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Abstract

This paper explores Aravind Adiga’s The White Tiger (2008) and Anita Desai’s Clear Light
of Day (1980) using Homi K. Bhabha’s and Gayatri Spivak’s postcolonial frameworks. By
applying Bhabha’s ideas on hybridity, mimicry, and the Third Space, alongside Spivak’s
notions of subalternity and representation, this paper examines how these two works
interrogate the complexities of identity, power, and resistance in postcolonial India. Both
novels reflect the dissonance between colonizer and colonized identities and offer a critique
of the social, cultural, and economic structures of postcolonial India. Through this lens, the
novels provide insights into the fluidity of identity in a postcolonial context and the strategies
employed by marginalized individuals to negotiate their agency.

Introduction

Aravind Adiga’s The White Tiger (2008) and Anita Desai’s Clear Light of Day (1980) offer
profound reflections on the postcolonial condition in India. These novels engage with themes
of identity, power, and resistance, exploring the impacts of colonial legacies on the social,
political, and personal lives of their characters. Adiga’s The White Tiger tells the story of
Balram Halwai, a poor rural man who navigates the complex and often brutal world of
India’s socio-economic hierarchy, while Desai’s Clear Light of Day focuses on the Bhatia
family’s complicated relationships within the backdrop of a post-independence, postcolonial
Delhi.

The application of postcolonial theories, particularly those of Homi K. Bhabha and Gayatri
Spivak, provides a framework to analyze the characters’ struggles for identity and agency.
Bhabha’s concepts of hybridity, mimicry, and the Third Space, alongside Spivak’s theory of
the subaltern and the complexities of representation, offer critical insights into the narratives
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of these novels. Through this paper, | will argue that both Adiga and Desai use their works to
reflect and critique the ways in which colonial histories continue to shape identity and power
dynamics in contemporary postcolonial India.

Postcolonial Theory: Bhabha and Spivak

Before analyzing the novels themselves, it is essential to understand the postcolonial theories
of Homi K. Bhabha and Gayatri Spivak .

Homi K. Bhabha’s postcolonial theory is centered around the idea of cultural hybridity.
Hybridity, for Bhabha, refers to the creation of new cultural identities that arise in the space
between colonizer and colonized. The colonized subject, often forced to adopt the language,
culture, and values of the colonizer, does not simply imitate but reinterprets these elements to
create something new. This reappropriation challenges the authority of colonial power, as it
denies the possibility of a pure, untainted culture on either side.

Bhabha also discusses mimicry, a concept whereby the colonized subject mimics the
behaviors, language, and values of the colonizer, creating an ambivalent situation. While
mimicry appears to be an act of submission, it is often a subversive form of resistance
because it destabilizes the colonizer’s authority. Bhabha argues that mimicry produces a
"mocking" image of the colonizer, reflecting a distorted and incomplete imitation that calls
into question the legitimacy of colonial dominance.

Additionally, Bhabha introduces the idea of the Third Space, a hybridized space that is
neither fully colonized nor colonizer but exists between the two. The Third Space allows for
the creation of new, hybrid identities that subvert the traditional binaries of colonial and
postcolonial, offering a platform for new modes of resistance.

Gayatri Spivak: Subalternity and Representation

Gayatri Spivak’s postcolonial theory, particularly her essay "Can the Subaltern Speak?"
focuses on the concept of subalternity. The subaltern, in Spivak’s framework, refers to those
who are outside the hegemonic structures of power and discourse, such as the poor, women,
and marginalized communities. In postcolonial contexts, the subaltern is often rendered
voiceless and invisible in dominant historical and cultural narratives. Spivak’s work critiques
the ability of Western intellectuals to speak for the subaltern, arguing that such efforts often
further erase the subaltern's voice by imposing external interpretations.

Spivak’s concept of representation is central to understanding the limitations of postcolonial
narratives. She emphasizes the difficulty of representing the subaltern without distorting their
voice, often leading to the silencing of the very individuals whose experiences are being
narrated. Spivak’s theory challenges both the authority of the Western intellectual elite and
the postcolonial structures that continue to marginalize certain groups.

Analysis of The White Tiger through Bhabha and Spivak

Hybridity in Balram Halwai’s Identity
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Balram Halwai, the protagonist of The White Tiger, embodies the contradictions of
postcolonial India, where the legacy of colonialism mixes with the rise of new capitalist
forces. Balram’s journey from a poor rural servant to a successful entrepreneur reflects a
complex negotiation of his identity in the hybrid cultural space created by colonial and
postcolonial forces.

Bhabha’s theory of hybridity is evident in Balram’s transformation. Born into a feudal
family in a rural village, Balram begins as a humble servant, confined by social and economic
structures inherited from colonial rule. However, his escape to the urban metropolis of Delhi
symbolizes his movement between two cultures—his village’s traditional, servile ways and
the capitalist, modernized world that represents postcolonial India’s new economic power. In
the city, Balram’s identity is shaped by his interaction with the wealthy elites, particularly his
employer Ashok, whose Westernized lifestyle and values influence Balram’s worldview. This
tension between his rural origins and his attempts to adopt a more cosmopolitan identity
reflects the hybridization of his character. His success as an entrepreneur, however, comes
with violence and moral compromise, indicating that hybrid identities in postcolonial
contexts are never purely emancipatory but are fraught with contradictions.

Mimicry and Subversion in Balram’s Resistance

Bhabha’s concept of mimicry also plays a crucial role in understanding Balram’s relationship
with his masters. Throughout the novel, Balram mimics the behavior, language, and manners
of his employers in an effort to rise above his lower-caste position. However, his mimicry is
not a simple act of submission. Instead, it becomes a form of subversion as Balram takes the
very tools of the colonizer—their language, values, and ambitions—and turns them against
the system that oppresses him. The violence he eventually resorts to, in the form of killing his
employer, can be seen as the ultimate act of resistance, breaking free from the oppressive
mimicry that seeks to normalize his subordination.

The Third Space of Identity

Balram’s journey also illustrates Bhabha’s concept of the Third Space. Balram does not
belong to his village or to the urban elite. Instead, he exists in a liminal space, continuously
negotiating his identity between these two worlds. The novel itself occupies a hybrid space,
narrating Balram’s story in the first person, blending his rural origins with his new capitalist
identity. This narrative space, neither fully traditional nor fully modern, allows Balram to
construct a new identity that reflects both his subaltern roots and his aspirations to rise above
them.

Analysis of Anita Desai’s Clear Light of Day through Bhabha and Spivak
Hybridity and Identity in the Bhatia Family

In Anita Desai’s Clear Light of Day, the theme of hybridity is explored through the character
dynamics within the Bhatia family, particularly between the two sisters, Bimla (Bim) and
Tara. The novel takes place in post-independence Delhi, a time when India is struggling to
reconcile its colonial past with its new identity as a nation. Bim, who is more connected to
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the traditional, pre-colonial India, and Tara, who has spent much of her life abroad, represent
two different modes of Indian identity. The conflict between these two sisters reflects the
tensions between a postcolonial identity rooted in tradition and a modern, Westernized
identity.

Bim’s resistance to the Westernized notions of identity reflects an attempt to retain a sense of
authenticity in a world rapidly becoming more hybridized. In contrast, Tara’s adaptation to
the Western world symbolizes the extent to which colonial influence has shaped India’s post-
independence elite. The tensions between these two characters create a narrative of hybridity,
illustrating the complex negotiation of identity that postcolonial societies often face.

Subalternity and the Representation of Women

Gayatri Spivak’s theory of the subaltern is particularly relevant in analyzing the experiences
of women in Clear Light of Day. Tara’s life abroad, compared to Bim’s life in India,
highlights the difference between women who are able to transcend traditional roles and
those who remain trapped within patriarchal structures. Tara’s silence and internal struggles
can be read as an embodiment of the subaltern condition—nher voice is marginalized not only
by the larger political structures of postcolonial India but also by the familial and gendered
power dynamics at play within her home.

Spivak’s concept of representation also sheds light on Bim’s role in the narrative. While
Bim is more vocal and assertive, her agency is still constrained by the dominant cultural
expectations placed upon her. The novel raises questions about whether Bim’s voice, or any
woman's voice, can truly be heard or whether it remains filtered through patriarchal lenses.

Conclusion

Both The White Tiger and Clear Light of Day reflect the complexities of postcolonial India,
offering rich narratives that examine issues of identity, power, and resistance. By applying
the postcolonial theories of Homi K. Bhabha and Gayatri Spivak, we see how both novels
interrogate the hybrid nature of identity in a postcolonial context, where characters are
constantly negotiating their place in the world. Whether through Balram’s violent subversion
of mimicry or Bim’s struggle to assert her identity in the face of patriarchal oppression, these
novels engage deeply with the ongoing legacies of colonialism and the ways in which
marginalized individuals navigate the power structures that shape their lives.

In conclusion, The White Tiger and Clear Light of Day serve as powerful critiques of
postcolonial India, showing that the process of identity formation is fraught with tensions and
contradictions. Both authors highlight the complexities of being in-between: between
tradition and modernity, between colonizer and colonized, and between the self and the other.
Through their works, Adiga and Desai offer profound insights into the struggles of
postcolonial subjects to find voice, agency, and a sense of belonging in a world that continues
to be shaped by its colonial past.
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