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Abstract 

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni's novel The Palace of Illusions reimagines the Indian epic Mahabharata from the perspective of 

Draupadi, a central yet traditionally marginalized female character. This paper explores the feminist perspective in the novel, 

focusing on how Divakaruni reconstructs Draupadi’s narrative to highlight themes of female autonomy, identity, and 

resistance against patriarchal structures. By examining key elements such as narrative voice, characterization, and thematic 

concerns, this study reveals how The Palace of Illusions serves as a significant work in contemporary feminist literature, 

offering a critical commentary on the historical and cultural subjugation of women. 
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Introduction 

The Mahabharata, one of the two major Sanskrit epics of 

ancient Indian literature, has traditionally been a male-

dominated narrative, with female characters often relegated 

to the background. The Palace of Illusions by Chitra 

Banerjee Divakaruni reinterprets this epic from the 

perspective of Draupadi (also known as Panchaali), 

providing her with a voice and agency that challenge the 

traditional patriarchal readings of the text. This novel is not 

just a retelling but a reinvention that offers insights into 

gender dynamics, female empowerment, and the 

complexities of womanhood. 

 

The Feminist Narrative Voice 

One of the most striking aspects of The Palace of Illusions 

is its narrative voice. By choosing Draupadi as the first-

person narrator, Divakaruni allows readers to see the world 

through the eyes of a woman who is often silenced in the 

original epic. This narrative choice is inherently feminist, as 

it subverts the traditional male gaze and centers a woman's 

experience. Draupadi's voice is assertive, reflective, and 

often questioning of the norms imposed upon her, which is 

evident from the beginning of the novel. 

"The Palace of Illusions" by Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni is a 

retelling of the Indian epic Mahabharata from the 

perspective of Draupadi, a central female character. This 

narrative choice transforms the traditional storytelling 

approach by offering a distinctly feminist voice, providing 

readers with a fresh and intimate look at Draupadi's life and 

experiences. 
 

Subversion of the Male Gaze: In the original Mahabharata, 

Draupadi is a significant character, but her voice and 

perspectives are often overshadowed by the male heroes. By 

making Draupadi the first-person narrator, Divakaruni 

subverts the male gaze, a literary and cultural concept that 

describes the tendency of literature and art to depict the 

world from a masculine point of view, often marginalizing 

or objectifying women. Draupadi's narrative allows readers 

to understand her emotions, thoughts, and motivations in a 

way that the original epic does not. This shift challenges the 

traditional patriarchal narrative structure and provides a 

platform for a woman's story to be told on her terms. 

Assertive and Reflective Voice: Draupadi's voice in the 

novel is assertive and reflective, characteristics that 

highlight her strength and depth as a character. She often 

questions the societal norms and expectations imposed upon 

her, showcasing her resistance to the constraints of her time. 

For instance, Draupadi questions the role of women, the 

nature of power, and the injustices she faces, thereby 

encouraging readers to engage with these issues critically. 

Her reflections on her life and the events around her provide 

a nuanced perspective on her character, emphasizing her 

intelligence and agency. 

 

Challenging Traditional Norms: Throughout the novel, 

Draupadi's narrative challenges traditional norms related to 

gender roles and expectations. She is portrayed as a 

complex character with desires, fears, and ambitions, which 

contrasts with the often one-dimensional depiction of 

women in ancient texts. Draupadi's questioning nature and 

her struggles against the limitations imposed by her society 

make her a feminist icon. Her story becomes a means to 

explore themes of autonomy, resistance, and empowerment, 

resonating with contemporary feminist discourse. 

 

Empathy and Relatability: By giving Draupadi a voice, 

Divakaruni fosters empathy and relatability. Readers are 

invited into Draupadi's inner world, gaining insight into her 

personal struggles and triumphs. This narrative choice 

humanizes Draupadi, making her more than just a mythical 

figure; she becomes a woman with whom modern readers 

can identify. Her emotions, struggles, and resilience reflect 

the broader experiences of women who fight against 

patriarchal structures. 
 

Reclaiming Identity 

Draupadi's journey in The Palace of Illusions is marked by 

her quest for identity in a world that constantly tries to 

define her through the roles of daughter, wife, and queen. 

Divakaruni portrays Draupadi as a complex character who 

resists being confined to these roles. She strives to assert her 

individuality and desires, despite the limitations imposed by 

society. This aspect of Draupadi’s characterization aligns 

with feminist concerns of self-definition and autonomy. 
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In Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni's novel "The Palace of 

Illusions," the character of Draupadi embarks on a profound 

journey of reclaiming her identity, a theme that resonates 

deeply with feminist concerns of self-definition and 

autonomy. Throughout the narrative, Divakaruni portrays 

Draupadi as a multifaceted individual who continuously 

challenges and transcends the traditional roles imposed upon 

her by a patriarchal society. 

 

Resistance to Traditional Roles 

From the beginning of her life, Draupadi is subjected to 

societal expectations that attempt to define her identity. As a 

daughter, she is seen as a pawn in political alliances. As a 

wife, she is expected to dutifully serve her husbands, the 

Pandavas. As a queen, she must navigate the intricate 

politics of her time. However, Draupadi resists being 

confined to these roles. Her inner monologue and actions 

reveal a persistent struggle to assert her individuality and 

agency. 

 

Assertion of Individuality and Desires 

Divakaruni crafts Draupadi as a character who actively 

seeks to carve out her own identity. She questions and often 

defies the expectations placed upon her. For instance, her 

unique bond with Krishna, which transcends conventional 

relationships, showcases her desire for spiritual and 

intellectual companionship beyond her marital ties. 

Additionally, her ambitions and sense of justice drive her to 

take bold actions, such as demanding revenge for her 

humiliation in the Kaurava court, thus asserting her right to 

personal dignity and respect. 

 

Alignment with Feminist Concerns 

Draupadi's journey in "The Palace of Illusions" aligns 

closely with feminist themes of self-definition and 

autonomy. Feminism advocates for the right of women to 

define themselves and their roles in society. Draupadi’s 

character encapsulates this struggle for self-definition as she 

navigates her desires, intellect, and emotions against societal 

constraints. Her resistance to being solely defined by her 

relationships to men (as daughter, wife, or queen) and her 

pursuit of her own identity echo the feminist pursuit of 

autonomy and self-empowerment. 

 

Complex Characterization 

Divakaruni's portrayal of Draupadi as a complex character 

adds depth to this theme of reclaiming identity. Draupadi is 

not depicted as a one-dimensional figure solely focused on 

rebellion. Instead, she embodies a range of human 

experiences and emotions, from vulnerability and love to 

anger and determination. This complexity makes her 

relatable and underscores the multifaceted nature of the 

struggle for identity. 

 

Themes of Female Autonomy and Resistance 

Divakaruni's Draupadi is not a passive character; she 

actively challenges the status quo and makes choices that 

assert her agency. Her resistance is evident in several key 

moments in the novel, such as her refusal to be meek during 

her disrobing in the Kaurava court, her demands for justice, 

and her complex relationships with the men in her life. 

Female Autonomy 

The novel gives Draupadi, or Panchaali, a voice, allowing 

readers to see her thoughts, feelings, and motivations, which 

are often neglected in traditional tellings. This shift to a 

female perspective itself is an act of asserting female 

autonomy. 

Draupadi's journey is a continuous search for her own 

identity beyond her roles as a daughter, wife, and queen. 

Her internal monologues reveal her desire to be recognized 

as an individual with her own desires and ambitions. 

Draupadi's swayamvara (a ceremony where she chooses her 

husband) initially seems to give her autonomy in choosing 

her life partner. However, her subsequent marriage to all 

five Pandava brothers complicates this autonomy, 

showcasing the constraints placed on women even in 

seemingly empowering situations. 

Draupadi is depicted as an educated and wise woman, often 

engaging in intellectual discussions and understanding the 

political intricacies of her time. Her wisdom allows her to 

exert influence in political matters, highlighting her 

intellectual autonomy. 

 

Resistance 

Throughout the novel, Draupadi resists the traditional roles 

imposed on her. Her indignation at being treated as a pawn 

in the game of dice and her subsequent humiliation in the 

Kaurava court marks her resistance against patriarchal 

norms. 

Draupadi's refusal to accept her fate quietly after being 

disrobed in the Kaurava court is a powerful act of resistance. 

Her demand for justice and her vocal condemnation of the 

wrongs done to her exemplify her strength and 

unwillingness to be subdued. 

Draupadi often challenges the expectations of women in her 

time. She questions the norms, such as her critique of 

Karna’s treatment of her during the swayamvara and her 

strategic role during the Pandavas’ exile and the war. 

Despite the numerous adversities she faces, including losing 

her children and enduring exile, Draupadi's emotional 

resilience and determination to see justice prevail are acts of 

resistance against a fate dictated by men. 

 

Broader Implications 

By reinterpreting the Mahabharata from Draupadi’s point of 

view, Divakaruni emphasizes the importance of female 

narratives in literature, thereby advocating for a more 

inclusive and balanced representation of stories that have 

traditionally marginalized women's voices. 

Draupadi in "The Palace of Illusions" becomes a symbol of 

female empowerment, embodying the struggles and 

resilience of women across different contexts. Her story 

resonates with contemporary issues of gender equality and 

women’s rights, making her a timeless figure of resistance 

and autonomy. 

 

Challenging Patriarchy 

The novel portrays Draupadi’s defiance against patriarchal 

structures in multiple instances. Her marriage to the five 

Pandavas, a political arrangement rather than a romantic 

union, is a significant aspect of her life where she navigates 

her limited autonomy. Draupadi's interactions with her 

husbands, especially Yudhishthira, often highlight her 

resistance to being treated as a mere pawn. Her sharp 

intellect and outspoken nature are tools of her resistance, 
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which Divakaruni uses to critique the patriarchal norms of 

the epic's setting. 

 

Solidarity and Sisterhood 

Another feminist theme in The Palace of Illusions is the 

idea of solidarity and sisterhood among women. Draupadi’s 

relationships with other female characters, such as her bond 

with her maid Dhai Ma and her friendship with Krishna's 

sister, Subhadra, illustrate the importance of female 

companionship and support. These relationships provide 

Draupadi with emotional strength and underscore the 

feminist principle of finding power in solidarity. 

 

Conclusion 

The Palace of Illusions is a powerful feminist reimagining 

of the Mahabharata that reclaims the story of Draupadi and 

gives her a voice that challenges traditional patriarchal 

narratives. Through the novel, Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni 

not only revives an ancient epic but also provides a platform 

to explore contemporary feminist issues such as identity, 

autonomy, and resistance. Draupadi’s story, as told by 

Divakaruni, becomes a narrative of empowerment that 

resonates with modern feminist discourse, making The 

Palace of Illusions a significant contribution to feminist 

literature. 
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