RESEARCH JOURNAL OF ENGLISH (RJOE)
www.rjoe.org.in | Oray’s Publications | ISSN: 2456-2696
An International Approved Peer-Reviewed and Refereed English Journal
Impact Factor: 8.373 (SJIF) | Vol. 10, Issue 1 (April -June; 2025)

“Exploring Cultural Conflicts and Identity Crisis in Bharati Mukherjee’s
Wl:fe »

Dr.N.Jayanthi
Assistant Professor, PG and Research Department of English, Marudhar Kesari Jain
College for Women Autonomous, Vaniyambadi. njayan.n80@gmail.com

Paper Received on 10-03-2025, Accepted on 10-04-2025
Published on 11-04-25; DOI:10.36993/RJOE.2025.10.2.94

Abstract:

Bharati Mukherjee, an eminent Indo-American writer, has significantly contributed to
Indian Writing in English, especially through her exploration of themes such as
immigration, identity, cultural conflicts, and gender dynamics. Her novel Wife delves into
the life of Dimple Dasgupta, a young Bengali woman who struggles to adapt to life in the
United States after marriage. The novel highlights the psychological turmoil and cultural
dislocation faced by immigrants, especially women, in a male-dominated and alien
environment. This paper examines the cultural conflicts and identity crisis in Wife,
focusing on Dimple’s mental deterioration and ultimate acts of violence. The study
underscores the challenges of cultural assimilation and the psychological impact of
diasporic displacement.

Introduction

Bharati Mukherjee is widely recognized for her portrayal of the immigrant
experience, particularly the dilemmas of Indian women navigating life in foreign lands.
Her works often reflect themes of cultural dislocation, identity crises, and gender dynamics.
Wife is a seminal work that explores the complexities of immigration and its psychological
repercussions through the protagonist, Dimple Dasgupta. This paper investigates the
cultural conflicts and identity struggles in Wife, emphasizing how the protagonist’s
inability to adapt leads to her psychological breakdown and violent actions.
Literature Review

Several scholars have analyzed Bharati Mukherjee’s exploration of diasporic
identity and cultural conflicts. Mishra (1996) highlights the intersection of immigration and
psychological instability in Mukherjee’s works. Gaur (2009) discusses the representation
of gender and cultural dislocation, emphasizing the challenges faced by immigrant women.
Mukherjee’s *Wife* has been studied for its depiction of a woman’s mental deterioration
due to isolation and cultural alienation, as explored by Banerjee (2013). This paper builds
upon these studies, focusing specifically on the protagonist’s psychological turmoil and her
inability to reconcile her Indian upbringing with the demands of American society.
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Bharati Mukherjee’s Wife delves into the psychological struggles of Dimple
Dasgupta, a traditional Indian woman navigating the disorienting realities of immigration
and cultural displacement. Her journey encapsulates the tension between deeply rooted
Indian traditions and the allure of Western modernity, unraveling themes of alienation,
identity crisis, and the immigrant experience.

Raised in a conservative Bengali household, Dimple is conditioned to believe that
marriage is the ultimate fulfillment of a woman’s life. Her aspirations for marriage are tied
to material comforts and the promise of emotional freedom. She dreams of “silk sarees,
love, and laughter,” imagining marriage as a romantic escape from the restrictions of her
familial life. However, these fantasies are shattered when she marries Amit Basu, a
practical and unromantic engineer. Amit’s pragmatic approach to life contrasts sharply with
Dimple’s idealized expectations, leading her to feel trapped in a mundane and emotionally
unfulfilling existence. This disillusionment marks the beginning of Dimple’s identity crisis
and sets the stage for the broader cultural conflict she faces.

The cultural conflict intensifies when Dimple moves to the United States with
Amit. The individualistic and liberating ethos of American society is foreign to her, rooted
as she is in the communal values of her Indian upbringing. In India, Dimple’s identity was
tied to societal roles that demanded conformity and self-sacrifice. However, in the U.S.,
she is exposed to a culture that prioritizes autonomy and self-expression. This clash leaves
Dimple feeling disoriented and alienated. Mukherjee writes, “She was no longer a Bengali
woman or an American housewife; she was something in between, a shadow of herself.”
This in-betweenness underscores her inability to fully assimilate into the American way of
life or hold onto her Indian identity.

Dimple’s struggle is further compounded by her gender. As a woman, she is doubly
marginalized—first by the patriarchal expectations of her Indian upbringing and then by
her inability to adapt to the perceived freedoms of Western women. She observes American
women who seem to have more autonomy and agency, and while she envies their
independence, she feels incapable of asserting herself in the same way. Her internal conflict
is expressed in her growing dissatisfaction with Amit, who becomes a symbol of the
cultural and personal constraints she feels stifled by. Mukherjee poignantly captures this
turmoil: “She hated him for his small dreams, his small ways of thinking. She hated him
for his ability to belong when she felt so displaced.”

This cultural and personal dislocation deepens Dimple’s alienation. She becomes
increasingly detached from reality, finding herself trapped between two incompatible
worlds. Unable to reconcile her traditional values with the modernity around her, she spirals
into psychological instability. Mukherjee highlights this when she writes, “America had
promised her freedom, but all she found was emptiness.” This emptiness reflects the
emotional cost of migration, where the promise of new beginnings is often accompanied
by a profound sense of loss.

The novel culminates in Dimple’s shocking act of violence, symbolizing her
ultimate inability to cope with her internal and external conflicts. This act is not only a
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manifestation of her personal despair but also an indictment of the cultural pressures that
led to her breakdown. Mukherjee uses Dimple’s tragedy to critique both the oppressive
constraints of Indian patriarchy and the isolating challenges of immigrant life in the West.

Through Dimple’s journey, Wife offers a nuanced exploration of the cultural and
emotional toll of displacement. Her struggles reflect the universal challenges of belonging
and identity faced by immigrants, particularly women, who must navigate the intersection
of tradition, modernity, and gender. As Mukherjee poignantly states, “To be an immigrant
is to live suspended between the past and the future, between what you were and what you
hope to become.”

Psychological Turmoil

Dimple’s psychological instability is evident throughout the novel. Her depression
and insomnia symbolize her mental disintegration, exacerbated by her isolation in the
United States. Alone for long hours while her husband searches for a job, Dimple’s mind
is consumed by fears, insecurities, and a sense of purposelessness. Her unfulfilled
dreams—centered on material luxury and emotional connection—Ileave her frustrated and
vulnerable.

The media, particularly television advertisements and sensational news, further
distorts Dimple’s perception of reality. She begins to develop violent fantasies, projecting
her dissatisfaction onto her husband and surroundings. Mukherjee uses this psychological
deterioration to comment on the pressures faced by immigrants who fail to integrate into a
new culture.

Gender Dynamics and Feminine Aspirations

Wife critiques the patriarchal expectations imposed on women in both Indian and
American societies. Dimple initially conforms to the traditional role of a submissive wife
but gradually begins to resist these norms. Her friendship with Ina Mullick introduces her
to alternative lifestyles, challenging her ingrained beliefs about womanhood and marriage.
However, her aspirations for freedom are undermined by her inability to assert herself in
meaningful ways.

Dimple’s interactions with Milt Glasser, an American man, symbolize her attempt
to embrace a new identity. Yet, these interactions are superficial, highlighting her struggle
to find genuine autonomy. Her actions reflect a desire for escape rather than empowerment,
ultimately leading to her psychological collapse.

Symbolism and Themes

Mukherjee employs various symbols to underscore Dimple’s inner turmoil and
cultural alienation. The sofa in her in-laws’ home, described as oppressive and
unwelcoming, symbolizes her discomfort with traditional domesticity. In contrast, the
advertisements and advice columns she obsessively consumes represent her misplaced
hopes in materialism and Western ideals.

The novel’s climactic act of violence—Dimple’s murder of her husband—is a
poignant commentary on the consequences of unresolved cultural and psychological
conflicts. It underscores the destructive potential of isolation and unfulfilled aspirations.
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Conclusion

Bharati Mukherjee’s Wife is a compelling exploration of the immigrant
experience, highlighting the challenges of cultural assimilation and the psychological toll
of displacement. Through Dimple Dasgupta’s journey, Mukherjee illustrates the
complexities of diasporic identity, particularly for women navigating patriarchal
expectations in a foreign land. The novel serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of
isolation and the necessity of adaptability in an ever-changing world.
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