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ABSTRACT 

 The Indian diaspora can probably be traced to ancient times when Buddhist monks 

travelled to the remote corners of Asia.  However, the nineteenth century centuries are 

considered to be the periods of the Indian diaspora, when Indians in large numbers went to 

industrially advanced countries in search of job opportunities.  It is entirely the self willingness 

of the people to choose the other countries to lead their life. After commencing their life in the 

other countries, they feel to live in a sandwich world. I particularly in this paper aim to expose 

the diasporic world in Amitav Ghosh’s The Glass Palace.  Ghosh handles the extraordinary 

sense of history and place which reflects the diasporic sensibilities through Rajkumar, the 

protagonist of the novel. The intention of the protagonist, after his migration, is revealed 

obviously with his experience in the postcolonial period.  
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 The term diaspora is derived from the Greek word, ‘Diaspeirien’. It means ‘Dia’ – 

‘through’ and ‘Speirien’ – ‘to scatter’. It implies the multiple journeys from one country to other 

countries or place to place. But , the notion of diaspora is the image of a journey but not every 

journey. It is neither a casual journey nor a temporary sojourn. It is, paradoxically, a permanent 

settling down and forming roots in settled place.  

 In the novel The Glass Palace Ghosh focuses on the familiar, commercial and cultural 

links that connect the Indian diaspora in South East Asia, and the novel’s centre of gravity lies in 

Burma. The narrative concerns itself mostly with the fortunes of three families: the deposed King 
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of Burma and his retinue of his servants, one of whom marries a wealthy timber merchant called 

Rajkumar who had once been a destitute Bengali orphan in Mandalay and the family of Saya 

John a Malay Christian and Rajkumar’s mentor. 

 Normally the diasporic communities are longing or belonging to fulfill their needs and 

their settlement of their life. The migration, because of the specific feelings or personal longs of 

the personality, renders the diasporic community to face the strange occurrences that lead to the 

challenging life till the attainment of their well-settlements in the migrated country. They 

struggle there with their problems in languages, identity and culture. Diasporic space is the point 

at which boundaries of inclusion and exclusion, of belonging and otherness, of ‘us’ and ‘them’ 

are contested in fictions. Huggan in his work, The Postcolonial Exotic: Marketing the Margins, 

suggests,   

The future of Indian Literature in English at the millennium seems indisputable, the 

reputations of its best known writers intact, its commercial success virtually ensured. Yet 

it remains a cause for concern that nearby all the recognized writers are located in the 

Diaspora.(77) 

Amitav Ghosh is clearly focused the imminent, psychological feeling of the migrant, 

Saya John, when Rajkumar queries how he learnt to speak an Indian language.  The prominence 

of a Diasporic feeling of  learning a language plays a vital role. The conversation of the both 

migrants reveals the problems and sufferings in learning a language. 

Rajkumar fetched him a bowl of noodles and stood watching as he ate. ‘Saya,’ he asked  

at last, in Burmese, ‘how did you learn to speak an Indian language?’ 

Saya John looked up at him and smiled.’ I learnt as a child,’ he said,’ for I am , like you, 

an orphan, a foundling. I was brought up by Catholic priests, in a town called Malacca. 

These men were from everywhere – Portugal, Macao, Goa…… They spoke many 

languages…….. from the Goans I learnt a few Indian words. 

Little by little the migrants adopt themselves to learn the level of the culture and live in 

the new land comfortably.  
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Ghosh’s The Glass Palace provides the importance with the impact of colonial encounter 

on the cultural, social and political lives of independent countries such as Burma, Bangaladesh 

and India. The narration of the story extends to three generations. There are a plenty of 

characters, with the family sagas, their connections and lives with each other. Ghosh in spite of 

his great humanist raises his voice against tyranny and oppression through this novel. It 

emphasizes the tragic beginning and the settlement of the migrants by rooting their life in the 

new land. 

Travel implies the journey from place to place and the impermanency to the experience 

of moving abroad. It can be called a temporary migration. The condition of migrancy is seen as 

a state of indeterminacy, of tentativeness, of ‘in betweeness’ as Homy Bhabha would call it, 

The migrant is seen as the critical participant – observer into his/her own condition, 

enabling powerful insights to be made into the insider – outsider dichotomy and the real 

lived experiences of migration.(8) 

The migration is blessing for somebody and curse for somebody. In this manner, 

Rajkumar has the blessing of his migration. In the novel The Glass Palace, once he landed in 

Mandalay, his search for place and identity begins. He finds his identity at first when he meets 

Ma’ cho in the food stall in the new land. The entry of Rajkumar in the new land is itself 

indicates his identity to lead simple life in the food stall. 

It was Rajkumar’s job to carry bowls of soup and noodles to the customers. In his spare   

moments he cleared away the utensils, tended the fire and shredded vegetables for the 

soup pot….. In the evenings he did the washing up, carrying bucketfuls of utensils over to 

fort’s moat. (The Glass Palace 6) 

Later Rajkumar and Saya John moved into teak business rising up slowly and steadily. 

First teak, then rubber plantation became the object demanded in the new market. 

 Rajkumar shrugged. Saya , I know even less about this than Mathew does. My business 

is timber. 

‘Timber is a thing of the past, Rajkumar: You have to look to the future- and there’s any  

tree on which money could be said to grow then this it – rubber.’ (The Glass Palace 184) 
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The comparison of his entry in the tea stall and the development of his rubber and timber 

business in the alien country establish the identity of the migrants that can be blessing for the 

people. The diasporic personalities face initial problems such as Rajkumar faces, when they 

settle in a new land. Even though they try to adjust to the new environment, language, culture 

and the society , they will suffer from the psychological problem also.  

Ghosh writes about the predicament of migrants. The novel covers the sad episode of the 

last king of Burma and his doomed family that is exiled to Ratnagiri in India. The family of 

kings and queens were left with no other alternative but to live with and among commoners. 

With the outbreak of a plague and less money to maintain servants there was no other alternative 

but allow the villagers to build a village around the compound of Outram House. Thus the 

deported Royal Family was forced to mingle with the commoners. Migration proves to be a curse 

for these people while the same migration proves to be a blessing for Rajkumar, a face of 

colonizer in the guise of the colonized. Rajkumar succeeds in getting a major teak contract to 

railway company. In the case of Rajkumar, migration transforms his character as he rises from 

coolie to a timber merchant. Migration becomes an important theme of his novel as each journey 

serves to impact the identity of the traveler or the migrant.  

The psyche of the migrants is not permanent and there is a kind of dilemma while their 

living in the migrated country. Even though they are well settled alien nation, the longings of 

their own land could not have been fulfilled. The concept of diaspora stands steadfast in its 

claims towards the inevitability of nostalgia. Nostalgia is nothing but one cannot reconcile with 

the cultural, social mores of the migrated country and longs to their own country. Some of the 

migrants do not long for their own country when they commit themselves in the business, 

education and so on. But the intention of the migrants ultimately rushes over their native land. 

In The Glass Palace  Rajkumar expressed his longing to return home. Throughout his life 

he yearned for one or the other thing. And when he was compelled tolive in India he strived for 

the place he considered to be his home land i.e. Burma. When Jaya reminds, she noted as, 

‘I remembered how he’d always said that for him, the Ganges could never be the same as 

Irrawaddy.’ (The Glass Palace 544) 
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His longings and yearnings do not end in his life span; it ends only with the end of his 

life. Ghosh records the experiences of races living in British occupied colonies. Here, the 

characters range from the members of the Burmese Royal Family to commoners like Dolly, 

Rajkumar, Saya John and Uma. All the characters are united by the rough winds of historical 

displacement, and it is the commoners who play a vital and significant role in the attempts at 

bridging borders. Through the experiences of the widely travelling Rajkumar, Ghosh describes 

the suffering and tribulations of the exiled victims of the breaking of nations and consequent 

displacement. 

 Ghosh portrays the trauma of the cultural dislocation, disorientation and displacement 

suffered by the millions of people in the postcolonial era. His journey beyond the borders helps 

him to expose his experiences in the characters of his novel. The novel explicably distributes 

the both the success and sufferings of the migrants in the displacement. Both the positive and 

negative experiences of the migrants lead to comprehend the real life situations and the 

personal experiences of the author.  

 If the migrants travel with their willingness, they will mentally commence to 

adjust with the culture, society and the language. The diaspora leads to the betterment of the 

development of the migrants and to succeed in the other new land. They lead the common life in 

the diversity. It belongs to psychological strength of the one who is able to balance the culture. 

They automatically create the ample settlement and have no conscious to the negative thoughts. 

Some of them are far away from the society and hesitates to accept the culture and the other 

areas which lead from the migrated land. So, it reflects the two sides of the coin like Ghosh 

writes about the successful life of the protagonist whereas the pathetic conditions of the Royal 

Family. If the migrants try to accept, adjust and adapt the life of the alien land they can lead 

happy life otherwise it will be the bitter one and it will be the hazards and hurdles against their 

development. 
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