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Abstract
This paper explores the feminist perspectives in Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s 
novels The Palace of Illusions and The Forest of Enchantments, where the author 
reimagines two of India’s most iconic epics, the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, 
through the eyes of their marginalized female protagonists. The Palace of Illusions 
retells the story of Draupadi, portraying her as a complex, independent woman who 
challenges traditional gender roles and societal expectations. Similarly, The Forest 
of Enchantments gives voice to Sita, emphasizing her strength, agency, and emotional 
depth, countering her usual depiction as a passive figure. By comparing these two 
works, this study highlights Divakaruni’s contribution to feminist literature, as she 
reinterprets ancient mythological narratives to foreground women’s resilience, 
autonomy, and inner struggles. The paper argues that through these narratives, 
Divakaruni asserts the importance of reclaiming and retelling women’s stories, 
redefining the role of women in both literature and society.
Keywords: Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, Gender Roles, Female Agency, Retelling,  
Indian Epics.

Introduction
 Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, a renowned contemporary Indian-
American author, is celebrated for her powerful reimaginings of 
mythological tales through a feminist lens. In her novels The Palace 
of Illusions and The Forest of Enchantments, Divakaruni reinterprets 
the Indian epics, the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, by giving 
voice to two of their most significant yet historically marginalized 
female characters: Draupadi and Sita. Both novels present these 
iconic women not merely as peripheral figures in male-dominated 
narratives, but as complex individuals with their own desires, 
struggles, and agency.
 The Palace of Illusions retells the Mahabharata from the 
perspective of Draupadi, presenting her as an assertive, intelligent, 
and independent woman who questions societal norms and navigates 
the patriarchal structures around her. Similarly, in The Forest of 
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Enchantments, Divakaruni offers a fresh portrayal of Sita, a character traditionally seen as the 
epitome of virtue and devotion. Through Sita’s inner monologue, Divakaruni explores themes of 
autonomy, emotional resilience, and the personal cost of fulfilling societal expectations.
 By bringing these female characters to the forefront, Divakaruni redefines their roles within their 
respective epics and contributes to the broader discourse on feminist literature. This paper aims to 
analyze the feminist themes in both novels, highlighting how Divakaruni’s portrayal of Draupadi 
and Sita challenges traditional gender roles and emphasizes the importance of reclaiming women’s 
stories. Through a comparative study of these two works, this paper seeks to demonstrate how 
Divakaruni’s feminist reinterpretations provide a fresh, empowering perspective on mythological 
narratives that have long been shaped by male voices.

The Projection of Women Agency in the ‘The Palace of Illusions’
 Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s The Palace of Illusions offers a feminist retelling of the 
Mahabharata, where Draupadi, the central female character, is given a much more complex and 
empowered voice. In this novel, Draupadi, or Panchaali as she is called, narrates her life from her 
perspective, allowing readers to delve into her inner thoughts, desires, frustrations, and agency.

Draupadi’s Character and Agency
 In Divakaruni’s portrayal, Draupadi is not a passive character who accepts her fate without 
question. Instead, she exhibits a strong sense of agency. For example, she chooses to marry all 
five Pandava brothers, despite it being unusual, and it’s framed as a political decision to bind the 
brothers together. While the original epic presents this more as a matter of duty, Divakaruni’s 
Draupadi is shown to be more calculating and assertive, exercising control in her relationships.
 Throughout the novel, Draupadi challenges the patriarchal norms around her. She speaks her 
mind openly, even when it puts her in conflict with powerful male figures. Her strong-willed 
personality is particularly evident in scenes such as the infamous vastraharan (disrobing scene), 
where she demands justice and questions the very foundations of dharma in a male-dominated court.
 Divakaruni gives Draupadi layers of emotional depth, showing her internal conflicts, especially 
her complex feelings towards men in her life, such as her unfulfilled love for Karna. The novel 
doesn’t just focus on her external actions but also her personal struggles, highlighting how women’s 
emotions and desires are often neglected in traditional narratives.
 Draupadi, in The Palace of Illusions, reclaims power in her own way. Her sharp intellect and 
determination drive key events in the epic, such as the Pandavas’ rise to power and the war itself. 
Divakaruni shows that even though Draupadi is often wronged and oppressed by the men around 
her, she still finds ways to influence her destiny. Draupadi in Divakaruni’s narrative challenges the 
stereotypical portrayal of women as submissive or solely devoted to their families. She is fiercely 
independent, questions societal norms, and doesn’t hesitate to express her displeasure at the ways 
in which she is treated.
 Through this retelling, Divakaruni not only gives Draupadi her voice but also offers a critique of 
the traditional roles imposed on women, presenting a vision of female empowerment and agency 
that resonates with contemporary readers.

The Projection of Women Agency in the ‘The Forest of Enchantments’
 Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s The Forest of Enchantments offers a fresh and nuanced portrayal of 
Sita, the central female character in the Ramayana. This retelling, from Sita’s perspective, provides 
readers with a deep exploration of her emotions, struggles, and strength, shifting her image from 
the traditional, docile figure to a complex, empowered woman.
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Sita’s Character and Agency
 In traditional versions of the Ramayana, Sita is often seen as the epitome of devotion, patience, 
and sacrifice, passively enduring her trials. However, Divakaruni’s Sita is much more than  
that-she is a strong, courageous woman who makes her choices consciously and stands by them, 
even when those choices cause her suffering. She exhibits great inner strength when she chooses to 
accompany Rama to the forest or when she faces the challenges in Ravana’s captivity.
 In The Forest of Enchantments, Sita constantly reflects on the role of women in a patriarchal 
society. She questions her treatment, especially in the moments when Rama sends her into exile 
after her return from Lanka. Divakaruni’s Sita doesn’t blindly accept her fate; she voices her 
pain and disillusionment, and her reflections become a commentary on the oppression of women 
in traditional narratives. This gives Sita a more dynamic voice, where she critiques the unfair 
standards imposed on women.
 A key theme in the novel is Sita’s struggle to define her identity outside of her relationship with 
Rama. Divakaruni allows Sita to emerge as a distinct individual, with her own desires, intelligence, 
and spiritual strength. She is not just the wife of a great king but also a woman with her own story 
and agency. This is especially evident when she refuses to return to Rama after the final test of 
purity and instead chooses to go back to her mother, the Earth.
 While Sita is presented as strong and assertive, she is also deeply compassionate. Her empathy 
towards others, including her captor Ravana and his wife Mandodari, showcases her depth. 
Divakaruni highlights Sita’s ability to understand the complexities of human nature, rather than 
seeing the world in black-and-white terms. This makes her a deeply relatable and multi-dimensional 
character.
 Sita’s motherhood is another dimension of her strength. In the novel, her relationship with her 
sons, Lava and Kusha, provides her with emotional resilience. Her decision to raise them alone, 
away from Rama’s palace, becomes an act of empowerment, showing her independence and 
capability as a mother. This is a departure from the passive image of Sita often seen in traditional 
tellings.
 Divakaruni’s Sita is deeply spiritual, but her spirituality is rooted in personal growth and self-
discovery. She draws strength from her connection to nature and her origins (as a daughter of the 
Earth), and this spiritual foundation enables her to endure the trials she faces. Her journey is not 
just physical, as she moves from palace to forest to captivity, but also internal, as she learns to trust 
her own inner power.
 In The Forest of Enchantments, Divakaruni’s portrayal of Sita reclaims her narrative, showing 
her as an empowered, multi-faceted woman. Sita is no longer just a symbol of devotion and 
suffering; she is a figure of resilience, agency, and wisdom, who navigates the complexities of 
love, duty, and selfhood with grace and strength. Through this retelling, Divakaruni brings Sita’s 
voice to the forefront, offering a modern reflection on women’s roles in history and mythology.
 Comparative study of  Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s The Palace of Illusions and The Forest of 
Enchantments both highlight the complex agency
 Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s The Palace of Illusions and The Forest of Enchantments both 
highlight the complex agency of Draupadi and Sita, giving voice to the inner lives and struggles 
of two iconic women from Indian mythology. By doing so, Divakaruni reclaims their stories, 
portraying them as powerful figures who navigate patriarchal structures with both rebellion and 
grace. Here’s a comparative analysis of how both novels project women’s agency, supplemented 
with key quotes:
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1.  Voice and Perspective
 Draupadi in The Palace of Illusions: Draupadi’s narrative is sharp, assertive, and unapologetic. 
She frequently challenges the traditional roles assigned to her, expressing dissatisfaction with how 
she is treated by both men and society.
 “I was Draupadi, born of fire, destined to bring about the greatest war of our time. I would not 
let myself be ruled by men.”
 This quote encapsulates Draupadi’s determination to define herself on her own terms, resisting 
the control of men, whether it’s her husbands or the Kuru court. Her voice is powerful, driven by a 
sense of purpose and independence.
 Sita in The Forest of Enchantments: Sita’s voice is softer but equally powerful. Her reflections 
reveal a deep sense of inner strength, as she questions her circumstances and the treatment of 
women in a patriarchal world.
 “But I am more than a wife. More than a queen. I am a woman with my own story, one that must be told.”
 This statement demonstrates Sita’s desire to be seen as an individual beyond her roles as Rama’s 
wife or a queen. Her voice emerges as introspective yet resolute, seeking recognition for her own 
identity and experiences.

Challenging Patriarchy
 Draupadi: Draupadi challenges patriarchal norms directly and vocally, particularly in moments 
where her dignity is at stake. In the famous vastraharan (disrobing scene), she questions the silence 
and complicity of the men in the court.
 “I asked them, ‘What kind of men are you that you would gamble away your wife? What kind 
of rulers allow this injustice in their court?’”
 Here, Draupadi’s sharp words challenge the entire assembly of powerful men, including her 
husbands. She demands accountability and refuses to passively accept their authority, marking a 
bold rejection of her objectification.
 Sita: Sita’s challenges to patriarchy are more subtle and grounded in moral strength. Her exile 
and the demand for a purity test are key moments where she confronts Rama and the societal 
expectations placed upon her.
 “What kind of man are you to mistrust the woman who has walked through fire for you?”
 This quote illustrates Sita’s quiet but profound defiance. Though her question is directed at Ra 
ma, it is also a broader critique of the injustice women face, especially when they are subjected to 
impossible standards of purity and loyalty.

Rebellion and Conformity
 Draupadi: Draupadi’s rebellion is overt, marked by her refusal to conform to the traditional role 
of a submissive wife or queen. Her outspokenness is a key part of her character.
 “I was never meant to be docile. I was fire, and I would burn down what needed to be destroyed.”
 Draupadi embraces her role as an agent of change, and her rebellion is not just personal but 
symbolic of a larger fight against injustice. She is unapologetically confrontational when it comes 
to asserting her agency.
 Sita: Sita’s rebellion is quieter but no less potent. While she conforms to societal expectations in 
some ways, her ultimate rejection of Rama and the world represents a deep inner rebellion.
 “You call it obedience. I call it survival. I conformed so I could choose my moment to break free.”
 This quote reveals that Sita’s outward conformity was a survival strategy, and her true rebellion 
lay in her final act of reclaiming her freedom. Her quiet strength contrasts with Draupadi’s fiery 
resistance, but it is equally transformative.
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Divakaruni as an Eminent Feminist Writer
 Divakaruni’s The Palace of Illusions and The Forest of Enchantments both portray women’s 
agency in deeply layered ways. Draupadi’s agency is outward, characterized by rebellion, ambition, 
and assertiveness, as she confronts patriarchal structures head-on. Sita’s agency, on the other hand, 
is more internal, marked by moral strength, resilience, and quiet defiance, as she carves out her 
identity amidst great personal sacrifice.
 Both women ultimately reclaim their narratives and exercise their autonomy in unique  
ways-Draupadi through confrontation and Draupadi through the subversion of societal expectations.
 Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni emerges as a prominent feminist writer through her powerful 
retellings of ancient Indian epics in The Palace of Illusions and The Forest of Enchantments. In 
both novels, she reclaims the voices of Draupadi and Sita, two iconic women who have historically 
been framed within patriarchal narratives, offering fresh perspectives that foreground their agency, 
resilience, and self-determination.

Conclusion
 On concluding my paper through The Palace of Illusions and The Forest of Enchantments, 
Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni redefines the narratives of two legendary women by centering their 
perspectives, exploring their agency, and challenging patriarchal norms. Her ability to portray 
Draupadi and Sita as strong, complex women who navigate oppression and claim their power 
highlights her feminist sensibilities. By giving these women a voice, Divakaruni not only reclaims 
their stories but also offers readers a feminist critique of the traditional, male-dominated narratives 
that have long shaped their legacies. This reimagining of epic heroines through a feminist lens 
firmly establishes Divakaruni as an eminent feminist writer, one who advocates for the agency, 
strength, and autonomy of women across time and cultures.
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