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Abstract: 
Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss (2006) presents a complex network of human relationships shaped by 

displacement, emotional isolation, class difference, cultural conflict and the desire for belonging. Set primarily in Kalimpong, 

India, against the backdrop of the Gorkhaland movement, and extending to the immigrant experience of Biju in the United States, 

the novel portrays characters whose interpersonal bonds are repeatedly fractured by social, geographical and psychological forces. 

The article examines human relationships in the novel with particular attention to the relationships between Jemubhai Patel and 

his granddaughter Sai, the Cook and his son Biju, and Sai and Gyan. It argues that Desai uses these relationships to demonstrate 

how displacement and alienation affect individuals’ ability to form and sustain meaningful emotional connections. Jemubhai’s 

inability to establish intimacy with Sai reflects the psychological consequences of colonial influence and personal alienation, 

while the Cook-Biju relationship illustrates the emotional cost of migration and physical separation. Similarly, Sai and Gyan’s 

romantic relationship is disrupted by class, ethnicity and political tensions, demonstrating how private relationships become 

entangled with larger social conflicts. The article further explores the relationship between fractured bonds and the characters’ 

search for belonging. Rather than presenting belonging as a stable condition, Desai depicts it as an uncertain and continually 

negotiated experience. The novel therefore reveals that human relationships can simultaneously become sources of attachment, 

conflict, alienation and the desire for home. Through its portrayal of these fractured bonds, The Inheritance of Loss foregrounds 

the emotional dimensions of displacement and demonstrates the complex relationship between interpersonal connection and the 

search for belonging.   
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Human relationships form an essential part of human existence and occupy a significant place in literature. Familial, 

romantic and social relationships are shaped not only by emotions but also by social structures, cultural expectations, class, 

migration and historical circumstances. Contemporary literature frequently represents relationships through experiences of 

displacement, alienation and the search for identity and belonging. Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss (2006) offers a 

significant exploration of these interconnected experiences. Set primarily in Kalimpong and extending to the immigrant 

experience of Biju in the United States, the novel portrays individuals struggling with emotional isolation, cultural conflict, 

displacement and an uncertain sense of belonging. The novel won the Man Booker Prize in 2006. 

Desai constructs a complex network of relationships through characters belonging to different generations, classes, 

cultures and geographical locations. The relationship between Jemubhai Patel and his granddaughter Sai is marked by emotional 

distance and an inability to express affection. The Cook-Biju relationship illustrates the consequences of migration and physical 

separation, while Sai and Gyan’s romantic relationship becomes increasingly affected by class, ethnicity and political tensions. 

The relationship between Jemubhai and the Cook further exposes the influence of social hierarchy and economic inequality. These 

relationships demonstrate that personal bonds cannot always be separated from the social and historical forces surrounding 

individuals. 

The article therefore examines human relationships as fractured yet significant forms of connection. Here the fractured 

bonds refer to relationships characterised by emotional distance, separation, inequality, conflict or failure of communication. The 

study argues that these fractured relationships simultaneously reveal the characters’ persistent desire for attachment, home and 

belonging. Although The Inheritance of Loss has been widely studied in relation to migration, diaspora, identity, alienation and 

belonging, there is scope to examine how interpersonal relationships themselves become the emotional medium through which 

these experiences are negotiated. The study focuses on the connection between fractured human relationships and the characters’ 

search for belonging.  

The study aims to examine the representation of human relationships in Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss, with 

particular attention to the ways in which familial, romantic and social relationships become fractured through emotional distance, 

migration, displacement, class differences and cultural conflict. It further seeks to analyse how these fractured relationships 

influence the characters’ experiences of alienation, identity and belonging. The study also aims to demonstrate how Desai 

connects individual emotional experiences with wider social and historical circumstances, presenting human relationships as both 

sources of conflict and significant sites of connection and belonging. 

The study seeks to answer the following questions: How does Kiran Desai represent human relationships in The 

Inheritance of Loss? What factors contribute to the fragmentation of familial, romantic and social relationships in the novel? How 

do migration and displacement affect the emotional bonds between characters? In what ways do class, ethnicity and cultural 
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conflict influence interpersonal relationships? Finally, how do these fractured relationships shape the characters’ search for 

identity, attachment and belonging? The article argues that Desai portrays human relationships as fragile bonds shaped by 

displacement, class, cultural conflict and emotional alienation. Yet, through these fractured relationships, the characters reveal a 

continuing desire for connection and belonging.  

The relationship between Jemubhai Patel and his granddaughter Sai represents one of the most emotionally fractured 

familial relationships in Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss. Although they share a family and a home, their relationship is 

characterised by emotional distance, silence and an inability to communicate affection. Desai uses their relationship to 

demonstrate that physical proximity does not necessarily create emotional intimacy. The distance between Jemubhai and Sai is 

partly the consequence of Jemubhai’s own psychological alienation, which develops from his colonial education, experiences in 

England and subsequent inability to reconcile his Indian identity with the values he has acquired abroad. 

Jemubhai’s relationship with Sai is shaped by his authoritarian personality and his inability to express affection. Instead 

of functioning as a nurturing grandfather, he often appears detached and intimidating. Sai therefore experiences the house as a 

space in which she is physically protected but emotionally isolated. “Every character in the novel is a foreigner. In this world, 

ravaged the colonial past and pulled by the deceptions of a global future, the poignant emptiness of the present is felt in the 

presence of the lack of genuine feelings of love, of connection, of lasting bonds, of roots and of truth” (New Quest 76). Her 

relationship with Jemubhai illustrates how family structures can fail to provide emotional belonging when communication and 

affection are absent. The relationship is consequently not simply a conflict between two generations; it reflects the transmission of 

emotional alienation within the family. 

Jemubhai’s own experiences are significant in understanding this fractured bond. His time in England produces a deep 

sense of humiliation and cultural dislocation. Rather than developing a balanced relationship with both cultures, he becomes 

increasingly alienated from his Indian identity. His rejection of his own cultural background affects his ability to establish 

meaningful relationships with others. His emotional distance from Sai can therefore be read as part of a larger psychological 

condition produced by displacement and internalised colonial attitudes. 

Sai, meanwhile, seeks affection and companionship outside the restrictive relationship with her grandfather. Her 

developing relationship with Gyan becomes an important source of emotional connection. However, this relationship also 

becomes unstable because of social and political tensions. Consequently, Sai's experience demonstrates that the absence of 

emotional belonging within the family encourages her to search for attachment elsewhere. 

The Jemubhai-Sai relationship therefore reveals the complex connection between family, alienation and belonging. Desai 

does not present family as automatically providing security or emotional intimacy. Instead, family relationships can become 

fractured by psychological trauma, cultural displacement and failures of communication. Through Jemubhai and Sai, Desai 

suggests that belonging requires more than sharing a home or possessing a common family identity; it depends upon emotional 

recognition, communication and mutual understanding.  

The relationship between the Cook and his son Biju provides another significant representation of fractured human 

relationships in The Inheritance of Loss. Unlike Jemubhai and Sai, whose emotional distance exists within the same household, 

the Cook and Biju experience separation through migration. Biju travels to the United States in search of employment and a better 

future, while his father remains in Kalimpong. Their relationship therefore demonstrates how geographical mobility can create 

emotional distance even when familial attachment remains strong. 

For the Cook, Biju represents both his emotional attachment and his hope for social and economic improvement. He 

takes pride in his son’s movement to the United States because migration is associated with opportunity and success. However, 

Biju's experience as an undocumented migrant is far removed from the idealised image of America that his father imagines. Biju 

is still inevitably confronted with the fact that the meaning of “holy cows,” contingent on “a process of movement and mediation” 

has been changed as a result of moving along the route (Gilroy 19). His unstable employment, insecure living conditions and 

experiences of discrimination prevent him from achieving the prosperity associated with migration. His movement across 

geographical boundaries therefore does not lead to a stable sense of belonging. 

The physical separation between father and son also creates an emotional dimension to Biju's migration. Although Biju 

leaves India in search of a better life, he remains psychologically connected to his father and his homeland. His experience 

demonstrates the contradiction inherent in migration: the migrant leaves home in order to improve life, yet the act of leaving can 

intensify the desire for home. Scholarship on the novel similarly identifies Biju’s migrant experience with displacement and 

difficulties of establishing belonging. 

The Cook, meanwhile, remains emotionally invested in Biju's return. His relationship with his son becomes a source of 

hope in an otherwise difficult existence. The father’s longing for his son demonstrates that migration affects not only the 

individual who travels but also the family members who remain behind. In this sense, displacement becomes a shared emotional 

experience. 

The Cook-Biju relationship also complicates the conventional idea of migration as a pathway to success. Biju's 

geographical movement does not guarantee social acceptance, economic security or emotional fulfilment. Instead, his experience 

exposes the gap between the imagined promise of migration and its lived reality. His longing for home indicates that belonging 

cannot be achieved solely through economic mobility or geographical relocation. 

The relationship between Cook and Biju demonstrates how migration fractures physical proximity while preserving 

emotional attachment. Their relationship becomes a central example of the novel's larger concern with belonging. Desai suggests 

that home is not merely a geographical location; it is also created through familial relationships, emotional memory and the desire 

to remain connected to those who provide a sense of identity and attachment.  

The relationship between Sai and Gyan represents the complex intersection of love, class, ethnicity and political conflict 

in The Inheritance of Loss. Their relationship initially provides Sai with companionship and emotional intimacy. Gyan, who 

comes from a comparatively modest background, becomes Sai’s tutor, and their professional relationship gradually develops into 

romantic attachment. Their attraction suggests the possibility of overcoming social differences through emotional connection. 
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However, their relationship becomes increasingly unstable as the political tensions surrounding the Gorkhaland movement 

intensify. 

The class difference between Sai and Gyan influences their understanding of one another. Sai belongs to a relatively 

privileged household, while Gyan experiences the social and economic inequalities of the region more directly. As their 

relationship develops, these differences become increasingly visible. Gyan begins to question Sai’s privileged position, while Sai 

finds it difficult to understand his growing political consciousness. Their personal relationship consequently becomes connected to 

larger questions of social inequality and cultural identity. 

Ethnic identity further contributes to the breakdown of their relationship. Gyan’s growing awareness of his Nepali 

identity and the political circumstances of the Gorkhaland movement influence his perception of Sai and her family. The 

relationship therefore moves beyond personal affection and becomes a reflection of the larger conflict surrounding them. Their 

inability to sustain their emotional connection demonstrates how political and cultural divisions can enter private relationships. 

The relationship between Sai and Gyan therefore illustrates the fragility of romantic attachment when individuals are 

divided by class, ethnicity and political consciousness. Their relationship begins as a possibility for connection but gradually 

becomes a site of misunderstanding and conflict. Desai thereby demonstrates that love alone cannot always overcome the social 

structures that shape individual identities.  

The relationship between Jemubhai and the Cook provides a significant representation of class hierarchy and unequal 

human relationships. Although they live in the same household, they occupy fundamentally different social positions. Jemubhai 

exercises authority as the owner of the house, while the Cook is economically dependent upon him. Their relationship therefore 

demonstrates how class influences the nature of interpersonal interaction. 

Jemubhai's treatment of the Cook reflects the power imbalance between employer and servant. The Cook performs 

domestic labour and remains subordinate to Jemubhai, whose authority is rarely questioned. This relationship demonstrates that 

physical proximity does not eliminate social distance. The two men share the same domestic space, yet their experiences within 

that space are fundamentally different. 

The Cook’s emotional investment in Biju also reveals another dimension of this relationship. While Jemubhai's 

relationship with his granddaughter is characterised by emotional detachment, the Cook maintains a deep emotional attachment to 

his son. The contrast between the two men demonstrates different ways of responding to family and human connection. Cook’s 

affection and concern for Biju highlight his emotional vulnerability, whereas Jemubhai's authority and emotional repression 

contribute to his isolation. 

The Jemubhai-Cook relationship consequently illustrates how class and power can fracture human relationships. The 

novel does not present social inequality merely as an economic issue; it shows how hierarchy influences dignity, communication 

and emotional relationships. Through this relationship, Desai exposes the unequal social structures that shape everyday human 

interactions.  

The different relationships represented in the novel ultimately converge around the question of belonging. Jemubhai and 

Sai, the Cook and Biju, and Sai and Gyan experience different forms of separation, yet each relationship reveals a desire for 

emotional connection and security. Desai therefore presents belonging as a complex emotional and social condition rather than as 

something automatically provided by family, home or nationality. 

Jemubhai's experience demonstrates that geographical movement can produce psychological alienation. His time in 

England does not enable him to belong fully to another culture; instead, it creates a distance between himself and his original 

identity. “His pusillanimity and his loneliness has found fertile soil. He retreated into solitude that grew in weight day by day. The 

solitude became a habit, the habit became a man, and it crashed him into a shadow” (Desai 39). This alienation affects his 

relationships with those around him, particularly Sai. His fractured relationship with his granddaughter consequently reflects his 

own unresolved search for identity and belonging. 

Biju's experience provides another dimension of this search. Although he travels to the United States in search of 

economic opportunity, he struggles to establish a secure identity within the immigrant environment. “The balance, perfectly first-

world on top, perfectly third-world twenty-two steps below. Mix it up in a heap and then who would patronize [the] 

restaurant?”(Desai 25). His longing for his father and his eventual desire to return demonstrate that economic mobility cannot 

necessarily satisfy the emotional need for belonging. His relationship with the Cook becomes an important connection to the home 

he has left behind. 

Sai’s experiences similarly demonstrate the instability of belonging. Her relationship with Gyan initially gives her a sense 

of companionship, but political, ethnic and class tensions eventually fracture their connection. Her emotional uncertainty reflects 

the larger instability of the world around her. Through Sai, Desai shows that belonging can be threatened when personal 

relationships are influenced by wider social divisions. 

The novel therefore presents fractured relationships as both symptoms of alienation and expressions of the desire for 

belonging. The characters may be separated by geography, class, ethnicity or emotional distance, but their experiences reveal a 

persistent need for connection. Desai's treatment of human relationships suggests that belonging is created through recognition, 

affection, communication and mutual understanding rather than simply through a shared geographical or cultural identity. 

The Inheritance of Loss demonstrates that human beings can experience profound loneliness even when surrounded by 

family or living within familiar spaces. At the same time, geographical displacement does not completely sever emotional 

connections. The relationships in the novel remain marked by longing, memory and the desire to reconnect. Desai thus presents 

human relationships as fragile but essential structures through which individuals negotiate identity, loss and the search for a place 

they can call home.  

Kiran Desai’sThe Inheritance of Loss presents human relationships as complex and often fragile bonds shaped by 

emotional distance, migration, class, cultural conflict and displacement. Through the relationships of Jemubhai and Sai, the Cook 

and Biju, Sai and Gyan, and Jemubhai and the Cook, the novel demonstrates that interpersonal relationships cannot be separated 



International Journal of Interdisciplinary Research in Arts and Humanities (IJIRAH) 

International Peer Reviewed - Refereed Research Journal, Website: www.dvpublication.com 

Impact Factor: 5.225, ISSN (Online): 2456 - 3145, Volume 11, Issue 1, January - June, 2026 

124 

 

from the social and historical circumstances in which individuals live. Family relationships may be affected by emotional 

alienation, romantic relationships by class and ethnic tensions, and parent-child relationships by geographical separation. 

The relationship between Jemubhai and Sai reveals how psychological alienation and the inability to communicate 

affection can create emotional distance within a family. In contrast, the Cook and Biju demonstrate how migration physically 

separates family members while preserving their emotional attachment. Similarly, Sai and Gyan’s relationship illustrates how love 

can become fractured when class, ethnicity and political conflict intervene in personal relationships. The relationship between 

Jemubhai and the Cook further exposes the influence of class hierarchy and unequal power on human interaction. 

The analysis demonstrates that fractured relationships are central to the characters’ experiences of belonging and 

alienation. Desai does not present belonging as a fixed condition determined by nationality, geography or family. Instead, 

belonging emerges as an emotional and relational experience. The characters continuously search for connection, yet their 

attempts are complicated by displacement, social inequality and cultural differences. 

The novel also challenges the conventional understanding of home. Biju’s experience shows that geographical movement does not 

necessarily provide a new home, while Jemubhai’s experience demonstrates that remaining in one's homeland does not guarantee 

emotional belonging. Home, therefore, becomes closely connected with relationships, memories and emotional attachment. The 

inability to establish or sustain meaningful relationships intensifies the character’s sense of isolation. 

The Inheritance of Loss suggests that human relationships are simultaneously sources of attachment and sites of fracture. 

Desai uses these relationships to connect private emotional experiences with larger questions of migration, identity, class and 

cultural conflict. The narrative sensitively depicts individual dilemmas and passions, nostalgia and disillusionment, cross-border 

experience and sense of inequality, chaos and despair so beautiful (Sinha 143). The characters’ fractured bonds reveal their 

vulnerability, but they also expose their persistent desire to be recognised, understood and connected. Thus, the novel presents the 

search for belonging as an ongoing human experience in which relationships play a central role. Through its portrayal of love, 

family, separation and social inequality, The Inheritance of Loss establishes that the experience of belonging depends not merely 

on where one lives, but on the meaningful human connections one is able to create and sustain.  

Future research can extend this study by examining human relationships in Kiran Desai’s other novels, particularly 

Hullabaloo in the Guava Orchard. Comparative studies can explore familial, romantic and social relationships across her fictional 

works. Further research may examine gender, migration, diaspora, class, intergenerational relationships and cultural identity in 

Desai’s fiction. The study can also be expanded through theoretical perspectives such as feminism, postcolonialism, diaspora 

studies and affect theory. Comparative research involving Desai and other contemporary Indian English writers may further reveal 

how literature represents changing relationships, emotional alienation and the search for belonging in the context of social, 

cultural and geographical transformations. 
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