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Introduction
Under diaspora, the readers will be made
available with the details that the immigrants
experience a sense of uprootedness and
unbelonging in the foreign countries. This
kind of literature presents yearning,
anxieties, confusion and aspiration of
diasporic people. Not only the common
people who migrated but also the writers
themselves experiencing diasporic and
portraying different aspects of sensibilities
and concerns. And the dominant factors are
displacement, rootlessness, discrimination,
marginalisation, identification, inter and
cross cultural conflicts faced by diasporic
people.

Diaspora, a term originally used by Greeks
(‘diaspeir ’) for ‘scattering’ (‘speir ’) was
employed “to explain the botanical
phenomenon of seed-dispersal.” (Mishra,
2004:14) Later, Babylon’s conquest of the
kingdom of Judah in 586 B.C. triggered a
mass exodus of Jews, making the beginning
of human Diaspora. But in the context of the
current economic and cultural globalization,
it is difficult to decipher the signification of
the term diaspora, as the term has become
more and more tentative and intricate as
scholars pondered over it. In Frantz Fanon’s
view, diasporic community is a community
of “individuals without an anchor, without
horizon, colourless, stateless, rootless.”
(1963:176) In such a view, diaspora is a
‘metaphoric designation’ for many groups of
people such as expatriates, refugees, exiles,
immigrants and people like them.
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MAPPING THE SENSIBILITIES OF THE INDIAN
DIASPORIC WOMEN WRITERS:

Bharati Mukherji, Kiran Desai and Jhumpa Lahiri

Satish Deshpande and Manoj Zade in the
essay “Diaspora: Meaning and Problems”
quotes Anita Sengupta to talk about certain
characteristics of diaspora – “More
specifically diasporas are defined as a group
of ethnic expatriates who share the following
characteristics – (i) They or their ancestors
have been dispersed from a specific original
‘centre’ to two or more peripheral regions.
(ii) They retain a collective memory, vision
or myth about their homeland. (iii) They
believe that they are not fully accepted by
their host society and therefore feel alienated
and insulated from it. (iv) They regard their
ancestral homeland as their true home and
as a place to which they or their descendants
would eventually return when conditions are
appropriate. (v) They would believe that they
should be committed to the maintenance or
restoration of their homeland. (vi) They
continue to relate personally or vicariously
to that homeland and their ethno-communal
consciousness and solidarity are importantly
defined by the existence of such
relationship.”

James Clifford enlists the features of
expatriate minority communities as – (i) a
history of dispersal, (ii) myths/memories of
the homeland, (iii) alienation in the host (bad
host?) country, (iv) desire for eventual return,
(v) ongoing support of the homeland, (vi) a
collective identity importantly defined by
this relationship. (Clifford, 305) The people
of the diasporic community thus share a
longing for the centre, the homeland that
they or their ancestors have left, either
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forcibly dispersed or voluntarily or
consciously moved. This longing may not
necessarily be so that they always want to
come back to their mother country, though
the longing always remains. Consequently
the identity of the diasporic individual is
never fixed, never static, it is ever changing
– they live in an in-between culture where
they are nostalgic about what they have left
behind and at the same time they try to
assimilate to their host country and culture.
Thus both the erstwhile and the host nations
become spaces for their ‘imaginary
homelands’.

In other words, the diasporic communities
have two homelands – the homeland of their
present nation of settlement and the
homeland from where they are dispersed.
Andre Aeimen, the Egyptian-American
writer, in Letters of Transit talks about how
the diasporic community tries to find a
homeland in the current place of abode, as
he says – “I had come here, an exile from
Alexandria, doing what all exiles do on
impulse, which is to look for their homeland
abroad.” Many diasporic writers talk about
the problems that the diasporic community
faces while settling down in host country such
as Bharati Mukherji. In the Introduction to
Darkness, Mukherji differentiates between
immigrants and expatriates and writes – “In
my fiction and in my Canadian experience,
immigrants were lost souls, put upon and
pathetic. Expatriates, on the other hand,
knew all too well who and what they were,
and what fate had befallen them. Like V. S.
Naipul in whom I imagined a model, I tried
to explore state-of-the-art expatriation.” If
this is one view where writers like V. S.
Naipul, Bharati Mukherji and others try to
talk about the ‘state-of-the-art expatriatation’,
on the other side are writers like Salman
Rushdie who talk about the need for creating
the Imaginary Homeland – “Not being able
to reclaim precisely that was lost, in short,
we shall create fictions, not of actual cities or
villages, but visible ones, India’s of the mind,
Imaginary homelands.” Thus, the diasporic

community creates an “imaginary
homeland” in their writing though this
homeland is not a homogenized, monolithic
category, but an ever-shifting space
depending on the in-betweeness of the
displaced community.

Diaspora is an acknowledged global
phenomenon. While discussing about
diasporic sensibility and the female
consciousness, the subject can't be narrowed
down to a few observations. The female
consciousness took form going through
cultural passages and chiefly presenting a
scene of isolation, displacement, dislocation.
Female's experiences and ideas are at the
centre of analysis.

Bharti Mukherji: She is the major novelist
of Indian Diaspora. Mukherji’s fiction  has
been examined in three well-marked phases-
expatriation, transition, immigration.
Bharati Mukherji portrays the intricacy of the
diasporic dilemma which leads one to   have
a quest for one’s identity and one’s roots.

Jhumpa Lahiri: She is one among the few
Asian American writers who is being read
widely. She talks about ambivalent expatriate
sensibility in Interpreter of Maladies. She
in her diasporic writings talks about the inner
turmoil through her characters.

Kiran Desai : Kiran Desai's diasporic
experience reflects love, longing and losses.
Survival in the world through tragic-comic
sensibility. Kiran Desai reveals in her work
persistent feeling of exile, conflicting feelings
of the immigrant experience of growing up
without a clear sense of home.

These three Indian diasporic women writers
are chosen keeping in mind the divergent
voices that they typify in their works.
Whereas Bharati Mukherji is pessimistic in
her early novels and much encouraging in
the later ones, Lahiri’s  and Desai’s works take
us deeper into the intricacies of the modern
day context of globalization where “we are
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all becoming diasporic” (Stuart Hall, 1992:
402)

The Women Writers in the diasporic context:
The women writers in the diasporic context
have a divergent and different voice than
those of the male diasporic writers as their
experiences and anguishes in the diasporic
situation are very different in nature than their
male counterparts. Women’s representations
of diasporic discourses are important for us
as they offer a fresh outlook and an alternative
perspective to female realities. Negotiating
multiplicity of affiliations – as women, as
women of colour, as minority, as wives and
mothers – the women writers of Indian
origin articulate a variety of diasporic
experiences through their emerging new
consciousness.

Where as diasporic males can be categorized
into broadly two groups – forced diasporic
and voluntary diasporic people those who
have traveled primarily in search of a better
life (“dollar dream”). But this kind of
categorization does not apply for women as
the reason and nature of their shift to a foreign
nation are not similar to that of the male
counter part. Though, today some women
migrate to foreign countries in search for a
better professional and academic career, but
their number is too less. Mostly women
migrate to a foreign nation as they follow
their father or husband and sometimes even
son who have migrated to a different nation.
In this case the migration of women is neither
voluntary nor forced in the sense as the males
are being forced by the colonial government
to migrate. The women merely accompany
men to the migrated nation and there they
have no one to share their feeling of loneliness
and suffering, as mostly they are bound
within the home without any
communication with the outside world.
There is a third category of diasporic females
who are born of Diasporic parents, whose
nation of belonging to both the culture of
the mother country and that of the host
country is very dubious, as they belong

neither here nor there. Based on these various
experiences that women face in the nation
of their dispersal, they can be categorized into
three broad groups – (i) women voluntarily
migrated (ii) women migrated accompanying
men and (iii) women born of diasporic
parents.

These aspects of the diasporic female have
been portrayed to some extent in the male
diasporic writing, but the sensibilities of
diasporic females do not find a fuller
expression in the male writing. Therefore
diasporic women writing, in the present
circumstances gets vivid importance as their
writing portray the sensibilities of women
along with other issues that encompasses the
world today. Moreover, it can be said that
women diasporic writing focus on divergent
issues of the world from a female perspective,
though the female perspective does not
always mean that the perspective is that of a
female, it is of the down trodden, of the
oppressed, of the economically suppressed,
of the third world.

Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss deals with
all the recent issues of our nation and the
international scenarios – globalization,
economic inequality, fundamentalism,
terrorist violence etc. The novel being set in
the mid-1980’s, during the Indian-Nepali
insurgency, which interrupts the romance of
Sai, the protagonist of the novel. If this is one
aspect of the novel which reviews the history/
histories of India from the point of view of
Sai and her grand father, there is another
aspect of the novel which deals with the
aspect of diaspora and its effect on a poor
man who left India for America with the
dream of making it big only to realize that
its all sham. So at last when he comes back
to India, he is portrayed to be literally and
metaphorically robbed of all his belonging.
Desai’s protagonist though seems to be Sai
whose romance with her Nepali tutor is the
backbone of the novel, yet the novel
significantly portrays the dilemma and the
anguishes of a diasporic man. It is true that
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Kiran Desai’s novel does not deal with the
problem that the diasporic women face in
the host country, but the portrayal of Biju,
the cook’s son, presents the facet which the
diasporic people can go through. Homi
Bhaba says diasporas are “gatherings of exiles
and émigrés and refugees; gathering on the
edge of ‘foreign’ cultures; gathering at the
frontiers; gatherings in the ghettos or cafés
of city centers; gathering in the half-line, half-
light of foreign tongues, or in the uncanny
fluency of another’s language; gathering the
signs of approval and acceptance, degrees,
discourses, disciplines; gathering the
memories of underdevelopment, of the other
worlds lived retroactively; gathering the past
in a ritual of revival; gathering the present.”
To understand the existence of Biju in the
ghettos of America with his ‘dollar dream’
and his anguishes one needs to understand
the ghettoization that happens in the
diasporic context. The “gathering” that Bhaba
talks about is very pragmatically presented
in The Inheritance of Loss where all the people
of the third world live in a inhuman state
without any difference between them as they
understand that their plight is the same even
if they belong to different nations.

Whereas Kiran Desai deals with the
ghettoization in the diasporic context,
Jhumpa Lahiri’s works – The Interpreter of
Maladies, Namesake and The Unaccustomed
Earth, deal with the themes of cultural
displacement, isolation, feelings of
disorientation, the cross cultural differences,
etc. She focuses on the dualistically structured
lives of the diasporic people in two cultures,
which led to an absence of belonging as she
says at a press conference in Kolkata in
January 2001, -- “No country is my
motherland. I always find myself in exile in
whichever country I travel to, that’s why I
was tempted to write something about those
lives in exile.” (http://www.rediff.com/news/
2001/jan/11jhum.html) It is this exilic
condition of the writer ’s psyche, the in-
betweenness of the tortured mind of the
diasporic situation which leads Jhumpa Lahiri

to create different shades of characters in her
works. Theodor Adorno, the German-Jewish
philosopher, in Minima Moralia writes “every
intellectual in emigration is, without
exception, mutilated, and does well to
acknowledge it to himself … his language has
been expropriated, and the historical
dimension, sapped. The isolation is made
worse by the formation of closed and
politically controlled groups, mistrustful of
their members, hostile to those branded
different … the public sphere demands
absolute conformity, an unspoken oath of
allegiance to the platform” while private life
asserts itself unduly, hectically, vampire-like,
trying convulsively because it really no
longer exists, to prove it is alive.” The post-
modernist’s celebration of the exilic condition
is rejected by Adorno where the tone of
melancholy is dominant. Jhumpa Lahiri’s
characters may not suffer from the similar
melancholia of homelessness as that of
Adorno, but the sense of unrest and “neither
here, not there” sensibility create gloom and
wretchedness through out the works of
Lahiri.

If Lahiri’s works state a despondent
disposition of diasporic women, then Bharati
Mukherji’s works also does the same though
she makes a distinction between the
‘immigrants’ and ‘expatriates.’ Immigrants
may be lost souls, but the expatriates know
very well why they are there in a foreign
country and they are not very unhappy
about their expatriate status. Mukherji says
that “… the finding of a new identity … the
painful or exhilarating process of pulling
yourself out of the culture that you were born
into, and then replanting yourself in another
culture” is the aspect that is most important
to her and therefore her works focus on this
aspect of the (wo)mankind. (N. P. Krishna
Kumar. 16) This “unhousement and
rehousement,” to use the phrase by Clark
Blaise (N. P. Krishna Kumar. 16), is the theme
of her works such as Darkness, The Tiger’s
Daughter, Jasmine. Wife, Days and Night in
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Calcutta, Desirable Daughters and Leave It to
Me.

The novel, Desirable Daughters is about three
daughters who grow up to be different
individuals, presently set up in different
parts of the world. Tara, one of the sisters,
who is most cut off from her own culture as
she is living in San Francisco, is caught
between the two cultures – Indian and
American, and this tenuous cultural
ambiguity makes her review her context. In
doing so, Bharati Mukherji portrays the
intricacy of the diasporic dilemma which
leads one to have a quest for one’s identity
and one’s roots. Similarly Tara in The Tiger’s
Daughter returns to Calcutta after seven years
to figure out that she is as alien to Calcutta as
she is in the U.S. Jasmine portrays a much
more positive outlook of the emigrant people
as the protagonist of the novel fights her way
out to fit into the new land that she has come
to. From a village where “daughters are
curses” she travels a long way to chart out an
identity for herself, though in the process she
pays the price. Thus Mukherji’s fictional
creations show a varied presentation of
diasporic experience – some in a negative
way as the characters are melancholic about
the context in which they are set in, where
as some characters present an encouraging
outlook to brave the new circumstances.

The studies of these three writers will help
the readers to know the following points:
(i) To examine the disconcerting problems

of displacement, dislocation and
disjunction as suffered by the Indian
diasporic community in the recent years.

(ii) To distinctly compare, categorize and
understand the female diasporic
consciousness in comparison to the male
diasporic consciousness.

(iii) To examine the nature of representations
of the above said consciousness of
females in diasporic situations.

(iv) To classify the nature of the diasporic
sensibility of the women writers in
general and of three women novelists in

particular – Bharati Mukherji, Kiran
Desai and Jhumpa Lahiri.

(v) To underline the nature of difference
among the three women diasporic
writers.

(vi) To ponder over the biographical
influences of these writers in their works.

(vii) To justify the ways in which these
writers situate their works in the current
era of Globalization and Liberalization
of economy.

These women writers help us to examine the
nature of their diasporic sensibility – whether
it is post modern celebration of the exilic
condition or the melancholy of homelessness
or the longing for the home or the nostalgia
of the homeland which makes the diasporic
community live an otherwise turbulent and
tense life without loosing hope.

Bharti Mukherji, Jhumpa Lahiri and Kiran
Desai have put their earnest efforts while
depicting the sensibilities taking shape in
their female characters. We find their
characters life like and facing the difficulties
and problems in the foreign lands.  Their
stories revolve around the difficulties of the
relationship, communication and a loss of
identity for those in Diaspora. We find various
women experiences in Jhumpa Lahiri’s work,
she talks about the character in her works,
Ashima while arriving at Cambridge, could
not herself psychologically settled down in
that place especially when she is pregnant.
Lahiri describes her situation in following
words:

“But nothing feels normal to Ashima. For
the past eighteen months ever since she’s
arrived in the Cambridge, nothing has left
normal at all. It is not so much pain,
which she knows, somehow, she will
survive. It’s consequence: motherhood in
a foreign land…that it was happening so
far from home, unmonitored and
unobserved by those she loved, had made
it more miraculous still. But she is terrified
to raise a child in a country where she is
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related to no one, where she knows so
little, where life seems so tentative and
spare.”

Jhumpa Lahiri through Ashima talks about
all those female who are abroad and feeling
uprooted, unprotected and dislocated.
Ashima asks Ashoke, after her delivery, that
she feels so lonely:

“I am saying hurry up and finish your
degree. I’m saying I don’t want to raise Gogol
alone in this country. It’s not right. I want to
go back.”

At a conference in Kolkata in January 2001,
Jumpha Lahiri talked about her feelings:

“No country is my motherland. I always find
myself in exile in whichever country I travel
to that’s why I was tempted to write
something about those living their lives in
exile.”(www.rediff.com/news/2001/jan/
lljhump.htm)

Like Jhumpa Lahiri, Bharti Mukherji and
Kiran Desai have also depicted female’s
consciousness and their sensibilities.
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