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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

Dislocation can be of different kinds, physical, psychological, emotional and political. It can 

be estrangement, self- alienation and social ostracism, an exclusion from familiar 

environments of family, kinship and culture. It can come through political upheaval, mass 

migration or natural disaster. It can be individual or collective. But no dislocation is ever 

absolute, terminal or enduring in itself. In it there is always a kind of holding back, a sort of 

nostalgia, and the perception of difference. There is always a looking back at the 

transgressive edge of history. This may be through memory, recollection, history, images and 

fantasy. Dislocations are unavoidable, perhaps essential for the voyage towards maturity, 

self-knowledge and recognition at the historical and discursive margins of the New World. 

Similarly, multiculturalism works at many levels. It is not merely a projection of 

multiple ethnicities; it finds itself constantly in opposition to the dual concepts of modernity 

and uniformity. The drift and tendency towards globalization aims at reinforcing sameness 

for cultural and existential survival, where dislocation is necessary and difference is a truth. 

· The major movement for social change has, over the years, moved from the demand for 

sameness towards recognition of difference, the transition from nature to culture, thus 

seeking to redefine the meaning of the contested location of diaspora. 

The narratives of dislocation have given rise to new aesthetics and new rationalities, 

not merely in terms of post-colonial aesthetics but also by using fluidity and ethnic 

acculturation as a new concept. It recognizes translational alternative version as equally 

relevant, and a new narrative of cultural fragility is born out of this conflict. Bharati 

Mukherjee writes on the Indian Diasporas. Like diasporic writers she is inclined to inhabit 

the same liminal or threshold region of intercutting subjectivities that define the experience 

of the migrant and the sense of dislocation. 

Her novels trace the split in the diasporic subjects, expressed in the sense of being 

here and elsewhere, of being at home and abroad. In her novels, Mukherjee has been able to 

bring to her first hand experience of exile, expatriation and immigration. In her works she 

recognizes the same translational alternative reality as an insurgent orientation in the 

contravening zone. Her substantial narrative skills and lively imagination produce 
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memorable and colourful tales of the excitement as well as the trauma of adjustment to a 

new world. She gives shape to the transparently translating moments born out of the 

difference. 

The present study mms at tracing how the home country is affected by 

the diasporic space and if it, in anyway, assists the process of decentering when 

the spontaneous diasporic translation is in the process. There is need to realize the 

significance of the cultural encounter which takes place in diasporic condition, the 

bi-cultural pulls and the creation of a new culture which finally emerges out of 

the psychic uncertainty of the diasporic split and dislocations. It is equally important to 

understand the resultant paranoid structure and the dyna~nics of receptions, as both the 

ends are rooted in cultural contexts. 

Over the years, diasporic writing has developed its own theoretical position in the 

changing cultural context, privileging a double image on home and location. But these 

theoretical explorations work in different ways and throw up questions, which affect both 

personal and social concerns and have political and cultural implications. The expatriate 

is a shifting and challenged metaphor of culture. In the new transnational global context 

such uprooted and exilic subjects need to locate themselves afresh in relation to the new 

location and center. In that connection, the geographical dislocation raises several 

questions with respect to the poetics of exile, the nature of expatriate writing, the writer's 

relationship to his culture and his work, the specifics which govern identity construction 

and the concept of decentering. It is at one level, amove out of the expatriate's dilemma 

of avoiding schizophrenic split, of being pulled in two contradictory directions, 

dismantling of social and personal self and dislocations at multiple points. 

At first glance, the list of Mukherjee's works look like ethnic and cultural 

offerings of an energetic and prolific writer. But, on closer scrutiny, it becomes apparent 

that all of Mukherjee's creativity is focused with razor sharp precision on a diasporic 

imagination and multiple dislocations in expatriate sensibility. Increasingly, Mukheijee 

has preoccupied herself in showing the impact of America on recent Asian immigrants, 

but she has also made an effort, especially in her major fictional works to trace the way 

the white Americans have been registering these new Americans in their consciousness. 

The studies undertaken in the thesis are especially designed to find out the social 

dislocations in expatriation, her treatment of Diaspora and the contributory aspects 

causing binaries and centricity, displacement and ruptures. 
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Chapter-! 

INTRODUCTION 

Literature of Diaspora occupies a significant position between cultures and countries. It 

generates theory and defines positions as it constructs new identities which negotiate 

boundaries and confines, and relate to different temporal and spatial metaphors. In a 

diasporic condition, cultures go across boundaries, transgress lines and take root after 

multiple dislocations, and the transplanted subjects feel nostalgia, or experience amnesia 

amid contestation and etlmic disavowal under specific conditions. Such migration has 

resulted in most cases politically and socially mobilizing category of nationalism in a 

diasporic space. The word 'Diaspora' is literally a 'scattering', carrying within it the 

ambiguous status of being both an ambassador and a refugee. The requirements of the 

two roles are different. While one requires the projection of one's culture and the ability 

to enhance its understanding, the other seeks refuge and protection and relates more 

positively to the host culture. Further categories emerge through the use of such words as 

immigrant, exile and refugee. 

The varied migratory movements attempt to g1ve some indication of the 

ideologies, choices, reasons and compulsions which may have governed the act of 

immigration. While 'immigrant' defines a location, a physical movement and a 

frontward attitude, 'exile' indicates an unavoidable isolation and a nostalgic anchoring in 

the past. The word exile evokes multiple meanings covering a variety of relationships 

with the mother-country such as alienation, forced exile, self- imposed exile, political 

exile and so on. In the Indian context the migratory movements are governed by the 

movement of indentured labour and of the trading coinmunities; the same is also 

governed by the pursuit of higher standard of living, opportunities for work, education 

and corporate service assignments among others. In the trans-cultural global context a 

migrant is an important postcolonial subject. Rushdie remarks: 

[M]igrant is perhaps, the central or defining figure of the twentieth century 

[ .... ] A full migrant suffers, traditionally, a triple disruption: he loses his 

place, he enters in an alien language, and he finds himself surrounded by 

beings whose social behavior and codes are very unlike, and sometimes 

even offensive to, his own. And this is what makes migrants such 
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important figures: because roots, language and social norms have been 

three of the most important parts of the definition of what it is to be a 

human being. The migrant. denied all three. is obliged to find new ways of 

"b' h l describing himself. new ways ot cmg uman. 

Th hole process of trans-migration rt!sults in multiple homes and diasporic 
e w d' I . . . f new ways of being human, suffers IS ocattons and a migrant. 111 the process o . . . . . 

spaces .· h ·bridized global identity. Yet, this mult!pllclty of . non~excluswnary ) I , 
and acqutre a . ·h . - the culture of origin: and the ·word 

b 'd the gap between ome 
"homes' does not n ge d · have an uncanny 

, . In such precincts of history, the boun anes . 
- the culture of adoptiOn. . d . very often conflictual. Homt 

. . . l sand different ways, an are . ' 
pattem of perststtng m t 10U . fl the diasporic ·scattenng 

. . . h ~oretical gam: he trans onns . . 
Bhabha shifts thts conflict to a t ~ d lture and from histonclty 

2 l ·t· the focus from nationhoo to cu 
to 'gathering.' and thus s 11 ts . . · ·h· · 1 or binary 

. d either 111 hterarc tea 
to temporality. Such hybridity cannot be contame . h h' torv Naipaul 

I d' t mvthologJze t c IS •. structures. Others. like Rushdie turns to n !a, 0 • . . h 
I ~ _, ·hile Bissoondath retectmg t e transforms his sensibility to a perpetual home essnt:ss. v.. , . 

. · f lly about renewal and about homogenization of ethnicity. projects imrmgrat10n as essen !a 

change. Il is unjust. he points out. to expect - that the communities from which the 

immigrants emerge be reqUired to stand still Ill tunt:. o o so ts · · · · · ~ ·r d · 'to legitimize 

f . . , 1 marginalization: it is to turn ethnic communities into museums o exottctsm. · 

Abdul Jan Mohammed describes the expatriate's position as being one of either 

'the specular border intellectual"
4 

or the 'syncretic border intellectual. ' 5 He seems to say 

that one finds oneself unable or unwilling to be "at home in these societies. '6 Such 

intellectuals are engaged in defining other possibilities and in their position and 

functioning as exiles they are likely to be critical of the new culture. Citing the example 

of Edward Said. Jan Mohammed comments, ·Quite often his position, wbicl1 allows a 

kind of distance from Western literature and discursive practices, pennits Said a secular 

role - that is he is able to proYide in his writing a set of mirrors allowing Western 

cultures to see their own structures and functions. "7 

Globalisation has produced a new structure and outline of migration and provoked 

conflicting structures and responses worldwide. The seemingly homogenizing effect of 

globalization cannot hide the different responses it has prompted in the different regions 

within its reach. As Avtar Brah observes. ·Home is a mythic space of desire in the 
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diasporic imagination[ ... ]It is a place of no-return even if it is possible to visit the 

geographical territory that is seen as the place of' origin.' 8 

Questions of origin and Diaspora come up with particular surface-tensions 

between internationalism and nationalism; the relationship between place and identity; 

and the ways cultures and literatures interact. In the process of diasporic cross-over new 

patterns of mobility are being drawn on the familiar landscape of migration and exilic 

exclusions. In the context of diaspora there is a process of structuring the shared identities 

in the making of a new subjectivity. Instead of being seen as fixed, becomes a dynamic 

and polyphonic construction that adjusts continually to the changes experienced within 

and surrounding the self. This is the same kind of assertiveness that is present in Brah's 

use of the term 'homing desire,' 9 simultaneously expressing a desire to construct a home 

in the new diasporic location and leaving the whole concept of 'home' open to analysis 

and criticism. This process of a 'homing diaspora' does not imply a nostalgic desire for 

'roots,' nor 'is it the same as the desire for a 'homeland'; it is realized instead as a 

construction of 'multi-locationality within and across territorial, cultural and psychic 

boundaries.' 10 

The literature of Diaspora deals with such challenged ethnicity and provides 

sufficient evidence of the fact that diasporic space is pressing on the space of the home 

country. It is not that the centre has shifted alone; the margins have also been expanded to 

push the home cultures further to outer space. This inevitably demands the need to realize 

the significance of the cultural encounter which takes place in diasporic writing, the 

bicultural mechanics as well as the construction of a new culture born out of the 

transparent translation in a diasporic space. The process results in '[u]ndoing, dissolution, 

decomposition [which] are accompanied by processes of growth, transformation, and the 

reformulation of old elements in new patterns.' 11 

This thesis is to examine how the diasporic experience of dislocations can serve as 

a form of trans-cultural critique, offering the possibility of locating one culture's space in 

the multicultural environment and the postcolonial syntax of difference and deferral. This 

is also to find out the strategic value of doubleness in terms of identity constructions12 and 

self- (re)inventions and also the perception of splitting13 and translation as a strategy for 

cultural resistance in the popular fiction ofBharati Mukheijee. 

Diasporic writing is a powerful counter-narrative and is perhaps necessary to 

create another centre and subjectivity as against the all absorbing design of colonial 
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authority. In the era of globalisation diaspora is a general component of contemporary 

world. This diasporic identity is often constructed through a negotiation with the politics 

of the country of settlement as well as a recasting of their relationship to the past. As the 

exemplary condition of late modernity, Diasporas do not tend to substantiate domination 

or territoriality as a prerequisite of nationhood. They inhabit and occupy the liminal 

spaces of the nation where the most creative interaction take place and where essentialist 

notions of ethnicity and belonging are distanced as against inherent specificities. 

Diasporic consciousness locates itself squarely in the realm of the hybrid where one can 

see 'Bones splitting breaking beneath the awful pressure of the crowd.' 14 It creates a new 

space and a new location of culture 'that entertains difference without an assumed or 

imposed hierarchy.' 15 According to Victor J. Rarnraj: 

The attachment to the ancestral homeland varies considerably among the 

diasporans and is inversely proportional to the degree individuals and the 

communities are induced to or are willing to assimilate or integrate with 

their new environment, or remain wedded to ancestral customs, traditions, 

languages and religions. Those tending towards assimilation are less 

concerned with sustaining ancestral ties than with corning to terms with 

their new environment and acquiring a new identity. Writers like Bharati 

Mukheijee expect the assimilation to be mutual. 16 

The term diaspora, first used for the Jewish migration from its homeland, is now applied 

as a metaphoric designation for expatriates, refugees, exiles and immigrants. It refers to 

the work of exiles and expatriates .and all those who have experienced unsettlement and 

dislocation at the political, existential and psychological levels. From the original 

particular reference to the scattering of Greek, Jewish, and Armenian people, diaspora has 

become a narrative to signify more metaphorical journeys of people from their initial 

homes to other places of dwelling and working, resulting in a divisible nature of identity. 

Said reflects on such cultural map of imperialism: 

[I]t is one of the unhappiest characteristics of the age to have produced 

more refugees, migrants, displaced persons, and exiles than ever before in 

history, most of them as an accompaniment to and, ironically enough, as 
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afterthoughts of great post-colonial and imperial conflicts. As the struggle 

for independence produced new states and new boundaries, it also 

produced homeless wanderers, nomads, vagrants, unassimilated to the 

emerging structures of institutional power, rejected by the established 

order[ ... ]their condition articulates the tensions, irresolution, and 

contradictions in the overlapping territories shown on the cultural map of 

imperialism. 17 

In the field of literature, diasporic writing emerges from the margins, contested 

boundaries and the contradictions in the overlapping territories. The post-nation migrants 

negotiate to occupy a new meaning while illustrating the identity construction in the new 

global context. The liminal and marginal status of diasporic writers comes through, for 

. example, in the terms that are used to describe this extremely heterogeneous group such 

as expatriate, exile, diasporic, immigrant, migrant, hyphenated, dislocated and the NRI. 

The Indian diaspora as mentioned earlier, has been formed by a scattering of population 

and not, in the Jewish sense, an exodus of population at a particular point of time. This 

sporadic migration traces a steady pattern if a larger view is t.aken over a period of time 

from the indentured labourers of the past to the IT technocrats of the present day. 

In the above context, Diaspora is also a popular term in current research as it 

captures various phenomena that are prevalent in the numerous discourses devoted to 

current transnational globalization, borders, migration, 'illegal' immigration, repatriation, 

exile, refugees, assimilation, multiculturalism and hybridity. However, Brah claims that 

in such negotiation 'the notion of diaspora is the image of journey [ ... ] not every journey 

can be understood as diaspora.' 18 What distinguishes Diaspora from some other types of 

travel is its centripetal dimension. It does not only mean that people are dispersed and 

dissolved in different places it also leads to the possibilities of congregation in other 

places, forming new communities. Scattering, as Homi K. Bhabha notes, becomes a 

gathering: 

I have lived that moment of the scattering of the people that in other times 

and other places, in the nations of others, becomes a time of gathering. 

Gathering of exiles and emigres and refugees [ ... ] Also the gathering of 

the people in the diaspora: indentured, migrant, interned; the gathering of 
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incriminatory statistics, educational performance, legal statutes, 

immigration status-the genealogy of that lonely figure that John Berger 

named the seventh man. 19 

In such gatherings, new allegiances are forged that displace and supplant former 

obligations of cultural necessities. The newly emerged imagined communities not just 

simply replace the old ones but form space in-between different identifications, a hybrid 

space, accommodating often the problematic components of culture. Diaspora, according 

to Bhabha produces incompatible systems of signification. Meaning is produced in the 

interstice that introduces creative invention into existence.20 Bhabha insists that all 

cultural systems are constructed in the 'Third space of enunciation. ' 21 He further says: 

The borderline work of culture demands an encounter with 'newness' that 

is not part of the continuum of past and present. It creates a sense of the 

new as an insurgent act of cultural translation. Such art does not merely 

recall the past as social cause or aesthetic precedent; it renews the past, 

refiguring it as a contingent 'in-between' space, that innovates and 

interrupts the performance of the present. The 'past-present' becomes part 

of the necessity, not the nostalgia, ofliving.22 

The cultural identity that emerges out of necessity and nostalgia in this ambivalent 

space, makes any claim to a pure culture untenable; dislocations are inevitable and even 

necessary and the resettlement of the 'borderline community of migration'23 ultimately 

turns out to be a search for new location of culture. Mukheijee depicts this diasporic truth 

in her analysis of the textual politics resulting from the colonial encounter. Mukhetjee's 

position as a writer of Diaspora has aptly been described by Kellie Holzer: 

Mukherjee has explored the multiple self-reinventions possible as a result 

of continual displacement. Her major themes include immigration to the 

West, psychological transformation and the violence that accompanies it, 

women's perspective and search for autonomy, and a hybrid worldview 

that relies on her Hindu roots,· Americanization, and, increasingly, on 

transnationalism.24 
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Postcolonial transnational counter-textuality began by affirming the contestation 

between estrangement and search for identity. The counter-textual mood of anti-colonial 

or nationalist writing finds its resources in the transcultural restlessness of writers such as 

Salman Rushdie, Ben Okri, Michael Ondaatje and Bharati Mukherjee. However, 

Mukheijee's position is different from that of other writers of Diaspora. In the language 

of Jasbir Jain, 'Diasporic writers have worked variously with their materi!!_l. Ondaatje 

moved from culture to culture, several others have accepted the Janus-faced hyphenated 

self, choosing to locate themselves in hyphen, yet others like Bharati Mukheijee have 

shed their pasts, if not as material, at least as professions about it. ' 25 

Thus, the textual mapping of the colonial encounter concludes with the new 

'migrant' novel, a form which is explicit in its commitment to hybridity. Such trans

cultural narrative possesses a serious challenge to the cultural stability of the metropolitan 

centers. In its transformational quality, Diaspora is typically a site of hybridity which 

questions fixed identities based on mono-centric essentialisms. Specifically in the context 

of Caribbean Diaspora, Stuart Hall talks about 'imaginative rediscovery' of 

'Caribbeanness. ' 26 Furthermore, Hall explicitly connects this imaginative effort with the 

concept ofhybridity: 

The diaspora experience as I intend it here is defined, not by essence or 

purity, but by the recognition of a necessary heterogeneity and diversity; 

by a conception of "identity" which lives with and through, not despite, 

difference; by hybridity. Diaspora identities are those which are constantly 

producing and reproducing themselves anew, through transformation and 

difference?7 

Different responses to migration, whether as an essential and inevitable 

phenomenon of globalization or a transformative consequence of political persecution, 

ethnic cleansing or natural disasters are articulated in literature produced in places where 

diasporic communities exist. The interaction between the 'host' and 'immigrant' cultures, 

complicated by translation, asks new questions of identity politics and the issues 

involved. It also problematises conventional notions of location and ethnicities, bringing 

to the fore an urgent need to re-explore the ways in which aesthetics, politics and ethics 
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interconnect, and out of this intersection cultural differences delineate patterns of such 

intercutting subjectivities. Being an amalgamation of diverse cultural materials, 

backgrounds, and identities, it nevertheless differs from other. types of heterogeneity, 

implying at the same time a markedly asymmetrical relationship between the different 

elements of a given fusion. It also asks new questions of how culture and literature 

interact, more particularly, how the overlapping of old and new patterns of voluntary and 

forced migration is re-mapping cultural and identity politics. 

Identity politics driven by migration, Diaspora and exile have in turn mapped 

literary imagination and produced literary writings of distinct characteristics. Rushdie in 

his Imaginary Homelands states: 'Migrants must, of necessity, make a new imaginative 

relationship with the world, because of the loss of familiar habitats. ' 28This change of 

habitat often results in translational representation of Diaspora and displacement, both 

spatial "and psychological. However, their diasporic condition, their sense of exile and 

alienation, their metaphoric existence and their efforts to seek replenishment by making 

symbolic returns to their origins bind all this writing into a unity. Rushdie comments that 

migration 'offers us one of the richest metaphors of our age. ' 29 He adds, 'Migrants-borne

across humans-are metaphorical beings in. their very essence; and migration, seen as a 

metaphor, is everywhere around us. We all cross frontiers; in that sense, we are all 

migrant peoples.' 30 In her novels, Bharati Mukheljee has dealt with such moving 

metaphors of culture- their displacement, dislocation, mutation and translation. 

Bharati Mukheljee traces her descent from the early immigrants arriving at Ellis 

Island to those who arrive legally and succeed in living the American Dream. The status 

of Bharati Mukheljee as an immigrant writer in the United States has been confirmed by 

the publication of a critical anthology on her writing. In his Introduction, the editor 

Emmanuel S. Nelson asserts that the publication: 

[I]s also an unequivocal acknowledgement of Mukheljee's emergence as a 

major American writer with an international audience. Her works, 

collectively, provide us with a poignant chronicle of her own search for 

home, wholeness, and stability. Her greatness however, derives from her 

discovery in our immigrant lives of an occasion for art of epic 

dimensions.31 
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Mukherjee has declared that she is for mutual assimilation an acculturation of the 

dominant and immigrant communities, seeing the process as 'a two-way 

metamorphosis'32 and advocating what she calls 'mongrelization' of people and 

cultures.33 Diasporan Indian critic R.Radhakrishnan analyses the notions of being Indian 

and belonging to India of such exotic and uprooted immigrant subjectivity. He considers 

the significant disconnection between first generation immigrants and their successors, 

and the anguish experienced by them in not belonging either to India or the United States. 

He problematises the concept of 'authenticity and the role it occupies in the diasporan 

imaginary. ' 34 He warns against the capacity of capitalism to produce a phenomenology of 

the present that reduces the diasporic individual to forget the past and bracket the future. 

Radhakrishnan considers the options open to first generation immigrants in their quest 

towards an 'authentic' identity. He emphasizes the need to make 'a distinction between 

information about the knowledge of India and an emotional investment in India. ' 35 

In anthropological context the term Diaspora has ethnographic implications. Here 

'it functions as a critical discourse and as a site of difference and becoming. Diaspora 

involves the conflicted space of centre-periphery, home-location, self-other, nation and 

post-nation, citizen-outsider, original-hybrid, sameness-difference, rooted-uprooted and 

so on. All these conflictual combinations collide before intersection; these are multi

referential and multi-dimensional. What emerges from such construction of the 

complexity is that the diasporic components have homogenous, collective identities 

bound together by shared feelings of alienation and dislocations and nostalgic affiliation 

with the past. 

But the imperatives of such affiliation are different for the emergent new space for 

enunciation. The need to form affiliations within the mainstream ethnic range in the 

United States is the other essentials substantiated by Radhakrishnan. In such global 

climate 'therefore the politics of proximity has to negotiate dialectically and critically 

with the politics of distance. ' 36 People who have lived away from their originary culture 

'return through critical negotiation to aspects of their culture that they had not really 

studied before and [ ... ] develop criticisms of their chosen world. ' 37 

Before discussing Bharati Mukheijee's critical obsession on the problems of 

expatriation immigration and dislocations it is of foremost importance to linger awhile on 

certain terms closely associated with expatriate sensibility. While the main thrust of 

expatriation is on the native country and traditions left behind, immigration lays all 
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emphasis on the cultural life of the host country. The expatriate dwells on the reminiscent 

nostalgia of the past, while the immigrant celebrates his present in the new country. 

Migration itself has ambiguities, based on what Vander Veer would call the 'dialectics of 

belonging and longing.' He notes, 'The theme of belonging opposes rootedness to 

uprootedness, establishment to marginality. The theme of longing harps on the desire for 

change and movement, but relates this to the enigma of arrival, which brings a similar 

desire to return to what one has left. ' 38 

Expatriation is quite a widespread phenomenon in this century and George 

Steiner describes the expatriate writer as 'the contemporary everyman. ' 39 Uma 

Parameswaran considers the phrase 'the expatriate sensibility' as a legitimate literary 

term in the context of today' s Commonwealth Literature. 4° Christine Gomez gives a still 

more perceptive definition of the term 'expatriation': 

Expatriation is actually a complex state ·of mind and emotion which 

includes a wistful longing for the past, often symbolized by the ancestral 

home, the pain of exile and homelessness, the struggle to maintain the 

difference between oneself and the new, unfriendly surroundings, an 

assumption of moral and cultural superiority over the host country and a 

refusal to accept the identity forced on one by the environment. The 

expatriate builds a cocoon around herself/ himself as a refuse from cultural 

dilemmas and from the experience hostility or unfriendliness in the new 

country.41 

Expatriate writing in its theory and practice, is the work of the exile who has 

experienced unsettlement and dislocations at the existential, political and metaphysical 

levels in a hostile condition. With this experience, the travelling identities unsettle the 

philosophical and aesthetic systems. The phenomenon of exile has emerged in modem 

times due to uneven development within capitalism and due to the movement forced by 

colonial powers. The uneven development has led to unprecedented migration of the 

Asians and Africans to the West. The imposed and indirectly hegemonizing shift from 

territories has occurred within Asia, Africa and the Middle East, and also from these 

continents to the West. 
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This territorial shift has produced a new (un)-homed person whose mind works in 

a fluid paradigm for definition of national and cultural identity. In her phenomenal 

fictions Mukherjee visualizes how the immigrant subjectivity has lost the culture that 

used to unify the unanticipated and startling events of history leaving a negotiated space 

for recasting the comforting and stable perspectives, generating a new hybrid (sub)

culture. In this process the dislocations have led to some ambivalent and intersecting 

visions. The hybridity experienced is not just philosophical; it is also local and existential. 

The migrant existential subject position, that is determinant of this specific aesthetics, is 

faced with two centers; the external colonial or modernist, and the internal or national, 

filtering into a personal and essential identity. The chief feature of the poetics of exile is 

the trial during which it deals with these centers, between essence and metaphysics in the 

changed global condition. 

Edward Said's writings are a very interesting example of this trial. As a 

Palestinian, born in Jerusalem and self-exiled to the U.S.A., he has always aligned 

himself with the Palestinian movement for liberation and a sovereign state. The 

experience of movement that is partly, self-chosen and partly imposed on him by history 

has become very important to him. His way of looking at· culture and creativity has been 

altered. In an interview with Salman Rushdie he says: 'The whole notion of crossing over 

or moving from one identity to another is extremely important to me, being as I am- as we 

all are- a sort of hybrid.'42 It is the disjunctive hybrid moment which is important to Said, 

and which upsets the conventional relationship between the centre and periphery. 

The significant expression here is 'as we all are' in which he generalizes 

hybridity. The intermixing that he believes shapes all the shifting subjects. From his 

personal existential situation he universalizes. The fusionism and displacement of exile 

that he theorizes is in resistance to the colonial centre that marginalizes. It prevents 

counternarratives from emerging. Elaborating the relationship of the imposing centre and 

its effective narratives he comments on the American context: 

The executive presence is central in American culture today, the President 

the television, commentators, the corporate officials, celebrity. Centrality 

is identity, what is powerful, important and ours[ ... ] And centrality gives 

rise to semi-official narratives that authorize and provoke contain sequence 
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of cause and effect, which at the same time prevent countemarrative from 

emerging. 43 

Said's 'counter- narration' are those of repressed cultures that are either subsumed 

by the meta-centre or threatened to be subsumed. The colonial, imperial, totalizing or 

homogenizing centre is what Said's exile aims at dismantling. In conversation with 

Rushdie on the Palestinian Identity Said emphatically stated 'Whether in the Arab world 

or elsewhere, twentieth- century mass society has destroyed identity in so powerful a way 

that it is worth a great deal to keep the specificity alive. ' 44 Only a year earlier than this 

concentration, Said has talked about the dangers of 'difference' around identity even if it 

was small. 45 

What he means is that an exile in his battle against the meta-centre can assert his 

identity but distinctly grounded cultural and historical centre are the points from where he 

strikes. Here using small.identity to 'privilege' oneself or one's community over others is 

not creative. It is for this reason that this identity is refused. John McLeod has identified a 

'roots-to-routes' preoccupation as significant in writing by postcolonial novelists and 

critics.46 

An example of this is the writing of Salman Rushdie, especially his influential 

essay Imaginary Homelands (1991). Rushdie's description of the displaced sense or loss 

of home, and the doubleness of his sense of self, is very significant, '[O]ur physical 

displacement from India almost inevitably means that we will not be capable of 

reclaiming precisely the thing that was lost; that we will in short, create fictions, not 

actual cities or villages, but invisible ones, imaginary homelands, Indias of the mind. '47 

Rushdie also fmds the fruitfulness of his 'double' position, seeing in 'broken mirrors'48 

the myriad possibilities for representation and a sense of self. As John McLeod notes, 

'the space of the in-between becomes re-thought as a place of immense creativity and 

possibility. ' 49 This view offers an interesting foundation from which to investigate the 

developments in Mukheijee's fictional writing and her almost exuberant vision of the 

possibilities of multi-ethnic harmony. 

In his Reith lectures delivered in I 993, Said emphasizes the 'exile's "dyspepsia" 

or in his own words 'a kind of curmudgeonly disagreeableness' that makes him 'dislike' 

the trappings of accommodation and national well being. 50 In the last paragraph of 

Culture and Imperialism Said says, 'There seems no reason except fear and prejudice to 
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keep insisting on their separation and distinctiveness as if that was all human life was 

about the connection between things.' 51 Said ends up at a kind of heterog/ossa/52 dialogue 

of different identi ties, in which they connect with each other and become hybrids. If he 

rejects the meta-identity of the centre, he also belittles the sma ll national identity of a 

battling community. In hi s view, the small identity tends to separate and pri vilege itself 

and thereby alienates from the community mosaic. Said 's ex ile appears to be moving 

from hybridity to heterogelossia of the world through ' reinscription and negotiation. ' 53 

Bhabha proj ects culture as hybrid from the side of migrant and subaltern. 

Bhabha's d isjunctive tem porality is analogical to Salman Rushdie' s notion of 'broken 

mirror' 54 about the migrant. Rushdie even generalizes the excitement of the ' homeless' 

when he says: ' But human beings do not perceive things whole. We are not gods but 

wounded creatures, cracked lenses, capable of fractured perceptions.' 55 The migrant 's or 

expatriate 's cracked and fractured self have been ind icated by Bhabha, using Lacan 's 

notion as ' the twilight existence of the aesthetic images.' 56 

One of the major concepts of Diaspora is the celebrative expression of a sense of 

this twilight zone of in-betrveenness, which includes connotations of hybridity, 

heteroglossia, mimicry, 57 acculturation, cultural shock, and loss of identity as nationals. 

In the essay "Mimicry and Man" Bhabha quotes Lacan whi le unfo lding mimicry as 'an 

ironic compromise' 58 and a ' desire for a reformed. recogni zable Other' 59
: 'The effect of 

mimicry is camouflage .... It is not a question of harmonizing with the background, but 

against a monied background, of becoming mott led-exactly like the technique of 

camouflage practiced in human warfare. ' 60 This dappled and ·monied · background of the 

polyphonic transnational identi ty is accompanied by lingering trauma of dislocations and 

slippages. Thus, trauma is another key concept of Diaspora. The metaphor of trauma 

draws attention to the ways that extremes of violence break bodies and minds, leaving 

indelible marks even after healing and recovery. But the notion of trauma has been 

extended to cover a vast array of situations of extremity and equally varied individual and 

collective responses. Trauma can be seen at once as a sociopol itical event, a 

psychological process, a physical and emoti ona l expenence and a narrative theme 111 

explanations of individual trauma and social suffering. 

Diaspora and Ji.ybridity have certain commonalities in their relationship to notions 

of migration. di sjuncture and trauma. The narratives of Diaspora invariably show how 

these have come to be arti culated in terms of the subversion of natural ized forms of 
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identity centered on the notions of migration and dislocations. This is neither to dismiss 

the power of nationalism, nor to valorize the identity building activities that are signified 

by hybridity or diasporic process. Rather it is to define the space of belonging at the point 

of rupture and dislocation. The notion of belonging and the imposition of a single idea of 

belonging in the trans-cultural environment are potentially brought under question by 

Diaspora, and the concepts of multi-status and dislocation come into focus. Each of these 

notions attempts to unsettle the problems associated with having multiple belongings or 

no sense of belonging at all. Combined with hyphenated hybrid identification, it can be 

argued that Diaspora allows us to move beyond the static, fixed notion of immigrant, and 

that the otherness inflects the lives of diasporic communities a cross-cultural and 

contested subject position. Under this light the cross-cultural negotiations are subversive, 

also very often creative and also a site for the agitation of hybrid construct, and invariably 

it offers a great potential for resistance to the politics of homogeneity. 

Diasporic understanding by focusing on transnational links and emphasizing a 

multiplicity of belonging and identities, can challenge the fixity of identity and 

homogeneity invoked by ethnicity. Diaspora includes a sense of dislocations, which 

implies staking identity outside originary claims to a land. Diasporic consciousness is a 

product of cultures and histories in collision and dialogue. Diasporic subjects also carry a 

consciousness of difference. Such diasporic consciousness calls for identity production 

and reproduction through transformation and difference. Diaspora also questions the 

notion that territorial association or cultural affiliations are natural sources of 

identification. 

The poetics of diasporic consciousness has thus become an informing principle for 

exploring works from a variety of social and geo-political locations. Reading texts in 

relation to a diasporic context is useful since it points to interrelatedness across 

geographic boundaries while simultaneously foregrounding the discreteness of linguistic, 

cultural and geo-political contexts, traditions and experiences. Rather than focusing on 

the familiar crises of alienation and globalisation, the focus here will be on exploring the 

dusky region of in-between spaces opened up as a result of the diasporic experience. The 

diasporic writers and their texts tackle with problems such as violence, adaptation and 

racism, and they are in constant dialogue--even if they do not want to be-with the 

culture(s) of both their origin and subsequent adoption. It follows, thus, that contextual 

aspects are central formative elements in the narratives of identity. What is more, as Brah 
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observes, there has been a notable feminization of diaspora.61 This calls for an analysis of 

diasporic literature in order to enable us to take into account the changes in diasporic 

identity which includes the sharp line of demarcation between expatriation and 

immigration: '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.' 62 

Expatriation and immigration are not synonymous although the terms do not 

embrace contradictory concepts. However, it is important to draw a line of differentiation 

between the two though that is a thin one. As the term implies, expatriation focuses on the 

home land that has been left behind, while immigration denotes the country into which 

one has ventured as an immigrant. Today, in postcolonial literatures the expatriate 

sensibility has been a contested term. The impulse to take the literary journey home, 

towards 'history', towards 'memory' towards 'past' is the result of the expatriate's long 

journey from home. Faced with rejection, the expatriate clings to his ethnic identity. 

Caught between two worlds, the expatriate negotiates a new space, a new location. 

Likewise, the expatriate writer negotiates new literary spaces. Therefore, an anxious sense 

of dislocation is characteristic of expatriate writings. The shifting designation of 'home' 

and the attendant anxieties about homelessness and the impossibility of going back are 

perennial themes in Bharati Mukheijee's fictions. 

Bharati Mukherjee is a postmodern English diaspora novelist and nonfiction 

writer. She was born on 27 July 1940, in a Bengali Brahmin family of Calcutta. She spent 

her first eight years as a member of a large extended family. After Independence, she 

lived with her parents and two sisters in London for about three years. In 1951 the family 

returned to Calcutta. Bharati Mukheijee did her B.A (Honours) in English at the 

University of Calcutta in 1959 and got her M.A. degree in English from the University of 

Baroda in 1961. Her father encouraged her to join the Creative Writing Progranune in the 

United States. She went to the University oflowa where she obtained an MFA in creative 

writing in 1963 and a Ph.D in 1969. 

At the University of Iowa Mukherjee met Clark Blaise, the Canadian writer and 

married him in September 1963. In 1966 the couple moved to Canada and lived there as 

Canadian citizen till 1980. Her fourteen years in Canada were some of the hardest of her 

life, as she found herself discriminated as a member of visible minority. Although those 

years were challenging, she was able to write her first two novels-The Tiger's Daughter 
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(1971) and Wifo (1975). Finally fed up with Canada, she and her family moved to the 

United States in 1980, where she was sworn in as a permanent US resident. From 1966 to 

1980 her position was that of an expatriate. She was writing in the manner of 

V.S.Naipaul, but then her literary models came to be like Bernard Malamud, Henry Roth 

and Isaac Babel. Because her displacement was not forced, it was her own choice for 

career that she had rejected her hyphenated identity. She questions, 'why it is that 
\ 

hyphenation is imposed only on non white Americans? Rejecting hyphenation is my 

refusal to categorize the cultural landscape in to a centre and its peripheries; it is to 

demand that the American nation delivered the promises of its dream. ' 63 

She is the voice of the immigrants from all over the world, writing abol!t them in 

tradition of immigrant experience rather than expatriation and nostalgia. To avoid 

'otherness' she strongly opposes hyphenation in her national identity as Indo-American or 

Asian-American writer. Hence it is necessary to interrogate the nature of her work. It is 

also to examine the strategies she adopts in order to negotiate the boundaries. Kellie 

Holzer remarks- 'MukheJjee considers herself a pioneer, an immigrant writer; she 

adamantly does not identify as "hyphenated" American or a diasporic, or postcolonial 

writer. To be a "post-colonial" is to identify India as home, a move analogous to passport 

classifications and a proposition entirely too limiting for MukheJjee. ' 64 

Instead of hyphenation, exilic or mere immigrant status, she focuses on the 

immigrants' true search for empowerment, dignity, their identity and a successful survival 

in the settled country. Her staying on in America and cherishing the 'melting pot' 

metaphor of America made her a writer of immigrant literature and a writer of Indian 

diaspora literature. Fakrul Alam justifiably comments 'She doesn't discard her 

Indianness, though she rejects hyphenated identity as Indo-American. She focuses on 

Indian women and their struggle.' 65 

In her first phase of literary career, being an expatriate writer, Bharati MukheJjee 

tries to find her identity in her Indian heritage. It is due to her nostalgia for home. The 

very first novel, The Tiger's Daughter (1971), is the exposure of her own married life and 

her return from America with her husband. The heroine's return to India exposes 

MukheJjee's personal difficulties as she feels alienated in Calcutta and doesn't seem to be 

a part of her Bengali family. Her second novel Wife (1975) is also a novel of expatriation. 

But it deals with the psychological problem of an immigrant woman. Here Dimple 

migrates from India to the USA with her husband, Amit Basu, who doesn't satisfy her 
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dreamy desires. She has drawn her husband' s image from TV ads and magazines. which 

does not exist in him. It turns her neurotic and she murders her own husband. 

Jasmine, Bharati Mukherjee's magnum opus came out in 1989. The protagonist 

Jasmine in contrast to Dimple. is a widow who gets uprooted and re-rooted severally in 

the New World and establishes a new identity in a new location of culture. It is the storv 

of Jyoti who becomes Jasmine, then lase and finall y .Jane. There is transformation of an 

individual, her displacement, dislocation and fina lly, quest for identity. In fact. it is the 

phase of Mukherjee's transformation from expatriation to immigration. Jasmine is an 

illegal immigrant in the USA, \\'here she is raped by captain Half Face who has brought 

her. So to avenge, she murders him. changes her name and identities. As a caretaker of 

Mr. Taylor's baby she is Jase, with Bud in Iowa, she is Jane. She has tried new identities 

to survive in the new country. 

Bharati Mukherjee's other fi ctional works are The Holder of the World (1993), 

Leave it to Me (1997), Desirable Daughters (2002), The Tree Bride (2004) and The New 

Miss India (20 ll ). Her Darkness ( 1985), and The Middleman and other stories ( 1988) are 

her coll ection o f short stories. In these works also she shows the search for her roots and 

resultant transnational identi ties in the process of globali zation. All her narratives have an 

inherent urge to reveal the trans-cultural space and locations of identity where in defin ition 

merge and collapse. Further. she has chosen fictions as medi um of expression as a writer 

at the intersections of cultures in the tradition of East and West. Identity forms a 

significant axis of self-definition for Bharati Mukherj ee in a trans-national cultural 

context. The ongoing histories of displacement and complexities of home and nation, 

form the crux and axis of a fict ion. 

The female protagonists of Bharati Mukherjee's earlier novels are characterized 

by their rootlessness and the ir incapac ity to belong; while even their attempts to find roots 

are marked by violence and collision. Mukherjee as an expatriate writer says that she is 

' writing about the here and now of America. ' 66 Her protagonists are either Indians living 

abroad or Indians who have come back home after a period of staying abroad. The 

novelist's experience first in Canada and then in the U.S. have co loured the perceptions of 

her characters. The protagonists are characteri zed by certain qualities which are 

responsible for these characters being able to face and overcome or succumb to the 

traumatic experience of dis locati ons and chaotic transitions. Bharati Mukherjee has 

admitted that an issue very impottant to/je · · T]he finding of a new identi ty[ ... )the 
,y ... ~-·· ... 

1
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painful or exhilarating process of pulling yourself out of the culture that you were born 

into, and then replanting yourself in another culture.' 67 

Many writers who have moved away from one culture to another are caught 

between two cultures and are very often engaged either in a process of self discovery or 

recovery through resorting to history and memory or in a process of self preservation 

through an act of transformation. As contrasted with these, Bharati Mukheijee's thrust has 

been on a transformation and metamorphosis as in Jasmine and the creation of a third 

location Expatriate writers like her have also been engaged in a permanent act of 

uprootedness and dislocation through travel and travelogues like Naipaul, who is a virtual 

embodiment of a permanent nomad whose identity now appears to be vested in a 

condition of homelessness. Moving outside the nostalgia protest syndrome, Naipaul has 

created a turbulent location, away both from the culture of their adoption and the culture 

of. their origin. 

The geographical dislocation raises several questions with respect to the poetics of 

exile, the nature of expatriate writing, the writer's relationship to his culture and his work. 

It's at one level, a moving out of the expatriate's dilemma of avoiding a schizophrenic 

split, of being pulled in two contradictory directions. The creations of this third location, 

does also at another level, destroy the concept of 'purity' of cultures and brings into being 

a self-reflexive self and a self-reflexive text. As Homi Bhabha has pointed out in the 

Location of Culture, the creation of a Third space68 disrupts 'The logic of synchronicity 

and evolution which traditionally authorize the subject of cultural knowledge. ' 69 It makes 

'The structure of meaning and reference an ambivalent process and destroys this mirror of 

representation in which cultural knowledge is customarily revealed as an integrated open, 

expanding code.' 70 

In Mukherjee's novels female identity is constructed through such multiple codes, 

components, language, myth, history, psychology, gender and race. It is directly 

connected with the subject's self- image and the unconsciously inherited positioning. The 

creation of this third space and its cultural locationality71 reflects these complexities. 

Space provides in itself a dynamics for history. Space is an important determinant of the 

kind of relationships which are produced in the intersection of power in the diasporic 

combination of exclusion and inclusion in global ethnicities. In an out-of-joint situation of 

space and culture the transplanted must encounter splitting and dislocations. To quote 

Bhabha- 'We are now almost face to face with culture's double bind-a certain slippage or 
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splitting between human artifice and culture's discursive agency. To be true to a self one 

must learn to be a little untrue, out-of-joint with the signification of cultural 

generalizability. ' 72 

Bharati Mukheijee with her peculiar sensibility for the cross-cultural crisis in the 

era of globalization endeavored to dive deep into such 'slippage' and 'splitting' and the 

distorted psyche of those immigrants who had been surviving in the conflict of traditional 

Indian values, inherent in their personality. The uprooted immigrants and their fascination 

for Western mode of living that they had chosen out of their professional compulsions or 

for their urge to achieve a greater freedom in liberal and dynamic society of America is 

also an area of Mukherjee's interest. In her fiction she has sincerely dealt with 

multiplicities of home and the recurrence of splitting and slippages in the process of 

identity construction in an alien country under a specific situation of social 

transformation. 

Home in a diasporic condition is either disintegrating or being radically redefined. 

In her personal life Bharati Mukheijee witnessed the anguish of Indians both as 

expatriates and immigrants and in that given situation, Indian life, Indian values, rituals, 

fidelity to traditions and the grace of human relationship in social and religious modes of 

existence constantly stirred her imagination and moulded her creative sensibility. The 

preservation of Indian cultural ethos is neither a sole sentimental quest in her life nor a 

photographic representation made by an 'outsider.' It is endowed with deep emotional 

and psychological significance. It endows her vision with a rare humanitarian quality and 

universal appeal. In one of the interviews to Alison B. Carb, she categorically points out: 

I was born into a Hindu Bengali Bralunin family which means, I have a 

different sense of self existence and of immortality than do writer like 

Malamud. I believe that our souls can be reborn in another body, so the 

perspective I have about a single character's life is different from that of 

an American writer who believes that he has only one life. 73 

The affinity to Indian soil and culture is rooted in the mental map of Bharati Mukheijee. 

And hence her approach to life and its complicated pattern of struggle is designed and 

shaped in a peculiar narrative structure. To quote Maya Manju Sharma- 'In her fiction 

Mukheijee handles Western themes and settings as well as Characters who are 
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Westernized or bicultural. Yet she is forced to admit that the very structure of her 

imagination is essentially Hindu and essentially moral.' 74 

However, the critics like Mala Shree La! still express their aversion to the Indian 

sensibility, scattered in the novels of Bharati Mukherjee and considers her only as an 

'outsider' over- reacting to her· native Indian tradition of typical Bengali origin. Mala 

Shree La!' s argument is: 

Mukheijee has deliberately problematised her identity perhaps 

overreacting to the likelihood of being enclosed in a coterie culturally, 

geographically and ideologically separate from her chosen home and 

citizenship. One must allege here that her sense of Indianness is narrow, 

restrictive somewhat bigoted for no writer is characterized by his or her 

passport details. What matters is the literary material to which imagination 

is superimposed. 75 

Bharati Mukheijee through her female protagonists expresses her concern for the problem 

of dislocation and assimilation, the assimilation of traditional Indian mode of living with 

new materialistic values encouraged by American society. Fear, constant anxiety, the 

obsession of not belonging, the panic of the New World, consciousness of Indian 

spiritualism and assimilative fusionism are the recurrent motives in the novels like 

Jasmine, The Tiger's Daughter, Wife, Desirable Daughters and The Tree,Bride. Her The 

Holder of the World and Leave It to Me deal with the issues of reverse diaspora not 

included in detail in this study. Commenting on this aspect in the novels of Bharati 

Mukheijee, Pushpa N. Parekh remarks- 'Fear, anger, pain, bitterness, confusion, silence, 

irony humour as well as pathos underline her observations as she discovers for herself the 

undefined medium between the preservation of old world and the assimilation into the 

new.' 76
• 

Mukheijee also commonly engages in what might be termed as contested 

subalternity. An analysis of Mukheijee's novels -especially her earlier ones- confirms 

this view, although in so doing she ·also sometimes reveals (as in Wife) a far more 

ambivalent, and at times even negative, portrait of immigrant life, one which is 

sometimes strikingly at odds with her multicultural vision. Mukheijee says- 'Others who 

write stories of migration often talk of arrival at a new place as a loss, the loss of 
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communal memory and the erosion of an original culture. I want to talk of arrival as 

·gain.'77 

A notable recurrent feature of Mukheijee's novels is that they tend to depict 

fundamentally problematised new immigrant women who as immigrant subaltern are 

forced to undergo a series of transformations before they can become fully-fledged, self

confident and self- aware members of American society in negotiating the fixed and static 

borders. In these five novels, each woman is metamorphosed from one ethnic identity into 

another. In the earlier two novels, Wife and Jasmine, this metamorphosis occurs alongside 

and in the wake of a physical move from India to America. In The Holder of the World, 

this physical move occurs in reverse, as the novel's heroine, Hannah Easton, travels to 

South India, where she becomes an Indian concubine. In Leave It to Me, the central 

female character undergoes a voluntary transformation that tracks a physical and 

psychological search for her Indian roots. In each case, this transformation is captured hy 

a name change, as the female protagonist adopts multiple identities, each representative of 

a different stage in the process of adopting a new identity. Each woman -

Wife/Sita!Dirnple, Jyoti/Jasrnine/Jane; Hannah Easton Fitch Legge/Salern Bibi/ 'Precious 

as Pearl' and Debby/Devi- undergoes radical changes that are sometimes voluntary, but 

more often are the unjust requirements of a society prejudiced of distinction and 

intrinsically unstable, contingent and relational. 

Mukherjee's characters do not simply claim America, they transform it, but in a 

different way in each novel. Urna Parameswaran has noted that a characteristic feature of 

much Indian expatriate writing is the inability to either 'wholly repatriate' or 'wholly 

irnpatriate.' 78 Wife demonstrates this inability since Mukheijee leaves her central 

character stranded midpoint at the end of the novel. In contrast, in Jasmine, according to 

Gurleen Grewal, the eponymous character Jasmine is a 'born again American.' 79 Bharati 

Mukheijee seems to assert that in the process of assimilations, one seems to experience 

reinscription and grafting before being located after dislocations. In the process of 

mutative change and translation, the immigrants can neither adopt alien culture nor can 

leave their culture of 'horne' and finally a new hybrid culture comes to flourish in a new 

location after disjuncture. This 'race difference doubling and splitting' 80 results in 

'cultural enunciations in the act ofhybridity, in the process of translating and transvaluing 

cultural differences. ' 81 
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Thus 'Location' has become to a great extent an absorbing preoccupation with the 

postcolonial writers, especially the postcolonial immigrant writers. Exiled by choice or 

circumstance, the immigrant woman finds displaced from her roots, her antecedents, and 

her centre. She sheds her monolithic national and regional identity and becomes a 

repository of dualities and multiplicities. Her position as an outsider in the country of her 

adoption leaves her to create a distinct geographical and textual space that is contrary to 

the colonial discourse. In her novels Bharati Mukherjee has consciously created a cultural 

myth that is rooted in a multi-dimensional projection of the history and culture of the 

countries to which such women belong. About geographical boundaries and margins 

Said's point of view is important: 

The geographic boundaries accompany the social ethnic, and cultural ones 

in expected ways. Yet often the sense in which someone feels himself to 

be not-foreign is based on a very unrigorous idea of what is "out there," 

beyond one's own territory. All kinds of suppositions, associations, and 

fictions appear to crowd the unfamiliar space outside one's own. [ .... ]Yet 

there is no use in pretending that all we know about time and space, or 

rather history and geography, is more than anything else imaginative. 

There are such things as positive history and positive geography which in 

Europe and the United States have impressive achievements to point to. 82 

Mukherjee's thinking is chained to the paradigms of Western thinking. Caught 

within a system of binary oppositions that label her as an outsider, and the 'other', she 

tends to highlight differences and unstable configuration and assumes an exclusivity that 

negates the dominant principles within hegemonic Western discourse. Yet this projection 

of contrariness and difference basically arises out of a social content in which fixation is 

translated into a new location in contrast to racial and cultural stereotypes. Thus the 

cultural space that is created is crisscrossed by a series of dislocations, dissensions, and 

the location becomes a transcription and translation of the originary into a new 

ambivalent identity. 

Mukheijee's critical discourse on Diaspora is a highly vibrant and is marked by 

violent expression of this ambivalence of the split self. It is not a mere transference of 

textual spaces. The writer creates a counter-discourse that is at once geographical, spatial 
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and differential. The subjective centre is contested in a critical juncture when the 

inunigrant, rooted in a nostalgic and remembered experience, stands at the moment of 

interrogating the mirror image, in global and reconstructive 83 perspectives. Diasporic 

subjects are physically caught between two worlds and as such they are 'transitional

being[s] or 'liminal persona[e}. 84 They are all moving subjectivities and respond 

ambivalently to their antithetical culture after dislocations and re-location. 

Mukheijee's postmodern concern for diasporic parenthesis of location, dislocation 

and re-location is largely propelled by postcolonial environment of mass migration and 

disjuncture. In a condition of global anthropological necessity no human society has been 

able to avoid either inunigration or dislocation and consequently none has been able to 

avoid multiculturalism. Since the late 19th century and most of the 201
h century, voluntary 

migrants to the metropolitan cities along with the second and third generations of the 

early migrants have formed a part of the existing diaspora. This global movement has led 

to the emergence of a new narration of travel, dislocation, displacement and uprooting. 

The loss of the original homeland has inspired visions of 'imaginary homelands,' 85 which 

in themselves constitute a longed-for utopia. 

In her narratives, new themes, new anxieties and searches have been expressed 

that reflect the traumas and fusions of the displaced as they strive to recover a sense of 

self or construct a new selfhood. In her fiction Mukherjee shows how the individual 

responds to multiculturalism in various ways through withdrawal or involvement, 

submission or assimilation or through short circuiting memory or by hardening of identity 

constructs. Mukheijee's expatriates are largely the creatures of loss, living a life of 

cultural depletion and estrangement, dwindling in the polyphony of global identity. 

Mukheijee precisely details the insurgencies and manipulations of these borderline 

subjectivities between 'melting pot' and 'cultural mosaic.' 

Assimilative 'melting pot' unlike the 'cultural mosaic' may have the capacity-both 

to dismantle the traditional concepts of a static, excluvist identity as is evident in 

Mukheijee's trajectory of thought. The fluidity of the chaotic condition transforms the 

alienation and displacement into productive ambivalence. Mukheijee is not in favour of 

the Western hegemonic aesthetics. She instead legitimizes the aesthetics of dislocation 

redefining the so called absolute and exclusive state of being. She probably insists on 

assimilation as a discursive strategy that compensates the alienation and dislocation by 

the adoption of a hybrid space that leaves problematised the meaning of 'home' itself. 
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Time, space, history and identity are sites which are visited through the concerns of the 

past that has undergone suppression, atrocities and multiple injuries and has transformed 

all perceptions of their mutating world. 

Bharati Mukherjee admits of being subjected to racial discrimination in Canada. 

While her husband's creative acumen was recognized, her potentialities went ignored and 

unmarked. Canada's hostility to Indians and the non-recognition of her writing in Canada 

are the twin recurring themes which appear with almost obsessive regularity in 

Mukherjee's early works. She experienced herself as a psychological expatriate in Canada 

and clung to her ethnic identity - 'I remember how" bracing it was to cloak myself in my 

own Brahrninical elegance. ' 86 She became a Civil Rights activist in Canada and wrote 

about the crippling effect of racism on the individuals. Both in the personal and political 

writings and her Canadian fiction, her experience of expatriation is poignantly 

manifested. Her fourteen-year-stay in Canada has stressed her spirit to the breaking point. 

Her essay Invisible Woman is a blistering reflection on those years. She writes: 'Many 

including myselfleft (Canada) unable to keep our twin halves together.' 87 

Viewing herself as a writer with two novels to her credit, Bharati Mukherjee 

identified V.S. Naipaul as her model in 1977. In Days and Nights in Calcutta, she says

'In myself I detect a pale and immature reflection of Naipaul; it is he who has written 

most movingly about the pain and absurdity of art and exile, of 'third world art' and exile 

among the former colonizers; the tolerant incomprehension of hosts, the absolute 

impossibility of ever having a home, a 'desh.' 88 

Identification with Naipaul at this stage evidences that Mukherjee treated herself 

as an expatriate writer on the basis of her first two novels. The process of change from 

expatriation to immigration got off during Mukherjee's stay in India in 1973-74. She 

recalls, 'The year in India had forced me to view myself more as an immigrant than an 

exile.'89 The realization of fluid identities and alternate realities too could be traced to this 

sojourn in India as she further observes- '[I]n India, different perceptions of reality 

converge without embarrassing anyone. My year in India had shown me that I did not 

need to discard my Western education in order to retrieve the dim shape of my Indian 

one.'90 

The years between The Tiger's Daughter, and Darkness mark a change in the inner 

world of Bharati Mukherjee. In 1985, distancing herself from the earlier stance of an 

expatriate, she emphatically voices the futility of such a stance. In the Introduction to 
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Darkness, she says that until the spring of 1984, 'I had thought of myself, in spite of a 

white husband and two assimilated sons as an expatriate. m She defines expatriates as 

conscious knower of their fates and immigrants - in particular to Canada - as lost souls 

subdued and pathetic. In respect of the stylistic devices of an expatriate writer, she 

referred to irony, so tellingly employed by Naipaul: 

Like V.S. Naipaul, in whom I imagined a model, I tried to explore state-of

the-art expatriation. Like Naipaul, I used a mordant and self-protective 

irony in describing my character's pain. Irony promised both detachment 

from, and superiority over, those well-bred post-colonials much like 

myself, adrift in the new world, wondering if they would ever belong. 92 

She thus reveals that she is freed of the impediments of expatriate nostalgia by the 

stringencies of life in the New World. The stories collected in Darkness mark a distinct 

departure in that Mukherjee is no longer an aloof expatriate writer. Now onwards, she 

regards expatriation in diasporic experience as a restrictive and self-defeating attitude in a 

writer. 

Anne Brewster has termed Bharati Mukherjee's discourses on diaspora as neo

nationalism.93 He is critical of Mukherjee's assimilation theory and fusionism and related 

issues. According to Brewster, 'Bharati Mukherjee's discourse on migrants in the U.S. 

positions them not on the margin of contemporary American culture but, rather, as 

exemplars of a hegemonic nationalism. ' 94She characterizes her writing about migrants not 

as oppositional to mainstream America but as representing the voice of the New America. 

Brewster argues that Mukherjee enunciates 'a neo-nationalism' and 'Her own literary 

success places her firmly within the American literary canon and this success reflects the 

receptivity of certain constituencies to a reinvention and revitalization of American 

nationalism.'95 

The Tiger's Daughter depicts nostalgia and disillusionment both, she also has 

created here the myth of the nomad adrift in favour of an affirmation of belonging and the 

.theme of the successful conquest of the New World. Mukherjee, however, rejects the 

nostalgia of this early book. The immigrant of the Middleman, she describes as a pioneer; 

and the eponymous character of Jasmine, 'a conqueror, a minor hero.' 96 In rejecting the 

experience of expatriation figured in The Tiger's Daughter she takes on the myth of the 
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immigrant in its place. In reaction to the literature and myth of expatriation Mukheijee 

endorses the literature of immigration, representing the neo-national sprit of America. 

She figures this transformation in geographic terms. In Canada she was a 

psychological expatriate, in the United States an immigrant and citizen. Not undergoing 

this conversion from expatriation to immigration is in Mukherjee's eyes, evidence of 

nostalgia and a refusal to participate in the New World and embrace its citizenship and 

nationalism.97 She claims and treats Rushdie among a number of writers who choose 

'exile' and dispossession rather than psychological citizenship.98 Brewster remarks that 

'Mukh~;:rjee's conversion narrative invests India with the status of the 'old world' which 

is repressive and where opportunities are closed by caste, gender, or family. The process 

of abandoning the old order is explored most fully in the novel, The Tiger's Daughter and 

her first non-fiction co-authored with Clark Blaise, Days and Nights in Calcutta. 

In .the U.S.A. Bharati Mukherjee sees herself as an immigrant writer. In her works 

which were either completed or fully written, she explores the immigrant sensibility, and 

dislocation recognizing its duality and flexible identity besides taking into cognizance 

alternate realities. In the Introduction to Darkness she lays bare her position and creative 

priorities-'The transformation as writer and as resident of the new world, occurred with 

the act of immigration to the U.S.A[ .... ] For me it is movement away from the aloofness 

of expatriation, to the exuberance of immigration. ' 99 

The movement from expatriation to immigrating is also reflected in the choice of 

the writers who shaped Mukherjee's creative sensibility. After outgrowing and discarding 

the posture of an expatriate she rejected Naipaul as a model and chose Bernard Malamud 

whose central concern was life of minorities and its agonies. Though partially influenced 

by Isaac Babel, Comad and Chekhov, she followed Malamud-- as his writings instilled 

unusual confidence in her: 

Like Malamud, I write about a minority community which escapes the 

ghetto, adapts itself to the patterns of the dominant American culture. Like 

Malamud's my work seems to find quite naturally a moral centre. Isaac 

Babel is another author who is a literary ancestor for me. I also feel a 

kinship with Joseph Comad and Anton Chekhov. But Malamud most of all 

speaks to me as a writer and I admire his work a great deal. Immersing 
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myself in his work gave me the self-confidence to write about my own 

community .100 

Malamud taught Mukherjee how to overcome being viewed as the 'Other' in a 

diagonally different cultural milieu. While Malamud's characters are from poor classes, 

humble shoe-makers, tailors and bakers, Mukherjee's immigrants are doctors, university 

professors, businessmen and women married to upwardly mobile professionals. Both 

address themselves to the diasporic experience of cultural alienation. Entering Malamud's 

literary space enabled Mukherjee to move her fiction from the constantly shifting margin 

to the unstable and shifting centre which has no fixed place. Thus, Mukherjee's approach 

to life and its problems is deeply moored in her Indian upbringing. Maya Manju Sharma 

refers to this aspect of her creative personality- 'In her fiction Mukherjee handles Western 

themes and settings as well as characters who are westernized or bicultural. Yet she is 

forced to admit that the very structure of her imagination is essentially Hindu, and 

essentially moral.' 101 Despite being grouped with other Indian writers albeit those who 

largely foreground their diasporic status, Bharati Mukherjee has asserted Americanness

'I left India by choice to settle in the U.S.I have adopted this country as my home. I view 

myself as an American author in the tradition of other American authors whose ancestors 

arrived at Ellis Island.' 102 

'Exile,' Salman Rushdie writes, 'is the dream of glorious return.' 103 Perhaps in the 

context of diilsporic Indian identity, it is useful to view exile as a self-imposed departure 

from one's homeland. In this case, it is also perhaps important to see exile as different 

from immigrant. As Bharati Mukherjee has written, 'the price that the immigrant 

willingly pays, and that the exile avoids, is the trauma of self-transformation.' 104 These 

'exiles' are preoccupied by a sense of loss, an urge to look back at what they've left, to 

look forward to a potential return, and to resist any change that would inhibit that chance. 

Inherent in this desire is the tendency to construct an India to which one can return, 

modeled after the nostalgic diffusion of culture within the diaspora. However, behind this 

diffused mentality is the profound truth that physical separation from India invariably 

results in splitting and dislocations. In such slippage and splitting, the lost intangible is 

very seldom reclaimed. 

Salman Rushdie unlike Bharati has chosen not to become an American citizen. 

Rushdie's novels instead are written to celebrate '[H]ybridity, impurity, intermingling, 
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the transformation that comes of new and unexpected combinations of human beings.' 105 

Mukherjee however insists on that, dislocation is a necessary precondition of exilic status 

and argues in favour of fusion and assimilation to become an American citizen as a means 

to claim that most elusive of identities. Mukherjee sees a very clear distinction between 

the status of an expatriate - like her sister - and an immigrant, whose identity has been 

transformed by citizenship. Of her sister, for instance, she notes: '(M)y sister is an 

expatriate, professionally generous and creative, socially courteous and gracious, and 

that's as far as her Americanization can go.' 106 

"American Dreamer" is a more developed personal meditation upon Mukheijee's 

life, and tracks her move from India to Iowa City to study writing in 1961, her marriage 

to Clark Blaise, her move to Canada and the unhappy years she spent there, and fmally 

her return to the US, where she gained citizenship and established an illustrious career as 

a writer and academic. The pivotal moment in Mukherjee's life was the moment she 

made 'the transition from expatriate to immigrant.' 107 This transition occurred through 

Mukheijee's decision to gain citizenship, which was the subject of "Give Us Your 

Maximalists!" Mukheijee's insistence here that she is something of a hard core 

American', by virtue of her decision to become an American by choice, is striking: 

I am a naturalized U.S. citizen, which means that, unlike native-born 

citizens, I had to prove to the U.S. government that I merited citizenship •... 

I take my American citizenship very seriously. l am not an economic 

refugee, nor am I a seeker of political asylum. I am a voluntary immigrant. 

I became a citizen by choice, not by simple accident ofbirth.108 

Like her strong assertions regarding her own status, Mukheijee is equally assured in her 

view of what America faces in its multicultural agenda: 

[Q]uestions such as who is an American and what is American culture are 

being posed with belligerence and answered with violence. [ ... ] But in 

this decade of continual, large-scale diasporas, it is imperative that we 

come to some agreement about who 'we' are, and what our goals are for 

the nation, now that our community includes people of many races, 

ethnicities, languages, and religions. The debate about American culture 
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and American identity has to date been monopolized largely by 

Eurocentrists and ethnocentrists whose rhetoric has been flamboyantly 

divisive, pitting a phantom 'us' against a demonized 'them'. 109 

Like many other writers on ethnicity, Mukheljee rejects the analogies of both 

'melting pot' and 'cultural mosaic', as well as the oft-cited theoretical notion of an ethnic 

centre-versus-periphery model. Instead, Mukherjee favours a model that discards the 'us' 

versus 'them' mentality, one that will 'think of American culture and nationhood as a 

constantly re-forming, transmogrifying 'we.' 110 Similarly, though perhaps more 

controversially, Mukherjee also rejects the label 'Asian American' as applying to her own 

sense of identity, precisely because, as she sees it, such a label simply replicates a 

hierarchical model of ethnic relations. 'Why is it that she asks- '[H)yphenation is imposed 

only on nonwhite Americans? Rejecting hyphenation is my refusal to categorize the 

cultural landscape into a center and its peripheries; it is to demand that the American 

nation deliver the promises of its dream and its Constitution to all its citizens equally.' 111 

Although this view may have been widely interpreted as vitriolic, by fellow 

Indian-born writers and academics, the doubleness of immigrant subjectivity as 

Mukheljee describes, is not as simple as that. In Mukherjee's view, it provides the very 

means by which she is able to roam imaginatively across myriad subject positions and 

circumstances in her writing. If 'history forced us to see ourselves as both the "we" and 

the "other", she notes, then 'that training [ ... ] now heaps on me a fluid set of identities 

denied to most of my mainstream American counterparts .. (and) allows me without 

difficulty to "enter" lives, fictionally, that are manifestly not my own' 112 Together with 

"American Dreamer" and "Two Ways to Belong in America", "Give Us Your 

Maximalists!" constitutes both a personal and literary manifesto and can be usefully read 

as a rejoinder in postcolonial debates about migrancy, diaspora, mutation and belonging. 

There are mutative stages in the continuing evolution of Bharati Mukherjee as a 

writer. The changes which occurred were due to vital inputs from the fast changing global 

climate. No doubt, that we encounter an entirely changed writer in Darkness but this 

dynamics of growth is present in The Tiger's Daughter and Wife also. In both these 

novels the author's voice is omniscient. However, they are not written to imply, as Jasbir 

Jain says, 'total rejection or a ruthless questioning of tradition or a love-hate relationship 

with the native heritage.' 113 Rather, these early novels depict the psychic journey of the 
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migratory self shared by many other Indians studying, living and working for long 

periods abroad in Europe or the United States. 

Given Mukheijee's moral and metaphysical inclinations, it is all the more 

surprising that she should see herself as an immigrant American rather than an expatriate 

Indian. 'Language gives me my identity,' tells Mukheijee, 'I am the writer, I am because 

I write in North American English about immigrant in the new World.' 114 Bhabha leaves 

a question to ponder over very seriously: 

To be unhomed is not to be homeless, nor can the 'unhomely' be easily 

accommodated in that familiar division of social life into private and 

public spheres. The unhomely moment creeps up on you stealthily as your 

own shadow [ ... ] The recesses of the domestic space become sites for 

history's most intricate invasions. In that displacement, the borders 

between home and world become confused; and, uncannily, the private 

and the public become part of each other, forcing upon us a vision that is 

as divided as it is disorienting. 115 

Mukherjee deals with the "unhomely" as a 'paradigmatic colonial and post

colonial condition.' 116 This is a necessity and has a "resonance"117 far and wide. In her 

fictions the novelist seeks to negotiate the forces of 'cultural difference in a range of 

transhistorica1' 118 locations where the displaced have their own discourse and counter

narrative of survival. According to Mukehrjee, there are two kinds of writers - those 

who confirm what the public wants to know, and the other kind who disturbs, interrogates 

the existing patterns. She clearly sees herself as belonging to the second variety. She tells 

Vrinda Nabar: 

Such writers are often misread. I sometimes think I've been too smart for 

my own good. I see a writer as always being in a minority of one, stating 

what is unsettling and disturbing. Knowledge and empathy have nothing to 

do with inherited race. A writer's identity is not exclusively biological: it 

is about the imagination claiming its territory and finding its own niche 

there. 119 
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Indian critics have invariably viewed Mukherjee 's non-nati ve concerns unfavorably. She 

explained her position to Jen y Pinto: 

I think my position has been misunderstood largely in India. I insist on 

being considered an Ameri can wri ter because I want America to realize 

that in the late 20th Century there can be no American centre and periphery 

[ .. . ] I am fighting the American establishment to be regarded as central. I 

want to destroy the whole notion that Asians, or people of a different 

co lour are ' sojourners' whereas those who arrived in America from 

Germany or Sweden are 'settlers.· Irs al so a way of resisti ng 

exoticisation.120 

Bharati Mukherjee with her Indian heritage and her adoption of new identities as 

citizen of both Canada and the United States is in an important transit po int of gender, 

race and culture in the post-colonial situation. ln the dialectical translation of the cultural 

splitting and knitting Mukherjee sets out to write a discourse on di slocation through the 

prism of gender race and culture. With her predilection of confli ctual assimilation and 

fusionism she subordinates the fi xed notions of identi ty and psychic ambivalence. 

Bharati M ukherj ee has been considered by a few critics like Brewster,. earlier 

mentioned, as an escapist and has been accused of becoming Americanized by the 

Western neo-colonial machine. But Mukherjee ' s devotion to America is not that of one 

who has given up an old nation to embrace a new one. For Mukherjee, America is the 

global mosaic, a transit point of ass imilati on and re- location of culture and identi ty. What 

Mukherjee could realize, as is expressed in the interviews, in her memoir, or as she seems 

to suggest in her novels, is that America as a nation is culturall y constructed by the 

immigrants since inception and here in-betweenness and hyphenation is Jess effective as 

compared to assimilation. 

Her characters behave erratically in the confusion of hyphenation and 

assimilation. But Mukhe1jee seems to gesture at an exclusive fluidity in immigrant ' s 

imagination which should be tilted to embrace fusionism and not mere hybridity, and this 

process of post-nation formation, dislocations are necessary pre-condition. She is not 

interested in a new American nationa lism, instead creates a new discourse of diasporic 

condition as a mode of decentering. In Mukhe1jee 's nanatives, instability of "home' ' is a 
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diasporic signifier. It cannot be a static point of unproblematic culture and identity one 

leaves and returns to at ease. She focuses on the complicated dialectics of dislocation and 

on the dispersed and dispossessed fate of the cultural, geographic and psychic nomads 

heading towards productive ambivalence in a contrapuntal negotiation of identity. Said's 

comments on such shifting ground of "otherness" is significant. 'No one today is purely 

one thing' he says '(l)abels like Indian [ ... ] or American are no more than starting points, 

which iffollowed into actual experience for only a moment are quickly left behind.' 121 
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Chapter-II 

The Tiger's Daughter 

RE-INVENTING THE NOTIONS OF 'HOME' AND ' IDENTITY' 

Over the last few decades there has been a mass exodus of women from India to the West 

for different reasons. It has resulted in a new expatriate sensibili ty because of multiple 

dislocations and expatriate writi ng has been able to transform the stereotype of the 

suffering woman to an aggressive or independent one. The migratory female subject gets 

involved in an act of sustained self removal from her native culture, balanced by a 

conscious resistance to total inclusion in the new host society. She is caught between 

cultures and this feeling of in-betweenness or being juxtaposed poses before her a 

challenge to maintain a balance between her affiliations. The trauma of displacement and 

dislocations result in a new narrative of identity and new di scourse of female expatriation. 

Bharati Mukherjee's The Tiger 's Daughter (1 971 ) emphasizes the need to 

reinvent and redefine the notion of ' home' and the notion of ' identity' from an 

immigrant' s perspective. The term home has the immediate connotation of a natal 

territory or space that takes love, warmth and security for granted. Though home basically 

implies a specific geographical locale, in the context of immigrant experience, because of 

the need to belong in the immediate reality, its paran1eters are enlarged. Mukherjee says: 

My first novel, The Tiger's Daughter, embodies the loneliness 1 felt but 

could not acknowledge, even to myself, as I negotiated the no-man's land 

between the country of my past and the continent of my present shaped by 

memory, textured with nostalgia for a class and culture I had abandoned, 

thi s novel quite naturally became my expression of the expatriate 
. I 

COnSCIOUSness. 

Her earlier works, such as the The Tiger's Daughter (1971) and parts of Days and Nights 

in Calcul/a (1977) and later Desirable Daughters (2002) are her attempts to search for 

fndianness. In The Tiger's Daughter the protagonist Tara makes an ambitious journey 

back to India after many years only to discover her home infested with a denuded 

tradition of poverty, squalor and turbulence. This corresponds with Mukherjee's 
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sabbatical journey to India with Clark Blaise in 1973, it was marked by similar 

experience of chaos and political upsurge. The collaborative memoir Days and Nights in 

Calcutta by Clark Blaise and Bharati Mukheijee reveals the process of adaptation and 

renegotiation of accepted stance of exile and immigration. They respond in distinctive 

ways to their shared but different experience of disjunction and dislocation. Holzer traces 

in these two works by Mukheijee some exclusiveness in her inunigrant ethos- 'With The 

Tiger's Daughter and its arguably autobiographical parallel, Days and Nights in Calcutta, 

Mukheijee depicts the ethos of a voluntary exile who returns to her mother country only 

to realize the strength of the pull of the "new world" and return there a resolved 

immigrant.' 2 

In The Tiger's Daughter Mukheijee examines the reception of the Indian 

expatriate returned home and there is the same practical feeling of disjuncture and 

dislocation expressed in Days and Nights in Calcutta. On her return home, she laments at 

the low condition of the Bengali-Indian society: 'What is unforgivable is the lives that 

have b~en sacrificed to notions of propriety and obedience. ' 3 Blaise, her husband, 

however becomes very much intrigued by the magic of the myth and culture that surround 

· every part of Bengal. He realizes that in India family is all, and in the structure of an 

Indian joint family, nothing is a bigger issue than going against the family. He notes how 

in the West identity is shaped by maturity and self- independence, whereas in India 

'identity (is) never. to be sought, it's the lone certainty that determines everything.'4 He 

has likened their stay in Bharati's father's house as 'a closet drama of resentment and 

dependence.' 5 He complains, 'If in the West we suffer from the nausea of 

disconnectedness, alienation, anomy, the Indian suffers from the oppression of kinship.'6 

Speaking from his privileged position of the enlightened Western sojourner he was trying 

to understand his wife's culture which naturally could not be a comprehensive account of 

Indian society as a whole. 

Mukheijee's attempt to find her place in the family, to reconnect with the past and 

her frustration at being taken to be a· foreigner marks her initial disappointment. She 

experienced subjugation and othering in Canada while in India she is looked upon as a 

sojourner from an alien shore. She sees herself through the eyes of others; she rues 'as ifl 

had no history prior to going abroad.' 7 Her looks seem 'too progressive; too westernized, 

and therefore too rootless, to be a predictably middleclass Bengali woman born on as 

exceptionally middle class Ballygunj street. ' 8 She is treated differently as an exceptional 

Indian woman married to a foreigner. As she meets Meena, the wife from the Marwari 
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household, who is discouraged to read in her home, Bharati is saddened by the plight of 

·women in Indian society. It is inexplicable to the West 'that a young Bengali woman 

could rebel by simply reading a book or refusing to fast. ' 9The sabbatical years in Calcutta 

make her realize that she is more of a misfit in the old world and though she is unable to 

reconcile with her new world, still it is the world which she prefers- 'There was surely 

nothing ignoble in our desire to better our condition. In a city that threatens to overwhelm 

the individual who is passive, there was nothing immoral in self protection. But we had 

refused to merge with the city.' 10 

The visit to Calcutta made Bharati Mukherjee realize that India had changed a lot. 

The colonial attitude still existed among the elite Bengali social circles. The exploited and 

the downtrodden had reached the precipice of endurance and started agitations leading to 

chaos and disorder. The changed situation forced Bharati Mukherjee to realize the 

nuances of the two cultures. Mukheljee-writes- 'Of course I had other reasons for going to 

India. I was going because I had discovered that while changing citizenship is easy, 

swapping culture is not.'ll Mukherjee's self-imposed exile created confusion with her life 

in Canada and a feeling of uprootedness seeped in, after the realization that India of 

yesteryears had changed beyond recognition. She felt more comfortable in America 

where life was easy- 'It is, of course, America that I love where history occurs with 

dramatic swiftness and interest of half-hour television shows. America is a sheer luxury, 

being touched more by the presentation of tragedy than by tragedy itself.' 12 

The tour to India made her understand that she was more of an immigrant, than an 

exile, because she was more contented abroad than in India. Bharati Mukherjee at an 

· early stage of life came to encounter the various facets of life of Indian society where a 
. . . . 

bride commits suicide due to noncompliance of dowry demands. Atrocities inflicted on 

women moulded her bent of mind: 'To be a woman, I had learned early enough, was to be 

powerless victim whose only escape was through self-inflicted wounds.' 13 The constant 

hunger-strikes, violent labour disputes made life pathetic; The helplessness led to 

irascibility, which she encountered all around her: 

My year in India had showed me that I did not need to discard Western 

education in order to retrieve the dim shape of my Indian one. It might 

have been less painful if I could have exchanged one locked trunk of ethics 

for another, but I had to admit that by the end of the year in India I no 

longer liked India in the upreal and exaggerated ways I had in Montreal.14 
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The illusion and mental construction of India began to wane bit by bit The 

clumsy withdrawal of the mirage about Indianness made Mukherjee to resolve not to 

become a split personality. She doesn't have any native pool or prick of conscience in her 

assessment about her altered identity. India has thus become an 'other' and just one 

'Asian country with too many agonies' 15 to remember. She haS built along with Clark 

their homeland 'out of expectation, not memory.' 16 She says, 'As I prepare to leave 

Bombay for the slow flight westward, I realized that for me there would be no more easy 

· consolation through India.' 17 In this context, however, Mukhe!jee's attitude whether 

escapist or defeatist is subject to debate and further analysis in terms her texts. She says

' It was hard to give up my faintly Chekhovian image of India. But if that was about to 

disappear, could I not invent a more exciting perhaps a more psychologically accurate a 

more precisely metaphoric India: many more Indias?' 18 

In her works Mukhe!jee creates a vivid, complex world about the disruption and 

transformation that arises in the face of an intermingling and com~ination of culqrres, the 

terrain which she has so brilliantly made her own in her acclaimed novels where the 

immigrants face multiple dislocations in the conflict between location and culture. She 

has her proposition to clarify her stand- 'It's possible with sharp ears and the right 

. equipment to hear America singing even in the seams of dominant culture. In fact, it may 

be the best listening post for the next generation of Whitman. For me, it is a movement 

away from the aloofness of expatriation to the exuberance ofimmigration.' 19 

The Days and Nights in Calcutta demonstrates the process of embracing and 

renegotiation of previously accepted stances and position, as well as discourse on 

location, dislocation and relocation. It is not a mere memoir depicting the sabbatical 

journey to India but an inherently subjective view of the return to the roots, a route to the 

root through negotiations of perspectives and shifting power relations, achieved through 

the structure of a dialogue. In The Tiger's Daughters, the author creates a heroine who, 

like herself, returns to India after several years in the West to discover a country quite 

unlike the one she remembered. Memories of a genteel Bralunin lifestyle are usurped by 

· impressions of poverty, hunger and poli!ical unrest 

In The Tiger's Daughter she uses the trope of the immigrant's homecoming to 

India in the hope of recovering her roots and the stability of her cultural characteristics as 

an Indian. The protagonist Tara Banerjee Cartwright makes a trip home to India after 

seven years to experience the native hue, but becomes painfully aware that her memories 

of a genteel Brahmin life style are no more there oriented as they are now by her 
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Westernization. Tara is to discover that the return to her longed for Camac Street where 

she had grown up, will fail to enkindle the sense of familiarity and belonging which she 

_ equates with 'home.' Her visit to India not only fails to correspond with the idyllic 

memories of childhood and adolescent vibrancies that had sustained ·her in her lonely 

room at Vassar; she also becomes aware that her homeland had turned malevolent enough 

to desecrate her shrine of nostalgia. 

What she discovers is that she is more an outsider than a native having an 

objective anxiety with the complex and baffling web of politics, privilege and the · 

hierarchies of power and class in India. Her traumatized and shattered dream of Calcutta 

makes her unconsciously perceive how life in America has changed her, but upon deeper 

reflections Tara reasons- 'How does the foreignness of the spirit begin? Tara wondered. 

Does it begin right in the centre of Calcutta, with forty ruddy Belgian Women, fat 

foreheads swelling under starched white headdress, long black habits intensifying the 

· hostility of the Indian sun?'20 

The Belgian nuns had taught herto inject the correct quantity of venom into words 

like 'common' and 'vulgar.' For Tara -the daughter of affluent, Bengali Brahmin parents, 

the 'foreignness' began to a great degree with her privileged Catholic education at St 

Blaise's, with Belgian nuns in 'long black habits' who taught from a point of racial and 

moral pre-eminence and with teaching resources from the West. 

-Thus Tara is trapped between the two socio cultural environments, between the 

feeling of rootlessness and nostalgia. She feels marginalized and abandoned at the same 

time. She can neither take refuge in her old home, nor can she take on a hostile attitude. 

The result of this confrontation is her split personality. Tara asserts: 'There were no 

. definite points in time that one could turn to and accuse or feel ashamed of as the start of 

this dull strangeness.' 21 But her Western exposure too, does not unravel any definitive 

answers, leaving her no choice but to nierge both the ways as best as she can and making 

her realize the pathos that lurks under such attempts at amalgamation. 

In The Tiger's Daughter, Bharati Mukherjee finds the problematic areas in the life 

of the expatriate and conceptualizes Tara's split-self caught between her inner and outer 

worlds. The theme of acculturation and adjustment to an alien culture, the slippages, the 

trials, tribulations, the tremors and traumas that afflict and problematise the immigrants in 

a foreign soil have been very deftly delineated by Bharati Mukherjee. Here she deals with 

the in-between spaces of nation, identities, the interconnecting culture and shifting spaces. 

Mukherjee in this novel labours to reconfigure and restructure the concepts of such 
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shifting identity in the postmodem global context. In a critical and creative career that 

has spanned over thirty years, Mukheijee has been engaged in redefining the idea of 

diaspora as a process of gain, contrary to conventional perspectives that construe 

immigration and displacement as a condition of terminal loss and dispossession, 

involving the erasure of history and the dissolution of an original culture. In her ability as 

diasporic writer Mukheijee has produced a countemarrative to re-define the historical 

terrain in terms of challenged and contested space. She shows her resistance to the 

dominating and hegemonic colonial construct of ethnicity by venturing out to re-locate 

. oneself through negotiation and reinvention. 

The Tiger's Daughter is a fictionalized story drawing on Mukherjee's own first 

years of marriage and her return home for a visit to a world unlike the one that lives in her 

memory. At the historical conjuncture, the protagonist, Tara Baneijee, returns to India 

after marrying an American and faces a different India than the one she remembers as it 

was seven years before. The novel addresses Mukherjee's personal difficulties of being 

caught between two worlds, homes and cultures and is an examination of her identity in 

terms of society and nation. 

Similarly, Days and Nights in Calcutta, co-authored with her husband, is a shared 

account of the first trip the couple took to India together after being married. Each offers 

a different India through their separate journals, and ultimately, the two tell the tale of a 

· relationship that faces the daily difficu~ties of cultural barriers that have been drawn and 

separate pasts that linger. Mukheijee's works focus on the 'phenomenon of migration', the 

status of new immigrants, and the 'feeling of alienation' often experienced by expatriates 

as well as on Indian women and their struggle. 22 Her own struggle with identity first as an 

exile from India, then an Indian expatriate in Canada, and finally as an immigrant in the 

United States has lead to her current contentment of being an immigrant in a country of 

inunigrants. 23 

Like her characters in diaspora, 'with sentimental attachments to a distant 

homelali.d but no real desire for permanent return,'24 Mukheijee locates the trajectory of 

her identity and cultural politics in the course of crossing and re-crossing the multiple 

. borders of language, history, race, time and culture. Disrupting the constraints and 
' 

stringencies of nationalist boundaries,· her poetics of Diaspora embodies her sense of 

what, as in her case, it means to be a ·writer who was born and raised in India, bren a 

citizen of Canada and the United States, and shaped and transformed by the cultures of 

India and North America. 
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Mukheijee herself explains her aesthetic position on the identity reformulations 

made possible by diaspora and its contexts in terms that involve a trajectory from de

location to re-location, a practice that entails 'breaking away from the culture into which 

. one was born, and in which one's place in society was assured' and 're-rooting oneself in 

a new culture.'25 'In this age of diasporas,' she argues, 'one's biological identity may not 

be one's only identity. Erosions and accretions come with the act of emigration. ' 26 

Tara of The Tiger's Daughter has been educated in Western ways and differs from 

the traditional Indian thought pattern. In her position it is hardly possible to internalize the 

traditional role-playing of an Indian woman whose task is restricted within the four walls 

of the house. The prim nuns of St. Blaise's in Calcutta have taught her all about decency 

. and feminity. She has been trained to be different from the traditional Indianness while 

maintaining the conscious adherence to Western ways. Despite her Westernization, she 

however, is not totally split and severed from the past. The cultural heredity still discloses 

itself in a critical moment. While facing the harsh conditions and unexpected turnaround, 

· Tara, sitting in her lonely room at V ~ssar remembers the collection of little gods and 

goddesses her mother used to worship at home and prays to Kali, the Hindu goddess of 

power, to tide over her many awkward moments with the polite and inscrutable 

Americans.27 

She marries an American, and when she visits India years after, she experiences a 

strange trepidation to accept her homeland in the same spirit. Her Westernization has 

done diasporic alteration of her already split self. She is attracted to the native hue painted 

in memory, but in reality she encounters a problem to belong to her motherland. She has 

been re"inscribed and translated and suffers dislocations, both psychic and geographical. 

Brinda Bose observes: 

Even as those symbols and ic6ns that had struggled to sustain her from 

afar become real all over again; she realizes that the return is no idyll, and 

there are reasons for her to feel trapped and abandoned both at the same 

time. [ .... ] The immigrant experience, Mukheijee firmly believes, may be 

analogized as a series of reincarnations, deaths of earlier existences 

followed by rebirths full of promise; this is borne out consistently by the 

tales of Tara, Dimple, and Jasmine.28 
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Mukherjee insists on the formulation of a survival strategy for the transplanted 

subjectivity amid splitting and dislocations that are to be 'reabsorbed into the base

superstructure division'29 and gradually emerge into 'the third space of representation'30 

of their splintered self into the 'broken mirror of its new global unconscious.'31 According 

to Jameson, as Bhabha insists, the extraordinary demographic displacements have 

resulted in the schizophrenic social imaginary of the postrnodern subject32 and this is how 

the newness enters in the world which is pluralistic altered and hybridized. 

Mukheijee is suggestive of this 'newness' which can be the survival strategy that 

Tara adopted rejecting her alienated state in that educated Bengali society and returning 

. to her adoptive country and American husband. Tara's traumatic experiences, her 

predicament as a marginalized self, pushed her to the rim of her native world, her old 

world of India. Her failure to adjust to ·the new world of her choice has been graphically 

portrayed by the novelist in a typical out-of-the-joints diasporic existence. Tara endeavors 

to reconcile these two diametrically opposite worlds in her mind and heart but fails. Like 

Bharati Mukherjee's other female protagonists, she is torn between her two socio-cultural 

identities, between her anchoring in an alien soil and her nostalgia for India her home 

country and homeland. 

The central theme of The Tiger's Daughter is the woman protagonist's strange 

trepidation in the homeland. It is about the aggressive rediscovery of Tara Baneijee 

Cartwright, and her increasing knowledge about her 'foreignness of spirit. ' 33 In the 

· process of the fast changing identity shift she eventually realizes that her future lay not in . . 

it but in expatriation through mutation and translation. The psychological, social and 

cultural displacement that Tara suffers from, makes her nervous and excitable. Tara finds 

it difficult to relate herself to her family, city and culture. She observes the volatility of 

the city- '[C]ity Calcutta caught in the rhythm of a perforced change; belching with dirt 

and squalor and poise between disgusting bureaucracy on one side and the aimless, 

wantonly violent, strongly politicized youth and workers on the other. ' 34 

Tara finds Calcutta in a precarious condition where near naked people sleep on 

pavements with rats and cockroaches all around. To her the city of joy seems simply 

inhabitable and suffocating. Mukherjee manages to present the decay of Calcutta and the 

. decadent life of its upper class at the background of social. and political chaos. The city 

seems to be falling apart at its seams oecause of a number of factors; endemic violence, 

chronic political unrest, economic stagnation and poverty, disease overpopulation and 

class conflicts. 
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The opening-page account of the street scene outside the Catelli-Continental, a 

luxury hotel that was once one of the glories of Calcutta is indicative of the degree of the 

city's decline: the entrance now seems 'small almost shabby' the walls 'are patterned 

with rust and mold' The sidewalks along the hotel are painted with 'obscenities and 

political slogans.' 35 On them are a colony of beggars and shriveled women, selling their 

· wares. And yet- the hotel could once be described as the most important strategic point, 

for there was a time when Calcutta was the imperial hub of British India, the center of 

commercial and political powers. 

Now the Calcutta elite still meet here and go through 'their daily ritual of espresso 

or tea. ' 36 But they are people who speak without certainty and conviction and are 

increasingly under siege from people full of passionate intensity, ready to mob and 

brutalize them. And yet the Calcutta beau monde act as if 'the real Calcutta, the thick 

laughter of brutal men, open dustbin warm and dark where carcasses were sometimes 

discarded, did not exist. ' 37 They are not ready to do anything to alter and correct the 

situation, having little appetite for heroic gestures. Their predisposition is to talk about 

. moving out, or to slither into inaction or to strike indifference, burning within in hunt of 

self. 

The 'self in the female protagonists of feminine writers like Bharati Mukherjee, 

occupies a crucial position in their psyche. The trial and odyssey of the self in the novels 

of the writers is a reflection of their own transforming and trans-migratory sel£ Thus the 

delineation of the self for these writers serves as a symbol of self-realization and self

actualization. Bharati Mukherjee relies on her past experiences which serve as the raw 

material for her works. What she went though in her own life in the past seems reflected 

through the experiences of her protagonist, Tara Banerjee Cartwright. The self of the 

novelist is projected through the harrowing life of Tara, who serves as her alter ego. 

Fakrul Alam has rightly observed- 'A literary work is capable of providing role models, 

· install a positive sense of feminine identity by portraying women who are self actualizing . . 

whose identities are not dependent on men. ' 38 

Mukherjee's women do eventually find their distinctive vmces after self

actualization, but not before they have undergone slippages and dislocations and 

struggled with the images of their own selves as representations of 'otherness' - exotic 

yet quiet, competent yet subdued. More often thus, women have grown up in Indian 

families which in the wake of the British Raj, amalgamated Western ideas with traditional 

beliefs; this often finds the young women emancipated but confused. Cultural roots retain 
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. their hold in insidious ways: though in times of fear and indecision Mukherjee's 

Westernized Indian women return to seek comfort of traditional faiths, they increasingly 

discover it to be cold- and so the ques( of a new identity continues. 

Tara in The Tiger's Daughter has a consciousness of her own identity in the 

process of the diasporic quest for self. She is wary of her feminine self and is unwavering 

to assert it in an ambience of disjunction and displacement. Tara grows up in the same 

environs as the novelist herself. Like her creator, she goes to the US for higher education 

but fails to adjust with the changed milieu. Her cultural shock in a foreign land is a 

manifestation of the novelist's own sense of estrangement and identity crisis. Tara's 

arrival in Bombay fills her with disappointment. The railway station to her 'was more like 

a hospital; there were so many sick and deformed men sitting listlessly on bundles and 

· trunks'39 such a frustrating milieu at ~ombay reminds her of America, her second self. 

Tara is tossed between the two selves. and when she comes to India, the second self is 

already rooted in her diasporic imaginary. 

This divisive nature of Diaspora is seen at the outset of the novel. The novelist 

here portrays Calcutta, a city which bewitches, absorbs and devours all. It horrifies and 

mystifies the individual self. In the words of the novelist- 'There is, of course, no escape 

from Calcutta. Even an angel concedes that when pressed. Family after family moves 

from the provinces to its brutish center, and the center quivers a little, absorbs the bodies, 

digests ·them and waits.'4° For Bharati Mukherjee, change is an expected trend in the 

sequence of survival. strategies which differ from one location to another. The self 

. encounters the pangs and inconveniences of this change. It stops to submit, to accomplish 

and acclimatize to the new socio-cultui-al milieu with the passage of time. The novelist 

observes: 'Changes in the anatomies· of nations or continents are easy to perceive. 

However Changes wrought by gods or titans are too subtle for measurement. At first the 

human mind suffers premonitions, then it learns to submit. ' 41 

Apparently, Mukherjee's increasing concern is that these new-born identities 

should not suffer from the premonition ofsecondariness or the terror of marginalization, a 

concern that is probably justifiable to immigrants everywhere - in two locations home 

and im~gined home. As Jasbir Jain writes: 'Beginning with her arrival the novel ends 

with her proposed exit, rejecting India and her Indianness, unable to grasp its meaning 

and equally unable to understand the America she plans to go back to.' 42 Her Indianness 

is bracketed, questioned and challenged.. She has to divide and re-ethicize the cultural and 

geo-social landscape. As an independent and autonomous individual, Tara thus comes 
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across a double cultural shock -first in the US and then in India. On her return journey to 

Calcutta 'The gestures, the tones of voice, the deportment and dismissals that she had 

forgotten in the States suddenly came back with dazzling assurance,'43 because the 

experiences in that alien soil were gradually fading away from her memory. She had 

never thought that they could be easily blotted out. Bharati Mukheijee projects Tara's 

analytical and anguished self through emotional self-exposure: 

The darkness outside the windo-w deepened, ·giving Tara time for unhappy 

self-analysis. For years she had dreamed of his return to India. She had 

believed that all hesitations, all shadowy fears of the time abroad would be 

erased quite magically if she could just return home to Calcutta. But so far 

the return had brought only wounds [ ... ] she was an embittered woman, 

she now thought, old and cynical at twenty two and quick to take 

offense.44 

The novelist probes the multiple wounds of the feminine mind of Tara, ones that 

are characterized by lacerated feelings cutting deep into her psyche and making her 

moody and depressed. She feels deeply. the absence .of her husband in Calcutta-'Tara put 

away her pen and aerograrurne. She .wished she had not come to India without her 

husband.'45 With such abrasive feelings stemming from her affectionate longing for 

David, Tara gradually gets alienated from the metropolis of Calcutta which is 'too 

darnned'46 and confusing. She becomes a victim of its fast changing milieu and socio

political fatality: 

But except for Camac-street, Calcutta had changed greatly; and even 

Camac Street felt the first stirrings of death. With new dreams like 

. Nayapur, Tara's Calcutta was disappearing. New dramas occurred with 

each new bulldozers incision in the green and romantic hills. Slow learners 

like Tara are merely victims.47 

More than thoughts, Tara lives in a world of feelings of incisions, which regulates her 

anguish and alienation. George Lewis, speaking about the feminine psyche, maintains: 

'Masculine mind is characterized by the predominance of the intellect and the feminine 

by the predominance of the emotions [ .... ] women by her greater affectionateness, her 
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greater range and depth of emotional experience, is well fitted to give expression to the 

. emotional facts of life.' 48 Bharati Mukherjee has expressed the emotional estrangement 

in Tara through her inability to visualize and locate David in India. In fact, it is her 

journey back to Calcutta (India) which has created a shadowy picture of David in her 

mind which in tum makes her uncomfortable and ill at ease in her native place. Tara 

could no longer picture his face in its eternity, only bits and pieces in precise details, and 

this terrified her. Each aerogranune caused her momentary panic, a sense of trust betrayed 

and of mistakes never admitted. 

Thus, it is obvious that change of locale brings about a change of identity due to 

the loss. of self. Exile and expatriation leads to the loss of identity. Tara experiences the 

externality of the inward, tossed between her American self and native identity. Hence 

David now appears to her as a strange and an· unfamiliar creature, an alien. In India she 

felt she was not married to a person but to a foreigner, and this foreignness was a burden. 

Now she was more concerned about ac.climatization and the adjustment she had to make 

as an expatriate in America Thatwas what she talked about in Camac Street. She hardly 

uttered anything about marital obligations and responsibilities. Sitting in 'on 

uncomfortable chain'49 she tried hard to think that David was her husband. She still 

wallows within if she could honestly aerate her deep seated emotional attachment to him. 

This is because both were alien to each other and a foreignness of spirit lay within 

them. This difference of binaries out of mutual foreignness impedes the emotional rapport 

between them. In fact, Tara still thinks David a foreigner,. and she can hardly find 

emotionally satisfying words for him and New York was 'a gruesome nightmare.' 50 In 

. both the West and the East, she is a misfit. In both the worlds, she finds the note of 

estrangement. Tara is a victim of changing social environment. Social happenings in the 

riot- torn Calcutta stifle and suppress her thoughts. She starts imagining David as an alien 

but ironically, she too becomes a stranger to her true and authentic self. 

Fragmentation and dislocation subvert her identity. She loses her self and becomes 

depersonalized. In the moment of disjuncture and splitting she is utterly confused. 

Though she drifts from place to place in Calcutta yet in her imagination America is still 

alive. In Calcutta, she is just a wreckage of her real self. Alienation from her real self 

leads to her alienation from the society. Fragmentation of her 'self is one of the 

manifestations of the same estrangement from the culture. She is internally split into two 

halves, which have become alien to each other, the Indian and the American. Bharati 

Mukheijee in an interview to Ameena Meer says: '[F]or me and perhaps for other 
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immigrant writers, there's a death and a series of rebirths. It is very painful and traumatic, 

letting go of the old self. The Tiger's Daughter was written while I was still an expatriate. 

Then comes the reconstruction of one self, which is very difficult.' 51 

In this novel, Mukheijee focuses on the same traumatic progression of cultural 

reconstruction and mutative translation. The translational space and the problem of 

slippages and dislocations in transnational communities is the major area of Mukheijee's 

diasporic narratives. Transnationalism in Bharati Mukheijee's fictions depicts an essential 

· relationship that exists between herself as a migrant subject, and the nationality or the 

location of her native culture and destination countries- first Canada, and fmally America. 

This intersection of culture creates in due course the new location of culture and identity. 

Problem of identity is due to the forces of globalization which include transnational 

exodus of the immigrants and exiles. The result is either cultural mosaic or melting pot 

and in such global village the sense of a homogenous self-contained character is 

something that" is hardly possible. In such postcolonial condition a person on the alien 

shore is composed of all sorts of conflicting essentials. 

However, in Rushdie's texts, such mongrelization of identity has an explicit 

historical perspective. It is related to the condition of postcoloniality, a condition where 

. pure space and essential identities have ceased to exist, and where the diasporic subject is 

inevitably contaminated by diverse cultural practices. For example; the postcolonial 

'immigrant other' is a potent figure of 'in-betweenness' contaminated by history. 

Likewise the (un)homed 'immigrant other' is fragmented by time, which challenges and 

disturbs the Western Enlightenment's belief in stable heroic and unified identities 

approaching relentlessly towards some identifiable Goal. The whole discursive process 

undergoes distinct phases of contamination and then mongrelization. Comparing the 

mongrel nature of post-mutation state he notes: 

We are Hindus who have crossed the black water; we are Muslims who 

eat pork and as a result[ ... ] We are now partly of the West our identity is 

at once plural and partial. Som~times we feel we straddle two cultures; at 

other times, that we fall between two stools [ ... ] Having been borne 

across the world, we are translated men. 52 

It is these mongrel identities and 'painfully divided selves/3 operating within the 

matrix of an equally hybridized space and plural social practices that Mukheijee's novels 
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have been set. In her novels Mukherjee explores the fragmented plural and partial nature 

of post colonial identities, the inter-subjective and inter-cultural experiences, hybridity 

. and hyphenation. She deals with the fluid diasporic identities and the conscious 

negotiation and contestation before the cultural translation. Mukherjee interrogates the 

myth of fixed and unchanging identities in expatriation and forced exile and the dilemma 

in immigrant experience while negotiating multiple challenges on one's identity and 

dislocation that one suffers. Tara likewise, unveils many aspects of the immigrant 

experience of the novelist in America. The experience of her characters in their homeland 

and abroad echoes her own concerns, her beliefs and faith. Simultaneously they also 

reflect her growing and transforming identity as an American. 

In The Tiger's Daughter, Tara's alienation and the conscious feelings of 

dislocations are chiefly due to the hollow space between memory and desire. She had 

remembered Calcutta of the past but now, on· her revisit to the metropolis after a seven 

years' sojourn in the States, she expec~s a lot of changes. In other words, She desires to 

see a new and better Calcutta but shockingly all her anticipation are frustrated when she 

sees Calcutta in a wretched plight - full of poverty and squalor. She had seen three 

children eat rice and yoghurt off the side walk. The moment Tara arrives at the railway 

station, She develops in her a nauseating feeling of isolation: 'Surrounded by this army of 

relatives who professed to love her, and by vendors ringing bells, beggars pulling at 

sleeves, Children on tracks, Tara felt completely alone.' 54 Her estrangement and 

isolations escalates when she feels ill at ease while moving away from the 'brutal 

atmosphere' ofHowrah Station: 

For a moment she thought she was going mad. For she felt that the Bengal 

Tiger, set apart from the smell and noise of the platform, had in her moved 

out of the private world of fili!il affection. He seemed to have become a 

symbol for the outside world [ ... ] a pillar supporting a balcony that had 

long outlived its beauty and its functions. 55 

Bharati Mukherjee interlinks the events in the novel like Tara's visit to a funeral 

pyre at the river bank, her meeting a small beggar girl afflicted with leprosy, the nerve

racking. riots and demonstrations and the worst of all claustrophobic outrage by the 

politician Tuntunwala, to evince the terror and trauma of Tara's visit to India. 
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Thus, what Tara finds in Calcutta is simply disgusting and repelling. Everything 

has undergone a drastic transformation and simultaneously a total descent. Class and 

caste war has brought the city to the grip of violence and confrontations. Her dreams for a 

better Calcutta are thus shattered and she becomes estranged from the cold and 

humiliating milieu. Her alienation is aggravated when her relatives greet her as an 

Americanized Indian and her husband as an outsider. She has a feeling within her as if she 

has a horrible existence in Calcutta and that none loves her any more not even her own 

dear mother: 

Perhaps her mother, sitting serenely before God on a rug, no longer loved 

her either. After all Tara had willfully abandoned her caste by marrying a 

foreigner. Perhaps her mother was offended that she, no longer a real 

Brahmin was constantly in and out of this sacred room, dipping like a 

crow. 56 

In Camac Street, it was 'hard for Tara to talk about marriage responsibilities' and 

'her friends· were curious only about the adjustments she had made.' 57 Wavering between 

two poles of her existence, she had become oblivious of many of the Hindu rites and 

rituals, especially the practice of idol worship; widely prevalent among orthodox Hindus. 

·She had herself witnessed her mother'~ worshipping icons since her childhood. But now 

she doesn't remember these rituals. There seems to be partial loss of her religious self, 

leading to the disintegration and fragmentation of her identity: 

When the sandalwood paste had been ground Tara scraped it off the slimy 

stone tablet with her fingers and poured it into a small silver bowl. But she 

could not remember the next step of the ritual. It was not simple loss, Tara 

feared this forgetting of prescribed actions; it was a little death, a 

hardening of the heart, a cracking of axis and center. 58 

In not being able to remember the rituals, Tara seems to have been alienated from 

her own experiences of childhood. This loss of self is not a simple one~ It was a splitting 

of fringe and center. It had pushed her to the periphery of her existence and marginalized 

her, splintered the axis of her self. Thus Tara has become estranged from her society and 

the cultural values it carries within. Her estrangement as a result of the loss of her own 
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cultural heritage is revealed in her failure to sing 'bhajans' which she sang in her 

childhood days: 'As a Child, Tara remembered, she had sung 'bhajans' in that house. She 

had sat on a love seat beside a very holy man with a limp and had sung 'Raghupati 

Raghav Rajaram'. But that had been a very long time ago, before some invisible spirit of 

. darkness had covered her like skin. ' 59 
• 

The American culture had enveloped Tara like an 'invisible spirit of darkness'60 

thereby obliterating a part of her Indian self. It is the American culture that had made 

such common rituals like singing 'Bhajans' everyday alien to her. Her friend Reenajustly 

remarked that she (Tara) has 'become too self centered and European. ' 61 The 'Occident' 

had become an inalienable part of her self. Tara's hopes for a peaceful and unruftled stay 

in India are dashed to the ground. A victim of riot-torn Calcutta, everything to her appears 

frustrating and horrifying. There is a note of suspense at the end of the novel as to 

whether Tara survives in the violence or not. Locked in the car she thinks of David, thinks 

of her own predicament: 'And Tara still locke~ in a car across the street from the Catelli 

· Continental, wondered whether she would ever get out of Calcutta, and if she didn't 

whether David would ever know that she loved him fiercely.' 62 She came to India in 

quest of peace, but ironically. She had to make peace, with the city, to compromise with 

its raucous and violent nature, its intolerably menacing reality: 'She felt she had made her 

peace with the city, nothing more was demanded. If she were to stay, she thought, there 

would be other concessions, other deals and compromises, all menacing and unbearably 

real, waiting to be made. ' 63 

Tara fails to understand that self is an intangible center and that it is not possible 

on the part of one to harmonize one's moorings and one's roots with an 'other'. This is an 

illusion, and hardly could she be at peace with the chaotic milieu, to compromise with the 

turbulent metropolis and find love and security for her anguished and nostalgic self, she 

rants disgustingly: 'It was vague, so pointless, so diffuse, this trip home to India.'64 Tara 

stands at the point of disjunction ·and feels dislocated. She belongs neither to the 

'Occident' nor to the 'Orient'. Her roots are scattered and dispersed in both America and 

India. The Hotel Catelli-Continental serves as the symbol of her 'pointless' and 'rootless' 

existence. Existential alienation and self-estrangement dogs her both in America and 

India. Isolated and denied the right to be mentally free, her existence becomes restricted 

and circumscribed. 

Such is the intensity and acuteness of her anguish and alienation that sitting in a 

car, she do~bts if ever she would succeed in releasing herself from the monstrous grips of 
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Calcutta. Tara experiences this reality more in the mind than in heart. The novel portrays 

a darkness that pervades the presence, the location, and abandoned at the edge she has to . 

imagine and locate another home beyond. In her letter to David she says: 'It's hard to 

explain what's happening to the city itself. I don't know where to begin. There's no plot 

to talk about[ ... ] nothing really happened.' 65 She is wavering at the edge of historical and 

cultural re-visioning, in the process of re-location. 

Throughout the novel, we find Tara in search of a location ventilating her 

antithetical and mutually differing emotions which symbolize the fragmentation and 

exasperation of her self. Seven years ago, 'the_ houses on Marine Drive' 66 were an object 

. of admiration and beauty to her but now they become detestable, 'now their shabbiness 

appalled her.' 67 This change in her outlook is due to her stay at Vassar and her 

Americanization. To her estranged and rootless self, the splendor and magnificence of the 

outside world becomes merely 'alien and hostile. ' 68 

Her contradictory feelings find an outlet in her relationship with her aunt. She says 

to Aunt Jharna, 'I don't hate you, I love you [ ... ] love you all.'69 Similar ambivalent 

feelings are found in the company of her friends like Pronob and Nilima with whom 'she 

had played, done her homework' 70 but now after seven years, she feels 'she feared their 

tone, their omissions, their aristocratic oneness.' 71 Nostalgia or indifference appears to be 

the only alternative available to Tara's friend in the city, even Tara begins to feel: 

[T]hat the misery of her city was too immense and blurred to be listed and 

assailed one by one. That it was fatal to fight for justice, that it was better 

to remain passive and absorb all shocks as they came. 72 

Tara herself begins to think that despite the few pleasant moments she has had in 

the city in this trip home 'Calcutta was the deadliest city in the world alarm ·and 

impatience were equally useless.' 73 No wonder, then that Tara's husband David 

Cartwright, reading her reports about the city as well as the New Yorker's Ved Mehta's 

journals on India, concludes that Calcutta was the collective future in which garbage, 

disease and stagnation are man's estate. 

The actual starting point of the story dates back however, to a rainy night in the 

year 1879. It was the day of the grand wedding ceremony of the daughters of Hari La! 

Banerjee, the Zamindar of village Panchapara. Standing under a wedding canopy on the 

roof of his house Hari La! Banerjee could have hardly imagined what future holds in store 
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for his coming generations. He did not hear the straining·and imprisoned ghost of change: 

'Because the shadows of suicide or exile, of Bengali soil sectioned and ceded with, of 

workers rising against their bosses could not have been divined by even a wise man in 

those days.' 74 

After the marriage of Hari La! Banerjee's daughters, life continued to be pleasant 

and in the village Panchapara many more marriages took place and many deaths too. 

After two summers Hari La! Banerjee fell a prey to an assassin while mediating a feud. 

All the reputation and influence of Banjeree family died with him. Nobody knew at that 

time that 'years later a young woman who had never been to Panchapara would grieve for 

the Banerjee family and try to analyse the reasons for its change. She would sit by a 

window in America to dream of Hari La!, her great grandfather and she would wonder at 

the gulf that separated him from herself.' 75 This young woman is Tara Banerjee, the great 

grand daughter of Hari La! Banerjee and the daughter of Bengal Tiger, the owner of 

famous Banerjee and Thomas (Tobacco) Co. Ltd. Tara is packed off by her father at an 

early age of fifteen for America for higher study. When this young Indian girl comes to 

· terms with the American life her reactions are one of fear and anger: 

For Tara, Vassar had been an almost unsalvageable mistake. If she had not 

been a Banerjee, a Bengali Brahmin, the great grand daughter of Hari La! 

Banerej ee, or perhaps, if she had not been trained by the good nuns at St 

Blaise's to remain composed and lady like in all emergencies, she would 

have rushed home to India at the end of her frrst week. 76 

According to Brinda Bose the identities that Mukherjee's women eventually 

emerge will exemplify the characteristics of a whole new breed in this country, the 

'ethnic' who is also an 'American'. The pro.cess of fmding their identities must be a 

matter of intense struggle with the self. With tradition, with the wonders and horror of a 

new culture, with .growing aspirations, hopes and desires, where gender, race and the 

American experience meet in Bharati Mukherjee, the intersection is fraught with the 

tension of combat. 77 

In Poughkeepsie she feels homesick. She senses discrimination even as her 

roommate refuses to share her bottle of 'chutuey.' As it is typical of Indians who are 

proud of their family and genealogy, she defends her family and her country instinctively. 
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·When at the end of May, that first year abroad, girls around her prepare to go home she is 

seized by a vision of terror: 

She saw herself- sleeping in a large cartoon on a side walk while hatted 

men made impious remarks to her. Headless monsters winked at her from 

eyes embedded in paddy shoulders. She complained of home sickness in 

letters to her mother, who promptly prayed to kali to save Tara's 

conscience, chastity and complexion. 78 

Tara's husband David Cartwright is wholly Western and she is always anxious 

and apprehensive of this fact. She cannot communicate to him the finer nuances of her 

family background and life in Calcutta. Her failure to do so is rooted in their cultural 

differences. David is hostile to genealogies and often mistakes her love for family for 

overdependence. He asks naive question about Indian customs and traditions and she 

feels completely insecure in an alien atmosphere because Madison Square was unbearable 

and her husband was after all a foreigner. 

The new Americanized Tara fails to bring back her old perception and views of 

India with the keenness of a foreigner and she finds that her entire outlook has changed. 

Shobha Shinde refers to this expatriate weakness: 'An immigrant away from home 

idealized his home country and cherishes nostalgic memories of it.79 And so does Tara in 

America, but when she comes to comfort the changed and hostile circumstances of her 

· home country, all her romantic dreams and ideals crumble down. She realizes that she has 

drowned her childhood memories in the crowd of Anlerica. 

On landing at Bombay airport, she is hailed warmly by her relatives but her 

response is very cold and unruffled. When her relatives address her as 'Tultul,' a nick 

name which they always used for her, it sounds weird to her Americanized ears. Seven 

years ago while on her way to Vassar 'She had admired the house on Marine Drive, had 

thought them fashionable, but now their shabbiness appalled her. ' 80 In the train she 

happens to share her compartments with a Marwari and a Nepali person. She thinks that 

both will 'ruin her journey to Calcutta.' 81 The tiny Marwari is very unsightly, and 

appears impudent while the level nosed Nepali is also equally horrible. Here reaction is 

voiced in the following extract: 'I have retuined to dry holes by the sides of railway 

tracks, she thought, to brown fields like excavations. for thousand homes. I have returned 

to India.' 82 
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On her coming back to India, American now appears to be a dream land to her. At 

the station, though surrounded by the army of relatives and by vendors ringing bells, 

beggars pulling at sleeves, children coughing on tracks, Tara feels herself to be 

completely alone. Everything seems to be unreal except Bengal Tiger, her father. For a 

moment she thinks she might go mad. Even her father 'seemed to have become a pillar 

supporting a balcony that had long outlived, its beauty and its function. ' 83 When she 

· reaches home she gets some peace of mind. Staying in her paternal house she also records 

her impressions of New York: 

After seven years abroad, after extraordinary turns of destiny that had 

swept her from Calcutta to Poughkeepsie, and Madison, and finally to a 

two room apartment within walking distance of Columbia, strange turns 

that had taught her to worry over a dissertation on Katherine Mansfield, 

the plight of women and racial minorities[ ... ] New York, she thought now 

had been exotic. Not because it had Laundromats and subways. But 

because there where policemen with dogs prowling the underground 

tunnels. Because girls like her, at least illmost like her were being knifed in 

elevators in their own apartment buildings. Because students were rioting 

about campus recruiters and far· away wars rather than the price of rice or 

the stiffness of fmal exams. Because people were agitated over pollution 

[ ... ] New York was certainly extraordinary, and it had driven her to 

despair.84 

She recollects how she had shaken out all her silk scarves, ironed them and hung them to 

make her apartment more Indian on days when she thought she could possibly not 

survive. In America Tara was always under stress and anxieties and she was always 

conscious of her foreignness. She felt herself rootless but things do not appear better in 

· India either. 

What Tara had not known before coming to Calcutta but must discover it is what 

is obvious to her friend Reena. As Reena puts it in her Indian-English Idiom, 'You've 

changed too much, Tara.' 85 She begins to let 'little things [ ... ] upset her' 86 and comes to 

realize that 'oflate she had been outraged by Calcutta.'87 Even the language she had used . 

so spontaneously once upon a time now appears strange: 'she had forgotten so many 

Indian English words she had once used with her friends.' 88 Again and again, she fmds 
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herself reacting to an event very differently from them. What surprises or shocks her in 

. Calcutta appears to be quite routine to someone like Reena. Similarly, what she considers 

sensible and decorous seems silly and outrageous to others. For instance, her suggestion 

that women participating in a beauty contest should put on swimsuits lead to this rebuke 

from an Indian physician: 'I think your years abroad have robbed you of feminine 

propriety or you are joking with us.' 89 Tara herself wonders at the foreignness of her spirit 

which does not permit her to establish an emotional kinship with her old relatives and 

friends. She wonders, if it is in the 'drift inward with the winter chill at Vassar, as she 

watched the New York snow settle over new architecture, blonde girls [ ... ]'90 deep into 

the glitter and opulence of America. 

In this connection Brinda Bose observes that the immigrant women in America 

suffer from double marginalization, they are the category of borderline community and 

· are forced to negotiate displacements at.multiple levels. To quote Bose:. 

Ethnic Women in America are already twice-marginalized : by virtues of 

their ethnicity and their gender. The central figures in Mukherjee novels 

The Tiger's Daughter, Wife, and Jasmine Tara, Dimple, Jasmine- fight 

two simultaneous battles against marginalization during their early 

expatriate experiences in America 'coming as they are from (an) other 

world, their very identities are in question in America, calling out for a re

visioning and a re-defining at the start. The moments of change I 

transformation/ reincarnation are crucial because though the exercise is 

assertive I powerful/ celebratory in its mainstream movement, the echoes 

at the margins valorize the anxieties of expatriation. 91 

Tara feels extremely put down by her inner trauma of such dislocations. She cannot 

match the past and the present. Her enthusiasm for the lost home that was much longed 

for, suffers jolt. She meets her friends but even in their company antithetical feelings 

beset her: 'Seven years ago she had played with these friends, done her home work with 

these friends, done her home work with Nilima, briefly fancied herself in love with 

Pronob debated with Reena at the British council. But now she feared their tone, their 

omissions, their aristocratic oneness. ' 92 Tara forgets the next step of the rituals while 

preparing for worship with her mother and at once realizes: 'It was not a simple loss [ ... ] 

· this forgetting of prescribed actions; it was a little death, a hardening of the heart, a 
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cracking of axis and centre. ' 93 Religion plays a central role in any culture. When she 

forgets the rituals it upsets her because at once she realizes what America has done to her. 

Now she has become 'foreign' to her native values also and it fills her with a sense of 

dislocation. She starts questioning the validity of her own identity. 

The Catelli-Continental Hotel on Chowringhee Avenue, becomes her favourite 

place and she spends much of her time in that hotel along with her friends. There were 

many parties in honour of Tara's return, many tea parties, many dinners hosted by 

· friends. At first Tara looks forward to these parties. She rushes to Pronob's or Reena's so 

that she can share reminiscences with people who understand her attitudes and mistakes

'her friends had seemed to her a peaceful island in the midst of Calcutta's commotion. 

She had leaned heavily on their self-confidence. ' 94 But gradually the beliefs and the 

omissions of her friends begin to unsettle her: 'Her friends let slip their disapproval of 

her, they suggested her marriage had been imprudent, that the seven years abroad had 

eroded all that was fine and sensitive in her Bengali nature. ' 95 Tara feels restless and 

agitated at the lack of gravity and compactuess in the group of her friends. They want to 

listen to stories about America, about television and automobiles, frozen foods and record 

players but when she mentions ghettos or student demonstrations, they protest. 

Tara notices a lot of change in her friends during these seven years. She cannot 

think of Pronob being a big industrialist. For Tara it is difficult to stand Pronob's 

flabbiness and his ill-humored nature whom she once saw as an insightful and poetic 

young man. Very often her friends and relatives make her feel guilty for marrying an 

American. 'In India she felt she was not burden.'96Though she writes to David regularly, 

she fails to communicate her feelings to him. Because 'It was hard to tell a foreigner that 

she loved him very much when she was surrounded by the Bengal Tiger's chairs, tables, 

flowers, and portraits.'97 

How can she 'describe in an aerogranune the endless conversations at the Catelli

Continental, or the strange old man (Joyonto Roy Choudhury) in a blazer, who tried to 

catch her eye in the cafe, or the hatred of Aunt Jharna or the bitterness of slogans 

· scrawled on walls of stores and hotels.' 98 Tara is totally confused. She cannot share her 

feelings with her friends and relatives and she fails to share things with her foreign 

husband. For David she is a foreigner and for her Indian friends and relatives she is a 

sinner who has polluted herself by marrying a 'mleccha' (outcaste). M. Sivaram Krishna 

blames her American husband and Western education for her feelings of rootlessness and 

lack of identity: 
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Tara in The Tiger's Daughter finds it difficult to relate herself to her 

family, city, culture in general since her marriage to an American, her 

western education are enougli signs to brand her as an 'alienated' 

westernized woman. The impliCit logic is that since she is exposed to the 

West and has absorbed its values she must be necessarily alienated. 

Therefore, even when she tries to 'voice' her continuing attachment for an 

identity with India, the voice does not carry conviction for it is at variance 

with the usual stance - of indifference and arrogance - one generally 

associates with the 'westernized' (exiled) Indian. 99 

Tara understands that America has not just transformed her completely, but she 

has been translated in to a new entity. Tara's westernization has opened her eyes to the 

· gulf between the two worlds and the ~o locations of culture. In India she sees disease, 

despair, riot, poverty and the children eating helplessly off the sidewalk. Now she has 

started looking at the hideous and ugly aspects of India. She persistently feels a 

continuing conflict between her old sense of perception and attitude on Calcutta and her 

changed outlook. She shows symptoms of 'obsessional modernity' 100 under Western 

influence of culture. Jasbir Jain comments: 'Tara's consciousness of the present is rooted 

in her life in the States and when she looks at India anew it is not through her childhood 

associations or her past memories but through the eyes of her foreign husband David. Her 

reactions are those of a toUrist, of a foreigner.' 101 

Tara visits a funeral pyre at the river bank with Joyonto Roy Chowdhury, the 

. owner of tea estates in Assam and runs at the sight of the 'tantric' who stretches his hands 

for her palms. She fails to read his intentions and thinks that the man needs 'bakshees' 

(alms). It seems she does not want to show her palms to the 'tantric' because she is 

conscious of her sin of marrying an American without matching her horoscopes. Again 

her visit with Joyonto Roy to his Tollygunge compound turns out to be painful. When 

Joyonto Roy proposes to show her the place and says that it's a 'bustee' (slum). Tara is all 

ecstatic like the Western tourists: 'Is it a 'bustee'? asked Tara. She recalled frustrating 

moments at Vassar, when idealistic dormitory neighbours had asked her to describe the 

slums of India.' 102 The winding and irregular road to Tollygunge troubles her a lot. She 

cannot bear the dust and foul smell offrlth and squalor: . 
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Had Tara visualized at the start of the journey this exposure to ugliness 

and danger, to viruses that stalked the street, to dogs and cows scrapping in 

garbage dumps, she would have refused Joyonto's invitation.103 

Joyonto shows her his vast compound which is now occupied by refugees and quite 

sentimentally tells her how he proposed his garden, etc. But Tara is hardly interested in 

these details: 

Tara was bewildered by her first view of the large and dusty compound. 

She thought if she had been David she would have taken out notebook 

and pen and entered important little observations. All she saw was the 

obvious. Goats and cows graiing in the dust, dogs chasing the friskier 

children, men sleeping on string beds under a banyan tree. Children 

playing with mud beside a cracked tube well. Rows of hovels and huts.104 

Tara loses her balance of mind when she sees a little girl suffering from leprosy. 

She screams and becomes almost hysteric. Actually 'Tara has never been a part of the 

crowd. She has always been sheltered, as child, young adult, and women; Each excursion 

traumatizes her by bringing her closer to the touch of the masses.' 105 In fact, disease, 

suffering, and poverty are part of existence and a common Indian ignores it or rather 

· accepts it as an integral part of life. Tara herself once ignored all these things but her stay 

in the States has opened her eyes to the gulf between the lives of the poor of the West. 

Now she has started looking at India as a land of poor people living in hostile, unhygienic 

conditions and suffering from starvation, decay and disease. 

Along with the families of her friends Tara's family once moves to Darjeeling for 

a holiday trip. Darjeeling is as stunning as ever. Tara tries to enjoy the beauties of Blue 

Mountains and natural greenness. But her trip is marred by ugly and violent incidents. 

One afternoon she accompanies Pronob and an American lady Antonia on horseback 

around the Observatory Hill but on the' way she is stopped and teased by some young 

hooligans. This incident leaves Tara troubled and ill-humoured. 

She is also insulted by one of the members while she suggests sometfllng about the 

beauty contest organized by the hotel 'manager. The heart specialist who is one of the 

judges sarcastically remarks, 'I think your years abroad have robbed you of feminine 

propriety.' 106 But it doesn't mean that in Darjeeling everything is downbeat. Once at the 

special request of her religious mother, she visits Mata Kananbala Devi. She forgets all 
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the malice and hatred for the time being and feels her soul uplifted by the 'darshan' (holy 

viewing) of Mala. It is a typically Indian experience to undergo a sort of trance in a 

temple: 

Tara found herself shouting "Ma, Ma, Mata" with the rest. She found it 

easy suddenly to love everyone, even Antonia Whitehead, who was the 

person standing in the entire room. It was not Kananbala Mala who 

moved her so much as the worshipers themselves. 107 

Here the reaction of Antonia Whitehead, who is a representative of American culture, is 

worth noting: 

What India needed [ ... ] was less religious excitement and more birth

control devices. She hated confusion of issues, she said. Indians should be 

more discerning. They should demand economic reforms and social 

upheavals and throw out the Chief 'Chela' as pledge of future success. 108 

Tara plans a trip to Nayapur along with her whole group of friends thereafter. 

Nayapur is a new township in a complex of coal mines, steel foundries and plants for 

hydroelectricity. It spreads across scarred little hills and forests. Tara meets the politician 

Tuntunwala, the same 'ugly Marwari fellow' with whom she had shared her railway 

compartment while traveling from Bombay to Calcutta. Mr. Tuntunwala, the national 

personage, has come to plan his strategy for the elections in Nayapur. Earlier Tara has 

come across Mr. Tuntunwala several times. She has always felt a kind of strange 

attraction towards this man and so when Mr. Tuntunwala proposes to show her Nayapur 

she does not decline his proposal. 

At last this meeting ends with her claustrophobic rape by this wretched politician. 

Tara's failure to stop Tuntunwala from seducing her suggests that more or less she too is 

a party in that amorous game or she might be only a victim. Tara does not tell anyone of 

her friends about her seduction just for fear of disgrace. She realizes: 'She could not share 

her knowledge ofTuntunwala with any of her friends. In a land where a friendly smile, an 

accidental brush of the fingers, can ignite rumors- even lawsuits - how is one to speak 

of Mr. Tuntunwala's violence?' 109 Bharati Mukherjee brings the novel to a close on a 

sensational note. The whole of Calcutta is burning with the violent demonstrations and 

riots. The memories of a bonfire of effigies, buses and trams: Tragedy, of course, was not 
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uncommon in Calcutta. The newspapers were full of epidemics, collisions, fatal quarrels 

and starvation. Even murders, beheadings of landlords in front of their families. 110 

In such a situation Tara can hardly cope with the 'longed for (the) Bengal of 

Satyajit Ray, children running through cool green spaces, aristocrats despairing in music 

rooms of empty palaces.' 111 Out of bewilderment, she plans to go back to David and 

calls her friends at Catelli Continental to let them know about her decision. In the 

meantime, the troop of marchers heads towards Catelli and she with her company gets 

surrounded by the mob. In an attempt to escape Joyonto Roy Chowdhury she is caught in 

the messy crowd. Pronob tries to save him but is unfortunately killed by the mob. The 

novel ends with: 

Tara, still locked in a car across the street from the Catelli-Continental, 

wondered whether she would ever get out of Calcutta, and if she did not, 

whether David would ever know that she loved him fiercely. 112 

The closer of the novel leaves the reader in a riddle and a confusion as to what 

ultimately happens to Tara, whether she succeeds in returning to her husband and starts 

living happily with him keeping all her nostalgia aside or she falls a victim to the rioting 

mob. 

Tara Baneijee, who is identified by a majority of critics as the writer herself, finds 

· herself sandwiched between two cultures. Her America, far from being a land of promise, 

is a land of violence and atrocity. It's a land of strangers and all her attempts at 

assimilation are destined to fail due to her 'otherness.' She breaks her family tradition and 

marries American David. It is also an attempt to get security in an alien land. Since she 

has not thoroughly understood David and his society, she always remains nervous and 

apprehensive. In an attempt to Americanize herself she loses her Indian identity 

miserably. 

Tara Baneijee is not only an immigrant but she is an immigrant woman as well. 

This makes all the difference in the Indian context. In India woman's fate is decided very 

early in her life because the parents start discriminating between their male and female 

children from the very beginning. It is incessantly hammered on the girl's consciousness 

that she has to move somewhere else-and must be_ submissive and assimilative, come 

what may. Thus she starts a life of ·duality and conflict since her childhood. After 

marriage she undergoes a traumatic dilemma negotiating to belong to an entirely new set-
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up. This itself is a kind of migration - a migration from one's own former self to an 

imposed one. And this conflict gets multiplied with migration to another country. Tara's 

situation should be looked at from this angle and Brinda Bose thinks along such lines: 

Duality and conflict are not merely a feature of immigrant life in America. 

Mukherjee's women are broug~t up in a culture that presents them with 

such ambiguities from childhood. The breaking of identities and the 

discarding of languages actually begin early, their lives being shaped by 

the confluence of rich cultural and religious traditions, on the one, hand, 

and the 'new learning' imposed by British colonialism in India, on the 

other. These different influences involved them in tortured processes of 

self-recognition and self-assimilation right from the start; the confusion is 

doubled upon coming to America. 113 

In fact, Tara's confusion results from this unstable self. After marrying an 

. American she should have held fast to her decision of which she is incapable. Instead of 

wrestling with her predicament, she ·visits her native place armed with a changed 

perspective. 'Her sense of alienation in Calcutta is symbolized by her regular visits to 

Catelli-Continental Hotel, from where she views the turmoil of Calcutta from the safe 

heights of a tourist, cut-off from the 'real' India which seethes below her.' 114 

In The Tiger's Daughter, Mukherjee sets about exposing how it feels for a fifteen

year-old Indian to leave a sheltered home hedged by class privilege and wealth, to come 

back home as a young woman after breaking all the social taboos by marrying a foreigner 

- and see whether she can find her place at home again. All the paralyzing movements 

she witnessed in India are marooned in a car in the middle of an angry mob. For her, 

home can hardly be a normative point now, the source of unproblematic identity: 

When Tara/Bharati goes to West, she undergoes a new birth in the womb 

of Vassar and growth in graduate school. The new-birth consciousness

birth in dormitories and classrooms by a Western curriculum and 

consciousness - seeks to hold its history at its center where the 

knowledge is visiouless. [ ... ]At the end of the novel, as she sits shivering 

in the Fiat, surrounded by a mob, wondering whether she will ever see her 

husband again, she sees the vision twinkling, pinching, pulling, slapping 
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through the crowd that surrounds that hotel. Bharati Mukherjee is refusing 

to state what it is, invites a reader response in decoding the vision. 115 

Tara, caught in the midst of the rioting mob marking the invisible presence of her 

husband David, leaves the reader stunned and wondering as the novel ends there. In a 

sense the turmoil outside is but an external manifestation of Tara's inner state of mind 

and by leaving her amidst that turmoil, perhaps, Mukherjee hints at the irreconcilability of 

such conflicts. 

The seven years she spent in the West has inevitably altered Tara's angle of 

vision. As she drives past Bombay's Marine Drive on her way back to Calcutta, she finds 

the street to be 'iun-down and crowded,' and yet seven years earlier she had 'admired' the 

place and found it 'fashionable.' 116 When she was in North America she could not stop 

thinking of home, but now in this trip to Calcutta she misses David and fears losing him 

continually. She remembers even now the sense of alienation she had in New York but 

cannot cease ruminating in Calcutta on 'the foreignness of spirit' 117 she was experiencing 

in the city of her birth. 118 

She spends a lot of time in Calcutta with her upper-class Bengali friends and yet 

cannot help fearing 'their tone, their omissions, their aristocratic oneness.' 119 She may 

react 'guiltily' to her friend Pronob's comment that he would 'hate to be a nobody in 

America' 120 but has the distinct feeling that she is now, quite literally, an outcast because 

of her marriage to a white North American. On other occasions, however, she herself 

feels 'quite cut off' from the people she grew up with. 121 It does not take her very long to 

feel that depression is overcoming her, and she begins to think that it is best to return to 

New York. 

The Tiger's Daughter, then, is designed to capture the predicament of someone 

returning to her homeland after a period of self-imposed exile. To such a person, home 

will never be home again, and life in exile, bitter though it often is, will be preferable to 

what home has become. She, in one sense, falls into the web of a re-constituted social 

contradiction, between nativity and translation, responding to the unstable 'signs of 

history.' 122 The discovery that Tara makes at the end of the novel is that the greenery and 

the forests she had associated with the India of her childhood - her version of pastoral 

-were no longer there. Something or the other had 'killed' them. 123 Those are merely 

green chaos, emblematic and somehow embedded. So, although the novel ends with Tara 

trapped in a car that is surrounded by rioters, she wonders 'whether she would ever get 
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out of Calcutta, and if she didn't, whether David would ever know that she loved him 

fiercely.' 124 However, Tara's mental progress in the novel leaves no doubt in the reader's 

mind that if she did get out of the car, it would be to the next plane back to the United 

States. 

Although David does not take part in any of the events described in the novel, 

Mukherjee uses him with skill to comment on the problems inherent in a cross-cultural 

relationship. He is also the implied reader of the novel, a liberal North American who 

· reads about Tara's experience of Calcutta with some interest but also with a measure of 

incomprehension. Tara often wonders about the difficulties of communicating her feeling 

about her city and its people to David. Tara feels that she cannot confide in David 

something about her vacation in Calcutta, for he 'expected everything to have some 

meaning or point.' 125 She knows that David would read the misery of her city with 

outrage and a plan for quick and decisive action, but she doubts whether he would 

understand that the problems of Calcutta were 'too immense and blurred to be listed and 

assailed one by one.' 126 

Mukherjee's first novel is an impressive achievement. It announces a new 

immigrant voice in literature to represent the predicament of the Indian who has opted to 

settle in the West and must now redefine her ties to her homeland. The Tiger's Daughter 

and Wife, her next work, are the books Mukherjee had to write before she could sever her 

ties with the country of her birth and cast her lot with countless expatriates in North 

·America to come to the point from where she could ultimately celebrate immigrant lives 

and immigration to the Unites States. To quote Maya Manju Sharma: 

Bharati Mukherjee's early novels, The Tiger's Daughter (1971) and Wife 

(1975), explore the conditions of being an Indian expatriate and being an 

American immigrant. In conceiving the Character of Tara in The Tiger's 

Daughter Mukherjee had already begun to distance herself from the 

former role; in writing of the aborted Americanization of Dimple in wife, 

she was already feeling her way into the latter. By the time she wrote 

Darkness (1985), she had identified herself completely with it.127 

Certainly, more and more is left out as Mukherjee's women evolve from the ...... 

homesick Tara who returns home to find herself peculiarly alienated. What gets covered -
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over in the flurry of change and action is the conflict and the confusion of the whole 

cross-cultural confusion. 

Salman Rushdie, in Imaginary Homelands, talks of being reminded by an old 

photograph that 'It's my present that is foreign, and that the past is now, albeit a lost 

home in a lost city in the mists of lost time.' 128 Obviously this is the nostalgia that 

Mukherjee is working against. Tara feels herself to be an expatriate and an alien, as long 

as she conceives of India as the only co{mtry she can really belong to. In Mukherjee's 

projection of her Diasporic discourse, the only way the movement toward becoming an 

exuberant immigrant can be launched, is by burying the relics of the past. Though The 

Tiger's Daughter is not autobiographical as Mukherjee has stated, some of Tara's 

experiences on her return to India are reflections of the author's reactions upon returning 

home: 'There were just so many aspects of India that, disliked by them. So a lot of my 

stories since are really about transformation psychological transformation - especially 

among women.' 129 

The concept of transformation itself changes to reincarnation as one moves from 

Tara to Dimple and Jasmine. It seems as if Mukherjee concludes that a gradual and gentle 

transformation is not spirited enough for the sweeping adaptations that are required of the 

immigrant who wishes to belong to the world she has chosen to be in. In The Tiger's 

Daughter there is a paradoxical situation, Tara faces alienation and dislocation in her 

American environment and then is traumatized when she faces ·the native culture or the 

culture of her origin. Her pain of alienation is evident not only in Canada and America 

but even in the native locus of Bengal and wonders "how does the foreignness of spirit 

begin?"130The foreignness begins through the internalization of native culture out of a 

displacement and assimilative zeal in a multi-racial global climate. It leads to a new 

discourse of spatial distance and new ambivalent cultural code. 

Mukherjee's novels represent the issues of her own cultural location in West 

Bengal in India, her displacement and alienation from her land of origin to Canada where 

she was simultaneously invisible as a writer and overexposed as a racial 'other' and her 

final re-location and assimilation to USA as a naturalized citizen. For the writer in The 

Tiger's Daughter and Wifo, the problem of belonging in these two novels is a matter of 

fluctuation and postcolonial stress, which explores the problem of nationality, location, 

identity and culture. In The Tiger's Daughter, Mukherjee deals with construction of a 

new language of expatriation and immigration. The novel is also an analysis of the role of 

violence that causes dislocations and postcolonial dread. The novelist also centers on the 
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gravity of her dialectics on the native subjectivity that is suppressed, and results in 

another cross-cultural meaning in the narrative uncertainty of culture's inevitable 

Inbetweenness, where home is lost instead there are new locations of culture. In the 

language of Bhabha: 'The paranoid threat from the hybrid is finally uncontainable 

because it breaks down the symmetry and duality of self/other, inside/outside. In the 

productivity of power, the boundaries of authority-its reality effects-are always besieged 

by 'the other scene' of fixations and phantoms.' 131 
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Chapter-III 

Wife 

THE MOVING METAPHOR OF DISLOCATION. 

Bharati Mukherjee's second novel and a finalist for Governor General's Award, Wife 

(1975) takes up a more complex dimension of the theme of cross-cultural meaning of 

immigrant experience. It centers on the life of a middle class married Bengali woman 

who migrates from Calcutta to New York. After a ten-year sojourn in Canada Mukherjee 

returned to her native county in 1973 and encountered an India which she had never 

anticipated, a world far less innocent than the one she remembered. There is an interesting 

episode about the genesis of Mukherjee's Wife. Mukherjee and her husband Clarke Blaise 

spent their sabbatical in Calcutta-and worked on their joint non-fictional work titled Days 

and Nights in Calcutta. At that time, a professor from Columbia University asked 

Mukherjee, 'What do Bengali girls do between the age of eighteen and twenty-one?' 1 

Mukherjee replied that a Bengali girl had very few options except to get married. As 

Blaise explains in Days and Nights in Calcutta, a young girl 'may end up for she cannot 

refuse to marry a lout who will not tolerate the slightest deviation from expectancy, or the 

most pathetic gestures towards self-expression. ' 2 

Wife is about such a girl whose only available outlet, suicide, is transformed in her 

madness of migration to New York into murder.3In this novel Mukherjee shows how in 

the New World, effort to sustain the conscious difference between American and Indian 

components of her life ultimately ravage and destroy Dimple. She is in fact a 'moving 

metaphor'4 of dislocation, for whom margin and border holds no existential meaning. In 

Wife Mukherjee also has incorporated her own frustration as an Indian settler in Canada 

before assimilating into the American mainstream. Even though the setting of Wife is 

New York, in the mind of the author it is probably Toronto. In Dimple, Holzer says: 

'Mukherjee articulates an instructive admonition about the relevance of psychological 

transformation, beyond the immigrant isolationist's struggle for survival, through 

adaptation to new surroundings and to the ways of the dominant American culture.' 5 

Fundamental social changes in the post Globalised America necessitated re

doctrination of the relational logic with the nations across the globe to redefme itself 

culturally to accommodate its increasing contact with the population around the world. 

Modernization in transportation and communication technology connected America to the 
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world, expanding American culture to the globe but also bringing the world into America. 

In the new cultural mosaic the quest of the third world immigrants demands readiness to 

accept hybridity and translation. Mukherjee insists on this quest to substantiate their 

reality as hybrid signifier6 in America and embrace the transplantation as a necessary 

precondition of survival. 

Dimple, the woman protagonist in Wife, stands at the transit point of culture, 

confused between her Indianness and the transplantation; she is skeptical about traditional 

values and vapid social norms but she is unable to negotiate the need of the crude 

transnational norms which demand both exclusion and merger. Her inability to deal with 

the pangs of displacement results in violence, both psychic and physical. In India, 

unhappy wives commit suicide; Dimple asserts herself by committing murder, not 

suicide. 

In Indian context, a woman is better suited for adapting herself to another culture, 

because she has to undergo a process of 'othering' in her own culture. She has experiences 

marginalization and discrimination right from her birth. Moreover, she experiences the 

process of 'dislocation' and relocation in her own culture as a woman. She is displaced at 

every stage of her life. Initially, she is housed in her parents' place; after marriage, she is 

relocated in her in-laws' place; in old age she is re-housed in her children's place. 

Despite such expected built-in adaptability in Dimple's self, and exposure to 

dislocation in her life in India, she fumbles a lot in the United States and turns violent. 

The madness is both psychic and cultural, being put in a new location in the New World. 

She is trapped in a space where, on the one hand, she needs to repress the traces of her 

Indianness if she hopes to fit in the location, and on the other hand, she has to negotiate 

the wrecked promises of a liberated world which however discards her. In Dimple her 

madness, her inability to translate is coterminous with her expatriate status. The novelist 

locates Dimple perfectly in an American situation and describes her 'unspeakable 

failings:' 7 

She has expected pain when she had come to America, had told herself 

that pain was part of any new beginning, and in the sweet structures of that 

new life had allotted pain a special place. But she had not expected her 

mind to be strained like this, beyond endurance. She had not anticipated 

inertia, exhaustion, endless indecisiveness. 8 
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For Mukherjee, a stronger assimilative culture requires the transparent assimilation of 

cross-cultural components. In her novels, Mukherjee seems to assert the need to go to the 

history of America which had multicultural and multi-racial origin. She positions her 

protagonists in the same multicultural mosaic of America at the backdrop of liberal 

American multicultural rhetoric, revealing its space with gaps and fissures. 

Dimple, the protagonist of Mukherjee's Wife, migrates to the cultural mosaic of 

the United States with her husband Amit, an engineer from IIT, Kharagpur. While Amit is 

engrossed in amassing money like every other Indian expatriate in the novel, Dimple is in 

pursuit of happiness and independence. Since Dimple enters the United States abruptly, 

without any mental preparation, the shock is too much for her. She is far from the unitary 

sign of traditional human culture and familiar signification. She has difficulties in 

understanding the cultural codes of the country, its representations of difference and 

apparently narcissistic dynamics. She does not want to turn to the Indian 'expatriates' 

living in the United States for emotional support as she understands the inadequacies of 

their style of life. 

Dimple is caught in inertia between the stages of expatriation and immigration. 

She is also tom between the traditional role model of a submissive self-effacing Indian 

wife and the new role model of an assertive independent wife offered by the West. But at 

a particUlar stage, she establishes contact with the host culture. She builds bridges 

between the Indian expatriates and the host culture. But, in the absence of a good 

facilitator and adequate knowledge to help her encounter the alien reality, she has access 

only to the televised version of the alternate reality. She eventually succumbs to 

social/cultural pressures and ultimately becomes a disillusioned expatriate. 

The Tiger's Daughter (1971), Wife (1975) and Darkness (1985) mark distinct 

phases in Mukherjee's life and career, There is a definite shift in Mukherjee's artistic 

obsession, from the 'aloofness of expatriation' .9 To be precise, Wife belongs to the period 

of transition from the 'expatriate' phase to the 'immigrant' phase in Mukherjee's own life. 

In Wife the novelist shows a common dream of some third world immigrants, who are 

obsessive of American glitziness and opportunities and are therefore, agile to 'settle' in 

the New World. The novel also depicts how very often such dreams turn nightmares 

leading to schizophrenic split and dislocations. 

Dimple is shocked by the fission between her expectations of America and the 

tangible mechanics of Americanization. Wife offers the author's depiction of America as 

a signifier of culture defined by an aesthetic of multiculturalism that is expressive of 
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ethnic difference and segregation. The forced difference and solitude of the Indian 

community in Wifo eventually destroys Dimple. The character of Jasmine justifies the 

displacement from the tradition-bound India for America, which offers the trans-cultural 

chemistry of transformation and change. In the words of Jasbir Jain, 'Wifo does not begin 

where The Tiger's Daughter ends, but it progresses in the opposite direction.' 10 Tara's 

problem is not the shine and polish of Manhattan or New York. She is already a New 

Yorker, so to speak. Her dislocations are many and the main point of disjuncture starts on 

his return to Calcutta ghetto which is far different from Manhattan enclave. 

Tara returns to Calcutta, her homeland, after a seven-year sojourn in the United 

States to retrieve her roots, her past. But, Dimple migrates to the United States in search 

of her future. There is a contradiction between cultural practice of tolerance and the 

compulsions of adaptation. Instead of isolationism and stagnation in an increasingly 

globalized world Mukherjee seeks to redefine the immigrant's status through constant 

negotia,tion between the individual and the nation and between the nation and the world. 

The immigrants need to re-evaluate themselves and their nation in the process of 

returning to their mythological roots and through relocation of their national identity. 

Because of the ethno-religious cultural origins of Mukherjee's immigrant characters and 

their global movement, the relationship between the immigrant and the nation develops in 

the context of globalization. Its discourses on multiculturalism, trans-nationalism and the 

larger project of globalization enable to develop a multi-cultural matrix. In Wife, 

Mukherjee's protagonist struggle to negotiate her ethnicity within the environment of the 

American multi-cultural matrix. 

Given the situation of fundamental shift in its ethnic composition, the United 

States shaped itself into a multicultural mosaic with the objective of signaling the norms 

of American Dream. In Wifo, Mukherjee exposes and challenges the hardships of a 

multicultural society placed on an immigrant or a minority. She sets the novel in the 

United States to reveal both the nation's limitations in multiculturalism and the 

discrepancies between a policy of cultural difference and the American Dream of 

individualism and opportunity. 

The simple opening line - 'Dimple Dasgupta had set her heart on marrying a 

neurosurgeon' 11 is quite suggestive and at once sets the story in the motion through an 

uneven trajectory of life. It is a moving study of a depersonalized female subjectivity in a 

society in which she is a trivial object. From the very beginning Dimple shows symptoms 

of material consciousness, morbid ambition and an unnatural promptness to succumb to 
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her horrible impulse. Dimple has nothing ·to do except thinking about marriage, because 

she thinks that marriage is a ladder of quick rise and material emancipation. It will bring 

her freedom, fortune and perfect happiness: 'Marriage would bring her freedom, Cocktail 

parties on carpeted lawns, fund-raising dinners for noble charities. Marriage would bring 

her love.' 12 

Mnkherjee portrays quite vividly the preparations for Dimple's marriage and her 

endless waiting for a husband in her house at Rash Behari Avenue. Through this 

depiction, Mnkheljee demonstrates the truth that marriage is the only source of salvation 

for a woman in a patriarchal society. The societal orientation for a girl-child begins very 

early in her life and like any other average Indian girl she waits for her marriage, the only 

big event in a woman's life. Mnkherjee presents Dimple's vision of Sita, the ideal wife of 

the Hindu legend with irony and sarcasm. There are at least four references to Sita in the 

novel. The first reference to Sita is in the hospital in which Dimple is admitted for chest 

pain. Here she learns that a woman has set fire on herself: 

At night she heard a burn victim scream [ ... ] and she envied that woman. 

In Dimple's dreams, she became Sita, the ideal wife of Hindu legends, who 

had walked through fire at her husband's request. Such pain, such loyalty, 
• 

seemed reserved for married women. 13 

The image of Sita's trial by fire at the behest of her husband is a declaration and 

ultimate proof of her 'chastity,' the vital trait of a good wife. But ironically, the very 

notion of 'chastity' governs the life of a woman and not that of a man in a patriarchal 

system. 

Like most Indian women, Dimple shapes her own feminine identity and female 

consciousness after the two Indian mythical figures of 'heroism' and 'devotion,' Sita and 

Savitri. Both Dimple and Jasmine have to negotiate with the invisible influence of such 

'heroic' role models and at the same time attempt to break away from this frightening 

mould. Dimple and Jasmine however differ from each other in their climactic struggles 

against· their Indianness. Dimple is fragmented and displaced by her translated nullity 

having been detached from the traces of tradition and displays incapacity to cope with 

new experiences, while Jasmine walks away freely towards yet another 'incarnation.' 

It is however, ironic that a woman is a submissive and more so, a passive 

participant even in her marriage. In the Indian context, as usual, only the wishes of the 
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parents are fulfilled. This is the first of a succession of disappointments in Dimple's life. 

Dimple 'thought of premarital life as a dress rehearsal for actual living. Years of waiting 

had already made her nervous, unnaturally prone to colds, coughs and headaches.' 14 

Dimple is twenty but she bewails her wasted years. Nothing pleases her more than the 

imagination about marrying a fellow who provides her all creature-comforts. She is 

supposed to be studying for university examinations but books irritate her. The novel is 

an interesting study of the struggle between the ideal of the passive wife and its 

consequences in reality. It gives an analysis into the unexpected, apparently inexplicable 

explosion of a simple submissive person into aggression and brutality. 

Like any other woman in the Indian context, Dimple experiences the agony and 

anxiety of a long wait for the most suitable boy. The wasted years, 'lay like a chill weight 

in her body, givi~g her eyes a watchful squint and her spine a slight curve.' 15 She worries 

about her 'sitar shaped body and rudimentary breasts.' 16 She tries all sorts of therapies 

only to end up in the hospital with chest pain. Dimple's excessive concern about her 

personal appearance is understandable because this counts in the matrimonial transaction. 

Dimple is in great anguish. She writes to Problemwalla c/o Eves Beauty Basket, Bombay, 

about her flat chest. 

I am a young woman of twenty with whitish complexion. In addition, I am 

well versed in Rabindra singing, free-style dancing to Tagore's music, sitar 

playing, knitting and fancy cooking. I weight 48 kilos and am considered 

slim. My hair is jet black, hip-length and agreeably wavy. [ ... ] There is 

just one annoying flea in my ointment. The flea is my flat chest. As I am 

sure you realize, this defect will adversely affect my chances of securing 

an ideal husband and will sorely vex the prowess of even the shrewdest 

match-makers in this great nation. Therefore, I'm sure you will agree it's 

imperative that I do something about my problem and enhance my figure 

to the best of my ability. Please do not, I beg you, advocate chicken soup, 

homeopathic pills, exercise and massages. I have tried them already. [ ... ] 

Need I say that I am desperate, almost suicidal? I see life slamming its 

door in my face. I want to live! 17 

This explains the desperate condition of Dimple and more so the pressures of the society 

on a young woman waiting to get married. 
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At last Mr. Dasgupta finds a suitable match for Dimple. Amit Basu, a Consultant 

Engineer, is the match for Dimple. He has already applied for immigration to Canada and 

U.S. and his job application is also pending in Kenya. Dimple is all ecstatic about her 

marriage and does a lot of shopping for the occasion. She comes to Amit's residence at 

Dr. Sarat Baneijee Road after her marriage. Basus are good people but the house is not 

that spacious and attractive. From the very beginning Dimple does not feel easy there. 

She does not like Amit's mother and sister. Her mother-in-law dislikes her name 

'Dimple' and wants to call her 'Nandini' instead which simply infuriates the bride. 

However, Dimple thinks that all these problems are temporary and with the confirmation 

for immigration they will eventually come to an end. She frequently talks with her 

husband about the anticipated and fantastic foreign trip though 'Thoughts of living in 

Africa or North America terrified her.' 18 

Dimple Basu has always lived in a fantastic world, a world which is created by 

herself. But when she confronts the hard realities of life the feathers of her imagination 

are clipped. All her dreams crumble one by one and she is deeply upset. She thinks that 

waiting for marriage was better than getting married. She starts hating everything: 'She 

hated the gray cotton with red roses inside yellow circle that her mother-in-law had hung 

on sagging tapes against the metal bars of the window.' 19 

Her friend, Paramita Ray, whom everybody calls Pixie, had brought her 

magazines in the days of waiting and she had seen in those magazines how young 

married women were always going to decorate and select their colours, especially their 

bed room colours. That was supposed to be the best part of getting married: 'being free 

and expressing yourself.'20 Dimple thinks that marriage has robbed her of lj}l romantic 

yearnings so tastefully nourished. Pixie is an important minor character, a foil for 

Dimple. Pixie, too, is steeped in Bollywood films and magazines. But she has the gnts to 

stay in India, break the taboos, fall in love with a film star and marry him and claim 

happiness. For Dimple it is one of exasperation rather than freedom or emancipation. 

One evening Amit takes her to Kwality's by taxi and orders chili chicken, chicken 

fried rice and chicken spring rolls. She feels uneasy handling the chicken pieces with fork 

and knife and thinks that it would have been better if Amit had taken her to Trinca's 

instead: 

He should have taken her to Trinca's on Park Street, where she could have 

listened to a Goan band play American music, to prepare her for trip to 



Wife 82 

New York of Toronto. Or to the discotheque in the Park Hotel, to teach her 

to dance and wriggle?1 

Amit was not the man Dimple had imagined for her husband. When he is out of the house 

she starts creating the man of her dream: 'She borrowed a forehead from an aspirin ad, 

the lips, eyes and chin from a bodybuilder and shoulders ad, the stomach and legs from a 

trousers ad put the ideal man.' 22 As the tiine progresses the excitement of marriage 

diminishes and she becomes pregnant, a stage known for vomiting tendency. However 

her nauseating proneness is abnormal because she deliberately vomits and never leaves 

any opportunity of doing so at all hours of the day and night. She feels a strange 

sensation: 'The vomit fascinated her. It was hers; she was locked in the bathroom 

expelling brownish liquid from her body. She took pride in brownish blossoms [ ... ]'23 

Pregnancy is a boon for Indian women because they are supposed to maintain the 

continuity of the clan. They are the very source of creation. If a woman fails to reproduce 

a child she is condemned and becomes an object of hatred in society. But Dimple is 

singular in that 'she thought of ways to get rid of ... whatever it was that blocked her 

tubes and pipes.' 24 Her killing of the mice which looked pregnant also suggests that she 

does not feel at ease with her pregnancy. She becomes almost hysteric in killing that tiny 

creature without any particular reason: 

She pounded and pounded the baby clothes until a tiny gray creature ran 

out of the pile, leaving a faint trickle of blood on the linen. She chased it to 

the bathroom. She shut the door so it would not escape from her this time 

[ ... ] 'I'll get you' she screamed. "There is no way out of this, my 

friend!"[ ... ]' And in an outburst of hatred, 'her.body shuddering, her wrist 

· taut with fury, she smashed the top of a small gray head. ' 25 

This act of killing is a manifestation of violence that is brewing inside her. Her 

repulsion with her own pregnancy is born out of her hatred for Amit who fails to feed her 

fantasy world. She develops morbid desires like noticing angry faces of men by purposely 

dropping on them bits of newspaper, hair balls, nail clippings, etc. Dimple who had 

shuddered at the pain of the crows shot by Amit, gives a hot chase to a rat and smashes 

the top of the small grey head with her 'body shuddering, her wrist taut with fury.' 26These 

incidents reveal the streak of violence developing in her personality. By mid May, 

Dimple misses a period but she continues to eat green chilies so that her body will return 
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to its natural cycle. She likes to vomit but not pregnancy. When no one is watching, she 

. gives vicious squeezes to her stomach. She considers pregnancy as an invasion of her 

body. She starts falling apart. She seeks exile from her essential feminity. 

She thinks that no one has consulted her before depositing the foetus in her body. 

Finally, in a crude way she skips her way to abortion. This is another way of giving vent 

to her hatred of the Basus, possibly because the Basus look upon the unborn baby as 

communal property and are very solicitous of her health. For his part, Amit thinks that the 

unborn boy will become a doctor and mint money. 

In this context, Dimple's killing the mouse is a symbolic act. It symbolises her 

hatred towards Amit and also her own pregnant self. The entire scene looks macabre: 

But today she hated the invisible mice for disrupting her day-dreams - she 

could not dare borrow features from a rodent! - and she pushed aside the 

platter of rice, listening for soft scratchy sounds so that she could smash 

life out of the little gray heads. When the noises came again, this time 

from behind the peeling wooden doors leading to the bedroom, she stood 

up nervously and grabbed a broom as a weapon. In her hurry to snatch the 

broom, she stepped on the stainless steel platter of rice grains. The little 

toe on her left foot began to bleed. There was a tiny drop of blood, her 

blood she thought, astonished, on the coarse, reddish white grains of rice. 

It was an added reason for killing the mouse.Z7 

The entire scene indicates her hatred towards pregnancy which is a violation of her 

normal self. She looks at the unborn fetus as a part of Amit. The connection between 

Dimple and the mouse is that both are pregnant and before migrating to America she does 

'not want to carry any relics from her old life. ' 28 She thinks that old things will remind 

her of her repressive feminity frustrations and irritations. She counts her pregnancy also 

among the relics of exasperating tradition and contemplates the ways of getting rid of it. 

At last she decides to end it by skipping ropes. 

She had skipped rope until her legs grew numb and her stomach burned; 

then she had poured water from the heavy bucket over her head, shoulders, 

over the tight little curve of her stomach. She had poured until the last of 

the blood washed off her legs; then she had collapsed.29 
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This is something which only Dimple can do, and her self-abortion raises serious 

questions regarding her very womanhood. After terminating her pregnancy she hardly 

gives any after thought to it. She never repents for the cruel deed she has committed by 

killing a prospective human life. She remains poised and dispassionate while it should 

have led her to an emotional upheaval. Rosanne Klass counts it as a serious mistake on 

Bharati Mukheijee' s part and questions her understanding of Indian culture. In a review 

of Wife, she comments: 'For an Indian wife, childlessness is a disaster, pregnancy the 

achievement that seals her status. To overturn such ingrained values would involve a 

major emotional upheaval; yet Dimple acts on the vaguest and most undefined impulses, 

and thinks no more about it. ' 30 

Dimple's act of aborting the unborn foetus is symptomatic of the frustration out of 

the disjuncture and initial displacement. Dimple gives 'vicious squeezes to her stomach as 

if to force a vile thing out of hiding.'31 Dimple thought, by aborting the baby she would 

be free of the burden of motherhood. But such a cold-blooded perverse method of 

abortion cannot be seen as an expression of freedom. Instead, if Dimple had utilized her 

creative energy to become a mother, she would have probably experienced a kind of 

fulfillment. Motherhood, however oppressive, might have provided this insecure 

immigrant woman with a sense of belonging and identity, and prevented her 

transformation into an insane murderer. 

Dimple's act of abortion could be seen as a sign of dislocation at the very outset of 

her mission to accomplish her dream. Form her perspective, abortion is a signifier of 

liberation from the traditional roles and constraints of womanhood. Dimple's act of 

abortion has to be interpreted more from her perspective than from a social one. All 

along, Dimple has had quarrels with her body. Her sitar shaped body has always resisted 

change. Now, pregnancy has brought about another unwelcome change. So, Dimple's 

attempts to abort the foetus have to be construed as a continuation of Dimple's ongoing 

struggle with her body. The termination of her pregnancy is a necessary precondition to 

sail free in the New World. She thus dislocates to relocate in a new perspective. She faces 

triple dislocation, as a woman, then wife and fmally as an ethnic subject and then strikes 

at being ruined and pushed beyond margin. 

The feticide and the destruction of her impending motherhood are necessary to 

ensure her dreamscape coming to reality. The act of abortion is a strategy of liberation 

from the traditional roles and motherhood. Dimple liberates herself from the traditional 
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role of a Hindu wife of just bearing and rearing a child. Like the Western feminists she 

asserts her will but her abortive act is a kind of moral and cultural suicide. 

When Amit's confirmation for migration to U.S. comes, Dimple's happiness is 

inexpressible. She prepares well and sees that nothing she misses which is necessary for a 

new life. She feels like being freed from the brazen fetters of servile domesticity. On the 

eve of their departure, Pixie organises a grand party at which she invites mostly the media 

persons. Dimple meets Ratna Das, a middle aged modem wife of a media brat there who 

does not give any importance to America. She says 'It might be fun to go for a vacation 

[ ... ] But I would not want to settle there.' 32 Pixie echoes the same sentiment 'I wouldn't 

want to feel foreigner all my life. ' 33 But this hardly deters Dimple from her resolution. 

For her 'real happiness was just in the movies or in the West.'34 

Mukherjee has portrayed America, a country of Western enclave as the land of 

openings that embraces change, progress, variety and multiplicity. Mukherjee in fact, 

wants to identifY Americanness as a cultural explication of representing the otherness that 

immigrants require to undergo and experience initially, before assimilation and 

acculturation. Even before moving to the United States, Amit tries to acculturate Dimple 

by taking her out. She dislikes having to eat with a knife and fork, -but eating with her 

fingers, Bengali-style, in a restaurant, seemed terribly uncouth.35 In all such issues 

Mukherjee emphasizes disjuncture as pre-conditional component before the structuring of 

hybrid culture and this disjuncture happens while. swapping culture through performance. 

Amit urges his new wife to perform as American. This is a process initiated to 

Americanize her. However, for these characters, the concept of -Americanization exists 

only in some glitziness and fantasies. Amit loves the glitziness but with some reservation. 

His notion of Americanization is problematic and conditioned. Offering a sip of beer to 

Dimple to celebrate Americanization he says: '[ .... ] you're becoming American, but not 

too American, I hope. I don't want you to be like Mrs. Mullick and wear pants in the 

house! [ .... ] It's a celebration. I mean, we have to celebrate my job and your 

Americanization, so go on, take a sip of beer.' 36 

Actual Americanization implies change, it demands metamorphosis and 

proliferation of hybrid self. Neither Indian nor American culture actually interacts or 

develops, for they remain fixed in their respective insulated cocoon installed in memory. 

After multiple dislocations there is a metaphysical merger, steam rolled and accepted. As 

Amit has taught Dimple Western practices while they reside in India, he prepares for a 

future already distinct and defiant to alter away from the comprehensible boundaries of 
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Dimple. Thus, she sets out for embracing some new norms alien to her for a new 

trajectory through a series of dislocations. 

The long awaited day of migration comes and Mr. & Mrs. Amit Basu set their feet 

at the Kennedy Airport where Jyoti Sen, Amit's former classmate at the I.I.T., Kharagpur 

receives them. In the way, he talks about the triple-murder case which is the talk of the 

town. A man murders three persons including the ice-cream vendor just for the simple 

reason that the fellow doesn't have a chocolate ice-cream cone. On the way to the Sens 

Amit is unmindful of the scenes outside the car and is bnsy enquiring about job 

opportunities in America. Dimple feels excited and a little scared as well. She has never 

been to a city bigger than Calcutta and the magnificence of the city of New York terrifies 

her: 'She had never seen such bigness before; the bigness was thrilling and a little scary 

as well. She could not imagine the kind of people who had conceived it and who 

controlled it.' 37 

The Sen apartment at Queens is all Indian inside. Dimple's searching eyes notice a 

framed batik wall hanging which shows 'King Ram and his court in splendid array.'38 

Sens are very conscious of their identity and they never try to come out of the ghetto, 

their 'little-India' which is around them. The Sens' disgust with Americans and English 

language is quite in keeping with the feeling of insecurity in an expatriate. 

Thousands of professionals migrate to America or other European countries, 

mostly for the sole purpose of financial gain and social emancipation where they 

experience the same feeling of insecurity. After a considerable period of time they return 

to their native land and enjoy a life of prestige and comfort, while some stay back as 

immigrant. For many of them the country of adoption is a temporary abode and they are 

keen from within to preserve their own identity while upholding their own cultural and 

religious values. This is confirmed by the simple confession of Jyoti Sen 'If it weren't for 

the money, I'd go back tomorrow. This is too much the rat race for a man like me.'39 

Getting a job in America is not an easy task for an Indian. Should one get an 

opportunity, it is very difficult to sustain it. There one has to bear all sorts of mortification 

and exploitation without responses in protest to it. Jyoti Sen teaches Amit all tricks of the 

trade, the codes of conduct for an Indian professional in America to thrive 'Work twice as 

hard, keep your mouth shut and you'll be a millionaire in fifteen years. ' 40 

Realization of disjuncture and dislocations come thick and fast. She is too 

immature to learn the Sen's art of survival strategy. Dimple finds America neither easily 

adjustable, nor is a transformation possible without rupture. One day, Dimple goes to the 
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market with Meena Sen and wishes to buy a cheese cake. She is afraid to go to the shop 

alone but when Meena encourages her she goes there. She is rigid with fear and notices 

one by one inside the glass cake pickles salads, hanging salamis, pink roast beef, roast 

duck and turkey etc. At last she reaches the shop and asks for cheese cake and the 

shopkeeper starts staring at her to her great embarrassment. Everywhere there is stench of 

blood and it is getting intolerable for her nostrils to bear the stink of beef. Instantly, she 

fails to understand the shopkeeper and repeats her sentence. He asks whether she does not 

know the law and starts searching for something in his drawer. Dimple is so terrified that 

she thinks that the man is taking out his gun and she is left with no option but to be killed 

in no time. Here she realises the difference between Calcutta and New York. 

She is horror struck; disenchanted and dispirited. This very first exposure to 

America leaves a traumatic effect on her mind. She fails to understand the reason why a 

man selling beef etc. cannot sell cheese cake. She runs from there for life and forgets to 

buy anything herself. Her bewilderment with America is due to her sheltered childhood. 

She had hardly ever been out of Calcutta. She did not know what might offend anybody 

there to cost her the precious life itself. How an innocent Indian wife can keep her nerves 

in a country where murder was like any common action. Dimple thought-'She was caught 

in the crossfire of an American communalism. She could not understand. She felt she'd 

come very close to getting killed on her third mooring in America. ' 41 

The party at Vinod Khanna's place is splendid and Dimple sees Indian-Americans 

in flying colours. This is for the first time, Dimple happens to see so many Indians since 

she had left Calcutta. She realises, a little India had come alive. People like the Sens, 

Mehras, Khannas and Bhattacharyas, Miss Chakravorty all are talking in familiar 

language. Everybody is full of praise for Indian things - culture, food, habit etc, and 

strong disgust with the Americans. For them Americans are dirty people who bathe only 

once a week. Not only this they use a lot of perfume. This is just beyond Mrs. 

Bhattacharya's understanding why they wash their clothes in the bathroom sink in which 

they spit and wash their dishes. Way back to Queens Jyoti is full of praise for the feeling 

of unity among Indians abroad. Jyoti says: 

Wasn't it wonderful that Indians abroad were so outgoing and open 

minded. They didn't give a damn about communalism and petty feelings. 
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They personally counted a number of Punjabis and Gujaratis and South 

Indians among their friends.42 

Amit's lingering joblessness causes more frustration. As the days pass by, he 

becomes more impatient and his confidence starts shaking. This embitters his relationship 

with Dimple. On the other hand, Dimple helps Meena Sen in domestic works and spends 

her time in watching Television or reading newspapers. Dimple always lives under fear 

- everything terrifies her. All she hears about is murder, smuggling in the basement of 

the building and such others. She is afraid of the policemen 'they just did not look 

inoffensive, like the ones back home.' 43 

The party at Mullicks (Ina and Bijoy) gives Dimple an opportunity to meet people. 

Both Indians and native Americans join the party. Here she meets Ina, the iniquitous wife 

of Bijoy Mullick for the first time. Sens and others are disgusted with this Indian lady 

because 'she wears pants and.mascara'44 and is 'more American than the Americans.'45 

She is a chain smoker, drinks, flirts and goes to night schools. She has a particular theory 

about Indian immigrants: 

It takes them a year to get Indian out of their system. In the second year 

they've bought all the things they've hungered for. So ·then they go back, 

or they stay here and vegetate or else ~hey've got to live here like anyone 

else.46 

As the story progresses, the readers get to see how all the pre-marital illusions of 

Dimple get shattered one after another, soon after marriage. Dimple takes womanhood to 

be wifehood. She realises that playing the role of a wife in a joint family is an arduous 

task. When a woman turns a wife, she is expected to care not only for her husband, but 

also for all the other members of the husband's family. She has to simultaneously play the 

role of a caregiver and a pleasure-dispenser. Very soon, Dimple understands the 

discrepancy between the premarital dreams and the marital realities. 

In her attempt to please Amit, she takes to wearing bright colours, reds, oranges, 

purples. She wears her hair up in a huge bun and lets along wispy curl dangle behind each 

ear, like Mrs. Ghose. She even tries to imitate the way Mrs. Ghose laughs and leaves 

sentences half-finished. Though she does not like Amit's habit of killing crows, she 



Wife 89 

becomes a mute spectator to his sadistic pleasure. He has killed about two hundred and 

fifty three crows. 

Dimple never thought that a wounded crow 'trying to raise itself on one good 

wing, then falling back could be so depressing. ' 47 Amit's habit of killing crows and 

petting parrots has symbolic value. Dimple wonders at the excitement with which Amit 

kills crows. She says: 

This was a new Amit, younger than Pintu, it seemed, his low voice tinny 

with excitement. This must be the real Amit the boy who lives with his 

mother and brother in the third-floor flat on Dr. Sarat Baneijee Road. 

What does he know of marriage?48 

Amit's ominous exhilaration in slaughtering crows proves his untrained self. The 

act of killing two hundred and fifty three crows proves his sadism. It manifests itself in 

various ways in his relationship with Dimple. His silent arrogance, total indifference to 

her desires, utter lack of interest in nurturing his relationship with Dimple are expressions 

of his sadism. But Amit loves pet parrots. While Amit is languishing at home after 

resigning his job, he feels very bitter about everything around him. At that time Dimple 

gets him a parrot in a rusty cage and sees his bitterness change. In the next two weeks, 

· Amit buys nine more parrots from the same vendor. 

Every morning after breakfast he took the parrots one by one out of their 

cages, stroked their soft green heads, let them hop on the bed-spread and 

leave droppings on the application forms and books. 49 

Amit wants to stroke parrots because they are cute, harmless, caged birds which 

can be trained to mimic our words. Beautiful birds with clipped wings which can imitate 

human speech are agreeable companions to Amit. Symbolically, Amit is willing to show 

love and care to Dimple provided she imitates literally and metaphorically Amit's ways. 

He wants to see her imprisoned in the cage of matrimony. Conversely, Amit hates crows 

which are ravenous, frightful, scavenger birds. Crows are never reared at homes like 

parrots and pigeons. Moreover, they cannot be trained to imitate human speech. In other 

words, perhaps Amit wants a wife who can follow accepted patriarchal values without 

any independent thinking. 
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Traditionally, Indian society is a patriarchal society and it hardly permits a woman 

to talk of liberation and equality. They require to behave like the caged parrot, tailored 

and trained and submit to the dominant male ethos. Here male members decide the fate of 

their female counterpart. Time and again the Sens have cautioned Amit to keep Dimple 

out of touch with Ina, otherwise she will get corrupted by the latter's crazy ideas. It is this 

caution which prompts Amit to restrain her from accepting Ina's drink: 'She does not like 

alcoholic beverages,' Amit said, 'she does not even like coke.' 50 It is at this party that 

Dimple and Amit met Marsha Mookerji and Prodosh Mookerji - their future 

benefactors. For Dimple Milt Glasser, brother of Marsha is like a riddle. She is instantly 

attracted to this tall and lanky personality and his courteous manners though 'Dimple 

could not follow the way he talked, the things he talked about and the amazing leaps 

between his conversations. ' 51 Later in the novel, we see how Milt plays a pivotal role. 

With the passage of time, Dimple starts getting dislocated after the realisation that 

she is deceived in marriage and a good-for-nothing husband like Amit will not cater for 

her dream-world. She cannot tolerate his snores any more and insomnia becomes her 

accustomed habit. She suddenly realizes that 'she hated the Sens' apartment, sofa-bed, the 

wall to wall rug.' 52 Now she gets disturbed at those habits of Amit which she ignored at 

Calcutta: 

In Calcutta she had trained herself not to see his hand (always the left) as it 

stopped carefully at each button, then slid. up and down a few times before 

hanging limply at his side. But in New York these little gestures had begun 

to irritate her. 53 

Amit's unemployment was the root cause of all troubles. He was not the man 

Dimple had wanted as husband: 'She wanted Amit to be infallible, intractable, godlike, 

but with the boyish charm; wanted him to find a job so that after a decent number of years 

he could take his savings and retire with her to a three-storey house in Ballygunge 

Park. ' 54 She thinks that her marriage to Amit is a failure of her dreams: 

She was bitter that marriage had betrayed her, had not provided all the 

glittery things she had imagined, had not brought her cocktails under 

canopied skies and three A.M. drives to dingy restaurants where they sold 

divine Kababs rolled in roti. 55 
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Her confusion with the names of the places like Nebraska and Nevada, Ohio and Iowa is 

only an external manifestation of the confusion growing within her mind. She is equally 

unhappy with her physique, also because she sees herself now with the eyes of Ina 

Mullick. America underscores Dimple's inferiority, and she contemplates ways of 

bringing an end with Amit getting a job and with their decision to move to Greenwich in 

Marsha's flat. 

The third and final movement is the climax marked by intense dramatic scenes 

punctuated with Dimple's growing abnormality. She had always dreamt of a splendid 

apartment, fully furnished and accomplished with all sorts of appliances. Marsha's flat is 

like a dream come true for her. However, the burden of responsibilities in terms of 

watering the plants and cleaning the kitchen, etc. is to her greatly annoying. Amit feels 

lonely and wishes if they could have shifted near the Sens. Quite often Dimple feels 

irritated even over trifles. One day while Amit is reading something she complains of 

exhaustion which he attributes to her meager diet. She loses her temper at this inference: 

I feel sort of dead inside and what you can do is read the paper and talk to 

me about food. You never listen; you've never listened to me. You hate 

me. Don't deny it; I know you do. You hate me because I'm not fat and 

fair. 56 

The furious outburst of Dimple shows her accumulated frustrations. She is 

suffering from inferiority complex and thinks that she is not able to win her husband's 

love and affection. Amit may also be blamed for his ignorance of female psychology. He 

thinks that providing creature comforts is enough and hardly bothers for her emotional 

needs. He takes her out of four-walls very rarely and goes on admonishing instead- 'You 

must go out, make friends, do something constructive, not stay at home and think about 

Calcutta.' 57 To be fair to Dimple it can be said that with her deficiencies in English she 

could have hardly conducted herself well in a city of such enormity like New York on her 

own. 

America has failed her and now she is gripped by a sense of nostalgia. It is just 

beyond her understanding 'How could she live in a country [ ... ] where every other 

woman was a stranger, where she felt different, ignorant, exposed to ridicule in the 

elevator?' 58 Her whole world is limited to the four-walls of the apartment and media 
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becomes her only friend. She feels like writing to Pixie but drops the idea because she 

thillks 'Friendship was impossible through letters.' 59 In leisurely hours she tries to dream 

about Amit but fails to do so because: 

Amit did not feed her fantasy life; he was merely the provider of small 

material comforts. In bitter moments she ranked husband, blender, color 

TV, cassette, tape recorder, stereo, in their order of convenience. 60 

Dimple's equating of her husband with the electronic appliances evidences that 

Amit is just a robot and not an actual human being for her. Dimple's disgust with 

American English and American system gets accentuated even by small things. She is 

afraid to operate the self service elevators. Linda Sandler explains it in terms of her 

traditional upbringing: 

Dimple emigrates to the electronic age with her traditional values almost 

intact, only partly modified by the pop culture of modem Calcutta, she is 

unable to make the transition from Before to After and chooses violence as 

a; 'problem-solving' device. 61 

Dimple fmds life impossible 'with the people who didn't understand about Durga 

Pujah.'62 For Indians religion is an integral part of life and Dimple's failure at 

assimilation with America is due to a lack of shared-faith. An expatriate is tenaciously 

cons~ious of preserving his identity even in most trying moments of life. In America, she 

realises how easy it was to live, to communicate, and to share with people in Calcutta. 

She never felt frightened at the sight for the policemen whose faces were so friendly, but 

the scene has changed completely in the new environment: 

She is scared of self-service elevators, of policemen, of gadgets and 

appliances. She does not want to wear Western clothes as she· thinks she 

would be mistakenly taken for a Puerto Rican. She does not want to lose 

her identity but feels isolated, trapped, alienated, marginalised. 63 

At Queens Dimple had a confidante in Meena Sen with whom she could share her 

private feelings, but at Greenwich she is all alone. Here her depression manifests itself in 
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different ways. She fails to write to Pixie, though in her imagination she begins many a 

time. The greatest alter ego of a girl after marriage is her husband with whom she shares 

her inmost heart, but Dimple cannot do that. She keeps everything secret from Amit: 

She does not tell him about these imaginary beginnings. She didn't tell 

him about her immoderate day time sleeping either. They were 

unspeakable failings. She thought of them as deformities- sinister, ugly, 

wicked.64 

Dimple expected some trouble in the American set up landing into the city, because pain 

was part of any new beginning. But never in her wildest dreams had she imagined to be 

stressed like this beyond endurance: 

She had expected pain when she had come to America, had told herself 

that pain was part of any new beginning, and in the sweet structures of that 

new life had allotted pain a special place. But she had not expected her 

mind to be strained like this beyond endurance. She had not anticipated 

inertia, exhaustion, endless indecisiveness. 65 

Asnani fittingly ascribes Dimple's mental state to the 'dilemma of cultures'- 'Dimple is 

entrapped in a dilemma of tensions between American culture and society and the 

traditional constraints surrounding an Indian wife, between a feminist desire to be 

assertive and independent and the Indian need to be submissive and self-effacing.'66 At 

times when loneliness becomes unbearable due to such constraints, Dimple contemplates 

as many as seven ways of committing suicide. It seems as if she is in love with whatever 

is dark, evil, sinister, and gruesome. Murder, suicide and mugging are all fascinating 

words for her. 

Even her ways of getting rid of life are fanciful like a television advertisement. 

She cannot trust anybody but media. Even 'Her own body seemed curiously alien to her, 

filled with hate, malice, an insane desire to hurt, yet weightless, almost airbome.' 67 Linda 

Sandler accounts for these feelings of 'emptiness' and frustration: 'She is uprooted from 

her family and her familiar world, and projected into a social vacuum where the media 

becomes her surrogate community, her global village. New York intensifies her 

frustrations and unhooks her further from reality.' 68 
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The dinner party arranged by Amit and Dimple is appreciated by everybody. 

People enjoy delicious food and share jokes but Dimple is lost in her own world of 

reverie. Next day she sleeps till4 o'clock and wakes up only when she feels hungry. She 

whispers to herself: 

She would not discuss her dreams with any one. One must draw the line 

somewhere; one must stand on principle. After the fifth spoonful, she 

realised she was not hungry, was, on the contrary, feeling ill and had 

spilled milk and cereal flakes on her clothes. 69 

Her mind is always full of news about mugging and rape; she always feels that 

someone is breaking her window. When Amit points out her foolislni.ess as they occupy 

the 14th floor, she retorts: 'In America anything is possible. You can be raped and killed 

on any floor.' 70 In a state of nervousness she hurts Amit with knife when he comes from 

behind to embrace her. She is all apologetic and blames America for her timidity 'This 

wouldn't have happened if we had stayed in Calcutta. I was never so nervous back 

home.'71 

One day Ina Mullick comes to her in an utterly disappointed mood almost 

gasping. Dimple fails to understand why Ina Mullick is so unhappy despite all her 

apparent fulfillments. At this moment she thinks herself lucky 'to be alone among 

Marsha's appliances, to explore the wonders of modem American living, unencumbered 

by philosophical questions about happiness.' 72 In the meantime Dimple's mother Mrs. 

Dasgupta writes about Pixie's marriage to a 53 year old actor and this news makes her 

very happy. 

Ina Mullick starts bringing her American friends to her apartment for a get 

together. 'To Dimple they all looked alike; even their clothes were similar. She felt too 

shy to talk to them.' 73 Milt and Lenin Anspach often come to her with Ina. One day Leni 

starts quarrelling with Ina and accuses her but she flings her rhinoceros shaped ashtray on 

the ground and breaks it. Dimple decides 'it was best to regard the broken ashtray as the 

end of an era in her own life.' 74 It seems as if the broken ashtray is symbolic of freedom 

from servile existence for Dimple. 

She crashes out, metaphorically, of a glass menagerie and falls apart in two parts, 

first as a woman in American glitterati and next as an Indian wife in a glass palace owned 

by Amit. Dimple is now anxious to settle her scores with America. Her spirit rebels, she 
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starts going out with Ina and Milt, wears Marshas's pants etc. and enjoys all the 

prohibited freedom. She seduces Milt and keeps it a secret from Amit. She is dislocated 

and jerks out of her primordial identity. When she goes out, she puts on Marsha's tinted 

sunglasses because the purple-tinted sunglasses are perhaps the most typical index of 

Ameri can culture. For Dimple, they are a di sguise, borrowed from the West, just like 

Marsha's cloths and the apartment in which she is living. This outing leaves her all the 

more confused. She is transformed from a 'migrant 's boarding house' 75 to a 'wounded 

cosmopolitan.' 76 She turns neurotic and fails to di fferentiate between what she sees on 

T.V. and what she experiences herself in real li fe. She is now dislocated from the center 

of origin and undergoes the supposed after effect of alienat ion. She has numerous 

complaints against life: 

Life should have treated her better, should have added and subtracted in 

different proportions so that she was not left with a chimera. Amit was no 

more than that. He did not feed her reveries; he was unreal. She was 

furious, desperate; she felt sick. It was as if some force was impelling her 

towards disaster, some monster had overtaken her body, a creature with 

serpentine curls and heaving bosom that would erupt indiscreetl y through 

one of Dimple's orifices, leaving her, Dimple Basu, splattered like bug on 

the living-room wall and rug. The catacylsm embarrassed her.77 

Dimple is the embodiment of the transitional figure; she starts to question her 

traditional society's values and taboos, but she doesn' t yet have the confidence to blend 

what she values in the two cultures and make that blended culture her own. Dimple' s 

trauma of immigration and the pangs of d islocation express itse lf as insanity, madness 

and neurosis. Dimple's gloom deepens with every passing day. She starts realizing: 'Her 

li fe was slow, full of miscalculation.' 78 Am it could only envisage the external changes in 

Dimple and he explains it as a case of culture-shock. He even promises to take her to 

Calcutta. This does not prove helpful. Dimple starts contemplating the murder of her 

husband. The violence outside, rapidly turns inside. She now fails to differentiate between 

what she sees on television and what she thinks. The idea of slaughtering her husband 

"fascinates her. She thinks: 'She would kill Amit and hide his body in the freezer. The 

extravagance ofthe scheme delighted her, made her feel very American somehow, almost 

like a character in a TV Series.' 79 
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The problem with Amit is that 'he lacked extravagance; he preserved in the 

immigrant virtues of caution and cunning.' 80 He fails to mark the emotional destruction 

of Dimple, 'he never thought of such things, never thought how hard it was for her to 

keep quite and smile though she was vanishing and crumbling like a very old toy that had 

been played with, sometimes quite roughly, by children who claimed to love her.' 81 The 

trouble with Dimple is that she loses touch with reality. Guilt of seducing Milt and also of 

keeping everything a secret from Amit vexes her. She loses her sleep and ultimately kills 

Amit without actually thinking about its consequences: 

She sneaked up on him and chose a spot, her favourite spot just under the 

hairline, where the mole was getting larger and browner, and she drew an 

imaginary line of kisses because she did not want him to think she was the 

impulsive, foolish sort who acted like a maniac just because the husband 

was suffering from insonmia. She touched the mole very lightly and let her 

fingers draw a circle around the detectable spot, then she brought her right 

hand up and with the knife stabbed the magical circle once, twice, seven 

times, each time a little harder, until the milk in the bowl of cereal was a 

pretty pink and the flakes were mushy and would have embarrassed any 

advertiser, and then she saw the head fall off- but of course it was her 

imagination because she was not sure any more what she had seen on TV 

and what she had seen in the private screen of three A.M. - and it stayed 

upright on the counter-top, still with its eyes averted from her face, and she 

said very loudly to the knife that was redder now than it had ever been 

when she had chopped chicken and mutton with it in the same kitchen and 

on the same counter [ ... ] Women on television got away with murder. 82 

The above description shows that it is a case of cold blooded murder. By stabbing seven 

times, it seems Dimple frees herself from the marriage tie. This is the only act of assertion 

she can make. It may not be very appropriate to view that Dimple's gruesome act has 

nothing to do with cultural displacement. She is trapped in the transit of culture and her 

vital Indianness is put to diasporic trial. She is not a victim of 'expatriation' alone, but is 

instead, a victim of her own neurotic sensibility fed on popular advertisement fantasies. 

K.S. Narayan Rao looks at it from a specific angle-'The novel raises an important 

question: was the Indian wife happier in India with her limited freedom and greater 
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docility, or does she achieve happiness in her painful search for more individual freedom 

and in the process ofmaturing?'83 

Understandably, this is a credible question and Dimple's neurosis can be 

explained as self explanatory of her ongoing mutation in to a lacerated subject of 

Diaspora. Unlike Tara in The Tiger's Daughter or Jasmine she turns frenzied and doesn't 

wait for the mutation of an enlightened diasporic subject. She fails to negotiate with a 

series of displacement coming in quick succession. She doesn't allow herself enough 

time to reconcile with her frustration. She neither becomes a traditional ..Indian wife fully 

devoted to her husband, nor fully Americanized to assert her independence and seek 

divorce, declaring boldly her liaison with Milt. She instead, becomes a horrible creature 

of multiple contradictions .. She becomes a conglomerate of ambition, fear, panic and 

neurotic anxiety and the obvious result is violence and morbidity. The violence that is 

passively lying in her spirit gets multiplied on coming to America where 'talking about 

murder is like talking about the weather. ' 84 The pangs of dislocations pile heavy burden 

on her. She is an outsider in America, at the same time she too, an alien in her native 

terrain and fails to understand the American notion of freedom. 

It is American notion of freedom for women which makes her question her own 

happiness and freedom. Her emotions which need outlet burst at last and she suffers feats 

of madness, nightmares, reveries, insomnia and a series of disjunctions, both mental and 

physical. Her dislocated and splintered-self asserts in murdering her husband. Thus, it is 

America which intensifies her confusion and turns the violence inside out and she ends 

up a murderess. On the issue whether Mukheijee's protagonist in W!fo manifests the 

bleak part of psychological transformation that negates the theory of assimilation, as a 

method of relocating oneself in the New World, Mukheijee has her words in an 

interview in the year 1990: 

Dimple, if she had remained in Calcutta would have gone into 

depression and she would have found a very conventional way out for 

unhappy Bengali wives-suicide. But in the US she suddenly lives to 

ask herself "self' oriented question. Am I happy? Am I unhappy? And 

that to me is progress. So instead of committing suicide, turning the 

society-mandated violence inward, she, in a misguided act, kills the 

enemy. So, of course, I am not approving of murder. It's meant to be a 

positive act, self assertive. 85 
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Like a sadist as she is, she derives self satisfaction by harming her 'enemy.' We 

may interpret it in another manner. She inflicts pain upon others and wounds their 

feelings because she wants to assert her authentic self-hood as a woman and assert her 

identity. In Anita Desai's Fire on the Mountain and Cry, the Peacock too, we find this 

kind of self-assertion which culminates in a disaster. Violence here occurs as an 

expression of identity assertion. Maya pushes Gautama, her non-participating and callous 

husband over the parapet; Raka sets the forest on fire. Similar is Monisha's suicide in 

Voices in the City. Mukheljee's heroines, like Dimple and Tara too, assert the autonomy 

of their self through violence after dislocation. Mukheljee finds it necessary, perhaps 

inevitable in a female subjectivity negotiating dislocations. In her own words: 

'My women are using tools at hand [ ... ] I want to think that power is my central 

obsession. ' 86 

She encounters the horrific scenes of murder and violence in America where 

crime is the talk of the day, the rule of the land. It is in this pervasive ambience of crime 

that she becomes violent active, agile and reckless. She is glad that an elderly couple had 

been fatally shot on a fishing trip and for that she does not have to feel guilty about Amit. 

And even the mutilation of the dead body does not seem to jolt her. 87 As a pattern of 

behavior produced by the conflict within the personality, W!fo portrays Dimple as a 

sensitive individual in her moment of intense struggle in her efforts to seek neurotic 

solutions to their problems. 

W!fo demonstrates what devastation a hostile culture can cause in a sensitive 

individual. Dimple suffers from the neurotic compulsion of indulging in abnormal acts in 

order to conceal her own sense of intrinsic weakness and failure. Her women characters 

are tantalized by the possibility of passion, which they mistake for love and self 

expression. America which appears to be a free land is in fact the enigma of existence of 

all Indian women. Here chances of survival depends on an immigrant's agility to embrace 

mutation before reaching out for an alternative space, translated transmitted and 

transmuted through violence and splitting. 

Violence is the key word in Mukheljee's fiction, and the psychic violence that she 

thinks necessary for the transformation of character, is often emphasized by· an 

accompanying physical conflict of some sort. For her 'murder evolves into an acceptable 

signifier for discarding nostalgia and starting over: It is neither the end nor even merely . · 

the means to an end it is a beginning.' 88 Dimple lacks adaptability, mutative readiness as .. ~" 
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well as cultural grit of resistance. She is inert and caught in a suffocating inertia, 

dislodged from all valid space of survival strategies. Mukherjee says: 

The kinds of women who attract me, who intrigue me, are those who are 

adaptable, we've all been trained to please, trained to be adaptable as wives 

and that adaptability is working to the women's advantage when we come 

over as immigrant. For an Indian woman to learn to drive, put on pants, 

cash cheques, is a big leap. They are exhilarated by that change. 89 

With such exhilaration come fears, doubts, mistakes and violence, both psychological and 

physical. More and more through Mukherjee's novels, as the anxiety and uncertainties get 

overhauled in the frequency of action and activity, what is glossed over in terms of 

psychological torment is compressed into desperate violent acts. This enhances the stress 

of the aggressive moments when decisions and choices are made, and Mukheijee 

considers it a necessary experience for the remaking and replacement of the self in the 

changed domain of new immigrant aesthetic. When asked 'Do you see immigrant as an 

experience of reincarnation?' Mukherjee has answered, 'Absolutely! I have been 

murdered and reborn many more times, until she needs to murder in order to be reborn. ' 90 

The new births that are engendered by some violent fracturing of norms are 

accompanied by great pain, but Dimple is helplessly caught in the gripping quest for a 

new female American identity. That she finds another way out of her miserably married 

state is a comment on her new life as an immigrant woman in America, which moulds her 

personality into the shape of her future. It is possible, the murder itself may be ambiguous 

in many ways, but it is symbolic of Dimple's assertion of power at a critical juncture. It 
•' 

has freed her from becoming a prisoner of ghetto, unbearable to her free-thinking mind, 

and she descends into depression, madness and murder: 

If "too American" signifies a politics and an ideology that affirms selfhood 

in particular, then it is quite certainly that Dimple is in the process of 

becoming. The violent transformations of her psyche are more dangerous 

because of these shrill protestations. There is simultaneous fracturing and 

evolving of identity going on here, in terms of both ethnicity and gender 

which is true of the experience ofmulticulturalism.91 
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Jasbir Jain, however, does not agree that Wife deals with cultural conflict. Dimple 

has never been able to relate herself to her tradition, or to understand it. All her actions 

are geared towards the future and this bespeaks of the main problem, the utter 

rootlessness of her life. For Dimple, there seems to be no way o~t; the distance covered 

cannot be retraced. She is an immigrant, both in place and mind, hers is the 'foreignness 

of spirit.'92 Bharati Mukherjee does say 'There isn't a rble model for the Jasmines' or the 

Dimples. They have to invent roles, survive and revise as best as they can. ' 93 

While they survive and revise, they remain for a while suspended between two 

worlds, until they have to choose between them in order to fmd a space to inhabit. The 

New World, in which they must now 'intervene' and 'negotiate,' holds promise of a new 

selfhood as well as new battles against marginalization. Self-assertion, however, is a 

power that these women are only beginning to enjoy. The problem with the diasporic 

male is however different. 

Amit's ideology and life-style confirm that he is a thorough-bred 'expatriate.' His 

mission in the United States is to earn money. He does not feel comfortable in the 

company of American guests in parties. So he often bounces back to the company of 

Meena and Jyoti Sen. But, Amit has a few strategies to survive in an alien culture. He has 

mastered the popular American catch phrases suggestive of challenge, crisis management 

and confrontation which help him to communicate with Americans very effectively. 

However, he does not show interest either in imbibing American culture or in 

contributing to American culture. 

His dream is to return to India and settle down in a posh locality in Calcutta. Well 

steeped in 'expatriate' sensibility, he easily slips into the company of Indian 'expatriates' 

in Queens. From day one, Amit is worried about his job. He is quite oblivious of the 

culture in which he lives. His mindset has been well moulded by other 'expatriates' in 

Queens. Amit does not express any wonder or surprise at the enormity of America. He 

does not know how to interrogate or negotiate with American reality for cultural space. 

Like any other Indian 'expatriate', he lives on the fringes of American society. 

Naturally, his experience in America is quite limited. It does not broaden his perspective 

and therefore it does not open up new avenues for him. He acts and reacts like an average 

'expatriate.' He does not want to send Dimple for a job in Khanna's Emporium. As a 

male chauvinist, Amit snubs Dimple every time he gets an opportunity. Amit silences her 

whenever she expresses her curiosity about Americans. That is mainly responsible for 

turning Dimple inward. 
~ ·. ' 
··r.'! ,-
··r-
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Though Indian in origins, Ina, the prototypical American, does not typify blending 

or hybridity. Her Americanization is no longer a process but a practiced, negotiated and 

accepted fact. Her action is of pure balance between herself and America. Ina's theory 

replaces one with the other. According to Ina, total severance from the past is a 

precondition to assume an American identity. In the trans-cultural trajectory of the 

immigrants, the transformation is very often multidirectional. The immigrant's entry in to 

a foreign land is not to cause disruption; it is in another way to redefine one's nationness. 

She is terribly tossed in the conjunction of inclusion and ·exclusion, honour and 

humiliation. In a coercive condition of her being, her very existence is challenged. She 

does not know where she stands between respect and repudiation 

And this process is not transgressive or corruptive; it implies post nation fluidity 

and change. As a new entrant from another culture, the conspicuous immigrant lands in to 

a conflictual space. This creates an existential stress highlighting the fissures in the 

process of assimilation. The patriarchy that Ina and Dimple experience is not simply that 

of the industrialized first world, they must also grapple with the ways in which they have 

been named by their own specific cultural context. Thus Mukheijee demonstrates the fact 

that women's subject positions are varied and multi-layered. So the Western feminist 

rhetoric cannot supply role models for 'Dimples' and 'Jasmines'. 

Bharati Mukherjee concentrates on the individual eccentricities of her woman 

protagonists. While Tara Banerjee is more of an Indian girl, Dimple's character betrays 

an impatient and reckless trait. The end of A Tiger's Daughter leaves the reader guessing 

as to what might happen to Tara's fate, but in Wife, Dimple's mental abnormality leads 

her to kill her husband. Dimple's frenzied passion to do away with traditional taboos of a 

wife and her fission with her dream and her final hostility make her a code heroine of 

Mukherjee, earning her criticism from many comers. Mukherjee however, defends 

Dimple's violence as a non-docile anger of essential feminity of an Indian woman, who is 

usually tailored and tutored to be nomesponsive to tortures: 

There was only one problem, my problem; how could I explain this anger 

to critics in New York or Montreal who did not know that a young Bengali 

woman could rebel by simply reading a book or refusing to fast?94 

In the U.S. she thinks of herself as some kind of non-human being like a 'bug'95 

after she has seen the screen of fantasy totally outraged. She feels as if she is instinctively 



Wife 102 

drawn towards some disastrous end. In the words of Linda Sandler she is a victim of the 

unanticipated inertia, exhaustion and the social void. Her subaltemity is challenged and 

· she strikes to unhinge it all: 

Dimple suffers from a subterranean streak of violence. She is uprooted 

from her family and her familiar world is projected into a social vacuum 

where the media become her surrogate community, her global village. 

New York intensifies her frustration and unhooks her further from reality; 

she kills easily like a sleep walker.96 

Dimple is an instance of the dislocated and ruptured self of an Indian wife fmding 

herself out of depth in a foreign country with an alien milieu. This situation of cultural 

shock is too trite to new analysis, but essentially it is the agony of a voice struggling for 

identity and getting stifled repeatedly where, the female voice denied an equal status and 

force. 

She is drawn into the fantasies of cosmopolitan plentitude. As a being she remains 

the same edible and a partial woman who desperately searches for an ejection out of her 

inadequacies and incompleteness. She resorts to violence and her sadistic craze is 

symptomatic of the prevalent turbulence in the American society. It is this pervasive 

ambience of crime that her feeling of guilt is mitigated. This insidious atmosphere of 

crime dulls the edge of her own guilt. Mukheijee puts her own sensibility in portraying 

the heroine of the novel that washed over the manuscript: 

I was writing a second novel, W!fo, at the time, about a young Bengali wife 

who was sensitive enough to feel the pain but not intelligent enough to 

make sense out of her situation and break out. The anger that young wives 

round me are trying to hide had become my anger and that washed over 

the manuscript. I write what I hoped would be a wounding novel.97 

The act of killing Amit is thus, purely out of disappointment and dislocation from 

her imaginary world, it is out of her realization that she carmot achieve her American 

Dream either by having sex with an American or in marriage to Amit. By killing Amit 

she asserts her inner fury and the disappointments out of being neglected and 
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marginalized in a world dominated by phallic images and male endeavors -and her life 

had been devoted only to 'pleasing others, not herself.' 98 

Dimple's predicament is not welcoming; it does not speak of any assimilation or 

acceptable chaos which Mukherjee may feel valid at her critical discourse on ethnicity 

and culture. Dimple is a maladroit immigrant and her world is a fragile one, a candle in 

the wind. She suffers from inertia out of several displacements. Her neurotic behavior is 

an expression of violence with sub-human components of her mirror image. 

She is never Americanized, nor is she a thorough Indian. She is a victim of her 

own clumsy management of her grief. She is like a common Third World immigrant 

retaining her native components. By creating Dimple's character Mukherjee probably 

insists that a passage to America is possible through assimilation and not by ethnic 

assertion to one's root. Dimple's sadistic upsurge reflects her disintegration into insanity. 

Janet M. Powers considers Wife and Jasmine as Mukherjee's 'sociopolitical critique'99
: 

The multiple codes of Mukherjee's novels expose both the paradoxical 

energy and emptiness of American society as well as the antithetical 

combination of flexibility and adherence to tradition displayed by Indian 

immigrants to the United States. Through dagger-like observations, 

Mukherjee's characters comment on insanity of the lives they lead as 

Third World peoples adjusting to a fast-paced, mercenary society.100 

Neither coupled with a distinct culture, nor a hybrid one, Dimple is caged in an insulated 

isolation of such 'mercenary society.' She exists in the ambivalence of an unachieved 

transition, a middle ground between the fixed, disparate cultural identities of her 

immigrant community and the hybrid culture of the ideal America. Lacerated and 

agonized, Dimple has lost everything; she has only her fragmented and dislocated 

presence. She is neither of India nor of America but a bewildered drifter between these 

two worlds, not even in search of any identity which she may know herself. Neither does 

she belong to the TV world nor to the world of reality but keeps on shuttling between the 

two. She is yet to liberate herself from the world infested with vision. She is yet to get out 

of her schizophrenic self. A violent wandering nomad, repressed, out of joints and out of 

ethnic track, she is heading forward to no destination let alone the destination of her self

recovery: 'The process of integration in Wift is the act of finding unity in the discursive 

indices of violence both within and exterior to Dimple, so that the final act of violence is 

seen to be isotopic.' 101 
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Chapter-IV 

Jasmine 

DISPLACEMENT, MUTATION AND TRANSLATION 

Literature of Diaspora effectively projects the postcolonial consciousness of the 

marginalized global community such as Asian American, non-resident Indians and 

Blacks. Diasporic imagination as well as literature are expressions of this collective 

identity of being dislocated and are a principal theme in the fiction from the Caribbean, 

Asian American and other countries. Diasporic postcolonial writing is about dislocation 

and relocation, it's a discourse of a conflictual point of culture, home and space.' In such 

strange paradox of re-relocation the material culture and spatial location are subjugated 

and only the relocated space remains as home. In such Diasporic restlessness homelands 

get inscribed into new locations merging into trans-historical space. Jasmine, the 1989-

novel by Mukherjee, investigates, in an essential and searching way, the trauma and 

possibilities - following dislocations and uprooted identities. In the novel, the crucial role 

of migration, compulsive and intended, literal and emblematic, found in the female 

subjectivity of the young protagonist-initially named Jyoti Vijh - represents the 

dislocation and mutative progression within the scrambled structure of the protagonist's 

personal history. The ambivalence of such trans-migratory decentered identity has been 

beautifully evoked in these few lines by Adrienne Rich quoted in the Location of Culture: 

I have dreamed of Zion I've dreamed of World revolution 

I'm a corpse dredged from a canal in Berlin 

A river in Mississippi. I am a woman standing 

I am standing here in your poem. Unsatisfied. r 

Transmigration and transplantation in postcolonial diasporic context, a major 

theme in most of Bharati Mukheijee's novels, have often to do with the memory, history 

or past that is subdued in nostalgia where their ethnicity and culture are submerged. In 

most of her writing, Mukheijee describes identity that is dislocated and disrupted by exile 

in the light of postcolonial 'otherness' and gender-a perspective that further questions 

fixed concept of identity and can also be seen as a means of linking the different ethnic 
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poles of that identity, bringing into close contact cultures earlier considered utterly 

estranged. 

Mukherjee is different from the writers of Asian descent. She embraces both 

immigration and postmodem cosmopolitanism. Mukherjee's writings seem in reaction to 

the tradition of third world immigrant writers that includes V. S. Naipaul, Salman 

Rushdie, and many others. In Mukherjee's vision of postmodem America, global and 

local interfuse each other and are mutually contributive to the growth of a new tapestry 

where multiculturalism, not ethnic pluralism, becomes the staple of mainstream identity. 

Mukherjee's revelation of cultural heterogeneity as an American norm is not the only 

basis of a countercultural assault on a repressively centered cultural structure; it also 

advocates fusionism and assimilation as a new compulsive necessity for trans-cultural 

survival norms. Mukherjee's migrant aesthetics is based on the conflictual components of 

the ever-changing dynamics of 'unhousement' and 're-housement.' In an interview given 

Geoff Hancock, she says: 'I write about what obsesses me, the re-housement of 

individuals and of whole people[ ... ] Unhosement is the breaking away from the culture 

into which one was born, and in which one's place in society was assured. Rehousement 

is the re-rooting of oneself in a new culture. This requires transformation of the self. ' 2 

In Mukherjee's immigrant stories and novels she has a statement on diasporic 

postmodem condition and the same transformation of the 'self makes fully visible the 

way a new multicultural America can mirror a multicultural globe. She envisions an 

American situation that is centric to a free play of ethnic centers, a kind of 'transnational 

and translational sense of hybridity' 3 and a sharp emergence from resident alien to 

resilient assimilation in a new syncretism of global climate. Mukherjee's preferred 

fictional setting is New York, a syncretic and linguistic jumble, a heterogeneously 

multicultural milieu, a completely decentered structure of circulating differences. In such 

a city, unhinged cultural heterogeneity, splitting and creative syncretism are the earnest 

norms, notAnglocentrism or even ethnic politics. Bhabha comments: 'We find ourselves 

in the moment of transit where space and time cross to produce complex figures of 

difference and identity, past and present, inside and outside, inclusion and exclusion. For 

there is a sense of disorientation, a disturbance of direction, in the 'beyond' an 

exploratory, restless movement.' 4 

To glance regressively at the past, involves the extensive use of memories of the 

old country, the point or place of origin and 'homes.' For, the migratory human lot facing 

diasporic dislocation and splitting involves an amount of uncertainty in a new location. 
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Such new location may not be necessarily coterminous with the imagination of a new 

home in other location. Home or the old country is thus a simple submerged version of a 

memory -strong but non- negotiable in daily terms, a sort of a mythic structure preserved 

in thoughts. To quote Brah: 'Home is a mythic place of desire in the diasporic 

imagination. In this sense it is a place of no return, even if it is possible to visit the 

geographical territory that is seen as the place of origin. ' 5 

This suggests that home or point of origin is less a reality than an idealization of 

how it really is. Such a home is reconstructed out of memories what Salman Rushdie 

described as reflections made 'in broken mirrors, some of whose fragments have been 

irretrievably lost. ' 6 Rushdie explodes the myth of home and speaks of 'imaginary 

homelands,' and offers us the narratives of split presence of all 'metaphysical being(s).'7 

In such condition of splitting and fragmentation the domination of home reduces, and 

furnishes a postcolonial perspective on the acquisitive designs. of global codes. In such 

condition of cultural intersection and interaction splitting is inevitable and necessary: 

Splitting constitutes an intricate strategy of defence and differentiation in 

the colonial discourse. [ .... ] Splitting is then a form of enunciatory, 

intellectual uncertainty and anxiety that stems from the fact that disavowal 

is not merely a principle of negation or elision; it is a strategy for 

articulating contradictory and coeval statements of belief. 8 

Looking at the past and the future involves a process that Bharati Mukheijee in 

Jasmine9 described as 'adventure risk, transformation.' 10 The migrant, while living in an 

alien shore experiences the isolation of an alien, 'other.' The migrant remains constantly 

aware of his/her geographical displacement and cultural splitting. To adjust with the 

dominant governing culture, the exile or migrant most often has to re-locate the native 

subjectivity to a new political and social environment. This process of postcolonial 

displacement and dislocations demands acculturative experience of migration. The 

fusionism and hybridity of the exile means that the harsh discourse of colonialism can no 

longer power-roll on the ethnicity and (in)betweenness- or create binaries of central and 

periphery, colonizer and colonized, self and Other and so on. It must instead focus on a 

fusionism that inhabits the perimeter of global culture. 
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Mukherj ee' s women characters venture out for the New World, and experience its 

split structures, its spl it imperatives, through negotiations and diasporic relocation of 

selves. It was the abili ty of Mukherjee's characters to endure their exilic anguish, to work 

through their anxieties, alienations and dislocations towards a li fe that may be radically 

incomplete but continues to be intricately steam-rolled by aspirations and fantasies. These 

are symptomatic of the culture of survival and endurance that emerges from the other side 

of the colonial endeavor. Mukherj ee's women characters are 'vernacular cosmopolitans' 11 

of a kind, they move in between cultural traditions, and allow themselves to be in 

mongrelisations that do not have a prior reality within the discrete world of any single 

culture or language. Bharati Mukherjee admits: 

I am in fact writing about America more than about dark-complexioned 

immigrants. My focus is on the country on how it is changing minute by 

minute. My stories explore the encounter between the mainstream 

American culture and the new one formed by the migrant stream. I'm 

really writing about the seams j oining two cultures. Many expatriate 

writers are destroyed by their duality, I personally feel nouri shed by it. 12 

From Mukherjee's point of view one can infer a cross-cultural assimilative code 

where the migrant performs an ideologically imperative function by dismantling cultural 

stereotype, margins and borders before creating a space through which new form of 

belonging can be relocated. Spatially speaking, dislocation invariably means a move 

away from home, and hence displacement from culture. It entails a relentless search for 

new belonging, new identity, a new location, and a quest for original self in the realities 

of global connectivity. In Mukherjee's novels especiall y in Jasmine, there is a very wide 

display of the tangled and twisted mongrel existence of woman crusading and 

assimilating in search of space, location and a new territory. As in other diasporic writers 

in Mukherjee too, dislocation means a move towards something, perhaps another home

this produces a narrative that is often caught between a location and relocation, de

territorialize and a re-territorialize, in the process to de-personalize the migratory subject. 

Subverted and subjected, dislocation becomes a transit before relocation where past is a 

mere relic of diasporic disjunction. To quote Bhabha: 
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The enunciation of cultural difference problematises the binary division of 

past and present, tradition and modernity, at the level of cultural 

representation and its authoritative address. It is the problem of how, in 

signifying the present, something comes to be repeated, relocated and 

translated in the name of tradition, in the guise of a pastness that is not 

necessarily a faithful sign of historical memory but a strategy of 

representing authority in terms of the artifice of the archaic. 13 

The total process obviously involves decentering, re-arrangement of psychic space 

in the midst of inescapable polarities of the inescapable dialectic of history. It is 

interesting to note, 'One example of the way in which the decentering impetus of 

postcolonial discourse abrogates the centre and leads to new theories is the extension of 

the concept of the Creole continuum in the polyglossic communities.' 14 

Every narrative in diasporic writing is both an individual story and explicitly a 

cultural narrative dealing with the same polyglossic communities where 'self represents 

the voice of such community. Diasporic literature is therefore autobiographical too. 

Writers mapping the diasporic experience in their fiction or poetry are often diasporic in 

their real lives. In Mukherjee's writing there is much of the experience of unsettlement, 

adaptation, language and longing, narrated in the fiction. These also constitute the 

author's own experience of dislocation and search for 'home' and location. In fact, 

Mukherjee operates within a multi-dialectical range with a Creole base, liberated through 

a dialectical process of paired contradiction. Images fall apart, move, dissolve and 

combine in strange combinations or paradoxical juxtapositions, reflecting a polyglossic 

world in the process of becoming. Mukherjee in an interview points out this aspect of 

her technique: 'As a Hindu, I was brought up on oral tradition and epic literature ..... I 

believe in the existence of alternative realities and this belief make_s itself evident in my 

fiction.' 15 

Like the novelist herself, her characters too straddle two worlds and are pulled in 

two directions between home and location, confused in the delusion of alternative 

realities. In Jasmine the protagonist's migrancy is located in cross-cultural context where 

dislocation and rearrangement of existence finally lead to assimilation of the contraries. 

Jasmine is perhaps the most representative of Mukherjee's novels, and in contrast to Wife 

the most accomplished work about being an exile. It was published nine years after 



Jasmine 113 

Mukheijee's move to America in 1980, in the wake of her literary success as the winner 

of the 1988 National Book Critics Circle Award for The Middleman and Other Stories 

(1988), and one year after "Give Us Your Maximalists!" It marks a swerve in emphasis in 

Mukheijee's writing, in her treatment of the subject of immigration, assimilation and 

femininity, in comparison to earlier works like Wife (1975) and the even earlier The 

Tiger's Daughter (1971). 

The narrative structure of Jasmine is non linear, and tracks the protagonist's 

memory from the narrative present of her life in Baden, Iowa, as the wife of an 

agricultural banker, back through her earlier existences as an Indian peasant girl, her 

advent as a young and vulnerable immigrant in America, and her transitional period 

headed towards assimilative merge. Each of these stages is represented by a name change. 

She starts out as 'Jyoti' of Hasnapur, is rechristened 'Jasmine' upon her arrival in 

America, is nicknamed 'Jase' by her employers in New York, and finally becomes the all

American 'Jane' in Iowa. The story depicts the ambivalence of self-fashioning by 

participating in the transgressive process of decolonizing the self. To quote Pushpa 

N.Parekh: 

The memory of Jasmine's personal history and environment shapes and 

directs the reception of her present experiences and context and is often 

countered by the accruing of new memories of newer experiences. This 

double perspective of the shifts in time and space and their impact on the 

psyche of the immigrant woman can be explored through the tonal shifts 

with which the Jasmine-Jane protagonist concretizes her emotional an 

intellectual reality. Fear, anger, pain, bitterness, confusion, silence, irony, 

huinour, as well as pathos underline her observations as she discovers for 

herself the undefmed median between the preservation of the old World 

and the assimilation in to the new one. 16 

The novel takes off with the astrologer's prediction about Jyoti's widowhood and 

exile. The seer foretells her future, pronouncing 'my widowhood and exile [ .... ] I was 

nothing, a speck in the solar system[ .... ] I was helpless, doomed.' 17Jasmine tries to go 

against the wheel of fortune repositioning the stars and she reaches out for a 

metamorphosis and transformation from a docile and meek Indian wife to an assertive 
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independent woman who makes a journey of self discovery from a feudal condition to her 

migrancy and exile experiencing dislocations. The hard reality of her imperiled identity is 

negotiated by violence in the geometry of her entropic universe. After her marriage with 

Prakash her husband gives her a new name Jasmine. Her renaming is a sort of 

rechristening and a displacement from earlier role playing, similar to Dimple, addressed 

as 'Nandini' by her mother-in -law in Wife: 

He wanted to break down the Jyoti as I'd been in Hasnapur and make me a 

new kind of city woman. To break off the past, he gave me a new name; 

Jasmine .... Jyoti, Jasmine: I shuttled between identities. 18 

From the beginning, Jyoti rebels against her cultural inscriptions. Jasmine 

frantically moves to break the shackle of a jinxed future showing all signs of postcolonial 

dread of secondariness and tries to move away from the past at all costs, including the 

cost of a stable identity. Mukheljee is plainly disinterested in the preservation of cultures, 

the hallowing of tradition, obligations to the past; at least, she is not interested in the 

nostalgic aspects of such preservation. Rather, her current work forwards a distinction 

between exilic and immigrant others for whom attachments to personal and cultural pasts 

leave little room for peripheral significance. Such characters undergo personal 

transformation in their movements from culture to culture, changes that Mukheljee 

exemplifies in the strongest terms. 

Mukheljee does not show any inertia or emotional weakness for the past, although 

she is never unrealistic to drop nostalgia as outdated software. Her works embrace and 

accept fission that must accompany cross-cultural revision and personal change. Jasmine 

says: 'There are no harmless, compassionate ways to remake ourselves. We murder who 

we were so we can rebirth ourselves in the image of dreams.' 19 It is the willingness of 

Jasmine to murder her past self that enables her to actively advance into unknown but 

promising futures. The futures she propel herself toward, and even help to shape, are not 

guaranteed to be successful, but do have the potential for personal, material and spiritual 

success. 

Thus Mukheljee's woman escapes from a childhood and adolescence, 

circumscribed by a feudal economy in Hasnapur to become Jasmine. The 

transformational myth becomes operative on her and we are shown how the trauma of 
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displacement generates a feverish anxiety on her. The story of Jasmine is the story of a 

personality in motion, in quest of identity. The novel seems to define immigration as part 

of the disintegration of a homogeneous culture and resultant dislocations which are to be 

negotiated in a new geographical and economic compulsion. In the language of Sarnir 

Dayal 'The syntax of her self-articulation is a parable for social transformation of the 

Indian postcolonial. ' 20 

Jasmine goes through a whole process of deracination, displacement and 

transformation; she wishes to settle down, a desire not in contrary to her continuous 

flaking of skin and continuous transformation. She is both complicit and resistant to the 

hegemonic notion of immigrant identity. Jasmine's self-propelled mission is thus 

inflected with some existential angst, she is at the periphery and in a situation from where 

she attempts to re-direct. Her translational transformation is a result of continual 

negotiations between her past and her future; her indefinite projected future self can never 

fully escape her past inscriptions. For Jasmine, history has the perpetual sway on the 

present and the future. History also has certain impositions creating fissures and ruptures 

and, as a result, the self becomes plural and conflicting. Her survival depends amid 

ambiguities out of rootlessness and upon a strategy of negotiated journey of self 

discovery and transformation. According to Alam the character of Jasmine has been 

fashioned to show Mukheijee's belief in the 'necessity of inventing and re-inventing 

one's self by going beyond what is given and by transcending one's origin.'21 

In Mukheijee' s Jasmine, such sense of homelessness and rootlessness is hard

edged steadily with each occurrence in the New World. The writer directs her protagonist 

from the origin and location of her birth to the land of her exile. There is no sequential 

development of her journey; there is no easy changeover of identity, nor any tame 

acceptance of the time. Instead, Mukheijee's diasporic women characters struggle hard to 

occupy and absorb the translational space, they find in the location of their choice. Most 

of her fictions stress the dichotomy of growing up in two cultures. In the practice of an 

exodus and migration there is an unspoken ambiguity; the sufferings of dislocation are 

tinged with the hope of arrival and the opening of new locations. 

The novel replicates Mukheijee's emancipator recasting of identity through raical 

negotiations in the dominant culture. Jasmine undergoes a series of turbulence -in search 

of a home. Jyoti is educated over the protests of her traditional father, and in time marries 

a modem Indian husband, Prakash. Jyoti is re-named Jasmine by her husband. She 
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undergoes major identity shifts, from feudal Hasnapur to urban Jullundhar. She shifts 

from her traditional cultural desire to have children early, a wish that is thwarted by 

Prakash's contempt: 'We aren't going to spawn! We aren't ignorant peasants!'22 She 

develops an inner trauma out of the displacement: 'Jyoti, Jasmine: I shuttled between 

identities,' she says, and '[ .... ] I felt suspended between worlds.'23There is a horrible 

turnaround of the events; a turbulence of situation destroys her dream. Prakash is killed, 

by a bomb meant for Jasmine and hidden in a portable radio by Sikh terrorists. Jasmine 

vows to complete Prakash's dream, to go to his intended school in Tampa, Florida and 

sacrifice herself on the campus. She manages to sneak into America using forged passport 

papers. 

There she is raped by her smuggler, after which she kills him and relieves herself 

from her earlier plans. Thus the first shock of the location outside her home is not cultural 

but physical. She arrives in America and that very moment she is compelled to commit 

murder for self-defence. The purity about the body is gone and she learns that body is just 

a covering which can be done away with when tainted and polluted- 'My body was 

merely the shell, soon to be discarded. Then I could be reborn debts and sins all paid 

for.'24 Abandoning the past like a baggage she feels relieved and reborn: 'With the first 

streaks of dawn, my first full American day, I walked out the front drive of the motel to 

the highway and began my journey travelling light. ' 25 

She is befriended by an American woman, Lillian, who helps her learn American 

ways she calls her 'Jazzy.' Mrs. Gordon supports and he! ps her to recuperate and 

transforms her totally. Within a week Jasmine sheds off her traditional shyness and 

dresses up on a jazzy T -shirt, skin-tight cords and snickers. With the change in clothes 

comes the change in the culture, so much so that the native traits of her persona begin to 

wane. With this change she moves from being a 'visible minority to being just another 

immigrant. ' 2~s is another point of her dislocation before she plunges in to the 

continuity of translation and negotiation. 

She moves to New York, gets attached to Prakash's old professor Devinder 

Vadhera and feels desperately that she has moved back to Hasnapur. She gets a green 

card and an au pair position in Manhattan. This allows her to complete her 

Americanization and gradually she gets used to the mainstream American practices by 

becoming an integral part of an American family and also by learning how to consume, 
I 

which she does happily. But she finds here the life lived by Indians astringent, and prefers 
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to work under Taylor Hayes, a Columbian Physicist, and Wylie Hayes, an editor in 

publishing firms, and their adopted daughter Duff. In the two years Jasmine is with them, 

the Hayeses separate and Taylor falls in love with her. As the Hayeses treated her as a 

part of their family, she feels that she had landed and was getting rooted.27 

Even when the Hayeses separate, and Jasmine is reminded of the essential fluidity 

of America, 28 she is able to take the breakup of the family in stride, although she 

concedes that the hardest lesson of all she had to learn about America was that in this 

country 'nothing last. ' 29 The hegemonies that exist at home provide her with a useful 

perspective on the predatory effects of global governance. She internalizes the 

transformation myths and understands its role to survive in the New World. However, 

her husband's killer appears in New York as well, and she flees to Iowa, where she 

marries Bud, a rural banker, becomes Jane Ripplemeyer, and adopts a Vietnamese 

refugee son, Du. 

The novel closes as Taylor, her now-divorced former employer in Manhattan, asks 

her to come with him and his daughter to California, where Du has already gone. 

Pregnant from her time with Bud, she leaves him to be with Taylor in California. This is 

the simple story outline of the novel, but its unifying theme is Jyoti/Jasmine/Jane's 

mutability, her adaptation to conditions, expressed as a transformation from inert, 

traditional object propelled by fate to energetic, modem, cross-cultural and assimilated 

subject. 

In Jasmine the woman narrator is m search of identity through diasporic 

transformation and mongrelization of self. Measured at the axis where a multiple 

displacements are negotiated, James Gleick's Chaos, quoted as an epigraph in Bharati 

Mukheljee's Jasmine, inducts the reader into the world of the woman protagonist- not 

rounded, not smooth, scabrous. It is the predicament of the pitted and broken up, the 

twisted, tangled and intertwined.30 In Jasmine the immigrant soul experiences a confusing 

and twisted conglomerate of identity and does not quite want to quit. Instead, she 

embraces it for radical self -transformation. The metamorphoses are gradual, generating 

an appetite and energy. Jasmine constantly finds that she is never at home, that she is a 

perpetual vagabond and a perplexed nomad. She finds her differential sense about her 

own identity. Her compulsive obsession on her past has a rekindling effect. She cannot 

shrug off it all -her home and location. She survives in a series of split and discontinuous 

moments. Her Indianness gradually reduces to sign of signification only. 
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The psychic split in Jasmine does not terminate in the decision of accepting or not 

accepting the tradition; now the stress is on the excitement for life and a concern for a 

woman's right to live and to relocate oneself. The narrative treatment is an attempt to de

familiarize the traditionally acknowledged representation of an Indian woman. The 

collapse of the heroine's submission to convention aims to establish her independence 

and emancipation. 

The protagonist of the novel thus, is both a victim and an agent in postcolonial 

context. Her disjunctions in a location of adversative unipolarity is synaptic and in 

between there is the diasporic ambivalence and trauma of displacement. The novel is an 

account of Jasmine's coming into her own as a woman destroying selves and 

superstructures in order to realize the potential self. She thus transforms herself with 

increasing rapidity. Jasmine's journey of self-discovery takes her from the feudal 

condition to her migrancy and exile in the West. This change is marked by chaos and 

dislocations. In fact Jasmine experiences one chaos after another. Jasmine's violent 

substitution of self can be taken as a liberating move, chaotic and discontinuous but 

emancipatory. 

In the novel Mukheijee has given her heroine a society that was so repressive, 

chaotic and traditional, so caste bound genderist that she could discard it easily.31 The 

novelist therefore sets out to find metaphors and symbolic location for the re-incarnation 

of Jasmine and shows how Indianness in a woman gets horrible transformation as she 

moves towards Americanization and further away from her native resources. Jasmine is a 

story of the trauma of circumstantial subjugation experienced by a woman in home and 

expatriation. It too, is a story of a semi-feudal rural India where a mother has to strangle 

her baby girl just because she will be a 'dowryless' girl in the time of her marriage and 

also of an astrologer who menacingly sets the destiny of the others. 

The transmigration of Jasmine is anti-centric and not simply peripheral. There is a 

definite emancipatory appetite in Jasmine. She develops an urgent assimilative urge and 

internalizes deterrents of human survival and with a radical defiance swerves far away 

from indigenous femininity to a greater self choice. She has learnt the art of living in 

becoming an ever-changing animation to slough off her formal identities and 

superstructure, acculturating to a new location and retaining her original self that is built 

at an impetus of the astrologer's prediction. She needs to resort to violent self

emancipation and substitute her temporal trauma to a substantive attitudinal change in 



Jasmine I 19 

view of falsifying the astrologer's prediction. The astrologer's prediction is a symbolic 

prompter of such violent denial of feudal periphery which demands disjunction and 

search for relocation. 

Jasmine thus, intuitively understands the association between aggression and the 

annihilation of identity in an alien country. She feels marginalized and there is a 

postcolonial dread of subjugation in her every movement. From an essentially feudal 

structure as a subaltern, she emerges into a new whole. She wants to cheat stars; the 

astrologer's predictions have all come true. She has seen the horrible end of Prakash and 

the preparation for a self-immolation, is to assert her essential Indian femininity. It is to 

prevent any further fruition of the calamitous predictions by the astrologer. The 

transformation of the feudal wife Jyoti into the modern, English speaking Jasmine, 

unavoidably involves an aggressive initiation in Prakash's blood. And perhaps the 

climactic flash of Jasmine's essential femininity occurs on the occasion of her actual 

violent rape by the 'Half Face': 

For the frrst time in my life, I understood what evil was about. It was about 

not being human [ .... ] It was a very simple, very clear perception, a 

moment of understanding that I have heard comes at the moment of 

death.32 

Jyoti would like to marry an English knowing man, for to have English as a language was 

to have 'more than you had been given at birth it was to want the world. ' 33 Living on the 

edge, on the margins, as it were, Jasmine plunges into the safe and unsafe expanses with 

almost a hazy assurance. 

Here one can see a surge for emancipation, a desire to break the lock and 

boundaries. Here is a feminine soul not cowed down by tradition and superstition, prefers 

day light natural darkness and natural cloud to cheat fate. In killing the Half Face she 

experiences an epistemic violence that is also a life-affuming transformation. Although 

she is deeply ambivalent, she recapitulates the Eastern figuration of self as nothing. In the 

process of rapid exfoliation the negativity is coupled powerfully and culminates with the 

positive image of a destroyer. During her tenure as Duffs and Budd's care giver she is 

creative. Jasmine is a destroyer but, like Kali, she is also ultimately a preserver, and an 

agent of the life-force. 34 
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Jyoti also comes to realize early in her life that she was 'a survivor, a fighter and 

adapter. ' 35 She knows that her mother's desperate bid to strangle her as an infant failed. It 

is not that her mother did not want a life for her; rather ·She was afraid that as the fifth 

daughter of their impoverished family Jyoti was ordained to be dowry-less bride and she 

therefore wanted to spare her the humiliation. Jyoti's grandmother, disturbed that the 

teenage Jyoti wants to study and not marry, tells her that 'Individual effort counts for 

nothing,' 36 but Jyoti would not be coaxed into abandoning her dreams of getting a better 

life through education. She believes that her aim was to break the shackles of tradition 

and rise above her surroundings. Jasmine rejects despair and cynicism and believes that 

'she can move on and make a life for herself.' 37 

Her husband Prakash Vijh is ~er key mover encouraging her to identify herself as 

a victim of a feudal power structure, so as to unfetter herself from it. Jasmine's more or 

less conscious resistance against this feudal structure is homologous with the struggle of 

postcolonial subject formation. As the simple village girl Jyoti may have harbored the 

illusion of fixed identity, but as a woman she learns to resist a hardened stereotype of the 

feudal Indian wife challenges the West's mechanism to territorialize her, to render 

familiar her strangeness. 

The novel in one sense depicts the psychobiography of a woman which 

specifically traces the development of a 'female protagonist through various experiences 

and crises, into maturity and, more importantly, her self-identity and place in the world'.38 

Jasmine's gradual process of metamorphoses (Jyoti-Jasmine-Jazzy-Jase and Jane) is 

propelled by recurrent lashes at her very structure of identity. As an Indian woman, 

Jasmine has to reinvent herself, even if it means relinquishing her past completely. It is 

however, the blending of the American and Hindu imagination-the two disparate 

imaginations-that helps visualize Mukherjee's unique craft defining the immigrant reality. 

It is difficult to know the immigrant reality of Jasmine because the fluidity of herself 

emerging from one experience to another erases the edges, if not the nucleus of her 

identity. The rapidity and the incomprehensible compulsion of altering relationships in 

America trim down Jyoti to a mere woman struggling to go on with life falling into 

fragments. 

Jasmine is face to face with culture's twin blow, fragmentation and assimilation 

and also the third impact, hybridity. Even after fragmentation and dislocations, she looks 

forward, not to the present reality, for she feels that reinvention of self, not nostalgia, is 
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her strength. Transformation and compliance are the key to survival, and that the thriving 

immigrant has the instinct of reinventing oneself in recurrence to adjust with the 

postcolonial exilic reality. Thus, in the flurry of change and action, conflict and confusion 

there is the whole nucleus of cross-cultural reality. In The Location of Culture Bhabha is 

categorical: 

To grasp the ambivalence of hybridity, it must be distinguished from an 

inversion that would suggest that the originary is, really, only an 

'effect. 'Hybridity has no such perspective of depth or truth to provide: it is 

not a third term that resolves the tension between two cultures, or the two 

scenes of the book, in a dialectical play of 'recognition.' The displacement 

from symbol to sign creates a crisis for any concept of authority based on a 

system of recognition: colonial specularity, doubly inscribed, does not 

produce a mirror where the self apprehends itself; it is always the split 

screen of the self and it's doubling, the hybrid. 39 

Mukheljee's women characters are not free from the memory of silent repression 

of the native tradition or the same 'split screen' of self. An important change of 

perspective occurs when they land in an alien hub. They suffer displacement, both 

physical and psychological and the ambivalence at the source of traditional discourses 

creates confusion and chaos when instantly infused by the splinters of another location of 

culture. Jasmine does not lack intellectual, emotional and psychological depth but initially 

it seems that she is more on superficial aping of the Western behavior pattern than self 

assertion of any meaning. Before she undergoes mutation after several dislocations, she 

suffers from some erratic panting for space, the identity of which was not known to her. 

In the portrayal of the transformation of a docile Indian wife into an aggressive Indo

American woman there is clear suggestion of a diasporic predicament-the relocation of 

culture. 

She endeavored to submerge deep into the chaotic psyche of those immigrants 

who have been surviving in the conflict of traditional Indian values; intrinsic in their 

personality. She also indicates their fascinating allurement for Western mode of living 

that they have chosen out of their professional compulsions or for their urge to attain a 

greater freedom in moderate, liberal and dynamic society of America, disciplined and 
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disseminated at the same time. She has ordered her novels within the frame of the 

didactics of immigrants and the aesthetics of dislocation. The thematic centers of Bharati 

Mukherjee's fiction are more or less aimed at this ambivalence. Her focus remains on the 

predicament of migrant entities, colliding self with the other, and the possibilities for 

absorption and rejection in the New World. To quote Bhabha: 

The discriminatory effects of the discourse of cultural colonialism, for 

instance, do not simply or singly refer to a 'person', or a dialectical power 

struggle between self and other, or a discrimination between mother 

culture and alien cultures. Produced through the strategy of disavowal, the 

reference of discrimination is always to a process of splitting as the 

condition of subjection: a discrimination between the mother culture and 

its bastards, the self and its doubles, where the trace of what is disavowed 

is not repressed but repeated as something different-a mutation, a hybrid. 40 

In Jasmine, the diasporic dislocation to which Jasmine/Jane is persistently 

subjected is indicative of her postcolonial predicament of mutation and translation to re

historicize existence. A disjunction produced in the act of restructuring creates the split 

subject of the racial stereotype which attempts to define identity as a 'fantasy of 

difference. ' 41 Dwindling between such polarities of absorption and rejection she ends up 

having different names (which people give her, except in the case of "Kali") and 

diasporic ambivalence. She is Jyoti, Jasmine, Kali, Jazzy, Jase, and Jane Ripplemeyer. 

She first marries Prakash in India (and he changes her name from Jyoti to Jasmine); then 

is raped by Half-Face (which she acknowledges as one of her "men") and she calls herself 

Kali; falls in love with Jase's boss Taylor; and marries Bud Ripplemeyer in Iowa, and 

becomes Jane. 

Jasmine thus, represents the female post-colonial subaltern subject under dual 

subjugation of native tradition and the compulsions of being resident alien. Conjecturally, 

postcolonial subjects are entangled in doubleness, and this doubleness is marked by 

spatial trouble of displacement and dislocations. In Jasmine through multiple identity 

formations there are multiple displacements and near obliteration and amnesia of the past. 

She acquires different names, husbands, dwelling places, with recurrence of 

reincarnations. These displacements do not occur as sudden events nor are they 
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epiphanies rather they are non-temporal signifier of a diasporic dread to construct 

identities which is exuberant, emancipatory and remote from the trauma of expatriation. 

This exuberance of immigration, which comes with the acquisition of 

Americanisms and the immigrant Indianness or the rebirth, results in a sort of a fluid 

identity. This does not come easily, for it is difficult to divorce oneself completely from 

one's own past, nor it is easy to overcome the aloofness of expatriation, or disunite 

oneself from the roots and tradition of the culture that one belongs. The transformation of 

Jyoti-Jasmine-Jase-Jane is the postcolonial condition of every exuberant immigrant. 

After going through a whole process of deracination and displacement, Jasmine 

wishes to settle down, a desire not in contradiction with her existential struggle and 

perpetual transformation before re-location. She has to undergo the theoretical 

recognition of the split-space of accent thus accommodating herself in the 'Third Space of 

enunciations.'42 The whole process of re-location recognizes the cultural difference as 

against stasis and rootedness. In the ongoing process of translation and new meaning, her 

future self can never entirely escape her past inscriptions. For Jasmine, history is in the 

discontinuity and the rupture produced by material and political events remixes the self in 

a different structure, and as a result, the transplanted becomes plural and contradictory. 

Her survival depends upon a negotiable flexible strategy of appropriation and mutative 

change before transformation prefixed by a series of dislocations and disjuncture. 

The process of mutative reincarnation is initiated when Jyoti!Jasmine/Jane sheds 

previous lives. In the gradual transition from one self to another with each new 

incarnation she moves closer to embrace America as her home. The first instance of this 

is upon Jyoti's arrival in the US, when Mukheijee uses the image of sati (voluntary 

immolation by a Hindu wife upon her husband's funeral pyre). Prior to this, Jyoti's 

husband Prakash has been murdered by Sikh extremists in India, and Jyoti has vowed to 

fulfill their joint dream of immigrating to America together, on her own. At this point, 

Jyoti- soon to become Jasmine -literally burns all her belongings: 

My body was merely the shell, soon to be discarded. Then I could be 

reborn, debts and sins all paid for [ ... ] I buttoned up the j acket"and sat by 

the fire. With the first streaks of dawn, my first full American day, I · · 

walked out the"front drive of the motel to the highway and began my . ' 
journey, travelling.light.43 
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She struggles to. avoid marginalization through her various mutations as suttee 

goddess, illicit lover, compassionate care giver and a courageous, exhilarating dreamer. In 

her search for self there is a wild transformation from pastoral innocence to perversion. 

In Jasmine the narrator's journey from the rural India of her childhood to the city, to 

America and finally into the cornfields of Ohio mimics the multiple translation and 

conversions in her social roles. She transforms in turn from the country girl looking for an 

improved life into a good Indian woman, an Americanized city girl, and finally the 

considerate and humble Midwestern wife. 

The shifting of her identity from Jyoti, Jasmine, Jane and to Jase is 

suggestive of the death of one personality and an emergence of a new, but it does not 

have negative-implications. The protagonist does not see her 'Indianness as a fragile 

identity to be preserved against obliteration, now it is seen as a set of fluid identities to be 

celebrated. ' 44 Thus caught in the dialectic between the past and the present, Jasmine does 

not attempt a revolutionary synthesis. She simply dissolves the claims of the past. She 

changes herself through violence, dissection and self extinctions. The novel strikes the 

reader with its protagonist's changing identities with the changing locales: Hasnapur, 

Jullandhar, Florida, Queens, Manhattan, and Iowa. 

In Mukheljee's fictions, translation is an important enunciative45 mechanism for 

cross-cultural revision and mutation of identity. The process of cultural translation and 

mutative change involves remaking and murdering the past self. The relocation in the 

language of Mukheljee is 'rebirth' in the 'image of dreams.'46 It is the enthusiasm and 

keenness of Jasmine to murder her past self that enables her to dynamically press forward 

into indefinite but promising future. In the process of deferral and displacement, she looks 

forward to the all important third dimension. 

Her dislocation and uprooting have effectively contributed to the hybrid formation 

and finally the third space of culture. She has deracinated herself from her original culture 

and is now trying to re-territorialize and re-locate in a new culture. She is now 

characterized by conflicting desires. On the one hand she would like her readers to 

believe that she is in a state of constant change and moving from one identity to another, 

on the other hand, she is getting rooted in the new culture. The following passage ... 
suggests the trajectory of the third dimension that takes shape: 
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Taylor, Wylie, and Duff were family. America may be fluid and built on 

flimsy, invisible lines of weak gravity, but I was a dense object, I had 

landed and was getting rooted. I had controlled my spending and now sat 

on an account that was rapidly growing.47 

She goes through an existential crisis. On the heap of broken images of her past and 

exilic presence, she feels a strange kind of otherness-subverted, dislocated and divided. 

She becomes a mongrel structure, she posits as a possibility of a different kind in the 

global multi-culture, the moving identity, a non-transparent dense object. She reflects: 

'Nothing was rooted anywhere. Everything was in motion.48 

In postcolonial condition such self or symbols of social order and depersonalized 

dislocated characters like Jasmine are constructed through discourse and thus inevitably 

decentered. In such 'shared symbolic and spatial structures'49 the struggle to free herself 

from restricting colonial discourses of identity in the tapestry of different temporal and 

cultural power relations leads to some counter--essential narrative and trans-cultural 

discourses of identity. She is an alien 'other' and her existence is felt through her multiple 

dislocations, subversion and marginalization. After her geographical dislocation she 

assimilates the roles and expectations of the dominant culture and undergoes an exilic 

acculturative process. 

Jasmine suivives in the margin; she lives in a state of contested present where the 

pastness of the past is obliterated and the future leads to a febrile and phantasmic 

fusionism. Jasmine's realization of such hybridized self and the predicament of a 

marginal puts her to a state of inertia where she stays suspended. To quote Bhabha: 'It is 

the emergence of the interstices-the overlap and displacement of domains of difference -

that the intersubjective and collective experiences of nationness, community interest or 

cultural value are negotiated.' 50 

In Mukherjee's postrnodem immigrant America, there is a conflict between 

bilateral location and symbolic consciousness of the immigrant other. Global and local 

traris-leap each other and prove increasingly interchangeable. In the process of translation 

and mutation, ethnic repositioning becomes the insignia of mainstream identity. 

Mukherjee's revelation of cultural heterogeneity as an American norm does not form the 

foundation of a countercultural assault on a ruthlessly centered American ethno-cultural 
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structure. What Mukherjee aims at, in her fictions is to make fully transparent what an 

awakened, multicultural America can reflect a multi-cultural globe. 

In addition to the cultural transformation required of all immigrants, the 

individual transplanted to the United States must also cope with a changing world in 

which nothing stays the same. Mukherjee, in her fictions aligns the subjectivity of their 

central characters with the passage of their movements through the world, demonstrating 

a central concern for not just the internal motion of subjectivity, but also the interrelation 

of the subject to the world. The whole process of relocation causes the dissolution of the 

self. In the process traditional roles, stereotypes, and ethnicity are all linked in the 

schematics of these novels with the notion of a landscape or geographical place. What we 

have in Jasmine is the portrayal of a character who is trying to convince her readers that 

she has overcome the past by assimilating it, somehow amicably, into her present 'self.' 

What is, however, left tacit is the mongrel self, whether it is haunted by the past after the 

so called assimilation. 

Transmigrations, social dislocation, displacement and relocation are the key issues 

in diasporic framework. In such a contradictory space the metaphors of transformation are 

different. Jasmine's aligmnent with English or English speaking man or her obsession on 

self-development by sailing to the West is from her dissociated illusions about her mother 

country where the astrologer's predictions set the course of life. She is now free to choose 

whichever way to skirt her destiny. She needs emancipation, there is thus an 

interpellation, she chooses on her behalf. In totality the novel projects the strength of a 

woman to fight and adapt to a brave New World and not the damaging effects of 

immigration. The novel also comments on the American society where people and their 

relationships are always in motion. 

Jane's adopted son in Iowa is the 14-year old Vietnamese boy, Du Thien he is an 

ex-refugee. Du functions textually as Jane's mirror image. Like Jyoti he was forced to 

leave his <!Wll nation out of violence and such similar trauma. For Jyoti this was the 

massive tnmaround in the Sikh separatist conflicts in Punjab; while for Du, it was the • 
occurrences in the refugee camp in Vietnam where he had two lives, one in Saigon and 

another in the refugee camp. In Saigon he'd lived in a house with a large family, and had 

been happy. His older brother was raised fighting fish; his married sister brought back 

live crabs and worms for him to eat whenever she could sneak a visit from her own camp. 

Du's mother and brother were hacked to death in the fields by a jealous madman, after 
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they'd gotten their visas.51 Thus Du had undergone tough and critical moments in the 

process of his maturity into adulthood. His trajectory of exilic self is similar to Jasmine, 

both uprooted and re-planted after multiple ruptures and dislocations. 

Like Jyoti/Jasmine/Jane, he too seemed to slough off selves upon his arrival, and 

tossed himself unreservedly into his new life, watching sitcoms, eating at McDonalds, 

and acquiring English. Because of their past lives, both Du and Jane seem to share some 

sort of attachment; as she says, 'once upon a time, like me, he was someone else. We've 

been many selves. ' 52 Both Jasmine an Du share the trauma of multiple selves and 

dislocations in each of the transits of their exilic trajectory. At one point Jane observes 

'secrets roll like barbed wire between us.' 53 And it is Du's eventual fortune in the text that 

also, somewhat strangely enough, provides the conclusion of Jane's own story. 

Close to the end of the narrative, Du announces his intent to move to Los Angeles 

to live with his Vietnamese sister, whom he has tracked down through Vietnamese 

acquaintances. Jane's reaction to this is significant. Her shock at the prospect of losing 

her adopted son is overshadowed by her realization of Du' s successful amalgamation of 

his Vietnamese and American selves. She says: 'I am amazed ... My transformation has 

been genetic; Du's was hyphenated. We were so full of wonder at how fast he became 

American, but he's a hybrid.' 54 Not only does Du transform himself, but he also 

transforms his environment. Jane insists that she was a re-born American and through this 

she discards her Indian identity. Thus, her transformation was 'genetic' as she puts it

contrasts with Du's added-on Americanness, and serves to underscore Mukheijee's belief 

in ethnic identity as an alternative choice. 

Jane decides to leave Bud when Taylor and Duff come looking for her, and Taylor 

proposes marriage and a move to California: 'I am not choosing between men. I am 

caught between the promise of America and old-world dutifulness. [ ... ]It isn't guilt I feel, 

it's relief. I realize I have already stopped thinking of myself as Jane.' 55 As Taylor 

remarks-- 'We'll be an unorthodox family, Jase.' 56 The American family that is 

reconstituted by Jyoti/Jasmine/Kali/ Jazzy/Jase/Jane/Jase, her lover Taylor, the adopted 

Duff and Du, and Jasmine's unborn child consist powerful content of transnational fluid 

identity. 

While exploring the same realms of the progressive destiny of transnational 

migrants, Mukheijee as a writer faces the issue of nostalgia for one's native country and 

culture in the transformed, globalized world. She traces the contradictions in her own 
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native culture and presents a dramatically revised vision of India, America, the world and 

the new immigrants. In her fiction, Mukherjee represents and writes about what may be 

termed as the hybridization of the new America. After probing this new identity, she 

explores the consciousness of the diasporic subjects who are not of one ethnic group or 

the other, 'but who are many, many different ethnicities together, which is the real 

America. ' 57 In this pursuit, Mukherjee deconstructs cultural cliches, acknowledges the 

realities of the world's cultural alienation, economic system, and sets her texts against a 

background of tangled, transnational economic activities, mass exodus and dislocations in 

the diasporic space. 

For this transcultural and transnational formation, adherence to tradition and 

obligation to the past are of secondary nature of importance. In the process of cultural 

assimilation the 'self and the 'other' are not locked in rigid binaries, rather, they are 

liberated into a free space. In Mukherjee's visualization of the immigrant status nostalgic 

aspects of such preservation holds no importance. Thus Jasmine undergoes personal 

changes in her movements from culture to culture, changes that Mukherjee characterizes 

in the strongest terms in her exuberant essay "Immigrant Writing: Give Us Your 

Maximalists!" published on 28 August 1988 in the New York Times Book Review. The 

phenomenal essay records Mukherjee's excitement about the ceremony in Federal District 

Court House in Manhattan that February that made her a citizen of the United States. 

Fakrul Alam writes: 'Eight Years after she and her family left Canada in frustration at 

that country's policy of multiculturalism, Mukherjee is clearly delighted by the prospects 

awaiting her now that she had formally cast herself into America's melting pot culture.'58 

In several occasions Mukherjee spoke about her American citizenship and for that 

matter herself an American writer by choice and preference, with no regrets at all. Unlike 

her protagonist Jasmine, who is in a sense, compelled to leave India, Mukherjee claims 

that she had developed a choice in leaving India under a specific postcolonial situation. 

The implications of this preference are worth looking at. In an interview, Mukherjee 

asserts 'I totally consider myself an American writer ... now my roots are here and my 

emotions are here in North America. ' 59 She exercises a rational choice to shift her identity 

and the process of her relocation is marked by the dread of secondariness in a foreign 

country and as an 'alien' other in her own native space. 

For Mukherjee, her past identity as an Indian is something she has left behind 

although she has internalized it. She is quite aware of the ongoing process of Indian and 
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global culture and prefers to shed her nationness to emerge free in a deconstructed 

ethnicity of America. She describes the shift a 'culmination of a long process of searching 

for a home' 60 and positions herself emphatically within America as a part of what she 

asserts the 'ethnic and gender-fractured world of contemporary American fiction.' 61 Her 

declared affiliation with America and Americanisms seems to be a m~or obstacle to 

define her position among the postcolonial writers where anti-centricity and racial 

'othering' are the key words. 

Mukherjee is critical of racism in America, but with a certain simplification her 

fictions ignore the fact that the America she opts to belong is the main carter of 

colonialism today with its declared objective of setting up a new world order, 

unquestionably with America at the helm. In this context her endorsement of America as 

a strategic ground for positive change in novels like Jasmine problemizes her position as 

a postcolonial intellectual. 62 Jasmine explores the transition and translation in a radical 

and violent way, represented by dislocations and uprooted identities. 

Such diasporic changeover of location has certain anxieties in it. In the Interview 

for Iowa Review, she says 'America represented a kind of glitziness-as in Jasmine-a 

chance for romantic reincarnatlon.' 63 But this glitziness is not symptomatic of all 

diasporic experiences. The word Diaspora is not a substitute for the word immigrant. 

Diaspora essentially is bitter experience of dislocation that leads to alienation, a sense of 

loss and nostalgic desires. Some of Mukherjee's characters begin their overseas 

engagement as diasporans and feel dislocated. Some of them are fascinated by the same 

'glitziness' as Dimple in Wife, while there is no such lure of glitziness as in Jasmine. Hers 

is the transmigration with no predestined history; instead history is always in the making 

with each new experience in a foreign land. She is propelled by necessity and romance 

which overshadows the 'glitziness.' In this regard there are similarities between Hannah 

Easton of The Holder of the World and Jasmine as both are guided by romance, not 

glitziness. 

In Mukherjee's delineation of the phenomenon of reverse Diaspora The Holder of 

the World has a significant track reversal from Jasmine. It takes a far more ambitious, 

epic approach, attempting to chronicle the full swe~p of colonial history in America, 

England, and India. Nevertheless, like Jasmine the main importance of its narrative is the 

connection between notions of femininity and roles that can be played to dissolve a 
-~ 

-. 
singular notion of the subject. Hannah Easton travels from her native America (she is 
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member of the early Puritan society that settled there) to England and then to India 

where-as though in a complete transformation from her former self--she becomes the 

Bibi (a courtesan) of an Indian prince. 

Not only does The Holder of the World emphasize the importance of an open 

subjectivity that not only transgresses the bounds of any single or stable notion of the 

subject, but also has the ability to transcend the restrictions of any political or social 

position. It also shows how the exile can make an important intervention in the world. In 

both her novels, Mukheijee shows displacement and the acceptance of certain violence as 

preconditions which are to be confronted and complied as parts of the discursive 

construction of transnational reality. The transnational reality is transmigration, the whole 

.transgressive odyssey towards mongrelization prior to assimilation. 

However, her depiction of Jasmine as a dynamic, cross-cultural exilic self, 

establishing herself by heroically relocating gender, power and racial relationship, is itself 

a strong representation of what a woman can achieve in a postcolonial global context. Her 

struggle allows us to relish a new insight into the complex relationships and transactions 

between the local and the global, East and West, home and location, especially when the 

agent is a woman who is out beyond boundaries of all sorts to redefine herself through 

negotiation and performance. Fakrul Alam writes: 

The character of Jasmine, it will now be clear, has been created to depict 

Mukheijee's belief in the necessity of inventing and re-inventing one's self 

by going beyond what is given and by transcending one's origins. For 

Mukheijee, immigration---specifically immigration to America --- is a 

crucial step to be taken in any move to remake oneself in the light of one's 

desires.64 

The Americanization of Jasmine is a postcolonial trajectory of remaking oneself 

though it hints at breaking of the rigid behavioral norms of the traditional Indian society. 

She breaks the binaries between 'base' and 'superstructure'65 through inventing and re

inventing self 'in the face of the multiple points of transnational globality.' 66Though bold 

and assertive, still Jasmine's character delimits the definition of woman as a function. The 

one very positive step in the direction of establishing her self-hood is that she has 

exercised her freedom of choice. Jasmine reflects a combination of postcolonial 
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womanliness and feminism. Her feminism is not designed to alter or replace the male 

symbolic order or anything radical in that line; what the American feminists have laid out. 

Her female protagonists have a critical subject position to assert liberation from the 

colonial bondage in denial 'to keep house, cook, and pray'67 to perform independently as 

the author herself, in the same transnational global environment. Alam says: 

Jasmine continues to reflect Mukheljee's concem with the lives of Indian 

women, whether battered by their husbands or leading unfulfilled lives. 

[ .... ]Mukheljee has gone out of her way to distance herself from American 

feminists in her portrayal of Jasmine by making her not only into someone 

who ultimately wants to do the right thing for herself no matter what that 

will do to others, but also into someone who tries very hard to please 

others and be as feminine as possible. 68 

In the great literary surge of Mukheljee, Jasmine then represents the significant 

transcultural and transnational realities. Mukheljee's obsession on the conflictual 

diasporic identity and 'hybrid hyphenation' 69 proliferate in a new discourse on dislocation 

as a precondition of a new hybrid signifier 'peculiar to borderline existence:' 7° Finally, 

the climax of her literary voyage has transformed her from a 'chronicler of exile to a 

champion ofimmigrants.' 71 Mukheljee asserts: 

I am inventing an American for myself, I am writing an America that 

hasn't been written about. The 'frontier' is up there, in front of me, I am 

pushing it back all the time. This is what makes the new stories so 

different. They are a natural outgrowth of where I am. I feel it's the 

writer's business to write about his or her environment, whatever that may 

be.72 
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Chapter-V 

Desirable Daughters and The Tree Bride 

SEARCH FOR ROOTS AND THE (RE) LOCATION OF IDENTITY 

As literary rendering of Diaspora, Mukhetjee's fictions are centric to the question of 

borderline existence, nostalgia for a lost home, disillusionment of expatriation, 

fragmentation of the self, exuberance of immigration, assimilation, cultural translation 

and negotiation. Mukhetjee's sixth novel Desirable Daughters (2002) marks a new trend 

in her writings. In an interview with Dave Weich, Mukhetjee says: 'The authentic 

Strategy for this book was also using the width of the field of history, geography, 

Diaspora gender, ethnicity, language- rather than the old fashioned, long clean throw.' 1 

In her earlier novels, diasporic transmigration meant new opening and emancipation from 

the clutches of convention bound society. In these novels, attachment to one's own native 

culture and homeland, living abroad was presented as something to be spurned and total 

assimilation into the host culture was hailed. It is to create a location of the presence that 

reduces the diasporic individual to delink the past and deconstruct the future. In Desirable 

Daughters Mukherjee considers different pattern of belonging in the Global perspectives 

from in-between temporality to assimilative permanence and further, hyphenated and 

unmixed nationness. 

The general tendency of the people in the diasporic space is to be centric to 

primary identities -religious, ethnic, territorial and national. Most of Mukhetjee's novels 

deal with the question of such primary identities and the crisis of such identities along 

with transmission of ethnic traits. She takes in account the borderline condition of cultural 

translation in the postcolonial location of past present and future. In Mukhetjee's fictions 

the two geographical entities, the home and location thus support, and to an extent reflect 

each other. 

In her narratives she takes in account of the spatial and locational subjectivity 

related to their homeland. Her characters experience the cultural inanity and the social 

displacement which are expressed in mixed identity codes. Such concept of diasporic 

space as theoretical construct, evolving out of the practical journey from alienation to 

acceptance seeks to project and map out the space of different culture and postcolonial 

heterogeneity. This space of diasporic experience is potent to become the pulsating 

contemporary parameter, offering various other new scopes of negotiations on the 
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programmed location of culture. 

Desirable Daughters is a tale of immigrants and the attitude of three sisters and 

their ways of negotiating the multiple dislocations in three different perspectives. The 

three sisters, who are the daughters of Motilal Bhattacharjee and the great-grand 

daughters of Jaikrishna Gangooly, belong to a traditional Bengali Bra!nnin family. They 

part ways taking their own course of voyage towards their destiny. They are a blend of 

traditional and modem outlook. Padma and Parvati have their own trajectories of choices; 

the former an immigrant of ethnic origin, New Jersey, and the latter married to her own 

choice and settled in the posh locality of Bombay with an entourage of servants to cater 

her. 

Tara, the narrator of the novel, takes the readers deep into the intricacies of the 

New Worlg and seems to float rootless with time. The fluidity of her identity testifies not 

only her own but also the fluidity of the immigrants. She values her traditional upbringing 

but takes pride in moving forward in life. Her image of her family values forms a wall of 

security around her that camouflage the fragile vulnerable self. 

Tara as a young wife stays for ten years with Bish Chatterjee, but his almost 

sinister preoccupation with his profession leaves her yearning for companionship and 

care, the couple eventually separate. Next, she finds solace in Andy's arms, her live-in 

partner, but again, when Andy leaves her she feels threatened and comes back to Bish. 

Her rhapsodized soul takes dip as she is confronted with the realities of terrorism. New 

revelations unfurl as her son declares that he is a gay, tearing apart her cocoon and, the 

final blow is her house being bombed and Bish Chatterjee is crippled and dependent on 

her. Finally, Tara Bhattacharjee returns home to find solace at her father's house. She 

further probes into her family tree to unveil the life of 'Tree Bride' her ancestor. The 

retrospective journey is in fact a return to the roots seeking Eastern solution to the weeds 

developed in the Western World. 

The novel begins with the history of Tara Lata describing the dull disquiet of the 

time. The conflict between the inscrutable traditional corridor and simple quest for 

location and space constitute the description ofthe interpersonal world: 

Tuberculosis is everywhere. The air, the water, the soil are septic. Thirty

five years is a long life. Smog obscures the moon and dims the man-made 

light to faintness deeper than the stars'. In such darkness perspective 

disappears. It is a two-dimensional world impossible to penetrate? 
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In The Tree Bride (2004) her namesake the child bride, Tara Lata is thus, headed towards 

her destiny. Before she gets married the groom dies on his way due to snake bite. The 

groom's father is greedy and wants Jaikrishna Gangooly to give the dowry. Jaikrishna 

Gangooly instead of bulking down to the demands of the groom's father, puts his foot 

down and refuses to hand over his daughter to her in-laws, dooming her to a life of 

servility. A Sanskrit scholar and a Brahmin, he decides to solemnize his daughter to a tree 

as bride so that she can overcome the curse of widowhood. It is presumed that she is 

united with God, and now she is eternally doomed to be a married woman leading a life 

of purity, sainthood and lifelong virginity. Tara Lata, the Tree-Bride becomes a family 

legend: 

After the night of her marriage, Tara Lata returned to Mishtigunj and, at 

least by legend, never left her father's house. Unburdened by a time

consuming, emotion-draining marriage and children, never having to 

please a soul, she grew up and grew old in a single house in. an 

impoverished village in the poorest place of earth, and in that house, the 

world came to her. She lived there seventy years and gradually changed 

herworld.3 

Tara Lata of The Tree Bride shall never become a human bridegroom to continue 

an ancestral line. In marrying her to proxy husband, a tree, he permits her to occupy the 

respected position of married woman, within the family home. Married to a tree she will 

at least remain a spouse, 'and not a widow.'4 What appears to be a strange practice is in 

fact a highly efficient adaptive strategy. 

The author describes Tara Lata, just five years old and is being carried on a 

palanquin, all decorated in the ceremonial dress to be given away in marriage. The older 

sisters, seven and nine are already married. In Hindu culture it was authenticated that a 

father should give away his daughter in marriage before she reaches puberty and if the 

father is not able to do so he is considered useless and undeserving: 

In a palanquin borne by four servants sit a rich man's three daughte~s, the 

youngest dressed in her bridal sari, her little hands painted with red lac 

dye, her hair oiled and set. Her arms are heavy with dowry gold; bangles 

ring tiny arms from wrist to shoulder. Childish voices chant a song, hands 
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tap, golden bracelets tinkle. I cannot imagine the loneliness of this child. A 

Bengali girl's happiest night is about to become her life time 

imprisonment. 5 

Her return to tradition is also a revolt against modernity. Tara Lata becomes famous for 

acts of rebellion and she becomes freedom fighter and martyr. Paradoxically, therefore, in 

pursuing a vapid Indian tradition and confining his daughter to a life without the 

distractions of husband, children and mother-in-law, the father transforms her into a 

symbol of essential womanhood under the patronage of traditional male symbolic order. 

In his haste to save the situation from disgrace, J aikrishna Gangooly opts for 

preserving a 'primary' identity asserting the insipid patriarchy of the prevalent time. In 

the assertion of patriarchal impositions enlightenment is apparently discredited. The 

inventive traditionalist father secures his daughter's place in the world by a fiction of 

marriage and goes for a metaphysical settlement. This is the point of conjunction between 

Tara of Desirable Daughters and Tara Lata of The Tree Bride. The abjectness of life in a 

hostile ethnicity of the modem world finds answer in the celebratory romance of the past 

rooted in native soil. 

Mukherjee has the affinity with the native soil, but discourages the vapidity and 

pollutants of the soil yet declining to pay short shrift to its vitality. While writing about 

the two invariables of the transnational conditions- exile and homeland, Mukherjee in her 

novels captures the temporal and spatial dynamics of immigrant sensibility lost in the 

space between home and location. The estranging consciousness of relocation is haunted 

by some sense of loss, an urge to reclaim or to look back at the transgressive precinct of 

the past. To quote Maya Manju Sharma: 'In her fiction Mukherjee handles Western 

themes and settings as well as characters who are westernized or bicultural. Yet she is 

forced to admit that the very structure of her imagination is essentially Hindu and 

essentially moral. ' 6 

But in Desirable Daughters Mukherjee focuses on the alternative ways to belong, 

cultural hybridity simultaneity and the 'third space of enunciation'7 which are markers of 

the post colonial condition of existence. Clifford says 'Diaspora women are caught 

between Patriarchies ambiguous pasts and futures. They connect and disconnect, forget 

and remember, in complex, strategic ways.' 8 Likewise, Tara in the novel finds herself 

caught between Patriarchal histories of her past home and legends created by her husband 

in the acquired home. She rekindles the legend by walking out and, in tum, gets stagnant 
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in a relationship of retrofitting with a man who leaves her alone in her time of need. 

According to A vtar Brah: '[T]he identity of diasporic imagined community is far from 

fixed or pre-given[ ... ]As such, all diasporas are differentiated, heterogeneous, contested 

spaces, even though they are implicated in the construction of a common we. ' 9 

In other words, Diasporas experiences double identification that constitute hybrid 

forms of identity. Such forms of identity differ from the essential notion of national and 

ethnic identity. It also explores multiple belongings that enable people to inhabit more 

than one space at the same time. Under such condition in the absence of a dominant 

code, culture is becoming an individualistic enterprise, in which people create their own 

super-structure and super-culture, becoming in a way their own 'cultural programmers.' 10 

Tara is a fictional rendering of such cultural hybridity. Tara's assertion that she is both, 

being simultaneously an Indian and an American, helps her gaining the same 'third space 

of enunciation.' 11 Tara says in Desirable Daughters: 

The rhetoric of modern San Francisco makes me invisible. I am not 

"Asian,"[ ... ] I am all things[ ... ]yet I'm still too timid to feed my 

Ballygunge Park Road identity in to the Kitchen garburetor. That dusty 

identity is as fixed as any specimen in a lepidopterist's glass case[ ... ]I am 

not the only Indian on the block. All the same, I stand out, I am convinced, 

I don't belong here, despite my political leaning; worse, I don't want to 

belong." 12 

In Desirable Daughters, Mukherjee fuses near and far, traditional and modern 

which transform and recreate the meaning of cultural space. In the novel Tara attempts to 

reconfigure her meaning as a trans-national and trans-cultural subject and attempts to 

center the narrative upon her individual experiences as a diasporic shuttle. She is a 

frustrated woman dwindling menacingly in the alternative models of survival between 

territories, migrations and mediations. Tara, like Mukherjee's diasporic characters 

struggles hard to occupy the translational space, after multiple dislocations and ruptures. 

Most of her fictions stems from the same dichotomy of growing up in two cultures as it is 

woven in Tara's trajectory from 'one location to another. Tara experiences the recurrence 

of this dichotomy and constitutes the epicenter of the most important demographic 

dislocations of the modern times. It now represents an important compelling force in 

world culture. Salman Rushdie points out: 'Our physical alienation from India almost 
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inevitably means that we will not be capable of reclaiming precisely the thing that was 

lost, that we will in short create fictions, not actual cities villages, but invisible ones, 

imaginary homelands Indias of the mind.' 13 

Precisely, the novel Desirable Daughters concentrates on complex ideologies 

revolving round the life of three sisters and their multiple alienations ~ Padma, Parvati 

and Tara. All of them maintain distinctive individuality in their attitude and approach to 

life. The novel begins with the description of bridal procession of Tara Lata, an ancestor 

whose life history becomes a focal point of Tara Chatterjee's, family chronicle. Tara 

Chatteijee, the narrator had always treated the story with a sense of awe and it is after 

divorce from her husband Bishwapriya Chatterjee she became curious to know about the 

trauma of the 'Tree bride.' Seemingly, a thematic parallel with Spivak's phenomenal 

article, Three women's texts and a critique of imperialism14 Mukherjee has written three 

different texts in the novel that unfold and also entangle the politics of diasporic 

consciousness of three women. Though the three sisters had different opportunities to 

assimilate America with their Indianness, each sister's reactions to the confrontation are 

distinct. While Tara undertakes this root searching mission as an attempt to come to terms 

with her fragmented and at times confused notion of self, Padma takes the world at her 

stride according to her own cultural poetics. 

Tara's positioning is different from Padma in the sense, Padma is a hyphenated 

immigrant. From her obsession on assimilation as a critical content of a survival strategy 

in an alien soil, Mukherjee vociferously talks against the status of a hyphenated 

immigrant because the hyphen marginalizes the Asians as minorities. Parvati the middle 

sister, with an American education and an America trained Indian husband, lives the life 

of a privileged rich wife in India. She symbolizes the traditional life of an Indian woman 

with Western orientation. Each one traverses her own path of immigrant life quite 

happily. 

Tara, through the life of her other two sisters, Parvati and Padma her husband Bish 

her illegitimate nephew Mr. Christopher Dey, introspects on her own crisis of identity as 

an immigrant and she continually expresses her desire to seek a consolation in her native 

traditions. In Tara's realization the novel reveals the spaces of tradition, personal 

memories, places, and life styles, tradition and modernity. She indulges in the nostalgic 

romanticism of the past, the inverted story of mobility, existential suffering, hybrid

subjectivity and plurality in her physical and psychic dividedness. In Mukherjee's poetics 

of Diaspora, rejection to the nativity and incapacity to deal with the new situation make 
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the theme of identity more powerful and poignant in the mainstream American life. 

Tara at the age of nineteen was married to a software engineer from an 

outstanding Bengali family. After her marriage, Tara was shifted to American society, in 

Atherton California where her husband Bish tried to carve out a semblance of Indian 

traditionalism. Mukheijee describes the reason for such selection of Tara's husband: 

He had that eagerness, and a confident smile that promised substantial 

earnings. It lured my father in to marriage negotiations, and it earned my 

not unenthusiastic acceptance of him as husband. A very predictable, very 

successful marriage negotiation. 15 

Her .marriage to Bish did not have any immediate traumatic effect as earlier 

experienced by Tara-Lata the 'Tree-Bride.' While Tara Lata became a widow by the foul 

mechanization of fate, Tara leaves her husband by choice in a self redemptive and 

assertive role of a woman of the global era. She falls a prey to her own experiencing of 

America where the 'Cream-colored houses seem to have tumbled down the hill sides like 

children's blocks, or-on bright days under a cloudless sky-like cottages in an Etruscan 

landscape.' 16 Here she feels 'totally at home, unwilling to leave.' 17 But her American 

sununer suffers a jolt with a series of dislocations. 

Swerving away from the tradition she ends up becoming a fun loving woman who 

1s 'ethnically arnbiguous' 18 and finds comforting charm in the arms of a Buddhist 

retrofitter. To her love is no longer a matter 'indistingnishable from duty and 

obedience.' 19But such Western excesses of untrammeled fun and glitziness of the exotic 

perturbs her inner self, and she contemplates an alternative way to survive. A transition is 

on the cards, from imaginary homeland to imagining the homeland: 

I wasn't, perhaps I'll never be, a modem woman. These are the objections 

of modem American woman who know me now, all of whom have passed 

through at least one unarranged marriage and who are raising at least one 

child with or without the bottom line of child support. They have no idea 

of the wealth I came from.20 

The nostalgia of Tara for her past, her protective existence in India, her 
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helplessness to assimilate in the glamorous life of the USA has become a voice of all 

these immigrants who lead a life of 'subaltern' in the highly mechanical, progressive and 

prosperous society of America. In his review of Desirable Daughters, Jopi Nyman 

Comments: 'Bharati Mukherjee's fictions rewrite the traditional immigrant story, 

imagining new spaces and favour of identity as a result of travel and 

dislocations.'21Tara's journey to the 'tree bride's India is in fact a quest and a re-search 

for space beyond the third space of cultural location. 

The story of The Tree Bride shuttles back and forth between modern San 

Francisco and her ancestral mansion in pre-Independence East-Bengal. The novel deals 

with colonialism in India, terrorism in the USA and the British Diaspora in India. The 

socio-cultural and political history of Bengal is nicely knitted into the fabric of The Tree 

Bride, blending the family saga of generations handed down to the younger generations. 

The present study is concentrated only on the connectedness between the two narratives 

where Tara decides to walk down Tara Lata's footsteps in search of roots, denying to stay 

afloat and partially submerged in the glittering American ethos. 

Tara feels a mysterious connection to the 'Tree-Bride' whose story she had heard 

from her mother. Tara had been married, borne a son, and had travelled all over the 

world, yet as she asserts, she had never changed the world. In locating empowerment 

within Tara-Lata's narrative of extreme circumscription, Mukherjee offers a feminist 

projection of such uninspiring and vapid ethnicity. Tara Lata as revealed earlier plays a 

redeeming role to save her father from disgrace by accepting her fictional wed-lock to a 

lifeless tree. She in a way, helps preserving the triumph of patriarchy where her father 

plays a lead role in a macabre exercise of the 'forest marriage.'22 Mukheijee gives a 

searing detail of the seamy side of the traditional Bengali society in the following 

language: 

Older aunts shush her. She is paying for the sins of a past life, they 

explain. God is letting her off lightly. She is being saved from the fate of 

despised ghar-jalani, a woman-who-brings-misfortune-and-death-to-her

family, by the quick thinking of their wise, god-fearing patriarch.23 

Her house became the place of refuge for the sick and the poor. While she was 

confined to her father's place, Mist Mahal, she took on tree like characteristics. She was 

rooted to her father's house and was silent as a tree. She spent her entire life in Mist 

Mahal reading and talking to the trees. She communed with tree planted in the mansion 
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for the next sixty years. People believed that Tara Ma belonged to higher spiritual plane. 

When word spread out to the common masses that she had donated her gold jewellery to 

Gandhi's Salt March, reverence turned to veneration. 

Years later, she became a goddess, prayed to by unmarried girls needing husbands 

and by women seeking sons. Marriage of a child at the age of five is an atrocious 

tradition, widely practiced in those days. Getting a child married to a tree to prevent a 

lifelong widowhood was another prevalent shortcoming of the patriarchal society. The 

father, after getting his daughter married to a tree, proceeds to get married nine time to 

sire a son who would carry his name and typically endorses a kind of sexual colonialism. 

Sexual colonialism refers to the relationship between the sexes which is a 

relationship of dominance and subservience. It refers to the relationship between sex and 

power and through this system a most inspired form of central colonization is achieved. 

Men are the colonizers, the women colonized. Thus, Tara Ma is not a passive victim. She 

is a virgin, an individual who balances the old beliefs and is exposed to the new beliefs to 

attain the new height of empowerment. She has her own choices to make and no man can 

lure her to give up those beliefs. She doesn't need to reconcile to the old patterns of 

marital relationships with newer codes of sexual behavior or expectations of intimacy. 

Vertie Treadwell tries to analyze Tara Lata's physical anatomy with his sexual 

overtures and Tara Lata in turn fixes her gaze on his middle portion. Naturally he takes it 

as a sign of invitation. Tara Lata with her gesture ensnares him and one tends to applaud 

Tara Ma's empowerment. Jasmine in Jasmine has killed her rapist incarnating herself as 

Kali. Tara is another name of Kali. 

From the bushes her private army rises up and circles him, kicking his 

head and face as he tries to rise. He curls his body and they descend upon 

him in a rain of boots and lathis. The pain in his head builds to a series of 

explosions. In the distance, a woman claps her hands and he hears the 

slapping of sandals in retreat. 24 

Tara Lata is a lifelong virgin; she had opened the house to beggars, the sick, and 

then to the young soldiers fighting the Raj. She had transformed herself from the 

unfortunate Tree Bride to 'Tara Ma', saint and freedom fighter. Mukheijee's depiction of 

Tara's quest culminates in Mishtigunj, Bangladesh, at Tara Lata's home. As Tara says

'I'm like a pilgrim following the course of the Ganges all the way to its source.'25She 
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realizes that the Tree-Bride is central to every story of female assertiveness in the family. 

Through Tara Lata's subversion of patriarchal norms from within, Tara understands a 

significant facet of her identity. Bharati Mukherjee, through Tara, contends that female 

self affirmation does not fall for the extreme feminist polemics she had seen in California. 

Mukheijee's representation of a nuanced, diasporic Indian American identity seems to 

advocate connectedness as a practice in the politics of representation. Tara sounds 

prophetic: 'Each generation of women in my family has discovered in her something new. 

Even in far-flung California, the Tree-Bride speaks again.'26 

In epigraph of Desirable Daughters, Mukheijee evokes tradition-both as 

impossible to follow, and as a felt necessity. The epigraph to the novel, a Sanskrit verse 

adopted by Octavio Paz that provides an insight in an immigrant's quest for identity and 

authenticity of oneself: 

No one behind, no one ahead 

The path the ancients cleared has closed. 

And the other path, everyone 's path, 

Easy and wide, goes nowhere. 

I am alone and find my way. 27 

It gives hint that neither the old tradition nor the new tradition can really lead to 

happiness unless one finds one's own way of living which is inevitably a quest for the 

strategic location of culture. The result of globalization is that it has created a 'Third 

space' 28 to spread beyond the known 'location' and 'space.' It is now a situation of 

'enunciative split'29 to take from each other's heritage and sew it together into one's own 

heritage in the location of one's culture. Tara fails to generate the sense of belonging that 

she so desperately seeks in America. She fails to be absorbed beyond 'base-superstructure 

division'30 and remains unrepresented in the 'transnational totality.' 31Far from the 

condition of the 'enunciative split' her Americanization remains elusive, despite all her 

attempts at assimilation. Tara at the end of the novel seems to believe that there is no 

simplistic answer to her quest. Tara's own stories is that of an entirely untraditional 

Bengali -American who has rebelled against the life of an Indian wife, and set up home 

with a lover in a multi-ethnic neighborhood almost synonymous with revolt unlike Tara 

Lata of Tree Bride. Hers is emphatically a modem world, a 'new global unconscious.'32 

As a student her husband Bish discovered a process for allowing computers to create their 

own time, instantaneously routing information to the least congested lines. 33 Bish, on the 
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other hand is a part of the process of globalization, the process by which people become 

increasingly interconnected across natural borders and continents. 

Tara's connection to the Tree Bride is not therefore a connection back to a secured 

primordial identity, but to a rebel. She feels a profound connection to the Tree Bride. 

Both have two sisters. To an external eye, Tara's sisters are very alike. All share a 

birthday, all have played the same roles in the same operettas at the same convent school; 

all are docile to parental expectations. But their apparent homogeneity is an illusion. The 

novel digs out their histories in explicit relation to theories not of descent through the 

generations-but of birth order, . to place the emphasis on insurgence rather than 

conformity. The. novelist describes the sisters as 'Homo bengalensis, subspecies Hindu 

Calcuttan, subbreed Ballygunge,'34a middle class, conservative, Calcutta-bred clan, 

'already extinct in our native habitat. ' 35 

As the story of the 'subspecies' sisters opens, Padma is living in New Jersey with 

her Pubjabi husband .Harish Mehta, a divorcee with grown-up children. Parvati, the 

middle daughter, after her studies in Boston has settled down in Bombay with her 

husband Aurobindo Banerji and her teen aged sons Bhupesh and Dinesh. Tara, the third 

daughter is the speaking voice in the narrative. She lives in San Francisco with her son 

Rabi and Andy, her live-in-lover, a Hungarian refugee. Her divorced husband 

Bishwapriya Chatterjee is a computer geek, and an iconic figure of Silicon Valley. 

Parvati lives in a high-rise building overlooking the Arabian Sea. In her Bombay 

flat each object has its rightful place. Parvati lives well within the mores of Indian culture 

and her life 'preserves as much of the old ways as sanity permits.'36 She is very 

hospitable to the long string of guests who visit her house. In fact, Parvati 'manages a 

hotel at home.'37 Usually these guests, who are from Auro's side, are convinced that

'they have earned the right to enjoy the sumptuous hospitality that God's grace, parents' 

sacrifice, neighbors encouragement and, of course, their 'dear Auro's' diligence at 

universities in India and America and his masterful job performance in Bombay fmally 

produced. •38 This is a critical commentary on the social life in India which is opposed to 

the individualism of the West. The relatives think that they have the right to share the 

advantages of Bish's successful career. Tara however, always takes strong exception to 

the way Parvati allows herself to be exploited by her relatives. But Parvati's reply always 

is: 
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I am not complaining[ ... ] we have this great place that Auro's company 

pays for, so why not share it with my in-laws? How else are they going to 

ever see the inside of a Nepean Sea Road high-rise apartment?39 

Parvati feels that her wedding has proved to be more solid and her lifestyle more 

'conspicuously luxurious'40 than that of Padma and Tara. She stands out; she is in the 

milieu but not with the milieu. As a radicalized subject, Tara has to encounter the racist 

and nationalist ideology segregating her, pushing her away from the centre of American 

experience. She emerges with a new identity: 

I felt as though I were lost inside a Salman Rushdie novel, a once firm 

identity smashed by hammer blows, melted down and re-emerging as 

something wondrous or grotesque.41 

Parvati's consciousness of the Indian tradition and an Indian's socio-cultural identity is 

mirrored in the following lines which describe her Daddy's renunciation and detachment 

from the mundane world: 

Daddy is becoming more and more detached from the world, which I 

suppose is a good thing, at least it is something we are supposed to aspire 

to, but in his case I feel Daddy is fleeing this world, rather than seeking the 

next.42 

Parvati's identity crisis is not so much acute as in the case of Tara. Parvati is a 

static kind of identity with her emphasis on tradition and convention whereas for Tara, 

identity is dynamic; it is in flux, constantly changing. A divorcee, her life-style is totally 

different from her other sisters. Dislocated as she is, she lives in San Francisco, still 

cherishing the American Dream of possibilities and promises but to her utter dismay, she 

finds that life fails to deliver these promises, hence her frustration and loneliness. The 

·milieu dissatisfies and disappoints her. She feels a longing for the past: 

It is a happy landscape, I like to think, reaching from the shallow 

depression of Golden Gate Park and climbing to the communication 

towers atop Twin Peaks. The area is given to summer fogs that make 

conventional gardening impossible, but that remind me, not unhappily, of 
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mountain resorts in India. I almost expect the chattering of monkeys, com 

and peanuts smoking on open braziers, the tinkling of women's bangles 

and Buddhist prayer wheels.43 

Through Tara, Bharati Mukhe!jee voices her belief in the individual's liberty and 

freedom to mould himself, to reconstruct and reshape his identity. She does not believe in 

a reality that represses and stifles one's self-expression, expectations and one's liberty: 

Life was of all a matter of shaping up and hitting one's mark, satisfying 

expectations, achieving a quota. Repudiations of reality were destined to die 

a dishonorable death. 44 

Tara was happy that her son Rabi was going to a school with the children of San 

Francisco's bohemian elite, kids who'd never harbored an illiberal thought, nor suspected 

the existence or repressive social codes and norms of behavior. 

Bharati Mukhe!jee depicts a problematic and fluid society in her novels. It is of 

constant flow, the flow of migrants, the flow of machines, flow of criminals, flow of 

exterritorial power structure, even we have the crossing of geographical boundaries when 

Tara in an assay to search her roots remembers her ancestral ties with Tara Lata, the 

'Tree-Bride' ofMishtigunj. She was attempting to redefine the importance of her cultures 

through space and time. Sense of home plays a significant role in Tara's construction of 

her identity. Here Mukherjee is different from her earlier projection of heroines who 

preferred to melt to be reconstituted in new condition: 

We have to stop living in a place that's changed on us while we've been 

away. I don't want to be a perfectly preserved bug trapped in amber, Didi, 

I can't deal with modern India, it's changed too much and too fast, and I 

don't want to live in a half-India kept on life-support.45 

Despite Parvati's exposure to the West, she always criticizes both Tara and Rabi 

for thei~ American ways. To Auro and Parvati, Rabi looks like 'a savage, a trust-fund 

American savage. ' 46 Auro and Parvati plead with Tara to return to India with Rabi, before 

it is too late. They fear that at a later stage, Rabi may not be either Indian or American. 

Parvati thinks that Tara's American adventure is over with her divorce, whereas to Tara it 
,. 
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is just beginning. Parvati and Tara are closer to each other than they are to Didi, but they 

do not share a common language. As Tara says: 

As sisters we were close, certainly closer than either of us was to Didi, but 

we didn't have a language for divorce and depression, which meant we 

couldn't fit in concepts like powerlessness and disappointment. We 

couldn't talk about why a young woman with everything she could ever 

want would decide to leave her protector and provider. 47 

Parvati's traditional life-style is more predictable, in the sense, there are no sudden 

shocks and surprises. So there are times when Tara envies Parvati's clarity and 

confidence as she thinks that Parvati seems to be in control of things that are happening 

around her. She does not tolerate anything that questions the tradition of the family or the 

community. When Tara asks Parvati about the liaison between Padma and Ron Dey, she 

reacts: 

I cannot fathom what is going on in your life to force you to make such a 

bizarre request. Do you have any idea how mad you sound? Maybe you 

have lost touch with the way things work here, in which case, I think you 

need a good long Indian vacation away from all those crazy soap operas 

that keep putting bad ideas into susceptible minds. [ ... ] Have you become 

so American that you don't realize how absurd your request is?48 

Through Parvati, the readers get to see the changing scenario in India. Despite the fast 

changes taking place, in the name of globalization, the caste system has not changed a 

whit. For instance, Parvati wants Tara to get a suitable Bengali Brahmin girl settled in 

California for Aunt Bandana's fourth son. To Parvati being or becoming an American is 

getting mongrelized. As a traditionalist, Parvati accepts whole-heartedly the pretensions 

and less candid relationships even between husband and wife as the cultural norm of the 

Indian society. 

Tara's divorce likewise, is not spelt out to her parents. Auro does not know about 

Tara's relationship with Andy, the 'live-in-lover.' In Parvati's version of India however, 

there is always a self-protective mechanism at work. Accordingly, Parvati's personality 

becomes 'less assertive and more pliant.'49 She has chosen a way of life in which she seeks 

·"lt, to please rather than confront. She has fashioned her life around the whims and fancies of 

.J 
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Auro and defends her lifestyle emphatically. She says: 'We Indians don't run to 

psychiatrists for every problem. Come to think of it, I don't know a single psychiatrist.' 50 

Padma is often referred to as Didi and is markedly different 'in the way of sisters 

who are socially and psychologically and in every definable Indian way (caste, desh, 

language, shared history) so very much alike. ' 51 The gap between Tara, the youngest 

daughter and Didi, the eldest, the disparity of their marriages and the paths of 

immigration they have taken have made them strangers. Tara says, 'passion like Didi's is 

foreign to our family; reckless unknown. She is our true American, our improviser, 

although I am the one to hold the passport.' 52 In that sense, Padma is a truer American 

than Tara herself. None knows when the liaison between Ron and Didi began. The birth 

of Christopher Dey, the consequence of a premarital relationship, is a hushed up family 

secret. Moreover, marriage between a Hindu and a Christian was unthinkable those days. 

Padma's life in London and New York is miserable. She works her 'fingers to the 

bone.' 53 She struggles hard to survive. Padma lives in Upper Montclair, New Jersey, with 

her husband Harish Mehta. Padma and Harish socialize exclusively with Indians. In the 

twenty years that Padma had been in the United States, she has become more Indian than 

when she left Calcutta. She is a multicultural performance artist for colleges, schools and 

community centers. She stages Indian mythological evenings with readings, slide shows 

and musical recitals. 

The difference between Didi and Tara is that, Tara loves her family and culture 

but has refrained from the struggle to preserve them. But Didi tries to lead a traditional 

life of Bengali culture in New Jersey, though her speech has always been couched in 

hatred for her family and the city of Calcutta. Didi tells Tara, 'If you fixed yourself up 

and resurrected your flirting skills, there are dozens of catches out there. There are scads 

of divorced men just waiting, even for girls like you.' 54 

Didi has thus, become the distinguished representative of her 'homeland.' She is 

invited to the U.N. functions and concerts and recitals by Indian artistes. Tara has seen 

Didi among the glitterati on the Indo-American television. Didi enjoys her life as an icon 

of her ethnic roots. Tara is fascinated to see Didi. Didi clings on to her own version of 

India. India has changed a lot since she left India. She wears Indian clothes and eats 

Indian food. She has Indian friends and her ways are Indian. To Tara, it looks like a 

cowardly way of coping with a new country. 

Tara expresses her aversion for the Westernized manners of her elder sister who 

had uncertain liaisons with a Christian, known as Ronald Dey. Tara is all the time 
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conscious about the distinction between Indian values and American tradition. Tara, in 

retrospection evaluates the life of Padma who used to maintain a living that might have 

been relevant to American society but not conducive to India: 

In India, we didn't have outside influences like the media, or lax 

.schooling, or cars and dating and drugs. We didn't know family 

breakdown. Our families existed inside an impenetrable bubble. Anyone 

entering or existing was carefully monitored. We honoured the proprieties. 

There was no rebellion, no seeking after individual identity.55 

Tara has divorced Bish but she fears if this rumour spreads in India it might bring 

disgrace to the family. Besides, in spite of her separation from Bish, she never detains 

Rabi to meet Bish because she is still confident that marriage is certainly an unbreakable 

tie. Tara fails to assimilate the American society and Calcutta with its distinctive culture, 

and the nostalgia of Bengali tradition constantly haunts her. Tara thinks in nostalgia how 

the three sisters were alike: 'It is true that we three sisters were as alike, at least to look at, 

as blossoms on a tree.' She further reflects: 

'To be Calcutta bhadra lok, as we Bhattacharjees were, was to share a 

tradition of leadership, of sensitivity, of achievement, refmement, and 

beauty that was the envy of the world. That is the legacy of the last 

generation of Calcutta high society, a world into which we three sisters 

were born, and from which we have made our separate exits. ' 56 

At nineteen when Tara graduated from Calcutta University with a first class, her 

parents had a desire to see her, 'a wife, a wearer of vermilion powder in her hair-part, not 

a widow, well into the age of white hair.' 57 Tara's seven circles around the fire with Bish, 

ceremony of 'shubo-dristi, the rite of auspicious gaze' 58 and her father's 'gauri-daan ', the 

giving of virgin-bride-as-a 'gift' 59 had initiated her with a mantra, 'a woman could attain 

nirvana only through worship of a husband' 60 
- however, remained a metajJhor before she 

could think of the return to the roots. 

Tara's marriage to Bishwapriya Chatteijee is an arranged marriage. The tradition 

continued through ages and the great-grand-daughter of Tara Lata follows the same 

footsteps and her father fixes her marriage. The daughter, who cannot raise vqice against 
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her patriarch, a graduate with M.A. degree in hand, is handed over to her groom, a 

suitable match in the form of Bish Chatterjee or Biswapriya Chatterjee. She has to get 

married because she cannot adhere to her own liking and marry !1 person whom she might 

like. They have a son named Rabi. They have a large house in Atherton. With- the 

assistance of Chester, Bish invents the system of communication called Chatty. Chester 

gets the patent and Bish forms the company. Soon Bish becomes the richest man in 

Silicon Valley. 

He establishes an Indian school so that Rabi could g:et the_ advantage of his 

inherited past and adopted present. There is free flow of money from Bish's successful 

enterprise in the field of computer. Yet Tara finds that her married life is not fulfilling. 

She walks out of her traditional life. Had she wanted only to be provided for well within 

the 'gated community,'61 she could have stayed on in Atherton. A very common 

American divorce settlement follows. Now Tara lives with her ten-year-old son in Upper 

Height, San Francisco. She says: 

I am one with the neighborhood, a young woman like so many other on the 

street: ethnically ambiguous, hanging out in the coffee shop, walking dogs, 

strolling with boyfriends, none of us with apparent sources of income. 62 

Tara works as volunteer in a pre-school. Rabi grows up in American culture with all its 

complexities. As a second generation kid he struggles to fmd his own way in the host 

culture hybridized and hyphenated. 

Bharati Mukherjee asserts that in the process of splitting: and cultural dislocation 

man seems to lose his meaning and purpose in life. In the process of migration, the 

immigrants can neither adopt alien culture nor can leave their culture of 'home' and 

fmally a new hybrid culture comes to flourish. To quote Bill Ashcroft: 

Post colonial culture is inevitably a hybrid phenomenon involving a 

diillectical relationship between the grafted European culture systems and 

an indigenous ontology with its impulse to create or recreate an 
' 

independent local identity. Such construction or reconstrUction occurs as a 

dynamic interaction between European hegemonic and 'peripheral' 

subversion ofthem.63 
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In America Tara could imagine any number of Atherton families, Bish's friends 

coming here for weekend, flooding the courts and riding paths but Tara could never 

imagine Bish enjoying these situations. Tara always feels herself guilty oflavish spending 

and conspicuous luxury, "I'm feeling just a little alien and uncomfortable, a tinge of not 

belonging, in the midst of such welcoming comfort and I think it must be the way Bish 

feels."64 Love, to Bish, i~ the residue of providing for parents and family, contributing to 

good causes and community charities, earning professional respect, and being recognized 

for hard work and honesty. Love is indistinguishable from status and honors. 'I can't 

imagine my carpenter, Andy, bringing anything more complicated to it than, say, 'fun.' 

Love is having fun with someone, more fun with that person than anyone else, over a 

longer haul.' 65 

Tara however enjoys her love-life with Andy. because she feels that there is 

something exotic, something that defies the set norms and structures. Old rules of the 

game are gone. It is exciting to formulate new rules. Tara swerves away from Indian 

traditionalism and allows herself to be physically involved with Andy. Her dislocation 

from cultural codes fragments her once again. Tara defines her relationship with Andy: 

We were exotics to each other, no familiar moves or rituals to fall back on. 

He interpreted my fear as shyness. He was not my first American lover, 

but he was twice the mass of any man I'd ever known, a bear-man. 66 

Thus, loneliness brings a greater isolation in the life of Tara, and she feels 

alienated in American society. She seeks solace outside the traditional world of austerity 

and self preservation. In India the details of religion, caste, sub-caste, mother tongue, 
l 

place of birth are all integral part of man's personality and one cannot dare to go beyond 

them. Tara further confesses: 

Nobody pays attention to me other than to ask for spare change or press a 

handbill into my closed fist. I am not the only blue-jeaned woman with a 

Pashmina shawl around my shoulders and broken-down running shoes on 

my feet. I am not the only Indian on the block. All the same, I stand out, 

I'm convinced. I don't belong here, despite my political leanings; worse, I 

don't want to belong.67 
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She terribly suffers for her separation from Bish because the concept of divorce is 

not acceptable according to Indian code of matrimony. She left Bish because the promise 

of life as an American wife had not been fulfilled. When the relationship between Bish 

and Tara becomes intolerable, she comes to a bitter realization. 'In America, it seemed to 

us, every woman was expected to create her own scandal, be the centre of her own 

tangled love nest. ' 68 She feels displaced and out of joints. She cannot apprehend herself 

properly. She feels splitted, splintered and dislocated. A negative transparency is 

constructed on the mental fringe that creates a confusing doldrums between the structure 

and super structure. Bhabha explores such diasporic condition in his own critical terms: 

'The displacement froin symbol to sign creates a crisis for any concept of authority based 

on a system of recognition: colonial specularity, doubly inscribed, does not produce a 

mirror where the self apprehends itself; it is always the split screen of the self and its 

doubling, the hybrid.' 69 

Though Tara does not belong to India or to America or to the Silicon Valley 

Wives Group, yet she is comfortable in all these cultures. From the 'split screen of her 

self she is a claimant of all legacies. She breaks out of the over-determined notions of 

identity, culture and homeland. There are many instances in the novel in which she 

deliberately flaunts her Brahmin heritage. 'We are Bengali Brahmins from Calcutta and 

nothing can touch us,' 70 are Tara's resounding words in honor of her Brahmin heredity. 

But these facets of her personality do not hinder her strategies of survival in the adopted 

land. For six long years, she defies the Indian tradition of arranged marriage and lives 

with a Hungarian refugee. The reconciliation of the broken family also symbolizes the 

reconciliation of cultures. 

Padma on the other hand, in spite of her immigration and dynamic attitude to life, 

devotes herself to the popularity of Bengali life and culture. Padma, after excavating her 

past, concludes that a true Bengali family cannot even be fully Westernized- 'our family 

westernization was superficial, confined to convent school, metro cinema and movie 

magazines, which overlaid a profound and orthodox Hinduism.' 71Mukherjee here 

resolutely deals with the margins of national culture and also reflects on dislocations due 

to cultural cohesion between longing and disgust for Indian cultural ·tradition. Bhabha 

attempts to explain this ambivalence in the following language: 'Cultural globality is 

figured in the in-between spaces of double frames: its historical originality marked by a 

cognitive obscurity; its decentered 'subject' signified in the nervous temporality of the 

transitional, or the emergent provisionality of the 'present.' 72 
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Mukherjee, in her endeavor to, explain the diasporic condition in the unstable 

temporality, is conscious of the mechanics of splits and doubles in the making of the third 

location of culture. She is particularly emphatic on the question of cultural inheritance 

and the total assimilation in the culture of adoption. Bharati Mukherjee thus not only 

highlights the longing of immigrants for Indian cultural heritage but also expresses her 

disgust at the changing scenario Within India itself and the shifting dynamics of American 

culture. In both the situation the sense of loss is intense. Tara during her conversation 

with Padma expresses her sense of loss as Westernized Indian and all pervasive cultural 

pollution. If she is disgusted with materialism of the West, equally disgusting is the scene 

in India. 

Padma reinvents herself as a performance artist, interpreting Indian culture and 

mythology to suburban American audience. She also anchors a Bengali language news 

show for a Sindhi tycoon's television station. Padma reacts to the collision of cultures in a 

way radically different from the trail taken by Tara, who comments on Padma: 'She and 

Harish socialize almost exclusively with Indians. In the nearly twenty-five years that she 

has been in the United States, she has become more Indian than when she left Calcutta.' 73 

Padma's diasporic self-fashioning has encouraged her to salvage her Indianness with 

retribution, adopting the discourse of authenticity to defend her space. Her career as an 

Indian American performer also dictates that she foregrounds her ethnicity, so as to 

appear more 'authentic 'to her audience. Despite the outwardly stable identity, Padma 

projects the ambivalences and ploy that govern her life and that becomes visible: 

Didi was sitting just inches away, a firm identity resisting all change [ ... ] 

But under scrutiny, fractured, like cracks under old glaze. Up close, I didn't 

recognize her. I didn't know who she was. I was following the cracks, 

fascinated by their complexity, not the simple shining face. "Puffles and 

Piffles", Andy once called them, but I never thought that previously 

unidentified fault lines could refer to my sister or to me. 74 

Tara's diasporic torment however, is relational; she is unable to affirm an 

authentic Indian self or assimilate totally in to American culture and fails to perform as a 

diasporic signifier. The emergent non-metaphysical reality discloses itself just underneath 

the 'split truth' or the 'double frame' 75 of her polished front. In an ironic turnaround of 

their actions during their youth, Tara had become more bohemian living )n the Upper 
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Height area of San Francisco, the epicenter of the hippie movement of the 1970s. She had 

divorced her wealthy, handsome husband as she felt stifled in her marriage. Tara, in direct 

contrast to Padma had embraced the American notions of freedom and self-fulfillment as 

being of primary significance in her life, seeking refuge in this discourse as a reprieve 

from the orthodoxies of the Bengali Brahmin culture: 

The gap between the youngest and oldest, the disparity of our marriages 

and the paths our immigration have made us strangers. Her reaction to my 

divorce (that I had brought shame to the Bhattacharjee family had been her 

refrain) had hurt. 76 

The middle sister Parvati had also rebelled in her youth. Her rebelliousness however, was 

not subversive, as she had chosen for her husband a Bengali Brahmin, Aurobino Banerji. 

Parvati and her husband had relocated to India and had established a typical upper class 

milieu to raise their two sons. In many ways Parvati was the most conventional of the 

sisters plying the role of the Bengali wife to completeness: 

Parvati makes her routine stops to her favorite Goan meat and poultry 

seller, Parsi baker, two or three fresh water fish vendors in the fish market, 
I 

and half a dozen vegetable hawkers in the produce bazaar [ .... ] Parvati's 

in-laws expect her to meet them when they arrive and to see them off when 

they leave. 77 

Bharati Mukherjee seems to establish that India is a land of spiritual values, 

stability, variety of languages and tradition that American society would never be able to 

appreciate. She says: 'I am tired of explaining India to Americans. I am sick of feeling an 

alien.'78 Mukherjee, through the nostalgia of Tara, significantly exposes the loss of 

spiritual values in the materialistic glamour of the West. Tara is anxious regarding the 

proper education of her son Rabi that may be close to typical Bengali tradition. The 

concept of American education was all illusion to her. She has a firm conviction: 

'Existence was too easy in Atherton, they agreed, America made children soft in the brain 

as well as the body; it weakened the moral fiber. They grew up without respect for family 

and tradition.' 79 
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Mukherjee's Desirable Daughters testifies a kind of perturbed coexistence of 

double consciousness and a leaning to etbicize and problematize other aspects of their 

lives, and all other relationships among the Indian community. In Desirable Daughters, 

Tara expresses the same contradiction: 'It's one of those San Francisco things I can't 

begin to explain in India, just like I can't explain my Indian life to the women I know in 

California. ' 80 Thus it is their ethnicity which gives the Asian American a locational status 

among the Americans. 

Tara is sternly shielding about her own territory, Calcutta, which gives her ethnic 

identity among American friends. In an intolerant tone she critiques the way in which 

they reduce Calcutta to a few tempting images. Her trodden ways in Calcutta challenges 

these stereotypes: 

The city was Calcutta in late fifties and early sixties. My American friends 

in California say God, Tara, Calcutta! as though to suggest I have returned 

to earth after a journey to.one of the outer planets. It's one of those cities 

in the world with negative cachet, a city to escape, one of those hellholes 

made famous by Mother Teresa and mindless comparisons in the 

American press; dirtier than Calcutta. Crueler than Calcutta. Poorer than 

Calcutta. I grew up in city that never pitied itself, a city that deflected all 

these abuse. Insults were the badge of our superiority, proof of others' 

ignorance. 81 

In this novel Mukherjee puts forward a cross-cultural understanding of problems 

like caste, exile and identity by persistently shuttling her setting between Calcutta and 

Jackson Heights. In Jackson Heights the Asian migrants are forced to consider themselves 

as a monolithic ethnic group. In this perspective, caste is only a part of one's memory. 

More than the caste, nationality becomes the marker of one's ethnicity. In Calcutta, in 

contrast, caste is still an issue. Tara moves between these two cultural locations and her 

mobility ultimately proves that caste and nationality have to be contested on the basis of 

personal experiences ofliving in and moving through different cultural spaces. 

Desirable Daughters reveals survival strategies ·at multiple levels ranging from 

cultural, physical, social, and psychological to spiritual levels. Mukherjee's protagonist in 

Desirable Daughters stands at the transgressive rim of history and with a peculiar 

conviction surges ahead for a root search. Here one can see the survival strategy to retain 
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her identity in a pluralistic society by not assimilating but by devising her own ways to 

articulate her immigrant conditions. In this new cultural and diasporic endeavor one feels 

tempted to locate autobiographical hue ·and to question, whether the novel is an 

ethnographic project. In Desirable Daughters one also gets to understand the dynamics of 

shifting personal and ethnic implications in adherence to the author's own ethnic 

transformation. Pramila Venkateshwaran in her article, "Bharati Mukherjee as 

Autobiographer", amplifies this issue: 

Mukherjee combines autobiography with ethnography; her personal story 

is relevant only insofar as it relates to the outer set of events and the 

collective identity of Calcutta women. The world outside the self takes on 

an importance as it would to a novelist or a journalist, such that it provides 

an area for the narrator to either participate in or observe from the fringes. 

Her alienation or involvement is contextual; therefore, the centre of the 

narrative constantly shifts according to the context, from the collective to 

the individual, from the socio-historical reconstruction of women to 

individual and personal revelation. 82 

Desirable Daughters is a fictionalized version of Mukherjee's article entitled 

"Two Ways to Belong" published in New York Times 22 September 1996. In this article 

Mukherjee talks about how she and her sister Mira interact with the country of their 

choice. Mira arrives in Detroit to study child psychology and American pre-school 

education. Bharati Mukherjee follows her a year later to study Creative Writing in the 

University of Iowa. Mira marries a Bombay-born graduate student and the couple 

acquires Labour Certification, which is necessary to get a green card. Mira now lives in 

Detroit and works in South Field Michigan School System. She has gained national 

recognition for her contribution to pre-school education. Even after thirty-six years, Mira 

clings on to her Indian citizenship tenaciously and hopes to return to India after she 

retires. 

Bharati Mukherjee on the other hand marries an American of Canadian descent. 

By marrying outside her ethnic community, Bharati Mukherjee has opted for fluidity, 

self-invention, renouncing three thousand years of caste-conscious, pure culture. She 

celebrates the cultural fusionism and mongrelization beyond the 'base and superstructure 

division.'83 In short, Mira wants to maintain her identity in the host culture whereas 
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Bharati wants to transform it. Mira pinpoints 'the lack of structure, the erasure of 

Indianness, the absence of an unvarying daily care' 84 in Bharati Mukherjee's life. But 

Mukherjee points her finger at Mira's 'narrowness of perspective, uninvolvement with the 

mythic depths or the superficial pop-culture'85 of the host society. As Mukherjee says: 

America spoke to me-l married it-1 embraced the demotion from expatriate 

aristocrat to immigrant nobody, surrendering those thousands of years of 

'pure culture' the saris, the delightfully accented English. Mira retained 

them all. 86 

Mira and Bharati Mukherjee, like Padma and Tara differ in the way they negotiate with 

the host culture. Mira is happy to live in America as an expatriate rather than as an 

inunigrant-Indian. But Bharati Mukherjee has the need to feel like a part of the 

community she has adopted. She, like Tara wants to put her roots down, and make a 

difference. It is quite evident that Mukherjee writes out of her lived experience and that 

the characters Padma, Parvati and Tara are modeled on Mira, Bharati and Ranu 

respectively. 

All the three are desirable in their own ways. With all her experience and 

exposure to the West, Parvati reconciles for a conventional, disciplined and domesticated 

role of an Indian woman. On the other hand, Didi represents the way of life of hundreds 

of inunigrants in the United States. To feed the nostalgia of Indian settlers in the U.S. is 

her cultural mission and also her survival strategy. In contrast, Tara's way to belong is a 

complex one. In the United States, she internalizes the progressive views of the host 

country, culture, and homeland. 

Tara for example feels solace at Jackson Heights that is the commercial centre of 

Indian life in America. She appreciates life at Jackson Heights because, 'side walks full of 

Indian Jewelry, Indian clothing, Indian travel, Indian food and spices, Indian sweets and 

restaurants. The smells and the noises are familiar.' 87 And she finds everything 

exhilarating. The anguish is conspicuous that in inunigration one has to make a choice 

between one's own culture and the temptation of material gain. She admits that most of 

the inunigrant community comes with a keenness· for making money. She admits 

'Jackson Height is a landscape of potentialities that had been denied in India.' 88 Against 

the filth of acquisitive worldly infatuation, Bharati Mukherjee exalts Indian moral values, 

dress codes, jewelry, religious books and stable human relations. 
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Tara quotes the words of brother Antony, a goon, 'Bengalis understand the 

soul. ' 89 She considers high-tech mania of Indians a profane activity that encourages 

migration along with the passion for drug smuggling and cyber crimes. In search of 

money, people are leading life of insecurity and dissatisfaction. 'I know that money 

makes an enormous difference. But right now, all the money in the world isn't buying me 

even simple security.'90 Tara finds that Bish's complete identification with American 

style is b.etter alternative than her stubborn yearning for her cultural ancestry. 

Being played out with abundant superfluity in her life of the New World 

magnificence, Tara in Desirable Daughters breaks all shackles of tradition and walks out 

of the wedlock with her son Rabi choosing a live-in relationship with a Hungarian 

Buddhist retrofitter, and doing volunteer work in a pre-school in San Francisco, all for her 

self-fulfillment. Her divorce is not known to her parents in India who like every parents 

desire their three daughters desirable for all time to them. She has an entrenched ethnicity 

implanted in her cultural heritage. She has the native cultural classiness, contrapuntal to 

American cosmopolitan glitziness and paranoid fantasy. As a diasporic subject she is 

caught in the cross cultural complication and treads on a thin line between isolation and 

oneness. 

This cosmopolitan consciousness has deeper impact in her daily affairs. She 

cannot be her own, as she is unable to get rid of her 'foreignness.' At the same time she 

cannot quite negotiate her cultural nativity and rootedness. In California's High Street she 

has already a refmed rearing. Her early affairs with Ronald Dey, a Christian boy, the 

brilliant brother of her friend Poppy was not liked by her parents as they advised her 'if 

you sow the wrong kind of soil, you are bound to end up with an unhealthy sapling. That 

means no inter-caste alliance.' 91 Tara neither is able to accept Bish as a sanctuary nor is 

she completely ready to become a traditional breast giver and a pure Indian house wife. In 

her subaltern and Third World marginality she comes into sight like Mukherjee's 

alterable and mutable heroine in just braving the New World. 

Tara Bishwapriya is different from Tara Cartwright, the uprooted exile of 

Mukherjee's The Tiger's Daughter. Tara Bishwapriya's return to India is not the same as 

that of Tara Cartwright's nostalgic revisit to India. To Tara Bishwapriya, home is where 

one feels at home. In Tara Bishwapriya's case it is not homelessness but a multiple array 

of home. In Desirable Daughters while moving in different directions and different 

straining circumstances, each of them is on the move. Mukherjee portrays through these 

three moving and identity-shifting characters, disinterested identities and tactical 
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belongings, diverse ways to feel the 'self' in a diasporic condition. Their sense of 

belonging is constantly reinvented and relocated, like the name of Tara 'Our Tara Lata' 

and 'Tara Lata, the Tree-Bride' of Mishtigunj and anew Tara Banerjee Cartwright of 

Mukherjee's other novel The Tiger's Daughter. 

Dissimilar to Tara of The Tiger's Daughter, Tara of Desirable Daughters 

develops deep association and connection with her ancestry, her culture. She wants to 

connect her own life with the mythic Tara Lata, the 'Tree Bride.' This myth provides the 

foundation for Tara's interest to establish her identity through interrogations of cultural 

negotiation and conflictual cultural ties. The novel is not just a pleasant account of the 

three desirable daughters and their differing existential conditions, but it is a problematic 

transnational narrative reflecting on the intricate and inscrutable course of growing up and 

of the feminist struggle of these three sisters to attach to their own mutable self, their 

cultural moorings in times of cultural, spatial and ethnic dislocations. 

In the peculiar global dynamics Tara has hyphenated herself with her native land 

though she undergoes anxiety in the inertia of being incapable to return home and also 

finding a new home in the adopted land. She imbibes the best of Indian and Western 

cultures through her struggle as a practitioner of feminist principles in which the social 

and legal aspects of formal procedural marriage are not essential and central to one's 

survival. She however, finds family to be an indispensable social institution to feel 

attached and get nostalgic to. In India a wife's identity is part and parcel of her husband's 

identity but in San Francisco she finds 'maintaining a healthy home life and respect for 

culture and tradition'92 is the identity of a wife. 

Tara thinks herself as a typical immigrant and locates compulsively in a strange 

obsession of anxiety between her feelings and response, deep in her insulated and 

cocooned Indian self with an American garb. In her authorial voice and narrative method 

Mukherjee has presented splendidly, realised moments of native culture and childhood 

memories in the texture of Desirable Daughters with an enthralled nostalgia. In her 

oriental glitziness, socialite text, hybrid dialogue and multicultural literary mechanics she 

has created a new discourse on immigrant identity. 

As a postcolonial subject, Tara has a cosmopolitan outlook. She has a decentered 

way of looking at nation, her immigrant identity and culture. She belongs to the group of 

'hybrid hyphenations'93 and cultural mimic with 'Oriental essence.'94 In the process of 

cultural transformation and negotiation Tara faces a series of dislocations. She becomes 

the marginalized sub-structure of the dominant structure, declares affiliation to the 



Desirable Daughters 161 

adoptive culture and again re-inscribes the chronicle of the family and the nation. 

Mukherjee captures the moment in Diaspora when America has ceased to exist as the 

melting pot that her character Jasmine symbolizes in the novel of the late Eighties in her 

almost reckless assertion to assimilation as a survival strategy. Jasmine advocates that 

removal of one's ethnic essence or suppressing one's past and then structuring or 

reinventing oneself in the host culture, is no longer possible. 

In Desirable Daughters thus the melting pot theory or total assimilation is 

suspended as a strategy of survival. What we find in this novel, is a search for a new 

equilibrium between home and location, as a strategy to balance an immigrant's life. 

Tara, in her attempt to achieve this balance, is able to surmount the old notions of binary 

structures like 'East' and 'West,' text and sub-text or species and sub-species. She stands 

between collision and synthesis and fmally breaks free from stereotypical hyphenation 

seeking refuge in Tara Lata's world. 

At a profounder level, Desirable Daughters throws new perspective on the 

collision and synthesis of multicultural strings, New World sensitivity and tradition, 

mythology and Old World values. Mukherjee in this novel interrogates cultural 

essentialism and celebrates cultural hybridity with a tilt towards ethnic essence. She also 

challenges the stereotypical notions of national identity, utterly unblemished by alien 

ethos. Tara is a cultural hybrid who is at home in both cultures. Padma is an Indo

American who believes in hyphenation. She is an Indian cultural ambassador in the 

United States. Parvati is a western-educated Indian woman of the conventional mould. 

She is content with her role as the woman of the household. 

Thus ethnic essentialism and non-Oriental locations are intercutting and 

intersecting centers. The novel shows how these two overlap and overleap, intervening 

each other's space. In this diasporic process new subjectivities are born, and the 

predominant borders are 'crossed' imaginatively. Thus the migrant native aliens from the 

'in-between' marginal status, go beyond the binaries and fixities of native/migrants. They 

gleefully carve new directions instead of being plaintive of the lost 'roots'. Jhumpa 

Lahiri's first novel The Namasake (2003), like her Pulitzer Prize winning collection of 

short stories, Interpreter of Maladies (1999), explores the theme oflmmigrant experience 

and the clash of cultures in the U.S. Being an Indian by ancestry, British by birth, 

American by immigration and like her parents having the experience of the perplexing 

bicultural universe of Calcutta in India and the United States, Lahiri mixes the immigrant 

experience like Mukherjee. 
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The Namesake is a narrative about annihilation of an Indian Bengali from 

Calcutta, the Ganguly, into America, over thirty years (from 1968-2000).It is about the 

cultural dilemmas experienced by them and their American born children in different 

ways. The novel also highlights the spatial, cultural and emotional dislocations suffered 

by them in their efforts to settle 'home' in the new land, what is acquired and lost by 

immigrants and their children in pursuit of the 'American dream.' In the experience of an 

exodus there is an unspoken ambiguity; the sufferings of displacement are tinged with the 

hope of arrival and the opening of new vistas in the future. The culture that is transplanted 

is often different from that is in the homeland, for it has been structured within a 

particular immutable form. 

Mukherjee's novel too, is not only a nostalgic romanticizing the past but also a 

reconstruction and revalidation of Tara's identity. It is 'her inverted story of mobility.' 95 

Tara's reconstruction of identity thus, is rooted on the same nostalgic and romantic 

recollection of her past. It is based on the flux of her thoughts about the past that is 

coming to her mind in the present but in fragments, and not whole. It is a spatio-temporal 

reconstruction of her identity. Nyman Jopi has made a fine and penetrating analysis of 

Tara's character: 

In discussing the significance of the past and in showing how much of 

Tara's identity, however Americanized it is, is based on her memories of 

India, and her grandmother's stories of the past, the novel reconstructs 

Tara as hybrid subject. Like her namesake Tara Lata of Mishtigunj, the 

Tree-Bride, she learns to resist colonization and the fixing of identities.96 

She vacillates between two lives: 'may be I really was between two lives' 97 yet to strike 

roots, yet to belong to any of these lives, she exemplifies the 'existential dilemma' of 

diaspora and the problems of an immigrant who has a fluid identity associated with 

mobility and plurality rather than stasis and singularity. Tara is in search of relocating 

herself in the trans-national realities. In spite of her liberated and emergent attitudes, her 

desire to construct hybridity, her acceptance of her son's gay sexuality and live in

relationships, she fails to outdo the traditional life of an Indian woman. Rashmi Gaur 

aptly observes: 

Tara represents the dilemma of an average migrant. The demands of 

tradition and their hold on one's psyche are never ultimately rejected 
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[ ... ]She tries to create a personal space for herself through compromise. 

Rejection of her husband and associated security is a bold step for an 

Indian girl of Tara's background [ ... ] Despite an obvious diffidence, she 

questions, at least for sometime, traditional notions and shuns the cliched 

answers provided by conventions. She wants to redefme herself and create 

fresh gender relations.98 

In Desirable Daughters, Bharati Mukherjee has struck a balance between the past 

and the present through a deft blending of tradition and modernity. This she achieves 

through the character of Tara who has outwardly severed her links with tradition but still 

remains tied to her native country. She is influenced by ancient customs and traditions, 

but is also very much in to the glitziness and modernism of the multicultural America. 

She is caringly conscious of her existential predicament. Tara's tentative steps towards 

seeking her true self requires her to carefully navigate between prescriptive Hindu 

traditions and American notions of individuality and freedom. 

~=~~~~~~~l~~~~~~cl~ 

hounded by a terrorist and a bomber, feigning an identity which is false, she returns to 

India at the end of the novel to search for the roots or familial ties. Finally, Tara decides 

to come back to India to reinvestigate the story of Tara Lata (Tree Bride). She visits her 

sister Parvati, enquires about friends and relatives and expresses her longing to support 

her parents in their old age. Bharati Mukherjee in her making out of cultural mutation 

captures the rigid and inflexible binaries between Orient and Occident, man and woman. 

Her way of life stands for new cultural fusionism Tara is an American and an Indian at 

the same time. In the trans-cultural global situation she experiences both the native and 

alien problematic. There is fusion and translational polemics of culture. Tara's 

subjectivity is therefore, composed of variable sources, different materials and many 

locations. She is beyond all ethnic stringencies in her quest for identity. 

Such quest for identity has the postcolonial struggle dimension in the existential 

angst of immigrants in American milieu. Tara and Bish share the same values, the same 

language and they share the two halves of one-consciousness. The success story of Bish is 

not without the tale of ignominious sacrifice of Tara in her feeling of neglect and nausea 

of maladjustment with her husband in an alien land, with no familiar environment around. 

After divorce her feminine consciousness is rekindled with a flurry of questions for Bish 

who perhaps forgets that 'marriage is man's manifest dharma; his test, his duty, the outer 
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sign of his inner strength and harmony.'99 An American Brahmin and bohemian 

immigrant, Tara finds like her counterpart in Jasmine (1989) how one suffers from the 

nausea of disconnectedness, estrangement and oppression of kinship. 

Tara is thus an estranged self, languishing in the anxiety and uncertainties of the 

diasporic experience, which to Susheila Nasta is 'not only an unrequited desire for a lost 

homeland but also a homing desire to reinvent and rewrite home as much as a desire to 

come to terms with an exile from it.' 100 Tara's predicament as a diasporic subject is 

problematic as it is difficult to frame her character in Mukhe!jee's celebratory 

Americanism. Tara, after multiple fragmentations and displacements seems to decline 

Mukhe!jee's fascinating Americanism; instead her character takes the route to the root, in 

the shrine of Indianness and Tara Lata's mystical world. Through her critical 

reconstruction of the Tree-Bride's history, Tara is able to arrive at an awareness of her 

identity as a construct that is largely shaped by her consciousness. Tara arrives at the 

realizations that if Tara Lata, aged virgin and a 'Tree-Bride,' could attain the status of a 

saint and freedom fighter in a society where it was unthinkable for a woman to be without 

a man, it was essential that as Tara-Lata's descendent she too, must forge her own path 

towards self assertion. 

The death of Tara Lata's husband had imposed virginity throughout her life which 

got converted into selfless sainthood. But her namesake, Tara Bhattacharjee leaves her 

life on her own terms. Bish's preoccupation with his software leaves her bereft in the 

New World. After living up to the instilled values of patriarchal Bengali society, she 

divorces her multimillionaire, Silicon Valley entrepreneur husband to drift along rootless, 

having many affairs and finally finding solace in the arms of her live-in partner, Andy, a 

Hungarian inunigrant. 

Striking at the root of the traditional phallic past Tara Bhattacha!jee's move to 

divorce her husband and her defiance look like a revolt against a patriarchal mindset, 

which is a part of immigrant life style in the New World of America. Tara Bhattacha!jee, 

unlike Dimple in Wife believes in staying afloat like Jasmine. She frees herself from the 

shackles of marriage and the symbolic phallic power. 

Like Jasmine, Tara doesn't get any fantastic renaming or exfoliation of the self. 

Mukhe!jee's rejection of hyphenation and emphatic embrace of assimilation with the 

alien ethos do not find fulfillment in the portrayal of Tara in Desirable Daughters. In this 

novel Mukheijee breaks free from the fantasy of exuberance to emerge with a newness of 

thought in immigrant reality which consists of a root search: 
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Have thou no home, what home, can hold thee, 

friend? The sky thy roof, the grass thy bed, and food 

what chance may bring, _well cooked or . ill, judge not. 

No food or drink can taint that noble Self which 

Knows itself Like rolling river free, Thou ever be, 

\Sannyasin bold! Say OM TAT SAT OM.101 

Like Eliot's search for the East, Mukherjee projects Tara as a frayed traveler to India. Her 

empathy for. the native soil develops at the instant of a void created out of the complete 

annihilation of the foreign nest, housed by the interpolated native components. Tara 

watches as the wreckage fall apart: 

My life did not flash in front of me. I had stepped outside my life; I had no 

life. The house appeared in that instant as a living entity struggling for 

breath; it expanded upward and outward, ejecting its roof, blowing off its 

shingles. 102 

It is Tara Lata's story that brings her to the conclusion that her identity would be 

achieved by securing her Indian filiations and affiliations. As in the Tree-Bride's 

redemptive history, a diasporic Indian American identity requires a careful negotiation 

between Indian traditions and American notions of individualism. Standing at the 

transgressive edge of history Tara negotiates the inviolable differences of a confusing 

cultural space. In such critical moment of disjuncture- 'The non-synchronous temporality 

of global and national cultures opens up a cultural space-a third space-where the 

negotiation of incommensurable differences creates a tension peculiar to borderline 

existences.' 103 

To explain the trauma of the borderline existence Bharati Mukherjee uses Tara's 

narration of the re-constructed history as the framing narrative for Tara's more 

contemporary re-negotiation of her identity. In locating the legendry tale of Tara Lata in 

to the fabric of the current narrative, Mukherjee envisages a feminist perspective of such 

stultifying customs. As is evident from history, Tara Lata had fashioned a redemptive role 

of herself in accepting her marriage to a tree. In doing so she relieved her father from 

social and familial responsibility and thus helping him to escape from disgrace. In the 

whole narrative of events Tara Lata ultimately had to bear the drudgery of widowhood 

with no practical reason. 



Desirable Daughters 166 

As usual, being an Indian woman she had to play a reconciliatory role to serve the 

interest of a malic society. Tara Lata's drudgery may not.be similar to Tara's grinding 

suffocation but in modem times anything like the 'forest marriage' 104 will be just 

ridiculous. On the other hand, Tara's revolt against the subjugation is not in line with 

Tara Lata's submissive docility. Both have been dislocated from their essential 

womanhood. While one reconciles with her fate, the other revolts and then turns to the 

root, in 'Tara Lata's footsteps:' 105 Tara reveals the necessity of her root search which is 

more than simply revisiting her home country as nostalgic explorer: 'I've come back to 

India this time for something more than rest and shopping and' these gin-and-lime filled 

evenings with my mirror-self.' 106 

In Desirable Daughters Mukherjee has juxtaposed the Indian culture with 

American culture and describes the ambivalence of this 'mirror self.' Tara Lata the tree 

bride is juxtaposed to her great granddaughter Tara Bhattacharjee. While, the former in 

essence is the symbol of Indian feminism, a virtuous lady with inculcated qualities of 

tolerance, a freedom fighter of yesteryears, a widow and a virgin she is a goddess who has 

not brought defame to herself whereas the latter, Tara Bhattacharjee a divorcee, going 

strong with a Hungarian live-in partner, an immigrant, a believer in Buddhist ideology, 

mother to a son who is a gay also tagged as a slut. In such diasporic complications and 

strange nature of immigrant existence, she feels out of place. This happens strongly 

especially, when she visits her sister and finds the same attitude in people around. 

Bharati Mukherjee's construction of a diasporic female subjectivity in Desirable 

Daughters appears to be in consonance with Rahakrishnan's views regarding the critical 

and dialectic negotiation between the politics of proximity and the politics of distance 

required of the diasporic individual, seeking to redefine his or her identity. 107 Tara's 

tentative steps towards seeking her true self require her to carefully navigate between 

prescriptive Hindu traditions and American notions of individuality and freedom. 

Through her critical reconstruction of the Tree-Bride's history, Tara is able to 

arrive at an awareness of her identity as a construct that is largely shaped by her Indian 

affiliations mediated through her acquired American consciousness. Tara's suggestion for 

a passage to America echoes the novelist's own mutated immigrant norm: 'Take what 

America can give, but don't let it tarnish you in any way.' 108 

Bharati Mukherjee situates the Tree-Bride's narrative at the beginning ·of the 

novel and envisions the age old Indian cultural norm of marrying an unmarriageable by 

some means. Such portrayal of malic Indian ·customs indicates the stereotypes of Indian 
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· women being in perpetual servitude. In contrast, Tara, the diasporic Indian, is shown to be 

exploring her freedoms after her traditional arranged marriage ended in divorce. In 

Desirable Daughters, the story of Tara Lata, the Tree-Bride serves to highlight the 

extreme orthodoxy of the Gangooly family and their descendents. She stands at the transit 

point of Hindu patriarchal customs and the problematic Indian-American identity. In the 

process of mutative restructuring, Tara discovers that the path of the bohemian, with 

multiple love affairs, does not necessarily lead to empowerment or autonomy. 

This goes with Avtar Brah's argument that: 'The strong association of notions in 

diaspora with displacement and dislocation means that the expectance of location can 

easily dissolve out offocus.' 109 In such subaltern situation Gender and ethnicity play vital 

function in the text and structure of Diaspora, particularly in the configuration of woman 

identity. In the process of dislocations and rupturing diasporic Women undergo 

'progressive negation--or sublation-in dialectical thinking.' 110 Her experiences 

regarding displacements are much more revealing. Tara as a displaced Calcutta girl in San 

Francisco exposes. the 'crucial splitting of the ego' 111 ll!ld diasporic ambivalences more 

clearly than her husband does. Bish is a myth of success in Western world of 

communication technology and yet he expects his wife to reciprocate his cultural 

preoccupations regarding marriage and marital responsibilities. In the process he fails to 

communicate with his wife in a displaced home even though they speak the same 

language and share the same religious and social culture. 

Tara's strategies for survival in a displaced world involve subordination, 

resistance and dislocation, followed by a fear of obliteration and a longing for resurgence 

through a re-written history. She has to create the terrain for diasporic strategy to 

construct the selfhood through negotiation and contestation. Thus, Diaspora women are 

trapped in the complex web of patriarchies, pasts and futures. They experience multiple 

shifts and restructuring which are transgressive and decentering. 

Tara likewise, finds herself caught between patriarchal histories of her past home

and legends created by her husband in the acquired home. Initially she ignores the legend 

by easy exilic departure and in turn, gets inert in a relationship of retrofitting with a man 

who leaves her alone in her time of need. Tara stands in a translational moment, but hers 

is a passage in to the tradition. Her fragmented identity seeks retrieval; she is not a void 

from within nor has retrieved herself totally from the strange paradox of diasporic 

condition stranded between home and location. She is a postcolonial subject, negotiating 

'between' and 'boundaries': 'The subaltern or metonymic are neither empty nor full, 
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neither part nor whole. Their compensatory and vicarious processes of signification are a 

spur to social translation, the production of something else besides which is not only the 

cut or gap of the subject but also the intercut across social sites and disciplines.' 112 

The Tree Bride is a sequel to Desirable Daughters. The root search links the past 

incidents with present actions in Tara's life. Tara Lata and her namesake, the great 

granddaughter Tara Bhattachwjee's destinies seem to merge, giving birth to the tale of 

Tree-Bride. In the crosscurrent oftimeline Tara responds to Tara-Ma's pervading whisper 

to release her from the worldly boundaries and this is coterminous with her own innate 

desire to unleash herself from the shackles of the New World. 

Thus physical dislocation is emphasized in its historical and existential conjecture 

which is dealt with in the profane, immoral and impure multi-religious and multicultural 

context. Finally, Tara takes refuge in her ancestral world that is rooted in tradition and 

away from Western adventure mechanisms. She has to seek shelter under the pristine halo 

of Hindu religion, be truthful honest and kind. 

Mukherjee's immigrant characters are steeped in Americanized mechanics and 

rooted in the Dynamics of adventure, risk and transformation, and suffer from the 'self

'other' syndrome in the individual's strategic location of estrangement, immigration, 

expatriation, exile, dislocations, rupture and quest. Nirad.C.Chaudhury reflects on the 

solar-stellar difference of Identity among the Bengali Indians in his note sent to Toynbee, 

18th July 1936: 

Even educated Indians of today are curiously indifferent-to their 

immediate past, the past that is to say which forms the warp to the weft of 

Western influences. This is certainly due to the discovery of the classical 

Hindu civilization in the nineteenth . century; which has fired their 

imagination and made the conscious of a heritage of their very own to pit 

against Western civilization. In their anxiety to feel at one with this 

heritage from motives of self-respect, they have forgotten the intervening 

phase of their existence and are now no more able to tear away their 

immediate past from the classical Hindu background than, looking at the 

sky at night, we are able to perceive any spatial separation between 'ihe 

solar system and the stellar world. 113 

Chaudhury could sense the strength of the classical Indian heritage, even though 

the Western mechanics were at work to influence Indian sensibilities with the glitziness 



Desirable Daughters 169 

of Americanism. Tara's quest for identity is due to the consciousness of the same 'spatial 

separation' that she has been undergoing continuously with a series of dislocations. Quest 

for identity is thus, an existential struggle for space amidst dislocation in its centrality and 

obsession. Conservative family background, convent education and superficial 

westernization have provoked her quest for identity in expatriate sensibility. 

Tara's quest for tradition in the form of her namesake Tara (Lata) the 'Tree -

Bride' is thus symptomatic to this phenomenon of root- search despite Mukherjee's 

strong assertion to her own Americanization and self provoked assimilation in to the host 

culture. Here the immigrant suffers postcolonial displacement but desires to return to the 

lost origin refusing to remain as wandering nomad. Thus, From Mukherjee's The Tiger's 

Daughter (1971) to Desirable Daughters (2002) one can observe a steady metamorphosis 

from acculturation to self-actualization as a counter- narrative against the atrocities of 

dominant and central ethos. 

'Migrants' says Salman Rushdie, 'straddle two cultures[ .... ] Fall between two 

stools' 114 and they suffer 'triple dislocation' 115 comprising the loss of roots, the linguistic 

and also the social dislocation. Like many Indian immigrant women in their American 

status Tara has her frantic effort to seek, organize and affirm her identity after 

displacement from the originary and thinks how-

In India, we didn't have outside influences [ ... ] we didn't know family 

breakdown. Our families inside an impenetrable bubble. Anyone entering 

or existing was carefully monitored. We honoured the proprieties. There 

was no rebellion, no seeking after individual identity [ ... ] we three sisters 

were treated with absolute equality, and we responded in total 

unanimity. 116 

In her Americanized status Tara has a philosophical quest in the web of dualism. This 

disentangles her completely in an indifferent city where she neither is able to surrender 

her personality nor is able to accept a new giant identity in the crisis of her life. She lives 

physically a nomadic life in the cultural desert of America in her psychological invalidity. 

The nomadic discourse of the migrant could be described, borrowing Spivak's 

phrase as a fantasmatic hegemonic nativist counternarrative. 117 Although she uses the 

term in a little different context, it can be deployed with slightly different emphasis to 

describe Mukherjee's neo-nationalist discourse, a discourse constituted by both her 
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fiction and her comments on and. readings of that fiction, and the ways her writing has 

been mobilized by critics and reviewers within the wider discourse of literary criticism. 

Anne Brewster has positioned Mukheijee in a new location of diasporic subjectivity: 

Mukheijee identifies the UK and Canada with imperialism and describes 

her choice to emigrate to the US as a choice for freedom from imperialism. 

Her mythologizing of herself as a writer is aimed at constructing herself as 

an American and at re-reading her own experience as national or, more 

precisely, neo-national. Mukheijee's neo nationalism, figured in the 

fantasy of the "land of opportunity and the romance of the immigrant is, 

therefore, the countemarrative to her own diasporic condition and the 

dilemma ofpostcoloniality_ll 8 

In Desirable Daughters Mukheijee emphasizes on a counter discourse against the 

projected fears of expatriation and subjugation and the ambivalence of cultural 

differences. If there is any one pattern in Indian culture in the broadest sense it is simply 

this that the culture seems to be constructed around the proliferation of difference. To be 

different in the world of difference is irrevocably to belong. The mother country simply 

does not have the cultural means to cut them off. Another interesting feature of the 

cultural representation of space in India has always been constituted as much by the 

notion of the periphery as it is by Diaspora. In postmodem climate of the West among the 

diasporic population and iminigrants, there is a relentless pursuit for identity negotiating 

displacement, dislocation and diverse experiences of the 'beyond.' Homi Bhabha says: 

The 'beyond' is neither a new horizon, nor a leaving behind of the 

past[ .... ]we fmd ourselves in the moment of transit where space and time 

cross to produce complex figures of difference and identity, past and 

present, inside outside, inclusion and exclusion. For there is a sense of 

disorientation, a disturbance of direction, in the 'beyond.' 119 

This simultaneous dwelling in different locations contributes to the formation of 

double consciousness. In such non-stereotypical progression of mutative and multiple 

transitions diasporic identity is in flux, always changing like a nostalgic refrain. The 

protagonist of Desirable Daughters and The Tree Bride constructs a new narrative of 
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fragmented identities of a woman who, through the moods of disruptions and 

dislocations, dismantling, and assimilation yearns for the truth about the unattainable 

identity of a diasporic woman. In the process of writing her namesake's story, Tara 

redefines her identity in terms of dislocation while trying to establish a connection with 

the imagined community of woman of her culture and heritage by historically looking 

back through the story of her sisters, mother, and grandmothers. 

As Manda! has noted in her reading of Desirable Daughters, Mukherjee does not 

practice what she preaches.120 Mukherjee's focus on the rituals and customs of the 

Bengali gentlefolk in Desirable Daughters belies her assertion that she has extended the 

American mainstream. She underscores the heroism of the Tree-Bride and uses it as a 

yardstick for her protagonist Tara, to measure her own evolving identity against it. Tara 

reaches the conclusion that a critical renegotiation of her Indian 'roots' and the host 

culture is required' for her to forge an autonomous subjectivity. Bharati Mukherjee 

employs the exotic narrative of the Tree-Bride as a counter -hegemonic strategy to assert 

that a hybrid diasporic Indian-American identity can only be constructed through a 

violent contestation and re-fashioning of self in order to dismantle the imperial delirium 

and the dominant myths of homogeneity, generally associated with the discourse of home 

and identity in a diasporic space. 
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CONCLUSION 

Bharati Mukherjee has explored many facets of diasporic consciousness and immigrant 

experience of dislocations, ruptures and relocation of the migrant women in her fictions. 

She has dealt with the ambivalence of their psychic and spatial identity and the trauma of 

dislocations at multiple levels. The impact of patriarchy on the Indian society varies from 

the one in the West and therefore Mukherjee has tried to evolve her own strand of 

feminism grounded in the truth of compulsory displacement that they recurrently undergo. 

, Inqjan expatriate writers do not write from all exclusive foreignness of their identity but 
. ·~· 

their writing reflects the perspective of someone caught between two cultures. Bharati 

Mukherjee has been especially attentive to the changes taking place in the control 

mechanism of south Asian women in the New World, their otherness and alienation in 

'the larger flow of a transnational history.' 1 

Mukherjee consciously avoids glorification of the native country, she also doesn't 

allow herself to demean or lower the adopted country or the center of the new location 

although there are criticism on her bicultural perception. Mukheijee has emerged with a 

postmodern counter narrative of assimilative and celebratory American citizenship. This 

new perspective preserves essential Indianness to be exotic but merge gleefully into 

American materialism. From this category of experience Mukherjee wishes to carve her 

own exclusiveness within the broader genre of American Literature. 

She insists on her separation from Indian writers of English in particular the 

prominent names such as Anita Desai or R.K.Narayan. She equally refuses an affinity 

with V.S.Naipaul's expatriate fiction.2 She has thus created an altogether new perspective 

to define the immigrant sensibilities. The age-old instinct of being accepted in the new 

environment while still retaining the old ideas and culture, leads to a life of duality, a split 

personality, which seeks to emerge as a survivor in the "New World but preventing the 

normative point of unproblematic identity. They need to cmmter not only the entire self; 

they need to fight the colonial sensibilities after the interstice between dislocation and 

relocation in order to submerge into the 'American Dream:' 

My rejection of hyphenation has been misrepresented as race treachery by 

some India born academics on the U.S. campuses who have appointed 

themselves guardians of the 'purity' of ethnic cultures. Many of them 
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though they reside permanently in the United States and participate in its 

economy, consistently denounce American ideals and institutions. They 

direct their rage at me because by becoming a U.S. citizen and exercising 

my voting rights, I have invested in the present and not the past: because I 

have committed myself to shape the future of my adopted homeland; and 

because I celebrate racial and cultural mongrelization.3 

Migrancy and dislocation, either consensual or conflictual, is a global and trans

cultural necessity. Mukheijee's protagonists are all sensitive and are differently trained in 

the new ethnic imagination. They are tossed in an environment of ambivalence regarding 

their identity, racism, sexism and other social oppression. They negotiate displacement 

and face the multicultural reality in the process of cultural differentiation and 

assimilation. The multiculturalism ethos with which they are confronted leads to the 

struggle for a new life and a near break with the past. They are shown at an emotional 

transit point and from their dual and bicultural perception they attempt to measure the 

disjuncture and persecutory paranoia. In the USA Mukheijee explores the immigrant 

sensibility, recognizing its duality and fluid identity and acknowledges its realities. 

According to Malashri La!: 

Undoubtedly, Mukheijee focuses upon the immigrants in America, that 

energetic, volatile community to which this gifted writer lends her voice 

and consequently appropriates 'another' America. But the iinmigrants, like 

her, have a pre-history. Their cultural imperatives, interacting with the 

unknown focus of the new world, create a drama of co-options. and 

collaborations which the story teller records. 4 

Out of her own several transitions as a diasporic narrator, Bharati Mukherjee has evolved 

a credo for the new immigrant voices, which she calls Maxima/ism. This is in contrast to 

the stagnant 'Minimalist fiction' of mainstream. Her attack is leveled at writers as Updike 

and Cheever. According to Mukherjee, Ernest Hemingway and William Faulkner gained 

some kind of international readership. The later writers pretended to speak for America · 

but used only limited categories of subjects like Vietnam, dead-end jobs and midlife 

crises. In her own language: 
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1 can tmagme a poster over the Umted :States court house: Welcome 

Maximalist. Hello Expansionists. The New America I know and have been 

living in for the last seven years is a world, by definition of doubles [ ... ] 

they have all shed past lives and languages, and have travelled half the 

world in every direction to come here and begin again [ ... ) what they have 

assimilated in 30 years has taken the West 10 times that number of years to 

create. Time travel is a reality-I have seen it in my own life. Bionic Men 

and Women are living among us.5 

'Minimalism' according to Mukherjee, ignored the major changes America was 

passing through. She locates the immigrants who are confident sophisticated, poised, who 

will not melt into an American mainstream but visibly expand the margins of what one 

may call 'the American Experience'. These new Americans are neither nostalgic for their 

personal past nor afraid of the unfamiliar present. Their main strategy is adaptation 

without surrender. 

Bharati Mukherjee is her own theorist and exemplar since her novels illustrate the 

credo of immigrant writing as a 'Maximalist' act. She emphatically asserts her American 

citizenship. She has her characteristic way of defining her Indian heritage and affiliations 

through several asserti<;ms. Mukherjee has expressed the reality of being located in a 

particular culture, geographically and ideologically separate from her chosen home and 

citizenship and has thus problematised her own identity. This aspect of her own cultural 

exclusivity is very strongly expressed while criticizing the Americans. Mukherjee says in 

Desirable Daughters (2002): 'They have no idea of the wealth I came from.' 6 Again, 

Mukherjee's powerful assertion that she is an American writer in the tradition of other 

American authors 'whose ancestors arrived at Ellis Island'7 doesn't "in any way, demean 

her original home just for celebrating her American citizenship. 

With all such cultural problematic an? diasporic ambivalence, Mukheljee has long 

used fiction to explore issues of identity and culture, often through displaced characters

Indian coming to the West or Westerns heading to Asia. The tremendous difference 

between two ways to life leads a person to a feeling of depression, frustration and 

delirium where 'Psyche and Society mirror each other.' 8In the modalities of translational 

selection and differentiation women have to assimilate the alien culture and accept the 

changed identity. 

She is an outsider in a no man's land. She recreates herself into a new personality 
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and forms emotional ties with the place where she lives and 'behave in accordance with a 

neurotic orientation.'9 Mukherjee's novels and short stories express the same dislocations 

and the neurosis in their wandering impulse and their deliberate search for materially 

better life. They migrate to the West and consequently face tension of adaptation and 

assimilation. She depicts the cross-cultural conflicts and shows how her heroines tum 

febrile and phantasmic 10 to take control over their destinies. 

Mukherjee's writing largely reflects her personal experience of such febrile 

subjectivity in crossing cultural boundaries. In novels such as Jasmine, The Tiger's 

Daughter, Wife and The Desirable Daughters, as well as in her award winning short 

stories, Indian born Mukherjee adds to her character's multicultural background a delicate 

undercurrent of translational upsurge which sometimes expresses itself through violence 

and existential disorderliness. Mukherjee's women characters such as Tara Cartwright, 

Dimple, Jasmine or Tara Chatterjee, all quest for a location and show a subaltern dread 

and anxiety to be visible. They are not concentric to adopt racial stereotype at the cost of 

identity. They accept a mutative change through displacement and replacement of culture. 

She prefers showing them acquiring the power in order to control their fates and 

neutralize the forces that split her presence. Not a single character can be defined 

traditionally, because each has a dimensional facet to its personality and each is endowed 

with some paranoid fantasy to ·acquire the same phantasmic space. 11 Each character, 

caught in the tension of ·demand and desire, represents different characteristics of 

feminism and displacement. The necessity is that one has to step out of the rigid confines 

of conventional rules and adapt to new environment. The imbalance in personality takes 

place if one rigidly refuses to walk with changing times while still retaining one's fragile 

values and tradition in a massive role reversal. According to La!: 

On the subject of threshold, Bharati Mukherjee presents a timely example 

of how far the Indian Woman's periphery may be extended beyond the 

home. The outsider/insider dichotomy, the obvious stance in early writing 

by women, mutated subsequently by metaphoric indeterminacies in. the 

fiction of the 1970s, has now arrived at a statement on negotiable 

boundaries. Mukherjee's heroines have pushed out the domestic barrier of 

home/ not home to reach beyond the geographical limits of the country 

itself. Breaking out of the traditional roles converging upon the known and 
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the knowable in their inherited culture, the protagonists strain at all manner 

of controlling force. 12 

Thus, in Mukherjee, the heroines face uncertain interstices of personal history and 

take to violent acts and encounter the transgressive and transitional truth 13 and tend to 

become violent as to kill their husband or by other means. This frustration seems to have 

its seeds in the author herself as she mentioned it in Days and Nights in Calcutta. The 

frustrations come out loud and clear at her own helplessness in understanding the old 

society she had left and the eccentricities of the New World which did not embrace her: 

And sometimes in the flickering darkness and heat of our guest room 

during power cuts, propelled by the same misplaced bitterness, I 

quarreled with Clark, accusing him of having forced expatriation on me. 

Could he live out his life in Calcutta where he would have to learn a new 

language a new way of making friends, where he could not expect his 

readers to understand too well intents of his fiction? 14 

Blaise observes in Days and Nights that Human relationships are fragile in 

America. In India the human relations are stable to a large extent, and the stability of 

these relationships in India is due to the traditional virtues of our culture. In her novels 

Mukheijee locates the immigrant women protagonists in several 'inside/outside' and 

'threshold' positions. La! remarks further-'Immigration is a subject freshly supplied by 

Mukherjee to the repertoire of modem American fiction. 15
' All her major immigrant 

women protagonists such as Tara, Dimple, Jasmine and Tara Bhattacharjee of Desirable 

Daughters are challenged by unresolved contradiction of culture and negotiate multiple 

dislocations in the shifting dynamics of transnational globality. 

Dimple in Wife aborts her child in order to gain freedom in the New World yet 

does not have the grit to find a foothold for herself because she is always insecure and 

dependent on Amit Basu to offer freedom on the platter of marriage in terms of material 

emancipation. Naturally, the husband becomes an adversary when he is not as per her 

fantasies. Adverse conditions faced by the female characters in the novels of Bharati 

Mukherjee are faced with clarity in case of Hannah Easton, with ferocity by Devi and 

resilience to survive by Jasmine and someone like Dimple ends up in a bloody quagmire 

and all of them face dislocation and mutation. 
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Mukherjee's women are constantly combating the unresolved contradiction 

between culture and location in order to exist in a world of 'othernesses.' This 

othernesses could not be limited to new culture, but in the process of the assimilation of 

the contraries, they negotiate disjunctions and ruptures. A silent rupture exists within their 

identity mechanics. It is persistently the negotiation of self and other or the mutation 

outside that unleashes a split space which consists in the free play of dislocations and 

politics of polarity. Bhabha quotes W.Harris in The Location of Culture: 

I have been stressing a certain void or misgiving attending every 

assimilation of contraries-I have been stressing this in order to expose 

what seems to me a fantastic mythological congruence of elements ...... 

And if indeed therefore any real sense is to be made of material change it 

can only occur with an acceptance of a concurrent void and with a 

willingness to descend into that void wherein, as it were, one may began to 

come into confrontation with a spectre of invocation whose freedom to 

participate in an alien territory and wilderness has become a necessity for 

one's reason or salvation. 16 

For Dimple the 'other' is American society and the wilderness is its cultural 

ethos. America and its open society expedite the hunger in Dimple to refashion her self. 

Her act in killing Amit is more like relinquishing her 'self out of her failure to 

understand the dreadful presence of a concurrent void. Her reincarnation, in a way, 

exonerates herself from the bondage of repression, the 'self blending with the 'other.' 

Tara in The Tiger's Daughter to Devi in Leave It to Me, Dimple Dasgupta in Wife to 

Hannah Easton in The Holder of the World are or seem to be, a part of the author's early 

and late life, first as an expatriate and then as an immigrant. Jasmine, of Jasmine in her 

assimilative urge, situates herself in the adjoining juncture rather than the transit of 

culture in the postcolonial 'performance of transcription' 17 through splitting and 

disjuncture. Tara of Desirable Daughters stands in a transgressive rimment of history, but 

hers is a route in to the toot. Her split and unhinged identity seek's 'repossession of 

balance; she is not a wandering nomad from within nor has salvaged herself totally from 

the strange contradiction of diasporic condition which rotates between originary home 

and imaginary location. She is a postcolonial subject, negotiating the uncertain and 

unstable boundaries. 
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The women characters of Bharati Mukherjee belong to different cultural 

perspectives and feel marginalized in new culture in their new interstitial role. Their 

aesthetic image discloses varied gender and ethnic presence in the transitional world. 

Bharati Mukherjee herself had to face this as an expatriate in Canada. Considered outsider 

due to her skin color and facing the problem of racism and non acceptance as a writer, 

made her caustic. The same conditions are faced by three of her characters- Tara, Jasmine 

and Dimple in the initial stages of expatriation in the New World. All of them face the 

trauma of dislocation and marginalization. Standing at the historical and discursive 

boundaries they make efforts to stand the 'trial of cultural translation.' 18 Apart from the 

above three women, Tara Chatterjee of Desirable Daughters outgrows further from 

cultural translation to a reconstituted root search in the Tree-Bride's narrative. 

Their quest for identity leads them to several dislocations, subsequently 

emboldening the empowered, emancipated woman on the one hand, and confused 

undecided characters who resort to violence and mutation in order to self assert in the 

. new geo-political locale and new sexual orientation. The new breed of immigrants 

negotiates the conflicting components of their ethnicity and Americanism. They emerge 

triumphant, and some characters dwindling between two cultures- nomadic, decentered, 

and contrapuntal, subsequently become split personalities, and reside in the self-made 

ghettoes negotiating multiple dislocations. 

Bharati Mukherjee's journey to India and Tara Baneljee's journeying back home 

have the same resounding echo of finding the 'self after being battered as the 'other' in 

the foreign land, both antagonistic and affiliative in nature. Both of them, after the 

journey, decide to return to the foreign land amid the ongoing negotiation with the 

metaphysical past and the physical presence, home becoming a bygone phase, a liminal 

space to which one could return from time to time. The gesture is a basic necessity to 

anchor their lives. 

The immigrant women in Mukheijee find themselves in a fix after their marriage 

and feel vulnerable in new household. A more difficult sitl)ation arises when they migrate 

to a wholly new world, especially the women of colonial India who learn to keep quiet in 

order to adapt. The immigrants have the difficult task to forge a re-creation and re

location of their identity. Encountering a new culture and new ways of life they cope with 

adverse situation. The shock of a different environment leaves them counterfeiting 

between the old and the new world. This forces them to adept mutative re-fashioning of 
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self in a hybrid location with indeterminacy and problematic of signification in the middle 

of a binary structure of opposition. 

Refashioning of self is a dire disciplinary struggle in Bharati Mukherjee's fictions. 

The immigrants in an inevitable cultural politics transform their self to emerge with a new 

identity like Jasmine, Tara Cartwright, Dimple and Tara Chatteijee. The process of 

reincarnation once started, through dislocations and re-locations, the women in Bharati 

Mukherjee's fictions cannot regress back nor can they stop it. The only thing they resort 

to, is to be re-placed into the New World with violence, rupturing the body, mind and 

soul in a strategy of sequential and ongoing illumination or resort to root search. 

Mukherjee's comments on her works sums up it all: 

Violence is very connected with Diaspora and the trans-planting from 

one's original culture into a new country, no matter for what reason we've 

come to the new country, implies or necessitates death of one's former self 

or mutilation of one's former self and so I want to think that the physical 

violence in my metaphorical or artistic way of showing the psychic 

damage that takes place. 19 

Extreme cases of Feminism are detested by Bharati Mukheijee. Her characters 

flaunt general feminism, a paradigm celebrating fluid identities, centered and focused on 

the transcendence of soul. Feminism presents a very different sort of connotation for 

Bharati Mukherjee: 'It's certainly not a conscious decision to write as a woman writer but 

I find that quite naturally my main protagonists are rather strong woman who avert 

themselves sometimes physically and always very emotionally.'20 Mukheijee here 

prefers to go for an emphatic positioning of herself as a female writer. She sounds little 

harsh, though her anger and attitude can be justified. She goes for multiple time frames, 

the multiple spaces, the present location and the space of the past. She also envisions the 

cultural displacement and the space of the 'cultural relativism ' 21 in 'the perplexity of the 

living. ' 22 With the traumas of Canad::t fresh in mind, she lashes out at the traditional 

patriarchal dominance of male-oriented environment of India where, in spite of being 

highly educated, women succumb to their passive roles in a stressed environment. 

The existence in servility of women even in affluent families, disgusts Bharati 

Mukheijee and she finds the freedom of the West friendlier to the restraining and 

exasperating existence in India and that sets the demand for re-historicize oneself. 
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Uprooted in Montreal, the racist attitude of the Western world seems less dreadful, as she 

undergoes a drastic change, with violent attack on her sensibilities. Worried about the 

hostilities in Montreal and being attacked in the subways seems a lesser evil than the evil 

rampant in India. 

Under its impact the self emancipation of female protagonists comes through in 

the form of transmutation and translation of indigenous tradition. Unconfined from the 

traditional attitude the protagonists (Jf Bharati Mukherjee surge forward, exuberant in 

their Americanness and also to recapture the lost harmony. The initial hesitant moves, 

either through self-inflected violence, as in Dimple's case in Wife, or violence from 

outside, as in The Tiger's Daughter and Jasmine, pushes these individuals into self

mutating heroines permeating the novels. Desirable Daughters however, re-inscribes the 

root search and defines the relocation of subalternity in different way. 

The trouble with Diaspora is that while the reference point is in the past, there is 

in fact, no future, no sense of a climactic end prefixed by negotiation and translation. 

According to Walter Benjamin, 'Translation passes through continua of transformation, 

not abstract ideas of identity and similarity.'23 Diasporic history as minority discourse,24 

thus contests both dislocations and the continuing irreversible causality of history where 

home is a scattered location in the travails of the present time. It consequently 

authenticates the theory of re-inventing selves by re-birth. The heroines undergo pangs of 

re-birth to immerse into imperialistic America which believes in colonizing the 

immigrants and aliens and as such 'their strategic ploys, resilience and willingness to shed 

the old, don the new, make the stuff of Mukherjee's novels.'25 The scattered 

unpredictable minority, in the language of Bhabha, may emerge as a new gathering point 

of political solidarity at the transgressive border of history: 

Minority discourse sets the act of emergence in the antagonistic in

between of image and sign, the accumulative and the adjunct, presence ·and 

proxy. It contests genealogies of 'origin' that lead to claims for cultural 

supremacy and historical priority. Minority discourse acknowledges the 

status of national culture and the people as a contentious, performative 

space of the perplexity of the living in the midst of the pedagogical 

representations of the fullness of life. Now there is no reason to believe 

that such marks of difference cannot inscribe a 'history' of the people or 

become the gathering points of political solidarity.26 



Conclusion 186 

Each of the characters of Bharati Mukherjee re-incarnates itself into new self as a 

strategy to pave a path to a future, which provides freedom of expression, be it in their 

sensuality or be it the voicing of their suppressed selves. Jasmine savors the freedom of 

the New World, renouncing the old tradition which is not difficult, though the self-

recrimination haunts her, before the shelving of the old self. She epitomizes the 

postcolonial migration and the profound process of the redefinition of self, beyond the 

known boundaries of nation race and culture. Bhabha describes: 

[T]he very act of going beyond -are unknowable, unrepresentable, without 

a return to the 'present' which, in the process of repetition, becomes 

disjunct and displaced. The imaginary of spatial distance - to live 

somehow beyond the border of our times - throws into relief the temporal, 

social differences that interrupt our collusive sense of cultural 

contemporaneity. The present can no longer be simply envisaged as break 

or a bonding with the past and the future, no longer a synchronic 

presence. 27 

· Establishing a conception of the present as the 'time of the now'28 Walter 

Benjamin gives voice to the dissident history of the postcolonial migrants who celebrate 

fragmentation and give a new language to the cultural and political Diaspora, their 

displacement and search for new centers, new locations. This very process of (re)location 

is deconstructive as it gives rise to a counter-narrative, challenging the Western 

ethnocentrism and cultural mono-polarity. The disenfranchised 'other' is an emergent 

translated resistance who seek empowerment by overcoming the trauma of dislocations. 

And the total process gives rise to a new fable of immigrant's history men and women 

alike. 

In Mukherjee's diasporic envisioning the manifestation of self-empowerment is 

in the hands of the women. Her female protagonists experience the self-realization of 

their 'Power,' either forced through violence I ike rape as in Jasmine and The Tiger's 

Daughter or the internalized conflicts leading to murdering the symbol of oppression as 

in Wife. Compared to this manifestation of female power, the women of the West lament 

the status of passivity and powerlessness. In spite of the freedom of expression and 

liberation of sexual liaisons, their position is that of a second citizen. 'Now, woman has 
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always been man's dependent, if not his slave, the sexes have never shared the world in 

equality.'
29 

Even then the West is liberating in comparison to the obscurities and vapidity 

oflndian ethos which discourage woman emancipation. 

Bharati Mukheijee's decision to immigrate to U.S.A is her refusal to settle down 

for the same obscurities and dual existence in India and extremities of Canada. She does it 

for balance in her life, the balance of freedom of expression and recognition as a writer 

and responsibilities as an American citizen: 

In terms of psychic violence and female sexuality, I grew up at a time and 

in class in Calcutta when you couldn't say the word 'sex.' I'd never said 

the word 'sex' and we certainly were not allowed to think it; I didn't even 

know how the male anatomy was constructed, so for me and my 

characters who are coming not from villages but upper-class, urban Indian 

settings, sexuality becomes the mode of resistance or a way to rebel. After 

all, if you're coming out of society where sex is unspeakable, the 

unutterable, then doing it or acknowledging your sexuality results not 

only in individual rebellion but actually constitutes an attack on a whole 

patriarchal, Victorian, hypocritical society. 30 

Diasporic culture is authenticated in her writing as her characters raise themselves 

above patriarchy, the surface of ghettos and diasporic existence in the system of 

transmigration or reiterated births. Her characters are varied, some are still undecided in 

their stride, beset by stagnant existence in the past, but most of the characters of Bharati 

Mukherjee decide their own future absorbing the shocks of the antagonistic cultural 

traditioll:. They are open to transformations and new experiences, twice born and changing 

themselves every small second in the discursive process of building and un-building 

homes. 

In the grand narrative of Diaspora, home signals a shift away from homogenous 

nation state. It is based on the ideology of transformation and assimilation to a much more 

fluid and contradictory definition of the term. The diasporic identities face up the blisters, 

scars and fractures and gets dislocated. Indeed 'home' as the new epistemological logic of 

postmodernity as the condition of living 'here' and belonging 'elsewhere' ·has began to 

affect people in an unprecedented fashion. In such environment the colonized subjects, 

the migrants, to accept Mukheijee's component, are progressively heading towards a 
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global village: 'Several of my characters fail to move from expatriate to immigrant in the 

diasporality spectrum, some of the characters don't try, don't want to. In my narratives, I 

want to represent a varied set ofresponses to the experience ofun-housement. ' 31 

The immigrant women in the New World in the process of their 'un-housement' 

try to get out of the oppression of enclosed atmosphere of the past culture and try to 

balance the values and traditions of past culture with the present one. Their continuous 

strife to acculturate into the culture of the United States changes them which is not 

recognized by the male spouses, who are interested in realizing their American Dream. 

The thin line that exists between assimilation and hesitancy in embracing the new culture 

and its ideologies tends towards dislocations and marginalization of the migratory self 

and subject. 

Migration is a cultural tenet Bharati Mukherjee's discourse of national identity 

and she vigorously challenges and contests ideas of nationhood through a body of work 

which embraces a negation of the certitude and the negation of the narrative of 

traditionalism. She also celebrates the potential for transformation and rejuvenation 

afforded by cultural translation through a succession of homes and opening up another 

political and cultural center. 

Mukherjee's novels are virtual discourse on the same transnational lives and hi or 

multicultural sub-stream of America. She writes on the dialectic of immigrations, 

expatriation, exile and repatriation through dislocation and resettlement. The mechanics 

of such multiple change-over are not easy rather very often violent, disorderly and 

chaotic. She deals in the subject of threshold. It is about a trans-cultural and trans-racial 

sequence of co-options, collaborations and cultural imperatives. 

In her novels, Mukheijee has dealt with the peripheral signifying boundaries of 

culture of an Indian woman. She has also dealt with the long and imposing histories of 

power and misrecognition and its possible expansion beyond home to .reach away from 

geographical limits. As an evocation of freedom she shows the re-emergence of the 

immigrant women from the scars of dislocations and the traditional bondage of domestic 

role playing. For Mukherjee, this dislocation and relocation is non-metaphoric where~s 

the inherited culture has its metaphysics of presence. They change, mutually obliterate, 

degenerate disfigure, mutate and metamoqihose. They try to re-locate and re-structure 

through transmutation and re-fashion the self. Mukherjee's celebratory note for her 

"Maximalist" credo is based on the same signification of change. She says: 'I see my 

immigrant story replicated in a dozen American cities, and instead of seeing my 
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Indianness as a fragile identity to be preserved against obliteration, I see it now as a set of 

fluid identities to be celebrated.' 32 

Bharati Mukherjee's discourse on migrants in the U.S. positions them not on the 

margin of contemporary American, but rather as exemplars of fluid identities against 

hegemonic nationalism. She characterizes her writing. about migrants not as oppositional 

to mainstream America but as representing the voice of the new America. She constructs 

a personal mythology of immigration and assimilation negotiating the ambivalence of 

relocating oneself after dislocation. 

Wife, in its depiction of the central character's alienation and depression, also 

articulates a bleak vision of an immigrant woman's failure to assimilate into Western 

culture. Wife and the later novel, Jasmine can be said to represent each other's opposite. 

Mukheijee distinguishes quite sharply between her Canadian and American phases and 

quite sharply shapes and prescribes a reading position for her fiction. She states that 'by 

the time I came to write The Middleman, I was exhilarated, my vision was more 

optimistic and characterizes the collection as her 'tribute to America.' 33She presents 

Jasmine as 'born again American' 34 providing an optimistic vision of the New World. 

The process of abandoning the old order is explored most fully in the novel The 

Tiger's Daughter and her first non-fiction book co-authored with Cark Blaise, Days and 

Nights in Calcutta. The conversion then rests upon the discarding or abandoning of the 

old order and the embracing of the new: 'I was (bicultural) when I wrote the Tiger's 

Daughter; now I am no longer so and America is more real to me than India [ ... ] I 

realized I was no longer an expatriate but an immigrant that my life was more here [ ... ] I 

need to belong. America matters to me. It is not that India failed me- rather America 

transformed me. ' 35 

In her novels, Mukheijee has designed a new diasporic narrative to define the 

American system which is shaped by original, foreign and occult and reinvents a 

semiotics of American citizenship and ethnicity with defiant challenge to traditional ways 

of conceiving the national. The new ethnicity has emerged 'with a dimension of doubling; 

a spatialization of the subject [ ... ] the 'third dimension' of the mimetic frame or visual 

image of identity.' 36 She re-conceives identity in a translational space and recuperates the 

experience of diverse constituencies into a new hegemony, a neo-nationalism. Here one 

can locate an inexorable move towards a new form of socio-cultural order without the 

nostalgia of reconstituting a home in the new location of inter-textuality and synthesis. 
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This would be one way of considering the experience of immigration which 

maintains the complexity of cross-cultural experience of immigration without 

romanticizing the experience at the same time subsuming and contextualizing it to effect 

an infusion of the Third World into the first. In the manner of transferring migrants into 

citizens, the new immigrant underclass37 or the new 'American' .resist and transform the 

hegemonic social order. Jasmine exemplifies the same shifting reality of the global 

condition and the diasporic ambivalence. The novel appropriates the social norms and the 

spirit of the new nation in the new age of transnational movements. Faced with the 

dilemma of her own cultural location in the new nation, Mukheijee observes: 

We immigrants have fascinating tales to relate. Many of us lived in newly 

independent or emerging countries which are plagued by civil and 

religious conflicts. We have experienced rapid changes in the history of 

the nations in which we lived. When we uproot ourselves from those 

countries and come here, either by choice or out of necessity, we suddenly 

must absorb two hundred years American history and learns to adapt to 

American society. Our lives are remarkable, often heroic.38 

Mukherjee is therefore, very forthright in the matter of scripting a more inclusive 

history of dislocation and is very clear about the role of a creative writer from the Third 

World in reshaping its new demographic map. She also refers to the transformative 

energy in her other characters and says: 'They take risks they wouldn't have taken in their 

old, comfortable worlds to solve their problems. As they change citizenship, they are 

reborn.' 39In the language ofBhabha it paves the way of the '[E]mergence of another sign 

of agency and identity. It signifies the destiny of culture as a site [ ... ] in the tryst of 

colonial history.' 40 Derek Walcott defines the locational ambivalence of the uprooted 

humanity and their destiny of culture in the context of the colonization of the Carib beans . 

after disjuncture: 

My race began as the sea began, 

with no nouns, and with no horizon, 

with pebbles under my tongue, 

with a different fix on the stars.41 
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