INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ENGLISH LANGUAGE, A

http://www.ijelr.in (Impact Factor: 5.9745) (ICI)

LITERATURE AND TRANSLATION STUDIES (JELR) o Foit o
A QUARTERLY, INDEXED, REFEREED AND PEER REVIEWED OPEN \g g:ﬁ; ’
ACCESS INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL lf’% . “‘@ﬁl

RESEARCH ARTICLE

Vol. 13. Issue 2. 2026 (April-June)

INTERNATIONAL
' STANDARD
I \ ‘ SERIAL
. k NUMBER
INLYA

2395-2628(Print):2349-9451 (online)

Negotiating Displacement and Identity: Social Realism in the Fiction of
Arundhati Roy, Kiran Desai, and Padma Viswanathan

Dr. Priya Wanjari! & Nidhi H. Purohit?
Principal & Head, Department of English,

Santaji Mahavidyalaya, Affiliated to Rashtrasant Tukadoji Maharaj Nagpur University,

Nagpur, Maharashtra, India
Email: priyawanjari@gmail.com

2Ph.D. Scholar, Santaji Mahavidyalaya, Nagpur, Maharashtra, India

Email: nidhinarratives@gmail.com

doi: 10.33329/ijelr.13.2.109

ISSN: 2349-9451
: 23992628

Article information

Article Received:13/04 /2026
Article Accepted:19/05/2026
Published online:22/05/2026

Abstract

Contemporary Indian English fiction persistently engages with the complex
dynamics of displacement, identity construction, and socio-cultural
transformation in an increasingly globalized milieu. The present study
undertakes a comparative exploration of The Ministry of Utmost Happiness,
The Inheritance of Loss, and The Toss of a Lemon, situating them within the
broader discourse of postcolonial and sociological literary criticism. These
texts collectively delineate the struggles of individuals attempting to
negotiate and reconfigure their identities within intricate social matrices
shaped by caste stratification, migratory trajectories, political unrest, and
shifting cultural paradigms. Adopting an interpretative framework
grounded in postcolonial theory, the paper interrogates the narrative
strategies through which these authors render visible the lived experiences of
marginalization and displacement. The analysis foregrounds how Roy, Desai,
and Viswanathan construct deeply textured narrative worlds that not only
depict but critically engage with the socio-political realities governing their
characters” lives. Their works reveal the multifaceted psychological
repercussions  of  displacement—manifested  through  alienation,
fragmentation, and the perpetual quest for belonging — while simultaneously
exposing the entrenched inequalities that structure contemporary society.

Moreover, these narratives complicate reductive notions of identity by
presenting it as fluid, contingent, and continually renegotiated in response to
external pressures and internal conflicts. Through their nuanced portrayals,
the authors amplify voices that are often relegated to the margins, thereby
challenging hegemonic discourses and re-inscribing subaltern perspectives
within the literary canon. Ultimately, this study contends that the selected
novels offer profound insights into the dialectical tension between belonging
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and estrangement, as well as between tradition and transformation,
underscoring the enduring capacity of literature to illuminate and critique
the evolving contours of human experience

Keywords: displacement, identity, social realism, postcolonial literature,
Indian English fiction.

Introduction

The notion of displacement has become a central theme in contemporary literary discourse,
particularly within the context of postcolonial literature. Displacement may occur through migration,
political conflict, social exclusion, or cultural alienation, and it often leads to profound transformations
in individual identity. Contemporary Indian English fiction frequently explores these experiences,
revealing the complex interplay between personal identity and socio-historical realities. The works of
Arundhati Roy, Kiran Desai, and Padma Viswanathan provide compelling representations of
displacement and its consequences. Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost Happiness (2017) presents a
multifaceted narrative that traverses the social and political landscapes of contemporary India,
portraying characters whose lives are shaped by exclusion, violence, and marginalization. The novel
foregrounds individuals who inhabit liminal social spaces and struggle to construct meaningful
identities within oppressive structures.

In the context of postcolonial literature in particular, the idea of displacement has emerged as a
major issue in modern literary discourse. Migration, political unrest, social isolation, or cultural
alienation can all cause displacement, which frequently results in significant changes to a person's
identity. These experiences are often explored in contemporary Indian English fiction, which highlights
the intricate relationship between sociohistorical facts and individual identity. Arundhati Roy, Kiran
Desai, and Padma Viswanathan's writings offer powerful depictions of displacement and its effects. In
Roy's 2017 novel The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, characters whose lives are impacted by
marginalisation, violence, and exclusion are portrayed in a complex story that covers the social and
political landscapes of modern India.

Similarly, Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss (2006) examines the emotional and cultural
dislocation experienced by migrants navigating unfamiliar environments. Through its depiction of
immigrant lives in the United States and the socio-political turmoil in the Indian Himalayas, the novel
explores the complexities of belonging and alienation in a globalized world. In contrast, Padma
Viswanathan’s The Toss of a Lemon (2008) addresses displacement within the context of tradition and
caste structures. The narrative spans several decades, tracing the lives of characters whose identities
are shaped by deeply entrenched cultural practices and evolving social realities. By examining these
novels collectively, this paper investigates how contemporary Indian English fiction articulates the
experiences of displacement and identity negotiation while reflecting broader social realities.

Methodology

This research is anchored in a qualitative and interpretative methodological framework, drawing
extensively upon the interdisciplinary insights of postcolonial theory and sociological literary criticism.
Such an approach facilitates a nuanced engagement with literary texts, enabling the study to move
beyond surface-level readings and instead interrogate the deeper ideological, cultural, and historical
forces that shape narrative constructions. The primary corpus for this study comprises three significant
works of contemporary Indian English fiction — Arundhati Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost Happiness,
Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss, and Padma Viswanathan’s The Toss of a Lemon. These texts are
subjected to rigorous close textual analysis, with particular attention paid to recurring thematic
configurations of displacement, identity formation, marginalization, and the structuring influence of
social hierarchies.
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The analytical process involves identifying patterns, symbols, and narrative strategies through
which these themes are articulated, as well as examining how characters negotiate complex socio-
cultural realities marked by fragmentation, transition, and resistance. In doing so, the study
foregrounds the ways in which literary representation both reflects and critiques lived experiences
within contemporary Indian and diasporic contexts.

In addition to primary textual analysis, the research is informed by key theoretical frameworks
that have significantly shaped postcolonial discourse. The conceptualizations of cultural identity,
hybridity, and ambivalence articulated by Homi K. Bhabha provide a critical lens through which issues
of in-betweenness and negotiated identities are examined. Similarly, Edward Said’s seminal ideas on
representation, otherness, and the enduring impact of colonial epistemologies offer a foundational
perspective for understanding the power dynamics embedded within cultural narratives. These
theoretical paradigms enable a more layered interpretation of the selected texts, situating them within
broader debates on nationhood, belonging, and cultural transformation.

Furthermore, the study incorporates an extensive review of secondary sources, including peer-
reviewed journal articles, critical monographs, and scholarly essays. These sources contribute valuable
contextual insights into the socio-political, historical, and cultural milieus that inform the novels under
consideration. By synthesizing primary textual analysis with established theoretical and critical
perspectives, the research aims to construct a comprehensive and cohesive understanding of how
displacement and identity are negotiated across diverse yet interconnected literary landscapes.

Literature Review

Scholarly engagement with contemporary Indian English literature has consistently
foregrounded the intertwined themes of displacement and identity formation, particularly in the works
of late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century novelists. In critical discourse surrounding Arundhati
Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, scholars such as Elleke Boehmer and Priyamvada Gopal have
underscored the novel’s incisive critique of socio-political marginalization. Boehmer reads Roy’s
narrative as a “polyphonic intervention into the politics of belonging,” wherein subaltern voices —
especially those of the hijra community —destabilize hegemonic national narratives (Boehmer 2018).
Similarly, Gopal argues that Roy’s text foregrounds “structures of exclusion embedded within the
postcolonial nation-state,” drawing attention to the lived realities of those displaced by both ideological
and territorial violence (Gopal 2019). The novel thus emerges as a powerful literary space where
silenced identities are articulated and reclaimed.

Critical analyses of Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss have likewise emphasized its nuanced
exploration of diasporic subjectivity and the uneven impacts of globalization. Pankaj Mishra interprets
the novel as a “meditation on the fractured consciousness of postcolonial migrants,” highlighting the
persistent alienation experienced by individuals caught between cultures (Mishra 2006). Furthermore,
Aijaz Ahmad contends that Desai exposes “the asymmetries of global capitalism,” revealing how
economic disparities shape both material conditions and psychological states (Ahmad 2007). Through
its interwoven narratives of migration and exile, the novel captures the emotional and existential
dislocation that accompanies transnational movement, thereby reinforcing the centrality of identity
negotiation in a globalized world.

In the case of Padma Viswanathan’s The Toss of a Lemon, critics have drawn attention to its
intricate portrayal of caste hierarchies and evolving cultural practices within Tamil Brahmin
communities. Meenakshi Mukherjee observes that the novel “meticulously reconstructs the textures of
domestic and ritual life,” while simultaneously interrogating the rigidity of caste-based traditions
(Mukherjee 2008). Additionally, Ania Loomba highlights the tension between continuity and
transformation, noting that Viswanathan’s characters are “situated at the crossroads of inherited
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orthodoxy and emergent modernity” (Loomba 2010). The narrative thus illuminates the gradual
reconfiguration of identity within a framework of deeply entrenched social conventions.

While each of these texts has generated substantial individual scholarship, comparative studies
that synthesize their shared concerns with displacement and identity remain relatively scarce. As Elleke
Boehmer suggests, contemporary Indian fiction often operates within “a transnational and
intersectional paradigm of belonging” (Boehmer 2018), yet this convergence has not been sufficiently
examined across these particular works. This study, therefore, seeks to address this lacuna by
undertaking a comparative analysis of Roy, Desai, and Viswanathan, with a focus on how their
narratives collectively negotiate the complexities of displacement and identity in contemporary India.

Displacement and Marginalized Identities

Displacement, as conceptualized in contemporary literary studies, extends beyond mere physical
relocation to encompass conditions of social exclusion, cultural dislocation, and psychological
estrangement. Critics working within postcolonial and sociological frameworks argue that
displacement frequently manifests as a rupture in one’s sense of belonging, wherein individuals find
themselves alienated from dominant structures of identity, community, and power (Ashcroft et al. 5).
In this broader sense, displacement becomes an experiential and affective condition, shaped by
historical forces such as colonialism, globalization, and internal socio-political hierarchies.

Within this theoretical framework, Arundhati Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost Happiness offers a
compelling exploration of social and existential displacement. Roy constructs a narrative populated by
characters who exist at the margins of normative social categories, thereby challenging the boundaries
of inclusion and exclusion within the nation-state. The protagonist, Anjum, embodies a profound form
of social displacement as a member of the hijra community, navigating a society that persistently
marginalizes gender-nonconforming identities. Her life trajectory reflects the tension between visibility
and erasure, as she is both hyper-visible as “other” and simultaneously excluded from mainstream
recognition (Roy 23). Roy further situates Anjum within an interconnected network of individuals
displaced by political violence, communal tensions, and systemic discrimination. The graveyard that
Anjum transforms into a sanctuary emerges as a powerful symbolic space —an alternative community
that resists dominant structures of exclusion. This reconfigured space of belonging challenges
conventional notions of home and citizenship, suggesting that displaced individuals can forge new
identities and solidarities even within conditions of marginalization (Roy 120). Thus, displacement in
Roy’s narrative operates not only as a condition of loss but also as a site of resistance and reimagination.

In contrast, Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss engages with displacement primarily through
the lens of migration and globalization. The novel foregrounds the experiences of diasporic subjects,
particularly through characters such as Biju, whose life as an undocumented immigrant in the United
States is marked by instability, invisibility, and economic exploitation. Biju’s condition reflects what
Edward Said terms the “unhealable rift” between the self and its native place, a persistent sense of
unbelonging that defines the exile experience (Said 173). His fragmented existence across exploitative
labor environments underscores the precarious realities faced by migrant workers within global
capitalist systems (Desai 98). Desai juxtaposes these transnational experiences with the localized
political unrest in Kalimpong, thereby illustrating that displacement is not confined to cross-border
movement but can also occur within national boundaries. The Gorkhaland agitation depicted in the
novel reveals how political instability can disrupt established social structures, producing internal
forms of displacement that mirror diasporic alienation. Through this dual narrative, Desai emphasizes
the emotional and psychological toll of inhabiting liminal spaces between cultures, identities, and
geographies. The novel ultimately underscores the complexities of identity formation in a globalized
world, where displacement becomes both a material reality and an enduring state of consciousness.
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In Padma Viswanathan’s The Toss of a Lemon, displacement assumes a more internalized and
culturally embedded form, rooted not in geographic movement but in the constraints and continuities
of caste and domestic life. The novel situates its characters within the rigid structures of Tamil Brahmin
orthodoxy, where identity is deeply intertwined with ritual practice, lineage, and social hierarchy.
Drawing upon sociological literary criticism, such forms of displacement can be understood as a
condition of “structured belonging,” wherein individuals are ostensibly anchored within a community
yet experience forms of restriction and alienation due to the very norms that define that community
(Dumont 66). Viswanathan's narrative thus reveals how displacement can operate within stable spatial
settings, manifesting as a tension between individual subjectivity and collective expectations. This
tension is particularly evident in the life of Sivakami, whose experiences reflect the gendered
dimensions of cultural displacement. Confined within the domestic and ritualistic frameworks of
Brahmin society, Sivakami negotiates a world that limits her autonomy while simultaneously defining
her identity. The novel traces subtle yet significant shifts across generations, as characters begin to
confront the pressures of modernity, education, and social change. These transformations create
fractures within the seemingly cohesive structure of tradition, producing moments of dislocation that
challenge inherited norms (Viswanathan 142). In this context, displacement emerges as a gradual and
often unarticulated process, wherein characters inhabit liminal spaces between continuity and change,
ultimately redefining their sense of self within evolving cultural landscapes.

Identity Formation and Cultural Negotiation

Identity, within contemporary literary and postcolonial discourse, is understood not as a fixed
or essentialist category but as a fluid, negotiated construct shaped by historical contingencies, cultural
interactions, and institutional frameworks. Stuart Hall, for instance, conceptualizes identity as a
“production” that is always in process, continually constituted through representation, memory, and
difference rather than rooted in any stable essence (Hall 222). Such a perspective enables a more
nuanced reading of literary texts, wherein identity is seen as dynamic, contingent, and often marked
by tensions between belonging and exclusion.

In Arundhati Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, identity emerges as an evolving and
contested space, continually reshaped by social marginalization and personal resilience. Roy’s narrative
resists rigid classificatory systems, particularly in its portrayal of characters like Anjum, whose gender
identity destabilizes normative binaries. The novel foregrounds the performative and relational aspects
of identity, illustrating how individuals reconstruct themselves in response to shifting socio-political
realities. Through its polyphonic structure, the text suggests that identity is neither singular nor static
but is instead forged through lived experiences, cultural negotiations, and acts of resistance against
dominant hegemonies (Roy 54). In doing so, Roy challenges the legitimacy of exclusionary frameworks
that seek to fix identity within narrow boundaries.

A similarly complex understanding of identity is evident in Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss,
where identity is depicted as fragmented and often fraught with contradiction. The novel’s diasporic
characters grapple with the pressures of assimilation while attempting to retain connections to their
cultural heritage. This tension produces a sense of “in-betweenness,” which Homi K. Bhabha describes
as the liminal space of hybridity, where new cultural meanings and identities are negotiated (Bhabha
38). Characters such as Biju and Sai embody this fractured consciousness, as they navigate multiple
cultural affiliations without fully belonging to any. Desai’s narrative thus reflects the psychological and
emotional complexities of identity formation within transnational and globalized contexts,
emphasizing the instability and multiplicity inherent in such experiences (Desai 118).

Padma Viswanathan's The Toss of a Lemon situates identity formation within the enduring
structures of caste, family, and ritual practice. Here, identity is deeply embedded in inherited social
roles and cultural conventions, particularly within the Tamil Brahmin community. However, the novel
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also traces the gradual transformation of these identities across generations, as characters encounter the
forces of modernity, education, and social mobility. As Louis Dumont argues, caste-based identity
operates within a hierarchical system that prescribes social position and behavior, yet such systems are
not immune to change (Dumont 72). Viswanathan’s narrative captures this tension between continuity
and transformation, illustrating how individuals both inhabit and renegotiate their inherited identities.
Consequently, identity in the novel is revealed as both structured and evolving, shaped by the interplay
between tradition and change (Viswanathan 201).

Social Reality and Structural Inequality

A central concern of contemporary Indian English fiction lies in its engagement with social reality
and the structural mechanisms that sustain inequality. Such narratives do not merely depict lived
experiences but critically interrogate the institutional, political, and cultural forces that produce and
normalize marginalization. As Pierre Bourdieu argues, social hierarchies are maintained through
deeply embedded structures that shape access to power, resources, and representation (Bourdieu 72).
Within this framework, literature becomes a vital site for exposing and contesting these inequalities,
rendering visible the lived consequences of systemic exclusion.

In The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, Arundhati Roy constructs a layered narrative that engages
with the complexities of communal violence, political repression, and the marginalization of minority
communities. Through its polyphonic structure, the novel foregrounds multiple perspectives, allowing
for a nuanced representation of individuals situated within volatile socio-political contexts such as
Kashmir and urban India. Roy’s inclusion of diverse narrative voices not only challenges singular, state-
sanctioned versions of history but also highlights the fragmented realities of those who exist on the
peripheries of power. The text thereby functions as a critique of institutionalized violence and exclusion,
illustrating how systemic forces shape both collective and individual experiences (Roy 178).

A parallel critique of inequality emerges in The Inheritance of Loss by Kiran Desai, where the
focus shifts to the global dimensions of economic disparity. The novel juxtaposes the lives of privileged
elites with those of economically vulnerable migrants, thereby exposing the stark inequalities
embedded within global capitalist systems. Characters such as Biju, who navigates exploitative labor
conditions as an undocumented worker, embody the precarious existence of those positioned at the
margins of globalization. As Immanuel Wallerstein notes, the global economic order is structured in
ways that perpetuate core-periphery divisions, reinforcing uneven development and systemic
disadvantage (Wallerstein 98). Desai’s narrative vividly captures this imbalance, demonstrating how
economic structures not only determine material conditions but also shape social identities and
aspirations (Desai 214).

In The Toss of a Lemon, Padma Viswanathan turns attention to the entrenched realities of caste
as a foundational system of social stratification. The novel’s detailed representation of Tamil Brahmin
rituals and domestic life reveals how caste operates as an organizing principle that governs social
relations, reinforces hierarchy, and restricts mobility. Through its generational scope, the narrative
demonstrates how these structures are both perpetuated and subtly challenged over time. Louis
Dumont conceptualizes caste as a hierarchical system that assigns value and status to individuals based
on inherited social positions, thereby institutionalizing inequality (Dumont 74). Viswanathan’s work
brings this theoretical insight into lived experience, illustrating how caste-based norms shape identity,
behavior, and opportunity while also revealing the gradual shifts that signal the possibility of social
transformation (Viswanathan 233).

Conclusion

The comparative analysis of The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, The Inheritance of Loss, and The
Toss of a Lemon demonstrates that contemporary Indian English fiction offers a profound and

Dr. Priya Wanjari & Nidhi H. Purohit 114



Int. . Eng. Lang. Lit & Trans. Studies ISSN:2349-9451/2395-2628 Vol. 13. Issue 2. 2026 (April-June)

multifaceted lens through which the interrelated experiences of displacement, identity formation, and
social conflict can be critically examined. These narratives, though distinct in their thematic focus and
socio-cultural settings, converge in their exploration of how individuals and communities negotiate
belonging within complex and often exclusionary structures of power. By foregrounding marginalized
voices and interrogating entrenched hierarchies, the selected texts reveal the deeply layered realities of
contemporary existence in both national and transnational contexts.

A particularly illuminating framework for understanding these dynamics is provided by Priya
Wanjari, who conceptualizes diaspora through the organic metaphor of dispersal and continuity:

“Diaspora suggests the scattering of seeds. It is important to think of this image when defining
Diaspora. The plant is from one particular area i.e. the “homeland,” and the seeds move to other areas
away from the plant to create a new home. The migration of people from one place to other is not a new
phenomenon, but these communities overseas are linked to their origin and show a typical religion,
language and culture. This gives them ethnic identity.” (Wanjari 142)

This formulation underscores the dual processes of movement and cultural preservation,
offering a valuable lens through which the three novels may be read in relation to one another. In The
Toss of a Lemon, this model finds resonance in the internal, caste-bound mobility of Tamil Brahmin
communities, where displacement does not necessarily sever ties with tradition but instead facilitates
the continuity of ritual practices, social norms, and collective identity. Viswanathan’s narrative thus
reflects a form of diasporic continuity within a localized framework, where movement coexists with
cultural stability.

However, this continuity is significantly disrupted in The Inheritance of Loss, where migration
leads not to the preservation of identity but to its fragmentation and erosion. Desai’s portrayal of
diasporic existence reveals the alienating effects of globalization, as characters such as Biju struggle to
maintain cultural coherence within hostile and exploitative environments. Here, the metaphor of
diaspora shifts from one of organic continuity to one marked by rupture and dislocation, emphasizing
the emotional and psychological costs of transnational movement.

In contrast, The Ministry of Utmost Happiness expands the notion of displacement beyond
geographical migration to include social and political marginalization. Roy’s characters, though often
rooted within the nation, experience forms of internal exile that parallel diasporic estrangement. The
novel reimagines belonging through alternative communities —such as the graveyard space —where
displaced individuals construct new identities and solidarities outside dominant frameworks. In this
sense, Roy’s work complements Wanjari's formulation by suggesting that the “scattering” of identities
may also occur within the boundaries of the nation, producing new modes of affiliation and resistance.

Collectively, these novels illuminate the diverse manifestations of displacement and identity
across different socio-cultural terrains, ranging from caste-based continuity to diasporic fragmentation
and internal marginalization. They challenge monolithic understandings of belonging and instead
foreground the fluid, contested, and evolving nature of identity in a rapidly changing world. Ultimately,
the works of Roy, Desai, and Viswanathan affirm the transformative potential of literature as a critical
medium — one that not only reflects social realities but also interrogates and reconfigures the intricate
relationships between identity, culture, and structural inequality.
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