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Flexible Time, Flexible Boundaries:

The Necessity of Confronting the Past 

Strange and yet familiar, at times painful and, at other times, heart-wrenchingly beautiful, the past is a sea of memories, both real and unreal. Our personal histories seethe with heartbreak, triumph, and the moments in between, ebbing and flowing against the shores of our lives; so, too, do the histories of nations, the histories of a people. In both cases, the personal and the political, the water is a troubled one, a sea of shadows. There are scenes we choose to remember, and these are buoyed on the waves: victory, love, achievement -- the shining and venerated vessels of life; but there are also scenes we choose to forget, the shadow scenes of pain, violence, and failure. These, bundled up and weighted down, tossed into the deep, sink slowly beneath the waves. Events and faces float in a strange stew of remembering and forgetting, but though we relinquish some memories to the depths, they are never really gone. 
The Shadow Lines, by Amitav Ghosh, stresses the importance of remembering the past. As Tridib explores the connections between past and present and questions rigid boundaries, man must make connections and question boundaries, pushing past the silences that hold him back. It is this process, Tridib’s way of seeing, that will allow the people of the subcontinent to confront the demons of their historical and personal pasts and wrench themselves free of the grip of communal violence.
 Ghosh suggests that men and nations must confront the past, remember the past, and connect the past to the present in order to avoid repeating it.

The idea that man should not avoid the hard truths of the past flows throughout the novel. At first, the narrator simply tries to understand the silence surrounding the past. For example, looking back on the time of Tridib’s death, the narrator questions the silence that surrounds the phenomena of communal violence, saying, “If they [newspapermen, his father] knew, why couldn’t they speak of it?” (227). Of the silence surrounding these issues, he writes, “for these other things we can only use words of description when they happen and then fall silent, for to look for words of any other kind would be to give them meaning, and that is a risk we cannot take any more than we can afford to listen to madness” (228). The narrator’s explanation for why the silence prevails is two-fold. First, there is a fundamental loss of words that accompanies human violence-- it is an “unnamable” thing and man “[does] not have the words to give it meaning” (227); Second, people fear that to break the silence is to give the violence power. 
These are powerful reasons; however, throughout the novel, he makes clear that man cannot settle for only describing violence and then moving on. If he continues acting as though communal violence is only a chance occurrence or a blip on the radar, he will never be able to defeat its roots. Instead, people must face violence head on. 

As the novel progresses, Ghosh shows that in order to question and defeat violence, man cannot settle for these silences: People must find a voice and a way to remember, as Tridib does. Remembering is the key to understanding the impact of the past on the present, and this is the key to avoiding the repetition of past mistakes. In his role as a storyteller, Tridib tells about his experiences during World War II, remembering and thus giving the past its’ due. Tridib is a man whose eyes are open to the complexities of time. He senses the impact of the past on the present, and his spirit is thus able to freely transgress every possible kind of boundary (so much so that he can be thought of as a “man without a country” (186), like his adopted double, the Tristan of Greek myth). When Tridib tells the residents of Gole Park about his trip to Europe, he jumbles up and mixes together past events in a way that leaves people wondering whether he even believes himself; however, the point of this episode is not to call Tridib’s sanity into question. Instead, this narrative choice shows that he is a man for whom time is flexible (11-12). This understanding of the world allows one to collapse time and space and realize that the lines between what came before and what is happening now are only “shadow lines” – they are unclear and changeable. Ghosh also uses the scene when the narrator is in Mrs. Price’s cellar for the second time with Ila to make clear the importance of understanding time and place as flexible entities. In that sequence, the narrator explains the blurring of lines through his consideration of the vicissitudes of memory. He describes the “ghosts” of the past and his sense that stories are overlapping in his mind (181). He also shows that he has internalized the deep, unavoidable connection of past to present (the way Tridib does) when he shouts to Ila: “‘If I were to die tomorrow you would not be free of me. You cannot be free of me because I am within you [...] just as you are within me’” (89). The narrator is able to make this realization because Tridib cultivated in him a deeply felt connection to the time and landscape of the Second World War. Throughout the novel, the narrator ties Tridib’s memories of the events of September, 1940 to the events of the present; he writes: “Tridib had given me worlds to travel in and he had given me eyes to see them with” (20). Ultimately, this kind of remembering, a remembering that acknowledges the impact of the past on the future, is what man needs in order to forge a better future and avoid the mistakes of the past.

Tridib’s legacy, then, is that his willingness to confront the past led to an understanding on the narrator’s part of deeply meaningful and far-reaching connections through time and space. This is important because the ability to see boundaries for what they are, mere shadows, will allow man to overcome the horrors of the past. Tridib could transcend the petty politics of nationalism and the delineations between “us” and “them”, both throughout his life and in his final act, only through his personal imaginative flexibility. His sense of history and the connectedness of people and events through time and across space allowed him to put aside practical notions of self-preservation, to bypass fear and uncertainty and the loss of language, and to step up to do what was right, just, and idealistic. It is hugely important that he was able to pass on this way of thinking and being to the narrator. All hope is not lost when Tridib is killed because he has opened the door for others to think as he did. It is this hope that can be translated to the larger world, if only mankind can think in the same way. The narrator’s realization of the shadowy nature of boundaries-- of their fundamental falseness-- is the high point of the latter half of the novel. He writes: 

I believed in the reality of space; I believed that distance separates, that it is a corporeal substance; I believed in the reality of nations and borders; I believed that across the border there existed another reality [...] I could not have perceived that there was something more than an incidental connection between those events of which I had a brief glimpse from the windows of that bus, in Calcutta, and those other events in Dhaka, simply because Dhaka was in another country. (219)

This is what he believed. His realization that he does not believe this any longer is a key turning point in the novel. Not surprisingly, it is in coming to understand that Tridib’s death was connected to the Calcutta riots that he is able to make this change in his thinking. Even in death, it is Tridib who, once again, helps the narrator collapse the false borders man erects between past and present. 

The final way Tridib helps the narrator to confront the past is by teaching him to “see” for himself: “ we could not see without inventing what we saw, so at least we could try to do it properly [...] because the alternative wasn’t blankness—it only meant that if we didn’t try ourselves, we would never be free of other people’s inventions” (31). This way of viewing the world, an approach in which each person attempts to view the past properly, will allow man to overcome the silences and imagined boundaries that are holding him back. Even if memories are imperfect and subjective, confronting them is a step toward truly reckoning with violent happenings and thus divesting them of their power over the present. How fitting, then, is it that Tridib’s death allows Robi to see that the “other” is really only a mirror image of oneself, more like a brother than a frightening enemy (246-7). Robi illustrates this understanding when he says: “‘[W]hy don’t they draw thousands of little lines through the whole subcontinent and give every little place a new name? What would it change? It’s a mirage; the whole thing is a mirage” (247). Here, Ghosh makes clear that boundaries were always an invention, and that it is only when the characters open their eyes see for themselves (which is a direct result of Tridib’s influence on their lives) that they can question them and challenge the violence that these boundaries engender.

The novel suggests that man must confront the past in order to avoid repeating it. The ending, in which the narrator and Tridib’s former lover, May, stop short of trying to understand Tridib’s “sacrifice” (252) and call it a “final redemptive mystery” (252), signals the importance of  confronting the past because this evaluation is so painfully ironic. To call it a “mystery” is an evasion of a difficult but necessary truth: it is a kind of silencing, and this is exactly the action Ghosh insists man must avoid. Like all silencing that accompanies horrific violence, it cannot be allowed to stand. This final gesture of silencing and evasion resonates so powerfully because it grates against the larger message of the novel, which emphasizes the tragedy of suppressing the past.
Despite what May and the narrator say at the end of the novel, Tridib’s sacrifice is not a mystery: Tridib sacrificed himself for the future of the subcontinent. He sacrificed himself for justice. He rushed into that mob so that one day peace and sanity might prevail. That final action put him among the ranks of the forgotten “purveyors of sanity” (225-6), people like Maulana Masoodi, “an authentic hero” (225) who was able to bring the people together to mourn the loss of the Mu-i-Mubarak, steering them away from communal violence. It puts him among the ranks of the Muslims and Hindus who gave shelter to endangered members of the other community, at great risk to their own lives, who were “soon forgotten” (230). Tridib’s legacy is that he taught the narrator to open his own eyes; to feel, as these forgotten heroes must have felt, the connections that bind us through time and space. The only way to become the kind of person who acts boldly in the face of injustice is to be the kind of person who is willing to face the reality of that injustice in the first place. 

In The Shadow Lines, Amitav Ghosh suggests that man must boldy confront his past; he must remember this past, no matter how troubling; and he must find ways to understand the impact of his past on his present. He must do all of these things in order to avoid repeating his previous failures
. Tridib teaches this important lesson through his rejection of  false and dangerous boundaries, his sacrificial death, and his impact on the other characters in the story. If only everyone could learn to do the same, perhaps then actions like Tridib’s would not seem so mysterious and idealistic at all. Perhaps these sacrifices would then be seen in their true light: as the only truly sane reaction to the insanity of communal violence. For Tridib’s sacrifice to be meaningful, man must remember and deal with the violence he finds so difficult to face, as Tridib remembered the violence and destruction of World War II. 
It is only natural for man to try to avoid these painful memories: he feels his ship sinking under their weight, and he wants to throw them overboard before taking on too much water; however, he must understand that this approach will not solve his problem. His cargo does not disappear simply because it is now out of sight. Instead, it will poison the waters and make rough his sailing. Rather than avoiding the past, man must open his eyes to its truths. He must confront its terrors. He must understand. Only then can he can ever hope smooth the waters. Only then can he can ever hope to create a lasting peace.
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