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Abstract 

This paper examines the dual position of the traveller as both outsider and insider in Suketu Mehta’s Maximum City: Bombay 

Lost and Found and Noor Zaheer’s The Language of Remembering: Travels through Partitioned India. It explores how 

authorial voice and narrative perspective shape the representation of space, identity, and cultural encounter. The study argues 

that both Mehta and Zaheer occupy hybrid positions that allow them to engage critically with the societies they depict while 

remaining emotionally and historically connected to them. Through comparative analysis, the paper highlights how the 

outsider insider dynamic produces a nuanced narrative voice that negotiates belonging, memory, and postcolonial subjectivity. 
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Introduction 

Travel writing, authorial voice, outsider insider, postcolonial 

identity, Suketu Mehta, Noor Zaheer cultures, a detached 

“eye” mapping out foreign spaces. However, in postcolonial 

contexts, this perspective is rarely straightforward. Many 

contemporary writers occupy a complex dual role, 

functioning as both insiders and outsiders who must 

navigate the tension between their inherent cultural roots 

and the analytical distance required by the genre. This 

duality transforms the travelogue from a mere description of 

“the other” into a deeply reflexive exploration of the self, 

where the author is simultaneously belonging to and 

distancing themselves from the very spaces they are 

attempting to describe. 

Suketu Mehta’s Maximum City and Noor Zaheer’s The 

Language of Remembering exemplify this intricate duality. 

Mehta returns to Mumbai after years in the West, navigating 

the metropolis as both a native who understands its internal 

rhythms and a stranger who is shocked by its evolution. 

Similarly, Zaheer, in her travels across the Indo-Pak 

landscape, engages with spaces defined by shared ancestral 

histories and rigid political divisions. She positions herself 

within a shared cultural heritage while remaining beyond 

the restrictive national boundaries that seek to define her. 

For both authors, the act of travel is not just about moving 

through physical space, but about reconciling their internal 

sense of “home” with the external realities of a changing 

world. 

This paper explores how the outsider insider dynamic 

fundamentally shapes the authorial voice and perspective in 

these texts. It argues that this dual positioning often referred 

to as “migrant” or “diasporic” vision enables a far more 

layered and critical representation of cultural experience 

than a singular perspective could offer. By being both of the 

place and apart from it, Mehta and Zaheer are able to 

critique local social structures while maintaining an 

empathetic intimacy with their subjects. Ultimately, this 

duality allows the writers to expose the complexities of 

identity in a postcolonial world, where belonging is rarely 

absolute and the traveller is often a perpetual resident of the 

“in-between.” 

Theoretical Context: The Outsider Insider Paradigm 

The distinction between outsider and insider is a 

foundational pillar of travel writing, traditionally framing 

the traveller as a detached observer who interprets 

unfamiliar cultures for a distant audience. However, this 

rigid binary is increasingly challenged within contemporary 

and postcolonial contexts, where the “tourist gaze” is 

replaced by a more fragmented and self-reflexive 

perspective. In these modern narratives, the traveller often 

lacks the comfort of complete distance, as their own history 

is inextricably linked to the geography they are 

documenting. 

The outsider insider paradigm recognizes that individuals 

can simultaneously occupy both positions, creating a state of 

cultural hybridity. This is particularly relevant in 

postcolonial societies, where the deep-seated histories of 

colonial displacement, migration, and diaspora have 

complicated traditional notions of belonging. For many 

writers, returning to a “homeland” or traveling through a 

“neighbouring” nation reveals that they are insiders by 

heritage and language, yet outsiders by virtue of their 

education, global mobility, or residency elsewhere. This “in-

betweenness” becomes the primary lens through which they 

view the world, turning the travelogue into a site of identity 

negotiation. 

In travel narratives, this dual position profoundly influences 

the narrative voice, dictating how experiences are framed 

and interpreted. An author who is both a participant and a 

critic can navigate social nuances that a pure outsider would 

miss, while maintaining an analytical distance that a total 

insider might lack. Both Mehta and Zaheer navigate this 

paradigm with precision, creating narratives that reflect their 

complex positionality. Their voices are marked by an 

“informed intimacy” a perspective that allows them to speak 

with the authority of someone who knows the culture's 

secrets, yet with the clarity of someone who has seen it from 

the outside. 

 

Suketu Mehta: Returning as Stranger 

In Maximum City, Suketu Mehta’s authorial voice is 

fundamentally shaped by his return to Mumbai after decades 

of living in the West, a homecoming that is simultaneously a 
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reunion and a re-discovery. While he remains deeply 

connected to the city through language, childhood memory, 

and familial roots, his long absence has instilled a persistent 

sense of estrangement. This “migrant’s eye” allows him to 

perceive the city’s transformation with a clarity that those 

who never left might lack. He is an insider who knows the 

local codes and idioms, yet he is haunted by the distance of 

his past, creating a narrative persona that is perpetually 

trying to reconcile the Mumbai of his memory with the 

sprawling, chaotic “Maximum City” of the present. 

This dual perspective empowers Mehta to observe the 

metropolis with a unique blend of visceral familiarity and 

sharp, critical distance. He is able to gain access to the city’s 

most guarded subcultures from the underworld of organized 

crime to the high-stakes world of Bollywood by leveraging 

his identity as a “native son.” However, his role as an 

outsider allows him to question the systemic failures, 

corruption, and staggering contradictions that define the 

urban experience. He does not merely report on Mumbai; he 

interrogates it, using his position in the “in-between” to map 

out a landscape where extreme wealth and abject poverty 

coexist in a state of permanent, restless friction. 

Mehta’s narrative voice reflects this constant tension, 

moving fluidly between empathy and critique, and between 

intimate insider knowledge and detached outsider 

observation. He often oscillates between the roles of a 

participant-observer who feels the city’s pulse and a global 

citizen who measures its progress against international 

standards. This oscillation is what enables such a 

multifaceted representation of Mumbai, capturing its 

relentless dynamism without succumbing to simple 

nostalgia or cynical condemnation. By embracing his 

hybridity, Mehta creates a narrative that is both an intensely 

personal memoir and a rigorous sociological study, proving 

that the most comprehensive view of a city often comes 

from the one who is both of it and apart from it. 

 

Noor Zaheer: Crossing Borders and Memories 

Noor Zaheer’s The Language of Remembering presents a 

different yet related form of outsider insider positioning, one 

rooted in the spectral presence of a shared past. Her travels 

across the militarized landscapes of India and Pakistan are 

fundamentally shaped by the collective history of Partition, 

a historical trauma that perpetually blurs the boundaries 

between the self and the “other.” In this context, the 

traveller is never a pure stranger; she is a witness to a 

bifurcated reality where every “foreign” city feels like a 

mirrored version of home. This positioning creates a 

narrative space where national identity is constantly 

interrogated by cultural heritage, making Zaheer a 

participant in a history that both claims her as an insider and 

labels her an outsider through political decree. 

Zaheer’s narrative is deeply anchored in memory and 

cultural connection, approaching the spaces she visits with a 

visceral sense of familiarity recognizing linguistic nuances, 

culinary traditions, and social rituals that transcend modern 

borders. However, the rigid political divisions and 

bureaucratic hostility between the two nations create an 

inescapable distance, positioning her as an outsider in a land 

that feels ancestral. This duality creates a unique “double 

consciousness,” where she must navigate the landscape as a 

suspicious citizen of a rival state while simultaneously 

engaging with it as a daughter of its shared soil. The tension 

of this position allows her to see the absurdity of the border, 

documenting how the state tries to enforce an “outsider” 

status on those who are, by all cultural markers, “insiders.” 

This duality is reflected in a narrative voice that masterfully 

synthesizes intimate personal reflection with a broader 

historical awareness. Zaheer’s writing emphasizes the 

continuity of cultural experience across the Indo-Pak divide, 

deliberately using the “language of remembering” to bridge 

the gaps created by contemporary politics. By 

foregrounding these persistent connections, she challenges 

the rigid distinctions between insider and outsider that 

nationalistic discourses rely upon. Her voice becomes a site 

of reconciliation, suggesting that the “insider” status is 

defined not by passports, but by the shared stories and 

memories that the border has failed to erase. Through this 

lens, the traveller becomes a cultural cartographer, 

remapping a unified landscape beneath the fractured surface 

of the present. 

 

Authorial Voice and Subjectivity 

Both Mehta and Zaheer foreground subjectivity in their 

narratives, fundamentally rejecting the notion of the 

traveller as a detached or neutral observer. They 

acknowledge that their interpretations are inextricably 

shaped by their unique positionality the specific intersection 

of their personal histories, cultural affiliations, and the “in-

between” spaces they occupy. Their authorial voices do not 

merely record the landscapes they traverse; they actively 

curate and interpret them, transforming raw observation into 

a deeply personal discourse. This subjectivity is not a 

limitation but a strength, as it allows the reader to see the 

world through a lens that is transparent about its own biases 

and emotional attachments. 

In Mehta’s work, the narrative voice frequently shifts 

between the precision of journalistic observation and the 

intimacy of personal reflection, creating a dense, layered 

account of urban life. This technique allows him to move 

from the macro-level analysis of Mumbai's socioeconomic 

structures to the micro-level experience of the individual, 

often within the same chapter. In contrast, Zaheer’s 

narrative voice is markedly more introspective, prioritizing 

memory and emotional engagement over the frenetic pace 

of reportage. Her writing functions as a meditative 

exploration of the self in relation to history, where the 

physical journey serves as a backdrop for a deeper, internal 

journey toward cultural reconciliation. 

These differing stylistic choices highlight the inherent 

flexibility of the outsider insider position, demonstrating its 

capacity to produce remarkably diverse narrative forms. 

While Mehta utilizes his duality to generate a sprawling, 

cinematic portrait of a metropolis, Zaheer uses hers to craft 

a poignant, lyrical interrogation of the post-Partition psyche. 

Despite these different approaches, both authors use their 

hybridity to break down the traditional hierarchy between 

the “writer” and the “subject.” Ultimately, their works prove 

that the outsider insider dynamic is a versatile tool that can 

be adapted to suit various thematic concerns, from the 

chaotic urbanization of the 21st century to the enduring 

resonance of historical trauma. 

 

Negotiating Identity Through Perspective 

The outsider insider dynamic plays a crucial role in the 

construction of identity within both texts, functioning as a 

psychological bridge between the self and the landscape. As 

these travellers navigate diverse spaces, they are forced to 
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reconcile their inherent sense of belonging with a newfound 

experience of difference, transforming the travelogue into a 

site of profound internal negotiation. This duality suggests 

that identity is not a static trait bestowed by birth or 

residency, but a performance that shifts depending on the 

traveller’s proximity to power, culture, and memory. By 

occupying this “liminal” space, both authors demonstrate 

that the act of moving through the world is fundamentally 

an act of redefining who one is in relation to where one 

stands. 

In Maximum City, Mehta constantly negotiates his identity 

as both an active participant in and a critical observer of 

Mumbai’s hyper-social landscape. He utilizes his “native” 

status to gain the trust of those he interviews, yet his 

Westernized sensibilities often clash with the city’s chaotic 

morality, forcing him to confront his own alienation. 

Similarly, in The Language of Remembering, Zaheer’s 

identity is shaped by a persistent engagement with shared 

histories that are physically severed by divided geographies. 

She must reconcile her internal identity as a child of a 

unified culture with the external reality of being a “foreign” 

traveller, navigating a world where her very presence in 

certain spaces is a political statement. 

In both cases, identity emerges as something fluid and 

relational, constructed through a continuous cycle of 

interaction and reflection. For Mehta and Zaheer, the 

“perimeter” between being an insider and an outsider is 

permeable; they are capable of slipping between these roles 

as the situation demands. This suggests that in the 

postcolonial world, “home” is not a fixed point but a set of 

cultural resonances that can be activated or obscured by the 

act of travel. Ultimately, their narratives prove that identity 

is a pluralistic construct, shaped less by the official lines on 

a passport and more by the individual's ability to see 

themselves in the “other” while maintaining the critical 

distance necessary to speak their truth. 

 

Representation and Ethical Engagement 

The dual position of the outsider insider raises significant 

questions regarding the ethics of representation, as the 

writer must navigate the delicate balance between authorial 

authority and social responsibility. When a traveller 

interprets and depicts a culture they are partially connected 

to, they carry a specific burden: the power to either reinforce 

stereotypes or to dismantle them through nuanced portrayal. 

This positioning forces the author to move beyond the 

traditional “tourist gaze” and consider the real-world 

implications of their narrative. For both Mehta and Zaheer, 

the travelogue is not just a creative exercise but an ethical 

project where the writer’s proximity to the subject demands 

a higher level of accountability and a refusal to simplify the 

human experience for the sake of a cohesive story. 

Mehta’s narrative in Maximum City reflects a deliberate 

effort to balance objective, often harsh observation with a 

profound sense of empathy, acknowledging the staggering 

complexity of the lives he portrays. Whether he is 

interviewing a contract killer or a bar dancer, he avoids the 

trap of exoticization by grounding his subjects in their own 

socio-economic realities. Similarly, Zaheer’s work 

emphasizes a respectful, deep-seated engagement with her 

subjects, highlighting the vital importance of understanding 

cultural contexts that are often flattened by nationalist 

rhetoric. Her position as an “informed insider” allows her to 

represent the “other” not as a distant object of curiosity, but 

as a person whose history is fundamentally linked to her 

own. 

Their narratives demonstrate that the outsider insider 

position can enable a more ethical and nuanced approach to 

representation by acknowledging the limitations of a single 

perspective. By being transparent about their own biases and 

emotional investments, Mehta and Zaheer create a form of 

travel writing that is collaborative rather than predatory. 

They use their hybridity to act as cultural translators, 

moving between worlds to provide a voice for those who are 

often spoken for but rarely spoken to. Ultimately, their work 

suggests that the most ethical representation comes from a 

place of “critical intimacy” a perspective that is close 

enough to feel the pulse of a culture, yet distant enough to 

witness its systemic injustices. 

 

Conclusion 

This study demonstrates that the outsider insider dynamic is 

foundational to understanding the nuances of authorial voice 

and perspective in contemporary travel writing. In the works 

of Suketu Mehta and Noor Zaheer, this dual positioning 

facilitates the creation of narratives that are simultaneously 

reflective and critical, moving beyond the traditional 

limitations of the genre. By navigating the fluid space 

between cultural familiarity and analytical distance, both 

authors provide complex, non-linear representations of 

space, identity, and the nature of the cultural encounter 

itself. Their travelogues reveal that the traveller is never 

merely a passive observer but is an active, subjective 

participant in the ongoing process of cultural interpretation. 

Ultimately, the paper highlights how the outsider insider 

paradigm enriches the genre, providing a sophisticated 

framework for a deeper exploration of the multifaceted 

complexities that define postcolonial identity and lived 

experience. 
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