Ishan Joshi et al. [Subject: English] [I.F. 5.991] International Vol. 13, Sp. Issue 02 June: 2025
Journal of Research in Humanities & Soc. Sciences ISSN(P) 2347-5404 ISSN(0)2320 771X

Hybrid Identity and the Transcultural Self in
Yann Martel’s Self

ISHAN JOSHI DR. JAGDISH S. JOSHI
Ph.D. Research Scholar, Department of English, Professor & Director, UGC-MMTTC, Gujarat
Gujarat University, Ahmedabad, Gujarat University, Ahmedabad, Gujarat

Abstract:

Yann Martel’s Self is an intensely reflective and experimental novel. It explores identity as something
Sfluid, which is always changing and shaped by experiences across cultures. This paper examines how
Martel builds a mixed and hybrid sense of identity through the narrator’s journey across different
countries, languages and even gender. The narrator is born in Canada to European parents and spends
time in places like Spain, France and India. These travels demonstrate how identity is constantly
negotiated and not tied to a single nation, culture or gender. At the age of eighteen, the narrator
undergoes a sudden and unexplained gender change. This shift is not treated as shocking or disruptive.
1t is portrayed as a natural part of their journey. The novel moves against strict gender boundaries and
embraces transformation. This paper argues that Selfis a transcultural story and it challenges fixed ideas
about identity. It celebrates the many ways someone can be. The narrator’s identity becomes a mix of
cultures, languages and life experiences. It reveals Martel’s view of identity as open, flexible and always
evolving.
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1. Introduction

In today’s globalised world, thoughts about identity, belonging and cultural exchange are more important
than ever in literature. Self is Yann Martel’s first novel and was published in 1996. It explores identity
as something flexible and constantly changing rather than something fixed. The novel questions strict
ideas about gender and identity. Yann Martel explores cosmopolitan identity through a transcultural
story. It challenges fixed ideas of nationality, gender and selfhood. The narrator has no name in the novel.
The narrator transitions from male to female at eighteen and travels across Canada, France, Spain and
India. Their shifting sense of belonging reflects the fluid nature of identity in the modern world. The
narrator is exposed to different cultures from childhood. Born in Canada to European parents, they grow
up surrounded by English and French. They evolved in the environment of Western literature and global
ideas. Later, travel becomes central to their transformation.

From a young age, the narrator is exposed to many languages and religions. The narrator lives in the “in-
between” spaces of culture, gender and nationality, a concept that Homi Bhabha calls the “liminal
subject”. This paper argues that Self is a transcultural novel. It breaks down rigid ideas of identity and
supports a global view of the self. In the end, Self becomes a thoughtful reflection on what it means to
belong in a world where borders are constantly moving.

2. Literature Review

Oana Sabo’s article provides a fine analysis of Self as a novel that is shaped by multiple languages and
cultures. She argues that Martel’s use of different languages invites readers to experience the story in a
more global and cross-cultural way. According to Sabo, the novel’s structure reflects its main theme
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which is how identity is shaped by movement across countries and by mixing languages. Her ideas help
to see that how Self becomes a space where language and identity meet at cross cultural boundaries.
Dorota Wawrzyniak looks at Self by focusing on the body, language and change. She studies the
narrator’s gender transformation and the novel’s shifting narrative style. For her, these elements show
how identity in the novel 1s fluid and constantly changing which is a key idea in postmodern thought.
This work shows how the narrator’s physical change is linked to changes in voice and identity. Her
analysis adds depth to the understanding of Self as a story about reinventing the self.

3. Research Methodology

This research uses the library research method. It is a qualitative study based on literary analysis. The
main source of data is Yann Martel’s novel Self. The study follows a qualitative, interpretive approach
that focuses on close reading and theoretical interpretation. It examines the novel’s narrative structure,
character development and use of language to explore themes of hybrid and transcultural identity. In
addition to the primary text, the research draws on secondary sources such as peer reviewed journal
articles to provide context and support for the analysis.

4. Discussing Yann Martel’s Self

The narrator is both a traveller and a writer. The novel’s setting changes as they move through different
countries. Spain is where their early childhood takes place. They reflect, “Other facts of my early life that
are held to be important—that [ was born in 1963, in Spain, of student parents—I heard only later, through
hearsay. For me, memory starts in my own country, in its capital city, to be exact” (Martel 3). For many
people, birthplace holds emotional weight. Childhood memories offer comfort, strength and a sense of
belonging. For the narrator, Spain remains a symbol of love and home.

In Spain, they embrace artistic freedom. In India, they face deep spiritual and existential questions. These
experiences blur cultural and national boundaries which shape an identity that is not tied to one place and
gender. The narrator’s experiences blur the lines between cultures and nations. They shape an identity
that is not rooted in one place, gender or tradition. This reflects Kwame Anthony Appiah’s idea of
cosmopolitanism, where a “global citizen feels at home in the world” and welcomes diverse values and
experiences (Appiah 5). The narrator’s shifting gender and international journey challenge fixed ideas of
identity. At one point in the novel they declare, “I have no country, no religion, no fixed face. And I’ve
never felt more alive” (Martel 188). This powerful statement celebrates the freedom that comes with
transcultural identity. The freedom to live beyond limitations. However, the narrator also faces trauma.
While living abroad as a woman, the narrator is raped. Martel uses this painful experience to show the
darker side of cosmopolitan life. It echoes Bhikhu Parekh’s warning that multiculturalism must be
grounded in justice, “Cultural diversity without justice is hollow” (147). By the end of the novel, the
narrator’s identity is shaped by travel, art and language.

The story moves through many places. It includes Canada, Portugal, France and Greece. As the narrator
travels and studies abroad, the language of the novel picks up local preferences. It contains French
expressions, Portuguese food, Catholic customs and references to famous artworks. These cultural
elements feel natural and help shape the narrator’s identity. Bhikhu Parekh states that multicultural
individuals often live within “multiple traditions without wholly assimilating into any single one” (150).
The narrator’s voice reflects being part of many cultures and yet not fully belonging to any one. English
and French, the two most frequently used languages in the novel, highlight the narrator’s Canadian roots
while also showing their connection to a multilingual world.

In the novel, Yann Martel explores how identity can change over time. The unnamed narrator is born

male but suddenly becomes a woman at the age of eighteen. This transformation happens without pain,

explanation or medical intervention. It is not treated as strange or dramatic. It feels natural, like a part of

life. Martel uses this moment to challenge fixed ideas about gender, culture and nationality. He suggests

that identity is not something rigid but it is something that can shift and grow. The narrator states, “I
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became a woman at the age of eighteen. I had no say in the matter” (Martel 70). There is no shock or
confusion in this line. The body changes, but the self remains. The narrator accepts the past and continues
forward. Their identity is shaped by memory, emotion and experience.

Their flexible self goes beyond gender. The narrator also moves between places like Ottawa, Paris and
Lisbon. They do not belong to just one tradition. They go to Catholic schools. They stay in hostels. They
live in academic settings. No single place defines them. The narrator moves between many cultures and
forms a broad and fluid identity. Homi Bhabha’s idea of the “liminal subject” is important here. This
refers to someone who lives between cultures. The narrator in Self fits this idea. They are not fully male
or female and not completely Indian or Canadian. They are not limited by one country or even one
storytelling style. As Bhabha explains, this space is “where new cultural meanings and identities are
negotiated” (55).

Martel avoids creating a simple global citizen character. He does not rely on easy ideas of identity. He
shows how identity keeps growing. It stays messy and open. Meaning keeps shifting due to language,
culture and power. Martel mixes languages. He rethinks what it means to belong to one language or
culture. The novel talks about how people relate and how they feel alone. It explores identity and
difference. It links personal stories with larger social questions. The self becomes the centre of this
storytelling. Martel includes parts of the book in French, Spanish, Hungarian and German with English
translations. This shows his multicultural and multilingual background. It also shows how the character’s
voice is shaped by many places and identities. Like Martel, the narrator reflects a deeply Canadian and
multilingual life.

The narrator holds on to being Canadian. Even with all the other languages and cultures, this part stays
firm. This choice can be seen in light of European colonial history in North America. In the end, the
narrator still claims their Canadian identity despite all the layers and languages that surround it. The
narrator senses a deep and complex connection to Canada. They accept many parts of who they are, but
they also recognise their roots. Canada celebrates many cultures and tries to be inclusive. It still faces
problems from its colonial past. These old issues haven’t gone. Martel shows this mix through the
narrator. He is a Canadian with European roots who has lived in other countries. Like him, the narrator
sees the world but still feels tied to their culture. The narrator comes back to Canada after facing sexual
violence in another country but they don’t return to become who they were before. They come back to
keep growing. Canada doesn’t restrict who they can be. It gives them room to change and redefine
themselves. The narrator remains connected to being Canadian but also accepts other aspects of their
identity. This shows a kind of mixed belonging. Self shows a life always changing moved by empathy,
longing and transformation. Martel suggests that identity isn’t something fixed.

5. Conclusion

Yann Martel’s Self offers a thoughtful reflection on how identity changes in a multicultural and
postmodern world. Through the narrator’s journey across different countries, languages and even
genders, Martel challenges fixed ideas about nationality, identity and belonging. The novel shows that
identity is not something fixed. Martel’s use of different languages, cultural references and global settings
reflects a mixed and open view of the world. The narrator doesn’t fully belong to any one culture or
tradition. They live in between cultures what Homi Bhabha calls a “third space,” where new meanings
and identities can form. This transcultural self cannot be limited by one religion, gender or nationality.
Their identity is shaped by creativity and constant movement.

Self also analyses the challenges and contradictions of living a cosmopolitan life. While the narrator

embraces global travel and openness to different cultures, the trauma of rape reveals the risks and

vulnerabilities that come with living without clear borders. Martel does not present the global citizen as

an idealised figure. He shows that hybridity involves dealing with pain and dislocation. Even though the

narrator remembers as Canadian, this identity is complex and shaped by many cultural influences.
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In the end, Martel’s Self adds to a larger literary discussion about how identity is formed in today’s
connected world. It shows identity not as something fixed or complete, but as something flexible and
always evolving. Through its experimental and deeply personal story, Self suggests that true freedom
comes from accepting change and change as part of being human.
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