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-G . T . ) : . .
The Entrancing Amer |cf1n Dream’ Waneg into Humiliating ‘Indian Nightmare’:
Biju’s Predicament in Kijy-

an Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss
Anwesha Sengupta
The United States, as National legend would have it, is

other country so flirts itself on a Dream, Cenyy
individuals have the right to “life, liberty

more an idea than a geographical entity. No
al to the so called American Dream is the belief that
and the pursuit of happiness.” Read. Respect for human rights.
And since that Dream does not stop at the U.S. border there is
beliefs and American diplomacy. It was no quirk ol drafting th
universal appeal (Vogelgesang, 110).

a direct correlation between domestic
atthe Declaration of Independence invoked

‘American Dream’ is an overused nomenclature in the field of cultural studics: it implies the pursuit of
wealth, luxury and material success in licu of diligence, service and merit, and the locale of such fulfillment can
only be the United States. Deemed as the wonderland that gives the unquestionable comfort and monetary
abundance to not only its citizens but also to the stream of emigrants who flow into it, America in contemporary
times is the most sought-after destination for prosperity for the plethora of the Third World countries’ citizens.
To be ‘Americanized’, these immigrants happily discard their ethnic garb and fit themselves in the apparel of
the American culture. Literature pervades with the instances of third-world people who chase the American
Dream, hunt for cozy jobs in America with the hope of achieving the dreamed greencard', clumsily endeavor to
imbibe the American culture and consequently become a fudicrous hybrid®. Kiran Desai’s Man Booker Prize
awarded novel The Inheritance of Loss (2006) is a poignant tale of multiple losses. On the personal level, it
traces the loss of relationships, hopes, prestige, human values, ethics and morals. On the regional level it
depicts the loss of political tranquility regarding the political belongingness of Gorkhaland. On the cultural
level, the novel bears the implications of the losses of ethnicities and self-consciousness in the process of aping
an assumedly better culture. The poignancy of the novel ensues from the psychological predicament of four
immigrants whose poignant chronicles are etched out by Desai—Jemubhai Patel, Biju, Mun Mun and Piyali.
Jemubhai Patel, the judge dwelling in Kalimpong with his cook and granddaughter Sai had been an immigrant
in Great Britain with the belief that England would give him the perfect tutclage to crack the Indian Civil
Services Examinations. Another illegal immigrant in America is Biju, the son of Jemubhai’s cook, who is sent
10 America to pursue the career of a chef. Assimilating his father’s conventional notion that America is the
Paradise that promises a lavish and dignified life, Biju is shocked on encountering upon the culture there. I.ola
and Nonj Banerjee, the two middle aged neighbours of Sai, bloat in arrogance for Piyali because she has
adjusted to the British culture and has discarded her national consciousness. Mun Mun is the daughter of Mrs.
Sen, the neighbour of the Banerjee sisters who too makes her mother boast because she lives in America.

‘American Dream’ is a term coined by James Truslow Adams who considers its colossal global influence
and defines it to be

[A] dream of being able to grow to fullest development as man and woman, unhampered
by the barriers which had slowly been erected in older civilizations, unrepressed by social
orders which had developed for the benefit of classes rather than for tbc simplc hum.“.n
being of any and every class. And that dream has been realized more fully in actual thc
here than anywhere else, though very imperfectly even among ourselves (Adams 405).

nal' Itigg social myth that was nurtured in the nineteenth century America. It signifies thc ‘dream’ of the
101 10 make America the emblem of development, prosperity and happiness. Anybody living in America,
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by birth or settlement, would never be deprived from “human rights’ which to the Americyp,
encapsulating phenomenon resulting in freedom. Vogelgesang observes “Human rights—fikn
and Country—claim proverbial reverence among Americans. The average citizen sees the
as an article of faith at home and an item for emulation abroad (15)”. Moreover, America is bCIiCVcd o ighy
the fullest potentials within an individual which other places were construed not to do successfiy]]y ?X Cmali,
Dream’ thus implies that, if one shows diligence, dedication and dexterity, would be freeqg from ﬂ;e ‘Meriey,
of lacklustre existence and would achieve infinite success and status clevation. It is therefore
tempts the ambitious people throughout the globe with the temptation of inevitable h
on the precepts of Lionel Trilling:

as .
like GodS Mg,

U Bij) g e

lgm,
i lhat Amc
appincss, Alley oy
&

Ours is the only nation that prides itself upon a dream and gives its nam, o on
American Dream’. In these words the American scholar Lionel ' rilling hag set oy w
: What

is still the greatest distinction between United States and the rest of the world (Aj] 3\
I's Qn J

The concept began to spread worldwide and America thus became that exotic land that ensu

u rcs OVCTﬂ OW
of prosperity.

There is a fascination with America in the minds of people from all corners of the globe and al] gy
of life. The natives of the Third World countries have a deep-rooted notion that America never disheartep
anyone who settles therein, irrespective of race. religion or gender. With its aura of fulfillment, Ameriy
believed to help everybody climb the social and economic ladder. The parents are eager to send their wards 1,
America, not only with the hopes of being tagged as lucky parents of gifted children but also with the expectations
of a life-long security. The cook in The Inheritance of Loss is one such parent who proudly proclaims o he
neighbours that his son works for the ‘Amerikaans’ (blissfully oblivious of the undertone of disgraced slvery
in it). Carrying emotional baggage, this frustrated old man has a rooted belief that India cannot fulfil his
aspirations and sends his son to the presumed cultural hotbed of prosperity. Srutimala Duara observes:

The Cook witnesses India’s hierarchy being overturned and discarded. Infected by the
desire to leave home among the people he sees around him, who has lost his wife, als0
sends his son Biju off to work on a cruise ship which deposits him in New York. (157

His pride is furthered when the local boys seek for Biju’s indirect assistance for their jobs. The realiy
is driven home when the readers come across the predicament of Biju— the constant hostility, inadapiabili
racial discrimination and humiliation that victimizes him in New York. The ‘ American Dream’ not only ke
sheAmesicapsin framce; it SRS bsth ‘ti@.na,l-ity‘ of the Third-World immigrants more intensel)
EindeavesmeisionennEeg \meri e, works as a chef and switches over 0™ 0?:
restaurant to the other, only to: nd Blbe freated as a Third World jmmigrvj!‘.‘.‘
His miscrably.underpaid liffa in ] ] vn ar B s at night, jolts him.t‘v i
that the promise of a dazzl et eon Dream’ is fake and mislead’™®
Despite the maladjustment, 5 £ the ostensible decadence ¥
American culture, the d 0. No matter b
‘proverbial reverence’ th Siits fakeness wit i
As the Third World immi s lfe. The ”[
benefiis it fgnvicnlegly 4 workers and (h¢ "W““ :
floors for the Third Wor ‘
Mukherjee discerns:

ow M

ha st

1 b

A

erarchy. Arpita



[for Iilth'““ ‘”'Ci’,“l Immigrant to a country that is confusion between melting pot and
mosaic of lnul'llt:ullurallsim_. the choices and attitudes are further problematic Uiderlvino
the fagade of polyethnicity and of (he space he inhabits, augmented by effects of
yJobalization, the hierarchies and diviciane - A o
glob: ) . IVIsions are kept intact and further modified (262).
n desperal® pursuit of the dream, he still stays in New York
cland, but changes from one job to dnotl‘x'm — from Baby Bistro to 1.¢ Colonial, from Stripes Diner to
hor chio's jtalian Restaurant, from Queen of Tarts to Gandhi Café. Biju’s immigr
NOe : e 7 > . 2 . 5
"”n yarjous countrics, are allowed to stay in the hotels but in a destitute condition.
OITL Y

and never intends to come back to his

ant-colleagues, migrating
i Jackie Haque opines:

Through the eyes of Biju, Ms Desai shows how the melting pot where Mexicans, Indians,

Pakistanis, Colombians, Tunisians, Gambians. I'rinidadians, Guyanese, Ecuadorian,

Kenyan all get muddled up, yet remains so unique. (Haque 68).

Although these illegal immigrants cohabit and give way to ‘multiculturalism’?, they still remain unique
in the fact that they are treated as the “other” by the culturally superior native Americans. The debauchery, in
which Biju finds his fellow-immigrants to be engrossed, disgusts him and makes him realize the decadent
American culture and the futility of his migration. It is weird yet poignant that pursuing the American Dream,
Biju has to continuously battle against cultural oddities of the U.S. that scem to threat his moralities. His
companions visit prostitutes, and Biju is afraid that they would catch some venereal diseases from those hubshis.

Desai pens down the initial dilemma in Biju on seeing the amorality of his colleagues. But American Dream
has such a charm that he too gives in to the acculturation®:

Biju waved his hot dog with the others but he demurred when, after work, they visited the
Dominican women in Washington Heights—only thirty five dollars.

He discovered his timidity with manufactured disgust: “How can you? Those, those women

are dirty...you’ll get some disease...smells bad. ..hubshi...al black and ugly...you make
me sick.”

“By now”, said Romy, “I can do it with a DOG!...”

They were men, he was a baby. He was nineteen, he looked and felt several years younger.
“Too hot”, he said at the next occasion. (Desai 16)
Biju’s father back in India receives letters from his son and gets updated about his dissatisfaction. Lost

i gossamer of the American Dream he convinces himself that Biju’s act of changing workplaces randomly
gnifics hig ambition for betterment and comfort with the American culture. Desai says:

inthe

But although Biju’s letters traced a string of jobs, they said more or less the same thing
each time except for the name of the establishment he was working for. His repetition
provided coziness, and the cook’s representation of his son’s repetition double-knit the
coziness... Eventually Biju would make enough and the cook would retire. He would
receive a daughter-in-law to serve him food, crick-crack his toes, grandchildren to swat
like flies (Desai 17).
B” » i i 2C 18 waj
awg r‘ Ju neyer condescends to reveal the nauscating situation he lives in, not Only to keep his old ptap
Ty - o SIS . : ? tonknoe g
i!;a:: “Dictics but also as mechanism of self-consolation. Desai, in an interview, had disclosed a typical
tendency during their exile:

”nmi

75




There is often an attempt to cover up what actually happens when
the story that you create at the end is the story that y()u)’(ju
actually happened. Immigration is “kcun
¢ 5o big, so immense (Desai |15) the

gf) ah“"ﬂd I
live With “For
act ()1"[

immigrants,
you like to tell. It is not what
the possibilitics of dishonesty ar

andy,
rlln'X!,C“’

a specific name but prefers to genceralize him ag
the victims of the enticing aspect of the Ar-nlhc arche e
. « o ey (
and bettering himself and saving high dividctf(;can D
nds, wit

Kiran Desai perhaps doesn’t give the cook
the middle-class Indian fathers who become
cook imagines that the son in USA is striving
will pave a snug future for his parcnts and himself.

f
M,
h “"/h"" :

g lhhc 'cook who lives in a shabby, unhealthy shack in Kalimpong and is in a hand-to
esn’t hesitate to deposit his blood-and-sweat toiled eight thousand rupees for his Son’s_;m’“‘h Siluatigy, .
CCS, 30 Khd' P ' .

easily settle i i : ks 7
Coun)t/r Ctltlc in America. I?ecna Agarwal brilliantly manifests that the cook’s predicame G
y dweller who fascinates a scintillating life for his son granted by America: Nt as the Thirg ...

With tbc increasing passion for McDonalization®, the exodus f;

COl:mll'le'S to economically advanced America has led to more C(r)(:nm lthc e o
gshsphe]c;lovrclzzd Ilnigz\:tictg!tflratl and‘nati‘or.lal spac.cs, immigrants have to reg;‘fnz(i;:;ﬁ‘:
bk ::z,u c.(t)mplo‘r'msmg Fhe1r etbical values and religious faitl:‘jii;z
o AT CO;] yd soclml ethnic pracFlccs, sense of self-respect assumi
b Coumries.Econ(s):n ;::a;tlor]ls are. cssenllz}lly subordinated to seek spaccsyini:
i pulence is essentially holding the axis of centre (Acu_

The cook is a case in poi
d mn :
of Indian culture and blaSphIt)a(r)lir)]'t.ogncigihe C(})]I-]SIdered the touching of alcohol or pork or beef to be a violz»
o AR g ' cs, this sense assumes a ‘n P .
ngrezikhana i . ew proportion’ when h informs him
culture would assure h%s son cx‘l:elrgi\{cew York.. He is overwhelmed to assume that this a;zli;)ﬁz:tr:(f)?lng;
hoping that at th : e ‘economic opulence’. What Bij
e cost of givi . : . What Biju actuall : < el
legendary greencard. He CO:lvvilr?cg UE- hls ethnic values and aping tth dominan)tl :gﬁpts IZCUH}HHI r}r:m\nc
i es himself that by imbibing First W ure, he wit a7
S 1§a r:dentlty , Biju’s esteem would be rafsed : ¢ First World culture or by ‘redefining [his] W™=
, he had a higher position than if he were c¢ o¢ raised; he ‘was sure that since hi cing Eng®
3 Ifhe W?Pf::‘gookmg Indian’ (Desai 17). One conspl?::S 1 :O?l;mil[;” .
1 " fo : . icuous aspect Of 2cCU==
lone. . B . and L s e
ng. It is not only Biju who boasts on cooking S ng that the ethnic edibles had been horibk®
 On cooking “ham roll ejected from a can and fried in thick ruddy siess**
Is of provisions from the UKW

pere P



] . “ H N . lk‘ ' : .
,lm“V-“'i“”' multiculturalism f.,,u..l.s not only in America and other Fiygf World countries
ple ~west corners of the Third World countries (o ‘ i
je nrTOWes! gkl
(he

: 5, 1t has spread into
the h'n'(lly Ik i - :

. At hown village of Kalimpong. 1.ola and
i o« a French name (o their vl (8 s : ™ pong, L.ola i
Noni |mvc,;|ll1|lmlul 1 ieir home Mon Ami’. I'he blind g4

ionality, nor can it free them (¢ ‘ L ping of the English culture cannot
s (heir nmmlhl‘l y, n & ( 1.l‘|“ ll‘)ln GNILI? agitations, Degai, through these sisters and Biju show,
(hat qeculturation 18 a dynamic and indispensible process, Pramod K. Nayar interprets:

Fveryday life generates multiple

‘ Ul s . identitics. One of the most significant contributions of
Cultural Studies is lluj notion that both people and places have multiple identities. Places and
people have become Inereasing

ly mobile, multicultural and hybridized.

Liveryday life today is a hybrid of the local and the global. No pure local culture exists in
metropolises anymore: even where local ethic chic is marketed it is part of a global consumer
market. Hence cveryday life gives us multiple identities, a mélange (Nayar 32-33).

Itis obvious that 1ol

a-Noni duo would be likely to be swayed over by the multicultur
the girl of the house Piyali was settled in the U.K workin

identitics as well. The typical Bengali name Piyali is hence modified into the Anglicized Pixie, as if that gives
the girl an English identity and her mother reiterates the name unnecessarily many times. The other Indian
colleagues of Biju in America too fit themselves into Americanized identitics and hence they introduce themselves
in (heir hyphenated cxistcnccs-——I-Iarish-]-Izn‘ry, Dhansukh-Danny and Gaurish-Garry.

al current, when
g for the BBC. Multiculturalism gives way to multiple

Biju’s father who rests at Kalimpong, blessedly imagining that his son is a masterchef in
New York where ‘there is food for everybody’ (84) is unaware that Biju has been actually
employed in the ignominious vocation of a delivery-boy. While Biju survives hardly on
scraps, he is made to deliver expensive dishes around the locality:

Szechuan wings and French Fries, just $ 3.00. Fried rice $1.35 and $1.00 for pan-fried
dumplings fat and tight as babies—slice them open and flood your plates with a run of
luscious oil. In this country poor people eat like kings! General Tso’s chicken, emperor’s
pork, and Biju on a cycle with delivery bag on his handlebars, a tremulous figure between
heaving buses, regurgitating taxis—what growls, what sounds of flatulence came from
this traffic (Desai 49).

. In spite of the difficulties and discomfort, Biju stays and travels on the congested roads, braving the wild

r“mCS, Wwith the sole intent to acquire the green-card and become a legalized American. His journey can thus be

::‘“d(:d 48 notsimply a horizontal one, but a vertical one too—in the sense of the desire of climbing the socio-

Irﬁ";"""c-cultural ladder. Robert Rank, however, connotes the American Dream as a ‘movement’, perhaps
Plying 98 i . a self-fulfillment, availine :

B nuii"m only the literal relocation of the immigrants, but also a voyage to self-fu shb, availing all

lies that pPropel one’s best inner resources to spring:

In many respects, the American Dream has been deeply rooted in the conceptofa journey.

The journey to '|,ncw country, the journey across generations, and of course, the journey
5 2 » » BLL . B

within one’s life. It is about motion and progress, it is about optimism, and it is about

ol M : : ) I : i & 3 3

finding success and fulfillment along the way (Rank 2)
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