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Abstract: 

 A literary text is an evidence of the social-political history of a particular period in 
which the textbook was written.  History is always written from the victors’ point of view 
in the historical texts. As Dan Brown rightly says, “History is always written by the 
winners. When two cultures clash, the loser is obliterated, and the winner writes the 
history books-books which glorify their own cause and disparage the conquered foe. As 
Napoleon once said, 'What is history, but a fable agreed upon?.”(276) Though, the 
literary texts would reflect the social reality of the particular period. There are 
possibilities to analyze the legitimacy of the socio-political moments from the literary 
texts. Earlier, to read history the readers had to rely solely on the historical texts. 
However, after the development of cultural materialism they understood that it is possible 
to recover the politicized history from the literary texts itself. Jerome J. McGann 
precisely says that, “It is the business of literary criticism to reveal the human histories 
of the subjects, a task which will – which must – include an acknowledgement of literary 
criticism’s own historical limits”. This study is to emphasis on the politicized historical 
moment in the novel Queen of Dreams by Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni. 
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I 

Cultural Materialism 

The word ‘Culture’ not only indicates the richness of the traditions, but also point 

towards economic background, politics, literature, art, languages, food, social activities, 

education, religion, beliefs, and history. The materialist reading of culture centers on politicized 

history of the particular period. Cultural materialism is one of the important theories to focus on 

the history beyond the textbooks. There is always an inevitability that Cultural materialism and 
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New historicism are the same, but the former is from Britain critics and the latter is purely 

American. Both the theories emerged in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Cultural materialists 

follow the theory ‘Structure of feelings’ coined by Raymond Williams. New historicists follow 

the theory ‘Power’ which was coined by Foucault. Other than that, their focus is nearly alike on 

‘the politicized history’ of the textbooks. 

 Literature and History are the inseparable elements according to the Cultural Materialists 

and the New Historicists. Richard Wilson and Richard Dutton in their text New Historicism and 

Renaissance Drama precisely says that Cultural Materialism and New Historicism give 

importance to returning to the history in criticism. In literary studies their theory ‘Status of 

history in literary text’ has contributed much in the recent times. Literature is not just a medium 

for expressing the historical facts, but it is a lively part of a particular historical moment as 

Howard says, “literature is an agent in constructing a culture’s sense of reality” (25) 

 Literature is the only medium to reflect the power structure of the particular period, 

values and customs of the dominant culture, and the issues of the marginalized. As the Marxist 

critics say history is always originates from the stories borrowed from the victors and ruling 

parties. Only the literary texts are the true feelings of the author as what he/she faced in the 

certain period and it contemplates the reality of the history. Walter Benjamin states that in the 

text “Theses on the Philosophy of History”,  

“All the rulers are the heirs of those who conquered before them. Hence, empathy with 

the victor invariably benefits the rulers. Historical materialists know what that means. 

Whoever has emerged victorious participates to this day in the triumphal procession in 

which the present rulers step over those who are lying prostrate. According to traditional 

practice, the spoils are carried along in the procession. They are called cultural treasures, 

and a historical materialist views them with cautious detachments. For without exception 

the cultural treasures he surveys have an origin he cannot contemplate without horror. 

They owe their existence not only to the efforts of the great minds who created them, but 

also to the anonymous toil of their contemporaries. There is no document of civilization 

which is not at the same time a document of barbarism.” (Benjamin 1992, 248) 
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Cultural materialism, the term coined by Raymond Williams in his text on cultural 

studies, Marxism and Literature (1979). On that point he defines culture as a complicated term to 

depict. By ensuing Raymond Williams, Jonathan Dollimore and Alan Sinfield both have 

elaborated Cultural materialism in their text Political Shakespeare: Essays in Cultural 

Materialism (1994). They give importance to Williams’ ‘Structures of feeling’ alone. 

‘Structures of feeling’ is nothing but “meanings and values as they lived and felt”. It is 

that to know the human cultural activity through the textual reading. Through the textual 

analysis, readers could understand the cultural history of the period in which the text was 

published. Moreover, how the people survived and felt in the peculiar historical moment. “In the 

case of Shakespearean works, in particular the theatre visibly presents the power plays and 

political corruption within the monarchic system, and spectacularly represents the poisoning of a 

king, the madness of a king, the murder of monarchs in their beds (Brannigan, 7).” 

The four important characteristics in cultural materialism are Historical context, 

Theoretical method, Political commitment, and Textual analysis (Barry 176). However, cultural 

materialists give much importance for historical context to retrieve the history from the literary 

texts. Secondly, it is theoretical method, which signifies the applications of the theories on the 

texts such as Feminism, Marxism, Structuralism, Post-structuralism and other theories, which 

have become noticeable since the 1970s. Political commitment signifies the influence of Marxist 

and Feminist theory in order to weaken the conservative-Christian agenda, which subjugated the 

Shakespearean criticism. Cultural materialism has so many characteristics of Marxism. As 

Marxists says that the account of the past always speaks about the dominant economic groups, 

upper class people, but does not rivet the lower class people, working class, and the minority. 

Likewise Cultural materialists blame that history didn't show the reality and they tend to focus 

and recover the reality of the history from the literary texts.  

Cultural materialism is greatly obliged to the Welsh critic Raymond Williams’ Marxism. 

So they lean to emphasis on subordinate in the social hierarchy, for instance, women, working 

class and other marginalized being of the society. On the other hand, New historicists 

concentrate on the higher part of the social hierarchy, for example church, upper classes and the 

monarchy. There have been three important personalities since 1950s who have given much 
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importance to materialist and historical study of the literary texts. They were Richard Hoggart, E. 

P. Thompson, and Raymond Williams. Thompson plays an important role because of his book 

The Making of the English Working Class, which brought out a materialist formation of class 

identity to bear on the study of history. Williams and Hoggards were accountable for creating 

cultural studies in literature. While Williams, Hoggards and Thompson have been the founders 

of these different studies in literature and history, Stuart Hall, Terry Eagleton, Tony Bennet, 

Peter Widdowson and Francis Barker were the next generation of materialists (Brannigan, 95).  

II 

Socio-Political Realities 

As follows the critics of cultural materialism particularly Raymond Williams Divakaruni also 

focus on the downtrodden people and replicated her kindliness to how ordinary folks in their 

everyday lives are endowed and fortified to deal with downfalls and hindrances. Divakaruni’s 

Queen of Dreams is related to the political and social order of the era. She brings out the 

historical element that happened in the United States in 2011 which is still remembered by the 

month and year of the incident as well as the impact which affected immigrants who emigrated 

from India. 

 Reading the historical texts brings out only the historical moments but not the social 

crisis and political travails of the particular epoch. Nevertheless, she throws light on the glitches 

that faced by Indian immigrants after the incident which made every Indian panic about their 

lives. The novel perceptibly presents the power plays and political corruption within the systems 

of government and enormously represents terrorism, the glitches faced by Indian immigrants and 

especially the women immigrants. In an interview Divakaruni admits that, 

“Women in particular respond to my work because I’m writing about them: 

women in love, in difficulty, women in relationships. I want people to relate to 

my characters, to feel their joy and pain, because it will be harder to [be] 

prejudiced when they meet them in real life.” (The Border Book Festival) 



         Scholar Critic                                                     ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print)                                                              
            Vol-01, Issue-02, August 2014.                                                   ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

 

                                www.scholarcritic.com             Page 50 of 171 

Rakhi the protagonist, the young widow and mother of a girl child resembles the oppressed 

women of the second generation immigrant society. For her India is the magical and far away 

terrestrial, which is not within reach. After the death of her mother, she happens to manage the 

dream journal of her mother by which she tries to understand the dream reading techniques and 

magic to read others dreams. One day she was dreaming about the buildings on the fire and she 

couldn’t help them, the horror dream ever and then she realizes that the dream was not her own 

but it was the dream of her daughter Jonna. Jonna has been frightened about the dream and Rakhi 

consoled her that it was just a dream. After a week of that particular dream, on the day of 

September 11, the America Trade Center has been attacked terrifically. 

The historically significant diurnal had been September 11 since the immense shock faced by the 

American citizenry as well as the immigrants. “On September 11, 2001, America was attacked. 

At 8:47 a.m., American Airlines Flight 11—a Boeing767 out of Boston bound for Los Angeles, 

crashed into the north tower of the World Trade Center in New York. At 9:03 a.m., United 

Airlines Flight 175—a Boeing767 out of Boston bound for Los Angeles, crashed into the south 

tower. At 9:38 a.m., American Airlines Flight 77—a Boeing 757 out of Washington’s Dulles 

International Airport bound for Los Angeles, crashed into the western wall of the Pentagon. At 

10:03 a.m., United Airlines Flight 93—a Boeing 757 out of Newark bound for San Francisco, 

crashed near Pittsburgh. The 110-story towers of the World Trade Center was obliterated. The 

Pentagon suffered massive damage. Aircraft debris was found in Pennsylvania. According to 

reports, the death toll was 2750 persons—mostly civilian nationals of 90 countries—at the World 

Trade Center, 125 persons in the Pentagon, and 265 passengers and crew on the four planes. 

Seven years later, what really happened on 9/11 remains shrouded in a veil of doubts and 

secrecy. Terrorists were reported to have hijacked the planes. Two days later, Secretary of State 

Colin Powell identified Osama Bin Laden as the prime suspect. Europol’s director, Jurgen 

Storbeck, stated (Telegraph, September 15, 2001): “It’s possible that he [bin Laden] was 

informed about the operation; it’s even possible that he influenced it; but he’s probably not the 

man who steered every action or controlled the detailed plan.” On September 16, President Bush, 

brushing off doubts about Osama bin Laden, declared a “crusade” to “rid the world of evil-

doers” (Masud 1-3)  This historical text reveals the incident happened in detail but unsuccessful 

in demonstrating the socio-political issues encountered by the people.  
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 Rakhi has been preparing herself to describe about this terrific incident to Jonna, but 

when Rakhi tries to describe Jonna just said that she knows what had happened. As Rakhi tries to 

find her uniqueness, knowing slight about India, she discovers that uniqueness of dream reading 

transferred to her daughter.  

The gift I’ve longed for all my life has passed over me and lightened on my 

daughter. Only it is not a gift but a terrible weight she’ll have to carry from now 

on by herself. Much as I want to, I can’t help her with it (255) 

While she thinks about the traumas that her daughter  has to face, she and her families had to 

confront the dark new intricacies about their assimilation. Preoccupied by nightmares beyond her 

imagination, the issue was to put up a flag in front of the shop which shows that they are 

American. Rakhi as a second generation settler who knows only this country feels exasperated 

about this issue. She angrily says, “‘Belle, I don’t have to put up a flag to prove that I’m 

American! I’m American already.  Love this country – hell, it’s the only country I know. But I’m 

not going to be pressured into putting up a sign to announce that love to every passerby.’”(264) 

The novel Queen of Dreams totally represents the motifs and the influence of the author 

behind the novel as Cultural materialists give importance to motifs behind the text’s creation and 

the possible influence of the author. All these historical moments and the glitches after the 

attacks were personally ‘lived and felt’ by the author. In one of her interviews Divakaruni 

expresses her scary experience in the bay area after the terrorist attacks that,  

“There was a lot of anger and aggression and hatred,” she said. “People were just 

kind of aiming it at anyone who looked different and dangerous.” She added, 

laughing again: “Although I can’t really imagine that I looked very dangerous, 

even then.” (Roger) 

The dreadful incidents tackled by guiltless immigrants were clearly portrayed by the 

author. The innocent people were tortured physically and emotionally by the natives. When 

Rakhi and her father tried to explain their side, the patriots spits on their face and said, “You 

ain’t no American! It’s fuckers like you who planned this attack on the innocent people of this 
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country” (267). Even after that incident, they were attacked severely by the natives. And after 

some months there were set of rules circulated by the Indian organizations that cautioned them 

not to go anywhere alone, don’t wear native cloths, put up American flags in the prominent 

locations of the houses and the working places. All immigrants became distrustful and the people 

over there turned vulnerable and frightened overnight. A Pakistani woman can't come out of the 

apartment, an Afghani brings his children to school fully protected, a Sikh faces so many 

horrible incidents in a day and everyone’s life has transformed upside down. “Divakaruni wrote 

a column for Los Angeles Times about her decision to fly an American flag at her house after the 

Sept. 11 attacks. More ambivalent feelings accompanied her patriotism, she wrote, as she 

witnessed “backlash in this country against people who are or, to the uninitiated eye, look 

Islamic or Middle Eastern.” Sikhs in turbans were beaten, businessmen in suits asked to get off 

airplanes, obscenities shouted at Divakaruni and her children”(Rogers) 

The authentic historical elements with the social realities had been brought out in the 

novel Queen of Dreams as the theory “uses the past to read the present, revealing the politics of 

our own society by what we choose to emphasise or suppress of the past. (Barry 178)” The novel 

also concentrated on the immigrant society which becomes a marginalized group after the 

attacks. And all these views and beliefs of Cultural Materialists influenced and determined the 

life of the protagonist Rakhi. 

III 

Divakaruni’s works are not a sovereign creation of an independent artist. Her works are 

cultural relics to be read and understood by smearing method of ‘thick narratives’ as advised 

throughout her novels, innumerable events are described which give us a foretaste of social, 

cultural and political life in the contemporary universe, especially Indians and immigrants of 

America. Her works abide the imprints of authorial framework, literal context and the context of 

the readers which provide a way for Cultural Materialism. As a Cultural Materialistic writer, she 

has ‘textualized the history’ and ‘historicized the text’. She has also “reproduced” a prototypical 

of historical culture. She sounds optimistic like the Cultural Materialist, “… cultural materialism 

is much more optimistic about the possibility of change and is willing at times to see literature as 
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a source of oppositional values. (Barry 177)” and has tried to study social and cultural issues in 

its historical and political context. She has also given tangible and real-world suggestions for an 

enhanced and conventional transformation. 
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