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Abstract

Literature has always been a powerful medium for representing real-life trials and
tribulations faced by people. Depiction of Women's struggles and triumphs in patriarchal societies
is not an exception to this. This paper explores the theme of women empowerment as portrayed in
Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s The Palace of Illusions (2008), which retells the Mahabharata from
Draupadi’s perspective, conferring a feminist lens to the epic narrative. By investigating into
Draupadi’s resilience against male-domination, marriage, humiliation and self-respect, this paper
highlights the importance of self-reflection and agency in women’s empowerment. The discourse
also draws comparisons with other contemporary feminist literary works that challenge traditional
gender norms. By cross-referencing various secondary sources, this paper argues that literature
plays a pivotal role in advocating gender justice and reconfiguring historical narratives to highlight
women's voices.

Introduction

Women empowerment is a multidimensional process that enables women to realize their

full potential, participate actively in decision-making, and access equal opportunities in education,
employment, and social justice. Historically, women have faced systemic discrimination, often
confined to roles dictated by patriarchal norms. However, literature has been instrumental in
challenging these conventions and providing a voice to women’s experiences.
Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s The Palace of Illusions is a seminal work in feminist literature,
offering an introspective account of Draupadi’s life, who, in the original Mahabharata, is often out
of primary focus. Divakaruni reclaims Draupadi’s narrative, portraying her as a woman striving for
autonomy amidst rigid patriarchal constraints. As Malashri Lal argues, "Retellings of epics from a
feminist standpoint allow for the deconstruction of historical oppression and reposition women as
central figures in cultural memory" (Lal 56).

Draupadi’s journey in The Palace of Illusions is illustrative of the struggles faced by

women across different historical and cultural contexts. She is a woman born out of fire,
symbolizing strength and purity. Her defiance against societal expectations mirrors real-life
struggles faced by women seeking independence and self-actualization. As Romila Thapar notes,
“Women in ancient epics were often portrayed as passive, but Draupadi’s voice challenges this
norm and offers an alternative perspective on female agency” (Thapar 198). This aligns with
contemporary feminist theories that emphasize the importance of narrative agency in reclaiming
historical women’s voices (Butalia 87).
Furthermore, Draupadi’s characterization highlights the intersectionality of gender, power, and
resistance. She is not only a victim of patriarchal injustice but also an active agent in shaping the
events of the epic. Her refusal to accept humiliation passively, her demand for justice, and her
political acumen make her a fascinating figure in feminist discourse. The feminist reinterpretation
of Draupadi’s story in The Palace of Illusions serves as a crucial case study in understanding how
literature redefines gender roles and empowers female voices.

Discussion
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Draupadi’s Quest for Identity and Self-Awareness Draupadi’s journey begins with her birth
from the fire, marking her as extraordinary. Unlike other women in the epic, she actively
challenges societal norms. She questions the constraints imposed upon her: "I resented being
treated as a pawn in political alliances and yearned for a life where I could shape my own
destiny"” (Divakaruni 45). Her education, though unconventional, symbolizes her intellectual
defiance, a stark contrast to the passive roles assigned to women.
Her reactions and choices post-marriage demonstrate her strong will. She openly expresses her
discontent about marrying five men, a decision imposed on her by Kunti’s misunderstanding.
Malashri Lal discusses how Draupadi’s pursuit of self-awareness resonates with modern feminist
struggles. She states, "Draupadi’s defiance of societal norms reflects a broader discourse on
gender equity and the right to self-determination” (Lal 112). This aligns with contemporary
feminist movements that challenge traditional roles imposed on women and advocate for self-
assertion.
2. Resilience in the Face of Marriage and Patriarchy Draupadi’s forced polyandrous
marriage to the Pandavas represents the patriarchal commodification of women. Despite this, she
asserts control within her household, refusing to be submissive. Her dialogue with Krishna
reflects her awareness of gendered power structures: "Why should a woman always be the one to
adjust?" (Divakaruni 78). This aligns with contemporary feminist discourses that advocate for
equal partnership in marriage (Thapar 112).
Romila Thapar notes, "Marriage in epics often reflects the socio-political structures of the time,
with women being traded as commodities. However, Draupadi’s resistance marks a significant
deviation from this norm, highlighting the emergence of female agency in classical literature"
(Thapar 213).
3. Humiliation and Retaliation: A Turning Point Draupadi’s humiliation in the Kaurava
court, where Duryodhana and Dushasana attempt to disrobe her, becomes one of the central
triggers of the war. Draupadi’s response transforms her from a victim into an agent of change.
The Palace of Illusions portrays her as someone who actively seeks vengeance, refusing to be
silenced. Her vow for vengeance propels the Mahabharata’s war, underscoring the theme that
women’s suffering often spurs broader socio-political upheavals.
Thapar argues that Draupadi’s humiliation is symbolic of the systemic oppression of women:
"Draupadi’s defiance in the Kaurava court is one of the earliest documented acts of female
resistance in Indian mythology" (Thapar 198). She further asserts that this moment catalyzes the
war, making Draupadi an active participant rather than a passive observer (Thapar 205).
4. Emotional Autonomy
Divakaruni grants Draupadi emotional depth and acknowledges her desires, something often
overlooked in traditional retellings.

e Love for Karna: The novel explores Draupadi’s unspoken love for Karna, adding
complexity to her character. This emotional agency highlights her ability to feel, long, and
regret—dimensions that make her more than just the wife of the Pandavas.

¢ Defying traditional ideals of womanhood: Draupadi is not an epitome of passive
suffering; she feels anger, desire, and ambition, making her a fully realized character with
her own agency.

5.Redefining Womanhood and Power
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Through Draupadi’s voice, Divakaruni reimagines what it means to be a powerful woman in a
patriarchal society.
¢ Rejecting submissiveness: Draupadi does not accept injustice passively. She questions
Krishna, her husbands, and even fate itself.
¢ Influence over the Pandavas: While Draupadi does not hold a throne, her words and actions
deeply influence the decisions of her husbands, showcasing her indirect but undeniable
power.

6. Women’s Independence in Contemporary Literature Modern feminist novels, such as
Meena Kandasamy’s When I Hit You (2017) and Avni Doshi’s Burnt Sugar (2020), similarly
highlight themes of female resistance and autonomy. Kandasamy’s protagonist, a victim of
domestic violence, reclaims her agency through storytelling, much like Draupadi narrates her own
tale. These texts collectively reinforce the argument that literature serves as a tool for empowering
women by redefining gendered narratives.

As Urvashi Butalia notes, "Feminist literature plays a crucial role in documenting women’s
experiences, challenging oppressive structures, and inspiring collective action" (Butalia 142).
This aligns with the broader discourse on how storytelling acts as a tool of resistance and
empowerment.

Conclusion

In The Palace of lllusions, Draupadi is no longer a silent sufferer but a woman who asserts
her identity, challenges patriarchal constraints, and influences historical events. Divakaruni’s
feminist reimagining ensures that Draupadi’s story is not just one of destiny but of conscious
choice and resilience, reinforcing female agency in a world that seeks to suppress it. The Palace of

Illusions reclaims Draupadi’s voice, positioning her as a powerful figure who challenges patriarchal

oppression. By portraying her journey of self-awareness and resistance, Divakaruni not only

reinterprets a historical epic but also aligns with contemporary feminist thought. The analysis of

Draupadi’s character in conjunction with modern feminist texts affirms that women’s

empowerment is an ongoing struggle that literature continues to illuminate. Through such

narratives, historical and contemporary, women assert their rightful place in the socio-political
fabric of society.
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