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Abstract

The paper examines Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s Oleander Girl, Sister of My
Heart, and The Vine of Desire as interconnected narratives that transcend geographical,
cultural, and generational boundaries to foreground women’s resilience, agency, and pursuit
of autonomy. Collectively, these novels present nuanced portrayals of female experiences
shaped by patriarchy, migration, familial bonds, and self-discovery. The study explores how
Divakaruni articulates women’s struggles and triumphs, emphasizing solidarity and inner
strength as crucial tools for empowerment. In Oleander Girl, the protagonist Korobi embarks
on a transformative journey of self-exploration against the backdrop of Kolkata. Her quest
to uncover family secrets becomes a symbolic assertion of identity, as she challenges societal
expectations and asserts independence with courage and determination. Sister of My
Heart centres on the profound emotional bond between Anju and Sudha, whose intertwined
lives reveal the complexities of womanhood. Their shared experiences of love, sacrifice, and
resistance highlight the power of female solidarity in confronting restrictive social
norms. The Vine of Desire extends Sudha’s narrative, portraying her struggle with love, loss,
and moral choice, and illustrating the transformative potential of self-awareness and
emotional resilience. Through evocative prose and vivid characterization, Divakaruni
presents women who negotiate identity and autonomy within oppressive structures. This
paper argues that these novels collectively affirm the interconnectedness of women’s lives
and the enduring strength of female agency. By foregrounding feminist themes, the study
invites readers to envision a more equitable future grounded in justice, mutual respect, and
the recognition of women’s voices.
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Introduction

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni's novels, including Oleander Girl, Sister of My Heart,
and The Vine of Desire intricately weave narratives that explore the multifaceted experiences
of women. Within the rich tapestry of Indian culture and societal expectations, Divakaruni’s
works delve into themes of feminism, resilience, and self-discovery. The protagonists in
these stories navigate the challenges posed by tradition and modernity, showcasing the
strength and complexity of women’s voices as they assert their autonomy in a changing
world.
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Oleander Girl

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s Oleander Girl delves into the complexities of
womanhood, exploring themes of feminism, gender equality, liberalism, subjugation, and
marginalization against the backdrop of Indian society. The main theme of Chitra Banerjee
Divakaruni’s novels is human relationships. Her books depict the new woman’s
psychological transformation. The relationships within modern families are impacted by
these changes. The novel Oleander Girl raises issues on the nature of family, Korobi’s
identity, and how individuals view material relationships. Through the journey of the
protagonist Korobi Roy, Divakaruni unveils a narrative that challenges traditional norms and
patriarchal structures, advocating for women’s agency and liberation.

At the heart of Oleander Girl lies a profound exploration of feminism and gender
equality. Korobi, despite belonging to a traditional Bengali family, embodies a spirit of
independence and ambition. Her desire to uncover her roots and assert her identity reflects a
feminist consciousness that transcends societal expectations. Through Korobi’s journey,
Divakaruni highlights the importance of women’s autonomy and empowerment, advocating
for their right to self-determination and equal opportunities.

In the modern, international society, women can now pursue their education abroad.
Thus, interpersonal ties can occasionally be destroyed by cross-cultural relationships. Korobi
and Anu Roy are the prime illustration of this circumstance. As Korobi delves into her past,
she grapples with feelings of confusion and displacement, struggling to reconcile her Indian
upbringing with her American dreams.

Koraobi is startled to learn from Rob Lacey that she is a bastard when she meets her
father in an attempt to find out who she is. From the outset, Korobi is portrayed as a young
woman caught between two worlds. Raised by her grandparents in Kolkata, she is deeply
rooted in her Bengali heritage and finds difficulties in accepting her illegitimacy. Throughout
her journey, Korobi grapples with the concept of identity and the fluidity of self. As she
navigates the intricacies of family, love, and loss, she begins to question the labels and
expectations placed upon her by society. Through her interactions with a diverse cast of
characters, Korobi learns that true acceptance comes from within, transcending external
validation and societal norms. It is through her journey that she discovers the power of self-
love and acceptance, embracing her heritage and forging her own path in the world. Likewise
her mother, Anu had put in a lot of effort to study in Berkeley and was awarded a scholarship,
but she was unable to reconcile her connection with her father with the freedom she had here.
She wants to wed Rob Lacey, but she needs her father's approval because of her moral and
cultural beliefs. Subsequently, she becomes pregnant and ultimately passes away, leaving an
illegitimate daughter behind.

The character, Bimal Prasad Roy, he is the one who always tries to exert control over
his daughter Anu and wife Sarojini. Patriarchy, deeply entrenched in Indian society, dictates
power dynamics, societal roles, and expectations. It perpetuates a system where men hold
dominance, and women are often relegated to subordinate positions. Divakaruni deftly
navigates this theme, portraying how patriarchy manifests in various aspects of the
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characters’ lives. Korobi and Anu Roy’s journey serves as a lens through which readers
witness the complexities of navigating patriarchal structures.

One of the most striking manifestations of Bimal Roy’s dominance is evident in his
relationship with his daughter, Anu Roy. From the outset, it is clear that Anu idolizes her
father, seeking his approval and validation at every turn. However, as the story unfolds, it
becomes apparent that Bimal Roy’s affection for his daughter is tinged with a desire to
control her every move. He dictates her choices, imposes his will upon her, and expects
unwavering obedience in return. Anu, in turn, finds herself trapped in a suffocating embrace,
torn between filial duty and the yearning for autonomy.

In the face of Bimal Roy’s overwhelming dominance, the characters in Oleander
Girl are forced to confront the limits of their own agency. Some succumb to his will,
resigning themselves to a life of servitude and submission. Others, however, refuse to be
cowed, defying his authority in a bid for freedom and self-determination. Moreover, Bimal
Roy’s dominance is not merely confined to the realm of interpersonal relationships; it also
extends to the ideological landscape of the novel. As a staunch traditionalist, he clings to
outdated notions of caste and class, imposing his beliefs upon those who dare to challenge
them. His rigid adherence to societal norms serves as a barrier to progress, stifling the
aspirations of those who seek to break free from the shackles of tradition.

Bimal Roy not only controls his daughter. He also takes control over his
granddaughter Korobi. He doesn’t allow her make her own choices and up brings her without
liberty. Korobi frustrates and says, “It’s always what you want that’s important—do you
never think of what might make other people happy?” (OG 29). Only after Bimal Roy’s
death, Korobi gets a chance to be herself and learns the truth about her past.

Sarojini, wife of Bimal Roy is the one has suffered a lot because of Bimal Roy. She
doesn’t even live alive the way she wanted, not even a day. When speaking about Sarojini,
she never speaks to her husband. She was never able to work up the bravery to tell her
husband the truth about Korobi’s secret. Following her husband’s passing, she tells Korobi
everything that has been keeping hidden. Sarojini took a completely passive role in Anu’s
case.

Bimal Prasad Roy was ecstatic to learn that Anju was pregnant, therefore he didn’t
tell her to get back to India. Sarojini has a strong wish to see her daughter, but she said
nothing. As soon as Sarojini talks about her birth experience of Anu, Sarojini loses three
pregnancies and is weaker. But Sarojini could never stop the exploitation her body was
suffering as is mentioned in the novel, “Your mother came late to your grandfather and me,
after three miscarriages. The doctor had warnedus not to try again, but your grandfather
couldn’t bear the thought of the family name dying with him” (OG 56).
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Sarojini represents antiquated ideas and embodies antiquated feminism. She
maintains constant control over her spouse. Knowing his wife well, Bimal Prasad
understands that she would never dare take a bold stand against her husbhand. According to
Bimal Prasad, Sarojini has an obligation to constantly attend to her husband’s needs. In this
line, Bimal impose his thought on her wife Sarojini. “I will have nothing to do with a wife
who does not stand beside me in a crisis,” he said” (OG 59). Sarojini’s lone child, Anu, was
too much for her to handle in order to preserve her life and future. Her dread prevented her
from realising her obligation to him. In Helene Cixous paper, ‘Sorties’, “In philosophy,
woman is always on the side of passivity. Every time the question comes up; when we
examine kinship structures; whenever a family model is brought into play; in fact, as soon as
the ontological question is raised; as soon as you ask yourself what is meant by the question
‘what is it?’; as soon as there is a will to say something” (283).

The most significant issue in the novel is the generational divide. The female
protagonists of Chitra Banerjee’s novel undergo profound changes in their lives as a result
of the division between the first and second generations. The bond between Korobi and Rajat
represents the second generation, and the relationship between Bimal Prasad Roy and
Sarojini represents the first. The first-generation symbol Anu was unable to oppose her father
for the benefit of her own destiny. While Korobi considers society as part of her trip, she is
unable to persuade her love for Rob Lacey. Rajat could not halt her travels. Korobi was not
weak when it came to love. Prioritizing her own mental health over others was her first
priority.

Through the character of Bimal Roy, Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni shines a spotlight
on the insidious ways in which dominance can manifest itself, illuminating the struggles of
those who find themselves ensnared in its grasp. Yet, amidst the darkness, there is also hope
— hope for redemption, for liberation, and for the possibility of forging a path of one's own
choosing, free from the shadows of domination.

At the heart of this captivating tale lies the character of Sarojini, whose presence
resonates throughout the narrative, shaping the protagonist’s journey in profound ways.
Sarojini emerges as a guiding force, providing both solace and wisdom to her granddaughter.
Sarojini embodies the quintessential matriarchal figure, whose strength and resilience serve
as a beacon of hope for Korobi. Despite facing her own share of trials and tribulations,
Sarojini remains steadfast in her resolve to protect her family and preserve their legacy. Her
unwavering love and unwavering support serve as a source of inspiration for Korobi as she
navigates the complexities of her own identity.

Sarojini embodies the quintessential matriarchal figure, whose strength and
resilience serve as a beacon of hope for Korobi. Despite facing her own share of trials and
tribulations, Sarojini remains steadfast in her resolve to protect her family and preserve their
legacy. Her unwavering love and unwavering support serve as a source of inspiration for
Koraobi as she navigates the complexities of her own identity.

39 A One-Day National Seminar on Empowering Women of Pages and Pixels: From Vulnerability
to Agency by Department of English, Government College (A), Ananthapuramu, on 31-01-2026



SP Publications
International Journal of English and Studies (IJOES)

An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal, Volume 8, Special Issue-2: 2026
ISSN: 2581-8333 | Impact Factor: 8.337(SJIF)

One of the most compelling aspects of Sarojini’s character is her unwavering
commitment to tradition and cultural heritage. As a custodian of family secrets and traditions,
she imparts invaluable lessons to Korobi about the importance of honoring one’s roots.
Through Sarojini’s stories and anecdotes, Divakaruni skillfully captures the essence of
Indian culture, transporting readers to a world brimming with color, aroma, and tradition.

However, Sarojini’s character is not without flaws, adding depth and complexity to
her portrayal. Like any human being, she grapples with her own insecurities and
shortcomings, making her all the more relatable to readers. It is through these moments of
vulnerability that Sarojini emerges as a fully realized character, capable of evoking empathy
and understanding from the audience.

Ultimately, Sarojini’s role in Oleander Girl transcends that of a supporting character;
she serves as the emotional anchor that grounds the narrative in a rich tapestry of familial
bonds and cultural heritage. Through her portrayal, Divakaruni offers readers a poignant
meditation on the enduring power of love, resilience, and the indomitable spirit of the human
heart. Sarojini’s character in Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s Oleander Girl epitomizes the
strength and resilience of the human spirit. As a guiding force in Korobi’s journey of self-
discovery, she leaves an indelible mark on both her granddaughter and readers alike,
reminding us of the enduring power of love, tradition, and the bonds that tie us together.
Korobi’s success is not measured solely by material wealth or external achievements, but by
her ability to find meaning and fulfillment in the face of adversity. Along the way, she
discovers her own strength and independence, shedding the constraints of societal
expectations to chart her own path. Through her courage and perseverance, Korobi not only
uncovers the truth about her family but also finds a sense of belonging and purpose that
transcends boundaries.

Sister of My Heart

In the intricate tapestry of literature, certain works stand out as poignant reflections
of societal constructs and injustices. Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s Sister of My Heart is one
such masterpiece that intricately weaves together the themes of feminism, gender equality,
liberalism, and women’s rights. Set against the backdrop of India’s cultural milieu,
Divakaruni’s narrative offers a compelling exploration of these multifaceted issues through
the lives of its vibrant characters. Her writings are notable for their frank treatment of
problems pertaining to women’s identity and independence, as well as their inquisitive and
challenging tone. She is one of the few writers who really shines at capturing Indian culture
and Indian women’s lives.

Simone de Beauvoir, a renowned existentialist philosopher and feminist thinker
asserts, “One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman. No biological, psychic, or economic
destiny defines the figure that the human female takes on in society; it is civilization as a
whole that elaborates this intermediary product between the male and the eunuch that is
called feminine” (de Beauvoir).
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At the heart of the novel are the intertwined destinies of Anju and Sudha, cousins
born on the same day. Despite their contrasting personalities and circumstances, they share
a bond that transcends societal norms and familial expectations. Through their journey from
childhood to womanhood, Divakaruni delves deep into the complexities of gender dynamics,
challenging traditional patriarchal notions and advocating for women’s autonomy. Anju and
Sudha embody the essence of feminism, albeit in different ways. Anju, raised in a privileged
household, initially conforms to societal expectations but gradually rebels against the
constraints imposed upon her. Her quest for independence and self-discovery mirrors the
struggles faced by countless women striving to break free from the shackles of tradition.

On the other hand, Sudha, born into poverty, navigates the harsh realities of life with
resilience and fortitude. Despite facing discrimination and adversity, she refuses to be
defined by her circumstances, asserting her agency and asserting her right to pursue her
dreams. Through Sudha’s character, Divakaruni highlights the intersecting oppressions of
gender and class, underscoring the importance of solidarity among women in the fight for
equality. Sudha and Anju are under a lot of pressure to live up to the standards set by their
families and the community. When someone deviates from these expectations, they risk
social rejection and familial disapproval, which makes them feel pressured to fit in.

An additional issue that greatly influences the lives of the female characters,
especially Sudha and Anju, is the influence of societal expectations. These demands put a lot
of strain on them and provide a number of difficulties. The maintenance of family honour is
one of the most important social roles. This implies that the women in the narrative,
particularly Sudha and Anju, have an obligation to behave in a way that honours their
families.

Any behaviour that goes against the accepted rules may be interpreted as a danger to
the honour of the family. The ladies are under tremendous pressure to uphold perfect
reputations and adhere to particular norms of conduct as a result of these expectations.
Traditional gender roles, which specify how men and women should behave and fulfil their
obligations, are ingrained in Indian society. It is expected of women to perform certain duties
as wives, daughters-in-law, and home caregivers. These responsibilities apply to Sudha and
Anju as well, and the burden of these expectations restricts their independence and prospects.

Moreover, the novel interrogates the notion of liberalism within the context of Indian
society. While Anju and Sudha’s upbringing in Kolkata’s cosmopolitan milieu exposes them
to progressive ideas, they are still bound by the conservative values ingrained in their
upbringing. Divakaruni skilfully navigates this tension, portraying the characters’ internal
conflicts as they reconcile their liberal aspirations with societal expectations.

In Indian culture, arranged weddings are not uncommon, and Sudha and Anju are
coerced into them. These forced unions, which emphasise the little power women have in
selecting their life mates, are frequently the result of social pressures and familial ties rather
than free will. A traditional Indian family with strongly embedded norms, beliefs, and
expectations raises Sudha and Anju. They learn to honour and follow customs that date back
centuries, such as gender-specific roles, familial responsibilities, and planned marriages.
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They have a sense of obligation and allegiance to their cultural heritage from their
upbringing.

Sudha’s relationship with Ashok, a man from a lower caste, challenges the
entrenched hierarchies of caste and class. Despite their genuine affection for each other, their
love is deemed unacceptable by society, highlighting the pervasive influence of social
prejudices. Divakaruni confronts the issue of caste-based discrimination head-on,
underscoring the need for societal reform and the dismantling of oppressive systems.

Traditional gender roles, which specify how men and women should behave and
fulfil their obligations, are ingrained in Indian society. It is expected of women to perform
certain duties as wives, daughters-in-law, and home caregivers. These duties apply to
everyone, even Sudha and Anju, and the pressure to live up to them restricts their freedom
and prospects. Pishi shook her head regretfully when Sudha enquired if the candy had
vanished for them, Pishi says “Maybe the Bidhata Purush doesn't come for girl babies” (SMH
6). This statement underscores the deeply ingrained gender norms and expectations that can
shape the lives and experiences of people like Sudha and Anju.

While Anju was happy in her marriage to Sunil, her father-in-law turned out to be a
challenging and unpleasant individual. It also raises the possibility that there is a difference
in how society views and values the birth of boys compared to girls. He made derogatory
remarks like “Women and gold are the root of all evil” (SMH 162) and questioned her about
who paid for her food, displaying a lack of respect and consideration. This instance
demonstrates the difficult scenario married women frequently find themselves in while
interacting with their in-laws, who demand that they put in a lot of effort for the family
despite these obstacles.

Between their aspirations for personal satisfaction and their obligations as moms,
Sudha and Anju struggle. The novel also discusses how society has a desire to compare and
contrast parenthood. Women may have emotions of inadequacy and insecurity as a result of
being evaluated so frequently on their capacity to be perfect moms.The complicated
emotional journey that women go through as they negotiate this important part of their lives,
as well as the joys and challenges, expectations and sacrifices, and the varied aspects of
motherhood. The novel clarifies how motherhood is a multifaceted and intricate aspect of a
woman’s personality rather than a one-dimensional idea.

Through the characters of Anju and Sudha, Divakaruni offers a nuanced exploration
of feminism, gender equality, liberalism, and rights, underscoring the interconnectedness of
these issues in shaping women’s experiences. Their journey from childhood to womanhood
is marked by resilience, defiance, and sisterhood, serving as a testament to the enduring
strength of the female spirit.

The novel “Sister of My Heart” stands as a powerful testament to the resilience of
women in the face of oppression and adversity. Through its rich tapestry of characters and
themes, Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni's novel transcends geographical and cultural boundaries
to offer universal insights into the human condition. It serves as a poignant reminder of the
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ongoing struggle for gender equality, liberalism, and racial justice, inspiring readers to
confront injustice and strive for a more equitable world.

The Vine of Desire

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s “The Vine of Desire” is a poignant exploration of
feminism, gender equality, and liberalism set against the backdrop of Indian culture and
tradition. Through the journey of her characters, Divakaruni delves deep into the
complexities of womanhood, the struggle for autonomy, and the pursuit of freedom in a
society bound by patriarchal norms. In this article, we will analyse how the novel addresses
these themes and reflects the evolving landscape of feminism and liberalism in contemporary
India.

At the heart of “The Vine of Desire” lies the quest for liberation, both personal and
societal. The protagonist, Sudha, grapples with the constraints imposed by tradition and
patriarchy as she navigates her roles as a daughter, wife, and mother. Her journey mirrors
the challenges faced by many women in Indian society, where expectations often
overshadow individual aspirations. Through Anju’s experiences, Divakaruni underscores the
importance of agency and self-determination in the pursuit of liberation. As Anju asserts her
independence and pursues her passion for studies, she symbolizes the resilience of women
striving for autonomy in a male-dominated world.

Divakaruni’s portrayal of female friendships in “The Vine of Desire” serves as a
powerful testament to the strength found in solidarity and sisterhood. Anju’s bond with her
Sudha, transcends societal expectations, offering mutual support and encouragement in the
face of adversity. Their relationship challenges traditional notions of female competition and
underscores the importance of women uplifting each other in the struggle for gender equality.

Furthermore, Divakaruni confronts the stigma surrounding infertility and
childlessness, shedding light on the societal pressure placed on women to fulfil their roles as
mothers. Anju’s journey towards self-acceptance and fulfilment, independent of
motherhood, challenges the narrow definitions of womanhood perpetuated by patriarchal
norms. By advocating for the inherent worth and dignity of women beyond their reproductive
capabilities, Divakaruni advocates for a more inclusive and equitable society.

Against the backdrop of Indian-American immigrant life, “The Vine of Desire”
explores the intersection of liberalism and cultural identity. Sudha’s struggle to reconcile her
Indian heritage with her American upbringing reflects the complexities of diasporic identity
and the tension between tradition and modernity. Divakaruni deftly navigates these themes,
portraying the immigrant experience as a journey of self-discovery and cultural negotiation.

Sunil’s desire for Sudha makes her crazy. His approach towards Sudha gives a clarity
in life and decides to be independent. Initially, Sudha struggles to work as a caretaker and
later she begins to accept her work and embrace it. This represents the quality of acceptance.
Sudha begins to enjoy her autonomy. Meanwhile, Anju also divorces Sunil and begins to live
her life independently without any male support in America. Both the sisters become
independent and happy with the choices they have made.
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Conclusion

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s novels “Oleander Girl,” “Sister of My Heart,” and
“The Vine of Desire” collectively form a powerful narrative tapestry that celebrates the
resilience, strength, and agency of women in the face of patriarchal norms and societal
expectations. Through the journeys of characters like Korobi, Sarojini, Anju, Sudha, and
others, Divakaruni offers a nuanced exploration of feminism, highlighting the diverse ways
in which women navigate and negotiate their identities, desires, and relationships within the
constraints of tradition and cultural norms.

These novels defy simplistic notions of feminism, instead presenting a rich tapestry
of female experiences that encompass both triumphs and challenges. From Korobi’s quest
for truth to Anju and Sudha’s deep bond of sisterhood, and Sudha’s journey towards self-
empowerment, Divakaruni's narratives showcase the myriad ways in which women assert
their agency, challenge oppression, and forge their own paths.

Through their stories, Divakaruni reminds us of the importance of female solidarity,
resilience, and self-determination in the struggle for gender equality and social justice. By
centering the experiences and voices of women, she amplifies the complexity and richness
of the feminist narrative, inviting readers to engage with themes of identity, autonomy, and
empowerment in meaningful and transformative ways.

Ultimately, Divakaruni’s novels serve as a powerful testament to the enduring power
of feminism to inspire change, challenge oppression, and reshape the world in pursuit of a
more equitable and inclusive society. Through the lives of her characters, she invites us to
imagine new possibilities for women’s liberation and collective empowerment, reminding us
that the fight for gender equality is far from over, but that together, we have the power to
shape a more just and equitable future.
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