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Abstract

The present paper explores the concept of hybrid identity in Anjum Hasan's novel Lunatic in My Head,
drawing on Homi K. Bhabha's theory of cultural hybridity. Through a critical analysis of the protagonist's
experiences, the research examines how hybrid identity navigates the third space, a zone of cultural
ambiguity and tension. The study reveals how the protagonist's hybrid identity is shaped by the
complexities of cultural belonging, language, and history. By shedding light on the complexities of hybrid
identity, the research contributes to a deeper understanding of the human experience in multicultural
societies. The paper also demonstrates how the novel offers a powerful exploration of the third space,
where hybrid identities are forged and negotiated.
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Anjum Hasan’s Lunatic in My Head (2007) is a novel that investigates deep into the complexities of
identity, cultural dislocation, and the psychological turmoil of existing between worlds. Set in Shillong, a
city marked by ethnic tensions between the indigenous Khasi community and migrant populations, the
novel follows Firdaus Ansari, a young Muslim woman whose intellectual aspirations and mixed cultural
affiliations place her in a state of perpetual in-betweenness. The title Lunatic in My Head itself reflects
the protagonist’s internal chaos as she negotiates conflicting identities.

The paper employs Homi K. Bhabha's theories of hybridity and the "third space" to analyse how Firdaus’s
fragmented selfhood emerges from her inability to fully belong to any single cultural framework. Bhabha’s
third space is a liminal zone where cultural meanings are contested and renegotiated, producing new,
hybrid identities (The Location of Culture, 1994). Firdaus embodies this condition, caught between her
Muslim heritage, Khasi-dominated surroundings, and Western literary influences. The main focus of the
study is: How does Firdaus’s hybrid identity manifest in the novel, and what strategies does she employ
to navigate the third space?

Bhabha’s concept of hybridity dismantles rigid cultural binaries, arguing that identity is formed in the "in-
between" spaces where different traditions intersect. The third space is not merely a blend of cultures but
a site of tension, ambiguity, and creativity. As Bhabha states, “The borderline work of culture demands
an encounter with ‘newness’ that is not part of the continuum of past and present. It creates a sense of
the new as an insurgent act of cultural translation (Bhabha, 1994)”.

In Lunatic in My Head, Firdaus inhabits this borderline existence. She is a Muslim in a Christian-majority
region, an intellectual in a conservative society, and a woman constrained by gendered expectations.
Her internal monologues reveal the psychological toll of this hybridity. Hasan says, "There was a lunatic
in her head, a creature that would not let her be, that whispered doubts and mocked her every decision
(Hasan 45)”. This "lunatic" symbolizes her fractured self—unable to reconcile her multiple identities.
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Firdaus’s hybrid identity is shaped by multiple intersecting cultural forces that place her in a perpetual
state of in-betweenness. As a Muslim in Shillong’s predominantly Khasi society, she faces explicit
exclusion, encapsulated in a neighbour’s harsh dismissal. Hasan writes, "You people don’t belong here.
Go back to your own place (78)”. This rejection reinforces her outsider status, trapping her in a defensive
third space where she neither fully assimilates nor completely resists. Her intellectual aspirations further
complicate her position, creating tension with traditional expectations. Her father’'s pragmatic dismissal
of her literary pursuits—"What will you do with these books? Will they feed you?( 62)” —highlights the
clash between her hybrid intellectual identity and her family’s conventional worldview, leaving her both
empowered by knowledge and isolated by its implications. Additionally, as a woman, Firdaus grapples
with patriarchal constraints that seek to limit her autonomy. Her friend advice "You think too much. That’s
your problem. Just live” (112) emphasizes the pressure to conform, yet Firdaus cannot simply "live"
without questioning; her overthinking is symptomatic of her constant negotiation between conflicting
identities.

To navigate this hybridity, Firdaus employs various strategies. Books become her refuge, offering a
mental third space where she transcends cultural divisions, as reflected in her thought: "In books, she
was neither Khasi nor Muslim—just human" (95). She also practices silent resistance, such as secretly
applying for a scholarship despite familial disapproval, asserting agency in subtle but meaningful ways.
Yet, her existence remains marked by ambivalence—she neither fully embraces nor rejects any single
identity, instead lingering in an uneasy middle ground, encapsulated in her lament: "I am a stranger
everywhere, even to myself’ (134). This constant negotiation is exhausting, and the novel's title, Lunatic
in My Head, poignantly captures her psychological turmoil—the "lunatic" symbolizing the chaos of
unresolved hybridity, a mind perpetually torn between worlds.

Firdaus's identity crisis in Lunatic in My Head exemplifies the complex negotiation of hybridity in
postcolonial Northeast India. As Paul (2022) observes, the novel captures "the psychological turmoil of
individuals caught between multiple cultural affiliations" (35), which manifests in Firdaus's experience as
a Muslim woman in Shillong's Khasi-dominated society. The neighbour's hostile remark, "You people
don't belong here"(78) illustrates what Ahmed (2020) terms "the persistent ethnic tensions in India's
northeastern borderlands" (15), forcing Firdaus into Bhabha's conceptual third space of cultural
negotiation.

The conflict between Firdaus's intellectual aspirations and traditional expectations reflects what Paul
identifies as "the paradox of colonial education in post-independence India" (37). Her father's pragmatic
question - "What will you do with these books?"(62) - embodies, as Ahmed notes, "the generational clash
between traditional values and modern education" (17). This tension is compounded by gender
constraints, where Sophiya's advice to "Just live" (112) represents what Paul describes as "the limited
options available to women in patriarchal structures" (38).

Firdaus's coping mechanisms demonstrate innovative strategies for navigating hybridity. Her literary
escape, "In books, she was neither Khasi nor Muslim" (95) exemplifies what Ahmed calls "textual
transcendence of social boundaries" (16). However, as both scholars note, this solution remains partial.
Paul observes that "covert resistance through acts like secret scholarship applications reveals the
constraints on female agency" (38), while Ahmed emphasizes that the lament "| am a stranger
everywhere" (134) captures "the existential displacement of hybrid subjects" (19).

The novel's central metaphor of the "lunatic" powerfully encapsulates, as Paul argues, "the psychological

burden of cultural in-betweenness" (36). Ahmed's analysis further reveals how this represents "the
cognitive dissonance of occupying multiple identity positions simultaneously" (18). Together, these
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perspectives illuminate how Hasan's protagonist embodies both the possibilities and pains of existing in
Bhabha's third space, offering a nuanced portrayal of postcolonial hybridity in Northeast India.

Lunatic in My Head illustrates the destabilizing yet generative nature of hybrid identity. Through Firdaus’s
struggles, Hasan portrays the third space as both a site of alienation and potential liberation. The "lunatic"
in Firdaus’s head is not just madness but the chaos of existing between cultures—a condition that
Bhabha’s theory helps illuminate. This analysis contributes to postcolonial studies by showing how
hybridity operates at a personal, psychological level. Firdaus’s story resonates with anyone caught
between competing identities, offering a nuanced exploration of belonging in an increasingly fragmented
world.
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