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Abstract: This paper explores The Palace of Illusions (2008) by Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni as a feminist reimagining of the
Indian epic Mahabharata, centering on Draupadi’s voice and agency. Traditionally portrayed as a peripheral figure in
Vyasa’s narrative, Draupadi is often reduced to a symbol—of honor, sacrifice, and divine justice—rather than
acknowledged as a subject with personal desire and inner conflict. Divakaruni reclaims this silenced voice by presenting the
story from Draupadi’s perspective, thereby challenging patriarchal structures embedded in classical literature. Employing
feminist literary theory, the article analyzes how Draupadi is transformed from a mythic figure into a deeply human
protagonist who questions gender norms, familial expectations, and divine authority. Through introspective narration,
emotional complexity, and poetic realism, Divakaruni dismantles the epic’s male-centered narrative and offers a subversive
retelling that affirms feminine subjectivity. The study also considers the symbolic significance of the “palace of illusions” as
a metaphor for the deceptive ideals women are asked to live by. By rewriting the epic from the margins, The Palace of
Illusions becomes both a literary and political act, foregrounding the need to hear voices long excluded from cultural
memory. Ultimately, the novel reclaims Draupadi not as a relic of tradition, but as a feminist icon.
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Introduction: The Mahabharata, a cornerstone of
Indian mythology, has long captivated readers with
its complex characters and epic scope. Yet, the
voices of its women—particularly that of
Draupadi—have remained largely muted within its
patriarchal framework. Chitra Banerjee
Divakaruni’s The Palace of Illusions (2008) seeks
to redress this imbalance by giving Draupadi a
voice of her own. Told from her perspective, the
novel invites readers to re-experience the ancient
tale through a feminist lens. This article explores
how Divakaruni reimagines Draupadi not as a
passive pawn in a game of thrones, but as a
thinking, feeling, and resisting individual who
dares to question her fate. In Divakaruni’s words,
Draupadi herself acknowledges, “This is my story.
Not the story of the sons of Pandu, though they are
part of it—just as I am part of theirs” (The Palace
of Illusions, 1). This assertion frames the narrative
and signals a shift in agency. Through this
reinterpretation, Divakaruni not only modernizes
the epic but also reclaims space for feminine
subjectivity and autonomy. This paper argues that
The Palace of Illusions functions as a feminist re-
visioning of the Mahabharata, reclaiming
Draupadi’s silenced narrative and positioning her
as a woman navigating identity, love, power, and
resistance.

Feminist Literary Theory: Framework: To
understand Divakaruni’s narrative choices, it is
essential to contextualize them within feminist
literary criticism. Adrienne Rich defines re-vision
as "the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh
eyes, of entering an old text from a new critical
direction" (Rich 18). Divakaruni’s Draupadi
performs precisely this act: she reclaims her voice
in a narrative where she was previously objectified.
Feminist criticism seeks to highlight the systemic
silencing of women in literature, especially in
canonical texts. In Divakaruni’s version, Draupadi
is no longer just the cause of the great war; she
becomes a chronicler of her own grief, desires, and
disillusionments. Her introspective voice disrupts
the male-centric narrative structure. She says, “I
was born with an inward gaze. I’ve always looked
for meanings beneath the surface of things” (The
Palace of Illusions 27). This inwardness aligns with
feminist theorists who argue for the recognition of
women’s inner lives as sites of resistance. By
giving Draupadi narrative control, Divakaruni
answers Gayatri Spivak’s question—“Can the
subaltern speak?”—with a powerful, mythic yes.
The novel does not merely invert gender roles; it
interrogates the foundations of power, voice, and
historical memory. It insists that women’s stories
are not peripheral but central to understanding
cultural history.
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Draupadi in the Traditional Mahabharata: In
Vyasa’s Mahabharata, Draupadi occupies a
paradoxical position—revered as virtuous yet
treated as an object of barter and revenge. Her
autonomy is repeatedly compromised, whether in
her marriage to five husbands or in the infamous
dice game where she is wagered like property. Her
protest in the original text—“Whom did you lose
first, yourself or me?”—is a rare assertion of
agency but quickly overridden by male logic and
divine will. She is emblematic of suffering and
stoicism, expected to uphold dharma while being
denied justice. The epic valorizes her chastity and
devotion but rarely dwells on her emotional reality.
Her humiliation in the Kaurava court becomes a
symbol of collective male honor rather than
personal trauma. The Mahabharata uses her pain to
catalyze war, not to explore her humanity. As Alf
Hiltebeitel notes, Draupadi is “the most outspoken
and enigmatic woman in the epic,” yet she remains
“contained”  within  patriarchal ~ frameworks
(Hiltebeitel 245). Thus, in the original epic,
Draupadi is not entirely voiceless but certainly not
allowed to speak on her own terms. She is narrated
rather than narrating, symbol rather than subject.
This gap—»between who she is and how she is
portrayed—opens the space for feminist
reinterpretation. It is precisely this silencing that
The Palace of Illusions seeks to rectify.

Rewriting the Epic: Draupadi in The Palace of
Illusionsin The Palace of lllusions, Chitra Banerjee
Divakaruni executes a radical narrative reversal by
making Draupadi not only the central figure but
also the storyteller of her life. This structural shift
from third-person epic narration to a first-person
confessional ~ voice reshapes how readers
experience the events of the Mahabharata. The
narrative no longer revolves around the Pandavas'
heroism or Krishna’s divine strategy—it becomes
an intimate journey through the eyes of a woman
constantly constrained by the roles imposed upon
her. Draupadi begins her story with a bold claim of
narrative ownership: “This is my story. Not the
story of the sons of Pandu, though they are part of
it—just as I am part of theirs” (The Palace of
Illusions 1). That opening line is a declaration of
subjectivity, positioning her no longer as a
peripheral character, but as the author of her fate
and her feelings.

Divakaruni’s Draupadi is deeply introspective,
often meditating on the illusions that govern both
personal identity and political power. The titular
palace becomes a metaphor not only for grandeur

and deception in political alliances, but also for the
myths women are told about obedience, beauty,
and sacrifice. She reflects, “It was the most
beautiful place I had ever seen... and yet I knew,
deep within, that it was a place built of illusions.
Like my life” (Divakaruni 155). The symbolic
collapse of the palace mirrors the collapse of her
dreams—marriage, motherhood, and political
influence—all undone by forces beyond her
control.

Emotionally, Draupadi in this retelling is raw,
contradictory, and compellingly human. She
expresses forbidden love for Karna, noting, “I
couldn’t help wondering how different my life
might have been if I’d garlanded him at the
swayamvar instead” (Divakaruni 102). Such
reflections inject a tragic dimension to her story,
one denied in the original epic. Her feelings are not
only about love and longing but also rage, rivalry,
and shame. Her resentment toward Kunti and her
discomfort with being shared among the five
Pandavas—“I was never sure which of my
husbands 1 belonged to on a given day’—
underscore the emotional toll of her polyandrous
marriage (Divakaruni 129).

Her bond with Krishna adds nuance to her
psychological and emotional framework. He is
more than divine guide; he is the one person who
truly listens. “You see me,” she tells him, “even
when | wish you wouldn't” (Divakaruni 175). In
Krishna, Draupadi finds the only space where she
can express herself without fear of judgment.

Ultimately, by allowing Draupadi to narrate her
life, Divakaruni dismantles the patriarchal
scaffolding of the Mahabharata. Draupadi is no
longer a narrative device; she is a woman with
voice, conflict, and desire. This feminist act of
storytelling gives readers a Draupadi who is not
merely spoken about, but who speaks. And in
doing so, she transforms not just her story, but the
meaning of the epic itself.

Subversion of Patriarchal Structures:

Divakaruni’s Draupadi is not content with being a
muse for war; she actively challenges the
ideologies around her. In the dice hall scene, she
does not accept silence as virtue but confronts her
violators. Her cry—"“I am no one's possession!”—
though fictionalized, encapsulates the feminist
spirit of the novel (The Palace of Illusions 191).
This re-imagining subverts the age-old glorification
of female submission in epics. Draupadi questions
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dharma, a concept traditionally used to justify
women’s suffering. She says, “If this is dharma, I
want no part of it” (Divakaruni 202). Such
moments expose the hypocrisy of codes designed
to uphold male dominance. The novel critiques not
only the male characters but also the social and
divine systems that sustain patriarchy. Even the
gods are not immune to Draupadi’s scrutiny. She
refuses to accept divine silence in the face of
injustice. Her subversion is not just rhetorical; it is
spiritual, emotional, and intellectual. Through
Draupadi, Divakaruni dissects the power structures
embedded in myth. She resists the role assigned to
her and instead writes a new script where female
subjectivity is central. In doing so, the novel
becomes not just a retelling but a rewriting of
history—from the margins to the mainstream.

Language, Style, and Mythic Innovation:

Divakaruni’s prose is lyrical yet grounded, weaving
mythic grandeur with modern psychological
realism. The use of first-person narration allows for
intimacy and immediacy. The reader is privy to
Draupadi’s thoughts, dreams, and doubts in a way
the original epic never permitted. The novel uses
mythic innovation to explore timeless themes—
identity, gender, fate. Magic realism blends
seamlessly with epic tradition: sages appear and
vanish, divine voices speak, time collapses. But
what stands out is how all these elements serve
Draupadi’s story. Even the fantastic is rendered
through her emotional register. She muses, “Wasn’t
every moment of life like that—a blossom of hope
followed by disillusionment, a dance with
illusion?” (The Palace of Illusions 211). This poetic
introspection is central to the novel’s style.
Language becomes a tool of liberation. Where the
epic was ornate and reverent, Divakaruni’s tone is
personal, reflective, and occasionally ironic.
Humor and sorrow coexist, just as they do in lived
experience. This balance helps modern readers
connect with a mythic figure on deeply human
terms. By merging traditional myth with
contemporary voice, Divakaruni does more than
tell a story—she resurrects a consciousness.

Implications and Contributions: The Palace of
Illusions is more than a literary retelling; it is a
cultural and feminist intervention. It expands the
scope of myth by showing how ancient stories can
be reclaimed and reframed for contemporary
relevance. In giving Draupadi a voice, Divakaruni
empowers countless other silenced women, both
historical and modern. The novel challenges

readers to reconsider who gets to tell history—and
why. It resonates in academic, feminist, and
postcolonial circles alike for its insistence on
subjectivity and agency. Draupadi is no longer a
mythic relic; she becomes a mirror for modern
readers navigating their own identities. In doing so,
Divakaruni bridges the gap between past and
present, myth and memoir, woman and archetype.
As Draupadi says near the end, “This time I’ll be
the one to choose” (The Palace of Illusions 359).
That simple declaration encapsulates the novel’s
radical gift: the power to speak, to choose, and to
exist on one’s own terms. The book, thus, reclaims
not just a character, but an entire way of reading
epic literature through the lens of feminist
consciousness.

Conclusion: Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s The
Palace of Illusions stands as a powerful feminist re-
visioning of the Mahabharata, reframing Draupadi
from a symbol of collective honor to an individual
with voice, desire, and autonomy. By offering her
the role of narrator, the novel shifts the epic’s
center of gravity toward feminine subjectivity.
Divakaruni’s Draupadi is not merely a passive
recipient of fate but an active interpreter of it. Her
emotions, conflicts, and reflections challenge the
patriarchal structures that have long defined
mythological storytelling. In this narrative, the
personal becomes epic, and the epic becomes
personal. Through mythic innovation, lyrical prose,
and emotional depth, The Palace of Illusions not
only revisits an ancient story but reinvents it for a
new generation. Ultimately, the novel answers the
silencing of Draupadi with a resounding
affirmation of her voice—a voice that had always
been there, waiting to be heard.

References:

Banerjee, Chitra. The Palace of Illusions.
Doubleday, 2008.

Banerjee, Chitra. "The Palace of Illusions: A
Feminist Reading." Feminist Review, vol. 93, no.

1,2009, pp. 67-82.

Divakaruni, Chitra Banerjee. The Palace of
Illusions. Doubleday, 2008.

Ghosh, Arundhati. The Ministry of Utmost
Happiness. Penguin Random House, 2017.

Page | 26

Research Guru: Online Journal of Multidisciplinary Subjects (Peer Reviewed)



Research Guru: Volume-19, Issue-1, June-2025 (ISSN:2349-266X)

Hiltebeitel, Alf. Rethinking the Mahabharata: A
Reader's Guide to the Education of the Dharma
King. University of Chicago Press, 2001.

Mukherjee, Meenakshi. "The Myth and the
Feminist: Revisiting Indian Mythology Through
Women's Lenses." Indian Journal of Literary
Studies, vol. 8, no. 2, 2015, pp. 56-70.

Rich, Adrienne. "When We Dead Awaken: Writing
as Re-Vision." On Lies, Secrets, and Silence:
Selected Prose 1966-1978, Norton, 1979, pp. 33—
49,

Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty. "Can the Subaltern
Speak?" Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture,
edited by Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg,
University of Illinois Press, 1988, pp. 271-313.

Voss, L. "Redefining Women's Roles in
Mythology: A Feminist Critique of The
Mahabharata."” Indian Literature Studies, vol. 25,
no. 4, 2012, pp. 120-135.

Page | 27

Research Guru: Online Journal of Multidisciplinary Subjects (Peer Reviewed)



