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ABSTRACT 

 
The complex relationship between language, culture, and identity has long been a central concern in the study of 

diasporic literature, particularly in the context of the Indian diaspora. This paper explores how the poetics of cultural 

transrelation in Indian diasporic writing challenges the notion of a fixed, monolithic identity, and instead embraces the fluidity 

and multiplicity inherent in the diasporic experience. 
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I. NEGOTIATING IDENTITY 

THROUGH LANGUAGE 
 

The experience of diaspora implies not merely a 

physical movement across borders, but also a complex 

negotiation of cultural, linguistic, and historical 

boundaries (Zhang, 2000). As individuals navigate the 

intersections of their ethnic, religious, and linguistic 

identities, they often find themselves occupying a 

liminal space, where the boundaries between 'home' and 

'host' cultures become blurred (Zhang, 2000). This 

liminal space, in turn, becomes a site of constant 

resignification and rearticulation of identity, as diasporic 

subjects grapple with the tensions and ambivalences 

inherent in their experience.  

 

II. LANGUAGE AS A MARKER OF 

IDENTITY 
 

Furthermore, the linguistic and literacy 

practices of diasporic individuals, particularly the 

adoption of a 'third language' as a means of artistic 

expression, can be understood as a form of identity 

construction and negotiation. The choice to write in a 

language that is not the 'mother tongue' nor the dominant 

language of the 'host' country can be seen as a way of 

transcending the constraints of fixed cultural identities 

and creating a space of linguistic and cultural fluidity. 

As (Duff, 2015) suggests, the field of applied 

linguistics is increasingly concerned with the ways in 

which language practices across the life span, in various 

contexts and circumstances, contribute to the 

construction and expression of identity. Viewed through 

this lens, the phenomenon of plurilingual diasporic 

writers who embrace a 'third language' offers a rich site 

for exploring the complex and dynamic interplay 

between language, culture, and identity in the context of 

diaspora. 

 

III. PLURILINGUAL IDENTITIES 

AND THE 'THIRD LANGUAGE' 
 

Within this context, the role of language as a 

means of identity construction and expression becomes 

particularly salient. Some plurilingual writers, such as 

Jhumpa Lahiri, have opted to write in a 'third language' 

as a way of transcending the dualistic cultural identities 

that can constrain their artistic and personal expression 

(Kashani, 2022). By embracing a language that is not 

their 'mother tongue' nor the dominant language of their 

'host' country, these writers are able to create a space of 

linguistic and cultural liminality, where they can 
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negotiate their identities on their own terms (Kashani, 

2022). 

As (Duff, 2015) notes, the field of applied 

linguistics is increasingly concerned with the ways in 

which language practices across the life span, at home, 

in diaspora settings, and in other contexts, contribute to 

the construction and expression of identity. In this 

regard, the phenomenon of plurilingual writers who 

adopt a 'third language' as a means of artistic and 

personal expression offers a fascinating case study, as it 

highlights the complex interplay between language, 

culture, and identity in the context of diaspora. 

 

IV. THE POETICS OF CULTURAL 

TRANSRELATION 
 

The choice of a 'third language' by writers like 

Lahiri can be understood as a form of 'cultural 

transrelation', where the author negotiates the boundaries 

between their multiple cultural and linguistic affiliations. 

This process of transrelation, in turn, becomes a means 

of expressing the pluralistic and fluid nature of diasporic 

identity, rejecting the notion of a fixed, monolithic 

identity in favor of a more nuanced and multi-layered 

understanding of selfhood. (Kashani, 2022) 

As (Kashani, 2022) notes, the 'state of 

becoming nomads' that plurilingual writers can achieve 

through the use of a 'third language' allows them to 

transcend the constraints of their hybrid cultural 

identities and embrace a more fluid, open-ended 

understanding of self (Kashani, 2022). This resonates 

with Lemke's observation that the notion of 'hybridity' 

can sometimes reify the very categories it seeks to 

challenge, as long as those categories remain 

presupposed. By adopting a 'third language', then, these 

writers are able to move beyond the confines of fixed 

cultural and linguistic identities, and instead engage in a 

process of continuous self-fashioning and reinvention. 

 

V. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 

The study of language and identity in Indian 

diasporic literature can be situated within the broader 

theoretical framework of hybridity, third spaces, and the 

negotiation of linguistic and cultural identities. As 

Bhabha's concept of the 'third space' suggests, the 

experience of diaspora creates a liminal space where the 

familiar and the foreign clash, and where the negotiation 

and translation of identities can occur. 

This liminal 'third space' is characterized by 

ambivalence and contradiction, but it also offers a fertile 

ground for the exploration of the fluidity and 

intentionality of identity. The notion of identity as being 

multiple and constructed, rather than fixed and essential, 

is central to this theoretical framework, and is reflected 

in the ways in which diasporic writers navigate and 

express their linguistic and cultural affiliations. 

 

VI. COLONIAL LANGUAGE AND ITS 

AFTERMATH 
 

The legacy of colonialism and the subsequent 

dominance of certain languages, such as English, have 

had a profound impact on the linguistic and cultural 

landscape of postcolonial societies. As diasporic 

individuals navigate this complex linguistic terrain, they 

often find themselves caught between the pull of their 

'mother tongue' and the need to engage with the 

dominant language of their 'host' country. This tension 

can be particularly acute for writers, who must grapple 

with the question of which language to use as a medium 

of artistic expression. Some, like Jhumpa Lahiri, have 

opted to write in a 'third language' as a way of 

transcending the dualistic cultural identities that can 

constrain their creativity and personal expression. 

 

VII. THE LIMINAL SPACE OF THE 

'THIRD LANGUAGE' 
 

By embracing a language that is not their 'mother 

tongue' nor the dominant language of their 'host' country, 

these writers are able to create a space of linguistic and 

cultural liminality, where they can negotiate their 

identities on their own terms. This liminal 'third space', 

as Bhabha might describe it, is characterized by 

ambivalence and contradiction, but it also offers a fertile 

ground for the exploration of the fluidity and 

intentionality of identity. 

By embracing a language that is not their 'mother 

tongue' nor the dominant language of their 'host' country, 

these writers are able to create a space of linguistic and 

cultural liminality, where they can negotiate their 

identities on their own terms. This linguistic exile, as 

Lahiri has described it, does not constitute a form of 

alienation or estrangement, but rather a state of multi-

layered identity, where the writer can engage in a 

continuous process of self-fashioning and reinvention. 

 

VIII. CASE STUDIES OF MAJOR 

INDIAN DIASPORIC WRITERS 
 

While the phenomena of Indian diasporic writers 

engaging with a 'third language' is relatively recent, it is 

part of a larger tradition of literary and cultural 

production within the Indian diaspora. Writers like 

Salman Rushdie, Amitav Ghosh, and Kiran Desai have 

long explored the complexities of identity, belonging, 

and cultural translation in their works, often navigating 

the tensions between their 'mother tongue' and the 

dominant language of their 'host' country. (Mehmood, 

2023) (Lutzoni, 2017) (Kashani, 2022) 

The work of Jhumpa Lahiri, in particular, has 

been widely recognized for its nuanced exploration of 

the diasporic experience, with her characters grappling 

with the conflicting emotions of loss and belonging, as 
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well as the challenges of preserving cultural identity in 

the face of assimilation. Lahiri's decision to subsequently 

write in Italian, a language that is neither her 'mother 

tongue' nor the dominant language of her 'host' country, 

can be seen as a culmination of her lifelong engagement 

with the complexities of language, identity, and cultural 

translation. 

 

IX. LANGUAGE, IDENTITY, AND 

CULTURAL ADAPTATION 
 

The choice to write in a 'third language' can be 

understood as a conscious strategy of cultural adaptation 

and identity negotiation. As (Lutzoni, 2017) notes, for 

Lahiri, this linguistic exile does not constitute a form of 

alienation or estrangement, but rather a state of multi-

layered identity, where the writer can engage in a 

continuous process of self-fashioning and reinvention.  

By embracing a language that is not their 'mother tongue' 

nor the dominant language of their 'host' country, these 

writers are able to create a space of linguistic and 

cultural liminality, where they can negotiate their 

identities on their own terms. This liminal 'third space', 

as Bhabha might describe it, is characterized by 

ambivalence and contradiction, but it also offers a fertile 

ground for the exploration of the fluidity and 

intentionality of identity. 

 

X. CONCLUSION 
 

The phenomenon of Indian diasporic writers 

embracing a 'third language' as a medium of artistic 

expression is a rich and complex area of inquiry, 

offering valuable insights into the dynamic interplay 

between language, culture, and identity in the context of 

diaspora. By situating this practice within the broader 

theoretical framework of hybridity, third spaces, and the 

negotiation of linguistic and cultural identities, we can 

gain a deeper understanding of the ways in which these 

writers are able to transcend the constraints of fixed 

cultural identities and engage in a continuous process of 

self-fashioning and reinvention. 
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