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ABSTRACT 

Postcolonialism focuses on literature by the colonised people. It attempts to articulate their identity and reclaim 

their past in the face of that past’s inevitable otherness. Postcolonial writings are attempts at reviving the ethnic cultures, 

traditions, beliefs and languages. It also aims at developing the national identity in the wake of colonial rule. Rohinton 

Mistry as a postcolonial diasporic writer has liberated Indian English Literature from the colonial yoke. Mistry tries to 

overcome the stigma of marginality. Mistry’s writings project the Parsis as ‘Other’ by foregrounding the race as the 

believer in the traditional values, being conservative and ardent follower of religious rituals and customs amid the 

secular industrialization and modernization process. Mistry foregrounds the alternative history that challenges the 

official version of history and illustrates how the powerless have the potential to narrativise the nation. For Mistry 

language seems to be an important factor as it is tied up with issues of identity. Mistry’s narratives are essentially a mode 

of postcolonial resistance which celebrates the Indian English by capturing the rhythms of the Parsi-Gujarati idiomatic 

expressions with the most distinctive phonetic and syntactic features. Mistry has also experimented with linguistic 

hybridity and celebrated the unique Parsi idiom in his writing. He has also experimented with linguistic hybridity and 

celebrated the unique Parsi idiom in his three novels. Mistry’s writings are the history of displacement. This article 

analyses these postcolonial aspects of Mistry’s novels in details. 

KEYWORDS: Postcolonialism, Identity, Diaspora, Marginality & Resistance 

 

Received: Jul 06, 2017; Accepted: Jul 28, 2017; Published: Aug 11, 2017; Paper Id.: JELDEC20171 

INTRODUCTION 

Literally post colonialism refers to the period following the decline of colonialism or in other words it 

refers to the time of lesser domination by European empires. In its use as a critical theory, it refers to a collection 

of theoretical and critical strategies used to examine the culture (literature, politics, history and so forth) of former 

colonies of the European empires, and their relation to the rest of the world. Bijay K Das elaborately explains post 

colonialism in his celebrated book Twentieth Century Literary Criticism: “post-coloniality’ emphasizes a 

contemporary state and is currently in fashion with the literary critics. It at once operates at two levels-first, as a 

historical marker of the period following decolonization and second, as an embodiment of intellectual 

approaches”. Two eminent books, The Empire Writes Back (1987) by Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin and The 

Encyclopaedia of Post-Colonial Literature in English (1994) ed. By Benson and Connolly popularised the term 

post-colonial literature. “The word ‘post-colonial’ encompasses ‘all the culture affected by the imperial process 

from the moment of colonization to the present day. This is because there is a continuity of happenings throughout 

the historical process initiated by European imperial aggression.’ Imperialism refers to the policy of extending the 

control of authority over foreign entities as a means of acquisition and/or maintenance of empires, either through 

direct territorial control or through indirect methods of exerting control on the politics and/or economy of other 

countries.” (Chandra & Samy 129) Pramod K. Nayar rightly sums up “Post-colonial literature seeks to address the 
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ways in which non-European literatures and cultures have been marginalized as an effect of colonial rule, and to find, if 

possible, modes of resistance, retrieval, and reversal of their ‘own’ pre-colonial pasts.” (1) Post colonialism focuses on the 

way in which literature by the colonising culture distorts the experience and realities, and inscribes the inferiority of the 

colonised people. It also focuses on literature by the colonised people which attempts to articulate their identity and 

reclaim their past in the face of that past’s inevitable otherness. Postcolonial writings are attempts at reviving the ethnic 

cultures, traditions, beliefs and languages. Postcolonial writing is imbued in patriotic feelings and a pride in one’s own 

ancient culture and heritage. Post colonialism aims at developing the national identity in the wake of colonial rule. It 

mainly deals with the colonised people’s response to the colonial legacy by writing back to the centre. The postcolonial 

works in literature attempt to revive and uphold India’s noble culture, tradition, ethos, myth and folklore, which were 

trampled by the west during the colonial period.  

Post colonialism means a definite concern, with a particular national identity and culture, after the effacement of 

the imperial power. This is a state of consciousness in continuity with the self awareness and cultural process. Therefore 

history, myth, language, landscape, self and the other have become essential ingredient of post colonialism. It can further 

be said as the decolonization of the mind. It challenges the received and ideologically determined paradigms of power 

relationships and frees the colonized self from gaze of colonizer. 

The theory of post-colonialism asserts the theme of resistance to the former coloniser as the pivotal area in the 

literatures of post-colonial countries. Even the diasporic writers are included in this domain. Post-colonial literature brings 

forth cultural contradictions, ambiguities, ambivalences and goes beyond a specific point in history. It is “transnational in 

dimension, multicultural in approach and movement beyond the binary oppositions of the power relations between the 

‘colonizer/colonized,’ and ‘centre/periphery’.” (Das 143-144) Post-colonial criticism emanates some relevant terms like 

‘marginality’, ‘subaltern’, ‘hybridity’, ‘expatriate’, ‘immigrant’, ‘multiculturalism’, ‘diaspora’, ‘colonialism’, ‘post-

colonialism’, ‘mimicry’, ‘the other’ as to evaluate a literary text. 

Rohinton Mistry was born in Bombay in1952, as a member of the Parsi religious community in India. In 1975 he 

moved to Canada, where he lived in Toronto since then and worked for a bank. His first book, Tales from Firozsha Baag 

(1987) is a collection of short stories which gives a portrait of the lives of the inhabitants of a fictitious apartment Firozsha 

Baag in Bombay. The stories describe the characteristics of middle-class Parsi life, and show the characters’ struggle 

between modernity and tradition. The characters represent Parsis at odds with their religious beliefs and the larger 

community, and also convey the common human issues of spiritual questions, alienation and fear of death, family 

problems and economic hardships. Mistry’s first novel, Such a Long Journey (1991), creates a vivid picture of Indian 

family life and culture and tells a story rich in subject matter, characterization and symbolism. The novel is set in 1971 

Bombay, when India and Pakistan went to war over the liberation of East Pakistan, or Bangladesh. Mistry’s second novel, 

A Fine Balance (1995), is set in India in 1975, during Indira Gandhi’s declared State of Emergency. The novel focuses on 

four disenfranchised characters-Dina, a Parsi woman who tries to maintain her financial independence from her family; 

Maneck, a Parsi student sent to the city by his parents to study engineering, against his own inclinations; and Ishvar and 

Omprakash, two untouchable Hindu leatherworker-cum-tailors who try to escape the caste system by moving to the city. 

Adversity brings this unlikely group together under Dina's roof, and the same hardship eventually tears them apart. 

Mistry’s next and the last published novel, Family Matters (2002) describes the members of a blended family who are 

trying to cope with the failing health of their father. In the meantime, the father relives his past, a past beset by 
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disillusioned love and crushing social strictures. Mistry’s fiction deploys a precise writing style and sensitivity to the 

humour and horror of life to communicate deep compassion for human relationships. His writing concerns people who try 

to find self-worth while dealing with painful family dynamics and difficult social and political constraints. His works also 

address immigration, especially immigration to Canada, and the difficulty immigrant’s face in a society that recognizes 

their cultural differences and yet cannot embrace those differences as being part of itself. What makes Rohinton Mistry the 

most prolific and quintessential contributor in the long list of Parsi novelists is his prodigy in the use of distinctive 

characterization, rich narrative and stylistic strategies, language and texture, cultural flamboyance in the craft of fiction 

despite being a talented presenter of the diasporic dilemma of the Indian origin. 

Rohinton Mistry as a postcolonial diasporic writer has liberated Indian English Literature from the colonial yoke. 

Mistry seeks to overcome the stigma of marginality. Mistry with his writing prowess designates the struggle of the Parsis 

in his three celebrated novels and amalgamates this marginal life process with the history and politics of India. In this sense 

“the Parsis are twice ‘Othered’. They are a minority both in India and within the space of international literature.” 

(Bhautoo-Dewnarain 40) Mistry has given a new orientation by rejuvenating and exploring the making of a nation. In the 

process of making he has transformed the inherent cultural subtext of the realist novel and expands the dimensions by 

including the disempowered poor and working class subaltern. Such a Long Journey proceeds through Gustad Noble’s 

worldly perceptions, his worries about his son’s future, his daughter’s illness, tensions between other inhabitants of the 

compound, His old friend Jimmy Bilimoria’s mysterious involvement, Dinshawji’s illness, but the underlying space of the 

novel transcends all these and involves Gustad’s reminiscences of the past with the days of prosperity, happy family get 

together. Gustad’s encounters with Tehmul-Lungraa, Bilimoria and Malcom Saldanha are fraught with memories and 

flashbacks. Mistry’s attempt is to mixing narratives with historical perspectives, intermingling with other people and 

communities. Memories and experiences of Peerbhoy Paanwalla also verges on the wonderful and the improbable. This 

kind of narrative incursion in to an alternative reality has also been portrayed through the character of Dr Paymaster. His 

narratives with Malcom Saldanha and other customers project the basis of national politics and political agitations. In A 

Fine Balance, we find four characters are clubbed together with the life and fate of an impoverished middle class Parsi, 

Dina Dalal who tries to flee from the clutches of domination. Dina, Maneck, Om and Ishvar are the protagonists of the 

novel. The narrative delineates the nature and relationship between these four troubled individuals in the context of their 

palatable past with the complexities of the present social situations. The third novel Family Matters presents ‘a double 

narrative consciousness’. (Bhautoo-Dewnarain 44) Nariman Vakeel, the aged protagonist of the novel suffers tragedy of 

Lear as he is neglected and turned out of his house by his stepchildren. Before he falls ill, he remembers the lost 

opportunities of the bygone days. This immobilized protagonist thinks of the happy and youthful episodes of his departed 

days. Mistry’s characters show an unheroic struggle to maintain the domestic stability despite serious material difficulties. 

Gustad and Yezad despite being morally upright persons responsibly carry out the duties of father, friend and protector. 

The neighbouring ambience in which these characters hover through is often filthy and full of poor, homeless and destitute 

Parsi middle class people but that does not minimize the selfless and loving attitude of them. Mistry’s characters are firmly 

anchored in the social ambience. Postcolonial ‘Other’ can be defined as all that resists the stable neutralized middle class 

identities that is being privileged by Eurocentricism. Mistry’s novels replete the characters that stay close to the 

international bourgeois culture and also reveal the essence of their cultural existence. Working class Parsis, aged Parsis, 

Parsi women all together play the role of ‘Other’ to Hindus, Muslims and upper class bourgeois. Mistry’s writings project 

the Parsis as ‘Other’ by foregrounding the race as the believer in the traditional values, being conservative and ardent 



4                                                                                                                                                                                               Dipankar Parui 

 
www.tjprc.org                                                                                                                                                                        editor@tjprc.org 

follower of religious rituals and customs amid the secular industrialization and modernization process. Each of his novels 

has a linear narrative with parallel realities of the timeframe. Mistry emphasises on the glorious past of Gustad’s happy and 

prosperous life and contrasted it with the vulnerability of his present existence. This flashback technique allows Mistry to 

expand the social realism within the novels by foregrounding the characters mixing with other people and communities. 

The Parsis become the ‘Other’ as they have been isolated for conservative, traditional and rigid religiosity amid an Indian 

modernity that is theoretically secular. The Parsi in Mistry’s works is shown as resistant to alteration as they cling to the 

antiquated beliefs and rituals given in India’s advancement towards a secular modernization. Mistry emphatically 

foregrounds the Parsi uniqueness in his narrative through the mention of observances of the Parsi ethnic rituals and 

occasional use of traditional Parsi words. This is how Mistry explores the resilience of Parsi tradition against the forces of 

modernity and change. This concept of ‘Otherness’ is being narrated by the perspective of an insider, so that the difference 

between secularism and ‘Otherness’ is subverted and ultimately the Parsi traditionalism is privileged. This is Mistry’s 

meta-narrative style. The readers are no longer supposed to inhabit within a western centre. The imaginative centre is 

displaced as all the readers are supposed to deduce the meanings of the Parsi-Gujarati glossary from the context of the 

narrative. The obvious purpose is to create a sense of universal amid the local. These novels serve the purpose of 

documentation of the fictional transmission of unique cultural connotations and attitudes of the rapidly diminishing Parsi 

population. Mistry’s socialist sympathy with the poor, the downtrodden and the outcast finds a broader canvas in A Fine 

balance. The narrative of the tailors allows Mistry to deal with those who are twice disempowered. Om and Ishvar are 

disempowered in the city as representatives of the rural poor facing the irrationality and the cruelty of the city life. They 

are also disempowered rural inhabitants as representatives of the family of tanners and the untouchables who have dared 

challenge the authority of caste disparity and repression. The novelist works to represent the mentality of class subalternity 

so that the readers can understand the nature of challenge to the marginal and subaltern which the stories of Ishvar and Om 

represent. Mistry’s projection of the powerless as ‘Other’ to the Government, administration and the wealthy is relevant. 

Caste oppression in the village and the communal riots in the city are projected as ‘Othering’ because they isolate and 

annihilate the ‘Other’ such as marginal classes like Muslim and Shikhs and the Poor. Working class ‘Otherness’ combines 

with community ‘Otherness’ in seen in the character of Husain in Family Matters. He represents the community of 

victimised people in the post Babri Masjid communal riots. This ‘Other’ foregrounds subalternity in Mistry’s novels. A 

strong sense of empathy is being created by Mistry for his subaltern characters that reserve the balance between centre and 

periphery. Family as a domestic arena upholds the traditional middle class Parsi families negotiating with various 

identities. Mistry is also sceptical about unhappiness that exists in the Parsi family. Mistry shows familial marginalization. 

Dilnavaz as a homemaker, Roxana’s efforts to keep her house together, and Dina’s fight against the traditional family 

thrives upon. Community is another ‘Othering’ within the narrative. 

Another post-colonial aspect of Mistry’s writing is also reflected through the representation of the troubled nature 

of the post-colonial India. A Fine Balance is ‘a saga that spans the momentous events of India’s history from the turbulent 

times of the country’s partition in 1947, through the horrors of the Emergency in 1975, to the macabre aftermath of its 

Prime Minister’s assassination in 1984’ (Ansari 180). Mistry manipulates the narrative in a way that the reader is shuffled 

between various time phases that mark each major historical upheaval. The novel highlights to the eroded ideals of the 

nation to the declaration of Emergency by Indira Gandhi in 1975. These marginal characters bear testimony to the fallen 

ideals of the nation or the non-existence of a nation as envisioned by Mistry. In the other way Mistry foregrounds the 

alternative history that challenges the official version of history and illustrates how the powerless have the potential to 
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narrativise the nation. Mistry’s is the unofficial voice of the people more in tune with the realities of the time. Throughout 

his work, he narrates the nation based on the actual perception of reality. Gustad, like others in the Parsi minority 

community, is apprehensive about losing his communal identity. The black-out paper is the manifestation of the constant 

denial of the reality and is symbolic of his self-defence against the threat of becoming a second class citizen in a nation that 

is fast losing its secular values. Throughout the narrative we get a glimpse of how the current political situation in India 

leaves no space for the minority groups who live under constant threat of suppression by a hegemonic Hindu nation. For 

Mistry language seems to be an important factor as it is tied up with issues of identity. The past is eroded by the present. 

Mistry shows that the present government only mimicked the political past and the result is yet another form of 

imperialism. The joyous past of the Parsis is now slowly fading out. Dinshawji cannot understand the reason of changing 

the place names and the road names. It is only because of Shiv Sena’s agitation with the issues of language and their 

planning to convert the English road names into Marathi and obviously they overlook the effects of such a process on the 

Parsi colonial elite. In order to construct a postcolonial Indian identity, the British street names so important to the Parsis 

have been altered by the government. Post-colonial literature warns against such conventional political practices that end 

up negating the identity of the minorities in the will to become mutually fused, an act which usually involves the 

assimilation of the minority communities by the majority. So Mistry clearly emphasises the need to break barriers that 

negate unity but at the same time he advocates through the wall of differences the need to assert one’s cultural or ethnic 

identity. There is no need to sacrifice the identity in the face of hegemonic forces. Bhabha in his celebrated book Location 

of Culture has stated that the nation as an “apparatus of symbolic power, produces a continual slippage of categories, like 

sexuality, class affiliation, territorial paranoia, or ‘cultural difference’ ” (140). In Such a Long Journey there is the trait of 

‘territorial paranoia’ being encountered by the minority communities here due to absolute little or no recognition by the 

state of ‘cultural differences’ among the people. The novelist has shown that there is a constant threat of cultural monopoly 

by the dominant group of the soil and this threat pushes the minority group on the verge of traumatic psychological fear. In 

A Fine Balance by breaking the barriers Mistry creates an unwitting family made up of Dina, Maneck, Om and Ishwar. 

These individuals from different backgrounds show mutual love and respect for one another in order to protect themselves 

from the brutal and merciless government and survive. Their cultural differences come to the forefront and when four of 

them begin to articulate their differences, this space of difference, according to Homi Bhabha in his Location of Culture, is 

the ‘in-between’ that holds the burden of national culture. 

From another perspective, Mistry, as a postcolonial novelist, has styled himself in opposition to the hegemony of 

colonial, historiography reflecting “a ‘communitarian’ mode of historical writing, celebrating an indigenous religious 

‘fragment’ as the true essence of India, in opposition of the ‘cunning’ of Post-Enlightenment modernity, and the hegemony 

of the nation state.” (Bose 135) Mistry is concerned with national politics and history, with which the protagonists’ 

individual lives are intertwined. It is interesting that Mistry’s novels fall in the category of what Linda Hutcheon calls 

‘historiographic metafiction’, that is ‘novels that are intensely self-reflexive but that also both re-introduce historical 

context into metafiction and problematize the entire question of historical knowledge’. (Hutcheon 1987, 285-286) 

Historiographic metafiction also poses questions about positivist and fictive realist history-writing, and makes conscious 

efforts to foreground and even problematise the process of recording history. His novels are thus imbued with the history-

fiction interface. He resists the silence of history by putting imaginative flesh on the facts of history.  

Mistry’s narratives are the celebrations of Indian English by capturing the rhythms of the Parsi-Gujarati idiomatic 

expressions with the most distinctive phonetic and syntactic features. This is essentially a mode of postcolonial resistance. 



6                                                                                                                                                                                               Dipankar Parui 

 
www.tjprc.org                                                                                                                                                                        editor@tjprc.org 

Mistry consciously uses ‘the coloniser’s language not to curse but to subvert the privileging of colonial discourse and the 

hegemony of the master narratives of the West (Bharucha 2007 40). In the hands of these postcolonial writers the 

‘techniques of alternative narratives, pastiche, parody and intertexuality assume a particular ideological value (Bharucha: 

2007 40). Subversion not only operates at the level of hybridising the Master Tongue and in challenging the master 

narratives of the West but also in repossessing appropriated histories. Histories have been provided by their own versions 

usually highly personalised and it the process making it ‘personal political’ (Bharucha: 2007 41). It is a kind of hybrid 

narrative mingling the Western realistic narrative mode with the Eastern, i.e. the Arabian Nights- Scherezadic mode by 

emphasizing on the narrator that takes his novels on the centre of postcoloniality. Writing in English is a continuous 

challenge for him and he has taken the challenge successfully by moulding the English tongue to his own purpose and to 

express the required emotions. 

Another postcolonial perspective from which Mistry’s novels can be evaluated is the theory of diasporic 

identifications. The word ‘diaspora’, comes from the Greek word (diasperien, ‘dia’ means ‘over’ and ‘sperien’) meaning 

‘to sow or scatter’, (Originally it was used to describe the exile of the Jews to areas outside Palestine in 586 BC, is) now 

diaspora is commonly defined as ‘a dispersal’ or a mass migration, movement, or flight from one place to many other 

places; a group so dispersed. Simply it can be said as ‘voluntary or forced movement of the peoples from homelands into 

new regions’ (Agarwal 121) the diasporan suffers from a sense of loss and alienation. Diaspora can emerge from a growing 

sense of ethnic consciousness which is reflected in the postcolonial fiction. James Procter says: ‘Diasporas are more 

commonly associated with movements through and between locations, and even with dislocation.’ Emmanuel Nelson in 

this regard has rightly observed that the ‘haunting presence of India’ lies at the core of diasporic fiction by writers of 

Indian descent, together with the ‘anguish of personal loss’ that an awareness of India engenders (xv). The works of 

Rohinton Mistry are characterized by the salient features of the diasporic literature such as the personal and psychic 

trauma, a sense of loss and nostalgia, despair, dislocation, exile, alienation and memory of the past. A diasporic writer in 

his search of a hybrid space keep their traditions, native customs, and religions alive and in this process tries to assimilate 

the culture of the alien land. Mistry, a Parsi Zoroastrian, was in diaspora even in India. Bharucha comments ‘he was in 

diaspora even in India’ and ‘this informs his writings with the experience of multiple displacements’ (24) His writings are 

the history of displacement. Not only were Mistry’s ancestors forced to flee religious intolerance in Iran, but many Parsis 

were impelled to leave India after independence because of their reduced social and economic status. Their religion is 

fragmented and their history is one of exile and marginalization. Mistry’s diasporic discourse revels how Parsis are 

learning to cope with the reality of postcolonial India and how they are coming to terms with their new lives in the West. 

As a Parsi he is on the periphery even in India, so his discourse also challenges and resists the totalization of the dominant 

culture within India itself. Mistry has also experimented with linguistic hybridity and celebrated the unique Parsi idiom in 

his writing. In all the three novels Mistry’s protagonists are seen to display the ethno-religious detailing like navjotes, 

behram roj, celebrations, agiary going, kusti-weavings etc. Mistry’s narratives are peppered with the Parsi language, 

Gujarati, enabling a more through, humorous, and vibrant understanding of the Parsi sensibility. 

Mistry as an expatriate Indian writer has handled the theme of hybridity and creates the characters that are caught 

between culture-culture of the original homeland and the culture of the adopted country. Such a Long Journey is absolute 

Indianness, without any trace of the Canadian immigrant experience that the author must have gone through for fifteen 

years before the publication of the book. A Fine Balance is maintained between hope and despair, the end of the novel 

forfeits that balance. Mistry highlights the elements of despair to the cost of presenting an accurate description of the forces 
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of resistance. In Rohinton Mistry’s writing, the conflict between the pull of homeland and the desire to be attuned to the 

milieu of the host country finds considerable expression. The motifs dislocation, homelessness, rootlessness, escape and 

the experience of exile are very common in Mistry. Mistry’s narratives reflect different diasporic features in different 

ways. He focuses on the identity of the Parsis through the device of memory aided by nostalgia. He also reveals the 

struggle and lesson of the Parsis to cope with the reality of post-colonial India and the way they emerge with their new life 

in the West. His narrative discourse challenges the elements of cultural domination within India. His nostalgia for his 

homeland comes out poignantly in his narratives. His novels reflect an expatriate’s concern for his community and 

homeland. Such a Long Journey is an attempt to project seriously the political aberrations on an ordinary individual’s life. 

In the next novel A Fine Balance the area of Mistry’s concern extends to other minority communities like Muslims and 

depressed Hindus from the rural interiors. In the third novel Family Matters Mistry once again restricts himself to the 

marginalized Parsi community. The familial and indoor relationship between the aged and ailing Professor Nariman 

Vakeel with his step-children is brought to the fore front. There is no question that Mistry looks at the Indian reality from a 

vast distance, stationed as he is in Canada. While dealing in broken mirrors he is apt to recreate fictitious accounts which 

are sometimes far removed from reality. Mistry’s narrative a profound sense of migrant sublime, a writing informed with 

the double vision acquired partially through his sojourn in Canada and his particular locale in India, The phenomenon of 

migration and exile inevitably brings nostalgia expressed in terms of geography, culture, personal relationship, food habits, 

language and religion. Mistry, the cosmopolitan outsider, is appropriated in the metropolitan discourse of migrancy and 

hybridity as the in-between subject’ (Roy & Pillai 15).  

Mistry’s diasporic fiction does indeed offer contrapuntal readings of Indian multiculturalism, readings that offers 

for ‘alternative views of a whole ensemble of marginalized attitudes-cultural, political, social and literary’ (Roy & Pillai 

17). It is a test of Mistry’s talent that he returns to India for themes and subjects and is successful to unite the best elements 

of life in two worlds, so far apart, so different, and yet so close to each other. In all of his works he embodies the displaced 

subject of postcoloniality. Both as a Canadian and Indian, ‘but first and foremost a Parsi, he interrogates given notions of 

self and community concerned to place, language, culture and nation and suggests new ways of belonging and constructing 

community in the new borderless space’ (Roy & Pillai 12). 
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