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Narratives make literature an everlasting source of inspiration from which flows the 

force of life which reverberates and echoes the songs of freedom and voice for liberation. 

Letting the narratives disnarrate would be an injustice in the context wherein conscience is 

suppressed, voice muffled and words buried. Silence is guilt and fearless speech has become 

a basic courage. One of great roles that literature plays in a democratic set up is that it 

reserves the force and energy to stand up and speak to the power the truth that has to be told 

without fear or favour. This is where Narratives assume greater significance not just in 

literary sense of the term alone but also in political sense. Hence, in this paper an attempt has 

been made to reconstruct the key concept of identity in postmodern context in order to 

understand how ‘identity’ as a concept evolves and how that evolution is reflected in the 

pages of literature. And in the second part of the paper , a dialectical discourse is initiated to 

argue the need for having multiple narratives in order to understand and encourage the 

process of identity reconstruction in postcolonial contexts.  

 The theme of identity is so complex that it has to be placed within proper context to 

deliberate on the implications of the discourse which defines ‘identity’. Anyone who 

endeavours to explore this theme has to start with the limitations of language which narrow 

down our perspectives as observed by Henry Louis Gates. It is hard for us to accommodate 

the various issues related to identity construction in a limited space.  However a few 

fundamental questions related to identity constructions are to be raised and these questions 

might proceed to seek answers of different implications before the required information to 

answer them emerges in the process.  

There are multiple definitions of identity as observed by scholars like Louis Gates and 

Michel Cooke. Discourse on identity normally touches upon six major categories such as 

religion, class, sex, nation, gender and civilization and these items are often discussed in 

relation to binary distinctions. But, in this paper, in order to retain the focus and attention, the 
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scholar has restricted the discussion only to those factors which capture the evolution of 

identity over a period of time and the role of narratives in identity construction.  

The question of identity has come to surface because of three important contexts: the 

increase of immigrant numbers, the evolution of hybrid nations and the construction of 

countries with multiple identities. These three contexts help us have discourse on identity 

constructions in three different angles. This is how multiple dimensions of identity issues are 

discussed in literatures of today. For example the writings of Naipaul, and those of Sam 

Selvon bring us to a realization that identity construction as a complex issue has to be studied 

along the lines of culture transformation.  

It is an indisputable fact that the three quarters of the people living in the world today 

have had their lives shaped by the experience of colonialism. Bill Ashcroft in ‘Empire Write 

Back’ provides us with deep insights on this complicated process. Although, political changes 

have resulted in the liberation of the nations colonized, the impact of the colonialism is still 

felt. Perhaps the most dangerous effect of the colonialism is the impact that it has caused on 

the psyche of the people. The territorial colonization has resulted in the colonization of the 

minds. It has caused in the subjects a deep sense of shame, doubt, confusion, dilemma, sense 

of self inadequacy, self-loathing, conflicts related to culture and history, and confusions about 

identity and culture.  The non-hyphenated term ‘postcolonial’ does suggest these multiple 

impacts in ample measures.  The struggle of the colonized subjects for their cultural identity 

and social formation of the new independent nation is an aspect of the cultural transformation 

that led to the conflict with the colonizers’ cultures.  

Resistance to colonialism in multiple ways defines the beginning of the process of 

identity construction according to Gayatri Spivak. Identity becomes an issue only when it is 

in crisis. Identity is a complex concept. It can’t be explained as the fact of being who or what 

a person or thing is. In postcolonial discourse, identity is viewed as a concept which does not 

conform or fit into any definition in simple terms. Edward Hall observes that identity 

construction includes an analysis of the gap, tension, conflicts existing between ‘us’ and the 

other. It is not a fixed concept but one with huge scope for deliberations.  

Jones Brockimeier in his “Narrative and Identity’ deals with this complex process 

through which identity is constructed. He talks about the historical injustices done in letting 



Scholar Critic                                            ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

Vol-06, Issue-01, April 2019.                                                                                   ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print) 
 
 

www.scholarcritic.com 
 

P
ag

e3
 

narratives disnarrate. Edward Said being influenced by the works of Foucault is of the 

opinion that the ability to resist and recreate on the part of the colonial subjects is what makes 

the history of colonialism a never ending process.  Homibaba presents a different view point 

in this discourse. He does not agree that the power structure was the only thing which marked 

colonial history eventful. He has shifted his focus from power play to the concept of hybridity 

and culture clash.  

It is important to remember the contributions of Henry Louis Gates in our discourse on 

Culture and Identity construction.  The scholar is inclined to place his arguments on this topic 

on the logic developed by Gates in his essay on identity construction. In his famous book’ 

The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of Afro American Literary Criticism’ he writes ‘identity 

construction is a complex process.  It brings with it lots of intricacies and troubles. One has to 

exercise a great deal of caution while dealing with this topic as there are some landmines 

which may blow us apart. Our language is inadequate for this challenge. Identity, no doubt, is 

an anchor for thinking. Interpreting identity has lots of twists and turns.  It is almost like 

quick sand wherein all our previous understanding sinks.  

Gates asks if there is anything fixed in our identity.  There are identities defined 

biologically and there are identities constructed socially, politically and culturally.  He tries to 

categorize the identities into two larger compartments namely essentialising identity and 

identity queue. The essentialising identity is the one which is always fixed . Identity queue 

refers to the list of various identities which we may have in our mind as candidates waiting 

for their turn. These identities overlap and change with time and context.  

Morrison’s reflections on Identity construction are found in her work ‘Playing in the 

Dark’, ‘Whiteness and Literary Imagination’.  The influence of Hegel’s  ‘Phenomenology  of 

Mind’ has shaped Morrison’s perspectives on identity construction. For Morrison, identity is 

not a question of what something ‘is’, but it is the question of what it is not. In other words, 

the necessity of construction of white identity is black as absence.  Micheal Cooke in his ‘A 

Brief History of Human Race’ talks about the historical process that Afro Americans have 

passed through towards establishing an idea of Identity. This process, as outlined by Cooke, 

has four stages namely: Self-veiling (Phillis Wheately’s writings), Solitude (Douglas slave 

narratives), Kinship (writing for community to reach out) 4. Intimacy (not yet achieved) 
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This process brings us to realize the importance of sharing our consciousness towards 

developing culture sensitivity. Here, a special attention is paid to the role of Narratives in 

constructing identity in general and national identity in particular.  We may look at this in 

either generic or specific point of view.  The scholar advocates the demand to have a separate 

genre within novel tradition which would help us address the questions of national identity. 

Here, it is worthwhile to bring back to our memory the report submitted by Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission.  TRC is a court like restorative justice body assembled in South 

Africa after the abolition of apartheid.  The victims of slavery in multiple forms have failed to 

stand before the commission to narrate their experience of suffering. Still, based on the 

testimonials of those who could come up for hearing, the TRC has published the report which 

runs into pages. This material has been successfully used in their fiction by writers such as 

Gillian Slovo in Red Dust, Zoe Wicombs in David’s Story and David Parker in Truth 

Commissioner.  These fictions talk about the violations in non-legal terms but communicate 

the impact of violations by adopting a narrative technique called story telling. An individual 

victim is seen to stand for the community and the individual speaker speaks on behalf of 

victim who does not and can’t speak.  The question which disturbs us here is that if the story 

does not happen, when the victim does not speak, do we still have a case? What happens to 

those things that don’t get narrated? Though the victim does not narrate, the victim himself is 

either a narrative or a disnarrative.   

Why does not the victim narrate? All the sense is taken away. No language. No context. 

No hope. No resolution. It is a shocking surrender to fate and destiny. In our discourse on 

identity construction, we should not ignore the unnarated narratives and non-narratives. In 

order to discuss the question of belonging, there has to be a narrative foundation.  There is no 

concept of human rights, if the humans don’t engage in narratives.  Here, it is wise to 

recollect the campaign against slavery which started in 18
th

 century with the publication of 

the sentimental novel and that has set our public discourse on slavery, freedom, liberation and 

culture transformation on the larger canvas.   Sentiments make a man. Harriet Beecher 

Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin is the best example to quote in this context.  

Narratives are generated out of the stories. People who are not allowed to belong, 

people who are displaced, disenfranchised, and people who have not been given opportunity 

and people who don’t narrate their stories, they too have narratives written in a language of 
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silence. When an individual speaks on behalf of a victim, the individual assumes the tone of 

collective responsibility and so it becomes a part of culture memory of the nation. But, 

sometimes, we may not have any one to talk about the violation, in this context, the narratives 

are done by what remains or remnants . For example, Michel Ondatte’s Anil Story  which is 

set in Srilankan civil war context,  wherein the bones narrate the stories of suffering.  The 

novels written on the present contexts of Argentina and Chilli have followed this style of 

narrative towards identity construction. Many of these novels are looking for the material 

remains and they do speak.  Then, Murambi’s The Book of Bones talks about the culture of 

memorials. The executed or disappeared ones will be remembered through the culture of 

building memorials.  This is set on the background of Rwandan massacre: the fastest 

genocide in the world history, 100 thousand people killed in 100 days.  There are no 

survivors. Memorials are built and they are an important mode of storytelling. The trajectory 

is that person speaks that becomes a part of culture memory, the bones do speak, they too 

become part of culture memory, memorials speak, they also become part of culture memory.  

The question of identity in Indian context has taken altogether a different turn. We have 

been repeatedly told to conform and to accept with totally submission. The contexts in which 

we are placed in India are so critical and we need narratives to talk about what is happening 

today to make our nation more accommodative and more inclusive. The nation which is built 

on our shared sense of suffering, sacrifices and history is at risk now. Fearless speech is a 

basic courage now and silence is guilt. People feel left out, marginalized, traumatized and 

branded with all sorts of titles if they don’t conform to the framework prescribed by the 

political administration. The marginalized within our country is experiencing a serious agony 

of identity crisis. It is so unfortunate that in today’s India the scope for public discourse is 

shrinking.   Sampath, a writer with The Hindu talks about this gap in our public discourse 

passionately. He, in one of his articles ‘Love, demonitized’, observes  that the world’s 

greatest civilization – be it the ancient Greeks, the ancient Romans, or the seven kingdoms of 

westerns- were all built on slavery. That’s why Aadhaar is an absolute necessity. We require 

a document to prove our identity. Total surrender and total submissiveness are essential 

conditions to ensure the grant of national identity and acceptance in this politically charged 

Indian context. Ask not what demonetization has done for you; instead, ask your inner cow 

what your biometrics can do for the nation. My only mission in my life is to become the most 

devoted slave so that my identity will not be put at risk. The risk of being thrown away, the 
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risk of being considered an outsider, risk of being branded as anti-national, the risk of 

becoming refugee  in my own home and finally the risk of being condemned to nothing …. 

All these fears define my mental state. All these define me. I need to necessarily prove my 

loyalty to my nation by undergoing some drill. Otherwise, I will be branded as an outsider’  

Literature is replete with lots of reports about stories of suffering, struggle and 

victimization. These narratives are central in literary texts and we become aware of the facts 

and forces which deny the rights to belong. But there is a trend going on ‘to black out’ and to 

deny us of our perspectives on the matters which matter to us. I wish to talk about that 

famous picture taken in a street in Argentina, wherein there is a woman taking coffee, totally 

unmindful of the man being beaten up and dragged up by the police. This is called intentional 

blinding. State cautiously inserts this kind of percepticide (death of perception) to silence the 

people. Examples of these incidents of percepticide are plenty in the writings of Arundathi 

Roy. Hence, witness reporting, eye witness accounts and stories of violation contribute to the 

development of national belongings and which defines our national identity too. If our 

structure does not allow this to happen, then there will be culture memory deficit and that will 

lead to the loss of national belongingness. 
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