Desirable Daughters By Bharati Mukherjee

“A keenly observed, deeply felt story of Bamilial love and loss
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WINNER OF THE NATIONAL BOOK CRITICS CIRCLE AWARD
FOR THE MIDDLEMAN AND OTHER STORIES

Desirable Daughters is a poignant and thought-provoking novel by Bharati Mukherjee, first
published in 1990. The narrative explores the complexities of identity, cultural conflict, and the
struggles of immigrant life through the eyes of its protagonist, Tara, a woman navigating her
existence between traditional Indian values and the modern American lifestyle. Mukherjee's work is
celebrated for its rich characterizations and the way it delves into the nuances of gender, family, and
cultural heritage.

Overview of the Novel

Desirable Daughters is set against the backdrop of modern-day America, primarily in San Francisco,
and it intricately weaves the themes of diaspora and the immigrant experience. The story unfolds



through the life of Tara, the daughter of a prominent Bengali family. As Tara navigates her journey,
she grapples with her cultural roots while striving to define her identity in a foreign land.

Plot Summary

The plot follows Tara’s life from her childhood in India to her adult life in America. The novel opens
with Tara's return to her native country for her father's funeral, which serves as a catalyst for the
exploration of her past and her relationship with her family. As she reflects on her upbringing,
Mukherjee delves into Tara's duality—caught between her Indian heritage and her American
identity.

1. Childhood and Family Dynamics

Tara's childhood is steeped in the traditions of her Bengali family. Her father is a traditionalist, while
her mother embodies the progressive ideals of the time. This dichotomy shapes Tara's understanding
of gender roles and expectations.

2. Migration to America

The narrative details Tara's migration to America, where she is confronted with the realities of
cultural assimilation. The clash between her family's traditional values and the liberal American
culture forces her to reevaluate her beliefs and identity.

3. Personal Struggles

As Tara navigates her adult life, she faces various challenges, including her marriage, motherhood,
and her quest for personal fulfillment. These struggles reflect the broader themes of the immigrant
experience and the quest for self-identity.

Thematic Exploration

Mukherjee's Desirable Daughters is rich in themes that resonate deeply with readers. The
exploration of identity, gender roles, and cultural conflict forms the core of the narrative.

Identity and Cultural Conflict

The theme of identity is central to the novel. Tara's journey is a reflection of the challenges faced by
many immigrants who find themselves straddling two cultures. Mukherjee illustrates how cultural
identity can be both a source of strength and a point of conflict.

- Cultural Assimilation

Tara's experiences highlight the struggle of assimilating into a new culture while maintaining one's
heritage. The expectations placed on her as a daughter of a traditional Indian family clash with the
freedoms offered by American society.

- Reclaiming Identity
As Tara confronts her past, she learns to reclaim her identity by integrating aspects of both cultures.
This duality allows her to forge a unique path, emphasizing the importance of self-acceptance.



Gender Roles and Expectations

The novel also addresses the complexities of gender roles within both Indian and American contexts.
Mukherjee examines how societal expectations shape women's lives, particularly in immigrant
families.

- Traditional Expectations
In her family, Tara is expected to adhere to traditional gender roles, which often restrict her
autonomy. The pressures to conform to societal norms create friction in her personal life.

- Empowerment through Choice

Tara's journey toward empowerment underscores the importance of choice in redefining gender
roles. Her struggle to carve out a space for herself in a patriarchal society represents a broader
commentary on women's empowerment across cultures.

Character Analysis

Desirable Daughters features a rich tapestry of characters, each contributing to the exploration of
the novel's themes.

Tara Chatterjee

Tara is a multifaceted character whose evolution drives the narrative. She embodies the struggle
between tradition and modernity, making her relatable to many readers. As she navigates her
relationships with her family, friends, and husband, her character arc becomes a testament to
resilience and self-discovery.

Supporting Characters

Several supporting characters in the novel provide depth and context to Tara's journey:

- Maya

Tara's sister, Maya, represents the more traditional side of Bengali womanhood. Her choices often
contrast with Tara's, highlighting the different paths women can take within the same cultural
framework.

- Baba
Tara's father, a traditionalist, is a significant figure in her life. His strict adherence to cultural norms
creates a sense of conflict that Tara must navigate as she seeks her own identity.

- Ravi
Tara's husband offers a contrasting perspective on gender roles and cultural expectations. Their
relationship illustrates the complexities of love in the face of cultural differences.



Writing Style and Literary Devices

Mukherjee's writing style in Desirable Daughters is characterized by its lyrical prose and vivid
imagery. She employs various literary devices to enhance the narrative:

- Symbolism
The novel is rich in symbolism, with elements such as family heirlooms and cultural traditions
representing the weight of heritage.

- Flashbacks
Mukherjee uses flashbacks to provide context for Tara's character, allowing readers to understand
her motivations and struggles more deeply.

- Cultural References
The incorporation of Bengali culture and traditions adds authenticity to the narrative, enriching the
reader's understanding of Tara's background.

Conclusion

In Desirable Daughters, Bharati Mukherjee masterfully explores the complexities of identity, cultural
conflict, and the challenges of immigrant life. Through Tara's journey, readers are invited to reflect
on the broader themes of gender roles, family dynamics, and the quest for self-acceptance.
Mukherjee's insightful portrayal of the immigrant experience resonates with anyone who has ever
grappled with their identity in a multicultural world. The novel stands as a testament to the strength
of women navigating the intricacies of tradition and modernity, making it a significant contribution
to contemporary literature.

Ultimately, Desirable Daughters is not just a story about one woman's journey; it is a reflection of
the myriad paths women take in the pursuit of identity and belonging. Mukherjee's work continues
to inspire and challenge readers to consider their own narratives in the tapestry of cultural
complexity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Desirable Daughters' by Bharati
Mukherjee?

The main theme of 'Desirable Daughters' revolves around identity, cultural conflict, and the
immigrant experience, particularly focusing on the challenges faced by Indian women in balancing
traditional expectations with modern aspirations.

Who is the protagonist of 'Desirable Daughters'?

The protagonist of 'Desirable Daughters' is Tara, who navigates her identity as a first-generation
Indian-American woman while dealing with her family's expectations and her own desires.



How does 'Desirable Daughters' explore the concept of family?

The novel explores family dynamics by highlighting the tensions between cultural heritage and the
pressures of assimilation, showcasing how familial obligations can conflict with personal freedom.

What role does the setting play in 'Desirable Daughters'?

The setting plays a significant role as it contrasts Tara's life in America with her family's traditional
values rooted in India, emphasizing the cultural dissonance and the complexities of cross-cultural
identity.

What are some of the challenges faced by the characters in
'‘Desirable Daughters'?

Characters face challenges such as the pressure to conform to societal expectations, the struggle for
self-identity, and the conflict between modernity and tradition, particularly in the context of
marriage and career choices.

How does Bharati Mukherjee address the theme of feminism
in 'Desirable Daughters'?

Bharati Mukherjee addresses feminism by portraying strong female characters who seek autonomy
and challenge patriarchal norms, exploring their journeys toward self-discovery and empowerment.

What literary techniques are prominent in 'Desirable
Daughters'?

Prominent literary techniques in 'Desirable Daughters' include rich imagery, symbolism, and the use
of multiple perspectives to convey the complexity of cultural identity and personal struggle.

How does 'Desirable Daughters' reflect the immigrant
experience?

The novel reflects the immigrant experience by illustrating the emotional and cultural dilemmas
faced by individuals trying to reconcile their heritage with their new lives, highlighting feelings of
alienation and the pursuit of belonging.

What message does '‘Desirable Daughters' convey about
personal choice?

The novel conveys that personal choice is paramount in defining one's identity and happiness,
advocating for the importance of making decisions that align with one's true self rather than
succumbing to external pressures.
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