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FOREWORD

It is with great pleasure that we present this issue of the International Journal of English Literature and Social
Sciences (IJELS). As an esteemed peer-reviewed journal, IJELS is dedicated to advancing scholarly research and

fostering intellectual dialogue in English literature, Education and Social Sciences.

Our journal is a dynamic platform for academics, researchers, and practitioners to share their insights and
findings. This issue encompasses a diverse range of topics, reflecting the multifaceted nature of our disciplines.
From in-depth literary analyses to innovative social science research, our contributors provide valuable

perspectives contributing to the broader understanding of cultural and social phenomena.

At IJELS, we are committed to upholding the highest academic rigour and integrity standards. Each submission
undergoes a meticulous peer-review process, ensuring that only the most original and impactful research is
published. Our editorial team, comprised of experts from around the globe, works diligently to maintain the

quality and relevance of our journal.

We are particularly excited about the current issue, which includes groundbreaking studies and thought-
provoking articles that challenge conventional wisdom and open new avenues for exploration. We believe these

contributions will inspire further research and foster meaningful discussions within the academic community.

We extend our heartfelt gratitude to our authors for their dedication and contributions, our reviewers for their
insightful feedback, and our readers for their continued support. As we strive to expand the horizons of
knowledge, we invite you to engage with the content of this issue and participate in the ongoing dialogue that

shapes our understanding of literature and social sciences.
Thank you for being so committed to scholarly excellence.

Sincerely,

Editor-in-Chief
International Journal of English Literature and Social Sciences (IJELS)
www.ijels.com
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Abstract— The primary school stage marks the foundational phase of English language learning, during
which the importance of immersive cultural education for students is self-evident. The cultivation of cultural
awareness at this stage has a profound impact on learners’ future effectiveness in English learning and
communication. This study is grounded in theories of intercultural communication and textbook evaluation,
conducting a comparative analysis of three sets of domestic and three sets of international primary school
English textbooks. It examines their similarities and differences in the selection and presentation of cultural
content, explores the existing issues and shortcomings in Chinese primary English textbooks regarding the
cultivation of students’ cultural awareness, and proposes recommendations for textbook development. The
aim is to foster Chinese cultural consciousness and strengthen cultural confidence among students from an
early age.

Keywords— cultural awareness; primary school; English textbooks; English teaching

I. INTRODUCTION

behavioral choices in the new era. It includes four aspects:

1.1 Background and Significance

Culture serves as the spiritual pillar of a nation or an
ethnic group, exerting subtle influence over time. According
to Encyclopedia of Soft Science, cultural awareness
originates from human life and reflects the values and needs
of contemporary society. In 2022, China’s newly revised
edition of “The English Curriculum Standards for
Compulsory Education” points out that cultural awareness
refers to the understanding of Chinese and foreign cultures
and the appreciation of outstanding cultures. It is manifested

through students’ cross-cultural cognition, attitudes, and

cultural knowledge, cultural understanding, intercultural

communication awareness, and intercultural
communication ability. Cultivating cultural awareness
fosters patriotism, global citizenship, character, and social
responsibility. This standard scientifically tailors different
requirements for the cultivation of cultural awareness in
students at various stages of compulsory education, based
on their psychological development characteristics.

Being the primary source for teaching and learning,
textbooks play a vital role in guiding both teaching content

and student learning direction. Thus, the selection and

IJELS-2026, 11(1), (ISSN: 2456-7620) (Int. J of Eng. Lit. and Soc. Sci.)
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arrangement of textbook content provide clear direction for
teaching and learning, making textbooks an essential
medium for cultivating cultural awareness. Since 2001,
China’s curriculum reform has adopted the policy of “one
syllabus, multiple textbooks”, leading to diversification in
English textbooks, with some schools adopting foreign
versions. High-quality textbooks can embody curriculum
concepts, reflect appropriate teaching objectives, include a
complete system of knowledge and skills, and demonstrate
advanced pedagogical theories and methods, fostering
students’ comprehensive language abilities. However,
several issues remain regarding cultural awareness in
current Chinese primary English education and materials.

First, due to China’s vast geography and regional
disparities in economic development, educational resources
are unevenly distributed. Compared with major cities like
Beijing and Shanghai, many local schools lack emphasis on
English education, have underqualified teachers, and focus
heavily on grammar and vocabulary for exam preparation,
while neglecting listening and speaking skills and, more
critically, the cultivation of cultural awareness.

Second, influenced by their environment and native
language habits, many primary school students find English
difficult. They often only learn simple vocabulary and
sentence structures without gaining a deep understanding of
cross-cultural communication or developing cultural
awareness.

Third, there is a lack of systematic English teaching
materials aimed at cultivating cultural awareness.
Textbooks from different regions and publishers often lack
clear objectives, focus, and innovative design, and fail to
form a coherent and progressive system.

Given these issues, developing textbooks tailored to
cultivating cultural awareness among primary students is
urgent. New textbooks should particularly emphasize
helping students understand Chinese and foreign cultural
connotations, compare cultural similarities and differences,
and acquire knowledge of multiculturalism during language
learning. The content should be more relatable to students’

lives and times and be rich in cultural depth.

1.2 Research Objectives and Content

English learning at the primary level is foundational—
it marks the beginning of a student’s English education
journey. Infusing cultural education at this stage is crucial.
The development of cultural awareness significantly
impacts learners’ future ability to engage in effective
communication and language learning. This study, based on
cross-cultural communication theory and textbook
evaluation theory, conducts a comparative analysis of three
Chinese and three foreign primary English textbook series.
It aims to identify similarities and differences in how these
textbooks foster cultural awareness in students, offer critical
analysis, and propose recommendations for textbook
development and evaluation. The study consists of four
main parts.

Analysis of Chinese Textbooks (A, B, C): Based on the
curriculum standards, the study will analyze how cultural
content is organized and presented. Six dimensions will be
used: local customs, traditions, lifestyles, behavioral norms,
literary arts, and values. The goal is to evaluate whether the
content aligns with the standards, its strengths, and its
shortcomings.

Analysis of Foreign Textbooks (D, E, F): The study
will examine the structure and cultural presentation of three
foreign textbook sets, explore the expectations these
materials set for students’ cultural awareness, and
investigate how textbook design fosters such awareness.

Comparison of Chinese and Foreign Textbooks: This
study will compare the similarities and differences in how
cultural content is structured and presented, exploring the
causes of these differences and identifying gaps in the
cultivation of cultural awareness in Chinese textbooks.
Textbook

Development: This study emphasizes that cultural

Recommendations for Chinese
awareness is a core component of English language
competency. It suggests that textbooks should integrate
elements of traditional Chinese culture, revolutionary
culture, advanced socialist culture, and global cultures. It
will also explore how to seamlessly embed these elements
in textbooks to cultivate students’ cultural awareness in an
implicit and consistent way, forming a well-structured and

coherent educational system.

IJELS-2026, 11(1), (ISSN: 2456-7620) (Int. J of Eng. Lit. and Soc. Sci.)
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II. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Research on Foreign Language Textbooks at Home
and Abroad

Research on foreign language textbooks originated
abroad, mainly focusing on textbook analysis, evaluation,
and usage. Cunningsworth (2002) emphasized that effective
evaluation depends on asking the right questions and
interpreting the answers. McDonough & Shaw (2003)
proposed that textbook evaluation consists of external and
internal evaluations, with evaluation criteria centered on the
teacher, focusing on the actual input and output generated
by the textbook. Sheldon (1988), adhering to a learner-
centered language learning philosophy, argued that learners’
interests and needs determine the content of textbooks. In
China, scholars such as Liu Daoyi (2004), Zhuang Zhixiang
(2006), Han Baocheng (2014), Liu Yanhong (2015), Wen
Qiufang (2017), Zheng Xiaohong (2018), and Zhang Hong
(2020, 2022) have carried out textbook analysis and
evaluation studies from various perspectives.

Research on textbook use began in the 1990s.
Hutchinson & Waters (1987) and Guerrettaz (2021) offered
varying definitions of textbook use, reflecting its dynamic
and contextual characteristics. Canniveng & Martinez
(2003) believed that foreign language textbook use results
from the interaction among second language acquisition
theory, teacher cognition, and teaching experience. Brown
(2009) summarized five types of teacher-textbook
interactions. Shawer (2010), through empirical studies,
identified three orientations in teachers’ use of textbooks.
Grammatosi & Harwood (2014) adapted textbook usage
analysis frameworks originally proposed by Remillard
(1999) and Brown (2009) in the context of mathematics for
use in foreign language textbook studies. These foreign
studies have been highly enlightening for Chinese scholars.
In China, researchers such as Luo Shaoxi & Xu Xin (2011),
Guo Yan & Xu Jinfen (2015), Zhang Hong & Li Xiaonan
(2022), and Xu Jinfen & Liu Wenbo (2023) have examined
textbook use from different perspectives.

2.2 Research on Cultural Awareness at Home and
Abroad
There is no unified definition of cultural awareness

among foreign scholars, but several representative

definitions exist. Hanvey (1979) defined cultural awareness
as “the understanding of the cultural background knowledge
of both parties in intercultural communication.” Anderson
(1983) viewed it as “awareness of surface-level cultural
phenomena and of differences within one’s own culture.”
Byram (1993) defined it as “critical insight into cultural
phenomena, patterns, and features, as well as the
relationships between different cultures.” Chen & Stacosta
(1996) described it as “the ability to understand foreign
cultures based on knowledge of both one’s own and others’
cultures.” Tomlinson (2004) explained cultural awareness
as progressing from shallow understanding to rational
analysis and deep experiential learning—Ilearning to view
cultural phenomena from the perspective of the target
language’s culture. Milton J. Bennett (2003) described it as
“the ability to continuously adapt to and adjust in response

EE)

to cultural differences.” Despite differing perspectives,
methods, and expressions, scholars agree that the essence of
cultural awareness lies in understanding cultural knowledge,
recognizing cultural phenomena of the target language, and
being able to interpret them from the perspective of that
culture.

Through systematic review and analysis of foreign
literature, it is found that studies on cultivating cultural
awareness in foreign language teaching often begin with
cultural instruction. These studies explore definitions,
current states, influencing factors, and enhancement
strategies, providing theoretical support for the
development of cultural awareness in Chinese students. In
China, scholars have explored cultural awareness
cultivation in foreign language teaching from various
perspectives. Research on the definition of cultural
awareness includes works by Zhao Tongqing (2007), Guan
Lilian (2016), Han Xiao (2017), and Zhang Cewen (2019).
Studies on the current situation include Guan Jing (2014)
and Xie Ruimin (2020). Scholars like Pan Weiji (2019), Wu
Yanling (2021) have examined strategies for cultivating
cultural awareness. Others have analyzed the role of
textbooks in this process, such as Ma Li (2018) and He Long
(2019).
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2.3 Research on Cultural Content in Foreign Language
Textbooks at Home and Abroad

Nostrand (1974) was one of the first scholars to
systematically discuss cultural content in the field of
linguistics. He categorized over thirty aspects of culture into
four domains: culture, society, ecology and technology, and
the individual. Byram (1993) proposed eight cultural
content areas for intercultural foreign language textbooks.
More recently, Risager (2006), wusing theoretical
frameworks from national studies, civic education, cultural
studies, postcolonialism, and transnational studies,
investigated how cultural content is presented in textbooks
of six languages and how textbooks shape learners’ self-
understanding and intercultural competence.

In China, studies on cultural content in English
textbooks or on intercultural communication have mostly
focused on the university level. Influential scholars include
Wang Yan (2011), Zheng Xiaohong (2018), Zhang Hong &
Yu Rui (2020), and Zhang Xuemei (2021). A keyword
search on the CNKI database using “primary and secondary
schools, English textbooks, cultural awareness” yielded 28
results, including 4 master’s theses and the rest journal
articles. A search for “English textbooks, Chinese culture”
yielded 44 results, with only two published in CSSCI
journals. These studies mostly revolve around English
teaching, exploring how to integrate Chinese and Western
cultural instruction into the classroom to develop students'
cultural awareness and intercultural communication skills.
2.4 Evaluation of Existing Research

Although both domestic and international scholars
have conducted extensive research on cultural awareness
and cultural content in English textbooks and instruction,
several gaps remain. First, while there are numerous studies
on college-level English textbooks, authoritative research
on primary and secondary education materials is scarce.
Second, most research focuses on the current situation,
problems, influencing factors, and strategies for cultivating
cultural awareness in English instruction, with fewer studies
on specific teaching methods and the cultivation process
itself. Third, research tends to focus on domestic textbooks,

and comparative studies between Chinese and foreign

textbooks are rare. These gaps offer ample space for further

exploration in this research project.

III. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
3.1 Research Questions

This study is grounded in intercultural communication
theory and textbook evaluation theory, and it conducts a
comparative analysis of three sets of Chinese primary
school English textbooks (A, B, C) and three sets of foreign
primary school English textbooks (D, E, F). The main
research questions are as follows.

(1) What are the overall and specific characteristics of
the cultural content in Chinese textbooks?

(2) What are the characteristics of the organization and
presentation of cultural content in foreign textbooks?

(3) Compared to foreign textbooks, what are the
strengths and shortcomings of Chinese textbooks in
cultivating students’ cultural awareness?

(4) What suggestions can be made for the development
and compilation of new textbooks regarding the cultivation
of cultural awareness?

3.2 Research Subjects and Research Thinking

The research subject of this study is primary school
English textbooks, both domestic and international. The
research thinking includes the following steps. First,
through literature review and analysis, the study seeks to
gain an in-depth understanding of relevant concepts such as
cultural classification, cultural content, definitions of
cultural awareness, and textbook evaluation, thereby
grasping the current state of research on cultural content in
primary school English textbooks. Second, the study
analyzes the curriculum standards’ requirements for cultural
awareness, and examines the design logic and presentation
of cultural content in three sets of Chinese and three sets of
foreign textbooks. This step aims to explore similarities and
differences and uncover the underlying reasons. Third,
interviews with teachers and surveys with students will be
conducted to assess primary students’ grasp of cultural
knowledge and their attitudes toward cultural awareness.
The study also investigates how English teachers perceive
textbooks and what their expectations are. Finally, based on

the analysis and findings, and in combination with relevant
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theories, the study proposes recommendations for textbook

development and compilation.

3.3 Research Methods

This study adopts a combination of quantitative and
qualitative research methods, specifically utilizing the
following approaches.

Textual Analysis: Textual analysis will be used to
examine and count the frequency and distribution of cultural
content in three sets of Chinese and three sets of foreign
primary English textbooks. The data will be categorized and
summarized. Based on the curriculum standards’
requirements for cultivating intercultural awareness, the
study will identify issues related to the selection and
proportion of cultural content in the textbooks.

Comparative Analysis: A comparative analysis will be
conducted to identify similarities and differences in how
cultural content is organized and presented in Chinese and
foreign textbooks, with the aim of exploring new pathways
for cultivating cultural awareness.

Interviews: Teacher interviews will be wused to
investigate and analyze English teachers’ understanding and
interpretation of the cultivation of cultural awareness
through textbooks. The interviews will also examine
teachers’ own cultural competence, the challenges they face
in promoting students’ cultural awareness, and the
difficulties encountered in classroom practice. Based on
these findings, the study will propose strategies to improve
teachers’ cultural literacy and teaching competence in

cultural education.

IV. RESEARCH RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

4.1 Comparison of Domestic Textbooks
4.1.1 The Cultural Content of Domestic Textbooks

We reviewed several sets of domestic primary school
English textbooks and selected three—Textbook A,
Textbook B, and Textbook C—for a comparative study. The
cultural content in each textbook is roughly analyzed as
follows.

Textbook A consists of six units per volume. It places
relatively greater emphasis on shaping values, with each

unit in every volume featuring a “Story Time” section that

conveys values such as “pride leads to downfall”, “no pain,
no gain”, and “unity and friendship”. There is little explicit
cultural content in the textbooks for Grade 1 and Grade 2,
except for an introduction to Christmas in the second
semester of Grade 2. For Grade 3, topics include dates of
different Chinese and foreign festivals, climate comparisons
across cities, daily meal habits in different cities, and
Chinese New Year celebrations. For Grade 4, content covers
popular sports among children in four countries, urban
transportation methods, and brief introductions to the UK,
USA, Canada, and Australia. For Grade 5, there appear
introductions to various Chinese and Western festivals,
historical and modern methods of communication, healthy
lifestyles, and vacation practices. For Grade 6, content
covers introductions to Chinese cities, historical and
geographical overviews of the UK, USA, Australia, Canada,
and France. There are also comparative introductions to
Chinese festivals, like Spring Festival, Mid-Autumn
Festival, and Western festivals, like Christmas and
Thanksgiving; and introductions to famous inventors, artists,
and scientists from China and abroad.

We have systematically analyzed the texts (including
dialogues, listening scripts, stories, and nursery rhymes) of
each volume in every textbook series. These texts were
categorized and statistically analyzed across six dimensions:
local customs, traditions, lifestyles, behavioral norms,
literary arts, and values. The data was compiled into Excel
spreadsheets. The pie chart below illustrates the proportion
of cultural content across these dimensions of Textbook A

(See Figure 1).

5,101

16.80%

15.30%

16.80%

= |ocal customs = traditions = |ifestyles

= |iterary arts = behavioral norms = values

Fig.1 The percentage of cultural content in Textbook A
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Textbook B contains eight units per volume. For
Grades 1 to 4, there is almost no explicit cultural content,
except for daily behavioral norms in Unit 8 of Grade 2
(Second Semester), New Year celebrations in Unit 8 of
Grade 3 (First Semester), and library rules in Unit 2 of
Grade 3 (Second Semester). Starting from Grade 5, each
unit includes a “Culture Time” section, covering
comparisons of Chinese and Western festivals, clothing,
etiquette, food, traffic rules, and differences between British
and American English vocabulary. Additionally, there are
many fairy tales that promote values such as teamwork,
mutual assistance, honesty, and trustworthiness. Just like
Figure 1, the pie chart below illustrates the proportion of
cultural content across the six dimensions of Textbook B
(See Figure 2).

5.70%

27-20%‘ "18.60%
QY 3304

30.70% 4.50%
= |ocal customs = traditions
= |ifestyles = |iterary arts

= behavioral norms = values

Fig.2 The percentage of cultural content in Textbook B

Textbook C is structured into four modules per volume,
with three units in each module. The module titles remain
the same across semesters (e.g., first and second semesters
of the same grade). There is almost no culture-related
content for lower grades, except for Mother’s Day in the
second semester of Grade 2. The textbook for the second
semester for Grade 3 introduces Children’s Day in different
countries. Grade 4 covers Chinese traditional festivals, table
manners, and cultural topics like Earth Hour while Grade 5
includes introductions to Western festivals and museums
such as the Louvre in France. The pie chart below illustrates
the proportion of cultural content across the six dimensions
of Textbook C (See Figure 3).

0
9-80% 18.80%

13.60% A"

13.60% ." 25.80%

18.40%

= |ocal customs = traditions

= |ifestyles = |iterary arts

= behavioral norms = values

Fig.3 The percentage of cultural content in Textbook C

The following table is an overview of cultural content

in the three domestic textbooks (See Table 1).

Table 1: Overview of Cultural Content in Domestic Textbooks

Item
Textbook A Textbook B Textbook C
extbook
Number of
12 10 12
Volumes
Units per Volume 6 3 Units* 4 Modules 8
Start of Cultural Volume 1, Grade 2 Unit 6 Volume 2, Grade 2 Unit 2 Volume 1, Grade 3 Unit 8 Happy
Content Christmas Gifts Mother’s Day New Year
Dedicated Cultural ) .
i Story Time None Culture Time (from Grade 5)
Section
Values>Local ) Traditions>Local
. Behavioral norms>values> .
Frequency Rank customs>Traditions> . i customs>Behavioral
) Traditions>Lifestyles>Others
Lifestyles>others norms>values> Others
Ways of ) )
. listen; read; story telling look and read read
Presentation
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4.1.2 Comparison of Cultural Content and Ways of
Presentation

Through analysis and comparison, we have identified
the following common characteristics in the cultural content
presentation of the three domestic textbook sets.

(1) In terms of cultural content selection, there is a
strong emphasis on British and American culture, primarily
covering lifestyles, traditional festivals, and similar topics.

(2) The main presentation formats are dialogues and
short passages.

(3) Cultural-related content is scarce in lower-grade
materials and mainly appears in higher-grade sections.

The distinctive features of the three domestic textbook
sets in cultural content presentation are as follows.

(1) Textbook B includes a relatively richer variety of
cultural-related content.

(2) Textbook A emphasizes the shaping of values.

(3) Textbook C demonstrates greater coherence and
systematic organization.

The issues identified in the cultural content
presentation of the three domestic textbook sets include the
following points.

(1) A narrow selection of cultural content, limited to
traditional Chinese culture and British/American culture,
with insufficient inclusion of revolutionary culture,
advanced socialist culture, and global progressive cultures.

(2) Lack of depth in content, as well as insufficient
coherence and systematic structure.

(3) Monotonous presentation formats.

4.2 Comparison of Foreign Textbook

We reviewed several sets of foreign primary school
English textbooks and selected three—Textbook D,
Textbook E, and Textbook F—for a comparative study. The
cultural content in each textbook is roughly as follows.

Textbook D is an elementary English textbook
published by National Geographic and exclusively
distributed in Asia. It consists of six volumes, each
containing eight units plus an Extra Culture section
(referred to as Celebrations in Volumes 1-3). Volume 1
introduces Christmas. Volume 2 covers London, Thailand’s
floating markets, traditional clothing from Japan, Poland,

Thailand, and Scotland, as well as New Year’s and Mother’s

Day. Starting from Volume 3, the cultural content becomes
more diverse, including Australia’s seasons, skiing in
Scotland, Egypt’s geographical location; foods favored by
children in Italy, the US, the UK, and India; unique
transportation in Japan, Egypt, Italy, and Thailand. Volume
4 explores the lifestyle of the Inuit, boarding schools in
Indonesia and schools in central Australia, global cuisines
from Spain, Italy, and other regions, and the lighthouse on
Block Island in the US and Poland’s Upside-Down House.
Volume 5 presents professions in different countries, the
weaving techniques in Bangladesh, Chinese martial arts, the
Egyptian pyramids, the Grand Canyon, and the London Eye.
Volume 6 offers an overview of Venice in Italy and Prague
in Czech, and introduces India’s Diwali, Mardi Gras in New
Orleans and handmade cushions from Nepal.

As we have compared and analyzed domestic
textbooks, we have also sorted out cultural content of the
foreign textbooks from six dimensions, namely, local
customs, traditions, lifestyles, behavioral norms, literary
arts, and values. The bar chart below illustrates the
frequency of occurrence of cultural content across these
dimensions of Textbook D (See Figure 4).

Textbook E is published by a prestigious British
publisher and consists of five volumes for the primary
school stage. The first volume contains very little cultural-
related content, only including introductions to breakfast in
the United States and Vietnam. Volume 2 features an
introduction to Cardiff in the UK, ancient Egypt, Mexico,
Greece, Chinese astronomical knowledge, types of houses
around the world, cafes with different characteristics, and
the classification of fiction and non-fiction. Volume 3
covers the dragon dance during Chinese New Year, wedding
ceremonies in different countries, and the art of painting.
The cultural content in the fourth volume includes an
introduction to Peru, the ancient Roman Colosseum, an
overview of Australia, primary education in Kenya, the
New Zealand Maori Haka dance, flamenco dance, and the
world-famous painting of Mona Lisa’s Smile. Volume 5
explores cultural topics such as the Egyptian pyramids, the
Brazilian Carnival, as well as myths and legends. The

following bar chart showcases the frequency of occurrence
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of cultural content across the six dimensions of Textbook E

(See Figure 5).
Frequency of occurrence
25
20
20
15
10
4
5 3 3 3
E B _ =
0 ||
local customs  traditions lifestyles literary arts  behavioral values
norms
Fig.4 Frequency of occurrence of cultural content in Textbook D
Frequency of occurrence
8
7
7
6
5 5
5
4
4
3
2
1 1
1 ] ]
0
local customs  traditions lifestyles literary arts ~ behavioral values
norms
Fig.5 Frequency of occurrence of cultural content in Textbook E
Textbook F is published by a renowned American content is incredibly diverse—encompassing history,
publishing company and consists of six volumes. Each unit geography, local traditions, customs, lifestyles, and more.
in every volume focuses on introducing the history, The material is exceptionally rich and comprehensive. The
geography, customs, or arts and culture of a specific country. bar chart below indicates the frequency of occurrence of
The countries covered span across Asia, Africa, Latin cultural content across the six dimensions of Textbook F
America, Europe, and the Americas, while the cultural (See Figure 6).
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Through analysis and comparison, we have provided an overview of these three foreign textbooks in the form of a table

40
35
30
25
20
15
10

a1

Frequency of occurrence

38

12
wi
4
m B 0

local traditions

customs

lifestyles

literary arts behavioral
norms

1

values

Fig.6 Frequency of occurrence of cultural content in Textbook F

(See Table 2).
Table 2: Overview of Cultural Content in Foreign Textbooks
Item Textbook D Textbook E Textbook F
Textbook
Number of Volumes 6 5 6
Units per Volume 8 9 10
Start of Cultural Volume 1 Unit 1 Christmas Volume 1 Unit 2 Breakfast Volume 1
Content in America and Vietnam
Dedicated Cultural Celebrations/Extra Culture None One Country per Unit
Section
Frequency Rank Local customs> Local customs> Local customs>

Traditions>Literary

arts >Lifestyles>others

Traditions>Literary

arts >Values >others

Literary arts >Lifestyles

> Traditions >others

Ways of Presentation

listen; read; story telling;

project; exercise

listen; read; story telling;

talk; exercises; activities

listen; read; talk; write;

project; activities

4.2.2 Comparison of Cultural Content and Ways of
Presentation in Foreign Textbooks

Through analysis and comparison, we have identified
the following common characteristics in the cultural content
presentation of the three sets of foreign textbooks.

(1) In terms of cultural content selection, they
demonstrate greater openness and breadth, emphasizing

world cultures and adopting a more global perspective.

(2) The methods of presenting cultural content are also
diverse, including not only dialogues and short passages,
but also exercises, games, and displays.

The distinctive features of the three foreign textbook
series in cultural content presentation are as follows.

(1) Textbook D includes an “Extra Culture” section in
each volume, focusing on traditional customs and lifestyles.

(2) Textbook E emphasizes local customs, practices,

and cultural arts.
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(3) Textbook F dedicates each unit in every volume to
introducing a country’s history, geography, local customs,
or cultural arts, providing very rich content.

From the perspective of Chinese students, there are
some problems concerning the cultural content presentation
in these three sets of textbooks.

(1) The language difficulty is high, with proper nouns
(e.g., names of people and places) posing a significant
challenge for both students and teachers.

(2) The coverage of Chinese culture is very limited,
and there are even some instances of misrepresentation.

(3) The three textbook series largely lack presentations
of behavioral norms and rarely directly address values.

4.3 Results of Teacher Interviews

In parallel with textbook analysis, we interviewed
eight frontline primary English teachers and English
curriculum leaders from a district in Shanghai. The
interviews explored their understanding of cultural
awareness, its implementation in teaching and research,
emphasis on Western culture, their interpretation of the new
curriculum’s cultural emphasis, how to promote cultural
awareness through teaching practices, and personal
development needs. The participating teachers freely shared
their views and reflections on these questions. By
organizing the interview records, we identified the current
status and existing issues regarding the cultivation of
cultural awareness in primary school English teaching.

First, over 60% of teachers focus more on fostering
emotional attitudes and values during lessons, lacking clear
awareness, plans, or methods for cultivating cultural
awareness, which has not yet formed a systematic approach.

Second, about 30% of teachers have an insufficient
understanding of the concept of cultural awareness, with
some equating cultural content merely to introducing
Western etiquette and festivals.

Third, approximately 20% of teachers delve deeper
into the cultural aspects of the teaching materials, creating
contextual settings and using resources such as images and
videos to help students learn more about cultural content.

Fourth, regarding the cultural content in teaching
materials, over 90% of teachers believe it is relatively

limited, primarily introducing Western customs and

practices, especially Western festivals, while lacking
content on excellent traditional Chinese culture or texts
comparing Chinese and Western cultures.

Fifth, teachers unanimously acknowledged their
theoretical shortcomings and expressed the need to
strengthen their knowledge in relevant theoretical areas to

better implement cultural awareness in teaching.

V. RESEARCH CONCLUSIONS

Through a systematic review and comparison of
domestic and international textbooks, we found that in
terms of cultural awareness cultivation, domestic textbooks
have incorporated it as an indispensable component in each
unit. However, there are still shortcomings in both cultural
content and presentation methods. Beyond the previously
listed strengths and weaknesses in content and form, we
summarize the gaps in cultural awareness cultivation in
primary school English textbooks as follows.

First, there is an overemphasis on knowledge
indoctrination rather than a deep understanding of cultural
connotations. The approach tends to rely on rote
memorization, neglecting the exploration of underlying
values, ways of thinking, and other intrinsic qualities.

Second, superficial forms outweigh profound
internalization. Although some units include content
introducing China’s excellent traditional culture, the overall
design and implementation lack coherence and depth, often
stopping at a shallow level. There is a tendency toward
“activities without education”, making it difficult for
students to deeply grasp the core philosophies and
humanistic spirit embedded in Chinese culture.

Third, passive imitation dominates over active
innovation. In terms of cultural content presentation, the
approaches across different textbooks are largely similar,
with almost no particularly unique or novel methods. These
issues provide room for improvement in future textbook
development.

Additionally, through teacher interviews and other
collaborative research, we’ve found that to effectively
cultivate students’ cultural awareness in English teaching,
the first step is to enhance teachers’ own cultural awareness

and literacy. Due to differences in individual aptitude,
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educational background, and working environments,
improving teachers’ cultural awareness should be a
continuous process, progressing through three stages:
cultural acceptance, cultural adaptation, and cultural
internalization. Teachers need to adjust their roles,
transitioning from mere language knowledge instructors to
inheritors of their own culture and communicators of
multiculturalism. On one hand, they should impart language
knowledge to build a solid foundation; on the other, they
should strengthen their understanding of their own culture
while also learning about the cultures of English-speaking
and non-English-speaking countries, fostering a
multicultural perspective and striving to achieve the ideal of
“mastering both Eastern and Western knowledge, knowing

oneself and others”.

VI. REFLECTIONS AND SUGGESTIONS

Currently, English textbooks in China have achieved a
relatively comprehensive and mature presentation of
linguistic knowledge such as grammar. However, the
selection and organization of cultural content primarily
focus on aspects like lifestyles and local customs, resulting
in a narrow scope, superficial treatment, and lack of depth
in cultural content. Additionally, the arrangement appears
disorganized and lacks systematic coherence. Furthermore,
the presentation of cultural content is mostly approached
from the perspective of knowledge systems, necessitating
further diversification in delivery methods. In light of these
observations, we propose the following recommendations.

First, to strengthen teacher training. Teachers must
first develop a clear understanding of the importance of
cultivating students’ cultural awareness. English classes
serve as a vital channel for students to build correct cultural
perspectives and provide the best opportunity to engage
with foreign cultures. Therefore, English teachers must
assume the responsibility of guiding students toward
cultural awareness and helping them approach both Chinese
and Western cultures with a rational mindset. In the context
of globalization, the importance of English as a
communication tool continues to grow. Relying solely on
rote memorization and repetitive practice is insufficient.

From the perspective of language development, it is clear

that language is closely intertwined with culture. The
ultimate goal of English learning in the new era is not just
to pass exams, but to lay a foundation for students’ future
lives and careers. In teaching, educators must adhere to the
principle of integration—seamlessly combining the
teaching of cultural knowledge with language practice. This
helps avoid the disconnect between language instruction
and cultural development, ensuring that cultural education
and language ability are cultivated in tandem.

Second, to improve textbook writers’ cultural literacy
and vision. Textbook authors should possess strong cultural
competence and a broad international perspective. They
need to accurately grasp the characteristics and essence of
foreign cultures, distill them into concrete components, and
integrate them meaningfully into the textbooks. The goal is
not only to help students understand foreign cultures
through language learning but also to instill a sense of
cultural confidence in their own heritage. Scientific
integration of cultural content can activate students’
thinking, broaden their horizons, and refresh their
perspectives, enabling them to appreciate the richness of
multicultural integration and develop a basic awareness of
cultural comparison.

Third, to adopt a multidimensional cultural
perspective. The cultural perspective in textbook design
must break away from a Western-centric approach. Instead,
content should be selected from multiple perspectives,
including the intrinsic value of culture itself, the realities of
students’ cultural learning, and the mutual learning between
Chinese and foreign cultures. The concept of “Chinese
culture” must be clearly emphasized, which includes not
only traditional culture but also revolutionary culture forged
under the leadership of the Communist Party of China, as
well as socialist culture guided by Marxism, which aims to
cultivate citizens with ideals, moral character, culture, and
discipline.

Fourth, to establish joint editorial teams of Chinese
and foreign Experts. International cooperation is key in
compiling textbooks that balance authenticity with local
relevance. Original source materials should be
appropriately combined with locally developed content.

The selected language materials must align with the foreign

IJELS-2026, 11(1), (ISSN: 2456-7620) (Int. J of Eng. Lit. and Soc. Sci.)

https://dx.doi.org/10.22161/ijels.111.1

11



Lu A Comparative Study on the Cultivation of Cultural Awareness in Chinese and Foreign Primary School English

Textbooks

language curriculum guidelines and standards, match
students’ cognitive levels, and follow a logical and scientific
sequencing of knowledge points, with reasonable
distribution of key and difficult content.

Fifthly, to innovate language material presentation.

Cultural content should not be confined to written text alone.

Visual aids such as diagrams, layout design, and multimedia
resources should also be considered for clarity and
engagement. The integration of information technology and
English teaching must be deepened. Textbooks should
include audio materials and utilize modern technologies
such as animations and sound effects to stimulate student
interest. Additionally, digital learning resources should be
provided to support textbook use. Students can choose
content and methods that suit their individual needs, while
also interacting with peers and teachers to share resources,
exchange experiences, and showcase their learning
outcomes.

Lastly, to develop supplementary exercises and
reading materials. Given the cognitive, physiological, and
psychological characteristics of primary school students,
textbook content must remain appropriately concise, and
cultural content should not occupy excessive space.
Therefore, it is necessary to develop supplementary practice
and reading materials that align with the textbooks. These
materials can support students in using their free time to
learn autonomously, gradually internalizing traditional
Chinese culture. They should enable students to experience
Chinese cultural values in real-life contexts and practice
them through discovery and exploration.

It is our sacred mission as educators to guide students

in comprehending the cultural essence of both Chinese and
foreign traditions, comparing cultural differences, acquiring
knowledge of diverse cultures, and actively disseminating
Chinese culture. As engineers of the human soul in the new
era, we have a long and challenging road ahead.
This study is the final outcome of the 2021 General Project
“International Comparative Study of English Textbooks”
(Project No. 20210301) conducted by the Shanghai Center
for Research in English Language Education.
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Abstract— Ecofeminism is a social and political movement that links the oppression of women and the E:. T '!:
exploitation of nature. Ecofeminists advocate for gender equality and environmental sustainability, L ‘ psc
emphasizing the interconnectedness of gender and ecological issues. They seek to challenge and transform :,
the structures that perpetuate these forms of oppression, promoting a more harmonious relationship between g::_-:f'
humans and the natural world. Arundhati Roy, a prominent Indian author and activist, has explored the
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intersection of ecofeminism in her literary works, offering a unique perspective on the interconnectedness of
gender, environment, and social justice. Her writings delve into the idea that the oppression of women and

the exploitation of the environment are deeply intertwined, and she challenges patriarchal and capitalist
systems that perpetuate both forms of injustice. This abstract will provide an overview of how Arundhati
Roy's works and her essays, thus examine the ecofeminist discourse by portraying the struggles of
marginalized women and the ecological crises they face. Roy's writing not only highlights the importance of
recognizing and addressing these interconnected issues but also calls for collective action to create a more

equitable and sustainable world. Through her evocative prose and compelling narratives, Arundhati Roy
invites readers to contemplate the essential relationship between feminism and environmentalism, inspiring

a deeper understanding of the need for social and ecological harmony.

Keywords— ecofeminism, nature, gender.

Ecofeminism is a multifaceted social and political
movement that explores the interconnectedness of
environmental and feminist issues. It posits that the
domination and exploitation of both women and nature are
linked, stemming from patriarchal and capitalist structures.
In the context of the environment, ecofeminism emphasizes
the disproportionate impact of environmental degradation
on women, particularly in developing countries where they
often bear the brunt of water scarcity, deforestation, and
climate change consequences. This perspective calls for
gender-inclusive environmental policies. Vandana Shiva, in
her book Staying Alive: Women, Ecology and Development
says, “the worldview that causes environmental degradation
and injustice is the same worldview that causes a culture of
male domination, exploitation and inequality for women.”
Moreover, ecofeminism challenges the dominant
worldview that treats nature as a resource to be exploited. It

advocates for a more harmonious relationship with the
environment, drawing inspiration from indigenous cultures
and their sustainable practices. Furthermore, ecofeminism
critiques the aggressive pursuit of economic growth and
consumerism, which often harm the planet. It calls for a
shift towards eco-centric values that prioritize
environmental preservation over profit. In a nutshell,
ecofeminism is highly relevant in the environmental context
as it sheds light on the intricate connections between
gender-based oppression and environmental degradation.
By recognizing and addressing these intersections, it
provides a framework for building a more sustainable and
equitable world.

Arundhati Roy is a renowned Indian author and
activist known for her strong voice in environmental
activism. She has been a prominent advocate for
environmental causes, particularly in the context of India’s
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development and industrialization. Roy’s environmental
activism is closely linked to her concerns about social
justice and human rights. She has consistently criticized
large-scale development projects, such as dams and mining
operations that have had detrimental effects on the
environment and marginalized communities. Her book The
Ministry of Utmost Happiness also delves into these themes,
highlighting the impact of industrialization on India's
natural resources and people. One of her most significant
environmental contributions has been her support for the
Narmada Bachao Andolan (NBA), a movement opposing
the construction of the Sardar Sarovar Dam on the Narmada
River. Roy's involvement brought international attention to
the issue and raised awareness about the displacement of
thousands of villagers and the ecological damage caused by
such projects. Her writings, speeches, and activism have
consistently underscored the interconnectedness of
environmental issues with broader social and political
concerns. She continues to be a powerful advocate for
environmental justice in India and beyond.

Ecofeminism, a philosophy that explores the links

between the oppression of women and the degradation of
the environment, is a recurring theme in Arundhati Roy’s
writings. In her works, Roy often intertwines issues of
gender, ecology, and social justice to illuminate the
complex web of interconnected injustices. These are vital
issues pertaining to ecofeminism in Arundhati Roy’s
writings:
Critique of Patriarchy and Environmental Destruction:
Roy highlights how patriarchal systems often parallel the
exploitation and domination of both women and nature. She
draws attention to the idea that societies that marginalize
and oppress women are more likely to exploit and harm the
environment. According to Ariel Salleh, “there is a parallel
in men’s thinking between their right to exploit nature and
their exploitation of women.”

Intersectionality: Roy’s ecofeminist perspective is deeply
intersectional. She argues that the most vulnerable
communities, often comprising women, indigenous
peoples, and marginalized groups, bear the brunt of
environmental degradation. Her writings emphasize the
importance of recognizing these intersections to address
both gender and environmental injustices.

The Narmada Bachao Andolan: Her involvement in the
NBA, a movement against dam construction and
displacement, exemplifies ecofeminist principles. She
highlights how large-scale development projects
disproportionately affect women, who are often the primary
caretakers of their families and communities. Her support
for the displaced women of the Narmada Valley

Intersection of Ecology and Gender: An Analysis of Ecofeminist Perspectives in Arundhati Roy’s Works

underscores the connection between environmental
activism and the struggle for women rights.

Roy celebrates the traditional ecological knowledge
held by many indigenous and local communities. She
argues that this knowledge, often passed down through
generations of women, plays a crucial role in sustainable
environmental practices. Roy’s works champion the idea
that these communities should be respected and involved in
decisions concerning their environments.

In her novel, The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, Roy
weaves ecofeminist themes into the narrative. The
characters in the book are deeply connected to the land and
nature, and their struggles for justice are intertwined with
their relationship to the environment. Arundhati Roy’s
ecofeminist perspective serves as a powerful lens through
which she critiques the existing power structures,
advocating for a more inclusive and sustainable world. Her
writings encourage readers to recognize the intimate
connections between gender oppression and environmental
degradation and to work towards a more equitable and
ecologically balanced future.

In Arundhati Roy’s novel The God of Small Things, the
river, Meenachal, plays a central role in the story. It is not
only a source of life but also a symbol of the female force
and nature. The mistreatment and pollution of the river by
the male-dominated industrial society represent the
degradation of both women and the environment. Through
characters like Ammu and Mammachi, Roy highlights the
struggles of women in a patriarchal society. These women
are often marginalized, and their stories reflect the
oppression faced by women. This oppression can be
paralleled with the exploitation of nature. The novel subtly
suggests that the exploitation of women and the exploitation
of the environment are interconnected. The patriarchal
power structures that subjugate women also exploit nature
for economic gain, without considering the long-term
consequences. The breaking of traditional societal and
familial norms in the novel mirrors the disruption of the
natural order. The characters’ actions, driven by societal
expectations and prejudices, lead to personal and
environmental destruction.

Ecofeminism, a social and political movement that
combines ecological and feminist principles, has faced
several challenges over the years. Critics argue that
ecofeminism sometimes essentializes women and nature,
reinforcing traditional gender roles. Ynestra King in
Warren’s Ecofeminism (1997), extends the distinction
between feminism and ecofeminism as: “Ecofeminism’s
challenge of social domination extends beyond sex to social
domination of all kinds, because the domination of sex,
race, and class and the domination of nature are mutually
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reinforcing” (Warren). It is important for ecofeminism to
avoid oversimplifying the complex relationship between
gender and the environment. Another challenge is achieving
widespread acceptance and influence within mainstream
environmental and feminist movements can be challenging.
Also, translating ecofeminist ideas into concrete political
action and policy changes can be difficult, as it often
involves challenging existing power structures and
economic systems. Despite these challenges, ecofeminism
continues to evolve and adapt to address these issues and
remain a relevant and important perspective within the
broader environmental and feminist movements.

Arundhati Roy has offered a compelling perspective on
the intersection of environmental issues and feminism. In
her works, she underscores the urgent need to dismantle
oppressive systems that exploit both women and nature.
Roy’s writings challenge us to reconsider our relationship
with the environment and recognize that the exploitation of
women and the exploitation of nature are interconnected.
She argues that patriarchal and capitalist structures often
exploit both female labour and the Earth’s resources,
leading to social and environmental injustices. In
conclusion, Arundhati Roy’s ecofeminist writings
encourage us to reevaluate our values and systems,
advocating for a more equitable and sustainable world. Her
work serves as a reminder of the importance of recognizing
the intertwined fates of women and the environment and
calls for collective action to address these pressing issues.
Through her powerful narratives and thought-provoking
analysis, Roy contributes significantly to the ongoing
discourse on ecofeminism and its potential to drive positive
change in our world.
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Abstract— lan McEwan’s The Cement Garden (1978) endures as a pivotal contribution to contemporary E ::;-5&':' '!:E
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disintegration, and social alienation. This expanded study reinterprets the novel with a heightened
scholarly lens, interrogating its historical underpinnings, narrative design, symbolic richness, and &-ﬂf‘
psychoanalytic  density. Through an interdisciplinary framework encompassing gender theory, EFSE +
psychoanalysis, and cultural studies, the analysis positions the novel as both an intimate portrait of

British literature, distinguished for its audacious engagement with themes of adolescence, trauma, familial !.“Eé

familial collapse and an emblematic commentary on the fragmentation of modern society.

Keywords— Familial Disintegration, Social Alienation, Psychoanalytic Criticism. Gender Identity,

Symbolism and Narrative Form

INTRODUCTION

Emerging at the juncture of Britain’s economic uncertainty
and cultural transformation of the late 1970s, The Cement
Garden announced McEwan as a provocateur of
psychological intensity and transgressive themes.
Characterized by its stark minimalism and unsettling
subject matter, the novel mirrors the sociopolitical
landscape commonly referred to as the “Winter of
Discontent.” McEwan’s  personal and academic
trajectory—shaped by a nomadic childhood and rigorous
literary training at the University of East Anglia—fosters
the distinctive precision and psychological realism that
permeate the narrative. The novel’s focus on domestic
dissolution and emotional claustrophobia reflects broader
societal anxieties about shifting gender roles, the fragility
of family structures, and the erosion of communal identity
in late capitalism.

Plot Overview and Structural Dynamics

The novel centers on four siblings—1Julie, Jack, Sue, and
Tom—whose lives are destabilized by the deaths of their
parents in swift succession. Their drastic decision to
encase their mother’s corpse in cement marks the origin of

an unravelling moral and psychological landscape. The
narrative is partitioned into two principal movements: the
first narrates the immediate aftermath of bereavement,
while the second charts a steady descent into isolation,
taboo, and interpersonal malfunction. Jack’s first-person
narration, both intimate and strategically opaque, exerts
significant control over the tone and interpretive
possibilities of the novel. His perspective oscillates
between clinical observation and emotional disorientation,
rendering him an archetypal unreliable narrator. This
structural containment, paired with the physical
confinement of the siblings within the decaying house,
constructs an atmosphere of intense psychological
compression.

Themes: Isolation, Desire, Death, and Authority

Isolation is one of the predominant and most destabilizing
forces in the text. The siblings’ home, deteriorating amid
urban desolation, becomes both a sanctuary of resistance
and a site of psychological deterioration. Their withdrawal
from society—necessitated by fear of institutional
intervention—becomes a metaphorical severing from
normative structures. Within this isolation, sexual
awakenings and taboo desires emerge as distorted
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expressions of emotional deprivation. The incestuous
relationship between Jack and Julie, presented without
overt moral commentary, is framed as an inevitable
outgrowth of their emotional entanglement and loss of
external boundaries.

Death and decay function not merely as narrative events
but as symbolic conditions that permeate the siblings’
emotional lives. The cement-encased body of the mother
embodies a futile attempt to preserve stability and halt
time. Simultaneously, the squalor within the home and
recurring imagery of decomposition articulate the
psychological disintegration accompanying unresolved
trauma. The absence of parental authority results in
unstable power negotiations among the siblings. Julie’s
ascension to domestic leadership unsettles traditional
gender hierarchies, while Jack’s struggles to assert
dominance reveal the fragility of masculine identity in
crises.

Character Analysis

Jack serves as the psychological nucleus of the novel. His
introspective narration constructs a complex portrait of
adolescent turmoil, repression, and desire. He experiences
acute inner conflict—oscillating between the longing for
intimacy and the impulse toward emotional withdrawal.
Julie, conversely, embodies agency, resilience, and
ambiguity. Her assumption of parental responsibilities,
combined with her sexual autonomy, positions her as a
figure who destabilizes conventional femininity. Sue’s
retreat into writing and observation represents passive
resistance to trauma, while Tom’s regression into infantile
behavior and exploration of gender identity problematize
developmental norms and highlight the novel’s challenge
to fixed identity categories.

Symbolism and Motifs

The novel’s symbolic architecture is intricate and
deliberate. The cement garden itself symbolizes
entrapment, stagnation, and the human desire to artificially
preserve what naturally decays. The house functions as a
liminal space—a borderland between childhood and
adulthood, order and chaos. Mirrors and reflections
underscore Jack’s fragmented selthood, while persistent
images of insects and decay highlight the omnipresence of
death and the futility of resistance against entropy. The
text’s thematic blurring of gender roles and boundaries
further intensifies its symbolic interrogation of identity
fluidity.

Psychoanalytic and Gender-Theoretical Perspectives

Freudian analyses locate in the narrative a manifestation of
unresolved Oedipal tension, particularly through Jack’s
conflicted desires and fixation on the maternal absence.

Concrete Innocence: A Psychoanalytic Reading of The Cement Garden

Lacanian frameworks elucidate Jack’s strained negotiation
between the imaginary and symbolic orders, especially in
scenes involving self-recognition and desire. Kristevan
theory offers additional insight, positioning the preserved
maternal body as a representation of the pre-symbolic
chora and the children’s refusal to surrender the maternal
realm of comfort and unity. Gender studies scholarship
highlights the novel’s interrogation of hegemonic
masculinity, alternative relational structures, and the
instability of socially constructed gender binaries.

Reception and Ethical Considerations

Upon its release, The Cement Garden elicited polarized
reactions. Admirers praised McEwan’s psychological
acuity and narrative discipline, while detractors found its
explicit content ethically troubling. Over time, however,
the novel has achieved critical recognition as a seminal
text in examinations of adolescence, trauma, and taboo
representations. Its film adaptation further propelled
debates surrounding censorship, morality, and the artistic
responsibility of confronting difficult subjects without
prescriptive judgments.

CONCLUSION

The Cement Garden endures as a haunting and
intellectually provocative novel. Its intricate exploration of
death, desire, identity, and the dissolution of social
structures renders it a timeless commentary on human
vulnerability in moments of crisis. McEwan’s deliberate
ambiguity and refusal of moral closure invite sustained
scholarly interrogation across psychoanalytic, feminist,
and cultural-critical frameworks. As contemporary
societies continue to grapple with fragmentation,
emotional isolation, and shifting family dynamics, the
novel retains its relevance as a mirror reflecting the
anxieties and uncertainties of modern existence.
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Abstract— Old Floating Clouds is a novella by contemporary Chinese writer Can Xue. Through the daily E :.?'
relationships between neighbors, husband and wife, father and daughter, lovers and mistresses, colleagues
and friends, the novel shows that people have become caught in a web of jealously hating each other. The . -:F‘ :

image of mirror plays an important role in the novel, and peep exists in every corner of the novel. In addition -Fg

to being a mirror of objects, the human mind is also a kind of mirror in the interweaving of each other, and
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the relationship between self and others is constantly deconstructed and reshaped. This paper will use the

“Mirror Stage” theory of psychoanalysis to explore and examine how the protagonists use the mirror to

explore and examine themselves, and how they gradually become self-alienation and division in the mutual

peeping with others. The mirror is not only a tool to peep at others, but also a reflection of the protagonists’

inner anxiety and self-examination. During the process of peeping, people try to find self-identification and

comfort, but eventually fall into a deeper self-loss and spiritual dilemma.

Keywords— Avant-garde, Mirror Stage Theory, Old Floating Clouds, Self-alienation, self-deconstruction

I. INTRODUCTION

Old Floating Clouds is a masterpiece written by Can
Xue, which first appeared in China magazine in 1986. Can
Xue, an avant-garde writer in contemporary Chinese
literature, is famous for her unique literary perspective and
profound philosophy. Her works often break the traditional
aesthetic concept and reveal the complexity of human
nature and the cruelty of society with absurd and strange
brushwork. In this novel, Can Xue builds a world full of
indifference and hatred. Everyday relationships between
neighbors, husband and wife, father and daughter,
colleagues and friends become twisted and bizarre. People
hated and guarded each other, as if they were plunged into

an endless abyss of darkness. The behavior and

psychological state of the characters such as Xu Ruhua,
Geng Shanwu, Mu Lan and Lao Kuang are vividly
depicted by Can Xue.

This paper is inspired by the famous psychoanalyst
Lacan’s Mirror Stage Theory, which explores the process
by which the self is formed through the “mirror image”,
that is, through the help of “the other”. The Mirror Stage
Theory is divided into “front mirror period” and “mirror
period”. The former focuses on the fact that infants before
the age of 6 have not formed sensing and perception of the
outside world, while the latter refers to the fact that from
the age of 6 to 18 and later, infants begin to see their own
images through the reflected surface of the mirror and

begin to form self-awareness and self-identity. This
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cognition is fragmented and has not yet formed a unified
self-concept in the imaginary order. The baby sees the
image in the mirror as a part of himself and builds an
initial self-identity by interacting with the image in the
mirror. As babies grow and develop language, they begin
to enter the symbolism order. At this stage, infants not
only realize that the image in the mirror is themselves, but
also begin to understand the meaning of language, symbols,
and social norms. Language, as a symbolic thing, provides
infants with new tools for constructing self-concepts. They
confirm their own identity and value through the eyes and
words of others, and gradually form a more complex and
stable self-identity to explore the relationship between
themselves and the outside world. The real order is a realm
that runs through the whole life process of the individual,
and it transcends the boundary between the imaginary and
the symbolic order. In real order, individuals not only
recognize the mirror image as their own image, but also
begin to explore deeply their self-worth, identity, and place
in society. With constant growth and experience, the
individual enters the real order, a constantly changing
realm that contains elements that cannot be fully
understood and controlled. In the real order, individuals
are constantly faced with new challenges and opportunities
and need to constantly adjust their self-identity and coping
strategies (Lacan 3).

The mirror plays a crucial role in this novel, as it is
used to peep at others. Mu Lan hangs a mirror on the paper
mulberry tree to peep at the life of her neighbor Xu Ruhua.
The two spy on each other through the mirror, and the
mirror becomes a reflection of the character’s inner
anxiety, as well as the character’s process of examining
themselves and others, and the negative emotions and
depressed feelings are amplified by the mirror.
Self-consciousness is gradually alienated under the
reflection of the mirror, and this alienation is not only
reflected in the individual psychology, but also reflected in
the distortion and repression of human nature by modern
civilization. The others and themselves in the mirror are
constantly distorted and reorganized, the characters’
cognition of themselves and others is constantly changing,
the dark and decadent things are gradually excavated from
the depths of people’s hearts, the self is alienated in this

formation process, and people themselves are also

objectified in this endless review. The outside world and
nature are no longer reassuring objective worlds here. It is
one of the main culprits that lead to the alienation and
objectification of the human self, and man gradually
becomes one with the decaying nature. This paper will
analyze Can Xue’s use of the mirror and various
deconstruction of the characters’ selves from the aspects of
mirror and self-seeking, mirror and the others, illusion in
the mirror and self-fragmentation, and create the abnormal
and broken dream-like spirit in the extremely dangerous
state of interpersonal relations, and show the alienation of

self-consciousness of people.

II. MIRROR AND SELF-SEEKING

The book Old Floating Clouds presents a depressing
picture of the lives of the two couples, Mu Lan and Geng
Shanwu, Lao Kuang and Xu Ruhua, who cross and peep at
each other as neighbors. Everyone tries to find self through
dependence on and resistance to others and things, but all
end in failure. In the middle of their misplaced husband
and wife relationship and lover relationship, it’s unable to
find positive mutual feelings.

Take Geng Shanwu and Xu Ruhua for example, they
have been looking for self-identification like the “floating
clouds”, erratic, still young but tortured by life decline.
Geng Shanwu attempts to stay away from his wife in the
constant dream, mulberry tree flowers, dreams, cucumbers,
worms, including Mu Lan are all like mirrors to peep at
him, in the face of life, family, neighborhood and work
pressure, life is snooping on him, he cursed the voyeur but
was questioned by the street children “who you scold!”,
father-in-law’s peep and hostility to him also gives him
mental pressure; Xu Ruhua faces the pressure and
surveillance of her husband, neighbors, mother-in-law and
parents, and also feels powerless and suffocated in life,
work and family. She is sensitive, silent and lonely, and
tries to seek spiritual affirmation and resonance, but
ultimately fails, and finally chooses to close herself. These
two people are not only in the process of being constantly
examined, but also become a peeper to peep at others.
Mental and physical changes have occurred on them. Such
two people have intersected, trying to find the shadow of
self from each other. Geng Shanwu secretly sends death

sparrow to Xu Ruhua, and the two people have the same
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dream, only Geng Shanwu heard and cared about Xu
Ruhua’s muttering, they have the same sense of
nothingness of life and the sense of loss of self, this may
become their reason for meeting stealthily. The turtle in
the dream struggled in the mire, the red fruit of the
mulberry tree sucked up the spirit of the people, so that
people drifted into the mire of life, the spirit could not
settle. Just like the lives of Lao Kuang and Xu Ruhua, as
well as the life of Mu Lan and Geng Shanwu, the latter’s
child is also erratic, with thinning hair and seemingly too
old to be a child.

Mu Lan spies on Xu Ruhua’s family through the

mirror hanging on the mulberry tree, and Xu Ruhua’s

family spies on Mu Lan’s family through the mirror in turn.

The result of this unhealthy cycle is that when people
observe others through the mirror, they define others and
are also defined by others. The alienation and hostility
between each other are intensified, and they not only fail
to find each other’s advantages, but also have more
in-depth understanding of the shortcomings and darkness
of each other’s life. They gain a deeper understanding of
the shortcomings and inadequacies of the other person’s
life, and this peeping eventually feeds into deeper issues in
their own lives, inspiring boundless jealousy and malice.
The perspective of “the man next the door” and “the
woman next the door” constantly appears in the work, and
the speaker constructs the other people with the speaker
himself as the subject, which is a deliberate expression of
the observation and peep of people to people, and gives
people a sense of narrative subject monism in language, as
if these characters are looking at each other in the mirror,
and all have a common nature, like the division of a
general subject.

Xu Ruhua’s mother and Mu Lan both spy on Xu
Ruhua’s home, and Mu Lan says:

“Someone’s disturbing all the neighbors. Pretending
to be mysterious to show off her lofty character. Just think
about it, and you’ll see there’s nothing but emptiness in
her mind” (Can Xue 203).

Whether peering through a mirror or with a slip of
paper, the surveillance of each other actually reflects the
emptiness of the human spirit, or a twisted desire to
control, to probe deeper, it’s perhaps the distortion and

control of the self. What tormented Xu Ruhua may not be

so much those flowers and other people as herself, she
closes herself up, and her own existence is a torture in
herself (Lei Jian 62). And Geng Shanwu is more illusory,
he has a two-sided nature and is capable of insight into the
nature of life and the cruelty of human nature. But in the
face of the secular, he is extremely weak and wants to find
his own self from others. He is a person who can “clear
understanding of his own behavior”, and this
understanding also makes him “distinguish himself from
other beings” (Can Xue 109). Can Xue once said: “Geng
Shanwu is more superficial, his realm is always in the
swing, not as hard and pure as Xu Ruhua” (Can Xue 110).
These two individuals strive to find themselves and seek
solace in one another, yet the very essence of their selves
condemns their fate to tragedy. All the mirrors that spy on
them --- and that they, in turn, use to spy on others ---
weave together into a net. This net encloses the vain,
wandering soul that resides within every person, a space
where the self merges and eventually withers away, laying

bare the inherent pain of existence.

III. MIRROR AND THE OTHERS

According to the theory of existentialist philosopher
Heidegger, from the perspective of time latitude, the
journey of life from birth to death can be marked with the
following sections: “Having Been—Dasein—Potential
Being—Death”, in short, life is a kind of existence “born
to death” (Heidegger 292-293). The world described by
Can Xue is an alienated world. Geng Shanwu and Xu
Ruhua are by no means alienated selves since their
existence. When they come into this world, the people and
surroundings around them are both the “others” who feel
alien to them and the “others” as defined in Dasein. These
others are a good interpretation of the concept of “hell is
other people”. For the two people, these others constantly
exert mental pressure on them, peep at them like a mirror
and peel off their shells, which is the cause of
self-alienation. Fighting against such “others” ultimately
leads to defeat and the loss of social identity; in turn, this
self-alienation corrodes the individual’s sense of self,
reducing them to a terrifying phantom of their former self.

Xu Ruhua is terrified of her mother’s peeping, and
her mother becomes a dark shadow behind the tree,

haunting her and leaving her a note to oppress her
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spiritually. As her stress crystallizes, she begins to see
phantoms and chooses to close herself off:

“Trembling as she arose, she opened a crack in the
curtain with her finger. She saw a flickering shadow
wrapped in black and seeming to grin hideously. Though
both the door and the window were covered with iron bars,
Ru-hua was frightened. Not daring to turn on the light, she
lit her flashlight every now and then and peered under the
bed, behind the door, on the ceiling, in fear her mother
might hide in the most unexpected places” (Can Xue 202).

Geng Shanwu goes mad under the pressure of his
wife and father-in-law. They look at him through the
mirror of the examining mind, and think that he has been
incompetent and insane, but the mirror works in both
directions, Geng Shanwu sees them through their eyes, and
also sees himself through them:

“ ¢ Why did you laugh at me?’ he asked later.

‘Because you’re a fool.’

‘And you?’

‘How can I be a fool? I couldn’t discover your
foolishness if I were a fool.’

‘I'see.’

He’d seen through her, but she didn’t know it. She
still played the old tricks. He felt delighted to have laid her
bare” (Can Xue 211).

This dialogue makes it impossible to tell who the fool
is and deconstructs the narrative logic of the other and the
self. The line between the other and the self becomes
blurred (Shoshana & Liang Xiaodong 54). If Geng
Shanwu saw through his wife, how could he be a fool?
Wasn’t Mu Lan just as foolish for failing to realize her
husband had seen through her?

No one pays heed to this ambiguous extramarital
relationship, and the people around them are themselves in
a bizarre mental state. Lao Kuang depends on and fears his
mother, and the mother seems to have become his shackles;
Mu Lan peers darkly into Xu Ruhua’s life, surrounded by
jealousy, anxiety and absurd emotions; Mu Lan’s father is
a scoundrel, and is cold and mean to his daughter and
son-in-law, demanding money from them and spying on
their lives; Xu Ruhua’s mother, haunted by the pain of her
own past misfortunes, projects that suffering onto her
daughter --- who failed to live up to her expectation of

becoming an engineer. She fixes her gaze on Xu Ruhua

relentlessly, weighing heavily on her life and constricting
her existence. The two of Geng and Xu are under scrutiny
and pressure from their families and neighbors, and these
“others” around them reflect their own mental trauma to
the two through the mirror. In the process of judging and
examining each other and themselves, the two can’t see
each other and themselves clearly, one of them has closed
herself, and the other has become an illusory phantom in
the mirror.

Xu Ruhua’s impression of Geng Shanwu is:

“Looking at her familiar wrinkled body in the mirror,
she vaguely recalled the long, thin figure of the man. In
her memory his image was too elusive to catch” (Can Xue
214).

These two people’s self-alienation occurs under the
prying eyes of others, they cannot meet the requirements
of others, nor can they integrate into the needs of society.
They try to form themselves with the help of these external
things but eventually become an old empty shell, which
reflects the persistent mental harassment that haunts every
character throughout the novel. Anxiety becomes the only
thing that can be determined, but for all people, the source
and right of anxiety can not be grasp, it is those
unfortunate past and experience left these wounds, the past
has become the past, but the spiritual trauma continues to
exist. People look at others through the mirror, each person
is the other, each person’s self in the process of defining
others has been blurred, through the mirror’s peeping, the
boundary between the other and the self becomes blurred,
too. The peeper is both the other and the self-observer. As
people spy on others, they also look at themselves. This
dual identity makes their cognition of the other and the self
confused and ambiguous.

Because of the existence of peeping, the relationship
between the other and the self becomes tense and
antagonistic. The long-term peeping and anti-peeping
behavior led to self-sealing and shrinking, and Xu Ruhua
gradually closes herself up and no longer communicates
with others under the long-term peeping and being peeped
at. Her spiritual world has become barren and empty, and
finally goes to the fate of death. Geng Shanwu also
gradually loses himself in this environment, becoming

depressed and powerless.
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IV. ILLUSION IN THE MIRROR AND
SELF-FRAGMENTATION

Mu Lan peers into the life of her neighbor Xu Ruhua
through a mirror, and Xu Ruhua and her family in the
mirror become the objects of her peeping. This kind of
peeping is itself a kind of illusion, because the peepers
always interprets the life of the person that been peeped
through their own subjective perspectives. After Xu Ruhua
learned that she was peeped at, her life seemed to become
a stage, and all her actions were amplified and distorted in
the mirror. This sense of being peeped at makes her feel
uneasy and anxious, which is further exacerbated by the
phantoms in the mirror. From the perspectives of different
characters, the others become an illusory illusion: in Xu
Ruhua’s eyes, Lao Kuang and Geng Shanwu are “things
like shadows”, and Xu Ruhua feels that she is a dry empty
shell covered with reed stalks; Geng Shanwu can clearly
perceive the cruel nature of human nature in his wife as
well as others who laugh at him; Mu Lan despises Geng’s
incompetence and coldly peeps at his privacy.

In addition, there are many illusory scenes in the
perspectives of the characters, such as the white flowers,
the red mulberry with full juice, the withered leaves, the
reed stalks bursting inside the body, and the mosquitoes
flying around. The description and repeated appearance of
these images make people shocked and the hair stands on
end. The dream also becomes a kind of mirror in the text,
Geng Shanwu’s dream, and the above various mirage-like
scenes are all confused by the fragments of speech. People
seem that have never really been able to communicate in
real sense in the novel, words weave a web of terror and
anxiety, and people prey on each other, constantly moving,
hiding, sneaking, fleeing from the peeping eyes in
windows, cracks in doors, holes in walls, and mirrors
(Shoshana & Liang Xiaodong 54).

Therefore, under this kind of depiction and
presentation, the core ideas of Can Xue are gradually
revealed, the alienated and broken selves of each character
are revealed, and people’s spirits are gradually alienated in
the process of spying on others. Freud, one of the founder
of psychoanalysis, once proposed that the potential dream
has always been constrained by the ego, and only when the
person is in the state of sleep, the “ego” as the inspector

partially relinquishes its control over brain activity,

allowing the forbidden and suppressed wishes to come to
the level of consciousness in a disguised and distorted
form. Some emotions and desires find distorted expression
in dreams, where the “subconscious” lurking deep within
the mind comes to the fore --- and this very process plays a
crucial role in the formation of the self. But the broken
language of Can Xue and the broken description of the
subconscious make one realize that the self has been
distorted, broken, and dried up for the characters in the
book. Milan Kundera said that novel examines not reality,
but existence. Existence is not what has happened;
existence belongs to the realm of human possibility, which
all that human beings can become. In the fictional reality
constructed by Can Xue, people’s physical existence is not
the focus of attention; instead, her relentless exploration
lies in the shaping of the spiritual realm. The existence and
fragmentation of the self are repeatedly emphasized to
reflect the alienation of human nature in modern society,
the estrangement and confrontation between individuals,
the noisy and perilous social environment, and the
absurdity of the self as well as its struggle to persist. In this
way, Can Xue’s novels embody the profound implication

of “hell is other people.”

V. CONCLUSION

Can Xue said that the characters in her novels are the
result of her personal personality split, self-contradictory
creations. But pay attention to one thing: the most ragged,
the most “negative” characters are often the most essential,
the deepest, the characters with the most passion. There
are many characters in the novel, and the central character
is not obvious. Can Xue’s portrayal of the characters is just
like describing the subconscious mind, which is complex
and changeable, and the external flesh of the characters are
not important. The generally broken spiritual world
connects these characters together, reflecting a universal
spiritual alienation. Can Xue integrates the image that she
wants to reflect in her inner world into her work, so that
every character has this imprint, and they are like the
different sides of one subject, and finally returns to the
illusory spiritual world. Too artistic expression makes Can
Xue’s works have a certain gap with the real context of
people’s lives. She likes to equate everything in her novels

directly with arts, which should be the biggest problem in
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Can Xue’s novel criticism that it is difficult to
communicate and dialogue with people (Wang Tiangiao
57). However, it is undeniable that Can Xue has achieved
success in showing the self-alienation of people in modern
society. Many writers use literature as inspiration to
awaken humanity and self. For example, Gong Zizhen, Lu
Xun and others tried to let people “gaze at one’s own
reflection in the mirror” to explore the obscured and
distorted self through literature, so as to awaken people’s
inner humanity. Literature is like a mirror: in any era, it
reflects others and allows people to see themselves, while
the phantoms in the mirror --- both others and the self ---
awaken people’s attention to the alienated and traumatized

spiritual world.
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Abstract— Names and identity are inextricably linked and have a profound impact on an individual. Chitra -?;'5"':. '!:E

Banerjee has depicted this link in her novel, Mistress of Spices, through the focal character Tilo. Tilo has &7 s,
struggled with identity since birth. Throughout each phase of her life, she'’s been given a new name. This 3
research paper aims to explore the various names, their significance, and identities associated with Tilo. g_“_-if' Sl
Each of her names reflects a new persona of hers. This paper also analyses Tilo s cognitive changes during E FSZ ’

the transformations. Her journey is perceived as a battle that she fights for her name and identity. Hence,
the battle between her physical and emotional worlds, and her journey towards finding her true self, is also

addressed.

Keywords— ambivalence, double consciousness, identity, naming, self-discovery

L. INTRODUCTION

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, a well-known Indian-
American author, is known for her enchanting novels. Her
works touch on themes like identity, magic, culture, and
womanhood. Originally from Kolkata, India, she moved to
the United States for her further studies. She later found
success as a writer. She is one of the noted literary
personalities of Indian Diasporic writers. Her works convey
a blend of both Eastern and Western influences that shape
her literary identity. Among her notable works is The
Mistress of Spices (1997), an adored novel recognised and
loved for its magical storytelling and vivid depiction of
Indian life in diaspora. The novel unfolds in a magical spice
shop settled in Oakland, California. From there, we follow
the journey of Tilo. She is the focal character of the novel
and a mystical woman. She can influence and heal people
through the magical spices. Hence, she is known as the
Mistress of Spices.

Through the adventures of Tilo and the layered plot of the
novel, Divakaruni explores themes of identity, tradition, and
the challenges faced by immigrants while living in diaspora.
The recurring motif throughout the novel is Identity.
Throughout the novel, we see Tilo battling and struggling
for her name and identity. This pursuit of a sense of self
aligns with the psychological studies of identity. Erik

Erikson in Identity: Youth and Crisis (1968) says that when
people cannot accept the roles given to them, they may take
on a “negative identity.” This leads to confusion about the
self. Tilo in Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s The Mistress of
Spices can be seen in this light. Every name she carries
shows both hope and pain. As Nayan Tara, she is seen as a
miracle child. As Bhagyavati, she is tied to fate. As
Tilottama, she is valued for her beauty but also trapped by
it. As Tilo, she is bound to the spices and strict rules. These
names are given to her by others. They never let her feel
whole. Frantz Fanon in Black Skin, White Masks (1952)
explains how people wear masks created by society. These
masks hide the true self. Such masks are also worn by Tilo.
Each name becomes a mask that shapes her and, at the same
time, distances her from her own wishes. She wants to be
free and get loved, but feels restrained by obligation and
custom. Stuart Hall in Cultural Identity and Diaspora
(1990) explains that identity is not fixed. It is continually
changing. It gets constantly molded by the time and
situation. This helps us see Tilo’s story not only as
confusion but also as growth. Her names are not only masks
but also stages in her becoming. Through Erikson, we see
her struggle. Through Fanon, we see her alienation.
Through Hall, we see her shifting identity, still alive and still
being made. Placed side by side, it is revealed that Tilo’s
identity is a transformative one. It is not stable. Identity is
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both “a matter of becoming” and “of being” (Hall
1990, 225). In the novel, Tilo embodies Stuart Hall’s notion
of dynamic identity. According to Hall, identity is seen as
both a process of becoming and a state of being. This is also
visible in the case of Tilo, through her various names and
identities. Each name given to her reflects a distinct facet of
her tangled identity. She undergoes several personal
transformations. “Tilo, the Mistress of Spices, has many
disguises and names that reveal her multiple identities.”
(Abirami S.and Nirmala, 2016: 259)

Just as Hall suggests, Tilo’s consciousness mirrors
this complication by revealing desires that are conflicting.
Tilo’s character emerges as an individual who is connected
very closely with questions of identity, consciousness, and
ambivalence. Being the Mistress of Spices and possessing
all the magical abilities, she faces battles within herself.
There are mixed feelings and emotions inside her mind. She
has her duties as the Mistress of Spices, and at the same
time, the heart of a common human being living in diaspora.
She wants to fulfil her responsibilities, but at the same time
wants to be in her true self. While she adores being the
guardian of the ancient, traditional and cultural heritage, she
harbors uncertainty about her identity. Divakaruni artfully
uses the metaphor of life and identity while symbolically
comparing it to the world of women. The progressive, ever-
changing nature of spices also mirrors the constant
evolution and transformation within her life. It symbolizes
the creation of something new and fresh with every use, just
like spices. This can be analysed aptly through the work of
Gupta and Sharma-

“On one hand, spices provide her with a means to heal
herself and others, facilitating emotional and physical
recovery. Each spice holds the potential for empowerment,
allowing her to foster community bonds and preserve
cultural identity amidst the struggles of exile. However, this
very connection to spices also becomes a reminder of Tilo’s
inability to fully embrace her new identity.” (Gupta Shalu
and Sharma Devendra Kumar, 2025: e118 )

The enduring quest for self-discovery in Tilo’s character
serves as a keystone of human existence across the ages.
Her identity evolves through phases of struggles, crisis and
uncertainty. This reflects the universal quest for self-
understanding. She feels confused about who she is because
her names and personalities keep changing. Each name she
gets makes her act differently, and she doesn’t know which
one is really her. Whether she is Nayan Tara, Bhagyavati,
Tilottama, or Maya, she feels like she is playing a different
role. This makes her feel ambivalent about herself.
Moreover, the powers she possesses make things even more
confusing. Tilo’s journey is about trying to figure out who
she truly is among all these different versions of herself.
“Who was I? I could not say. Already my name had faded
in the rising island sun, like a star from a night that has
passed away.” (Divakaruni 1997, 33) Tilo’s character is like
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a puzzle when it comes to understanding who she really is
and what she wants. This mirrors Abrams and Hogg’s idea-
“Identity is people’s concepts of who they are, of what sort
of people they are, and how they relate to others” (Abrams
and Hogg 1988, 2). During an identity crisis, individuals
may resort to creating comforting illusions, rationalizing
their shortcomings, reinventing themselves, or even facing
existential extinction. The concept of identity is closely
interconnected with the notion of the self. Tilo is caught
between two worlds: one where she has special powers as
the Mistress of Spices, and the other where she just wants
to find love and happiness like anyone else. When Tilo
meets, observes and listens to other people, it is more she
learns about herself. In a crisis of identity, she looks for self-
discovery. She learns about her strengths and what really
matters to her. The identity of Tilo is a tangled and
complicated one. This can be seen through the numerous
names she possessed throughout her journey. Tilo’s
confused identities, firstly as Nayan Tara and then
Bhagyavati, Tilo, and Maya convey the identity crisis and
sense of self-discovery at the same time. As Densingh
observes in his paper “New Names, New Identities of Tilo
in Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s The Mistress of Spices” -

“In the novel, Tilo has many disguises and she keeps on
changing her names throughout the novel, making clear the
complex problem of identity crisis that the Indian try to cope
with in a foreign land. She has been changing her name from
Nayan Tara as a good daughter then to Bhagyavati during
her stay with the pirates then to Tilo and finally Maya when
she finds her love. Tilo manages to define herself at the very
end of the novel as “Maya”, a Hindu term that defines the
everyday world of desire, pain and joy. “Maya” represents
the illusionary power of the world.” (Densingh, 2016: 178)

In the novel, Tilo adopts different disguises and names. This
reflects the major challenge faced by Indians living in a
foreign land. This might lead to confronting their sense of
self. Tilo’s transformations illustrate the battle between her
true identity and the roles she must adopt to support others.
At the outset of the novel, when we are introduced to Tilo,
we get a glimpse of the magical world she inhabits.
Divakaruni portrays Tilo as a mysterious and puzzling
figure. Someone who is inseparably connected to the
essence of spices and gifted with remarkable abilities. We
also come to know that her journey through life is marked
by difficult times and the discovery of multiple identities.
Through her experiences, we witness her struggles, growth,
and the complexities of her existence. Additionally, we
come to understand how Tilo faces ambivalence and
straddles between double consciousness. She tries to
balance her mystical duties as Mistress of Spices with
personal desires with mindfulness. The several names of
Tilo represent different aspects of her character and powers.
Tilo was born in a village and she was named Nayan Tara.
Then the pirates carry her away and then she is called
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‘Bhagyavati’. When she decides to reach the island, the
snakes name her ‘Sarpakanya’. To become Mistress of
Spices, she changed her name to Tilo, meaning ‘a life giver
and a restorer of health and hope’. She has to change her
identities many times in order to arrive at a final definition
of her selthood. This can be analysed through the following:
“Fire is the beginning of Nayantara's new phase of life. She
served as a pirate queen for a few years, and her name was
Bhagyavathi. She reviews her life as a pirate queen and
wants to know her dream and give another calling thinking
about the sea. As a result, the underwater snake came up
with a typhoon in the water she was rescued and saved.
Water represents the mystery of creation as a symbol of life,
cleaning and rebirth. Whereas the life of Nayantara
cleanses, she revealed First Mother and her novice when she
opened her eyes. The character First Mother means as savior
and guru, according to Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni. First
Mother who rescued Nayantata from water and called her
Tilottama, meaning life-giving, health-restoring, and hope.”
(Rajeswari R., Suganya A. 2019, 30). This research paper
analyses in depth the battle and significance of these names
in Tilo’s life, and how they shape her identity.

II. NAYAN TARA

Tilo’s identity is a dynamic one. It can be analysed through
the variety of names she was assigned during each new
phase of her life. Every name holds a significant meaning
that influences her identity. At the initial phase of her life,
i.e., on her birth, she was named by her parents- “Nayan
Tara, Star of the Eye” (Divakaruni 1997, 7). Being born as
the third daughter to a family with financial struggles, she
was seen as a burden. This led to an array of battles for her.
She was neglected by her parents and sought love and
acceptance. She wanted to do something meaningful in her
life so that she could get acceptance. With the ability to see
the future, she was loved by the villagers, but still lacked
love from her family. Her name, Nayan Tara, holds great
significance. It symbolises her vision and power to see and
tell the future of people. It conveys her childhood journey.
This name also echoes Tilo’s celestial and otherworldly
abilities. Nayan Tara, the name suggests the intuitions and
insights that Tilo possessed. Though the significance of this
name goes beyond its denotative meaning. The personal
wishes, aspirations, and desires of Tilo are also symbolised
through this name. It condenses to the fulfilment, happiness,
and satisfaction Tilo wants in her life. A direction that she
wants in her life is to chase love and joy. However, the irony
is that despite being called ‘Star of the Eye’, she is often
neglected by her family and community. The name ‘Nayan
Tara’ for Tilo isn’t just a name. It holds the foundations of
Tilo’s overall identity throughout her journey.

It is believed that names are often linked with destiny.
Hence is the case with Tilo’s journey with multiple names
and identities. As she proceeds in life with her first name,
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Nayan Tara, she undergoes the cognitive transformations
too. Being Nayan Tara, she gains confidence. She feels
optimistic and begins to care for herself. She also
understands how she has built an identity for herself with
her ability to tell the future. An identity with which she is
known to others, and how society perceives her. With this
name, Tilo built an identity for herself, but was still not fully
aware of herself. This was just the initial phase, which later
led to a big battle of identity and names.

III. BHAGYAVATI

In the second important phase of life, Tilo is known by the
name ‘Bhagyavati’. It holds a profound importance in
shaping her identity. Through this name, she comes to
understand her place in the world. The talents she possessed
were not considered greatly by the family and villagers.
Eventually, one day, pirates raided her village. They
kidnapped her and renamed her ‘Bhagyavati’. They
believed that she could bring them luck by telling them the
future and the path to hidden treasures. Tilo narrates this
part of her life as an ironic one. “The pirate chief’s voice
lifted above dying moans, giving me in awful irony my new
name. Bhagyavati, Bringer of Luck, for so I was to be for
them.” (Divakaruni 1997, 19) Tilo felt far removed from her
destiny while she resided on the ship with pirates. She
experiences an identity crisis. This can be analysed through
the following lines- “Nights I walked the decks alone and
sleepless, I Bhagyavati, Sorceress, Pirate queen, bringer of
luck and death...” (Divakaruni 1997, 20)

The relevance of the name Bhagyavati is closely
connected to Tilo’s journey of self-discovery. Through this
phase, she tries to understand her destiny. This name
symbolises a fortunate person or one with good fortune. The
pirates have faith in Tilo’s magical powers. They think that
her presence will lead them to their destined fortunes and
treasures. Hence, they associate her name with their
ambitions for treasure. However, Tilo herself feels
disconnected from this perception of her role. She
experiences an identity crisis as well as disconnection from
her purpose in life. The name Bhagyavati reveals the
importance of destiny and fate in Tilo’s life. During this
phase, Tilo battles with two ideas in her mind. Whether her
life and identity were already decided or if she could make
destiny on her own. But when it comes to the significance
of the name, it comes with an irony here, too. Being in the
identity of Bhagyavati, Tilo is perceived to tell the future of
people, but in her own case, she is unable to do so. She is
baffled. She is seen as someone who brings luck to others,
but on the other hand, she wants to regulate her future. Her
transformation from Nayan Tara to Bhagyavati has a huge
impact on her mental processes. While she felt confident
and embraced her evolving identity as Nayan Tara, she lost
it all as Bhagyavati. With the identity of Bhagyavati (after
abduction), she is seen as baffled, underconfident, and
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Pessimistic in thoughts. She fights a battle with her own
thoughts and the way pirates perceive her for their benefit.
Tilo’s identity as Bhagyavati lasted for a short time, but had
a lasting impact on her mind.

Iv. TILOTTAMA

The successful escape from the pirates led Bhagyavati to
arrive at a magical island. A place where she was renamed
for the third time as Tilo. “My name which is Tilo, short for
Tilottama, for I am named after the sun-burnished sesame
seed, spice of nourishment.” (Divakaruni 1997, 5) This
name signifies the magical powers Tilo possesses over the
spices. Becoming the Mistress of Spices, after coming out
of Shampati’s fire, Tilottama represents a profound
transformation. “And now she writes my new name on my
forehead. My Mistress name finally and forever, after so
many changes in who I am. My true name that I am never
to tell to any but the sisterhood.” (Divakaruni 1997, 43)

‘Tilottama’, the name carries multiple layers of meaning. It
serves as a replication of Tilo’s lively character and aims.
Following Hindu mythology, Tilottama was the most
elegant of the dancers in Lord Indra’s court. Indra is
observed as the King of the gods. Tilottama is renowned for
her beauty and grace. This name associates Tilo with
elegance, beauty, and divine presence. It is aligned with the
self-discovery of Tilo. When she chooses this name for
herself, it shows that she is ready to build her own identity
now. With this new identity, she hopes for healing and
happiness. Tilo, the name mirrors the optimistic attitude of
Tilo to discover her true self and inner beauty. Tilo embraces
her mystical powers and is excited to guide and heal people.
When she covers herself in this new identity, she is
transformed into an old woman (physically). She is now the
Mistress of Spices in Oakland, California. Tilo lives a
disguised life over there, helping and supporting people in
survival in the distant land. She also uses her ability to tell
the fortune of people, along with being the Mistress of
Spices. She chooses herself a relevant name, Tilottama
(Tilo). But she is also hinted at by the First Mother about
the complications of her new and evolving identity. Firstly,
Tilo enjoys her new identity, being the Mistress of Spices,
observing, listening and healing people. But soon she
realises the boundaries she has agreed on. It can be clearly
noticed through the words of Rajeswari R., and Suganya A..-
“Tilo finds herself embroiled in the Spice Mistress ' rules
and regulations.” (32) She understands that her personal
desires should also be prioritized. With this identity, she is
restricted to love, or she’ll have to lose her powers forever.
She regrets this identity of hers once she starts loving
Raven. She again thinks of changing her identity. She
undergoes the cognitive changes, earlier happy, empathetic,
energetic, hopeful and confident. Later, turning into
questionable life choices. She also faces physical and
mental battles throughout her journey.
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V. MAYA

“Tilo has been given the name Maya, which is a name with
roots in both India and the United States. After going by
several different names throughout the course of the novel,
including Nayan Tara, Bhgyavati, Tilo, and Tilottoama, the
protagonist finally settles on Maya as her new name at the
end of the book.” (Kumar T., Jayshankar A.G. 2022, c514)

Approaching the end of the novel’s plot, an earthquake
shakes the foundations of Tilo’s world. It catalyzes change,
encouraging Tilo to reassess her identity. Tilo experiences
the identity transformation for the last time. This time, she
chooses herself as ‘Maya’, referring to illusions. This
transformation from Tilo to Maya symbolises her desire to
start afresh. “Maya is a name that is widely used in both of
the countries that she is interested in living in.” (Kumar T.,
Jayshankar A.G. 2022, c¢514). Through this new identity,
she sheds the previous one and the boundaries associated
with it. She leaves behind the duties and powers. By
choosing herself as Maya, she tries to regain the identity she
had been longing for. Maya was an identity to define herself.
The deceptions of Tilo’s experiences till now in her life,
especially with identity and names, are left behind with this
new identity. Thus, the name Maya stands for the renewal
and personal growth of Tilo. With this identity comes a new
version of Tilo. Now she is a person who is not restricted by
any norms.

Being covered in the identity of Maya, her way of
perceiving herself also changes. With this name and
identity, she envisions a future with Raven. As Maya, she
evolves into a woman who has accepted her past and found
fulfilment in her present. The relevance of this new name is
all about the new change and growth in Tilo’s life. Unlike
Tilo, Maya has a resilient, new, optimistic, and more
confident attitude. This helps her to be Maya.

In the novel, Tilo’s names teach us a lot about how identity
and names are linked. Each name she has represents a
different part of her story and how she sees herself. They
show us how names can affect how people see us and how
we see ourselves. Tilo’s journey with her names shows that
who we are isn’t set in stone; it’s something we can change
and figure out as we go along. The four different names of
Tilo in The Mistress of Spices play a profound role in
shaping her identity and journey of self-discovery. Tilo
faces an identity crisis throughout her life. “They do not
know this, my customers, nor that earlier I had other names.
Sometimes it fills me with a heaviness, lack of black ice,
when I think that across the entire length of this land not one
person knows who I am.” (Divakaruni 1997, 5)
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VI COGNITIVE SHIFTS IN TILO’S MIND
BETWEEN DOUBLE CONSCIOUSNESS
AND AMBIVALENCE

Tilo’s identity in The Mistress of Spices can be seen through
many theories that explain how a self is formed and
changed. Freud in The Ego and the Id (1923) shows that the
self is divided, and this can be felt in Tilo’s mind, where
duty, desire, and fear often fight with each other. Erik
Erikson in Identity: Youth and Crisis (1968) speaks about
identity confusion, and Tilo goes through this whenever her
name changes. Tilo never finds a tranquil state of
mind.Every single name comes with new duties. Stuart Hall
in Questions of Cultural Identity (1996) tells us that identity
is never fixed but always in process. This is true for Tilo.
She moves from Tilottama to Tilo, and then to a woman who
wishes for love and freedom. Homi Bhabha in The Location
of Culture (1994) speaks about ambivalence, and Tilo’s life
is full of it. She is uncertain between ritual and yearning,
amid magic and humanoid life. Frantz Fanon in Black Skin,
White Masks (1952) shows how people feel divided when
they try to live between two cultures. Tilo has the exact
same feelings. Her thoughts are divided on one side, where
she remains loyal and dutiful to the spices. On the other
hand, when she desires the loveful life with Raven. Her
names mark these shifts. Sometimes they give her strength.
Sometimes they cause doubt. In her mind, a slow change
takes place. She moves from obedience to questioning, from
silence to voice. Her identity is never one thing, but many.
It is broken, shifting, and rebuilt again. In this way, Tilo’s
journey feels close to many women and migrants who live
between worlds and learn to shape themselves in the space
of conflict. These theories of shifting identity come together
in Du Bois’s theory of double consciousness. Tilo’s journey
in The Mistress of Spices can be seen through the idea of
double consciousness, first spoken of by W. E. B. Du Bois
in The Souls of Black Folk (1903). One soul speaks in the
voice of the self. The other repeats the voice of the world.
This is what Tilo feels. Her names make this inner struggle
sharper. As Tilottama, she is trained to obey and surrender.
As Tilo, she serves the spices with care, yet her heart begins
to stir with quiet desires. When Raven enters her life,
another self-rises. That self-wishes to leave the shop and
live as an ordinary woman. None of these selves can silence
the others. They press against one another, leaving her torn.
In her mind, two voices argue. One voice keeps reminding
her about her vows and duties to the spices. The other
tempts her with the warmth of love and the chance of
another life. Her shop is both a shelter and a cage. Through
this struggle, her self begins to change. She moves slowly
from silence to voice, from blind obedience to questioning.
Her identity does not stay fixed. It splits, it gets fractured,
but still tries to adapt and adjust and finally reconstructs.
Tilo, through her shifting identity, understands that the self
is not just one thing, but it consists of many and is
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transformative. This is one of the reasons why Tilo’s life
mirrors the lives of diverse women and migrants. To live
between two worlds is to carry two minds. To stand between
tradition and freedom is to feel divided within. It is painful,
but it also creates strength. Tilo lives with this divide. From
it, she slowly shapes a new self. She feels hurt, yet she is
alive. She feels torn, yet she still holds herself together. Her
divided self shapes not only her identity but also the shifts
in her thinking and perception.

The battle of names and the self in Tilo’s life affects her
mind, and we notice cognitive changes in her character. Tilo
experiences several changes in her mindset, from
sacrificing to accepting and then questioning her identity.
Firstly, detaching herself from the materialistic world,
illusions, love, and joy, and then attaching herself to these.
There is a shift in her thought process in each new phase. If
we analyse it from the beginning to the end, she becomes
resistant from obedient. Earlier, she used to remain silent,
but towards the end, she raised her voice for herself. This
shift in Tilo’s thought process can be sensed all through her
journey.

It is also analysed that Tilo battles with ambivalence and a
sense of double consciousness, resulting from the manifold
names and identity. Both concepts are related to the
cognitive processes and emotions. Ambivalence is a feeling
that is often explored in the characters of diaspora novels. It
is kind of a mixed feeling, where the individual keeps
hanging between the two cultures and emotions. People
who experience this are split between the two. Tilo keeps
oscillating between the Indian and American cultures and
exhibits mixed feelings. She is rooted in the Indian culture
and tradition, while she adores the American one. She wants
to adopt the free American lifestyle, and doesn’t want to
leave her Indian roots. Tilo tries to balance her Indian
traditions with modern ways. As the Mistress of Spices, her
struggle is real. She is pulled in two directions. She wants
to get both things done; do her duties and live a life with
Raven, free of boundaries. Her mindset and identity are
always unsure, which reflects the ambivalence.

Tilo, as a diaspora subject, fits in the idea of double
consciousness given by W.E.B. Du Bois. It is “A twoness in
one body; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled
strivings” (Bois 2007, 3). Characters in diaspora often face
this feeling of living in two worlds. They have dual cultural
identities. The case is the same with Tilo. Her contradictory
identities make her question about her true self. She sees
herself through the eyes of Indian traditions and also
through the American expectations. She has a split
awareness of herself. She is neither fully Indian nor an
American. The cognitive growth of Tilo is shaped by this
simultaneous belonging and non-belonging. This can be
said that Tilo’s identity is not a fixed one, but an identity in
progress with inconsistency. “Identity is not a fixed point
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but an ambivalent point. Identity is also the relationship of
the Other to oneself” (Hall 1989, 23).

VIIL CONCLUSION

Through this paper, we can conclude that names and
identity are closely linked in The Mistress of Spices. Tilo’s
life has been shaped by the many names she has carried.
Each name has been given with purpose and meaning. With
every new name, a new self has been created. Her identity
has been seen as fluid and changing. A struggle between her
inner and outer worlds has been observed. Ambivalence has
been felt in her choices and actions. Cognitive changes have
been experienced at each stage. The burden of expectation
has been carried through her various names. At the same
time, strength has been gained from them. The spices have
been presented as guides and limits. Transformation has
been shown as both painful and healing. Identity is seen as
a progression, not a limit. Tilo’s loss of one identity gives
rise to the other. In Tilo’s journey, we have seen both duality
and endurance. Her journey also reflects the global quest for
belonging. The conflict of the diaspora has been mirrored in
her struggle. Acceptance of change has brought healing.
Hence, it is comprehended that identity cannot be limited to
one name. At last, Tilo’s life has been viewed as a journey
of struggle, hope, and self-realization.
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Abstract— Educational institutions often present themselves as neutral spaces of intellectual cultivation, E:.
yet critical theory has consistently shown that schooling frequently operates as a mechanism of regulation 3
and ideological reproduction. Dead Poets Society (1989) explores this paradox through its portrayal of an .:,
elite boarding school where conformity is normalized as excellence. This paper examines pedagogy in the {:L
film as a site of tension between institutional discipline and individual consciousness. Drawing on Michel E ?:..
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Foucault’s theory of disciplinary power and Paulo Freire’s concept of critical pedagogy, the study argues
that nonconformity in the film is neither romantic rebellion nor individual failure, but a structurally
constrained ethical position. Through close textual analysis, the paper demonstrates how authority at
Welton Academy functions through internalized obedience, symbolic legitimacy, and emotional repression.

While John Keating’s pedagogical approach disrupts passive learning and awakens critical reflection, it
remains limited by its individualistic orientation and lack of institutional support. The film ultimately
reveals that the awakening of consciousness, when unsupported by structural transformation, may intensify
vulnerability rather than enable freedom, raising enduring questions about pedagogical responsibility.

Keywords— Critical Consciousness, Education, Institutional Power, Nonconformity, Pedagogy

I. INTRODUCTION

Education is frequently imagined as a neutral process
devoted to intellectual development and social mobility.
However, critical theorists have long challenged this
assumption, arguing that schooling often reproduces
dominant ideologies and social hierarchies rather than
interrogating them (Foucault, 1977; Freire, 1970; Dewey,
1938; Illich, 1971). Within this critical tradition, education
is understood not merely as knowledge transmission but as
a formative process shaping identity, aspiration, and
obedience.

Dead Poets Society situates this debate within the elite
setting of Welton Academy, an institution governed by
rigid traditions and moral absolutism. Rather than
presenting rebellion as an uncomplicated moral victory,
the film foregrounds the psychological and ethical costs of
resisting authority within an inflexible system. This paper
argues that the central conflict of the film lies in the

imbalance between awakened individual consciousness
and the durability of institutional discipline. Pedagogy, in
this context, becomes a contested space where freedom is
encouraged but structurally constrained.

II. LITERATURE REVIEW

Scholarly engagement with Dead Poets Society has largely
revolved around its representation of education, authority,
and the figure of the inspirational teacher. Early cultural
analyses interpreted the film as a cinematic endorsement of
progressive pedagogy, emphasizing its challenge to rote
learning and authoritarian schooling (Giroux, 2002).
Giroux situates the film within a broader political critique
of education, arguing that it dramatizes the tension
between democratic ideals and institutional conservatism,
while simultaneously cautioning that such narratives often
personalize systemic conflict by locating resistance in
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exceptional individuals rather than collective structures
(Giroux, 2002). Hooks similarly frames emancipatory
education as an affective and dialogic practice, yet warns
that  liberation-centered  pedagogy  risks ethical
incompleteness when emotional awakening is not
accompanied by institutional accountability (Hooks,
1994)]. These insights are central to the present paper,
which extends this critique by examining how Dead Poets
Society exposes the structural vulnerability produced when
individual consciousness is awakened within rigid
disciplinary systems.

Theoretical perspectives on institutional power further
illuminate the film’s pedagogical conflict. Foucault’s
analysis of disciplinary institutions demonstrates how
schools regulate individuals through internalized norms
rather than overt coercion, producing compliant subjects
who self-police behavior and aspiration (Foucault, 1977).
Althusser complements this view by conceptualizing
education as an ideological state apparatus that reproduces
dominant values through cultural legitimacy rather than
force (Althusser, 1971). Bourdieu deepens this analysis by
showing how institutions delimit the horizon of possible
identities, rendering deviation psychologically and socially
costly (Bourdieu, 1990). When applied to Dead Poets
Society, these frameworks reveal Welton Academy not
merely as a conservative school but as a self-reproducing
system that forecloses meaningful dissent.

Critical pedagogy offers a contrasting but incomplete
alternative. Freire’s rejection of the “banking model” of
education emphasizes dialogue, praxis, and consciousness-
raising as foundations of humanization (Freire, 1970).
Dewey similarly advocates experiential learning rooted in
reflection and lived experience (Dewey, 1938). However,
contemporary scholars caution that pedagogical freedom
detached from structural reform may inadvertently
intensify precarity rather than empowerment (Biesta, 2017;
Todd, 2015). This tension is central to the present study,
which argues that Keating’s pedagogy, while ethically
motivated remains constrained by its individualistic and
aesthetic orientation. By synthesizing classic and
contemporary scholarship, this paper positions Dead Poets
Society as a critical text that reveals both the necessity and
the limits of pedagogical nonconformity within
institutional power.

III. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: EDUCATION,
POWER AND SUBJECT FORMATION

This study approaches education as a formative social
practice rather than a neutral intellectual exercise. Michel
Foucault’s analysis of disciplinary power provides a
foundational framework for understanding how institutions

shape compliant subjects through normalization and
internalized regulation rather than direct coercion
(Foucault, 1977). Within such systems, authority becomes
effective precisely because it is experienced as personal
duty rather than external force.

Louis Althusser’s concept of education as an ideological
state apparatus further clarifies this process. Schools do not
merely transmit skills or knowledge; they reproduce
dominant values by embedding ideology within routine
practices such as discipline, assessment, and tradition
(Althusser, 1971). Bourdieu extends this insight by
demonstrating how institutions define the limits of
aspiration, shaping what individuals perceive as possible
or permissible (Bourdieu, 1990). Together, these
perspectives allow Welton Academy to be read as a system
that governs desire as much as behavior.

Against this disciplinary model stands the tradition of
critical pedagogy. Paulo Freire emphasizes dialogue and
reflection as essential to humanization, rejecting
educational practices that reduce learners to passive
recipients of authority (Freire, 1970). John Dewey
similarly argues that education must be rooted in lived
experience and reflective engagement rather than rote
transmission (Dewey, 1938). However, recent pedagogical
theorists caution that the awakening of consciousness
without structural support may intensify vulnerability
rather than enable freedom (Biesta, 2017; Todd, 2015).
This unresolved tension frames the analysis that follows.

IV. INSTITUTIONAL DISCIPLINE AT WELTON
ACADEMY

Welton Academy exemplifies the subtle efficiency of
disciplinary power. Its celebrated values of tradition,
honor, discipline, and excellence function not only as
moral ideals but as mechanisms of ideological control.
Drawing on Althusser’s framework, the school can be
understood as an institution that secures obedience by
presenting conformity as virtue (Althusser, 1971).

Foucault’s claim that discipline operates most effectively
through internalization is evident in the students’ conduct
(Foucault, 1977). Surveillance is rarely explicit, yet it is
omnipresent through academic evaluation, parental
expectation, and peer regulation. Fear of failure and
disappointment becomes the primary mode of control,
rendering overt punishment largely unnecessary.

Neil Perry’s conflict illustrates how such institutions
restrict the horizon of possibility. His desire to pursue
acting does not reject excellence but challenges its narrow
definition. As Bourdieu suggests, institutions shape not
only outcomes but the very conditions under which
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alternatives can be imagined (Bourdieu, 1990). Neil’s
tragedy thus emerges from an environment that denies
negotiation and plurality rather than from individual
defiance alone.

V. KEATING’S PEDAGOGY AND THE LIMITS OF
AWAKENING

John Keating’s pedagogy disrupts Welton’s authoritarian
logic by emphasizing poetry, imagination, and reflective
thought. His teaching aligns with Dewey’s view of
education as an experiential process and Freire’s insistence
on dialogue as a means of critical engagement (Dewey,
1938; Freire, 1970). By encouraging students to question
authority, Keating unsettles internalized obedience and
invites intellectual self-awareness.

Keating’s  approach  remains largely

individualistic and aesthetic. While it awakens critical

However,

reflection, it does not address the institutional structures
that constrain student agency. Jacques Rancicre’s critique
of pedagogical emancipation is relevant here. He warns
that intellectual awakening without structural equality risks
reinforcing dependency rather than producing genuine
freedom (Ranciére, 1991).

Keating’s ethical limitation lies in his failure to prepare
students for institutional resistance. By encouraging
nonconformity without providing strategies for negotiation
or collective support, he inadvertently exposes students to
retaliation. His  pedagogy  challenges  authority
symbolically but leaves its material foundations intact.

VI. MASCULINITY, SILENCE, AND EMOTIONAL
REGULATION

The film also reveals how elite educational institutions
enforce restrictive models of masculinity. Scholars have
shown that such environments privilege emotional
restraint, competitiveness, and achievement-oriented
identity (Connell, 2005; Kimmel, 2012). Within this
framework, vulnerability is interpreted as weakness rather
than as a legitimate human response.

Neil’s inability to articulate distress reflects this emotional
regulation. Erikson’s work on adolescent identity
formation underscores how the denial of autonomy during
this developmental stage intensifies psychological conflict
(Erikson, 1968). In a setting where emotional expression is
discouraged, nonconformity becomes isolating rather than
empowering.

Silence functions as a form of compliance, and emotional
repression becomes a condition of belonging. The film
thus suggests that institutional discipline operates not only

through rules and evaluation but through affective control.
This dimension complicates romantic interpretations of
rebellion by foregrounding its psychological cost.

VII. CONSCIOUSNESS WITHOUT STRUCTURE

The central paradox of the film lies in the awakening of
individual consciousness within an unchanged institutional
framework. Keating’s pedagogy disrupts internalized
obedience, yet Welton’s disciplinary structure remains
intact. As Foucault argues, institutions preserve stability by
isolating dissent and attributing disruption to individual
actors rather than systemic conditions (Foucault, 1977).

Keating’s  dismissal  exemplifies  this  process.
Responsibility is displaced onto the teacher, allowing the
institution to reaffirm its authority without self-
examination. The students’ final act of standing on their
desks is morally resonant, yet it remains symbolically
contained. It affirms ethical conviction without producing
structural change.

Contemporary educational theorists caution that inspiration
detached from institutional responsibility risks ethical
fragility (Biesta, 2017; Todd, 2015; Ball, 2016; Giroux,
2019). Hannah Arendt’s reflections on authority further
illuminate this tension, suggesting that institutions fail not
through rebellion alone but through their refusal to
acknowledge responsibility for plurality and dissent
(Arendt, 1968). The film ultimately resists closure,
offering instead a sober reflection on the limits of
pedagogical idealism.

VIIIL. CONCLUSION

This paper has argued that Dead Poets Society offers more
than a familiar narrative of inspirational teaching. Read
closely, the film exposes the fragile position of individual
consciousness when it is awakened within institutions that
remain structurally unchanged. Nonconformity, in this
context, appears neither heroic nor futile, but deeply
contingent, shaped by systems that quietly regulate
aspiration, emotion, and silence.

One of the strengths of this study lies in its attempt to read
pedagogy as an ethical practice rather than a set of
methods. By bringing together theories of disciplinary
power and critical education, the paper moves away from
character-based moral judgments and toward a
consideration of institutional responsibility. This approach
helps clarify why Keating’s pedagogy, despite its sincerity,
remains incomplete, and why the consequences of
awakening cannot be separated from the structures in
which it occurs.
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The analysis also has its limits. Focusing on a single film
necessarily restricts the scope of its claims, and the
interpretive nature of the study leaves certain questions
open. The voices of students themselves, for instance,
remain mediated through narrative and representation
rather than lived experience. These gaps point toward
possible extensions, including comparative work across
literary and cinematic texts, or dialogue with empirical
studies of contemporary educational environments.

Even with these limitations, the paper has practical and
conceptual relevance. It invites educators to reflect on the
risks involved in encouraging critical thinking without
institutional support, and it suggests that inspiration alone
cannot substitute for structural care. For literary and
cultural studies, the film stands as a reminder that
narratives of education often reveal as much about power
and responsibility as they do about learning. If Dead Poets
Society endures, it is not because it offers solutions, but
because it leaves us with questions that remain difficult,
and necessary, to face
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Abstract— Food Studies help the present academia to explore how food functions a great deal in literature E i R Ou R 3
and how food opens a new gateway to interpret a literary text. In a literary text, food’s function can be g7 g
multidimensional. In Mahasweta Devi’s writing, food plays an important role as it is addressed very .:,
frequently. In most of her writing, Devi places her characters at the margins, who are most of the time &-ﬂf‘ x
deprived of food. In her writing, the marginal characters are in an extreme crisis of food. This crisis is not E 91-31
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natural. The elite/superior class creates this food crisis to sustain the marginal class’s dependence on the
elite. The class position of Mahasweta Devi’s characters can be located through the foods they are given
access to or denied. The present paper seeks to analyze Mahasweta Devi’s “Mahadu: Ekti Roopkatha”

(2004) from the perspective of Food Criticism.

Keywords— Mahasweta Devi, food, class, abstinence, resistance.

It will be good to write about food in literature, with what
Terry Eagleton says about food. He says, “If there is one
sure thing about food, it is that it is never just food ... Like
the post-structuralist text, food is endlessly interpretable,
as gift, threat, poison, recompense, barter, seduction,
solidarity, suffocation.” (Eagleton) Another critic, Roland
Barthes writes about the semiotics of food. To him, food is
“a system of communication, a body of images, a protocol
of usages, situations, and behavior.” (Barthes 29)
Contemporary Food Studies have approached food from
various perspectives—from anthropological to
psychological. The anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss
discusses food’s importance in any culture. According to
him, food in human life is no longer a biological thing; it
is, rather, cultural as humans cook, and transform food
from one condition to another—from the raw to the
cooked. And, thus, food reflects the deeper mental
structure of human beings (Levi-Strauss 586-95). Food is
not something that is eaten for living on the earth. Food is
something more as it connects the eater’s identity with the
food the eater eats. A rich scholarship includes food and
identity in its academic sphere. As the sociologist Claude

Fischler notes, “Food not only nourishes but also
signifies.” (Fischler 276)

Food is an integral part of social structure as well.
One’s identity is determined by the food he/she eats and
the food he/she does not eat. Regarding food and identity,
French gastronomic critic Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin
says, “Tell me what you eat, and Il tell you what you
are.” (Brillat-Savarin 1) Again, regarding food and
psychology, we can be reminded of what Kima Cargill
discusses in her essay, “Historical Background of Food
Scholarship in Psychology and Major Rbhetorical
Approaches in Use” (2013). As Cargill discusses,
Elizabeth Capaldi’s edited volume, Why We Eat What We
Eat: The Psychology of Eating (1996), gives an outline of
how human beings “learn about eating, from conditioning
experiences as well as from family and culture, rather than
the purely physiological mechanisms involved in hunger,
digestion, and eating” (Cargill 40).

The complex relationship between food and humans
can be addressed from two different perspectives. The first
one is the biological to cultural relationship, and the
second one is the individual to the collective relationship.
The second type of relationship can be understood as
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psychological to social. From the very beginning of life,
the human mind reacts to what it eats. The mind begins to
memorize the taste of the food it likes. The providers of
these foods are part of the society to which the individual
eater belongs. The society, through its choice of food,
inculcates its norms into the individual’s mind. Food, thus,
constructs the individuals for its society and the individual
can easily adapt to the societal norms as his/her mind is
fueled by the food the society provides.

In Mahasweta Devi’s writing, food is repeatedly
referred to. It easily draws the attention of her readers. In
her writing, food’s function is multidimensional. Food
symbolizes power and class position. In most cases,
Mahasweta Devi’s characters do not get enough to eat.
Many of her characters die early as they suffer from
hunger from the very beginning of their birth. With food,
the issues like social, economic and political factors are
strongly connected. Food marks one’s social, economic,
and political position. In most cases, socially,
economically, and politically benefited people politicize
with food. In many cases, the subaltern group suffers from
hunger not only because of the food crisis, but also
because the elite group uses its socio-economic power to
capture the whole authority over food. The food-occupying
class denies the poor access to food. Hence, Mahasweta
Devi’s characters can be categorized by what they eat and
what they cannot eat. The powerful class/group
weaponizes food to control the powerless. Full control
over food confirms the powerful’s sustenance of its
position.

As Pierre Bourdieu shows, ‘taste’ is very much a social
construction. The core idea Bourdieu develops is that taste
is a social marker. In Mahasweta Devi’s writing, taste of
reori (a kind of grain) is connected to the identity of the
Korku tribe. The Korku tribes are accustomed to the taste
of reori. They are so strongly habituated to the taste of
reori that they do not eat other cereals like wheat, bajra,
makai or jowar.

In Mahasweta Devi’s “Mahadu: Ekti Roopkatha”
(2004), the protagonist Mahadu represents the Korku tribe.
Once they lived in the forest. They live happily with other
creatures like snakes. They learn from their ancestors that
snakes are their cohabitant. Their way of living was
disrupted by the elite, who consider natural elements as a
commodity. When the elite started cutting the Sagwan
trees, the Korku tribe lost their basic food ‘reori ghash’ (a
kind of grass seed). Thus, the elite not only sold the
Sagwan trees, but they also forced the Korkus to lose their
food.

As Devi informs in her short story, “Mahadu: Ekti
Roopkatha” (2004), the Korkus do not live more than

Food, Abstinence, and Resistance in Mahasweta Devi’s “Mahadu: Ekti Roopkatha”

twenty years. The government took initiatives to provide
food to the Korkus, but they denied such food help. The
Korkus abstain from the rice, wheat, and jowar supplied by
the government. For a long time, they have been denying
this sort of government food supplies. Hence, the Korkus
suffer from malnutrition and die very early. As the Korkus
are not habituated to the common cereals like wheat,
jowar, makai, and bajra, provided by the govt., they cannot
digest these foods. They suffer from high indigestion and
fall ill whenever they are fed such foods. There may be a
number of reasons behind the Korkus’ getting unwell.
Disgust for those foods, in general, is one such reason.
This disgust is psychological, social, and cultural. The
Korkus have adopted a psychology that is very much
influenced by their culture. The taste of reori is determined
by the tongue. The tongue sends a message to the brain,
and the brain preserves the memory of the taste. Thus, the
taste of reori is transformed from the biological to the
psychological. On the other hand, the Korkus are
biologically and culturally far away from the taste of
cereals like wheat, bajra, makai, and jowar. Now, when
they are introduced to these cereals, there arises a sense of
disgust in the minds of the Korkus. This is a
“psychological signature of disgust” (Rozine 233) that the
Korkus develops in their mind. The disgust is so deep that
they get unwell whenever they are fed with such cereals.

The elite’s exploitation of food, here reori, has a deep
impact on the Korkus. The Korkus cannot adopt other food
items. The impact is long-term. One generation of the
Korkus is deprived of reori. The Korku’s gene has
remembered the food they liked to eat. Snatching away
that food, the elite actually wipe out the whole community.
A hundred years after the elite’s destruction of the Korku’s
basic food, there comes a new generation, the young
people of which die very early. The whole Korku tribe will
die out someday. Thus, the powerful class annihilates the
existence of the Korku. Food, thus, is weaponized by one
class to abolish the other, the weaker class.

Abstinence is another issue that plays an important role
in “Mahadu: Ekti Roopkatha” (2004). The government's
assistance of food to the Korkus becomes futile. The
Korkus do not like the common cereals like jowar, makai,
wheat, and bajra. They deny these food items. In the text,
their denial is mentioned as Satyagraha. As the Korkus do
not have access to reori, they lack proper nutrition and
physical power; they deny eating the foods provided by the
government. The political agenda—Satyagraha—that was
popularized by Mahatma Gandhi became a political
standpoint in the lives of the Korkus. Their denial of
government-supplied foods humiliates the government that
is controlled by the elite/powerful class. The Korkus’
abstinence from food functions as a resistance against the
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elite. Mahasweta Devi’s texts always expose the
marginalized people’s resistance against the center in
multiple ways. Whether the marginalized people’s
resistance is fruitful or makes any change may be put
under question, but resistance is there.

The popular reading pattern is always challenged in
Mahasweta Devi’s text. The Korku’s denial of
government-supplied food irritates the so-called conscious
elite. The elite in Mahadu: Ekti Roopkatha” (2004),
represented by Dr. Apte and the IAS Officer Breez
Kapoor, feel disturbed when the Korkus do not accept the
government food assistance. The politics of helping a
particular class /community is questioned. The elite’s
moral feeling or kindness is also challenged through the
food denial of the Korkus. In the short story, the Korkus’
denial of food is symbolic. The Korkus die, but they do not
bend down before the ethical, social and political
assistance of the elite-led government. Thus, the Korkus’
abstinence from food becomes political.

The forest of Sagwan was once the chief source of food
for the Korku tribes. Under the large Sagwan trees, the
grass reori bloomed well. This sort of grass needs shade.
The direct heat of the sun burns the reori plants. When the
elite rulers began to cut down the Sagwan trees, the plants
began to die. By cutting down Sagwan trees, the elite
endangered the ecological balance as well. Consequently,
the whole scope for reori plantation is destroyed forever.
The lives of the Korkus depended much on the Sagwan
forest. With the destruction of the forest, the elite actually
deprive the Korku of the right to live. The elite, to gather
and hoard more and more, throws the natural resources
into danger. Deforestation also implies that there is a threat
to the forest-dwelling people. The powerful want to
capture the lands and the forest. To them, lands and trees
are their property. The Korkus—the inhabitants of the
forest—were the burden to the elite. Hence, the elite
created hunger and forced the Korkus to live on hunger.

Mahasweta Devi’s narrative is an activist narrative that
makes its readers conscious of the politics of hunger. As
narrated in the story, “Mahadu: Ekti Roopkatha” (2004),
the Korkus could gather their food from the forest. They
did not remain hungry as nature was not in danger. After
deforestation, they lost their food reori—the only cereal
they ate. They did not like cultivating any cereals like
wheat. They ate only those foods that were available in
nature. The destruction of reori is not just the destruction
of a food item; it also took away the rights of the Korku
tribes to food and other natural resources. The invasion of
the elite or the elite-led government is a big threat to the
food culture of the Korkus and to the cultural identity of
the Korku.

Food, Abstinence, and Resistance in Mahasweta Devi’s “Mahadu: Ekti Roopkatha”

Forcing the Korkus to forget their food choice, what do
the elite want to do? The elite want to include the Korkus
as a part of a civil society, which is chiefly headed by the
elite. The elite also want to impart their food culture into
the lives of the Korkus. The government supplies those
foods that are not of the Korku’s choice. Forcing the
Korkus to accept foods like wheat, bajra, makai, and
jowar, the elite/the State wants to impose its terms and
conditions on the Korkus. So, acceptance of wheat, etc.,
means acceptance of law and rules of the State. But the
Korkus would not accept that, and hence, they deny
accepting rationed foods. And, thus, they are forced to
abstain from food.

As already discussed, the government once tried to feed
the Korkus, but they failed. The government forgets them
later. The young district collector says, “It is very hard to
change the food habit of the primitive tribe...wheat, jowar,
bajra, makai—what not have we issued to them? They did
not accept those foods. They get unwell if they eat those
foods” (Devi 293). The district collector’s comment
proves that the government has failed to change the food
habits of the Korkus. The Korku’s forced abstinence from
food (wheat, jowar, bajra and makai) is a resistance against
the government. They resist the politics of the State. They
do not want to be a part of a society that they think is not
their own. Their food abstinence is a challenge that creates
a sense of failure in the minds of the State. The foods
supplied by the government are rich sources of nutrition,
but the Korkus do not accept these foods. Their identity is
strongly connected with reori. It seems that if they accept
wheat, etc., they would displace their own identity. Not
melting their own identity, they erect and fix a politics—a
mode of resistance which cannot be terminated by the
State.

The popular cereals are not of their choice. Year after
year, they were habituated to a specific kind of food. They
liked to eat this grain. Their body or stomach could easily
digest as the Korkus’ gene kept the food in its memory.
The body of a Korku cannot adjust to any other foods than
reori. A Korku and reori are deeply connected. One
identifies the other. The reori—or the identifier of a
Korku—is spoilt and vanished from the lands where the
Korkus lived, implying that before killing a particular
community or tribe in a so-called modern society, the
elite/the upper-caste-led government first displaces the
food the indigenous people used to or liked to eat.
Introducing cereals like wheat to the Korkus is not just an
alternative arrangement of food, it is rather, an
enforcement—a forced abstinence from the food reori.

The Korku tribe’s abstinence from food has a rooted
history. This history revolves around the nature and its
exploiter—the developmentalist colonial rulers. The
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cutting of Sagwan trees for developing the railway line is
the reason why the Korku tribe began to reject food. Their
abstinence from food is both literal and metaphorical. The
Korkus understood that the powerful would benefit from
the railway line. And for the benefit of the powerful, they,
the Korkus, are to sacrifice their food. It is this historical
moment when the Korkus spotted the nature exploiter and
decided to protest the intruder. The food reori mediated
between the human, here the Korku tribe, and nature. It is
food that strengthens the bond between humans and
nature. And it is the bond that encouraged humans to
prevent any exploitation of nature.

The reori is a grain that grows automatically in the
forest areas. No one harvests them. It means that the
Korkus eat what they get from nature. They do not violate
the rules of Nature. They learned this nature-human
relationship from their ancestors. Now, if they accept these
foods supplied by the government, they break the rule they
have learned from their ancestors. So, the Korkus’ denial
of the government food supply can be treated as their
commitment to the rules dictated by both nature and their
ancestors. Through food choice, the Korkus establish their
own identical choice and remain dutiful to their own
system that can never be melted with the so-called
common system/politics.

The elite/ state are unable to understand the cause of the
Korkus’ rejection of food. Generation after generation, the
Korkus have been rejecting foods provided by the State.
They did not even send the pregnant women and children
of their community to government nutrition centers. This
was a conscious refusal of nutrition. The Korkus do not
rely on the elite’s initiatives regarding food. Moreover,
they are so strict about their food choice that they do not
allow others to supply food. This food strictness reflects
their commitment to their own culture, the age-old food
culture. Due to a lack of proper nutrition, the Korkus’
mortality rate grows higher every day. In one way, they are
forced to abstain from food; on the other, they choose
abstinence as a mark of their protest—a silent protest.
Their abstinence from certain foods seems to be effective
as the elite/ civil society feels disturbed at the Korku’s
food rejection. Being denied, the elite feel humiliated and
suffer from a sense of failure. Driven by this feeling of
failure, the elite aggressively try to feed the Korkus.

As narrated in the story, the two aspiring nutritionists,
Subhadra and Chintamoni, take Mahadu to their research
centre for investigation. They give him all kinds of modern
nutritional and medical support. They do so to achieve
fame as nutritionists. To them, Mahadu is just a subject of
their research. They are the parts of the state apparatus that
establish a particular discourse about the Korku tribe.
Subhadra and Chintamoni want to displace one

Food, Abstinence, and Resistance in Mahasweta Devi’s “Mahadu: Ekti Roopkatha”

discourse—that the Korku tribe has turned away from
life—and establish the other discourse—that the body of
the Korku tribe still can respond to the nutrition-based
foods. As researchers, they want to establish their names.
This mindset is again a part of the colonial mindset.
Mahasweta Devi, addressing this multilayered colonial
angst, raises a question on the responsibility of the state.
Towards the end of the story, “Mahadu: Ekti Roopkatha”
(2004), a miracle happens. The body of Mahadu gets
larger in the laboratory. The body becomes so large that
the glass house, where he was kept, breaks into pieces, and
Mahadu begins to eat everything—Ilarge buildings, trains,
train lines, etc. This part of the story is symbolic. The
whole Korku tribe is amalgamated into one body—the
body of Mahadu. Mahadu, the gigantic figure, becomes so
ferocious that he devours anything capitalist, anything
connected with so-called development. The story ends
with the typical Mahaswetan style, giving a jerk to the
middle-class mindset and mentioning a big revolt of the
powerless against the powerful hegemonic group.
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Abstract— This article offers a sustained critical reading of Yann Martel’s Life of Pi through the intersecting E o Ly E

narrative modes of myth, allegory, and the modern fable. It argues that the novel’s global resonance derives = ff. = TF
from its reactivation of premodern symbolic forms within a contemporary literary context shaped by ':t 3!-5:"4'- :%
postmodern skepticism, epistemological plurality, and trauma. This essay demonstrates how Martel m" ettt

mobilises myth, allegory and fable as ethically and aesthetically productive strategies for negotiating belief,
suffering, and narrative truth in a secular age. Situating Life of Pi within traditions of mythic storytelling,
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allegorical survival narratives, and animal fable, the article contends that the novel redefines the fable as

an open-ended ethical form that transfers interpretive responsibility to the reader. Through extended close

textual analysis and critical dialogue with scholarship on postmodern narrative, trauma, and human—animal
relations, the essay positions Life of Pi as a significant twenty-first-century intervention into debates about

the function of storytelling itself.

Keywords— Life of Pi, myth, allegory, modern fable, narrative ethics, trauma, posthumanism.

Yann Martel’s Life of Pi (2001) occupies a distinctive
position in contemporary literature, balancing mass
readership with sustained critical attention. It has been
approached as a survival narrative, a postmodern
experiment, a religious parable, a work of magical realism,
and as a text relevant to animal studies and environmental
humanities. What distinguishes Life of Pi is its deep
structural investment in narrative modes that long predate
the modern novel. Myth, allegory, and the fable in Life of Pi
are the primary mechanisms through which experience is
organised, trauma is narrated, and ethical judgment is
displaced from authorial authority to readerly engagement.

The novel’s framing assertion, that it is “a story that will
make you believe in God,” has often been misread as either
a theological provocation or a marketing device. Yet the
phrase functions more precisely as a statement about
narrative belief rather than religious assent. Life of Pi does
not seek to demonstrate the existence of God, nor does it ask
the reader to accept any doctrinal position. Instead, it
interrogates the conditions under which belief becomes
possible and necessary. Martel’s work aligns itself with
mythic traditions that have historically addressed the
problem of existence through symbolic narrative.

Myth in Life of Pi operates as a narrative logic that shapes
perception and response. Pi Patel’s childhood in
Pondicherry is structured by his enthusiastic participation in
three religious traditions: Hinduism, Christianity, and
Islam. This plural religious formation is central to the
novel’s mythic imagination. Rather than presenting belief
as doctrinal commitment, Martel presents it as an
orientation toward the world characterised by wonder,
attentiveness, and humility. Pi’s religiosity is experiential
and narrative in nature; it emerges through stories, rituals,
and symbols that render existence meaningful rather than
through systematic theology.

This emphasis on narrative formation is crucial. Pi’s
engagement with religion is inseparable from storytelling:
Hindu myths of divine play, Christian narratives of sacrifice
and redemption, and Islamic practices of prayer coexist
without hierarchical resolution. The absence of doctrinal
conflict is a deliberate refusal of exclusivist models of truth.
Myth here functions as a shared human resource, capable of
accommodating plurality without demanding coherence. In
reclaiming myth as a living mode of engagement, Life of Pi
challenges the assumption that myth belongs exclusively to
premodern or irrational modes of thought.
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The novel’s central episode, the prolonged ordeal at sea,
unfolds within a space that is unmistakably mythic. The
Pacific Ocean functions as a liminal zone removed from
ordinary social, historical, and ethical structures. In Life of
Pi, the sea becomes both annihilating and generative: it
erases the familiar world while enabling the emergence of a
transformed self. Deprived of family, nationality, and social
identity, Pi exists in a state of radical exposure.

Yet Martel’s engagement with myth diverges sharply from
heroic paradigms based on mastery or conquest. Pi survives
not by dominating the natural world but by negotiating with
it. Richard Parker, the Bengal tiger who shares the lifeboat,
occupies a central position in this mythic economy. He is
simultaneously a biological creature governed by instinct
and a symbolic presence that condenses fear, violence, and
vitality. As a mythic figure, Richard Parker recalls the
beasts of ancient narrative, creatures that define the limits
of the human and compel protagonists to confront their own
capacity for brutality.

Crucially, Pi neither defeats nor transcends Richard Parker.
Survival depends instead on recognition, distance, and
ritualised coexistence. Pi’s training of the tiger is less an
assertion of dominance than an attempt to establish
boundaries that allow both to live. This relationship
unsettles anthropocentric assumptions underlying many
survival narratives, particularly those rooted in colonial
traditions where nature is framed as an adversary to be
subdued. In Life of Pi, myth is reconfigured for a
contemporary ecological consciousness in which human
survival is inseparable from nonhuman agency. Critics such
as Cary Wolfe, Huggan and Tiffin have emphasised the
ethical implications of such reconfigurations, noting how
Martel’s novel resists the human exceptionalism that
underpins much earlier adventure fiction.

If myth provides the novel with its symbolic architecture,
allegory supplies its most contested interpretive dimension.
The disclosure of an alternative version of Pi’s story, one
that replaces animals with human figures, forces a
retrospective re-evaluation of the entire narrative. Rather
than resolving ambiguity, this doubling intensifies it.

Traditionally, allegory has been associated with interpretive
clarity, offering stable correspondences between narrative
elements and abstract meanings (Fletcher). Life of Pi
deliberately disrupts this tradition. While the parallels
between animals and humans are strongly implied, they are
never definitively fixed. The novel resists any final
decoding that would render one story true and the other
false. By refusing to privilege the ostensibly factual
account, Martel foregrounds the psychological and moral
costs of unmediated truth.

Myth, Allegory, and Modern Fable in Life of Pi

Read through the lens of trauma theory, the allegorical
structure of Life of Pi emerges as a response to experiences
that exceed the limits of direct representation. Scholars such
as Cathy Caruth and Dominick LaCapra have emphasised
that trauma often manifests through indirection, repetition,
and symbolic displacement rather than through linear
narration. The animal story functions as such a
displacement, enabling Pi to narrate an experience that
would otherwise threaten psychic disintegration. Allegory
here is a survival strategy, a means of preserving narrative
coherence in the aftermath of extreme violence and loss.

This function of allegory becomes particularly evident in
the episode of the carnivorous island. The island appears as
a surreal, almost fantastic space that momentarily offers
refuge, nourishment, and apparent safety. Yet its nocturnal
transformation into a site of consumption and death
destabilises any simple reading of sanctuary. Allegorically,
the island can be interpreted as a figure for moral stasis,
psychological denial, or the seductive danger of forgetting
trauma. Within the logic of the novel, the island represents
the temptation to abandon narrative responsibility
altogether, to survive biologically at the cost of ethical and
mnemonic integrity. Pi’s decision to leave the island signals
a refusal of such stasis and affirms the necessity of
continued narrative engagement, even when it entails
suffering.

The Japanese officials who investigate the shipwreck
embody a rationalist epistemology grounded in
documentation, causality, and empirical verification. Their
skepticism toward Pi’s account reflects a modern
confidence in scientific explanation as the sole arbiter of
truth. Pi’s counter-question, “Which is the better story?”
exposes the limitations of factual inquiry. The officials’
eventual preference for the animal story suggests an implicit
recognition that meaning cannot be reduced to evidence
alone. Allegory thus becomes a site where competing
epistemologies confront one another without resolution.

This unresolved confrontation extends to the novel’s
treatment of religion. Rather than offering theological
arguments, Life of Pi allegorises belief as a narrative choice.
Faith, in this framework, is not assent to unverifiable
propositions but a commitment to stories that render
suffering intelligible and life bearable. By situating belief
within the logic of storytelling, Martel avoids both
dogmatism and dismissal, presenting religion as one of
several narrative strategies humans employ to confront the
unknown.

Alongside myth and allegory, the fable constitutes the third
major narrative mode shaping Life of Pi. Classical fables are
typically brief, didactic narratives featuring animals that
embody moral qualities. Martel retains the animal-centered
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structure of the fable but radically revises its function. Life
of Pi is expansive rather than concise, and ambiguous rather
than morally prescriptive.

As a modern fable, the novel refuses to dictate a moral
lesson. Instead, it constructs a narrative situation in which
ethical meaning emerges through choice. The reader, like
the Japanese officials, is invited to decide which story to
accept. This invitation transforms interpretation into an
ethical act, aligning the novel with contemporary theories
of narrative ethics articulated by scholars such as Martha
Nussbaum and Wayne Booth. The absence of a definitive
moral is not a failure of form but its defining feature.

The relationship between Pi and Richard Parker exemplifies
this ethical openness. The tiger cannot be reduced to a
simple symbol of evil or redemption. His presence forces Pi
to confront uncomfortable truths about survival, including
the necessity of violence and the fragility of moral
boundaries under extreme conditions. The fable thus resists
sentimentalisation, insisting on the complexity of ethical
life when stripped of social norms. This resistance
differentiates Martel’s work from earlier animal fables,
which often rely on anthropomorphic simplification.

The novel’s conclusion, in which Richard Parker disappears
into the jungle without acknowledgment, underscores this
refusal of consolation. There is no narrative closure that
redeems suffering or compensates loss. Within the
framework of the modern fable, this ending reinforces the
novel’s ethical seriousness. It denies the reader the comfort
of moral symmetry, insisting instead on the persistence of
absence and unresolved grief. Rebecca Duncan’s reading of
the novel as a postmodern survivor narrative is particularly
illuminating here, as it emphasises survival not as closure
but as ongoing negotiation with loss.

The fusion of myth, allegory, and fable in Life of Pi must be
understood within its postmodern context. The novel is
acutely aware of the instability of grand narratives and the
constructed nature of storytelling. Yet unlike more ironic or
nihilistic postmodern texts, it does not abandon the search
for meaning. Instead, it reclaims older narrative forms
precisely because of their symbolic flexibility. Myth and
allegory, in Martel’s hands, are not instruments of totalising
explanation but resources for negotiating uncertainty.

This negotiation is particularly evident in the novel’s
treatment of pluralism. Pi’s simultaneous commitment to
multiple religious traditions challenges exclusivist models
of identity and belief. Rather than resolving contradictions,
the narrative accommodates them, suggesting that
coherence is less important than vitality. This pluralism
extends to the novel’s generic hybridity, which resists stable
classification. The text thus participates in broader debates

Myth, Allegory, and Modern Fable in Life of Pi

within comparative literature and world literature about
hybridity, translation, and cultural exchange.

The transnational trajectory of the narrative, from India to
the Pacific to North America, further reinforces its global
orientation. Myth and fable here are not bound to a single
cultural lineage; they function as shared human strategies
for grappling with extremity. In this sense, Life of Pi
participates in a reimagining of world literature that
privileges narrative circulation over cultural purity. The
novel’s reception history, spanning diverse linguistic and
cultural contexts, attests to the continued relevance of these
narrative modes.

Ultimately, Life of Pi insists that stories matter not because
they correspond perfectly to reality, but because they shape
how reality is endured and remembered. Myth provides the
symbolic grammar through which suffering is
contextualised; allegory offers a means of articulating
trauma without erasure; the modern fable invites ethical
reflection without coercion. Together, these modes enable
Martel to address the limits of rational explanation without
relinquishing intellectual seriousness.

The novel’s final challenge, to choose the better story,
encapsulates its central claim. This choice is not about
denying facts or indulging illusion, but about recognising
that human beings require narratives that do more than
record events. They require stories that allow life to
continue in the face of loss. In affirming this necessity, Life
of Pi reasserts the enduring relevance of myth, allegory, and
the fable in a contemporary world that remains, despite its
skepticism, deeply dependent on narrative meaning.

Pi’s narration is not a neutral recounting of past events but
a sustained effort to render an experience communicable
without destroying the self that survived it. In this sense, the
novel participates in a long tradition of testimonial writing
while simultaneously revising it. Unlike many testimonial
narratives, Life of Pi does not ground its authority in factual
accuracy or documentary evidence. Instead, it foregrounds
narrative coherence, symbolic resonance, and affective
plausibility as the criteria by which stories are judged. This
shift has significant implications for how the novel engages
with questions of truth and responsibility.

The ethics of storytelling in Life of Pi can be further
illuminated by considering the novel’s self-conscious
narrative frame. The presence of the authorial figure, who
interviews Pi and presents himself as a mediator rather than
an omniscient authority, destabilises conventional
assumptions about narrative ownership. The story is
repeatedly described as something that has been told, retold,
edited, and shaped over time. This emphasis on mediation
underscores the constructed nature of narrative while
refusing to equate construction with falsification. Instead,
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the novel suggests that all acts of storytelling involve
selection, emphasis, and transformation, and that ethical
storytelling depends less on exhaustive accuracy than on
fidelity to lived experience.

This perspective aligns Life of Pi with broader debates in
narrative theory concerning the relationship between truth
and fiction. Scholars such as Paul Ricoeur have argued that
narrative truth operates according to a logic distinct from
empirical verification, one that organises experience into
meaningful patterns rather than causal sequences. Martel’s
novel dramatises this distinction by juxtaposing two
versions of the same events and refusing to adjudicate
between them. The reader is thus compelled to confront the
limits of positivist epistemologies and to acknowledge the
legitimacy of narrative forms that do not aspire to factual
exhaustiveness.

The novel’s engagement with myth, allegory, and fable
must also be understood in relation to its treatment of
memory. Memory in Life of Pi is neither stable nor
transparent; it is shaped by repetition, reinterpretation, and
desire. Pi’s recollection of his ordeal is filtered through
time, cultural displacement, and the demands of narration.
Mythic and allegorical structures provide a means of
stabilising memory without freezing it. They allow Pi to
return to the past without being overwhelmed by it,
transforming memory from a source of paralysis into a
resource for meaning-making.

The relationship between memory and myth is particularly
evident in the way Pi frames his survival as a journey. The
voyage narrative, deeply embedded in mythic traditions,
offers a structure capable of accommodating both continuity
and rupture. By casting his ordeal as a journey, Pi situates
his suffering within a narrative arc that includes departure,
trial, and arrival, even if that arrival remains ethically
unresolved. This narrative arc does not redeem suffering,
but it renders it intelligible as part of a lived story rather than
as an isolated catastrophe.

Allegory further complicates the novel’s engagement with
memory by introducing distance between experience and
representation. The substitution of animals for humans does
not erase memory but reframes it, allowing Pi to approach
traumatic material obliquely. This obliqueness is not
evasive; it is protective. It acknowledges that certain
experiences cannot be confronted directly without
reactivating harm. In this respect, Life of Pi anticipates and
complements contemporary discussions in trauma studies
about the necessity of indirect representation and symbolic
mediation.

The novel’s use of animals as allegorical figures has also
prompted debates about anthropomorphism and ethical
representation. While animals in Life of Pi undoubtedly

Myth, Allegory, and Modern Fable in Life of Pi

carry symbolic weight, Martel resists reducing them to mere
metaphors. Richard Parker, in particular, retains a stubborn
materiality that resists complete allegorical absorption. He
is hungry, dangerous, unpredictable, and indifferent to
human meaning. This resistance complicates any reading
that treats the animal story as a simple code to be
deciphered. The allegory operates not by replacing animals
with humans but by allowing both to coexist in tension.

This tension has important implications for the novel’s
engagement with posthumanist thought. By refusing to
subordinate the animal entirely to symbolic function, Life of
Pi challenges anthropocentric assumptions about narrative
agency. The tiger is not simply a projection of Pi’s psyche;
he is an autonomous being whose survival intersects with
Pi’s in concrete, material ways. This intersection
underscores the novel’s ethical claim that human life is
entangled with nonhuman life, not only metaphorically but
practically.

The modern fable dimension of Life of Pi becomes
especially salient when the novel is read in relation to earlier
traditions of animal storytelling. Classical fables often rely
on animals to convey moral lessons that ultimately reaffirm
human social norms. Martel’s novel subverts this tradition
by presenting animals whose behavior cannot be easily
moralised. The violence of the tiger, the predation of the
island, and the indifference of the sea resist incorporation
into a stable moral schema. The fable here does not teach a
lesson so much as expose the inadequacy of simplistic
moral frameworks in the face of extreme circumstances.

By refusing to offer a clear moral, Life of Pi compels readers
to confront their own assumptions about survival,
responsibility, and belief. The question of the “better story”
thus becomes a question about the values that govern
interpretation. Choosing the animal story is not an act of
naivete but an acknowledgment that meaning often depends
on narrative generosity rather than evidentiary rigour.

Richard Parker’s disappearance without farewell denies
both Pi and the reader the satisfaction of narrative
reciprocity. There is no recognition, no gratitude, and no
symbolic reconciliation. This absence underscores the
limits of storytelling itself. Stories can render suffering
meaningful, but they cannot undo loss or guarantee moral
symmetry. In this respect, Life of Pi resists the consolatory
impulses often associated with fable and myth, insisting
instead on an ethics grounded in acceptance rather than
resolution.

The expanded scope of Life of Pi’s narrative modes also
invites reconsideration of its place within contemporary
world literature. The novel’s circulation across cultures,
languages, and media forms suggests that its appeal lies not
in cultural specificity alone but in its engagement with
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narrative structures that transcend particular traditions.
Myth, allegory, and fable function here as translatable
forms, capable of resonating across diverse contexts
without collapsing into universality. This balance between
specificity and translatability is central to the novel’s global
reception.

At the same time, the novel does not erase cultural
difference. Pi’s Indian upbringing, his diasporic
displacement, and his negotiation of Western
epistemologies all inform the narrative’s symbolic
economy. Myth and fable are not presented as culturally
neutral forms but as adaptable frameworks through which
specific experiences are articulated. This adaptability
allows Life of Pi to participate in conversations about
postcolonial identity without reducing those conversations
to allegorical simplification.

Unlike texts that seek to authenticate suffering through
documentary detail, Life of Pi foregrounds the imaginative
labour required to live with survival itself. Survival, in
Martel’s novel, is not the end of the story but the beginning
of an ongoing negotiation with memory, belief, and loss.
Myth, allegory, and the modern fable provide the narrative
tools necessary for this negotiation.

The power of Life of Pi derives from the interaction of
multiple narrative modes, each of which addresses a
different dimension of human experience. Myth articulates
the encounter with the unknown; allegory enables the
narration of trauma; and the modern fable frames ethical
choice without coercion. Together, these modes produce a
narrative that is at once ancient and contemporary, skeptical
and affirmative.

The sustained relevance of Life of Pi thus lies not in its
capacity to resolve philosophical questions, but in its refusal
to do so. By insisting on the necessity of storytelling in the
absence of certainty, Martel offers a vision of literature as
an ethical practice rather than a vehicle for doctrine. In a
world increasingly governed by data, verification, and
instrumental rationality, Life of Pi reminds readers that
some truths can only be approached through narrative forms
that embrace ambiguity, symbolism, and imaginative risk.
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Abstract— Focusing on Zadie Smith’s White Teeth, this paper examines how immigrants construct rooted
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reading, it explores the disillusion behind the first-generation immigrants’ nostalgia for mythologized ‘:,

cosmopolitan identity in globalized London. By combining Appiah’s rooted cosmopolitanism with close L.E%F' o

.,

“roots” and the second-generation immigrants’ mimetic assimilation to “pure Britishness”, revealing how !Li-:ﬁ‘"' ;éé
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recognition-seeking trajectories fracture the subject’s sense of temporal continuity. Through the second- E?:;,
generation immigrant Irie’s embodied memory which echoes the sensory survival lineage of the Maroons,
Smith rethreads roots and routes, suturing racial memory to the textures of London everyday life and
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resisting cultural—spiritual coloniality that exceeds territorial sovereignty. In the resistant narrative, White
Teeth explores a third route to immigrants’ identity—the construction of rooted cosmopolitan identity
which passage from rootless assimilation to rooted identification, highlighting the cohabitation of ethnicity
and cosmopolitanism at the scale of nested memberships, showing Smith’s unique writing back to the

Empire.

Keywords— White Teeth; Zadie Smith; Rooted Cosmopolitanism; Identity Construction

I. INTRODUCTION

In the context of globalization, the resurgence of British
nationalism has posed increasing challenges to
multicultural societies. Although cosmopolitanism is often
proposed as a response to nationalist exclusion,
universalist cosmopolitanism in Western discourse tends to
privilege male, white, and middle-class subjectivities,
constructing the cosmopolitan as “an intellectual...not
limited by the local culture of his place of upbringing”
(Veer, 2004). Its ideals and practices tend to overlook the
complexity of structural inequalities related to race,
gender, and class, making it difficult to effectively address
the specific situations of marginalized groups which is
actually what Zaide Smith explores in White Teeth (2000).

Zadie Smith’s White Teeth (2000), deals with the first and
second generations of the multicultural British diaspora

with its exploration of two-generation immigrant families
living in North-East London. Existing studies on White
Teeth has predominantly focused on Samad’s obsessive
attachment to cultural “roots” alongside discussions of
Magid and Irie’s over-assimilation into Britishness, which
likewise fails to provide a stable basis for identity. For
instance, Kershaw (2021) highlights how colonial histories
continue to shape diasporic identities through everyday
racial dynamics. Yet few studies have identified rooted
cosmopolitanism as a viable alternative that reconciles
both extremes to offer a more dynamic mode of identity
formation. This article argues that White Teeth advances a
form of rooted cosmopolitanism that reconciles historical
racial memory with contemporary hybridity. Rather than
positioning “roots” and “routes” as oppositional, Smith
presents identity as a fluid negotiation between ethnic
inheritance and cosmopolitan openness, thereby offering a
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literary reconfiguration of Appiah’s concept of rooted
cosmopolitanism. Through this framework, the novel
envisions a mode of subject formation capable of resisting
both cultural nostalgia and total assimilation, while
maintaining continuity between past and present.

II. DISILLUSIONMENT OF THE FIRST-
GENERATION IMMIGRANTS WITH
MYTHOLOGIZED ROOTS

“Roots” serve as a significant symbol of belonging and
identity construction for immigrants. However, in White
Teeth, Samad’s obsession with “roots” ultimately leads to
disillusionment. Samad’s “roots” are mythologized
through two forms: religion and cultural memory,
representing his fantasized pursuit of ethnic, cultural, and
moral purity. As a Bengali immigrant, Samad Igbal is
marginalized in racial, social, historical, cultural, and
economic dimensions, becoming a covert victim, despite
this process functioning within politically correct rhetoric
and discourse. Wendy Webster (2005) systematically
discusses the changes in “Englishness” before and after
WWII in Englishness and Empire 1939-1965. During and
after WWII, Britain, as the empire on which the sun never
sets, was depicted as a “people’s empire”, and the war was
framed as “the people’s war”. During this period, due to
wartime necessity, subjects of the empire—regardless of
race, color, or class—were united, fighting together against
the fascist invasion. As a soldier in WWII, Samad’s
“loyalty” is actually a result of his internalization to
colonialization. Though disabled by a wartime injury, he
“proudly aligns himself with the British Empire with a
sense of patriotic duty while fully embracing his racial,
religious and cultural identity” (Baglama,2019, p. 82),
while viewing fighting for a foreign country as a “great
honor”. However, by the late 1950s, a new narrative of
“Englishness” emerged. During this period, Britain faced
both internal and external pressures, with anti-imperialist
waves rising in the colonies and a growing number of
immigrants. British people began to change their views on
empire and immigration when their traditional lifestyles
threatened. Immigrants across the face of the earth—
hundreds of millions of them—are often ground zero of
nationalist resurgence, and often symbolize the foreign
Other that threatens the imagined community of the nation,
built as it is on the logic of insider/outsider, us/them
(Friedman, 2018, p. 199). The people of the colonies who
once brought glory to the empire and served it gradually
became perceived as threats to “pure Englishness”. The
“people’s empire” collided with a completely different
narrative developed in the period that invoked a quiet,
private, and domesticated identity, and showed empire as a
threat to Englishness (Webster, 2005, p. 8). The rise of a
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purely “uncontaminated” nationalism left Samad facing
exclusion and marginalization. Fukuyama points out that
Rousseau’s ideal of complete societal withdrawal is ill-
suited to the context of globalization, as limitless
individual choice exacerbates alienation, forcing
individuals “to the search for a common identity that will
rebind the individual to a social group and reestablish a
clear moral horizon” (Webster, 2005, p. 58).
Consequently, Samad’s inability to achieve recognition
and dignity due to his socially constructed identity as the
Other shatters his romanticized fantasy of the empire,
prompting him to establish a collective identity which is
manifested in the fervent religious faith and the cultural
memory of their ancestor, Pandit.

Samad’s religious fanaticism operates as an inward
compensatory response to a “runaway” reality which
makes him oppose the school’s Harvest Festival as
“pagan” and demands Islamic holidays instead. The issue
is less doctrinal than political: converting the public
visibility of ritual into identity validation, reading “school
recognition  of imperial
acknowledgment. Religion thus becomes an instrument of
identity politics that offsets his marginal position within
the dominant order. The school supervisor, however,
applies a different standard: retain the Harvest Festival
because its charitable orientation warrants it: “it is

Islamic  festivals” as

precisely the charity aspect of the Harvest Festival that
makes it worth retaining?” (Smith, 2000, p. 130). Bringing
food to the elderly needs no biblical warrant, since it is
“more about community” (Smith, 2000, p. 130). The
supervisor’s  stance exemplifies Appiah’s  rooted
cosmopolitanism: a universal concern for human welfare
carried by a legitimate partiality to one’s own community.
The festival is kept as a civic practice that honors local ties
while articulating obligations that cross confessional lines.

However, religious fanaticism fails to furnish Samad with
a stable identity which grounded less in piety than in
compensatory fixation. The conflict between religious
sexual repression and the liberalized Western society in
which he lived perpetually pulled Samad between
assimilation into Western culture, its allure, and
marginalization, resulting in a Du Boisian “double
consciousness”. In depicting Samad’s religious devotion,
Smith extensively employs a third-person perspective
centered on Samad’s viewpoint, conveying his identity as
a devout Muslim through his actions, words, and inner
thoughts. However, in the digression concerning Samad’s
prolonged struggle between sexuality and religion, the
author’s identity abruptly surfaces with the line ‘Let’s
rewind a little’ (Smith, 2000, p. 137), underscoring the
‘unreliability’ of the Samad-centred narrative. As a first-
generation immigrant far from his homeland and a veteran
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who fought for the metropole, he is inevitably influenced
by metropolitan culture, rendering his contamination
inevitable. The author’s abrupt intervention shifts the
reader’s perspective from Samad’s central viewpoint to an
omniscient one, exposing the British trait Samad
desperately conceals: self-comforting with British
proverbs to justify his desecration of Islam. This double
consciousness inevitably breeds a split identity, as the
fragmentation of human consciousness, perpetually in
conflict and incapable of coalescing into a unified
awareness, compels those under its sway to act against
their own sense of purpose, inflicting profound
psychological anguish. He is torn between being a good
Muslim and a man in Britain, between tradition and desire,
between purity and corruption which yields his
“hypocritical” religious practices. Under the pressure of
double consciousness, Samad’s body resists the moral
imperatives of his mind: on the one hand he prays five
times a day; on the other he conducts an extramarital affair
with the music teacher Poppy which constitutes a
counterattack against his disability and an attempt to
demonstrate his power, charm, and agency. Although
Poppy professes an interest in Indian culture and even
stops her students from mocking Indian music, the gesture
reads less as genuine cross-cultural understanding than as a
strategic bid to attract Samad. Samad repeatedly insists
that he is Bengali rather than “Indian”, however, Poppy, as
a white subject, disregards minority heterogeneity. After
Samad ends the affair, Poppy appears at the restaurant
where he works and, as a customer, accepts his service
with brittle hauteur. Her “looking Samad up and down”
(Smith, 2000, p. 208) invites a Fanonian reading of the
white gaze—a form of visual power secured by
positionality within a racialized order. Through the visual
power of the white gaze, Poppy repositions Samad, a racial
minority, at the bottom of the social hierarchy, exposing
the absurd fantasy that ethnic minorities might achieve
agency through sexual relations.

By absolutizing “roots” and seeking to reproduce them
through a rhetoric of bloodline purity, contrary to Appiah’s
rooted cosmopolitanism, Samad directly triggers
intergenerational conflict in the immigrant family and
deepens his paralysis between an unenterable new “home”
and an irrecoverable old one. Appiah maintains that roots
are plural and to be celebrated, and that patriotism does not
preclude cosmopolitanism. Samad, by contrast, conceives
of roots as singular and absolute which will pass naturally
to the next generation: “our children will be born of our
actions. Our accidents will become their destinies” (Smith,
2000, p. 102). When his religion and ideology are
fundamentally incompatible with Western values, this one-
dimensional, linear hereditarianism of blood leads him to
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impose those “untainted principles” on his children,
seeking in them the authority he has lost. The children’s
wish to join the Harvest Festival “like everybody else
would” (Smith, 2000, p. 151) is a bid for recognition, but
Samad blocks it with patriarchal authoritarianism.
Paradoxically, as an act of protest, children adopt a
Qur’anic “silence” to resist their insistence on absolute
roots. What in Samad’s religion marks a “process of
purification” (Smith, 2000, p. 159) is here redeployed to
unsettle that very purity, exposing the fragility of purity
discourse. Here, the narrative focus shifts from the father’s
self-account to the children’s collective action,
redistributing agency from Samad to the younger
generation. In this secondary narrative position, the
father’s “absolute roots” are revealed as an authority that
demands constant maintenance and is easily appropriated.
The cultural “roots” cannot return in their purest form, and
the next generation no longer identifies with his
“homeland sentiment”. This generational conflict has thus
torn apart Samad’s illusion of establishing identity through
religion.

Beyond religious fanaticism, Samad also mythologizes the
cultural memory of the forefather Mangal Pande—the
soldier said to have sparked the 1857 Indian Rebellion—as
a heroic figure resisting colonial oppression. However, by
repeatedly invoking Pandey’s history to establish an
identity as an “imperial rebel”, Samad perpetuates an
identity rooted in the colonial binary structure. His cultural
memory functions both as an instrument of resistance and
a shackle of nostalgia. In Appiah’s definition,
cosmopolitanism is an expansive act of the moral
imagination. It sees human beings as shaping their lives
within nesting memberships: a family, a neighborhood, a
plurality of overlapping identity groups, spiraling out to
encompass all humanity (Appiah, 2019, p. 20). In contrast
to this inclusive ethical orientation, Samad, caught in the
tension between his homeland and the colonial power,
prefigures himself as a “hero” while casting Britain as the
“villains” he must oppose, deliberately maintaining
distance. Smith employs the metaphor of the garden’s
ancient tree, which ‘took up half the garden with its roots
and not allowing anything else to grow’ (Smith, 2000, p.
195), to reveal Samad’s fanatical obsession with “roots”
and its inherent exclusivity. The detail of ‘cutting down the
old oak in the corner’ suggests the solution: only by
shedding this fixation on singular, absolute roots can space
be created for multicultural symbiosis.
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III. THE SECOND-GENERATION IMMIGRANTS’
IDENTITY ANXIETY OF PURELY
INTERNALIZING BRITISHNESS IN
EUROCENTRIC COSMOPOLITANISM

Smith categorizes immigrants determined to fight for
“recognition” into two groups: those who either reject
everything differing from their tradition, or conversely,
admire everything belonging to the dominant culture while
rejecting everything stemming from their own heritage.
Second-generation immigrants Irie and Majid belong to
the latter category. They experience failure and frustration
due to the exclusionary logic of the other identity
constructed for immigrants by the host nation. This
identity anxiety manifests in Majid’s linguistic inferiority
complex and Ali’s physical transformation as they attempt
to fully internalize a pure Britishness to gain
“recognition”. Homi Bhabha’s notion of mimicry names
this colonial technology of control: the colonized are
pressed to copy the ruler’s outward forms and to
internalize their values, “almost the same, but not quite”,
thereby advancing a purportedly civilizing assimilation.
Because mimicry operates in the registers of affect and
ideology rather than naked coercion, it “emerges as one of
the most elusive and effective strategies of colonial power
and knowledge” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 85). In such colonial
discourse, the colonized are often required to demonstrate
loyalty and assimilation by imitating the colonizers’
language, customs, and values, through which ‘a
hierarchical structure of power is perpetuated’ and ‘the
conceptions of “truth”, “order”, and “reality” become
established” (Baglama, 2019, p. 83). Majid’s fervent
pursuit of standard English exemplifies this linguistic
mimicry and the identity anxiety of Bengali immigrants
experiencing linguistic shame within the discourse of the
colonial power, reflecting his determination to prove to
white people at all costs that he was intellectually rich and
possessed equal intellect. It becomes evident in the episode
where Abdul-Mickey, whose speech is marked by a
pronounced Cockney accent, expresses admiration for
Magid’s refined deployment of upper-class English. Majid
was essentially striving to overcome his ideological self-
image as an outsider and escape the melancholic
symptoms of rootlessness, discontent, deprivation,
working-class identity, and double alienation that plagued
him under the stifling material conditions of life in the
colonial metropolis. Linguistic mimicry offers a
consolatory fiction and a special identity through which
the colonial subject imagines himself part of the
metropolitan nation. The difficulty is that Britishness itself
is hybrid and in flux, hence the more Magid pursues a
“pure” British identity through Standard English, the more
he is out of step with those around him and sharpens the
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paradox. This complete assimilation of pure Britishness
stands in stark contrast to the creolization occurring within
the globalized context. Expanding from its original
reference to a linguistic phenomenon and ethnographic
racial mixing to describe sociocultural fusion, the concept
of creolization itself embodies a philosophy of
difference—an embrace of boundary-crossing and
heterogeneity (Xiaohong Sheng, 2024, p. 68). Its rejection
of standardization and reverence for fluidity bear the
hallmarks of cosmopolitanism— Today the entire world is
becoming archipelagic, creolized’ (Chancé, 2011, p. 265)
which emphasizes the fluidity within identity. Language
reflects the subject’s cognition and mode of thought.
Magid’s relentless pursuit of standard English has forged
an utterly rational perspective which led him to assimilate
the logic of British colonizers, positioning humanity as the
ruler and controller of nature: “We must learn more like
the English. The English fight fate to the death” (Smith,
2000, p. 288), showing his entirely discard of Islam’s
reverence for nature. In the scene where Magid renames
himself among friends, Smith juxtaposes the emphatic
length of the Bengali original with the clipped Anglicized
replacement, signaling the erasure of immigrant history
and cultural memory and the potential fluidity of identity
is thereby congealed into the single logic prescribed by
colonial discourse.

For Irie, a Jamaican-British mixed-race woman subjected
to the overlapping objectifications of patriarchy,
coloniality, and class, her pursuit of a socially
“recognized” British identity—unlike Magid’s fixation on
reason and language—unfolds through coercive bodily
modification under European aesthetic hegemony, a
divergence that reveals not mere personal preference but
the structural politics of recognition shaped by intersecting
systems of domination. Colonial discourse installs “white
femininity” as the normative benchmark, racializing and
sexualizing mixed-race women in tandem. Following
Foucault’s social-constructionist view of body and
knowledge, the body is, in effect, a text produced through
the constraints of multiple discourses, compelled to
conform to prescriptive norms and symbolic systems; it
functions as a palimpsest on which discursive traces,
disciplinary techniques, and punitive mechanisms are
inscribed. In White Teeth, Smith renders the body as a
carrier of these operations of power and underscores their
micro-physics, especially in the case of the immigrant
woman Irie: she is both the object of male desire and the
site where postcolonial identity is tested and negotiated.
Irie’s body is figured as a Jamaican substantial frame
“designed with another country in mind, another climate”
(Smith, 2000, p. 266). This misalignment with British
aesthetic norms thwarts self-recognition. Psychologically,
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anxiety is the feeling of being “caught” and
“overwhelmed” (May, 2009, p. 45), and that inner
suffocation is externalized physically: tight undergarments
leave her breathless. Irie therefore seeks recognition
through the most immediate vehicle—the body—precisely
the site where power and discourse interlace: “there was
England, a gigantic mirror, and there was Irie, without
reflection. A stranger in a stranger land” (Smith, 2000, p.
266). Within this mirror—gaze system, visibility is defined
by the other’s eye, and the subject position wavers under
which condition her “perception does not sharpen but
becomes blurred or vague” (May, 2009, p. 45). The
narrative then stages self-objectification: she imagined
“tearing off loose, white-flecked flesh and packing it into
those old curvaceous Coke bottles” (Smith, 2000, p. 243).
Here, the body is partitioned, fitted, and commodified—no
longer a vessel of sovereign will but “a body subjected to
domination, remodeling, correction, and normalization ...
a body drilled again and again” (Min’an Wang, 2022, p.
43). The mirror and the corset form a feedback loop of
external gaze and internalized discipline: the former sets
the terms of bodily legibility and the latter installs them as
ongoing corporeal constraint.

After a series of failed attempts to “tame” her bodily
shape, Irie turns to her hair. Hair grows out of the body
with whose roots buried in the body’s “soil”, originating in
the body yet differs from the living, responsive sensorium
of the body as a whole. Wang describes hair as having a
vegetal  quality: manipulation—reshaping,
augmenting, trimming, or modifying—neither diminish
bodily pleasure nor pressure the body’s unruly desires
(Smith, 2000, p. 145), and hair possesses a plant-like
capacity for continual regrowth. Precisely due to this
controllable plant-like quality, hair becomes, within
regimes of symbolic veneration, a clear index of the self
and a site of virtually unlimited inscription on the body; as
a bodily signifier, it thereby “enters the circuits of
ideological reproduction” (Smith, 2000, p. 150).
Modernity’s colorist heritage gave way to socio-racial
strategies and technologies of the body such as skin
bleaching or straightening frizzy hair, the function of
which was to move as far as possible away from the so-
called Black phenotype and the supposed socio-political
position associated with it (Ferdinand, 2021, p. 210). Hair
seems the easiest part of the body to reshaping, yet
chemical straightening inflicts intense pain on Irie’s scalp:
“she felt the initial cool sensation change to a terrific fire”
(Smith, 2000, p. 277). The pain overlays the literal hair
root with the metaphorical “roots” in identity, revealing
the contradiction and disillusionment that follow from
forcing oneself against one’s own origins. As a site for the
production of exteriority, aesthetics, and symbolic

external
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exchange, the ladies’ section of the salon is saturated with
descriptions of pain, offering the most immediate image of
how Black women’s aesthetics are disciplined in Britain.
In the chemical relaxer, the hair becomes “dead, split, stiff,
drained of all elasticity, like the hair of a dried-out corpse”,
which signals not only the erasure of Black women’s
agency but also the conversion of recognition into an
economy of bodily pain. In this framework, “the passive
body’s ultimate outlet is a covert aesthetic self-
remodeling: the body unfolds not according to its own
inner drive but according to aesthetic goals” (Min’an
Wang, 2022, p. 43). Irie’s hair makeover exemplifies the
“passive body”: her “self-invention” is not autonomous
creation but a submissive compliance with white aesthetic
discipline. Compulsory corporeal rewriting cannot secure
recognition or a stable identity, because mimicry can never
be a perfect replica. This perpetual “almost same, but not
quite” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 86) exposes the hypocrisy of
colonial discourse, which proclaims universality yet
preserves exclusionary boundaries. Smith renders the
contradiction at the level of psyche and sensation through
mirror imagery and fine-grained descriptions of bodily
movement. When Irie gazes into the mirror, what she
confronts is not her “authentic self” but an alienated
reflection—an image concealed beneath wigs and the
borrowed hair of others. This distorted mirror image
encapsulates how dominant aesthetics obscure and reshape
the Black female subject during which mimicry fractures
the colonial subject’s identity and “rearticulates presence
through its ‘otherness’, that which it disavows” (Bhabha,
1994, p. 91).

Immigrants’ identity anxiety is also intensified by the
Chalfens who turn ostensibly open cosmopolitanism into
an instrument for maintaining white advantage and
consigning immigrants’ attempts at integration to
disillusionment. The Chalfens, like Samad, object to the
school’s Harvest Festival, yet their stance and motives are
entirely different. Unlike Samad, the Chalfens, dressed in
“counterfeit Indian attire”, did not genuinely embrace
Indian immigrants and culture. Instead, they seized the
opportunity to showcase a cosmopolitanism centered on
imperial discourse. Their objection looks like an
intellectual critique of authority, but it is in fact a defense
of the “purity” of Britishness against supposed pagan
threat. In fact, the Chalfens are not purely “native British”
but third-generation immigrants, and, as with Bengal’s
hybrid history, there is no such thing as pure Bengaliness
or pure Britishness. However, after achieving assimilation
through language, reason, and academic capital, and
gaining social recognition as intellectuals, their defending
the “purity” of British identity became a crucial pathway
for reproducing their social status. Thus, their opposition
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to the Harvest Festival was not an open embrace of
multiculturalism, but rather a gatekeeping practice that
consolidated their own orthodoxy by delineating
differences from the other. This cosmopolitan posture that
masquerades as universal inclusion ultimately reinforces
migrants’ othered status behind a performative welcome.
Joyce Chalfen, who prides herself on being enlightened
and inclusive, ostentatiously greets the “brown-skinned
stranger” when Irie and Millat visits and even speaks on
young Oscar’s behalf, saying that he “finds it exciting”
(Smith, 2000, p. 299). Such speaking for others is a
superficial Eurocentric cosmopolitanism: Joyce turns the
“brown-skinned stranger” into consumable difference and
into cultural capital for family cultivation. “Exciting” does
not register recognition of an equal person, but treats the
visitors as a novel spectacle and a token of diversity, a
prop for sensory enjoyment and liberal display. Labeling
all non-white individuals as “brown-skinned people” not
only erases the ethnic heterogeneity Samad insists upon,
but also subsumes Bangladeshi immigrant Millat and
Jamaican-British Irie under the symbol of the Other.
Joyce’s “admiration” for the second-generation migrant
Millat is premised on prising him apart from his group. In
her stereotype, brown-skinned people” are “the ones who
often sell her milk and bread: a functional, service-coded
sign. Millat’s “beauty” therefore registers not as
recognition of a concrete subject but as an unusual
exception within the category “brown-skinned”, a
condition that earns him the Chalfens’ special regard. She
replaces the recognition of living presence with
stereotypical, typified symbols. Thus, social interaction—
as a channel for cross-cultural communication—is
deliberately reduced to a reenactment of objectified
perceptions frozen under the white gaze. Consequently, the
subjectivity of the object is entirely obscured and denied.
At this point, the differences between Irie and Millat are
abstracted from their specific individuals and contexts,
becoming deployable resources for expression: they no
longer point to living subjects but are used to reinforce the
moral image and cultural superiority of the Charbonnier
family. Oscar’s blunt line—“I hate brown-skinned
strangers”—punctures the rhetorical friendliness at once.
The stark contrast between the mother’s ‘welcome’ and the
child’s “loathing” exposed the British bloodline ideology
concealed beneath the surface of this Eurocentric,
ostensibly  enlightened, inclusive, and friendly
cosmopolitan family.

Rather than returning to “roots” to rethink identity, Irie
becomes further drawn to the Chalfens’ ideal of “pure
Britishness”, shifting her assimilative strategy from body
transformation to mimicry on mind. Irie’s encounters with
the Chalfen family are narrated in third person through
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Irie-centered perspective. Within these scenes, neutral
dialogue and actions dominate the narrative space, leaving
the remainder filled with Irie’s internal analysis and
imagination, while her sensory descriptions recedes,
revealing a split between bodily feeling and consciousness.
The split signals a romantic filter through which Irie
projects “pure Britishness” onto the Chalfens, so that their
supposed inclusiveness and cosmopolitanism largely
reflect her own desire, rendering this Irie-centered
narration partially unreliable. Authorial commentary
intermittently interrupts to expose the projection, as when
the text notes that “Irichad lost in her reveries accessing
the Chalfens like a romantic anthropologist” (Smith, 2000,
p.- 322). As in James Joyce’s “Araby”, where the boy hero
projects romantic fervor onto the bazaar and turns it into a
stage for love and redemption, Irie similarly imagines the
Chalfens as the emblem of ideal Britishness. Her desire
lacks a clear object and is fueled by fantasy: “She had a
nebulous fifteen-year-old’s  passion  for  them,
overwhelming, yet with no real direction or object. She
just wanted to, well, kind of, merge with them. She wanted
their Englishness. Their Chalfishness. The purity of it”
(Smith, 2000, p. 328). The narrator’s italics on merge and
purity stage a conceptual clash that deconstructs “pure
Britishness”: once there is merging, purity is forfeited; if
purity is preserved, merging is made impossible. The
immediate reminder of the Chalfens’ genealogy—third-
generation immigrants by way of Germany and Poland—
punctures the fantasy of purity and reveals Irie’s longing
as a projection filtered through an idealizing lens. Irie’s
completely assimilation draws a sharp line between herself
and her Jamaican identity and she equates freedom with
cutting the tie with her history, thereby reproducing the
colonial binary in which one must choose either the
“tangled roots” of the past or the “reason” claimed by
Britishness. The scene in which Irie files paperwork for
Marcus symbolizes a deliberate “pruning” of ethnic
memory and a retention of records certified as rational by
Britishness, which sharpens the metaphor of abandonment
and selection. The classification and sifting of documents
operate as an allegory that fixes “roots” and Britishness
into a binary and performs a kind of self-purification. Even
so0, the narrative sustains an uneasy tension. As she crosses
borders, she feels she is “was crossing borders, sneaking
into England; it felt like some terribly mutinous act”
(Smith, 2000, p. 328), exposing the dislocation produced
by mimicry, as an outward sense of rationality and order
cannot dispel the inward experience of alienation. In
“Araby”, Joyce punctures the boy’s romantic projection
with the bazaar’s emptiness and chill, foreshadowing
disillusion and epiphany. Similarly, Irie’s own disillusion
is propelled by Marcus’s sustained objectification of her
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brown body, the seemingly mentor-like scientist. Colonial
discourse imposes a double bind: it invites the colonized to
refine themselves and move closer to the colonizer’s
civility, yet it resists that very approximation by invoking
ontological difference and presumed inferiority, so
recognition is perpetually deferred. Concequently, Irie
comes to see that full assimilation through mimicry cannot
secure recognition from the Chalfens or from Eurocentric
cosmopolitanism. Unlike Samad and Magid, who remain
trapped in a binary logic of single affiliation, Irie shows
the capacity to construct a rooted cosmopolitan identity
because, after disillusion, she keeps renegotiating and
hybridizing, and in the wake of disillusion as “a great
reinventor of herself” (Smith 368).

IV. IMMIGRANTS’ NATIONAL IDENTITY
CONSTRUCTION OF ROOTED
COSMOPOLITANISM THROUGH EMBODIED
MEMORY

Drawing on a diasporic Black sensory mode of narration,
Irie she re-links the body to cultural memory and
autobiographical memory as two embodied modalities of
remembrance, reconstructing identity by restoring
continuity between past and present. Appiah (1994)
defines the rooted cosmopolitan as someone who is
attached to a home of one’s own, with its own cultural
particularities, but taking pleasure in the presence of other,
different places that are home to other, different people.
With the individual at the core of liberalism, Appiah
makes the concrete person the ultimate object of
cosmopolitan  ethical Departing  from
Enlightenment celebrations of abstract reason, he turns to
lived experience, adopting a humanist orientation that

concern.

centers personal freedom and ethical responsibility. In
diasporic history, colonial and Eurocentric discourses have
long kept migrants’ pasts outside “visible history”,
producing unequal access to the public sphere. Against this
backdrop, if cosmopolitan ethics takes the concrete person
as its ultimate concern, it must first make the person
legible across nesting memberships.  Legibility
presupposes temporal continuity in a life narrative, hence
the emphasis on the individual shifts to repairing ruptures
of memory, restoring continuity between past and present.
Embodiment builds in part on the work of postcolonial and
feminist scholars, such as Frantz Fanon (1970), Luce
Irigaray (1985), bell hooks (1990) and Judith Butler
(1990), who “have drawn attention to the body as a site of
knowledge and contestation and its role in the production
of meaning” (Giese, 2024, p. 445). The “turn to the body”
in social and cultural research is closely tied to critiques of
Western scholarly traditions in which linguistic modes are
granted superior epistemic authority. Such privileging
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creates uneven opportunities to contribute to processes of
meaning-making, particularly in the public domain, and
insufficient recognition of the epistemic power of other
modes of collective remembering (Giese, 2024, p. 445). In
White Teeth, Irie’s otherness is intensified by the self-
styled enlightened Chalfens: their absolute deference to
“science” and “truth” as linguistic paradigms functions as
exclusionary intellectual gatekeeping, monopolizing
discourse while occluding immigrant, sensory ways of
producing meaning. Read through Appiah,
cosmopolitanism is not merely an attitude of tolerance but
a practice of the self: diasporic subjects use body and
senses as media to mobilize and repair cultural/diasporic
and autobiographical memory as embodied registers,
thereby rebuilding temporal continuity across nested
affiliations. Only in this way can diasporic subjects hold
both “roots” and “the world” and effect present-oriented
identity repair within multiple communities. Unlike the
Chalfens’ meticulously recorded genealogy with a clear
timeline and ancestor portraits solemnly displayed, Clara
Bowden’s Jamaican family history appears fragmented
after successive  displacements, scattered  across
“wardrobes, forgotten drawers, and grimy frames”(Smith
399), Such unregistrable diasporic scatter is not the
absence of memory but a shift in its media and carriers:
when archives, monuments, and objects falter, the body, as
an enduring presence across moments of rupture, becomes
a crucial site for the construction and transmission of
remembrance. The rupture, dispersal, and fragmentation of
community  further complicate preservation and
transmission, hence ‘“bodies mediate relations with close
and distant others, and are therefore not simply generative
of, or contain memory, but are active in its relational
production” (Giese, 2024, p. 447). The body anchors the
making, keeping, and passing on of memory, functioning
both as a locus of agency and as embedded in social
formations and cultural norms; it also changes with time,
social shifts, and life’s ruptural events, all of which shape
mnemonic capacity. Fragmentation, then, is not an
endpoint but a trigger for embodied remembrance: where
the archive is missing, senses, postures, habits, and
everyday rites take up the work of “rewriting” family
history.

Through the shift from vision to smell, Smith foregrounds
an Afro-Caribbean tradition of co-inherence with
environment: where maroons once “escaped the plantation
by the senses”, Irie returns to racial memory by the senses,
repairing the colonial fracture and rethreading the
continuity between roots and routes. To heal the colonial
fracture and to retrieve racial specificities, Ferdinand
advances the notion of forming a body in the world, which
calls for “a sensually immersive relation to the earth rather
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than forms of mapping grounded in a dominant visual
epistemology  aligned with  conquest and the
Enlightenment’s epistemic revolution” (Hosbey, Lloréns,
& Roane, 2022. p. 3). By exposing the material and
imaginary relations “through which our bodies are at once
the trace-bearers and the tracers of a world beyond the
modern double fracture” (Ferdinand, 2021, p. 205), he
makes the body the starting point for engaging the world.
In the Atlantic histories of marronage, flight is not merely
a narrative of escape but an embodied -cartography
centered on the senses. Maroons “read the land into
routes” by attending to topography, vegetation, the sound
of water, smell, and wind, thereby producing counter-maps
and survival knowledges against slave-catching. This
sense of route, mediated by smell, touch, stride, and
rhythm, does not rely on genealogical descent. It circulates
performatively  through techniques, habitus, and
remembrance, and thus forms what we may call a sensory
survival lineage. The Maroon is presented as a symbol of
political resistance against colonial regimes through the
presence of their image in Caribbean literature and through
many monuments, and through the names of rivers and
roads dedicated to them in the Americas (Ferdinand, 2021,
p. 148). Irie mirrors this sensory method as a return to
racial memory: in seeking her Jamaican forebears, she lets
landscape and scent lead her:

And in the morning it wasn’t Italianate vineyards out there
any more, it was sugar, sugar, sugar, and next door was
nothing but tobacco and she presumptuously fancied that
the smell of plantain sent her back to somewhere,
somewhere quite fictional, for she’d never been there.
Somewhere Columbus called St Jago but the arawaks
stubbornly re-named Xaymaca, the name lasting longer
than they did. Well-wooded and Watered. (Smith, 2000, p.
400)

Here Smith’s tricolon—*sugar, sugar, sugar’—with its
clipped cadence, produces the pressure of monoculture;
“next door was nothing but tobacco” juxtaposes another
cash crop that profits empire while erasing local
biodiversity, composing a landscape disciplined by the
plantation economy. The passage is not neutral exotica but
a return to colonial memory: heavy like a chain, “this all
belonged to her, her birthright” (Smith 400). Smith
italicizes belonged not merely to heighten tone but to
convert “belonged to her” from neutral reportage into a
positional counter-narrative claim. Building on the prior
colonial tableau—*not Italianate vineyards but sugar ...
and next door nothing but tobacco”—the italics reinscribe
a production space that empire had recorded as someone
else’s property as her birthright, using typographic
emphasis to perform a semantic counter-mapping that
resists the dispossessive logic which expels migrants’ pasts
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from “visible history”. Plantain is not indigenous to
Jamaica, yet it has been indigenized as a vehicle of
everyday foodways and cultural memory. It stands in sharp
contrast to sugar and tobacco in the novel: sugar and
tobacco index the plantation economy’s macro-landscape
and coerced labor, the visible and outward “field”, whereas
the smell of plantain rises from kitchens and street fryers
as a proximate olfactory experience that carries family,
community, and daily livelihood, the smellable and inward
“home”. The narration thus performs a sensory shift from
the colonial grand tableau of vision to the intimacy of
smell and bodily memory, loosening the visual
epistemology on which conquest relies, while activating
olfactory “involuntary memory” that affords a felt arrival
at a place she has never visited. Crucially, as a migrant
crop, plantain signifies routes rather than a single root,
aligning with the rooted-cosmopolitan pairing of
“roots/routes”. In this way the text replaces the cash crops’
“field-smell” with plantain’s “kitchen-smell”, translating
external historical violence into a habitable everyday
temporality and opening a pathway for Irie’s return to
racial memory. While sparked by sensory cues, Irie’s
imagined Jamaica is completed when material things
connect memory to the body, so as to rewrite imperial
“external proofs” into private testimony embedded in
everyday objects. She marks, files, and tucks fragments—
birth certificate, war reports, clippings—under the sofa,
“as if their abundance would, while she slept, pass through
the fibres and seep into her body” (400). This act relocates
memory from the paper index to embodied practice,
turning the home into a micro lieu de mémoire where the
sofa’s fibres figure a conduit between matter and body.
The narrative thus shifts from reading pages to
remembering with the skin, staging an olfactory-tactile,
involuntary mode of recall. Once domesticated, those
documents cease to be merely visual texts and become
material mediators that carry Jamaican traces into present
London life. Accordingly, the novel does not urge a
departure from London to seek an essentialized “root”, but
within the global-city dwelling it uses material mediation
and sensory practice to make paper archives and embodied
memory mutually attest—thus turning from rootless
assimilation to rooted identification.

Unlike Samad’s nostalgia that clings to “roots” and the
past as a route of flight from London, Irie stitches past and
present, homeland and London, through sensory,
autobiographical memory, thereby constructing a rooted
cosmopolitan identity. Memory is a complex system that
can produce an illusion of a momentary return to a lost
past, while also articulating the complex relationship
between the past, present, and future (Pachuau, 2023, p.
28). It is also a process of reconstruction, as we constantly

1JELS-2026, 11(1), (ISSN: 2456-7620) (Int. J of Eng. Lit. and Soc. Sci.)

https://dx.doi.org/10.22161/ijels.111.9

53



Xu and Meng

draw from our past experiences to interpret and make
sense of the present, and to plan for the future. By
mobilizing autobiographical memory, Smith enables Irie to
stitch past and present together through the senses, thereby
forging her identity. Autobiographical memory, marked by
autonoetic awareness, is intensely individual, saturated
with the rememberer’s perspective. Smith’s Irie-centered
sensory narration stages her retrospective gaze after
moving beyond “rootless mimicry”:

With every fresh crunch came the memory of previous
crunches. She was permeated by familiar smells: wet
woodchip and gravel around the base of the tree, newly
laid turd underneath the cover of soggy leaves. She was
moved by these sensations. Despite opting for a life of
dentistry, she had not yet lost all of the poetry in her soul,
that is, she could still have the odd Proustian moment, note
layers upon layers, though she often experienced them in
periodontal terms (Smith, 2000, p.459).

In this episodic recollection, the crunch of leaves, the feel
of damp sawdust and grit, and the smells they release
jointly propel Irie’s remembering. What matters is not the
objects’ objective memorability but Irie’s ascription of
new significance across the continuity of her own time. At
this moment in Irie’s Proustian reverie, episodic memory
couples with oral pain: the “stabs like an exposed nerve”
and “a severe malocclusion, the pressure of one tooth upon
another” are not merely physiological sensations but an
embodied manifestation of repressed affect, distorted
intimacy, and misaligned identity precipitated by the
activation of episodic recall. The image of the exposed
nerve indicate that Irie’s reminiscences of her many
“firsts” with Millat carry a strong autonoetic sense of time
and affective load. Here, memory is ratified by pain rather
than by language. Toothache, as an outlet of sensory
memory, stitches together the moments she shared with
Millat—first buying cigarettes, the first joint in the park,
the first kiss in a storm. Experiences that ought to read as
freedom and intimacy now return as acute discomfort. The
pain does not originate in the events themselves but in the
structural conflicts that the recollection activates in the
present. Within Smith’s layered constellation of dental
imagery, Irie’s “toothache” is an echo of the White Teeth
motif. Teeth function as a central emblem across
characters’ developmental arcs: Clara’s chipped tooth
figures her break from the strictures of a religious
household; the subsection “Samad’s Root Canal”
crystallizes his fixation on religion and ethnic memory;
Alsana likens the assimilationist Chalfens to “a British bird
with teeth” pecking at Irie, the Jamaican “seed” cast
abroad. Irie’s episode stages an identity conflict through
the oral sensorium: teeth, as a normed organ, demand
straightness,  alignment, and  proper  occlusion,
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emblematising social discipline over conduct, desire,
language, and even modes of remembering. Malocclusion
thus reveals the diasporic tension: on the one hand a drive
for alignment with the White Teeth standard; on the other,
a more complex cultural-ethnic—affective system that
resists incorporation. It is precisely this somatic sting that
catalyzes Irie’s decisive turn: from passively suffering
alienation to actively awakening the resistance potential
latent in “misalignment”. As Appiah argues, local
attachment and openness to the world are not mutually
exclusive: one can be deeply rooted and hospitable to
elsewhere. In this sense, cosmopolitanism can be
reconciled with place-based belonging. The claim rests on
the species-level fact of migration—humans descend from
ancestors in different parts of Asia and Africa and have
dispersed across the globe: “We have always been a
traveling species” with “the nomadic urge is deep within
us” (Appiah, 2023, p. 215). After constructing rooted
cosmopolitan identity, Irie as no longer needed to “extract
the extra tooth” but learned to live with misalignment,
which reorients identity toward a rooted hybridity capable
of bearing pressure and asymmetry at the juncture of
colonial history and personal experience.

Appiah’s rooted cosmopolitanism keeps Rousseau’s moral
primacy of the person but relocates authenticity from inner
withdrawal to relational making. Hence it naturally leads
to mnemonic repair in diasporic life: only by stitching past
to present within nested communities can one be both
rooted and open to the world. From being the main actor of
a more or less coherent life story the individual derives a
sense of continuity in time which ... is part of any
conception of the authenticity or fulfilment of an identity
(Ferrara, 2002, p. 79). In White Teeth, Smith scales this
framework to urban practice: Irie “didn’t want to be
involved in the long story of those lives, but she was, and
she found herself dragged forward by the hair to their
denouement, along the high road—Mali’s Kebabs, Mr
Cheung’s, Raj’s, Malkovich Bakeries” (Smith, 2000, p.
419). Multiculturalism foregrounds group identity, yet this
emphasis on minority identities and cultures can, in a
globalized Britain, splinter the social field into multiple
mutually incompatible communities. By contrast,
cosmopolitanism is articulated at the level of the person:
the self is made within nested affiliations—family,
neighborhood, and cross-ethnic interactions—with the city
as both the medium and the site of identity formation.
Transcending the limitations of multiculturalism, White
Teeth is neither dedicated to “protect[ing] minority rights”
(Walkowitz, 2006, p. 121) nor narrated “across several
continents, regions, or national territories” (125) simply
for displaying an ostensible mixture. Here, the bodily tug
of being “dragged by the hair” sutures the self to a
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semantic map of the neighborhood: each shop-name is a
diasporic index (Middle Eastern, Chinese, South Asian,
Eastern European), carrying smells, tastes, and social
memory that pull “the long past she wished to avoid” into
the unfolding present. The metaphor of hair also intertexts
with earlier scenes of bodily discipline: hair once
straightened by a white aesthetic now becomes the sensory
conduit by which the neighborhood “pulls” the subject,
exposing the external-to-internal mechanics of identity. It
is made evident that both roots and routes define Irie
Jones’s sense of subjectivity since she intermittently
hovers between a commitment to her racial origins back in
Jamaica and her attachment to Britishness as a second-
generation immigrant to attain self-identification.

V. CONCLUSION

For the first-generation Bengali immigrant Samad, a
pursuit of ethnic, cultural, and moral “purity” collides with
the liberalized sociocultural present, producing his
paralyzed feeling of not being able to enter the new
“home” or go back to the old one. By contrast, the second-
generation Magid and Irie, suspending ancestral memory,
seek recognition through mimetic assimilation to “pure
Britishness” under hegemonic discourse; both trajectories
fracture the subject’s sense of temporal continuity. Smith
focuses on the distinct experiences of individual migrants,
thereby amplifying a polyphonic immigrant voice.
Immigrant writing hence ceases to be a highly formulaic
symbolic representation, instead becoming the fluid
expression of vibrant individual lives, marking a move
beyond narrow nationalism toward a cosmopolitan ethic of
conviviality. Through sensory practice and embodied
memory, Irie rethreads roots and routes, converting a
passive narrative of otherness into active self-narration and
furnishing a concrete, livable ground for a rooted
cosmopolitan identity. Taken together, Smith roots the co-
presence of ethnicity and cosmopolitanism in the ever-
interwoven histories of empire and diaspora, offering a
distinctive instance of writing back to empire.
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Abstract— Deep learning, as a pedagogical concept and approach, is aligned with educational reform E
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I. INTRODUCTION content with their personal experiences, thereby fostering

Higher-order competencies such as critical thinking,
reflection, and innovation have gained equal emphasis
alongside knowledge acquisition and core competency

development advocated by the new curriculum reform,

becoming pivotal objectives for student growth (He, 2018).

The English Curriculum Standards for Compulsory
Education (2022 Edition) stipulate that English courses
should cultivate students’ core competencies, including
linguistic proficiency, cultural awareness, thinking skills,
and learning abilities. Developing students’ thinking skills
requires teachers to emphasize the internalization, transfer,
generation, or creation of knowledge, which is also the
cultivation of students’ deep learning abilities (Bao, 2020).
Deep learning aims to cultivate students’ ability to solve
real-world social problems. Achieving this goal relies on
establishing students as the primary agents in their

learning and guiding them to deeply integrate textbook

new meaning construction and higher-order thinking
(Wang et al, 2021). As the new curriculum reform
continues to advance, junior high school English reading
instruction has been profoundly influenced in both
philosophy and methodology. Nevertheless, certain issues
persist in teaching practice. Fragmented, superficial, and
label-oriented approaches to English instruction represent
particularly prominent issues (Wang, 2018). Integrating
deep learning with English reading instruction not only
responds to contemporary educational reform demands but
also revitalizes teaching practices. Cultivating students’
deep learning abilities fosters the development of
higher-order thinking and problem-solving skills,
ultimately guiding them toward forming rational and

objective value positions.
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II. THE CONNOTATIONS AND
CHARACTERISTICS OF DEEP LEARNING

The concept of deep learning was first proposed by
foreign researchers, with its origins traceable to renowned
psychologists such as Bloom and Gagné. In his book, A
Taxonomy for Learning, Teaching, and Assessing, Bloom
identified six levels of cognitive objectives: remembering,
understanding, analyzing, applying, evaluating, and
creating. This framework implicitly contained the
academic concept of “deep learning” (An, 2014). In
educational psychology, deep learning is often discussed in
contrast to surface learning as a pair of relative concepts.
These are not mutually exclusive but rather jointly reflect
the depth to which learners process information during the
learning process. Ference Marton and Roger Saljo (1976),
among others, proposed that deep learning emphasizes
connecting new and old knowledge and facilitates smooth
knowledge transfer, whereas surface learning lacks such
connections and focuses on rote memorization. This
distinction emerged based on differences in how students
process given materials or the cognitive level at which
they acquire information.

He and Li (2005) were among the earliest scholars in
China to define the concept of deep learning. They
emphasized that its core lies in learners critically
examining new knowledge and reconstructing their
cognitive structures based on thorough comprehension,
ultimately achieving effective knowledge transfer and
problem-solving in complex real-world contexts. Building
upon existing research, Duan (2012) developed an
interactive hierarchical model integrating deep learning.
He urged educators to focus on students' learning
processes, fostering meaningful learning that builds upon
their existing knowledge and abilities. Guo (2016) further
deepened the connotation of deep learning, defining it as a
learning process where students, guided by teachers,
actively engage with challenging themes, construct
meaningfully, and achieve significant development. This
definition has gained widespread recognition in the field of
curriculum and teaching reform in primary and secondary
schools (Wang et al., 2021).

The connotation of deep learning reveals it as a
profound learning experience built upon surface learning.

This endows deep learning with richer characteristics.

Deep learning emphasizes deep processing of knowledge,
which is its key feature. It is a form of critical learning,
requiring learners to critically understand the content they
study. This critical engagement constitutes another form of
knowledge construction, enabling continuous enhancement
of the learner's comprehension level. Self-reflection and
evaluation are also indispensable in deep learning.
Evaluation and reflection enhance cognitive outcomes
during the learning process, enabling timely adjustments to
learning strategies. Critique and reflection further facilitate
knowledge transfer and application, empowering learners
to solve problems in real-world contexts. The ability to
effectively apply knowledge and skills in authentic settings
serves as the definitive criterion for assessing whether
deep learning has occurred. Instructional design must
strive to create conditions conducive to deep learning,
establishing this as the ultimate goal of classroom
teaching.

The transferability of deep learning facilitates both
knowledge transfer and cognitive transfer, enabling
learners to apply acquired knowledge to real-world
contexts and thereby enhancing problem-solving abilities.

Extensive scholarly research exists on the
characteristics of deep learning. Through systematic
comparisons between deep and surface learning, He and Li
(2005) identified three core features: comprehension and
critique, connection and construction, and transfer and
application. Wang and Cheng (2025) examined deep
learning from a social context perspective, highlighting its
contextuality, higher-order nature, and reflective qualities.
Furthermore, Guo (2016) proposed a set of key criteria for
determining whether deep learning genuinely occurs,
primarily observed through the following dimensions:
association and structure, activity and experience, essence
and variation, transfer and creation. Wang et al. (2021)
argue that the concept of deep learning emphasizes the
necessity for students to engage in practice-oriented
activities centered around themes and new knowledge
structures, thereby facilitating the transformation of

knowledge into competence.

III. THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS
Bloom’s taxonomy of educational objectives

comprises six cognitive skill levels, ascending from lower
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to higher order: remembering, understanding, applying,
analyzing, synthesizing, and evaluating. “Remembering”
involves memorizing specific, fragmented information
such as facts and definitions. “Understanding” requires
learners to demonstrate comprehension by restating
information in their own words. “Applying” signifies
learners’ ability to utilize knowledge or skills in new
contexts. “Analysis” requires distinguishing between facts
and opinions. The “synthesis” level demands learners
create new outcomes within specific contexts. Regarding
“evaluation”, teachers assessing instructional design based
on learner feedback aligns with this level of Bloom’s
Taxonomy. Both “synthesis” and “evaluation” involve
critical thinking, which is also linked to deep learning
(Adams, 2015).

Constructivism also provides a theoretical foundation
for deep learning. Constructivism emphasizes that
knowledge acquisition relies not only on teacher
instruction but also on students' autonomous construction
of knowledge systems and the appropriate application of
methods, thereby achieving effective mastery and efficient
learning (Li, 2023). Deep learning similarly advocates for
learners to actively construct knowledge and promotes
critical thinking.

During English reading, students can utilize
metacognitive theory to monitor and evaluate their
comprehension  processes,  consciously  selecting
appropriate strategies to regulate their learning progress.

Flavell (1979) first introduced the concept of
metacognition, positing that metacognitive abilities
directly influence learning efficiency and problem-solving
capacity. He divided metacognition into two major
components, metacognitive knowledge and metacognitive
control. Metacognitive knowledge encompasses an
individual’s awareness of their own cognitive
characteristics, judgment of task difficulty levels, and
understanding  of  various  learning  strategies.
Metacognitive control involves the dynamic planning,
monitoring, and adjustment during the learning process.
This framework has driven transformations in educational
practice, with subsequent scholars further expanding the

scope of metacognition.

IV. DEEP LEARNING-BASED STRATEGIES FOR
ENGLISH READING INSTRUCTION
English classrooms grounded in deep learning should
first establish concrete, tiered, and achievable instructional
objectives. These objectives define the core subject
competencies students should attain upon completing a
learning phase, primarily encompassing the ability to
flexibly apply specialized knowledge, techniques, and
strategies; accurately grasp methods reflecting the essence
and principles of the discipline; and demonstrate
comprehensive problem-solving abilities (Liu & Guo,
2018). The instructional objectives for reading passages
should be formulated based on the specific level objectives
outlined in the English curriculum standards. Teachers
should also demonstrate differentiation and gradation in
their approach to curriculum instruction, unit teaching, and
lesson planning. Achievable and observable instructional
objectives better guide students by articulating what
learners can accomplish after completing the learning
process. Lesson objectives constitute unit teaching
objectives, and their formulation should balance specificity
and relevance. When setting instructional objectives,
teachers should also focus on cultivating students' critical
thinking skills, guiding them to actively question, analyze,
and evaluate during reading, thereby enhancing their
metacognitive monitoring and evaluation abilities.
Teachers should create an atmosphere and context in
junior high English reading instruction. Establishing an
immersive atmosphere and contextual setting in junior
high English reading instruction is a key strategy for
sparking students’ interest and building bridges for
language comprehension. Teachers can immerse students
rapidly into the textual context by creating an atmosphere.
For instance, playing theme-related music, displaying
images or short videos aligned with the text, or setting up
simple props can stimulate multiple senses, reducing
students’ sense of alienation from unfamiliar texts.
Simultaneously, creating scenarios rooted in students' lives
based on the text’s content can make abstract words more
concrete. Teachers can also design role-playing tasks
where students embody characters from the text to engage
in dialogue. They may pose real-life questions related to
the text’s theme to spark discussion or organize

collaborative group investigations where students deepen
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their textual understanding through problem-solving. This
approach alleviates students’ apprehension toward English
reading while encouraging them to actively draw upon
existing knowledge reserves. Through experiential and
interactive learning, it enhances both reading proficiency
and language application skills.

In reading instruction, teachers should adopt positive,
guiding evaluation methods to foster deep learning.
Positive guidance evaluation goes beyond simple
right-or-wrong judgments. Instead, it focuses on students'
reading performance, capturing the bright spots in their
thought processes. When faced with incomplete text
interpretations, teachers can first acknowledge the validity
of the student’s starting point, then use probing questions
to guide them toward uncovering deeper meanings. For
creative viewpoints, provide timely, targeted praise to
reinforce their motivation for active inquiry. This approach
fosters a safe, relaxed atmosphere for expression,
encouraging students to share their reading dilemmas and
unique insights rather than passively awaiting standard
answers. Simultaneously, positive guidance can be
integrated with reading tasks. By highlighting areas for
improvement in textual analysis, logical structuring, and
linguistic refinement, teachers can steer students from
superficial information gathering toward deep meaning
construction. This facilitates a genuine progression from
text comprehension to transcending discourse—achieving

advanced learning.

V. CONCLUSION

With the advancement of information technology,
transformations in learning approaches are increasingly
drawing societal attention. Addressing issues prevalent in
current basic education classrooms, such as formalism,
superficiality, fragmentation, and rote training. Deep
learning represents an inevitable choice and imperative for
pedagogical reform in the information age (Zheng & Liu,
2018). English reading instruction grounded in deep
learning, guided by the cultivation of core competencies,
breaks free from the limitations of traditional reading
pedagogy that prioritizes knowledge memorization over
cognitive development. It guides students beyond isolated
vocabulary and sentence pattern learning. Through deep

discourse interpretation, connecting to life experiences,

and engaging in critical thinking, students’ progress from
comprehending texts to understanding connotations and
ultimately to flexible application. This pedagogical
approach not only enhances students’ linguistic precision
in reading but also hones their logical reasoning,
innovative thinking, and cross-cultural communication
skills, laying a solid foundation for lifelong learning and
holistic development. Moving forward, as teaching
practices continue to evolve, the principles of deep
learning will integrate more profoundly with junior high
English reading instruction. This integration will offer
more actionable pathways to address teaching challenges
and elevate instructional quality, transforming English
reading into a vital vehicle for students to explore the

world and develop their potential.
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Abstract— Parent-child attachment bonds and attachment styles significantly influence communication E;_?."_,ﬂ:’ ';:E
motives in father-daughter relationships, leading to numerous positive social and emotional outcomes in g i 35554
children. Warmth and involvement from fathers positively influence their daughters’ social and cognitive ':' ;F-ﬁ:";‘- %
development. “A secure attachment is not about the quantity of time spent together, but the quality of the &_:f_p{?‘

emotional connection formed” (Mate 183). This paper seeks to explore a critical yet often overlooked

aspect of caregiving role of fathers as primary nurturers in daughters’ lives. While traditional narratives of
caregiving tend to emphasize the role of mothers, this study argues for the recognition of fathers as equally
capable and essential in promoting their children's development, specifically in fostering secure

attachment and challenging long-held gender stereotypes.

Keywords— Attachment theory, father, daughter, gender stereotype, child development.

L. INTRODUCTION

“Attachment is the strong, affectionate tie we
have with special people in our lives that leads us to
experience pleasure and joy when we interact with them
and to be comforted by their nearness in times of stress”
(Berk 424). The bond a child forms with their primary
caregiver, known as attachment, is crucial and endures
throughout their lifetime, significantly influencing their
development. This early attachment affects a child’s
social-emotional, cognitive, and language growth.

The most beneficial attachment is a secure
attachment, where the caregiver provides full attention and
makes the child feel safe. Bowlby noted that early
experiences of healthy attachment enable children to form
future relationships based on those experiences.
Attachment theory is one of the leading relationship-
focused frameworks for understanding child development.
Created by John Bowlby and further developed by Mary
Ainsworth, attachment theory emphasizes the crucial bond
that keeps a primary caregiver close to their child and the

infant's need to seek the caregiver’s attention when
distressed. “Attachment is a relationship in the service of a
baby’s emotion regulation and exploration. It is the deep,
abiding confidence a baby has in the availability and
responsiveness of the caregiver.” (Sroufe’s 51)

John Bowlby introduced attachment theory in his
seminal work Attachment and Loss, with the first volume
titled Attachment in 1969. This pioneering research, later
expanded by Mary Ainsworth, established the framework
for understanding the importance of early emotional
connections between caregivers and children. Bowlby,
drawing from psychoanalytic theory, emphasized that
early experiences profoundly influence behavior and
development throughout life. John Bowlby explained that
a child's attachment relationships with primary caregivers
establish the foundation for a set of expectations about
both the self and others. This framework is known as the
‘working model of the self.’

In the Ilate 1960s, Ainsworth devised a
classification system for attachment that categorizes
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individuals into three orientations, building on Bowlby’s
attachment theory. In the 1970s, psychologist Mary
Ainsworth conducted pioneering research that led to the
development of attachment theory. Using infants in her
studies, Ainsworth explored how their relationships with
caregivers influenced them. In the Strange Situation’
experiment, she observed how infants responded when
their caregivers left and returned, sometimes in the
presence of a stranger.

Hair Love is a compelling short animated film
released in 2019, depicting the story of Zuri, a young
African-American girl who learns to embrace her natural
hair with the help of her father, Stephen. Directed by
Matthew A. Cherry, the collaborative efforts of co-
directors Bruce W. Smith and Everett Downing Jr. added
realism and cultural significance to the film. With its
heartfelt story and stunning animation, Hair Love
captivated audiences and won the 2020 Academy Award
for Best Animated Short Film.

In 2018, animators Bobby Pontillas and Andrew
Chesworth co-created the short-animated film One Small
Step. The story revolves around Luna, a young Chinese
American woman aspiring to become an astronaut. Luna
draws strength and resilience from her father’s enduring
love and support, which fosters a strong and nurturing
relationship. Academic success in children can be linked to
their cognitive ability to focus, particularly among those
with secure attachments.

Chenglin Xie, a Chinese animator known for
merging modern storytelling techniques with traditional
Chinese artistic styles, created the animated short film
Father and Daughter. Released in 2016, Father and
Daughter explore the enduring relationship between a
father and his daughter, depicting her journey from
childhood through adolescence, highlighting her
professional achievements and her bond with her father.
Chenglin Xie aimed to create a timeless and emotionally
resonant story that explores universal themes of love, loss,
and the enduring bond between parent and child.

Secure attachment is crucial for a child’s
development, influencing emotional stability, resilience,
and the ability to form healthy relationships. The 2011
Google advertisement Dear Sophie effectively portrays
this relationship by demonstrating how a father’s
engagement and affection can foster a secure and nurturing
bond with his daughter. Using a Gmail ‘diary’, the
commercial features Google Chrome’s capabilities while
digitally chronicling a young girl’s life through her father’s
perspective. He captures and cherishes every moment,
from her first steps to her school years. The father writes
and sends emails filled with love, encouragement, and

Secure Attachment and Gender Stereotypes: Exploring Father-Daughter Relationship in

pride. During challenging times, he provides comfort, and
he celebrates Sophie's achievements. For instance, his
supportive words boost Sophie’s confidence as she learns
to ride a bike. Such encouragement reassures the child of
their caregiver's constant presence, crucial for building a
strong and secure relationship. The active and emotional
involvement of supportive parental figures, as exemplified
by the father’s digital communication, plays a crucial role
in a child’s upbringing.

Michaél Dudok de Wit, a Dutch animator,
filmmaker, and illustrator based in London, received an
Academy Award in 2000 for his animated short film Father
and Daughter. The deeply emotional film portrays a father
bidding farewell to his young daughter as he paddles
across a vast lake. As she grows older, the girl’s love for
her father remains steadfast and continues to influence her
life significantly. This narrative powerfully illustrates the
lasting impact of a secure attachment formed in childhood.

Fathers play an invaluable role in their
daughters’ lives, whether through their loving presence in
today’s digital age or the enduring emotional connection
that lasts a lifetime. A child’s academic achievement,
motivation, and self-esteem are significantly influenced
by their sense of secure attachment. It plays a crucial role
in a child's development, significantly influencing their
emotional regulation, resilience, and overall well-being.

Attachment theory, co-developed by Ainsworth
and Bowlby, proposes that early interactions between
infants and their primary caregivers significantly shape the
child's emotional and social development. Ainsworth’s key
contribution to this theory was the development of the
‘Strange Situation’ procedure, a method designed to
observe and classify infants’ attachment styles.

The Strange Situation involved structured
separations and reunions between a child and their
caregiver, during which Ainsworth and her team observed
behaviors such as exploration, responses to separations and
reunions, and the child’s reliance on the caregiver as a
secure base. From these observations, Ainsworth identified
three main attachment patterns: secure, insecure-avoidant,
and insecure-ambivalent/ resistant, later supplemented by
disorganized attachment.

The primary attachment figure is typically the
biological = mother, though anyone consistently
demonstrating nurturing behaviors over time can fulfill
this role. Ainsworth states that, “The caregiver's sensitivity
to the child's signals and her ability to respond
appropriately to them are crucial for the development of a
secure attachment.” (24). The attachment figure should
provide stability and comfort consistently to help the child
develop a deep bond and rely on them for security and
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comfort based on their responsiveness to the child’s needs.

Fathers are often seen as figures of leadership,
morality, security, and authority. The ongoing pursuit of
equality in parenting brings notable advantages, including
stronger family bonds, better work-life balance, positive
role modeling, and a more just future for upcoming
generations. This collaborative effort between both
parents is crucial for shaping a brighter future for their
children and society. By embracing nurturing roles,
fathers play a pivotal part in this transformation,
challenging stereotypes and promoting a more inclusive
approach to parenting.

Hair Love significantly challenges traditional
gender roles by showcasing an African American father
who takes on the task of styling his daughter’s hair, a role
typically associated with mothers. This depiction breaks
stereotypes, proving that fathers can provide the same level
of nurturing and emotional support as mothers, thus
redefining societal expectations of fatherhood.

One Small Step tells the story of a single father
supporting his daughter’s ambition to become an
astronaut, a career often seen as unconventional for
women. By encouraging her dreams, the father empowers
his daughter, demonstrating that fathers can be
instrumental in fostering their children's ambitions and
self-confidence. His support helps his daughter develop a
secure attachment and the independence needed to
achieve her goals.

Father and Daughter illustrates the enduring bond
between a father and his daughter from her childhood
through adolescence to her professional success. The film
challenges the stereotype that caregiving is exclusively a
mother’s role by showing the father’s consistent presence
and involvement in his daughter’s life. His involvement at
various stages demonstrates the long-term positive impact
of a secure attachment with a father, influencing his
daughter’s emotional well-being and career achievements.

In the Pampers Love the Change campaign,
fathers are shown changing diapers, soothing their babies,
and bonding with them in everyday moments. This
advertisement highlights the nurturing side of fatherhood,
demonstrating that fathers are just as capable of providing
care and emotional support to their children as mothers.
“Fathers have a unique opportunity to demonstrate
different forms of affection and play, contributing to a
child’s social, emotional, and cognitive development in
ways that complement maternal caregiving” (Parke 107).

Similarly, the Dove Men+Care ‘Calls for Dad’
campaign features fathers as nurturing figures who are
emotionally and practically present for their children. This
series of advertisements depicts fathers comforting their

Secure Attachment and Gender Stereotypes: Exploring Father-Daughter Relationship in

children, participating in daily routines, and being strong
emotional presences in their lives.

Both campaign challenge traditional gender roles
by depicting fathers as competent and nurturing caregivers,
thus redefining societal expectations of fatherhood. These
animated short films whether it’s Hair Love, One Small
Step, or Father and Daughter boldly challenge traditional
gender roles by depicting fathers as capable and nurturing
caregivers, on par with mothers.

Collectively, these short films compel viewers to
reassess entrenched societal expectations regarding
parental roles. By portraying fathers as nurturing and
actively engaged in their children’s lives, these narratives
promote a more inclusive and diverse understanding of
fatherhood. They inspire audiences to acknowledge and
appreciate the diverse ways in which fathers contribute to
their children’s upbringing, emotional growth, and
achievements. Ultimately, these stories advocate for a
vision of parenting where roles are defined by love, care,
and support rather than rigid gender stereotypes, fostering
a more compassionate and equitable society for all
families.

The National Research Council and the Institute
of Medicine’s Committee on Integrating the Science of
Early Childhood Development, during the beginning of
the 21% century, formulated its policy around four central
themes: early environment matter, biological and
environmental influences, the importance of a
comprehensive system and the role of policy and practice.
Of these four major themes, they gave special emphasis
on ‘early environment matter and nurturing relationships
as the development of children and their well-being are
fostered by dependable relationships that offer love,
nurturance, security, responsive interaction, and
encouragement for exploration. Through statistical
method and with the help of case studies, John Bowlby
and Mary Ainsworth arrived at the conclusion that
emotional disturbances are found in early attachment-
related experiences; and that development is disrupted
without at least one relationship and the consequences

will be long-lasting.

Though various researchers carried out their
study on secure attachment, they all foregrounded the
relationship children and mothers as mothers are the
primary source of caregivers. Though both maternal and
paternal caregiving systems are there, the main argument
is that caregiving provided by them may substantially
differ as there is difference in parenting behavior. Even
Bowlby carefully chose the term ‘attachment figure’, and
cautioned in generalizing these findings to fathers. It is
this skepticism regarding fathers as caregivers that has
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prompted this research.

The central argument that fathers can be
nurturing caregivers, just like mothers, is supported by
the positive impact of secure attachment in father-
daughter relationships and the portrayal of such
dynamics in animated short films. Hair Love, One Small
Step, and Father and Daughter, each demonstrate how
fathers can nurture self-esteem, academic achievement,
and motivation in their daughters.

By presenting fathers as consistent sources of
support and love, both Father and Daughter and Dear
Sophie emphasize the positive impact fathers have on
their daughters’ development. Besides the selected short
films, the commercial campaigns Pampers’ Love the
Change and Dove Men+Care’s Calls for Dad too portray
fathers as competent and nurturing caregivers. The
Pampers campaign features fathers actively engaging in
caregiving tasks, emphasizing that these responsibilities
are not solely maternal. By showcasing fathers in
nurturing roles, the campaign promotes the idea that
caregiving is a shared responsibility and that fathers are
equally capable of providing the necessary care and
emotional support for their children. This redefinition of
fatherhood encourages society to see fathers as integral to
their children's upbringing, capable of forming deep
emotional connections and fostering secure attachments.

The aim of this study was to place paternal
caregiving as equally important as maternal care.
However, recent studies by the National Institute of Child
Health and Human Development childcare shows that
high quality daycare is also compatible with secure
attachment of young children. The scope of future research
in this area is extensive as secure attachment is a cross-
cultural phenomenon with contextual differences. Further,
incorporating neuroscience into this study is crucial, as
individual differences in attachment can be seen at the
neural level through the examination of the neural circuits
and the neurotransmitter systems, offering insights into the
neurobiology of parenting.
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Abstract— Agha Shahid Ali uses a lot of natural imagery in his poems about Kashmir. It helps him talk E il ';_
about memory and exile, and also the political trauma there. I am looking at how nature shows up in his 3=
work, not just as some pretty background, but more like it is watching everything that happened, the .:, .
violence and all. The framework I am using is ecocriticism, mixed with postcolonial theory. It seems like i“_
that fits because Ali is dealing with both the land and the history of oppression. In poems from The Country E
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Without a Post Office, and some others, the landscapes and seasons carry this emotional weight, like they
hold onto the cultural memories. Close readings show how ecological metaphors do that, turning nature
into something that remembers. I situate Ali in this postcolonial ecocriticism thing by looking at critics like
Cheryll Glotfelty, Lawrence Buell, Rob Nixon. They help explain it. The paper, well, it’s written in
straightforward academic style, but the main point is how environmental stuff and human pain are all tied
together in Ali's poetry. He makes the land a place for mourning, remembrance, and resisting, I think. That

part gets a bit messy to unpack fully.

Keywords— Agha Shahid Ali, Ecocriticism, Exile, Kashmir, Memory, Political Trauma

L. INTRODUCTION

Agha Shahid Ali is definitely one of the most important
voices in South Asian English poetry. And, of course, exile
and yearning to belong are very prominent in his work,
alongside issues of the politico-social context of Kashmir.
Shahid himself did his stint of education in India and,
subsequently, in America, but Kashmir in his imagination
is definitely homeland of lostness and violence. Maybe the
most striking thing in Shahid's world of poetry, and of his
imagination, lies in the explicitly and all-pervasive
construction of nature itself, mountains and snow and
rivers and seasons and gardens that not only provide an
environment but have content. This paper explains that
“the use of natural imagery in Ali’s poetry is both ethical
and political” because these pieces showcase “the effects
of conflict on both human and natural resources.” Through
ecocritical reading, it is possible to interpret Ali’s works
from another perspective concerning “the effects of nature
degradation on society.” The research adopts ecocritical
reading perspective and postcolonial perspective in

interpreting the effects Ali brings in natural imagery
because “the landscape of Kashmir is given a chance to
live by means of an archive.”

II. LITERATURE REVIEW

There has been considerable emphasis on the theme of
exile, nostalgia, and violence in the critical studies on
Agha Shahid Ali. Bruce King has discussed the context in
which Agha Shahid Ali is situated in the modern Indian
poetry tradition, which is being written in English. There
has been an emphasis on the moral choices associated with
the writing about Kashmir as a literary figure divided over
memory and violence. “Ecocriticism, as defined by Cheryll
Glotfelty, can thus be seen as the analysis of literary
relations and relations to the environment, while Lawrence
Buell lays his emphasis on the importance of ecological
imagination and responsibility. In terms of the postcolonial
environment, the area of consideration would include, for
example, what has been termed ‘slow violence’ as

expressed by Rob Nixon—that which ‘unfolds
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progressively’ and ‘invisibly.” While there has been
considerable scholarly focus on the ‘political poetics of
Ali’s oeuvre,” ecocritical critiques in his poetry are yet
unexamined.”

III. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK:
ECOCRITICISM AND POSTCOLONIAL
TRAUMA

Ecocriticism can be defined as an analysis of the way in
which texts represent their idea of nature in response to
these environmentalist concerns. Ecological degradation,
in postcolonial worlds, becomes imbricated in the process
of militarization, dispossession, and domination. In this
way, as argued by Buell, environmentalist texts produce
for their reader an identification of their duties toward
nature. This particular idea can be supplemented by the
theory of the slowness of violence articulated by Nixon.
This discussion supports the analysis that follows
regarding the poetry of Ali.

IV. NATURE AS WITNESS IN THE COUNTRY
WITHOUT A POST OFFICE

Therefore, in The Country Without a Post Office, Ali
offers the reader a vision of silence, emptiness, and
interruptedness. To him, “communication breakdown is a
symptom of political repression”; in a like manner, “The
snow-stretched fields and dumb mountainscape betray a
landscape petrified with fear, frozen with ice.” Nature,
therefore, “moves aside to shoulder the burden of
collective grief and attests to a story that cannot be told.”
The ecological imagery in this piece works perfectly with
Nixon's slow violence in that it shows harm that takes a
progressive build-up. The damage is contained through
silence by or through the land and environment affected by
conflict.

V. MEMORY, EXILE, AND THE SHRINKING
LANDSCAPE

In the poem “Postcard from Kashmir,” the homeland is
continuously shrinking, as claimed in the narration by Ali.
Thus, the shrinking of the homeland has been linked to the
agony because of the loss, which has been felt. Nature,
acting as a warning, reminds the individual of the pictures
of the homeland, ensuring the distances because of the
exile.

VI. DISTANCE AND ECOLOGICAL
SPECTRALITY

I See Kashmir from New Delhi at Midnight emphasizes

the existence of nature as an apparition. Nature, in terms of
the river and mountains, appears as apparitions in the
background, thus creating a contrast between memory and
reality. In the paintings, it is clear that Ali depicts how
nature has its voice even in the absence of the poet.

VII. CONCLUSION

An ecocritical reading of Agha Shahid Ali's poetry allows
for the unfolding and interlacing of nature, memory, and
political trauma. The landscape in his work comes into
being as an active participant in history, a witness to
violence, and a keeper of cultural memory. In so doing,
linking environmental imagery with human suffering, Ali
expands the scope of postcolonial ecocriticism and
underlines the ethical imperative of such attention to
ecological and cultural loss.
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Abstract— The present research examines the emergence of the “New Woman” in Dalit feminist narratives, e ."_,a-':’ 3 E
highlighting both themes of resilience and resistance as they are expressed in Dalit women's writings and ;_- ‘. it
lives. The study examines how Dalit women resist gender and caste hierarchies while establishing conditions x4 3 5:"4‘- %

for self-identity and empowerment through a critical analysis of fictional and autobiographical works by {:L
authors such as Bama, Baby Kamble, and Urmila Pawar. According to the study, the New Woman in Dalit E

literature is a figure of transformation as well as uprising, redefining identity, regaining voice, and rebuilding
community. The study reveals that these narratives, which emphasize the self-reliance, equality, and enduring

spirit of Dalit women, express a significant counter-narrative to prevailing patriarchal and discriminatory
notions. It evolves this by drawing on intersectional feminist theory and Dalit discourse. A vital lens through
which to view the intersections of gender and caste in India is offered by Dalit feminist narratives. This essay
examines the themes of resiliency and resistance in Dalit women writers' creative works, with a particular

emphasis on the rise of the "New Woman." This study demonstrates how Dalit women's literature challenges
Brahminical patriarchy and reframes feminist discourse from a Dalit perspective through an analysis of the

writings of Bama, Baby Kamble, and Urmila Pawar.

Keywords— New Women, Identify, Empowerment, Equality, Dalit, Feminism, Gender

L. INTRODUCTION

Dalit women's literary works offer a distinct
counternarrative that challenges both conventional feminist
discourses and Dalit male-centered narratives. Situated at
the intersection of gender and caste oppression, Dalit
feminism addresses the compounded marginalization
experienced by Dalit women, in contrast to upper-caste
feminist movements that often overlook caste as a critical
axis of analysis. This paper explores how the Dalit feminist
conceptualization of the "New Woman" is shaped by
resilience and resistance. The study's intersectional feminist
methodology draws on Dalit feminism, postcolonial
studies, and subaltern theory, with important academic
works by Uma Chakravarti, Gopal Guru, and Sharmila
Rege as a foundation to examine Dalit women's literary
manifestations of agency and resistance (Chakravarti 78;
Guru 39; Rege 112). This exploration seeks to reveal the
subversive potential embedded in their narratives,

highlighting how they negotiate and subvert patriarchal and
casteist norms (Sethi and Nayak 138). Intersectionality is
essential to understanding the experiences of Dalit women,
who face discrimination based on their caste, class, gender,
and disability (Dutt 177). Analyzing Dalit women's
literature reveals that the "New Woman" is not merely an
imitation of Western ideals but a figure rooted in their lived
experiences, representing an assertion of dignity, self-
respect, and the right to a life free from exploitation. Dalit
women have historically been active agents of change,
participating in anti-caste movements and challenging
patriarchal  structures  within  their
(Samantaray). They often employ passive resistance tactics
in their daily lives to counter oppression, as open resistance
can sometimes be counterproductive (Sethi and Nayak
138).

communities

Dalit women writers engage in a literary battle against
gender and caste discrimination, using their craft to expose
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societal inequalities and challenge prevailing historical
narratives. Bama's semi-autobiographical novel Karukku
critiques caste-based discrimination within the Catholic
Church and society, with the protagonist resisting both
religious and patriarchal structures through education and
self-awareness (Chakravarti 78). Baby Kamble's memoir
The Prisons We Broke provides a firsthand account of Dalit
women's lived experiences, illustrating their resistance to
caste-based exploitation and their involvement in
Ambedkarite movements. Urmila Pawar's autobiography
The Weave of My Life highlights the intersection of gender
and caste oppression, tracing her journey from
marginalization to empowerment. These literary works
underscore the importance of education, agency, and
collective action in challenging societal norms and attaining
self-determination (Nayar 83). Dalit women writers
challenge gender norms and societal expectations through
their assertion of agency and self-expression, as their
writings offer a powerful platform to voice their
experiences, challenge stereotypes, and advocate for social
justice (Nath 230). Despite facing numerous obstacles, Dalit
women writers have produced a wealth of literature that
serves as a testament to their resilience and determination.
Dalit women's narratives often diverge from mainstream
feminist perspectives, which tend to focus on the
experiences of upper-caste women. These autobiographical
accounts shed light on the harsh realities of domestic labor,
motherhood, and social exclusion experienced by Dalit
women (Nath 230). They also underscore the importance of
solidarity and collective action in challenging the
entrenched structures of caste and gender-based
discrimination.

Resistance exemplifies the fight against oppression, while
resilience underscores how Dalit women sustain their
struggles despite adversity. Education emerges as a
recurrent theme in Dalit women's literature, symbolizing
empowerment and self-reliance. Collective action, often
inspired by Ambedkarite ideology, further strengthens the
resilience of Dalit women. Ultimately, Dalit women authors
reclaim their histories, traditions, and voices, subverting
dominant caste narratives. Dalit literature redefines
historical and cultural narratives, amplifying voices that
have long been marginalized. Dalit literature serves as a
vital tool for social transformation, providing a platform for
marginalized voices to challenge systemic oppression and
advocate for a more just and equitable society (Martin 370).

Dalit feminist narratives are powerful literary expressions
that highlight the intertwined oppression of caste, gender,
and class. Rooted in lived experiences, these narratives
often take the form of autobiographies and memoirs,
challenging both upper-caste patriarchy and male-
dominated Dalit discourse. Writers like Bama, Baby
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Kamble, and Urmila Pawar use their voices to resist
marginalization, assert identity, and reclaim cultural
memory. Their works redefine feminism through the lens of
caste, offering a sharp critique of mainstream feminist and
Dalit movements that overlook Dalit women's unique
struggles (Rege 112). By exposing the flaws of "Dalit
patriarchy," these narratives initiate a theoretical rethinking
of feminist and Dalit scholarship. These narratives promote
critical awareness and empathy, prompting broader societal
introspection and action. Literary endeavors have been
instrumental in the establishment of counterpublics for Dalit
women, permitting them to articulate their predicaments
and challenges while fostering community and solidarity
(Sarvesh, Singh, and Alam 91). In the face of social
discrimination, physical violence, and abject poverty, Dalit
women have shown resilience through self-organization and
political consciousness (Hans). Dalit women are
transforming the public sphere through digital activism,
resisting dominant caste narratives, and mobilizing against
discrimination (Thakur 360). Political participation and
representation constitute fundamental pillars of a
flourishing democratic society, yet for Dalit women in
India, these concepts are often mediated through the
complex intersections of caste, class, and gender (Mehrotra
59).

The concept of the "New Woman" in Dalit literary works
challenges traditional gender roles and redefines agency.
Unlike the archetype of the upper-caste feminist, the Dalit
New Woman emerges from a history of caste-based
oppression, advocating for both gender and caste equality.
She is an activist, an intellectual, and a survivor who
transforms her struggles into a means of empowerment for
her community. The "New Woman" in Dalit literature
represents a strong, self-aware, and resistant Dalit woman
who challenges both caste and patriarchal oppression.
Unlike the traditional portrayal of women as submissive or
silent sufferers, the New Woman reclaims her identity,
asserts her voice, and becomes an agent of change. Through
education, activism, and self-expression, she redefines her
role in society, challenging historical and contemporary
forms of marginalization. She embodies not just individual
liberation but also collective empowerment (Cherechés,
"The Resilience of Caste"). The narrative exclusion of
women whose bodily autonomy has been compromised is
challenged by the self-representation and assertion of
agency in Dalit women's narratives (Daya 97).

Key Characteristics of the New Woman in Dalit Literature:
e  Awareness of Caste and Gender Oppression
e  Assertion of Self and Identity

e  Resistance to Patriarchal Norms
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e  Pursuit of Education and Autonomy
e Commitment to Social Justice and Activism

Dalit women's literary works showcase their resistance
against various forms of oppression, including domestic
violence, religious hypocrisy, and patriarchal norms. These
narratives highlight the everyday acts of rebellion and the
transformative journeys of Dalit women, as exemplified in
the works of Urmila Pawar and Baby Kamble. Dalit
literature offers a lens into the lives of marginalized
communities and serves as a testament to the resilience and
agency of Dalit women (Guha 85). The concept of the "New
Woman" in Dalit literature is not an idealized construct but
a grounded representation of Dalit women's strength, which
lies in their ability to survive, resist, and transform their
lived realities (Kamble 54). Dalit feminist narratives
illustrate the interplay of resistance and resilience that
define this New Woman. Through a close examination of
literary works by Bama, Baby Kamble, and Urmila Pawar,
this paper demonstrates how Dalit women's literature not
only critiques systemic oppression but also paves the way
for self-assertion and collective liberation. Dalit women
have long occupied marginal positions, excluded from both
the Feminist and Dalit Movements (Emmadi et al. 1619).

The scholarship on feminism in India must recognize the
distinct voices of Dalit women, as their narratives
foreground the intersections of caste, class, and gender, in
contrast to the often caste-blind perspectives of upper-caste
feminist discourses. The concept of the "New Woman" in
Dalit feminist literature departs from elite feminist
constructs and colonial modernity, offering a deeply
grounded representation of resistance rooted in the lived
experiences of Dalit women. Dalit
autobiographical and testimonial writings challenge both

women's

Brahminical patriarchy and Dalit male-centric discourse,
carving out a new literary space for women's self-
articulation  and  community-centered  narratives.
Intersectional approaches are essential for understanding
and addressing the complex and interconnected systems of
oppression that affect Dalit women. Intersectionality offers
a valuable framework for examining the experiences of
Dalit women, as it recognizes the interconnected systems of
oppression based on race, gender, and class (Cherechés,
"Unveiling the Oppressed Body" 63; Raman 272).

II. RESILIENCE IS SEEN IN THEIR
EVERYDAY ACTS OF SURVIVAL

Dalit women, exemplified by figures like Bama,
demonstrate remarkable resilience through their pursuit of
education, support for their families, and unwavering
refusal to be defeated by constant humiliation and social
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ostracism. Their unwavering determination and strong-
willed perseverance in the face of adversity are powerfully
captured in Baby Kamble's depictions of her mother and
other Dalit women. These women possess a quiet yet
profound strength, enduring hardship and injustice without
surrendering their essential sense of self. Dalit women have
historically occupied marginalized positions, often
excluded from both the feminist and Dalit movements, yet
they have creatively leveraged their "outsider-within" status
to articulate their experiences (Emmadi et al. 1619).
Resistance, on the other hand, often manifests in more
subtle but deeply transformative ways. It appears in the
refusal to conform to restrictive caste roles, the questioning
of religious hypocrisy, and the courageous act of writing
their own stories. These women resist not only external
oppression but also the internalized shame and silence
imposed upon them. Their act of writing becomes a
profound political statement, a reclaiming of voice, agency,
and historical narrative. Seemingly mundane acts, such as
refusing to eat leftover food, walking on "forbidden" paths,
or speaking out against injustice, become radical in a society
deeply rooted in caste obedience. Dalit women, who
constitute a significant portion of the Dalit population,
navigate lives often marked by hardship, yet their historical
and contemporary activism remains a powerful force,
particularly at the grassroots level where they form the
backbone of many Dalit movements (Samantaray).

Ultimately, the narratives of Dalit women are not merely
testimonies of suffering, but rather, documents of power,
courage, and transformation. Their resilience keeps them
standing firm, while their resistance propels them forward,
challenging the very structures that seek to erase or
subjugate them. In revealing their multi-dimensional
experiences shaped by the convergence of caste, gender,
class, and disability, Dalit women unmask the intricate
systems of discrimination that fuel social stratification and
constrain access to resources and advancement within
Indian society (Dutt 177). Emerging in the 1980s,
intersectionality offers a framework to investigate the
interconnected systems of oppression encountered by
women, particularly Black women, based on race, gender,
and class, thereby offering a valuable lens through which to
examine the experiences of Dalit women. Acknowledging
the multifaceted nature of Dalit women's identities, which
extend beyond the singular categories of "woman" or
"Dalit," and recognizing the complex interplay of various
forms of oppression, intersectionality offers a nuanced
framework to understand the specific challenges faced by
Dalit women. This empowers efforts to dismantle the
structures that perpetuate their marginalization. Bama's
works, particularly Karukku and Sangati, powerfully depict
themes of resistance against the intertwined oppressions of
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caste and gender, rooted in the lived experiences of Dalit
communities. In Karukku, Bama utilizes her narrative as a
form of protest, highlighting the injustices she encountered
as a Dalit Christian woman within both the Catholic Church
and educational institutions. Her act of writing in Tamil and
sharing her testimony becomes a resistance to the dominant
upper-caste discourses that often exclude marginalized
voices (Cherechés, "The Resilience of Caste"). In Sangati,
resistance takes on a more collective form, focusing on the
everyday lives of Dalit women who confront the dual
burden of caste and patriarchy. Through shared stories,
humor, labor, and mutual support, these women resist the
societal norms that seek to silence and oppress them. Both
texts depict resistance not only in overt rebellion but also in
small, everyday acts, such as sending girls to school,
rejecting dowry, questioning authority, or simply surviving
with dignity. By centering Dalit women's voices and
experiences, Bama challenges historical erasure and creates
a space for asserting their identity and agency, making her
work a powerful act of literary and social resistance
(Padmapriya).

Bama's literary works, particularly the texts Karukku and
Sangati, explore the themes of resilience and resistance in
the lived experiences of Dalits, especially Dalit women. Her
writings highlight the systemic discrimination and
oppression faced by this marginalized community, while
also documenting their remarkable ability to endure,
challenge, and transform their circumstances. The
autobiographical narrative of Karukku serves not only as a
personal testimony but also as an act of witnessing and
documenting the trauma and strategies for survival within
the Dalit community (Nayar 83). In Karukku, Bama
recounts a formative childhood incident that sparked her
awareness of the injustice of caste-based hierarchies. This
emotional response marked the beginning of her journey
toward critical consciousness and resistance. Bama's pursuit
of education, despite facing caste-based discrimination,
demonstrates her determination to use knowledge as a tool
to challenge societal norms and share her story. Through her
autobiography, Bama redirects focus onto herself and other
Dalit women, reclaiming their dignity and creating a unique
identity for them (Smriti 113).

Sangati, on the other hand, shifts the focus to the collective
resilience of Dalit women. Bama documents their ability to
find strength in each other, even as they confront physical
labor, domestic violence, and poverty. The women's sense
of humor, solidarity, and sheer survival is portrayed as a
form of resistance against the dehumanizing forces of caste
and patriarchy. Furthermore, Bama’s narrative style,
characterized by its raw authenticity and unapologetic
portrayal of Dalit life, disrupts traditional literary
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conventions that often marginalize or misrepresent
marginalized communities (Rajendran 89).

Bama's critique of institutional casteism within the Catholic
Church, as well as her decision to leave the convent and
continue her struggle independently, underscores her moral
resilience and the courage to act on her convictions.
Additionally, Bama's choice to write in the Tamil dialect of
her community asserts the validity of their experiences and
reclaims narrative authority for Dalit voices that have
historically been excluded from mainstream discourse.
Through this book, Bama makes an impactful appeal to her
fellow folks—the Dalits and, in particular, to the Dalit
women—to join hands together in re-conceptualizing and
re-asserting their collective as well as individual identities
so as to claim their rightful place in the Indian social order
(Singh 105). Baby Kamble and Urmila Pawar's
autobiographical writings powerfully depict how Dalit
women resist oppression and demonstrate remarkable
resilience. Kamble's The Prisons We Broke critiques the
dehumanizing Brahmanical caste system, challenging both
societal exclusion and patriarchal norms within the Dalit
community. Her narrative, inspired by Ambedkar's vision,
uses education and Buddhism to reject caste hierarchy.
Kamble also highlights Dalit women's endurance in the face
of hunger, violence, and marginalization, describing their
relentless struggles to ensure their children's survival (Pai et
al.).

Dalit women's resilience and resistance are powerfully
depicted in the narratives of Bama, Baby Kamble, and
Urmila Pawar. Their writings challenge dominant caste and
gender oppression, using personal stories, political
consciousness, and collective struggle to assert Dalit
women's agency and strength. Pawar's work, in particular,
highlights the intersection of caste and gender, critiquing the
limitations of upper-caste feminism. Her resilience is
reflected in her commitment to narration, education, and
community-building, as well as her spiritual and ideological
embrace of Buddhism. Together, these authors present Dalit
womanhood not as passive, but as actively resisting and
transforming their worlds through memory, writing, and
collective action. Dalit women possess a unique and
powerful form of resistance that is expressed through their
distinct language and communication styles (Sethi and
Nayak 138).

Bama, Baby Kamble, and Urmila Pawar each depict
resistance and resilience in distinct ways shaped by their
personal and social contexts. Bama's Karukku centers on
individual resistance through education and rejecting
oppressive religious structures, while her resilience stems
from writing despite isolation. Kamble's The Prisons We
Broke reflects collective resistance inspired by
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Ambedkarite ideology, critiquing caste, and patriarchy, with
her resilience shown in raising community consciousness.
Pawar's The Weave of My Life blends personal narrative
with political engagement, as her resistance lies in feminist
activism and her resilience in navigating multiple
marginalizations. Together, their narratives demonstrate
diverse modes of challenging injustice—Bama's struggle,
Kamble's collective activism, and Pawar's intersectional
critique—highlighting the strength and agency of Dalit
women. Intersectional analysis posits that individuals
possess multifaceted identities, thereby moving beyond
simplistic, single-axis categorizations such as "woman" or
"Dalit," and instead, foregrounding the complex interplay
of various forms of oppression that shape lived experience
and social inequality. Applying an intersectional lens to the
experiences of Dalit women illuminates how caste-based
discrimination intersects with gender inequality, economic
exploitation, and other forms of marginalization to create
unique challenges and barriers. Dalit women actively carve
out spaces for enjoyment and entertainment amid hardship,
particularly within their work environments (Sethi and
Nayak 138).

II1. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: DALIT
FEMINISM AND INTERSECTIONALITY

Dalit feminism challenges both gender and caste
oppression. According to Gopal Guru, "Dalit women talk
differently," reflecting a unique experience not covered by
Savarna feminism. Kimberlé Crenshaw's intersectionality
theory is crucial, as Dalit women's oppression stems from
the intersection of caste, gender, class, and often religion.
Chakravarti's concept of graded patriarchies, situated within
the overarching structure of Brahmanical patriarchy,
elucidates the distinct and often intensified forms of
oppression endured by Dalit women, acknowledging that
patriarchal power manifests and operates in nuanced ways
contingent upon the specific caste location of women
(Chakravarti 52). Sharmila Rege argues that Dalit women's
writing in a testimonial mode is a form of "counter-
memory," resisting dominant narratives of history and
identity (Kottaparamban et al. 24). Paik adds that education
and writing are tools of survival and revolution for Dalit
women, helping them rebuild their identities in modern

India (Paik 145). Dalit women have been marginalized in
both the mainstream feminist movement and the Dalit
movement. Dalit women writers challenge both caste and
gender norms, as Bama encourages fellow Dalits and Dalit
women to unite and redefine their identities to claim their
rightful place in Indian society. Both Black American and
Dalit literature share a sphere of convergence, as they are
oppositional and resistant to the exploitations and
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persecutions imposed on them by the "superior" race and
caste. Dalit women's writing suffers from the same kind of
condescension that is experienced by Black women's
writing in that they are seldom considered mainstream
(Mukhopadhyay 88). Given the risks of retaliation and
backlash that Dalits frequently face when overtly defying or
challenging the established social order, open resistance can
potentially prove detrimental to their well-being and safety.
Acknowledging the severe consequences that may result
from directly challenging authority, Dalit women often
employ subtle, nuanced, and indirect approaches to navigate
and, at times, subvert the oppressive systems governing
their daily lives, thereby carving out spaces of agency
within highly constraining environments (Mittal 37).

IV. REPRESENTATION OF RESISTANCE IN
DALIT FEMINIST NARRATIVES

Dalit feminist authors employ both aesthetic and political
resistance strategies in their literature. They challenge
conventional narrative structures, eschew sanitized
language, and assert their political subjectivity.

4.1 Bama’s Karukku: Language as Resistance

her work Karukku, Bama disrupts traditional literary
conventions by incorporating Tamil linguistic structures
into her English narration. This linguistic nonconformity
serves as an affirmation of her cultural identity. Bama's
decision to leave the Christian convent, after recognizing its
casteist structures, reflects her growing political
consciousness (Bama, Karukku 85). As scholar Rege
observes, this form of self-expression represents a "writing
from the wound." This is a calculated divergence from the
established literary norms of the upper castes, symbolizing
a rejection of their cultural hegemony and an assertion of
Dalit self-expression (Smriti 113).

4.2 Urmila Pawar: Memory and Reclamation

Urmila Pawar's text, The Weave of My Life, interweaves
recollections of oral tradition, familial history, and political
activism. Pawar portrays the "New Woman" as a figure who
adeptly navigates between conventional domestic duties
and contemporary political consciousness (Pawar 44). The
work underscores education and the philosophies of
Ambedkar as transformative instruments. Pawar’s
narratives serve as a critical lens through which to examine
the complex, interwoven layers of oppression that Dalit
women face, encompassing not only caste-based
discrimination but also gender inequality and class-based
exploitation, thereby amplifying the urgency for social
justice and equality (Emmadi et al. 1620).

4.3 Baby Kamble: Redefining the Domestic
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In her work, The Prisons We Broke, Baby Kamble provides
a critical analysis of both caste-based patriarchy and
oppressive structures within the Dalit community. Kamble
depicts the household as a space of perseverance and
resistance, underscoring how the mere survival of Dalit
women is an inherently political act. Her critique of
internalized caste hierarchies aligns with Crenshaw's
assertion that oppression manifests in multifaceted ways
(Kamble 56). Dalit women writers have successfully
achieved the goal of representing the sexuality and sexually-
charged language of Dalit women, which is a powerful
disruption of the feminine in that it refuses to play to
patriarchal expectations about feminine decorum (Hubel
299).

V. RESILIENCE AND THE ETHICS OF
SURVIVAL

Dalit women's literary works underscore resilience as a
purposeful, communal, and political endeavor. As
Satyanarayana and Tharu articulate, these narratives are not
merely individual expressions of hardship but collective
assertions of selfhood, survival, and historical identity
(Sharma 45). In the literary works of Jonathan and
Akkarmashi, the protagonists confront systematic
marginalization, yet ultimately develop as critical
intellectuals and authors. This transition from enduring
oppression to asserting their agency encapsulates the ethos
of the Dalit New Woman (Festino 28). Yashica Dutt's
autobiographical narrative, Coming Out as Dalit, provides a
modern exemplification of resilience. By disclosing her
identity, the text confronts both societal and academic
exclusion (Maurya 97).

VL LANGUAGE, SILENCE, AND VOICE

Dalit women authors assert their voice and language as
means of resistance. Bama's unconventional narrative
structure and Pawar's intertextual incorporation of oral
histories challenge both conventional literary aesthetics and
Savarna (upper-caste Hindu) sensibilities. According to
Rawat and Satyanarayana, this narrative approach
constitutes a form of counter-canon, rewriting history from
the margins (James and Mathew 122). The break from
silence is deliberate and urgent. These women write not
merely to tell stories, but to redefine the very foundations of
knowledge and legitimacy. Gayatri Spivak questioned
whether the subaltern (the marginalized) can speak—Dalit
women's literature responds resoundingly in the affirmative,
as they raise their voices loudly (Preeti 64).
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VII. THE DALIT NEW WOMAN: FROM
PASSIVE TO ACTIVE

The Dalit New Woman is an active agent who constructs her
own identity, rather than passively receiving modernity. The
poems and narratives in Still I Rise demonstrate a confident
expression of women's subjective experiences (Guru 103).
These women embody multifaceted roles, transcending the
limited characterizations of mother and worker to also
encompass activist, leader, and theorist identities. This
representation challenges colonial depictions of the
"modern woman" and instead aligns with Ambedkarite
principles of dignity, equality, and justice. Dalit women
writers, through their literary contributions, have
strategically utilized their marginality—their unique
position as "outsider-within"—to articulate their lived
experiences and critique the dominant narratives of both the
feminist and Dalit movements, thereby enriching the
discourse on social justice and equality (Pan 211).

VIII. CONCLUSION

The Dalit feminist narratives examined in this study
challenge and redefine the landscape of Indian literature and
feminist discourse. The empowered female protagonists
depicted in these works do not simply resist, but proactively
rewrite the cultural scripts that have historically
marginalized them. They are portrayed as resilient,
educated, politically engaged, and self-determined
individuals. By engaging with autobiographical accounts,
testimonies, and intersectional feminist theory, this paper
has illuminated how Dalit literature articulates a language
of resistance grounded in historical context and oriented
toward emancipation. As scholar Rege observes, these
women are not seeking inclusion within existing
frameworks, but are creating entirely new frameworks
altogether.
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Abstract— This paper delves into Maya Chowdhry’s Monsoon through an interdisciplinary lens,
examining its exploration of menstruation, ecological renewal, and feminine identity. The analysis situates
Monsoon within feminist ecological literature and performative representations of women'’s experiences,
emphasizing its critical engagement with societal taboos and cultural renewal. By integrating concepts
from psychoanalysis, ecological feminism, Indian aesthetics, and postcolonial hybridity, the study
highlights the play’s innovative approach to reframing abjection and celebrating cycles of life and

empowerment.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Maya Chowdhry’s Monsoon, first broadcasted as a BBC
radio play, is a seminal drama of South Asian diasporic
theatre as it seamlessly addresses societal taboos, such as
female sexuality, menstruation, and queer love, as sites for
political and spiritual transformation. It intertwines the
natural and personal, the ecological and the feminine. Her
staging of menstruation detangles it from its moralizing
cultural stigma as well as reductive biomedical
pathologization. In her author notes, she mentions that the
genesis of the play occurred with the meditated
juxtaposition of the cycles of monsoon and menstruation,
how both are associated with the color red and an
expectation of transformation.

Maya Chowdhry, an acclaimed British South Asian
playwright and poet, is known for her experimental
narratives and focus on intersectional identities. Monsoon
began its creative journey as a poem titled “Menstrual
Monsoon,” which Chowdhry described as exploring
parallels between the monsoon’s rejuvenating power and
the menstrual cycle’s renewal. Initially submitted to the
B.B.C. Young Playwrights’ Festival, the play evolved
through various drafts, including a monologue and a
narrative about two sisters, before becoming the intimate
love story and spiritual journey it is today. The production

was shaped by producer Frances Ann Solomon, whose
workshops and direction helped refine its experimental
nature.

First performed and broadcast in the early 1990s, Monsoon
garnered attention for its bold exploration of taboos
surrounding menstruation and lesbian love, sparking both
controversy and acclaim. The play’s innovative use of
sound, particularly the tabla and flute, alongside evocative
natural sounds such as thunder and rain, underscores its
performative and auditory depth. As a narrative deeply
rooted in themes of cultural heritage, love, and natural
cycles, Monsoon remains a pioneering work that
challenges and expands the boundaries of feminist theatre.

By aligning menstrual cycles with the monsoon’s
regenerative power, Chowdhry creates a layered metaphor
for life, fertility, and ecological balance, providing a fertile
ground for feminist, psychoanalytic, and aesthetic
interpretations. The play reframes abjection associated
with menstruation by embedding it within a spiritual and
cultural dialogue, where symbols such as the monsoon or
Hindu goddesses challenge traditional categorical
boundaries of purity and impurity, while fostering a
discourse on inclusivity and empowerment. The narrative
serves as an ecological meditation, love narrative, trauma
testimony, and an embodied re-vision of heteronormative
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and patriarchal restrictions placed on women’s desires and
bodies.

The play is rooted in a historical understanding of
menstruation that, as scholar Jyotna Chawla notes, can be
traced to ancient Hindu texts. In a legend from the Vedas,
the god Indra kills a learned scholar, Brahmin and, to
absolve his guilt, he asks women to carry this burden each
month through menstruation. This ancient story became
the foundation for menstrual restrictions that persist in
contemporary South Asia. It converted a bodily process
originally understood as connected to cosmic order (rta)
into a vehicle of pollution and sin. Monsoon emerges as a
deliberate contestation of this history, refusing both
Western medical privatization and South Asian patriarchal
sacralization of menstrual shame.

The article contends that Monsoon enacts ecofeminist
queer resistance through four interrelated theoretical
registers, each of which requires significant critical
attention. First, by foregrounding menstrual abjection,
bodily control, and queer intimacy, the play presents
abjection as a form of political refusal. Second, by
representing diaspora, the impossibility of return, and the
condition of ongoing in-betweenness, the play maps what
Homi Bhabha describes as the “Third Space.” This is a
space in which the postcolonial female subject can speak,
desire, and resist beyond the limits of both Western liberal
frameworks and patriarchal tradition. Third, by repeatedly
linking menstruation with the monsoon at both formal and
thematic levels, the play develops a distinctly South Asian
ecofeminism grounded in goddess-centered spirituality,
where women’s bodies are understood as part of wider
ecological and sacred cycles. Lastly, the article analyses
the play through the lens of Indian aesthetic theories,
particularly rasa and dhvani, suggesting that the affective
intensity in the play is built on the principles articulated in
the Natyashastra.

Chowdhry draws on what Sara Ahmed calls the “cultural
politics of emotion,” which understands bodily processes
and emotions as social forces that shape how power is
experienced and resisted. By placing menstruation at the
centre of the play, through Jalaarnava’s diary, poetic
interludes, and its connection to monsoon cycles, the play
makes this politics visible on stage. The stigmatization of
menstruation can be further understood through Sara
Ahmed’s concept of affective economies, which examines
how emotions circulate and “stick” to bodies, creating
social boundaries. Menstruation is marked by disgust,
which Ahmed describes as shaping “the bodies of a
community of the disgusted through how it sticks objects
together” (Ahmed 82). This framing renders menstruation
abject, justifying its exclusion from public spaces and
social norms. Shame further reinforces this stigma,
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compelling menstruators to conceal their experiences to
align with societal ideals of propriety, perpetuating silence
and invisibility. Ahmed argues that emotions “produce the
very effect of the surfaces and boundaries that allow the
individual and the social to be delineated” (Ahmed 10),
explaining how disgust and shame create divisions that
marginalize menstruators. Addressing this stigma involves
dismantling the emotional frameworks that sustain it and
challenging cultural narratives that frame menstruation as
impure or disruptive.

The narrative follows Jalaarnava, a nineteen-year-old
British South Asian woman, as she travels to India in
search of cultural belonging and self-understanding.
Moving from Chandigarh to Kashmir, where she lives in
an all-female household on a houseboat, her journey
foregrounds themes of mobility, vulnerability, and
negotiation across cultural and linguistic boundaries. As
scholars such as Chandra Talpade Mohanty (Under
Western Eyes, 1988) and Mary Louise Pratt (Imperial
Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, 1992) have
shown, women’s travel in postcolonial contexts often
becomes a site of self-formation shaped by power, gender,
and location. Jalaarnava’s journey similarly stages travel
as a process of negotiating insider—outsider positions
within a complex socio-political landscape.

II. ABJECTION, TRAUMA, AND QUEER
RESISTANCE: PSYCHOANALYTIC
EXPLORATIONS

For analytical clarity, this section limits its theoretical
framework to three scholars. Julia Kristeva, whose Powers
of Horror provides a foundational lens for interpreting
menstruation as abject, disrupting culturally maintained
boundaries between the clean and unclean, self and other.
Secondly, Sara Ahmed’s The Cultural Politics of Emotion
extends this analysis by exploring how emotions such as
disgust and shame circulate within affective economies to
uphold societal hierarchies. And finally, Shalini Shah’s
theorization of the material history of the female body in
South Asian literature.

Shah’s analysis of Sanskrit literature shows how
patriarchal conceptualization and control render the female
body into a colonized terrain. In Sanskrit poetry and law
writings, the female body is simultaneously portrayed as a
pollutant, a vessel (yoni), an arousal of masculine desire,
and a need for continual disciplinary monitoring. Shah’s
examination of the pativrata (wifely devotion) concept is
extremely significant. Instead of using overt physical
force, the Dharmasastras created a system of
psychological compliance in which women absorbed
demands for control and chastity while being watchful of
their own sexuality. Menstruating women are prohibited

IJELS-2026, 11(1), (ISSN: 2456-7620) (Int. J of Eng. Lit. and Soc. Sci.)

https://dx.doi.org/10.22161/ijels.111.14

76



Deshwal and Malik

from washing, eating, touching sacred artifacts, and
entering temples or mosques. Shah describes these
restrictions as psychological colonization, which results in
conformity at the level of subjectivity itself. When Nusrat
admits in Monsoon that she is unable to cook or visit the
mosque on her “unclean days,” it enacts this genealogy in
which the bodies of menstruation women are viewed as
harmful and need to be segregated.

Yet in Monsoon, menstruation operates as more than a
mechanism of exclusion; it is reimagined as a site of
resistance and creative transformation. Psychoanalytic
frameworks, including Lacanian and feminist insights,
unravel how the protagonist Jalaarnava’s experiences
engage with deeper dimensions of trauma, desire, and the
unconscious. Kristeva defines abjection as that which
“disturbs identity, system, order... what does not respect
borders, positions, rules” (Kristeva 4). Menstruation
epitomizes abjection as it breaches bodily boundaries,
making the invisible visible and threatening societal norms
of cleanliness and control. Jalaarnava’s menstruation is
labelled “unclean,” barring her from religious rituals and
reinforcing her exclusion. This aligns with Kristeva’s
assertion that abjection maintains symbolic order by
designating certain bodies and processes as impure.
Monsoon’s intervention, however, is to reject the stigma
associated with this natural process. The menstruation
body is transformed from an object of shame into an
archive, a narrative, and an accumulation of knowledge by
Jalaarnava’s monthly journal, which is marked with the
symbols “E” (energy) and “I” (irritability). By asserting
that the menstrual body is a knowable and mappable
phenomena rather than an abject occurrence that must be
hidden, this record represents resistance.

Upon Jalaarnava’s initial presentation of her diary to her
sister Kavitaa, the subsequent dialogue, while seemingly
humorous, serves to denaturalize shame: Kavitaa’s
bewilderment regarding the capacity of menstrual blood to
fill a bucket, her astonishment at the sufficiency of a towel,
and Jalaarnava’s patient elucidations anchor the
menstruating body in the ordinary, the tangible, and the
comprehensible discourse. This domestication of this
taboo subject, its commencement from silence to
vocalization, from shame to knowledge, formulates the
first step of the play’s redemptive picturing of the ‘abject.’
This engagement with the ‘abject’ amplifies during the
protagonist’s stay in Kashmir, when her menstruation
period converges with her spiritual awakening, sexual
desire, and environmental catastrophe. The diary entry
dated April 4th, wherein Jalaarnava recounts her ritualistic
incineration of her menstrual products in a secluded alley,
termed ““a ceremony of blood to ashes,” is exemplary. The
scene shows Jalaarnava taking her used pads and tampons
outside, secretly burning them one by one in a small fire,
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instead of just throwing them away like rubbish. In doing
this, she treats her menstrual blood as something important
that deserves a careful, almost ceremonial goodbye, not as
dirty waste to be hidden. This kind of action is similar to
ecofeminist and  goddess-based traditions  where
menstruation is seen as powerful and sacred, and where the
bleeding body is honoured through simple rituals rather
than being treated with shame.

The play candidly explores menstruation; a subject often
shrouded in cultural taboo. Reminiscing her writing
process, Chowdhry recollects, “During the research I spent
many days staring at a map of the onset of the South East
Monsoon, looking for clues and insights. Some days I
don’t know where the writing came from. The ghosts of
many women touched my pen.” In Monsoon, menstruation
is reclaimed as a natural and powerful phenomenon,
linking the characters’ personal experiences to the rhythms
of nature. Jalaarnava’s menstrual diary becomes a
symbolic tool, helping her understand her body’s
connection to the world. “I feel wet and heavy, bloated and
weak,” Jalaarnava writes, capturing the shared physical
reality of menstruation. By articulating menstruation as a
shared, intimate physical reality, the play dismantles
cultural taboos and constructs a sense of unified
womanhood grounded in empathy and co-affection.

Ahmed’s concept of affective economies further elucidates
how emotions like disgust and shame “stick” to
menstruating bodies. In Monsoon, disgust is not an
individual response but a collective affect that sustains
exclusionary practices. Ahmed argues, “Emotions work to
align some bodies with others and against other bodies”
(10). Nusrat’s internalized shame about her menstruation,
evident when she calls it “my unclean day,” exemplifies
how cultural narratives regulate bodily experiences and
enforce conformity. By exposing these dynamics,
Monsoon queers the abjection of menstruation,
challenging its stigmatisation.

Chowdhry represents the female body as a contested space
shaped by cultural forces. Shah asserts, “...it is not biology
per se but the ways in which the social system organises
and gives meaning to the biological body that is oppressive
to women,” a critique vividly echoed in Jalaarnava’s
experiences (32). Shah elucidates this idea by asserting
how patriarchal ideologies inscribe cultural meanings onto
biological realities, perpetuating gender inequalities
through socially constructed norms. She critiques the
patriarchal conflation of womanhood with biological
functions, emphasizing how cultural narratives inscribe
meaning onto the female body. This is vividly illustrated in
Jalaarnava’s lament over her menstrual cycle, described as
“a war brewing in my belly” (Chowdhry, Act 3, Scene 6).
This metaphor encapsulates the dual pressures of cultural
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stigma and personal struggle, positioning her body as a site
of both imposed narratives and the potential for reclaiming
agency.

More drastically, Chowdhry uses poetic sublimation to
produce what one may refer to as the recovery of
abjection. Instead of depicting Jalaarnava's heaviest
menstrual flow as disease, the drama introduces a poetic
intervention:

“The heavens have opened / and my womb has
shed her lining / and flows endlessly / for days. / The flesh
of Durga / fighting for change / the hungry red earth
heaving / and growing” (Chowdhry, 1993, p. 67).

Chowdhry places heavy menstruation in a
mythological register that predates the Brahmanical
contamination mindset that Chawla traces by calling upon
Durga, the Hindu goddess of war, destruction, and
regeneration. Menstrual blood represents cosmic strength
rather than sin, as Indra's curse would have it, because of
Durga's cosmic battles and personification of creative
destruction. By portraying the menstrual woman as bearing
part in cycles of terrestrial generation and rejuvenation, the
phrase “hungry red earth heaving and growing” further
ecofeminizes menstruation.

One of the most delicate and politically significant
examples of queer South Asian intimacy in postcolonial
theater is the romance between Jalaarnava and Nusrat.
Chowdhry’s narrative also grapples with taboos
surrounding love and sexuality. The evolving relationship
between Jalaarnava and Nusrat challenges patriarchal
expectations and heteronormative constructs. “I want to
give myself to you,” Jalaarnava confesses to Nusrat, a
moment that encapsulates their shared transformation.
Interestingly, Monsoon declines to use a false or
heteronormative resolution. Rather, the play depicts their
interaction as what Bracha Ettinger refers to as a matrixial
encounter-event, a place where two partial subjects co-
emerge, bordlink, and co-fade without losing their
individuality or dissolving into merging. It posits the
borderspace as a realm where subjectivity is formed
through shared encounters rather than separations. This
space  operates  through  what  Ettinger calls
“metamorphosis,” a process of mutual transformation
occurring between entities in relational proximity.
Monsoon enacts this matrixial logic through multiple
strategies. When Jalaarnava and Nusrat make love on the
floating garden, the play stages their bodies as permeable
and mutually transforming:

“JALAARNAVA: By candle light / I moved on
her / through her / into her body / bells on ribbons / of
bangles / and janjura / ankles curved like. NUSRAT: Red
blood mendhi / on palms soft and / sweet / licking taste of /
chilli and masala / touch of silk on / my skin, thighs / arch
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of my movement / up and into / earth, water, blood”
(Chowdhry, 1993, p. 72).

Matrixial ~ borderlinking is enacted through the
interweaving of these two lyrical voices, which are both
distinct and poignant. Instead of abstract transcendence,
the sensory distinctiveness (bangles, mendhi, masala)
bases love in physical experience. “Up and into / earth,
water, blood” is the final line, that places their love-

making amid broader cycles of elemental transformation.

As Ettinger describes, this borderspace is a realm of
mutual transformation where boundaries between self and
others dissolve. Jalaarnava’s deepening relationship with
Nusrat exemplifies this: their bond is both intimate and
transformative, reshaping their identities and breaking
societal norms. Nusrat’s role in Jalaarnava’s life reflects
Ettinger’s idea that relationships are not merely
interactions but spaces of shared becoming. As Jalaarnava
reflects on her experiences, the monsoon rains serve as a
potent metaphor for renewal and interconnectedness,
embodying the fluidity of the Matrixial borderspace.

The monsoon itself serves as a central metaphor,
encapsulating the themes of renewal and relationality. Just
as the rains rejuvenate the parched earth, the shared
experiences between Jalaarnava and Nusrat nurture their
emotional and psychological growth. Chowdhry writes,
“The heavens have opened. A gift from the Goddess to be
able to create life,” drawing a direct connection between
the natural and the divine, the personal and the universal.
This imagery aligns with Ettinger’s use of water as a
symbol of the Matrixial borderspace, where subjectivities
blend and evolve.

III. POSTCOLONIAL DIASPORAS: HYBRIDITY,
BELONGING, AND THE POLITICS OF
RETURN

The “Third Space” theory developed by Homi K. Bhabha
offers crucial theoretical terminology for comprehending
Monsoon’s portrayal of postcolonial identity and
diasporic awareness. According to Bhabha, the Third
Space is a “contested arena where meanings are
negotiated and identities reshaped” rather than an
idealized area of cultural synthesis. In this intermediary
state, the colonized individual neither fully integrates into
the colonizer's culture nor adheres to an essentialist
“original” culture. New hybrid identities arise through
contingent negotiation, exemplifying what Bhabha refers
to as “mimicry,” a process in which the colonized subject
adheres to colonial culture while concurrently
undermining its authority through deliberate repetition
and deviation.

IJELS-2026, 11(1), (ISSN: 2456-7620) (Int. J of Eng. Lit. and Soc. Sci.)

https://dx.doi.org/10.22161/ijels.111.14

78



Deshwal and Malik

Jalaarnava’s journey to Kashmir portrays precisely this
Third Space consciousness. As a British-Indian woman,
she is neither wholly British nor wholly Indian; she
yearns for a homeland she could belong fully to. Her
arrival in Chandigarh during the summer heat, her
anticipation of the monsoon, her attempt to inhabit an
“Indian” identity while remaining culturally alienated—
all these characteristics demonstrate her perpetually in-
between state. When she attempts to communicate with
the warden at the youth hostel during her travels,
switching between English and Hindi, she enacts a
gendered diaspora experience: the perpetual negotiation
between linguistic systems, cultural codes, and modes of
belonging that never fully stabilize.

The play reiterates on the impossibility of an authentic
homecoming. Jalaarnava searches for something “truly
Indian,” some ground of legitimacy that might heal her
hybrid consciousness. Yet Kashmir extends not
homecoming but further estrangement. She is perceived
as a tourist, as westernised, as too mobile, too
independent, too sexual, all things hinting at her
irreducible foreignness. Nusrat’s initial suspicion,
“You’re Indian, aren’t you? I didn’t think Indians stayed
here,” accentuates how Jalaarnava’s hybrid status makes
her legible as outsider even within her presumed
homeland. The recurring water imagery underscores this
impossible return. Jalaarnava arrives during the dry
season and awaits the monsoon; she exists in a liminal
temporality of waiting, of not-yet-belonging, of
anticipation without resolution. The monsoon itself
becomes the figure of what can never be fully possessed
or inhabited, it arrives, transforms, and departs, leaving
no stable ground of belonging.

The play’s staging of Jalaarnava’s attempt to inhabit an
“Indian” identity further enacts the performativity of
postcolonial subjectivity. She switches between English
and Hindi, attempts to adopt Indian dress, seeks to
understand Indian customs and spirituality. Yet these
performances of Indianness remain marked as
performance, as strategic adoption rather than as
authentic return. The play thus stages what Bhabha
identifies as the “slippage” inherent in colonial mimicry,
the way that the colonized subject’s imitation of the
colonizer’s (or, in this case, of an imagined “original”)
culture simultaneously reveals the constructed nature of
all identity and destabilizes the authority of the original.

The diasporic experience is significantly influenced by
gender, as evidenced by Zerin Alam’s analysis of colonial
women’s journey narratives. Women in diaspora undergo
what Alam refers to as the “unsettling of defined
identities,” where patriarchal family dynamics, religious
duties, and gendered mobility constraints exacerbate the
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intricate negotiations of hybrid identity. Jalaarnava’s
expedition to India is facilitated solely by familial duty
and her sister’s presence; her choice to journey alone to
Kashmir elicits Massi’s concern (“It's not safe, you
cannot go alone”). The constraints on female mobility,
validated through appeals to safety, propriety, and
religious custom, denotes gendered diaspora as a
condition of restricted freedom.

Nusrat’s position is considerably more restricted. She is
constrained as a Muslim woman in Kashmir by religious
rules, familial duties (she has to provide for her mother
and siblings), and the assumption that she will eventually
wed a “tailor” and have children. Her declaration, “I’m
going to marry a tailor, that way I can carry on with my
designing and support my Ummi. At least [ don’t have to
get very involved with the man I marry, except to have
children,” reveals the pragmatic resignation with which
she negotiates patriarchal marriage, the way she carves
out minimal space for autonomy and creative work within
severely constrained circumstances.

In order to enact and examine hybrid postcolonial
identity, the theatrical form itself becomes an essential
site. Monsoon’s narrative strategies, the menstrual diary
as documentary archive, the interweaving of monologue
and dialogue, the insertion of poetic interludes, the use of
music and sound design, all embody Bhabha’s notion of
“hybridity” of postcolonial narrative form itself. Rather
than adopting a unified, coherent theatrical language, the
play splinters into multiple registers: epistolary (letters to
Kavitaa), confessional (diary entries), poetic (the refrain
“The heavens have opened”), and dialogical (scenes
between lovers). This formal heterogeneity mirrors the
play’s thematic preoccupation with hybrid, fragmented,
never-quite-coherent postcolonial subjectivity. Evenmore,
the play’s use of sound design further adds to this
subjectivity. Rather than rendering the female voice as
unified and transparent, Monsoon employs layered sound,
tabla rhythms, women's singing, the sounds of water, the
monsoon itself, to create what we might call an affective
architecture wherein individual subjectivity is situated
within larger sonic and environmental landscapes.

IV. ECOFEMINISM, SPIRITUALITY AND THE

MENSTRUAL-MONSOON CONNECTION

Maya Chowdhry’s Monsoon interlaces themes of
ecofeminism and spirituality, creating a tapestry that
critiques patriarchal structures and celebrates the
regenerative cycles of nature and femininity. Ecofeminism,
as articulated by Vandana Shiva (Staying Alive, 1988) and
Karen J. Warren (Ecofeminist Philosophy, 2000), identifies
the interconnected oppression of women and nature under
patriarchal systems. Shiva argues that women, particularly
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in rural India, function as custodians of biodiversity and
sustainable knowledge systems. Traditional practices of
women farmers, water-harvesters, and forest-dwellers
represent forms of ecological wisdom systematically
devalued and displaced by the Green Revolution’s
substitution of polyculture farming with chemical-
intensive monocultures.

Crucially, Shiva refuses to essentialize women’s
relationship to nature as rooted in biology alone. Rather,
she argues that women’s historical positioning as
reproducers of subsistence and managers of household
economies has generated specific forms of ecological
knowledge and commitment. The Chipko Movement,
wherein women literally embraced trees to prevent
deforestation, exemplifies how women's ecological
activism constitutes “a non-violent and humanly inclusive
alternative to the dominant paradigm of contemporary
scientific and development thought.” Women’s ecological
resistance is rooted in material necessity, in the recognition
that ecological degradation directly threatens women’s
survival.

Monsoon enacts this ecofeminist vision through its
attention to water scarcity, seasonal precarity, and the
labor involved in sustaining life under conditions of
ecological instability. Massi’s warning against drinking
unsafe water in Chandigarh, Nusrat’s family’s dependence
on seasonal monsoon patterns for their houseboat tourism
business, the newspaper headline reporting “Floods in
Bangladesh,” all of these ground the play’s vision in
material ecological reality. The play insists that the
personal and ecological, the menstrual and the
meteorological, are not separate registers but expressions
of the same planetary disturbance. Even menstruation is
symbolically aligned with ecological cycles, positioning
women’s bodies as intrinsically linked to the rhythms of
the environment. This connection critiques patriarchal
constructions of impurity and highlights the natural,
regenerative power of menstruation.

Unlike Julia Kristeva’s horror-centric concept of abjection,
Monsoon reframes menstruation as a source of renewal
and empowerment. The imagery of blood flowing like
monsoon rains situates menstruation within a natural cycle,
reclaiming it from cultural stigmas. By intertwining the
menstrual cycle with the monsoon’s arrival, Chowdhry
transforms a culturally stigmatized phenomenon into a
symbol of resistance and regeneration. Janet Chawla’s
exploration of menstrual symbolism in Vedic mythology
further illuminates the play’s spiritual dimensions. In
Vedic traditions, menstruation is emblematic of rta, the
cosmic order, linking women’s bodies with Iunar rhythms
and natural cycles. Chawla explains, “The word rta stands
for both seasons and the menstrual cycle,” underscoring
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the intrinsic link between women’s bodies and the rhythms
of nature. Chowdhry mirrors this association through
Jalaarnava’s menstrual diary, which serves as a narrative
device connecting her bodily cycles with the monsoon’s
arrival. This framing reclaims menstruation from
patriarchal narratives that stigmatize it as impure. Instead,
the play celebrates menstruation as a natural, regenerative
force, aligning it with the monsoon’s dual role as life-giver
and disruptor. By intertwining these cycles, Chowdhry
underscores the sacredness of the feminine body and its
inherent link to nature. By reclaiming menstruation as
sacred, Monsoon critiques the patriarchal commodification
of both women and nature, offering a vision rooted in
harmony and respect.

Water is central to Monsoon’s ecofeminist framework,
serving as both a life-giving and disruptive force.
Chawla’s discussion of well-worship rituals highlights
water as a yonic symbol, reflecting ancient reverence for
the feminine as a source of life. She notes that “the
worship of the well as yonic source of life is congruent
with the early Rig Vedic waters-women-mothers cluster of
imagery” (Chawla 281). The play’s monsoon rains
embody this duality, symbolizing both creation and
destruction. Scenes such as the market’s dry spring and the
Youth Hostel’s water scarcity emphasize ecological
vulnerability, linking environmental degradation with the
exploitation of women.

The monsoon’s arrival mirrors the menstrual cycle’s role
in reproduction, with lines like, “The heavens have
opened... the roads are awash, rivers cascading and
overflowing,” likening menstrual blood to rains that
sustain life. This alignment critiques systems that devalue
natural cycles, reclaiming them as sacred. Through the
monsoon, Chowdhry celebrates the feminine as creator and
disruptor, echoing ecofeminist calls for reevaluating
humanity’s relationship with nature. Hindu goddesses play
a pivotal role in Monsoon’s spiritual narrative, embodying
cyclical forces of creation and destruction. Durga and Kali,
frequently referenced in the play, disrupt binaries of purity
and impurity, symbolizing menstrual blood as a sacred
element of renewal. Durga’s association with strength and
protection and Kali’s with transformation and time reflect
the duality of the feminine as both nurturing and fearsome.
These archetypes resonate through the play’s exploration
of menstruation and the monsoon, emphasizing their
sacred and transformative nature.

The spiritual framing extends beyond Vedic traditions,
challenging patriarchal restrictions on menstruation. For
example, the scene at the temple where Jalaarnava reflects
on menstrual taboos critiques cultural norms that label
menstrual blood as impure. Her internal monologue,
“Maybe men made up the rules, cause they’re jealous that
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life doesn’t abound from deep within the warm flesh of
their womb,” underscores the patriarchal fear of feminine
power. Furthermore, the characters serve as microcosms of
larger ecofeminist struggles. Jalaarnava’s journey to
embrace her body’s rhythms symbolizes resistance to
patriarchal constructs that stigmatize natural processes.
Her menstrual diary functions as both a personal and
political act, reclaiming her bodily autonomy. Similarly,
Nusrat’s navigation of cultural expectations critiques
restrictive traditions, reflecting ecofeminist themes of
agency and resistance. The characters’ relationships with
water further illustrate ecofeminist themes. For instance,
Jalaarnava’s time on the houseboat becomes a space of
healing and self-discovery, where water symbolizes both
connection and transformation. The intimate moments
shared between Jalaarnava and Nusrat underscore the
reclamation of agency within patriarchal systems, linking
personal liberation with collective resistance.

V. INDIAN AESTHETIC THEORIES: RASA AND
DHVANI

Monsoon employs the principles of rasa (aesthetic
emotion) and dhvani (suggestion) from classical Indian
aesthetics. These theories, articulated by Abhinavagupta
and Anandavardhana, provide a framework for
understanding the play’s emotional and symbolic depth. In
classical Indian aesthetics, the concept of rasa refers to the
emotional essence that a work of art evokes in its
audience. Chowdhry employs this principle to imbue
Monsoon with a spectrum of emotional experiences. The
shringara rasa (erotic emotion) manifests through the
tender yet clandestine relationship between Jalaarnava and
Nusrat. Their shared moments, marked by sensuality,
intimacy, and vulnerability, evoke an appreciation of love
and sensuality that transcends normative boundaries. The
karuna rasa (pathos) is most evident in Jalaarnava’s
reflections on her sense of isolation and the inevitable loss
that accompanies her diasporic existence. Her emotional
turmoil, amplified by the transient nature of her
relationship with Nusrat, invites the audience to empathize
with her struggles. Through these emotional tones, the play
creates a nuanced portrayal of queer female identity in a
diasporic setting, where love and loss are intertwined with
cultural displacement.

The concept of dhvani, or suggestion, allows a text to
evoke meanings beyond the literal. Chowdhry masterfully
uses dhvani to add layers of symbolic resonance to
Monsoon. For example, the poetic line, “The flesh of
Durga, fighting for change... the hungry red earth heaving
and growing,” is emblematic of this technique. The
imagery suggests resistance and renewal, with the
reference to Durga, a warrior goddess, symbolizing
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feminine strength and transformation. Meanwhile, the
“hungry red earth” evokes the cyclical processes of
destruction and renewal, mirroring the emotional and
cultural upheavals experienced by the characters. The
metaphorical interplay between nature and human emotion
reinforces the connection between the physical monsoon
and the internal storms of the characters. The use of dhvani
thus invites the audience to engage with the text on
multiple  levels, exploring themes of identity,
transformation, and resilience.

Chowdhry’s meticulous incorporation of sound, both
instrumental and natural, heightens the emotional impact
of Monsoon. The soundscape serves as a vital component
of the play’s aesthetic and thematic framework. The tabla
punctuates moments of emotional intensity, with its
rhythmic beats mirroring the monsoon’s downpour and the
characters’ inner turmoil. The flute evokes the gentle flow
of water, symbolizing the fluidity of emotions and the
transient nature of the characters’ experiences. Thunder,
rain, and rustling leaves ground the narrative in its
ecological setting. These sounds do more than provide a
backdrop; they amplify the emotional tones of the scenes,
enhancing the rasa experience for the audience. The
interplay of sound and silence further accentuates the
aesthetic depth. Silence punctuates moments of
introspection or emotional climax, creating a stark contrast
that heightens the impact of subsequent auditory elements.

The monsoon, a recurring motif in the play, operates as a
multi-layered metaphor. The rain symbolizes nature’s
cycles of destruction and renewal, mirroring the broader
themes of transformation and resilience. It parallels the
characters’ inner conflicts and emotional upheavals,
symbolizing both cleansing and turmoil. The monsoon
evokes a meditative quality, drawing connections to
themes of impermanence and the search for belonging.
Recent scholarship by Rajendran (2020) underscores the
enduring relevance of dhvani in contemporary literature,
highlighting its ability to connect modern narratives to
classical traditions. In Monsoon, the monsoon rain
exemplifies this connection, blending ecological,
emotional, and spiritual dimensions into a cohesive
metaphor.

VI. CONCLUSION

Maya Chowdhry’s Monsoon is a powerful exploration of
menstruation, ecology, and identity. By integrating the
classical Indian aesthetic theories of rasa and dhvani,
Maya Chowdhry’s Monsoon transcends the boundaries of
conventional diasporic and queer narratives. The play’s
emotional resonance, symbolic depth, and auditory
richness create a powerful exploration of identity, love,
and belonging. Through its nuanced use of these
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principles, Monsoon not only revives the classical
traditions of Indian aesthetics but also reimagines them
within a contemporary, diasporic context, making it a
deeply evocative and timeless work of art. Furthermore, by
exploring the feminist, psychoanalytic, and aesthetic
perspectives, the play transforms the abject into the
sublime, challenging societal norms while celebrating the
cycles of life. This study demonstrates how Monsoon
transcends  cultural and disciplinary = boundaries,
establishing itself as a seminal work in feminist ecological
literature.
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Abstract— In her representative work Love Medicine, American Indian female writer Louise Erdrick uses a E . «".;l-':' ¥
polyphonic narrative structure to construct a narrative space with diverse dialogues, allowing Indian :
characters of different identities to narrate their traumatic experiences. This paper is based on Judith .:F‘S:“%
Herman's theory of trauma and recovery, combined with the historical and current challenges faced by E

Native American reservation residents in the novel, to analyze the interweaving and composite presentation
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