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Abstract—Shaped by the cultural heritage, traditions, and the interplay of transnational movement; the concept of ‘home’ is an 

intricate construct for the individuals residing outside their native region. Navigating the sense of ‘identity’ and ‘belonging’ while 

maintaining a close tie to the cultural roots, Dhan Gopal Mukerji, an eminent Indian American author and immigrant of early 20th 

century led the foundation of a prophetic vision of exchange of cultural practices, custom and tradition between the home and the host 

nation. Against the polarities of race and the great ignorance about India in the ‘seed continent’ of America (the land of dreams) Mukerji 

with his writings for the young minds helped both America and India in learning Science and Serenity from each other. Contributing to 

a broader understanding of transnational identities and the complexities of cultural retention and transformation, Mukerji is known for 

his eloquent portrayal of Indian culture and values. Exploring the representation of Indian-American reciprocity in Mukerji’s juvenile 

fictions, emphasising on how he conveys the interconnectedness of community life in India, familial ties, and spiritual harmony to his 

Western audiences. Focusing the harmonious relationship between humans and nature, Mukerji’s writings illustrate the essence of mutual 

relationship that form basis of Indian culture and makes him the cultural ambassador, bridging the cultural gap between India and 

America. 

Index Terms— Indian ethnicity, Spiritual Wisdom, Cosmopolitanism, Reciprocity, Indigenous culture. 

I. INTRODUCTION  

Beyond the cultural and geographical boundaries, home is not necessarily a place restricted to a physical place of settlement. 

Mukerji and his journey as an immigrant addresses the trajectory of physical displacement to the ultimate spiritual and emotional 

grounding, prophesizing the Vedantic ideology of spiritual oneness and home as an umbrella term. Works of Mukerji extends the 

meaning of home as not only a mere place to reside but also to be found in human connections, nature and in the understanding of 

self. Home is where the heart is! the most famous saying rightly fits the life and works of Dhan Gopal Mukerji, who is honoured as 

one of the first South Asian writers to gain literary recognition in the United States. His experiences as an immigrant in USA, the 

strain between belonging and alienation, the tension between leaving and living and the search for serenity and cultural identity in 

a world which is unfamiliar, mark the major themes of his works.  

For Mukerji, home is not just a singular, geographical location rather he considers it as an emotional and psychological space 

which can be cherished by memory. India’s consciousness of spiritual richness, its connection to nature and the philosophical ideals 

serves as a guiding force for humanity across the globe. Nature which binds all the living beings together in a single thread 

symbolises universal home, eradicating the boundaries of culture and geography. Home is a state of being which is not anchored at 

a particular location but can be re-entrenched in any place where one finds solace and the sense of belongingness. Unlike the 

physical idea of a house in the western philosophy which problematises the concept as a fixed geographical location, “home” in our 

Indian tradition is referred to as ‘griha’ or ‘ashram’.  

Our Vedantic tradition, apprehends home as a flexible and expansive notion. It encompasses physical space, mental peace, 

spiritual belonging and one’s role in society. Sacred Hindu scriptures like the Rig Veda, Manu smriti and Bhagavad-Gita mention 

the concept of Varnashrama as a way to promote social harmony and spiritual evolution. This system divides life into four stages 

or ashramas- Brahmacharya (student life), Grihastha (householder life), Vanaprastha (retirement or forest dweller stage) and 

Sanyas (renunciation). Of these four the Grihastha finds the mention of home as a space of ethical and moral obligations. It is a 

sacred space for carrying out the duties and responsibilities towards, one’s own family, society and ancestors. 

This research paper attempts to explore the Indian American experiences of Dhan Gopal Mukerji in his works, the concept of 

home as an extensive notion in Indian philosophy, establishing India as a mental refuge for his western audience and readers, 

inculcating family ties across borders and treating mother earth as colossal home, accommodating all without biasness. Additionally, 

the paper also analyses Mukerji as a pioneer in writing about the Indian diasporic experiences, even before the term got relevance 

in literary mainstream.  

 

II. MUKERJI IN HIS ADOPTED HOME – A JOURNEY FROM HUMILITY TO HUMILIATION AND BACK 

Born and brought up in a family of priestly Brahmins, Dhan Gopal Mukerji was the son of Bhuban Mukerji and Kissori Mukerji. 

Born on July 6th, 1890 in a small village near then Calcutta, (now Kolkata) India, close to a jungle which Mukerji identifies in his 

works as ‘Kajangal’ a mythical forest near his birth place. In his initial years of upbringing, he grew up in an extended family amidst 

his grandfather, father, mother and seven siblings. Being born in a Brahmin family which performs priestly rituals, Dhan Gopal 

Mukerji knew about Indian spiritual and religious rituals and traditions. Mukerji was initiated early into the priesthood at the age 

of fourteen and led the life of austerity as an ascetic, begging for food, going on pilgrimage and the leading the life of sacrifice. 

After two years of spiritual quest and awakening, Mukerji gave up the life of priesthood to have a global and wider understanding 

of ‘whole’ by gathering knowledge about the worldly life and its consequences. This curiosity of knowing the material life, brought 

him to America where he earned a graduate degree from Standford University. Surviving in a nation which he considered as his 

adopted home now, was initially no less than a nightmare for Mukerji. His autobiography Caste and Outcast published in the year 

1923, mentions the difficulties and humiliation faced by Mukerji in taking up menial jobs like-sweeping and washing dishes for 

financing his study in abroad. The autobiography has revived and recorded the experiences of South Asian immigrants in America 
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hope and positivity that both the worlds-the East and the West will learn from each other and will contribute in the greater good. 

While Mukerji seems to admire certain aspects of Western society like its dynamism and scientific advancement, he criticises the 

spiritual void and crisis suffered by the people of Western world. His encounter with the racial discrimination and excessive 

emphasis on materialism lead him to value the spiritual training he went through in India. He realised that worldly success alone 

cannot bring inner peace and happiness in one’s life. 

 Asian-American immigrants experience which is generally shrouded by the ethnocentric themes such as- identity crisis, 

citizenship rights, education, diaspora and racism faced by them in America. Mukerji seems to have a different approach of 

understanding and residing in his adopted home. Initially being humiliated by his adopted mother, he became resilient to gather 

respect from the same and succeeded in becoming the first and only Asian American author till date to receive the prestigious 

Newbery Medal for his contribution in the field of children literature. He examined his life in America with microscopic and critical 

eyes. It is his life in America where he performed most of his earthly customs-his formal education, marriage, family and his short 

but successful career in writing and oratory. Mukerji never considered India away from himself even residing away from it as he 

doesn’t believe in the concept of home limited to a mere geographical location. His autobiographical book Caste and Outcast, hence 

encourages an open discourse on diverse cultures of India and America bridging the void of cultural/spiritual crisis and creating 

opportunity for mutual understanding.  

III. SPIRITUAL HUMANISM OF INDIA AS MENTAL REFUGE FOR THE WEST 

Mukerji was the great admirer of Indian spiritual philosophy and classics of religion. He propagated the idea of Indian humanism 

by translating it to the contemporary people and the world. Mukerji was of the opinion that modern American and modern Indians 

faced some of the same problems, they both are captivated by the materialism and suffered spiritual crisis. The search for cultural 

identity and belongingness in a world which is totally unfamiliar and unknown, dominates the works of Dhan Gopal Mukerji. The 

idea of home away from home became a recurring theme in his works. Mukerji particularly in his autobiographical account, Caste 

and Outcast (1923) and in his book for young adults, Gay-Neck: The Story of a Pigeon (1927) for which he was honoured with the 

prestigious Newbery Medal, reveal various dimension of the concept of nature as a symbolic home.  

Mukerji was of the opinion that India as an ancient land of profound spiritual insight is rooted in its philosophical traditions and 

comprehensive worldview. Indian Vedic education system has always envisioned the world where spiritual well-being is placed 

above the material gain unlike the West. The account of Brahminical upbringing of Mukerji in his autobiography portrays his daily 

household life which is infused with rituals and prayers. The presence of sacred guiding ‘gurus’ in the form of sages and priests in 

his village embodies India’s role as a ‘spiritual home’ where life is not just about mere survival but about attaining enlightenment 

and leading a transcendental life by being one with the nature. This idea of universal oneness can be explained by an incident 

mentioned in his autobiography, where he mentions how his mother being an ardent believer of Hindu gods placed the photograph 

of Jesus Christ, brought by her son Mukerji, adjacent to Lord Vishnu saying that god is known by various names but they all are 

one. Such cosmopolitan worldview of his mother guided him throughout his life and helped him to see beyond differences of caste, 

colour, race, religion and nationality. He upholds that all living beings are tied in a single thread as they all share a common divine 

essence known as ‘Brahman’. For Mukerji, this notion universal fraternity is not limited to human beings only but is extended to 

non-humans as well. He is of the view that even animals are capable of attaining spirituality as they too are the part of the divine 

oversoul.  

Nature, for Mukerji is symbol of universal home, where the physical, cultural and geographical boundary drawn by humans, 

dissolve and holds no significance in a world which is beyond differences. This theme is well portrayed in the work, Gay-Neck: 

The Story of a Pigeon, where the bird protagonist, a pigeon who is raised in the Himalayan hills, embarks on a journey to abroad 

during the first World War. His responsibility as a carrier pigeon during War period and his experiences of leaving home and 

adopting in his new home, mirrors the experiences felt by the immigrants while leaving their home. But for Gay-Neck, the wild and 

natural world became a place where he learns to know about the unknown and find peace in wherever place he is put into, 

considering the whole world a single whole. This piece of juvenile literature revolves around the relationship between human, 

animal and nature, binding these living trio together. The journey of spiritual growth is not only limited to humans but is a priority 

for all the living beings be it be human or non-humans as they are all united by soul. This journey frees the living being from the 

shackles of life and death by teaching them about the virtues of life which is courage, patience and self-awareness. For Mukerji 

‘Fear’ and ‘Hatred’ are the most dangerous of all the negative emotions, experienced by a living being and it is only through this 

therapeutic spiritual exploration that one can rise beyond these negative emotions. As per the Indian spiritual belief and ideology, 

mind is a metaphor of a restless bird, which can be tamed and controlled through the process of self-realization. Gay-Neck, the 

protagonist of the fiction, here personifies the inner struggle faced by the modern people of both East and the West. Through a 

simple tale of a pigeon by adopting the narrative technique of fable writing, Mukerji has successfully portrayed the idea of mental 

peace in a lucid way, teaching spiritual lessons to his global audience. 

Inspired by the visit of Swami Vivekanand and his trailblazing speech in Chicago led Mukerji to write about Sri Ramakrishna 

Paramhansa. His book The Face of Silence made Sri Ramakrishna and his spiritual ideas known to the world. The book is devoted 

to the man’s search for his soul and inner self. His other book titled My Brother’s Face is renowned for his visit to his home in 

India, after marrying an American lady and revisiting his homeland as an outsider, everything except his brother’s face has changed. 

These works of Dhan Gopal Mukerji ties humanity including the non-humans in a sacred thread of unity by making them part of a 

divine whole. He influenced many contemporary authors of his times and continues to influence till date to the writers sharing the 

same interest. He indeed was the cultural ambassador of the East for the West as he helped reviving interest in Indian spiritual 

wisdom and making it a place where people across the globe can find solace from the material and physical world. 
 

IV. CONCLUSION 

Dhan Gopal Mukerji envisioned the role of India as a global spiritual leader whose ultimate purpose is not to dominate but is to 

guide and inspire the people for spiritual awakening. Unlike the Western authoritative nature to impose their ideology of white 

man’s burden on the world, our wisdom is rooted in teaching through examples and inclusiveness. Mukerji believed that the East 

has the ability to provide the inner strength and mental calm to the West which suffers from insecurity and mental flux especially 

after the both World wars. Disillusioned by the transient happiness of material life and the spiritual void experienced by the modern 
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people, Mukerji urges the people to balance the physical wealth with the pursuit of righteous living and should always quest for 

attaining ‘moksha’. For the person seeking meaning of life beyond the culture of consumption, the works of Dhan Gopal Mukerji 

is no less than a spiritual guide to help individuals around the world navigating the challenges of modern life. 
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