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Fracturing the Diaspora: The Gendered Perspective of “Devika” 

In her short story, “Devika,” Shauna Singh Baldwin thoroughly captures the suffering of an 

Indian immigrant couple as they initially encounter the western world. As Devika herself muses, 

“It seemed appropriate that the Hindustani word for journey, safar, sounded like the English 

suffer.” (Baldwin 158). Diaspora is the scattering of a people away from an ancestral or 

established homeland. In “Devika,” the paths of the title character and her husband, Ratan, 

become increasingly divergent, but one can see marked and defining characteristics of the 

diasporic experience in both characters’ journeys. The diasporic characteristics of gendered 

alienation within the public and private spheres, fractured identities, and a sense of displacement 

can all be clearly traced in the experiences of Devika and Ratan as they navigate their new 

Western terrain away from their Indian homeland.  

 The differences in Devika and Ratan’s journeys are marked by Baldwin early on. As with 

much of the female Indian immigrant population, Devika came to Canada as a housewife; 

therefore her diasporic experience is acted out in the private sphere of the home. As Gayatri 

Gopinath points out in a study of the queer diasporic experience in Impossible Desires, “The 

“home”… is a sancrosanct space of purity, tradition and authenticity, embodied by the figure of 

the “woman” who is enshrined at its center.” (14) At the most basic level, Devika feels a sense of 

displacement from her homeland as she struggles to maintain this Indian ideal while working to 

acclimate to the vastly different western lifestyle. Devika tries to mitigate these differences by 

re-creating the perfect Indian home with music and food, and by acting the part of a well-
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behaved Indian wife. “She washed her waist-length hair and bathed… ironed a fresh melon-

coloured silk salwar kameez and polished her silver anklets so she knew every chink shone as 

she moved. This is what good wives do.” (Baldwin 155). Her efforts go unappreciated by Ratan, 

who is going through his own troubles in the public sphere of the workplace, and her sense of 

displacement only grows as she is left alone until late one evening. “She could see no people in 

other apartments, there were no people walking along the side of the road, no people sitting on 

the scraps of green between the expressways. No people. A country with more acres of land than 

people.” (Baldwin 159). The change from the very communal living conditions to almost 

complete isolation is a profound one, and an exclusively feminine diasporic experience. Devika 

observes the number of different ways that her isolation is visible. On this particular lonely night, 

without even her husband present, Devika cannot fathom an end to this alienation, or a way out 

of it, and therefore creates a companion for herself. In fact, the uniquely female isolation of 

Devika’s traditional housewife character is the primary contributing factor to the third common 

element of the diasporic experience: the metaphorical fractured identity. This metaphorical 

disturbance actually becomes literal for Devika in the moment that she sets a new place at the 

table for imagined Asha, her old childhood friend.  

 Devika’s isolation begins the transition to her dual identities, but it is certainly not the 

only factor. The lack of clear moral boundaries within Canadian society is another point of 

division for Devika. In India, the line between appropriate and inappropriate was clearly 

delineated and held firm by those around her. Gayatri writes that “the “woman”… bears the 

brunt of being the embodied signifier of the “past” of the diaspora, that is, the homeland that is 

left behind and continuously evoked.” (18). Devika understands that she is expected to maintain 
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the traditional values and customs as an Indian woman, but doesn’t understand how to maintain 

this identity within the context of Canadian society. She yearns for clear social and moral 

guidance. “She wanted her mother, her father, and at least twenty solicitous relatives telling her 

what to do, how to do it, how to live, how to be good, how to be loved.” (173). Not only is this 

guidance lacking, Devika is perplexed by grayness of the moral boundaries in the West. “In 

Canada, she found it more difficult to sort the good girls from the bad ones. It is important to 

have both, because if there are no bad girls, how would anyone know that girls like Devika are 

good?” (158). Devika’s sense of self is compromised because the values on which she judges her 

character, and in turn, her value as a woman and a wife  in India, do not hold up in Canada. This 

moral ambiguity robs Devika of her self-worth. The invention of Asha as a second identity 

allows Devika to play with the qualities that she does see valued in Canada and regain some self-

worth, even if she doesn’t claim it under her own name. She blames, or credits, Asha for any 

independent action that she takes, even the simple desire to take a walk without her husband. 

This fractured identity deepens in Devika throughout the story, until she loses her old Indian self 

and name entirely and accepts the Western world, moral ambiguities and all. Baldwin concludes 

the story with, “Then Asha closed her swollen eyes and felt Devika drift away as though she had 

never been.” (174). While Devika is an extreme example, this fractured identity is common to 

the female diasporic experience as women navigate the new moral and lonely landscape of the 

western culture and the loss of the Indian home.  

 Ratan experiences the troubles of the diaspora in a very separate, less dramatic, way from 

Devika, but traumatic nonetheless. The male experience of immigration is marked by his 

encounter with public society as the breadwinner of the household. While the wives are isolated 
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at home, the men are alienated in the workplace. Ratan is constantly negotiating the perils of 

corporate Canada as an Indian, and denying his homeland culture in order to move ahead. On his 

first night out with the company, “he’d been quiet in all the right places, especially when the talk 

moved to “foreigners getting jobs in Canadian companies, eh?” He hadn’t responded when 

someone wondered “why those immigrants don’t leave their battles at home?”” (Baldwin 159). 

Ratan bears this public alienation in silence and looks to assimilation as a way to gain relief. The 

more he assimilates the more progress he believes he will make. Even as he makes the 

concessions to western culture, his alienation leads him to act out, thus fracturing his identity 

into the public, pleasing immigrant and the rebelling, proud Indian. “Pure anger, making him 

fight the rush hour traffic as though he were driving in Delhi again… he’d eaten chaat with his 

fingers, like a desi-di-haat from a village… as though daring Peter Kendell to drive by and see 

him.” (Baldwin 166). Ratan also must contend with the added pressure of his family’s 

expectations. While Devika’s isolation is private, and therefore hidden from much scrutiny of her 

family, Ratan is constantly addled with the pressure to succeed. His family has pinned much of 

their future on his success in Canada, so he feels that he cannot choose another path than that of 

the smiling, silent Indian that fades into the background. Blending in is his primary objective. 

Although Ratan does not go through a dramatic fracturing of his identity as Devika, he does lose 

his Indian customs as the story unfolds, and by the end, Devika has identified him as “Canadian 

Ratan” (Baldwin 173), signifying that he, too, has completed the transformation.  

 The public alienation of Ratan and the private alienation of Devika are marked gendered 

aspects of the diasporic experience. As they navigate through their individual obstacles, the 

couple moves increasingly further away from each other. Finally, in the hours following the 
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dramatic car accident when Devika literally flies out of the car and away from Ratan, their 

divergent paths shift suddenly back to one another:  

 “I am Asha… Devika was afraid of living here, so she just… flew away.”  

 Ratan came closer. Asha, Devika- all the same to him. “Asha,” he said, as though testing  

 the name. The name means hope. (Baldwin 174) 

In this new iteration of their relationship, both Ratan and Devika, especially Devika, have let go 

of one primary element of the diasporic experience: the idealized Indian woman that represents 

the traditional homeland. This departure allows Devika, now Asha, and Ratan to experience 

Western society as a cohesive couple, rather than the fractured marital unit that formerly existed. 
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