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1. INTRODUCTION 

For centuries, Western philosophy and literary criticism have operated under a strict sensory hierarchy. This 

hierarchy, heavily influenced by Enlightenment thought, positions sight and hearing at the apex of intellectual and 

aesthetic value, while downgrading smell, taste, and touch to the status of animalistic, subjective, and anti-intellectual 

senses. Thinkers from Plato and Aristotle to Immanuel Kant and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel systematically 

devalued the olfactory sense. Kant argued that smell is the most ungrateful of the senses and the most dispensable, 

asserting that it yields more disgust than pleasure and offers little toward the cultivation of freedom or rational thought. 

This philosophical bias inevitably bled into literary studies. For generations, text-based analysis focused 

overwhelmingly on visual landscapes, auditory rhythms, and textual architectures, treating olfactory references as minor 

stylistic flourishes, biological necessities, or crude markers of vulgarity and decay. 

Over the past few decades, however, the intellectual landscape has undergone a profound transformation. The 

emergence of  sensory studies  and the  sensory turn  across the humanities and social sciences has dismantled this 

ocularcentric hegemony. Initiated by cultural historians, anthropologists, and theorists such as Constance Classen, David 

Howes, and Anthony Synnott, sensory studies posits that the senses are not merely biological receptors but culturally 

mediated constructs. Sensory experiences shape, and are shaped by, social hierarchies, political dynamics, and linguistic 
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practices. Within this framework, smell has been re-evaluated as a potent, deeply nuanced site of cultural meaning. Far 

from being a primitive vestige, the olfactory sense is a sophisticated communicative medium capable of conveying 

complex ideas about belonging, alterity, intimacy, and power. 

Concurrently, advances in cognitive psychology and neuroscience have provided a materialist foundation for 

what writers have long intuited: that smell possesses a uniquely direct, unmediated line to the human emotional and 

memorial apparatus. Unlike visual or auditory inputs, which undergo complex processing through the thalamus before 

reaching the higher cortical areas of the brain, olfactory signals travel directly from the nasal cavity to the olfactory 

bulb. From there, they connect via single synapses to the amygdala the brain’s emotional command center and the 

hippocampus, the locus of episodic and autobiographical memory consolidation. This unique neuroanatomical pathway 

explains why odors can trigger sudden, overwhelming, and emotionally vivid recollections of long-forgotten past events. 

In psychology, this empirical cognitive process is known as the Proust Phenomenon, named after the French novelist 

Marcel Proust, whose multi-volume masterpiece À la recherche du temps perdu (In Search of Lost Time) immortalized 

the experience of a middle-aged narrator cast backward into childhood memories by the taste and aroma of a tea-soaked 

madeleine cake. 

In contemporary postcolonial and diaspora literature, few texts engage with this cognitive and sensory reality 

as radically or comprehensively as Radhika Jha’s novel Smell (1999). The novel follows the turbulent journey of Leela, 

a young woman of Indian descent who is forced to flee her home in East Africa following the sudden, violent death of 

her father amidst political upheaval. Relocated to the unfamiliar, sterile, and racially tense environment of Paris to live 

with her orthodox uncle and aunt, Leela finds herself completely alienated. She is stripped of her history, her social 

status, and her bearings. In this state of acute existential crisis, Leela’s relationship with the world becomes radically 

olfactory. She perceives, evaluates, and navigates her environment entirely through an hyperosmic sensitivity. Every 

space she enters, every person she encounters, and every internal shift she undergoes is mediated by scent. Paris is not 

a visual city of lights for Leela; it is a shifting, often hostile topography of perfumes, stale grease, racialized stenches, 

and hidden anxieties. 

 

This paper argues that the olfactory imagery in Jha’s Smell operates as a psychological mechanism that involuntarily 

retrieves autobiographical memories and continuously reconstructs a fractured identity. Rather than serving as passive 

sensory description, scent in the novel functions as an active cognitive catalyst. Through these scent-induced 

recollections, Jha demonstrates how identity is not a static essence but a fluid construct continuously renegotiated 

through memories embedded in the olfactory sense. By framing the novel through the dual lenses of olfactory memory 

and identity, with the Proust Phenomenon serving as the primary theoretical engine, this study seeks to accomplish four 

key research objectives: 

1. To critically examine the textual representation of smell in Jha’s novel, moving beyond metaphorical 

interpretations to understand its literal and psychological operations. 

2. To analyze the novel’s numerous instances of scent-induced recall using the empirical frameworks established 

by contemporary cognitive psychology and neuroscience. 

3. To explore the intersectional ways in which olfactory memory shapes Leela’s gendered, racialized, and national 

identity within a hostile diaspora context. 

4. To investigate how olfactory memory fundamentally restructures the narrative form of the novel, replacing 

linear chronology with a sensory-driven, associative architecture. 

 

Through this interdisciplinary inquiry, the paper demonstrates how Jha’s creative work acts as a narrative precursor to 

contemporary cognitive discoveries, establishing smell as the primary sensory archive of human experience. 

 

2. Literature Review 

The scholarly investigation of smell within the humanities has grown rapidly over the last thirty years, moving 

from a niche curiosity to a cornerstone of sensory criticism. Early critical engagements with the olfactory in literature 

were primarily thematic and historical. In The Foul and the Fragrant: Odor and the French Social Imagination (1982), 

historian Alain Corbin demonstrated how the deodorization of public spaces in modern France was inextricably linked 

to the rise of bourgeois class anxieties, sanitation politics, and the surveillance of the working-class body. Corbin’s work 

established that changes in a society’s olfactory tolerance reflect shifts in its political and moral structures. In literary 

analysis, this socio-historical approach was echoed by scholars who examined the works of writers like Patrick Süskind, 

whose 1985 novel Perfume: The Story of a Murderer served as the definitive text for exploring smell as a marker of 

existential isolation, monstrous genius, and historical decay. Critics frequently read Süskind's novel as an allegory of 
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totalitarianism or an critique of Enlightenment rationality, focusing on how smell symbolizes the invisible, irrational 

forces that govern human society. 

Despite these insights, early sensory criticism often suffered from a significant limitation: it tended to treat smell 

purely as a symbol, a metaphor, or a cultural signifier, largely detached from the material and cognitive realities of the 

human brain. Literary scholars frequently analyzed odors as textual codes for something else caste status, sexual desire, 

moral corruption, or racial difference without investigating how the sensory experience itself acts upon the character's 

psyche to alter perception and memory. Concurrently, the broader field of memory studies, dominated by figures like 

Maurice Halbwachs, Pierre Nora, and Paul Ricoeur, focused extensively on collective memory, monuments, language, 

and historical narrative. They rarely accounted for the somatic, chemical, and involuntary dimensions of recollection. 

Memory was largely conceptualized as an intellectual or discursive act, rather than an embodied, sensory event. 

In the realm of psychology and neuroscience, however, the study of smell took a decidedly empirical turn. A 

landmark moment occurred in 1991 when Linda Buck and Richard Axel discovered the large family of olfactory receptor 

genes, explaining how the brain identifies and discriminates between thousands of different odorants a breakthrough 

that earned them the Nobel Prize in 2004. This discovery catalyzed a wave of psychological research dedicated to 

understanding the relationship between olfaction and human cognition. Psychologist Rachel Herz emerged as a leading 

voice in this field, publishing extensive empirical studies culminating in books like The Scent of Desire: Discovering 

Our Enigmatic Sense of Smell (2007) that demonstrated the unique emotional potency of odor-evoked memories. Herz’s 

work proved that while visual or verbal cues can elicit highly accurate semantic descriptions of past events, olfactory 

cues evoke memories that are significantly more emotional, immersive, and ancient. 

This psychological reality was further elaborated by cognitive scientists such as Chu and Downes, whose 

seminal papers confirmed that odor-evoked autobiographical memories are characterized by a profound sense of  

bringing the subject back  to the original event, a phenomenon they verified as distinctly aligned with the Proustian 

description. Similarly, Swedish psychologist  Johan Willander conducted comparative studies showing that memories 

triggered by smells typically trace back to the first decade of life (ages 1-10), whereas visually or verbally triggered 

memories often cluster around adolescence and early adulthood (ages 11-25). Neuroscientist Gordon Shepherd, in his 

pioneering book Neurogastronomy: How the Brain Creates Flavor and Why It Matters (2012), mapped the intricate  

olfactory pathways  of the human brain, showing that the cognitive construction of smell involves massive neural 

networks tied directly to emotional regulation, spatial mapping, and self-awareness. 

When turning to the existing scholarship on Radhika Jha’s Smell, a distinct critical gap becomes apparent. The 

relatively sparse body of literature dedicated to the novel tends to view it almost exclusively through the lenses of 

postcolonial feminism, diaspora studies, and subaltern migration. Scholars like Tabish Khair and various critics of South 

Asian diaspora writing have analyzed Leela’s obsession with odor as a metaphor for the immigrant’s hyper-awareness 

of their own cultural difference and marginalization. In these readings, Leela's acute sense of smell represents her 

sensitivity to the unspoken racism of Parisian society, or it serves as a symbol of her commodification within the 

exoticized French culinary world where she eventually finds work. 

While these postcolonial and sociological readings are undoubtedly valid and insightful, they almost entirely 

overlook the cognitive and psychological architecture of the narrative. They treat the title of the novel and its central 

motif as an extended metaphor rather than a rigorous representation of a distinct psychological phenomenon. Most 

scholars discuss smell as symbolism, but rarely analyze it through the specific mechanics of cognitive psychology, 

particularly the Proust Phenomenon. 

This is where the present study positions itself. By introducing an interdisciplinary framework that bridges 

sensory literary criticism with contemporary cognitive psychology, this paper addresses this critical gap. It moves 

beyond the limitations of purely metaphorical readings to demonstrate that Jha's text does not merely use smell to 

symbolize Leela's fractured identity; rather, it portrays smell as the literal, neuro-psychological medium through which 

her fractured memory is gathered, confronted, and reconstructed. This approach provides a fresh reading of Smell within 

the fields of memory studies and sensory studies, while expanding the critical lexicon applied to contemporary Indian 

English fiction. 

 

3. Theoretical Framework 

To understand the complex narrative structure and psychological depth of Radhika Jha’s Smell, it is essential to 

establish a robust, interdisciplinary theoretical framework that synthesizes literary history with contemporary cognitive 

neuroscience. The cornerstone of this framework is the Proust Phenomenon. While coined in literary circles to describe 

the exquisite, involuntary resurgence of the past triggered by a sensory stimulus, the phenomenon has been rigorously 

validated by modern science as a distinct cognitive reality. 
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In the literary realm, Marcel Proust’s In Search of Lost Time provides the foundational narrative archetype. 

When the narrator, Marcel, drinks a spoonful of tea containing crumbs of a madeleine cake, he experiences an 

inexplicable, overwhelming wave of joy that he realizes is connected to a long-forgotten childhood reality: 

 And suddenly the memory revealed itself. The taste was that of the little piece of madeleine which on Sunday 

mornings at Combray... my aunt Léonie used to give me, dipping it first in her own cup of tea or tisane. The sight of the 

little madeleine had recalled nothing to my mind before I tasted it... But when from a long-distant past nothing subsists, 

after the people are dead, after the things are broken and scattered, taste and smell alone, more fragile but more enduring, 

more unsubstantial, more persistent, more faithful, remain poised a long time, like souls, remembering, waiting, hoping, 

amid the ruins of all the rest; and bear unflinchingly, in the tiny and almost impalpable drop of their essence, the vast 

structure of recollection.  

 

Proust’s insight highlights several key attributes of olfactory memory: its involuntary nature, its vividness, its durability 

across time, and its unique power to carry the  vast structure  of an entire lost world. 

In psychological and neurobiological terms, this phenomenon is explained by the unique anatomical 

configuration of the human brain. The human olfactory system is structurally distinct from all other sensory modalities. 

When a person looks at an object or listens to a sound, those inputs travel down the optic or auditory nerves to the 

thalamus, a major subcortical structure that acts as the brain's central switching station or gatekeeper. The thalamus 

filters, categorizes, and pre-processes this data before sending it to the neocortex for conscious, rational identification 

and evaluation. 

By contrast, volatile chemical molecules drawn into the nasal cavity bind to olfactory receptor neurons in the 

nasal epithelium. These neurons send electrical signals straight along the olfactory nerve into the olfactory bulb, which 

sits directly beneath the frontal lobe. Critically, the pathway from the olfactory bulb bypasses the thalamus entirely. 

Instead, it projects via direct, monosynaptic pathways into the limbic system the most ancient, evolutionary core of the 

brain responsible for emotion, drive, and memory. Within the limbic system, the primary targets are the amygdala and 

the hippocampus. 

The amygdala is responsible for processing emotions, particularly survival-based instincts like fear, pleasure, 

and anxiety. The hippocampus is the primary engine for the consolidation of autobiographical memory (memories about 

one's own life history) and episodic memory (memories of specific events, times, and places). Because of this direct 

anatomical proximity, olfactory sensations are paired with emotional and memory-encoding structures before the higher 

brain centers even have the chance to intellectually identify what the smell is. This explains why an odor can induce an 

instantaneous, powerful emotional state or a vivid flashback before the individual can consciously name the scent. 

 

To operationalize this biological reality for literary analysis, this paper draws upon the empirical concepts developed by 

several key figures in the psychology of smell: 

• Rachel Herz (The Scent of Desire): Herz’s research provides the empirical foundation for understanding why 

smell-evoked memories feel uniquely real. She demonstrates that olfactory memories are not necessarily more 

accurate in terms of objective facts than visual memories, but they are significantly more emotionally intense 

and carry a much higher conviction of reality. Herz identifies smell as a primary anchor for identity, noting that 

our internal emotional landscape is deeply intertwined with the olfactory environment of our formative years. 

When these smells are lost or radically altered as occurs in migration the self experiences a profound sense of 

fragmentation. 

• Gordon Shepherd (Neurogastronomy): Shepherd explores the concept of the  olfactory brain  or  olfactory 

image,  arguing that the brain actively constructs smells out of complex environmental inputs, blending them 

with internal cognitive states. He highlights that smell is a highly synthetic sense that requires immense, 

subconscious cognitive processing, linking the physical act of breathing and tasting to the highest levels of 

human cognition, self-representation, and spatial navigation. 

• Johan Willander: Willander’s quantitative research on odor-evoked autobiographical memory provides a crucial 

temporal dimension to this study. His findings demonstrate that memories triggered by olfactory cues are 

significantly older than those elicited by verbal or visual cues, typically originating from early childhood (under 

the age of ten). This explains why, for a displaced individual like Jha's protagonist, smells act as conduits to the 

most foundational, pre-reflective layers of the self. 

• Chu and Downes: Their classic cognitive experiments established that odor-evoked memories are uniquely 

characterized by a spontaneous, involuntary quality. They proved that while a visual cue prompts a deliberate, 

strategic search through memory archives ( What did my childhood home look like? ), an olfactory cue acts as 

a sudden, non-deliberate unlock mechanism that floods the consciousness with a fully formed emotional 
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landscape. Furthermore, they demonstrated that these memories are remarkably resilient to interference and 

decay over time. 

 

By deploying this synthesis of Proustian literary intuition and contemporary neuro-psychology, this paper establishes 

that the olfactory experiences of Leela in Smell are not surreal or magical-realist exaggerations. Instead, they represent 

a hyper-amplified, highly accurate depiction of the human mind navigating trauma, geographical exile, and identity 

reconstruction through the most primitive and powerful sensory archive at its disposal. 

 

4. Analysis 

A. Smell as Involuntary Memory 

Throughout Smell, Radhika Jha structures Leela's psychological journey around moments of sudden, unbidden 

olfactory intrusion that align precisely with the mechanics of the Proust Phenomenon. Leela does not consciously sit 

down to reminisce about her past in East Africa or her ancestral roots in India; rather, her past aggressively invades her 

present through the medium of volatile chemical compounds. When Leela is placed in the cold, unfamiliar, and 

emotionally sterile environment of her aunt and uncle's flat in Paris, her intellectual defenses are highly fortified. She 

attempts to adapt, to master French social protocols, and to suppress the grief of her father's death and the terror of her 

displacement. However, her conscious suppression is repeatedly shattered by the involuntary nature of olfactory recall. 

A pivotal scene occurs early in the novel when Leela, walking through the sterile, rain-slicked streets of Paris, 

encounters the distinct, pungent aroma of roasting spices drifting from an exotic grocery store. The intellectual, Parisian 

exterior she has painstakingly constructed vanishes instantly. The smell of roasted cumin, coriander, and mustard seeds 

does not merely remind her of home; it bodily transports her back to her grandmother's kitchen in Africa. 

This instance perfectly illustrates the findings of Chu and Downes regarding the involuntary, spontaneous nature 

of odor-evoked autobiographical memory. Leela did not seek out this memory; the memory lay dormant until the specific 

chemical keys unlocked the neural pathways of her limbic system. Jha writes of these moments not as passive thoughts, 

but as physical assaults on the protagonist’s consciousness. The scent bypasses Leela’s intellectual defenses, flooding 

her with an absolute conviction of reality a characteristic that Rachel Herz notes is the defining feature of olfactory 

recall. The visual reality of Paris the gray stone buildings, the rushing metro, the white faces becomes a translucent 

overlay over a far more vivid, emotionally intense sensory reality of her past. 

Furthermore, in accordance with Johan Willander’s research, these scent-induced memories consistently 

retrieve the most foundational, early childhood layers of Leela's life. The smells of damp earth, specific types of wood 

smoke, and raw, unrefined sugar bring back visceral experiences from her first decade of life. These are periods that her 

adult intellect, traumatized by recent political violence and exile, cannot systematically access through language or 

visual imagination. Scent acts as a time-travel mechanism that ignores the linear passage of years, allowing the child-

self to confront the displaced adult-self. 

 

B. Smell and Identity 

In Smell, identity is not conceptualized as a Cartesian construct of abstract thought ( I think, therefore I am ), 

but rather as an embodied, highly sensory reality: I smell, and am smelled, therefore I am. Leela’s understanding of her 

own selfhood is completely contingent upon her olfactory environment. When she arrives in Paris, she experiences a 

profound crisis of identity that manifests as an inability to locate her own unique scent. In the hyperosmic world Jha 

constructs, every individual possesses a distinct  olfactory signature  that reveals their true emotional state, their history, 

and their moral essence. 

Leela perceives her aunt and uncle as having a smell that is suppressed, covered up by mothballs, prayer incense, 

and the distinct odor of fear and assimilation. They have attempted to become invisible in French society by deodorizing 

their identity. Leela, however, cannot escape her body. She becomes obsessively preoccupied with her own body odor, 

which she perceives as changing rapidly depending on her psychological state. She notes that when she is frightened, 

her body secretes a sharp, sour odor what she calls the  smell of the outsider  which she fears will betray her vulnerability 

to the hostile French world around her. 

Identity thus becomes a fluid, dynamic negotiation between the internal self and the external environment, 

mediated entirely by the olfactory bulb. As Gordon Shepherd notes in his work on Neurogastronomy, the brain's 

construction of smell is an active, synthetic process that combines external sensory inputs with internal emotional states 

and self-representation. Leela’s identity is continually reconstructed as she learns to interpret and navigate her own 

olfactory emissions and those of others. Her self-actualization begins when she stops trying to deodorize herself to fit 

into the sterile, bourgeois Parisian ideal and instead embraces her capacity to interpret, manipulate, and create smells. 
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When she eventually takes a job working in a Parisian kitchen and later becomes involved in the creation of exotic 

perfumes and culinary experiences, she is not merely finding a career; she is reclaiming her agency. She uses her 

profound olfactory intelligence to construct a new, hybrid identity one that does not disavow her past or passively 

surrender to the present, but actively synthesizes both into a potent, embodied selfhood. 

 

C. Smell and Trauma 

One of the most profound psychological dimensions of Jha’s narrative is its exploration of trauma through 

olfactory pathways. Trauma, by its very nature, resists linguistic formulation; it is an event that fractures the brain's 

capacity to synthesize experience into a coherent, chronological narrative. Traumatic memories are often stored in the 

limbic system as fragmented, non-verbal sensory impressions. Because the amygdala which plays a central role in 

processing fear and emotional trauma is directly connected to the olfactory bulb, smells are uniquely capable of 

functioning as traumatic triggers, reopening psychological wounds with terrifying immediacy. 

In Smell, Leela carries the unarticulated trauma of her father’s violent death and the sudden, chaotic expulsion 

of her family from their East African home. For months, she maintains an emotional numbness, refusing to cry or speak 

of the horrors she witnessed. However, this fragile psychological equilibrium is shattered by environmental odors. The 

smell of burning rubber, mixed with the metallic scent of blood and wet ash encountered accidentally near a Parisian 

industrial site triggers a catastrophic emotional flashback. 

The memory does not present itself as a historical fact that occurred in the past; rather, it presents itself as an 

active, terrifying present. The direct neural pathway from the nose to the amygdala ensures that the fear response is fully 

activated before Leela's prefrontal cortex can rationalize that she is safe in Paris, thousands of miles away from the 

original violence. 

Jha’s depiction of these olfactory traumas aligns perfectly with Rachel Herz’s assertions regarding the extreme 

emotional intensity of odor-evoked memories. The smell reopens the psychological wound because it carries the exact 

affective charge of the original event. Through these episodes, Jha demonstrates that the migrant's psyche is a repository 

of somatic traumas, where the past is never truly past, but lies in wait, suspended within the chemical atmosphere of the 

everyday world. 

 

D. Smell and Social Identity 

Beyond its individual, psychological operations, smell in Jha’s novel serves as a powerful instrument of social 

categorization and political marginalization. Scent is never innocent; it is deeply embedded in structures of power, 

signifying wealth, poverty, caste, gender, and national belonging. In Parisian society, Leela quickly learns that the 

dominant culture utilizes an olfactory hierarchy to maintain its hegemony. The French bourgeois world is characterized 

by an obsession with artificial, highly regulated cleanliness and expensive perfumes that signify sophistication, 

rationality, and civilization. Conversely, the immigrant, the racialized  Other,  is systematically marked by the dominant 

discourse as possessing an inherent, intrusive, and unpleasant stench. 

Leela is acutely aware of how her body is read by the French citizens she encounters on the metro or in the 

shops. She notices the subtle, somatic micro-aggressions: the wrinkling of a nose, the slight step backward, the tightening 

of lips. To the white Parisian, Leela smells of  curry,   grease,  and  exoticism  a collective, racialized odor that flattens 

her individuality and marks her as an undesirable alien. Jha brilliantly illustrates how smell becomes a form of social 

memory. The dominant culture carries a historical, colonial archive of smells that it associates with the colonized subject, 

and it projects this archive onto the living bodies of contemporary migrants. 

Furthermore, within the immigrant community itself, smell denotes complex dynamics of class and gender. 

Leela's uncle, desperate to achieve respectability and economic success in France, enforces a strict regime of domestic 

deodorization. He demands that the traditional smells of Indian cooking be contained, hidden away so as not to offend 

the white neighbors. Scent thus becomes a site of intense cultural negotiation. 

To smell of the homeland is to invite persecution and exclusion; to smell of nothing, or to smell of French 

perfume, is the price of admission into western modernity. Jha demonstrates that smell is an embodied archive of socio-

political displacement, a sensory register where the conflicts of globalization, postcoloniality, and systemic racism are 

fought out on the surface of the human skin. 

 

E. Smell as a Narrative Device 

The psychological reality of the Proust Phenomenon fundamentally alters not only Leela’s internal mindscape 

but also the structural form of the novel itself. Standard Western realistic fiction relies heavily on a linear, chronological 

framework a progressive movement from cause to effect, from past to present, governed by an objective, visual temporal 

logic. However, because Leela’s consciousness is entirely dictated by olfactory inputs, Jha rejects this traditional 
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narrative architecture. Instead, the novel adopts a non-linear, associative, and episodic structure where time is organized 

not by clocks or calendars, but by scent profiles. 

The narrative frequently shifts across time and space without warning, driven entirely by the sudden appearance 

of a particular odor. A chapter might begin in a contemporary Parisian restaurant kitchen, but the moment Leela cuts 

into a specific bulb of garlic or inhales the steam from a reduction, the text instantly transitions into a multi-page 

exploration of an afternoon in her childhood fifteen years prior. The memory becomes the structure. The text mirrors 

the cognitive processes described by Gordon Shepherd and Rachel Herz: it demonstrates that in the architecture of the 

human brain, olfactory memory creates its own spatial and temporal coordinates. 

By allowing scent to dictate the narrative transitions, Jha forces the reader to experience the world as the 

hyperosmic migrant experiences it: as a fragmented, fluid landscape where the boundaries between memory and reality, 

here and there, past and present, are constantly dissolving. The novel's form itself becomes an embodiment of the Proust 

Phenomenon, proving that sensory-driven fiction can challenge and expand the formal boundaries of the contemporary 

novel. 

 

5. Conclusion 

 Through a meticulous integration of literary close reading and contemporary cognitive psychology, this paper 

has demonstrated that the olfactory imagery in Radhika Jha’s Smell operates as a sophisticated psychological and 

narrative mechanism. Far from being a mere decorative device or an extended postcolonial metaphor, scent in the novel 

functions as the vital medium through which autobiographical memory is archived, triggered, and deployed to 

reconstruct a shattered identity. 

By analyzing Leela's hyperosmic journey through the lens of the Proust Phenomenon, and grounding the text in 

the empirical research of Rachel Herz, Gordon Shepherd, Johan Willander, and Chu and Downes, we can clearly see 

how Jha maps the unique neurobiological pathways of smell. Scent bypasses the intellectual, filtering mechanisms of 

the conscious mind, accessing the direct emotional centers of the limbic system to trigger vivid, unbidden, and deeply 

ancient autobiographical memories. 

Jha’s novel illustrates that for the displaced migrant, identity cannot be understood as a static set of political or 

cultural facts; rather, it is an ongoing, embodied process of negotiation. Within the hostile, alienating landscape of Paris, 

Leela's sense of smell becomes both her greatest vulnerability exposing her to racialized social stigmas and 

overwhelming traumatic flashbacks and her ultimate tool for liberation. By learning to master her olfactory intelligence, 

she transitions from a passive victim of sensory assault to an active creator of her own hybrid selfhood. 

Furthermore, this study has shown how the cognitive reality of olfactory memory fundamentally disrupts the 

traditional, linear form of the novel, replacing it with an associative, non-linear narrative structure that reflects the real-

world operations of the human brain under the influence of scent. 

Ultimately, this paper contributes a fresh, interdisciplinary methodology to sensory studies and contemporary 

Indian English fiction. It establishes that Smell is a profoundly forward-looking text that anticipated contemporary 

neuro-psychological insights into the emotional intensity, involuntary nature, and identity-sustaining power of odor-

evoked autobiographical memory. Jha transforms scent from a fleeting, biological sensation into a monumental narrative 

force, proving that within the fragile, volatile molecules of the olfactory world lies the resilient architecture of human 

memory and the enduring truth of the self. 
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