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Abstract:  

The present research article attempts to study the portrayal of drug addiction and its effects on individual 

identity, societal structures and marginal communities in Jeet Thayil's novel Narcopolis. Through a close 

analysis of the characters' experiences with addiction of drugs and the consequences it has on their lives, 

the study focuses on the broader social implications of drug use in the urban landscape of Mumbai, 

particularly focusing on how marginal communities are impacted. The article also examines the novel's 

use of language and narrative techniques to convey the complexities of addiction and urban life, 

shedding light on the ways in which Thayil's work challenges traditional notions of identity and 

community in the face of addiction. 
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1. Introduction: 

Jeet Thayil‘s Narcopolis, stands as a gripping and outrageous depiction of drug culture, urban life, and 

marginalization in a society within the lively, yet confusing landscape of Mumbai. Published in 2012, 

this debut novel caught the attention of literary circle and was nominated for the Man Booker Prize. The 

writer has woven the story systematically and presented the degradation of the society.  The era of 1970s 

and 1980s witnessed rapid changes and transformation of Bombay (now Mumbai) and it serves the 

background of the story which immerses readers in the underworld of drug addiction, where characters 

grapple with their desires, demons, and shattered dreams. Rashid’s opium den serves as the epicenter of 

the action, and the action revolves round it. Prologue of the novel, ‘Something for the Mouth’, sets the 

tone of the novel as 2294 word sentence is without the use of semicolon. When asked about any reason 

for choosing this particular style of writing, the novelist Thayil says, “It’s a test. If you get to page 

seven, you might like the book. If not, then not”. This reply makes the readers aware to expect 

something uncommon during the course of their reading. 

The narrative presents myriad voices and perspectives and offers glimpses of the dark underbelly of 

Bombay which forms significant part of the city. All the characters in the novel come from diverse 

background. Frustrated and nostalgic drug addict Dimple to the pipe maker Mr. Lee, artistic creations of 

Rumi to annoying experience of Dom’ prostitute life, the novelist has projected the escapist world of 

diverse characters. However, Narcopolis is not restricted to the portrayal of negative effects of 

urbanization; it is an intense pondering on the human condition, struggling with existential crisis and the 

continual search for meaning in a world standing on the point of destruction. As an eminent critic Anita 
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Sethi says, “Narcopolis spans three decades, journeying deep into the Bombay underworld and painting 

an evocative portrait of those “invisible entities” on the margins of society in whose midst a murderer 

prowls”. Thayil's engaging prose and symbolism takes the readers on a journey, intersecting different 

strata of society, commonly affected by the opium pipe of smoke. 

As the narrative progresses, we come across the harsh realities of communities separated and 

marginalized completely, residual effects of colonialism, and the constant struggle of survival in this 

rapidly changing world. The present paper is an attempt to unravel the complex tapestry of drug culture 

and urban marginalization in this evocative and haunting masterpiece. 

 

2. Historical and Cultural Context 

2.1 Socio-political landscape of Mumbai in late 20th century 

The novel is deeply intertwined with the socio-political landscape of Bombay (now Mumbai) during the 

late 20th century. Understanding this context is crucial for grasping the novel's themes, characters, and 

narrative intricacies. The novel is primarily set in the 1970s and 1980s, a period of significant change 

and upheaval in Bombay. Thayil has spent significant part of his life in Bombay. In an interview, he 

mentions that “I went to school there as a boy. I went to St. Xavier’s. My family left for Hong Kong 

when I was eight where my father was working as a journalist. Then I went to school in New York and 

then came to Bombay in 1979 and joined Wilson College. In all, I’ve lived in Bombay for almost 20 

years” (Jaiman, 2012, p. 35). This long stay in Mumbai enabled the writer to encounter these issues 

personally. 

This era witnessed rapid urbanization, economic shifts, and social transformations, contributing to the 

city's complex and layered identity. These decades marked a period of economic liberalization and 

industrial growth in India, leading to the rise of urban centers like Bombay as hubs of commerce, 

entertainment, and migration while opening the way to various forms of addictions. As a scholar John 

Thieme says, “Narcopolis   is quintessentially a novel about Bombay and, although the world it depicts 

may initially seem that of a subculture, its representation of the changing face of the drugs scene of the 

city over a period that extends from the late 1970s to the early years of the new Millennium offers a 

microcosm and depicts the transformations that Bombay/Mumbai has undergone in recent decades.” 

(Thieme, 2016, pg. 200) Hence, the city's cosmopolitan character and diverse population are reflected in 

the novel's portrayal of characters from various backgrounds and communities. 

While dealing with the promising development, the city was also grappled with addiction of youth. The 

novel highlights the rapidly growing drug culture of Bombay during this period, with opium dens, 

addiction of heroin, and similar other stuff playing a key role in the lives of characters. Commenting on 

it, a critic Anita Sethi says, “This novel begins and ends with the same word: “Bombay”. That city, the 

narrator tells us in the opening sentence, is the “hero or heroin of this story” – an intentional pun on 

“heroin”, since drugs curdle through the narrative as they do through the bodies and brains of the 

characters”. While exploring this world of addiction, it also explores countercultural movements, artistic 

experimentation, and alternative lifestyles prevalent among certain segments of society. 

The era also witnessed imbalanced sharing of wealth and fortune which resulted in social 

marginalization and inequality. Bombay, like many urban centers, grappled with issues of social 

marginalization, poverty, and inequality. The novel portrays marginalized communities, such as sex 

workers, street vendors, and those struggling with addiction, shedding light on their experiences and 

challenges within the urban landscape. The present article tries to explore this marginalization at 
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different levels while explain the drug culture of the city. The sprawling metropolis of Mumbai, with its 

bustling streets, towering skyscrapers, and vibrant cultural tapestry, serves as a complex canvas for 

exploring themes of drug culture, addiction, and urban decay. Situated at the crossroads of tradition and 

modernity, Mumbai (formerly Bombay) embodies the paradoxes and contradictions of contemporary 

urban life in India. 

2.2 Drug addiction and urban decay in Mumbai 

The roots of drug culture in Mumbai can be traced back to various historical and socio-economic factors. 

The city's history as a colonial trading port, its influx of migrants from diverse regions, and its status as 

an economic powerhouse have contributed to a dynamic and sometimes tumultuous urban landscape. 

Mumbai's drug culture is multifaceted, encompassing a range of substances, rituals, and social dynamics. 

A researcher Khanna A. comments, “The cultural context and social norms in Mumbai influence 

patterns of drug use and addiction. Understanding cultural nuances are essential for designing effective 

prevention and treatment programs that are culturally sensitive and responsive to the needs of diverse 

communities." From traditional opium dens to modern-day narcotics, the city has been a hub of drug 

consumption, often intertwined with subcultures, nightlife, and underground economies. 

The prevalence of addiction in Mumbai reflects not only individual struggles but also broader societal 

issues. Addiction cuts across socio-economic barriers, affecting people from all walks of life and 

highlighting the complexities of mental health, trauma, and social alienation in an urban setting. 

Alongside its glittering facades and booming industries, Mumbai grapples with urban decay in various 

forms. Decades of rapid urbanization, inadequate infrastructure, socio-political tensions, and economic 

disparities have led to pockets of neglect, dilapidation, and social exclusion within the city. 

The impact of drug culture, addiction, and urban decay is often felt most acutely by marginalized 

communities in Mumbai. From slum dwellers to street vendors, sex workers to migrant laborers, these 

communities navigate precarious realities shaped by systemic inequalities and neglect. A scholar 

Deshmukh S comments, “Marginalized communities, such as sex workers, street children, and migrant 

workers, face heightened risks of drug addiction due to socio-economic vulnerabilities and social 

exclusion. The impact of addiction on these communities extends to health disparities, stigma, and 

barriers to accessing addiction treatment." Mumbai's drug culture, addiction, and urban decay have been 

represented and explored in literature, film, art, and media. These cultural representations offer insights 

into the lived experiences, narratives, and perceptions surrounding these complex issues. Addressing 

drug culture, addiction, and urban decay in Mumbai requires multifaceted approaches, including public 

health interventions, social support systems, community empowerment, and policy initiatives aimed at 

addressing root causes and providing holistic solutions. 

 

3. Depiction of Drug Culture 

3.1. Analysis of the characters' experiences with drug use and addiction 

The experience of characters with drug use and addiction in the novel provides insights into the novel's 

thematic exploration of substance abuse, escapism, and the impact of addiction on individuals and 

society. Here's an analysis focusing on key characters and their experiences: 

Dimple serves as one of the central characters in the novel, and her journey through addiction offers a 

lens into the allure and destructiveness of drug use. Initially introduced as a young woman fascinated by 

the world of opium and its transient pleasures, Dimple's descent into addiction reflects a search for 

meaning and escape from harsh realities. As Dimple says to the narrator in a dream, “You should listen. 
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Even if you can’t bear it, you should listen.” And that is precisely what this novel asks us to do: to listen 

to the most vulnerable people who usually don’t have a voice. Her experiences highlight the cyclical 

nature of addiction, where moments of euphoria are followed by periods of withdrawal, despair, and 

dependence. 

Another character Rashid is shown as the owner of the opium den where much of the novel unfolds, 

Rashid embodies the complex relationship between drug dealer and addict. His experiences with opium, 

while providing temporary solace and camaraderie among users, also underscore the exploitative nature 

of addiction and the power dynamics within the drug culture. Rashid's character serves as a catalyst for 

the interconnected stories of addiction and urban decay. 

Outsider perspective is shown with the character of Mr. Lee a Chinese pipe-maker, who represents an 

outsider perspective within the drug culture of Bombay. His experiences with addiction and the art of 

crafting opium pipes offer a glimpse into the cultural nuances and rituals associated with drug use. Mr. 

Lee's character adds depth to the novel's exploration of addiction as a cultural phenomenon, shaped by 

historical legacies and global influences. 

Rumi, an introspective artist and addict, provides a counterpoint to the more overtly destructive aspects 

of drug use portrayed in the novel. His experiences with addiction are intertwined with moments of 

creative inspiration and philosophical reflection, highlighting the complex interplay between addiction, 

creativity, and existential questioning. Rumi's character adds layers of depth and ambiguity to the 

narrative, blurring the lines between self-destruction and artistic expression. Finally, Dom, a prostitute 

struggling with addiction, represents the intersection of drug use, trauma, and societal marginalization. 

Her experiences shed light on the vulnerabilities faced by marginalized individuals within the drug 

culture, navigating a precarious existence marked by exploitation, violence, and inner turmoil. Dom's 

character serves as a poignant reminder of the human cost of addiction and social neglect. 

Through the nuanced portrayal of these characters and their experiences with drug use and addiction, 

"Narcopolis" delves into the psychological, social, and cultural dimensions of substance abuse. The 

novel challenges stereotypes and simplistic narratives surrounding addiction, presenting a mosaic of 

human struggles, desires, and vulnerabilities within the chaotic backdrop of Bombay's drug culture. 

2 Exploration of the rituals, language, and subcultures associated with drug culture depicted in 

the novel 

he exploration of rituals, language, and subcultures associated with drug culture plays a significant role 

in shaping the narrative and highlighting the complexities of addiction and escapism in the novel. First 

and foremost is vivid portrayal of the rituals and customs within the opium den, where characters gather 

to indulge in their addiction. These rituals include the preparation of opium pipes, the sharing of stories 

and experiences, and the creation of a communal space for escapism. As a scholar John Thieme says, 

“Thayil’s Bombay is ‘a great and broken city’, rife with poverty, pollution and degradation, a place 

haunted by urban myths such as the ‘underworld whisper’ surrounding the never-seen ‘stone killer’, 

Pathar Maar, whom the narrator, Dom Ullis, imagines as a ‘pure saviour …on a mission to wipe out 

poverty’ by murdering the poor, ‘the victims of a failed experiment, the Planned Socialist State of India’. 

(Thieme, 2016, pg. 200) Thayil delves into the sensory experiences associated with opium consumption, 

from the aroma of burning incense to the ritualistic manner in which users inhale the smoke. These 

rituals create a sense of intimacy and ritualized behavior within the drug culture. 

At the same time, the novel employs a unique language and vernacular associated with addiction, 

reflecting the slang, jargon, and idiosyncratic expressions used by characters immersed in drug culture. 
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This language serves as a form of communication and identity within the subculture. Characters in this 

novel use coded language, euphemisms, and metaphors to discuss their experiences with drugs, 

highlighting the secretive and clandestine nature of addiction. The language of addiction becomes a 

means of connection and belonging among users. 

Simultaneously, the novel explores various subcultures within the drug culture of Bombay, including the 

opium den regulars, heroin addicts, sex workers, and marginalized communities. Each subculture has its 

own norms, values, and social dynamics shaped by addiction and urban life. Through characters like 

Rashid, Dimple, and Mr. Lee, the novel delves into the intersections of drug use with identity, 

belonging, and social hierarchies. These subcultural identities offer insights into the diverse experiences 

and backgrounds of individuals caught in the web of addiction. 

The language and rituals associated with drug use in "Narcopolis" often serve as a form of escapism 

from harsh realities. Characters create elaborate fantasies, hallucinations, and altered states of 

consciousness through drugs, seeking temporary relief from pain, trauma, and existential angst. Thayil 

explores the allure of escapism and the seductive power of drugs in transporting individuals to alternate 

realities. However, these escapist fantasies also carry consequences, leading to addiction, alienation, and 

a disconnect from reality. 

 

4. Urban Spaces and Marginalization 

The novel portrays various marginalized communities within the cityscape of Mumbai, including sex 

workers, slum dwellers, street vendors, and individuals struggling with addiction. These communities 

often exist on the fringes of society, facing discrimination, stigma, and limited opportunities for socio-

economic advancement. Characters like Dimple, Rashid, and Dom represent different facets of 

marginalization, navigating precarious lives marked by poverty, social exclusion, and exploitation within 

the urban environment. 

Thayil depicts the harsh realities of poverty and survival in Mumbai, where characters resort to drug use, 

sex work, and illicit activities as means of coping with economic hardship and social marginalization. 

The cityscape becomes a backdrop of struggle and resilience, as individuals navigate the challenges of 

daily existence. The novel explores the intersecting factors of poverty, addiction, and urban decay, 

highlighting the ways in which socio-economic disparities contribute to cycles of marginalization and 

vulnerability. 

Within the cityscape of Mumbai, "Narcopolis" delves into the complexities of social hierarchies, caste 

divisions, and power dynamics that perpetuate inequality and marginalization. Characters from different 

backgrounds and social strata interact within the drug culture, revealing tensions, prejudices, and 

inequalities embedded in the urban fabric. The novel also examines the role of privilege and access in 

shaping individuals' experiences within the cityscape, illustrating how socio-economic status can impact 

opportunities, choices, and life trajectories. 

Mumbai's urban landscape in "Narcopolis" is characterized by decay, neglect, and contrasts between 

opulence and dilapidation. The novel portrays neglected neighborhoods, crumbling infrastructure, and 

spaces of urban decay that reflect broader systemic issues of governance, planning, and social welfare. 

The depiction of urban decay serves as a metaphor for the neglect and marginalization experienced by 

certain communities within the city, highlighting the disparities and injustices inherent in urban 

development. 
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Despite the challenges of social marginalization and poverty, the novel also portrays moments of 

community, solidarity, and resilience among marginalized groups. Characters forge connections, support 

networks, and forms of mutual aid within the cityscape, emphasizing the agency and strength of 

marginalized communities in navigating adversity. Thayil's exploration of community and resilience 

offers a nuanced perspective on the complexities of urban life, highlighting the multifaceted experiences 

and identities within the cityscape of Mumbai. Through its portrayal of social marginalization, poverty, 

and inequality within the cityscape, "Narcopolis" sheds light on the lived experiences of marginalized 

individuals and communities, while also critiquing broader societal structures and systems that 

perpetuate cycles of marginalization and exclusion. 

 

5. Conclusion 

Narcopolis" by Jeet Thayil holds significant importance in the realms of understanding drug culture, 

urban marginalization, and contemporary Indian literature. The novel provides a nuanced and immersive 

exploration of drug culture, delving into the rituals, language, subcultures, and psychological dimensions 

of addiction. The novel challenges stereotypes and simplistic narratives surrounding drug use, offering a 

mosaic of human experiences and vulnerabilities within the context of drug culture. The depiction of 

urban marginalization in Mumbai sheds light on the complexities of poverty, social exclusion, and 

inequality within the cityscape. The novel portrays marginalized communities with empathy and nuance, 

highlighting the resilience, agency, and struggles of individuals navigating precarious lives in urban 

environments. 

"Narcopolis" engages with postcolonial perspectives, examining the legacy of colonialism on drug 

culture, social dynamics, and urban development in Mumbai. The novel critiques colonial structures 

while also exploring forms of resistance, identity negotiation, and cultural hybridity within a 

postcolonial context. 

Thayil's narrative style, use of multiple perspectives, and evocative imagery contribute to the novel's 

literary significance. "Narcopolis" pushes boundaries in terms of form, language, and storytelling 

techniques, inviting readers to engage with complex themes and characters in a compelling and thought-

provoking manner. The novel is deeply rooted in the cultural and historical context of Mumbai, 

capturing the vibrancy, contradictions, and complexities of the cityscape. Through its rich tapestry of 

characters, settings, and narratives, "Narcopolis" offers a window into contemporary Indian society, its 

challenges, aspirations, and cultural currents. 

While "Narcopolis" is situated in the specific context of Mumbai, its themes of drug culture, urban 

marginalization, and societal struggles resonate globally. The novel prompts conversations about 

addiction, social justice, urban development, and the human condition that transcend geographical 

boundaries. In conclusion, "Narcopolis" stands as a powerful and poignant work of contemporary Indian 

literature that illuminates the complexities of drug culture, urban marginalization, and postcolonial 

realities. Its significance lies not only in its thematic depth and literary innovation but also in its ability 

to provoke critical reflection, empathy, and dialogue on pressing societal issues. 
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