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Abstract— Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, an Asian 

American writer deeply rooted in her Bengali heritage, 

masterfully bridges Eastern and Western cultures 

through evocative storytelling. In Queen of Dreams 

(2004), Divakaruni explores the tension between 

tradition and modernity, focusing on the experiences of 

Indian immigrants in America. The novel examines how 

characters navigate dual identities and cultural 

integration, highlighting generational conflicts and 

personal growth. This paper analyzes how Divakaruni 

portrays the complexities of cultural identity through the 

lens of an Indian-American family, offering insights into 

the immigrant experience and the interplay between 

heritage and contemporary life. 

 

Index Terms— diasporic identity, cultural integration, 

generational conflict, hybrid identity, cross-cultural 

dynamics 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s Queen of Dreams 

provides a nuanced exploration of cultural identity, 

particularly through the experiences of an Indian-

American family. Divakaruni, whose own life 

straddles both Indian and American cultures, uses her 

fourth novel to delve into the complexities of cultural 

transition and identity. The novel’s protagonist, Rakhi, 

navigates the clash between her Indian heritage and 

American upbringing, reflecting broader themes of 

cultural integration and generational conflict. This 

paper aims to analyze Divakaruni’s depiction of these 

themes, focusing on how Queen of Dreams portrays 

the intersection of tradition and modernity through the 

lives of its characters. 

 

 

 

II. A BATTLE BETWEEN TRADITION AND 

MODERNITY 

 

Queen of Dreams centers on the generational divide 

between Mrs. Gupta, a first-generation Indian 

immigrant with mystical abilities, and her American-

born daughter, Rakhi. Mrs. Gupta, known as the 

“Queen of Dreams”, embodies traditional Indian 

values and practices, particularly through her gift of 

dream interpretation. This role positions her in stark 

contrast to her daughter, who was raised in America 

and grapples with her cultural identity amidst the 

influences of Western individualism. The novel 

illustrates the tension between Mrs. Gupta’s adherence 

to Indian traditions and Rakhi’s struggle to reconcile 

these with her American lifestyle. Mrs. Gupta’s 

secretive nature and dedication to her dream 

interpretation work reflect a deep commitment to her 

heritage, which often isolates her from her American 

surroundings and from her daughter. Rakhi, on the 

other hand, is caught between her desire to connect 

with her Indian roots and her immersion in American 

culture. She gives in: “I hungered for all things Indian 

because my mother never spoke of the country she’d 

grown up in -- just as she never spoke of her past” (35). 

This internal conflict is symbolized by Rakhi’s café, 

initially named as ‘Chai House’ and later renamed as 

‘Kurma House,’ which represents her attempt to 

merge Eastern and Western cultural elements. Rakhi 

deeply yearns for a connection to India, as well as for 

closeness with her mother a closeness that has always 

been out of reach due to her mother's role as a dream 

teller. 

My mother always slept alone. Until I was eight years 

old, I didn’t give it much thought My discovery 
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occurred on an afternoon when I’d gone to play at the 

home of my classmates Why don’t you sleep with 

Dad? I Kept asking Don’t you love us? I do love You 

I don’t sleep with you or your father because my work 

is to dream. I can’t do it if someone is in bed with me. 

(6-7) 

 

III. RAKHI’S PATH TO RECONCILIATION AND 

IDENTITY 

 

Rakhi’s desire to understand her mother’s mystical 

abilities and her eventual discovery of Mrs. Gupta’s 

Dream Journals signify her quest for a deeper 

connection with her heritage. This discovery is not 

only a journey to understand her mother but also a 

means of reconciling her own cultural identity. The 

generational divide is further emphasized by Rakhi’s 

Americanized perspective, which contrasts with her 

mother’s traditional views. This tension highlights the 

broader theme of how first-generation immigrants’ 

values are interpreted and adapted by their children. 

The 9/11 attacks serve as a pivotal moment in the 

novel, exacerbating Rakhi’s sense of alienation and 

highlighting the challenges faced by immigrants. The 

attacks lead to increased discrimination and hostility, 

prompting Rakhi to confront her place in American 

society. This external pressure forces Rakhi to 

reevaluate her identity and the sense of belonging she 

feels. Stuart Hall says 

 

Identity is not as transparent or problematic… perhaps 

instead of thinking of identity as an already 

accomplished fact, which the new cultural practices 

then represent instead, of identity as a ‘production’, 

which is never complete, always in process, and 

always constituted within, not outside, representation. 

This view problematizes the very authority and 

authenticity to which the term, ‘cultural identity’, lays 

claim. (392) 

 

The identity of Rakhi is often ambiguous, and when 

comparing her life to her mother’s, she reflects, 

“Thank God, my world is simpler. Even my tragedies 

are simple ones, colored in commonplace blues” (41). 

The novel captures the impact of such traumatic events 

on the immigrant experience, emphasizing the 

difficulties of navigating cultural and societal tensions.  

 

IV. CAFÉ - A SYMBOL OF CULTURAL 

NEGOTIATION 

 

Rakhi’s café, the ‘Chai House,’ and its transformation 

into the ‘Kurma House’ symbolize the blending of 

Eastern and Western cultures. The café serves as a 

cultural haven for the Indian community while also 

catering to a broader American audience. This 

evolution reflects Rakhi’s journey to integrate her 

Indian heritage with her American reality, embodying 

the broader theme of cultural fusion. The café’s role in 

the narrative underscores the potential for cultural 

integration and the ongoing negotiation of identity in 

a multicultural context. 

 

V. RAKHI’S TRANSFORMATION THROUGH 

HER MOTHER’S PAST 

 

Rakhi’s exploration of her mother’s Dream Journals 

allows her to gain insight into her mother’s life and 

hidden regrets. This journey of discovery challenges 

Rakhi’s perception of her mother as a passive figure 

and brings to light the internal battles Mrs. Gupta 

faced. Through this process, Rakhi navigates her 

complex identity and seeks to reconcile her American 

lifestyle with her Indian heritage. Her personal growth 

is marked by a deeper understanding of both her 

mother’s legacy and her own place in a bicultural 

world. Dasgupta says: 

Among the Asian Indians, a new immigrant 

community, the maturation of U.S. born and raised 

second generation has posed a dilemma. For the first 

time, the immigrant parents have had to deal with an 

internal threat to the continuation of their identity and 

beloved culture. Thus, the immigrant parents have 

been attempting to ensure the transmission of 

cultural/ethnic values to the next generation. Since the 

survival of the community as a distinct ethnic group is 

dependent on the children’s faithfulness to traditions, 

tremendous efforts are being expended to inculcate 

them with certain beliefs and customs. (81) 

 

VI. RAKHI’S RESILIENCE IN RECONCILING 

TWO CULTURES 

 

The novel portrays Rakhi’s path to cultural 

reconciliation and personal empowerment. By 

embracing both aspects of her identity, Rakhi emerges 

stronger and more self-aware. P. A. Abraham says:  
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Caught between two worlds the expatriate negotiates a 

new space, caught between two cultures and after 

languages, the expatriate writer negotiates a new 

literary space. Therefore, an anxious sense of 

dislocation is characteristic of expatriate writings. The 

shifting designation of ‘home’ (where’s it) and the 

attendant anxieties about homelessness and the 

impossibility of going back are perennial themes in 

these stories. (51) 

Rakhi’s journey reflects the broader theme of how 

individuals can navigate and integrate multiple 

cultural influences, ultimately finding a sense of 

belonging and purpose. Divakaruni’s portrayal of 

Rakhi’s evolution highlights the resilience needed to 

reconcile conflicting cultural values and achieve 

personal growth. 
 

VII. CONCLUSION 

 

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s Queen of Dreams offers 

a rich exploration of cultural identity through the lens 

of generational transition and diasporic experience. 

Peter Li opines: “An essential feature of culture is that 

through its symbolic manifestation in art but also in 

religion and rituals, the philosophical and artistic 

meaning of existence that the present-day life of 

people, its past and mythologies are infused in their 

experiences”. (36)  The novel’s depiction of the clash 

between Eastern traditions and Western ideals, 

coupled with the impact of external events like 9/11, 

provides a nuanced understanding of the Indian-

American experience. Rakhi’s journey to reconcile her 

dual heritage and her role in navigating cultural 

integration exemplifies the complexities faced by 

immigrant families. Divakaruni’s work underscores 

the ongoing negotiation of identity and the potential 

for personal and cultural growth in the face of 

generational and societal challenges. 
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