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Abstract

Kazuo Ishiguro’s fiction persistently interrogates the tensions between home, identity, and
displacement, rendering exile not merely as a geographical dislocation but as a psychological and moral
condition. This article explores the thematic and narrative dimensions of exile in When We Were Orphans
(2000) and The Remains of the Day (1989), examining how Ishiguro reimagines the concepts of home and
self through fragmented memory, emotional repression, and moral introspection. Both novels reveal that
exile is as much internal as external, a state of estrangement from one’s past, identity, or emotions. The
protagonists, Christopher Banks and Stevens, embody the exilic consciousness that negotiates belonging
in the absence of rootedness, illustrating Ishiguro’s preoccupation with the ethical complexities of
remembering and forgetting. Through his distinctive narrative minimalism and introspective prose,
Ishiguro transforms exile into a site of moral inquiry where silence, memory, and selfhood intersect. The
paper argues that Ishiguro’s characters do not merely experience exile; they inhabit it as a mode of being,

thereby redefining the modern literary imagination of home and identity.
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Introduction
Kazuo Ishiguro’s fiction is marked by silence, restraint, and emotional ambiguity that expose the

complexities of identity, exile, and belonging in the modern world. His protagonists often find themselves
estranged from their pasts, haunted by repressed memories, and trapped in moral or psychological exile.
Although Ishiguro was born in Nagasaki, Japan, in 1954 and migrated to Britain at the age of five, his
novels transcend the boundaries of cultural representation to explore universal human dilemmas. His
writing engages with the condition of displacement, both physical and emotional, where the self is
perpetually negotiating between memory and loss. Ishiguro’s own bicultural identity enriches his
understanding of exile as a metaphorical and existential condition. As he once remarked in an interview
with The Guardian (2005), he writes not about “Japan or England, but about people trying to come to
terms with their pasts.” This preoccupation with the past and its disquieting persistence makes exile, in
his work, a space of psychological inquiry rather than a mere geographical reality.

Exile as a Human Condition

Exile, as Ishiguro depicts it, is not limited to the experience of migration or dislocation from one’s
homeland. It is a state of inner estrangement, a feeling of being out of place in one’s own life. Edward
Said’s seminal work, Reflections on Exile (2000), provides an illuminating framework to understand
Ishiguro’s art. Said observes that exile “is the unhealable rift between a human being and a native place,
between the self and its true home.” Ishiguro’s characters live within this rift, where the boundaries
between belonging and alienation blur. They are exiles from truth, from intimacy, and from moral
certainty. His narratives are filled with the quiet despair of individuals who attempt to impose coherence
upon their disordered memories. Yet, their recollections are never reliable; they are shaped by repression,
guilt, and longing.

Brian W. Shaffer, in Understanding Kazuo Ishiguro (1998), aptly observes that Ishiguro’s fiction
“transforms the personal act of remembering into a moral act of witnessing” (Shaffer 62). Memory, for
Ishiguro, is both a refuge and a trap; it allows his characters to sustain their identities, even as it conceals
the uncomfortable truths they cannot bear to face. The act of recalling the past is thus inseparable from
the experience of exile, since memory is itself an unstable territory where the self becomes both observer

and exile of its own history.

The Dynamics of Memory and Home

The notion of home in Ishiguro’s fiction is always precarious, always shadowed by loss. His
characters often inhabit physical spaces that symbolise emotional emptiness: grand estates, decaying
houses, or distant cities that function as metaphors for fractured selves. The quest for home becomes
synonymous with the search for meaning and moral integrity in a world defined by disillusionment.
Ishiguro’s minimalist prose, deliberately detached and understated, reflects the emotional paralysis of his
protagonists. His narrators are unreliable not because they lie, but because they cannot fully see. They

articulate half-truths, omissions, and silences that mirror the fragmented nature of memory itself.
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As Cynthia F. Wong remarks in Kazuo Ishiguro (2005), “Ishiguro’s restrained style embodies the

moral weight of silence, compelling the reader to confront what remains unsaid” (Wong 49). This aesthetic
of reticence is central to his treatment of exile: silence becomes both a symptom of dislocation and a
means of self-preservation. Through silence, his characters shield themselves from the pain of
acknowledgement, yet it is this very silence that alienates them from emotional and moral wholeness.

In his oeuvre, exile operates across three intersecting planes: emotional exile, arising from the inability to
connect with others; cultural exile, resulting from migration or colonial displacement; and moral exile,
born from complicity, guilt, or self-deception. The Remains of the Day (1989) and When We Were
Orphans (2000) exemplify these dimensions with remarkable precision. While the former is grounded in
postwar England and explores the emotional exile of a butler enslaved by the ethics of servitude, the latter
traverses between England and Shanghai, exposing the disorienting effects of colonialism and cultural
hybridity on the self. Together, these novels illuminate Ishiguro’s evolving engagement with exile as a
condition of modern consciousness, one in which memory, identity, and moral responsibility intersect.

I. Exile and Emotional Displacement in The Remains of the Day

In The Remains of the Day, Ishiguro reimagines exile as a profoundly internal phenomenon. The
protagonist, Stevens, a dignified butler in postwar England, embodies the paradox of devotion and denial.
His identity is defined by professional pride and moral blindness, a life lived in servitude to Lord
Darlington, whose political sympathies with fascism render him morally compromised. Stevens’s journey
through the English countryside becomes a metaphysical pilgrimage into the ruins of his own conscience.
The landscape of England, with its winding roads and fading light, mirrors his gradual confrontation with
the truth of his own emotional emptiness.

The narrative unfolds as a retrospective confession, structured around Stevens’s attempt to
reconcile the ideals of dignity and duty with the recognition of personal failure. His narrative voice,
meticulously polite and emotionally restrained, conceals a profound inner desolation. Stevens’s belief that
“greatness” lies in loyalty to one’s employer blinds him to the moral implications of his service. His
emotional exile is further deepened by his repressed love for Miss Kenton; the housekeeper whose
departure symbolises the human warmth he has denied himself.

As James Wood comments in The Broken Estate (1999), “Stevens’s self-deception is a form of
tragic heroism; his loyalty to an ideal becomes the instrument of his exile” (Wood 114). Ishiguro’s use of
first-person narration allows readers to perceive the disjunction between Stevens’s self-image and the
reality he represses. The silences, ellipses, and hesitations in his speech expose what he cannot bring
himself to articulate: his complicity in sustaining moral blindness and his failure to embrace human
intimacy. Critic Cynthia Wong notes that Stevens’s emotional exile parallels the decline of British
imperial authority: “The butler’s dignity stands as the last vestige of a discredited empire, clinging to order
in a world that has already moved on” (Wong 72). The crumbling of Darlington Hall thus becomes an
allegory for the decay of a social order rooted in hierarchy and repression. The novel’s title itself evokes

loss; the remains of the day signify what lingers after the grandeur of illusion has faded.
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Stevens’s encounter with Miss Kenton (now Mrs Benn) toward the novel’s end crystallises

Ishiguro’s tragic vision. Their conversation, tinged with regret and understatement, reveals the cost of
silence. Miss Kenton admits that she sometimes imagines “a different life” she might have lived, while
Stevens can only respond with professional civility. His inability to express love marks the culmination
of his exile from selfhood. Standing at the pier at dusk, he finally acknowledges his emptiness: “What
dignity is there in that?”” The rhetorical question signals the collapse of his moral defences. Yet, even this
moment of recognition is subdued, framed within the language of decorum. Ishiguro thus presents exile
not as an external condition but as the inner consequence of emotional repression.

The subtlety of Ishiguro’s prose enhances the theme of exile. His meticulous restraint mirrors
Stevens’s own emotional suppression, compelling readers to infer meaning from what is left unsaid. As
Brian Finney observes in English Fiction Since 1984 (2006), “Ishiguro’s language performs the very act
of concealment that defines his characters’ psychology; his prose becomes an aesthetic of exile” (Finney
143). Through Stevens, Ishiguro reveals the tragic human tendency to equate moral worth with
conformity, showing how the pursuit of dignity can become a form of self-erasure.

I1. Cultural Displacement and the Quest for Self in When We Were Orphans

If The Remains of the Day represents exile as emotional estrangement, When We Were Orphans

extends the theme into the realm of cultural and historical dislocation. The novel follows Christopher
Banks, an English detective raised in the International Settlement of Shanghai, who returns decades later
to search for his long-lost parents. The narrative oscillates between pre-war Shanghai and interwar
London, merging detective fiction with psychological introspection. The result is a haunting meditation
on the unreliability of memory and the futility of reclaiming a lost past.
Christopher’s story epitomises the colonial condition of exile. As a child of British expatriates in China,
he inhabits an in-between world alien to both the East and the West. His return to Shanghai, now ravaged
by war, becomes a symbolic quest to recover not only his parents but also his own fragmented identity.
Yet, as the novel progresses, it becomes evident that Christopher’s memories are distorted by nostalgia
and denial. The city he seeks no longer exists, and the home he imagines is a construct of longing rather
than truth.

Sean Matthews, in Kazuo Ishiguro: Contemporary Critical Perspectives (2009), remarks that
“Christopher’s investigation is less a search for his parents than a desperate attempt to impose moral
coherence upon a world that has outlived his certainties” (Matthews 82). His inability to distinguish reality
from illusion reflects the psychological disorientation of exile. The detective framework, traditionally
associated with rationality and resolution, collapses under the weight of personal delusion. In this sense,
Ishiguro transforms the detective genre into a vehicle for exploring the epistemological instability of
memory. The novel’s depiction of Shanghai as a fog-bound city mirrors the protagonist’s mental state.
The blurring of streets and memories evokes a world where historical and personal boundaries dissolve.
Christopher’s insistence that he can “save the world” by solving his parents’ disappearance underscores

the grandiose moral idealism that conceals his vulnerability. When he finally discovers the truth that his
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mother was enslaved and his father vanished into oblivion, the revelation offers no closure. Instead, it

exposes the futility of his quest and the irreparable fragmentation of his identity.

Richard Robinson, in Narratives of Memory and Identity (2010), interprets the novel as “a study
in the pathology of nostalgia, where memory becomes both the instrument and the victim of exile”
(Robinson 97). Christopher’s nostalgia for an imagined childhood innocence reflects the broader crisis of
empire, as Britain’s moral authority collapses under the weight of colonial guilt. The novel’s oscillation
between London and Shanghai suggests that exile is not confined to foreign spaces—it extends into the
heart of the imperial metropolis, where identities are constructed upon erasures and myths of superiority.
Stylistically, Ishiguro employs first-person narration to heighten the sense of delusion. Christopher’s
voice, courteous yet evasive, invites sympathy while simultaneously revealing his unreliability. His
fragmented recollections, abrupt time shifts, and dreamlike imagery create a narrative that mimics the
disordered flow of memory itself. As in The Remains of the Day, the reader is positioned as an interpreter,
reconstructing the submerged truths beneath the surface of narration. Ishiguro’s mastery lies in his ability
to transform the act of reading into a moral exercise, compelling readers to confront the ethical
implications of remembering and forgetting.

Conclusion

Kazuo Ishiguro’s exploration of exile extends beyond physical displacement to depict the profound
emotional and psychological estrangement within the self. In both The Remains of the Day and When We
Were Orphans, exile emerges as a metaphor for the human condition marked by fractured memory, moral
ambiguity, and the longing for belonging. His protagonists, Stevens and Christopher Banks, inhabit spaces
where the past haunts the present, and the idea of home becomes an elusive construction of memory rather
than a tangible reality.

In The Remains of the Day, Stevens’s journey through the English countryside mirrors his inner
journey from denial to recognition. His steadfast devotion to duty and “dignity” blinds him to emotional
truth, leaving him spiritually exiled from genuine human connection. The past he clings to, built upon
loyalty and repression, dissolves into regret, revealing that his true loss is not his profession or employer,
but himself. Ishiguro portrays this quiet tragedy through minimalistic prose and silences that speak louder
than words. Similarly, in When We Were Orphans, Christopher Banks’s search for his missing parents in
Shanghai becomes an allegory for the exiled self seeking origin and coherence. His fragmented
recollections and unreliable narration expose the futility of recovering a stable past. The colonial city,
ravaged by war and moral decay, mirrors his fractured identity, suggesting that the home he seeks exists
only within the confines of imagination and nostalgia.

Both novels, therefore, transform exile into a condition of consciousness. Ishiguro’s restrained
language and narrative ambiguity compel readers to engage ethically with what remains unsaid, turning
reading itself into an act of reconstruction. As Edward Said observes, exile is “the unhealable rift between
the self and its true home,” a sentiment that resonates deeply within Ishiguro’s fictional worlds. Ultimately,
Ishiguro reimagines home not as a fixed place but as an emotional and moral quest. His characters’ exile

leads to painful self-realisation, where silence becomes both a wound and a refuge. Through Stevens and
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Banks,

Ishiguro reveals that to confront one’s exile is to rediscover the fragile humanity that endures

beyond loss, a quiet reconciliation between memory and self.
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