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Abstract

This paper explores the feminist reinterpretations of mythological heroines in Indian English literature. Traditional
Indian myths have long portrayed women like Sita and Draupadi as embodiments of virtue, sacrifice, and duty.
However, in contemporary feminist retellings by authors such as Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni and Kavita Kane, these
heroines are reimagined as empowered women with agency and autonomy. By analyzing works such as The Palace
of llusions and Sita’s Sister, this paper highlights the shift from passive figures to complex characters who confront
and subvert patriarchal norms. Through thematic analysis of empowerment, agency, and subversion of traditional
symbols, this paper also examines how these narratives contribute to the modern feminist discourse in India,
reshaping the cultural significance of these mythological stories for contemporary readers. The study underscores
the importance of revisiting mythology to reflect the evolving social values and the role of women in shaping modern
narratives.
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Introduction

Introduction to Indian Mythology and Traditional Representation of Women

Indian mythology is a vast and ancient tradition, rich with stories of gods, demons, heroes, and heroines. Within this
narrative framework, women are often depicted in roles that reflect societal norms and expectations of their time.
Characters like Sita from the Ramayana and Draupadi from the Mahabharata are remembered for their adherence
to duty, virtue, and sacrifice. These stories often cast women in secondary, submissive roles—wives who embody
loyalty or mothers who symbolize nurturing. Despite their vital roles in these epics, the stories have been shaped and
retold through a patriarchal lens, which limits the full potential of these women as independent individuals with
desires, challenges, and agency.

The Rise of Feminist Reinterpretations in Indian English Literature

In recent decades, Indian English literature has witnessed a rise in feminist reinterpretations of these mythological
stories. Writers like Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni and Kavita Kane have led this movement, retelling the stories of
iconic mythological heroines with a focus on their inner struggles, emotions, and experiences. These feminist
retellings do not just humanize mythological women but also challenge the very patriarchal systems that traditionally
defined them. Through these narratives, authors offer readers a more nuanced, complex, and empowered view of
women in mythology, reflecting contemporary values of gender equality and female empowerment.

The Role of Women in Traditional Indian Myths

Traditional Depictions of Mythological Heroines

In traditional Indian mythology, heroines like Sita, Draupadi, and Kunti have long been depicted as paragons of
virtue, loyalty, and sacrifice. Sita, the epitome of devotion in the Ramayana, is remembered for following her
husband Rama into exile and enduring hardships with grace and obedience. Draupadi, the queen in the Mahabharata,
is often viewed through the lens of her roles as wife and mother, with her humiliation in the court as a pivotal moment
that defines her.

While these women hold central roles in their respective stories, they are often portrayed as passive recipients of
their fates rather than active participants. Their stories are shaped by the choices made by men—fathers, husbhands,
and brothers—while they are expected to comply with the virtues of duty and sacrifice that patriarchal systems have
long upheld.

The Patriarchal Lens in Mythology

These traditional portrayals are heavily influenced by patriarchal norms, which place women in subservient roles.
Female characters are often defined by their relationships with male figures and are seldom allowed space to assert
their agency or make independent decisions. The glorification of their patience, endurance, and loyalty serves to
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reinforce the idea that women’s primary roles are to uphold family and societal values.

Feminist Reinterpretations: Challenging Traditional Narratives

Contemporary Writers and Feminist Perspectives

In the last two decades, writers like Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni and Kavita Kane have taken on the task of retelling
these ancient stories from a feminist perspective. Their works, including The Palace of Illusions and Sita's Sister,
breathe new life into the characters of Draupadi and Urmila, transforming them from passive figures into empowered
women who challenge the constraints placed upon them by society.

In The Palace of Illusions, Divakaruni reimagines Draupadi’s story as one of internal strength, struggle, and
resistance. Instead of a passive victim, Draupadi emerges as a woman who actively questions her fate and makes
difficult choices. Similarly, Kavita Kane's Sita’s Sister elevates Urmila, a relatively minor character in the
Ramayana, and turns her into a figure of quiet resilience and independence. Urmila’s story, often overshadowed by
Sita’s, becomes one of self-reliance and intellectual agency.

The Shift from Passive to Empowered Figures

These retellings represent a significant shift in the portrayal of mythological women. Instead of being defined by the
roles they play in men’s lives, these heroines are now seen as individuals with desires, thoughts, and a sense of
autonomy. Through the feminist lens, they are no longer mere symbols of virtue or sacrifice but are complex
characters who assert their agency and voice in a patriarchal world.

Themes of Empowerment and Agency in Reimagined Mythological Heroines

Feminist Retellings and Internal Struggles of Mythological Heroines

In feminist reinterpretations, one of the most significant aspects is the exploration of the internal struggles, thoughts,
and desires of mythological heroines. Traditionally, these heroines were confined to roles that defined them by their
relationships with male figures or their adherence to societal expectations. In contrast, feminist retellings delve deep
into their psyches, offering readers a more personal and nuanced understanding of their experiences. This shift in
focus allows the heroines to emerge as complex characters, grappling with emotions such as anger, frustration, love,
and ambition.

For instance, in Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s The Palace of Illusions, Draupadi is portrayed not just as the queen of
the Pandavas but as a woman whose desires and ambitions extend beyond her duty to her husbands. Her thoughts
about her tumultuous relationships, her secret longing for Karna, and her resentment toward her limited role in the
war of the Mahabharata are brought to the forefront. This depiction of Draupadi’s internal world adds layers of
complexity to her character, transforming her from a passive figure of fate into a woman grappling with her identity
and choices.

Key Themes: Personal Freedom and Redefining Virtue and Strength

A recurring theme in feminist retellings is the heroine's quest for personal freedom. Mythological heroines are no
longer defined by societal norms of virtue and duty but by their personal struggles for autonomy and self-expression.
These reinterpretations challenge the traditional notion of virtue, which has long been associated with obedience,
sacrifice, and submission in the case of women. Instead, heroines are seen as redefining these virtues based on their
individual experiences and choices.

For example, in Kavita Kane's Sita’s Sister, Urmila, a lesser-known character in the Ramayana, emerges as a symbol
of quiet resilience and intellectual independence. While her husband, Lakshmana, leaves for fourteen years to serve
Rama in exile, Urmila chooses to remain in Ayodhya, managing the kingdom and her life on her own terms. Her
sacrifice is not passive but a conscious choice that allows her to preserve her own sense of self. In doing so, she
redefines strength and loyalty, showing that personal freedom and agency are equally as valuable as traditional forms
of sacrifice.

Similarly, Draupadi’s defiance in the court of Hastinapur, where she questions the legitimacy of being gambled away
by her husbands, is an act of asserting her autonomy. This moment represents her refusal to accept societal norms
that dictate a woman’s subservience to her husband’s will. Her voice in the court, challenging the kings and elders,
redefines strength not just as physical power but as the power to question and resist injustice.

Exploration of Agency and Choice in Mythological Narratives

At the heart of feminist retellings is the idea of agency—of women making decisions that shape their destinies. In
traditional narratives, mythological heroines often lacked agency, with their fates determined by male characters or
divine intervention. Feminist retellings seek to reclaim this agency by emphasizing the choices these women make,

293|Page


https://ijoeete.com/

1JEETE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF EXPLORING EMERGING
TRENDS IN ENGINEERING

"? Peer-Reviewed, Refereed, Indexed and
International Journal, https://ijoeete.com/
[ISSN No. 2394-0573 |[Volume: 10, Issue: 2 | July - Dec 2023

even in difficult or constrained circumstances.

Draupadi’s voice in The Palace of Illusions is a powerful exploration of agency. While much of her fate is intertwined
with the actions of her husbands, her choices—whether it’s her decision to marry all five Pandavas or her actions
during the war—are central to the narrative. Draupadi is not merely a victim of circumstances but a woman who
navigates her complex world with intelligence, resilience, and autonomy.

Urmila’s independence in Sita’s Sister is another example of a heroine exercising her agency. Although her husband
leaves her for fourteen years, Urmila does not simply wait for his return; she becomes a steward of her own life,
making decisions for herself and those around her. This portrayal shifts the focus from passive waiting to active
engagement with life’s challenges, showing that even within the constraints of mythological settings, women can
assert their independence and agency.

In conclusion, feminist retellings of Indian mythology emphasize the internal struggles, desires, and choices of
mythological heroines, offering a more empowered and complex portrayal of women. By focusing on themes of
personal freedom, the redefinition of virtue and strength, and the assertion of agency, these narratives transform
traditional stories into powerful explorations of female autonomy and resilience. Through these reinterpretations,
heroines like Draupadi and Urmila are no longer confined to the roles prescribed by patriarchy but emerge as
independent and multifaceted women who actively shape their destinies.

Symbolism and Subversion in Feminist Retellings

Reinterpreting Symbolism to Highlight Female Power and Resilience

Symbolism plays a crucial role in feminist retellings of Indian mythology, where traditional symbols are often
reinterpreted to underscore the power and resilience of mythological heroines. In many ancient texts, symbols like
fire, war, and exile have traditionally been associated with purity, destruction, or punishment, often framing women’s
experiences through a patriarchal lens. Feminist authors subvert these meanings, transforming them into
representations of female strength, autonomy, and resistance.

For example, in Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s The Palace of Illusions, the symbol of fire, which is historically
associated with Sita’s trial by fire (Agni Pariksha) in the Ramayana, is reinterpreted to represent Draupadi’s anger
and indomitable spirit. The fire that surrounds Draupadi during her disrobing in the Kaurava court becomes not just
a symbol of her humiliation but a metaphor for her burning desire for justice and the power she wields in influencing
the course of events in the Mahabharata. Fire, here, is not a tool for oppression but a manifestation of Draupadi’s
inner strength and defiance.

Similarly, exile—a recurring motif in Indian mythology, particularly in the Ramayana—is often a form of
punishment or deprivation, especially for women. However, feminist reinterpretations transform exile into a space
of introspection and growth. In Kavita Kane’s Sita’s Sister, Urmila’s metaphorical “exile” in Ayodhya during
Lakshmana’s absence is portrayed as a time of self-realization and independence. Instead of being merely a devoted
wife waiting for her husband’s return, Urmila finds strength and autonomy in her solitude, redefining exile as a
period of empowerment rather than one of abandonment or suffering.

Subverting Patriarchal Symbols and Traditions

Feminist retellings also challenge the patriarchal values embedded in traditional symbols and institutions like
marriage, loyalty, and sacrifice. These symbols, which often reinforce gender roles, are subverted to question the
constraints placed on women and to highlight their agency and resistance.

Marriage, for instance, is traditionally depicted as the ultimate duty and destiny for women in Indian mythology. In
feminist retellings, however, marriage is often reimagined as a complex negotiation of power, rather than an
unguestioned institution of subservience. Draupadi’s polyandrous marriage to the five Pandavas, a unique scenario
in mythology, is examined in The Palace of Illusions as a source of both strength and conflict. Draupadi’s feelings
toward her multiple husbands, her personal desires, and her complex emotional responses to the institution of
marriage are highlighted, making her more than just a passive participant in a patriarchal contract.

Loyalty, often portrayed as the greatest virtue for mythological women, is also subverted in these retellings. In Kavita
Kane’s Sita’s Sister, Urmila’s loyalty to Lakshmana does not mean blind obedience. Instead, she asserts her
independence while maintaining her love for her husband, subverting the traditional narrative of a wife’s sacrifice
for the sake of loyalty. This reinterpretation questions the patriarchal expectation of women’s absolute devotion to
their husbands and instead celebrates their ability to define loyalty on their own terms.

Literary Techniques to Challenge the Male-Dominated Mythological Canon

Feminist authors employ a variety of literary techniques to subvert the male-dominated mythological canon. One
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prominent technique is the use of first-person narrative, which gives a voice to characters who were previously silent
or marginal. By allowing heroines like Draupadi and Urmila to narrate their own stories, authors like Divakaruni and
Kane shift the focus from the actions of male heroes to the thoughts, emotions, and decisions of women.

Another technique is the deliberate focus on inner monologues and emotional complexity. In traditional narratives,
female characters are often defined by their external actions or their relationships with male figures. Feminist
retellings, however, place emphasis on the inner lives of these women, exploring their doubts, desires, and agency.
This shift challenges the flat, one-dimensional portrayals of women in mythology and presents them as fully realized
individuals.

By reimagining symbols and subverting patriarchal traditions, these feminist retellings challenge the established
order of mythological narratives, offering a fresh perspective on ancient stories that resonate with modern readers.

Impact on Modern Feminist Discourse in India

Feminist Reinterpretations and Broader Feminist Discourse

The feminist reinterpretations of mythological heroines have had a profound impact on the broader feminist discourse
in India. By re-examining stories that are deeply embedded in Indian culture and tradition, these retellings engage
with contemporary debates about gender, power, and identity. These narratives serve as a powerful commentary on
the ongoing struggle for gender equality in India, where women are still grappling with the weight of traditional
expectations and societal pressures.

By revisiting ancient myths, feminist authors challenge the cultural norms that have long dictated the roles of women
in society. Their works provide alternative representations of womanhood that emphasize agency, resilience, and
strength. For modern Indian women, these retellings are both inspirational and aspirational, offering models of
empowered femininity that resonate with their own experiences of navigating the tension between tradition and
modernity.

The Role of Mythology in Shaping Cultural Values

Mythology has always played a central role in shaping the cultural values of Indian society. The stories of the
Ramayana and Mahabharata, for instance, continue to influence how people understand concepts such as duty,
sacrifice, and virtue. Feminist retellings of these mythological stories therefore have a significant impact on how
contemporary readers interpret these values in their own lives.

By rewriting the roles of mythological heroines, feminist authors are not only challenging traditional narratives but
also reshaping the cultural significance of these stories. They offer a reinterpretation of what it means to be a virtuous
or strong woman, shifting the focus from submission and sacrifice to agency and self-determination. In doing so,
they encourage readers to question the societal norms that have been handed down through generations and to
reconsider the ways in which these norms are reinforced through mythological narratives.

Reception in Academic, Literary, and Social Spaces

Feminist reinterpretations of Indian mythology have been widely embraced in academic, literary, and social spaces.
In academic circles, these works are studied for their contributions to feminist theory and their engagement with
postcolonial literature. Scholars analyze how these retellings disrupt the dominant patriarchal narratives and offer
alternative perspectives on ancient texts.

In literary spaces, feminist retellings have garnered both critical and popular acclaim. Books like The Palace of
Illusions and Sita’s Sister have become bestsellers, appealing to readers who are eager to see familiar stories told
from new perspectives. These works have also sparked discussions in literary festivals and reading groups about the
importance of reinterpreting mythology to reflect contemporary values.

Socially, these retellings have resonated with readers across India, particularly women who see their own struggles
reflected in the stories of Draupadi, Sita, and Urmila. The narratives challenge the deeply ingrained cultural
expectations placed on women and provide a vision of empowerment that speaks to the experiences of modern Indian
women.

CONCLUSION

The feminist reinterpretations of mythological heroines in Indian English literature offer a powerful critique of
traditional narratives. By giving voice to heroines like Draupadi and Urmila, authors such as Chitra Banerjee
Divakaruni and Kavita Kane challenge patriarchal structures and provide alternative perspectives on the roles of
women in mythology. These retellings not only reshape the stories of the past but also contribute to ongoing
conversations about gender, power, and agency in modern India. Through these narratives, ancient myths are
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reclaimed and reimagined to reflect contemporary values, offering a vision of female empowerment that resonates
with readers today.
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