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1. Introduction 

A lot of Indian writers have been inspired by the partition of India in 1947, and this is 

also the case when it comes to Amitav Ghosh and his novel The Shadow Lines.1 One of 

the main themes in the novel is borders and the creation of them; especially when they 

get crossed and how this affects the characters’ sense of self, home and belonging. The 

novel raises a fundamental question: do the borders create freedom or are the 

movements of the characters limited? 

By looking at the partition of India, it is relevant to examine how the borders are 

portrayed in The Shadow Lines? Both the real and the imagined borders are significant 

when discussing this aspect of the novel. It is also noteworthy to point out how they 

interrelate on both the micro- and the macro-levels within the novel’s space. 

When it comes to crossing the borders, it will be relevant to use Michel de Certeau’s 

ideas of mapping contra touring. The aspect of movement is essential and especially in 

terms of looking at the means of transportation which sets off the character on his or her 

journey. Can imagination be seen as a means of transportation when crossing the 

borders in question? In order to broaden the perspective of the movement across the 

borders, a comparison with Through the Looking-Glass by Lewis Carroll2 will be 

beneficial – in what way does the narrator’s journey compare with Alice’s journey into 

the looking-glass house? In this discussion, it is relevant to look at Michel Foucault and 

his theories on heterotopias and mirrors. What is the significance of the mirror in this 

crossing? In what way does the novel represent the crossing of an imaginary border 

between the real and the reflected real, or imagined?  

In continuation of this discussion, it is crucial to examine the consequences of these 

movements. The two main areas influenced by the movements are the characters’ sense 

of home and belonging, as well as sense of self. How do the characters in the novel 

relate to the concept of ‘home’? In what way do they construct their sense of belonging 

in a world which is full of imagined borders and unreal places? The character’s 

relationship with both home and belonging has an impact on the sense of self, which is 

constructed when moving across borders. How is the construction of a self portrayed in 

The Shadow Lines when looking at the narrator in particular? 

                                                 
1 Ghosh, Amitav. The Shadow Lines. Bloomsbury Publishing Ltd, London (1988) 
2 Carroll, Lewis. 'Through the Looking-Glass'. Alice in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass. 

Vintage (2007): 161-327 
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2. Introducing Borders in The Shadow Lines 

The title refers to lines which are seen everywhere in the novel. They are represented by 

visible as well as invisible lines, and both are equally valid to the analysis of what the 

lines represent in relation to the characters within the story. The visible and invisible 

lines can be seen as real and imagined respectively; this will be of relevance later. 

The novel is inspired by the partition of India where riots troubled the nation, and 

disrupted peace. The newly constructed state, Pakistan, was divided into West Pakistan 

and East Pakistan with a vast amount of Indian space in-between.3 This very unnatural 

division and creation of borders brought along an uprooting of millions of people from 

their homes. The positive attributes of borders such as creating a comfort zone, safety or 

protection were negated as it forced people to relate to themselves and their 

surroundings in new ways: “The state tried to sever communities which transcended 

these neat imagined lines of citizenship.”4 The word ‘sever’ underlines the violence 

involved in the partition. The created borders brought along a feeling of fictive and 

unreal nations, and people often saw themselves disconnected to both Pakistan and 

India, thus living in a grey area of the disputes, in an ‘elsewhere’. This causes people to 

feel like they are in the wrong country5, and it has a serious impact on an individual’s 

sense of national identity, which will be touched upon in terms of the characters’ sense 

of home and belonging. 

The partition of India is placed within the novel’s sphere by geographically placing 

the story where the partition took place. Another method used by Amitav Ghosh is 

personalising the partition. This is shown by having the novel focus on both personal 

and communal memory, and on what a declaration does to both the individual and the 

collective. The national and communal perspective is translated into a personal 

discourse in the novel. On the macro-level, the novel is concerned with the existence of 

nation states as the grandmother wonders if she will be able to see the border between 

India and East Pakistan from the aeroplane.6 On the more central level, the micro-level, 

the grandmother’s stories about her childhood home are significant as the home is 

separated by a ‘partition’ wall: “Soon things came to such a pass that they decided to 

                                                 
3 Furber, Holden. 'The Unification of India, 1947-1951'. Pacific Affairs 24.4 (1951): 352-71 (map, p. 353) 
4 Khan, Yasmin. 'The Ending of an Empire: From Imagined Communities to Nation States in India and 

Pakistan'. Round Table 97.398 (2008): 695-704 (702) 
5 Khan, Yasmin (696 + 698) 
6 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (148) 
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divide the house with a wooden partition wall: there was no alternative. (…) When the 

actual wall was built, they found that it had ploughed right through a couple of 

doorways so that no one could get through them any more…”7 This partition wall 

divides a family and thereby people who belong together. The same happens on the 

macro-level, where people were forced to accept new borders and divisions of the 

country; borders were created across the land and separated families and neighbours. 

Regarding the aforementioned home, it is relevant to look at how the grandmother and 

her sister perceive the other side of the house – the non-place within the home where the 

uncle and his family’s lives are enveloped in imaginations: “Everything’s upside-down 

over there (…) their books go backwards and end at the beginning, they sleep under 

their beds and eat on their sheets…”8 It can easily be compared with the looking-glass 

house in which Alice enters through a mirror in Through the Looking-glass by Lewis 

Carroll.9 The element of the mirror will be discussed later in terms of crossing borders. 

 

2.1. Real versus Imagined 

Throughout the novel, there are multiple examples of places, which exist in reality, but 

need to be invented or imagined in order to exist properly; this alters people’s 

perceptions of them. This is one of the consequences of creating the abovementioned 

borders that create unnatural divisions. An example of a real place that is imagined can 

be seen when the narrator listens to Tridib’s stories. He envisions the places in his mind, 

and reconstructs them. Because the narrator has never actually been to the places in 

question, imagination is involved in shaping the outlines of the place. The fact that it is 

stories highlights that his knowledge is based on something imagined and not 

necessarily real. The narrator seems to realise this: “I could never persuade her that a 

place does not merely exist, that it has to be invented in one’s imagination: that her 

practical, bustling London was no less invented than mine, neither more or less true, 

only very far apart.”10 This citation illustrates the battle between the real and the 

imagined which exists in the novel; also the narrator’s struggle for the validity of the 

imagined. It also represents the aspect of distance as the two different kinds of London 

                                                 
7 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (121) 
8 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (123) 
9 Carroll, Lewis. 'Through the Looking-Glass'. Alice in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass. 

Vintage (2007): 161-327 
10 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (21) 
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are seen as very far apart; distance is a significant element in the novel, both when it 

comes to the real and the imagined lines. The narrator draws circles on a map to 

understand the meanings of distance; as these circles cross borders, the narrator realises 

that: “They had drawn their borders, believing in that pattern, in the enchantment of 

lines, hoping perhaps that once they had etched their borders upon the map, the two bits 

of land would sail away from each other.”11 However, this separation does not occur, 

and the narrator explains it as being the irony of the lines or borders; namely, the lines 

creates closeness instead of separation: “…so closely that I, in Calcutta, had only to 

look into the mirror to be in Dhaka.”12 The recurrent element of the mirror is 

particularly noteworthy. 

Another imagined place is the border between India and East Pakistan, and how it is 

represented in the mind of the grandmother. The border is indeed a place in reality, but 

the place in her mind is absolutely different from the real place: “…surely there’s 

something – trenches perhaps, or soldiers, or guns pointing at each other, or even just 

barren strips of land. Don’t they call it no-man’s land?”13 This border needs to be 

imagined to exist; without imagination, the border is merely an empty place.  

At this point, Michel Foucault’s concepts of utopias and heterotopias are significant; 

and when it comes to dividing the real and the imagined shown in the novel, it is 

necessary to look at his definitions: “Utopias are sites with no real places. (…) They 

represent society itself in a perfected form, or else society turned upside down, but in 

any case these utopias are fundamentally unreal spaces.”14 As a contrast, Foucault 

defines heterotopias as places that are absolutely different from all the sites that they 

reflect; such as the border between India and East Pakistan, which is mentioned above. 

They are real places that exist and “a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which the real 

sites are simultaneously represented, contested and inverted.”15 The novel is filled with 

sites that are enacted by stories and imaginations – sites that come alive by telling a 

story. 

 

                                                 
11 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (228) 
12 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (228) 
13 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (148) 
14 Foucault, Michel. 'Of Other Spaces'. The Visual Culture Reader – Second Edition. Edited by Nicholas 

Mirzoeff. Routledge (2002): 229-36 (231) 
15 Foucault, Michel (231) 
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3. Crossing Borders 

In this section, it will be the unreal or imagined borders that will be of predominant 

importance; crossing the geographical borders will be of importance when dealing with 

the consequences. 

Michel de Certeau’s theories on spatial stories are significant when he claims that 

“every story is a travel story”16 and this correlates with the novel as Tridib’s stories 

serve as the narrator’s instigator when it comes to travelling. The travels of the mind are 

often compared with the physical movement: “…Tridib had given me worlds to travel 

in and he had given me eyes to see them with; she, who had been travelling around the 

world since she was a child, could never understand…”17 This also highlights the 

experience of having been everywhere, but having been nowhere. He remains in 

Calcutta, but travels all over the world in his mind through Tridib’s stories. Conversely, 

Ila has actually been everywhere, but she has not been anywhere as every place is the 

same to her. This connects with de Certeau when he states that “narrated adventures 

(…) make the journey before or during the time the feet perform it.”18 The narrator has 

walked the streets of London before actually going there physically. 

Michel de Certeau also refers to the relationship between place and space: “…space 

is practiced place.”19 In this context, he mentions stories as an element which is able to 

transform a place into space; thus diasporic writers can transform India from an empty 

place to a practiced one – space – by writing about it and using their imagination. This 

connects with what Amitav Ghosh himself says: “…the links between India and her 

diaspora are lived within the imagination. (…) It is because this relationship is so much 

a relationship of the imagination that the specialists of the imagination – writers – play 

so important a part within it.”20 The writers being storytellers is what makes the 

comparison between these writers and Tridib or the narrator well-founded. 

Another important distinction made by de Certeau is between mapping and touring 

where mapping is compared with seeing and touring with going.21 But in relation to the 

novel, it is also possible to look at mapping as simply storytelling. This correlates with 

                                                 
16 de Certeau, Michel. 'IX. Spatial Stories'. The Practice of Everyday Life. Los Angeles: U of California P 

(1988): 115-30 (115) 
17 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (20) 
18 de Certeau, Michel (116) 
19 de Certeau, Michel (117) 
20 Ghosh, Amitav. 'The Diaspora in Indian Culture'. Public Culture 2 (1989):73-78 (76) 
21 de Certeau, Michel (119) 
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what May says to Tridib: “All you’re good for is words. Can’t you ever do anything?”22 

This demonstrates the conflict between words and action. It is also an example of Tridib 

never touring in any of his stories, all he does is map, or tell, them. The narrator tours 

Tridib’s stories, but he does not seem to tour his own story, as he never deals with the 

present, but always the past. In this analysis, borders are not crossed when one merely 

maps, or uses words; touring is necessary. However, it is important to emphasise that 

acting also involves imagining, and not merely moving physically. The narrator moves 

across a border as he imagines himself to be a part of the stories; and a more apparent 

border is crossed when he experiences the place of his mind in reality. Thus, the 

narrator’s imagination serves as the means of transportation in the aspect of touring. 

Michel de Certeau also makes a point of stories marking out boundaries23 and in 

relation to this he comments on the element of the frontier as both creating 

communication and separation: “In the story, the frontier functions as a third element. It 

is an “in-between” – a “space between.”24 This also occurs in the novel as the borders 

are seen creating both distance and intimacy. This in-between is also described by 

Foucault as the mirror, which will be discussed in the section below. 

The main storytellers in the novel are Tridib, the narrator and also the grandmother 

who tells stories about her childhood. The personalised partition is not only shown 

through the grandmother’s past, but also by having the novel divided into two parts; 

“Going Away” and “Coming Home”.25 There seems to be a partition wall between these 

two, and they highlight ways of crossing the borders; either by crossing the lines on the 

way ‘back’ or on the way ‘there’. The novel also deals with the difference between 

coming and going, and mentions an absent: “Every language assumes a centrality, a 

fixed and settled point to go away from and come back to, and what my grandmother 

was looking for was a word for a journey which was not a coming or a going at all…”26 

What is missing is something in-between, a word that describes the search itself; this in-

between resembles what de Certeau’s third frontier and Foucault’s mirror represents. 

 

 

                                                 
22 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (170) 
23 de Certeau, Michel (122) 
24 de Certeau, Michel (127) 
25 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines: “Going Away” (3-110) and “Coming Home” (113-246) 
26 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (150) 
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3.1 Stepping through the Looking-glass 

In terms of crossing borders, the most prominent one involves the movement through 

the looking-glass. A significant aspect of this movement is what Foucault mentions as 

being in-between utopias and heterotopias: “…a joint experience, which would be the 

mirror. The mirror is, after all, utopia, since it is a placeless place. In the mirror, (…) I 

am over there, there where I am not, a sort of shadow that my own visibility to myself, 

that enables me to myself there where I am absent…”27 This placeless place is 

identifiable with the third frontier described by de Certeau. The following citation 

describes the narrator’s involvement in Tridib’s stories as the stories acquire a mirror-

quality. The narrator sees himself in the stories and they seem to create a utopia in 

which he sees himself in a place where he is absent: “In the end, since I had nothing to 

go on, I had decided that he had looked like me.”28 However, the absence is broken 

when he crosses the border between the imagination and the reality by actually visiting 

Tridib’s London. 

An aspect of importance is how the narrator transports himself through the looking-

glass. One way of exemplifying this is to bring Through the Looking-glass by Lewis 

Carroll29 into the discussion and look at how Alice is transported into the looking-glass 

house. According to Michel de Certeau’s theory of every story being a travel story, both 

of these stories have commonalities which make them travel stories. Alice not only 

travels into the looking-glass house, she also makes the journey into self-awareness on 

her way to adulthood – in much the same way as the narrator in The Shadow Lines is 

making his way to a more self-aware state of mind. 

When comparing the travels of both the narrator in The Shadow Lines and Alice in 

Through the Looking-glass, it becomes obvious that they have one central characteristic 

in common; namely their fascination with the imagination. Alice is portrayed as a girl 

whose favourite pass time is to play games: “I wish I could tell you half the things Alice 

used to say, beginning with her favourite phrase ‘Let’s pretend’.”30 The same kind of 

pretending is seen with the narrator where he pretends to see himself in Tridib’s stories. 

The journey from reality to a world of imagination occurs when the child utters the 

                                                 
27 Foucault, Michel (231-2) 
28 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (3) 
29 Carroll, Lewis. 'Through the Looking-Glass'. Alice in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass. 

Vintage (2007): 161-327 
30 Carroll, 'Through the Looking-Glass' (170) 
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words: let’s pretend; and the narrator was around Alice’s age when he started travelling 

in Tridib’s stories. Thus, the imagination enables the movement through the looking-

glass and becomes the means of transportation – as Alice says: “Let’s pretend the glass 

has got all soft like gauze, so that we can get through.”31 The same is imagined by the 

narrator in The Shadow Lines and this enables the narrator to gain access to the land of 

looking-glass events.32 The looking-glass house presented in Through the Looking-glass 

is also reflected in The Shadow Lines; first, the grandmother’s childhood home, where 

the uncle’s side is described to be backwards. Secondly, it is also represented through 

an imagined London; when Ila and the narrator are children, they show Tridib their 

place of pretend; being in London without physically moving from India: “… I begin to 

explain that we’re playing Houses, that we’re not in Raibajar, but in London…”33 

This corresponds with Foucault’s image of the boat as being the means of 

transportation, carrying not only people and goods, but also thoughts and dreams: 

“…the boat is a floating piece of space, a place without a place (…) the great instrument 

of economic development… but has been simultaneously the greatest reserve of the 

imagination. The ship is the heterotopia par excellence. In civilizations without boats, 

dreams dry up…” 34 There is no difference between the different journeys; and this is 

exemplified in the novel as the narrator places an equal amount of importance on his 

imagined London contra Ila’s London.35 

But the mirror is seen several times throughout the novel and to discuss some of 

these episodes, it is important to look at what the mirror represents; this also has a 

bearing on the discussion regarding the impact on the characters’ construction of 

identities. Mirrors, or looking-glasses, connote doubleness, both real and unreal and the 

image reflected is interpreted differently depending on who looks at it. The reflection 

can be compared to an echo, and like in audio, echoes always change slightly from the 

original, something is altered and the reflection can also be associated with something 

ghostly or shadowy. This shadow refers to the shadow lines of the novel’s title and also 

the narrator’s sense of self, which will be discussed later. 

 

                                                 
31 Carroll, 'Through the looking-Glass' (173) 
32 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (219) 
33 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (178) 
34 Foucault, Michel (236) 
35 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (21) 
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4. Consequences of the Crossings 

The crossing of borders which are discussed above have some crucial impacts on the 

characters, which affect their sense of home, belonging and, most importantly, their 

sense of self and how they construct their identity.  

One of the consequences that affect both sense of self and belonging is 

displacement, and the main crossing which causes this displacement could be seen as 

time travelling. By crossing the borders between the reality and the imagination, as the 

narrator travels in Tridib’s stories, he also crosses into alternative and past times that are 

separate to his present. The only time in which the narrator seems to place himself in his 

own present is after hearing the unspeakable words come from May about Tridib’s 

death; his focus turns to smaller things in his present: “That was that; that’s all there is 

to tell. We cleared away the dinner-plates then, I remember (…) I had made a mess 

around my plate as I often did and it took me a while to clean it up.”36 Other than being 

a citation which proves the narrator’s return to a present, or a story of his own; it could 

also be an illustration of the narrator still being unable to deal with the death of Tridib, 

and thus, he resumes talking about the small things.37 About Tridib’s death, the narrator 

claims that there are no words big enough – it almost seems that the words, and stories, 

die with the storyteller.  

Looking back at Michel de Certeau’s point about touring contra mapping, the 

grandmother’s old uncle who lives in Dhaka mentions that “Once you start moving, you 

never stop.”38 The uncle means that he has no interest in moving himself from the 

childhood home; he would much rather stay put and prevent a possible perpetual 

movement. However, the narrator seems to stop, or at least slow down, as the big words 

finally liberate him from the migrant status of jumping from story to story that never 

truly belong to himself. 

In terms of home and belonging, Salman Rushdie makes some valid points in his 

essay “Imaginary Homelands”39 where he comments on aspects concerning both the 

past and the individual being in-between cultures. When it comes to the characters’ 

                                                 
36 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (245) 
37 In a way, he can be seen as ’the god of small things’ (reference to Arundhati Roy’s novel The God of 

Small Things). 
38 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (211) 
39 Rushdie, Salman. 'Imaginary Homelands'. Imaginary Homelands. Granta Books, Penguin Books Ltd. 

(1992): 9-21 
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sense of self, it is important to revisit Foucault’s theories on the mirror and, in addition, 

Jacques Lacan’s “The Mirror Stage”,40 which will help develop the notion of the 

mirror’s impact on the development of the characters. 

 

4.1 The Construction of Home and Belonging 

The partition and creation of borders have an immense impact on the characters’ sense 

of home and belonging. As mentioned earlier, a central consequence is people 

questioning their national identity as they are left with a feeling of being in the wrong 

country.41 This highlights that belonging is constructed and imagined as the novel 

portrays. 

The constructed belonging is represented mainly through the grandmother who feels 

the burden of questioning her nationality on several occasions. An example of this 

occurs when she is troubled by the crossing of the border between India and East 

Pakistan: “…it had suddenly occurred to her then that she would have to fill in ‘Dhaka’ 

as her place of birth (…) – and at that moment she had not been able quite to understand 

how her place of birth had come to be so messily at odds with her nationality.”42 She is 

caught between the borders as she identifies with India as home, but her birth place, 

Dhaka, is no longer India anymore. Thus, she has a feeling of being in the wrong place; 

as perceptions of space has changed along with the newly formed borders.  

This leads to a discussion of why the grandmother returns to Dhaka in the first 

place; to bring her uncle back home. As the narrator points out about her mission: “… 

rescuing her uncle from his enemies and bringing him back where he belonged, to her 

invented country.”43 This citation is telling as it draws attention to the fact that her India 

is an invented India. Also, her desire to bring her uncle back signifies that something is 

imagined as the uncle has never been to her India – his home is in Dhaka where she also 

grew up. The invented India connects well with Salman Rushdie’s notion of creating 

fiction when reclaiming the lost past: “…our physical alienation from India almost 

inevitably means that we will not be capable of reclaiming precisely the thing that was 

lost; that we will, in short, create fictions, not actual cities or villages, but invisible ones, 

                                                 
40 Lacan, Jacques. 'The Mirror Stage'. Contemporary Film Theory. Edited and Introduced by Antony 

Easthope. Longman Publishing, New York (1993): 33-39 
41 Khan, Yasmin (698) 
42 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (149) 
43 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (134 – my emphasis)  
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imaginary homelands, Indias of the mind.”44 This India of the mind is what we see in 

the grandmother’s mind; it is a home of the mind, but not a real place; thus it can be 

seen as one of Foucault’s heterotopias. It highlights the grandmother as a storyteller in 

the novel; not just because she tells stories of her childhood – but mainly because she 

creates fictional places. This also makes a case for the concept of home being double. 

There seems to be both a home of the past (Dhaka) and a home of the present (India, 

invented or not). 

The aspect of belonging to a predominantly imagined place leads to a discussion of 

how freedom fits into this state of mind. The controversy between the grandmother and 

Ila is indicative of this when it comes to nationality and belonging: “Ila has no right to 

live there, she said hoarsely. She doesn’t belong there.”45 Again, the grandmother does 

not seem to understand that belonging is not necessarily tied with her invented 

conventions. The connection with freedom comes into the picture when Ila tells the 

narrator why she lives in England: “Do you see now why I’ve chosen to live in London? 

Do you see? It’s only because I want to be free. (…) Free of your bloody culture and 

free of all of you.”46 It is no longer a matter of belonging; it is also a matter of choice, 

the choice to be free of belonging to anywhere – free of culture and also free of the past. 

Rushdie mentions that conquering English is a part of completing the process of making 

oneself free.47 Even though he talks about language, it also seems to be of significance 

when it comes to the cultural aspect. Ila is conquering the English culture in order to 

gain freedom from her origin. It is her escapism at the same level as the narrator escapes 

through Tridib’s stories. A significant detail is that it could just as well have been any 

other culture, the English culture is a non-place to Ila; as much a non-place as the 

grandmother’s invented India. This invented non-place is described in a letter from 

Tridib to May: “He wanted them to meet far from their friends and relatives – in a place 

without a past, without history, free, really free, two people coming together with the 

utter freedom of strangers.”48 The non-places provide the characters with freedom, but 

also restriction as it becomes challenging to cross the imagined and unstable lines. 

 

                                                 
44 Rushdie, Salman (10) 
45 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (76) 
46 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (87) 
47 Rushdie, Salman (17) 
48 Ghosh, The Shadow Lines (141) 



Majbritt H. Sørensen / 20041067                              Beyond Belief: Literature & Fundamentalism / A2008 

 

 12 

4.2 The Construction of a Self 

The crossings of borders do not only have consequences for the characters’ sense of 

home and belonging – it also has a severe impact on the actual constructions of selves. 

Michel Foucault’s mirror has been introduced as an in-between and as the section above 

has shown, the characters in the novel are often found in places that can be seen as in-

betweens. Rushdie also mentions a mirror which is similar to Foucault’s; however, there 

is a difference which is essential when it comes to the construction of a self: “It may be 

that when the Indian writer who writes from outside India tries to reflect that world, he 

is obliged to deal in broken mirrors, some of whose fragments have been irretrievably 

lost.”49 The Indian writer outside India experiences the same dilemma as the narrator 

who is mostly placed outside the centre of his personal narrative.  

Rushdie also mentions the paradox of this mirror: “The broken mirror may actually 

be as valuable as the one which is supposedly unflawed.”50 This citation makes a valid 

point in that fragmented reflections and recollections can be just as essential as whole 

ones. In the novel, fragmented reflections are evident due to the imagined and invented 

places of people’s recollections and stories. These imagined homes also create a feeling 

within the characters that they “straddle two cultures”, thus making their identities both 

plural and partial.51 The fragments of the broken mirror create these fragmentations in 

the construction of a self. This can be compared to someone catching their own 

reflection in a broken mirror and getting a distorted echo of their own image, and self. 

The impact of this fragmentation can be comprehended by looking at the mirror’s 

importance in recognising oneself and creating a self on the basis of this reflection. In 

this discussion, Jacques Lacan’s “The Mirror Stage”52 is significant as it deals with this 

process of comprehension of one’s self. Lacan talks about the period in which the infant 

starts recognising the image in the mirror as its own.53 When it comes to the 

fragmentations, Lacan points out: “The mirror stage is a drama whose internal thrust is 

precipitated from insufficiency to anticipation – and which manufactures for the subject, 

caught up in the lure of spatial identification, the succession of phantasies that extends 

                                                 
49 Rushdie, Salman (11) 
50 Rushdie, Salman (11) 
51 Rushdie, Salman (15) 
52 Lacan, Jacques. 'The Mirror Stage'. Contemporary Film Theory. Edited and Introduced by Antony 

Easthope. Longman Publishing, New York (1993): 33-39 
53 Lacan, Jacques (33) 
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from a fragmented body-image to a form of its totality…”54 This can be assigned to the 

narrator in The Shadow Lines as there are several instances where the recognition of the 

image as oneself is somewhat thwarted as the narrator never fully forms his totality – 

thus making his sense of self both plural and partial as Rushdie points out. He is a part 

of everyone else’s story, and not his own; this could be seen as him never fully 

appearing in his own reflection. According to Tridib: “Everyone lives in a story (…) it 

was a question of which one you choose…”55 and the narrator does not seem to choose 

his own story, or reflection, as he seems to be merely a shadow in these.  

The narrator as a ghostly presence in his own stories is exemplified a number of 

times. One of the examples is when the narrator meets Nick Price in real life: “… he did 

not know of the part he had played in my life, standing beside me in the mirrors of my 

boyhood: I knew he would not have understood.”56 This citation both portrays the 

narrator as Nick Price’s shadow and the fact that mirrors and stories can be seen as the 

form of non-place, or heterotopia. The narrator seems to step through the looking-glass 

when he meets his counterpart in Nick Price; and what he experiences is not his exact 

double, an exact image of himself. The preceding citation also highlights the two 

different cultures as it makes a point of how Nick would not understand. This cultural 

gap also seems to return to Rushdie’s idea of straddling two cultures. It also draws 

attention to the narrator’s understating of his own importance and identity, compared to 

Nick, the narrator’s presence is weaker and less worth. Also, the names underline this 

difference as the narrator remains nameless and Nick’s surname is Price. 

Going back to the image of the narrator as a ghost: “… for that is all that a ghost is, 

a presence displaced in time.”57 Thus, he finds himself in stories that are placed in a 

separate time from where he actually is physically – even when visiting London where 

he should be travelling inside one of Tridib’s stories; he finds that things are different 

than the London of his mind. This also fits with what Lacan says: “… the mirror image 

would seem to be the threshold of the visible world, if we go by the mirror disposition 

that the imago of one’s own body presents in hallucinations or dreams…”58 The 

hallucinations is the narrator’s imagined realities. Another case in point is one which 
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has been touched upon earlier, namely that of Ila living in reality and the narrator living 

in the stories. The narrator does not seem to have a place in reality and he has no clear 

definitions of his own self; in this aspect, it is important to understand that defining 

something, or even oneself, is to create borders and the narrator is much more 

changeable and almost liquid in the sense that he can change his reflection in the 

mirrors or stories to look like other people; a chameleon living behind imagined 

borders. Also, the citation about the narrator being a ghost focuses on him being 

displaced in time and this connects with time-travelling. The non-place of the imagined 

border is the same as the non-place of a reflection in the mirror. 

 

5. Conclusion 

It is important to point out that all the borders mentioned above create a map which the 

characters continually try to cross or outline by defining themselves against these 

borders. As a result, the characters face crucial challenges when the borders prove to be 

imagined and, therefore, often unstable. 

When introducing the borders in The Shadow Lines, one of the main distinctions is 

the one between real and imagined borders. Primarily, this is due to the tension which it 

creates and furthermore the impact it has on the characters and their personal memory, 

or story. The battle is exemplified by having places imagined or invented to even exist. 

A connection is made between this battle, and the conflict which exists within the self: 

“…it is the special quality of loneliness that grows out of the fear of the war between 

oneself and one’s image in the mirror.”59 All in all, the war which the narrator mentions 

resembles the aforementioned battle between the real and the imagined. Both are seen 

all the way through the novel.  

The crossings of the real and the imagined borders are of great relevance as it deals 

with how the characters relate to the borders and how they represent both limitations 

and liberations to the movements which the characters experience. On the whole, 

Michel de Certeau’s theories are of great importance when it comes to these movements 

and especially his definitions of mapping and touring. Outlining, or mapping, the 

borders or one’s own story is not enough to make the crossing; in conclusion, touring is 

a necessity to cross a border and thereby alter one’s experience of the world – either by 
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use of the imagination or physically generating a crossing. As the narrator steps through 

the looking-glass, it becomes obvious that imagination is the main operator of 

transportation; taken as a whole, the comparison with Lewis Carroll’s Through the 

Looking-Glass only emphasises this assumption. Yet again, imagination is seen as the 

catalyst of transportation – both the narrator and Alice are seen to be affected by the 

travels within the mirror world.  

In terms of crossing, when all things are considered, it is significant to notice the 

story as a mechanism that turns the frontier, or border, into a crossing: “What the map 

cuts up, the story cuts across.”60 This is exemplified in the novel by having the 

storytellers of the novel cross the borders which are drawn out for them; on both macro- 

and micro-level. The various lines are drawn on the map as a consequence of the 

partition of India, but the same kinds of lines are also seen in e.g. the grandmother’s 

childhood home. Overall, the novel seems to highlight the imagined quality in the lines; 

thus emphasising the fact that the borders are nothing more than shadows. 

The consequences of crossing these borders bring along a sense of displacement 

within the characters. This creates a constructed belonging and changes the perception 

of space; the spatial changes produce doubleness in the characters’ view of home and 

place of belonging. The home of the mind is created and becomes a non-place where 

one can be freed from culture or past. This non-place is represented many times 

throughout the novel, and can be seen in both mirror reflections and imagined borders. 

The non-places of the novel comes to life when the narrator is placed outside his own 

narrative, thus making him a shadow in other characters’ stories, or a ghost which is 

described as a being who is displaced in time. Again, displacement is of significance. 

As a result of all these displacements and imagined borders, the characters are left 

with fragmented reflections in the mirrors which symbolise both stories and the 

shadowy quality which surrounds the narrator. In conclusion, the narrator’s mirror 

image is reflected back to him through the shadow lines, but it is too fragmented for him 

to find a home in his own narrative; thus he remains indefinable. 
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