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Abstract: 

 This research focuses the themes of acculturation and assimilation in Chitra Banerjee Divakauni’s novels. From the point of cross-

cultural perspective, acculturation implies that both immigrants and host majority members are influenced and transformed by their 

intercultural contact and are expected to modify some aspects of their respective cultures. The term assimilation was used to describe the 

process by which immigrants inevitably gave up their culture of origin for the sake of adopting the mainstream language and culture of their 

adopted country. However, by the late 20th century, the term acculturation was adopted by immigrants to describe the more fundamental 

process of bidirectional change that occurs when two ethno-cultural groups come into sustained contact with each other. In the works of 

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s assimilation and acculturation strategies that immigrant adopt as they strive to adapt to mainstream society of 

Bay Area, San Francisco. Immigrant approval of integrationist was also shown to be positively correlated with the traits of extraversion, 

emotional stability, sociability, agreeableness, sensation seeking, and open-mindedness in her novels. 

Introduction 

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, ostensibly a feminist writer of Indian origin living in America, is a gifted and one of the 

finest story-tellers. She is a short story writer, novelist, professor, poet, essayist, book reviewer, columnist and activist. She has 

written eleven novels, two collections of short stories, four collections of poetry and personal essays.Her position as Professor of 

Creative Writing at University of Houston which affirms her capability as a much-admired writer. Her books have been 

translated into 16 languages, including Dutch, Hebrew, Russian and Japanese. She has to her credit two collection of short stories 
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namely Arranged Marriage (1995) and The Unknown Errors of Our Lives (2001); children‟s books namely Neela: Victory Song 

(2002) and The Conch Bearer (2003) and novels like The Mistress of Spices (1997), Sister of My Heart (1999), The Vine of 

Desire (2002), Queen of Dreams (2004), The Palace of Illusions (2008) Shadowland (2009),One Amazing Thing and  Oleander 

Girl(2013). She transcended boundaries, negotiating two different worlds from various perspectives.    

Key Words: Acculturation,Assimilation,Diaspora,Culture,Immigrant Experience. 

Acculturation is a concept that spans the numerous social science domains such as anthropology, sociology, and 

psychology. Berry and Castro, defines acculturation as the cultural interaction between an immigrating person or family and the 

new host country that the person or family is immigrating to .This interaction is felt both on a societal level, such as the effect on 

the host country, and the individual, i.e., the immigrating individual. Researcher Graves (1967) has analyzed acculturation into 

two types: acculturation on a population level and acculturation on an individual level; the latter being known as psychological 

acculturation. Acculturation theories potentially offer insights into multifaceted and often versatile interactions between 

immigrants and the dominant culture. The contact between how the immigrant is received in the host country and how the 

immigrant perceives his or her new host country is the process of acculturation. The acculturation process was influenced by: 

reason for migration, motivation, age, education, cultural distance, attitude of host culture, racism, generation, language, and 

social support. 

Acculturation strategies have a significant relationship with positive adaptation.  Adaptation, in terms of acculturation, is 

the long term ways in which can change their lives and settle down in a more or less satisfactory existence.  It is more or less 

because adaptation can be arranged from very positive to very negative in the way of living in the new cultural setting.  There are 

four specific acculturation strategies, with which an immigrant can choose to adapt.  These include: integration, marginalization, 

assimilation, and separation. 

Generation is perhaps the widely used marker of time. Bornstein & Cote views that there is a broad picture of differences 

that are seen in the first, second, and third generation of immigrants. For members of the second generation, an ‘American’ 
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identity is generally secure.  Reasons for this security range from citizenship in the United States granted at birth, learning 

English, and developing social networks beyond their culture of origin. The offspring of immigrant parents (first generation) are 

usually more acculturated than their parents because of greater contact with the institutions of the host culture and the members.  

The process of acculturation process is seen in most of Divakaruni’s novels. 

The women characters in Divakaruni’s novels though ready to play an active part in the new culture still peep alive their 

old tradition in their dressing of food habits or even home décor. Culture and food is a key characteristic of a diaspora is that a 

strong sense of connection to a homeland is maintained through cultural practices and ways of life. Culinary culture has an 

important part to play in diasporic identification. Food is the medium for depicting the emotional, ceremonial and ritual universe 

of people. As in the simple and complex conjunctions of food and art among the Hindus of Bengal, the traditional life of Bengal 

is rich in form, ritual and aesthetics. Food, in that cultural mindset is not only something to be consumed for survival, but also an 

artistic medium. 

The novel The Mistress of Spices(1997), presents the dilemma of negotiating one’s culture and biological identity with 

the alienation and self-transformation in the homeland and in America.It presents the inner sorrows of the lives of the Indian 

immigrant women. It shows Tilo’s oscillation between personal responsibilities and social relationships. She has learnt, either to 

resist or to adjust. Although a sufficient number of one’s ethnic group may want to maintain their cultural heritage, other 

constraints may affect acculturation. When an individual physically appears different from those of the host society India (such 

as Chicano), there is a reluctance to pursue assimilation in order to avoid being rejected because there is a difference in the 

United States and Indian culture. Raven, an American and the lover of Tilo, also showed real interest in Indian culture and 

especially Indian food. He had a special interest in them and on Tilo. Tilo felt that some of the Indians themselves leaving their 

traditional values and she said, “My American, how you have romanticized my land and my people. The Indian culture isn‘t 

quite what you think” (MOS:226) One of the commonest problems faced by the immigrants is racial discrimination. 

Divakaruni’s protagonists attacked by the whites who resent the browned-skinned people who, the whites think, are over-

crowding their land.   
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In The Mistress of Spices, Geeta is a second generation immigrant whose predicament arises from the fact that she is a 

part of an Indian diasporic family where there is a clash between three generations of Indian Americans. Geeta dismisses any 

kind of negotiation regarding arranged marriages as she says, “When I marry, I’ll choose my own husband” (MOS 88). Geeta’s 

parents, Ramu and  Sheela are shocked at the breach of trust after having given her so much freedom and regret that she has not 

been able to keep up with the image  of a good and dutiful daughter by resisting the tradition  of arranged marriage and choosing 

her life partner a Chicano Juan Cordero. 

 Tilo’s patron Geeta loves Juan, a Chicano and Geeta’s parents and her grandfather doesn’t like it. Geeta is too horrified 

by the element of racism she notices in her parents’ reaction. When he came to know that his grand daughter wished to marry a 

man of low caste, he could not bear it and spoke ill about the community. 

You are losing your caste and putting blackest kali on our ancestors‘ faces to marry a man who is not even 

a sahib, whose people are slum criminals and illegal. (MOS:92&93)[…]Because in our community it is a 

shame if a grown girls sits in the house not married and I did not want to shame them.(MOS:104) 

Like wise the grand father of Geeta also praised the Indian culture and scolded Geeta when she cut her hair in the 

American style and he praised about the simplicity of Indian women:  

―That girl, this Sunday she cut her hair short-short so that even her neck is showing. I am telling her, 

Geeta what did you do, your hair is the essence of your womanhood.(MOS:89). […]  Or. ―That Geeta, 

how much makeup she is using all the time.  Uff, in my days only the Englishwomen and prostitutes are 

doing that.  Good Indian girls are not ashamed of the face God is giving them.  You cannot think what all 

she is taking with her even to work.(MOS:89)[…] You must do what is best for her.  Even from birth a 

girl‘s real home is with her future husband‘s family only.[…]  Can you see me with a veil over my head 

sitting in a sweaty kitchen all day, a bunch of house keys tied to the end of my sari. (MOS:91) 
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The novel Sister of my Heart(1999) spins around two cousins Anju and Sudha Chatterjee who are born few hours apart 

from each other on the same day. Since the day they were born, Sudha and Anju have been bonded in ways even their mothers 

cannot comprehend. Urged into marriages, their lives take sudden opposite turns with Anju in India and Sudha in America.In the 

novel, Sister of my Heart  the Protoganist Sudha gathers courage, assimilate herself and ultimately takes a step of moving to 

America, the land which could at least offer her an opportunity to be independent and anonymity as no one will ask about her 

past life and her daughter Dayita. Sudha knowingly or unknowingly emulates the ideal woman because of her traditional 

upbringing. She thinks positively about America, “America has its own problems, she said, but at least it would give me the 

advantage of anonymity. No-one in America would care that I was a daughter of the Chatterjees, or that I was divorced. I could 

design a new life, earn my own living, give Dayita everything she needed. Best of all, no one would look down on her, for 

America was full of mothers like me, who had decided that living alone was better than living with the wrong man” (SMH 294). 

Sudha comes with big dreams to America, but she ends up doing odd jobs there and is dissatisfied with her life in the U.S.  

Farver comments on acculturation process, the greater the difference between the new and original culture, the more the 

acculturative stress, and therefore the more difficulty individuals experience with psychological functioning.  According to Sam 

(2000) mental health among cultural groups is affected by the stress identified throughout the acculturation process. Self-esteem, 

which is often correlated with mental health as a whole, is considered a measure of psychological well-being.  Self-esteem is 

defined as “the level of regard one has for the self as a person.”  Therefore, self-esteem is positively correlated with mental health 

and negatively correlated with depression and anxiety.   

   In the novel The Vine of Desire (2002)Sudha is greatly fascinated by the American proverb that is “Live for yourself.” 

She decides now not to think about others as she used to be in the past. In America, Sudha feels lost in a society where it seems 

that there are no rigid rules to follow at least. Sudha goes through a lot of transformation and American cultural impact on 

Sudha’s life style,as she gets freedom that she could never get into her home culture.Life brings them to the same stage of life 

when they both become pregnant.  Sudha‘s mother-in-law forces her to abort the female child foetus and no reaction of her 

husband against it, shatters her. She decides to keep the child and moves to America, since the life as a single mother and a 

International Journal of Scientific Research and Review

Volume 7, Issue 10, 2018

ISSN NO: 2279-543X

Page No: 113



divorcee would be easier for her in California. Anju starts collecting money through a job for air ticket of Sudha. This job makes 

her feel the power of economic independence. Due to physical exhaustion and mental stress Anju suffers a miscarriage. Few 

years after her settlement in America, transforms Anju in her usage of peculiar words and interests. Her shrinking memories of 

India make Sudha realize that even their memories are marooned on separate islands. As Sunil, though outwardly assimilated 

could not tolerate Lalit‘s intimacy either with Sudha or with Anju. Assimilation and use of English language of Sunil and Anju is 

portrayed in the novel. 

Sudha becomes a caretaker of an old Indian man who is living with his son and his American wife. He suffers more from 

mental sickness than physical. He wants to return to his own land (India). The foreign land has badly affected his health. Sudha 

understands his pain and promise him to take him to India. She cooks Indian dishes for him, calls him Baba and leaves Dayita to 

play with him. Subsequently this improves the old man‘s health. She is excited with her own bank account but leaving the old 

relations is the only regret. 

Divakaruni in her novel Queen Of Dreams (2004), the protagonist Rakhi, fits into the concept of second generation 

immigrant being born to Mr. and Mrs. Gupta whose country of origin is India. Rakhi, Mrs. Gupta’s daughter is an American by 

birth and grows up with a feeling of belonging to her land of birth. She is a young divorcee and a struggling artist. Rakhi, born to 

Indian parents, is a second generation migrant in America in this novel. Failing to have any first-hand experience of the ancestral 

land, Rakhi suffers from a confusion regarding her belonging. Though Mrs. Gupta took the utmost care to educate Rakhi purely 

in an American way, she could not cope with the American life totally and therefore, intends to know about and experience the 

Indian way of life.It is clearly indicated that generational level is an important predictor in determining extent of acculturation.   

Divakaruni has tried to fuse the feelings of an immigrant who has an oriental past trying to live up to the expectations of 

an occidental culture through the character Rakhi in the novel Queen of Dreams. Rakhi raises her voice against mental trauma, 

cultural alienation and identity crisis of the dislocated people from their homeland India. Rakhi’s terrible sense of estrangement 

and rootlessness create the impetus that forces Rakhi into the necessary changes to get her life back on track. She attempts to 
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acculturate herself to an alien country. This results in the removal of the painful, unpleasant incidents with her husband and her 

family from her mind.  

Culture change takes place as a result of ecological, socioeconomic, political, religious, or other fundamental factors 

affecting a society. Culture, which includes food habit and language, makes up some of the constituents of diaspora. However, 

Rakhi’s mother did not let her identity as a dream-teller come out as an obstacle between her role as a mother and a wife. Even in 

her choice of cooking, Mrs. Gupta maintained Indian culture. Rakhi says, “At home we rarely ate anything but Indian, that was 

the one way in which my mother kept her culture”. (QD 7) However, the more Mrs. Gupta wanted Rakhi to maintain distance 

from the life of a dream-interpreter, the more Rakhi showed curiosity to know about that identity of her mother, because she felt 

that she would be able to solve the problem of her quest for roots and belonging, by being a dream-interpreter: As far back as I 

can remember, I wanted to be an interpreter. But when I turned twelve, I grew obsessed with the idea. I saw it as a noble 

vocation, at once mysterious and helpful to the world. To be an interpreter of the inner realm seemed so Indian. (QD 35). 

Rakhi makes acculturation her strength, as towards the end of the novel, she learns to appreciate Indian instruments which 

produce music that is not purely Indian but an American mix. By adopting American ways, Rakhi moves towards success and 

stability in life, although temporarily she grieves a setback due to doubts about her sense of belonging and identity. Caught 

between two cultures, her identity is suddenly at crisis. Throughout she has tried to justify herself at the best possible manner and 

throughout she has faced criticism and cruelty. She wanted to be like her mother – a dream interpreter but it is her daughter who 

inherits the quality and she wanted to belong to India by knowing about the past of her mother, but her mother never exposed 

herself to her and she broke-off her relationship with her husband at one stroke; later the situation forces her to reconsider and 

she wanted to be a part of America and America disowns her.  

The dynamics of some of Rakhi’s important relationships are changed in the phase between her identity crisis and 

acculturation. The characters in this novel are in search of their true image, torn between the traditional values they have 
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absorbed from childhood and the new values which they have been introduced to during their immigration. This is a 

confrontation with the occidental ethos in order to discover one’s own self. 

Divakaruni‘s approach to ethnic identity is liable within the view of south Asian Diaspora that believes in the necessity of 

integrating the Indian heritage with its American experience. Her novels portray the possibility for establishing a bicultural 

identity. She tries to fuse the oriental values with the occidental ethos. She often focuses on characters balancing two 

worlds,particularly on Indian immigrant’s struggle through life in America. Almost all the main characters in Divakaruni’s 

novels tries to negotiate with the newly found American culture. She portrayed the cultural dilemmas, the generational 

differences, and transformation of their identities during displacement in her novels. 

Divakaurni’s novels prove that Indians have made major efforts to celebrate their cultural traditions in the United States. 

The integration of the bicultural identity is a challenging, yet rewarding task for both ethnic parents and their assimilating 

children. Her novels portray the possibility for establishing a bicultural identity. Divakaruni‘s approach to ethnic identity is 

contingent within the view of south Asian Diaspora that believes in the necessity of integrating the Indian heritage with its 

American experience. She noted each individual or characters have their own unique experience. Acculturation strategies like 

generation, culture, food, assimilation, racism, identity crisis, self-esteem, depression are portrayed through different characters 

in Divakaruni’s novels. To conclude, her characters are dynamic in aware of acculturation, the more they will hopefully choose 

the integration strategy as their acculturation choice. 
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