www.ijcrt.org © 2024 1JCRT | Volume 12, Issue 12 December 2024 | ISSN: 2320-2882

IJCRT.ORG ISSN : 2320-2882

é% INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF CREATIVE
QB RESEARCH THOUGHTS (1JCRT)

* An International Open Access, Peer-reviewed, Refereed Journal
Borders and Belonging: The Diasporic Voice of
Imtiaz Dharker

Ms.Zeenat Merchant
Associate Professor and Head, Department of English and Post Graduate Center

Poona College of Arts , Science and Commerce, Maharashtra ,India

Abstract

This paper examines the poetic oeuvre of Imtiaz Dharker through the lens of diaspora, focusing on themes of
borders and belonging that permeate her work. Dharker's poetry engages deeply with the fluidity of identity,
exploring the tension between cultural heritage and personal autonomy. By dissecting her nuanced portrayal
of physical and metaphorical borders—geographic, linguistic, and emotional—this study highlights her
ability to navigate the complexities of diasporic existence.

Through close readings of selected poems, the paper investigates how Dharker redefines concepts of home
and belonging, often subverting traditional notions of rootedness. Her work becomes a space where multiple
identities coexist, reflecting her transnational life experiences. Additionally, the paper explores how
Dharker's poetic voice resists singular definitions, embodying a multifaceted diasporic perspective that
bridges gaps between East and West, tradition and modernity.

Ultimately, this study situates Dharker within the broader discourse of diasporic literature, emphasizing how
her work challenges fixed boundaries and celebrates hybridity. Her poetry not only articulates the dissonance
of displacement but also envisions new forms of belonging, making her a vital voice in contemporary global
literature.
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Introduction

Imtiaz Dharker, an acclaimed poet, visual artist, and filmmaker, occupies a prominent position in
contemporary diasporic literature. Born in Lahore, Pakistan, and later relocated to Glasgow, Scotland,
Dharker’s personal narrative is inextricably linked to themes of migration, cultural hybridity, and the
multifaceted experience of exile. As a diasporic writer, she deftly navigates the liminal spaces between
cultures, offering profound insights into the complexities of identity, belonging, gender, and social justice.
Through her poetry, Dharker interrogates the intricate negotiation between home and displacement,
exploring the fluidity of identity in the context of migration and the often fraught encounter between the
inherited and the adopted. This research paper aims to engage with the ways in which Dharker’s work
embodies the diasporic experience, critically examining her thematic preoccupations and the literary
techniques through which she articulates the tensions of living between multiple worlds.
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The Concept of Diaspora and Its Relevance to Dharker’s Work

The term “diaspora” refers to the dispersion of a community from its original homeland, often involving a
complex interplay between exile, memory, and cultural continuity. A diasporic writer, therefore, must
grapple with the notions of dislocation, the hybridization of identity, and the experience of being part of
multiple worlds simultaneously. As a poet of the South Asian diaspora, Imtiaz Dharker’s works engage with
these ideas, interrogating the effects of migration on both personal and collective identities.

Diasporic literature often functions as a means to navigate the contradictions between belonging and
otherness, encapsulating the tension of being both within and outside one's cultural origin. Dharkar’s search
for roots becomes apparent in the poem ‘Pariah’ as she nostalgically says in ‘Exile’:

It takes so little
to make the mind bleed
into another country
a past that you agreed
to leave behind
( Dharker 1989:57)

Dharker’s poems transcend simple representations of alienation; they explore the fluid, transformative
process by which the diasporic subject negotiates a multiplicity of affiliations—ethnic, national, cultural, and
gendered.

Imtiaz Dharker’s Background: The Personal Context of Displacement

Imtiaz Dharker’s own life trajectory is deeply embedded in the themes she explores as a diasporic writer.
Born in 1954 in Lahore, Pakistan, she moved to London at the age of eighteen to pursue-her studies, and
subsequently settled in Glasgow, where she continues to reside. Her personal history of migration, shaped by
the political and cultural complexities of post-partition South Asia, is a crucial point of departure in her
work. Dharker’s diasporic experience is not merely geographical, but also psychological and cultural, as she
moves between the worlds of her Pakistani heritage and the societal contexts of the United Kingdom.

In her poetry, Dharker often reflects upon the duality of her existence—simultaneously a product of her
native Pakistan and an integral part of her adopted British identity. The hybridity she embodies in her life
mirrors the thematic concerns of her poetry, where the tension between multiple, sometimes conflicting,
identities becomes a focal point for examination. The intersection of gender, religion, and culture further
complicates this hybrid identity, positioning Dharker as a liminal subject whose experience of displacement
and belonging is deeply informed by these overlapping factors.

Themes of Displacement, Belonging, and Identity in Dharker’s Poetry

At the heart of Dharker’s poetry is the theme of displacement—the emotional and psychological alienation
that accompanies migration and the difficulty of constructing a sense of home when one is in constant
motion. In her early works, such as Purdah: The Veil, Dharker addresses the challenges of reconciling her
traditional Pakistani Muslim heritage with the expectations of a modern, secular society. The veil, a
prominent symbol in her work, becomes an emblem of both cultural heritage and individual choice,
symbolizing the tension between personal autonomy and the social or familial expectations that come with
being a woman in a diasporic context.

Dharker’s exploration of belonging, however, is more than a critique of the immigrant experience. It is a
nuanced reflection on the emotional and intellectual struggle to find coherence in one’s identity when one is
not wholly part of any single culture. The notion of “home” becomes fragmented, dislocated from a single
national or cultural location. In poems such as “The Terrorist at My Table”, Dharker interrogates the
intersections of culture, politics, and identity in the context of global migration. Here, Dharker’s diasporic
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sensibility comes to the fore, as she reflects on the complex, often contradictory, ways in which individuals
from diasporic communities are both implicated in and excluded from the cultural narratives of their adopted
homes. Dharker suffers the angst of being a diaspora writer and seeks a way to belong to India, she thus
confesses:

Every day | gain
ground :1 may live their lies,
but my feet will walk again
on good red soil
through fields of cane
and sunlight delicately laced with flies.
( Dharker 1989: 18)

In her poetry, home is not just a physical place but an emotionally charged concept that is fraught with
contradictions. For Dharker, home is both a source of nostalgia and a site of dissonance. In “The Right to
Life”, she underscores the tension between the desire for rootedness and the reality of fragmentation,
highlighting how the search for belonging is often elusive and fraught with personal and societal challenges.
The emotional journey from dislocation to a redefined sense of belonging is a recurring motif in her body of
work, capturing the process of negotiating multiple cultural, social, and familial expectations.

Hybridity and the Politics of Identity in Dharker’s Work

One of the most defining features of diasporic literature is the concept of hybridity—the blending and
reconfiguring of cultural identities in response to the complexities of migration. Imtiaz Dharker’s poetry is a
powerful reflection of this hybrid experience, as she explores the fluidity of identity in the context of cultural
exchange and conflict. Her writing is neither confined to the traditions of Pakistani literature nor does it
wholly embrace Western literary modes; instead, Dharker draws upon both, creating a space for her personal
experiences and multiple cultural affiliations.

The Webster’s New World College Dictionary defines identity politics as:
Political activity, views, etc. based on identification with an interest group, esp.one
organized around racial or ethnic identity
Cambridge English corpus further exemplifies by stating:
the personal is the political looms large , so identity politics and especially feminism
were well represented
and
public sphere is presented as a site of performative politics and is pitted against
identity polities

In “The Tissue of Identity ”, Dharker uses the metaphor of tissue to explore the fragility and malleability of
identity in the diaspora. Tissue, as a material that can be torn and reconstructed, becomes a symbol for the
way identities in the diaspora are continuously reconstituted, negotiated, and contested. The poem
encapsulates the notion of identity as both a process and a product of external and internal forces—a concept
that resonates strongly with postcolonial theorist Homi K. Bhabha’s idea of “third space,” where hybrid
identities are formed through the interaction of diverse cultural influences.

Dharker’s engagement with hybridity also reflects the diasporic tension between the desire for continuity and
the inevitability of change. While she maintains strong connections to her Pakistani roots, she also embraces
her adopted Scottish identity. In doing so, Dharker embodies the fluidity and multiplicity that characterize
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the diasporic experience. Her work reflects the tension between preservation and transformation, as she
navigates the complex terrain of cultural belonging and redefines what it means to be a part of a diaspora.

Gender and the Diasporic Experience: The Intersection of Cultural and Personal Identities

The diasporic experience, for Dharker, is not solely defined by the tension between national or cultural
identities, but also by gendered dimensions. As a woman from a Muslim background living in the West,
Dharker’s poetry uniquely engages with the intersections of gender, cultural expectations, and personal
freedom. In Purdah, she explores how the imposition of cultural and religious norms on women in the
diaspora is often intensified by the negotiation between public and private spheres. The veil, which
symbolizes both cultural constraint and personal empowerment, becomes a site of resistance and reinvention.

Bruce King (1987:134) describes Dharkar’s work as

....consciously Feminist, consciously political, consciously that of a multiple

outsider, someone who knows her own mind, rather than someone full of doubt and

liberal ironies.

In poems such as “The Right to Life”, Dharker critiques the ways in which gender roles within diasporic
communities are reinforced by both tradition and the demands of the host society. Her poetry reflects the
struggle of diasporic women to assert their autonomy while simultaneously confronting societal and familial
pressures. Dharker’s engagement with these issues is particularly important, as it expands the conversation
around diaspora to include not just the concerns of migration, but also the challenges faced by women living
at the intersection of multiple cultural and gendered identities.

Imtiaz Dharker’s Contribution to Diasporic Literature

Imtiaz Dharker’s work stands as a significant contribution to the field of diasporic literature, offering a
nuanced and multi-layered exploration of identity, migration, and the complexities of living between
cultures. Her poetry encapsulates the diasporic experience in all its contradictions; presenting a deeply
personal yet universally resonant narrative of displacement, belonging, and self-discovery. Through her
exploration of hybridity, gender, and the negotiation of multiple identities, Dharker’s poetry challenges
simplistic notions of belonging, offering instead a dynamic and complex vision of the diasporic condition.

As a diasporic writer, Dharker’s works do not merely reflect the experience of migration but actively engage
with the political, social, and cultural dynamics that shape it. Her poetry becomes a space for the effervescent
identity, where the boundaries between cultures, genders, and histories are fluid and porous. In doing so,
Dharker offers a profound reflection on the global realities of migration, while also creating a space for the
empowerment and agency of those who navigate the challenges of diaspora.

Conclusion

Imtiaz Dharker’s poetry provides a compelling exploration of the diasporic condition, reflecting the
complexities of migration, identity, and belonging. Imtiaz Dharker's poetry remains an essential voice in the
global conversation on diaspora, identity, and cultural hybridity. Her work provides a profound critique of
the forces that shape contemporary experiences of migration and belonging, while also offering a space for
the reimagining of selfhood and community in a world that is increasingly interconnected yet politically
fractured. Through her exploration of themes such as displacement, hybridity, gender, and the politics of
identity, Dharker challenges conventional notions of belonging, offering a vision of diaspora that is complex,
transformative, and filled with potential for redefinition.
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Dharker’s contribution to diasporic literature, then, lies not only in her articulation of the diasporic
experience but also in her ability to transcend the limitations of conventional narratives about migration and
identity. Through her poetry, she presents the diaspora as a dynamic, multifaceted experience—one that is
constantly evolving, negotiating, and reinventing itself. Dharker deftly captures the emotional and
psychological complexities of living between worlds, where alienation coexists with discovery, and loss is
often intertwined with renewal. By exploring themes such as displacement, hybridity, and cultural
negotiation, she challenges monolithic notions of both homeland and diaspora, offering a nuanced
understanding of what it means to exist in a transnational, globalized context.
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