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Abstract:
The paper looks at Bharati Mukherjeelasmineto assess the rendition of a “liberated
woman” and finds it to be vague and insufficientameount of the inability of the heroine to
break through, what Adrienne Rich insists are tbktipal institutions of “heterosexuality”
and “motherhood”. Emotional, economic or sexuaralatives that proffer new and fulfilling
roles are conspicuously absent in the novel. Tiserad®e of these alternatives in Jasmine is
juxtaposed to other powerful narratives by womencolor, such as for example Alice
Walker's The Color Purple(1983) where such alternatives are explored. Jeseoncludes
by invoking a fairy tale economic and emotionakresof the colored heroine by white male
figures, and in doing so the novel enacts, whaiekare Rich calls the “lie” of “the romantic”
in Western tradition. The conclusion appears fatitdecause of Jasmine’s integration into
the white society. Walker’s Black women, on theeothand, struggle to reclaim their dignity
even within their own communities in a process takes decades. The heroine’s search for
an identity appears to be ultimately self-limitingd problematic as resolutions are sought
within the conventional structures of gender, raice class.
1 “I wrote poems. | was going to be the next AdnierRich,” says a pregnant character
to the heroine of Jasmine (1990) as the formereroplates the devastating consequences of
motherhood on her aspirations (Jasmine 34). Th&arce to Adrienne Rich inserts Rich’s
thematic concerns regarding gender, motherhoodheniag, compulsory heterosexuality and
the lesbian continuum, amongst others, that oacurer poems and prose, into the novel
Jasmineby Bharati Mukherjee, an Indian diaspora writenisTpaper looks at choices made
by the title character afasminethrough the lens of Rich’s ideas.Jasmingthe heroine who
is brown (or “wheatish”) due to her North Indiani&s descent, contends with issues of race,
class and gender as she embarks on quest for sélthothe North American continent (33).
2 The heroine’s quest is hampered by her conddfomarginality that has been thrust
upon her as she is what Mary Ellen Snodgrass descras an illegal “unassimilated
immigrant Asian” women with a “makeshift” life in dith America (384). The
Buildungsroman of this heroine begins in Hasnaputia and concludes in America. As the
story progresses, the protagonist transforms frgati Jo Jasmine to Jane. The narrative
depicts the heroine as a girl child and as a yowifg in Punjab, India. Following her
husband’s death in a blast caused by terroristsadding a Sikh state, Jasmine travels to
Florida as an illegal immigrant hidden in a trawlédpon reaching Florida the captain of the
ship rapes her and she murders him in turn. Shes@ied and provided shelter by a woman
called Lillian Gordon. She then moves in to liveRhtishing Ghetto with a family of her
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nanny for Taylor's and Wylie’s adopted child. Aftéfylie leaves Taylor, he shares feelings
of love with Jasmine in a park in New York. Justrthlasmine sees the man who killed her
husband. She is frightened and goes to lowa whHezestarts living with Bud as a partner.
The novel ends with Jasmine (who is pregnant witld’'8 child after being artificially
inseminated) deciding to leave him and move tof@alia to live with Taylor.

3 Jasmine’s story, according to Anita Myles in hesrk Feminism and the Post-
Modern Indian Women Novelists in Englistias received with “tremendous response and
ebullience from critics and readers alike, beiramstated into eighteen languages due to its
undaunting rendition of a “liberated woman” fromttard world nation deeply rooted in
traditions and dogmas” (Myles 113). The paper nogaites this rendition of a “liberated
woman” and finds insufficient and limited eviderafeany such liberation in the denouement.
This is because the heroine’s choices do not aigdléehe boundaries of gender, race and
class thrust upon her. As her choices are madenwitle very structures of gender, race and
class that produce the conditions of her infeyprihese conditions ultimately are neither
challenged nor dismantled in the novel. Emotiomgipnomic or sexual alternatives that
might offer respite are thus conspicuously absedasmine

4 The rendition of a “liberated woman” dasmines vague and insufficient on account
of the inability of the heroine to break throughhawv Adrienne Rich insists are the political
institutions of “heterosexuality” and “motherhoodSigns 637). The novel does not
destabilize notions of gender particularly as espeed through sexual practice. Sexuality,
Vincent Leitch summarizes ifhe Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticisim viewed in
modern culture as a fundamental constituent oftitjerLeitch adduces to Judith Butler’s
research which following Foucault's work ifhe History of Sexualityf1976), drawing
attention to the fact that “one’s sex and our segeaires and activities are profound indices
of who we are” (Leitch 2485). Due to the heroinelsices emotional and financial
emancipation is available to her only through hetexual relationships. Her choice to
organize her life around the political institutioos “heterosexuality” and “motherhood” is
despite the experience of trauma caused by violantmashed upon her by various versions
of masculinities engendered by patriarchy. Thessimes consider violence as a legitimate
tactic to contain, confine, limit women’s freedomdaassert power over her by keeping her in
a state of “fear’(Smith x). Such versions are exied in descriptions of men in feudal
Hasanpur who bring “rape, ruin, shame” on womerkhSinder the terrorist whose separate
Sikh nation is envisioned as a space where mernncento wield control over women’s

bodies through prescription of dress code the gr@ssion of which can incite not only
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verbal abuses but also death; and Half-Fa@srine55). The rendition of a “liberated
woman” is insufficient secondly on account of thevel’s preoccupation with what Rich
differentiates between the patriarchal institutioh motherhood as against the private
experience of mothering.

5 Jasmine’s choice of heterosexual relationshipspite the attendant trauma of
violence, signifies Jasmine’s preference for penfmance of “normative sexuality”.
“Normative sexuality”, Judith Butler asserts (Bender Trouble(1990), only “fortifies
normative gender” (46). These normative notiongerider are “naturalized and reified” and
only “support masculine hegemony and heterosexistep (Butler 46). Butler however
admits that “subverting and displacing” normativaions of gender is a difficult task as they
keep gender in its place by “posturing as the fatiodal illusions of identity” (46). These
normative notions of gender are, according to lbeftevritten into our very psyches as well
as into the dominant institutions of political asdcial life” (2485). Given this hold of
normative notions of gender on the psyche, Jasuho@s not even attempt to challenge the
norms of gender in terms of roles and power ratatidvialashri Lal, a leading scholar in
women'’s studies, notes that “Mukherjee’s heroiresijdine] carries conservative India and
female socialization within her wherever she goed aever seems to climb out of the
patriarchal structures of her village upbringin52). The narrator’s trajectory from Jyoti to
Jasmine to Jase and finally to Jane recreatesrdaegado Lal, the India of “sharply defined
gender roles” through the “continued note of womsamképendency upon man, emotionally
and materially, no matter which country—India or émga” (152).Jasmine’snarrator refers
to all the men Jasmine enters into relationshipth s her “husbands” and furthermore
asserts that the protagonist assumes the traditroha of the “caregiver, recipe giver,
preserver” (Lal 215).

6 Jasmine also attempts to fulfill the status afhdd bearer, which as Rich says has
been made into a “major fact” of a woman'’s lifef \Woman Borrll). In order to achieve
this socially mandatory status, the heroineJagmineendures the discomfort of artificial
insemination, an assisted reproductive technoléggisted Reproductive Technology (ART)
is intrusive, costly, and painful, and carries tis& of multiple births. Jasmine is exposed to
the risks of ART’s negative effects like any patieHer choice to perform this role and
subscribe to the idea of normative trajectory omaahood is particularly problematic as the
text alludes to numerous instances of gaps in Basher relationship. Her choice of opting
for motherhood is problematic particularly becauts@ppears to be an act of economic

desperation. It appears that she values Bud méselgroviding basic facilities such as for
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example the bathroom. An access to such amentiepiises her notions of victory over the
vastly different life she left behind. Companionshiith Bud, a rich banker, appears to serve
the function of providing her with economic stalyiliThe reader infers emotional reticence
on heroine’s part as she insists that Bud “chosg”amd that she did “nothing to encourage
it” (Jasmine204). Rather she describes herself as a “passig®p’ and hence also a passive
partner in the relationshipJdsmine200). The heroine also appears strained due tdsBud
increasing emotional demands due to which he regugpeated assertion of her love. At the
level of sexual companionship, the novel alludes Jasmine’s unsatisfactory sexual
relationship with Bud following his paralysis. Thagen though Jasmine becomes pregnant
with Bud’s child, she does not want to ultimatelgmy him. She uses the lens of normative
gender in her description of Bud as being no lorrg&vhole man” following his disability as
he can no longer impregnate hdagmine36). Interestingly she is timely rescued from an
official marriage to Bud by Taylor's appearancetted door in a fairytale ending. The text
falls silent about her private experience of impegdnotherhood that Rich, i®@f Woman
Born (1976), explains can be a source of power. It banargued that the version of
motherhood one encounters Jasmineis deeply oppressive as the heroine does not
acknowledge at any point the value of such roleHer. The conditions of the heroine’s
pregnancy reveal the duality in the meaning of radtbod
one superimposed on the other; plogential relationshipf any woman to her powers
of reproduction and to children; and timstitution, which aims at ensuring that that
potential — and all women —shall remain under medatrol... motherhood as
institution has ghettoized and degraded femalenpialgies. (Of Woman Born 2)
7 Both the traditional roles of a “caregiver, rexigiver, preserver” or motherhood, that
Jasmine relies on and upholds, have been fundaltyefmtanulated by patriarchy’s control
over a woman'’s labour. Emotional, economic or skxl@rnatives that proffer new and
fulfilling roles are therefore conspicuously absierthe novel.
8 The absence of these alternatives in Jasminebeajuxtaposed to other powerful
narratives by women of color, such as for exampieeANalker'sThe Color Purplg1983).
Like Mukherjee’s novelThe Color Purplealso contends with issues of race, class and gende
in the North American continent. In Walker’s novelrange of relationships between women
are depicted that can be explicated through AdeaRich’s idea of the “lesbian continuum”.
This term “encompasses a wide variety of relatigpgsbetween and among women, ranging
from

the sharing of a rich inner life, the bonding agaimale tyranny, [to]the giving and
receiving of practical and political support! Bysggualizing the ternhesbian Rich
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calls ... attention to the variety of bonds formedwsen women and to the various

functions those bonds play in women's lives. (llelt¢61)
9 The critic Charles Proudfit explains thaflihe Color Purplethese relationships over
an extended period of time, enable Celie who idépressed survivor-victim of parent loss,
emotional and physical neglect, rape, incest traanthspousal abuse—to resume her arrested
development and continue developmental process¢sire thwarted in infancy and early
adolescence” (19). These relationships are evakénhinistrations of Celie’s younger sister
Nettie, to Kate and Sophia and to Shug’s faciligtiCelie’s sensual awakening to adult
female sexuality and a healthy emotional life” (IB)ese bonds do not merely nurture her at
a psychological level but also allow Celie to beeostonomically self-reliant when she
becomes an owner of a store. Thus from being aeptpm@f her father and husband, she
herself ultimately becomes an owner of propertyusTthese bonds between women emerge

as a counter-discourse against the “institution™@mpulsory heterosexuality” that has
traditionally been used by men, including of thaivn color inThe Color Purpleto exploit
women to the extent of dehumanizing them (Signs).63wlike Walker,Jasminedoes not
challenge uneven gender relationships and contitoesperate within the paradigm of
patriarchy without even for once questioning theespribed script of compulsory
heterosexuality.

10 It is also argued thalasmine’schoice of performing the prescribed script of
compulsory heterosexuality should not be linketheorhetoric that same sex love is purely a
Western concept. On the contrary, according théaimanythologist Ruth Vanita’'s essay,
“Same-Sex Love in India: A Brief Overview”

[tlhere is a wealth of material relating to same-deve in Indian languages,
literatures, visual arts, and modern mass media lHoWever, modern South Asian
scholarship, both in India and West, has tendedynore this material [...] This
attitude has fostered the popular belief that haxoality is an aberration imported
from Europe or West Asia, and was nonexistent oesnt India. (166)
Vanita, through the examples from Indian mythologngkes a case for the “non-reality of
gender and the non-absoluteness of heterosex{ialityAncient Indian philosophy provides
us with tools to undo the categories of gender @ihdexuality” (171). Vanita’'s study is
important in comparinglasmineto another text likeThe Color Purplebecause it justifies
comparing Jasmine's choice to operate within thhadigm of heterosexual patriarchy with
Walker's ideas of sisterhood and lesbian relativiasita shows that lesbian relations are not
an alien concept in India; as the pre-colonial atares in Vanita's essay suggest that same-

sex love occupies a unique space in the Indiancioumsness. To view same-sex love as an
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alien concept strengthens the argument that hebewabity is natural and that lesbian
relations are deviant and that the West is theositkis deviant behavior.

11 If Mukherjee is heterosexual and/or she is distussing lesbian themes, she may
view heterosexual relations as a natural choicendéfexuality does not seem to be an option
for Jasmine. Rather idasmine relationships between the heroine and other woaren
palpably absent. This is despite the fact thatinrhoments of acute crises, particularly when
even her very survival is at stake, it is only wonfigures such as Lilian Gordon and Mother
Ripplemeyer who come to her rescue. The emancipaiotential of these scenes is not
developed in the novel. On the contrary, the negehews this potential by invoking a fairy
tale rescue of the heroine by white male figureshsas a rich banker like Bud or the highly
educated Taylor. In doing so the novel enacts libé 6f “the romantic” in Western tradition
according to which “women are inevitably, evenaiginly and tragically, drawn to men... that
primary love between the sexes is 'normal’; thatnemw need men as social and economic
protectors, for adult sexuality, and for psychobadicompletion” §igns657).

12 The novel's insistence on operating within tlaeadigm of patriarchy however co-
exists with undercurrents of an acknowledgementhafat from patriarchy. This threat is
symbolized in the recurrent image of a dog. Innbeel, the image of the dog undergoes a
gradual metamorphosis from a carcass to a rabicadddinally to a puppy. The novel begins
with Jasmine’s childhood memory of a rotting dogceas floating in the water. The carcass
disintegrates into two parts the moment Jasminelactally touches it. In this scene, a sense
of death and disintegration is conveyed. The carta®n objective correlative of constant
threat of death and disintegration to the being body of a young girl growing up in a
village in Punjab where they were considered unadbly their families to the extent that for
them “daughters were cursesfabmine39). In order to eliminate this “curse,” her sagie
commits many acts of violence against girls thaémapted to erase their very being. For
example, the novel includes a reference to they'meldl choker of bruise around” the throat
of the infant narrator that suggest attempted tnfade through strangulatiorddsmine40).
The novel also mentions the screams of a babytlgolwn down a well in Hasnapur so that
the family could rid itself of the liability of hawg to raise a girl childdasmine233). Another
act of violence is the immolation of Jasmine’sride Vimla. Vimla is a widow and even at

the age of twenty-two, her and Jasmine’s patridrsbeiety sees Vimla as an entity to erase



(Jasmine 13) Jasminedoes not give a reason for Vimla’s immolation daling her
widowhood because the reason is assumed to beusbtoahe reader. However, Jasmine’s,
Vimla’'s and their society’s attitude toward Vimlaisdowhood can be understood by reading
social researcher Alka Ranjan’s paper titled, “Deteants of Well-Being Among
Widows—An Exploratory Study in Varanasi.” Ranjanites that “the historical perspective
considers widowhood as a form of ‘social death’'0§8). The reason is also explained in
scholar Swati Gosh’s essay “Lives of Seclusion.5Bhighlights
the anxiety involved in controlling the sexuality young, ‘non-remarried’ widow
[...] The fertility of the widow in her reproductivgears, a potential threat to the
honour and purity of her husband’s lineage, wagrstant reminder to the patriarchal
society at large in asserting control over wido{@4.8)
Ghosh also discusses “torture, suicide or murdestijmoof the childless, land-owning
widows” for appropriation of a widow’s property @6 These murders or attempted murders
of women inJasmine—by infanticide or suicide—portray the threat ohtteand erasure that
Jasmine perceives from her immediate environmehis Bense of death, erasure and
disintegration is projected upon the a rotting aascof a dog floating in the water which
disintegrated into two parts by the heroine’s agectel touch. That it disintegrated upon her
touch points to the relation between the meaning®image of the dog and her.
13 The narrative continues to evoke yet anothemgénaf a dog when it refers to a
growling mad dog which attempts to attack the wordenng the “latrine hour” which was
the time when the village women defecated in thkl$ in groupsJasmine53). A mad dog
appeared growling at the scene while the perverted from the village as usual sat across
the stream ogling at them. The male gaze is anrtasseof power and is intended to

dehumanize the women by denying them even fundahantess to performance of their

! These practices have at various stages been caeunepon by researchers. To begin with the ceresfiect
the skewed sex ratio in 0-6 age group suggestiagptlvalence of the practice of infanticide. Mahank
Premi in his research article “The Missing Girl @hipublished in Economic and Political Weekly (V&6.21
(2001): 1875 — 1880 ) points out that the censug08&fl (conducted nearly ten years after the puidicaof
Jasmine) has highlighted specifically the “advesse ratio at birth” in Punjab and Haryana (EPW 18The
researcher using the statistics points out tha tiicline in sex ratio of population in 0-6 ageugro..from 945
in 1991 to 927 in 2001” is “a matter of deep contgiPremi 1875). The practice of female infanticithe
various regions of India is an age old practice had even been mentioned in archival records dafsBri
colonial officials. L. S. Vishwanath in his essayemale Infanticide—The Colonial Experience” in Egoric
and Political Weekly 36. 35 (2001): 3411-3412 refier a British resident called Jonathan Duncan asdar
back as December 1789 came across this practid8)28he researcher notes that the justificationtfie
practice was provided on the grounds that castashwpracticed it (usually those higher in the hiehy)
“could not afford the huge dowries or the incaltlda marriage expenses having a daughter entailed”
(Vishwanath 2313). Besides dowry the family is dsodened with vulnerability to family honor arigidue to
possible defilement of the female’s body or everrahoeputation. Vishwanath notes that “though caste
pervasive in Indian society and politics, the goveent of post-independence India decided to distomtcaste
enumeration in the census. Therefore it is diffidol say if the castes which previously resortedetmale
infanticide still maintain that tradition” (3411).



basic bodily functions due to the fear of impendirape. In order to deal with the
intimidation by these men, the women stick togetifes the heroine contemplates “rape,
ruin, shame”, she confuses this growling to bedtends indicating the approach of these
men. The “enemy” however turns out to be a mad aog not the perverted men which
Jasmine is able to stave off with a staligmine56). The scene relates these perverted men
to the mad dog. The dog’s eyes that “glowed redl tre foaming slack jaws also appear to
be describing the lecherous eyes from which theengalze is being directed towards the
women. Jasmine “hated” and “distrusts” all dogs lioitly conveys emotional reaction to
patriarchy Jasmines6).

14 Significantly, as the novel concludes in Amerittee novel presents an image of a
harmless puppy that Jasmine piti@agmine201). The reference to a puppy is also invoked
in a quiet family scene on one Sunday when Jasriiagpr and Taylor’s child, Duff, take
the supper in a basket to a park. By this time,ldray wife has left him, and Jasmine
acknowledges to herself her love for Taylor. Irstfamilial scene, both Taylor and Jasmine
tickle Duff who “rolled on the grass” and declateelself to be like a puppydsminel86).
Soon Taylor too “rolled over on the grassJagmine 186). In this scene Taylor's
companionable conduct does not reflect the trathlialeportment of a man asserting his
authority over women and children. The referenca tlmg as a puppy at this juncture can be
viewed as representing a version of patriarchalbs@and family structure which is far more
egalitarian than that in India. It is thus not siging that the image of a puppy figures when
she meets lovers such as disabled Bud and Taylus. rEpresentation is subversive as it
dehumanizes men by equating them to a dog. Howlasmine does appear to believe that a
heterosexual marriage can be reformulated to fanatiithout threatening a woman’s body
and existence.

15 Since Jasmine does not enter into emotionaéxarad bonds with women, we do not
know whether or not Jasmine is conscious or awdrethe very idea of lesbian
relationships—yet it cannot be denied as a podyilaiVailable to Jasmine simply because it
is not alluded to or directly referred to in thevab Jasmine’s decision to operate within the
norms of patriarchy, despite the associated thratser body and subjectivity, implies a
refusal to identify and challenge the structures ffromote oppressive gender relations. In
contrast, Walker imMhe Color Purplgoroposes the idea of sisterhood and lesbian cakts

a sexual, political and emotional position that ldea the Black woman to counter the
oppressive forces of race, gender and class. Rig@atity is crucial for Celie but Jasmine

distances herself from her own Indian identity he gansforms herself to fit the locations
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she relocates at in USA. The novel devalues the rate and class play in the life of a
woman of color in America and therefore, the demoer in the novel is a fantastic one
(meaning not realistic). It is fantastic becausedhthor does not condemn the protagonist to
versions of oppressive heterosexual relationstmp&merica such as the one that led to her
rape when she illegally arrived in the country. iRatthe protagonist, at the conclusion,
pursues a relationship with Taylor who is sexualty intellectually far more equipped than
the paralyzed Bud. This relationship is fantasticTaylor is a white professor in the area of
“subnuclear particle physics” at Columbia Universivhile Jasmine, on the other hand, is a
far less educated woman of color and located inntlhegins of America because she is an
illegal immigrant. Due to her status of an illegamigrant she cannot extricate her own self
from poverty and desperation and join the mainstrédarough education and gainful
employment. Through Taylor the heroine can achaass elevation since he belongs to the
creme de la creme of the intellectual elite andaates with her at the end to California—a
site of perceived considerable economic affluefieylor thus becomes a route through
which the “promise of America” if fulfilledJasmine240). Thus the conclusion of Jasmine is
largely fantastic and uncritical of attempts by ttheminant discourse of race, class and
gender to subjugate women of color. Unlike Jasmsifi@htastical integration into the white
society, Walker's Black women struggle to reclaimeit dignity within their own
communities in a process that takes decades. Thte adciety inThe Color Purple Molly
Hite notes “figures as profoundly unnecessary” ¢r261).

16 The fantastic conclusion idasmineis foregrounded by the author’'s position on
identity construction. In the interview “Bharti Mh&rjee: An Interview With Runar
Vignisson,” Mukherjee claims that she is “[...] veayare of the dark side of America as
well as the romanticism that America offers” to plkeolike her, and she believes “that both
the dark side and the hope comes through.” Thierass of “hope” is rhetorical, as it not
accompanied by any concrete counter-measure torehigies of the dark side. Rather
Mukherjee appears to advocate the idea of assionlas a strategy for identity formation.
Anne Brewster summarizes Mukherjee’s position atisg that:

in her non-fictional writing (specifically, in inteews and articles) Mukherjee
explicitly endorses the notion of ‘assimilation’—emncept that generally carries
negative connotations in the Australian contexpeemlly in terms of Aboriginal
history and the notorious assimilation policiestlué 1940s onwards—and contrasts
the American policy with what she sees as the segxessful Canadian ‘mosaic’
policy of multiculturalism.
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17 In Jasmine the narrator’s attempts to assimilate are redeaseshe mutates along the
trajectory from Jyoti to Jasmine to Jase to JameoAling to the narrator “Jyoti of Hasnapur
was not Jasmine, Duff's day mummy [...] that Jasnmné this Jane Ripplemeyer” (Jasmine
127). Jasmine describes herself as being “reband”ia doing so emphasizes a break from
the past through a cycle of birth and death ovessacvarious identitiesJ@sminel26). The
narrator’s description implicitly denies a contimudoetween not only each identity but also
between cross-border identities where a rejectibhyphenation is implied. Critic Anita
Myles responds to Jasmine’s trajectory throughctirament that “the narrative entails epical
universality by its quick movement between Ameaca India and between the past and the
present without any traces of ennui” (113). Whileyléé notes merely an absence of
nostalgia, Jasmine not only tries to overcome messa@f her past but also attempts to reject
her ethnic background and history. Jasmine’s ddsirassimilate is hinted at early in the
novel. At Flushing Ghetto, Jasmine “wanted to dis& herself “from everything Indian”
(145). On the other hand Nirmala, the wife of Resfiorji (the man in whose house Jasmine
stays briefly), is described as watching Indian rswntil she “had exhausted the available
stock of Hindi films” in store Jasminel45). Nirmala’'s “regressive behavior” is juxtapdse
with Jasmine’s distancing herself from “everythinglian.” Both women represent attempts
to establish a specific version of immigrant womdantity. This immigrant and cultural
identity negotiated by the narrator Jasminesuggests attempts to completely assimilate in
the West and implies a complete break from the-pasmely the Indian experience. The
attempt is not easily accomplished. The subtex¢aksvreception of the experience in the
West through the lens of Indian roots. Thus Jasnudesecribes Jamaica as shedding
“monsoonful of tears” and Mary Webb’s socks as gealged “the orange of Indian swami’s
robes” Jasminel79, 123). Imagery used in these descriptionsag/d from her life in India.

18 However Jasmine’s attempt to reject hyphendbypiincreasingly distancing herself
from her Indian roots entails a denial of ethnientity as a means of political and
institutional space-claiming. The assertion of ehdentity has political implication. This
assertion becomes, according to literary scholaa®uKoshy, a means of claiming political

and institutional spaceThis space is claimed by the Black communityffire Color Purple

2 Susan Koshy, “The Fiction of Asian American Liter@” The Yale Journal of Criticism 9 (1996) 315634
Project Muse. 1 March 2007 < http://muse.jhu.ediKeshy discusses that question of “affirmation tifnéc
identity as a means of political and institutiosphce-claiming.” Discussing the “category "Asian &ioan,"
Koshy points out that it has undergone reconfigonamore rapidly and to an extent that none of dtieer
ethnic categories have”. Koshy's essay presentsief bummary to elucidate this without “delineating
exhaustively the many shifts, nuances and disjuestin the historical constitution of Asian Amensd
Koshy writes that “the latest historical patternetitinic identity formation has emerged in the thestade or so,
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The desire to claim such a space is made irrelegantasmine appears to simplistically view
the West as a land of freedom and “dreams.” Jasswiews appear to have been influenced
by her husband Prakash who claimed that only Araecmuld make possible a “real life”
since “here” (referring to India) this was made osgible by the “backward, corrupt,
mediocre fools” Jasmine81). This view is rendered problematic when saedight of
Koshy’s claim. Jasmine continues to envision a [fagss” that would “appear out of the
blue” because of “green card, a job, a goal” (Jasnii49). This hope is despite of the
description of difficulty for many Asian Indian imgrants living in ghettos to gain these
items. Jasmine notes that “New York was an arcagmelof ghettoes seething with aliens”
(Jasmine 140). The implication of her observation is thainonity groups such as the
Punjabis described living in the Flushing ghettdNew York are unable to integrate into the
mainstream. The inability to integrate in the mamsm occurs at an economic level.
Proffesorji, an Indian who lives in one such ghettied the Flushing ghetto, is described as
a “ghost, hanging on"Jasminel53). He performs such menial jobs as siftingulgtohuman
hair so as to sell it to wigmakers and scientiis. condition points to the workforce in
America discussed in Avtar Brah's essay “Diasp&arder and Transnational Identities.”
Brah discusses the condition of low paid “periphevarkers” performing low-end jobs
whose “labour is central to the functioning of gdbleconomies” (626). Unlike the relentless
discrimination of Black women iThe Color Purple Jasmine overcomes all hurdles by
simply marrying Taylor. This therefore implies thdtikherjee refuses to incisively critique
America as a site of relocation in terms of gendace and class. Through Professoriji,
Nirmala and descriptions of other Punjabi familiggsminepresents images where men and
women living in ghettoes lead lives in deep angudsle to the conditions of marginality
thrust upon them. The novel however in its fantasind refuses to propose a coherent
political alternative that will challenge the cotidins of marginality experienced by people of
color and various ethnic groups.

19 The critic Anne Brewster seeks to explain théenof optimism in Mukherjee’s
writings on America in her essay “A Critigue of Baa Mukherjee’s Neo-Nationalism.”

According to Brewster, Mukherjee’s early work, weit in Canada, registers pessimism and

and the scripts it has produced have further toanmefd the constituency we refer to as Asian Ameriddas

shift has been initiated by the reconfiguratioraspects of ethnicity within a transnational cont&ring this
period, relations between the U.S. and Asia havdergone dramatic change and we have entered a
transnational era that is remaking economic, malitiand cultural relations in the Pacific. As aulg ethnicity

can no longer be solely contextualized within tmebfematic of whether and how Asian Americans \wil
incorporated into the American body politic, but shalso be read through the deterritorializationetifnic
identity” (322-23)
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thematically focuses on racism and homelessnessvdBer locates this preoccupation in the
fact that Mukherjee had to deal with both “relativterary anonymity” and “racism” in
Canada. A change in tone and thematic content metisubsequent to her relocation in the
United States where she gained literary recognitiath “award-winning success and
canonization.” Mukherjee felt less marginalized sy writing became more positive and
hopeful.

20 As discussed earlier, the protagonistlaémineis dependent on men for both class
and economic support. At the end of the novel, dasm search for an identity appears
ultimately to be self-limiting, problematic and fiiult as it continues to maneuver in various
degrees within the dominant discourses of gendmre rand class relationgasmine in
conclusion, enacts a limited and a problematiclut®m with regards to the theme of gender
equation. The reason is not difficult to find. Jaseas a women of color continues to operate
within the paradigm of patriarchy and lacks a supgmup due to which no radical counter-
discourse seems to emerge. In contrast, Walkeriaulation of bonds between women—
both sexual and emotional—provides an alternateptsaf selfhood that erases and
demolishes constrictive ideas of womanhood. In tfe&atment of the theme of racial
oppression, Walker visualizes the role of econoemepowerment gained by the Black
women. Jasmine does not acknowledge the existence of racial mrfldespite the
protagonist’'s experience of it. Rather, the texipmses assimilation into the dominant white
culture as a method for identity construction aftabg elevation. From the perspective of
class, Celie is able to transform from being a mhgi@ave of her “father” and “husband” by
wresting her freedom by becoming an entrepreneutiké) The Color Purple Jasmine
concludes without proposing any substantial econonesolution that might empower
women in material terms. Rather economic stabitityMukherjee’s novel is derived from
heterosexual relationships.

21 Jasminedepicts the heroine’s search for an identity whagipears to be ultimately
self-limiting and problematic. This is due to thevel's unique treatment of issues of gender,
race and classlasminedoes not represent race relations as significaméijmpering the
trajectory of the heroine’s story and thereby esshecknowledging the experience of
marginality experienced by women of color. In addii Jasmineaccepts patriarchy as
normative even though the heroine is acutely awéarts ability to unleash violence towards
women. Rather the (white) heterosexual relationship source of class elevation. Unlike
Jasmine, Celie’s emotional and erotic bonds wiehdther Black women facilitate social and

individual transformations that also seek finanamependence and the dignity from being
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financially independent. In Mukherjeelasmine the heroine does not destabilize dominant
ideas of either gender or race despite her recomntheir tendency to oppress women of

color and rather seeks to carve her identity withendominant discourse.
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