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ABSTRACT 

Morality and globalization blends in River of Smoke. This is because of deducing the 

commercial profits gained through opium trade in Canton. Engine of the channels on which 

opium was transported, becomes a symbol of this globalization. Bahram Moddie is presented 

as Amitava Ghosh’s mouthpiece for heavy reliance of the Parsi merchants on increasing 

investments on opium. Though China profited from this trade, but life of poor peasants and 

farmers in India was put into stake by forcing them into opium and poppy cultivation. This 

contradicts morality, as the relationships between social constructs were destabilized. 

Evidence is the resistance and oppositions from Chinese traders.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  

Opium, was not a drug, as it is, in the present modern context. In colonial times, opium was 

cultivated, processed, and exported for gaining economic profit. Poor farmers and peasants 

were forced into cultivation. They were treated as slaves by the British colonizers. These 

references ignite sympathy among the readers when they read short stories, novels, 

documentaries. Evidences can be cited of Amitava Ghosh’s Ibis Trilogy, which consists of a 

novel, River of Smoke (Choudhury, 2019). Here, smoke is something which does not go with 

the river. This is because there are waters, which make up a river. For understanding how 

opium trade is represented in the novel, this paper is prepared.  

2. LITERATURE REVIEW  

In River of Smoke, the second novel of the Ibis Trilogy by Amitav Ghosh, opium trade is 

presented vast, morally fraught, and globally interconnected enterprise. This enterprise drives 

personal fortunes and imperial politics. The first volume focuses more on the production of 

opium in India. By the time the novel transgresses into River of Smoke attention of the readers 

is shifted into trade’s commercial interests, which comes from Canton (Guangzhou). This is 

the scenario just before the time, when readers witness the outbreak of the First Opium War. 

Presentation of opium trade in the novel initiates with engine, which symbolizes global 

capitalism. Opium becomes the economic backbone of British to conduct imperial trade in 

Asia. Through Bahram Moddie, Narayan, (2021) stated that Amitrava Ghosh shows deep 

reliance of Parsi merchants on investments in opium shipments, which were made to China. 

Ghosh shows the dependence of fortunes, credit systems, insurance, and shipping networks on 

the drug trade. 

Opium increases financial stability of China through Britain’s tea imports. Major drivers of 

this are the shipping industries and private merchant houses. Through this, Indian poppy 

farmers, British firms are tied with Chinese buyers. Together they form one globalized 

economy, possessing mutual sharing and understanding towards gaining profit through 

transparent and ethical manner. Renu, (2017) argued that the trade does not marginalize 

criminality, but institutionalized commercialization of the interests, behind which there is 

support of power and authority of the colonizers. 

Moral ambiguity and rationalization are other themes, which readers find while reading the 

novel. Ghosh presents opium trade through morally complex characters, as they have the 

capability to represent legitimate business participation. Mention can be made of Bahram 
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whose characterization is justified for his participation in legitimate business. Here, simple 

villains are a mismatch as British traders frame opium as a significant commodity over any 

other. Despite of recognizing the severe impact, some characters are compelled to feel 

economically trapped. Here, Bawa and Arora, (2022) stated that normalization of capitalism is 

ambiguous, as high profit gaining mentality is exploited.  

Another significant issue is Chinese resistance and moral oppositions. Both this resistance and 

opposition was towards the opium imports (Dasgupta, 2022). Chinese officials are portrayed 

as protective agents, attempting to prevent people from becoming addicted to opium, and 

colonizers gaining profit by draining bulk profit. Strict restrictions imposed on opium trade in 

Canton aggravated complexities. Crackdown and decline in the trade foreshadowed historical 

actions committed by Lin Zexu. His anti-opium campaign had high chances of triggering First 

Opium War. In this context, Datta and Datta, (2025) stated that trade appears as imperial 

aggression as compared to free trade enhancing commercial interests. 

Cultural and civilizational clash also became important as a theme for discussion. Through 

opium trade, colonizers, that is, Britishers considered free trade like universal and acting 

according to the principle (Bhatt & Raisi, 2025). On the contrary, Chinese authorities 

perceived the trade as immoral, destabilizing relationships between the social constructs. 

Destabilization ignited from misunderstandings which ignited between legal systems and 

worldviews intensifying conflicts on economic issues. Joseph, (2022) was of the view that 

Ghosh contributed by showing rhetorical liberal economics which conceals coercion and 

violence. 

Human consequences are also shown in the novel, River of Smoke. Focus lies on merchants 

involved in carrying and processing opium as compared to the ones who are addicted from 

consuming. Impact is destructive on the social constructs, which is visible from weakened 

power of Chinese communities, silver drained from China’s economy, and Indian farmers 

locked into poppy cultivation systems. The trade reshaped living standards and lifestyles 

across continents India, China, and Britain. Bajaj, (2024) argued this reshaping uncovers 

hidden human cost, laying behind imperial wealth. 

Historical inevitability can also be connected with the possibilities of impending war. The 

novel built inevitability around First Opium War. Insistence of traders’ insistence on profit and 

Britain’s back up of commercial interests exempts military conflict from being accidental. 
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However, Beretta, (2022) stated that it is presented as structurally embedded within the 

system of imperial capitalism.  

 

3. METHODOLOGY  

Thematic analysis is apt here for understanding representation of opium trade in Amitava 

Ghosh’s novel, River of Smoke in Ibis Trilogy. For preparing the themes, sources like books, 

journals, articles, government websites, reports are considered. From these themes, essential 

aspects are deduced, which makes deductive approach justified in this context.  

4. CONCLUSION  

Review of the literature concludes that in River of Smoke, opium trade is portrayed as an agent 

for globalizing imperial commerce. Opium, for the people, is morally compromised but 

normalized in the form of consumption, production, processing. Opium also becomes a 

catalyst for cultural conflicts among the social constructs with different opinions and 

perspectives. Systems connecting channels, routes and roads, also exploits multiple societies, 

based on the processing of opium for trade. All of these ignite a geopolitical upheaval, 

reshaping the nations. Ghosh refrains from romanticizing or simplifying the trade. Instead, he 

presents opium as am ombre shade reflecting modern globalization. 

REFERENCES  

Bajaj, A. (2024, August). Amitav Ghosh's Ibis Trilogy and the So-Called Secret of the 

Historical Novel. In Novel: A Forum on Fiction (Vol. 57, No. 2, pp. 180-203). Duke 

University Press. [https://read.dukeupress.edu/novel/article-abstract/57/2/180/391922/Amitav-

Ghosh-s-Ibis-Trilogy-and-the-So-Called] 

Bawa, E., & Arora, S. (2022). An Ecological Sailing Towards Amitav Ghosh’s Ibis Trilogy: A 

Historical Perspective. International Journal of English Literature and Social Sciences. 

[10.22161/ijels] 

Beretta, C. (2022). A Sense of History. Amitav Ghosh’s Culture Chromosome, 120. 

[https://brill.com/display/title/55261#page=146] 

Bhatt, D., & Raisi, H. (2025). Echoes of the Subalterns in Amitav Ghosh’s River of 

Smoke. Creative Flight, 6(4), 84. [https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Creative-

Flight/publication/397352535_Creative_Flight_Vol_6_No_4_Novel_Short_Story_Academic_



JRLA, 3(2), Feb 2026: 149-154                                                      Online ISSN: 3048-667X  
 

153 

Impact Factor: 2.012 

 
 

Section/links/690cf1eda2b691617b6a32ac/Creative-Flight-Vol-6-No-4-Novel-Short-Story-

Academic-Section.pdf#page=84] 

Choudhury, M. H. (2019). Amitav Ghosh’s Experimentation with Languages and Dialects in 

Ibis Trilogy. European Journal of English Language and Literature Studies, 7(2), 1-8. 

[https://www.researchgate.net/profile/MurshedChoudhury2/publication/333852070_AMITAV

_GHOSH'S_EXPERIMENTATION_WITH_LANGUAGES_AND_DIALECTS_IN_IBIS_T

RILOGY/links/5d08df73a6fdcc35c1560ef1/AMITAV-GHOSHS-EXPERIMENTATION-

WITH-LANGUAGES-AND-DIALECTS-IN-IBIS-TRILOGY.pdf] 

Dasgupta, U. (2022). Amitav Ghosh and the Ibis Trilogy. In The Palgrave Encyclopedia of 

Urban Literary Studies (pp. 35-40). Cham: Springer International Publishing. [10.1007/978-3-

319-62419-8_311.pdf] 

DATTA, R., & Datta, R. (2025). From Cargo to Consciousness: Migration, Language, and 

Identity in Amitav Ghosh’s Ibis Trilogy. Journal of Indian languages and Indian literature in 

English, 3(04), 5-9. [ISSN: 3048-4952] 

Joseph, E. R. (2022). Mapping Spaces: A Study of Amitav Ghosh’s River of Smoke. ISHAL 

PAITHRKAM, (28). [https://ojs.ishalpaithrkam.info/index.php/journal/article/view/479] 

Narayan, S. (2021). Cultural and Historical Identity in Amitav Ghosh’s River of Smoke: A 

Postcolonial Perspective. The Creative Launcher, 5(6), 125-132. 

[https://www.redalyc.org/pdf/7038/703878311017.pdf] 

Renu, E. (2017). Identity shifts in transnational lives: A study of Amitav Ghosh’s river of 

smoke. Teresian Journal of English Studies, 9(1), 66-71. [https://teresas.ac.in/wp-

content/uploads/2019/01/2017.pdf#page=74] 

Author’s Declaration: 

I/We, as an author/authors of the above paper/article, hereby declare that the content of this 

paper is prepared by me/us for publication in this journal is completely my/our own genuine 

paper and if any person having copyright issue or patent or anything related to the content, 

I/we shall always be legally responsible for any issue. If any data or information given by 

me/us is not correct, I/we shall always be legally responsible. With my/our whole 

responsibility legally and formally have intimated the publisher that the paper has been 

checked by guide or expert or supervisor to make it sure that paper is technically right and 



JRLA, 3(2), Feb 2026: 149-154                                                      Online ISSN: 3048-667X  
 

154 

Impact Factor: 2.012 

 
 

there is no unaccepted plagiarism. If any issue arises related to plagiarism or any issues, I/we 

will be solely/entirely responsible for any legal disputes or legal issues. I/we declared that if 

publisher finds any complication or error or anything hidden or implemented otherwise, 

my/our paper may be removed from the website. I/we also aware that the publication fees is 

not refunded further in any circumstances. Even if anything is found illegal publisher may 

also take legal action against me/us. I/we also declared that this journal/publisher will not be 

held responsible any legal issues in future regarding this paper publication in this journal.  

Shantanu Chakravarty 

Dr.  Uma Rajput 


