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Abstract
In The Zigzag Way (2004), Anita Desai explores the profound human longing for 
belonging in a world shaped by migration, memory, and globalization. Through the 
journey of Eric, a rootless American academic who travels to Mexico and discovers 
traces of his Cornish ancestry, Desai examines how cultural displacement fracture’s 
identity yet also opens spaces for hybrid self-realization. The novel’s transnational 
setting linking Europe, North America, and Latin America reflects the global fluidity 
of the twenty-first century, where home and heritage become unstable markers of 
selfhood. By intertwining the historical narratives of Cornish miners in Mexico 
with Eric’s contemporary quest, Desai reveals that belonging is not a matter of 
geography or bloodline, but an act of remembrance and empathetic connection. 
Employing postcolonial and globalization theories, this paper argues that The 
Zigzag Way transforms the experience of exile into a metaphor for modern identity 
formation, illustrating how individuals must navigate a “zigzag” path through 
memory, history, and culture to find meaning in an increasingly deterritorialized 
world.
Keywords: Globalization, Identity, Cultural Displacement, Belonging, Diaspora, 
Postcolonialism.

	 In an era marked by unprecedented global mobility and cultural 
exchange, the concept of belonging has become increasingly 
complex. Individuals often find themselves navigating multiple 
cultural landscapes, leading to a fragmented sense of identity. Anita 
Desai’s novel The Zigzag Way (2004) delves into this intricate web 
of displacement and self-discovery. Through the journey of Eric, a 
young American academic who travels to Mexico and uncovers his 
Cornish ancestry, Desai explores the nuances of cultural displacement 
and the quest for belonging in a globalized world.
	 Eric’s journey is emblematic of the contemporary individual’s 
search for identity amidst the backdrop of historical migrations and 
cultural intersections. The novel intertwines personal narratives 
with broader historical contexts, highlighting the impact of colonial 
histories and migration patterns on individual identities. By 
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examining Eric’s experiences and his connection to the past, Desai underscores the importance of 
understanding one’s heritage in navigating the complexities of modern identity.
	 This paper aims to analyze how The Zigzag Way portrays the quest for belonging as a 
multifaceted process influenced by historical, cultural, and personal factors. By exploring themes 
of cultural displacement, memory, and identity, the paper seeks to illuminate the ways in which 
Desai’s narrative reflects the challenges and possibilities of finding a sense of belonging in an 
interconnected world.
	 The Zigzag Way is set against the backdrop of Mexico’s rich cultural tapestry, where Eric 
embarks on a journey that intertwines with the history of Cornish miners who migrated to Mexico 
in the 19th century. This historical context serves as a metaphor for the complexities of identity 
formation in a globalized world. Desai employs a non-linear narrative structure, weaving together 
past and present, to illustrate the intricate connections between individual lives and historical 
events.
	 The novel’s structure reflects the “zigzag” path of self-discovery, characterized by detours, 
revelations, and reconnections. This narrative approach challenges conventional storytelling 
techniques, emphasizing the fragmented and multifaceted nature of identity. By shifting between 
different time periods and perspectives, Desai invites readers to consider the layers of history and 
memory that shape individual identities.
	 Through this narrative structure, Desai illustrates how personal histories are interwoven with 
collective memories, highlighting the importance of understanding one’s past in constructing a 
coherent sense of self. The novel suggests that belonging is not a static state but a dynamic process 
influenced by historical events, cultural exchanges, and personal experiences.
	 At the heart of The Zigzag Way lies the theme of cultural displacement. Eric’s journey to 
Mexico is not merely a physical relocation but a metaphorical exploration of his own sense of 
self. His encounter with the history of the Cornish miners and their descendants challenges his 
understanding of identity and belonging. Desai portrays displacement as a multifaceted experience 
that encompasses emotional, psychological, and cultural dimensions.
	 The novel delves into the complexities of identity formation in a globalized world, where 
individuals are often caught between multiple cultural influences. Eric’s struggle to reconcile his 
American upbringing with his newfound connection to his Cornish roots exemplifies the challenges 
faced by individuals navigating transnational identities. Desai suggests that identity is not fixed but 
fluid, shaped by a confluence of historical, cultural, and personal factors.
	 Memory plays a pivotal role in the construction of identity in The Zigzag Way. Eric’s exploration 
of his family’s past and the stories of the Cornish miners serve as a means of reconnecting with 
lost histories and forging a sense of belonging. Desai emphasizes the importance of memory 
in understanding one’s heritage and navigating the complexities of modern identity. The novel 
suggests that by reclaiming forgotten histories, individuals can find a sense of continuity and 
belonging amidst the uncertainties of the present.
	 Desai intertwines Eric’s personal journey with the collective memory of the Cornish miners, 
highlighting the significance of historical narratives in shaping individual identities. The miners’ 
migration to Mexico and their subsequent erasure from historical records underscore the complexities 
of cultural assimilation and the loss of heritage. Eric’s discovery of his grandfather’s past serves 
as a catalyst for his own search for identity, illustrating the interconnectedness of personal and 
collective histories.
	 The novel also explores the role of cultural rituals in preserving memory and fostering a 
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sense of belonging. Eric’s participation in the Day of the Dead celebrations in Mexico serves as 
a poignant reminder of the importance of honouring ancestors and acknowledging the past. Desai 
portrays rituals as a means of bridging the gap between the living and the dead, facilitating a deeper 
understanding of one’s heritage and identity. Through these explorations, Desai underscores the 
idea that belonging is not solely an individual pursuit but a collective endeavour rooted in shared 
histories and cultural practices. The novel suggests that by engaging with historical narratives and 
cultural rituals, individuals can navigate the complexities of displacement and forge a meaningful 
sense of belonging.
	 Memory and ritual emerge as central motifs in The Zigzag Way, serving as mechanisms through 
which Eric constructs his identity. Desai portrays memory as a dynamic process that involves the 
reconstruction of past experiences to make sense of the present. Eric’s recollections of his family’s 
history and his engagement with the stories of the Cornish miners enable him to piece together 
fragments of his identity and establish connections with his heritage.
	 Rituals, particularly the Day of the Dead celebrations, function as communal practices that 
reinforce cultural identity and continuity. Desai illustrates how rituals provide a framework for 
individuals to express grief, honor ancestors, and reaffirm cultural values. Through his participation 
in these rituals, Eric gains insight into the significance of cultural practices in shaping identity and 
fostering a sense of belonging.
	 The interplay between memory and ritual in the novel highlights the importance of cultural 
continuity in navigating the challenges of displacement. Desai suggests that by engaging with 
memory and participating in rituals, individuals can construct a coherent sense of self that transcends 
geographical and cultural boundaries.
	 Anita Desai’s The Zigzag Way offers a profound exploration of the complexities of identity 
and belonging in a globalized world. Through Eric’s journey of self-discovery, Desai examines 
the multifaceted nature of cultural displacement and the ways in which individuals navigate the 
intersections of history, memory, and personal experience. The novel underscores the importance 
of understanding one’s heritage and engaging with cultural rituals in constructing a meaningful 
sense of belonging.
	 In an increasingly interconnected world, Desai’s narrative serves as a poignant reminder of the 
enduring significance of cultural identities and the ongoing quest for belonging. By highlighting 
the complexities of identity formation and the role of historical narratives in shaping selfhood,  
The Zigzag Way contributes to broader discussions on globalization, migration, and cultural 
continuity. Through its rich tapestry of personal and collective histories, the novel invites readers to 
reflect on their own journeys of self-discovery and the ways in which they navigate the complexities 
of belonging in a globalized world
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