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Identity crisis is  the core part of diaspora literature. Migration makes person helpless in 
presenting the space for ‘self’. There is loss of identity. Identity of origin which is offered 
by the birth(Gender, Race, Religion, Caste, culture, language)is meaningless & useless in 
the migrated country.(s)he interrogates- who am I? So the person is in search of new 
identity. In this process the crisis occurs due to the position – belonging to both cultures, 
languages, and nations. Belongingness mattes much. Bharati Mukherjee , a diaspora 
writer responds to this position in her own way and suggests her remedy. HerWife  tells a 
shocking and surprising position of an expatriate caught in identity crisis. Dimple, 
heroine of the novel is turned a psychotic and killerof her husband. 
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Introduction: 

In the high tide of globalization migration is compulsive. People have been moving 
around across borders as a matter of fact. The cultural collisions and encounters are now 
a day–to–day reality. So in the contours of migration significant diaspora writers focus 
issues related to the migrants.  Identity crisis, transformation of  Diaspora’s identity or 
quest for identity, and the identity issues  are primary and important for Diasporas. 
Diaspora writers like Bharati Mukherjee, JhumpaLahiri, Kiran Desai and so many dealt 
with this theme in their novels and short fiction. 

Bharati Mukherjee(1940-2017) 

India born American writer Bharati Mukherjee(1940-2017) had been writing from early 
1970s. She migrated to join the Writers Workshop at University of Iowa, USA in 1961. 
Later she lived with her husband in Canada. But she gave up and migrated to USA again. 
As an expatriate exile from India to USA and Canada and later to USA , Mukherjee has 
dramatized her personal odyssey in her fiction. Bharati Mukherjee’s  novels – The Tiger’s 
Daughter (1971),  Wife (1975) Jasmine (1989), The Holder of the World (1993),  Leave it 
to Me (1997) Desirable Daughters (2002) and The Tree Bride (2004),and two collections 
of short stories are Darkness (1985) The Middleman and Other Stories (1988)are 
representing the issues of diaspora. 

Her work has received critical attention of scholars like Emmanuel Nelson who has 
edited the book Bharati Mukherjee: Critical Perspective (1993). Several scholars such as 
Maya Manju Sharma, Brinda Bose, Samir Dayal, Janet Powers, Pushpa Parekh, Alpana 
Sharma-Knippling, Debanji Banerjee and others have contributed their articles on Bharati 
Mukherjee. This book was the outcome of a special session titled “Bharati Mukherjee and 
the Immigrant Tradition” arranged by Nelson. To this session Bharati Mukherjee herself 
was present and responded with articulate defense of her aesthetics and her politics. 

Abstract 
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Knippling, Roy and Grewal offered critiques of her art in her presence. The 12 essays in 
this book throw light on her life and work. But it is not a complete assessment of entire 
work of Bharati Mukherjee as it excludes Bharati’s novels –The Holder of theWorld 
(1993) , Leave It To Me (1997), Desirable Daughters (2002) The Tree Bride (2004)and 
Miss New India(2011) for the simple reason that these books were yet to be published. 

FakrulAlam’sBharati Mukherjee (1996),R .K. Dhawan’sThe Fiction of Bharati 
Mukherjee: a Critical Symposium (1996), Indira Nityanandam’sThree Great Indian 
Women Novelists (2000), Nagendra Kumar’s The Fiction of Bharati Mukherjee: A 
Cultural Perspective( 200)1,  SushmaTandon’sBharatiMukherje: A Perspective (2004) , 
A.S.Bagul’s The Fiction of Bharati Mukherjee (2007,  and  The Fictional World of 
Bharati Mukherjee ((2010 ) by Vandana Singh are the Studies of her fiction. Apart from 
these notices of Mukherjee’s fiction there are also several critics / scholars who have 
written articles on the aspects of her art. Notable among these are the following - Swain 
S.P., RajulBhargava, P.A Abraham, MalashriLal ,NayakBhagwat, Ghanshyam G.A., 
MallikarjunRao,  SarikaAuradkar ,SavinoG.Domnik  and others.   

Perceptive and useful as these books and writers are, they have focused on some single 
dimension such as feminist discourse, cultural construct or immigrant sensibility. Nobody 
has tried to explore the changing identities of characters through different phases of the 
existential challenges faced by them while adjusting with the unknown and less known 
cultures abroad. Moreover, Mukherjee had been writing fresh books and her latest novel 
came out in 2011. The available books on her, of course, miss her newest fictional stance.  
Her fictional characters pass from an expatriate, nostalgic longing to an effort for 
acculturation in and assimilation with the culture of America. 

WIFE (1975) 

As a diasporic writer Mukherjee has focused on the several identities of her (im)migrant 
characters. Mukherjee’s heroines pass through the phases of expatriate uncertainty, 
immigrant confidence and finally acquire the transnational hybrid identity of the world 
citizen. This process of shifting identities poses dilemma of identity on different levels. 

Mukherjee’s Wife is shaped out of a question heard by Bharati herself in Calcutta during 
her sabbatical year (1973-74) spent in India. She states, “I heard the question … what do 
Bengali girls do, between ages of eighteen and twenty-one? (Blaise and Mukherjee, Days 
and Nights, 220). The question was casually asked by a visiting Columbia  professor of 
history, Leonard Gorden, to whom the novel is dedicated  along with her sons. Bharati 
responded to this question in the form of the novel – Wife.  It is the tradition of India that 
the grown up daughters (Age-14 to 20) have to be married. Bharati Mukherjee was 
troubled by the thought that an average Indian woman has her life moulded not on 
modern examples (the then Prime Minister of India, Indira Gandhi), but on Sita and 
Savitri of ancient Hindu literature. The moral of these stories is “the wife’s role is one of 
self-abnegation” (Mukherjee, Days and Nights, 232). Mukherjee didn’t like it.  

Mukherjee’s Wife is a story of Dimple Dasgupta ‘with sentimental attachments to a 
distant homeland but no real desire for permanent return’ (Mukherjee, Introduction to 
Darkness,3), a daughter of Bengali Brahmin from Calcutta. Submissive, docile, college 
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girl - Dimple is waiting for marriage, which will bring her love, freedom and happiness. 
After a long waiting of months together her father found AmitBasu, an engineer, who 
was going to emigrate, from the same city – Calcutta. She desired a neurosurgeon but had 
to marry an engineer.                                                                                                                               

Her unBengali and frivolous name Dimple, is changed into Nandini by her mother-in-
law. She doesn’t like it. Their home is not attractive for her. She doesn’t feel at home at 
Basus and complains to her mother. Amit is not the man she desired as her husband. Now 
she is waiting for migration which will bring her freedom, for this she aborts her baby . 

At last Dimple migrates to USA with Amit, her husband. She follows her husband as a 
dutiful wife like Sita, Lord Rama’s wife. They stay with Amit’s friend Jyoti and his wife 
Meena initially. She doesn’t feel free at home here. She encounters Americans and their 
culture through Ina and her friend Milt.  Amit joins his job and they begin to live  
inMookerji’s flat who are on sabbatical leave. She would  join the job but Amit doesn’t 
allow her. She is alone at home, watches  televisionprogrammes, turns an addict of TV to 
connect with outer world and American life. She befriends Ina and Milt. She tries 
American food, clothes in Amit’s absence. She follows Milt, goes out with him, allows 
him to love her.  He is America for her with whom she feels secure. Amit notices the 
change in her attitude but takes it for – a culture shock. Both attend parties arranged by 
Indians, Indian festivals celebrated by the Bengalis and they also arrange a party for 
Indians. She invites Milt, the only American. But inwardly she is falling apart in the clash 
of her two selves - Indian and American.  She appears strange, whimsical, a maniac who 
can not distinguish between real and the unreal. She is involved with Milt, his free love, 
and seduction. She thinks of different ways of suicide. She doesn’t bother her husband. 
Even a very casual act of spilling sugar irritates her. And Dimple murders Amit.  Why? 

Dimple turns neurotic / psychotic; she is a case for a psychiatrist.  It is the by- product of 
expatriation. She loses her old identity. She is in search of a new one. She fails to have it. 
“In India … the identity never has to be sought, it is the lone certainty …” (Blaise and 
Mukherjee Days & Nights 93).  But in America she has to achieve it with her own 
qualities or abilities. She doesn’t have unique features of herself; no degree certificate; is 
not gifted with intuition, even beauty is far away from her, no job, and no wealth.  She is 
very common. But she is a wife, a woman, and it is her asset like Eve to make the world 
upside down (topsy –turvy).Bharati says in an interview with McConnell, “My women 
are using tools at hand” (Edwards 49). Dimple is caught between the two cultures, 
languages and communities. She is confused, takes refuge in the world of fantasy –TV, 
the serials, ads, programmes. She does not live in the real world and cannot master the 
world of fantasy. It is the conflict in her mind that leads her to neurosis. Wife  gives a 
pessimistic vision of an expatriate woman’s failure to assimilate in alien culture.  In the 
words of FakrulAlam the theme of Mukherjee’s second novel, Wife is “…. her 
predicament as an Indian immigrant’s wife in North America (can) … neither connect 
with the people around her nor give expression to her feeling of rage at her old life … 
violence building up inside and all around her in North American landscape until she is 
driven to murder her husband” (Alam 37-38). Dimple, the Indian expatriate’s wife, is 
doubly oppressed. She feels pains of this double oppression, but is not intelligent enough 
to make sense out of the situation and break out. Her desires are suppressed and restored 
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in her unconscious and break out in her psychosis. She develops it. She had lost her 
identity as the Bengali wife from India, as she marries and migrates to USA with her 
husband - AmitBasu. She travels to America but doesn’t achieve her American dream 
due to the hold of Indian tradition on her.  She is crazy of America, this is the dual 
affiliation.   

Dimple travels in search of true self and freedom from the restrictions of Indian 
womanhood laid by traditional patriarchal culture. Bharati says in an interview with 
Connell, et.al., “They are no longer having to do what mother-in-laws tyrannically forced 
them to do” (Edwards 47). Woman is treated as‘other’, secondary and substitute. She is 
alienated in male dominated society from the power and rights to self-expression and 
determination. She grows down instead of up.  Dimple is placed in an alien environment 
and she struggles but is ‘muted’. She is a middle class woman. Elaine Showalter notes in 
A  Literature of Their Own that “… the middle class ideology of a proper sphere of 
womanhood … prescribed a woman would be a perfect lady, an Angel in the House, 
contentedly submissive to men, but strong in her inner purity and                                                            
religiosity,  a queen in her own realm of the Home” (Cited by Krishnan).  Dimple’s 
“horoscope-matched, arranged marriage … signifies the subordinated, passive role of a 
daughter brought up to obey male authority” (Krishnan). Mukherjee indicates male 
authority through arranged marriage (by father) and migration with Amit, her husband. 
He assumes authority over his wife. She is dependent on the ‘male’ 
(father/husband/American lover- Milt). Her ‘self’ is confirmed by the male ideology. 
Dimple is marginalized by her patriarchal Indian culture (being female) and by American 
culture (being immigrant). Brinda Bose opines ‘Ethnic women in America are clearly 
twice marginalized: by virtues of their ethnicity and their gender” (Nelson 47). Being an 
immigrant, ‘other’ her identity is in question in America. Dimple is the mixture of 
western ideas and traditional Indian beliefs. So she is emancipated but confused. Her 
confusion turns her violent. Her sense of this identity makes her to react and to respond to 
her new environment being only ‘marginal’ and outsider. She feels inadequate and 
incapable to have the rapport between her experiences and the language to its expression. 
But her final act of stabbing Amit as he eats a bowl of Wheaties cereal is really her 
strenuous effort to voice her feelings, her own identity – “you just aren’t supportive … 
Revenge. Revenge!”(208). She has differentiated her gendered role and affirmed her 
understanding of American life by the act of murder.She has betrayed Amit. She has 
murdered her husband. Might be Mukherjee has warned through Dimple to the male 
dominated society. For self-esteem, identity, self exposure a man can do anything as he 
likes, is it possible for a woman?   Amit, Dimple’s husband has taken her case as ‘culture 
shock’.  It is the dilemma of her identity. SushmaTandon considers her ‘an escapist’ and 
‘psychic’.  She says, “She (Dimple) is basically a psychic study of an almost abnormal 
person driven to extreme by her immigrant problem” (45).  The basic reasons for her 
condition is “loss of self” in her own and alien culture. This loss of self is due to her 
position – being a subaltern in India (a female) and in the USA being an expatriate 
woman. When the loss of self/identity is felt by modern woman she is in danger of 
becoming insane, if she does not save herself by acquiring a secondary sense of ‘self’ or 
the new identity which fits into current patterns of society.  Dimple’s dread of 
‘nothingness’ and the pains of it lead her to insanity and murder. Wife is fascinating  from 
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a point of view of the dilemma of identity of an expatriate who would like to be an 
immigrant. 
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