"

International Journal of Recent Development in Engineering and Technology
Website: www.ijrdet.com (ISSN 2347-6435(Online) Volume 15, Issue 01, January 2026)

Feminist Melancholia and the Politics of Unbelonging: Gender,
Silence, and Dispossession in Kiran Desai’s “The Inheritance of
Loss”

Dr. Devashish Kumar
Department of English, Malwanchal University, Indore, Madhya Pradesh, India

Abstract-- Kiran Desai's The Inheritance of Loss presents a
productive and insightful interaction with dispossession,
migration, and postcolonial disillusionment, specifically
focusing on the role of silencing and unbelonging for women.
Contrary to this interaction, which instead sees loss as an
interstitial moment leading eventually and hopefully to self-
realization and subjectivization, The Inheritance of Loss
establishes a feminist discourse that finds its roots in
melancholia, conceiving it instead as an ongoing and abiding
state of affairs, ethico-affective and ethico-practical at once. In
this paper, it shall be shown how Desai refigures feminist
subjectivity and praxis precisely not in terms of mobility,
assimilation, and rectaferential recovery, nor conceived in
terms of its eventual and hopeful overcoming, but instead in
terms of abiding in, and sustained by these specific interstitial
conditions, these conditions which, for women, aim at and
center on their silent, unconsulted, and unheeding inheritance
of loss, particularly via and in terms of female figurations and
instances, namely, those of Sai, of Nimi, and of Lola, and so
on.Starting from specific theories on melancholia and
specifically on feminist melancholies, and on postcolonial
feminisms. ""The Inheritance of Loss" resists the insistence on
redemption as a means of undermining the liberalism of
feminist thought when it comes to notions of migration as
liberation or voice as empowerment. By figuring loss as
irresolvable and unbelonging as structurally produced, ""The
Inheritance of Loss" resituates the Indian feminist literary
canon beyond the diasporic triumphal narrative. At its core,
the text demonstrates a commitment to feminist resistance as
ethical perseverance as much as triumph, through the
recognition of loss rather than its transcendence.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The Postcolonial Indian Fiction tradition has long been
characterised by a focus on issues of migration,
displacement, and a fractured notion of national identity,
and has narratively favored tales of hybridity, mobility, and
cosmopolitan success.
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In these respects, the displacement and loss experienced
by women have been subsumed under a broader cultural
notion of displacement or exile, which draws their
experience of suffering as women secondary to the cultural
and national displacement that functions as a primary trope.
The feminist literary studies tradition has now coupled a
critique of these celebratory discourses by arguing that
mobility and globalisation function less to resolve than to
compound the displacement of women. The Inheritance of
Loss by Kiran Desai both challenges and critically
positions itself within this discursive tradition through a
focus on the emotional and ethical experience of women’s
loss within both postcolonial India and the transnational
zone.

Against this backdrop of political turmoil in terms of the
Gorkhaland movement and the precarious lives of
undocumented migrants in America, this novel interjects
and explores different histories of colonial residue, class,
and disrupted belongings. Although Biju’s passage as an
undocumented immigrant and, by extension, the colonized
alienation of the Judge have received prominent attention,
this novel assumes great importance from a feminist
perspective for its narrative of women living lives that
resonate with silence, abandonment, and unresolved
mourning. Through characters like Sai, Nimi, and Lo Lo,
this narrative exposes how women inherit losses, not only
in terms of politics, but also in terms of emotional,
domestic spaces.

Against the backdrop of the Gorkhaland movement and
the uncertain existence of undocumented migrants in the
United States, the novel explores the intersecting histories
of the colonization residue, class, and disaffiliation.
Though the critical lens was trained on the migrant
experience of Biju and the alienation of the judge under
colonization, the feminist significance of the novel resides
in the exploration of women whose existence is defined by
silence, abandonment, and unresolved sorrow. In this
exploration, characters such as Sai, Nimi, and Lola disclose
the ways through which women embody sorrow not only in
terms of political history, but through personal and
emotional matrices.
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This paper contends that The Inheritance of Loss
formulates a feminist discourse rooted in the concepts of
melancholia and unbelonging. In contradistinction to a
more teleological approach towards mourning as a stage to
move beyond or overcome through empowerment, Desai
suggests that mourning is a continual condition that
informs women’s subjectivity.

Il. ReviEw OF LITERATURE

The crucial aspect of interpreting The Inheritance of
Loss has been, by and large, its postcolonial and diasporic
elements. The debate has addressed the critique of
globalisation, undocumented migration, and mimicries in
the text. The lack of internalized colonialism in the
character of the judge and the disillusionment of Biju in the
United States has been heavily theorised in the context of
postcolonialism and hybridisation.

Nevertheless, the number of feminist interpretations on
the novel is still relatively small. Some writers focus on the
mental indecisiveness of Sai in terms of her coming of age
narrative, which is indicative of the identity crisis
experienced by the country during the postcolonial period.
Others touch briefly on the miserable end experienced by
Nimi, which serves as an example of patriarchal violence.
Nonetheless, such approaches tend to be merely
descriptive, where the suffering of women is reduced to
symbols with little bearing on feminist politics.

Further, current discourse on migration has been known
to speak of migration as a space of potential opportunity,
despite its difficulties and challenges. Very few narratives
exist on how loss manifests as a legacy or a gendered
experience that women live with across different lines of
descent and migration trajectories. The positions of
melancholia, unbelonging, and silence are positions that are
merely at the level of atmosphere in narratives concerning
migration.

In recognition of these issues, the dissertation also
interrogates the themes of feminist melancholia, narrative
ethics, as well as postcolonial feminist critique as a means
of understanding the structurally produced experience of
women’s loss as a dispossession explored by the feminist
imagination as it resists more celebratory visions of the
global motion of goods and persons as seen in The
Inheritance of Loss.
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IIl. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The text relies on feminist theories related to
melancholia, postcolonial feminism, and the ethics of
narrative and the application of these theories in
interpreting The Inheritance of Loss. Feminist
melancholia presents a theory that refutes psychoanalytic
and cultural approaches, which see loss as a destination to
be moved away from. The fact is that women experience
unresolved melancholia, which results from patriarchy,
colonies, and erasure. Thus, in this case, loss becomes a
condition of being rather than a transition.

The postcolonial feminism theory adds to the analysis by
exploring the intersectionality of gender and the colonial
past. Postcolonial feminism challenges the universalist
frameworks within the context of feminism and emphasises
the differential implications of globalisation in the lives of
women. The relevant aspect about the application of the
theory here might be understood within the context of the
novel ‘Desai,” where the subjectivities of women are
shaped by the colonial past.

Also, feminist narrative ethics offers a model of how
silence and emotional withdrawal may and should be
interpretatively differentiated from judgment. As a mode of
analysis, it encourages a reading of The Inheritance of Loss
that contextualises women's agency in terms of
melancholia, silence, and endurance, as a very different set
of values from liberation and triumph.

IV. COLONIAL LEGACY AND GENDERED DISPOSSESSION

“The colonial legacy in The Inheritance of Loss is a
thoroughly gendered phenomenon.” Thus, while the judge
and other male protagonists in the novel try to mimic
colonial power as a strategy of empowerment or
legitimation, it is the female protagonists who undergo the
corporeal effects of this urge. Nimi’s marriage to the judge
can be cited as an instance of colonial mimicry’s translation
into domestic violence.

Nimi’s displacement in this case is both tangible and
emotional. Stripped of her cultural realities and denied
dignity in marriage, she becomes an invisible victim of
either colonial desire or patriarchal power. Desai resists the
temptation to render Nimi’s pain in any way transformative
or redemptive. Her pain in this case languishes in the sense
of being an indictment of structures for which women’s
lives simply lack recognition.
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Through the silencing of Nimi, the novel lays bare how
women bear the burden of loss through marriage and
relocation by social class and culture. It is the desire for
colonization which brings not the possibilities of upward
mobility and polish but the violence of gender, which is
erased in the recording of history itself. This is the feminist
imperative of the novel in withholding narrative closure.

V. SAI AND FEMINIST UNBELONGING

The character of Sai is a representation of feminist
Otherness in Post-Colonial India. She is orphaned,
emotionally alienated, and brought up in aurally disjointed
surroundings. Sai is schooled in convent schools, which
keeps her away from familial warmth, so she remains
unable to rightfully position herself within her culture. In a
romantic relationship with Gyan, she seems to experience
connectedness, but political disquiet and ideological
disarticulation soon interrupt this.

“Sai’s distanciations are frequently pathologised as
immaturity or ambivalence.”

However, this analysis understands her silence as a
function of structural instabilities and not as a lack. Sai’s
non-belongingness, whether it is familial, national, or
relational, marks “the disrupted legacy of women living in
a world they cannot reconcile with their own histories and
desires".

In the narrative of Sai, feminist agency is not enacted
through declaration and conclusion. On the contrary, it is
realised in the act of surviving through disorientation itself.
Sai’s melancholy is not a moment of weakness, of trauma
that must and can be overcome, but it is a moment of
acknowledging the loss that cannot and need not ever be
addressed or rectified in the narrative of Sai, and it is in this
sense, through the refusal of narrative conclusion and the
moment of self-realization, that Desai subverts the feminist
imperative towards agency and empowerment.

VI. WOMEN, SILENCE, AND EMOTIONAL LABOUR

Silence is a hegemonic feminist discursive practice in
The Inheritance of Loss. “Female suffering is expressed
very rarely, if at all, as suffering. Suffering is absorbed by
everyday life, by mere survival.” Nimi’s suffering is
silenced, Lola’s is couched in her anxiety over property,
and Sai’s is repressed.
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Desai does not romanticise emotional labour. The
endurance, accommodation, and suffering of women are
not celebrated or resolved. Silence is made a strategy for
powerlessness, rather than a marker of passiveness and
moral strength. Thus, the refusal of the text to convert the
endurance of women to empowerment places it within the
category of feminist realism.

"The invisibility of emotional labour in the novel is
achieved by absorbing it into the domestic sphere, into the
process of psychological adjustment. This is what women
must do: emit the appearance of stability despite the fact of
loss. Desai avoids aestheticising this labour, making its
ethics apparent. "

"The end result is that silence serves as the only possible
strategy for survival in these structures that make no
concessions to the possibility of women having any degree
of true agency."

In highlighting the unspoken suffering, Inheritance of
Loss contests the feminism that asserts resistance through
voice. Inheritance of Loss declares, through silence in
ethical complexity, the unresisting response to the situation
of erasure through voice.

VIl. MIGRATION AND THE ILLUSION OF BELONGING

While male migration constitutes the novel’s
transnational axis, women experience migration primarily
through absence and loss. Biju’s movement to the United
States produces emotional displacement for those left
behind, particularly women who absorb the affective
consequences of separation. Migration does not generate
opportunity or liberation for them; instead, it intensifies
insecurity and longing.

Lola’s desire for Westernized security exemplifies the
illusion of belonging produced by colonial aspiration and
global consumerism. Her attachment to property and
Anglophilic identity collapses under political threat,
revealing the fragility of aspirational belonging. Migration
and Western affiliation offer neither safety nor dignity.

Desai critiques the liberal assumption that mobility
equates to empowerment: for women, global movement
often exacerbates rather than alleviates vulnerability.
Feminist resistance operates, therefore, through a site of
recognition in loss rather than the pursuit of belonging.
This book, in bringing out the gendered constraints of
movement, unbelonging in relation to feminism becomes a
structural condition.
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VIII.

The refusal of closure is the key to the novel’s feminist
politics. The Inheritance of Loss is a novel that refuses
reconciliation, not only the romantic but the national as
well. Loss is left unresolved in order to emphasize the
feminist condition of melancholia, and not the failure of
psychology.

But Desai refuses the tropes of recovery, of healing,
choosing instead the ethic of endurance. Feminist
melancholy in this case is the act of witnessing that
occupies the space of dispossession without being erased.
Silences, Withdrawal, and Ungrieved Grief are themselves
strategies of resistance against assimilation into the
consolatory narrative.

In refusal of resolution, however, the novel contests any
interpretation that requires progress, reconciliation, or
empowerment. Sorrow is nowhere transcended, only lived
with. Resistance by means of acknowledgment, and not by
means of transcendence, becomes a feminist act.

This storytelling refusal places The Inheritance of Loss
within the realm of feminist realism because it
acknowledges that resistance can occur even while nothing
changes. Desai argues that melancholia can be a politically
productive condition that preserves memory while also
revealing its injustices by refusing to transform its pain into
virtue.

FEMINIST MELANCHOLIA AND NARRATIVE REFUSAL

IX. FEMINIST AGENCY WITHOUT TRIUMPH

As in other literary works on contemporary Indian
feminisms, there is no victory for feminists in Inheritance
of Loss. Women do not transcend loss; they live within it.
Agency is imperfect, flawed, and very costly, emotionally
So.

This is consistent with the concept of feminist realism
because it recognises that struggle can occur without
liberation or success. The feminist vision of Desai rejects
the notion of empowerment through autonomy or mobility
under neoliberalist terms. The feminist notion of agency is
therefore one of endurance under constraint.WWomen in the
novel have lives which are defined by the pasts they have
inherited and which cannot be resolved. Their rebellions do
not eclipse the structures of power but highlight their
continued presence. By positing women's agency as
survival instead of success, Desai provides an ethically
truthful feminist vision which privileges limitation over
transformation.
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X. CONCLUSION

This paper has shown how The Inheritance of Loss
creates a feminist discourse of melancholia, of silence, and
of unbelonging, prominently situated within women's
experiences of dispossession framed by postcolonialism
and transnationalism. Writing about women whose lives
are overshadowed by the residues of colonialism, by
fragmented migration, and emotional desertion, this novel
contest the triumphal discourses that equate empowerment
with mobility or at least with visibility or assimilation.
Kiran Desai reimagines feminist agency less as liberation,
the result of resolution or success, but rather as ethical
endurance lived within conditions of historical and
relational breach.

Rather than narrating loss as a transitional stage to be
traversed, the novel insists on its constitutive enduringness
as a condition of women's subjectivity. Silences and
emotional retreats appear not as evincing passivity or
defeat but rather as testimonies to structural violence that
defies easy articulation and/or repair. By withholding
redemptive closure-on either a romantic, national, or
psychological level-The Inheritance of Loss aligns itself
with feminist realism, which acknowledges that resistance
within incommensurate structures often unfolds without
transformation or triumph.

Focusing the novel on women’s embodied experience of
an inherited loss, The Inheritance of Loss stretches the
boundaries of the Indian feminist literary tradition, which
had been constrained by the limitations of nation-defined,
liberal feminism. The Inheritance of Loss shows that not
only is resistance central to the feminist project in the
postcolonial nation, where resistance involves the
continuous engagement with the unraveled past, with
melancholia being the practice of an ethical witness rather
than the pathological subject, but the novel also reminds
the reader that the practice of feminism can be the practice
of surviving, remembering, and refusing without
necessarily belonging.
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