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Analysis of Treatment of Immigrant Experience in Select Works of               

Bharati Mukherji 

Sheeba K. G., 

Bharati Mukherjee, an exponent of expatriate writing is originally an Indian settled in 

America. She takes up the life of the Indian immigrants in the USA as the subject matter of most 

of her novels. There she tries to vivify the image of those women who have tried to assimilate 

the alien culture and have tried to accept the changed identity, over throwing the Indian cultural 

heritage in which they took their first breath. What is most important in them is their spirit with 

which they over throw their old culture and adjust themselves with the new surroundings.  

 

The psyche of an immigrant is always tragic as a result of the tension created in the mind 

between the two socio — cultural environments, between the feeling of rootlesness and 

nostalgia. When a person visits the unknown land she is an outsider in a no-man's land and there 

he has to struggle a lot for his survival. Conquering the new feeling of nostalgia, he carves out a 

new territory and wraps himself totally with the lure of the west. He recreates himself into a new 

personality and forms emotional ties with the place he lives in. This discovery of new self slowly 

makes him forget his own native culture. On his return to his native land he finds that his native 

taste and touch have turned alien to him. His mind is again torn apart between the cultural clash 

of two environments and he is forced to fight with his split personality.  

The immigrants from different parts of the world are inspired and haunted by one common 

desire: the desire to settle permanently in America, they converge in that country, intermix, and 

promote a new culture. But it is somewhat intriguing that Bharati Mukherjee details with 

immigrants who had belonged mainly to the lower run s of society in their countries of origin. 

Clovis T. Ransome, Bud Wilkins, Andreas, Alfie Judah, Maria (in "The Middleman"), Imre, 

Charity Chin, Panna, Eric, Phil, Goran (A "Wife's Story"), Marshall, Jonda, Patels ("Loose 

Ends"), Renata, Vic, Ro ("Orbiting"), Griff, Blanquita, Maura ("Fighting for the Rebound"), 

Maya, Dr. Chatterjee, Ashokde Metha ("The Tenant"), Jasmine and the Moffitts ("Jasmin") 

Venkatesan, Oueenie, Rammi ("Buried Lives"). The majority of them is from the Third World 
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countries. They take up ordinary jobs in the new country of their dreams to earn their livelihood 

and survive. The only silver lining in their difficult situations is their optimism that in the long 

run they will achieve their goal which is either permanent settlement and Americanization or 

getting higher education at the universities.  

 

These immigrants from the third World countries undergo considerable suffering 

endanger their lives and spend a good deal of money before they can enter the land of their 

heart's desire. Understandably, the travails and tribulations they go through to achieve their goal 

is backed by a firm conviction that America is their ultimate destination. But they realize that to 

arrive at that destination and to begin a new life there it is necessary that shed all their inherited 

racial, religious and cultural prejudices and promote a real integration among themselves. 

Interestingly, this breaking down of age-old racial prejudices or modes of belief and living are 

prominently reflected in some of these stories. Consequently new relationships between 

characters of the opposite sex from different countries are forged which will help the emergence 

of a friendly and harmonious atmosphere.  

 

"The Middleman" focuses on several themes common throughout Mukherjee's fiction. 

Alfie is an immigrant with a tenuous U.S. citizenship who has become caught up in the 

shadier side of American imperialism and capitalist enterprise. His lust for Maria is in 

part an attraction to a fellow dark skinned person, although they are from two completely 

different cultures. Alfie is ultimately a character who survives in a multicultural setting in 

which he always finds himself as the "middleman" in business, political, and romantic 

conflicts.  

 

The journey of the heroine in the Mukherjee's novel "The Tiger's Daughter" to India, her 

own native land ironically proves frustrating slowly leading to his illusion, alienation, depression 

and finally her tragic end. The greatest irony hidden in the story of Tara is that she survived the 

racial hardships of survival in a foreign country but nothing happens to her. She becomes a 

victim of her tragic end in her native soil — her home, which she had longed to see since her 

stay in New York and where she comes to seek peace. Her desire to find a place to love and 
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security which she missed in New York, ends ironically in frustration. The irony is that Tara an 

Indian born young women feels a greater love and security in the arms of American husband and 

thinks about him at a time when he end is approaching. The immigrants return to her own 

country proves frustrating both physically and metapherically. The gulf cannot be bridged and 

Tara's psyche remains split up like other immigrants.  

 

Tara's journey from Bombay to Calcutta brings an equally disgusting experience to her. 

In Calcutta too, she finds everything changed and deteriorated. The Calcutta she finds now is 

under the grip of violence due to riots, caused by the confrontation between different classes of 

society. This shatters her dream of Calcutta and makes her react in a negative manner. Slowly 

her changed personality makes her a misfit in the company of her friends and relatives and 

makes her unable to participate in the ritual functions of home. Tara's mind is constantly at 

conflict with the two personalities — one of an Indian and the other of an American. During such 

moments she feels to go back to her husband David because she feels that she would be more at 

ease there. Caught in this gulf between the two contrasting worlds, Tara feels that she has 

forgotten many of her Hindu rituals of worshipping icons which she had seen her mother 

performing since her childhood.   

 

Bharati Mukherjee's 'Wife' fall into the category of modern novel as it explore the intense 

inner space of neurotic and solipsistic individuals using symbols as cantering nodes. Both novels 

are open ended, suggesting the incompleteness and complexity of private experience. Dimple, 

the protagonist in 'Wife', is an extremely immature girl who constantly dreams of marriage as she 

hopes that it would bring freedom and love. At the same time she is not clear about the concepts 

of freedom and love. This ambiguity underlying her mental makeup defines the incompleteness 

of her very being. After an excruciatingly painful waiting which makes her desperate and 

suicidal, she is finally married to Amit Kumar Basu, an average middle — class, unimaginative 

young engineer who dreams of making fortune in America and retiring to live comfortably rich 

life in Calcutta.  
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Torn by the conflict between her fantasy world and the reality of her situation, she allows 

her mind to be totally conditioned by the commercials on T.V and magazines so much so she 

loses the ability to distinguish them from the world of reality. Dimple has never had a positive 

vision of any kind. Her world is dominated not by the varied sounds and colours of nature but by 

the colourful romance that is projected in the advertisements and the stories of magazines. Even 

as an immigrant in America, she does not have any longing for her home. She is not a strong 

enough person to withstand the struggle. She does not have the required mental resilience. The 

stages of disenchantment which different situation in life, frustration, the onset of neurosis, the 

gradual but perceptible building up of mental tell tension till the fmal rank which sanity is 

snapped in the novel. Bharati Mukherjee rightly sees an echo of this dejected state in the pathetic 

and put upon" appearance of the heroines of Tiger's Daughter and Wife. The shift to , America 

brought a sea-change in her personality and gave a new fillip to her literary aspiration. Her 

acknowledgement of this is worth-noting. For her it is a movement away from the aloofness of 

expatriation to the exuberance of immigration.  

 

Written in this frame of mind, ‘Jasmine’ seems vibrant with Bharati Mukhedee's  eager 

savouring of the bracing typical American reverence for the autonomy of the individual. Further, 

informed by Bharati Mukherjee's special insight into American life that of 'observer-participant' 

as Clark Blaise's wife this novel has about in the authentic ring of an experience tested against 

the pulse of the author's existence. This does not mean that the novel is autobiographical. Bharati 

Mukherjee's own background in real life-top family, top school, top caste. Top city-is worlds 

apart from that of her poverty-ridden heroine Jasmine, living in a shabby dwelling devoid of 

minimum amenities like water and electricity.  

 

Bharati Mukherjee's fictional canvas seems to underscore a curious guiltlessness 

consciously mustered as a strategy to survive. Bharati Mukherjee is concerned about making her 

picture of Indian life intelligible and interesting to the American readers. But she is too good an 

artist to distort reality just to capture attention. Avoiding alike stereotyped versions and 

sentimental exaggerations, she tries to pack into her novels a rich resonance of meaning by the 

deft device of combining immigrant, feminist and existentialistic perspectives. Instead of writing 
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of backwardness as an area of Bharati Mukhedee's novel 'Jasmine' created waves in literary 

circles since she claims to have illustrated her 'credo of Maximalism', of expanding the American 

experience which ignored the major changes America was passing through. The immigrant 

writer, village-born, colonized, traditionally raised, western-educated, brought with him "the 

experience of the centuries of history in a single life time" and thereby opened the doors to the 

new experiences of life from beyond the seas.  

Jasmine the protagonist leaves India, seemingly, to fulfil her husband's last wish of 

studying at the American University, by burning herself like a Sati on the heap of his clothes and 

certificates. Fantasizing her motive of fulfilling her husband's desire, Jasmine appears virtually to 

be escaping from the old traditional role-model of widowhood and from staying with her 

widowed mother in the village of Hasnapur or committing suicide as her widowed friend Vimla 

did. This paper at-tempts to examine how Mukherjee portrays the immigrant Jasmine's attempt to 

assimilate herself, to find a place in the mainstream of American life, leaving behind the whole 

life-style of India; and secondly in what way, if any, the novel broadens the horizons of 

American experience.  

The defiance that the seven-year-old Jyoti shows to the curse of widowhood and exile 

foretold by the fortune-teller, turns into her acceptance of the new name fasmine given by her 

husband Prakash, surrendering to Prakash's way and views )f life. Thinking that his progress lies 

only in America, Prakash procures. This collection seeks to dramatize the “immigration 

Experience” in America. 

In fact Mukherjee had to come to terms with her own identity in an alien land, caught as 

she was between two conflicting cultures. Also she had to contend with racial discrimination 

during the years she spent in Canada, precisely between 1972 and 1980. She managed to 

overcome both the crises and this brought in her a sense of elation and confidence. Mukherjee’s 

early experiences had a great bearing on her writing and outlook of life. As a young child, she 

lived with her parents and two sisters in a joint family. The strains of living in a conservative 

joint family left a deep impact on her impressionable mind. A trip with the family to England and 

Switzerland proved to be the turning point in the eight year old child’s life. 
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The education that she received was essentially British, she felt fascinated by English 

writers like Jane Austen and E.M Forster. Mukherjee had a natural inclination and interest in 

writings. She felt a great urge since she was a child. The world of fiction seemed more real to her 

than the world around her. Soon after she turned eight, her father took her mother, sister and her 

to Europe for a period of three years. 

The short story collection of Bharati Mukherjee “The Middleman and Other Stories” 

comprises eleven short stories very varied in themes and techniques. This include ‘The 

Middleman’, ‘A Wife’s Story’, ‘Loose Ends’, ‘Orbiting’, ‘Fighting for the Rebound’, ‘The 

Tenant’, ‘Fathering’, ‘Jasmine’, ‘Danny’s Girls’, Buried Lives’ and ‘The Management of Grief’. 

For the purpose of the study I would like to refer two of them. They are “The Middleman” and “ 

Jasmine”. The other two include her first novel ‘The Tiger’s Daughter’ and ‘Wife’. Bharati 

Mukherjee’s    “The Middleman” depicts the various preoccupations with the underground 

activities of the guerrillas. It reveals the underworld of the smugglers, the middle man and other 

agency doing undercover operations which ordinarily escape public notice. 

The theme of the story is about the dangerous career and fortunate survival of the half 

cast Maria narrated from the point of an Iraqi observer participant Alfie Judah, the narrator and 

the middleman in the story who, having listened to bad advice given by ‘bad associates’ is under 

extradition order but hopes to make it back, thanks to the grace of Maria, the irresistible 

seductress and reckless adventuress with an ambiguous identity. Clovis T. Ransome, the 

notorious gangster-adventurer dominates the story while Alfie makes a living from things that 

fall on him. Clovis T. Ransome spent his adult life in topical paradises. After whose new 

citizenship is always in jeopardy and whose dealings can’t stand too much investigation is 

desperately dependent in the sympathy and support that Bud Wilkins and Clovis T. Ransome 

give. Bud Wilkins is entrenched in his shady business doing little things for many people, 

building up a fleet of trucks of planes, of buses. Exposed as a CIA agent and forced into public 

life, Bud is made to go semi public with his arm deals and transfer fees. Alfie memorises his 

lenient Jewish upbringing. He remembers the Iraqi cultural view of adultery. 
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Mukherjee introduces and emphasizes sexual love which is evident in her introduction of 

Maria who with her thick dark hair and smooth dark skin could only be mostly Indian. But she 

knows to the right eyes even her toes are desirable. Maria’s adroit adulteries are her mainstay in 

surviving the Latin American landscape of violence, brutality and dot-eat-dog conditions of 

existence. It is however, her genuine tenderness, if not love, that finally makes her decide to kill 

Ransome rather than Alfie his vulnerable and pliable slave. Finally Maria goes with Andreas, her 

schoolmate and kills Ransome with his gun. 

Fiction by women writers constitutes a major segment of the contemporary writing in 

English. It provides insights, a wealth of understanding, a reservoir of meanings and a basis of 

discussion. Though the eyes of women writers we can see a different world, with their assistance 

we can seek to realize the potential of human achievement. In any appraisal of the Indian English 

Literature, an appreciation of the writing of its women is essential. 

One of the reasons that women have, in such large number, taken of their pen is because 

it has allowed them to create their own world. It has allowed them to set the conditions of 

existence, free from the direct interference of men. Similarly, so many women have taken to 

reading women’s writing because it allows them a “safe place” from which they can identify 

with a range of characters and a variety of existences. That is why women’s writing has occupied 

such a significant and central place in women’s lives. 

Fiction by women writers constitutes a major segment of the contemporary writing in 

English. It provides insights, a wealth of understanding, a reservoir of meanings and a basis of 

discussion. Though the eyes of women writers we can see a different world, with their assistance 

we can seek to realize the potential of human achievement. In any appraisal of the Indian English 

Literature, an appreciation of the writing of its women is essential. 

One of the reasons that women have, in such large number, taken of their pen is because 

it has allowed them to create their own world. It has allowed them to set the conditions of 

existence, free from the direct interference of men. Similarly, so many women have taken to 

reading women’s writing because it allows them a “safe place” from which they can identify 



Scholar Critic                                                ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online)                                                                          
Vol-02, Issue-01, April 2015.                                                         Page | 152 

 
 

www.scholarcritic.com 

 

with a range of characters and a variety of existences. That is why women’s writing has occupied 

such a significant and central place in women’s lives. 
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