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Abstract

This paper addresses the way in which Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of
Loss (20006) locates the formation of racial and cultural identities both across
multiple national sites and in specific localities—both through processes of
transnationalism and through negotiations of specific geographical space un-
dertaken by transnational diasporic subjects. The Inheritance of Loss is a
transnational novel in terms of the subjects it treats, its geographical scope,
and the kinds of experience it dramatizes. The narrative of the novel switches
between Manhattan and Kalimpong, moving between “First” world and
“Third” world, metropolis and hamlet, personal and political. In doing so,
The Inheritance of Loss combines elements of South Asian and American
cultures while offering a new racial and cultural synthesis and a renewed
vision of the transnational mobility. The novel’s two-world/parallel form ac-
tually bespeaks an awareness of re-(b)ordering cultural reality necessary for a
global and transnational imaginary that can no longer be fully encapsulated
under the old trope of national identity. By looking specifically at how the
postcolonial issues in Indian subcontinent and the dislocation experiences of
the migrants in New York City are intersected in the novel, the paper proposes
that The Inheritance of Loss points us towards a transnational politics atten-
tive to these questions, which are complicated by today’s globalized world.
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Salman Rushdie aptly points out that “our identity is at once plural and
partial” (7).! This paradox has been illustrated in Kiran Desai’s The Inberitance of
Loss (20006), a story with unresolved affectionate connections to three continents,
two contrasting locales, Kalimpong and Manhattan, and with some groups of
people subject to the pull and push of transnational hybridizing cultural force.
Set in the decade of the 1980s of major upheavals in India, Desai’s novel addresses
the Gorkhaland movement (1986) and the displaced figures of varied kinds in the
UK, India, the U.S., highlighting adeptly the old tales of diaspora that encom-
pass generations of Indians without definite meaning. The tormented past and
uncertain present of the diaspora Indians, the historical and geographical
problematics, and the impact of globalization are given an entirely new spin in the
novel to unearth their sources in earlier decades.

While issues of migration, borders, and diaspora experience as recurrent tropes
are found in many contemporary American Indian novels, Desai’s 7he Inheritance
of Loss exceptionally takes into account the transnational hybridity of cultural
identity in relation to geocultural complexities. Impressively, the novel foregrounds
the effects of multiple and conflicting cultural inheritances on people dominated
by a transforming world. 7he Inheritance of Loss is a transnational novel in terms
of the subjects it treats, its geographical scope, and the kinds of experience it
dramatizes. The novel penetratingly communicates a diasporic consciousness in
a transnational context by locating the formation of racial and cultural identities
both across multiple national sites and in specific localities—both through
processes of transnationalism and through negotiations of specific geographical
space undertaken by transnational diasporic subjects. The theoretical discourses
of transnationalism that seemingly aspire to the termination of world divisions
in the era of globalization are not the backdrop of the novel in question but are
arguably what the novel aims to revise. In the novel, the assimilationnist notion
of normative citizenship in the age of globalization gives way to alterity of citizen-
ship that appreciates the multicultural diversity brought in by individuals who
maintain transnational affiliations. The novel’s two-world/parallel form actually
bespeaks an awareness of re-(b)ordering cultural reality necessary for a global and
transnational imaginary that can no longer be fully encapsulated under the old

! In meditating multiple cultural identifications, Salman Rushdie writes of the creative tension in his
oft-quoted passage from his influential book /maginary Homelands (1991). Here, I quote it in full length:
“Our identity is at once plural and partial. Sometimes we feel that we straddle two cultures; at other
times, that we fall between two stools. But however ambiguous and shifting this ground may be, it is not
an infertile territory for a writer to occupy. If literature is in part the business of finding new angles
at which to enter reality, then once again our distance, our long geographical perspective, may provide
us with such angles” (7).
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trope of national identity. Seen in this light, 7he Inheritance of Loss indeed merits
careful examinations to reach profound understanding of the geocultural com-
plexities it enunciates, and to acknowledge the reality of transnational hybridity it
elaborates. To engage in a sophisticated reading of Desai’s award-winning novel,
this paper will first discuss the definition of “the transnational” and explain how
and why the concepts of transnationality can be mobilized for initiating useful
discussions of hybridity of cultural identity produced in our transnationalizing
world. The paper intends to demonstrate how challenging the parallel-structured
two-world narration can lead to a new transnational cultural imaginary and
hybridity. By looking specifically at the ways the postcolonial issues in Indian
subcontinent and the dislocation experience of the migrants in New York City are
intersected in the novel, the paper proposes that 7he Inheritance of Loss in fact
points us towards a transnational politics attentive to these questions, which are
complicated by today’s global world.

I. The Multiple Facets of “Transnationalism”

“Today transnationalism seems to be everywhere,” remarks Steven Vertovec
in the beginning of his new book published in 2009 (1). Indeed, scholars from
numerous disciplines seek to theorize “transnationalism;” yet they do so from
varied perspectives, and with different levels of abstraction (Basch et al. 1994;
Baubock 1994, 2003; Faist 1999; Grewal, Gupta, and Ong 1999; Glick-Schiller
et al. 1992; Levitt et al. 2003; Morawska 2003; Portes 1996; Pries 1999; Smith
2001; Smith and Guarnizo 1998; Vertovec 2009, etc.). Defined by Linda Basch
et al. as “a process by which migrants, through their daily life activities create
social fields that cross national boundaries” (22), transnationalism is now a bur-
geoning field of interdisciplinary studies that causes “much conceptual muddling”
(Vertovec 4). Nicholas DeMaria Harney and Loretta Baldassar observe that

[w]hile many researchers use the concept of transnationalism to name or analyze
processes, patterns, and relations that connect people or projects in different places in
the world, its macroscalar associations do have their interpretive limits, obscuring and
eliding different scales, networks, and manifestations of connections, which, as a resul,
diminish its clarity as a conceptual tool. (190)

As such, “the meaning of transnationalism has been variously grounded upon
arguably distinct conceptual premises” and has been typologized as varied as
“social morphology,” “type of consciousness,” “mode of cultural reproduction,”
“avenue of capital,” “site of political engagement,” and “(re)construction of ‘place’
or locality” (Vertovec 4). “Transnationalism,” not a new term, is originally used
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in theoretical discourse to describe the historically specific processes of globaliza-
tion that began to intensify at the end of the twentieth century. Commonly,
“transnationalism” refers to the contemporary circulation of “capital, labor,
technology, and media images” (Sharpe 112) which have, according to some
theorists, both resulted from and contributed to the erosion of the political cen-
trality of the national form. As the term “transnational” began to be widely used
in cultural and literary studies, there however have been quite a few variations
in how it is employed and deployed. Based on scholars’ remarks on “transnation-
alism,” Kandice Chubh, for example, uses “transnation” to denote “a socio-political
collectivity produced in diversely local and global articulations within an ever
changing matrix of nationalisms and circumscribed by the flow of capital within
and across national boundaries” (96). The concept surrounding the “transnational”
subsequently gives rise to a transforming idea of national boundaries, a fact that is
caused not merely by the shifts of global and local, political, economic structures
but also by the deterritorialization of cultural terrain. Positively, these changes
enable us to form an interdisciplinary perspective, and to draw on different fields
of study to examine the changing aspect of world literary landscape.

By exploring the critique of the following important critics, we can discern
some of the promises and challenges associated with transnationalism. In cultural
studies, the connotations of the “transnational” have led Gayatri Spivak to dis-
cussing “the specific cultural production of international neocolonial subject([s]”
(who are mostly women labors) (213).2 David Harvey employs the term when
describing his view of postmodernism as a break with modernism.?> Khachig
Tololyan advocates a different concept of “transnationalism” in relation to “di-
aspora’: “diaspora is undergoing an accelerating transition from exilic nationalism
to diasporic transnationalism . . . this transition is challenging the agendas,
discourses, and resources of existing institutions, causing changes and occasion-
ally leading to the creation of new organizations” (107).

Drawing on Paul Gilroy’s influential book 7he Black Atlantic (1993), Ania
Loomba however refers “the transnational” to the “complex flow of human and
natural resources between colonized and colonial countries” (3).# According to

2 Drawing on the work of June Nash and Maria Patricia Fernandez-Kelly, Spivak considers the dif-
ference between the colonial subject and the new international neocolonial subject who can be found in
the proliferation of export-processing zones (otherwise known as EPZs), and most of them are women.
See Women, Autobiography, Theory: A Reader (1998), edited by Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson (Madison:
U of Wisconsin P, 1998).

3 See David Harvey, The New Imperialism (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2003) and The Condition of
Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990).

4 In Paul Gilroy’s important book, he creates the term “black Adlantic” to refer to “the movements of
black people [from Africa to Americas or Europe],” which he further describes as “intercultural and



Transnational Hybridity 101

Loomba’s research, transnational studies came into being through colonial
enterprise, which relied on a reclassification or reordering of the world into racial
and cultural categories. These categories were further employed to justify a whole
range of exploitative practices, both within the nation and around the world. To
elaborate this point, Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan use the term “transnational”
to link the questions of genre and gender to a world-system of emergent cultural
production. Grewal and Kaplan then connect “the transnational” to resistant
cultural production. They assert: “We use the term ‘transnational’ to problema-
tize a purely locational politics of global-local or center-periphery in favor of
what [Armand] Mattelart sees as the lines cutting across them . . . [we also use the
term] to challenge what we see as inadequate and inaccurate binary divisions”
(13).

Accordingly, while transnational studies is frequently used to discuss the
power of global capitalism, it is also employed to investigate the counter-hege-
monic strategies of resistance that have arisen from dislocated cultures and popu-
lations who have been affected by that power. Populations once subject to direct
colonial rule are now caught up in the more fluid processes of global capitalism,
providing cheap labor. The logic of capitalism, as a result, is central to the logic
of transnationalism. In other words, transantionalism is in some sense about
extending the logic of capitalism beyond national borders in ways which may
in fact compromise those national borders. The construction of the material
practices of capitalism, however, requires the maintenance of distinctions and
inequalities between categories of race, class, gender, and nationality. For this
reason, transnational inquires are linked closely with questions of the aforemen-
tioned categories. A transnational approach hence emphasizes the world of
connections of all kinds that do not necessarily erase cultural differences, nor
automatically anticipate a borderless world. Rather, a transnational approach pays
attention to the inequalities that arise from new forms of globalization produced
by histories of imperialism, neo-colonialism, long-sustained racism, and compli-
cated issues of gender. By examining the literature through a transnational
framework, critics are then obliged to ask a new set of questions about the for-
mation of cultural identity. A re-orientation toward transnational inquiries
eventually empowers globalization studies in ways that sharpen contemporary
investigation of cultural production in our transnational reality. Here, 7he Inher-
itance of Loss is a good example in its illustration of these concerns.

transnational formation” that “provides a means to re-examine the problems of nationality, location,
identity, and historical memory” (ix, 16).
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Seen in this light, transnationalism may then be best understood as a
thematized critique which centers on examining modes of connection across
national, cultural, racial, political borders—something defying confinement of
boundaries, and constantly evolving and entailing the necessary moment of mul-
tiple engagements. Drawing on the assumed agenda of transnationalism, I would
like to cultivate transnational hybridity to elucidate more specifically one of the
symptoms of a transnationalizing world. Transnational hybridity is thus theo-
rized in my project as both residing in and deriving from the multiple manifesta-
tions of transnationalism in its utility for cultural and literary studies. Yet, to
begin with, what is the relation between “transnationalism” and “hybridity”? In
refining “transnationalism,” Vertovec particularly notes that “[i]n one sense
depicted as a shorthand for several processes of cultural interpenetration and
blending, transnationalism is often associated with a fluidity of constructed styles,
social institutions and everyday practices. These are often described in terms of
syncretism, creolization, bricolage, cultural translation, and hybridity” (7). “Hy-
bridity” is in reality taking an increasingly significant role as transnational engage-
ment becomes common and “new subjectivities” are produced (Nonini 21).

As debated in this paper, transnational hybridity is an area of inquiry that emerges
both out of an engagement with cultures crossing national borders and out of a study
of hybridity across cultures. According to May Joseph, transnational hybridity “situate
s] the production of hybridities in the context of a changing cultural international-
ism” (14). Theoretically, transnational hybridity refers to “[t]he diverse genres,
geographies, and theories of hybridity” that “juxtapose argument for hybridity in
local contexts” with “broader linkage across national and regional discourses” (14).
It is therefore the move to complicate the relations of center and periphery by rene-
gotiating the seemingly antagonistic categories of First World/Third World.
Transnational hybridity provides the possibility for resistance while foregrounding
the symptom of intense cultural exchanges. It is a trope for the border-crossing ex-
perience, an alias for the flow of culture, capital, and people. Furthermore, transna-
tional hybridity negotiates a space between (legal) categories of national identities
and between the informal as well as cumulative affiliation across national borders.

In this paper, I use transnational hybridity to address the politics of
(re-)location, which is important both for explicating geocultural complexities
and for evaluating historical and geographical links between borders. I assert that
the continuing impact of the application of transnational perspectives in explor-
ing literary works lies in its privileging the complex ways in which difference and
hybridity are produced in relational contexts, of which Desai’s novel in question is
a good example. Though The Inheritance of Loss evokes a geographically remote
culture of Kalimpong and recalls events removed in time from our current context,
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the novel speaks profoundly to the sources of today’s multi-located transnationalism.
Magnificently, the novel celebrates transnational hybridity arising from encoun-
ters of immigrants from different countries in Manhattan, and from encounters
of the secular Western culture and the ethnical cultural dynamic in the South
Asia. Overwhelmingly, varied constructions of transnational hybridity along with
new forms of association and affiliation between nations and cultures seem to
interweave the network of world cultural flow into both a divided and intercon-
nected nexus. What is happening in the metropolitan center New York City
qualifies the free play of global ethnicities, whereas what happens in the border
town Kalimpong foregrounds celebratory nomadism and transnational hybridity
produced shrewdly by migration and the global media. To do a careful examination,
I shall in what follows divide my discussion of The Inheritance of Loss into two
sections—the transnational production of hybridity, and the parallel of two worlds
inscribed ingeniously in the novel.

I1. The Elaboration of Transnational Hybridity

In The Inheritance of Loss, the author delineates the pain of being caught in-
between, the cruel reality of transnational existence. Desai’s characters are people
who have moved across national or cultural borders and who acutely showcase the
result of dislocation. She navigates the disparate worlds of her characters with
sensitivity and sentiment, informing the formation of hybridity of these displaced
figures. Embedded within the tensions between homeland and secular Western
world are the ever contingently (re-)formulated identities that the author epito-
mizes in the novel. Some major figures in the novel are virtually caught between
legal categories, historical legacies, changing political landscape on the backdrop
of increasing enhancement of transnationality engendered by new cultural reality
as well as cultural imperatives. The language of nationalism at Kalimpong and
the strategic adoption of hybridity in Manhattan inform the underlying dynamic
of the novel in question. The Inheritance of Loss therefore at the same time draws
on the contradicting tensions between colonial pasts, national belonging, inter-
national citizenship, and produces itself as a transnational tapestry connected
between local ethnicities and transnationally articulated hybrid cultural identities.

Since The Inheritance of Loss contains both local histories of tensions (between
national identities, multicultural democracy)® and new hybrid identities that move

5 Here, I refer to the histories that record the Gorkhas people’s endeavor to achieve independence (the
Gorkhaland Movement) in the face of the threat from surrounding powerful countries.
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beyond ethnic and national lines (the different geocultural realities in Northern
India and Manhattan, New York), transnational hybridity emerges in this novel as
a complicated expression of multiple affiliations of cultural citizenship in the United
States and also in India. In India, the retired judge dislocated in his youth is a
figure characterized by transnational hybridity. He grew up in the cosmopolitan
city Mumbai (formerly Bombay). In his old age, he is apt to indulge himself in
remembering the colonial pasts. In the early part of the novel, he is called “the
judge”; as the novel moves forwards and we are immersed in his painful memories
of student years in a racist, colonial England, he is often referred to by his full
name, Jemubhai Patel, suggestive of his racial identity in England, a foreign place
hostile to him.

Born in a middle-class Patel family, Jemubhai was sent to Cambridge to
study law in 1939. Being the first boy in the district to go to UK to study and
thereby also being assured of a powerful career on his return, he acquired both a
large debt from local moneylenders and one month before his departure he mar-
ried a bride, “fourteen years old and he had yet to properly see her face” (41).°
His father-in-law arranged for members of a military band to see him off at the
Bombay docks. In his memories, “the day returned to him vividly and cruelly.”
On the departing day, for the very first time, “[h]e felt a piercing fear, not for his
future, but for his past, for the foolish faith with which he had lived in Piphit,”
his ancestral home (41).

Upon arrival in England, however, Jemubhai was met with many difficulties.
Though he finally found a room to let, it was miles away from the university. His
landlady was mean and insisted on calling him “James” (44), a westernized
nickname. Actually, Jemubhai was only called “Jemu” (41) in his home town.
Settling down, Jemu spent his entire time locked in his room, studying fourteen
hours a day, eating his landlady’s inadequate food and not making any friends.
He was suffused by loneliness:

... he began immediately to study, because it was the only skill he could carry
from one country to another. He worked twelve hours at a stretch, late into the
night, and in thus withdrawing, he failed to make a courageous gesture outward at
a crucial moment and found, instead, that his pusillanimity and his loneliness
had found fertile soil. He retreated into a solitude that grew in weight day by day.
The solitude became a habit, the habit became the man, and it crushed him into

a shadow. (45)

6 See Kieran Desai, The Inheritance of Loss New York: Grove Adlantic, 2006). Hereafter, I cite only
the page number from this novel. Desai won the Man Booker Prize in 2006 for this novel. Her first book,
Hullabaloo in the Guava Orchard (1998), is also highly acclaimed by some critics.
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Gradually, the young Cambridge student was misunderstood, ignored and
casually humiliated; he felt lost, and scorned for his skin, color, smell. Jemu’s
mind began to warp; he grew stranger to himself than he was to those around
him, found his own skin odd-colored, his own accent peculiar. He forgot how
to laugh, could barely manage to lift his lips in a smile, and if he ever did, he held
his hand over his mouth, because he couldnt bear anyone to see his teeth.

Years later, Jemu returned as an ICS officer serving the British. Despite a
glorious reception, Jemu found his wife grotesque and his people alien. Having
experienced awful displacement in England, he could not make a place for him-
self in his native land, India. Unelucidatively, he became too English after he
returned. He mimicked the English hobby to hunt animals with his gun, eating
toast for breakfast and crumpets for tea. Since his return, he had not spoken to
anyone for three years, and acutely isolated himself. He was full of self-hate as
well as hate for his family, community, and anyone for not being British, which
included his wife. We are told: “To the end of his life, he would never be seen
without socks and shoes and would prefer shadow to light, faded days to sunny,
for he was suspicious that sunlight might reveal him, in his hideousness, all too
clearly” (45).

Later, as an elderly retired judge, he spends his remaining years in Cho Oyu,
a crumbling hillside bungalow in Kalimpong in the northeastern Himalayas, and
pours all his love toward his dog, Mutt. “Each night Mutt slept with her head on
[the judge’s] pillow, and on cold nights she was wrapped in a shawl of angora
rabbit wool” (40). Overall, the judge’s unhappy marriage, his repressed sexuality,
his aloofness, and, finally, the way he treats the cook, contribute to making him a
figure who demonstrates the underside of transnational hybridity—a person caught
between cultures, nations, incongruously contrasting existences, and subject
to untranslatable pasts and an indecisive outlook on life.

Jemu’s plight, doomed as he is always alien to his own country, is mirrored
in the story of Biju who sets off to New York to make his fortune in the land of
plenty, with the high expectations of his eager father riding on his shoulders. A
proud father, the cook told his acquaintances in India that his son Biju had got an
“excellent job” (19) in the US and he imagined one day “Biju would make enough
and [he] would retire. He would receive a daughter-in-law to serve him food,
crick-crack his toes, grandchildren to swat like flies” (19). Actually, Biju arrived
on a two-week ticket and stayed for years, changing “jobs so often, like a fugitive
on the run—no papers (3). The golden ticket—the green card—remains
unobtainable. “Without it he couldn’t leave”(108). Biju “watched the legalized
foreigners with envy,” while he also knew that “there were those who lived and
died illegal in America and never saw their families, not for ten years, twenty,
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thirty, never again” (108-9). He was victimized by ill treatment and racism and
he endlessly made cheap labor for unscrupulous restauranteurs. In one bitter
scene, Biju’s boss and his wife disparaged him: ““He smells,” said the owner’s wife.
‘I think I'm allergic to his hair oil.” She had hoped for men from the poorer parts
of Europe—Bulgarians perhaps, or Czechoslovakians” (54). At night, Biju “could
hear the unmistakable sound of rat claws, and went down the flight of steps to
the basement” (59). Scorned, isolated, humiliated and scared, Biju led a life of
vulnerability being trapped in a miserable chain of underprivileged jobs. He and
his fellow kitchen slaves at the Gandhi Café “unrolled their bedding wherever
there was room. The rats of his earlier jobs had not forsaken Biju” and “[o]ne
chewed Biju’s hair at night” to build “its nest” (163).

For all the sobering dimensions, Biju’s story of struggle is occasionally
colored with comical warmth. At times, he might hear some remarks on his
home country from the businessmen eating at the restaurant: “We need to get
aggressive about Asia . . . It’s opening up, new frontier, millions of potential
consumers, big buying power in the middle classes, China, India, potential for
cigarettes, diapers, Kentucky Fried, life insurance, water management, cell phones—
big family people, always on the phone . ..” (151). At other times, Biju experi-
ences the richness of different cultures in encountering immigrants from other
countries. Yet, once in a while, he immerses himself in feelings of dislocation and
nostalgia.

The atmosphere of Kalimpong reached Biju all the way in New York; it swelled densely
on the line and he could feel that the pulse of the forest, smell the humid air, the green
black lushness; he could imagine all its different textures, the plumage of banana, the
stark spear of the cactus, the delicate gestures of ferns; he could hear the croak #rrr
whonk, wee wee butt ock butt ock of frogs in the spinach, the rising note welding im-
perceptibly with the evening . . . . (252)

Then, the unconquerable difficulties in getting a green card eventually wear Biju
down. He feels exhausted being denied a sustainable and decent life in the
metropolis. The status of being illegal—having no access to healthcare, fearing
the authorities, keeping his money in his shoes all the time—enervates him men-
tally and physically. Biju thought he was “emptying out. Year by year, his life
wasn’t amounting to anything at all; in a space that should have included family,
friends, he was the only one displacing the air” (293). At last, he decided to
“return to a life where he might slice his own importance” (293). Before he got on
a flight home, Biju went to Jackson Heights to have a final shopping, purchasing
TV and VCR, a camera, sunglass, baseball caps . . . T-shirts with “I love NY” and
“Born in the USA” (295), etc. His itinerary home is a detour: “New York—
London—Frankfurt—Abu Dhabi—Dubai—Bahrain—Karachi—Delhi—
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Calcutta” (295), because he bought the cheapest airplane ticket that he could
find.

Like the judge, Biju is dislocated in a hostile foreign country. As an illegal
migrant worker living in the “center” of the First World, the cook’s son manifests
yet a different aspect of transnational hybridity as he negotiates with the
multicultural realities of the global city, the migrant workers of different colors.
The transformative encounters between American and South Asian cultures that
are exemplified in Biju, an illegal migrant with an American dream, are illustrated
in his shopping preference and in his joyful adaptation to the First-World milieu
while valuing his homeland cultures in retrospect with warm affection.

Still another exemplar of transnational hybridity is circumstantiated in the
judge’s granddaughter Sai, who moved back from Russia to India in the beginning
of the novel. Sai’s father and mother, a Zoroastrian space pilot and a Hindu
college student, “met in a public park in Delhi” and “they considered themselves
lucky to have found each other, each one empty with the same loneliness, each
one fascinating as a foreigner to the other, but both educated with an eye to the
West . ..” (29). The Indo-USSR romance ended up with the couple eloping to
Moscow, where Sai’s father worked “for Intercosmos Program” (28). Sai is thus
the child of a Gujarati mother and a Zoroastrian father, living on Indo-Russian
space collaboration in the last days of the old Soviet state. After her parents “died
under the wheels of a bus of foreigners” in Moscow (30), the newly orphaned
16-year-old girl travels all the way from Russia to India to live with the judge.
Sai arrived unannounced at the doorstep of her grandfather, whom she has never
met. She was thus thrust from the bleak, regimented, sheltered convent boarding
school she was attending in Russia into the lush, misty Himalayan city of Kalimpong
in Northeastern India.

Living with her grandfather, Sai is offered basic nourishment along with
tutoring aimed to educate her. Her cold and loveless grandfather, who she por-
trays as “more lizard than human” (36), remains aloof and unapproachable. A
young girl crossing worlds, Sai, like other characters, encounters some con-
fusing discrepancy. And we learn from the novel that, “[a]ny sense that Sai was
taught had fallen between the contradictions, and the contradictions, themselves
had been absorbed” (33). A border-crossing figure, she has been taught different
cultures and national anthem, a Latin motto, and she also learned that “English
was better than Hindi” (33). Nevertheless, since relocating in Kalimpong, Sai
has learned how to “propel herself into the future by whatever means possible
or she'd be trapped forever in a place whose time had already passed” (80).

Later in the novel, she begins to cultivate her personal philosophy of life.
“There was grace in forgetting and giving up,” she asserts, “it was childish not
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to—everyone had to accept the imperfection and loss in life” (276). As she is
disillusioned in the wake of the local turmoil of insurgency after Gyan, her love,
leaves joining the movement, she learns one more lesson that

life wasn’t single in its purpose . . . or even in its direction . . . . The simplicity of what
she'd been taught wouldn't hold. Never again could she think there was but one narra-
tive and that narrative belonged only to herself, that she might create her own mean
lictle happiness and live safely within it. (355; omission original)

Somehow Sai has the good sense to imagine herself a tangible citizen in her own
world without suffering from the inconsistent reality of transnational discontinuity.
The old judge one day surprisingly found out the fact that “[t]he journey he had
started so long ago had continued in his descendants.” “There was something
familiar about her; she had the same accent and manners. She was a westernized
Indian brought up by English nuns, an estranged Indian living in India” (230).
Having crossed the borders, both the old judge and his granddaughter are
“westernized” and “estranged” in their own homeland. Both inherit different and
conflicting world views, and both inherit the symptoms of the transnational and
colonial confrontations of third-world and first-world cultures. Yet, the dual
inheritance of different cultures amounts to a sense of loss.

Sai is indeed quite different compared with the judge and Biju. Being very
poor, Jemubhai’s father tried every means to send his son to England. Seeing his
son again, the old man regretted: “It was a mistake to send you way. You have
become like a stranger to us.” “You are the one who sent me and now you come
and say it was a mistake! A fine thing,” answered the son (337). Upon return,
Jemubhai “had been recruited to bring his countrymen into the modern age, but
he could only make it himself by cutting them off entirely, or they would show up
reproachful, pointing out to him the lie he had become” (337). Biju is similarly
sent away from his home country. Biju’s account of transnational movement,
however, is quite another story. Once in a while, “Biju couldn’t help but feel
a flash of anger at his father for sending him alone to this country, but he knew
he wouldn’t have forgiven his father for not trying to send him, either” (91). The
narrator’s comments are provocative but undeniably true: “What was India to
these people? How many lived in the fake versions of their countries, in fake
versions of other people’s countries?” (293)

Like a somber observer, Sai sums up the trajectories, the movement, the
vicissitudes of the characters in the novel, and empowers herself: “She thought of
her father and the space program. She thought of all the National Geographics
and the books she had read. Of the judge’s journey, of the cook’s journey, of
Bijus. Of the globe twirling on its axis. And she felt a glimmer of strength”
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(356). Journeys of varied kinds that bring about intergenerational continuity are
at once representing a family’s histories of travel and denoting the complexities of
postcolonial cultural transition. The novel’s practice of attending transnational
routes illuminates relations, connectivity, and also accounts for the transnational
hybridity that characterize the border-crossing figures. 7he Inheritance of Loss is
thus populated by these vibrant characters who cross national, socio-political, racial,
and cultural borders and seek to relocate at the place they hope to belong to.
Afflicted by the inherent contradiction of migrating experience, some adapt well
to the changing geography of belonging, others fail. Slowly and penetratingly,
The Inheritance of Loss expatiates the intricate ways in which its characters move
in and out of civilizations, cultures, social classes, other inconsistent identities and
become transnational hybridities.

Evidently, Desai’s creative craftsmanship is even more discernible in her
detailed treatment of her characters in an entirely different cultural setting in
foreign lands, be it in the West or on the Indian sub-continent. With the breath-
taking, overflowing richness of its vivid descriptions of the indigenous culture
along with the smothering ambiance of the Gorkhaland Movement in which Nepali
who speak Gorkhas seek a separate state to preserve the identities of the non-
Bengali majority in the area around Darjeeling in north West Bengal, the novel
offers an accumulation of layers of fragments of the Indian pasts so as to epitomize
the unsolvable geocultural complexities. The reader is then inclined to reflect for
himself or herself on the aching turns of the subcontinental history. Casting a
keen eye for entailing a story of profound sensibility with subtle sketches, Desai
weaves the weight of colonial history, of the double ordeal of westernization and
transmigration, and creates a rich tapestry of characters who live with alienation
and with questions of identity, being exiles both at home and abroad.

Reading the novel in exploring its transnational hybridity, we find that Kiran
Desali’s title reflects the depths and scope of her project. The Inheritance of Loss,
set in India, partly in New York and partly in England, encompasses colonialism,
a revolution, multi-ethnic nationhood, illegal immigration in the US, and even-
tually reiterates the loss resulting from transnational movements. As the novel
structurally alternates between two worlds, I shall devote the following section
to elaborating its implications.

III. The Juxtaposition of Two Contrasting Worlds

The Inheritance of Loss is divided mainly into two parallel plot lines—one
in India and the other in the US. The former takes place in Kalimpong, in a
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colonial-era villa located in the border country between Bangladesh, Bhutan and
Nepal where a nationalist movement to establish a land for Gurkhas begins to
exert unexpected impact on the lives of ordinary people. The latter occurs in New
York City, where Indian restaurant workers living without legal status move
aimlessly from one restaurant to another. These illegal immigrants begin to dis-
cover an America that is less a land of plentitude than one of unrelenting exclusion.
Split in its setting between the high Himalayas and the basement kitchens of
Manhattan, the novel with its narratives zipping back and forth between two
contrasting worlds presents a global sweep and local reach that intertwine these
two parallel yet contrasting universes. The metropolis is described as a fragmented
spatial unit cut across by an intensive redefinition of identities, of class—a process
that inevitably entails mixed feelings. “The sky over Manhattan was messy, lots of
stuff in it, branches and pigeons and choppy clouds lit with weird yellow light.
The wind blew strongly and the pink pom-poms of the cherry trees in Riverside
Park swished against the unsettled mix” (291). While the immigrant tales in
New York City negotiate the performance of cultural and racial differences in
relation to the hegemonic capitalism of the US, the story in the North of the
Indian subcontinent specifies the locality and semi-nationalism manifesting
geocultural complexities. Initially, Kalimpong was a paradisiac place: “All day,
the colors had been those of dusk, mist moving like a water creature across the
great flanks of mountains possessed of ocean shadows and depths. Briefly visible
above the vapor, Kanchenjunga was a far peak whittled out of ice, gathering
the last of the light, a plume of snow blown high by the winds at its summit” (1).
The rich, wonderfully serene writing style and exquisite language, however,
begins meanderingly to chart out both a relentless, transforming metropolis and
a despondent, turbulent hill-side town. The uncertainty, disappointment and
cruelty as are delineated by the novel’s elaboration of the exploitation of the mi-
grants in the global city, and of the dying colonialism, the troubling geopolitical
discord in Kalimpong, eventually render a bleak world picture. On the one hand,
in New York City,

the subway ran on a rawly sketched edifice upheld by metal stilts. The trains passed in
a devilish screaming; their wheels sparked firework showers that at night threw a vio-
lent jagged brightness over the Harlem projects, where [Biju] could see a few lights
on already and some others besides himself making a start on miniature lives. (84)

On the other hand, in the hillside town, “the political trouble continued to re-
main in the background for them” (156). Gyan and Sai witnessed a growing
Nepalese insurgency that began to unravel before them the ethnocultural conflict
which they might never fully comprehend. Seeing the men wearing “American
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T-shirts” that were made in China shouting on the street, Gyan doubted, “Were
these men entirely committed to the importance of the procession or was there a
disconnected quality to what they did? Were they taking their cues from old
protest stories or from the hope of telling a new story? Did their hearts rise and
fall to something true? Once they shouted, marched, was the feeling authentic?”
(173) Then, “[t]he incidents of horror grew, through the changing of the seasons,
through winter and a flowery spring, summer, then rain and winter again. Roads
were closed, there was curfew every night, and Kalimpong was trapped in its own
madness” (307).

The author utilizes this comparing “two-world” approach to inform a mov-
ing transnational perspective as opposed to the more conventional, neatly ar-
ranged, linear, plot. The parallel storyline discloses how the tension between
these two ostensibly separate locales is intersected and played out. Scenarios of
global change and local ethnic cultural dynamics have by and large loomed
behind the contact zones between ethnic groups in Northern India and among
illegal workers in Manhattan. The novel insightfully addresses an arguably funda-
mental incongruence in our contemporary milieu of the “First World” on the one
hand and the “Third World” on the other. The “First World” storyline that en-
gages in limning the cultural dynamics of the global city attends closely to the
trauma of modern-day emigrants’ experience over their irreparable separation from
a “native” land that informs their ethnic identities. It also connects diasporas, the
traditional old rubric, to new conceptions of fluid and transcultural identities. In
this way, the novel’s “First World” narrative recounts the Indian experience of
migration, of expatriation, of striving to succeed abroad yet still yearning for an
increasingly imaginary homeland. As a young Indian working illegally in New
York City, Biju has demonstrated “the authentic colonial experience” at Le Colonial,
a French restaurant where “poor native . . . . Colombian, Tunisian, Ecuadorian,
Gambian,” toil in a filthy basement with no access to the American prosperity or
civil rights (23). Leading such a life, he seems to be gloomily colonized in the
lustrous First World. However, unlike those of the judge, Biju’s harsh experiences
in America are interspersed with moments of sentimental and lyrical nostalgia.
Like some other migrants struggling in New York City, Biju forgets the impover-
ishment of his life as a poor servant’s son and recalls only the most sensuous
parts in his homeland.

Comparatively, the “Third World” storyline focuses on revisions and re-
sponses to the history of India in the 1980s. A reflection on the geocultural
complexities caused by long complicating socio-political history is made in the
early part of the novel to foreshadow the upcoming regional conflicts about

“borders.”
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Here, where India blurred into Bhutan and Sikkim, and the army did pull-ups and
push-ups, maintaining their tanks with khaki paint in case the Chinese grew hungry
for more territory than Tibet, it had always been a messy map. The papers sounded
resigned. A great amount of warring, betraying, bartering had occurred; between Nepal,
England, Tibet, India, Sikkim, Bhutan; Darjeeling stolen from here, Kalimpong plucked
from there—despite, ah, despite the mist charging down like a dragon, dissolving,
undoing, making ridiculous the drawing of borders. (10)

The ridiculous cartography of creating and re-creating borders and the endless
cycles of oppression endured by the poor and dispossessed are lucidly recounted.
Although the story unfolds against the background of the Gorkhaland Movement,
the novel sophisticatedly does not take political sides. The predicament of both
the victims and the survivors are foregrounded. The cruelty of tribal battles is
interpreted and witnessed by Sai. From the young orphaned girl’s eyes, we know
how lives of the local ordinary people have been changed. On top of it, the
geocultural complexities, the way the novel dramatizes the ethnographical details
of the local life, food, weather, landscape, and dialects, skillfully mobilize the plots
into a story with a broadened vision spanning different ambiances and languages.
Dealing with a story with conflicting historical, cultural legacies of Kalimpong,
the novel further brilliantly illustrates geocultural complexities as the result of the
contingent encounters in the (trans)national spaces of the ever-shifting cultural
milieu in New York City. The novel thereupon details transnational migrants
in a wider context of changes in the wake of colonization as the new global
capitalism begins to transform and redefine the ways that identification and
cultures are understood. As such, specifically, what the novel elaborates is the
way that “ethnoscapes” can be situated alongside and inter-connected with
globalizing cultural flows, which are then gradually reconfiguring the ways in
which we conceptualize, practice and perform culture, citizenship and identity.
This dialectical process textualizing these two contrasting locales loops forth and
back in creative tension with increasingly unfolding insights on the individuals
involved. Biju’s best friend, Saced, leaves for a new job, and we learn the profound
ambivalence for a third-world illegal migrant working for a US company in the
New York City. “Saeed found employment at a Banana Republic where he would
sell to urban sophisticates the black turtleneck of the season, in a shop whose
name was synonymous with colonial exploitation and the rapacious ruin of the
third world” (112). And as Biju makes up his mind to leave the US, he is discour-
aged by a friend:

America is in the process of buying up the world. Go back, you'll find they own the
business. One day, you'll be working for an American company there or here. Think
of your children. If you stay here, your son will earn a hundred thousand dollars for
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the same company he could be working for in India but making one thousand dollars.

(295).

The emerging position of the US as a world capitalist center is suggested here.
A fact reminding us of Grewal and Kaplan’s anticapitalist agenda in formulating
their main argument: “ITransnational is a term that signals attention to uneven
and dissimilar circuits of culture and capital.”” In their essay, L. D. Shankar and
R. Srikanth, among others, center on the way that South Asian Americans occupy
“the interstitial spaces created by postcoloniality, diaspora, transnationalism, and
multiple and ever shifting ‘borderlines™ in relation to American mainstream culture.
They pinpoint that “the United States is globally implicated (especially in view of
its ‘superpower’ status) in neocolonial enterprises.” According to them, “globally-
conscious South Asians” might feel impelled “to critique the U.S. role in world
affairs” (375). In critiquing the superimposing American enterprises by juxta-
posing India and the US, Manhattan and Kalimpong, the novel adumbrates elabo-
rately how transnational reality brings about the displaced existence and how it
weaves new ties of political, cultural and economic relations.

With such a parallel framework, this novel is intriguingly made up of two
half-stories with comparison and connections between them. The intersecting of
these half-stories further adds up collectively to the whole story of the geocultural
complexities and transnational hybridity of our mixed-up times. In this sense, the
afflicted and precarious present of the Indian diaspora as illustrated in the novel
may problematically result both from colonial pasts and from contemporary
transnational engagement initiated mostly for political and economic reasons. From
this viewpoint, the notion of diaspora in general and Indian diaspora in particular
can be defined in multiples ways, ranging from an essentializing sense of com-
munity and identity to a more contradictory and uneasy sense of multiple iden-
tifications caused by today’s ubiquitously transnational existence. Plausibly, the
two-world entanglement to some extent reflects the author’s meditation on her
personal transcultural negotiation of Indian and American mainstream cultures.
As a postcolonial and transnational novelist, Desai is positioned on the treacher-
ous fault line between the binaries of the secular West and her homeland, India,
between alien and native.® With the novel, Desai exposes this fault line, ob-

7 That the competitiveness of US TNCs (transnational corporations) is notoriously manipulating the
global markets is the main concern of many scholars’ studies. As I employ some of Inderpal Grewal and
Caren Kaplan’s theoretical points in investigating Desai’s novel, here, I further quote their important
web-posted paper “Postcolonial Studies and Transnational Feminist Practices.” See <http://english.chass.
nesu.edu/jouvert/v5il/grewal.htm>.

8 Like the judge in her novel, Kiran Desai is a migrant and was displaced many times. She was born in
India in 1971; she lived in Delhi until she was 14, then spent a year in England, before her family moved
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serving how the human consequences of such rigid and lethal polarities indeed
call for a careful reconsideration.

A response to this concern, transnational hybridity is in the novel written
into the nexus of both the text and the context. The arrangement of the dual
storylines further works out territorial de-centering, opening up new frontiers for
critical inquiries. The emergence of hybrid identities in the interstices of these
differentiated boundaries provides the backdrop for contemporary identifications
that extend beyond the confines of territorial borders. With this dual structure,
the author manages to reconfigure supposedly fixed political identities, opening
them to multiple ethnic spaces with a transnational vision and sentiment culti-
vated in her juxtaposition of the local and the global communities comparatively.
In The Inheritance of Loss, the pure binaries are rewritten through a radical rhetoric
that allows the two worlds to be seen from a reflectively transnational viewpoint.
Finally, the dual plot paradoxically makes visible both the interconnectedness
and the contradictions as well as the gaps that none of the characters in the novel
can escape. As informed by the narrator’s remark on the characters, “[e]very single
contradiction history or opportunity might make available to them, every contra-
diction they were heir to, they desired. But only as much, of course, as they
desired purity and a lack of contradiction” (284). Placed in between “here” and
“there,” contemporary transnational activities of migrants are fundamentally split
and suffering from the dramatic transformation of social, religious, political and
economic structures between their “homelands” and places of settlement, for
instance, the Third World and the First World. The narrator therefore comments
on the characters gravely: “These years were blurry for many, and when they came
out of them, exhausted, the whole world had changed, there were gaps in every-
thing” (338). The two-world framework manages both to beget coalition across
geographical and cultural divides and to highlight the inconsistence that every
transnational subject inevitably encounters. Such a framework hints at a poten-
tial inspiring conception of an international culture which is not based on the
assimilationist policy of multiculturalism, but on the explosive articulation of
cultural hybridity which emerges from multiple cultural locations around our
today’s world.

to the USA. Her mother is Anita Desai, author of many well-known novels. Kiran’s maternal grand-
mother was German, but left before the World War II and never returned. Her grandfather was a refugee
from Bangledesh. Her paternal grandparents came from Gujarat, and her grandfather was educated in
England. Although Kiran has not lived in India since she was fourteen, she returns to the family home
in Delhi every year.
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IV. Conclusion

In witty, vigorous language, The Inheritance of Loss addresses the inexorable
process by which the inevitably changing world milieu has reshaped the
mountainside hamlet and the facade of the metropolis. The growing modern
Indian literature centered on diaspora is in this novel repositioned at the
transnational spaces, where displaced figures not only inform a sense of loss but
also attest to the slippage of the formulation of cultural identity in any specific
terms. The emotional territory of the novel, with the ties to more than one country,
creates a transforming landscape of global interaction. The characters are con-
fronted with different ideological imperatives in their connection to an imagined
collective across geopolitical conflicting fronts. Rather than insisting on defini-
tional purity, the novel opens up new ways of perceiving geocultural complexities
to deploy transnational hybridity as a disruptive discourse of cultural identities.
Across different national contexts emerge new forms of hybrid identities. Cul-
tural identities are then formed relationally and transnationally and gesture to
larger organizing rubrics that exceed the geographic boundaries of the nation-
state to broader international crossings and a new forged alliance.

To conclude the paper, I would like to cite the author’s reflection on the
rebellion toward the end of the novel: “This was how history moved, the slow
build, the quick burn, and in an incoherence, the leaping both backward and
forward, swallowing the young into old hate. The space between life and death,
in the end, too small to measure” (312). With such a dim and repressed tone, the
author comments on the aftermath of turmoil caused by an attempted indepen-
dence movement, sketching the trajectory of how history moved, how people
relocated, and how life changed.

In this paper, I examine “transnationalism” both as a theme and an analytical
frame for literary studies. I argue that “transnationalism” would be deprived of
its utility in reading literary texts if we do not translate transnational sentiment
into more subtle terms, if we ignore how transnational mobility hybridizes our
world view, and if the transformative encounters between cultures fail to draw
our attention. The debate on transnationalism and literary diversity has pro-
gressed rapidly over the past decade. The transnationalizing of contemporary
literary production in English has transformed the way we define the discipline
“English.” Definitely, the problematics of transnationalism, which has come to
shape and define our current moment, will remain a heated topic in years to

come.
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