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Introduction  

Since independence, the Indian writing in English has witnessed myriad colours and 
transitions. Writers in imaginative and fictional literature have emerged in hundreds, and 
have left deep and inerasable imprints on the literary map of the world. Among these 
literary artists, the female writers have gained the critical and intellectual acclamation the 
world over in terms of quality as well as quantity. These mentally fertile and emotionally 
balanced writers have proved that women are not frail and passive in any way. They are 
sensitive enough to gauge the reality, and transform the same into the artistic fantasy. 
They have scarcely left any aspect of life unheeded and uncommented. But what has 
remained the issue of the paramount significance for them is the ‘individual’-in terms of 
status, role, identity and equality within home and in socio-cultural setup. The superb 
achievement about them is the unique and individualistic treatment of facts in a fictional 
mode. Each author has shown master mindedness in the portrayal of characters and 
incidents which does not overlap with others in any least possible degree. This ingenuity 
bestows upon them originality and personal identity. Therefore, the delineation of 
personages vis-à-vis socio-cultural location provides a full and comprehensive gamut of 
Indian English literary art. 

  
Desirable Daughters 

Bharti Mukherjee is considered an Indo-American female writer whose basic mission is 
to plead the cause for women subjugation and backwardness. Just like her present day 
feminist novelists, she deals with problems of women within their culture and society. 
She also deviates from them in marking the troubles of cross-cultural clashes faced by 
Indian immigrants particularly by females. These female portrayals are victims of double 
slavery viz patriarchy and expatriation. Being herself immigrant, she gives first hand 
information regarding the problems of adjustment and their treatment both on their own 
soil and abroad. Born in Indian society, Mukherjee is witness to the confinements and 
callousness imposed upon women in male supervised society. She is conscious of all 
mythological norms and values within which Indian woman has to move. She realizes 
that a modern women facilitated by western education and technical skills is bound to 
react against the patriarchal restrictions and marginalized space. Dr. N. D. R. Chaudra 
writes: “… Mukherjee expresses many facets of feminism, encompassing agitation for 
equal opportunity, sexual autonomy and right to self determination”. 

The same thing is experienced while estimating the novel Desirable Daughters 
(2002). The protagonist Tara ventures to expand the boundaries of wedding, love and sex. 
The title of the novel is embedded with significant meaning with irony. It connotes that 
daughters are graceful asset for a family and so their dealings ought to be desirable and 
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enviable. They should behave as per the prescribed socio-cultural ideals and values. The 
daughters who overlook the ways and behavior of ‘Luxman Rekha’ would not be 
accepted and appreciated. They become then in Kapur’s phrase ‘difficult daughters’. In 
the novel, two female characters including Tara do the same and cross the fixed margins 
of culture. All the three daughters of Brahman Bengali Chatterjee family are desirable in 
their earlier life in the sense that they fulfill the criterion of daughterhood- possessing 
attributes like modesty, grace, diligence and deference, but are caged within the 
circumference of the home: “our father could not let either of my sisters out on the street, 
our ear was equipped with window shades” (29). This limited freedom of mobility is 
further foregrounded by Tara’s words: “our bodies changed, but our behavior never did. 
Rebellion sounded like a lot of fun…. My life was one long childhood until I was thrown 
in a marriage” (27-28).  

Desirable Daughters, one of the spectacular achievements in the contemporary 
fiction, has a number of issues under its dense texture pertaining to women. The book 
opens with a legend of Tara Lata, the Tree Bride. Tara Lata is engaged to teen aged 
fiancé who is stung by the snake on the very wedding night and dies. Five year old Lata 
is saved from the ignominy of existence by her father’s decision as, “not a quite widow… 
[but] a woman who brings her family misfortune and death”(12). He makes her match to 
a tree and Tara Lata as a Tree Wife spends the rest of life in her father’s house. She sees 
the light of the outer world only once in life, when she is drawn out of the compound of 
her parents’ house by the colonial force for supporting and assisting the Indian freedom 
fighters. The life of Tara Lata becomes a criterion and hallmark for the narrator to gauge 
a general Indian woman: “a Bangali girl’s happiest night is about to become her lifetime 
imprisonment. It seems all the sorrows of history, all that is unjust in society and cruel in 
religion has settled on her (4). The metaphor used here for match making suggests the 
domineering and repressive curbed life.  

Through the mythical tale of Tara Bride, Mukherjee disparages and condemns the 
child marriage and its resultant widowhood. The account of Tree wife who is abused and 
dishonored for death of her would be husband and finally tied up to a tree figuratively 
satirize the orthodoxy and traditional narrow mindedness of Indian culture. It is outright 
ruthless convention to divest a young woman of her birth right to live and realize her 
dreams as per her aspirations. The mistreatment of women in the name of socio-religious 
prestige is nullified by the writer. The Tree wife is emblem of self-sacrifice, and her story 
provides an antithesis to the role of Tara, heroine of Desirable Daughters, who breaks 
rules and transgresses the margins laid for her. Tara asserts that the Tree Bride is the 
“model of selfless saintliness” while as, “My story was different perhaps and inversion” 
(280). The novel shows a contradiction between a conservative woman and the new one. 
One resides for society and surrenders before her preordained life, while as the other 
rebels against such society. The myth of Tree Bride has also opposite facet of what is just 
mentioned. It serves a metaphor to enjoy the emancipation and self-sufficiency of woman 
from the male hegemony as her story connotes that a female requires no protection and 
security of man and can live without his company.  
  The novelist fully hammers on the male dominance and diverse forms of 
maltreatment of women in the Indian social establishment. Instead of depicting marriage 
as divine and blissful union, she shows it as a means of deprivation and exploitation. In 
patriarchal set-up, girls are entrapped in marital bonds without their consent. They are not 
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permitted to choose the men of their hearts’ desire. Padma, sister of Tara longs for the 
possession of Ronald Dey with whom she has close liaison, but cannot do so: “any 
violation of the codes, any breath of scandal, was unthinkable”(32). Tara’s failed 
wedding is a result of forced will. She is matched with a man unseen and unknown to her. 
Bish her husband, is the choice of her father rather than Tara’s own selection as she 
speaks: “I married a man I had never met whose picture and biography and bloodliness I 
approved of, because my father told me it was a time to get married and this was a best 
husband in the market”(26). 

Mukherjee adopts strong feminist stance against imposed will on women. She 
believes that the modern women’s sensibility due to her refined upbringing and education 
is different from the traditional ones. She emphasizes that the present socio-cultural setup 
cannot oppress the females as it is unfair: “Surrender to the whim of fate and the 
manifestation of the marital market place….What do they know of the needs of modern 
woman?”(27). The novelist warns against the ramifications of the arranged and forced 
marriage as it may prove devastating and ruinous and pleads for the free will to decide 
one’s life partner. Tara’s arranged marriage breaks up while as her sister Parvati’s 
wedding flourishes because her husband Auro is her personal choice. Dimple, the heroine 
of Bharti Mukherjee’s another novel Wife, suffers from anxiety and mental disorder due 
to imposed marriage. All her dreams and aspirations regarding married life get crashed 
and dispersed and the marriage ends in abortion and killing of her husband. 
Through the portrayals of three Bengali Brahman sisters, Mukherjee embodies three 
diverse shapes of Indian women. Parvati with her husband, Auro of her choice, enjoys the 
contended restricted marital life. Tara on the contrary, an oughtright unconventional 
woman divorced her Indian husband and relishes every pleasure and bitterness in abroad. 
The third sister Padma deviates by seeking a middle path between these two. She lives 
with her husband Harish Mehta a self-determining and free life, and does not cast off 
altogether her ancestral socio-cultural standards like Tara. The depiction of these three 
desirable sisters offers multiple options for Indian women. Tara is dangerous and 
precarious to follow, while as Parvati and Padma are bearable and desirable in Indian 
socio- cultural milieu. 
  
Difficult Daughters 
 Hailing from Amritsar Punjab, Manju Kapur is one of the luminous stars without whom 
the existing literary scene may look incomplete and ambiguous. She is neither a hard 
hearted feminist nor an outright adherent of orthodoxy. Kapur equips her protagonists 
with professional training and education which help them question the deep rooted 
authority constituted by privileged classes. She is mostly motivated by the concerns of 
newly emerged urban middle class people. Difficult Daughters (1998), Kapur’s debut is a 
prize winning novel. It is a family saga against the historical and political background of 
the county’s partition, and the fight for freedom from the colonial rule. The novelist 
portrays nation wide struggle with equal felicity as Virmati’s battle for the redemption 
from the conventional shackles which fasten the socially ignored people everywhere. 
Like millions of people, she has concerns of study, marriage, and future. The novel 
suggests a shift from tradition ridden individual to a modernized one. 

 The tale of Virmati is narrated by her daughter Ida. Ida is a counterpart of Kapur 
novelist herself. After Virmati’s death, Ida decides to know her mother who used to be 
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“…a silently brisk and bad tempered”(2). The opening declaration of the book is 
somewhat startling as Ida asserts, “the one thing I had wanted not to be like my 
mother”(1). Generally, children willingly trace the footsteps of their parents, but 
Virmati’s maiden pregnancy, its callous abortion, breaking of custom, trampling of filial 
duties, disregard for parents and above all ousting Ganga’s position and rights repulse 
and disgust Ida unmitigatingly. Like her mother, Ida is also educated but childless, and is 
at liberty to move as per her whim and ultimately turns out triumphant in segregating 
herself from the failed marital bond. She is overtly gratified, though mentally suffers 
from angst and trauma. She cannot avoid marginalization and estrangement which is the 
rule for woman in patriarchal society. Although she surpasses her mother as well as her 
grandmother in terms of success, yet she speaks her mind “I feel my existence as a single 
woman reverberate desolately”. 

   Virmati is the eldest daughter of all eleven children borne by Kasturi Devi, wife 
of Suraj Prakesh, a Punjabi family in Amritsar. Kasturi Devi, a traditional and dependent 
housewife tells her daughter:” Hai re! What is the need to do a job? A woman’s Shaan    
is in her home. Now you have studied and worked enough”(13). She further speaks 
“study means developing the mind for the benefit of the family” (14). These injunctions 
not only dishearten but also enrage Virmati as she yearns to prove herself a new woman-
independent, self-reliant and self-assured. Her mother cannot imbibe potent thoughts and 
feelings in her daughter’s head, but it is her friend Shakuntala who breathes into her heart 
a spirit of hope: “times are changing and women are moving out of the home, so why not 
you? Why not, indeed, thought Virmati, looking at her almost breathless with admiration 
and love”(16). 

Virmati comes of a strongly traditional honoured Punjabi family and grows up 
with the intention that the responsibility of every girl is to be wedded as soon as possible 
without lingering time in education and love. She is clear enough to feel that a woman’s 
dignity, Shaan is in her working at home rather than outside in the patriarchal setup. As 
per the custom, she is already betrothed to a canal engineer Inderjeet. However, she 
harbours a wish internally of being free and lives in her own carefree world. Having 
strong nerves, she defies the male hegemony by enrolling herself in a college “the bastion 
of male learning”. In the college, she is entrapped in the vortex of the immature passion 
for the oxford educated English professor Harish Chander who is already married. For the 
sake of love, she evades marriage with Inderjeet and tries for suicide and experiences 
incarceration in her home. She feels the despondency of her illicit affair when she comes 
to know about the pregnancy of Harish Chander’s wife. At this crucial stage, Virmati is 
seen with full potential and as a new woman who is valiant, outspoken and self-assured to 
decide of her own. She leaves her home for Lahore to study there and to realize her 
dreamy world.  

In Lahore, Virmati is sheltered by her room mate Swarnalata: “It is because of my 
father I am here, my mother wanted me to marry”(107). Professor Harish Chander comes 
also and the two lovers are housed by Syed Hussain for their romance: “she could feel the 
pressure of the Professor’s thighs against her own at such moments, the meaning of her 
life seemed perfectly plain. She just had to follow that memory onwards, to feel him 
thrusting inside her strong and large, as she moaned and ached with pleasure”. 
Swarnalata occasionally reminds Virmati that men make use of woman, but the 
suggestion has hardly any effect. In the college after passing the examination she is 
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appointed there to govern a school which she does superbly. But due to the presence of 
professor there, her job is taken away. Now Virmati makes up her mind to join 
Shantineketan, but on the way she stops at Delhi at the residence of the poet, a 
companion of Professor Harish. There they are married and get the license to move 
freely: “ As Virmati rubbed her eyes watching from the smoke, she knew rather than felt 
that the burden of the past five years had lifted”(86). After stepping into the professor’s 
house where she is supposed to live with his first wife, she laments: “ I should not have 
married him but it is too late”. She experiences a murdered sleep like Lady Macbeth, and 
acknowledges the reality that, “A woman’s happiness lies in giving her husband 
happiness”(210). When she visits her mother’s house for first time after wedding, she is 
remarked upon very harshly by her mother: “It would have been better, if you have 
drowned in the canal than to live to disgrace us like this. You have destroyed our family, 
you badmash, you randi! You have blackened our face everywhere! For this I gave you 
birth”. 

Ida is projected as a radical new woman of present India. She gets divorce for 
nothing after realizing the futility of their marriage and prefers to go on all alone. It is a 
trend which could be hardly heard at the time of her grandmother Kasturi. Due to the split 
between Virmati and Ida, the latter delves deep into the past of the former’s life in order 
to learn their relation and fate. For the same, Ida makes for Amritsar to trace the history 
of their predecessors. She is pained when she learns that Virmati in her life never 
encouraged her (Ida) to speak of her identity and what she receives as a heritage is to 
“adjust, compromise and adopt”(236). The daughter never overcomes the chaos and 
commotion of her mother, but she strives to find the space that her mother has created in 
her life as a means of reconcile with her. 

 The story of Virmati is of heroic and iron willed person. It is also depressing and 
heart-pinching. The readers feel as if she is in quagmire, the more she struggles to come 
out, the more she dips down into the boggy mud. It is her own sensuality and the seeming 
fidelity of the professor which make her mission uphill task to achieve. Childish passion 
and infatuation misdirects her to the extent that she faulters to take things in the right 
perspective. Does she really attain by turning her back to the patriarchal values of the 
society? Manju kapoor portrays Virmati as a paradigm of numberless Indian women 
whose fate is not different. 

In spite of the wide spread women empowerment and emancipation, even today 
there are thousand of girls confined within the boundaries of their houses. It is not clearly 
understood whether it is their weakness to go out or the fault of the social-cultural 
establishment which does not accept their openness and free mobility. Matrimony is the 
sole purpose of their existence still. While analyzing the novel Difficult Daughters, the 
reader feels that the slogans of the equal opportunities and equal freedom for both sexes 
are only in theory and written documents, and are barely seen in practical and actual 
reality. When Virmati embarks on her journey to breathe a new meaning and matter into 
her hollowed existence, she is either suppressed or directed towards that bewilderment 
where she finds herself in a fix. Out of this new expedition, what is awarded to her is pain 
and penalty. She finds her once exuberant life full of meaningless and absurdity where 
her potential and educated spirit has no power to yield.    
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Conclusion 
On the whole, Mukherjee and Kapur’s representation of individual consciousness and 
social reality is intellectual and realistic. Although they acknowledge that in the last sixty 
years, Indian conventional establishment has changed to a large extent, yet the need of 
the hour is to have a setup in which everybody may flourish equally irrespective of 
gender, culture, and place. Through the sensitive portrayal of the female characters and 
their problems, Bhartee Mukherjee and Manju Kapur have given us an effective 
illustration and unforgettable picture of the evolution of the Indian woman’s psyche 
overtime, starting from the earlier pre-independence era through the freedom struggle up 
to the time of the post-independence. Their individuals are shown mostly as incarcerated 
within the bounds of age-old traditions. When they try to think independently and chalk 
out their life schemes for themselves, they become unbearable for the socio-cultural 
setup. The combat between these individuals and the surroundings leads them to create 
their own individuality and social space.  
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