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Abstract

This paper examines the relationship between caste mobility and colonial capitalism in Amitav
Ghosh’s Sea of Poppies. Set against the backdrop of the nineteenth-century opium trade and the
expansion of the British Empire, the novel portrays how colonial economic structures disrupted
traditional Indian social hierarchies while simultaneously producing new forms of exploitation and
inequality. The study argues that colonial capitalism weakened rigid caste boundaries by forcing
individuals from diverse social backgrounds into shared spaces of labour, migration, and
displacement. Characters such as Deeti, Kalua, and Neel experience significant transformations in
social identity as they negotiate the changing realities created by imperial commerce and indentured
labour.

The paper further explores how the colonial economy commodified human labour through the
systems of opium cultivation and indenture. Poor peasants, lower-caste labourers, and socially
marginalised individuals became vulnerable to economic exploitation under British colonial policies.
While the voyage aboard the Ibis creates opportunities for caste mobility and social interaction
beyond orthodox restrictions, the novel also demonstrates that colonialism replaced traditional
hierarchies with new structures based on race, class, and economic power. Drawing upon postcolonial
and Marxist theoretical frameworks, the study analyses how Ghosh critiques both indigenous caste
oppression and imperial capitalism.

The article concludes that Sea of Poppies presents caste identity as historically fluid rather than fixed
and reveals how colonial modernity transformed Indian society through interconnected systems of
economic and social domination. By foregrounding subaltern experiences, Ghosh reconstructs colonial
history from below and highlights the complex relationship between caste, labour, migration, and
empire.
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Introduction

Amitav Ghosh’s Sea of Poppies presents a compelling portrayal of nineteenth-century colonial India
shaped by imperial capitalism, caste oppression, migration, and social transformation. Set against the
historical background of the opium trade and the expansion of the British Empire, the novel
reconstructs the experiences of peasants, labourers, sailors, and marginalised individuals whose lives

7|Page



NOVATEUR PUBLICATIONS
JournalNX- A Multidisciplinary Peer Reviewed Journal
ISSN No: 2581 - 4230
VOLUME 12, ISSUE 9, September - 2026
were transformed by colonial economic policies. Through its exploration of caste hierarchy and
indentured labour, the novel demonstrates how colonial capitalism destabilised traditional social
structures while simultaneously creating new systems of exploitation.
Postcolonial critics argue that colonialism functioned not merely through political domination but also
through cultural and economic control. Edward W. Said explains in Orientalism that imperial
discourse constructed the East as inferior to justify colonial authority (Said 3). Similarly, Sea of
Poppies reveals how British colonial power relied upon racial and economic hierarchies to sustain
imperial dominance. The novel critiques the structures of empire that commodified both land and
labour for commercial profit.
Theoretical perspectives from postcolonial scholars further illuminate the significance of Ghosh’s
narrative. Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin argue that postcolonial literature rewrites
imperial narratives by foregrounding marginalised voices (Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin 6). Ghosh’s
novel performs precisely this function by centring subaltern figures excluded from official colonial
histories. Through characters such as Deeti, Kalua, and Neel, the novel reconstructs history from
below and highlights the lived realities of colonial exploitation.
This paper examines how Sea of Poppies portrays caste mobility within the framework of colonial
capitalism. It argues that while colonial modernity weakened rigid caste boundaries through
migration and labour mobility, it also introduced new hierarchies based upon race, class, and imperial
power.

Colonial Capitalism and Economic Exploitation

One of the major concerns of Sea of Poppies is the exploitative nature of colonial capitalism. British
imperial policies transformed Indian agriculture into an instrument of economic profit through forced
opium cultivation. Peasants were compelled to grow poppy instead of food crops, leading to debt,
poverty, and displacement. The colonial economy functioned through coercive systems that benefited
imperial commerce while destroying local livelihoods.

Ania Loomba observes that colonialism was fundamentally linked to economic exploitation and the
restructuring of indigenous societies (Loomba 107). This observation becomes evident in the novel
through the suffering of peasants trapped within oppressive agricultural contracts. Colonial agents
and local landlords controlled production, leaving farmers powerless within the imperial economy.
The novel further demonstrates how capitalism commodified human labour through the indenture
system. Labourers transported aboard the Ibis become commodities exchanged across colonial
territories. Their displacement reflects what Aijaz Ahmad describes as the interconnected relationship
between capitalism and imperial expansion (Ahmad 143). Colonial capitalism did not merely exploit
resources; it transformed human beings into instruments of economic production.

The experiences of indentured labourers in the novel also reveal the global reach of colonial
commerce. Trade routes connecting India, China, and Mauritius created transnational systems of
exploitation. Dipesh Chakrabarty argues that European modernity universalised capitalist structures
while marginalising non-European histories (Chakrabarty 16). Ghosh challenges this Eurocentric
framework by foregrounding Indian and subaltern experiences within global history.

Furthermore, the novel critiques the moral hypocrisy of the empire. British colonialism claimed to
promote civilisation and progress while profiting from addiction and exploitation. Thomas R. Metcalf
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notes that colonial ideologies justified imperial rule through narratives of racial superiority and

civilising missions (Metcalf 29). In Sea of Poppies, these ideological claims collapse under the brutal
realities of economic oppression.

Caste Hierarchy and Social Oppression

The caste system functions as one of the central structures of oppression within the novel. Indian
society is portrayed as deeply hierarchical, governed by rigid rules concerning purity, occupation, and
social interaction. Individuals from lower castes experience exclusion and violence, while women
remain constrained within patriarchal norms.

The character of Kalua exemplifies caste-based marginalisation. As an untouchable ox-cart driver, he
suffers humiliation and physical violence from upper-caste communities. His experiences reflect B. R.
Ambedkar’s critique of caste as a system rooted in social inequality and dehumanisation (Ambedkar
45). Through Kalua, Ghosh exposes the brutality embedded within the caste hierarchy.

Deeti’s experiences similarly reveal the intersection between caste and patriarchy. Though she
belongs to an upper caste, she lacks autonomy within her marital household. Her forced marriage and
near-immolation as sati demonstrate how women’s bodies become instruments for preserving
patriarchal and caste-based traditions.

Partha Chatterjee argues that colonial society often preserved traditional structures within the
domestic sphere even while introducing modern political institutions (Chatterjee 120). This
contradiction is visible in the novel, where colonial economic systems coexist alongside oppressive
social customs such as untouchability and sati.

At the same time, Ghosh demonstrates that caste identity is not entirely fixed. Economic hardship and
migration destabilise traditional social categories. The colonial economy forces individuals from
diverse backgrounds into shared spaces, weakening rigid caste boundaries and enabling new forms of
interaction.

Migration and the Transformation of Identity

Migration plays a transformative role in Sea of Poppies. Characters leave their homes due to poverty,
social persecution, or economic necessity and enter unfamiliar colonial spaces. This displacement
destabilises traditional identities and creates opportunities for social mobility.

The crossing of the kala pani symbolises a break from orthodox caste society. Sea voyages were
traditionally considered polluting because they disrupted ritual purity and caste boundaries.
However, aboard the Ibis, labourers from different castes and religions are forced into proximity.
Shared labour and suffering gradually weaken rigid social distinctions.

Benedict Anderson’s concept of imagined communities becomes relevant here because migration
reshapes collective identity beyond regional and caste affiliations (Anderson 6). The migrants aboard
the Ibis begin forming new social bonds rooted in shared experiences rather than inherited hierarchy.
Deeti’s transformation particularly illustrates this process. By escaping her village and travelling
aboard the ship, she gains freedom from patriarchal oppression and caste restrictions. Her
relationship with Kalua challenges social norms concerning untouchability and purity.

The fall of Neel Rattan Halder further demonstrates how colonial capitalism destabilised traditional
authority. Once a wealthy zamindar, Neel becomes a convict under colonial law. His decline reveals
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the transition from feudal hierarchy to imperial systems dominated by economic and bureaucratic

power.

Migration, therefore, becomes both liberating and traumatic. Characters escape oppressive traditions

yet encounter new forms of exploitation within colonial labour systems. Ghosh portrays identity as
fluid and historically constructed rather than permanently fixed by birth.

The Ibis as a Liminal Space

The ship Ibis functions symbolically as a liminal and transformative space where identities are
renegotiated. Traditional social distinctions weaken aboard the ship because survival requires
cooperation among individuals from diverse backgrounds.

Homi K. Bhabha’s theory of hybridity becomes useful in understanding this environment. Bhabha
argues that colonial encounters produce “in-between” spaces where cultural identities become
unstable and hybridised (Bhabha 56). The Ibis represents precisely such a space, where caste and
regional identities lose their rigidity.

However, the ship does not eliminate hierarchy. European officers continue exercising authority over
Indian labourers and sailors. Colonial racial structures remain embedded within the ship’s
organisation. Thus, while caste distinctions weaken, imperial power relations persist through race and
class hierarchy. The ship also symbolises transition and rebirth. Many characters experience
psychologicaltransformation during the voyage. Shared suffering creates emotional solidarity among
migrants who gradually form alternative communities beyond caste divisions.

Language and Cultural Hybridity

Language plays a significant role in Sea of Poppies in representing colonial interaction, migration, and
cultural identity. Amitav Ghosh incorporates a rich mixture of Bhojpuri, Bengali, Hindustani, nautical
slang, and pidgin English to portray the linguistic diversity of the nineteenth-century Indian Ocean
world. This multilingual narrative reflects the complex interactions among sailors, traders, peasants,
labourers, and colonial officials who come from different cultural and regional backgrounds. Through
this linguistic plurality, Ghosh recreates the cosmopolitan environment of colonial maritime networks
and demonstrates how language becomes a site of cultural negotiation and identity formation.

Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of heteroglossia provides an important framework for understanding the
novel’s linguistic diversity. Bakhtin argues that the coexistence of multiple voices and speech forms
within a text challenges centralised authority and fixed meanings (Bakhtin 263). In Sea of Poppies, the
use of vernacular languages and hybrid speech resists the dominance of imperial English and
validates subaltern modes of communication. Ghosh democratises narrative space by allowing
marginalised voices to speak in their own linguistic forms rather than through standardised colonial
language.

Similarly, Ngiigi wa Thiong’o emphasises that language remains deeply connected to cultural identity
and resistance against colonial domination (Ngiigi 13). By foregrounding indigenous speech patterns
and local dialects, Ghosh challenges the cultural superiority associated with colonial language
systems. The novel suggests that linguistic diversity preserves cultural memory and collective identity
even under imperial control.
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The linguistic hybridity in the novel also reflects broader processes of cultural transformation within

colonial contact zones. Characters constantly adapt their language to new social and economic

environments shaped by migration and trade. This fluidity of communication mirrors the instability of

caste and social identity within colonial modernity. Through multilingual expression, Ghosh portrays

colonial society as dynamic, interconnected, and culturally hybrid rather than socially fixed or
homogeneous.

Colonial Knowledge and Power

One of the significant concerns in Sea of Poppies is the relationship between colonial knowledge and
imperial power. The novel demonstrates that British colonialism did not rely solely on military or
political authority; it also depended upon systems of classification, documentation, surveillance, and
regulation to control colonised populations. Colonial administration created categories of race, caste,
occupation, and labour to maintain economic and political dominance. Through these institutional
mechanisms, individuals were transformed into manageable subjects within the imperial system.
Gauri Viswanathan argues that colonial education and knowledge systems functioned as instruments
of cultural domination designed to legitimise British authority in India (Viswanathan 2). This
argument becomes relevant in the novel through the bureaucratic structures that govern trade,
labour, and law. Colonial officials use contracts, legal documents, and administrative procedures to
regulate the lives of peasants and indentured labourers. The language of law and commerce gives
imperial exploitation an appearance of legitimacy and order.

The experiences of indentured labourers aboard the Ibis further reveal how colonial institutions
controlled human mobility and identity. Before transportation, labourers are inspected, recorded, and
categorised according to colonial administrative requirements. Their identities are reduced to entries
within bureaucratic systems designed for economic efficiency. In this context, individuals lose
personal autonomy and become objects of imperial management.

David Arnold explains that colonial governance extended beyond political authority into the
regulation of bodies, health, labour, and movement (Arnold 15). This form of control is visible in the
treatment of migrants and workers throughout the novel. Colonial capitalism required disciplined and
mobile labour forces, and administrative institutions ensured that human beings could be transported
and exploited efficiently across imperial territories.

Thus, Sea of Poppies exposes how colonial modernity transformed people into commodities and
objects of surveillance. Ghosh critiques the dehumanising effects of imperial bureaucracy and reveals
the close relationship between knowledge, power, and economic exploitation within colonial systems.

Resistance and Subaltern Agency

Despite the pervasive structures of colonial oppression and caste hierarchy in Sea of Poppies, Amitav
Ghosh foregrounds the resilience and agency of marginalised individuals. The novel refuses to portray
subaltern characters merely as passive victims of history. Instead, it highlights their capacity to resist
domination through survival, emotional endurance, solidarity, and personal defiance. Ghosh
reconstructs colonial history from the perspective of ordinary labourers, women, and lower-caste
individuals whose struggles are often ignored in official narratives.
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One of the most significant acts of resistance in the novel is Deeti’s escape from sati. As a widow

trapped within patriarchal and caste-based traditions, she is expected to sacrifice her life on her

husband’s funeral pyre. Her refusal to accept ritual death represents a direct challenge to social

structures designed to control and silence women. By choosing survival over submission, Deeti

asserts her individuality and rejects oppressive customs justified in the name of religion and honour.
Her escape symbolises female resistance against patriarchal authority and caste orthodoxy.

Similarly, Kalua resists caste oppression through dignity, courage, and emotional resilience. As an

untouchable labourer, he suffers violence and humiliation within traditional society. However, he

refuses to internalise the inferiority imposed upon him by the caste hierarchy. His relationship with

Deeti further challenges rigid notions of purity and untouchability.

Antonio Gramsci’s concept of hegemony becomes particularly relevant in understanding these forms
of resistance. Gramsci argues that domination operates not only through physical force but also
through cultural ideology and social consent (Gramsci 12). In the novel, resistance therefore emerges
through everyday acts of endurance, emotional solidarity, and personal choice.

The solidarity formed among migrants aboard the Ibis creates alternative communities that transcend
caste divisions. Shared suffering and displacement encourage collective

identity formation based on mutual support rather than inherited social status. Through these acts of
resilience, Ghosh emphasises the humanity and agency of subaltern individuals within oppressive
colonial structures.

Conclusion

Sea of Poppies offers a profound critique of caste hierarchy, colonial capitalism, and imperial
domination in nineteenth-century India. Through its detailed portrayal of migration, indentured
labour, and economic exploitation, the novel reveals how colonial modernity transformed Indian
society by weakening traditional social structures while simultaneously creating new forms of
inequality and oppression. The expansion of the opium trade and the rise of the indenture system
demonstrate how British imperialism reshaped the lives of ordinary people for commercial profit.
Peasants, labourers, and marginalised communities became victims of economic exploitation under
colonial capitalism, which commodified both land and human labour.

Drawing upon postcolonial and Marxist perspectives, the novel suggests that caste identity is not
entirely rigid or permanent but historically fluid and socially constructed. Migration and labour
mobility destabilise traditional caste boundaries by forcing individuals from different communities
into shared spaces such as the Ibis. In these liminal environments, old hierarchies begin to weaken,
allowing the possibility of new forms of social interaction and collective identity. However, the novel
also demonstrates that colonialism does not eliminate hierarchy; rather, it reproduces inequality
through race, class, and imperial authority. Economic power and racial superiority gradually replace
caste as dominant forms of social control within the colonial order.

A major achievement of the novel lies in its recovery of marginalised voices excluded from official
historical narratives. By centring peasants, widows, sailors, coolies, and lower-caste individuals,
Amitav Ghosh reconstructs colonial history from below and foregrounds the experiences of those
ignored by imperial historiography. The novel, therefore, transcends conventional historical fiction by
combining subaltern historiography with a powerful critique of empire, capitalism, caste oppression,
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and social inequality. Through its humanistic and transnational perspective, Sea of Poppies remains
an important postcolonial text that interrogates the interconnected histories of migration, labour, and
colonial modernity.

References

1.
2.
3.

10.

11.

12.

13

15.

16.
17.
18.
19.
20.

21.

22.

23.
24,
25.
26.

Aijaz Ahmad. In Theory: Classes, Nations, Literatures. Verso, 1992.

Amitav Ghosh. Sea of Poppies. Penguin Books, 2008.

Amitav Kumar. “Narrating the Nation: History and Identity in Amitav Ghosh’s Fiction.” Economic
and Political Weekly, vol. 36, no. 42, 2001, pp. 3982-3985.

Ania Loomba. Colonialism/Postcolonialism. Routledge, 2005.

Antonio Gramsci. Selections from the Prison Notebooks. Edited and translated by Quintin Hoare
and Geoffrey Nowell Smith, International Publishers, 1971.

Ashis Nandy. The Intimate Enemy: Loss and Recovery of Self under Colonialism. Oxford UP, 1983.
B. R. Ambedkar. Annihilation of Caste. Navayana, 2014.

Benedict Anderson. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism.
Verso, 1983.

Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin. The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in
Post-Colonial Literatures. Routledge, 1989.

David Arnold. Colonization of the Body: State Medicine and Epidemic Disease in Nineteenth-
Century India. University of California Press, 1993.

Dipesh Chakrabarty. Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference.
Princeton UP, 2000.

Edward W. Said. Orientalism. Vintage Books, 1979.

. Frantz Fanon. The Wretched of the Earth. Grove Press, 1963.
14.

Gauri Viswanathan. Masks of Conquest: Literary Study and British Rule in India. Columbia UP,
1989.

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. “Can the Subaltern Speak?” Marxism and the Interpretation of
Culture, edited by Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg, University of Illinois Press, 1988, pp.
271-313.

Gyan Prakash. Another Reason: Science and the Imagination of Modern India. Princeton UP, 1999.

Homi K. Bhabha. The Location of Culture. Routledge, 1994.

Karl Marx. Capital: A Critique of Political Economy. Translated by Ben Fowkes, Penguin, 1990.
Leela Gandhi. Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction. Columbia UP, 1998.

Mikhail Bakhtin. The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays. Translated by Caryl Emerson and Michael
Holquist, U of Texas P, 1981.

Ngiigi wa Thiong’o. Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Language in African Literature. James
Currey, 1986.

Partha Chatterjee. The Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories. Princeton
UP, 1993.

Ranajit Guha. Selected Subaltern Studies. Oxford UP, 1988.

Romila Thapar. The Past Before Us: Historical Traditions of Early North India. Harvard UP, 2013.
Tabish Khair. Babu Fictions: Alienation in Contemporary Indian English Novels. Oxford UP, 2001.
Thomas R. Metcalf. Ideologies of the Raj. Cambridge UP, 1995.

13| Page



