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cultural, and historical dimensions. This paper situates the novel within the broader context of diaspora 3_53
studies, contending that Mukherjee reconceptualises displacement not solely as a state of loss, but as an
active arena for self-creation. The narrative follows Tara Bhattacharjee's transition from a conventional,

upper-caste Bengali upbringing in Calcutta to an unstable yet emancipating existence in the United States.
This geographical shift undermines established norms of gender, marriage, and family, prompting Tara to
scrutinise the myths that previously defined her sense of belonging. The paper argues that reinvention in the
novel is neither smooth nor celebratory; instead, it manifests through fragmentation, memory, and a
confrontation with both past and present. Mukherjee’s complex narrative structure intertwines ancestral
histories with modern diasporic experiences, illustrating the ongoing negotiation of identity between cultural
memory and personal agency. Through an examination of the tensions between tradition and autonomy, as
well as homeland and hostland, the study illustrates how Desirable Daughters convey displacement as a
continuous process of ethical and emotional reconstruction. The novel, therefore, posits reinvention as a
means of survival and a form of creative self-assertion in a transnational context.
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Bharati Mukherjee (1940-2017) was a well-known Indian
American writer whose work centres on women's

interrogates how displacement destabilises inherited
identities while simultaneously generating new modes of

perspectives, migration, and diasporic identity. She was
born in Calcutta and then moved to the US. Her writing was
heavily influenced by her own experiences as an immigrant.
Mukherjee's writing is different from other nostalgic exile
stories because it focuses on change and starting over as
important parts of being an immigrant. Her important
books, such as Jasmine (1989) and Desirable Daughters
(2002), examine women in the diaspora and how their
identities change as they relocate. This makes her one of the
most important voices in Asian American and postcolonial
literature. Mukherjee occupies a central position in
diasporic and Asian American literary discourse for her
sustained engagement with migration as a process of
transformation rather than exile. Her fiction repeatedly

selfhood. In Desirable Daughters, Mukherjee does not treat
migration as a simple geographical shift; instead, she
presents it as a psychological and cultural reconstitution of
the self. The novel dramatises how identity emerges through
rupture, negotiation, and reinvention.

James Clifford defines diaspora as a condition of “dwelling-
in-displacement” (Clifford 9), a formulation that captures
the paradox of inhabiting mobility itself. Tara
Bhattacharjee, the protagonist of Desirable Daughters,
exemplifies this state. Born into an upper-caste Bengali
family and relocated to Silicon Valley through marriage,
Tara exists between inherited memory and contemporary
flux. The novel opens with the story of Tara Lata, the child-
bride married to a tree after her fiancé’s sudden death. When
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dowry is demanded, her father defiantly declares, “I will see
my daughter married to a crocodile, to a tree, before you get
a single piece! 1 give dowry only to one who does not
demand it. There will be a wedding tonight, the auspicious
hour will be honored” (Mukherjee 14). This foundational
narrative exposes the violence embedded within tradition
while simultaneously introducing resistance. Displacement
here is internal to culture before it becomes transnational.
Homi K. Bhabha’s theory of hybridity provides a useful
framework  for  understanding  Tara’s  fractured
consciousness. In The Location of Culture, Bhabha argues
that cultural identity emerges in a “Third Space of
enunciation” where meaning is negotiated rather than fixed
(Bhabha 56). Tara inhabits precisely this third space.
Initially, she conforms to patriarchal expectations.
Reflecting on her younger self, she admits, “I was not the
rebellious one. I was the pliant one, the one who
conformed” (Mukherjee 27). This confession reveals how
deeply internalised gender roles structure her identity. Yet
migration unsettles this compliance. The American context
introduces autonomy and individualism, destabilising
inherited codes of obedience. Mukherjee’s portrayal of
reinvention, however, is not celebratory. Tara recognises
the instability of immigrant self-fashioning when she
observes that in America, one is “free to reinvent yourself,
but you are also free to be lost” (225). Reinvention thus
becomes double-edged: it promises liberation while
threatening fragmentation. Clifford similarly insists that
diaspora emphasises “‘routes’ rather than ‘roots’” (Clifford
3), privileging mobility over origin. Tara’s divorce from her
wealthy husband dismantles the illusion that economic
assimilation guarantees belonging. Instead, she must
reconstruct her subjectivity outside the socially sanctioned
roles of wife and daughter.

Mukherjee herself has articulated her resistance to the
melancholic exile model. In Conversations with Bharati
Mukherjee, she explains that she is interested in characters
who “transform themselves” rather than remain nostalgic
expatriates (Mukherjee qtd. in Edwards 18). This emphasis
on transformation shapes Tara’s narrative arc. Unlike static
representations of  diaspora, Desirable Daughters
foregrounds agency. Tara’s sisters, Padma and Parvati,
further illustrate the multiplicity of diasporic negotiation.
Although raised with shared values, they diverge in self-
construction. Tara acknowledges this divergence when she
reflects that they were raised with “the same stories, the
same expectations,” yet they ultimately “invented ourselves
differently” (Mukherjee 236). Identity, therefore, is neither
essential nor inherited; it is continually authored. Stuart
Hall’s influential articulation of cultural identity further
clarifies this dynamic. Hall argues that identity is “not an
essence but a positioning” (Hall 226). Tara’s journey
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illustrates this precisely: her identity shifts as her
positionality changes, from Calcutta daughter to Silicon
Valley wife to independent, self-questioning woman. The
homeland she remembers is mediated through myth and
memory, while the hostland demands adaptation. Neither
location provides stable grounding. Instead, Tara occupies
a fluid space where belonging is provisional. The narrative
structure of the novel reinforces this thematic concern. By
interweaving ancestral myth with contemporary diaspora,
Mukherjee collapses linear temporality. The past does not
disappear; it resurfaces, complicating reinvention. Yet the
act of narration itself becomes empowering. Through
storytelling, Tara reframes inherited myths and situates
herself within a lineage of resistant women. Displacement
thus becomes productive rather than purely traumatic.
Therefore, Desirable Daughters reframes diaspora as
creative reconstruction. While migration fractures inherited
certainties, it also generates ethical and emotional
recalibration. Tara’s movement from conformity to self-
awareness embodies Mukherjee’s broader vision of
immigrant identity as adaptive and self-fashioned. The
novel suggests that identity is not a relic preserved intact but
a narrative continually revised within historical and cultural
tension. Through this layered exploration, Mukherjee
positions displacement not as an endpoint of loss but as the
beginning of reinvention.This study employs a qualitative,
interpretive research methodology grounded in a
meticulous textual analysis of Mukherjee's Desirable
Daughters. The main goal is to examine themes of
displacement and reinvention by closely reading the
narrative structure, characters, and symbols of the novel.
The psychological and cultural transformation of the
protagonist, Tara Bhattacharjee, is examined with particular
emphasis on evolving transnational contexts. Postcolonial
and diaspora studies have helped shape the theoretical
framework. Key concepts such as ‘hybridity’ and the ‘Third
Space’ proposed by Homi K. Bhabha, ‘diaspora’ as
articulated by James Clifford, and ‘cultural identity’ as
positioning developed by Stuart Hall are utilised to interpret
identity as fluid, constructed, and negotiated rather than
static. The research incorporates pertinent secondary
criticism to contextualise the novel within extensive
academic discourse, rendering the methodology analytical,
theoretical, and text-focused rather than empirical.

Mukherjee has examined the complexities of psychic and
spatial identity and the anguish of dislocation on multiple
levels. The structures of patriarchy in Indian society differ
from that in the West; consequently, Mukherjee has sought
to transform her brand of feminism based on the reality of
the obligatory dislocation they frequently experience.
Indian expatriate writers do not solely express an exclusive
foreignness in their identity; rather, their writing embodies
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the viewpoint of individuals navigating the complexities of
dual cultures. Mukherjee has presented a postmodern
counter-narrative that both assimilates and celebrates
American citizenship. This novel perspective maintains
fundamental Indianness as exotic while seamlessly
integrating into American materialism. Mukherjee aims to
establish her distinctiveness within the wider realm of
American literature through this category of experience.
Migration and dislocation, whether voluntary or
involuntary, are global and transcultural imperatives.
Mukherjee’s protagonists are all perceptive and possess
varying degrees of training in the contemporary ethnic
imagination. They are immersed in an environment of
ambivalence concerning their identity, racism, sexism, and
other forms of social oppression. They navigate
displacement and confront the multicultural reality amid
cultural differentiation and assimilation. Their cultural
imperatives, in engaging with the unfamiliar essence of the
new world, generate a narrative of co-optation and
collaboration that the storyteller documents. Mukherjee has
articulated the experience of living within a culture, both
geographically and ideologically distinct from her chosen
home and citizenship, thereby complicating her identity.
This facet of her cultural exclusivity is prominently
articulated in her critique of Americans. Mukherjee's sixth
novel, Desirable Daughters, signifies a new trend in her
oeuvre. During an interview with Dave Weich, Mukherjee
states: “The authentic Strategy for this book was also using
the width of the field of history, geography, Diaspora,
gender, ethnicity, language - rather than the old-fashioned,
long clean throw” (72).

In her earlier novels, diasporic transmigration signified a
novel beginning and liberation from the constraints of
conventional society. These novels portrayed attachment to
one's native culture and homeland as undesirable, while
total assimilation into the host culture was celebrated. It is
to establish a locus of presence that diminishes the diasporic
individual, facilitating the disconnection from the past and
the deconstruction of the future. In Desirable Daughters,
Mukherjee examines various patterns of belonging within
global contexts, ranging from temporality to assimilative
permanence, and additionally, hyphenated and unmixed
nationhood. People in the diaspora tend to be centred on
their primary identities, such as religion, ethnicity, territory,
or nation. The majority of Mukherjee's novels address the
issue of primary identities and their associated crises, as
well as the transmission of ethnic characteristics. She
considers the tenuous state of cultural translation in the
postcolonial context, past, present, and future. The author
depicts Tara Lata, only five years old, carried in a
palanquin, dressed in ceremonial attire for her impending
marriage. The eight and nine-year-old sisters are already
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married. According to Hindu custom, it is believed that a
father must arrange his daughter's marriage before she
attains puberty; failure to do so renders him deemed
ineffectual and unworthy. A palanquin supported by four
attendants transports three daughters of a wealthy man, the
youngest clothed in her bridal saree, her small hands
embellished with crimson dye, and her hair oiled and styled.
Her arms are burdened with dowry gold; bangles cover her
delicate arms from wrist to shoulder. Juvenile voices intone
a melody, hands strike, golden bracelets jingle. Tara Lata
gains notoriety for her acts of resistance, therefore
becoming a freedom warrior and martyr. Ironically, in his
quest to uphold a swift Indian custom and confine his
daughter to a life devoid of the distractions posed by a
husband, children, and a mother-in-law, the father turns her
into an emblem of fundamental womanhood within the
traditional patriarchal symbolic order.
Tara’s experience in Desirable Daughters reveals that
displacement is far more complex than merely crossing
borders. Bharati Mukherjee presents migration not as a
dramatic escape from tradition but as an ongoing
negotiation between memory and modernity. Tara’s life in
California does not erase her upbringing in Ballygunge;
instead, it forces her to measure the distance between who
she was expected to be and who she is trying to become.
The movement from India to America becomes meaningful
only when seen alongside the social codes that shaped her
early identity. Her recollections of childhood make clear
how tightly controlled her world once was. She remembers,
“We were traditional Hindus, very orthodox Bengali
Brahmins... We were afraid of Brahmos, fearing
contamination from our own side” (Mukherjee 180). The
fear of “contamination” suggests how identity was guarded
through separation and suspicion. Even reformist groups
were perceived as threats. Tara grew up in an atmosphere
where belonging depended on preserving boundaries.
Individual desire mattered less than family reputation and
caste continuity. This atmosphere of vigilance becomes
even more visible in her reflection on adolescent romance.
She writes:
“Therefore, Ron Dey slipped under the most
refined radar system in the world: Hindu virgin
protection. So many eyes were watching, so many
precautions were taken, and so much of value was
at stake—the marriageability of Motilal
Bhattacharjee’s oldest daughter, which, unless
properly managed, controlled the prospects of his
second and third daughters as well that any
violation of codes, any breath of scandal, was
unthinkable.”(32)
The metaphor of a “refined radar system” captures the
intensity of social monitoring. Tara’s body becomes a site
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of communal investment. Her “marriageability” determines
not only her own future but that of her sisters. In such a
setting, love is secondary to strategy, and reputation
outweighs individuality. The constant surveillance explains
why migration appears to promise relief. America seems to
offer distance from these suffocating expectations. Yet
Tara’s marriage to Bish in California reveals another layer
of constraint. Her confession is strikingly personal: “When
I left Bish (let us be clear on this) after a decade of marriage,
it was because the promise of life as an American wife was
not being fulfilled. I wanted to drive, but where would I go?
I wanted to work, but would people think that Bish
Chatterjee couldn’t support his wife?” (82). The repetition
of her wants shows a quiet hunger for autonomy. She does
not seek rebellion for its own sake; she desires ordinary
freedoms—mobility, employment, self-direction. However,
even in America, she remains conscious of community
judgment. The question of how others might interpret her
actions echoes the earlier fear of scandal in India.
Geography has changed, but scrutiny persists in subtler
forms.Mukherjee’s description of domestic life reinforces
this sense of containment: “My world was Atherton, and the
two weeks we spent each winter in Calcutta visiting his
parents, with a few side visits to mine” (82). The word
“world” feels ironic as Atherton represents prosperity and
safety, yet it also signals isolation. Tara’s daily life revolves
around suburban routines, social expectations, and Bish’s
professional ambitions. The vastness of America does not
automatically produce emotional expansion. Instead, she
experiences a muted loneliness, a realisation that migration
alone cannot generate fulfilment. What becomes evident is
that displacement unsettles inherited certainties without
immediately replacing them. Tara cannot return to the
unquestioned obedience of her youth, yet she also cannot
fully embrace the myth of American individualism. Even
after her divorce, she remains entangled in diaspora
networks that continue to define her through her former
marriage. Identity proves persistent. It resists easy
reinvention. The presence of her sisters highlights this
complexity. Padma, living in New York, appears pragmatic
and forward-looking, willing to adjust tradition to suit her
ambitions. Parvati, who resides in India, embodies
continuity rather than stagnation. Through these parallel
lives, Mukherjee avoids presenting migration as the only
path to transformation. Each sister negotiates cultural
expectations differently, suggesting that reinvention
depends as much on temperament as on location. Tara’s
growing awareness of her own contradictions shapes her
gradual transformation. She begins to see that the codes
governing her childhood were neither wholly oppressive
nor entirely protective; they were part of a larger system that
provided structure while restricting freedom. Likewise, her
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American life offers opportunity but demands resilience.
She must actively construct a sense of self rather than inherit
one.

The subplot involving Chris Dey intensifies this realization.
The intrusion of global violence into her private sphere
disrupts any illusion of safety. It reminds her that mobility
connects rather than isolates. Past and present remain
intertwined. She cannot compartmentalise her Indian
history and her American present. The two inform each
other constantly. As Tara reflects on her ancestral narrative,
particularly the story of Tara Lata, she recognises both
distance and continuity. The tree bride represents a life
determined by ritual and sacrifice. Tara’s own life, by
contrast, involves choice and mobility. Yet both women
inhabit systems that define them in relation to others. This
recognition fosters empathy rather than rejection. Tara’s
reinvention does not require disowning her origins; it
requires understanding them. The power of the novel lies in
its refusal to simplify displacement. The vigilant “Hindu
virgin protection” (32) does not disappear when Tara boards
a plane to America. It lingers as memory, as caution, as an
internalised awareness of how women are watched and
judged. Similarly, the promise of American freedom does
not automatically dissolve inherited anxieties. Tara’s
struggle reveals that identity in diaspora is layered, shaped
by movement but anchored in recollection.Through Tara’s
voice, Mukherjee portrays reinvention as gradual and often
uncomfortable. It unfolds in moments of doubt, in decisions
that seem minor but carry emotional weight, in
conversations that expose hidden expectations. Tara learns
that she cannot simply step into a new identity; she must
assemble it piece by piece. Her journey suggests that
displacement is not solely about loss. It creates the
possibility of questioning, of re-evaluating the roles
assigned by family and society. Therefore, Tara’s
experience demonstrates that migration transforms
perception more than it changes essence. She remains
marked by her upbringing, yet she refuses to be confined by
it. Her reinvention emerges not from rejecting the past but
from engaging with it critically. In this sense, Desirable
Daughters presents displacement as a space of tension and
growth. Identity is neither fixed nor entirely fluid; it is
shaped through negotiation, memory, and the courage to
redefine oneself within and beyond inherited boundaries.

CONCLUSION
Desirable Daughters depicts displacement as a deeply
transforming yet unresolved state that reconfigures personal
identity across cultural boundaries. Bharati Mukherjee
depicts migration as an ongoing process rather than a
conclusive endpoint, prompting individuals to reevaluate
their inherited ideas, gender roles, and societal allegiances.
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Tara's path illustrates that reinvention is neither immediate
nor definitive; it unfolds through engagement with memory,
familial heritage, and the influences of both native and
diasporic communities. The narrative, therefore, challenges
binary oppositions between tradition and modernity, India
and America, and captivity and freedom. It emphasises
complexity, illustrating how cultural norms endure in novel
contexts, while new experiences contest entrenched beliefs.
Mukherjee underscores the emotional labour inherent in
constructing a personality that transcends borders through
rich storytelling and contemplative narration. By examining
Tara's developing consciousness, the essay asserts that
identity in a transnational context is fluid and self-
constructed. Displacement, while disconcerting, serves as a
catalyst for awareness and development, allowing the
protagonist to assert a more self-defined and critically
analysed sense of belonging.
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