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Abstract

Bharati Mukherjee’s Miss New India presents a nuanced portrayal of a young woman
negotiating aspiration, autonomy, and instability within a rapidly globalizing India. This paper
examines the character of Anjali Bose by foregrounding impulsiveness as a defining
psychological trait and a deliberate narrative strategy. Rather than viewing Anjali’s actions
solely as rebellion against patriarchal and traditional constraints, the study argues that her
impulsive decision-making simultaneously enables mobility and generates vulnerability.
Through close textual analysis, supported by feminist and psychoanalytic perspectives, the
paper demonstrates how impulsiveness shapes Anjali’s attempts at self-reinvention while also
limiting her capacity for sustained self-reflection and emotional stability. Situating the novel
within the socio-cultural context of post-liberalization urban India, the study contends that
Mukherjee uses Anjali’s trajectory to critique the seductive promises of modernity offered to
women without corresponding structures of support. Ultimately, the paper highlights the
ambivalent relationship between female agency and impulsive self-fashioning in contemporary
Indian society.
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Bharati Mukherjee, a prominent voice in contemporary diasporic literature, is widely
recognized for her exploration of themes related to identity, migration, and the complexities of
cultural dislocation. Her characters often occupy the liminal space between cultural heritage
and assimilation, reflecting both the loss and the self-discovery that accompany transitions
across borders. In Miss New India, Mukherjee focuses on tensions emerging within the rapidly
globalizing urban centers of India, centering on Anjali Bose, a young woman who seeks a
modern, independent life in Bangalore—a city symbolic of India’s technological boom.

Anjali's story is marked by spontaneity and defiance. She challenges her parents' expectations,
leaves her arranged marriage behind, and moves to Bangalore in pursuit of freedom and
success. However, her choices often stem from impulsivity rather than deliberation, leading to
both liberation and repeated setbacks.

While existing scholarship has thoroughly explored themes of identity, tradition, and
modernity in Mukherjee’s works, a critical lacuna remains regarding the specific function and
consequence of Anjali Bose's impulsive behaviour as a core psychological and narrative
mechanism. Her journey offers a poignant lens through which the implications of untempered
decision-making can be critically examined, especially as it pertains to the socio-cultural
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pressures placed upon women navigating identity, autonomy, and self-reinvention in
contemporary Indian society.

The importance of this study lies in addressing the increasing number of young women in India
attempting to redefine their identities amid the dual forces of tradition and globalization. By
focusing on impulsiveness, this research moves beyond general discussions of female agency
to analyze the psychological costs and dangers of pursuing self-fulfillment without necessary
introspection, thereby offering a crucial critique of the often-unexamined complexities of
'modern’ aspirations.

This paper argues that Anjali’s impulsiveness significantly shapes her trajectory in Miss
New India, acting as both a driving force behind her transformation and a critical obstacle
to her psychological growth. Her rash decisions—such as rejecting her parents' authority,
pursuing English fluency without genuine commitment, and trusting external influences—
exemplify a reactive behavior that reflects not only her desire to escape but also her struggle to
authentically construct a new identity. Consequently, Anjali frequently presents a facade of
modernity while grappling with internal instability. The paper suggests that a more reflective
and balanced approach to change might have led her toward a more grounded and fulfilling
path.

To advance this argument, this paper aims to:

e Analyze Anjali Bose’s impulsive behaviour as a central psychological and structural
element of her characterization.

e Argue that her impulsiveness—rooted in a desire to escape, reinvent, and assert
identity—ultimately contributes to her emotional and social setbacks.

o Examine how Mukherjee portrays the allure and risks of modernity, particularly for
women drawn to promises of freedom and success without fully grasping the
responsibilities they entail.

o Explore how Anjali’s decisions ultimately reflect broader concerns about the formation
of a stable identity in contemporary, transitional India.

By employing a qualitative literary analysis grounded in Feminist Theory and Psychoanalytic
Theory, this study seeks to contribute meaningfully to the academic discourse on South Asian
literature and gender studies by offering fresh insight into a protagonist whose actions are
driven as much by internal unrest as by external change.

Bharati Mukherjee’s Miss New India (2012) stands as a vital touchstone in contemporary
Indian literature, not merely for its commentary on economic liberalization, but for its deeply
human exploration of the anxious pursuit of identity in a rapidly transforming world. Critics
widely recognize the novel’s protagonist, Anjali Bose, as the symbolic heart of this
transformation, embodying the youthful spirit, risk-taking, and inevitable psychological toll
exacted by the "Indian Dream.” This review synthesizes scholarship that tracks Anjali's journey
through three central, intertwined themes: the profound shift of internal migration, the
conflicted emotional landscape of self-assertion, and the ultimate complexity of her new'
identity.

The foundation of Anjali's story is the "journey motif," a physical migration that critics frame

as a necessary catalyst for her existential rebirth (Latha 37). Her move from the conservative
expectations of a small town to the dazzling, yet disorienting, urban hub of Bangalore is far
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more than a change of address; it is, as Mukherjee herself reveals in an interview with
Lavigilante, a reflection of the "energy"” unleashed by experiences that are simultaneously
"traumatizing and inspiring™ (178-94). The move is a desperate, audacious bid for a new life.

Scholars view Anjali's physical relocation as emblematic of a larger socio-cultural flux in
India, particularly for women. Neelakandan notes how the novel captures the struggle of
working women seeking a place in the modern economy (147-55). Anjali embodies the
emerging "New Woman of Postcolonial India"” (Singh 1-12), stepping out of conventional roles
toward an uncertain, self-defined future. Her shift represents the fundamental conflict for
women who, according to Philips, must navigate the severe tension between the seductive
promises of modernity and the entrenched demands of tradition (96—-111). The decision is risky,
but it is driven by a deep human yearning for autonomy and self-determination (Varadarajan
1-7).

Anjali's pursuit of a new self is characterized by impulsiveness, a quality that critics have
debated intensely—is it a mark of genuine agency or a sign of deeper fragmentation? This
debate forms the novel's most poignant human dimension.

« Forsome, Anjali's rash decisions are necessary acts of self-assertion against a confining
environment. Sankar and Soundararajan analyze her efforts as a "transnational
identity of assimilation and assertion," a way to actively escape the conservatism of her
past (9-16). Her impulsiveness is the raw energy required to shed the old self and
become 'Angie.’

o The most affecting critique focuses on the psychological toll of this relentless self-
reinvention. Ruth Maxey identifies a crucial theme of psychological "duality” where
Anjali creates a mental separation—the passive Anjali merely "watched and let things
happen," while 'Angie’ was the initiator who was "beyond blame, or shame™ (46, as
cited by author). This splitting of the self is framed not as liberation, but as a "survival
mechanism that lessens moral responsibility” (Maxey, as cited by author). This critical
observation captures the deep human anxiety of the process: the 'new self' is achieved
through a kind of emotional dissociation.

Ultimately, the literature confirms that Anjali's identity is neither purely traditional nor purely
modern; it is a hybrid construction continually in negotiation. Rao specifically uses the lens
of "Hybridity" to analyze the postcolonial Indian woman, where Anjali’s self is shaped by a
collision of Western aspirations and Eastern realities (1-19).

The critical conversation points toward the idea that her metamorphosis is fueled by globalized
ideas, particularly what Lavigilante terms the "Indian Dream," a parallel to the American
narrative of reinvention (178-94). Yet, scholars like Singh remind us that this "New Woman"
remains locked in a fundamental struggle, constantly negotiating the gap between her
traditional roots and her modern, often materialistic, aspirations (1-12). The novel, therefore,
does not offer a simple success story, but a portrait of a spirit perpetually in motion, embodying
the excitement and exhaustion of a nation perpetually transforming

The existing critical discourse masterfully captures Anjali's tumultuous journey, highlighting
her internal conflicts and her symbolic role in India's socio-cultural evolution. However, the
emotional nuance in Mukherjee’s craft—how the author structures our sympathy and
judgment—remains underdeveloped.
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Specifically, there is a need to systematically examine Mukherjee's use of narrative voice
and irony to gauge the sincerity of Anjali’s 'liberation.' While we understand her desire for a
metamorphosis (Sujaritha and Chandra), we need to analyze the degree to which the narrative
itself ultimately endorses or critiques the self-commodification inherent in her transformation.

This paper will address this gap by analyzing the narrative irony and the unreliable
perspective of Anjali Bose to argue that Miss New India offers a skeptical commentary on the
true emotional cost and authenticity of the "New India" identity, revealing that the aspirational
'new woman' may be just as bound by global market forces as she was by patriarchal tradition.

This study employs a qualitative literary analysis to explore the character of Anjali Bose.
The core of this analysis involves a close reading of the text, focusing on specific passages
that illustrate Anjali’s impulsive behaviour and how her spontaneous decisions contribute to
her development and the challenges she faces.

This analysis is underpinned by two theoretical frameworks:

e Feminist Theory: Applied to analyze how Anjali’s impulsive actions reflect the
broader gender expectations and constraints faced by women in modern Indian society,
viewing her behaviour as a form of resistance against traditional gender roles.

« Psychoanalytic Theory: Utilized to delve into the psychological motivations behind
Anjali’s impulsiveness, exploring how her actions may be driven by unconscious
desires, fears, and internalized societal pressures, aligning with the observed duality
in her character.

By situating Anjali’s behaviour within these established frameworks and linking her personal
trajectory to the broader socio-cultural context of rapid urbanization and shifting gender norms,
this paper offers a comprehensive understanding of her impulsiveness as a critical narrative
device and psychological reality.

The qualitative analysis of Miss New India reveals that Anjali Bose’s impulsiveness is the
defining, dualistic characteristic that simultaneously propels her narrative and inflicts
significant psychological and social setbacks. Far from being mere youthful recklessness, her
impulsivity functions as a complex narrative device through which Mukherjee critiques the
deep-seated socio-cultural pressures and emotional vulnerabilities of a transitional society.

The initial acts of impulsivity—her visceral rejection of an arranged marriage and her
spontaneous, irreversible decision to move to Bangalore—are undeniably empowering. They
embody Anjali's primal yearning for self-definition, aligning with Singh’s view of her as the
ambitious "New Woman." The human touch here is the reader’s shared sense of her stifled
past.

However, a close textual analysis reveals that this empowerment is emotionally fragile
because her subsequent impulsive decisions are driven by a need for external validation and
immediate identity markers rather than genuine internal conviction.

e Anjali’s evaluation of potential partners is often swift and transactional. Her internal
observation, "She decided he was not really a bad catch...," demonstrates an inclination
to quickly secure a new, socially acceptable identity (a successful partner) rather than
exercising thoughtful, internal judgment. This rapid assessment highlights the
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vulnerability underpinning her supposed freedom—she trades patriarchal control for
the control of the market mindset, where relationships are viewed through the lens of
maximizing gain.

« Romanticizing Fate over Responsibility: The most critical acts of impulsivity, such
as following GG into his car, are framed by a dangerous romanticism: "Let the story
line of her life write itself!" This is not an assertion of control or agency; it is a
surrender to fate, revealing a profound lack of personal responsibility in dictating her
own destiny. Mukherjee uses this framing to subtly question the emotional maturity of
the supposed ‘emancipated' self, suggesting that genuine autonomy requires deliberate,
conscious choice, not wishful thinking.

Crucially, the study reveals that Anjali’s impulsiveness is intrinsically tied to a mechanism of
psychological dissociation, which acts as an emotional defense against the overwhelming
pressure of her reinvention. This finding captures the deepest human cost of her journey.

e As evidenced by her internal dialogue where she notes, ™Angie' is somewhere else.
Splitting herself in two was a comfort," her high-stakes decisions are consistently
outsourced to the constructed "Angie" persona, allowing the passive "Anjali" to remain
absolved of fear and responsibility. This finding strongly supports Maxey’s
discussion of duality as a survival mechanism that lessens moral responsibility.

« This dissociative behaviour ultimately undermines her quest for a coherent identity.
Instead of achieving self-realization, her impulsive actions trap her in a cycle of
instability and confusion. The emotional climax of this fragmentation is crystallized in
her desperate, visceral plea to an external source: “Tell me who I am, please. Tell me
because I haven’t the foggiest, other than the fact that I seethe with envy and
rage.” This raw expression of “"envy and rage"—the most human and untempered
emotions—underscores the core argument: the move to modernity, when fueled by
emotional reaction and social comparison rather than introspection, leaves the self
deeply unmoored and vulnerable to painful external feelings.

Ultimately, Anjali’s erratic, dualistic behaviour serves as Mukherjee’s sharp, yet
compassionate, commentary on the broader socio-cultural landscape of modern India.

Her actions—being simultaneously bold and profoundly vulnerable—are both a desperate
reaction to and an ultimately incomplete rejection of the patriarchal environment she grew up
in. Her hasty and ill-judged interactions with male characters, and her embrace of vulnerable
situations, underscore the dangers inherent in breaking free from traditional protective
structures without developing the commensurate self-reliance and emotional caution required
in a fiercely individualistic urban environment.

Furthermore, Mukherjee’s narrative craft heightens this critique. The narrative often presents
Anjali's impulses with a subtle ironic detachment, prompting the reader to question the reality
of her 'success' even as she narrates it. The novel, through Anjali’s trajectory, critiques the
simplistic, often consumerist, promises of freedom offered by globalized modernity. It suggests
that genuine, sustainable autonomy demands more than just impulsive movement; it requires a
painful, balanced integration of ambition with deep introspection. The true tragedy is not her
initial situation, but the emotional exhaustion that results from constant self-performance.
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The fragmentation detailed in the preceding analysis—the psychological split between "Anjali"
and "Angie," and the reliance on external validation—culminates in Mukherjee’s subtle
critique of the modern, marketable self.

The decisive piece of evidence is the novel's closing focus on Anjali's transformation into a
successful image consultant. She is no longer just selling herself, but now she is teaching others
how to perform their own "New India" identities. Her triumph is framed not as authentic
liberation, but as the mastery of self-staging.

The ultimate irony in Miss New India lies in Anjali's eventual professional success as an image
consultant. Her mastery of outward projection and marketable persona—teaching others how
to 'package’ their aspirations—does not signify the achievement of a coherent self, but rather
the perfection of her earlier dissociative mechanism.

This paper, therefore, argues that Mukherjee employs narrative irony as a structural
critique to dismantle the simplistic notion of ‘'empowerment' through consumer culture. The
novel's ending subtly reveals that Anjali’s self-construction is less a journey of internal
discovery and more an astute adaptation to the demands of the globalized market. Her final,
successful identity is simply the most polished version of the "*Angie’ persona, perpetually
performing and therefore, perpetually unmoored from the introspective "Anjali."

The novel, through this ironic conclusion, offers a powerful, skeptical commentary on the price
of the so-called "Indian Dream™; it is not a dream of freedom, but a demanding requirement to
perpetually perform and commodify the self —a performance that, despite its social rewards,
leaves the human subject emotionally and psychologically fragmented. This final assertion
moves the critical conversation from what Anjali did, to how Mukherjee critiques the very
fabric of modernity that demanded that action.

This study, through a close reading informed by Feminist and Psychoanalytic Theory,
investigated the character of Anjali Bose in Bharati Mukherjee’s Miss New India, focusing
specifically on the function and consequence of her impulsive behavior. The analysis
successfully demonstrated that Anjali’s impulsiveness is a dualistic defining trait, acting as
both the necessary catalyst for her escape into modernity and a critical impediment to her stable
psychological development.

The findings underscore that while Anjali’s spontaneous decisions serve as essential acts of
resistance against patriarchal constraints, they are frequently rooted in a desperate need for
external validation and a mechanism of psychological dissociation. This prevents her from
achieving genuine, grounded autonomy. Her trajectory thus provides a potent critique of the
simple, linear narrative of liberation often associated with rapid urbanization and globalization.
Mukherjee employs Anjali’s struggles to highlight that self-fulfillment in a transitional society
demands more than merely breaking free; it requires conscious introspection and the
responsible integration of new freedoms.

This research contributes significantly to the discourse on South Asian literature and gender
studies by isolating and analyzing impulsiveness as a central narrative mechanism, thereby
moving beyond broader thematic studies of identity and tradition. It offers a fresh
psychological lens on the postcolonial woman’s agency, illustrating how internal instability—
when exacerbated by external social flux—can undermine the very ambitions it seeks to serve.
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Ultimately, the study asserts that the novel utilizes narrative irony to frame Anjali’s final
success as an image consultant. This outcome signifies not true self-realization, but rather the
perfection of the marketable, performing self. The 'Miss New India’ identity is thus revealed
to be a powerful, yet psychologically demanding, form of self-commodification, perpetually
driven by external demands rather than internal wholeness.

The critical patterns identified in this research open several avenues for subsequent scholarly
investigation. Specifically:

1. Future studies should focus on a formal linguistic analysis of Mukherjee's use of free
indirect discourse to precisely map the narrative distance between Anjali's self-
perception and Mukherjee's implied critique.

2. A comparative study is warranted to examine the role of psychological dissociation and
impulse control in other postcolonial texts featuring internally migrating female
protagonists across the Global South.

3. Further research could explore the novel's detailed depiction of Bangalore's material
culture (technology, clothing, consumer goods) as active agents in the
commodification of Anjali's identity, linking literary representation directly to
economic theory.

Anjali’s story remains timely and relevant, providing critical insight into the complex
challenges faced by young women across the Global South as they navigate the volatile, yet
seductive, intersection of inherited culture and contemporary global aspiration.
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