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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. 

            Bharati Mukherjee 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.  

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 locationality1 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 
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Bhabha- ‘We are now almost face to face with culture’s double bind-a certain slippage or 

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.’2  

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?’3 

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.’4  

Wife is about such a girl whose only available outlet, suicide, is transformed in her 

madness of migration to New York into murder.5In 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’6 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.’7   

Fundamental social changes in the post Globalised America necessitated re-

doctrination of the relational logic with the nations across the globe to redefine 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 signifier8 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:’9 

 

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.10   
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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 torn 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.  

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. 

Mukherjee is different from the writers of Asian descent. She embraces both immigration and 

postmodern 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 postmodern America, global and local interfuse each other and are 
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mutually contributive to the growth of a new tapestry where multiculturalism, not ethnic 

pluralism, becomes the staple of mainstream identity. Looking at the past and the future involves 

a process that Bharati Mukherjee in Jasminexi described as ‘adventure risk, transformation.’xii 

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. 

Mukherjee’s women characters venture out for the New World, and experience its split 

structures, its split imperatives, through negotiations and diasporic relocation of selves. It was the 

ability of Mukherjee’s characters to endure their exilic anguish, to work through their anxieties, 

alienations and dislocations towards a life 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. Mukherjee’s 

women characters are ‘vernacular cosmopolitans’xiii 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 

joining two cultures. Many expatriate writers are destroyed by their duality, I 

personally feel nourished by it.xiv 

 

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, 
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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 especially 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:  

 

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.xv 

 

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.’xvi  

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.   
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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 makes itself evident in my fiction.’xvii  
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