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Abstract

Kiran Desai’s novel The Inheritance of Loss presents a complex exploration of
globalization and its impact on cultural identity in the postcolonial world. Set
against the backdrop of the Himalayan region of Kalimpong and the United

States, the novel portrays characters whose lives are shaped by colonial
history, migration, economic inequality and cultural displacement. Beyond

Article info

its political and historical dimensions, the novel presents an intricate
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Published online: 08/08/2026 characters such as Jemubhai Patel, Sai, Biju and Nimi, Kiran Desai
demonstrates how emotional wounds, unresolved grief, shame and violence
are unconsciously transmitted across generations. A psychological reading
reveals that inherited trauma shapes individual identities, relationships, and
emotional responses, suggesting that the burden of the past continues to
influence the present.
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DISCUSSION examining how individuals negotiate their

Globalization has become one of the most identities in a world where national and cultural

o . boundaries are increasingly fluid. Kiran Desai’s
significant forces shaping contemporary }
The Inheritance of Loss is an important example of
such literature. Published in 2006 and awarded

the Booker Prize, the novel explores the lives of

societies. It has transformed patterns of
communication, migration, economic

relationships and cultural exchange. In
. - individuals caught between different worlds.
literature, globalization has created new ) ) i
s . . . . The narrative moves between Kalimpong, India
possibilities for exploring questions of identity, i
. . and New York, USA, presenting characters
belonging,  displacement and  cultural ) o
. . . whose experiences reflect the complexities of
transformation. Contemporary Indian English

- . . globalization. Intergenerational trauma refers
fiction frequently engages with these issues by
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to the transmission of psychological distress
from one generation to another. Initially studied
among descendants of Holocaust survivors, the
concept has since been expanded to include
communities affected by colonialism, migration,
war, caste discrimination and systemic
oppression. Trauma is not transmitted solely
through stories or memories but also through
silence, parenting patterns, emotional behaviors
and social structures. Sigmund Freud argues
that unresolved trauma often resurfaces in
unconscious behaviors, emotional detachment,
anxiety and repetitive cycles of suffering. In The
Inheritance of Loss, these psychological
mechanisms are reflected in multiple characters
whose lives are governed by inherited
emotional scars rather than conscious choices.

Jemubhai Patel, the retired judge,
represents the psychological effects of colonial
domination. Educated in England during British
rule, he experiences racial humiliation, isolation
and intense self-hatred because of his Indian
identity. Rather than processing these
experiences, he internalizes colonial values and
develops deep emotional repression. Upon
returning to India, Jemubhai becomes
emotionally distant and abusive toward his
wife, Nimi. His inability to express affection
reflects psychological displacement, whereby
unresolved humiliation is redirected toward
weaker individuals. His emotional coldness
extends to his granddaughter Sai, with whom he
maintains a distant relationship despite being
her guardian. The judge’s trauma illustrates
how colonial violence extends beyond political
oppression to produce
psychological damage. Instead of ending with

long-lasting

him, his emotional dysfunction becomes an
inherited legacy that affects subsequent
generations.

Sai, the orphaned granddaughter of
Jemubhai Patel, inherits emotional neglect
rather than explicit violence. Having lost her
parents at a young age, she grows up in an
silence,

environment  characterized by

emotional distance, and loneliness. Although

the judge does not openly abuse her, his
inability to provide warmth or emotional
security shapes her psychological development.
According to attachment theory, children
require consistent emotional responsiveness to
develop secure relationships. Sai’s emotional
isolation contributes to confusion about
identity, belonging, and intimacy. Her romantic
relationship with Gyan reflects her search for
emotional validation, yet the relationship
deteriorates under political and social pressures.
Sai’s experiences demonstrate that trauma may
be inherited not only through direct abuse but
also through emotional absence. The silence
surrounding family history becomes itself a
form of inheritance, leaving her emotionally
vulnerable.

Nimi Patel represents one of the earliest
victims of inherited patriarchal and colonial
violence in the novel. Married to Jemubhai, she
becomes the target of his cruelty and emotional
rejection. The judge’s inability to overcome his
colonial humiliation transforms into domestic
violence, reducing Nimi to a symbol of
suppressed female suffering. Her silence reflects
the psychological consequences of prolonged
abuse. Rather than resisting openly, she
internalizes pain and isolation, illustrating how
patriarchal societies often normalize women's
suffering. Her tragic life contributes indirectly to
the emotional environment inherited by later
generations, even though Sai never personally
witnesses much of her grandmother's
experiences. Nimi’s character highlights how
women often become invisible carriers of family
trauma, preserving emotional wounds through
silence rather than narration.

Biju's experiences in the United States
introduce another dimension of emotional
inheritance: migration trauma. Living as an
undocumented immigrant, Biju faces racial
discrimination, exploitation, and constant
insecurity. His inability to achieve the
“American Dream” mirrors his father’s
unfulfilled aspirations. Unlike the judge, Biju
resists complete emotional alienation by
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maintaining connections with his cultural
identity. However, the constant fear of
deportation and social exclusion leaves him
psychologically exhausted. His experiences
reveal how migration creates new forms of
trauma while simultaneously reproducing older
colonial hierarchies. The emotional burden
carried by Biju reflects inherited anxieties about
class, national identity, and belonging. His
return to India without material success
symbolizes the cyclical nature of inherited
disappointment.

One of the most striking aspects of the
novel is the prevalence of silence. Characters
rarely communicate openly about their
emotions, losses, or fears. The judge suppresses
memories of racial humiliation; Sai rarely
discusses her grief; Biju conceals his hardships
from his father; and many relationships remain
emotionally  incomplete.  Psychologically,
silence functions as a defense mechanism
against overwhelming pain. However, this
silence prevents healing and contributes to the
transmission of unresolved trauma across
generations. Emotional repression becomes an
inherited behavioral pattern, perpetuating
loneliness and misunderstanding. Kiran Desai
suggests that silence is not merely the absence of
speech but an active force shaping identity and

family relationships.

The inherited trauma experienced by the

characters  contributes  significantly  to
fragmented identities. Jemubhai rejects his
Indian identity while never becoming fully
English. Sai struggles between Western
education and Indian cultural realities. Biju
occupies a minimal space between America and
India, belonging fully to neither. This
fragmented identity aligns with postcolonial
psychological theories, which argue that
colonialism creates divided selves characterized
by alienation and internal conflict. Emotional
inheritance intensifies this fragmentation
because individuals unconsciously reproduce
unresolved conflicts inherited from previous

generations. Rather than constructing stable

identities, the characters remain psychologically
suspended between conflicting cultural and
emotional worlds.

Throughout the novel, trauma operates
through repetition. The judge repeats the
violence he experienced through emotional
abuse. Sai repeats patterns of emotional
isolation inherited from her grandfather. Biju
repeats the cycle of disappointment experienced
by countless migrants seeking economic success
abroad. This repetitive structure reflects Freud's
concept of repetition compulsion, in which
individuals unconsciously recreate unresolved
traumatic experiences. Because the characters
rarely confront their emotional histories
directly, they remain trapped within recurring
cycles of alienation and suffering. Kiran Desai
therefore portrays trauma as both personal and
collective, linking individual psychology with
historical experiences of colonialism and
globalization.

Although The Inheritance of Loss presents a
largely tragic vision, it also suggests the
possibility of healing through empathy, self-
awareness and human connection. Characters
who retain compassion particularly the cook’s
unwavering love for Biju demonstrate
emotional resilience despite adversity. The
novel implies that acknowledging historical
wounds rather than suppressing them is
essential for breaking cycles of inherited trauma.
Emotional healing requires confronting painful
memories, rebuilding relationships, and
accepting complex identities instead of denying
them. While complete resolution remains
elusive, Kiran Desai leaves readers with the
possibility that recognition of shared human
suffering can become the first step toward
emotional recovery.

Homi K. Bhabha introduces the idea of
hybridity to explain the cultural condition
created through encounters between different
traditions and societies. According to Bhabha,
individuals living between cultures occupy a
“Third Space”, where new forms of identity
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emerge. The characters in Kiran Desai’s novel
exist within such spaces. Sai, educated in a
convent school and influenced by Western
culture, represents a generation negotiating
Indian

between traditions and global

modernity.  Similarly, Biju’'s immigrant
experience reflects the difficulties of existing
between his Indian identity and his life in
America. In The Inheritance of Loss, Kiran Desai
explores the postcolonial concepts of hybridity
and the Third Space, ideas most closely
associated with Homi K. Bhabha. The novel
shows how colonial history and globalization
create identities that are neither entirely Indian

nor completely Western.

Hybridity refers to the mixing of cultures,
languages, values and identities. Instead of
belonging to a single culture, individuals
develop identities influenced by multiple
cultural traditions. In The Inheritance of Loss, Sai
is a hybrid character. She has been raised in a
convent and educated in English; she is
influenced by Western ideas while living in
India. She struggles to reconcile these influences
Another
important character Jemubhai Patel the

with her Indian background.

grandfather of Sai, adopts British manners,
language and lifestyle after studying in
England. However, he is never fully accepted by
the British and he becomes alienated from his
own Indian culture. His hybrid identity results
in isolation rather than fulfillment. Biju, the son
of Jemubhai’s cook, working illegally in New
York, moves through multicultural
environments but never feels accepted. His
experiences reveal the unequal nature of
globalization and the difficulties of maintaining
cultural identity abroad. In The Inheritance of
Loss, Kiran Desai examines how globalization
creates a crisis of identity by exposing
individuals to different cultures, values and
economic systems. While globalization offers
opportunities for education, migration and
social mobility, it also causes alienation,
displacement and uncertainty about one’s

cultural and personal identity. Through the

experiences of Sai, Jemubhai Patel and Biju, the
novel portrays identity as fluid, conflicted and
colonialism  and

shaped by history,

globalization.

Biju's story represents the struggles of
migrants in the global economy. He travels to
the United States hoping to improve his
economic condition, but instead experiences
insecurity, exploitation and cultural isolation.
Working in various restaurants in New York,
Biju occupies a marginalized position within the
global labor system. Although America
represents opportunity, Biju discovers that
globalization does not guarantee equality. His
immigrant identity becomes associated with
uncertainty and exclusion. His experience
challenges the idea that migration automatically
leads to progress and prosperity. Biju’s return to
India at the end of the novel reflects his search
for belonging. However, his experiences abroad
have transformed his understanding of home
and identity. He returns not as the same person
who left but as someone shaped by global
experiences.

Sai represents a younger generation
influenced by global education and Western
values. Raised in a convent school, she has a
worldview shaped by both Indian culture and
Western modernity. Her relationship with Gyan
reflects tensions between traditional
expectations and modern ideas of individuality.
Sai’s identity is hybrid because she belongs
partially to different cultural worlds. She does
not completely reject Indian traditions, but she
also does not fully identify with conventional
cultural expectations. Through Sai, Desai
explores how globalization creates new forms of

identity that exist between cultures.

The character of Jemubhai Patel
demonstrates how colonialism continues to
influence cultural identity even in a postcolonial
society. His admiration for British culture and
rejection of Indian traditions reveal the
psychological effects of colonial rule. After
studying in England, Jemubhai develops a sense

119 Kulbhushan Rajak


http://www.rjelal.com/

Research Journal of English Language and Literature (RJELAL)
A Peer Reviewed (Refereed) International Journal
Impact Factor 6.8992 (ICI) httpy//www.rjelal.com;

Vol.14.Issue 3. 2026

(July-Sept.)

Email:editorrjelal@gmail.com; ISSN:2395-2636 (P); 2321-3108(O)

of alienation from his own culture. He believes
that adopting British manners will provide
social acceptance and superiority. However, his
imitation of colonial culture leaves him isolated
from both British society and his own
community. Through Jemubhai, Desai suggests
that globalization has historical roots connected
to colonial power structures. Contemporary
cultural identities cannot be understood without
examining colonial experiences.

One of the major concerns of The
Inheritance of Loss is the unequal distribution of
global opportunities. The novel contrasts
privileged characters who have access to
education and international mobility with those
who remain economically disadvantaged.
While characters such as Sai experience
globalization through education and cultural
through
exploitation and economic hardship. This

exposure, Biju experiences it
contrast reveals that globalization affects
individuals differently depending on their
social position. Kiran Desai challenges the
assumption that globalization creates equal
opportunities. Instead, she presents it as a
process that can deepen existing inequalities. In
The Inheritance of Loss, Kiran Desai presents
globalization, class and inequality as
interconnected themes. The novel explores how
globalization creates opportunities for some
while increasing social and economic
inequalities for others. Through the lives of
Jemubhai Patel, Sai, Biju, and the people of
Kalimpong, Desai exposes the unequal
distribution of wealth, power, and privilege in a
postcolonial world.

In The Inheritance of Loss, Kiran Desai
portrays globalization as a force that intensifies
class divisions and social inequality. Through
the contrasting experiences of Biju, Jemubhai,
Sai, and the cook, the novel reveals that the
benefits of globalization are distributed
unevenly. While privileged individuals enjoy
education and mobility, the poor often face
exploitation and exclusion. Ultimately, Desai
argues that globalization cannot be understood

without considering the enduring effects of
class, colonialism, and economic inequality. The
novel explores the tension between traditional
values and modern aspirations. Characters
struggle to balance cultural heritage with
changing lifestyles influenced by globalization.

Gyan's character represents this conflict.
His exposure to political movements and ideas
of ethnic identity creates tension between his
relationship with Sai and his sense of belonging
within  his community. His character
demonstrates how globalization can create
conflicts between local identity and global
influences. In The Inheritance of Loss, Kiran
Desai explores the conflict between tradition
and modernity, showing how individuals
struggle to balance inherited cultural values
with the pressures of a changing, globalized
world. The novel portrays modernity as
bringing education, migration, and new
opportunities, but it also creates cultural
alienation and identity crises. Through the lives
of Sai, Jemubhai Patel, Biju and other characters,
Kiran Desai demonstrates that the tension
between tradition and modernity shapes
personal relationships and social life. Kiran
Desai does not completely reject either tradition
or modernity. Instead, she argues that both have
strengths and limitations. Blind imitation of
Western modernity can produce alienation,
while rigid attachment to tradition may limit
personal growth. The novel encourages a
balance in which individuals remain connected
to their cultural heritage while adapting
thoughtfully to modern realities.

Conclusion

Kiran Desai's The Inheritance of Loss
presents an intricate exploration of the enduring
psychological consequences of colonialism,
migration,  displacement and fractured
identities. Through a psychological reading of
the novel, it becomes evident that trauma is not
confined to individual experience but is
transmitted  across

generations, shaping

emotional responses, interpersonal
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relationships and self-perception. The novel
demonstrates that emotional inheritance
extends beyond genetic lineage to encompass
memories, silence, fear, shame and patterns of
behaviour that unconsciously influence
succeeding generations. The novel ultimately
argues that trauma is rarely experienced as an
isolated event. Instead, it functions as an
ongoing psychological process that transcends
temporal boundaries and continues to influence
subsequent generations through emotional
patterns, silence, behavioural repetition and
fractured identities. Contemporary trauma
theory helps explain this phenomenon by
emphasizing that unprocessed memories
frequently return in indirect forms, affecting
individuals who did not personally witness the
original event. Desai's narrative supports this
theoretical perspective by demonstrating how
colonial violence, migration, patriarchy, and
socioeconomic inequality collectively shape
inheritance  across

emotional multiple

generations. From a  broader literary
perspective, The Inheritance of Loss challenges
conventional understandings of inheritance by
redefining it as a psychological and emotional
legacy rather than merely material property.
The ‘"inheritance" referred to in the novel
shame,

encompasses  grief,  alienation,

displacement, and unresolved historical
memory. Yet the novel does not present trauma
as entirely deterministic. Through moments of
compassion, self-awareness, and recognition of
shared suffering, Desai suggests the possibility
of interrupting inherited cycles of emotional
pain. Although complete healing remains
elusive, acknowledging historical wounds
represents an  essential step toward
psychological recovery. Consequently, The
Inheritance of Loss emerges not only as a
postcolonial novel but also as a significant
literary  examination of the enduring
psychological consequences of historical
trauma. Its continuing relevance lies in its
powerful reminder that societies cannot fully
escape the past until inherited wounds are

acknowledged, understood, and critically

confronted. Kiran Desai connects contemporary
global experiences with colonial history,
showing that cultural identities continue to be
influenced by past power structures. Ultimately,
The Inheritance of Loss suggests that belonging in
the modern world is a complicated process.
Individuals must negotiate multiple cultural
influences while attempting to preserve a sense
of self. Through its exploration of migration,
hybridity and inequality, the novel offers a
critical examination of globalization and its
impact on cultural identity.
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