
Tradition vs. Multiculturalism in Arun Joshi’s fictional field 

 

An outstanding Indian English novelist, Arun Joshi rips open the psyche of an individual 

trapped in the matrix of decaying human values. He delves deep into the crises of contemporary 

Indian life and establishes the supreme significance of humanistic values in the life of modern 

man who is under the vicious impact of westernization and modernization. This paper explores 

the psychological problems of the protagonists in the five novels of Arun Joshi and how the 

fission in their psyche makes them alienated and isolated beings. All of them tend towards 

finding a solution and most of their problems are resolved in their own peculiar way. Arun 

Joshi’s novels demonstrate the author’s preoccupation with the problems of the twentieth century 

man’s dilemma and its repercussions. His novels expose the undue pressures by the modern 

civilization among the individuals which leaves them as mere automations with no sensitivity. 

They expose tradition as well as multiculturalism also perfectly. 
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Culture, tradition and customs play an important role for a civilization and character of its 

citizens and society. It helps in striking the balance with Mother Nature, conservation of natural 

resources and respecting each other. Geographical spread, seasons, weather and type of 

agriculture produce are the basic pillars for any culture. So the way we integrate our resources 

for food, clothing and shelter become our culture. To teach our generations, how we have to do it 

and how we can conserve it, respect it, becomes tradition. 

If for a Diaspora, multiple identities galore, for those exclusively in India modernization 

and its counterpart globalization has generated intense clash between the local and the global 

with varying repercussions. For Indians dilemmas keep cropping up as to the choice they need to 

make in an ambience where the East-West or Oriental-Occidental cultural norms co-exist. The 

inherited traditional roots always conflict with the alien socio-cultural practices are causing lot of 

stress and strain in day to day experiences. 

Identity thus formed at times may be against the expectations of societal norms but 

essentially coincides well with the individual‘s earnest desire to live life as per his/her personal 

choice. Independent evolving from an identity of personal choice should always be guided by 

one‘s voice of reason or enlightened consciousness. Not all are capable of enlightened awareness 

to resolve identity conflicts raging within. Unresolved identity confusions have become a grave 

sociological problem in modern globalised world characterised by transnational cultural 

confrontations. Loss of identity, experiences of rootlessness and alienation signifying of crisis 

are perceived everywhere in modern society. 
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Arun Joshi is an Indian-English novelist of post- independence era. The socio-cultural 

ambience of his novels represents post-independent society of India in some novels and some 

other exclusively does have the social ambience of America for background. Irrespective of the 

country, his characters are shown as undergoing sociological, psychological and existential 

maladjustments significant of identity crisis. They do suffer from acute feelings of depression 

followed by moods of alienation and isolation. Identity conflicts in Joshi‘s characters quite often 

are caused for socio-cultural reason but at times impress us as having greater depths and 

meaning. The conflicts more than for social reasons seem to belong to the inner recesses of the 

self or to use Joshi‘s own words in that mysterious underworld which is the human soul. Hence 

the readers always have the impression that his characters do suffer less from social dilemmas 

but more from metaphysical or existential dilemmas. But the reality is that either the social 

dilemmas cause existential angst or the tendency for existential feelings makes the social 

identities meaningless. It means that there is always a reciprocal relationship between social and 

existential meanings. For the same reason the identity dilemmas represented in his novels 

impress as too grave and serious as if questioning the very meaning of human existence all the 

while contesting social identities. Thus identity conflicts in Joshi‘s fiction have sources both in 

social issues and in existential dilemmas. 

The novel The Foreigner has vast intercontinental geographical space within which the 

action of the novel is spread. The central character of this novel is Sindi Oberoi and he inherits 

mixed cultural identity; of Kenya, India and Britain. That is to say he is a child born of mixed 

parentage; to an English woman and a Kenyan Indian Father. On losing his parents at a very 

young age is brought up by his uncle settled in Kenya. He had his education in Kenya, London, 

Boston and New York and the experience is indeed significant for it enables to expand one‘s 

horizon of experience. It means an opportunity for dwelling in multicultural ambience and 

tending one‘s capacity for cosmopolitan identity. It also means becoming aware of universal 

principles of morality, instead of limiting oneself to the cultural imperatives of any one nation 

alone. 

The novel The Last Labyrinth discusses the meaning of life against the background of the 

tangle of human relationship and business engrossments. Interestingly the action of the entire 

novel spreads between two cities of Bombay and Benares, which is in itself symbolic. These two 

cities have striking differences and the meaning of Benares is specially etched in a Hindu‘s 
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consciousness as the spiritual capital of India and Bombay is called the financial and commercial 

capital of the country and is the economic hub of India. These two cities represent two main 

polarities characteristic of India. If Varanasi symbolise the mystical and spiritual lore of ancient 

India, Bombay symbolises the material extremes; inclusive of wealth, entertainment and 

commerce, embodying the nuances of a modern metropolitan city. 

In the novel The Strange Case of Billy Biswas, the hero, Billy Biswas and his struggles of 

identity conflict and the related crisis is narrated through Romesh Sahai (nick named Romy), and 

Tula Lindgren. Billy is no ordinary a being and is someone difficult to understand and Romy 

knows this and so is never judgemental. Romy‘s impression of Billy as a man of extraordinary 

obsessions towards whom he felt a deep and unrelieved sense of wonder only proves the 

intricacy of his character. Billy is more an alter-ego of other characters namely, Som Bhaskar 

and Sindhi Oberoi of The Last Labyrinth and The Foreigner respectively and his problems are 

not too distinct from theirs. Together they are all smart guys of contemporary society; highly 

qualified, technological giants, rich, worldly experienced and cosmopolitan yet not happy but 

confused. Interestingly there are two worlds‘, poles apart, between which Billy vacillates; the 

one which he inhabits by birth and upbringing and the other, he opts by choice. The world of his 

upbringing is the civilized world of India and later U.S.A and the one he opts is the primitive 

world of a tribe. There is a distinct difference between these two worlds and to know of this is to 

know the problem of Billy better. The ambience of America signifies civilisation with its 

ideologies of progress and development and quite contrary to this is the tribal life; primitive and 

archaic oblivious to the ways of the civilized world. Throughout the novel Billy is strongly 

ordained to hate the civilised world for its sham and smugness. 

The social context of the novel The Apprentice is the immediate postindependent India. 

Ratan is the hero of the novel and also the central consciousness that provides a perspective of 

things happening around. He is the one who suffers intense moments of identity conflict and the 

resultant identity crisis. The main cause of the identity conflict in Ratan is the ambiguities he 

interiorises by suggestions and ways of his parents while growing up and the struggles he 

personally experiences to stabilise his life. His parents represent two different approaches to life 

that creates an ambience of dualities at home for Ratan. He grows up listening to his father‘s 

rhetoric on the value of ideal life and sacrifices. 
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The novel The City and the River combines fantasy and satire to show human 

vulnerabilities for power and the related manipulations. Two important locales namely the City 

and the River are the centres of action in the novel. They don‘t refer to any specific city or river 

for no names are given to them. Lack of exact identity or anonymity gives a universal sweep to 

the events in the novel. The anonymity also makes the locales; the city and the river a symbol 

signifying two ways of life; culture and nature respectively and the city is all cities or any city for 

that matter and the river signifies nature in totality. The people in the city and their behavioural 

tendencies entail the general human behaviour everywhere. The city is situated on the banks of 

the river and therefore the river is a mute witness to the human actions and the power polit ics 

portrayed in the novel. 

To put it in a nutshell, Arun Joshi‘s characters given to identity conflict always show a 

change from the lowest level of consciousness to the highest kind when they start perceiving the 

reality around in their own way and are either happy or unhappy about them and create their own 

reality. This sorting out of Identity conflicts towards some kind of resolutions is the greatest 

achievement of Joshi‘s characters and a fine paradigm of what is called as Identity formation or 

attainment of Ideal adulthood. The resolution of identity conflict is ingrained in the words of 

O.P. Mathur in Survival and Affirmation in Joshi‘s Novels thus strong affirmations:  

right detachment and meaningful action, confrontation with evil and corruption, 

humanitarianism and love of the people, faith in the operation of destiny and of 

quest for peace, fulfillment and salvation within one‘s own cultural pavement. 

(426) 
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