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Abstract: 

Culture is an unavoidable determiner in the identity formation of a person, be a native or an 

immigrant/migrant. To cope with the change in a given socio-cultural context, one often envisages a 

conflict that restricts their complete assimilation and negotiation with the new cultural norms and 

beliefs. This paper seeks to explore the issues of cultural conflict as represented in Chitra Banerjee 

Divakaruni’s novels Sister of My Heart  and The Vine of Desire.  Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni mostly 

deals with the lives of the immigrants in her fictional works. However, the writer invests her critical 

outlook to portray Indian lives, their sensitivities and emotional as well as cultural ways of existence 

too. In Divakaruni’s fictional world, the literary characters are at constant flux of changing cultural 

behaviour. The requirement to fit into the complex world of cultural norms that are something here in 

the native land and something else there in the host land posit the characters at the receiving end of 

clash and conflict. The Vine of Desire is the sequel to the novel Sister of My Heart. Both the novels 

portray various strands of a traditional Indian life and modern and independent American life. A 

critical study will bring forward the essence of adjustment at the face of conflict and circumstantial 

differences between two cultures.   
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 Culture is an unavoidable determiner in the identity formation of a person, be a native or an 

immigrant/migrant. Beliefs, values, norms and ways of life- individual, social, religious, political- are 

ingrained to the concept of culture everywhere. Interestingly, the notion of conflict is invariably 

interlinked with the concept of culture. To cope with the change in a given socio-cultural context, one 

often envisages a conflict that restricts their complete assimilation and negotiation with the new 

cultural norms and beliefs. This paper is written with its focus on the issues of cultural conflict as 

represented in selected works of Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni who mostly deals with the lives of 

immigrants in her fictional works. 

 Culture is seen as the vehicle of civilization. At various levels, culture and the cultural ways 

determine the changes that take place in the society. Avtar Brah in Cartographies of Diaspora (1996) 

argues that culture is “the play of signifying practices; the idiom in which social meaning is 

constituted, appropriated, contested and transformed” (234). So the practices which define a particular 

culture can go through changes and transformations. There can be different ways of defining a culture 

as Stuart Hall maintains it in the Introduction of Representation: Cultural Representations and 

Signifying Practices. The anthropological definition considers culture as “whatever is distinctive about 

the ‘way of life’ of a people, community, nation or social group” (2). “Way of life” refers to the 

activities and performances one observes under the purview of a given structure of values and norms. 

Hall has also emphasized the sociological aspect where culture is looked upon as “‘shared values’ of a 

group or of society” (2). A person hardly thinks of going against the social norms she is a part of and 

whenever she attempts to transgress the imposed norms, clash and conflict have to be faced and taken 

care of. 

 Interestingly, when one crosses the cultural boundary of her nation (for example, the diasporic 

community), the “set of practices” once practised in the nation of origin stand in conflict with another 

“set of practices” which are integral to the host nation. In view of Hall’s argument, two persons 

belonging to the same cultural root can interpret the world around them in almost similar manner as 

they share the same “cultural codes” (5). However, even in the same culture “the diversity of meanings 

about any topic, and more than one way of interpreting or representing it” (2) cannot be overlooked. 

Culture therefore can be interpreted as a set of practices which may differ from person to person or a 

nation to nation. Literary representations of cultural conflict opens up new avenues for the discussion 

to study various traits of the critical perspective associated with it. The characters become the writers’ 

mouthpiece to react and represent the various strands of culture and the associated notion of clash and 

conflict. Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s fictional characters are interesting to study from the perspective 

of cultural conflict. 
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 Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni is an Indian American writer and Professor of creative writing in 

the University Of Houston, Texas. Since the publication of her collected poems and short stories, 

Divakaruni has received many awards and recognitions that have helped her to establish her reputation 

as a writer. Moving to the USA at a very early age with a teenager’s expectation and urge to fulfill 

dreams and utilize the best opportunities, offered Divakaruni an opportunity to understand the 

multilayered view associated with the lived experience of acculturation and assimilation – the 

experience being pleasant and bitter at the same time. Like many other contemporary writers of the 

Indian diaspora, Divakaruni had to face bitter responses from the natives of the hostland: “I felt a real 

sense of being ‘other’. People were so startled to see an Indian person in Indian clothes—people 

actually stopped their cars to look when I walked down the street” (Hong). She inculcated the new 

cultural norms and values and tried to negotiate the in-betweenness of her position at the interstice of 

the two worlds – one which she inhabits physically and the other psychologically. It is interesting to 

study the writer’s women characters who mostly offer a great evolution of their personality – from 

being timid to bold, dependent to independent, all abiding subservient to determined decision-maker 

for the self and a creator of self-identity as a whole.   

 It can be argued that in Divakaruni’s fictional world, the literary characters are at constant flux 

of changing cultural behavior. The requirement to fit into the complex world of cultural norms that are 

something here in the native land and something else there in the host land posit the characters at the 

receiving end of clash and conflict. The crossroad between the two cultural ways evokes in the women 

characters a realisation about self-perception and the necessity to interrogate the rigid cultural norms 

that tend to suffocate them not only physically but psychologically. The unified sense of being is 

fragmented and dragged to the confrontation of a progressive world which demands change in the self 

and the surrounding. The writer portrays in her works both native and immigrant characters with equal 

ease and critical attention. The immigrant characters Divakaruni projects show the tendency of being 

caught between two worlds that intensify the inner dilemma of being here and there at the same time. 

 At this point, it is worth mentioning that in the immigrant minds, the interplay of memory and 

nostalgia are closely associated with the concept of double consciousness. Divakaruni explores this 

concern as a thematic undertone in several of her short stories as well as in the novels Sister of My 

Heart (1999) and The Vine of Desire (2002). In her fiction, she has dealt with characters who being in 

the “beyond” confront the cultural disparities of two lands and for whom the involvement in memory 

of the homeland is almost a spontaneous activity. A reading of the selected texts makes it clear that an 

encounter with new set of practices in the new land gives rise to conflict in accepting the changes. The 

cultural conflict and its influence on the identity of the inmmigrant characters find expression in many 

of Divakaruni’s fictional works like the novels Sister of My Heart (1999) and The Vine of Desire 

(2002). 
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 The Vine of Desire is the sequel to the novel Sister of My Heart. Both the novels portray 

various strands of a traditional Indian life and modern and independent American life. Sudha’s journey 

is from a life of compromise and sacrifice to a life of independence and Anju’s journey is from 

suppression of dream to an apparent fulfillment of the same. In the process of their journey, both of 

them along with their male counterparts are left with the realization that the old rules do not get 

complete applicability in the new land. Cultural conflict gives rise to crisis in the identities of the 

individuals. The changed cultural scenario influences the immigrant characters to create their own 

identities ignoring male domination and suppression. Sudha’s transformation at the end of the second 

novel can be best cited as an example here.  

 Set in India, Sister of My Heart shares the unconditional love and affection between two 

cousins living in a traditional Bengali family. They grow up with those cultural bearings which every 

Indian girl is expected to maintain and observe in a conventional society. They dare not having a free 

and adventurous life lest the honour of the family is at stake. It is for the family’s pride that Sudha 

sacrifices her love for Ashok and rejects the idea of eloping with him. Getting married with Ramesh, 

she silently bears the burden of torture inflicted on her by her in-laws. In Divakaruni’s narration, 

Sudha becomes the representative of those Indian women who endure their marginalized position in 

the family and the society to compromise their desires, yet, for whom society does not show any sign 

of sympathy and as soon as they deviate from their so-called duty, they are crushed under harsh 

criticisms. At the end of the novel, both the beloved sisters are estranged not only physically but also 

culturally as the spirited and independent Anju chases her dream of sailing to the foreign land of 

America after tying her knot with Sunil who nourishes a secret attraction for Sudha. Whereas Anju 

shows some rebellious attitude and a strong inclination to be self-independent, Sudha keeps herself 

dedicated to others’ service and self-sacrifice is an innate quality she owns without resignation.  

In a traditional prestige-conscious Indian society, what matters most is the family honour and 

Sudha’s mother practises that belief in most of her gestures even when her daughter and 

granddaughter’s lives are at stake. Sudha’s decision to leave her in laws who forced her to abort the 

unborn girl child is not in any way welcomed to the society or to her parental family. But, surprisingly 

enough, her Pishi, the believer in family tradition, positively comments:  

Why should she care anymore what people say? What good has it done her? What good 

has it done any of us, a whole lifetime of being afraid of what society might think? I spit 

on this society which says it’s fine to fine to kill a baby girl in her mother’s womb, but 

wrong for the mother to run away to save her child. (268) 

This statement can be read as the writer’s deliberate attempt to counter the view that she exoticises the 

East and its sensibilities and superstition to attract the attention of the West. Such an attitude brings 

forward the changing perspectives towards the age old customs that invites only miseries. If the Indian 

superstitions and rigidity have been pinpointed by the writer through the portrayal of some characters, 
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the Western idealism too has been interrogated. Sudha, like Anju gets prepared to make her own living 

in America where no one will accuse her of being dependent on others, but she is unknown that she 

may condemn herself “to a life of loneliness” (272). The transformation in each of the major 

characters is further explored in the second book The Vine of Desire.  

The Vine of Desire deals with the desire of the body and also the desire of the immigrants to 

fulfill their dreams in the new land and to achieve a sense of independence. Thus, desire having 

multiple dimensions, acquires a rhizomatic nature in the novel. Sudha sails to California to help her 

sister of heart- to fulfill Anju’s desire for motherhood by placing her little baby Dayita in her lap. In 

doing so, she hopes to fulfill her own desire for living an independent life. Anju has had a miscarriage 

and Sudha, a broken marriage. Leaving her family and lover behind, Sudha travels to America in 

pursuance of a new life. Like Anju, Sudha’s journey beyond the boundary of her nation and culture 

incurs changes in her identity. Till the moment of her journey to America, Sudha has been dependent 

economically and emotionally on others but she travels, to borrow Clifford’s term, “independently or 

quasi-independently of men” (314) to America. By deciding to give Ramesh divorce, she challenges 

the traditional notion of marriage as an institution. By giving birth to her daughter despite all odds, she 

defies the rigidity of her in-laws in India: “I cannot go back to India, to the way I was. Helpless, 

dependent – I can’t love like that. I can’t bring up my daughter to think that is how a woman needs to 

live” (104). Her submission to Sunil’s carnal desire, or rather her reluctance to protest his progress 

testifies to a bold facet of her identity. She too has sexual desire and when the vine of desire enwraps 

her, she submits herself unconditionally. It may be because of the American belief in “live for 

yourself” (177) that Sudha does not resist her desire to have carnal pleasure with Sunil. But the 

conflict surfaces when her Indian self makes her feel guilty and she leaves the household of her sister 

of heart to live on her own. She steps into an in-between space of identity as she says in the novel: “I 

want to bite into the apple of America. I want to swim to India, to the parrot-green smells of 

childhood. I want a mother’s arms to weep in” (87). 

Sudha learns from her experience of life that she must be independent in her own terms like 

Anju who has started pursuing her degree at college which she could not gain in India where her 

marriage proved to be more important than her education. Living there physically, Sudha feels the 

requirement of understanding more about the American culture and life style and adapting them. She 

asserts: “I should be more like Anju, I know that I need to learn about this country. The TV, in spite of 

all its faults, can offer me images. Names.The clues of accents. But I get confused” (58). The 

accidental meeting with Sara, the independent minded Indian immigrant, implants in her being a 

strong desire for economic independence. Even the figure of Lupe, the Mexican American inspires her 

to pursue an independent life. 
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 Various strands of immigrant life are interfused in The Vine of Desire as Chitra Banerjee 

Divakaruni portrays some more immigrant characters besides Anju, Sudha and Sunil. They have come 

to pursue and fulfill their dreams in a land of unfamiliar culture. The experience of each immigrant is 

different. The class distinction among the immigrants has also been shown. The Chopras, Sunil’s 

clients have gained success and live a lavish life whereas Sunil is yet to achieve more of what he 

desires. Lalit is living his dream by being a successful doctor but not sans the initial turmoil 

encountered by his father and he is not hesitant in accepting this truth as he tells Sudha, “All 

immigrants are dreamers, You’re saying? Yeah, but they’re practical about it. They know what’s okay 

to dream about, and what isn’t” (181). For the dreamers, failure is a constant threat chasing them all 

around. In delivering details about Sudha’s identity formation and economic independence, the writer 

introduces Sudha’s employer Trideep, an Indian immigrant, his American wife and his octogenarian 

father who longs only for his homeland, especially after he falls ill.   

 The portrayal of the characters of Myra and Trideep adds a different dimension to otherwise 

linear narrative of the novel. The cultural differences between these two characters bring them closer 

but at the same time, Myra’s inability to understand the old man’s changed behavior is a signifier of 

cultural conflict. She is fascinated by the eastern mysticism but she does not understand the old man’s 

desire for going back to his native land. The old man’s yearning for home justifies Rushdie’s comment 

about the diasporic writers for whom, the “present is foreign” and the “past is home” (9). Living in 

Trideep’s family, Sudha tries to understand the disparities between the two cultures. She wins the old 

man’s heart by giving him a taste of his culture through food, music, care, love and by teaching Dayita 

to address him as Dada. At the end of the novel, she determines to take Trideep’s father back to his 

native town in North Bengal as the old man does not consider America his home. Sudha finally 

becomes instrumental in fulfilling the old man’s desire for returning home and it, as noted earlier, 

conforms to Safran’s notion of a diasporic individual’s wish to return to his homeland whenever the 

situation is convenient. 

 In the old man’s perception, “young people when come to this country never want to leave” 

(320). But, Sudha’s is a different case as she has not come to America not to be settled there 

permanently. Her journey is more like a journey through the self that helps her create her own identity. 

In this way, her journey is analogous to Korobi’s journey in The Oleander Girl, where Korobi happens 

to unveil new aspects of her identity in the process of searching her patrilineal identity in America. 

However, Sudha, unlike Anju, Sunil or Lalit, feels that this is not the country where she can find 

solace. She says to the old man, “America is not the same country for everyone, you know. Things 

here didn’t work out the way I’d hoped. Going back with you would be a way for me to start over in a 

culture I understand the way I’ll never understand America. In a new part of India where no one 

knows me” (320-321). “Memories” of her homeland which till now were sweet and craving in 

hostland appears to be of “weight” that she needs to get rid of, because these “old memories” are better 

to forget as these are “the whispers that say, we know she’d fail, or serves her right” (321).  
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 Through Anju and Sudha Divakaruni has tried to portray the differences in cultures which at 

times come under the scanner of conflict but as long as the individuals show the tendency of freely 

accepting and adapting themselves to the changed circumstances in the new land, things appear to be 

less complicated. Sudha thinks of the stubbornness of her daughter in regard to the disparities between 

the two cultures: “In India this stubbornness would have been a disadvantage, something to be scolded 

– even beaten – out of a girl. But here (in America) she’s not sure. All rules are different in America, 

and she knows none of them yet” (7). For her, not negotiation, but return to the root becomes the 

determiner of her identity. More than an immigrant, she is portrayed as a cultural traveler. Anju and 

Sunil, on the other hand, portray the immigrant’s desire to live life in the hostland accepting its social 

and cultural aspects. To precisely summarise the discussion on cultural conflict with reference to the 

novels Sister of My Heart and The Vine of Desire, it can be stated that the thematic undertone of 

Divakaruni’s novels offers an interaction between two cultures’ nuances and the inevitable conflict out 

of this interaction opens up self-realization for each individual standing at the interstice of two 

cultures.   

References: 

Brah, Avtar. Cartographies of Diaspora: Contesting Identities. New York: Routeledge. 1996.  Print.  

Divakaruni, Chitra Banerjee. Oleander Girl. New york: Simon and Schuster, 2013. Print. 

___. Sister of My Heart. New York: Black Swan, 1999. Print.  

___.. The Vine of Desire. New York: Anchor Books, 2002. Print.  

Hall, Stuart. Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices. London: Sage in 

association with the Open University, 1997. Print. 

Hong, Terry. Responding With Hope to 9/11:A Talk With Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni 

 About Her Latest Novel, Queen of Dreams. Bloomsbury Review. 2006. Web. May 11.  2012. 

 <www.bloomsburureview.com/.../ …> 

Safran, William. “Diasporas in Modern Societies: Myths of Homeland and Return”. Diaspora: A 

 Journal of Transnational Studies. 1.1(1991): 83 – 99. Print. 

Clifford, James. “Diaspora”. Cultural Anthropology. 9.3 (1994): 302-338. 

JSTOR. Web. 20 June. 2013 

<http://www.jstor.org> 

http://www.ijcrt.org/

