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Abstract: The paper shall attempt to discuss if Chitra Bannerjee Divakaruni, a diasporic oriental has 
perpetrated orientalism by exoticising Indian cuisine in her Queen of Dreams. In this context, the 
‘Kurma House’, a store owned by the main protagonist, Rakhi shall be the primary focus of study. And 
an analogy shall also be drawn between the event in the Kurma House and the myth of the Kurma from 
the Shatapatha Brahmana of the Yajurveda.  
Food is one of the most essential components of any society. It carries with it the history and myths 
pertaining to the culture of that community. If a person travels from one country to another, his food 
habits also travel with him. This, in turn, lets him to confront the cuisines of the host country; which 
can either be welcoming or irksome to his palate. In return, his native diet shall also be scrutinised. And 
the food will, thus, no longer remain just for the sustenance of life. It will be entangled in the web of 
semiology and shall be interpreted and analysed in the context of difference. Food, in this way is quite 
pertinent for the South Asian immigrants who associate the memory of their ancestral homeland with it 
and usually gender roles are implicated in the cultural identities and nationalism of women, particularly 
in the culinary realm. Therefore the paper will also examine how Divakaruni challenges these traditional 
claims on gender role in the context of food, memory and diaspora. 
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Introduction: Food is one of the salient features of a culture. It has and still continues to be a subject of 
anthropological study. Unfortunately, it was considered insignificant for critical studies but with the 
emergence of culinary fictions in recent times; it has generated a new interest among the literary critics. 
At the present time, something as trivial as food, which was once taken for granted is evaluated to 
discuss not only the gender roles but also the legitimacy of the racial and national affiliations of a 
community. It has become an effective tool in the hands of creative writers to assert their subjectivity 
and also to contest the stereotyped image constructions. In addition to that, in the case of the 
immigrants, food is entangled with nostalgia, longing and an idealization of a home that was left behind. 
 
Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni has been alleged of perpetrating ‘Re-Orientalism’ (Lau, 571) and ‘food 

pornography’ (Mannur, 15) in her fictions, such as Mistress of Spices, to cater to the taste of the First 
World readers. Re-Orientalism means execution and development of Orientalism by Orientals. 
Interesting fact about Re-Orientalism is that, the one holding the position of power holds an ambiguous 
position of being both an insider and an outsider simultaneously within a community. As a result, in 
their position of power, they speak for and represent the orients but in the process they represent 
themselves as both the ‘self’ and the ‘other’. Culturally and ethnically, Divakaruni can be identified as a 
South Asian and more specifically, Indian. But currently she lives in Houston, Texas; which makes her 
an outsider in her ancestral land. Apparently, like all diasporic women writers, she has taken up the 
responsibility of creating and keeping ‘the global literary image of South Asian culture’ (Lau, 572). 
However she has come under the fire for sensationalising and exoticising the orients and their culture 
for the Western audience. Meenakshi Mukherjee, for instance, has criticized her for packaging such 
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representations such as food pornography within the framework of the exotic East in her fictions. In 
doing so, she might have unintentionally but insidiously perpetrated the deed of ‘distortion and 
inaccuracy’ as identified by Edward Said in Orientalism. According to Mukherjee, spices in India are 
taken for granted because of their over-familiarity and daily use in the kitchen. They do not have any 
symbolic worth unless they are displaced from their normal context. Therefore, this paper aims to 
critique the alleged ‘Re-Orientalism’ of Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni while assessing the association 
between ‘food’ and ‘memory’ in Queen of Dreams. 
 
South Asian diasporic women writers must be under tremendous stress to create distinctive South Asian 
characters. One look at the cover of Queen of Dreams confirms the formulaic reproduction of oriental 
mysticism through the image of the enigmatic orient woman whose face is not revealed. The hennaed 
hands placed delicately over the jewelry and intricately embroidered blouse that deck her brown 
skinned body ascertains the Orientalist rendering of the assumed and stereotyped racial representation. 
This is either a marketing strategy to lure the target readership or by projecting the ethnic difference 
Divakaruni espouses the authenticity of the representation. She even mischievously plays with the title 
of the novel, which is a take on the Bollywood song ‘mere sapno ke rani’ that Rakhi’s father sings to his 
wife.  
 
He’d go down on one knee in front of her and throw open his arms, Bollywood style. ‘Mere sapno ke 
rani,’ he’d sing in his husky voice until she smiled and said, ‘Oh, stop it, you ridiculous man!’ His words – 
my Hindi was spotty at best, but I think they meant queen of my dreams. Or was it my queen of dreams? 

(Divakaruni, 33) 
 
However, the opening chapter which relates the prophecy of the death of the dream interpreter is no 
doubt spine-tingling; it actually continues the legacy of Orientalism by promoting ideas such as being 
“an interpreter of the inner realm seemed so Indian” (35). Then, in the second entry of the Dream 
Journal, she explicitly recites cantos from the Brihat Swapna Sarita which might be a deliberate inclusion 
in the composition by the author to demonstrate the authenticity of the ‘eastern exotica’ that she 
presents. In doing so, she relegates the amazing world of the orients as unfamiliar and strange. 
 
Although Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni is alleged of re-orientalism; she, being a diasporic character 
herself, occupies a liminal space that places her on a vantage point to objectively assess the cultures of 
her ancestral land and her adopted home respectively.  Early on in the narrative, she challenges the 
institute of marriage in both the cultures where the woman is generally subordinate to her partner. In a 
strange dream, Rakhi, the protagonist compares herself to instant oatmeal, an American comestible, 
ready to be served to Sonny. The situation described is eerily similar to the one subconsciously 
experienced by Marian of Margaret Atwood’s The Edible Woman. She is repelled by the thought of the 
metaphorical cannibalism that is legitimised by marriage. She sees herself turned into a stone 
mannequin with no arms but only a torso. Further in the dream, Sonny slips the ring through the parted 
stone lips of Rakhi and finally claims her as his wife, a role which is the “most ordinary of women” (175). 
And then she refers to the Indian custom of throwing rice grains on the newly wedded for luck. In this 
way the author takes a feminist stand by challenging the female subjugation in both the cultures by 
utilising food as idiosyncratic conceit for female body. 
 
There are two parallel narratives in the novel. The first one deals with the fantastic life of Rakhi’s 
mother, the dream interpreter and her journey from the mystical caves in India to America. It accounts 
for the first generation immigrant experience while the second narrative which revolves around Rakhi 
expounds the dilemmas of the second generation immigrants. Though Mrs. Gupta lived a closely 
guarded life and never encouraged Rakhi to hanker for India; she, like any other immigrants, could not 
escape from the malady of the nostalgic longing for the ancestral homeland. This is revealed through the 
cuisines that are cooked in the Gupta household. 
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 At home we rarely ate anything but Indian; that was the one way in which my mother kept her culture. 
(7) 
 
According to Partha Chatterjee, the home space is where one can nurture one’s culture. And often 
women are given the responsibility to protect, preserve and pass down the culture, including the 
culinary culture. Interestingly, if one follows the dictates of Partha Chatterjee, then, food is associated 
with patriotism. As Anita Mannur in her Culinary Fictions: Food in South Asian Diasporic Culture 
observes: 
 

 Gender roles continue to be implicated in the scripts of women’s nationalisms and “cultural identities,” 
particularly as they take root in the culinary realm. (44) 
 
Therefore, no matter where the woman is stationed in life; she has to faithfully uphold Indianness in the 
home site. However, Divakaruni defies this traditional claim by projecting the character of Rakhi’s 
father, Mr. Gupta as the reservoir of the culinary nostalgia. As long as he was trying to fulfill his 
American dream; he remained a dormant influence over his daughter’s life. His failure to retain regular 
jobs and have a normal family life led him to frequent binge-drinking. But after the death of his wife, his 
culinary memory helps both the father and the daughter to heal their relationship by connecting with 
their past and their ancestral homeland.  
 
Nostalgia is almost always infused with the immigrants’ memory of the past. Salman Rushdie, in his 
“Imaginary Homeland”, deals with the complexity of memory and mimetic fidelity. He talks about 
photographic memory, according to which some memories are remembered and some are literally ‘re-
membered’ (28). Rakhi, a divorcee, owns a store where she replicates her photographic memory of India 
that she had acquired from history books and western media, by decorating the walls of the store with 
her paintings of Mughal gardens, bathing elephants, a Calcutta train station, fishermen on the Ganga 
and the Belur Math at sunrise. She, who has never been to India names her store, Chai House, which is 
in fact indicative of the owner’s hyphenated identity. It implicates the immigrant’s negotiation between 
the homeland and the hostland.  However, in the cut throat competitive market, it seems to have fewer 
chance of survival as is implied in the story when the Chai House is almost lost to the popularity of the 
Java café that stands opposite to it.  
 

 ‘The reason you don’t have enough power to fight that woman (the manager of Java café) there is that 
she knows exactly who she is, and you don’t. This isn’t a real cha shop’ – she (the mother) pronounces 
the word in the Bengali way – ‘but a mishmash, a Westerner’s notion of what’s Indian. Maybe that’s the 
problem. Maybe if you can make it into something authentic, you’ll survive’ (89).  
 
The above remark by Mrs. Gupta underscores the author’s response to the alleged ‘Re-Orientalism’. To 
be authentic one has to return to his roots. This returning is, however, not the reversal of the 
traditionally accepted logos endorsed by the West; but rather an attempt to reclaim what was once the 
norm of the day until the invasion by the West. This return to the roots may provide an alternative route 
out of the present problem. Thus she refers to the globally known Indian ‘Chai’ as ‘cha’ and makes it 
more regional and authentic. But even before she could give any solution to Rakhi and Belle to save the 
Chai House; she dies in a road accident.   
 
As mentioned above, the father remained a passive character in the first half of the narrative. He 
frequently got himself drunk. But his first major transformation is seen when he volunteers to cook 
pakoras and make “some cha, Indian style” (159) with ginger instead of cinnamon that is usually 
preferred and served in Cafés in the West. And it is mentioned that the Indian version of tea with the 
slight kick of ginger is far better than the American version. In this way, food here, offers an alternative 
means to assert the South Asian subjectivity. It also stands out for its authenticity which is vouched by 
Jespal’s claim “That’s how my mother makes it, too!” (161). It is not influenced by the American cuisine 
and is true to its original recipe found in the ancestral homeland of the immigrants. Thereafter, Mr. 
Gupta pours tea in the cup like practiced street vendors in India, by raising the pot high and letting the 
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stream of tea froth in to the cup without spilling a single drop. And then the transformation of the Chai 
House to a chaer dokan begins. The list of delicacies from chocolate chip, bread, and dietbusters are 
soon replaced by pakora, singara, sandesh, jilebi, beguni, nimki and mihidana. Along with this 
transformation, the father narrates his first Indian story of poverty, squalor, female labour and sexual 
exploitation. It also gives an account of his culinary nostalgia which began in a small tea shop with two 
large clay firepits on which Keshto, the owner-manager-cook boiled tea and made sweets and snacks 
whole day. In this way the father’s story situates ‘food’ as a subject for examining the complex 
relationship between home, memory, belongingness and migration. And it also debunks the gendered 
logic of women being the preserver of culture and specifically the culinary culture. As is revealed in the 
story, the special recipes of Indian snacks were taught to Mr.Gupta by Kesto. 
 
Keshto taught me the most difficult dishes he knew… The week before I left for college, he taught me his 
special recipe for sandesh, the milk sweet for which Calcutta is famous, but he wouldn’t let me write it 
down. He insisted that I learn it by heart, the way he had. (171) 
In this way Divakaruni challenges the stereotyped gendered role of protecting, preserving and passing 
down the ‘domestic cultural economy’ (Mannur, 35). And she also demonstrates how the diaspora 
society connect with their past through culinary memories. 
 
A cardinal enquiry into what are the essentials that qualify a cuisine for an ethnic cuisine leads to the 
argument that by connecting the food with the myth that is believed in that particular region vouches 
for its authenticity. Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s skilful craft in explicitly and subtly applying this logic 
in the narrative is noteworthy.  
 
My father makes a dramatic entry from the back room, bearing aloft an emerald-green bowl of chutney, 
and impresses them by reciting the history of various dishes. The rice pudding, he says, is one of the 
oldest desserts of India, mentioned even in the Ramayana. It is what the gods sent to King Dasharath’s 
barren queens to make them fruitful. He points to the laddus and informs Sonny’s friends that they are 
made from the same recipe that Duryodhan’s cook used in the Mahabharat to lure and poison his cousin 
Bheem – minus the poison, of course. I give him a suspicious look, but Sony’s friends love it. (Queen of 

Dreams, 189) 
 
The above extract is a clear illustration of how certain food are authentically Indian. Such association 
with myth is delicately handled when the plot in the novel alludes to the myth of Kurma which is found 
in the Shatapatha Brahmana of the Yajurveda. According to the myth, Kurma is the second avatar of 
Lord Vishnu. When Sage Durvasa curses the devas (gods) with mortality; they make an alliance with 
asuras (demons) to acquire amrit (nectar of immortality), for which they must churn the cosmic ocean 
of milk (samudra manthan) together. Kurma, the Vishnu avatar appears in the form of a tortoise and 
becomes the foundation for Mount Mandara which is used as the cosmic churning stick. Then Vasuki, 
the divine serpent wraps its body around the churning stick to function as a rope. When the cosmic 
ocean is churned, it skims out both amrit and vish (poison) together. While Lord Shiva drinks the 
poison, the demons manage to flee away with the amrit. The Kurma avatar, then, transforms itself into a 
beautiful woman, Mohini and she pursues the demons. They are all smitten by her beauty and they 
plead her to be their wife and distribute the amrit between them one by one. Mohini succeeds in 
tricking the demons and she retrieves the potion of immortality which is then distributed among the 
gods. In this way the gods regain their power again. 
  
An analogy can be drawn between the Kurma legend and the sequence of events in Queen of Dreams. 
When the business of Rakhi and Belle’s Chai House is threatened to be closed down by the growing 
popularity of Java Café; they along with Mrs. Gupta visit the café. They are offered tea and coffee by the 
manager. Mrs. Gupta, the dream interpreter, like Tilo in Mistress of Spices, is also a mystic healer. She 
not only interprets dreams but also dreams the dream of others and she reaches out to help them 
including the strangers too, at the cost of her own life. For instance, at the café, the mother who isn’t a 
coffee drinker offers to exchange her tea with Rakhi’s coffee.  
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 She takes a sip of my coffee and makes a face, then drinks the rest very fast, as though it were 

unpleasant but necessary task. She shakes her head very slightly when Belle picks up a cookie. ‘I 
wouldn’t if I were you,’ she says.  
 
Belle drops the cookie as though it were radioactive. 
‘Let’s go,’ my mother says. ‘We’ve seen enough.’   (87)   
 
This incident seems ordinary but when one follows the narrative, then one sees the surreal connection 
between Mrs.Gupta’s drinking the coffee offered to Rakhi and her death. The element of Magic Realism 
is employed by the author when both Rakhi and her mother separately chases Emit Maerd which when 
spelled backward says Dream Time. Just as in the Kurma myth, Lord Shiva drinks the poison; Mrs. 
Gupta drinks the coffee that was offered to Rakhi. This incident slyly hints at sorcery which could use 
food as a medium to harm the desired person. As a result, the prospective harm that was intended for 
Rakhi is embraced by the mother.  
 
Another important observation to be examined is the fact that it is Rakhi’s father, Mr. Gupta who has 
suggested the name Kurma House for the Chai House. 
I trace the letters, then begin to fill them in. Kurma House. My father is the author of this name. He likes 
the pun, the idea of a word hidden beneath another word, to be revealed when the wind shifts, or when 
the viewer narrows her eyes. I pointed out to him that kurma is a dinner dish, something we don’t plan 
to serve. He shrugged. We are artists, Rakhi, he said loftly. Must we bound to literalities? (182) 
When Rakhi and Belle were about to close down the Chai House, it is the initiative of Mr. Gupta that 
leads to the opening of Kurma House. Just like the Vishnu avatar, Kurma who transforms himself in to 
the beautiful Mohini to assist the gods; Mr. Gupta, whose presence was usually dismissed by Rakhi, 
executes a dramatic transformation by venturing in to the traditionally categorised gendered specific 
labour in the kitchen space of the house. He takes up the responsibility of delivering the Chai House 
from the crisis by introducing an ethnic menu. In this way he becomes the backbone of the restaurant, 
now revived and renamed as the Kurma House.  
 
Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni has successfully aligned food with Indian mythology, which also represents 
the collective memory of a community. This approach of the author for authenticating the cultural 
identity of the diaspora community and herself is impressive. She also subjects ethnic Indian food to 
racial terror. It can be considered as a metaphor for the actual racial prejudices and persecutions that 
the ethnic minorities face in America frequently. An instance from the text worthy of one’s attention is 
as follows: 
 
It’s the singara I gave the woman, now squished shapeless. With the red chutney poured over it, it looks 
like a tiny, run-over animal. It’s clear she didn’t eat any of it. Compared to the destruction in the back, 
this is minor, but it makes me shiver. There’s such malice behind this small act of wastefulness. (226) 
When the Kurma House thrives, the manager of Java Café pays a visit to it. She orders for a “food with a 
bit of a kick to it” (221). She is offered a plate with a singara and a spoonful of tamarind chutney. She 
readily accepts it but divulges her racism by passing a vile comment. 
 
‘… I hope you didn’t mind me asking, but foreigners sometimes put – uh – unusual ingredients in their 
food. And, oh yes, I’d like a cup of good American tea, if you have any.’ 
‘I think we’ve just been insulted,’ Belle whispers. ‘Except it’s too funny to be insulting. Did she really say 
“good American tea”?’  (221) 
 
America has a horrible history of racism with the subjugation of the Blacks on account of their biological 
inferiority which is unnerving as well as unacceptable.  The American scholar W. E. B. Du Bois had 
claimed that the problem of the twentieth century is that of the colour line, i.e the relationship between 
the darker and the lighter races. In addition to that, racism also promotes ethnic conflicts as a result of 
cultural differences. What transpired in the Kurma House is a representation of the discrimination that 
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the South Asians face in America. Even something as trivial as their food, owing to their ethnic 
connection is subjected to that discrimination. Such racist persecutions became more prominent after 
the 9/11 attack which is also illustrated in the novel. The Kurma House becomes a target of the hate-
crime post-9/11 attack. And the second generation immigrants such as Rakhi and Belle who were proud 
of their American nationality are suddenly reduced to a minor status that only recognises their ethnicity 
and the colour of their brown skin. The September 11 attack totally changes their perspective of home in 
America. 
Conclusion: The diasporic writers might not be intentionally perpetrating Re-Orientalism in their 
works but it could be their position, both individually and collectively that has contributed to the 
widespread of Re-Orientalism. In other words, in their efforts to continue with their culture in their new 
home, they tend to reinforce the cultural difference between them and the Occidents and further 
contribute in Othering the Orients in their efforts of representation and identity construction. 
Therefore, this alleged ‘Re-Orientalism’, which is a recent development in the literary scenario of the 
South Asian genre, might be alarming but it could also be a desperate attempt on the part of the authors 
to reconstruct their hybrid identities. As whenever an identity is hyphenated; it is reduced to the 
position of an ethnic minority. Though writers like Divakaruni are alleged of digging the mines of 
Eastern world for stories to lure the readers of the West; hence, their popularity among the readers and 
the publishing houses. It is also true that the diaspora position places them in a subordinate position in 
the hierarchical relationship to the nation-state as they will always be occupying the position of a 
bastard child to the nation. They seem to truly belong to nowhere. That probably explains why the 
South Asian diasporic writers like Divakaruni turns to their original roots to assert their subjectivity. 
May be that is their way of counteracting the Western imagination of reality; though quite often, they 
fall back as victims to the trappings of the colonial logos. 
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