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Another Meaning of “A”
—A Reading of Mukherjee’s The Holder of the World—
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Abstract

In recent years a stimulating subject for analysis has been the writing on immigrants by
members of these migrations. There is now a vast assortment of writing about immigrants
for us to consider, including many pieces written by those who themselves are immigrants.
There are some fundamental questions to be explored: What is immigration? What is a
homeland? Who is the rightful owner of a nation and how can we define national identity?
What is the narrative of the United States as an immigrant nation? Do the narratives on
immigrants by immigrant writers add some force to the literature of a multicultural nation?
In the United States, there is an immigrant writer of Indian origin who has endeavored to
answer those questions.

The United States of America is a country of cultural hybrids who bring together
dissimilar literary traditions, genres, and modes. Understanding this helps us to connect the
scattered dots of seen and unseen, heard and unheard reality, to make the lines that form
the plane that is the United States. Immigrant writers play a significant role in uniting the
dots and making the lines.

Keeping these issues in mind, in my reading of a text from what is known as the South
Asian immigrant, an ideal showing Americans rewritten Americald will be subjected to
close study. This paper looks at a novel by Bharati Mukherjee, an immigrant from India,
The Holder of the WorldO 19930 In the novel, the heroines are re-incarnated and re-collect
historical actuality in the process of making their own worlds. In Mukherjee's words, “her
intention” is disturbing what came before and “her mission” is exploring new worlds

0 “Holders of the Word” Sec.10]

In an interview right after she published The Holder of the World, Mukherjee explained
her fascination with writing, attacking the thoughts expressed in George Steiner’s
“Europeanization of America,” “I'm interested in showing Americans an America they
haven’t seen before. The phrase that | have used in an essay is ‘making the familiar exotic,
and the exotic familiar.’ | can show you Philadelphia in ways you haven’'t seen before
because | am a writer with a unique sense of looking at things”O “An Interview with

oooooOooooooooo

0270



“A" 0000000000000 O0

Bharati Mukherjee,” Mosaic 700 She, claiming her right to be an American of Indian origin
and refusing to be classified as an Indian-American, attempts to intrude into the history of
the American establishment and to involve herself in the myth of the American origin. In
another interview, when speaking about The Holder of the World, she insisted that “this is
not a book about India, but about the making of America and American national
mythology” [ “ Holders of the Word” Sect. 960]

In order to find an alternative meaning embedded in the fragments of the personal and
public history disturbed by Mukherjee, my study uses a trans-cultural perspective that
reaches beyond the constitutive assumptions of a single specialization, and focuses on the
position of unfamiliar cultural and historical “truth.”
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The agenda is simply stated, but in the long run revolutionary. Make the familiar exotic,
the exotic familiar. ...

My duty is to give voice to continents, but also to redefine the nature of American and
what makes an American. O “A Four-Hundred-Year-Old Woman” 25-2600
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On a field of light blue, Hannah created an “uttermost shore.” "” A twelve-year-old Puritan

orphan who had never been out of Massachusetts imagined an ocean, palm trees,
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thatched cottages, and black skinned men casting nets and colorfully garbed bare-breast-
ed women mending them; native barks and, on the horizon, high-masted schooners. .. In
the distance, through brightd green foliage, a ghostly white building( it could even be the
Taj MahalO is rising. ...

That little embroidery is the embodiment of desire. O The Holder of the World 4400
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Her life is at the crossroads of many worlds. If Thomas Pynchon, perhaps one of the

descendants of her failed suitor, had not already written V., | would call her a V., a

woman who was everywhere, the encoder of a secret history.[] 600
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Wherever she stayed, | am convinced she would have changed history, for she was one of

those extraordinary lives through which history runs a four-lane highway.[] 1890
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With Gabriel she had clung to Salem’s do’s and don’ts. She had clung to Salem’s rules,
hoping they’'d help make sense of her own evolution. With Jadav Singh, she’'d finally
accepted how inappropriate it was in Indiall how fatalC to cling, as white Towns tena-
ciously did, to Europe’s rules. She was no longer the woman she’d been in Salem or Lon-
don. .. Everything was in flux on the Coromandel coastline. The survivor is the one who

improvises, not follows, the rules.0 2340
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And yet it was here in India that she felt her own passionate nature for the first time, the
first hint that a world beyond duty and patience and wifely service was possible, then
desirable, then irresistible.C] 2370
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Hannah/Pearl returned to Salem with the infant and immediately began the search for
her mother. She found her in a workhouse for the mad and indigent in Providence Planta-
tions, speaking some tribal gibberish and insisting on wearing her outmoded woolens with
the shameful I boldly sewn in red to her sleeve. It meant “Indian lover,” ..

The town gossips hamed them White Pearl and Black Pearl.00 2840
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“We are Americans to freedom born!” White Pearl and Black Pearl were heard to mutter,

the latter even in school.0J 2850% "
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The obsession behind “The Holder of the World” appeared to [Mukherjee] in 1989 at a
pre-auction viewing at Sotheby’s in New YorkO in the form of a 17" century Indian minia-
ture, a woman in ornate Mogul court dress holding a lotus blossom. The woman was Cau-
casian and blond.

“1 thought, ‘Who is this very confident-looking 17" century woman, who sailed in some
clumsy wooden boat across dangerous seas and then stayed there?'” .. “She had trans-
planted herself in what must have been a traumatically different culture. How did she
survive?” These questions prompted the novel.

0 “Giving Up the Perfect Diamond” O O
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And Hester Prynne had returned, and taken up her long-forsaken shame. But where was
little Pearl! .. But, through the remainder of Hester’'s life, there were indications that the
recluse of the scarlet letter was the object of love and interest with some inhabitant of
another land. Letters came, with armorial seals upon them, though of bearings unknown
to English heraldry. In the cottage there were articles of comfort and luxury, such as Hes-
ter never cared to use, but which only wealth could have purchased, and affection have
imagined for her. There were trifles, too, little ornaments, beautiful tokens of a continual
remembrance, that must have been wrought by delicate fingers, at the impulse of a fond
heart. And, once, Hester was seen embroidering a baby-garment, with such a lavish rich-
ness of golden fancy as would have raised a public tumult, had any infant, thus apparelled,

been shown to our sobre-hued community. O The Scarlet Letter 1790
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We have the shipping and housing records, we have the letters and journals and the
Memoirs, and of course we have The Scarlet Letter. Who can blame Nathaniel Hawthorne
for shying away from the real story of the brave Salem mother and her illegitimate
daughter?(] 2840
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And that seminar set in motion a hunger for connectedness, a belief that with sufficient
passion and intelligence we can deconstruct the barriers of time and geography. Maybe
that led, circuitously, to Venn. And to the Salem Bibi and the tangled lines of India and
New England.Cl 11900
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There are no accidents. My Yale thesis on the Puritans did lead to graduate school, but it
also took me here. My life with Venn lyer, father of fractals and designer of inner space,

is no accident.[] 1900

Vaguely, then, I'm part of this story, the Salem Bibi is part of the tissue of my life.00 210
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And so all of this had happened a century before the writer’s birth, a century and a half
before he wrote his morbid introspection into guilt and repression that many call our
greatest work. Preach! Write! Act! He wrote against the fading of the light, the dying of

the old program, the distant memory of a shameful, heroic time. Time, O Time! Time to
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tincture the lurid colors, time for the local understudies to learn their foreign lines, time

only to touch and briefly bring alive the first letter of an alphabet of hope and of horror

stretching out, and back to the uttermost shores.[] 2850]
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“Ais for Act, my daughter!”

.. “Bis for Boldness,” .. “C is for Character. D is for Dissent, E is for Ecstasy, F is for For-
age ..”

And [, thought Hester, remembering the women who wore is emblazoned on their
sleeves, is for Indian lover.

“I is for Independence,” said Hannah.[O 5401
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Like Rebecca, | have a lover.

Long ago, there was Andrew, ..Blake, ..Chase, ..Devon, ..Gavin and Giles,.. .00 31-320
00000000000 00000000000000bO0000o0o00o0ooo0onooOooonog
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Appendix
Talk by Mukherjee in Nagoya, 2003
Questions and Answers:
Transcribed by Rie Koike

Question: My name is Rie Koike. | have devoted many years to studying your writing
in which I am greatly interested. So I am presently working on my PhD dissertation
focusing on you and your works. | am particularly interested in your idea concerning
hyphenated identity because this is something we Japanese don’t have. My question is
in your recent interview on the Powell website you say that you wrote Desirable
Daughters as an Indo hyphen American writer accepting the hyphen you had never
accepted before then. As a writer has your attitude towards the US changed or in gen-
eral do you now accept being called not only an American writer but as an Indo, also
Indo-American writer?

Bharati Mukherjee: Very interesting question. Let me for those of you who don’t know
my position on hyphenization from an essay called “A Four-Hundred-Year-Old
Woman” O now you know my age, I've disclosed that | had stated very assertive-
ly and | still believe in that statementd I’'m an American writer, writing to expand
the mainstream of American literature and | am not an Indian writer, I'm not a
hyphenated writer, and my commitments, my obsessive subject matter is in the
new world. And that was[l then | elaborated it in various television and radio
interviews- and that was in order to fight the conscious and unconscious racism
that is directed at non-European-American writers. No one says routinely John
Updike is an Anglo-American writer but they will routinely say of Amy Tan
“She’s a Chinese-American writer” or they will say Bharati Mukherjee, Amy Tan,
Jessica Hagedorn Maxine Hong Kingston are all Asian-American writers. And |
once took on a very famous broadcaster saying ‘What do you mean, Asian Ameri-
can? | love Amy Tan’s work, | love Maxine’s work, but they are second and third
generation Christian Americans who are doing their very American number of
roots search whereas I'm talking of characters who, like me, and the characters of
Willa Cather are writing about immigrants coming in0 in Willa Cather’s, case
Scandinavians into Nebraskall that | have more in common with a Willa Cather
than | do with Amy Tan in terms of the experiences I'm trying to dramatize, the
conflicts that I'm trying to dramatize. So it was in the context of that that | have
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and continue to assert sicl that. Don’t you forget that an American writer can
look the way | do, speak American English with the accent that | do, wear the
clothes that | do and still be legitimately American. And | have, until Desirable
Daughters, my novels have been as easily about a 17" century colonial American
woman up in Massachusetts, the daughter of Nathaniel Hawthorne’'s character
Hester Prynn[ Pearl Prynn in other words, a Vietham vet as | mentioned who
commits much violence, much mayhem, because he feels frustrated at the way
white America is changing on him as | have felt writing from characters with
backgrounds like mine. And so, I've always said, let us choose the labels that we
want and that are appropriate for the work that is being discussed. | often used to
get attacked because | wasn’'t necessarily writing about my incredibly elegant,
incredibly affluent, incredibly feudal Calcutta that I'd left behind long ago and that
I no longer remember or want to remember in nostalgic, romantic detail. But with
Desirable Daughters | suddenly wanted to write actually the biography of my gen-
eration, my kind of women, and | thought if I can only write the biography of my
two sisters and myself. We were all sent to school, graduate school or undergradu-
ate school in the States and made very different choices. But | couldn’t bring
myself to write without the little stratagem of fiction. I couldn’t write directly
about my family. And once I'd created thirty six zero Tara as a narrator, suddenly
the novel wrote itself. And it's about Indians making their way in very, very differ-
ent ways in the new world and either repatriating themselves or saying I’'m going
to be a conquistador or I'm going to replicate Calcutta in New Jersey and it is like
the entire world of that novel, Desirable Daughters, is full of immigrants, the man
she falls in love with after she’s ditched her very nice rich Bengali engineer hus-
band is a Hungarian-American, ex-biker, ex-hippy, now Zen Buddhist, retrofitter, in
her life of her whole lifed sicll So everyone is somehow an immigrant. So Indo-
AmericanO | felt I can embrace it now at this moment for this book, the next book
might be about something else and it won’t be an appropriate term. | must be free
to choose.

O The following questions were asked in Japanese. | translated them into a summarized
English.
Question: Do you think Canada has changed compared with the time when you lived

there?

BM: | hope Canada has changed and if it has, it is because people like me put our bod-
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ies on the line and our word out there in order to change the country and decry
the fact that Canada during the periodO fourteen years( that I lived there in 1966
through 1980 not only did not have a constitution, but assumed that it was a coun-
try of goodwill and an orderly country, and goodwill would trickle down from the
top and reach all of us. | wrote an essay when | left Canada in 19800 and I'll tell
you why and how | leftd called “An Invisible Woman” which has been antholo-
gized in Canadian school texts now and is read in some schools. Parts of which
were later introduced into the Multicultural Ministry’s manifesto without, howev-
er, acknowledging the kind of work that people like me put in. And even now, I'm
talking about 2002, | don’'t know about 2003, | haven’t been in Canada in the last
few months, if I go in with my white husband, if | cross the border with my white
husband, I'm allowed in like that. If | go in by myself, | can expect to have sec-
ondary examination. And | don’'t know how to explain this other than racial profil-
ing. Canada has done an extraordinary good job of public relations and so it is able
to convince the world at large as well as its own people that hyphenization, or the
mosaic model of multiculturalism, makes for greater tolerance than the stew mod-
eld think of meat stew model of multiculturalism that we currently practice in
the US. When | was living in Canada during those 14 years, the mosaic meant, in
practice, that we were allowed budget for Saturday classes for heritage language
classes for our children which is a very nice thing to do and annual food festivals
and music carnival festivalsd you Caribbeans do your steel drum thing, you Indi-
ans cook up your curry thingd but | wanted instead that budget to be redirected
to the redressing of civil rights. | don’t need to dance once a day for white Canadi-
ans. Instead when someone refuses to serve me in the bagel store or bread bou-
tique in the very expensive fancy neighborhoods that | lived in, in cities like
Toronto and Montreal | want to be able to sue and | want to get the guy who dis-
criminates against me. In the 70s coming to a real bloody violent head in 1978, peo-
ple like me, professionals, urbans, in cities like Vancouver, Edmonton, Calgary,
Toronto, were all subjected, not just to institutional racism but to physical harass-
ment. You would see car bumper stickers that said “Keep Canada green, kill a
Paki,” Paki being the equivalent of the slur word ‘nigger’ directed at South Asians.
And there was no way that any of us could resort to a law to say ‘what happens
when goodwill breaks down or isn’'t there?” And the origin of this kind of public
manifestation of racism began as a result of, in 1973, the then Prime Minister of
Canada, Pierre Elliott Trudeau, very generously let in as legal immigrants 5000
Uganda Asians who had been driven out of Uganda by the dictator Idi Amin and
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who held British passports, but the British government would not recognize their
British passports and quickly introduced a law saying that if one grandparent had
not been born on territorial UK, on British soil, forget your British passport, Hong
Kong Chinese or Ugandan Asian, and so the Canadian government Liberal Party
very kindly took these people in but it caused an extraordinary backlash. And you
know I can’t rule, I can’t govern how people feel about races, but | want the gov-
ernment, when racism happens, when someone pushes me as people did against
the subway and roughs me up, saying “Look at the kind of people we’re letting in.
Why don’t you go back to Africa where you came from?” | want to be able to do
something about it. | want the government to guarantee that that kind of discrimi-
nation will not go unpunished, uncensored, uncensured. And so, that’'s where sud-
denly it was obvious that the government didn’t have the guts nor the legal appa-
ratus, the constitutional apparatus, to fight for civil rights. Instead, what the gov-
ernment did was declare us, in policy papers, people like me who were useful con-
tributing citizens of Canada at that time, labeled us ‘the visible minority’ which is
why my famous essay is called “An invisible woman.” We were the visible minori-
ty who were straining the this is all government rhetoricd who were straining
the absorptive capacity of Canada. Giving license to all the people who wanted to
spit on us on Yonge Street on main streets in cities like Toronto and so hypheniza-
tion is all very wellO | don’t buy it period is all very well as a model if all original
cultures are given equal value. What we discovered instead is that there was a
vertical valuation of cultures with west Europeans at the top, then south Euro-
peans, then east Europeans and so on and at the very bottom were the South
Asians because we were educated, we were urban professionals, we did not know
our place. And Carlton University in Ottawa in the late 70s did an academic sur-
vey asking elementary school kids in a multiple choice questionnaire, First ques-
tion, what would you most like to kick? A. a tree, B. a stone C. a dog D. a Paki?
Again, using the term. And guess what was the most popular choice? And so it
was that kind, you know, the government failed, one, to acknowledge that racism
existed and then they whitewashed it with appeal to multiculturalism and, three,
they incited, encouraged, that notion of Canada was meant to be a European coun-
try should remain a European country given license as | say to acts against us. If
Canada is better now? That's not my experience of it necessarily but I hope for
the sake of Canadians it's better. | mean | hate to dump on Canada. It's in my past
and the advantage for me is that it politicized me, made me a much stronger
writer, and | know what | want out of a society which is that guarantee of, of con-
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stitutionally guaranteed civil rights. | buy the civil contract that the US offers. It's
not about the constitution in its ideal was not set up about only this religious
group or this racial ethnic group should be and like Jazz | want to use all man and
pursuit of happiness as the phrases that | want to play on.

Question: Do you have any difficulty when you write as a male rather than a female; as
an African-Americam rather than an American?

BM: What an interesting question and as | speak you know I'm going to think through
the answer so I'm talking to you on my mental feet. First, let me clear up about
the ability to write from different perspectives. As a schoolgirl in Calcutta in inde-
pendent India | was at a tilt timeO sicO in India’s culture when the history books
hadn’t been rewritten for students in independent India and so the British history
books that we had first started to read were written for British children in which
the ‘we,’ ‘we trashed the natives, meant the British heirs were thinking that ‘oh,
goody for our ancestors’ but we sitting in our Calcutta classrooms being taught by
Irish nuns who had forgotten that India was independent had to reconstruct the
‘we’ as the British as well as the Indians so it was very complicated and instanta-
neous. And it helps me as a writer to get into different gender, races, whatever,
and it also | think allows me something that my American women contemporaries,
be they black, white, Asian, but second generation third generation Americans
can't, like they refuse quite often to write from a male point of view or to write
from another racist point of view for political reasons. | don’t have that hang up |
think because | was having to be so malleable as a child in the 50s independent
India.

Can | write from any point of view? | don't know. My very first novel, The
Tiger s Daughter, which like Desirable Daughters and Jasmine have beenO sicOl
and Middleman and Other Stories have been the big sellers in my oeuvre has an
African-American character who sort of comes out there and tells people what to
do and | was thinking of one particular young man who had been in my freshman
in my classes as a teaching assistant when | used to wear a sari, walk through the
snow in my slippers, no stockings, no boots, because | didn’t know about this in
lowa. So | had someone in my head, put him into a very imagined situation in Cal-
cutta as it is going through its Maoist revolution. | can’t say to myself at the start
of a novel. “I need a Hispanic; | need a Chinese-American, it is not like a Coca Cola,
not like constructing a Coca Cola commercial for television. And there are some

0430



“A" 0000000000000 O0

characters that | can get inside of easily and some | can’t so it just depends.

Question: Which of your novels do you like best?

BM: That's a toughie. | can’t answer that one because you know you love all your chil-
dren. The one | worked hardest at was The Holder of the World. | put in eleven
years of research into every detail, every aspect is supported by historyd sic] and
then | dramatized it. And I realized while | was writing it that the character | had
created seemed to have an actual prototype in the East Indian company docu-
ments and her name was Mary Gifford who went at age 14 to India, married five
times because that was the only way of being a feminist, inherited these old dead
guy’s monies, then remarried, lost the money, married again and so on. So you
know there are books I love for different reasons and sentence making-- thatld The
Holder of the WorldO | think has the most exquisitely self consciously crafted sen-
tences. What | am working on right now is called The Tree Bride and it's a contin-
uation of Desirable Daughters. It takes two characters, one 19" century woman in
the family who's married off to a tree at age five as often happened in my sub-
caste of Bengali Brahmins in eastern Bengal and it follows up on the narrator
Tara’s future adventures. So that’'s whatO I’'m working in my hotel rooms, even
now, on a laptop on this novel.

Question: How do you feel about using English in your novels?

BM: Okay. I'm not an NRI. NRI is Non Resident Indian. First, let me tell you a little sto-
ry from my life. When | married my American Canadian husband or American
husband of Canadian parentage, and we moved to Canada when we were looking
for our first jobs, I was still an Indian citizen and when it looked as though my
Indian passport would have to be renewed, | rushed to Ottawa to the Indian High
Commission and the Indian High Commissioner, not the high commissioner, but
the person in the high commission in charge of passport renewal said, “What
makes you think that we are going to renew your passport? You have moved out-
side our community.” They didn’t make a fuss for renewing the passport of my
older sister living in Detroit who was married to an Indian man. That was done
but mine, because a woman had strayed, was seen as a threat. Now that | have
become rather well known and they think, quite wrongly, that I am affluent, sud-
denly I am welcomed as a non resident Indian and they want me to invest and
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buy property in parts of cities that are reserved for people, non resident Indians
paying in hard currencies, sterling or dollars. So I don’t think of myself as a non
resident Indian. Language of colonizerd whether we like it or not, India was under
British rule for 200 odd years, so some form of English became part of some strata
of the Indian society and it has taken at least 30 years for an author with genius,
with brashness, like a Salman Rushdie, writing his novel, Midnight s Children, to
see how we can play with the colonizer’'s language until it is not the colonizer but
it is our own. Making it into another language of the Indians and | think it has tak-
en this long for not only Indians to feel that they do not have to mimic as | was
trained to do as a very little girl by Irish nuns. We don’t have to mimic the accent
of a long vanished BBC England and we don’t have to mimic the miniaturized
polite fluency of a Jane Austen, but we can find our way of unfurling the language,
making up the grammar as we go along. In my own case, landing in the United
States, [0 because they were the ones offering scholarships and British universities
were not in my generation,O landing in the United States suddenly meant | real-
ized that | could make up the version of English that suited me and that | could
distort the kind of grammatical rules that I had been so burdened by psychologi-
cally. And you know, you can’t ever end with a preposition, formal Edwardian
English. There was a time gap. If India had been colonized by the Germans or by
Portugal, 1 would be less fluent in English and | don’t know if | would have gone
to Lisboa and written in Portuguese, | just don’'t know what the alternate rule
would have been, but there’s enough critical mass of Indians writing in English,
whether they live inside India or live outside India, who write very many different
forms of English and very many different subject matters treating India and dias-
pora. And the last thing is that the British, thanks to the Hanifukureshis second
generation Briton, the Salman Rushdies, the Arundhati Roys, have now had to
acknowledge that genius can be anywhere, and it is not simply the property,
exclusive property, of Englishmen.O laughsO Too much passion.

Question: You have many facets O which is the strongest?

BM: | have many hat boxes. No I believe that identity is a fluid series and that you are
what you are in any given context and | also believe that culture, like identity, is
always changing. If you are a model railroad buff, you know how you have to fix
the tracks and the trains constantly. | think that culture is always in process
rather than a finished product, identity is in process rather than finished product,
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and writing, the work of imagination, is also a work of process. We are constantly
making decisions and revisions as opposed to critics approaching Jasmine or Hold-
er of the World [0 sicO Desirable Daughters as a finished product and saying “Oh
she comes from such and such a background, therefore, this is acceptable or not
acceptable. She’'s writing from a male point of view( this is acceptable or not
acceptable.” So process rather than finished product. What hat would you like to
give me? I'm ready.
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