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Preface

amed “one of the twenty-five most distinguished reference titles published during the past twenty-five years” by

Reference Quarterly, the Contemporary Literary Criticism (CLC) series provides readers with critical commentary

and general information on more than 2,000 authors now living or who died after December 31, 1999. Volumes
published from 1973 through 1999 include authors who died after December 31, 1959. Previous to the publication of the
first volume of CLC in 1973, there was no ongoing digest monitoring scholarly and popular sources of critical opinion and
explication of modern literature. CLC, therefore, has fulfilled an essential need, particularly since the complexity and
variety of contemporary literature makes the function of criticism especially important to today’s reader.

Scope of the Series

CLC provides significant passages from published criticism of works by creative writers. Since many of the authors
covered in CLC inspire continual critical commentary, writers are often represented in more than one volume. There is, of
course, no duplication of reprinted criticism.

Authors are selected for inclusion for a variety of reasons, among them the publication or dramatic production of a criti-
cally acclaimed new work, the reception of a major literary award, revival of interest in past writings, or the adaptation of a
literary work to film or television.

Attention is also given to several other groups of writers—authors of considerable public interest—about whose work criti-
cism is often difficult to locate. These include mystery and science fiction writers, literary and social critics, foreign
authors, and authors who represent particular ethnic groups.

Each CLC volume contains individual essays and reviews taken from hundreds of book review periodicals, general
magazines, scholarly journals, monographs, and books. Entries include critical evaluations spanning from the beginning of
an author’s career to the most current commentary. Interviews, feature articles, and other published writings that offer
insight into the author’s works are also presented. Students, teachers, librarians, and researchers will find that the general
critical and biographical material in CLC provides them with vital information required to write a term paper, analyze a
poem, or lead a book discussion group. In addition, complete bibliographical citations note the original source and all of
the information necessary for a term paper footnote or bibliography.

Organization of the Book

A CLC entry consists of the following elements:

® The Author Heading cites the name under which the author most commonly wrote, followed by birth and death
dates. Also located here are any name variations under which an author wrote, including transliterated forms for
authors whose native languages use nonroman alphabets. If the author wrote consistently under a pseudonym, the
pseudonym will be listed in the author heading and the author’s actual name given in parenthesis on the first line
of the biographical and critical information. Uncertain birth or death dates are indicated by question marks. Single-
work entries are preceded by a heading that consists of the most common form of the title in English translation (if
applicable) and the original date of composition.

B The Introduction contains background information that introduces the reader to the author, work, or topic that is
the subject of the entry.

® The list of Principal Works is ordered chronologically by date of first publication and lists the most important
works by the author. The genre and publication date of each work is given. In the case of foreign authors whose
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works have been translated into English, the English-language version of the title follows in brackets. Unless
otherwise indicated, dramas are dated by first performance, not first publication.

®  Reprinted Criticism is arranged chronologically in each entry to provide a useful perspective on changes in critical
evaluation over time. The critic’s name and the date of composition or publication of the critical work are given at
the beginning of each piece of criticism. Unsigned criticism is preceded by the title of the source in which it ap-
peared. All titles by the author featured in the text are printed in boldface type. Footnotes are reprinted at the end
of each essay or excerpt. In the case of excerpted criticism, only those footnotes that pertain to the excerpted texts
are included.

® A complete Bibliographical Citation of the original essay or book precedes each piece of criticism. Source cita-
tions in the Literary Criticism Series follow University of Chicago Press style, as outlined in The Chicago Manual
of Style, 15th ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2003).

& Critical essays are prefaced by brief Annotations explicating each piece.
B Whenever possible, a recent Author Interview accompanies each entry.

B An annotated bibliography of Further Reading appears at the end of each entry and suggests resources for ad-
ditional study. In some cases, significant essays for which the editors could not obtain reprint rights are included
here. Boxed material following the further reading list provides references to other biographical and critical sources
on the author in series published by Gale.

Indexes

A Cumulative Author Index lists all of the authors that appear in a wide variety of reference sources published by Gale,
including CLC. A complete list of these sources is found facing the first page of the Author Index. The index also includes
birth and death dates and cross references between pseudonyms and actual names.

A Cumulative Nationality Index lists all authors featured in CLC by nationality, followed by the number of the CLC
volume in which their entry appears.

A Cumulative Topic Index lists the literary themes and topics treated in the series as well as in other Literature Criticism
series.

An alphabetical Title Index accompanies each volume of CLC. Listings of titles by authors covered in the given volume
are followed by the author’s name and the corresponding page numbers where the titles are discussed. English translations
of foreign titles and variations of titles are cross-referenced to the title under which a work was originally published. Titles
of novels, dramas, films, nonfiction books, and poetry, short story, or essay collections are printed in italics, while
individual poems, short stories, and essays are printed in roman type within quotation marks.

In response to numerous suggestions from librarians, Gale also produces an annual cumulative title index that alphabeti-
cally lists all titles reviewed in CLC and is available to all customers. Additional copies of this index are available upon
request. Librarians and patrons will welcome this separate index; it saves shelf space, is easy to use, and is recyclable upon
receipt of the next edition.

Citing Contemporary Literary Criticism

When citing criticism reprinted in the Literary Criticism Series, students should provide complete bibliographic information
so that the cited essay can be located in the original print or electronic source. Students who quote directly from reprinted
criticism may use any accepted bibliographic format, such as University of Chicago Press style or Modern Language As-
sociation (MLA) style. Both the MLA and the University of Chicago formats are acceptable and recognized as being the
current standards for citations. It is important, however, to choose one format for all citations; do not mix the two formats
within a list of citations.
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The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a bibliography set forth in The Chicago Manual of Style, 15th
ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2003); the first example pertains to material drawn from periodicals, the
second to material reprinted from books:

James, Harold. “Narrative Engagement with Atonement and The Blind Assassin.” Philosophy and Literature 29, no. 1
(April 2005): 130-45. Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Vol. 246, edited by Jeffrey W. Hunter, 188-95.
Detroit: Gale, 2008.

Wesley, Marilyn C. “Anne Hebert: The Tragic Melodramas.” In Canadian Women Writing Fiction, edited by Mickey Pearl-
man, 41-52. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1993. Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Vol. 246, edited
by Jeffrey W. Hunter, 276-82. Detroit: Gale, 2008.

The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a works cited list set forth in the MLA Handbook for Writers of
Research Papers, Tth ed. (New York: The Modern Language Association of America, 2009); the first example pertains to
material drawn from periodicals, the second to material reprinted from books:

James, Harold. “Narrative Engagement with Atzonement and The Blind Assassin.” Philosophy and Literature 29.1 (April
2005): 130-45. Rpt. in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Ed. Jeffrey W. Hunter. Vol. 246. Detroit: Gale, 2008. 188-95.
Print.

Wesley, Marilyn C. “Anne Hebert: The Tragic Melodramas.” Canadian Women Writing Fiction. Ed. Mickey Pearlman.
Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1993. 41-52. Rpt. in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Ed. Jeffrey W. Hunter. Vol.
246. Detroit: Gale, 2008. 276-82. Print.

Suggestions are Welcome

Readers who wish to suggest new features, topics, or authors to appear in future volumes, or who have other suggestions or
comments are cordially invited to call, write, or fax the Associate Product Manager:

Associate Product Manager, Literary Criticism Series
Gale
27500 Drake Road
Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535
1-800-347-4253 (GALE)
Fax: 248-699-8983
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Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni
1956-

Indian-born American novelist, short story writer, poet,
and author of children’s fiction.

The following entry presents criticism on Divakaruni’s
career through 2009.

INTRODUCTION

Divakaruni is recognized for capturing the experience
of Indian immigrants adjusting to life in the United
States from a female perspective. Following in the
footsteps of such authors as Bharati Mukherjee,
Vikram Seth, and Salman Rushdie, Divakaruni has
established a respected body of work that invokes
themes of cultural hybridity by drawing from personal
experience as well as Indian tradition. As Divakaruni’s
heroines strive to find a middle ground between the
value systems of East and West, they reflect the
predicament of transplanted people all over the world.

BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION

Divakaruni was born in Calcutta, India, to Rajendra
Kumar Banerjee, an accountant, and Tatini Banerjee, a
schoolteacher. She studied at Loreto House, a convent
school run by Irish nuns, and graduated in 1971. In
1976 she earned her bachelor’s degree in English from
Presidency College, University of Calcutta. At the age
of nineteen she moved to the United States to continue
her studies as an English major. She earned her
master’s degree from Wright State University in
Dayton, Ohio, in 1978. The following year she mar-
ried Murthy Divakaruni, an engineer. After receiving
her Ph.D. in English from the University of California,
Berkeley, in 1984, Divakaruni held a variety of jobs.
She published her first book, a volume of poetry titled
Dark Like the River, in 1987. She and her husband
moved to Sunnyvale, California, in 1989, at which
time she began teaching creative writing at Foothill
College in Los Altos Hills. For several years she
worked with Afghani women refugees and provided
her services to shelters for battered women. In 1991
she became a founding member and president of
Maitri, an organization in the San Francisco area that
works for South Asian women in abusive situations.

Her first collection of short stories, Arranged Mar-
riage, was published in 1995 and garnered an Ameri-
can Book Award from the Before Columbus Founda-
tion. The following year, she won the PEN Oakland-
Josephine Miles Award. In 1998 she moved to
Houston, Texas, to teach creative writing at the
University of Houston. The India Culture Center,
Houston, bestowed its Cultural Jewel Award on Di-
vakaruni in 2009.

MAJOR WORKS

Divakaruni’s fiction is marked by a prevailing concern
for the roles of women in India and America, por-
trayal of struggles of cultural conflict and adaptation,
and of complexities of love among family members,
lovers, and spouses. Arranged Marriage focuses on
Indian and Indian American women caught between
two confiicting cultures. Each of the stories deals with
the difficult complications inherent to the Indian tradi-
tion of arranged marriage, incorporating a variety of
socially relevant themes such as divorce, abortion, rac-
ism, and economic inequality. Most of the pieces are
about Indian immigrants to the United States from the
author’s native region of Bengal and are told by female
narrators in the first-person-singular point of view,
often in the present tense, which imparts to the stories
a sense of intimacy. Some, like “The Word Love,”
demonstrate the anxiety and frustration of women who
attempt to avoid the tradition of arranged marriage.
The young female protagonist of “The Word Love”
falls in love with an American man while attending
school in Berkeley. When she moves in with the man,
she becomes consumed with her widowed mother’s
disappointment and outrage over her life choices. In
“The Ultrasound,” an Indian American woman, Anju,
discovers that she is pregnant. After she views an ul-
trasound of the fetus, she excitedly calls her cousin,
Runu, who still lives in India and is also expecting a
child. When Runu informs Anju that she is being pres-
sured into having an abortion because her baby is
female, Anju decides to help her cousin run away. At
the same time, Anju begins to realize that, despite the
freedoms she enjoys in America, she still lives in a
patriarchal society that has forced her to remain
economically dependent on her husband.
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Stylistically experimental, The Mistress of Spices
(1997) combines poetic language with prose to create
a modern fable that blends myth and reality. Tilo, the
protagonist of the novel, is a young Indian woman
who becomes shipwrecked on a remote island inhab-
ited solely by females. Here she encounters an ancient
woman who teaches her about the power of spices.
The final step in Tilo’s training involves being sent to
Oakland, California, disguised as an old woman, where
she sets up a shop and sells spices. Her unique flavor-
ings carry special powers, and her regular customers
allow her a glimpse into the lives of a local Indian
expatriate community. Problems arise when Tilo falls
in love with an American man and must choose
between him and the magic that will be destroyed if
she follows her heart.

Divakaruni’s second novel, Sister of My Heart (1999),
is a realistic treatment of the relationship between two
cousins, Sudha and Anju, who narrate alternating
chapters as their story develops over decades. The
women grow up together in the same house in Cal-
cutta and have many similar experiences that
strengthen their bond. However, when secrets regard-
ing their births are revealed and the cousins are later
physically separated because of arranged marriages,
their unique relationship is tested. Although Sudha
remains in India and Anju moves to California, their
difficult experiences with marriage and pregnancy
cause them to seek out one another for strength and
support.

CRITICAL RECEPTION

Critics first took notice of Divakaruni with the publica-
tion of Arranged Marriage, but it was The Mistress of
Spices that marked her ascendancy in the literary
world. Reviewers have lauded the use of magic real-
ism in this novel, comparing the work to Gloria Nay-
lor’'s Mama Day for using the genre to emphasize the
themes of cultural diversity and plurality. At the same
time, they have commended The Mistress of Spices for
adjusting the tenets of magic realism to suit its own
ends. According to commentator Gita Rajan, “[Bly
subtly modifying the genre, by not obeying the rules
in their entirety, Divakaruni does precisely what magic
realism was intended to do—challenge imperial
structures of order.”

Furthermore, scholars have studied the exploration of
culture in Divakaruni’s fiction, pointing out the
interdependence of multiculturalism and female
identity in Sister of My Heart. In addition, the
interpretation of cultural identity in “The Ultrasound”

has been likened to similar thematic elements in Gish
Jen’s “Birthmates.” Likewise, Divakaruni’s navigation
between the cultures of Eastern and Western audiences
has prompted reviewers to align her work with that of
fellow Indian American author Jhumpa Lahiri. More-
over, commentators have highlighted Divakaruni’s
ability to alternate between varying narrative perspec-
tives and modes of discourse. As critic Rocio G. Davis
contended in an analysis of “The Word Love”: “Using
the paradigms of monologue but extending the range
and possibilities of speaker and listener to embody the
dramatic negotiations of immigrant subjectivity, Chitra
Divakaruni weaves together the sources of meaning to
see if there is a way to ensure the survival of the
individuals and the group.”

PRINCIPAL WORKS

Dark Like the River (poetry) 1987

Arranged Marriage: Stories (short stories) 1995

The Mistress of Spices (novel) 1997

Sister of My Heart (novel) 1999

The Unknown Errors of Our Lives: Stories (short
stories) 2001

Neela, Victory Song (juvenilia) 2002

The Vine of Desire: A Novel (novel) 2002

The Conch Bearer: A Novel (juvenilia) 2003

Queen of Dreams: A Novel (novel) 2004

The Palace of Hllusions: A Novel (novel) 2008

One Amazing Thing (novel) 2010

CRITICISM

Nancy Knowles (essay date 2001)

SOURCE: Knowles, Nancy. “Dissolving Stereotypical
Cultural Boundaries: Allusions to Virginia Woolf in
Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s Sister of My Heart™™ In
Virginia Woolf Out of Bounds: Selected Papers from the
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[In the following essay, Knowles suggests that the allu-
sions to Virginia Woolf in Sister of My Heart highlight
the fact that adherence to a single culture cannot

provide adequate support for the growth of feminine
self-identity.]

Like other women writers of Indian origin, Chitra
Banerjee Divakaruni has frequently been criticized by
Indians for the “troubling” characterization of the West
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as the place where “[. . .] Indian women can finally
free themselves from the shackles of tradition [. . .]”
(Daswani). While this positive characterization of the
immigrant’s adopted country may help to rationalize
the immigrant’s choice of self-exile (Pultar 49) and
may evidence the immigrant’s desire to build connec-
tions with her new culture (Wang 88), creating a utopia
of Western culture, such critics argue, reifies cultural
boundaries, stereotyping India as irretrievably patriar-
chal and the West as offering freedom from patriarchy.
On an initial reading, Divakaruni’s recent novel Sister
of My Heart seems to embody these stereotypes and
therefore eamn such criticism: the novel chronicles the
difficult arranged marriages of two Indian cousins,
Anju and Sudha, who both eventually emigrate to the
U.S. This trajectory reverses that of Heart of Darkness
or The Voyage Out, British novels frequently discussed
in a postcolonial context. In Sister of My Heart,
citizens of a former colony travel to the West. If this
journey reveals that they have left barbarism for
civilization, then such a story risks reinscribing
colonial values. Moreover, it oversimplifies the
women’s problems and choices.

The actual complexity of Anju’s and Sudha’s border

crossings is illustrated by the novel’s few but signifi-

cant allusions to Virginia Woolf, which in such a non-
European context perhaps demonstrate Brenda Silver’s
claim that “[. . .] Virginia Woolf is everywhere” (xv).
In these allusions Woolf becomes an icon explicitly
coded in terms of feminism and implicitly coded in
terms of empire. This textual coding has little to do
with Woolf herself—whether she had imperialist
tendencies or not—and more to do with popular
perception of her. My purpose here is not to analyze
the icon itself but how that icon is deployed. In Sister
of My Heart, Woolf-as-icon fails to fulfill its stereo-
typical promise as a symbol of liberation for all
women regardless of culture; specifically, the allusions
to Woolf ironically represent part of the reason Anju
marries the wrong man. Thus, Woolf-as-icon is a
metaphor for the West, “civilization,” indicating it
represents only a mythical answer to the problems of
former colonies. When contrasted with the more posi-
tive allusions to the Rani of Jhansi associated with
Sudha, these allusions to Woolf demonstrate that no
culture can guarantee fairy-tale happiness, and women,
particularly colonial women who may be tempted by
circumstance to see the West as utopia, should not
passively expect such utopia. Rather, all women must
learn to build empowerment actively from the positive
aspects of the cultures they encounter, including their
own. They need to create what Henry Schwarz
yesterday, in his discussion of Rabindranath Tagore
and Satyajit Ray, called a “third space.” This paper

will first provide necessary background information
about Divakaruni’s Sister of My Heart and then
analyze the Woolf allusions in contrast with the Rani
of Jhansi allusions.

Divakaruni’s Sister of My Heart is the story of two
girls, Anju and Sudha, raised as close as sisters in a
household of women. Anju and Sudha are opposites.
Where Anju is practical, challenges tradition, enjoys
reading, and hopes to travel, Sudha is beautiful,
romantic, and conventional and likes clothes and sto-
rytelling. The girls are raised in what is nearly purdah
for 1980s Calcutta society: they attend an all-girls
convent school, and during their few social outings,
they sit among the women. Their mothers also intend
to marry them off in the traditional way, despite An-
ju’s desire to attend college. Unfortunately, Sudha is
already in love with a young man she met in an unap-
proved outing to the movie theater. Her plans to elope
are foiled when Anju falls in love with the Indian-
American man, Sunil, whom her mother has chosen; if
Sudha were to elope, the scandal might ruin Anju’s
anticipated marriage. Instead, Sudha marries her
mother’s choice, Ramesh. Again misfortune courts
them, as during the double ceremony, Sunil reveals his
infatuation with the beautiful Sudha.

Neither marriage results in happiness. When Sudha
finally becomes pregnant with a girl, her mother-in-
law insists she have an abortion and her husband will
not oppose his mother. Sudha, flouting convention,
takes refuge with her family and is divorced for deser-
tion. Although her girlhood love proposes to her, he
doesn’t really want Sudha’s child, so Sudha refuses
him and eventually comes to Anju in America. Anju,
too, has marital difficulties. She loves Sunil, but
imagines he is having affairs and is disturbed to find
he expects her to be grateful to him for marrying her.
When Anju becomes pregnant and Sunil discovers she
has been secretly working at the campus where she
takes classes, they fight, which results in a miscarriage
for which Sunil blames her. These marital difficulties
are complicated, because of Sunil’s infatuation with
Sudha, by Sudha’s arrival in America at the end of the
novel. The novel leaves this complication unresolved.

This summarized progression from India to America
might easily be understood as a stereotypical reifica-
tion of cultural boundaries where India manifests all
the traditional Indian patriarchal restrictions under
which Anju and Sudha suffer and where America
promises possibilities not only for Anju, who can
work, take classes, and wear jeans, but especially for
the divorced Sudha who would, along with her child,
face discrimination in India. However, the novel
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doesn’t treat this situation so simplistically. The allu-
sions to Woolf demonstrate that it is dangerous for
women to trust stereotypes of the dominant culture as
means of self-empowerment. Rather than believing
these myths, women must read culture critically in
order to take an active role in choosing the most
satisfying lifestyle.

As one might expect based on the stereotypical India-
vs.-the-West dichotomy, Anju, the cousin who ques-
tions tradition and looks forward to a college educa-
tion and international travel, is the one who values
Virginia Woolf. Anju discovers Woolf’s A Room of
One’s Own in the family bookstore and describes the
book as having “the smell of distance, of new think-
ing” (118). Having been raised in the traditional way
where “[. . .] a good woman is to offer up her life for
others” (8-9) and “the husband is the supreme lord’
(49), Anju is understandably inspired by Woolf’s pas-
sion in A Room, Woolf’s anger at women’s “hav[ing]
served all these centuries as looking-glasses possess-
ing the magic and delicious power of reflecting the
figure of man at twice its natural size” (35) and her
ardor in believing Judith Shakespeare “would come if
we worked for her, and that so to work, even in
poverty and obscurity, is worth while” (114). Anju
convinces her mother to buy a complete set of Woolf’s
novels for the store and then “devour{s]” them herself
(118). For Anju, therefore, Woolf becomes an icon of
all she dreams about her future—reading, education,
and travel.

However, Woolf-as-icon loses her stereotypical quality
almost immediately, for on the same page that Woolf
is introduced as Anju’s passion, Anju also meets her
future husband. Still unknown to Anju, Sunil enters
the bookstore and asks immediately for any books by
Woolf. Although Anju doesn’t yet know he is her
mother’s choice for her, she is immediately attracted
to him. She “bring[s] down the full set and start[s]
extolling Woolf’s virtues” (119). Sunil purchases the
set, exchanging pleasant conversation and drawing
Anju into discussion of “Mr. America,” her mother’s
choice for her bridegroom. In the course of conversa-
tion, Anju wants to say, “‘Don’t go.” Or even, shame-
lessly, ‘Marry me’” (120), and when Sunil reveals
himself as “Mr. America,” Anju can’t believe her luck.
And Sunil even seems to merit Anju’s immediate af-
fection, promising to fulfill her non-traditional dreams
of education and travel if she will marry him. Despite
the fact that Anju is attracted to this man, who seems
to be kind and to have a sense of humor, this juxtaposi-
tion of Woolf and marriage is ironic. For Anju, and for
many other women, Woolf represents the possibility of
freedom and self-worth while marriage represents the

possible threat of submersion of the self in the needs
of others. Therefore, the enmeshing of the Western
icon with the traditional patriarchal institution of mar-
riage, regardless of its apparent benefits in this
particular instance, already undermines the stereotypi-
cal dichotomy between India and the West. The
promise of the West has become merely a seemingly
better version of the tradition one finds in India.

In her immediate infatuation with Sunil, Anju accepts
marriage without questioning whether it will truly
fulfill her desires. She imagines that, although the
marriage is traditionally arranged, Sunil will provide
all the freedoms she associates with a westernized
lifestyle, and she therefore romanticizes him in a very
traditional way. Her whole-hearted conversion is
expressed by another allusion to Woolf: “[. . .] I've
traded in Virginia Woolf for Elizabeth Barrett Brown-
ing.” Anju’s statement implies not the Barrett Brown-
ing of Aurora Leigh but of the sonnets, “How do I
love thee?” (132). Yet, this romantic sensibility
metaphorically colonizes Anju’s idea of Woolf.
Because Sunil apparently enjoys Woolf, Anju thinks to
herself, “Maybe we could even read Woolf together”
(120), and “I look forward to the evenings when we’ll
read To the Lighthouse to each other” (121). Because
of this romantic vision, she expects Sunil’s constant
sympathy. When she is daydreaming during the wed-
ding ceremony and is teased by onlookers as having
forgotten him for another man, she imagines he will
understand: “I expect no less of a man who loves
Virginia Woolf” (150). Yet, shortly after this, Sunil
reveals his love for Sudha in the midst of the wedding
ceremony. Anju thinks, “His face is naked and open,
like a house with no curtains. And because I’'m so
deeply in love myself, 1 recognize exactly what I'm
seeing in there” (151). Anju continues with the
remainder of the ceremony, her romantic dream shat-
tered, and perhaps more devastatingly, her relationship
with Sudha marred by jealousy. Where Woolf-as-icon
had seemed to Anju to promise a healthy, happy
relationship with Sunil according to a Western model
of equality and respect, the Western image has actu-
ally trapped her into a conventional bond with all the
associated problems.

It is only after Anju and Sunil have been living for a
while in America that the final blow is delivered to
Anju’s dream-marriage; Anju discovers that Sunil is
not really “a man who loves Virginia Woolf” (150) at
all, and this discovery represents the tensions in their
marriage. When Anju suggests they read Woolf
together, Sunil refuses, saying, “‘All that arty-farty
stuff is not for me’” (188). When Anju presses him on
the issue, wondering why he bought the complete
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Woolf set, Sunil reveals that Anju’s mother had
informed Sunil that Woolf was one of Anju’s favorites
before he’d come into the store, “[. . .] so [he] thought
that would be a good way to start a conversation” and
bought the set to make her happy (188). Thus, by
excluding himself from what Anju always expected
would be a mutual pleasure, he destroys the founding
idea of Anju’s marriage. His deception demonstrates
that he wants the kind of relationship where he gives
Anju the world and she is eternally grateful. Anju
reflects, “Unlike some of the other Indian husbands I
know, Sunil’s always encouraged me to feel comfort-
able in America. He taught me to drive and introduced
me to his colleagues at work. He bought me jeans and
hiking boots, and when I said I’d like to see how I
look in short hair, he said, ‘Go for it!"” (187). Yet,
after all these things, plus the travel and education that
Anju has always dreamed of, he expects gratitude
(193). Gratitude is the basis of his pleasure in the
relationship, and this forces Anju into a position of
dependency. This dependency resembles a colonial
relationship, as Sunil’s nickname “Mr. America”
perhaps signifies, where the one with symbols of
power expects the one who eagerly wants those
symbols to be grateful upon receipt. Rather than hav-
ing accomplished her dreams for herself, Anju must
thank someone else for them. This is the ultimate irony
in the allusion to Woolf: Anju’s faith in Woolf as a
symbol of everything she desired has tricked her into
an inappropriate, unhappy marriage. Thus, the allusion
demonstrates that Western culture cannot simply erase
colonial women’s problems. Rather, women must
begin to read cultures critically in order to negotiate
the webs of power embedded in them. By taking this
active responsibility for their own happiness, women
can avoid the kind of trick Anju has essentially played
on herself.

The allusion to Woolf that tricks Anju into an unhappy
marriage is contrasted by an allusion to the Rani of
Jhansi, who acts as a touchstone for Sudha similar to
Woolf for Anju. The difference between the Western
and Indian allusions is that, where Woolf-as-icon leads
Anju astray, the image of the Rani empowers Sudha.
Unlike Anju, Sudha has been anticipating becoming a
wife and mother since childhood, and she sees her
role in accomplishing that dream as primarily passive.
Sudha romanticizes this passive role through the story
of the princess in the palace of snakes who wakes to
the kiss of a prince and loves him because he “tell[s]
her about the magical universe of men” and “[w]hen
she looked into his eyes, their dark center, she saw
herself for the first time, tiny, and doubled, and beauti-
ful. [. . .] Without him she’d never have known who
she was” (86). Note the reduction of the woman here

in comparison with the magnification of the man Woolf
describes in A Room. It is this romanticism that Anju
reverts to when she falls in love with Sunil. However,
when Sudha’s marriage threatens her unborn child,
Sudha must change her self-conception. She can no
longer be the sleeping princess trusting a prince to
kiss her awake. Instead, Sudha turns to another Indian
story, the tale of the Rani of Jhansi, which she recalls
when viewing a video (225). In March of 1858, the
Rani led a rebellion against the British who intended
to annex the state of Jhansi because, according to their
law, the maharaja, the Rani’s husband, had died
without an heir. However, the couple had adopted a
relative, who according to Hindu law, should inherit.
His inheritance had religious as well as political
significance for the populace. The siege of Jhansi
lasted two weeks, and when the city fell, the Rani
escaped on horseback, rallied other Indian rulers, and
captured the fortress of Gwalior. She died there on the
battle’s second day (Bois). By identifying with this
legendary Indian woman, Sudha is able to brave travel-
ing alone in public in order to escape from her
husband’s house. Fighting her way through the crowd
at the Calcutta station, a man “grope[s] at [her] breast,”
and Sudha reports, “I swat his hand away furiously
and kick at the ankles of a fat man blocking my path.
[. . .] Maybe this is how the Rani of Jhansi felt the
first time she went to war” (243). Sudha’s courage,
her love for her daughter, and her success in reaching
her family’s house safely reaffirm her choice to leave
her husband. When Sudha speaks to Anju on the phone
after Anju has lost her baby, Sudha retells the Rani of
Jhansi story, blending it with Anju’s, reaffirming An-
ju’s power and encouraging her to heal herself. In this
way, the allusion to the Rani becomes not a trick, like
the allusion to Woolf, but rather a source of power.
And significantly this source of power is Indian, even
anti-colonial, not Western.

Rather than reifying stereotypical cultural boundaries,
the allusions to Woolf in Divakaruni’s Sister of My
Heart reveal the complexities of cultural difference.
Anju’s love of Woolf’s writing is not a stereotypical
portal to Western paradise but rather her excuse for
loving and marrying a man for whom she is ultimately
unsuited. The failed romance acts as a metaphor for
the failure of Western values to meet the needs of
former colonies. Paralleled by the novel’s more posi-
tive allusions to the Rani of Jhansi, the allusions to
Woolf dissolve cultural boundaries by demonstrating
that the individual cultures themselves cannot guaran-
tee a productive, happy life. This is particularly true of
Western cultures in the postcolonial world. A woman



