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Abstract 

This essay examines how contemporary South Asian women writers engage with disaster, historical, cultural, and 

psychic, in their diaspora fiction. Reading Bharati Mukherjee's Wife and Jasmine, Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni's 

The Mistress of Spices and The Vine of Desire, and Anita Rau Badami's The Tamarind Woman and Can You 

Hear the Nightbird Call? through the lens of Derrida's deconstruction theory, the essay argues that these authors 

represent diaspora as a condition shaped by multiple overlapping disasters: the spectacular violence of the 

Partition and the Air India bombing, and the slow, attritional disaster of cultural displacement. Identity and 

memory are shown to function not as stable inheritances but as active reconstructions through which women 

navigate disaster's aftermath. The essay contributes to disaster studies in literature by foregrounding the gendered 

dimensions of catastrophe and survival, demonstrating how these authors challenge binary paradigms of loss and 

recovery, authenticity and hybridity, in favour of more fluid and dynamic frameworks. 

 

Keywords: diaspora literature; disaster; identity deconstruction; cultural memory; South Asian women writers; 

postcolonial feminism 

Diaspora as Disaster: An Introduction 

Contemporary diaspora literature has become an important space for understanding how migration affects 

individual identity and collective memory. Yet the framing of diaspora purely as a cultural or sociological 

phenomenon risks occluding its more fundamental nature: diaspora, in many of its forms, originates in and is 

sustained by disaster. Whether disaster is understood in the spectacular sense, as the sudden political violence of 

Partition or the bombing of Air India flight 182, or in Rob Nixon's sense of "slow violence," the gradual and 

attritional erasure of selfhood through cultural displacement, South Asian women's diaspora literature registers 

catastrophe at every level of its narrative form (Nixon 2). 

 

This essay reads six novels by three major South Asian women writers through the intersecting lenses of disaster 

studies and Derrida's deconstruction theory: Bharati Mukherjee's Wife and Jasmine, Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni's 

The Mistress of Spices and The Vine of Desire, and Anita Rau Badami's The Tamarind Woman and Can You 

Hear the Nightbird Call? It argues that these authors represent diaspora not as a condition of mere cultural in-

betweenness but as the ongoing aftermath of disaster, historical, personal, and structural. The essay focuses 

specifically on how the experience of disaster reshapes identity and memory, and how gender mediates the 

particular vulnerabilities and forms of resilience disaster produces. 

 

According to the Global Migration Report 2020, the number of international migrants produced in India is 17.5 

million, which is the largest Indian diaspora in the world (Mukherjee 78). A significant proportion of these 

migrations are historical disasters: Partition, political violence and economic dispossession. This is of paramount 

significance to the study of literary and the field of disaster studies in general since it is necessary to understand 

how the diaspora communities express these disasters, and how this expression has influenced identity 

construction. Diaspora literature as illustrated by these authors is a document of cultural catastrophe and a place 

of change and survival. 
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Theoretical Framework and Methodology 

Two major theoretical frameworks are applied in the essay. The former is the deconstruction theory as formulated 

by Derrida which offers the means of revealing the instability of the binary oppositions, East/West, 

traditional/modern, authentic/hybrid, that organizes the traditional descriptions of the identity of diaspora. The 

deconstruction theory brings out the construction of initially fixed ideas such as culture, home and authenticity as 

categories that are not natural (Brah 96). The research hypothesis is that these accounts reveal fragmented and 

spectral presence that disturbs limited meanings which imply that diasporic issues such as identity are shifting and 

changing notions (Cohen 187). 

 

The second framework is based on the disaster studies. The notion of disaster as an exosemiotic agent, created in 

the course of the human material practices, organized by vulnerability and geographical violence, and incorporated 

into the ideological construction of place, offered by Anthony Oliver-Smith is especially fruitful in the 

interpretation of the novels under consideration. The formal variability of such texts can be explained by Rob 

Nixon, who differentiates between the spectacular disasters and the slow or attritional disasters, which develop 

within the diffuse time and space limits and can hardly be represented by traditional narrative (Nixon 2). These 

frameworks are interwoven with feminist and postcolonial strategies, and especially the work of Chandra Talpade 

Mohanty who offers essential frameworks of analyzing gender, trauma, and memory in diaspora writing on the 

postcolonial feminist perspectives (Mohanty 271). 

 

The research design involves close reading of primary literature and thematic and comparative studies of narrative 

technique. The study is based on the description of memory as a social construction, which requires the 

membership in a group, offered by Maurice Halbwachs (Halbwachs 92), the philosophical analysis of how 

memory operates within literature and culture, provided by Paul Ricoeur (Ricoeur 204), and the model of the 

articulation of individual and collective traumatic experiences in literature by Kali Tal (Tal 156). It is aimed at 

enlightening the ways in which disaster in its various temporal and spatial dimensions forms the narrative practices 

according to which these authors illustrate the themes of identity and memory. 

 

Literature Review: Disaster and the South Asian Diaspora 

The literature on South Asian diaspora has increased significantly in scholarly work in the last three decades. The 

works by Malti Agarwal as the pioneer focus on discussing twenty-two articles on different authors of Indian 

diaspora, which can be seen as the Indians in the context of multicultural situations where they experience 

discrimination due to their gender, color, race, ethnicity and class (Agarwal 109). This massive production bases 

the diaspora literature as a unique genre with its own social functions other than the purely aesthetic ones, showing 

how the authors create space to reflect the more complex feelings that go along with the process of leaving home 

and building new lives in new countries. 

 

Vijay Mishra's theorisation of the diasporic imaginary identifies the way Indian diaspora writing is marked by 

traumatic experiences in the motherland and develops new means of comprehending cultural identity (Mishra 

156). Susheila Nasta's work on South Asian diaspora fiction in Britain further illuminates how specific countries 

of settlement influence both the themes and literary techniques of diaspora writers (Nasta 102). The connection 

between disaster and diaspora is particularly visible in criticism of Anita Rau Badami, whose fiction directly 

engages historical catastrophe. Badami has spoken of writing about "immigration complexities, gender issues, 

and cultural memory" to show how women carry traditions while adapting to new environments (Badami, Can 

You Hear 412). Yet the critical literature has not always foregrounded the disaster framework as the organising 

logic of these works. 

 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak's influential essay examines how power structures affect who gets to tell their stories 

in diaspora contexts (Spivak 313). This is directly relevant to disaster studies, which has increasingly attended to 

the unequal distribution of vulnerability to catastrophe. As feminist and postcolonial scholars have shown, women 

disproportionately bear the burden of disaster, not only as victims but also as primary custodians of the cultural 

memory that communities must reconstruct in disaster's wake. David M. Halperin's analysis shows how 

psychological processes connect to literary techniques in trauma writing (Halperin 210), helping explain why 
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diaspora writers, responding to disaster, often employ non-linear narratives, fragmented memories, and multiple 

perspectives. 

 

Identity Deconstruction in the Aftermath of Disaster 

The three authors examined here demonstrate related but distinct approaches to deconstructing identity in the 

wake of disaster, both historical and experiential. None of them allows characters to rest within easy cultural 

categories, demonstrating how disaster permanently disrupts fixed notions of selfhood and belonging. 

 

Bharati Mukherjee's novels are most concerned with the personal disaster of failed cultural transplantation. In 

Wife, Dimple Dasgupta's psychological and physical deterioration in America is the story of a woman destroyed 

by disaster's slow violence: the gradual erosion of the self under conditions of cultural shock, marital 

disillusionment, and structural isolation. Mukherjee presents Dimple's psychological struggles with cultural shock 

and marital difficulties in America showing how traditional gender roles become impossible to maintain in 

diaspora contexts (Mukherjee, Wife 164). The novel shows how trauma can be caused by the clash of idealised 

memories and the harsh realities of the present. Dimple's disintegrating subjectivity is figured through her attempts 

to inhabit the identities of others: 

 

sometimes she put herself in their places, pretending that Amit with his oily hair and thin little 

mustache was a 'dude' with a comb in his hip pocket. (Mukherjee, Wife 164) 

 

This psychological fragmentation reveals how identity, under conditions of disaster, becomes multiple and 

unstable rather than fixed and singular. Mukherjee refuses to sentimentalise displacement; in Wife, the slow 

disaster of cultural mismatch ends in violence, a narrative that refuses resolution or recovery. 

 

Jasmine presents a different model, one in which the protagonist actively transforms disaster into opportunity for 

self-making. Jyoti becomes Jasmine, then Jase, then Jane, following her husband's death and her immigration to 

America. Identity transformation from India to America following her husband's tragic death involves conscious 

choice rather than passive acceptance (Mukherjee, Jasmine 97). Every name is the alternative form of selfhood 

that is reactive to certain situations and relations. The novel suggests identity multiplication as a survival technique 

after the disaster since Jasmine is actively involved in the formation of her new identities and not forced to adopt 

new ones. 

 

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni uses magical realism to illustrate a much different way of survival during disasters. 

The gradual tragedy of cultural displacement in The Mistress of Spices is offset by another epistemology, which 

is the healing power of spices, a type of non-Western knowledge that is not subject to the rationalizations of the 

host culture. Tilo is a symbol of a fusion of old time wisdom and modern immigrant demands. Her heroine was 

born in a family of lower classes as the third girl child and was burdened by her father as another dowry debt but 

turns into a magical character who heals diaspora communities with spices (Suganya 32). The various changes 

that Tilo undergoes as a result of changing her name to Nayantara and then to Bhagyavathi and then to Tilo act as 

a constant becoming and not a being. The spices themselves represent cultural memory that maintains power 

across geographical boundaries while adapting to new contexts and needs. Here, disaster is registered not as 

spectacular rupture but as the slow attrition of belonging, and the healing it demands is equally gradual and non-

linear. 

 

The Vine of Desire continues Divakaruni's exploration of intergenerational relationships, showing how historical 

trauma and personal memories shape Indian women's identities in the diaspora (Divakaruni, The Vine of Desire). 

Female relationships provide alternative models for cultural transmission that exist outside traditional patriarchal 

structures, enabling women to sustain cultural memory across and despite disaster. 

 

Anita Rau Badami engages most directly with historically named disasters. The Tamarind Woman examines how 

the complex relationship between mothers and daughters is shaped by histories that span different historical 

periods and geographical locations. The novel reveals how personal and collective memory's role in Indian 
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women's lives creates both connections and conflicts across generations (Badami, The Tamarind Woman). 

Memory becomes a site of both preservation and transformation as characters struggle to understand their 

relationships to past and present cultural contexts in the aftermath of catastrophe. 

 

Can You Hear the Nightbird Call? grounds diaspora identity in two of the defining disasters of the South Asian 

experience: Partition and the bombing of Air India flight 182. The novel chronicles the stories of three women, 

linked in love and tragedy, over a span of fifty years, sweeping from the partition of India and Pakistan in 1947 

to the explosion of Air India flight 182 off the coast of Ireland in 1985 (Badami, Can You Hear 412). This 

historical range shows that the formation of individual identity cannot be divided into the influence of political 

and cultural processes of a larger scale, which influences a community as a whole. Diaspora is the effect of 

disaster, and disaster is the effect of diaspora in an intergenerational cycle, which the novel follows in both its 

documentary and emotional breadth. 

 

Collectively, these six novels can serve to show how identity within the framework of diaspora functions in the 

context of multiplication, transformation, and adaptation being directly predetermined by disaster, historical, 

structural, and personal. Their personalities create new models of self-identity that are based on various cultural 

sources and react to particular circumstances and ties. All of the authors show that the binary approaches to culture 

and identity are inadequate and offer more flexible and dynamic methods of understanding the experience of the 

aftermath of the disaster. 

 

Memory, Trauma, and the Transmission of Disaster 

The exploration of memory, trauma, and cultural transmission across these works reveals how these authors 

understand diaspora experience as fundamentally shaped by disaster's relationship to time. Memory is not mere 

preservation of cultural knowledge; it is active reconstruction, useful in individual healing and community 

survival in disaster's long aftermath. 

 

Maurice Halbwachs's account of memory as a social construction dependent on group membership is critical to 

understanding how these writers figure disaster memory as communal rather than merely individual (Halbwachs 

92). Diaspora communities construct particular modes of remembering that are shaped both by the disaster that 

produced the diaspora and by the conditions of the host country. These authors demonstrate that diasporic memory 

does not function as an individualised psychological mechanism but as a system of relationship and community, 

a finding that aligns with the disaster studies literature's emphasis on community rather than individual as the 

primary unit of disaster response. 

 

Mukherjee's treatment of trauma and memory prioritises psychological transformation over collective cultural 

maintenance. In Wife, the more Dimple's current situation deteriorates, the more distorted her memories of India 

become. The novel shows how disaster can be caused by the clash of idealised memories with harsh contemporary 

realities. Mukherjee reveals that memory can be devastating when it prevents people from engaging meaningfully 

with the present environment. Jasmine, by contrast, presents memory as a resource for reconstruction: the 

protagonist's ability to overcome the shock of her husband's violent death and establish new identities proves that 

memory can enable adaptation rather than foreclosing it. The novel suggests that disaster adaptation requires the 

capability to carry positive elements of cultural memory into the new environment while remaining open to new 

forms of self and belonging. 

 

Divakaruniu applies magical realism to symbolize the survival of cultural memory in the face of disaster and its 

passing down to new generations and new geographical locations. The spices in The Mistress of Spices are also 

considered as depositories of cultural memory that do not lose their medicinal qualities despite displacement. 

Divakaruni exposes the symbolic spices as having a physical, sensual, and visual association with the protagonist 

that creates connections between the past and present that are not in the rational category of the host culture 

(Suganya 30). This non-linear form of transmission, with sensory knowledge and embodied practice, is especially 

sounding in the disaster studies, which have come to pay increasing attention to the part played by material culture 

and embodied memory in the rebuilding of community in the wake of disaster. The philosophical study that Paul 
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Ricoeur conducted of the role of memory in literature and culture can be used to understand why memory is not 

just a subject but also a form in these novels (Ricoeur 204). 

 

In The Vine of Desire, the theme of trauma and memory is passed through the intricate network of women 

relationships which bind generations of Indian women in the diaspora (Divakaruni, The Vine of Desire). Women 

associations provide the cultural transmission patterns that are not dependent on the past patriarchal systems and 

yet maintain the connection with cultural backgrounds. This feminist paradigm of disaster memory is important: 

it puts women not only in the role of victims of the disaster but in the process of establishing the mechanisms of 

survival. 

 

Badami's novels are most explicitly concerned with the workings of historical disaster and intergenerational 

memory over time. In The Tamarind Woman, trauma is passed between mothers and daughters even when it is 

not explicitly articulated. The novel reveals how personal and collective memory's role in Indian women's lives 

creates both connections and conflicts across generations (Badami, The Tamarind Woman). Saroja's reluctance to 

share certain aspects of her past with Kamini reflects both protective instincts and the difficulty of communicating 

traumatic disaster experience across cultural and generational boundaries. 

  

Can You Hear the Nightbird Call? demonstrates most powerfully how the effects of historical disaster continue 

to shape diaspora communities long after the original event. The novel's historical scope, from Partition to the Air 

India bombing, reveals how individual memory and collective history become intertwined in diaspora experience 

(Badami, Can You Hear 412). Disaster transmission operates through complex networks of community 

relationship rather than simple family descent, a finding supported by Kali Tal's framework for understanding 

how trauma literature articulates and processes both individual and collective traumatic experiences (Tal 156). 

 

All three authors employ non-linear storytelling methods that mirror how disaster and trauma actually function in 

psychological and social contexts. Their use of flashbacks, multiple perspectives, and fragmented chronologies 

reveals memory as associative and transformative rather than linear and fixed. This formal strategy is itself a 

response to disaster's disruption of temporal continuity. As Halperin's analysis of psychological processes and 

literary technique suggests, the non-linear forms these writers adopt are not merely stylistic choices but necessary 

responses to the conditions of disaster experience (Halperin 210). 

 

Gender, Vulnerability, and Disaster in South Asian Diaspora Fiction 

One of the most significant contributions these authors make to the literature of disaster is the foregrounding of 

gender as a structuring dimension of disaster vulnerability and survival. Feminist and postcolonial scholarship has 

established that women are disproportionately affected by both spectacular and slow disasters, bearing a double 

burden: as subjects of disaster's violence and as primary custodians of the cultural memory that communities must 

reconstruct in disaster's wake. Mohanty's feminist frameworks are particularly valuable here, illuminating how 

gender, trauma, and memory intersect in diaspora writing from postcolonial feminist perspectives (Mohanty 271). 

 

All six novels under examination make gender central to their representation of disaster. In Wife and Jasmine, 

Mukherjee shows how the disaster of cultural displacement is compounded for women by the additional disaster 

of gendered expectation. Dimple Dasgupta arrives in America carrying not only the cultural shock of immigration 

but also the impossible weight of a traditional femininity that the new environment cannot accommodate. Jasmine, 

by contrast, discovers in disaster a paradoxical freedom: the violent deaths of her husband and the destruction of 

her prior life open a space for self-construction that is unavailable to women in more settled circumstances. 

 

Divakaruni's Tilo in The Mistress of Spices bears the gendered burden of cultural transmission, she is both healer 

and keeper of a community's cultural memory, while simultaneously negotiating her own desires and 

vulnerabilities. The novel makes clear that this custodial function is gendered: it is women who must sustain the 

cultural fabric that disaster threatens to destroy. The Vine of Desire extends this analysis through its focus on 

female relationships as the primary medium through which diaspora women survive and transmit the experience 

of displacement (Divakaruni, The Vine of Desire). 
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Badami's work makes the gendered dimensions of disaster most explicit. In Can You Hear the Nightbird Call?, 

the three women at the novel's centre are differently positioned in relation to the historical disasters of Partition 

and the Air India bombing, yet all are shown to negotiate disaster through forms of community and relationship 

that are specifically gendered. The novel demonstrates how disaster can be transmitted across generations even 

when it is not directly experienced, creating patterns of memory and identity that shape diaspora experience for 

women in particular (Badami, Can You Hear 412). Spivak's analysis of how power structures affect who gets to 

tell their stories in diaspora contexts is directly relevant here: these women are among those whose experiences 

of disaster are most consistently rendered invisible in dominant narratives of migration and national identity 

(Spivak 313). 

 

These writers thus demonstrate how women writers negotiate gender roles, cultural history, and migration 

experiences in ways that are distinct from the male diaspora experience (Gandhi 213). Women face specific 

challenges because they must bear the burden of cultural reproduction while also coping with new environments 

that can, paradoxically, offer alternative ways of defining themselves. The gendered dimensions of disaster 

experience have practical consequences for how disaster and diaspora are understood in both literary scholarship 

and policy contexts. 

 

Implications for Disaster Studies and Diaspora Literature 

This essay's reading of South Asian women's diaspora fiction through the lens of disaster studies generates a series 

of insights that are relevant to both fields. First, the novels under examination reveal that disaster is not simply a 

historical event that precedes and produces diaspora, but an ongoing condition that continues to shape identity 

and memory across generations. The attritional, slow disaster of cultural displacement is as formative as the 

spectacular disasters of Partition or the Air India bombing. The distinction Nixon draws between different 

temporal and spatial scales of disaster proves essential for understanding the full range of catastrophe registered 

in these texts (Nixon 2). 

 

Second, these works demonstrate that disaster studies must attend to gender if it is to account for the full 

dimensions of catastrophe and survival. The disproportionate burden borne by women, as victims, as custodians 

of cultural memory, and as primary agents of community reconstruction, is registered with particular clarity in 

South Asian women's diaspora fiction. Disaster produces gendered vulnerability, but it also produces gendered 

forms of resilience and creativity. Divakaruni's spice-healers, Mukherjee's reinvented selves, and Badami's 

community-sustaining women all testify to the centrality of gender in shaping disaster's aftermath. 

 

Third, these novels show that the literary representation of disaster does not merely reflect social reality but 

actively produces frameworks for understanding and surviving it. Diasporic writing is a medium to illustrate the 

emotional and psychological implications of the experience of refugees as well as a quest for self-definition and 

self-identity (Suganya 30). These findings suggest that disaster studies must move beyond generalising 

frameworks and attend to the intersections of gender, class, religion, and generation that create diverse experiences 

within diaspora communities. Mishra's theorisation of the Indian diaspora writing's distinctiveness is relevant 

here: the formal and thematic responses to disaster that these authors develop are shaped by specific historical and 

cultural conditions that distinguish South Asian diaspora writing from other diaspora literatures (Mishra 156). 

 

Conclusion 

This essay has demonstrated that South Asian women's diaspora literature constitutes a significant body of disaster 

writing, one that registers catastrophe in its spectacular and its slow forms, its historical and its experiential 

dimensions. The analysis of works by Bharati Mukherjee, Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, and Anita Rau Badami 

reveals that these authors use deconstruction strategies to challenge traditional ideas about identity and memory 

precisely because the disasters they engage, Partition, cultural displacement, gendered violence, the Air India 

bombing, have permanently disrupted any possibility of fixed or stable selfhood. The research indicates that 

identity construction in diaspora works on the basis of ongoing processes of change and adaptation, not the 
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preservation of fixed cultural forms. Memory is an active reconstruction that serves individual healing as well as 

community survival in disaster's wake rather than a passive transmission of unchanged traditions. 

 

The emphasis on women's experiences demonstrates that gender intersects with disaster in ways that require 

independent theoretical consideration and practical assistance. These results challenge binary approaches to 

culture and belonging and propose models that can support multiple and conflicting identities simultaneously. 

Future studies ought to broaden the corpus to encompass more diversity in terms of authors, geographical settings, 

and intersectional identities, attending also to the influence of digital technologies on contemporary diaspora 

experience and cultural transmission in the aftermath of disaster. South Asian women's diaspora literature offers 

a rich and still-developing body of work that provides long-term possibilities for understanding cultural 

catastrophe and identity formation in the globalised world. 
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