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ABSTRACT 

 This paper is about the natural disaster of landslides as expressed in Kiran Desai’s Booker Prize 

winning novel, The Inheritance of Loss (2006). This novel draws a stunning picture of the natural scene 

of Kalimpong which is situated in the Eastern Himalayas at the Indo-Tibetan Border. As it is a hill 

station, avalanches happen frequently. In Kiran Desai’s novel, this natural disaster affects the people of 

Kalimpong. People are always frightened because of landslides which occur mainly in the monsoon. 

Lack of infrastructure and poverty are the main reasons which they face to fight against landslides. My 

concentration on this research paper is to describe the inner feelings of the people of Kalimpong through 

the above mentioned novel and to suggest certain remedial measures. Landslides in the novel serve to 

convey to us the destabilization and lack of security that people feel and their disconnectedness to their 

own place. Inspite of landslides being a recurring feature, government apathy regarding the population 

creates a more intense agony for the people. On top of this government officers sanction more building 

which increases the threat to landslides. The Gorkha insurgents use detonators to create fresh landslides 

adding to the fear and threat of the area. Thus the threat of natural disaster is compounded by human 

activity and this is a negative statement for our contemporary world that is trying to fight disaster at 

every turn.  
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CONTENTS 

 Humans have had to face the impact of natural hazards from time immemorial. Natural hazards such 

as earthquakes, landslides, avalanches, floods, cyclones, droughts, and volcanic eruptions of varying 

magnitudes have repeatedly been the cause of calamities. One of the major natural hazards in India is 

landslide which affects about 15 percent of our country covering over 0.49 million square kilometres. “A 

landslide or landslip is a geological phenomenon which includes a wide range of ground movement, such 

as rock falls, deep failure of slopes and shallow debris flows, which can occur… when the stability of a 

slope changes from a stable to an unstable condition, (Wikipedia)  which can ensue in many parts of 

India especially in the North-Eastern Himalayas. Vital important reasons for landslides are geological 

weak material, intense rainfall and human excavation. Landslides constitute a major natural hazard in our 

country, which accounts for considerable loss of life and damage to communication routes, human 

settlements, agricultural fields and forest lands. These menaces mainly happen in the Western Ghats, the 
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Vindhyas and the Himalayas especially in the Darjeeling District. In her second novel, The Inheritance 

of Loss, Kiran Desai has drawn a picture of destabilization due to landslide in the Kalimpong territory of 

Darjeeling District        

 The novel is set in the town of Kalimpong which is subject to perennial landslides. The hill tracts of 

the Himalayas of the North Eastern region are subject to slope instability due to rugged topography, 

fragile rock conditions and high seismicity. High rainfall complicates matters. Along with this extensive 

human interference in the landscape in terms of developmental activities has increased the hazard of 

landscapes manifold. Save the Hills is an NGO which is working towards raising awareness about 

landslides in the Darjeeling district. Many landslides are the direct and indirect result of forms of human 

activity. 

 Kalimpong was developed by the British East India Company for their own people to escape the 

summer heat of the plains. They developed it as an alternative to Darjeeling. Previously the population 

was very limited but after the British entry it became an important trading post and a large number of 

migrants from Nepal came and settled in Kalimpong adding to the population. Most big houses were 

built during the British era. After the British left, the Indian Upper class adapted the region as a 

retirement abode and large properties then began to belong to this class of Indian elite. 

 The present scenario of landslide prone land is visible when we read Kiran Desai’s novel The 

Inheritance of Loss. By the time the novel was written Kalimpong and Darjeeling had both come under 

the influence of the Gorkha insurgency movement. We have a graphic picture in the novel of Darjeeling 

going ‘downhill’. Desai notes in the novel that: 

 In order to accommodate the population boom, the government had recently passed legislation that 

allowed an extra story to be built on each home in Darjeeling; the weight of more concrete pressing 

downward had spurred the town’s lopsided descent and caused more landslides than ever. As you 

approached it, it looked like a garbage heap rearing above and sliding below, so it seemed caught in a 

photostill, a frozen moment of its tumble.  

 Darjeeling has really gone downhill, "the ladies (Lola and Noni) said with satisfaction, and meant it 

not just literally. “Remember how lovely it used to be?" (TIOL 197)   

 A Government report corroborates what the novelist portrays:  

Rapid expansion of settlements and towns especially along the roads is one of the 

important causes of frequent landslide hazards in the hills. Multi storied building 

without proper planning along the roads and on the steeper slope increase the load on 

the already deteriorated slopes… 

 During the last 2 decades there has been an unprecedented growth of population in the hill areas, 

especially in the towns. The explosion has been followed by the rapid increase in vehicular movements. 

The continuous horizontal vibration along the roads gradually destabilizes the already unstable slopes 

and geological formation. (http://darjeeling.gov.in/geography.html) 
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 In the novel the kind of buildings that possibly cause landslides are the large one like Mon Ami as 

suggested by the Gorkha Settlers who are encroaching on the land of Lola the owner of the Mon Ami 

property. She objects to their encroachment by suggesting that their numerous houses would cause 

landslide. They reply: 

“Landslide? They aren’t building big houses like yours, Aunty, just little huts of 

bamboo. In fact, it’s your house that might cause a landslide. Too heavy no? Too big? 

Walls many feet wide? Stone, concrete? You are a rich woman? Housegarden- 

servants!" (TIOL 244)    

 As human population expands, forests are depleted for the extension of agricultural lands and the 

introduction of new settlements. But when Lola tells the Gorkha encroachers on her property that their 

settlements will cause landslides, she is also correct: 

Have cut into the hill, land weak, landslide may occur," she muttered. "Very dangerous 

for your men. Landslides on road. . . ." (TIOL 244)  

 Both types of habitation are guilty of causing landslides. The top heavy big houses and small 

numerous hutments. Due to uncontrolled growth of population in the last few decades in the Darjeeling 

hill areas, nature has started reacting and landslide hazards have become a common factor especially in 

the rainy season. 

Ferguson interprets: 

Landslides are linked to social decay and poor land management… increasing threat 

cannot but destabilize the residents sense of security and place-ness. (Ferguson 37)  

 It would appear that the element of destabilization is a result of both the rich and the poor 

populations whose requirements have increased the landslide proneness of the Darjeeling-Kalimpong 

region. 

 Ferguson further analyses The Inheritance of Loss thus: 

In the novel, the imminent threat of landslides clearly destabilizes the permanence of 

human structures and indeed of human life itself, but of particular interest is how the 

threatened and actual landslides jeopardize the characters’ sense of place-ness. A few 

instances of threatened or realized landslides in the text show how the phenomenon 

destabilizes place, rendering Kalimpong and nearby regions more like empty space… 

(Ferguson 37) 

 Climatically the region is susceptible to heavy rainfall. There is very high intensity of rainfall within 

a short span of time. Landslides that occur due to this cause lead to road blockages and disruption of 

communications. In recent years there has been a heavy increase in vehicles like trucks and buses. Slope 

instability increases due to heavy vehicular movement compounded by heavy rain. In the novel there is a 

poignant story of father and son trying to keep in touch with each other in spite of the breakdown in 



S.Christu Regis 10

communication. Biju, the son, is employed for low wages in a small restaurant in the USA. His father is a 

cook of a retired judge living in Kalimpong. They keep in touch with each other through letters. They 

would write many many letters to each other because  

They would never know how many of them went astray in all the rickety connections 

made along the way, between the temperamental postman in the pouring rain, the 

temperamental van across the landslides on the way to Siliguri, the lightning and 

thunder, the befogged airport, the journey from Calcutta all the way to the post 

office… (TIOL 95) 

 In course of time Biju returns to Kalimpong to meet his father out of a desperate feeling of longing 

for him because he had been unable to get letters for a long time. As he returns to the hilly landscape the 

problem of the road hits him. There are a number of landslides to be cleared in order to make the road 

appear. After the landslide the work of clearing the road is picturized beautifully  

The work of recarving a path through this ruin was, of course, usually contracted to 

teams of hunchbacked midget men and women, rebuilding things stone by stone, 

putting it all together again each time their work was rent apart, carrying rocks and 

mud in wicker baskets attached to bands around their foreheads, staggering loony with 

the weight, pounding on hulking river boulders over and over for hours with hammers 

and chisels until a bit chipped off, then another bit. They laid out the stones and the 

surface was tarred again.” (TIOL 315) 

 At the moment when Biju actually comes to Kalimpong, insurgency is at its height. He is offered a 

lift by the GNLF men who promise to take him to Kalimpong. They cross ten landslides before they can 

reach their destination. The GNLF rob Biju and literally leave him half naked. They take away all his 

earning and he reaches his father empty handed but alive. Through all this we get a picture of the hard 

life of the people living side by side with natural disasters. We find that the GNLF agitators set off 

landslides using detonators when their negotiations fail with the chief minister of West Bengal. They 

compound the difficulties of their own life by their own criminal actions. Natural instability coupled with 

political instability transforms Kalimpong. 

Kalimpong was transformed into a ghost town, the wind tumbling around the 

melancholy streets, garbage flying by unhindered. Whatever point the GNLF might 

have had, it was severely out of hand; even one man’s anger, in those days, seemed 

enough to set the hillside alight. (TIOL 281)  

 In the novel we find a kind of displacement taking place. The richer settlers are being suppressed, 

robbed and forced to move out by the newer influx of the poorer Gorkhas. The GNLF takes advantage of 

the natural instability of the region and are not interested in preventing landslides or bringing peace. The 

novel therefore studies the callous attitude of people towards the environment.  
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 Desai studies the predicamsents of “discrimination and malgovernance … human and natural 

violence were intertwined in the real world” (Ferguson 42). Any solution of the land slide problem in 

Darjeeling-Kalimpong region has to take Government apathy, density of population and political 

instability into account. Ferguson finally notes that:  

An understanding of how natural and human violence are intertwined can help as 

mitigate the latter, even where the former is beyond our control. (Ferguson 48)   

 He suggests that the political situation can be brought under but Nature is beyond men’s control. In 

spite of Ferguson’s view, some of the measures that can be taken to lessen the frequency of landslide in 

the above mentioned areas could be (a) total avoidance of settlement in the risk zone (b) relocation of 

settlements and infrastructure that fall in the part of the landslide (c) no construction of building in areas 

beyond certain degree of slope. Retaining walls can be built to stop land from slipping. Surface drainage 

measures can be implemented. Structures should be engineered with strong foundations to withstand 

ground movement. Underground installations like pipes and cables should be made flexible. Increasing 

vegetation cover should be provided by planting trees. Insurance should be given to individuals whose 

homes are likely to be damaged. Community based activities to increase awareness about landslide 

should be conducted. Timely warning and evacuation should be done. Community participation should 

be solicited in the regulation and enforcement of avoiding construction of houses in dangerous areas. 

Only if these measures are instituted will the problem of destabilization as an economic and 

psychological reality be eliminated. Then only will people be able to identify home as home and not as 

empty space. Then only will the feeling of rootedness come.  
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