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Abstract

Imtiaz Dharker is one of the foremost contemporary poets whose work traverses geographical,
cultural, and ideological boundaries. Born in Pakistan, raised in Scotland, and deeply connected
with India, Dharker brings to her poetry a distinctive transnational sensibility that explores
identity, memory, migration, and spirituality. This paper examines her fourth poetry collection,
Leaving Fingerprints (2009), arguing that it marks a significant shift from the search for personal
identity toward the attainment of cosmic awareness. Through close textual analysis, the study
demonstrates how Dharker transforms ordinary objects, historical memories, folklore, recipes,
songs, and urban experiences into metaphors of interconnectedness and universal belonging.
The collection challenges rigid categories of religion, gender, and nationality by presenting
identity as fluid and constantly evolving. Ultimately, the poems envision human existence as
part of a larger cosmic order in which individual selves dissolve into the rhythms of nature and
the continuity of life. The paper argues that Leaving Fingerprints is not merely a collection
about migration or multiculturalism but a philosophical meditation on the unity of existence
and the spiritual interconnectedness of all beings.

Keywords: Leaving Fingerprints, identity, spirituality, cosmic consciousness,
interconnectedness.

Introduction

Imtiaz Dharker occupies a distinctive position in contemporary English poetry as a writer whose
work transcends conventional national, religious, and cultural boundaries. Her experiences
across Pakistan, Scotland, and India have enabled her to develop a poetic voice that resists
fixed notions of identity and belonging. Throughout her career, Dharker has explored issues
of migration, displacement, memory, faith, and gender, but her poetry consistently seeks
connections that exceed cultural divisions. While her earlier collections such as Purdah
and Other Poems and Postcards from God interrogate patriarchal structures and religious
orthodoxies, Leaving Fingerprints (2009) reveals a more expansive philosophical vision
that moves beyond questions of cultural identity toward an exploration of universal human
interconnectedness.

The collection emerges from the experiences of diaspora, yet it refuses to remain confined
within the discourse of displacement. Instead, Dharker develops a poetic framework in which
memory, history, nature, and human relationships form an intricate network of connections.
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Landscapes become repositories of historical experience, fingerprints become symbols of
cultural transmission, and ordinary domestic objects acquire metaphysical significance.
Through these recurring images, the collection imagines identity not as a stable essence but as
a process of continual transformation.

This paper argues that Leaving Fingerprints represents a significant evolution in Dharker’s
poetic imagination. Rather than focusing exclusively on the fragmented self-negotiating
multiple cultural locations, the collection increasingly presents identity as relational, fluid,
and interconnected with larger patterns of existence. Through recurring metaphors of rivers,
fingerprints, inheritance, historical memory, and cultural exchange, Dharker develops a vision
of cosmic consciousness in which individual lives participate in a larger continuum connecting
humanity, nature, and history. The collection therefore extends beyond postcolonial concerns
with migration and hybridity to offer a philosophical meditation on the unity of existence and
the spiritual interconnectedness of all beings.

Literature Review

Critical studies of Imtiaz Dharker have predominantly focused on issues of gender, migration,
cultural hybridity, and religious identity. Early scholarship examines her challenge to patriarchal
structures and her representation of female subjectivity within postcolonial contexts. Stefania
Basset argues that Dharker’s poetry occupies an important intersection between feminism
and postcolonialism, demonstrating how women negotiate agency within multiple cultural
frameworks. Such readings have proved particularly influential in discussions of Purdah and
Other Poems, where questions of gender and religious authority occupy a central position.
Another significant body of criticism approaches Dharker through the lens of diaspora and
transnational identity. Drawing upon Homi Bhabha’s theory of hybridity and the concept of the
“Third Space,” critics have interpreted her poetry as an exploration of fluid cultural identities
that resist national and ideological boundaries. These studies emphasize the productive tensions
generated by migration and cultural negotiation, presenting Dharker as a poet of in-between
spaces.

Recent scholarship has further expanded this discussion by examining the transnational
dimensions of her work. Such analyses highlight the movement of memories, languages,
traditions, and cultural practices across geographical borders. The emphasis frequently falls
on the poet’s ability to construct forms of belonging that transcend fixed national affiliations.
However, despite these valuable contributions, relatively little attention has been devoted to
the spiritual and philosophical dimensions of Leaving Fingerprints. Although critics have
acknowledged the collection’s concern with memory, belonging, and cultural exchange, they
have rarely explored its engagement with broader questions of existence, continuity, and
universal interconnectedness. The present study seeks to address this gap by arguing that
Leaving Fingerprints extends beyond questions of migration and multicultural identity toward
a meditation on cosmic consciousness. The collection develops a vision of existence in which
individual identities are situated within larger patterns of continuity linking history, memory,
nature, and humanity.

Theoretical Framework: Cosmic Consciousness and Interconnected Existence

The concept of cosmic consciousness employed in this study refers to an awareness of the
interconnected nature of all life and existence. Rather than understanding the self as an isolated
and autonomous entity, cosmic consciousness perceives individual identity as part of a larger
network connecting humanity, nature, history, and the universe. Such a perspective appears in
diverse philosophical, spiritual, and hterary traditions that emphasize unity beneath apparent
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difference.

Carl Jung’s theory of the collective unconscious proposes that human beings share inherited
structures of memory and symbolic experience that transcend individual lives. Archetypes and
collective memories connect individuals across cultures and historical periods, creating a shared
psychic inheritance. Similarly, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin envisions humanity as participating
in an evolutionary process of spiritual unification through which individual consciousness
gradually expands toward universal awareness.

Ralph Waldo Emerson’s transcendental philosophy provides another useful framework. His
concept of the Over-Soul proposes that all individual beings participate in a larger spiritual
reality that transcends divisions of nationality, religion, and culture. The apparent separation
between self and other becomes illusory when viewed from the perspective of universal
interconnectedness.

These perspectives illuminate Dharker’s poetic vision in Leaving Fingerprints. Throughout the
collection, identity is not erased but reimagined as relational and dynamic. Rivers, fingerprints,
landscapes, inherited objects, recipes, songs, and historical legends become symbols of
continuity rather than separation. The poems repeatedly emphasize transformation rather than
fixity, circulation rather than isolation, and connection rather than fragmentation. Through
these recurring motifs, Dharker constructs a poetic philosophy in which individual lives leave
traces upon one another across time and space, contributing to an ongoing process of collective
human existence.

From Identity to Cosmic Awareness: Reimagining the Self

The search for identity has remained a central concern throughout Dharker’s poetic career.
In her earlier collections, displacement and cultural fragmentation often dominate the poetic
landscape. The speakers frequently negotiate competing cultural affiliations while seeking a
sense of belonging within complex social and religious structures. In Leaving Fingerprints,
however, this search undergoes a significant transformation. Identity is no longer presented
as a destination to be attained but as an ongoing process of participation in a larger network
of relationships. This shift becomes evident in the collection’s treatment of landscape. The
speaker’s declaration, “I know this frosted landscape / better than it knows itself, its layers
/ a busy clock of history, still ticking,” establishes a relationship between self and place that
transcends conventional notions of ownership or national belonging. The landscape functions
as a repository of memory where generations leave traces upon one another. History becomes
embedded within the physical environment, and identity emerges through engagement with
these accumulated layers of experience.

The metaphor of layers is particularly significant. Geological imagery suggests that human
existence resembles the formation of landscapes, with successive generations leaving
impressions that become part of a larger historical continuum. Rather than emphasizing exile
or alienation, the poem imagines belonging as participation in an ongoing process of historical
inscription. Individual lives become interconnected through shared memories and inherited
experiences.

This movement from fragmentation to interconnectedness reflects a broader philosophical shift
within the collection. The self is no longer understood primarily through difference but through
relationship. Such a vision resonates with Emerson’s concept of the Over-Soul and Jung’s
notion of collective memory, both of which emphasize continuity beneath apparent diversity.
The boundaries separating individual identities become increasingly permeable as the poems
reveal the countless ways in which lives intersect across time, space, and culture.
Consequently, Leaving Fingerprints transforms the postcolonial search for identity into
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a meditation on cosmic awareness. The collection does not deny the realities of migration,
displacement, or cultural difference. Rather, it situates these experiences within a larger
framework of interconnected existence in which all lives participate in a shared human story.

Fingerprints, Memory and the Fluidity of Identity

The title of the collection itself offers the key to Dharker’s philosophical vision. A fingerprint
traditionally signifies individuality, uniqueness, and personal identity. However, in Leaving
Fingerprints, the image acquires a broader symbolic significance. Fingerprints represent
the traces that people leave on places, objects, memories, and one another. Identity is thus
not a fixed essence but an accumulation of encounters, inheritances, and experiences. This
conception is developed most explicitly in “Capturing the Latent,” where Dharker challenges
the scientific assumption that identity can be completely known or categorised. The poem
employs the metaphor of water to suggest perpetual transformation:”Take something that
changes constantly, say water...” (Dharker, 101).

Water becomes a symbol of fluidity, resisting attempts at containment and definition. Just as
rivers alter their course while remaining recognisably rivers, human identity changes through
time without losing continuity. Dharker therefore rejects essentialist notions of selthood based
on nationality, religion, ethnicity, or gender.

The imagery associated with fingerprints throughout the collection is predominantly tactile.
Hands, skin, clay, soil, and touch recur frequently, emphasizing the physical dimension of
memory. Touch becomes a medium through which past and present communicate. Fingerprints
symbolize not merely biological uniqueness but participation in collective history. Every
encounter leaves an imprint, and every life bears the marks of previous generations.

The metaphor also reflects Jung’s concept of the collective unconscious. Individual identity
is presented as inseparable from larger historical and cultural memories. Just as fingerprints
contain patterns that cannot be fully reduced to isolated ridges, human existence contains traces
of countless experiences inherited from family, culture, and history. The self emerges as a site
where personal and collective memories converge.

Consequently, the fingerprint functions simultaneously as a marker of individuality and
interconnectedness. It embodies Dharker’s central argument that identity is both unique and
relational, shaped through continuous interaction with others and with the larger world.

Everyday Objects and the Poetics of Interconnectedness

One of the most distinctive achievements of Leaving Fingerprints is Dharker’s ability to
transform ordinary objects into vehicles of philosophical reflection. Domestic artifacts,
household utensils, recipes, pebbles, bowls, spoons, and fragments of everyday life become
symbols of continuity and connection. Through these seemingly mundane objects, the poet
reveals the hidden networks linking individual lives across time and space.

In “Hand-me-down,” inherited objects function as repositories of memory and cultural
transmission. The poem suggests that ownership is temporary while inheritance is perpetual.
Objects pass from one generation to another, carrying stories, emotions, and histories that
exceed the lives of their individual possessors. The speaker recognizes that identity itself
operates according to a similar principle: people inherit languages, customs, memories, and
traditions, reshaping them before passing them onward.

The statement, “Everything here has come from somewhere else,” (Dharker,73) encapsulates
the collection’s philosophy of interconnected existence. Cultural identity appears not as a fixed
origin but as a process of continual exchange and transformation. Cities, communities, and
individuals are all products of movement and interaction.
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Similarly, “Seal” uses the image of an ancient clay imprint to collapse temporal boundaries.
The speaker places her thumb upon an ancient seal and imagines an intimate connection with a
person who lived centuries earlier:’My thumb upon your clay...” (Dharker, 14)

The act of touch transcends chronological distance, creating a dialogue between past and
present. History ceases to be a sequence of disconnected events and becomes an ongoing
process of human continuity.

Dharker’s treatment of everyday objects recalls phenomenological approaches to material
culture, where objects function as mediators of memory and experience. The ordinary becomes
extraordinary because it reveals the hidden interconnectedness of existence. In this way,
domestic imagery serves not merely decorative purposes but becomes central to the collection’s
exploration of cosmic consciousness.

History, Anarkali and the Persistence of Being

Historical memory occupies a crucial position within Leaving Fingerprints. Rather than treating
history as a static record of past events, Dharker presents it as a living force that continually shapes
contemporary experience. The sequence devoted to Anarkali provides one of the collection’s
most powerful meditations on continuity, regeneration, and survival. The legend of Anarkali
tells the story of a courtesan condemned by imperial authority. Traditionally, the narrative has
been interpreted as a tragic tale of forbidden love and political oppression. Dharker reimagines
this figure as a symbol of persistence and transformation. Although Anarkali’s body may be
destroyed, her story survives through collective memory, folklore, and cultural imagination.
This reconfiguration reflects the influence of Sufi philosophy, which emphasizes continual self-
renewal and spiritual transformation. Identity is not fixed but constantly recreated through
experience and remembrance. Anarkali’s survival demonstrates that existence extends beyond
physical mortality into the realm of cultural memory.

The collection’s treatment of Partition memory in “Gaddi aa gayi” similarly illustrates the
persistence of historical experience. The image of the broken china cup functions as a material
embodiment of trauma. Buried and forgotten for years, it unexpectedly resurfaces in another
country, carrying with it memories of displacement and survival.

The cup symbolizes the manner in which historical experiences remain embedded within
personal and collective consciousness. Time may soften wounds, but it does not erase them.
Instead, memories are transformed and reintegrated into evolving narratives of identity.
Dharker thus develops a conception of history as a process of continual resurfacing. Experiences
never disappear entirely; they re-emerge through stories, objects, songs, and memories. Such a
vision reinforces the collection’s larger argument that existence is characterized by continuity
rather than rupture.

Rivers, Yogurt and the Philosophy of Transformation

Among the most striking symbolic structures in Leaving Fingerprints are the recurring images
of rivers and food. These images illustrate Dharker’s conviction that transformation constitutes
the fundamental condition of existence.

The yogurt metaphor is particularly significant because it transforms a familiar culinary process
into a philosophical reflection on identity. Yogurt assumes different forms according to regional
traditions and cultural practices, yet it remains recognisably itself. Through this image, Dharker
critiques rigid categories of religion, nationality, and ethnicity.

The question, “Ask the yogurt what it wants to be,” (Dharker, 85)becomes an inquiry into
autonomy and self-definition. Social identities appear as external additions rather than
immutable truths. Beneath cultural differences lies a shared human substance that transcends
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division.

This idea finds fuller expression in “What the River Says.” The river symbolizes movement,
continuity, and interconnectedness. It travels across geographical boundaries while remaining
fundamentally unchanged. As it passes through different landscapes, it absorbs new experiences
without losing its essential character.

The river therefore becomes a metaphor for human existence itself. Like rivers, individuals
move through changing environments, encounter diverse cultures, and undergo continual
transformation. Identity emerges through movement rather than stability.

The river imagery also possesses ecological significance. Human beings are presented not
as separate from nature but as participants within larger environmental processes. Such a
perspective aligns with contemporary ecological philosophies emphasizing relationality and
interdependence. Through rivers and yogurt, Dharker develops a poetics of transformation that
challenges fixed notions of selthood and belonging. Identity becomes a dynamic process of
becoming rather than a permanent state of being.

Poetic Techniques and the Construction of Cosmic Consciousness

Dharker’s exploration of interconnected existence is reinforced by her sophisticated use of
poetic techniques. Imagery, diction, form, voice, metaphor, and intertextuality work together to
create a poetic structure that embodies the collection’s philosophical concerns.

The imagery throughout the collection is predominantly tactile, organic, and geographical.
Rivers, fingerprints, clay, roots, landscapes, and soil establish connections between the human
body and the natural world. Such imagery suggests that identity is physically embedded within
larger historical and ecological processes.

Dharker’s diction is characterized by simplicity and accessibility. Everyday vocabulary
associated with touch, movement, memory, and inheritance creates a conversational tone that
invites readers into complex philosophical reflections. The use of ordinary language reinforces
the collection’s argument that cosmic awareness emerges from everyday experience rather than
abstract speculation.

The collection’s free-verse form further contributes to its thematic concerns. Dharker avoids
rigid metrical patterns and conventional rhyme schemes, allowing poems to unfold organically.
Frequent enjambment creates a sense of movement and continuity, mirroring the fluid identities
and interconnected relationships depicted within the poems. The form itself becomes an
embodiment of transformation and openness.

Voice also plays a significant role. The speaker frequently shifts between personal reflection
and collective observation. Individual memories become linked to broader historical and
cultural experiences, creating a voice that is simultaneously intimate and universal. This
movement between the personal and the collective reflects the collection’s central concern
with interconnected existence.

Metaphorical structures provide the foundation of Dharker’s poetic vision. Fingerprints,
rivers, clay seals, yogurt, landscapes, and inherited objects all function as recurring symbols
of continuity and transformation. Rather than operating independently, these metaphors form
an interconnected symbolic network that reinforces the collection’s philosophy of relational
identity.

Intertextuality further enriches the poems. References to Anarkali, Partition, Urdu poetry,
folklore, Sufi traditions, and cultural memory situate individual experiences within broader
historical narratives. These allusions create dialogues between past and present, local and
global, personal and collective. Through such intertextual connections, Dharker demonstrates
that identity is shaped through participation in cultural and historical networks extending far
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beyond the individual self.

Collectively, these techniques transform Leaving Fingerprints into a poetic enactment
of cosmic consciousness. Form and content become inseparable as the poems embody the
interconnectedness they seek to represent.

Negotiating Universalism and Difference

Although Leaving Fingerprints frequently gestures toward universal interconnectedness, it
does not erase cultural difference or historical specificity. Dharker remains deeply attentive
to the realities of migration, colonial histories, religious divisions, and political conflict. The
collection therefore operates within a productive tension between universality and particularity.
Human beings are connected, yet those connections emerge through specific historical
experiences. Rivers may symbolize continuity, but they also flow through particular landscapes.
Fingerprints may suggest common humanity, but they remain unique to each individual. This
balance distinguishes Dharker’s vision from simplistic forms of universalism. The collection
does not advocate the disappearance of cultural identities. Instead, it proposes a model of
belonging that recognizes difference while affirming interconnectedness.

Such a perspective reflects contemporary transnational theories that emphasize relational rather
than exclusive identities. Individuals belong simultaneously to multiple communities, histories,
and cultural traditions. Difference becomes a source of connection rather than division. By
maintaining this tension, Dharker avoids reducing complexity while still imagining possibilities
for broader forms of human solidarity.

Conclusion

Leaving Fingerprints represents a significant evolution in Imtiaz Dharker’s poetic vision. While
her earlier collections foreground questions of displacement, gender, and cultural identity,
this collection moves toward a more expansive exploration of continuity, transformation,
and interconnected existence. Through recurring images of fingerprints, rivers, landscapes,
inherited objects, recipes, and historical memory, Dharker develops a poetic philosophy that
challenges fixed notions of selthood and belonging.

The collection reimagines identity not as a stable essence but as a dynamic process shaped
by memory, history, culture, and human relationships. Fingerprints become symbols of both
individuality and collective inheritance; rivers embody movement and continuity; everyday
objects reveal hidden networks of connection; and historical figures such as Anarkali
demonstrate the persistence of existence through memory and storytelling.

Dharker’s use of imagery, diction, free verse, voice, metaphorical structures, and intertextual
references reinforces this philosophical vision. Together, these techniques create a poetics
of cosmic consciousness in which personal experiences become gateways to universal
understanding.

Rather than abandoning postcolonial concerns, Leaving Fingerprints situates them within
a broader framework of relational existence. The collection acknowledges difference while
simultaneously imagining forms of connection that transcend rigid categories of nation, religion,
gender, and culture. In doing so, Dharker offers an important contribution to contemporary
discussions of migration, identity, spirituality, and ecological awareness.

Ultimately, Leaving Fingerprints suggests that human existence finds its fullest meaning not in
isolation but in participation within an interconnected universe. Every life leaves traces, every
memory contributes to collective history, and every encounter becomes part of the larger rhythm
through which humanity continually recreates itself. Through this vision, Dharker transforms
the postcolonial search for identity into a profound meditation on the unity of existence and the
cosmic interconnectedness of all beings.
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