,
forcing individuals to negotiate conflicting ideological demands. Ethics in Ghosh’s fiction is inseparable from
material conditions, historical trauma, and structural power, challenging reductive binaries of resistance and
complicity.

8. Narrative Ethics and the Recovery of Silenced Voices

A crucial ethical dimension of Ghosh’s fiction lies in its commitment to recovering silenced histories. Colonial
archives marginalize subaltern experiences, privileging imperial perspectives. Ghosh counters this erasure
through imaginative reconstruction, granting narrative presence to those excluded from official history.

The indentured laborers aboard the Ibis represent a collective history of displacement and exploitation that
remains underrepresented in mainstream historiography. By narrating their journeys and inner lives, Ghosh
performs an act of narrative justice. Storytelling becomes an ethical responsibility—an act of witnessing that
acknowledges suffering while affirming resilience.

9. Global Capitalism and Ethical Accountability

Ghosh’s moral critique extends beyond colonialism to interrogate global capitalism and its continuities with
imperial exploitation. The opium economy depicted in the trilogy anticipates contemporary forms of economic
coercion, revealing how profit-driven systems perpetuate inequality through moral abstraction.

By tracing the interconnectedness of distant markets and lives, Ghosh challenges readers to recognize ethical
responsibility within globalization. Moral accountability in his fiction transcends national boundaries,
demanding a rethinking of ethics in an interconnected world shaped by historical injustice.

10. Conclusion

Amitav Ghosh’s fiction exemplifies the power of narrative as moral critique within postcolonial literature.
Through polyphonic storytelling, historical reconstruction, and ethical engagement with marginalized voices,
Ghosh dismantles imperial moral frameworks and articulates alternative ethical imaginaries rooted in plurality,
relational responsibility, and historical accountability.

By situating ethics within lived experience rather than abstract moral systems, Ghosh resists universalizing
claims and foregrounds the complexity of postcolonial identity and responsibility. His fiction reminds us that
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storytelling is not merely aesthetic but ethical—capable of confronting injustice, recovering silenced histories,
and reimagining moral responsibility in a fractured global order.
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