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Abstract 

Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss (2006) is frequently read as a novel of postcolonial 

displacement, cultural hybridity, migration, and globalization. Such readings are productive, 

but they can become reductive when the novel is treated merely as an illustration of familiar 

postcolonial concepts. This paper argues that Desai’s achievement lies instead in the way 

she makes colonialism survive as an affective and intimate structure: empire persists not 

simply in institutions or political borders but in habits of self-evaluation, desires for 

recognition, family relationships, language, class aspiration, and the imagination of 

elsewhere. Through the parallel stories of Jemubhai Patel, Sai, Gyan, Biju, and Lola, the 

novel constructs a world in which individuals inherit not a coherent cultural identity but the 

consequences of earlier acts of imitation, exclusion, migration, and violence. Drawing 

primarily on Homi K. Bhabha’s concepts of mimicry, ambivalence, and hybridity, while 

engaging with scholarship on globalization and postcolonial subjectivity, the paper 

examines the novel’s treatment of the colonial judge, the migrant worker, the young lovers, 

and the Gorkhaland agitation. It contends that Desai complicates celebratory accounts of 

cosmopolitanism: movement across borders does not automatically produce freedom, and 

hybridity is not necessarily liberating. Instead, the novel presents globalization as an uneven 

system in which mobility is distributed according to class, race, nationality, and inherited 

privilege. At the same time, its fragmented narrative and final movement toward relational 

understanding suggest a modest alternative to rigid claims of belonging. The “inheritance” 

of the title therefore signifies both loss and possibility: what characters receive from the past 

is damaged, but the recognition of interconnected histories can make another form of ethical 

relation imaginable. 
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Introduction 

Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss, published in 2006, is a novel of 

extraordinary geographical and psychological reach. Its narrative moves between 

Kalimpong in the eastern Himalayas and New York, linking a retired colonial judge, his 

orphaned granddaughter, a Nepali tutor, a cook, and an undocumented migrant through a 

structure that repeatedly crosses the boundaries between local and global experience. The 

novel won the Man Booker Prize in 2006, and the Booker Prizes describes it as a politically 

acute family saga situated at the foot of Mount Kanchenjunga, where the private life of the 

judge and his household is disrupted by political unrest and the migration story of the cook’s 

son (The Booker Prizes). Yet the novel’s political significance cannot be separated from its 

intimate scale. Desai does not represent colonialism only through historical events; she 

examines the ways in which imperial power becomes internalized as shame, aspiration, 

contempt, loneliness, and the desire to become someone else. 

This internalization is most visible in Jemubhai Patel, the retired judge at the center 

of the Kalimpong narrative. His life demonstrates the paradox of colonial mimicry: the 

colonized subject may acquire the language, manners, education, and institutional authority 

associated with the colonizer without ever being fully accepted as an equal within the 

colonial order. Jemubhai’s attempt to erase his Indian identity therefore does not result in 

successful assimilation. Instead, it produces profound alienation. He becomes estranged 

from his family, his wife, his social surroundings, and eventually from himself. The judge is 

not simply a victim of British colonialism, however. Desai makes him an agent of the same 

hierarchy that has damaged him. He reproduces colonial contempt by directing it toward 

other Indians and by evaluating himself according to standards inherited from a foreign 

power. 

The novel’s treatment of Biju offers a different but related version of this structure. 

If Jemubhai travels outward in search of colonial legitimacy, Biju travels to the United 

States in search of economic possibility. His migration initially appears to promise mobility, 

but his undocumented status exposes the unequal conditions underlying globalization. He 

moves through kitchens and restaurants in New York, occupying spaces that depend on 

immigrant labor while remaining socially and legally precarious. His experience reveals that 

globalization does not abolish borders; rather, it reorganizes them. Capital, food, labor, and 

information can circulate rapidly, while human beings may remain intensely restricted by 

immigration regimes and economic class. 

The novel therefore complicates the idea that hybridity or cosmopolitanism is 

inherently liberating. Elizabeth Jackson observes that the novel interconnects colonialism, 
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nationalism, postcolonial conflict, globalization, class exploitation, cosmopolitanism, 

migrancy, and diaspora, while also warning against easily classifying it as simply 

postcolonial, diasporic, or transnational fiction (Jackson). David Wallace Spielman similarly 

argues that the novel privileges flexibility and an ability to live with contradiction over rigid 

forms of “solid knowledge,” suggesting that its characters fare differently according to their 

willingness to inhabit cultural uncertainty (Spielman 74–89). These arguments illuminate an 

important feature of Desai’s novel: identity is not presented as a stable possession. It is 

produced through relations of power, memory, desire, and place. 

This paper argues that The Inheritance of Loss presents the afterlife of empire as an 

uneven inheritance. The characters inherit languages, class structures, racial hierarchies, 

political conflicts, memories, and desires that they did not create. Desai’s distinctive 

intervention is to show that this inheritance is transmitted through everyday life. 

Colonialism survives in the judge’s knife and fork, in his rejection of his own accent and 

body, in Sai’s education, in Gyan’s anger, in Biju’s migration, and in the social hierarchy of 

Kalimpong. At the same time, the novel refuses to reduce these characters to symbols. Its 

shifting perspectives and tonal instability—moving between satire, tenderness, grotesque 

comedy, and tragedy—allow Desai to expose the contradictions of a world in which no 

character possesses a complete account of history. 

Mimicry and the Colonial Subject 

Homi K. Bhabha’s concept of mimicry provides a particularly useful framework for 

understanding Jemubhai Patel. In The Location of Culture, Bhabha describes colonial 

mimicry as a form of resemblance that is never complete: the colonized subject is 

encouraged to become similar to the colonizer, but the resemblance remains marked by 

difference. Mimicry is therefore ambivalent. It can reproduce colonial authority while 

simultaneously revealing the instability of that authority. The mimic subject is “almost the 

same” but never entirely the same (Bhabha 86). Desai dramatizes this paradox through 

Jemubhai’s English education and his subsequent career in the colonial legal system. 

Jemubhai’s journey to England is not represented as a simple story of educational 

advancement. It becomes a process of bodily and psychological self-erasure. He learns to 

regard his Indian habits as embarrassing and his own body as a problem. His attempts to 

master English manners do not produce belonging; they produce an increasingly punitive 

relationship with himself. His colonial education teaches him not merely a professional skill 

but a hierarchy of value in which Englishness becomes synonymous with refinement and 

Indian identity becomes synonymous with inadequacy. 
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This is crucial because Jemubhai eventually becomes a judge. He possesses 

institutional authority, yet his authority is derived from a system whose standards have 

taught him to distrust his own origins. The judge thus embodies one of the central 

contradictions of colonial modernity: the colonized person can acquire the instruments of 

colonial power without escaping the hierarchy that created those instruments. His position is 

simultaneously powerful and insecure. He judges others while continually judging himself 

against an imagined English standard. 

Desai’s satire becomes especially sharp here. Jemubhai’s attachment to Western 

manners is not presented as merely comic eccentricity. His use of English habits, his 

rejection of Indian food practices, and his discomfort with his own physical presence reveal 

the depth of colonial internalization. The comic details become symptoms of historical 

violence. What appears ridiculous at the level of behavior is tragic at the level of subject 

formation. 

The judge’s relationship with his wife further demonstrates the destructive 

consequences of mimicry. His shame is transferred onto her body and behavior. Instead of 

recognizing her as another person shaped by the same historical conditions, he treats her as 

evidence of his own failure to become sufficiently English. His violence toward her 

consequently becomes an extension of his self-hatred. Colonial hierarchy moves from the 

public world into the household, where it becomes gendered and intimate. 

This movement from empire to domestic life is one of the novel’s most important 

political insights. Colonialism is not simply “outside” the individual. It reorganizes the 

categories through which individuals perceive themselves and others. Jemubhai has learned 

to desire recognition from a system that can never fully grant it to him. His tragedy lies 

partly in the fact that he mistakes the colonizer’s gaze for an objective measure of human 

worth. 

Bhabha’s concept of ambivalence helps explain why this process does not produce a 

stable colonial identity. Jemubhai wants to become English, but the more aggressively he 

pursues this transformation, the more visible his difference becomes to himself. His desire 

for assimilation creates the very alienation that assimilation was supposed to eliminate. He 

becomes neither securely Indian nor accepted as English. The result is not a successful 

hybrid identity but a fractured subjectivity. 

Desai’s treatment of the judge therefore complicates celebratory interpretations of 

hybridity. Cultural mixture does not automatically create freedom. Hybridity can be painful 

when it develops within unequal structures of power. The issue is not simply that Jemubhai 

belongs to more than one culture; it is that one of those cultures has been positioned as 
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superior and the other as inferior. His divided identity is therefore historically produced 

rather than merely personally chosen. 

The Politics of Language and the Desire for Elsewhere 

Language is one of the principal mechanisms through which Desai represents 

postcolonial hierarchy. English in The Inheritance of Loss is more than a means of 

communication. It functions as cultural capital. Fluency can signify education, class 

mobility, institutional authority, and proximity to global power. At the same time, the novel 

exposes the psychological costs of treating one language as the measure of intelligence or 

refinement. 

Jemubhai’s relationship to English is exemplary. His education gives him access to 

an elite professional position, but it also teaches him to distrust linguistic and cultural forms 

associated with his Indian identity. English becomes simultaneously a resource and a 

disciplinary force. It opens doors while instructing him which parts of himself should 

remain outside those doors. 

Sai’s education operates differently but within the same historical field. As a young 

woman raised in the judge’s house, she inhabits a hybrid cultural environment. Her 

schooling, reading, and relationship with Gyan expose her to different visions of modernity 

and tradition. She is neither simply a representative of Westernization nor a symbol of 

authentic Indian identity. Desai refuses such uncomplicated categories. Sai’s uncertainty is 

precisely what makes her significant. 

Her relationship with Gyan initially appears to offer intimacy across class and 

cultural divisions. Yet their romance becomes entangled in the political tensions 

surrounding the Gorkhaland movement. Gyan’s political consciousness grows partly 

through his recognition of inequalities that Sai has not experienced in the same way. His 

anger at her privileged position is not reducible to personal jealousy. It emerges from a 

larger conflict concerning ethnicity, class, land, language, and political recognition. 

The breakdown of their relationship demonstrates how personal relationships 

become sites where historical contradictions are negotiated. Sai cannot simply love Gyan 

outside the politics of their social world. Gyan cannot simply separate his political anger 

from his feelings toward Sai. Their intimacy is structured by unequal histories. 

This is one reason the novel resists the idea that cosmopolitanism means 

transcending local political identities. The characters inhabit a globalizing world, but they 

remain attached to histories of place. The Gorkhaland agitation reminds the reader that 

national identity itself can be unstable. The people living in the Himalayan region may feel 
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excluded from dominant narratives of Indian nationhood while simultaneously confronting 

the limitations of regional nationalism. 

The political conflict is therefore not a decorative backdrop. It exposes the problem 

of belonging that runs throughout the novel. Who has the right to claim a place? Who is 

recognized as belonging to a nation, a region, a class, or a community? Who gets to move, 

and who is forced to remain? These questions connect the apparently separate worlds of 

Kalimpong and New York. 

Biju and the Unequal Geography of Globalization 

The Biju narrative expands Desai’s critique from colonialism to globalization. If 

Jemubhai’s story concerns the psychological inheritance of empire, Biju’s concerns the 

economic structures of the contemporary global order. Biju travels to the United States 

because migration appears to offer an escape from economic limitation. Yet the reality he 

encounters is one of precarious labor and legal insecurity. 

His experience in New York is significant because he does not encounter the 

glamorous cosmopolitan city celebrated by global discourse. Instead, he moves through 

restaurant kitchens, back rooms, shared living arrangements, and immigrant networks. The 

city is experienced from below. Its global diversity is sustained by workers whose lives 

remain invisible to the consumers who benefit from their labor. 

Desai thereby turns the language of globalization against itself. The global city is 

supposed to represent openness, movement, and cultural exchange. Biju’s New York is 

certainly a space of cultural mixture, but mixture does not equal equality. Restaurants bring 

together cuisines and nationalities, yet the labor behind this cosmopolitan consumption is 

stratified by class and immigration status. 

This distinction is central to the novel. Cultural contact may increase while 

economic inequality remains. People may eat food from many parts of the world without 

having meaningful access to the lives of the people who prepare it. The global marketplace 

can therefore produce intimacy at the level of consumption while preserving distance at the 

level of social relations. 

Scholarship on the novel has repeatedly emphasized this tension. A study of the 

postcolonial condition in the novel argues that Desai links migrant suffering and minority 

resistance to transnational labor, multinational capitalism, and global imperialism (Hasan). 

Another study of the novel’s “invisible scripts” argues that beneath celebratory narratives of 

globalization lie hidden stories of injustice and inequality (Spielman). These interpretations 

reinforce the idea that Desai’s globalization is not a simple expansion of freedom. It is an 

uneven structure in which the benefits of mobility are distributed unequally. 
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Biju’s undocumented status makes this inequality especially visible. He is mobile in 

one sense but immobile in another. He can cross a national border, but his legal status 

restricts the kinds of life he can build once he arrives. His movement is therefore 

paradoxical: migration expands his geographical range while narrowing his social security. 

The contrast with elite mobility is important. The novel contains characters who can 

travel because education, class, or institutional status grants them mobility. Others travel 

because economic necessity compels them. The same act, crossing a border, therefore has 

different meanings depending on who performs it. 

Biju’s return to India does not resolve the problem. Returning home is not 

represented as a simple restoration of authenticity. He returns carrying the emotional and 

material consequences of his migration. His experience has changed his relationship with 

India, but India itself remains a place of economic difficulty and social inequality. Desai 

thus refuses both fantasies: America is not a promised land, and India is not an 

uncomplicated homeland. 

This refusal is one of the novel’s major strengths. Diasporic narratives are 

sometimes interpreted through a binary of home and abroad, suggesting that migration 

produces either liberation or alienation. Desai offers neither. Home can be oppressive; 

abroad can be exploitative. Belonging is difficult in both places. 

The Inheritance of Class 

Although The Inheritance of Loss is frequently discussed through the categories of 

nation, migration, and culture, class is equally important. The novel repeatedly demonstrates 

that cultural identity cannot be separated from economic position. Characters experience the 

same political world differently because they possess different forms of material security. 

The judge’s house is a particularly revealing space. It contains people who occupy 

sharply different positions within the household: the judge, Sai, the cook, and later the wider 

network of servants and visitors. The domestic environment becomes a miniature social 

order. The judge’s authority depends partly on the labor of others, while his emotional 

isolation prevents him from recognizing the relational structure of that authority. 

The cook’s devotion to his son Biju exposes another contradiction. He imagines 

America as a place where Biju will succeed and return with money and status. His hope is 

understandable, but it is also shaped by the mythology of globalization. Biju becomes a 

projection of the family’s desire for upward mobility. His father’s faith in migration reflects 

the belief that economic problems can be solved by moving into a wealthier country. 

When Biju fails to achieve the imagined success, the disappointment is not simply 

personal. It reveals the fragility of the global dream. Migration is often sold as an individual 
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solution to structural inequality. Desai shows the limitations of that logic. One person’s 

movement cannot necessarily overcome the economic structures that produced the need to 

migrate. 

Class also shapes Sai’s relationship with Gyan. Their romance crosses a social 

boundary that is easy to ignore when viewed only through the category of love. Yet their 

different experiences of education, household privilege, and political insecurity repeatedly 

surface. Gyan’s sense of humiliation and resentment cannot be understood without class. 

The novel consequently asks whether intimacy can overcome structural inequality. 

Desai does not offer an optimistic answer. Love is not powerful enough to erase history. The 

relationship between Sai and Gyan breaks down because their personal lives are entangled 

with social divisions that neither can simply transcend. 

This is not a rejection of intimacy, however. Rather, Desai suggests that intimacy 

without historical awareness can become fragile. The novel’s final movement toward 

greater understanding occurs only when Sai begins to recognize that her own story is not the 

only story. This recognition matters because it shifts the emphasis from individual identity 

to relationality. 

From “My Story” to “Our Stories” 

One of the most significant developments in the novel occurs in Sai’s changing 

consciousness. Early in the narrative, she experiences the world largely through the 

immediate concerns of youth, education, romance, and the peculiar household in which she 

lives. Gradually, however, she encounters histories that exceed her own experience. Gyan’s 

political anger, Biju’s migration, the judge’s colonial past, and the cook’s hopes force her to 

recognize the limitations of an isolated personal narrative. 

This transformation is important because Desai does not resolve the novel through a 

return to a pure identity. Sai does not discover a single authentic cultural self. Instead, she 

develops an awareness of the multiplicity of narratives that constitute the world around her. 

The novel’s narrative form supports this movement. Desai shifts perspectives and 

locations rather than presenting a single authoritative viewpoint. The reader is repeatedly 

asked to move between lives that initially appear disconnected. The judge’s memories, 

Biju’s experiences in New York, Sai’s relationship with Gyan, and the cook’s hopes 

gradually reveal themselves as parts of a larger structure. 

Such narrative multiplicity is politically significant. A single national or cultural 

narrative tends to organize experience around a center. Desai’s novel decentralizes that 

authority. No character possesses the whole truth. Each sees only a fragment, and the reader 

must construct relationships among those fragments. 
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This structure also explains why the title is so powerful. The “inheritance” is not 

simply property or family legacy. It includes wounds, prejudices, aspirations, and historical 

conditions. Characters inherit structures of feeling. Jemubhai inherits colonial hierarchies; 

Sai inherits the privileges and uncertainties of a postcolonial elite; Biju inherits the 

economic pressures that push him toward migration; Gyan inherits the frustrations of a 

community struggling for political recognition. 

The word “loss” is equally complex. The novel contains material losses, emotional 

losses, cultural losses, and losses of belonging. Yet the losses are interconnected. One 

character’s privilege may depend upon another’s deprivation. One person’s migration may 

be enabled by another’s labor. One person’s desire to become Western may involve the 

rejection of another cultural identity. 

The inheritance is therefore relational. People do not inherit history individually. 

They inherit it together, although not equally. 

This is where Desai’s novel moves beyond a simple critique of colonialism. The 

problem is not only that empire created a hierarchy between colonizer and colonized. The 

novel shows how that hierarchy continues through class, ethnicity, migration, gender, and 

global capitalism. The postcolonial present is not simply “after” colonialism. It is a world in 

which older structures have been transformed and redistributed. 

Hybridity Without Celebration 

A central question in reading The Inheritance of Loss is whether Desai presents 

hybridity as a solution or as a problem. The answer is deliberately ambiguous. On one hand, 

the novel is full of cultural crossings. Its characters move between languages, countries, 

cuisines, educational systems, and political identities. On the other hand, these crossings 

frequently produce pain. 

This distinction matters because postcolonial criticism has sometimes been tempted 

to celebrate hybridity as an emancipatory condition. Bhabha’s theory is more complicated 

than that celebratory interpretation. Hybridity can disrupt claims to cultural purity, but it is 

produced within unequal relations. The hybrid subject does not automatically become free 

from power. 

Desai’s characters illustrate precisely this difficulty. Jemubhai is culturally hybrid, 

but his hybridity is experienced as self-contempt. Biju encounters multiple cultures, but his 

cultural mobility does not protect him from exploitation. Sai occupies a mixed cultural 

space, but she remains vulnerable to the class and political conflicts surrounding her. Gyan 

attempts to recover a stronger regional identity, yet his nationalism can also become 

exclusionary and violent. 
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The novel therefore refuses to identify any single position as pure. Anglicization is 

damaging, but cultural authenticity is not presented as uncomplicated. Cosmopolitanism can 

broaden horizons, but it can also conceal exploitation. Nationalism can resist domination, 

but it can also create new exclusions. 

David Wallace Spielman’s argument that characters who remain comfortable with 

contradiction fare better is particularly relevant here. The novel does not reward characters 

for possessing a perfectly coherent identity. Instead, it suggests that the desire for absolute 

certainty can become destructive (Spielman 74–89). Jemubhai’s tragedy is partly a refusal 

of contradiction: he wants to become completely English. Gyan’s political anger sometimes 

hardens into rigid judgments. Sai’s eventual development begins when she recognizes that 

her own perspective cannot contain the whole world. 

The novel’s ethical possibility therefore lies not in eliminating difference but in 

learning to live with it. This does not mean that all differences are harmless or that political 

conflict should be ignored. Rather, Desai suggests that recognition requires an ability to 

understand that one’s own narrative is partial. 

The Political Value of Satire 

Despite its tragic subject matter, The Inheritance of Loss contains considerable 

irony and dark humor. Desai uses satire to prevent the novel from becoming a solemn 

political allegory. The judge’s behavior, the absurdities of social hierarchy, the inflated 

expectations surrounding migration, and the contradictions of elite culture often produce 

comic effects. 

Satire is politically valuable because it exposes the absurdity of systems that present 

themselves as natural. Colonial manners become ridiculous when detached from the 

authority that once made them prestigious. The global dream becomes comic when migrants 

discover that the promised world is structured by exploitation. Social distinctions become 

absurd when viewed from outside the assumptions that sustain them. 

Yet Desai’s humor is rarely innocent. The comic and tragic continually overlap. A 

reader may laugh at a character’s behavior and then recognize the suffering that produced it. 

This tonal movement mirrors the novel’s broader argument: historical violence does not 

always appear in spectacular forms. Sometimes it appears as an awkward dinner, a linguistic 

insecurity, a family quarrel, a humiliating memory, or a failed aspiration. 

This is one reason Desai’s literary technique deserves attention alongside her 

themes. The novel’s politics are embedded in narrative form. Its shifting perspectives, 

temporal movement, tonal variation, and juxtaposition of places create a reading experience 

in which no single explanation is sufficient. 
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The Himalayan Landscape and the Question of Place 

Place is another major dimension of the novel’s politics. Kalimpong is not merely a 

scenic setting. Its geographical position reflects the novel’s concern with borders and 

unstable belonging. Located in the Himalayas and close to multiple cultural and national 

boundaries, the town becomes a space where questions of identity, ethnicity, and political 

authority are especially visible. 

The landscape also contrasts with New York. Yet Desai does not allow either 

location to become an uncomplicated symbolic opposite. Kalimpong is not simply “home,” 

and New York is not simply “abroad.” Both are shaped by inequality, desire, and historical 

violence. 

The physical environment of the Himalayas often appears majestic, but human 

relations within that landscape are marked by conflict. This contrast is significant. Nature 

does not automatically provide harmony. The beauty of the landscape coexists with political 

unrest, poverty, class division, and personal loneliness. 

The landscape therefore reinforces the novel’s larger refusal of romantic solutions. 

There is no simple return to nature, tradition, nation, or home that can undo the 

consequences of history. 

Conclusion 

The Inheritance of Loss is ultimately a novel about the persistence of history within 

the present. Its characters live in a world formally shaped by postcolonial independence and 

contemporary globalization, yet they remain deeply influenced by colonial structures of 

value. Jemubhai’s self-hatred, Biju’s precarious migration, Gyan’s political anger, Sai’s 

uncertainty, and the cook’s hopes are different expressions of the same historical condition: 

people attempting to build meaningful lives within structures they did not create. 

Desai’s representation of colonialism is powerful precisely because she refuses to 

confine it to the past. Empire survives through aspiration. It survives when Englishness 

becomes a standard against which Indian identity is measured. It survives when migration is 

imagined as the only path to dignity. It survives when social hierarchies become so familiar 

that they appear natural. It survives when the privileged fail to see the labor that sustains 

their lives. 

At the same time, the novel does not present the postcolonial subject as permanently 

trapped. Its final movement toward greater awareness suggests a modest possibility of 

ethical change. The alternative to inherited certainty is not another rigid identity but an 

ability to recognize the partiality of one’s own story. Sai’s development is therefore 
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significant not because she discovers a pure cultural self, but because she begins to 

understand that other lives complicate her own. 

The title’s “inheritance” thus becomes a double metaphor. What the characters 

inherit is painful: colonial shame, class inequality, political conflict, migration pressures, 

and emotional isolation. Yet inheritance also means that the past can be recognized, 

interpreted, and perhaps transformed. One cannot choose the history one receives, but one 

can change one’s relationship to it. 

In this sense, Desai’s novel offers neither a celebration nor a rejection of hybridity. 

It presents hybridity as a condition whose consequences depend upon power. It can become 

alienation when produced through hierarchy, but it can also become an opening when 

accompanied by critical self-awareness. Likewise, globalization can connect people while 

simultaneously exploiting them. Migration can create possibility while producing 

vulnerability. Cosmopolitanism can widen cultural horizons while concealing economic 

inequality. 

The novel’s deepest achievement is therefore its refusal of easy resolutions. It does 

not ask readers to choose between India and the West, tradition and modernity, nationalism 

and cosmopolitanism, or home and diaspora. Instead, it reveals the historical entanglement 

of these categories. The characters are caught between worlds because the worlds 

themselves have already been connected by colonialism, capitalism, migration, and desire. 

The “loss” in the novel is consequently not only the loss of a place or identity. It is 

the loss of the fantasy that identity was ever simple. Desai replaces that fantasy with a more 

difficult recognition: human lives are constituted through unequal relations with other lives. 

To understand one’s own inheritance is therefore to confront the histories that made other 

people’s lives possible and difficult. The novel’s qualified hope lies in that recognition. It 

does not promise reconciliation, but it makes a more attentive form of belonging 

imaginable. 
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