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Abstract 

Indian fiction writers have contributed a lot to the realm of literature. They have given a new voice and are able to carve a 
niche among the literary world. On the whole it has brought Indian English fiction to the global level presenting the voice of the 
Indian people in a stronger and significant manner. True to this nature is The Glass Palace by Amitav Ghosh, a novel about a young 
boy Rajkumar who hails from India. The novel highlights the political turmoil and restlessness as a result of the British rule in Burma. 
It is a novel about human relationship and bonding, human condition and predicament under the tyrannical and authoritarian rule of 
the British showing the undermining of human rights. It is a socially conscious novel and focuses attention on human life and social 
conditions. The present paper is an attempt to study the plight of the common people like Rajkumar, Dolly, etc. who are able to rise 
above all odds. The novel, definitely, envisions a world which is free from tyranny and subjugation. 
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Introduction 

The paper reflects the social-consciousness of the colonial period in Amitav Ghosh’s The Glass Palace, a historical novel that 
accounts the experiences experienced by the colonised people of Burma and its neighbouring countries and the impact it has on the 
royal families as well as on the common masses during the colonial period. Amitav Ghosh has contributed a lot to Indian Fiction 
Writing by dwelling on varied themes that are essential in understanding the social and cultural conditions of the colonial period. True 
to this nature is The Glass Palace, a novel about a young boy Rajkumar Raha who hails from India. Through the accounts of 
Rajkumar, the central character, the novelist highlights the political turmoil and restlessness during the British rule in Burma. It is a 
novel about human relationship and bonding, human condition and predicament under the tyrannical and authoritarian rule of the 
British showing the undermining of human rights. It is a socially conscious novel and focuses attention on human life and social 
conditions. 

 
Discussion 

The novel revolves around Rajkumar, a young Indian boy who lives and works in a land far away from home, and his 
relationship with the people he meets in his life. He is just a boy but he is compelled to live a life on his own. He is often called names 
because of his dark complexion. He works for Ma Cho, a half-Indian woman, who is a kind of mother figure for him as he has no one 
to call his own. He is aware of his helplessness and therefore, tries his best to show his readiness and excel to do in whatever tasks 
assigned to him. He is often scolded by her using harsh words but he consoles and pacifies himself. The rebuke and harsh words to 
which he is accustomed to are evident from the words of Ma Cho: 

‘What do you think — I have jobs under my armpits to pluck out and hand to you? Last week a boy ran away with two 
of my pots. Who’s to tell me you won’t do the same?’ And so on. 
Rajkumar understood that this outburst was not aimed directly at him: that it had more to do with the dust, the 
splattering oil and the price of vegetables than with his own presence or with anything. (5, 6) 

 
Indeed, Rajkumar is just a simple boy who is a victim surrounded by harsh attitude but he strives to work even harder and 

yearns for success. Orphaned and left to fend for himself, Rajkumar puts on the best of his self and moves on. He knows his 
responsibility and is, no doubt, a very sensitive and responsible person. Ghosh, here, tries to give an insight into the mind of young 
struggling boy who is full of expectation. He is just like Pip in Dicken’s Great Expectations, who is also kind and is keen in making 
himself successful. He climbs the ladder of success by dent of his hard work. The growth of Rajkumar Raha from a pitiable boy to a 
successful man definitely brings to our mind a sense of “sprawling bildungsroman” (Bose 152) in the words of Rakhee Moral. 

 
Ghosh through his narrative technique, which is quite stylish and poetic too, gives a sense of uniqueness and simply moves 

us. The novelist’s projection of Rajkumar and his relationship with the people he met in his life is quite fascinating.  He is an avid 
learner and he learns and tries to make himself more knowledgeable from even a small boy called Matthew, son of Saya John. He 
marvels at the knowledge of the little boy who is well-schooled. So, in this way Rajkumar tries to get on with his life. The time he 
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spent with Matthew in his short visit proved to be really valuable and has left a great impact on him. From another angle, it can be said 
that Matthew’s wisdom and exasperating practicality helped Rajkumar to see the world and heightens his perception. Ghosh writes 
about Rajkumar’s feelings in this way, “It was odd that this child, Matthew, with his educated speech and formal manners, should 
have drawn him out. Rajkumar could not help being touched”. (15) 

 
Through the character of Rajkumar, Ghosh reflects the struggle that one has to face, understand and adapt to the world 

around him. One should be ready to accept the ugly realities of life. Like Rajkumar who tries to overcome his problems and survive in 
the colonial era, the common masses during the colonial period have to fend for themselves and struggle hard to thrive. 

 
The novelist gives us a clear picture of a curious boy who is interested in the happening of the Glass Palace. He learns about 

the young orphan girls who are brought into the palace to become handmaids from Ma Cho. Ghosh has vividly described the way girls 
are being brought through the following lines, “Young girls, orphans, many of them just children. They say that the girls are brought 
to the palace from the far mountains. The Queen adopts them and brings them up and they serve as her handmaids”. (7). 

 
Here we have a glimpse of the Burmese royal family. How the young girls live a life of servitude under the royal family is 

clearly shown. They are owned and they serve the royal family for the rest of their lives. These girls are often treated inhumanely and 
they are given no choice but to obey and serve. They practice Shiko, i.e., to prostrate before the Queen as a respect to the Queen which 
is quite dehumanising. The imposing of certain rules and regulation on a human being is totally a sign of subjugation. The tendency of 
the rulers to have control over their subordinates is truly depicted in the novel. And again, these rulers are again dehumanised as they 
are deported to foreign land far away from Burma to Madras in the event of colonisation. The sense of helplessness felt by King 
Thebaw and Queen Supalayat at the hands of the British colonisers is something they have never ever felt before. The colonisers are 
again shown as the superior group who subjugate the one time rulers. These are some of the anti-human notion projected in the novel. 
Ghosh’s concern for human lives and social-consciousness are brought out through these events. He is able to reflect the political 
turmoil, emotional and psychological conditions faced by the royal family after the colonial rulers intruded the country. The novel 
deal briefly how the royal family, who at the hands of the British colonizers, are brought down and forced to lead a miserable life in an 
unfamiliar and totally far unknown land. Queen Supalayat could not really accept her fate as King Thebaw who accepts his fate as it 
was. She is deeply hurt and she knew what exactly her life was going to be. She gives an insight of her condition in these words: 
Yes, we who ruled the richest land in Asia are now reduced to this. This is what they have done to us, this is what they will do to all of 
Burma. They took our kingdom, promising roads and railways and ports, but mark my words, this is how it will end. In a few decades 
the wealth will be gone… (88). 
 

Ghosh truly highlights the condition of the Burmese royals through Queen Supalayat as the mouthpiece. He is very much 
precise about the depiction of the condition and the impact of the colonial regime. Ghosh has adroitly exposed the reality of the British 
Empire and the manner in which they exploit the people as well as Nature — for timber, teak and woods and other resources. The 
colonial expansion of the British Empire is an essential aspect that shape and affect, the culture and economic development of a 
country during the then colonial period. We have seen how the permeation of the currents of the colonial regime into different cultures 
was tempered by the forces of reformation and domination. The pathetic condition of the labourers who are forcibly brought into far 
off land is also described in the novel. Many young men had to pay with their lives. The displacement of the people is also one of the 
motifs in the novel that gives a clear picture of the life of the common people during the time of the British colonial period. 

 
The predicament of the handmaid is also shown by Ghosh through the plight of the handmaid, Dolly, who has no dreams or 

any chance of a new life. It is Uma Dey, the collector Beni Prasad Dey’s wife, who befriends her and show chances of a new hope to 
her. Her friendship with Dolly makes her aware of the prison like life that she was leading. Uma is really concerned about Dolly. She 
really wanted her to have a very normal life. She is disturbed by the very idea of living a life without any future. Dolly also finds a 
friend in her and sometimes she opens up to her. Such is the power of female relationship. To quote in the words of Simone de 
Beauvoir: 

The feminine friendships that she succeeds in keeping or forming are precious to a woman, but they are very different in 
kind from relations between men. The latter communicate as individuals through ideas and projects of personal interest, 
while women are confined within their general feminine lot and are bound together by a kind of immanent complicity. 
(542) 

 
 Uma Dey really helps Dolly to get on with her life. She leads her to think of a future with Rajkumar Raha. She is much 
disturbed by the kind of life Dolly had and she can see and feel how dislocated and alienated Dolly was and she really supports her in 
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her best way. The innate capacity of a human being to help someone in distress is given through the relationship of Dolly and Uma 
Dey. This human relationship between Dolly and Uma is evident of the social relationship that the native people had during the reign 
of the British. 
 
 The novel’s strong point rests in that it revolves around the relationships of the people and their mutual interactions under the 
backdrop of the colonial rule. The colonial power and their military superiority over the hapless native show the somber aspects of the 
oppressor and the oppressed. Ghosh tries to instill the sense of turmoil and conflict in his narration in an expressive manner. He has 
shown how the vanquished King and Queen stick to their aristocratic past not able to escape and live in the present. He presents these 
royal family members as representatives of the Burmese Royal tradition whose anguish souls are suffocating when faced with the 
reality of the colonial situation. The painful exile and the hopelessness to adhere to their old ways is really a pathetic condition. The 
cultural gap between the two different countries is something that the royal family cannot truly comprehend. The Queen always longs 
for her home country and ultimately, she came to Rangoon where she finally left for her heavenly abode six years later. The people of 
Burma however were affected by her death. Ghosh writes: 

The Queen died in 1925, six years after her return from Ratnagiri. Even though she’d been cloistered for so many years, 
there was a sudden surge of sentiment in the city and people poured out to mourn. She was buried near the Shwedagon 
Pagoda in Rangoon. (213) 

 
 The desire to come back to one’s homeland after exile is the queen ultimate wish. This she was able to get when she was able 
to get when she was allowed to come back. This is true of every person. 
 

The novel also narrates the story of Ilongo, Neel, Dinu, Arjun, Manju and Jaya belonging to the second generation. The 
tension and turmoil of the Second World War is reflected in the novel. The death of Saya John and Alison in the hands of Japanese 
soldier and the manner in which Alison took her own life is the ugly truth of the war. Here, Ghosh describes Alison’s suicide in this 
way, “She could hear their footsteps now and knew they were running towards her. She raised the gun to her temple and shut her 
eyes”. (456). The novel clearly presents the psychological and emotional state of human personality under the stress of war. The 
ultimate nature of human condition and the manner in which they are compelled to take the kind of action in this way is the result of 
the tension of war. 

 
In a sense it is the impact of colonialism that forces people to lose their unique sense of identity. Rajkumar Raha is also a 

victim, who is an Indian by birth but forced to live in Burma where he is often called as Kalaa. As he has grown up amidst the 
Burmese and though living hard life, he finds an affinity towards the Burmese community. The relationship between a person with one 
another and the country to which they belong are deeply rooted.  

 
The Glass Palace is, indeed, a novel that discusses apart from colonial condition aspects like love, family, responsibility and 

nationalism etc. The novel presents through the story Ghosh’s concern with nationalism. He presents the multitude of people from 
different nationalities under one platform and spun a story that reveals the condition of the society in which they live. It explores the 
complex manner in which colonialism weaves its thread among the other nations. In the words of Anshuman A. Mondal, we may 
quote: 

The Glass Palace explores the complex dynamics of collaboration, complicity and resistance to colonialism and its 
aftermath. Its characters’ identities and motivations, their ideas and desires are shown to be shot through with tensions 
as they negotiate their sense of self and evaluate their place in the colonial scheme of things. (113). 

 
Conclusion 
 The Glass Palace is, thus, a novel that portrays the true nature of colonial rule and has depicted the sociological condition 
resulting from the deportation, exile, cultural exploitations and search for identity and roots. Ghosh, in this manner, has beautifully 
penned the story of family’s interwoven stories under the backdrop of the colonial and post-colonial period under seven major parts 
i.e., Mandalay, Ratnagiri, The Money Tree, The Wedding, Morning Side, The Front and The Glass Palace. The novel is a true 
example of historical fiction and it deals with issues that cannot be ignored from historical perspectives as well. It studies the events 
and turmoil of the last century during the colonial period and the impact of war and post-war conditions on the lives of the people. It 
reflects the social consciousness shared by the individual characters under different circumstances allowing them a greater sense of 
belongingness and attachment to one another and share problems in a deeper way. It also depicts the complexity of the situation during 
the colonial and post-colonial period. The novelist has been able to assemble quite a number of a diverse character through a diverse 
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period of time and narrate the haunting tales with utmost vivacity and lucidity. For all these tales of human experiences, The Glass 
Palace will remain a valuable work of literature for all time to come. 
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