
   117 

20  

 

 

 

 
Vol. 13. Issue 2. 2026 (April-June) 

 

 
A Study Comparing and Contrasting the Narrative Techniques Employed 

by Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni and Anita Desai in Selected Works 
 

M. Vinnarasi Rani¹* and Dr. F. Julian Xercies Rigley² 
¹Ph.D. Scholar, PG & Research Department of English, Sacred Heart College (Autonomous), 

Tirupattur – 635601, Tamil Nadu, India; Affiliated to Thiruvalluvar University, Serkadu. 
²Head & Assistant Professor, PG & Research Department of English, Sacred Heart College 

(Autonomous), Tirupattur – 635601, Tamil Nadu, India; Affiliated to Thiruvalluvar 
University, Serkadu. 

*Corresponding Author: vinnuselvam@gmail.com 
 

doi: 10.33329/ijelr.13.2.117
 

Abstract 

This article explores and compares the narrative techniques used by Chitra 

Banerjee Divakaruni in The Mistress of Spices and Anita Desai in Clear Light of 

Day. By examining the distinct and nuanced ways in which these authors 

deploy narrative strategies, the paper aims to highlight their approaches to 

themes such as identity, tradition, and personal growth. While Divakaruni 

employs magical realism and a first-person perspective to immerse readers 

in a world of mysticism and cultural symbolism, Desai uses a realist narrative 

with a third-person omniscient perspective to delve into the complexities of 

memory and familial relationships. This comparative analysis not only 

underscores the unique contributions of each author to contemporary 

literature but also provides a broader understanding of how narrative 

techniques can shape thematic exploration. 
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1. Introduction 

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni and Anita Desai are two prominent figures in contemporary Indian 

English literature. Their works have been celebrated for their deep explorations of cultural identity, 

personal growth, and the intricate dynamics of family relationships. This research focuses on 

comparing and contrasting the narrative techniques employed by Divakaruni in The Mistress of Spices 

and Desai in Clear Light of Day. Through this comparison, the study aims to shed light on how each 

author’s unique narrative style contributes to the thematic depth of their works. 

In The Mistress of Spices, Divakaruni employs magical realism and a first-person narrative to 

create a world rich in mysticism and cultural symbolism. This narrative choice allows for a deep 
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exploration of identity and tradition through the protagonist, Tilo, who embodies the fusion of the 

mystical and the real. On the other hand, Desai’s Clear Light of Day uses a realist narrative and a third-

person omniscient perspective to delve into the complexities of memory, time, and familial 

relationships. This approach provides a comprehensive view of the characters' internal and external 

conflicts, particularly through the lives of Bim and Tara. 

Despite their differing narrative styles, both authors use their techniques to explore similar 

themes of identity, tradition, and personal growth. This comparative analysis aims to highlight the 

distinct narrative strategies employed by each author and their impact on the thematic exploration in 

their respective works. 

2. Background Information 

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, born in 1956 in Kolkata, India, is an acclaimed author known for her 

works that often incorporate elements of magical realism and focus on Indian culture and immigrant 

experiences. The Mistress of Spices, published in 1997, is one of her most well-known novels. It tells the 

story of Tilo, a mystical spice shop owner in Oakland, California, who uses her magical spices to help 

her customers while grappling with her own identity and destiny. 

Anita Desai, born in 1937 in Mussoorie, India, is a renowned writer whose works often explore 

the psychological and emotional landscapes of her characters. Clear Light of Day, published in 1980, is a 

poignant exploration of family dynamics, memory, and the passage of time. The novel focuses on the 

Das family, particularly the relationship between the sisters Bim and Tara, as they navigate their past 

and present. 

Both authors have made significant contributions to Indian English literature, and their works 

provide rich material for examining how narrative techniques can shape the exploration of complex 

themes. 

3. Review of Literature 

Numerous scholars have analyzed the narrative techniques of Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni and 

Anita Desai, highlighting their unique approaches and thematic concerns. Bhattacharya (2018) explores 

the use of magical realism in Divakaruni’s works, emphasizing how it allows for a deep engagement 

with cultural identity and tradition. Sharma (2020) examines the role of cultural symbolism in 

Divakaruni’s narratives, particularly in The Mistress of Spices, where spices serve as powerful symbols 

of healing and transformation. 

In contrast, Mishra (2017) and Joshi (2020) focus on Desai’s realist narrative style, highlighting 

how it effectively portrays the psychological and emotional complexities of her characters. Mishra 

(2017) discusses the use of memory and time in Desai’s works, particularly in Clear Light of Day, where 

the narrative structure reflects the characters’ internal struggles with their past. Joshi (2020) analyzes 

the economic and social realities depicted in Desai’s fiction, emphasizing the detailed and evocative 

prose that brings these themes to life. 

Comparative studies by Ghosh (2019) and Rao (2019) further illuminate the differences and 

similarities between Divakaruni and Desai’s narrative techniques. Ghosh (2019) explores how both 

authors depict female protagonists navigating cultural and societal expectations, while Rao (2019) 

compares their narrative styles, noting Divakaruni’s use of magical realism and Desai’s commitment to 

realism. 
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4. Narrative Techniques in The Mistress of Spices 

A. Use of Magical Realism 

Magical realism is a literary technique that incorporates fantastical elements into a realistic 

setting, creating a sense of wonder and mystery. In The Mistress of Spices, Divakaruni employs magical 

realism to create a world where the ordinary and the mystical coexist seamlessly. Tilo, the protagonist, 

is a mystical spice shop owner who possesses the ability to use spices to influence the lives of her 

customers. This blending of the magical and the real allows Divakaruni to explore themes of identity 

and tradition in a unique and engaging way.  

For example, the spices in the novel are not just culinary ingredients but are imbued with magical 

properties that can heal, protect, or harm. This use of magical realism enables Divakaruni to delve into 

the cultural and spiritual significance of spices in Indian tradition, highlighting their role in healing and 

transformation. Through Tilo’s interactions with her customers, Divakaruni explores the complexities 

of immigrant identity and the struggle to balance tradition with modernity. 

B. First-Person Narrative Perspective 

Divakaruni’s choice of a first-person narrative perspective in The Mistress of Spices allows readers 

to experience the story through Tilo’s eyes, creating an intimate and immersive reading experience. 

This perspective provides direct access to Tilo’s thoughts and emotions, allowing readers to understand 

her internal conflicts and motivations. 

The first-person narrative also enhances the sense of magical realism, as Tilo’s mystical abilities 

and her deep connection to the spices are conveyed through her own words and perceptions. This 

narrative choice allows Divakaruni to create a rich and layered portrayal of Tilo’s character, 

highlighting her struggles with identity, duty, and desire. 

C. Symbolism and Motifs 

Symbolism plays a significant role in The Mistress of Spices, with the spices themselves serving as 

powerful symbols of healing, transformation, and cultural identity. Each spice in the novel has specific 

properties and significance, reflecting the cultural and spiritual beliefs associated with them. For 

example, turmeric is associated with healing and protection, while cinnamon symbolizes love and 

passion. 

Through the use of these symbols, Divakaruni explores the themes of identity and tradition, 

highlighting the ways in which cultural practices and beliefs shape the characters’ lives. The spices also 

serve as a metaphor for Tilo’s own journey of self-discovery and transformation, as she learns to balance 

her mystical abilities with her human desires and emotions. 

D. Language and Style 

Divakaruni’s prose in The Mistress of Spices is descriptive and lyrical, creating a vivid and sensory-

rich reading experience. Her use of language reflects the mystical and symbolic nature of the story, with 

evocative descriptions of the spices and their effects. The incorporation of Indian English and cultural 

references further enhances the authenticity and richness of the narrative, grounding the magical 

elements in a culturally specific context. 

5. Narrative Techniques in Clear Light of Day 

A. Realist Narrative Approach 

In contrast to Divakaruni’s use of magical realism, Anita Desai employs a realist narrative 

approach in Clear Light of Day. Realism is a literary technique that aims to depict life as it is, focusing 

on the ordinary and everyday aspects of human experience. In Clear Light of Day, Desai uses this 

technique to explore the complexities of family dynamics, memory, and the passage of time. 
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The novel’s realist approach allows Desai to create a detailed and nuanced portrayal of the Das 

family, particularly the relationship between the sisters Bim and Tara. Through her use of realistic 

settings, dialogues, and character interactions, Desai captures the intricacies of familial relationships 

and the emotional struggles of her characters. 

B. Third-Person Omniscient Perspective 

Desai’s use of a third-person omniscient perspective in Clear Light of Day provides a 

comprehensive view of the characters’ internal and external conflicts. This narrative choice allows Desai 

to delve into the thoughts and emotions of multiple characters, providing a deeper understanding of 

their motivations and struggles. 

The third-person omniscient perspective also enables Desai to explore the themes of memory 

and time, as the narrative shifts between different time periods and perspectives. This narrative 

structure reflects the characters’ attempts to reconcile their past with their present, highlighting the 

impact of memory and history on their lives. 

C. Use of Flashbacks and Temporal Shifts 

One of the key narrative techniques in Clear Light of Day is the use of flashbacks and temporal 

shifts. The novel’s structure alternates between the present and various points in the past, reflecting the 

characters’ memories and the passage of time. This narrative technique allows Desai to explore the 

themes of memory and history, as the characters grapple with their past experiences and their impact 

on their present lives. 

For example, the novel’s opening scene, set in the present, is followed by a series of flashbacks 

that provide insights into the characters’ childhood and their family dynamics. These temporal shifts 

create a layered and complex narrative, highlighting the interconnectedness of past and present and 

the ways in which memory shapes the characters’ identities. 

D. Language and Style 

Desai’s prose in Clear Light of Day is simple and evocative, capturing the emotional and 

psychological nuances of her characters. Her use of language reflects the realist narrative approach, 

with detailed descriptions of settings, dialogues, and character interactions. Desai’s incorporation of 

cultural and historical context further enhances the authenticity and richness of the narrative, 

grounding the characters’ experiences in a specific time and place. 

6. Comparative Analysis 

A. Similarities in Narrative Techniques 

Despite their differing narrative styles, both Divakaruni and Desai use their techniques to explore 

similar themes of identity, tradition, and personal growth. Both authors focus on female protagonists 

who navigate complex cultural and societal expectations, highlighting their struggles and resilience. 

In The Mistress of Spices, Divakaruni uses magical realism and a first-person perspective to create 

an intimate and immersive portrayal of Tilo’s journey of self-discovery and transformation. Similarly, 

in Clear Light of Day, Desai uses a realist narrative and a third-person omniscient perspective to delve 

into the emotional and psychological struggles of Bim and Tara, exploring their attempts to reconcile 

their past with their present. 

B. Differences in Narrative Techniques 

The primary difference between Divakaruni and Desai’s narrative techniques lies in their use of 

magical realism versus realism. Divakaruni’s use of magical realism allows for a rich and imaginative 

exploration of cultural symbolism and mysticism, creating a world where the magical and the real 
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coexist seamlessly. In contrast, Desai’s use of realism focuses on the ordinary and everyday aspects of 

human experience, creating a detailed and nuanced portrayal of family dynamics and memory. 

Another key difference is the choice of narrative perspective. Divakaruni’s use of a first-person 

perspective in The Mistress of Spices creates an intimate and immersive reading experience, allowing 

readers to engage directly with Tilo’s thoughts and emotions. In contrast, Desai’s use of a third-person 

omniscient perspective in Clear Light of Day provides a comprehensive view of multiple characters, 

allowing for a deeper exploration of their internal and external conflicts. 

C. Impact of Narrative Techniques on Thematic Exploration 

Both authors’ narrative techniques play a crucial role in shaping the thematic exploration of their 

works. Divakaruni’s use of magical realism and first-person narrative allows for a rich and layered 

exploration of cultural identity and tradition, highlighting the ways in which mystical and symbolic 

elements shape the characters’ lives. The use of spices as symbols in The Mistress of Spices underscores 

the cultural and spiritual significance of these elements, reflecting the protagonist’s journey of self-

discovery and transformation. 

In contrast, Desai’s use of realism and third-person omniscient perspective allows for a detailed 

and nuanced exploration of memory, time, and familial relationships. The temporal shifts and 

flashbacks in Clear Light of Day reflect the characters’ struggles with their past and present, highlighting 

the impact of memory and history on their identities. Desai’s realist narrative approach provides a 

comprehensive view of the characters’ internal and external conflicts, creating a rich and evocative 

portrayal of their emotional and psychological landscapes. 

7. Conclusion 

In conclusion, the comparative analysis of the narrative techniques employed by Chitra Banerjee 

Divakaruni in The Mistress of Spices and Anita Desai in Clear Light of Day highlights the distinct and 

nuanced ways in which these authors explore themes of identity, tradition, and personal growth. 

Divakaruni’s use of magical realism and first-person narrative creates a rich and immersive portrayal 

of cultural symbolism and mysticism, while Desai’s use of realism and third-person omniscient 

perspective provides a detailed and nuanced exploration of memory and familial relationships. 

Both authors’ narrative techniques play a crucial role in shaping the thematic depth and reader 

engagement of their works, underscoring their unique contributions to contemporary Indian English 

literature. This comparative analysis not only highlights the diversity of narrative strategies in this 

literary tradition but also provides valuable insights into the ways in which narrative techniques can 

shape thematic exploration and reader engagement. 
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