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ABSTRACT:

Neil Bissoondath’s short story Security from his collection On the Eve of Uncertain Tomorrows (1990),
explores the emotional and psychological terrain of displacement and safety through the lens of the
immigrant experience. This paper examines how Bissoondath portrays the protagonist's internal conflict as
he navigates an unfamiliar sociopolitical environment marked by suspicion, fear, and the lingering trauma of
exile. Drawing on postcolonial and psychological frameworks, the analysis focuses on how themes of
insecurity, identity loss, and cultural dislocation shape the character's perception of both himself and the
world around him. The story illustrates not only the physical uprooting common to immigrant narratives but
also the more subtle and enduring struggle to find safety, stability, and a sense of belonging in a hostile new
land. By tracing these emotional contours, the paper argues that Security offers a poignant reflection on the
costs of migration and the resilience required to reconstruct identity in the aftermath of displacement.
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INTRODUCTION:

In a global climate increasingly characterized by political unrest, mass displacement, and the systematic
curtailment of personal freedoms, Neil Bissoondath’s Security emerges as a prescient and unsettling
examination of the human cost of authoritarian control. Under the guise of public safety, the State imposes
invasive surveillance measures, rigid social protocols, and a culture of fear that gradually erodes the
fundamental tenets of individuality and autonomy.

In the complex terrain of postcolonial literature, questions of identity, belonging, and cultural dislocation
frequently emerge as dominant themes, especially in narratives dealing with migration and exile. Neil
Bissoondath, a Trinidadian-Canadian author of Indo-Caribbean descent, is a compelling voice in this
context. His short story Security, from the collection On the Eve of Uncertain Tomorrows (1990), presents a
poignant exploration of the psychological and existential consequences of forced migration. Set against a
backdrop of political violence and exile, the story interrogates the fragile nature of identity in the face of
cultural upheaval and geographic displacement. Through the lens of its unnamed narrator-a refugee
struggling to reconcile the trauma of his past with the apparent safety of his new environment Security
offers a powerful commentary on the illusory nature of stability and the enduring effects of dislocation on
the self.

A deep sense of displacement is the core concern of Security. The story is not just about people being
pushed out of familiar streets; it is about being torn from the threads that once held their lives together.
Every character is forced to leave behind more than a house or a homeland-they lose the memories,
relationships, and sense of ‘self’ that made those places matter. What remains is a hollow, restless ache,
carefully engineered by power to rewrite their past and dictate their future.
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Bissoondath, whose literary oeuvre often engages with themes of diaspora, multicultural identity, and
belonging, uses Security to critique the seductive promises of stability and control. The story poses an
urgent and timeless question: can genuine security ever be achieved at the cost of personal freedom and
human complexity? Through his stark depiction of a conformist society, Bissoondath reveals that the pursuit
of absolute safety often culminates not in peace, but in a deeper, more insidious form of existential
insecurity. What emerges is a world in which the illusion of order conceals a profound alienation of the self-
a state where individuality is not only discouraged but rendered dangerous. It contends that Bissoondath’s
story is not merely a political allegory but a nuanced exploration of identity dislocation, moral ambiguity,
and the fragility of the human spirit in the face of systemic oppression.

At the heart of Bissoondath’s narrative lies the paradox of ‘security’ itself: the physical refuge found in a
new country contrasts sharply with the persistent sense of inner vulnerability experienced by the displaced
individual. The protagonist has ostensibly escaped the dangers of his homeland, yet his memories, fears, and
fragmented sense of self continue to haunt him. His interactions with others, his guarded behaviour, and his
obsessive attention to doors and locks metaphorically underscore the fragile boundaries he constructs in an
attempt to preserve a semblance of safety. These external measures of protection serve only to highlight his
internal turmoil, suggesting that the trauma of displacement cannot be fully mitigated by physical distance
or political asylum.

Bissoondath’s treatment of identity in Security further complicates the notion of assimilation. The
protagonist’s struggle is not simply about adjusting to a new society but about preserving a coherent sense
of self in the aftermath of cultural rupture. His silence and anonymity are symbolic, revealing the erasure
and invisibility often experienced by exiles in their host countries. The absence of a name, for instance,
universalizes the narrator’s plight while simultaneously emphasizing his lack of agency and rootedness. The
story subtly critiques the Canadian multicultural ideal, suggesting that the promise of safety and inclusion is
often more rhetorical than real. The protagonist’s isolation, compounded by his inability or unwillingness to
articulate his past, underscores the psychological toll exacted by displacement and the limitations of state-
sponsored notions of protection and identity reconstruction.

Thus, Security navigates the tension between external refuge and internal dislocation, exposing the deep
fissures between the two. Bissoondath does not offer easy resolutions; instead, he foregrounds the emotional
and psychological complexity of migration, questioning the assumptions that underlie dominant narratives
of safety, integration, and multicultural harmony. Through evocative imagery, psychological depth, and
restrained prose, the story compels readers to reconsider what it means to feel secure and to belong.
Ultimately, Security functions not only as a personal narrative of exile but also as a broader meditation on
the enduring instability of identity in an increasingly fragmented and mobile world.

THE ANATOMY OF SECURITY

Neil Bissoondath, a Canadian writer of Indo-Caribbean descent, has emerged as a sharp, insightful
commentator on themes of exile, dislocation, and cultural fragmentation. His short story collection On the
Eve of Uncertain Tomorrows (1990) builds upon concerns first explored in Digging Up the Mountains
(1985), expanding the narrative focus from exile and flight to the disillusioning aftermath of immigration.
The characters in On the Eve of Uncertain Tomorrows are not simply escaping chaos; they are, in fact,
navigating the uncertainties and dislocations of life in a supposedly stable host nation-Canada. Through
nuanced character studies and evocative storytelling, Bissoondath critiques the myth of the immigrant’s
secure future, replacing it with a stark meditation on cultural alienation, psychological vulnerability, and the
ultimate fragility of human belonging.

The title story of the collection encapsulates these themes powerfully. It revolves around a group of
refugees from diverse national and ethnic backgrounds-a Haitian, a Sikh, a Sri Lankan Tamil, and a
Vietnamese couple-who live together in shared housing in a Canadian city. The space they inhabit is
physically safer than the countries they fled, but it is also emotionally barren, suffused with an unshakable
sense of displacement. Each refugee carries deep psychic scars: memories of starvation, political
persecution, torture, forced conscription, and the loss of family or homeland. While Canada offers legal
sanctuary, it cannot promise emotional refuge or cultural integration. Instead, the characters live in a state of
anxious suspension, unsure of their status and future. This anxiety is not just political but existential-a
haunting reminder that escape does not guarantee healing or belonging.
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This pervasive sense of ‘insecurity’ is revisited, albeit in a different register, in the story Security-a
sequel to Insecurity from Bissoondath’s earlier collection. In Insecurity the protagonist Alistair Ramgoolam
is a man threatened by political violence in the Caribbean, living in constant fear for his life. The earlier
story depicts him as a man caught in the web of authoritarian terror, corruption, and the unpredictability of
postcolonial governance. However, in Security, having immigrated to Canada and settled in Toronto with
his family, Ramgoolam discovers a new form of insecurity-psychological, cultural, and paternal. No longer
haunted by the prospect of death, he is instead disoriented by the moral and social transformations unfolding
around him.

Mr. Ramgoolam’s discomfort in Canada is not rooted in overt racism or economic struggle, but rather in
the subtle erosion of his cultural identity and parental authority. He watches television aimlessly, unable to
connect with the society around him. His greatest anxiety stems from his sons, who have embraced
Canadian culture, consuming beef and pork in violation of the Hindu dietary taboos he once enforced. The
physical safety and material comfort that Canada offers have failed to provide the cultural and emotional
‘security’ Alistair Ramgoolam longed for. Instead, he confronts a deeper kind of alienation-a loss of
spiritual grounding, the disintegration of traditional family structures, and the slow death of values that once
gave his life coherence.

This transformation parallels the experience of Ralph Singh, the protagonist of V. S. Naipaul’s The
Mimic Men (1967), who escapes the chaos of his Caribbean homeland only to find ‘a greater disorder’ in the
imperial metropolis of London. Like Singh, Ramgoolam discovers that immigration does not equate to
salvation. What changes is not the insecurity itself, but its nature and location. The disorder becomes
internalized, psychological, and identity-based. In this way, Bissoondath critiques both the romanticized
ideal of the West as a haven and the immigrant dream of cultural preservation amid modern pluralism.

Bissoondath’s stories are informed by an acute understanding of the immigrant psyche. His characters are
not caricatures of victimhood but complex individuals grappling with multidimensional challenges. While
political persecution and economic deprivation drive them from their homelands, it is cultural dislocation,
intergenerational tension, and emotional alienation that mark their experiences in Canada. The myth of
security is thus unmasked as an illusion: safety from violence does not entail the preservation of meaning,
belonging, or identity.

Among South Asian Canadian writers from the Caribbean diaspora, Bissoondath stands out for his
unsentimental, incisive exploration of exile. His writing exhibits social unease and his voice remains
distinctly his own-marked by a restrained empathy and a technical mastery that renders his portrayals
strikingly realistic. His characters are ordinary people, and it is precisely through their ordinariness that he
captures the extraordinary toll of dislocation.

The broader thematic implication here is that migration, while often framed as a path to freedom and
self-betterment, can also become a trap of different proportions-exchanging visible violence for invisible
alienation. Bissoondath resists simplistic binaries between ‘homeland’ and ‘hostland’, chaos and order,
danger and safety. His stories suggest that displacement is not just geographical or political but profoundly
psychological and moral. Immigration does not end with border crossings; it extends into the soul,
manifesting as a lifelong negotiation with identity, loss, and adaptation.

In Security, Ramgoolam is depicted as a man who, having survived political fear and oppression, is now
attempting to rebuild his life in Toronto. However, the very society that offers him material comfort and
legal protection also renders him invisible and impotent. His days are marked by monotony-spent mostly
indoors, watching television or wandering without purpose. Rather than embracing his new life, Ramgoolam
retreats inward, caught in a liminal space where the past continues to haunt him, while the present feels alien
and hollow.

His greatest source of anxiety stems not from his external environment, but from his two sons, who have
rapidly adapted to Canadian norms. The boys eat beef and pork, violating Hindu dietary principles that
Ramgoolam still clings to as central to his identity. They speak English with a Canadian accent, socialize
freely, and express ideas and attitudes that distance them from their heritage. For Ramgoolam, their
behavior signifies a collapse of cultural values and a betrayal of the traditions he has sought to preserve.
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This tension highlights his inability to assert authority or relevance in his own household. As his children
evolve into modern Canadians, Ramgoolam becomes increasingly irrelevant-a relic of another world, one
that no longer holds currency in their lives. His wife, too, seems to have adjusted more easily, further
deepening his sense of isolation. Though physically surrounded by family, he remains emotionally
estranged.

Security serves as a profound meditation on the paradoxes of exile and immigration. Through character
like Ramgoolam, the haunting voices of refugees and marginalized immigrants, Neil Bissoondath reveals
that the quest for ‘security’ is not only external but deeply internal. Canada, for his characters, is not a
promised land but a liminal space-one that shelters but does not heal, that offers possibility but no peace.
Neil Bissoondath’s stories like Security do not offer resolution but reflection: on the fragility of identity, the
illusions of safety, and the quiet burdens of survival in a world where the past is never entirely left behind.

Thus, the story reveals a profound irony: in escaping physical danger, Ramgoolam has entered a new
form of existential insecurity-one grounded in cultural loss, intergenerational conflict, and spiritual
dislocation. His longing for the past, combined with his inability to navigate the present, traps him in a
psychological state of limbo. He is neither fully part of the Canadian world nor able to return to the
Caribbean past he once fled.

CULTURAL DISPLACEMENT AND IDENTITY CRISIS

At the core of Security lies the theme of cultural displacement. For Ramgoolam, immigration to Canada
entails not only geographic relocation but also the painful erosion of cultural identity. The values and
customs he carried from the Caribbean-particularly those tied to his Hindu heritage-hold little significance
in the new social context. This cultural disjunction creates a personal crisis, as Ramgoolam finds that he is
unable to reconcile his past with his present. The assimilation of his children, far from being a point of
pride, becomes a source of grief. Their rejection of his values symbolizes the death of the cultural continuity
he had hoped to maintain.

The protagonist struggles to assimilate into a foreign culture while clinging to his past identity. There is a
constant negotiation between ‘remembering’ and ‘forgetting’, between ‘adapting’ and ‘resisting’. His
identity becomes fragmented-he does not feel fully at home in the new country, yet he cannot return to his
old one. This in-betweenness is a hallmark of diasporic identity. Bissoondath presents cultural displacement
not just as loss but as a liminal space where belonging is perpetually deferred. The protagonist's alienation
underscores the deep psychological costs of migration.

THE ILLUSION OF SECURITY AND SAFETY

The story’s title, Security is deeply ironic. Though Ramgoolam is now free from the political threats that
plagued his life in the Caribbean, he is far from secure. Bissoondath challenges the assumption that
immigration automatically leads to improvement. The security promised by the West is revealed to be an
illusion, particularly when it comes to emotional and spiritual well-being. Ramgoolam may have escaped
death, but he cannot escape the loneliness and disorientation of cultural exile. His mental state, perhaps even
more fragile than before, illustrates that ‘security’ must be understood as more than mere physical survival.

Neil Bissoondath’s Security is a quiet, devastating reflection on the immigrant condition in a world
obsessed with safety and sameness. Through minimalism and irony, it exposes how security for some can
mean insecurity for others. In comparison with postcolonial and immigrant literature, the story resonates
deeply, reflecting shared themes of surveillance, identity crisis, and the psychological toll of exclusion.

GENERATIONAL CONFLICT

The generational gap between Ramgoolam and his sons is a powerful motif in the story. His efforts to
preserve Hindu customs are not simply nostalgic; they are desperate attempts to anchor his ‘self’ in a world
where he no longer has control. His children, however, view these customs as obsolete, irrelevant to their
Canadian lives. This intergenerational conflict is emblematic of the broader immigrant experience, where
parents often serve as guardians of ‘the old world’ while children become products of ‘the new’.
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Bissoondath captures the emotional toll this dynamic takes on immigrant parents, who must watch their
children, drift toward identities they themselves cannot understand or accept.

In Security, Neil Bissoondath presents displacement as a multi-faceted theme that extends beyond
physical migration. The story critiques simplistic narratives of refuge and resettlement by showing that
displacement alters identity, trust, tradition, memory, and one's sense of belonging. Bissoondath’s nuanced
portrayal reveals that true security cannot exist without emotional and psychological integration, which is
often denied to the displaced.

A SENSE OF ALIENATION

Although Ramgoolam is no longer under political duress, his mind remains imprisoned. His fear has
simply shifted from one form to another: from fear of persecution to fear of erasure. He is alienated from
Canadian society, unable to participate meaningfully in it, and simultaneously alienated from his own
family. He floats in a state of emotional limbo, reminiscent of Naipaul’s characters who, even after fleeing
the disarray of their homelands, find only deeper disorder in the supposedly civilized West. Ramgoolam's
experience underlines the inadequacy of external solutions to internal crises.

Ramgoolam’s story is also a critique of the immigrant ideal-the belief that moving to a Western country
ensures stability, success, and integration. While Canada does provide him with physical comfort and
freedom, it fails to offer the sense of belonging and self-worth he craves. Instead of being liberated by
migration, Ramgoolam is spiritually diminished by it. Bissoondath uses this narrative to deconstruct the
myth of multicultural harmony, showing that integration is often accompanied by loss, dislocation, and an
overwhelming sense of irrelevance.

CONCLUSION

Security is a thoughtful reflection on the psychological aftermath of exile. While most migration
narratives focus on physical escape or material improvement, Bissoondath delves into the subtler, more
enduring traumas of cultural rupture and identity fragmentation. Through the character of Ramgoolam, he
illustrates that true security involves more than ‘safety’ from violence-it requires emotional connection,
cultural coherence, and a sense of ‘self’ that can survive transition. Ramgoolam’s tragedy lies not in his
failure to escape danger, but in his inability to find meaning in the ‘space’ that lies beyond it. Ultimately, the
story offers a sobering reflection on the immigrant condition-one marked not by triumph, but by a quiet,
lingering sense of exile and displacement.

In Security, Neil Bissoondath masterfully dissects the fragile constructs of safety and identity within a
society increasingly defined by control, surveillance, and the suppression of dissent. Through the lens of
displacement-both physical and psychological-Bissoondath reveals how the pursuit of absolute security
often erodes the very freedoms it seeks to protect. Characters grapple with fragmented identities, forced
assimilation, and a deep sense of alienation, exposing the emotional and cultural costs of living under an
authoritarian regime that promises protection but delivers paranoia.

Ultimately, Security functions as a cautionary tale, warning against the dangerous conflation of safety
with uniformity and surveillance. By highlighting the costs of erasing cultural and individual difference,
Bissoondath not only critiques contemporary immigration and security policies but also insists on the
importance of pluralism, memory, and resistance. In doing so, he urges us to reconsider what it truly means
to be ‘safe’ and whether ‘safety’ without freedom is worth the price.
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