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Abstract:

This paper explores the role of culinary spaces in post-liberalization Indian fiction, examining the tension
between informal food economies (such as street food) and corporate food culture (global franchises and luxury
dining). Through novels like Aravind Adiga’s The White Tiger, Rohinton Mistry’s A Fine Balance, and Kiran
Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss, this study investigates how food serves as a lens to critique globalization,
corporate power, and class stratification in contemporary India. The research adopts a comparative textual
analysis methodology, focusing on how these works use food as a symbol of economic survival, cultural
identity, and social mobility. The paper also integrates socioeconomic theory to understand the interplay
between informal and formal economies, drawing from literature on informality and global capitalism. The
analysis reveals that street food represents local resilience and informal survival, functioning as a resistant force
to the rise of corporate food chains, which symbolize the commodification of culture and economic inequality.
The research highlights the emotional labor of characters involved in corporate food spaces, showing how the
rise of global capitalism alienates and marginalizes traditional food systems. Ultimately, the paper argues that
post-liberalization Indian fiction uses culinary spaces to underscore the human cost of globalization,
particularly in how food practices reflect broader societal changes and the erosion of cultural identity. In
conclusion, the study offers critical insights into the challenges and opportunities that India’s evolving food
industry presents to its diverse social fabric.

Key words: Post-Liberalization India, Culinary Spaces, Corporate Food Culture, Informal Economies, Indian
fiction

Literature Review:

Food has long been used as a symbol of social position and class stratification in literature. In post-
liberalization Indian fiction, food culture represents the divide between the elite and the marginalized. The
emergence of corporate food chains in urban centers serves as a signifier of the aspirational middle class and
their desire for globalized consumption.

In Aravind Adiga’s The White Tiger, the role of food in the narrative is deeply intertwined with the themes of
class struggle and social inequality. According to Gita Raj, food in Adiga’s novel serves as a signpost for the
divide between the rural poor and the urban elite, marking the boundaries of class mobility and social exclusion
(Raj 78). Balram’s experiences with food reflect his alienation from the privileged classes, symbolized by the
luxurious and sanitized dining spaces of the elite in contrast to his humble and often dehumanizing encounters
with street food. Rita Kothari highlights how Adiga uses food as a tool to expose the social stratification in
Indian society, where the affluent have the privilege of accessing globalized food systems while the poor rely
on informal and often unsanitary food practices (Kothari 156-170).

This class-based divide in food culture is further explored by Rukmini Seshadri, who argues that food
consumption patterns in post-liberalization India remain deeply tied to the economic aspirations of different
social groups. The upper class embraces global brands, the middle class strives to access them, and the working
class continues to rely on local, informal systems for sustenance, reflecting both the economic mobility of the
rising middle class and the stagnation of the marginalized (Seshadri 68—77). The influence of global capitalism
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on India’s food culture has contributed to the erosion of local food practices, as multinational food chains and
corporate dining spaces proliferate, causing traditional and regional food systems to become increasingly
marginalized.

Mukul Kesavan observes that global food brands like McDonald's have become symbols of modernity and
Westernization, eroding local food traditions previously linked to regional identity. He argues that the rise of
corporate dining spaces in urban India signifies the commaodification of food and its gradual detachment from
cultural practice (Kesavan n. pag.). This shift illustrates how globalization contributes not only to the
homogenization of food culture but also to the repackaging of local cuisines for a global audience, often at the
cost of authenticity and regional identity.While these global food brands offer convenience and efficiency, they
also contribute to the loss of traditional culinary knowledge and the displacement of local food vendors. In
Pankaj Mishra’s Temptations of the West, Mishra critiques the influx of Western consumerism, including fast
food chains, into Indian society. He explores how the global spread of food represents a cultural takeover,
where local flavors are replaced by mass-produced meals that cater to a globalized palate. Mishra’s work
reveals how global food chains not only promote capitalism but also erase local food identities, pushing
indigenous culinary practices to the margins. Mishra’s critique is particularly important in understanding how
post-liberalization Indian fiction portrays the clash between local traditions and global homogenization in the
realm of food.

The literature surrounding food in post-liberalization Indian fiction highlights the multifaceted role of food in
reflecting economic transformation, social inequality, and cultural identity in contemporary India. Scholars
agree that food is a central metaphor in understanding the cultural implications of globalization and the rise of
corporate food chains. These global food systems often represent the privileges of the elite, while informal food
markets, particularly street food, serve as symbols of economic survival and local resistance.

Through novels like Aravind Adiga’s The White Tiger, Rohinton Mistry’s A Fine Balance, and Kiran Desai’s
The Inheritance of Loss, food becomes a powerful metaphor for class division, cultural loss, and economic
struggle in post-liberalization India. The rise of corporate food culture and the erosion of local food traditions
are key themes that shape the understanding of India’s complex economic landscape and the tension between
globalization and cultural preservation.

Introduction:

The economic liberalization of India in the early 1990s marked a significant shift in the country's socio-
economic landscape. The influx of global capitalism led to a rapid expansion of multinational corporations,
transforming various sectors, including food and hospitality. As corporate food chains (such as McDonald's,
Domino's, and luxury hotels) proliferated across urban India, traditional, informal food economies like street
food began to face increasing pressure. Indian authors have often used culinary spaces in their novels as sites to
explore these economic and cultural transitions. In post-liberalization Indian fiction, food is not merely
sustenance but a powerful symbol of class struggle, economic survival, and cultural preservation.

This paper examines the literary portrayal of food, specifically street food and corporate dining, in novels such
as Aravind Adiga’s The White Tiger, Rohinton Mistry’s A Fine Balance, and Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of
Loss. By analyzing these texts, the paper investigates the tension between informal and corporate food
economies and their implications for social mobility, identity, and globalization. The central argument is that
Indian fiction critiques the rise of corporate food culture by highlighting the human costs of globalization and
its impact on traditional livelihoods.
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Analysis:

The liberalization of India in 1991 marked a watershed moment in the country’s history, catalyzing significant
economic reforms that opened the Indian economy to global markets. This period of economic transformation
saw the rise of consumerism, the acceleration of urbanization, and the formalization of many sectors, including
the food industry. With the inflow of multinational corporations, the food landscape of urban India began to
rapidly shift. The proliferation of corporate food chains, such as McDonald's, Pizza Hut, and KFC, symbolized
not only the arrival of globalized consumer culture but also the adoption of capitalist efficiency and
standardized experiences. These food chains, largely catering to the middle and upper classes, became symbols
of modernity, global integration, and aspirational lifestyles. However, even as these global brands took root,
informal food markets, such as street food, persisted as a significant part of the Indian culinary landscape.
These informal food systems, largely unregulated and rooted in local traditions, have become important
symbols of local resilience, economic survival, and cultural preservation. Street food represents the enduring
presence of informal economies, catering to a large portion of the Indian population that remains outside the
formalized structures of the global economy. In Indian fiction, these food spaces provide rich metaphors for
larger social and economic struggles, particularly the tension between capitalism and locality. Food, as both a
commodity and a cultural practice, became a battleground for competing forces of globalization and locality.
While multinational food corporations offer branded, mass-produced food experiences for a globalized middle
class, street food vendors continue to serve the working class with cheap, accessible, and culturally familiar
meals. This tension underscores the economic inequalities inherent in the process of modernization and global
capitalism, providing the perfect backdrop for literary explorations of class divisions. In many works of post-
liberalization Indian fiction, food functions not just as a source of nourishment but as a symbol for broader
societal issues—particularly economic disparity, class stratification, and the erosion of traditional values in the
face of globalization.

In post-liberalization Indian literature, street food emerges as a central metaphor for the informal economy,
representing the struggles of the poor and the working class in an increasingly corporate-dominated world.
Street food vendors, who operate outside the formal economic structures, embody the resourcefulness of the
underprivileged in their daily fight for survival. Aravind Adiga's The White Tiger provides a poignant
exploration of this theme through its protagonist, Balram Halwai, who experiences the complex intersections of
class, power, and survival in modern India. The narrative contrasts Balram’s humble origins, where he
encounters street food as a source of comfort and community, with his eventual journey into the corporate
world, where food and labor are commodified for the benefit of the elite. Street food here is not just sustenance;
it is emblematic of the marginalized and excluded parts of society that are often overlooked by the forces of
globalization.

In Rohinton Mistry’s A Fine Balance, street food plays a similar role in illustrating the precariousness of
survival within an exploitative social system. Small, local food stalls become the space of resistance—sites of
community, identity, and economic survival for the characters who are displaced by the forces of urbanization
and capitalism. Food vendors in the novel are depicted as working in precarious conditions, earning just enough
to survive without the protections afforded by formal employment. These spaces, often seen as informal and
unregulated, represent the resilience and resourcefulness of the lower classes who, despite systemic oppression,
manage to carve out a living.

Moreover, these informal food markets serve as cultural resistance to the rise of corporate-driven food spaces.
In a society increasingly dominated by globalized food systems, street food retains a sense of authenticity and
local identity, offering a counterpoint to the standardized, mass-produced food experiences provided by
multinational corporations. This resistance becomes more apparent when juxtaposed against the corporate food
industry’s efforts to homogenize food culture and erase the regional diversity that street food celebrates.
Through literature, street food is portrayed as a means to preserve cultural traditions and local flavors that are
under threat from the rapid pace of globalization. The rise of corporate food culture in post-liberalization India
signifies not just the arrival of global food chains but also the growing economic stratification within Indian
society. The spread of fast-food giants like McDonald's and Domino’s has brought with it a dramatic shift in
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food consumption patterns, as these chains cater to a newly empowered, aspirational middle class. The allure of
international brands and their promises of modernity, efficiency, and comfort has made them powerful symbols
of global success. However, these spaces are also marked by alienation and social hierarchy.

In Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss, the alienating nature of corporate dining is explored through the
experiences of the working-class characters who find themselves employed in luxury restaurants and corporate
food chains. These environments are portrayed as sites of rigid social hierarchies, where employees are
subjected to unpaid emotional labor and disempowerment, reinforcing the gulf between the elite and the
working classes. The pristine, sanitized spaces of corporate dining stand in stark contrast to the humble street
food stalls, which offer a more egalitarian, community-based experience. The novel portrays the
commodification of culture in these global food spaces, where traditional Indian cuisines are repackaged for
Western tastes, leading to a loss of authenticity and a marginalization of local food cultures.

The rise of these corporate food spaces, then, reflects the broader economic inequalities inherent in India’s post-
liberalization growth. While multinational food chains flourish in urban centers, catering to the elite and
aspirational middle class, the informal food sector—represented by street food—remains relegated to the
periphery, serving as a reminder of the deep class divides that persist in Indian society. In this sense, corporate
food spaces function as a symbol of capitalist efficiency and consumerism, but also as sites that reinforce social
stratification and economic alienation.

The stark contrast between informal food markets and corporate food spaces is central to understanding the
socio-economic and cultural implications of post-liberalization food culture. Through the works of Adiga,
Mistry, and Desai, it becomes evident that food spaces in contemporary Indian literature are not merely places
of consumption but also symbols of economic survival, cultural identity, and social power.

In Adiga’s The White Tiger, the protagonist’s journey from a rural servant to an urban entrepreneur reflects the
larger societal tension between informality and corporate control. Balram’s experiences highlight the class
divide—where street food represents the resilience and resourcefulness of the poor, while corporate dining
spaces are associated with social privilege and cultural alienation. The gap between these two worlds
underscores the economic inequality and social immobility that persist in a globalized India. Similarly, in
Mistry’s A Fine Balance, the tension between local food vendors and corporate dining represents the broader
social and economic struggles of post-liberalization India. The street food vendors serve as symbols of
perseverance, navigating an environment that offers little support or security, while the corporate-run food
industry thrives by catering to the elite. Mistry’s novel critiques the social exclusion that occurs when corporate
food culture eclipses traditional forms of food production and consumption. Through these comparative
analyses, it becomes clear that food spaces in post-liberalization Indian fiction serve as more than just
settings—they are powerful metaphors for the economic forces that shape society, offering insights into the
class divides and cultural tensions that define modern India.

Conclusion:

The portrayal of culinary spaces in post-liberalization Indian fiction offers rich insights into the complex
dynamics of class, culture, and capitalism in a rapidly globalizing India. Through the lens of food—whether in
the form of luxurious corporate dining, street food, or informal food economies—Indian authors like Aravind
Adiga, Rohinton Mistry, and Kiran Desai critically engage with the social, economic, and cultural
transformations that have taken place since India’s economic liberalization in the 1990s. These literary works
reveal the deeper implications of India’s shift from a state-controlled to a market-driven economy and
underscore how food practices have become symbolic of the broader economic and cultural divides in post-
liberalization society.

This paper has explored how corporate food culture in contemporary Indian literature serves as a symbol of the
dominance of global capitalism and the growing economic inequality between the elite and the marginalized. In
contrast, street food and the informal food economy emerge as spaces of resilience, cultural preservation, and
community. Through food, characters in these novels navigate a world of economic survival, identity
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negotiation, and class struggle. The tension between corporate commodification and local culinary traditions is
a central theme that shapes the narrative arcs of these works.

The literary exploration of food also sheds light on the complex relationship between globalization and local
identity in post-liberalization India. On one hand, corporate food chains represent the allure of a modernized,
globalized India, catering to the aspirational middle class with its global tastes. On the other hand, street food
vendors, often relegated to the informal economy, represent a defiant form of local culture that resists the
erosion of traditional practices. The juxtaposition of these two food worlds highlights the ongoing clash
between local survival and corporate domination in the new India.

Ultimately, this research reinforces the argument that food in post-liberalization Indian fiction is more than a
mere cultural or social practice; it serves as a metaphor for the social and economic dynamics that shape Indian
society. It reflects the growing influence of global capitalism, the persistence of economic inequality, and the
resilience of local cultures in the face of overwhelming external forces. Through the representation of food,
Indian literature captures the complexities of class identity, cultural erosion, and resistance, offering a critical
perspective on the broader societal changes at play.

In conclusion, post-liberalization Indian fiction, through its depiction of food and food spaces, invites readers to
reflect on the transformative effects of globalization and capitalism on everyday life. It challenges readers to
consider the marginalization of traditional food practices, the commodification of cultural identity, and the
resilience of the local against the forces of global capital. By doing so, these works offer a compelling
commentary on the consequences of India’s economic transition, providing a rich, multifaceted view of a nation
grappling with cultural change and economic inequality in the global age.
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