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Abstract  

Historical fiction is a recherché genre that is challenging to write, hard to research, and hard to 

keep readers interested. Amitav Ghosh's "Sea of Poppies" explores the opium trade of the 19th 

century and its far-reaching effects in great detail. The lives of a wide range of characters, all of 

whom were profoundly impacted by the opium trade and British colonialism in India, are skillfully 

woven together in this book. Ghosh's story takes place against the backdrop of the Ibis, a ship that 

represents the voyage both towards servitude and freedom. Ghosh depicts the opium trade's 

influence on the course of individual lives as well as world history by capturing the socioeconomic 

and cultural upheavals of the time through colorful storytelling and painstaking historical 

accuracy. Echoing the ongoing effects of the opium trade on modern society, the novel offers a 

gripping look at empire, identity, and resistance. In addition to examining the hardships of the 

main character Deeti, this research study attempts to follow the history of opium cultivation and 

trafficking in the eighteenth century, from its origins in India to its current destination of China, 

while also investigating the migration patterns of the people who migrated across the Indian 

Ocean. 
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1.INTRODUCTION  

The remarkable book "Sea of Poppies" by Amitav Ghosh deftly examines the opium trade's 

enormous impact on people and civilizations in the 19th century. The story, which is set against 

the turbulent backdrop of colonial India, intertwines the lives of a wide range of characters, each 

of whom is affected differently by the British opium trade's widespread influence. The Ibis, a 

former slave ship converted to carry opium and indentured servants, is where these individuals 

first meet at the start of the book. This vessel represents both the possibility of freedom and the 

unbreakable connections of exploitation, functioning as a microcosm of the larger social and 

economic forces at work. 

In addition to being a historical account, Ghosh's depiction of the opium trade is a rich, 

multifaceted drama that vividly captures the complexity and human cost of this tragic period in 

history. The complex tapestry of the tale features characters such as Zachary Reid, an American 

sailor of mixed race, Neel Rattan Halder, a fallen Raja trying to adjust to his new reality, and Deeti, 

a country woman fleeing a life of suffering. The opium trade has a significant impact on molding 

identities and destiny, as evidenced by the deep links between their experiences and those of 

several others. Ghosh uses their travels to show how the opium trade both contributed to massive 

societal unrest and individual tragedies while also enabling the British Empire's economic 

domination. The historical accuracy and the film's ability to portray the socioeconomic and cultural 

effects of the opium trade make "Sea of Poppies" stand out. Ghosh exposes the exploitation and 

moral ambiguities that drove this commerce by delving deeply into the colonial apparatus that 

made it possible. The opium farmed in India fueled the Chinese market, creating a cycle of 

addiction and dependency that had far-reaching implications. This illustrates how world histories 

are intertwined in the novel. Ghosh addresses issues of migration, displacement, and fortitude in 

The Ibis, which reflects the larger human experiences molded by colonialism and financial greed. 

Ghosh offers a historical account of the opium trade while also providing a lens through which to 

see current problems with international trade, exploitation, and resistance. "Sea of Poppies" is a 

moving reminder of colonialism's lasting effects and the manner in which the past continues to 

influence the present. The story asks readers to consider the difficulties of identity, power, and 
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survival in a world characterized by great disparities through its gripping characters and complex 

plot. 

1.1 Overview of "Sea of Poppies" 

The novel "Sea of Poppies," written by Amitav Ghosh, takes place in the middle of the nineteenth 

century in India, against the backdrop of British colonial domination by the British. A diverse array 

of people who are related by their engagement with the opium industry are the focus of the 

narrative, which revolves around the significant impact that the opium trade had on Indian culture. 

Ghosh offers a realistic representation of the socio-economic upheavals that were brought about 

by the opium policies of the British Empire via the interwoven lives of the characters in his novel. 

These themes include resistance, exploitation, and relocation. As a devastating meditation on the 

historical repercussions of colonial exploitation and the ongoing legacies of the opium trade, the 

novel serves as a vehicle for the author to convey his thoughts. 

1.2 Historical Context of the Opium Trade 

A significant component of the British colonial government's economic strategy in India 

throughout the 19th century was the engagement of the British in the opium trade. This was driven 

by the East India Company's desire to maximise earnings. Opium was grown in India, particularly 

in the states of Bengal and Bihar, and then exported to China by the British, which resulted in the 

establishment of productive trading networks. Not only did this commerce help pay the 

administration of British colonies and the costs of military operations, but it also played a 

significant part in the economy of the United Kingdom. In India, the production of opium through 

coercion led to the replacement of traditional food crops, which in turn caused major social and 

economic disturbances in the country. As a result, the opium trade evolved into an instrument of 

colonial exploitation, which had a significant impact on the agricultural landscape of India and 

contributed to the economic domination of the British Empire. 
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2. REVIEW OF LITREATURE  

Anupama Arora's (2011) This research examines the novel written by Amitav Ghosh through the 

lens of historical background and migration. Within the context of Sea of Poppies, Arora dives into 

the intricate thematic complexity of colonialism and the opium trade. Ghosh, she contends, used 

the sea not only as a backdrop but also as a metaphorical location that reflects the historical causes 

of imperialism and migration. She makes this argument in her argument. The narrative of Ghosh 

becomes a striking indictment of colonial exploitation and the lasting impact it has had on 

individuals and societies as a result of the merging of human experiences with larger historical 

events. 

Véronique Bragard's (2008) The text provides a comparative viewpoint on the literary works of 

the Caribbean and the Indian Ocean literary traditions. This article by Bragard investigates the 

concept of coolitude, which is a phrase that originated from the experiences of indentured labourers 

and their descendants who lived in the Indian Ocean. In her research, she investigates the ways in 

which literature from these areas deals with topics such as identity, displacement, and cultural 

hybridity. The argument that Bragard makes is that the literature of Coolitude offers a one-of-a-

kind perspective on the common histories and cultural exchanges that occur between various 

groups that are located across transoceanic spaces. Her research makes a contribution to the 

knowledge of how literature can cross geographical and cultural divisions, providing fresh 

perspectives on postcolonial identities and narratives from a variety of perspectives. 

Marina Carter and Khal (2002) The anthology compiled by Torabully investigates the idea of 

coolitude by means of a collection of texts that reflect the experiences of Indian labourers who 

were spread across numerous global places during the time of colonial rule. The anthology is 

considered an important work in the field of postcolonial literature since it presents a variety of 

viewpoints on Coolitude because it is both a cultural and historical phenomenon. The compilation 

that Carter and Torabully have put together highlights the complexities of diasporic identities that 

have been molded by labor migration. It highlights the fact that Solitude goes beyond the concept 

of simple geographical displacement to incorporate concepts like as resiliency, cultural 

adaptability, and struggle against colonial oppression into its scope. 
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Jacob Crane's (2011) via the literary works of Amitav Ghosh and Frederick Douglass, this study 

investigates the linkages that exist between the histories of the Indian Ocean and the Atlantic 

Ocean. Through the expansion of the geographical and conceptual borders of diaspora studies, 

Crane contends that both authors pose a challenge to the conventional narratives that typically 

describe the Black Atlantic. Crane sheds attention on the ways in which both texts critique imperial 

power structures and show the agency of marginalized groups within global networks of 

exploitation and resistance. He does this by comparing the accounts of maritime migration written 

by Ghosh and the abolitionist writings of Douglass. In the context of postcolonial literature and 

history, Crane's study makes a contribution to broader discourses on transoceanic linkages, 

diasporic identities, and the politics of memory. 

 Patrick Dahlet's (2010) Within the context of deterritorializing identities, this paper investigates 

the notions of creolization, créolité, and multilingualism as potential methods. According to 

Dahlet, these concepts offer frameworks that allow identities to transcend fixed geographical and 

linguistic bounds. As a result, they pose a challenge to hegemonic discourses that emphasise 

cultural purity and linguistic superiority. By analysing literary and cultural manifestations from a 

variety of creole civilizations, Dahlet highlights the ways in which creolization encourages 

hybridity and cultural resilience in the face of colonial legacies and globalisation. His work 

contributes to a deeper understanding of the construction of identities and the dynamics of culture 

in postcolonial situations. It also provides insights into the intricate negotiations that take place 

between local specificity and global connection among people.   

3. CULTIVATION OF OPIUM 

The cultivation of opium and its detrimental effects on both humans and the environment are the 

subject of the novel Sea of Poppies. The tale emphasizes the significance of plant seeds in human 

existence. 

The unripe seeds of the opium poppy plant are the source of the sedative substance known as 

opium. Opium's main function is to reduce stress and discomfort, which implies that it slows down 

the signals that go from the brain to the body. 



 

394 | P a g e  
 

 

Figure 1: Opium poppy flower 

 

Figure 2: Poppy seed 

Poppy was an ingredient yield that was meant to be sold rather than eaten. Colonial mentality is 

progressively incorporated, turning the farmer into a labourer and then a slave. Fertile grounds 

around the Ganga River have been converted into poppy fields in an effort to increase the drug's 

demand in China.The poppy plants in bloom in the field hint to us that opium will be significant 

to the lives of the novel's characters. 

 Earlier times saw vast fields of wheat and mastroor daal, especially during the winter. They grew 

edible crops early, which provided them with both food and building materials for the roof. Ghosh 

has attempted to emphasise that the shift in production from food crop to cash crop has made 

materials that were formerly freely available to the public more expensive. 
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There is nothing that the East India Company can use to replace the enormous amounts of tea that 

they acquire from China. The East India Company's agents went from house to house, coercing 

the formers into accepting the contract to grow poppies by giving them cash in advance. It is not 

practical or beneficial to refuse the white magistrates. The agents forcibly remove the formers' 

thumbprints from them, and even they refuse to take the money. As a result, the British Company 

forced everyone to produce poppies and forced Indians to cultivate opium poppies. The British 

lords were able to maintain their control over the market thanks to the poppy fields, not the locals. 

The production of opium causes the loss of a variety of food crops, forces those who refuse to 

grow it to relocate, and ultimately leads to bankruptcy and migration. 

4. EFFECTS OF CULTIVATION OF OPIUM 

In order to protect edible food crops from the harmful consequences of opium cultivation, these 

crops have been abandoned. Deeti remembers a time when they produced edible crops, which not 

only provided them with food but also served as a source of building materials for their roofs. It 

was a great existence; however, due to the fact that opium is grown there, people are compelled to 

either migrate to Mauritius or perish from famine for their own safety. According to her 

explanation: "In the past, the fields would be heavily planted with wheat during the winter, and the 

straw from the spring harvest would be used to repair the damage from the previous year." On the 

other hand, because the sahibs ordered everyone to plant poppies, nobody had any spare thatch. 

Instead, they were required to purchase it from people who lived in far-off villages at the market. 

Due to the fact that it was so expensive, they delayed the process of repairing their homes for as 

long as they could (29). 
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Figure 3: Opium 

 In order to illustrate how the shift in cropping pattern has impacted their lives, Deeti draws 

similarities between the two. The remainder of the poppy seeds were kept for the family, with some 

of them being replanted and the rest being used for cooking with meat and vegetables. Her mother 

would send some of the poppy seeds to the oil press. She remembers that when she was a child, 

opium was planted in the same fields as wheat, masoor dal, and vegetables. She also remembers 

that opium was sown in the same fields. 

Opium addiction is a condition that, according to the book, affects not just people but also all other 

living things in the environment around them. During this time, Kalua give his cow opium in order 

to assist it calm. The delightful aroma of the poppy pod, as stated by Ghosh, is what attracts insects 

such as bees, grasshoppers, and wasps. After a few days, these insects are suffocated by the liquid 

that is oozing out of the pod. In addition, the insects who consume the nectar of the poppy flower 

become inebriated and behave in an odd manner over the course of the story. When the sap turns 

black, he asserts that their dead corpses combine with the sap and transform into a component of 

the opium that is bought and sold in the market. 

The flow of sewage from opium plants into the Ganga is one of the ways that the water quality of 

the river is adversely affected. Even though the water of this river is consumed by all living 

creatures, the fact that it is contaminated with filth makes it unfit for human consumption. The 
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Indian population worships this river. Ghosh draws parallels between it and the Nile River, which 

was the most important source of life for Egyptian civilization. 

5. OPIUM TRADE 

The narrative of the book is skillfully centered on the trafficking of opium with China before to 

the Opium Wars, with India functioning as the source country. Ghosh achieves this by focusing 

the story on China. Due to the fact that ibis were utilized for the transportation of opium-related 

products, they are inextricably linked to the opium trade. The first shipment of opium to China 

was made by Arab and Turkish merchants in the latter half of the sixth century or the early seventh 

century. The British were able to revive their failing economy by utilising this trade in the past. 

This drop in the spice trade was the root cause of the decline in the economy. On the other hand, 

they needed Chinese items, which they were able to acquire through the illegal trade in opium. 

In the centuries leading up to the seventeenth century, opium was only sometimes utilized. The use 

of tobacco products spread from North America to China, and the consumption of opium became 

widespread in China quite soon. In addition, opium addiction rose, and the rate at which opium 

was imported also increased. Although this did not materially hinder the trade, by the year 1729, 

the problem had become so severe that the Emperor of China, Yong-Zheng, who ruled from 1722 

until 1735, made it illegal to sell opium and to smoke it.  In 1796, the Qianlong Emperor made it 

illegal to import opium and cultivate it. He also prohibited its cultivation. Despite this restriction, 

however, the opium trade continued to expand with each passing day. 

At the beginning of the eighteenth century, the Portuguese made the discovery that they could 

import opium from India into China at a significant profit. This was a significant discovery. 1773 

was the year when the East India Company acquired its first knowledge of the trade, and it was 

also the year that they rose to prominence as China's most important supplier. The cultivation of 

opium was a monopoly that was maintained by the British East India Company in the Indian 

province of Bengal. There, they developed a method for cultivating opium poppies in a manner 

that was both inexpensive and numerous. They then exported these poppies to Chinese markets, 

where they made tremendous profits. 
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6. CONCLUSION  

The opium trade in the 19th century created significant socio-economic and cultural upheavals, 

which are depicted in "Sea of Poppies," a beautiful tapestry expertly woven by Amitav Ghosh. The 

novel, which is set against the backdrop of India's British colonial rule, examines the lives of a 

variety of characters whose paths cross due to their involvement in the opium trade. In his 

exploration of the intricacies of colonial exploitation, Ghosh shows how the British Empire's 

voracious appetite for opium not only drove economic changes but also caused great damage to 

traditional Indian society. Ghosh sheds light on the individual and collective sufferings of people 

ensnared in the cruel clutches of imperial business through his colourful storytelling and 

painstaking attention to historical detail. While highlighting the human spirit's tenacity and 

adaptation, the story also highlights the harsh realities of resistance, addiction, and relocation. As 

a result, "Sea of Poppies" is both a moving historical narrative and a thought-provoking analysis 

of the long-lasting effects of colonialism and the opium trade, reflecting its effects into the present. 
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