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Abstract: 

This paper examines the deconstruction of traditional gender archetypes in regional 

Indian literature through a critical reading of The Palace of Illusions by Chitra Banerjee 

Divakaruni. A Contemporary retelling of the Mahabharata from Draupadi’s perspective, the 

novel challenges patriarchal narratives that have historically confined female characters to 

passive, idealized roles. The study explores how Divakaruni reimagines Draupadi as a 

complex, self-aware woman who negotiates desire, agency, anger, and moral conflict within 

a rigidly male-dominated socio-cultural framework. By foregrounding Draupadi’s voice, the 

text destabilizes archetypes such as the obedient wife, the silent sufferer, and the sacrificial 

woman, replacing them with a nuanced portrayal of feminine subjectivity. Drawing on 

feminist literary criticism, the paper situates the novel within the broader context of regional 

Indian literary traditions that are increasingly revisiting myth to question gender hierarchies. 

The analysis highlights how “The Palace of Illusions” functions as a site of resistance, 

offering alternative interpretations of womanhood and contributing to the evolving discourse 

on gender, power, and identity in Indian literature. 

 

 

Keywords: Gender archetypes, Indian mythology, female agency, myth revisionism, 

Mahabharata 

 

 

Introduction 

The representation of women in regional Indian literature has undergone a significant 

transformation with the emergence of feminist retellings that challenge traditional gender 

archetypes embedded in myth, history, and culture. The title “Empowering Women of Pages 

and Pixels: From vulnerability to agency” highlights this shift by examining how female 

voices, once marginalized are reclaimed and re-centered through contemporary narratives. 

Within this framework, the present paper explores the theme of “Deconstructing Gender 

Archetypes” in Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s “The Palace of Illusions”, a modern 

reinterpretation of the Mahabharata from the perspective of Draupadi. By granting narrative 

authority to Draupadi, Divakaruni subverts the patriarchal structure of the epic and 

reconstructs the female protagonist as an introspective, articulate, and assertive individual. 

The novel traces Draupadi’s movement from vulnerability shaped by societal expectations, 

political marriages, and silencing to agency, where she questions destiny, power, and 

gendered norms. This paper argues that the palace of illusions not only revisits an ancient 

epic but also reflects contemporary feminist concerns, demonstrating how regional Indian 
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Literature becomes a powerful medium for redefining women’s identity and empowerment 

in both textual and modern interpretative spaces. 

Rewriting Myth Through a Feminist Lens 

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s “The Palace of Illusions” is a significant feminist 

retelling of the Indian epic Mahabharata, narrated from perspective of Draupadi. By 

centering the narrative on a marginalized female voice, the author challenges the traditionally 

male-dominated discourse of mythological storytelling. Draupadi’s life is marked by 

suffering, humiliation, and systematic injustice.  “I was born of fire, and I belong to no one 

but myself” (Chapter1).  This quote speaks about Draupadi’s personal agency and strength, 

embodying a desire for autonomy that challenges the patriarchal norms of her society. 

However, she is never portrayed as passive or powerless. Instead, Divakaruni reconstructs 

her as a woman of agency, intellect, and emotional depth. Draupadi’s questioning of 

patriarchal norms and political decisions exposes the gendered power structures as embedded 

within epic narratives. Thus, the novel reclaims myth as a space for feminist intervention and 

resistance. 

From Silence to Voice: Female Agency in The Palace of Illusions 

At the beginning of the novel, Draupadi appears constrained by societal expectations 

that demand obedience, silence, and submission from women. Her identity is shaped by the 

patriarchal values imposed upon her as a daughter, wife and queen. However, as the narrative 

progresses in my perception her experiences of marginalization, exile, and emotional trauma 

contribute to the gradual formation of her self-awareness.  “I arrived with clear eyes and a 

voice already mine.” “I will be no one’s shadow. Not even karna’s, though he is more my 

equal than any other” (Chapter 16).   

Draupadi refuses to be overshadowed by any man, asserting her independence and 

desire to be treated as an equal. It also introduces her self-aware birth challenges traditional 

passive roles. Draupadi’s evolving voice signifies a shift from silence to articulation, from 

objectification to subjectivity. Her assertion of dignity and moral authority reflects the 

development of female agency, challenging the notion that women are inherently weak or 

dependent. Through Draupadi, Divakaruni illustrates that resistance often begins with self-

realization and voice. 

Deconstructing Traditional Gender Archetypes: 

Divakaruni deliberately deconstructs conventional gender stereotypes by redefining 

Draupadi’s character. While traditional narratives portray women as fragile, submissive, or 

secondary to male heroes, The Palace of Illusions presents Draupadi as emotionally resilient 

and intellectually assertive. Although she operates within the boundaries of a patriarchal 

society, she constantly negotiates and challenges those limitations.  “I have been stripped of 

everything but my will. And I will never let it be broken” (Chapter 14). 
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Draupadi’s determination and strength are depicted here, emphasizing her ability to 

endure and rise above suffering, an important part of the feminist narrative of the novel.  

Draupadi’s strength lies not in physical power but in her moral courage, critical 

consciousness, and unwavering sense of justice. By portraying her as equal to men in 

decision-making and ethical reasoning, the novel destabilizes rigid gender binaries and 

redefines feminity a strength rather than vulnerability. 

Regional Indian Literature and Women’s Lived Experiences:  

Indian Literature, particularly regional and traditional narratives, has historically 

confined women to domestic roles such as mothers, wives, and caregivers. These 

representations often reinforce patriarchal ideologies that limit women’s autonomy and 

social mobility. However, contemporary Indian women writers actively resist such reductive 

portrayals by foregrounding women’s lived experiences, emotional struggles, and aspirations 

for independence. Divakaruni’s portrayal of Draupadi aligns with this literary shift. Despite 

fulfilling familial responsibilities, Draupadi asserts her individuality and intellectual 

independence. Her character reflects the lived realities of many women who navigate the 

tension between tradition and selfhood, making the narrative deeply relevant to feminist 

discourse in Indian Literature. 

Pages To Pixels: Contemporary Relevance and Digital Feminism 

The feminist concerns raised in The Palace of Illusions resonate strongly in the 

contemporary digital era. Today, women utilize social media platforms, blogs, podcasts, and 

digital storytelling to articulate their experiences, challenge gender discrimination, and 

mobilize collective resistance. This transition from literary representation to digital 

expression signifies the evolution of feminist discourse. While earlier women’s voices were 

confined to texts and academic spaces, digital media has enabled wider participation and 

visibility. Modern women use these platforms to assert autonomy, promote gender equality, 

and redefine identity. In this context, Draupadi’s journey from silence to self-expression 

mirrors the rise of digital feminism, highlighting the continued relevance of mythological 

retellings in contemporary feminist activism. 

Conclusion 

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s “The Palace of Illusions” stands as a powerful feminist 

revisioning of the Mahabharata, offering a counter-narrative that foregrounds women’s 

voices traditionally silenced in mythological discourse. By retelling the epic through 

Draupadi’s perspective, Divakaruni rewrites myth through a feminist lens, transforming 

Draupadi from a marginal figure into a self-aware, articulate, and emotionally complex 

protagonist. The novel traces her journey from silence to voice, emphasizing her struggle for 

agency within a rigidly patriarchal structure. Furthermore, the novel’s relevance extends into 

the contemporary era, aligning with modern feminist thought and digital feminism by 

reclaiming suppressed narratives and recirculating them in accessible, popular forms. The 

Palace of Illusions thus not only revisits the past but also interrogates the present, asserting 

that women’s stories deserve space, voice, and authority. In doing so, Divakaruni 
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successfully reclaims mythology as a site of feminist intervention, making the novel a 

significant contribution to Indian English Literature and feminist literary studies. 
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