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Abstract:  

Surjit Kalsey’s Migratory Birds faithfully records the double vision of immigrants and 
uncertainty inherent in diasporic existence and realities. Migration of birds is a much talked 
of phenomenon in this world. With reference to human beings, the word migrate means to 
change one’s home to another country. In this poem, the birds which are migrating in high 
hopes are sure that they will return to the land after a season in the migratory land. Similarly, 
the immigrants also arrive in their new found land with high aspirations. They travel far 
distances and finally arrive at their destination – the new land of milk and honey. This new 
land, for the immigrants, holds a higher standard of living, plenty of work and many 
opportunities. Compared to the standard of living in their homeland, life in this new capitalist 
heaven seems to be fantastic. But, their diasporic yearning for the roots and belonging can be 
very clearly noticed. This kind of longing and the problem of unbelonging makes diasporic 
narratives both transitional and liminal. 

Keywords: Diasporic Existence, Double Vision, Immigrants, Migratory Birds, Problem 
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Poetry defies time and space. It’s a matter of deep human sensibility. Good poetry really 
comes from heart and psychology a characteristic of mind. It is a logic of mind and psyche 
both which is nurtured and fed by the experiences as an immigrant. One should not trivialize 
the sense of cultural shock that immigrants endure upon exposure to radically different 
lifestyles and natives inhospitable climate. The sensitive and sensible poet is assailed by time. 
Sometimes he is terror-struck and sometime a tormented soul. That is to say that the tremors 
and traumatic experiences ruffle the very being of a poet. Their suffering is life time anguish. 
If the poet is an immigrant he is not given equal status in their homeland or in an alien 
country. And the suffering of an immigrant woman poet is none the less than the suffering of 
the boundless and bounteous earth. They not merely experience the monolith tragedy of a 
woman’s existence but also the absurdities of modern life as well. Simone de Beauvoir’s The 
Second Sex has desperately raised the idea: 

The women of today are in a fair way to dethrone the myth of feminity; they are 
beginning to affirm their independence in concrete way; but they do not easily 
succeed in living completely the life of human being. (Beauvoir,30) 

Immigrant Indian Woman Poet is a tragic figure and as an immigrant in western 
country she feels opportunism coupled with materialism which is the order of the day. Lives 
of Indian have all along been permeated with the higher values of life. These values no doubt 
sustain to survive in foreign land but she is an uprooted tree in the foreign soil. Poets at home 
despite sense of rootlessness and non-entity have one shadowy blessing that at least they 
breathe under their own sky. Of course she makes a desperate attempt to take a root in the 
foreign soil. But the death like paralyzing attitude of natives doesn’t allow her to send her 
shoots rather disturbs her psychology. 
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This sense of displacement, desire for the return to their roots, feelings of nostalgia, 
remembrance of the homeland with a sense of loss that informs the diasporic consciousness 
and the experience of a painful process of acculturation and adjustment is common to all who 
have left their homeland for an alien land. At the end of his work Culture and Imperialism, 
Edward Said quotes a twelfth century monk from Saxony Hugo of St. Vicar where he 
elaborates his journey of the exile from his homeland to the globe. He holds that the exile 
first becomes ‘tender’ (who finds his homeland sweet), then ‘strong’ (to whom every soil is 
his native one) and finally ‘perfect’ (to whom the entire world is a foreign place) (44). The 
diasporic poets who find themselves sandwich between two cultures: “born under one law, to 
another bound” (Parameswaran 15) move from faith and joy through the center of 
indifference to the mature faith or understanding. 

The modern global world of diasporic female poets is in search of the personal truth. 
The works by these women are the voices of both the individual and the collective females. 
They enclose women’s experience, perspective, her feelings and essentially a psychological 
reactions to this world through their poems. While reading the poetry of these Immigrant 
Indian Women Poets we realize that these immigrants are increasingly cognizant of their 
rights as citizens and entitlements as ‘equals’ in Canada. When an immigrant migrates to 
country she wants to prove that he/she has fully adopted the country and natives wants to 
prove that they are an alien when these women poets are not accepted they feel frustrated and 
suppressed. In “Speaking to the Winds” Surjeet Kalsey reflects this psychology very 
authentically. She presents natives as “White-’- ants” Whenever an immigrant tries to mix 
with new surrounding they sting them very badly and gives a painful blow. They don’t like 
someone entering their boundaries. One can sense behavior of natives. They just don’t allow 
them to have a grip. They attack the innermost being of the person which is a very painful 
experience. These experiences like seeds in their psychology later take form of poetry. As an 
immigrant; There are always, as we know two sides of everything this is the other side of 
freedom (doing-time, S. Words, p. 6). Immigrants survive with the hope of returning to their 
motherland. The present study is to articulate the diasporic journey of Surjeet Kalsey and her 
experience in Canada.  

Surjeet Kalsey was born in Amritsar. She is a Canadian poet, dramatist, short story 
writer and translator, who lives in British Columbia and writes in both Punjabi and English. 
She has published many books. Two of the notable poetry collections are Speaking to the 
Winds (1982) and Foot Prints of Silence (1988). Her poem “Migratory Birds” presents some 
of the facts about the migration of birds. In ‘Migratory Birds’ Kalsey believes one day she 
will definitely go back ‘home’. In this poem, Surjeet Kalsey elaborates on migration, which is 
carried on with high costs in predation and mortality, including hunting by humans. The 
migration of birds is a highly puzzling one for human beings. “The perplexing problems of 
migration have puzzled man ever since prehistoric times when he stared watching the flights 
of birds and pondered their disappearance in the fall and their reappearance in the spring” 
(Kotpal 416). 

In this poem, the birds which are migrating are in high hopes. The birds are sure that 
they will return to the land after a season in the migratory land. On the one hand, she seems 
to be confident to go back to the homeland while on the other she also realizes some force 
which checks her return from the alien land to the homeland. We find the birds in the same 
state of liminality as Frederick Monika has named the diasporic community as ‘Trishanku’. 
This word has been taken from Indian mythology. To her this uneasy pull between two 
cultures is just like Trishanku’s curse. Trishanku wanted to reach heaven in his mortal state. 
He enlisted the aid of sage Viswamitra who propelled him skyward with his yogic powers. 
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But heaven refused him to enter, saying that only those who had left their body could enter 
heaven. He was sent back, but earth refused to accept him then, saying she would grant entry 
to no one who had once left the earth. Viswamitra, meanwhile, seeing this as a challenge to 
his own yogic powers, kept Trishanku in motion. Thus, Trishanku kept oscillating between 
the earth and the heaven which again can be understood as an in-between state. Such is the 
state of the immigrants or the birds portrayed by Surjeet Kalsey in her poem Migratory Birds: 

We 

the migratory birds 

are here this season 

thinking 

we will fly 

back to our home 

for sure. (40) 

But 

no one knows 

which invisible cage imprisions us? 

and the flight begins to die slowly 

in our wings. (40) 

This poem faithfully records the uncertainty inherent in diasporic existence and 
realities. The immigrants arrive in their new found land with high aspirations. Bidding 
farewell to their friends and family, they travel far distances and finally arrive at their 
destination – the new land of milk and honey. This new land, for the immigrants, holds a 
higher standard of living, plenty of work and many opportunities. Compared to the standard 
of living in their homeland, life in this new capitalist heaven seems to be fantastic. 

The poem also elaborates on the hopeless situation which emerges during the flight. 
“No sun, no earth/ where to look at, what to look for?” (15,16). The poet feels for the 
migrating birds because when they reach home they are totally exhausted. Because of 
exhaustion they crumble down. “How shall we reach the threshold / of our home with 
crumbling self?” (17, 18).  

Why these birds take this exhausting flight? Kotpal says, “The purpose or gross 
advantages of migration are obvious and logical” (418). The two reasons given by him for 
migration are for “food” and “breeding” (418). Both the reasons are clearly stated by the 
poet. 

When the next season comes, the migratory birds are not afraid of the bitter 
experience of some of the birds. “...The next season is never our own/ and every season/ 
makes mouths at us” (19-21). Because of the high resources and hope to get into the new land 
and excellent nesting locations they find this new land very attractive. The birds take risk 
because they can see better opportunities in this new land. The reasons of migration of these 
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birds can very well be compared with the reasons of human migration. This migration may 
mean the immigration of many Indians to Canada. Surjeet Kalsey as a Diasporic writer makes 
her voice heard through this delightful poem. She brings out the difficulties of the 
immigration of human beings to another country in search of green pastures. “How shall we 
reach the threshold / of our home with crumbling self? (17, 18). This question she raises at 
the end because she is really worried about the outcome of such an effort. 

Whereas the birds are sure of their aim of increasing their lineage, the human beings 
are in many ways concerned with their self-centred improvement. So, the selfless migration 
of the birds may not be compared with the selfish immigration of human beings. However, 
everything does not occur as per the aspirations of immigrants. Even under the best 
circumstances, immigrating to a new country can be a harrowing experience. Life in diaspora 
is often more difficult than previously anticipated. Despite much preparedness, immigrants 
can, inevitably, encounter things that can catch them by surprise. Bewilderment, confusion 
and eventually, disappointment can set in when reality meets fantasy— when the envisioned 
dream of life in the “promised land” and the day-today reality of life in the new host country 
do not match. 

The poem also indicates that birds are aware of the problems involved in this 
migration. Firstly the birds are aware of the hunters who are in pursuit of these birds. 
Secondly they also know that they may end up as caged birds also. “No one knows / which 
invisible cage imprisons us?” (7, 8). The savagery once related to animals is in the heart of 
human beings. Human beings mindlessly kill animals and sometimes imprison them. Jacques 
Derrida in The Animal That Therefore I Am writes, “And this domination is exercised as 
much through an infinite violence, indeed through, the boundless wrong that we inflict on 
animals…” (89). These migratory birds also go through this kind of violence. Some times 
their strength may fail and they may die on the way. “And the flight begins to die slowly/in 
our wings” (9,10). The poem says that some of the birds lose their way because of other 
reasons. 

Some of us are drawn with 

the chain 

some lag 

in the swamp. 

no sun, no earth 

where to look at, what to look for? (11-14) 

We could sum up this ambivalent, complex and dialectical relationship between 
diasporas and homelands in the words of Victor Ramraj:  “Diasporic writings are invariably 
concerned with the individual's or community's attachment to the centrifugal homeland.  But 
this attachment is countered by a yearning for a sense of belonging to the current place of 
abode” (216). Here, the diasporic yearning for the roots and belonging can be very clearly 
noticed. This kind of longing and the problem of unbelonging makes diasporic narratives 
both transitional and liminal.  The texts themselves are journeys between source cultures and 
target cultures, between homelands and diasporas, until the two overlap, change places, or 
merge.  
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