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ABSTRACT

Creating new cultures are equally relevant as to preserving one’s identity and roots in this 
time and age. Kwame Anthony Appiah advocates that one be a rooted cosmopolitan – that 
we learn from each other’s differences and celebrate diversity. And through this, one creates 
new cultures by connecting the cultures that one brings along and the cultures of the new 
environment. Therefore, being mobile through various forms of migration has opened up 
platforms for inclusivity through diversity. Waldron (1992) asserts that “all individuals are made 
up of multifarious cultural identities and already identify with an array of cultural obligations.” 
The Indian diaspora is one community that embraces cosmopolitanism via mobility of culture 
and migration. Nonetheless, this paper will explore the conflicting notion of how mobility that 
provides a source of escapism for the characters in Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s Before We Meet 
The Goddess eventually leads them to exile from each other. Mobility as a celebrated tenet of 
cosmopolitanism is embraced by three generations of women for various reasons and yet it has 
propelled them to a stance of rootlessness as opposed to the rooted cosmopolitan that they could 
have been. While most research of cosmopolitanism in Indian English fiction centres on the 
home and nation in developing cosmopolitan identity, this paper seeks to provide an alternate 
understanding to cosmopolitanism as to how mobility has inadvertently led these characters into 
exile (mainly from each other) and into a state of being rootless.
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INTRODUCTION

It was Diogenes in the 4th century, who first called himself 
“a citizen of the cosmos” i.e. a cosmopolitan. Nonetheless, 
the ramblings of an Athenian vagrant who chose to announce 
himself as a citizen of the world was more to disassociate 
himself from the tensed political climate of then-Athens 
rather than proclaiming a cosmopolitan philosophy of any 
sorts. Denouncing oneself from any political belonging liter-
ally meant one had no nation-state to belong to and therefore 
even the genesis of cosmopolitanism has exile at its core. 
Having said that, the idea of being cosmopolitan, or as it 
has developed throughout the years from Diogenes to pres-
ent-day society, has in its roots the notion of doing away with 
parochial roots and political fealty. The world is borderless 
and we who inhabit her should be devoid of partiality and 
preference of any sort.

Cosmopolitanism has received much scrutiny within aca-
demia in the past centuries. The disbanding of the European 
colonies in the twentieth century gave way to massive dis-
placement in the Western world. A supposedly homogenous 
West was now home to many different people, cultures, and 
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beliefs. Even so, Derick Mattern through his poems “The 
Whitewasher of Chora” and “Profiterol”, puts forth the idea 
that exile and displacement are not only felt by those who 
are forced to leave their countries but also by marginalized 
minorities who often feel that their differences and distinct-
ness could be whitewashed away. It is such an assertion that 
puts cosmopolitanism front and centre. Scholars like Kwame 
Anthony Appiah, Paul Gilroy, and Martha Nussbaum cham-
pion cosmopolitan ideals as being prominently pluralistic, 
encouraging the acceptance of differences, and seeing “hu-
manity” as the significant core of one’s identity. It is such 
contentions that can encourage a beautiful amalgamation of 
cultures and traditions that delineate a pluralistic society and 
cosmopolitan living. Brock (2013) posits that “being a cos-
mopolitan indicates that one is a person who is influenced by 
various cultures.” Yet, Appiah (2006) also asserts that it is 
essential that one preserves one’s vernacular identity while 
maintaining a cosmopolitan mindset.

Subsequently, as early displacement was mainly due to 
forced migration and slavery, the current trends have defi-
nitely shifted the focus from exile to migration. People 
across the world migrate to greener pastures in the hopes 
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of economic independence, a better life, and as a beacon of 
hope that was never found where they were. Mobility is one 
aspect of cosmopolitanism that fits in the Indian diaspora. 
The Indians have traversed the entire space of the globe, 
starting off as merchants of the East, and when colonialism 
took over as indentured labourers in the Africas and West 
Indies, and to current day emigration mainly as a means of 
escaping poverty, extremism, familial disputes, and political 
differences.

How does mobility that ideally bring so much advance-
ment and improvement to one’s life take a different turn and 
result in detachment and exile? The premise of this paper is 
to dissect mobility within a cosmopolitan perspective and 
how moving into a better locality takes the characters on a 
journey of self-preservation and elevation of social status. 
Nonetheless, the proposition proffered here is that mobility 
that advances the lives of these three generations of women 
subsequently delivers them into exile, loneliness, and detach-
ment from genuine familial bonds. While cosmopolitanism 
advocates the retaining of one’s vernacular identity, these 
characters find themselves in an unbeknownst conundrum 
of exile and detachment. Being themselves and staying true 
to their roots become a colossal challenge. Hence, this paper 
seeks to proffer an alternate view to mobility and migration 
of the Indian diaspora within a cosmopolitan outlook in lit-
erary studies whereby the movement of these characters into 
their chosen spaces, while achieving the need for escape, 
results in the huge diminish of their roots and an extreme 
disconnect between three generations of women.

MOBILITY IN BEFORE WE VISIT THE GODDESS
As the focus dials up on the Indian diaspora, the term postco-
lonial is inherently present. Postcolonial criticism has along 
the way highlighted issues of the Indians at home as well 
as the Indian diaspora. Nonetheless, Amanda Anderson be-
lieves that postcolonial criticism has been “more attentive to 
situatedness than the word cosmopolitan that celebrates mo-
bility, detachment, and voluntary identification” (Anderson, 
2005). Mobility is one of the cruxes of cosmopolitanism as 
it is also a main defining feature of the Indian diaspora. The 
Indian diaspora exists on the idea of mobility that is sought 
out as a means of escapism, economic stability and financial 
freedom, and in some cases as a means of survival. In Chi-
tra Banerjee Divakaruni’s Before We Visit The Goddess, the 
central characters use mobility as a means of escapism that 
is very much centred within cosmopolitanism.

Before We Visit The Goddess is a tale masterfully wrought 
centering on three generations of women spanning a hefty six 
decades. The first protaganist is Sabitri Dasgupta. Her story 
begins as an old woman exiled from her daughter and grand-
daughter on the account of failed relationships and egoistic 
narcisism. It is this parallel existence of mobility and exile 
within the cosmopolitan view that that I would like to high-
light. As much as it provides a buffer for a better life and 
greater prospects, mobility is predisposedly one step away 
from exile. A young Sabitri is introduced as living in a small 
village away from big-city Kolkata whose mother worked 
hard selling sweets. Seeing and experiencing poverty since 

young, Sabitri sought to better her life and in relation her 
family’s as well.
 “Sometimes she wrote things she needed to believe: I’m 

lucky to be in Kolkata, getting an education.
 How many girls get this opportunity? Soon I’ll get a 

great job. I’ll earn enough money so my family
will never be hungry again.” (pg 11)
As noble the intentions and encouraging the reason be-

hind mobility was for Sabitri, her upward scale eventually 
led to a more dismal situation. After getting herself involved 
with her rich patron’s son, her innocent relations were 
frowned upon and she was thrown out of the house. Frantic 
and backed up the wall, she used her newfound courage and 
beauty to beguile her college master to eventually marry her 
and thus end her trials and tribulations. Yet, in her heart she 
knew that she had let go of her true self, and in desperation 
became something she never thought she would be: false. 
Her inner battles are depicted in her letter to her granddaugh-
ter as follows:
 “Something in his voice, in those awkward, patting mo-

tions. A plan formed in my head. I held on
 to it like a drowning woman. I did not allow myself to 

think of anything, of anyone else. Tara, can
 you blame me? I lifted my face to him and smiled my 

prettiest, saddest, falsest smile.” (pg 21)
Years later, Sabitri’s daughter, Bela, follows in her moth-

er’s footsteps and learns a harsh lesson of her own. Mobility 
being the central issue that engulfs these women eventually 
leads them to exile. Bela, a somewhat rebellious daughter, 
who never could be the same after being indirectly involved 
in her parents’ marital problems, finds herself in a situation 
like her mother. After falling in love with a pro-Communist 
student leader in her late teens, Bela decided to run away 
from home and migrate to America illegally and obviously 
without her mother’s knowledge or consent.

Despite fully understanding the repercussions of running 
away – as well as any nineteen-year-old could have – Bela 
made the leap without too many qualms. Once again mobiliy 
provided some sort of escapism. Bela’s husband, Sanjay, 
sought to escape political tension and even death by moving 
to America and Bela herself followed suit to seek a life with 
her beloved. Yet a better life that she sought came at the cost 
of exile from her mother; something she knew would happen 
and yet made the decision to leave.
 “Would she really give up, for his sake, everything she 

was familiar with? Drop out of college? Cut
 herself off from her mother – a wound never to be total-

ly healed, because that’s the kind of woman
 her mother was? (pg 91)

History always repeats itself, they say, and the story un-
folded yet another case of exile. What is important to note 
is that the exile I describe is not one that denotes a physical 
space or geographic location. I am looking to depict alien-
ation of a familial nature whereby what is lost is love, family 
bond, affection, and most of all a legacy of what could have 
been.

Tara, the daughter of Bela Dewan, walks a similar path 
as did her mother and grandmother before. Born and bred 
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in America, Tara definitely had no inkling of the trials and 
tribulations her grandmother faced as a young child. Neither 
was she privy to the difficulties her mother faced seeking the 
American Dream for she was just a child. Yet again, Tara left 
her mother just as Bela left hers. After a bitter divorce that 
resulted in Bela begging Sanjay to stay but to no avail, Tara 
stopped talking to both her parents as iterated in the excerpt 
below:
 “Until he destroyed our family, at which point I stopped 

talking to him. I didn’t talk to my mother much, either, 
after the divorce. The last had been two years ago, the 
night before the abortion.”

(pg 126)
She moved away from both divorced parents and refused 

to maintain any contact with either. Her estrangement with 
her mother, particularly, led Tara into many misfortunes in-
cluding failed relationships and even an abortion. Her moth-
er was who she looked for in her toughest moments but she 
never knew to value the bond between a mother and daugh-
ter and gave up on contacting her mother only too easily:
 “I’d called because I was scared. Because suddenly I 

wasn’t sure if I was doing the right thing. But
 I never got to talk to her. A man picked up at the other 

end. At first I thought it was a wrong
 number because it was so late at night, but he told me it 

wasn’t. I hung up then. Clearly, my
 mother had moved on with her life. I needed to do the 

same.” (pg 126)
Cultures and traditions are often discussed as local and 

rooted entities not mobile or global, thus, the cultural mo-
bility experiments produce results that are rooted temporally 
and locally (Greenblatt, 2010). However, mobility as a cos-
mopolitan tenet does not only reflect a physical movement 
but also how culture and traditions should also be mobile as 
its believers are. Yet, when Sabitri, Bela, and Tara uprooted 
themselves in escaping poverty, a disapproving mother, and 
parents’ divorce respectively, all three found themselves ex-
iled from one another which resulted in much loss of love 
and familial bonds.

MOBILITY AS A CAUSE OF ESTRANGEMENT IN 
BEFORE WE MEET THE GODDESS
“The cosmopolitan patriot can entertain the possibility of a 
world in which everyone is a rooted cosmopolitan, attached 
to a home of one’s own, with its own cultural particularities, 
but taking pleasure from the presence of other, different plac-
es that are home to other, different people” (Appiah, 1997). 
As Appiah discusses, rooted cosmopolitanism encourages 
one to embrace one’s roots while soaking in the multicultural 
new order of accepting differences and celebrating diversity. 
The idea that mobility has provided the characters with the 
opportunity to forge ahead along the cosmopolitan route is 
apparent in their immediate escape from the troubles they 
sought to deliver themselves from. Sabitri escaped poverty, 
Bela eloped to her love, and Tara left her divorced parents.

Nonetheless, seeking the promised land for a better life 
did not see Bela in a position where she thrived in a newly 
generated acceptance of the diversity in her new homeland 

nor does Bela display a renewed love and allegiance to her 
Indian roots. She laments about how the quality of life was 
not up to what she had taught that she would have.
 “As she watched them, it struck her that America might have 

saved their lives, but it had also diminished them.” (pg 102)
Even the house that she and Sanjay had painstaking-

ly saved up to buy had to be rented out to someone else to 
compensate for their struggles and financial difficulties, as is 
depicted here:
 “Every so often, she had to stop, close her eyes, and 

breathe deep, so overcome was she with jealousy of the 
woman who would live here (in her house).” (pg 102)

All that trials and tribulations kept building and building 
in her until she started feeling suffocated and stuck in a lack-
lustre life:
 “But everything she had tamped down, all her disap-

pointments since – yes, for the first time she
 admitted it – her marriage, swirled in her like a dust 

storm. She was stuck in a dingy apartment,
 stuck in a dead-end job she hated, stuck under a load of 

unpaid loans so heavy that she’d probably
 never be able to squirm out from under them and go 

back to college.” (pg 107)
The bitter irony of the situation was that chasing the 

American dream did not necessarily deliver Bela into a more 
stable and secure life. Emigration provided Bela an escape 
but it also estranged her further from her mother, her family, 
her culture, and her roots. The act of eloping in itself was not 
an adequate representation of Indian or Eastern values but 
perhaps it could be brushed aside on the account of young 
love that is sometimes immature and blind. Nevertheless, 
Bela could not escape the shackles of a failed marriage and 
a separated family when her husband, Sanjay cheated on her 
and eventually divorced her. Throughout her years raising a 
family, Bela hardly contacted her mother, partly due to her 
husband’s disapproval and partly due to her inability to up-
hold such values due to the hardships of her immigrant life.

In reality, despite many years in America, Bela herself 
never felt as if she belonged entirely. During those initial 
days Stateside, she was aware that “people stared at her rou-
tinely” but that “although it annoyed her, she accepted it as 
a cost of living in America.” (pg117). Having said that, “de-
spite her years in this country, she wasn’t familiar enough 
with America to pick up on the signs.” (pg152). Besides 
being alienated from her family and roots, Bela was never 
a “true” American herself. One could argue that she was per-
haps indeed rootless.

MOBILITY AS A CAUSE OF ROOTLESSNESS IN 
BEFORE WE MEET THE GODDESS
Bela’s daughter, Tara, grew up with almost zero knowledge 
of a grandmother back in India, of her roots and her identity.
 “I was certain this person – whoever he might be – was 

nothing like me. I’d never been to India,
 I didn’t hang with Indians, I didn’t even think of myself 

as Indian.” (pg 120)
As soon as she finished school and her parents divorced, 

Tara left home and cut ties with her family. One could agree 
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that for any child their parents’ divorce can be heartbreaking 
and traumatizing in some instances. Yet Tara did not seek for 
solace and companionship with her mother to get over the 
ordeal that they were in fact facing together.
 “In the mental conversations I can’t seem to stop having 

with my mother (which are the only
 conversations we have anymore), I ask,….” (pg 51)

It is clear in the story itself that Tara has cut herself off 
from her parents. She blames her father mainly for the di-
vorce and is therefore clear with her bitterness towards 
him. Conversely, she surmised that her feelings toward her 
mother were “a more troublesome case” (pg 64). Tara also 
does not even know or vaguely remember her grandmother 
Sabitri, Bela’s mother. In her attempt to blend in and live an 
American life, Bela inadvertently alienated herself and her 
daughter from her mother.

Consequently, Tara missed out on having a real relation-
ship with her mother and grandmother. It can be seen in the 
way she connects with two complete strangers; Mrs Mehta 
(the woman she encountered while house-sitting) and Mr 
Venkatachalapati (the man she drove around while working 
at a driving agency); that Tara is indeed yearning for guid-
ance and support from older, more experienced family mem-
bers unbeknownst to her own self. Furthermore, her creating 
and having a bond with these older Indian individuals per-
haps foreshadows or brings forth her desperate need for a 
cultural connection that could be a moral compass of some 
sorts in her life for she herself feels a sense of loss and in-
completeness. Early in her young adulthood, Tara had gotten 
pregnant and had had to go through an abortion. In her terror 
and utmost desperation, she attempts to contact her mother 
but reconsiders at the last moment. A solid family support 
system and familial bonding are common traditional values 
of the Indian community. Having said that, the mobility that 
propelled Bela towards living an immigrant life also cost her 
daughter and her on missing out on having a strong support 
system during their difficult times.

Subsequently, Tara grew up in a completely Westernized 
manner with no basic understanding or appreciation for her 
roots, culture, values, and identity. It could be said that it 
was her parents who should have inculcated Indian values 
and taught her the Indian culture and traditions. Without all 
that, Tara had gone astray in her young adulthood, without 
any roots to hold onto and values to pave a life of principles.
 “Far as I know, I’ve never been inside a temple. My 

father, who was a Communist in his youth, was
 dead against it. My mother had to fight him just to set up 

an altar in the kitchen, where a tiny ten-
 armed goddess statue shared space with her spices. Be-

cause he was the fulcrum of my existence, I
 grew up convinced religion was the opium of the 

people.”
The excerpt above demonstrates the inexistent belief sys-

tem that was inculcated in Tara as a young child. Her parents 
not teaching her religion and culture inadvertently caused 
her to become alienated and estranged from her roots. In 
their attempts to normalise their lives in America, culture 
and values became irrelevant and obsolete. As a result, Tara 
was not a celebrated case of East meets West’s cultural hy-

bridity; she became an anomaly of rootlessness and a per-
sonality devoid of core beliefs. In fact, her incongruity and 
lack of basic Indian flair puzzled Mr Venkatachalapathi as 
seen in his musings in the excerpt below:
 “Pleased with this small victory, he allowed himself to 

observe the girl as she drove back the way
 they had come, hunkered and sullen, without a word of 

gratitude. She intrigued the scientific part
 of his mind. She was a puzzle, with her Indian features 

and Texan boots, her defiant piercings, the
 skin stretched thin across her cheekbones and crumpled 

under the eyes. And that spiky hair, now
 fallen limp as a child’s over her forehead. He had read 

somewhere that it was a style that lesbians
 affected. What kind of Indian family, even in America, 

would produce such a hybrid?”
Even to a simple man such as Mr V, Tara was an incon-

gruity that could not be placed as East, West, or even a mix 
of both. She was an anomaly.

Even years later when Tara becomes an adult, perhaps 
more mature and secure enough to be married with a child, 
she never really grows into her skin as much as she could 
have.
 “What is she watching so intently? I try to guess, though 

most of what I know about India is from
 books and movies and the Internet.” (pg 194)

Tara is one character who somehow never found, or ac-
knowledged, or even felt slightly intrigued about her roots. 
No doubt she was born an American but one can never sim-
ply do away with one’s origins and ancestry. Appiah demon-
strates that one should embrace one’s own roots while cre-
ating new cultures and traditions in new environments or 
geographic locations. Yet Tara never does so.
 “I felt worse than usual because my mother had just giv-

en me three beautiful silk saris, her most
 expensive ones, plus an elegant white woollen shawl,…. 

I don’t think I’ll ever use them, though –
 they’re not exactly my thing.” (pg 198)

It is pretty saddening that Tara never got to experience 
the extent of the richness and gloriousness of her Indian 
roots. Saris are often handed down from generations to gen-
erations of Indian women as a sign of familial bond and a 
treasured symbol of womanhood. It is tradition and a won-
derful part of the thriving Indian culture. Yet Tara did not 
understand the depth of the gesture from her mother. It is 
rather unfortunate that a character with such potential for 
rejuvenation of identity and redevelopment of personality is 
inadequate of such character growth. Then again one could 
argue that the mobility that propelled her mother, Bela, to 
immigrate to the US had inadvertently cost them. Tara’s 
lack of cultural upbringing had resulted in her not being able 
to embrace or even indulge in her culture and roots from 
young and all the way into adulthood. She was complete-
ly distanced from India and Indian culture. Consequently, 
Tara was unable to create new cultural forms nor celebrate 
traditions of her family and ancestors. She, I believe, is a 
character that elucidates rootlessness and was never able to 
be a rooted cosmopolitan.
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CONCLUSION
“In the global system of cultural exchanges there are, in-
deed, somewhat asymmetrical processes of homogenization 
going on, and there are forms of human life disappearing. 
Neither of these phenomena is particularly new, but their 
range and speed probably is. Nevertheless, as forms of cul-
ture disappear, new forms are created, and they are created 
locally, which means they have exactly the regional inflec-
tions that the cosmopolitan celebrates. The disappearance of 
old cultural forms is consistent with a rich variety of forms 
of human life, just because new cultural forms, which dif-
fer from each other, are being created all the time as well.” 
(Appiah, 1997).

Appiah asserts that in the course of cultural hybridiza-
tion, old cultures are sometimes replaced by new cultures 
and this is part of what a cosmopolitan celebrates. A heter-
egoneous, multicultural community has at its heart cosmo-
politan ideals and practices. In the case of Bela and Tara, 
breaking free from a homogenous environment, albeit not 
due to the truest of intentions, allowed them a form of es-
cape. Mobility propelled Sabitri, Bela, and Tara away from 
their ‘troubles’. Yet especially for Bela, in adapting to the 
new culture, a lot of who she is and where she came from 
were lost. As a result, she became estranged from her mother 
and motherland. Consequently, her daughter Tara grew up 
with no knowledge of her family and roots. Ironically, plu-
ralism that is celebrated in a cosmopolitan society was not 
embraced by these women. In trying to fit in, Bela inadver-
tently lost her mother and daughter. She distanced herself 
from India and inexorably detached herself from her culture 
and roots. This predicament alienated her from her mother 
and her daughter from her. Three generations of women had 
suffered irrevocably and it could be surmised that it was for-
getting one’s roots that had resulted in such difficulties.

Therefore, in addressing mobility as a celebrated tenet 
of cosmopolitanism, while migration and movement of the 
masses to more provident places open avenues for people 
to be more accepting of others and uphold pluralistic val-
ues (Appiah, 2006), this paper sought to explicate how the 
very same mobility can also result in an alternate circum-
stance. In the hopes of upgrading and escaping the harsh 
realities of life, these characters pursued a change of abode 
to make their lives better. Subsequently, the mobility that 
they sought after eventually resulted in the collapse of their 
home institution. These characters were 3 women who were 
grandmother, mother, and granddaughter respectively. But 
in seeking a form of escapism from their troubles, they in-
advertently detached themselves from each other. In short, 
in becoming more cosmopolitan, these characters’ mobility 

indirectly resulted in their disassociation from each other, 
their roots, heritage, and traditions. Appiah and his princi-
ples of rooted cosmopolitanism advocate migration and mo-
bility, upholding shared beliefs, accepting differences, and 
cultural heterogeneity as well as pluralistic values. It is also 
imperative that in being a cosmopolitan, one maintains and 
values one’s vernacular identity and roots. These characters 
were unable to be part of a genuine pluralistic society as they 
themselves had turned their backs on their roots and identity 
as preserved by familial bonds. Nonetheless, despite seeking 
mobility in the hopes of escapism, these women were unable 
to embrace their own roots and in turn failed in attaining a 
rooted cosmopolitan identity.
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