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Abstract 

 

Indian mythology has long been a significant source of inspiration for literature, shaping cultural narratives and 

social values. However, many mythological texts, particularly epics like the Mahabharata, are traditionally 

narrated from a patriarchal perspective that marginalizes female voices. Contemporary Indian English writers 

have attempted to reinterpret these myths through modern perspectives, especially through feminist lenses. One 

such reinterpretation appears in The Palace of Illusions by Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, which retells the 

Mahabharata from the viewpoint of Draupadi (also known as Panchali). This research paper examines how 

Divakaruni reimagines Draupadi as an empowered and psychologically complex woman who challenges 

patriarchal norms. Through a feminist reading, the study explores themes such as female agency, identity, 

resistance against patriarchal authority, emotional complexity, and the search for autonomy. The paper argues that 

Divakaruni’s narrative reconstructs Draupadi’s character by giving her voice, subjectivity, and individuality, 

thereby transforming her from a symbolic figure into a fully realized human being. By reclaiming the perspective 

of a marginalized female character, the novel not only revisits mythology but also engages with contemporary 

feminist discourse. Ultimately, the study demonstrates how modern retellings of mythological narratives 

contribute to redefining gender roles and reinterpreting cultural traditions in Indian English literature. 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Mythology has played a central role in shaping Indian cultural and literary traditions for centuries. Ancient epics 

such as the Mahabharata and Ramayana have served as foundational narratives that influence moral values, social 

structures, and religious beliefs. However, these narratives have often been dominated by male perspectives, 

leaving female characters underrepresented or depicted in stereotypical roles. In recent decades, contemporary 

writers have begun to revisit these epics to reinterpret them through modern ideological frameworks, particularly 

feminism. 

 

One such significant reinterpretation is found in The Palace of Illusions by Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni. Published 

in 2008, the novel retells the Mahabharata from the perspective of Draupadi, one of the most complex female 

characters in Indian mythology. Traditionally, Draupadi is portrayed as a powerful yet tragic figure whose 

humiliation in the Kaurava court becomes a major catalyst for the Kurukshetra war. However, the epic often 

focuses more on the actions and motivations of male heroes such as the Pandavas, leaving Draupadi’s emotional 

and psychological experiences largely unexplored. 

 

Divakaruni’s novel attempts to fill this narrative gap by placing Draupadi at the center of the story. Instead of 

being a secondary figure in a male-dominated epic, Draupadi becomes the narrator of her own life story. Through 

this narrative strategy, the author explores the inner world of a mythological character who has traditionally been 

silenced by patriarchal storytelling. According to scholars, this feminist retelling highlights Draupadi’s agency 

and challenges the patriarchal structures embedded within the epic tradition.   
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The purpose of this research paper is to analyze how Divakaruni reimagines Draupadi as a feminist figure. By 

examining themes such as gender inequality, personal agency, identity formation, and emotional complexity, the 

study explores how the novel transforms a traditional mythological character into a modern symbol of female 

empowerment. 

 

2. Feminist Reinterpretation of Mythology 

 

Feminist reinterpretation of mythology is a literary approach that revisits traditional narratives from the 

perspective of marginalized female voices. In many mythological texts, women are depicted as passive figures 

who exist primarily to support male heroes. Feminist writers attempt to challenge this representation by exploring 

the inner lives, motivations, and struggles of female characters. 

 

In Indian English literature, feminist retellings of mythology have become increasingly popular. Writers 

reinterpret ancient stories to question traditional gender roles and highlight the experiences of women within 

patriarchal societies. These reinterpretations do not merely retell myths but critically examine the power dynamics 

embedded within them. 

 

Divakaruni’s The Palace of Illusions represents one such attempt to reinterpret mythology through a feminist lens. 

The novel challenges the male-centered narrative of the Mahabharata by presenting Draupadi’s perspective. In 

doing so, it exposes the limitations placed upon women in ancient societies and reveals how patriarchal 

expectations shaped their lives. 

 

The feminist nature of the novel lies in its emphasis on Draupadi’s inner voice. Instead of being portrayed as a 

silent victim, she becomes a thinking, questioning, and emotionally complex individual. Through her narration, 

readers gain insight into her frustrations, desires, and struggles for autonomy. Scholars have noted that the novel 

reveals the “identity and agency” of Draupadi while critiquing patriarchal structures embedded within 

mythological narratives.   

By reimagining Draupadi’s story in this way, Divakaruni transforms mythology into a platform for feminist 

discourse. 

 

3. Draupadi as a Voice of Female Agency 

 

One of the most significant aspects of Divakaruni’s reinterpretation is the portrayal of Draupadi as a woman who 

actively questions the limitations imposed upon her. In the traditional Mahabharata, Draupadi’s role is often 

defined by her relationships with male characters—her father, her husbands, and her enemies. However, in The 

Palace of Illusions, she emerges as an independent voice who challenges these roles. 

 

From her childhood, Draupadi expresses dissatisfaction with the restrictions placed upon women. She longs for 

education, independence, and recognition—qualities traditionally reserved for men. Her curiosity about politics, 

warfare, and philosophy reflects her desire to participate in a world that excludes women. 

 

The novel also portrays Draupadi’s frustration with the expectations of marriage. Her polyandrous marriage to 

the five Pandavas is depicted not merely as a mythological event but as a deeply personal conflict. She struggles 

to reconcile her individual identity with her role as the shared wife of five brothers. 

 

This emphasis on Draupadi’s agency transforms her character into a symbol of feminist resistance. Rather than 

accepting her fate passively, she continuously questions the norms that shape her life. 

 

4. Patriarchy and the Silencing of Women 
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A central theme in The Palace of Illusions is the critique of patriarchal power structures. The novel highlights 

how women in the epic world are often treated as objects or political tools rather than autonomous individuals. 

 

One of the most powerful examples of this critique appears in the episode of Draupadi’s humiliation in the 

Kaurava court. In the traditional Mahabharata, this event is portrayed primarily as a moral outrage that justifies 

the Pandavas’ quest for revenge. However, Divakaruni focuses on Draupadi’s emotional and psychological trauma 

during this incident. 

 

Through her narration, readers witness the profound injustice of a society that allows a woman to be treated as 

property in a gambling game. Draupadi’s anger and defiance during this episode demonstrate her refusal to accept 

such treatment. 

 

By emphasizing Draupadi’s perspective, the novel exposes the patriarchal values that underpin the epic narrative. 

The humiliation of Draupadi becomes not merely a plot device but a powerful critique of gender inequality. 

 

5. Psychological Depth and Emotional Complexity 

 

Another important aspect of Divakaruni’s reinterpretation is the psychological depth she gives to Draupadi’s 

character. Unlike the traditional epic, which often portrays mythological figures in symbolic terms, the novel 

presents Draupadi as a complex human being with conflicting emotions. 

 

Draupadi experiences jealousy, love, anger, pride, and regret throughout the narrative. Her inner conflicts reveal 

the emotional toll of living in a society that limits her choices. For instance, her relationship with Karna introduces 

a layer of forbidden desire that complicates her marital life. 

 

These emotional dimensions humanize Draupadi and make her more relatable to modern readers. Scholars note 

that the novel explores the psychological dimensions of Draupadi’s character, revealing her inner struggles within 

a patriarchal society.   

 

Through this psychological portrayal, Divakaruni transforms Draupadi from a mythological symbol into a fully 

developed literary character. 

 

6. Female Solidarity and Sisterhood 

 

In addition to exploring Draupadi’s personal struggles, the novel also highlights the importance of relationships 

among women. Draupadi’s bond with characters such as Dhai Ma and Subhadra demonstrates the emotional 

support women provide for one another in patriarchal societies. 

 

These relationships emphasize the idea of female solidarity—a key concept in feminist theory. Instead of depicting 

women as rivals, the novel portrays them as sources of strength and companionship. 

 

Scholars have observed that the novel emphasizes the importance of sisterhood and emotional support among 

women, reinforcing feminist ideals of collective empowerment.   

 

Through these relationships, the novel suggests that resistance to patriarchy often emerges  

 

7. Destiny, Identity, and the Search for Autonomy 
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Another major theme in the novel is the tension between destiny and personal choice. Draupadi’s life is shaped 

by prophecies that predict her role in the destruction of the Kuru dynasty. However, she continually struggles to 

assert her own identity within these predetermined circumstances. 

 

This struggle reflects a broader philosophical question about the nature of free will. Is Draupadi merely a pawn 

in the cosmic drama of the Mahabharata, or does she possess the power to shape her own destiny? 

 

Divakaruni’s portrayal suggests that even within restrictive social systems, individuals can exercise a degree of 

agency. Draupadi’s determination to define her own identity becomes a central aspect of her character. 

 

The novel thus transforms Draupadi into a figure who embodies the universal human quest for self-realization. 

 

8. Mythology and Contemporary Feminism 

 

The feminist reinterpretation of Draupadi in The Palace of Illusions reflects broader trends in contemporary 

literature. Modern writers often revisit mythological stories to address contemporary social issues such as gender 

equality and identity. 

 

By presenting Draupadi as a strong and questioning woman, Divakaruni connects ancient mythology with modern 

feminist discourse. The novel demonstrates that mythological narratives can be reinterpreted to reflect changing 

cultural values. 

 

Moreover, the novel challenges readers to reconsider traditional interpretations of the Mahabharata. By shifting 

the narrative focus from male heroes to a female protagonist, it reveals the hidden dimensions of a well-known 

story. 

 

In this way, the novel contributes to the ongoing evolution of mythological storytelling in Indian English literature. 

 

9. Conclusion 

 

The Palace of Illusions represents a significant contribution to feminist reinterpretations of Indian mythology. By 

retelling the Mahabharata from Draupadi’s perspective, Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni reclaims the voice of a 

character who has historically been marginalized within the epic narrative. 

 

Through this reinterpretation, Draupadi emerges as a complex and empowered figure who challenges patriarchal 

norms, questions societal expectations, and seeks to define her own identity. The novel explores themes of female 

agency, psychological depth, solidarity among women, and the struggle for autonomy within a patriarchal world. 

 

Ultimately, Divakaruni’s work demonstrates the transformative potential of feminist storytelling. By revisiting 

ancient myths through contemporary perspectives, writers can reveal new meanings and challenge traditional 

assumptions about gender and power. 

 

The feminist reimagining of Draupadi in The Palace of Illusions not only enriches the literary tradition of 

mythological retellings but also contributes to ongoing discussions about women’s rights and representation in 

literature. Through this powerful narrative, Divakaruni invites readers to reconsider the role of women in 

mythology and to recognize the enduring relevance of these ancient stories in modern society. 
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