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 Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni an Indian born American immigrant 
was born in Calcutta on 29 July, 1956 in a Bengali Hindu family. 
She experienced her life in several Indian cities. She migrated to the 
United States of America in 1976 when she was nineteen years old. 
She received a Ph.D., in English on Christopher Marlowe from the 
University of California, Berkeley in 1985. Her days in Berkeley 
had been involved with women’s social service organizations and 
she is a co-founder of the former president of Maitri, located at 
San Francisco a helpline founded in 1991 for South Asian women, 
dealing with domestic abuses. It provided them support, counselling, 
and advice for the abused South Asian women.
 Divakaruni strives for women’s rights and welfare and is totally a 
part of the traditional culture of Bengal. After her settlement in America 
she could compare the physical and the psychological landscape of 
India and America, and look back on her culture objectively. The 
main purpose of her writing is to break the barriers between people 
of different ages and different ethnicities. Her concerns resemble that 
of feminists who fight for the women’s causes. 
 Divakaruni tried to persuade her traditional family who failed 
to understand that the real purpose of her migration was to take up 
her studies in America. Though the migration is her own choice she 
misses her family in Calcutta and the traditions of her culture. She 
struggles to uproot herself from the known traditional customized 
country. Her initial stage of rerooting in America is also a traumatic 
journey. She became a writer since it is the only way, or tool she can 
use to fight for her self-identity.
 Edward Said a prominent scholar critic of post-colonialism 
mentions the idea of identifying the East as Other and inferior to the 
West in his book Orientalism. 
 Said emphasizes the construction of binary division between the 
Orient and the Occident. He mentions that west as self is considered 
to be the supreme, the main source of knowledge and learning, while 
East as Other is represented as a place of ignorance, superstition and 
illiteracy. The Orient exists as static, ignorant and cut off from the 
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progress of western history. They do not have even the capability to represent themselves and hence 
west acts as being superior. The Others are basically the marginalized group who are considered 
being the suppressed and mute for years.
 The term subaltern refers to the suppressed group that belongs to the lower strata of life, or 
the women, who have been intimidated for many years. Subaltern can be meant as overlooked, 
neglected, disregarded, and treated with unconcern and indifference. Immigrants are not always 
treated equally with the people of the host country, which paves way for the immigrants to face 
psychological and sociological complexities. They cannot accept that they are underprivileged by 
American people. Lisa Lamor points: 
 The immigrants are torn apart on multiple levels. Physically, the characters’ bodies are affected 
in ways that break them into pieces, both literally and figuratively. Emotionally and mentally, 
immigration and subsequent resettling processes challenge a feeling of wholeness and functioning 
as healthy, fully-realized individuals . . . . Overall, the immigrant’s sense of self and personal 
identity becomes fractured at a crisis level. (28)
 Thus it becomes true of the position of immigrants as marginalised lot.
 Identity crisis is a big issue for immigrants in the post-colonial period. No immigrant escapes 
from identity crisis or cultural attacks in the host country. Mohan in The Mistress of Spices is one 
of the minor characters through whom Divakaruni brings out the harsh side of American land. 
Mohan sells Indian foods such as Kababs and samosas in his cart which is named Mohan Indian 
Foods. Veena cooks delicious Indian foods which attract many customers and this provides the 
hope to enlarge his business. Mohan is subjected to cultural harassment. Two young men come 
to the shop at late night, Mohan thinks that they have come to ask for food, and says that the shop 
is closed already. The young men shout at him and say, “What makes you think we want any of 
this shitty stuff” (MS 170). Mohan is assaulted both physically and mentally. Mohan’s future is 
questionable due to the cultural attack. The Americans hate the immigrants since they feel their 
opportunities are grabbed by them.
 Mohan turns mute after that gory incident. A harmless immigrant is attacked for no reason 
except for his Indian identity. Mohan and Veena are confused why they have become the targets 
of racism. Tilo not only foresees the pain of Mohan at the land of America but also in her vision 
she sees so many immigrants undergoing the same cultural shocks in the alien land. Insecurity is 
the main problem for most of the immigrants in alien countries. Many people try to tolerate all the 
miseries and shortcomings and continue their life in Western countries. Homi Bhaba expresses that 
the immigrants’ focus only on their survival in his interview with Kalpana Sheshadri-Crooks titled 
“Surviving Theory”: 
 Survival continually haunts the dream of sovereignty with the possibility that failure is not the 
other side of success or mastery: it is lining, an intimate and proximate mode of being or living 
in the midst of what we think needs to be done fresh or anew and what requires repeatedly to be 
repaired, revised, or reassembled. (376)
 As quoted above, despite hardships experienced by Indian immigrants owing to racial 
discrimination, they continue to face the struggles and survive in the alien land itself. This idea 
can be strengthened by pointing out the experiences of a few characters in the collection Arranged 
Marriage. Indian immigrants like Somesh who appears in “Clothes” strive hard day and night to 
keep their family free from the economic pressures but they have no safety at foreign lands and they 
happen to face huge hardships in their lives. Somesh was shot dead after his shop was being looted. 
Bikram uncle, in the story “Silver Pavements, Golden Roofs” is affected by cultural conflicts, often 
warns about racism at America. Bikram cannot manage his life at America: “This damn country, 
like a dain, a witch – it pretends to give and then snatches everything back” (AM 54). Jayanti in 
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Arranged Marriage story “Silver Pavements, Golden Roofs” understands the cultural hitches and 
the identity crisis of Indian immigrants at foreign countries. The circumstances shift when she 
leaves home for a small time walk, creates an entire new racial identity. Jayanti while walking 
with her aunt faces street pranks of young boys who shout at them as “Nigger” (AM 50). The word 
Nigger reminds her of British colonialism and American slavery. Jayanti, a victim of racist assault 
does not accept that she belongs to the black race. She cries out “I ‘m not black at all but an Indian 
girl of good family?” (AM 51). She realizes the difficulty in attaining an individual identity in an 
alien land, whereas in India everyone has their own identity and family values.
 Both Aunt and Jayanti are much affected by the words of the boys. Home is a place where 
Indian culture is followed and America is to be faced outside home, where the culture remains 
American, “other” culture to the immigrants. In home Jayanti is free from the American culture. 
Jayanti is shocked that even the children feel the difference. 
 Haroun, who believes in the magical power of Tilo, is yet another character like Mohan. Tilo 
wants to save Haroun with the power of spices but he is violently beaten by an American. Haroun 
though considers America as his homeland faces physical violence since he is an immigrant to the 
United States. Haroun’s hard work and sincerity fail to fetch any recognition or the due salary in 
America. It is only in their homeland that one’s work is recognised and appreciated. Americans 
look down upon the Indians in a trivial way and degrade them as inferior creatures. Such bitter 
experiences make the immigrants to revise their opinion about their stay in the host country. 
As Kanhaiya Jee Jha rightly observes:  Hostility and rejection in the host country produced in 
immigrants a deeper sense of consciousness about their oppressed condition and compelled them 
to make a frantic search for their roots and identity. The situation resulted in various psycho-
sociological problems such as nostalgia, rootlessness, alienation, schizophrenia and others in them. 
Despite living in two cultures, their dilemma whether to stay in the host country or return to home 
land persisted. (158)
 In America Indian immigrants suffer not only due to the ill treatment from the alien people but 
are defeated even by their own countrymen. Many Indian rich immigrants act like western people. 
In The Mistress of Spices all the male characters need the support of Tilo. Tilo envisions the other 
side of South Asian racial identity. There remain variations among Indian community depending 
on class. The pathetic thing is that the wealthy Indians ill-treat their own country men who are 
under the poverty line. 
 The hidden reality is not all rich people are happy and peaceful. Anant Soni, after his hard work 
helps his patient mother. Divakaruni focuses the fear of many women in foreign countries, who 
cannot control their husbands who are drawn towards other women.Dr. Lalchandani’s wife feels 
sad since her husband is having an affair with another woman, which is casual in western culture. 
Many women are silent victims in the patriarchal society. They are always double marginalised 
wherever they live. Since they abide by their native culture, they are meant to follow the rules of a 
society strictly whereas men are set free to live their own life. This also results in a condition where 
women experience identity crisis more than men. 
 In Queen of Dreams Mrs. Gupta faces identity crisis during her early stages of migration to 
America. She fails to identify herself as a mother or a wife or a dream interpreter. Rakhi, the 
second generation immigrant is trying to identify herself with her mother. In her early stage Sudha 
in The Vine of Desire finds it difficult to assimilate towards western culture, faces ethnic hitches, 
and cannot accept the western mode of life of the Americans. She often suffers from nostalgia for 
her homeland, comparing and contrasting the cultures of both India and America. As days pass by, 
Sudha becomes a confident woman. In Chopra’s wedding anniversary, when Mrs. Chopra enquires 
about Sudha’s identity, she replies that she is Sudha Chatterjee from Calcutta in an astonishing 
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manner because she does not want to let herself down. Sudha “braved the new rules of a new 
continent because she wanted more in life than a man to take care of her” (VD 129). The Indian 
culture insists that a woman should have a protective shield which is nothing but the protection of 
a man; otherwise woman is not respected in the society. But America has a different strategy in 
which each woman has a distinct identity whether single or married. Sudha realises this pulse of 
American and prefers to face life alone boldly.
 Sudha meets Lalit a second generation immigrant at the party of Mr and Mrs. Chopra. The air of 
America changes Sudha into a courageous new woman. Sudha astonishingly takes the hand of Lalit 
and goes to the dance floor. Lalit moves easily with the culture of America. Though not a singer, 
he sings without caring what others may think. His attitude makes Sudha think: “Perhaps it’s 
this ability, so foreign to Sudha’s upbringing every moment was weighted with the possibility of 
social censure that makes her respond” (VD 134). Sudha dances waltz with Lalit. Though she was 
brought up in a strict traditional family system, gets accustomed to American culture as in the case 
of many immigrants. Rakhi in Queen of Dreams after the disaster of 9/11 incident realizes that she 
is neither an Indian nor an American. For the first time she feels insecure in the land of her birth. 
America is the only country she is familiar with. Rakhi faces identity crisis, and fails to consider 
America in terms of “home” because home is the place of comfort and security. According to her 
Mrs. Gupta is the best example to lead successful life by balancing bi-cultures without hurting any 
culture. This incident proves that in the contemporary scenario immigrants should be aware and 
ready to face not only bi-cultural life but also multi-cultural life. 
 In one of her interviews Divakaruni reveals that the major intention in writing the novel Queen 
of Dreams is to make people think about the issues they have not considered before and to make 
them more compassionate towards other people after the incident of 9/11. “If I could make the pain 
and hope powerful enough in the book.”, she articulates her hope,   then maybe I might stop some 
of the prejudice out there, and have some sort of counter effect to what followed 9/11” (Responding 
to 9/11 n. pag.). A few characters at times happen to suffer due to various cultural aspects but they 
try to overcome it and lead their life free from any cultural conflicts. In Queen of Dreams Mr. 
Gupta, Mrs. Gupta, Belle, and Sonny never suffer much by confusing their identities but Rakhi 
suffers a lot. Belle and Rakhi are intimate friends who share common experiences and it helps to 
constitute their native consciousness. Divakaruni’s women protagonists’ who are brave enough to 
dissolve the boundaries and uphold their role as compassionate beings in helping the needy around 
their surroundings. Most of Divakaruni’s male characters need the support of women. Divakaruni 
in her works created Brave New Women in the Brave New World.
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