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ABSTRACT

The paper reveals the women's quest for self. Paper attempts to highlight the trauma and situations of women
protagonists and their struggle for identity. The novel addresses the issues of culture, identity, the immigrant and
diasporic experience. The peper represents a woman's endless struggle to get her own identity, which focuses on
each event of her life and changes with it. The Mistress of Spices, the process of self-perception is the foundation of
identity formation for the central character Tilotamma. The novel portrays that cultural identity is not fixed but
fluid, shaped by the interactions between different worlds. The paper explores issues of ethnic autonomy and
feminine identity through its protagonist Tilo.
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INTRODUCTION

The quest for identity has been an eternal one plaguing mankind since times immemorial. However, for a woman the search
for her identity was even unthinkable in a patriarchal setup a few centuries ago. But ‘She' has walked quite a long distance
from those times and has arrived at an important juncture wherein myriad possibilities and pathways to self identification
entice her to choose. The quest for identity has been an eternal one plaguing mankind since times immemorial. However for
a woman the search for her identity was even unthinkable in a patriarchal setup a few centuries ago. Conventionally the
identity of a woman is dictated by what others perceive her to be as per the dictates of the society. She is not her own
person but an image adjusting and accommodating as per the image predetermined for her. This identity is not the genuine
identity but a distortion of the self; an illusion

A woman is like the sand dunes that transform every second into a new form and shape; like the desert sand she blows with
the wind creating new identities for herself. In case of a migrant, the process of self-identification is more complex and
fluid. A migrant in the words of Rushdie come unstuck from their roots and for a woman to thrive without them is an
impossible task. So she has to strike her roots into the new soil and create herself anew.

A woman has always been an enigma; a mystery, who is far more capable of adaptation and flexible to change; a capability
she imbibes from a young age as a result of social conditioning. Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni has given a voice to the
enigmatic persona of a woman,; the carrier and protector of her culture, and the disguised enchantress possessing secret
powers of magic. In The Mistress of Spices she represents the shifting nature of a woman’s identity and her powers of
transformation.

Tilo, the protagonist of her novel represents the journey of a woman not only from innocence to maturity but a voyage that
crisscrosses the realm of reality and magic, and transcends the confines of geographical borders and cultural specifications.
She symbolizes a woman’s quest for identity that evolves and transforms with every milestone in her life.

Born as Nayan Tara, she can the unwelcome arrival for her parents; “They named me Nayan Tara, Star of the Eye, but my
parents’ Faces were heavy with fallen hope at another girl-child, and this one coloured like mud” (Divakaruni, 7). To be
born a woman in a patriarchal society that prefers male heirs to a female one to the extent that a girl child is killed at birth,
is a burden in itself but to be born in shades of brown; a colour we as Indians are genetically inclined towards is an added
curse. We criticize other cultures for their prejudice against coloured people but we ourselves subject our own to the same
treatment. Just look up any matrimonial advertisement and try finding a single ad for a bride that doesn't include the word
“fair’ as a part of the specifications.
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Nayan Tara grows up unloved but she does have a latent gift that empowers her. Alienated and ignored, the emptiness
inside her gradually transforms into a rage that gives her the power to foresee. She became ‘“Nayan Tara, the name which
also means Star-seer” (Divakaruni, 8). But love she did not receive and the fear that made people bow down before her
filled her with disdain; it could not fill the sad emptiness growing inside her.

Her urge to escape is realized when the pirates pillage her village and kidnap her. She now becomes Bhagyawati, “Bringer
of Luck” (Divakaruni, 19). The loss of her family and the ensuing pain within, she carries forth into her new life as the
queen of the pirates. Even in her situation, she takes all blame upon herself. A woman has no desire, no dreams to dream
and no goal to reach. If she does break this circle, only disaster can happen and the torment of guilt is for her to bear.

Divakaruni alludes to the realm of the magic silently working out its spell beyond the veils of reality when she mentions the
snakes. “Snakes. Oldest of creatures, closest to the earth mother, all sinew and glide against her breast. Always | have loved
them” (Divakaruni, 21). Tilo is enamoured of the snakes; the myth of the snakes that is associated with the fertility ritual.
They are the symbols of the feminine principle, the mother goddess that have been marginalized in a patriarchal cultural set
up. Divakaruni presents the snakes as the hidden truth of this world; invisible to the human eye, living in the depths of the
oceans.

All fertility goddesses, including Kali, are associated with snakes. Snhakes are symbols of renewal-they shed their skin
regularly and rejuvenate themselves just like the earth restores its fertility each year. Snakes are also symbols of kundalini,
the seed of occult wisdom that lies coiled in all beings, waiting to be aroused by various Tantrik practices (Mohanty 18).

Tilo’s fascination with the snakes symbolizes the deep connection that Divakaruni establishes with the feminine principle
integral to nature and to a woman. The shakes renew themselves and are also mythologized to have the shape shifting
ability; likewise Tilo also renews herself every time in a new situation and in a new environment..

It is the sea-serpents who tell Tilo about the magical island of the spices. They plead with her to stay as their Sarpa Kanya,
snake maiden, but the call of destiny is too strong for her to dismiss. She sets out for a secret world that is beyond the
realms of this ordinary, geographical world of our reality; a world of women, a world of spices and magic. Reaching the
island to be born again she has wiped off all memories of her past. “Who am I? I could not say. Already my name had faded
in the rising sun, like a star from a night that, has passed away” (TMS 33).

Spices were the treasure in search of which the West came to the East and altered the entire world image. Colonialism
transformed humanity socially, economically, geographically and culturally. As a part of the decolonization process the
once colonized had to re-create its identity in the aftermath of colonization.

“For hundreds and indeed thousands of years, intrepid sailors and merchants have braved the seemingly endless seas to find
the mysterious islands where spices could be found. Mace, nutmeg and cloves for the Romans and for the Europeans of the
Dark Ages and Mediaeval era, they were almost magical particles from unbelievably remote locations” (Walsh).

The colonized East was interpreted in the terms of the feminine that had to be dominated and controlled by the superior,
masculine West. ‘She’ was the exotica, the dark mysterious beauty; sensuous and wild just like the treasure she hid in her
bosom: the spices. Divakaruni takes up the image of the spices and the woman as complementary, and [uses them in the
enigmatic and mysterious character of the mistress of the spices. But here the spices also represent the heritage of tradition
that forms and restrains the mistress.

A fighter she is and even in the world of spices, she remains a strong willed woman with a mind of her own. She is no
longer a captive of her circumstances but aware of the destiny calling out to her. Here it is she who chooses a name for
herself, ‘Tilottama, the essence of til, life-giver, restorer of health and hope" (Divakaruni, 42). But she is also the namesake
of the beautiful apsara of Indra’s court, the most elegant dancer who disobeys and is banished to live the life of a mortal on
earth. Tilo is however unperturbed and chooses the name; a sign of the path that her own life would soon take her along.

She is destined to live in a land synonymous with freedom and liberty; the land of dreams, America, yet even there she is
bound to her oath as the mistress of the spices. Performing the role of the soothsayer and healer, she brings respite to the
problems and ailments of the people flocking to her store. Everyone reaches out to her for a remedy but she herself cannot
reach out to anybody. This is the life she chose for herself; a life of isolation and loneliness, bound to the secret oath to her
art and tied down to a body not her own. She is the wrinkled, old lady of the spice store; unattractive and withered. A
woman is an enticer, an enchantress; her innate fire of life is to be restrained otherwise it will burn and scald.
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In the traditional mythologies, Devi or the goddess is portrayed as a celestial being in possession of divine powers and great
beauty; the divine mother, Gauri or Lakshmi. Here again she is not human but more than human; someone who is to be
venerated and worshipped, someone to be held in awe of and admired from a distance.

Tilo is stripped of her youth and constrained in her role as the mistress of the spices, yet her original ‘self” is not destructed
only suppressed, which often reveals itself in her silent rage; “This disguise falling like old snakeskin around her feet, and 1
rising red and new and wet-gleaming” (Divakaruni, 49). Tilo is not a Devi, she is a lone woman; her unbridled spirit is
domesticated in her withered image like the “... female deities [who] were either sidelined or demonized” (Mohanty 120)
with the gradual transformation of the human society into a patriarchal one.

She is to heal and empathize with her own people but is not to get involved in their sufferings personally. It is as her role as
the mistress that she becomes aware of the struggles and trauma of the immigrants like her; recreating their identity in an
alien land. Haroun, Geeta and her grandfather, Jaggi and Lalita are some of the immigrant characters portrayed in the novel
who seek the help of the mistress to solve their problems; physical, emotional and psychological.

Her own invisible identity as an immigrant; bound by tradition and aspiring for assimilation into the new is a reflection of
all the immigrant identities around her. Haroun and Jaggi face the usual dilemma of an immigrant like problems of
adjustment, racism and alienation. The women on the other hand walk the tight rope between their dual roles of being a
preserver and carrier of culture and their emerging new identity in the host culture. Geeta is the only daughter of her
parents, their pride and love but the moment she voices her individuality, her family falls apart and she has to leave home.
Her choice of a partner not from her community, but a white man, a Chicano, breaks the traditional link that binds her to
her community and her family; a dishonour. Incidents similar to this particular incident are not uncommon and have often
led to violence and murder. Rushdie cites such an incident as one of the inspirations for his novel Shame, wherein the father
kills his daughter in the name of honour.

Identity for a woman can never be static but bound by her relations, transforming as they transform: she is born as a
daughter, grows up to be a wife and ages as the mother. The answer to the crucial question "Who am 1?” is not one but
manifold and shifting. Tilo heals the people who come to her; she always has a solution for their problems but when it
comes to her own life, she is confused and afraid. She is apprehensive of the outcome if she stepped out of the line; the
“’lakshrnan rekha’ that kept her in ‘place’. The first time she decides to break the code set out for the mistress of the spices,
she muses, “Today I plan to stretch my wings, to crack perhaps these shells and emerge into the infinite spaces of the
outside world. It frightens me a little I must admit this” (Divakaruni, 125).

Jasbir Iain in the article “Positioning the ‘Post’ in Post Feminism: Reworking of Strategies” claims that the contemporary
era is the era of post-feminism, which is the third stage in the feminist struggle. According to lain, It is an attempt to
extend the area of women's roles and of their questioning of relationships in order to drive home the point that the self does
not exist in isolation” Gain 83). Tilo or finally Maya, realizes that she makes her own choice in life to break free from the
things that were holding her back, she chooses her path herself by listening to her heart. However, her choice cannot be
termed an escape or as a path of self gratification because she also chooses to come back to the city and the people who still
need her rather than escape into the dreams of an earthly paradise.

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni has very dexterously juxtaposed the world of spices with that of women, as a metaphor of her
life and identity; the ever changing, altering world of the spices that creates something new whenever they are used. A
woman also assimilates, transforms and evolves with the changing circumstances of her life, especially when she is placed
in the position of an immigrant.

Tilo’s search and final realization of the self is a result of the ongoing process of self-identification that characterizes the
shifting nature of a woman’s identity.

CONCLUSION
Conventionally the identity of a woman is dictated by what others perceive her to be as per the dictates of the society. She
is not her own person but an image adjusting and accommodating as per the image predetermined for her. This identity is

not the genuine identity but a distortion of the self; an illusion.

A woman also assimilates, transforms and evolves with the changing circumstances of her life, especially when she is
placed in the position of an immigrant. Tilo’s search and final realization of the self is a result of the ongoing process of
self-identification that characterizes the shifting nature of a woman’s identity.
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