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Abstract

This paper investigates the cultural conflicts and identity negotiations in Chitra Banerjee
Divakaruni’s  Queen  of  Dreams,  focusing  on  the  experiences  of  second-generation
immigrants. The novel portrays the protagonist, Rakhi, who struggles to reconcile her
Indian  heritage  with  her  American  upbringing.  This  tension  reflects  the  broader
challenges faced by immigrant communities trying to balance traditional values with the
pressures of Western society. Rakhi’s internal conflict is intensified by her relationship
with  her  mother,  who  embodies  Indian  spiritualism  through  her  role  as  a  dream
interpreter. The generational divide between them is symbolic of the larger cultural gap
that immigrants often encounter, as Rakhi feels disconnected from her mother’s Indian
roots and, at the same time, alienated from American society. The post-9/11 context of the
novel plays a crucial role in deepening this sense of alienation. Racism, prejudice, and
suspicion  against  immigrants,  particularly  South  Asians,  further  complicate  Rakhi’s
sense  of  belonging.  This  research  explores  how Chitra  Banerjee  Divakaruni  employs
dreams,  symbolism,  and cultural  references  to  depict  the  fluid,  fragmented  nature  of
identity formation in a multicultural landscape. By examining the intersections of race,
culture, and gender, the paper reveals how Queen of Dreams articulates the immigrant
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experience as one marked by both personal and collective struggles for self-definition.
Ultimately, the study highlights the ways in which the novel reflects the complexities of
navigating cultural identity in a globalized, post-9/11 world.

Key-words:  Culturalidentity,  Immigration,  Multiculturalism,  Post-9/11,Generational
Conflict
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Introduction:

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s  Queen of  Dreams offers a nuanced exploration of

cultural identity, generational conflict, and the immigrant experience. Set in post-

9/11  America,  the  novel  centers  on  Rakhi,  an  Indian-American  woman  who

struggles to reconcile her Indian heritage with the realities of life in the United

States.  This conflict  is  central  to the immigrant experience,  where individuals

often find themselves torn between the traditions of their parents’ homeland and

the  pressures  of  assimilating  into  Western  culture.  Through  Rakhi’s  journey,
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Chitra  Banerjee  Divakaruni  delves  into  the  emotional  and  psychological

challenges that second-generation immigrants face as they navigate their dual

identities.

One of the novel’s core themes is the negotiation of cultural identity. Rakhi, born

and raised in America, feels disconnected from her mother’s Indian roots and

spirituality. Rakhi’s mother, a dream interpreter deeply tied to Indian traditions,

represents  the  older  generation’s  desire  to  preserve  their  cultural  values.  In

contrast,  Rakhi’s  upbringing  in  America  has  led  her  to  embrace  a  different

worldview,  creating  a  cultural  and  emotional  gap  between  them.  This

generational  divide  highlights  the  broader  conflict  many  second-generation

immigrants experience as they struggle to balance their inherited culture with

their contemporary environment.

The novel’s post-9/11 setting adds another layer of complexity to Rakhi’s identity

crisis.  After  the  attacks,  Rakhi  and  her  family  face  heightened  racism  and

xenophobia, which exacerbate her sense of alienation. The racial tensions of this

period further complicate Rakhi’s struggle for belonging, as she faces external

pressures that make it even harder to fit into American society while maintaining

a connection to her heritage. Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s use of dreams as a

narrative  device  underscores  the  tension  between  tradition  and  modernity.

Dreams serve as a metaphor for the subconscious navigation of cultural identity,

as Rakhi seeks to understand her mother’s world and, by extension, her own.

The dream journals her mother leaves behind after her death become symbolic of
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the  lost  connection  between  them,  highlighting  the  often-painful  process  of

rediscovering one’s cultural roots.

Queen of Dreams presents a rich, layered exploration of the immigrant experience,

emphasizing  the  internal  and  external  conflicts  that  shape  cultural  identity.

Through Rakhi’s story, Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni reflects the complexities of

navigating  heritage,  assimilation,  and  belonging  in  a  multicultural,  post-9/11

world.

Review of literature:

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s Queen of Dreams has garnered significant scholarly

attention for its portrayal of cultural identity, the immigrant experience, and the

intersection of personal and collective memory. In the broader context of South

Asian diasporic literature,  the novel  contributes to ongoing discussions about

identity formation, cultural displacement, and the challenges faced by second-

generation  immigrants.  This  review  of  literature  will  examine  critical

perspectives  on  themes  such  as  cultural  hybridity,  generational  conflict,  and

post-9/11 immigrant experiences, positioning Queen of Dreams within the field of

postcolonial and diasporic studies.

Homi Bhabha’s concept of ‘cultural hybridity’ has been influential in framing the

way diasporic subjects navigate multiple cultural identities. According to Bhabha

(1994), hybrid identities emerge from the intersection of cultural traditions and

the new realities  faced by immigrants in their  adopted countries.  In  Queen of

Dreams, Rakhi’s experiences reflect this hybridity as she struggles to integrate her
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mother’s  Indian  spiritualism  and  traditions  into  her  Americanized  identity.

Rituparna  Roy  (2010)  emphasize  how  Chitra  Banerjee  Divakaruni  presents

Rakhi’s identity as fluid, constantly evolving through her interactions with both

American society and her Indian heritage.

Geetanjali Chanda (2008)explored the ways in which first-generation immigrant

parents and their children often experience a cultural disconnect, with the older

generation seeking to preserve traditions while the younger generation strives

for  assimilation.  Rakhi’s  mother,  with  her  mystical  connection  to  dreams,

embodies the older generation’s ties to Indian culture, while Rakhi represents the

younger  generation’s  attempts  to  forge  a  new  identity  in  America.  Jasbir

Jain(2002) argue that this generational conflict is not merely personal, but reflects

the broader challenges of cultural transmission within immigrant families, where

younger members may feel alienated from their ancestral roots.

The  novel’s  setting  in  post-9/11  America  adds  a  significant  dimension  to  its

exploration of identity and belonging. In the wake of the September 11 attacks,

there was an increase in anti-immigrant sentiment, particularly directed toward

South  Asian  and  Muslim  communities  in  the  United  States.  Pallavi  Rastogi

(2006)examined how Queen of Dreams reflects the heightened sense of alienation

and racial profiling faced by immigrants during this period. Rakhi’s experience

of  being  racially  profiled  and  her  family’s  café  being  vandalized  serve  as

representations of the broader societal xenophobia that became more prevalent

after 9/11. Jigna Desai (2004)highlight how Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni critiques

the treatment of South Asian communities in the U.S. while also exploring how
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these  external  pressures  exacerbate  the  internal  conflicts  faced  by  immigrant

families.

Kavita  Daiya  (2008)noted  how  Chitra  Banerjee  Divakaruni  uses  dreams  as  a

metaphor for the fluidity of identity and the subconscious processing of cultural

displacement. Rakhi’s mother’s ability to interpret dreams is a direct link to her

Indian heritage, serving as both a literal and symbolic connection to a past that

Rakhi struggles to understand. The dream journals left behind after her mother’s

death  become  an  important  tool  for  Rakhi’s  self-discovery,  representing  the

transmission of cultural knowledge across generations. Critics argue that the use

of dreams in the novel reflects the complex ways in which cultural memory and

personal identity are intertwined.

Queen of Dreams has been interpreted as a narrative that highlights the specific

struggles of women in the diaspora. Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s portrayal of

Rakhi’s journey of self-discovery and her relationship with her mother has been

analyzed as part  of  a  larger  tradition of  feminist  literature that  examines the

intersections of  gender,  culture,  and identity.  Scholars  such as  Anita  Mannur

(2009) explored how Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni positions Rakhi’s identity crisis

not only within the immigrant experience but also within the context of female

empowerment. Rakhi’s eventual reclamation of her cultural heritage and her role

as  a  mother  herself  suggest  a  feminist  narrative  of  self-determination  and

resilience.

Inderpal Grewal (1996)examined the novel’s exploration of memory and trauma

within the postcolonial context.  They argue that Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s
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focus on dreams and the transmission of cultural knowledge across generations

reflects the broader postcolonial condition of fragmented identities. The novel, in

this sense, is seen as a meditation on the lingering effects of colonialism on the

diaspora, where individuals are often caught between the cultural values of their

ancestral homeland and the realities of life in the former colonial center.

Cultural Identity and Displacement in Queen of Dreams:

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s  Queen of Dreams offers a profound exploration of

cultural  identity and the experience of  displacement,  particularly through the

lens of the immigrant experience in a post-9/11 America. The novel presents the

struggles of its protagonist, Rakhi, an Indian-American woman, as she navigates

the complexities of her dual identity, caught between the cultural heritage of her

parents and the dominant American culture in which she has grown up. This

duality creates a sense of cultural displacement, highlighting the broader themes

of belonging and alienation that often accompany the immigrant experience.

Cultural identity refers to the sense of belonging to a particular group, shaped by

shared traditions, values, and practices. ‘I am a daughter of two worlds, but I feel

like I  belong to neither.’  (Divakaruni 2004,  63).  It  is  a dynamic construct that

evolves over time, particularly for individuals in diasporic contexts who must

navigate  multiple  cultural  influences.  For  Rakhi,  cultural  identity  is  a  central

theme, as she grapples with her Indian heritage and her American upbringing.

This  tension  is  emblematic  of  the  broader  immigrant  experience,  where

individuals are often forced to negotiate their identities against the backdrop of

societal expectations and cultural norms.
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Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni illustrates this tension through Rakhi’s relationship

with her  mother,  who embodies the traditions and spiritual  beliefs  of  Indian

culture. Rakhi’s mother, a dream interpreter, is deeply connected to the mystical

aspects of  their heritage,  serving as a symbol of the cultural roots that Rakhi

struggles  to  understand.  As  Rakhi  tries  to  establish  her  own  identity  in  a

predominantly  Western  environment,  she  finds  herself  increasingly  alienated

from her  mother’s  world.  This  disconnection  reflects  the  difficulties  faced by

many  second-generation  immigrants  who  feel  torn  between  the  cultural

expectations of their parents and the realities of their own lives.

Displacement, in the context of the immigrant experience, ‘In America, we are

seen as something other, something strange and foreign, even when we try our

hardest to fit in.’ (Divakaruni, 2004, 263), refers to the feelings of being uprooted

or disconnected from one’s cultural and social environment. It can manifest in

various forms, including physical, emotional, and psychological dislocation. For

Rakhi, her immigrant status is marked by a persistent sense of alienation, which

is  exacerbated  by  her  experiences  in  a  post-9/11  America.  Following  the

September 11 attacks, anti-immigrant sentiments and racial profiling intensified,

particularly against  individuals  of  South Asian descent.  This  societal  hostility

further  complicates  Rakhi’s  struggle  for  identity,  as  she  confronts  external

pressures that challenge her sense of belonging.

The novel portrays Rakhi’s dislocation through her interactions with American

society, where she often feels like an outsider. The café owned by her family, a

space meant to symbolize community and belonging, becomes a site of tension
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and vulnerability when it is targeted by acts of vandalism and racial aggression.

This  external  violence  not  only  threatens  their  physical  safety  but  also

undermines Rakhi’s efforts to forge her identity within a society that increasingly

views her  and her  family  as  ‘the  other’.  The  constant  threat  of  violence  and

discrimination serves as a stark reminder of  the fragility of  their existence as

immigrants in a land where they are often seen as outsiders.

As Rakhi navigates her dual identities, she embarks on a quest for belonging that

is  marked by both internal  and external  struggles.  Rakhi’s  search is  not only

about finding a place within American society but also about reconnecting with

her Indian heritage.  This dual search is fraught with contradictions,  as Rakhi

grapples  with  the  desire  to  embrace  her  cultural  roots  while  simultaneously

seeking acceptance in a culture that often marginalizes her.

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni uses the motif of dreams to symbolize this journey of

self-discovery. Dreams in Queen of Dreams serve as a bridge between Rakhi’s two

worlds, ‘In my mother’s dreams, I see echoes of the life she left behind, a world

where I feel both connected and utterly lost.’ (Divakaruni 2004, 53), her mother’s

spiritual  interpretations  of  dreams  represent  a  connection  to  their  Indian

heritage,  while  Rakhi’s  own  dreams  often  reflect  her  internal  conflicts  and

aspirations.  Through  her  exploration  of  her  mother’s  dream  journals,  Rakhi

begins to confront the cultural  legacy that she has long resisted.  The dreams

become a medium for her to explore her identity, allowing her to confront the

dissonance between her inherited culture and her lived experiences in America.
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Rakhi’s  eventual  acceptance of  her mother’s  legacy signifies a critical  turning

point  in  her  journey  toward  self-acceptance.  By  engaging  with  her  mother’s

dream interpretation and cultural practices, Rakhi begins to reclaim aspects of

her identity that she had previously dismissed. This reconciliation is essential for

Rakhi’s growth, as it allows her to embrace her dual identity rather than view it

as  a  source  of  conflict.  Chitra  Banerjee  Divakaruni’s  portrayal  of  this  process

emphasizes the importance of  cultural  heritage in  shaping one’s  identity  and

highlights the possibility of finding strength in one’s roots.

In  Queen of Dreams, the interplay between cultural identity and gender further

complicates  Rakhi’s  experience  of  displacement.  As  a  woman navigating  the

immigrant experience, Rakhi faces unique challenges that are shaped by both her

cultural  background and her  gender.  The  expectations  placed  on  her  by  her

mother  and  society  highlight  the  traditional  roles  that  women  often  occupy

within immigrant families, where cultural preservation and familial obligations

can create additional pressures.

The generational conflict between Rakhi and her mother is exacerbated by these

gendered expectations, ‘She wants to hold onto her past, but I am trying to forge

my own future. Can we find a way to meet in the middle?’ (Divakaruni 2004,

125), as her mother’s adherence to traditional values clashes with Rakhi’s desire

for  independence  and  self-definition.  Chitra  Banerjee  Divakaruni  effectively

illustrates how these dynamics impact Rakhi’s search for identity, as she must

contend with the weight of her mother’s expectations while striving to carve out

her own path in a new cultural landscape.
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Queen  of  Dreams,  Chitra  Banerjee  Divakaruni  deftly  explores  the  complex

relationship  between  cultural  identity  and  displacement.  Through  Rakhi’s

journey, the novel highlights the struggles of second-generation immigrants as

they navigate the challenges of cultural hybridity, generational conflict, and the

quest  for  belonging  in  a  post-9/11  America.  The  themes  of  alienation,

reconciliation,  and  self-discovery  are  intricately  woven  into  the  narrative,

reflecting the broader experiences of immigrants who grapple with the tensions

between their heritage and the realities of their lives in a foreign land.

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s use of dreams as a symbolic motif underscores the

fluidity of identity and the potential for cultural reclamation. Ultimately, Queen of

Dreams serves as a poignant exploration of the immigrant experience, offering

valuable insights into the complexities of cultural identity, displacement, and the

enduring quest for belonging in a multicultural world. ‘Belonging isn’t just about

where you come from; it’s about where you choose to go and who you choose to

become.’  (Divakaruni  2004,  243).  Through  Rakhi’s  journey,  the  novel  invites

readers to reflect on their own understanding of identity and the ways in which

cultural heritage shapes our lives, highlighting the resilience and strength that

can  emerge from the process  of  navigating dual  identities  in  an  increasingly

interconnected world.

Generational Conflict:

The  mother-daughter  relationship  between  Rakhi  and  her  mother  forms  the

emotional  heart  of  the  novel.  Rakhi’s  mother,  who  is  steeped  in  mystical

traditions and acts as a dream interpreter, symbolizes the deep cultural roots of
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India. Rakhi’s mother character reflects the older generation’s tendency to cling

to the values and traditions of the homeland. In contrast, Rakhi, who has been

raised  primarily  in  the  U.S.,  represents  the  younger  generation’s  struggle  to

navigate two cultures.

The generational  divide  is  emphasized by  Rakhi’s  inability  to  understand or

relate to her mother’s spiritual experiences. Rakhi’s mother’s reticence to share

her knowledge of dreams and Indian traditions deepens Rakhi’s alienation from

her  heritage.  This  disconnects  between  mother  and  daughter  serves  as  a

metaphor for the broader immigrant experience, where the older generation tries

to  preserve  cultural  values  while  the  younger  generation  feels  increasingly

distant  from  them.  In  the  novel,  Rakhi’s  discovery  of  her  mother’s  dream

journals becomes a turning point. It is only after her mother’s death that Rakhi

attempts  to  bridge  the  cultural  gap,  symbolizing  the  often-belated  effort  to

reconnect  with one’s  roots.  Chitra  Banerjee  Divakaruni uses  this  generational

conflict  to  underscore  the  challenges  of  preserving  cultural  identity  across

generations.

Racism and Post-9/11 Alienation:

The novel’s setting in post-9/11 America introduces another layer of conflict: the

external  pressures  of  racism and alienation faced by immigrant  communities,

particularly  South  Asians.  After  the  9/11  attacks,  Rakhi  and  her  family  are

subjected to heightened prejudice and suspicion. ‘Every glance from a stranger

reminds  me  that  I  am  an  outsider  in  this  land,  a  label  I  never  wanted.’

(Divakaruni  2004,  264).The  atmosphere  of  fear  and  xenophobia  not  only
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exacerbates Rakhi’s internal struggles with identity but also reinforces her feeling

of being an outsider in her own country.

Chitra  Banerjee  Divakaruni  paints  a  vivid  picture  of  the  racial  tensions  and

hostilities that intensified in the wake of 9/11. Rakhi’s experience of being racially

profiled,  coupled  with  the  vandalism of  her  family’s  café,  serves  as  a  sharp

reminder of the external obstacles that immigrants face. This post-9/11 context

highlights the precarious position of immigrants who are seen as “other” and

subjected to societal suspicion and hostility. The racial challenges Rakhi endures

further complicate her already fractured sense of self. The novel portrays how

cultural  identity  is  not  only  shaped by internal  family  dynamics  but  also  by

external societal pressures. Rakhi’s struggles with identity are compounded by

her experiences  of  racism, which create  an additional  layer  of  alienation and

displacement.

Symbolism and Dreams:

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni makes extensive use of symbolism and dreams to

explore the fluid and fragmented nature of identity in a multicultural world. The

concept  of  dreams  is  central  to  the  novel,  as  it  represents  the  spiritual  link

between Rakhi’s mother and her Indian heritage. Through her mother’s role as a

dream interpreter, dreams function as a metaphor for the connection to one’s

cultural roots and the subconscious navigation of identity. The dream journals

that Rakhi inherits from her mother symbolize the transfer of cultural knowledge

and wisdom from one generation to the next. However, Rakhi’s initial inability to

interpret these dreams reflects her estrangement from her cultural past. ‘As I read
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my mother’s dreams, I realize that her world is a part of me, a thread I cannot cut

if I want to understand who I am.’ (Divakaruni 2004, 285). It is only when Rakhi

begins to engage with the journals  that she starts  to come to terms with her

heritage, symbolizing the often-difficult process of reclaiming cultural identity.

In addition to dreams, Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni employs various symbols such

as  food,  language,  and  traditional  practices  to  emphasize  the  cultural

dichotomies  present  in  Rakhi’s  life.  These  symbols  help  illustrate  the tension

between the desire to assimilate into American culture and the pull of preserving

one’s heritage.

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s  Queen of Dreams is a profound exploration of the

immigrant experience, particularly the conflicts that arise in the negotiation of

cultural  identity.  Through  the  character  of  Rakhi,  the  novel  addresses  the

complexities  of  cultural  displacement,  generational  divides,  and  the  external

pressures of racism in a post-9/11 world. By examining these themes, the novel

sheds light on the fractured, often fluid nature of identity for immigrants and

their descendants. Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s use of symbolism and dreams as

narrative tools enriches the exploration of these themes, offering a layered and

nuanced  portrayal  of  the  immigrant  journey.  Ultimately,  Queen  of  Dreams

captures  the  challenges  of  navigating  cultural  identity  in  a  world  where

traditions and modernity often clash, but where the search for belonging remains

a universal experience.
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