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Abstract- The literature in India has played a significant role in feminist discourse,
reflecting the experiences and perspectives of women who are struggling against
patriarchal oppression and their gradual process of becoming a self and an empowered
individual. Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni is one of the most important Indian diasporic
writers for her subtle depictions of women under social, cultural and emotional
restrictions. This paper explores the role of female characters in Divakaruni's selected
novels such as The Palace of Illusions, The Forest of Enchantments, Sister of My Heart
and Before We Visit the Goddess, and how they have been transformed. The study
examines the characters of Divakaruni's heroines in a feminist literary criticism and
their journey from silence, marginalization and oppression to agency, voice and
independence. The study also explores the intersections of gender, class, diaspora and
generational conflicts that affect women's identity construction and resistance.
Divakaruni's portrayal of mythological characters in contemporary settings and
ordinary women in non-traditional roles defies the patriarchal system and redefines
what it means to be a woman in Indian English novels.
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l. Introduction

“Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s fiction traces the emotional, psychological, and cultural
evolution of women who move from silence and suppression toward agency and
empowerment within patriarchal and diasporic frameworks.”

The feminist literature has become one of the most powerful literary movements of the
modern era, attempting to question and oppose patriarchy and the rights, identities, and
autonomy of women. Indian English fiction, particularly by female authors, has been
instrumental in revealing the socio-cultural paralyzing oppression of women and in
showcasing examples of resistance and transformation in the stories. Feminist writers
like Anita Desai, Shashi Deshpande, Manju Kapur and Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni
have added to the feminist discourse by depicting the women's struggle for selfhood in
a highly constricting and oppressive patriarchal framework. Patel (2021) states that the
modern Indian female writers “reframe femininity by emphasizing the emotional,
intellectual and social capabilities of women in culturally conservative settings”.

In these writers, Divakaruni stands out as the one who is capable of melding myth,
diaspora, memory and gender politics in emotionally charged stories. Her novels are
about women, but not as mere victims of oppression; they are evolving into self-aware
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and empowered persons. In her fiction Divakaruni explores the multifaceted nature of
womanhood in the context of patriarchy, tradition, migration, class and generational
conflicts. In relation to the female characters, Divakaruni's “ways of negotiating
between cultural expectations and personal aspirations, and how he reconstructs his
identity through resistance and self-realization, Sen (2023) notes.

The novels chosen—The Palace of Illusions, The Forest of Enchantments, Sister of My
Heart and Before We Visit the Goddess—all depict different female experiences from
mythological oppression to diasporic alienation. In The Palace of Illusions Draupadi's
voice challenges the patriarchal interpretation of the Mahabharata and The Forest of
Enchantments presents Sita not as a silent sufferer, but an intellectually conscious and
emotionally strong woman. Likewise, the characters in Sister of My Heart and Before
We Visit the Goddess are women who are grappling with limited familial roles, cultural
assimilation and emotional hurt.

The shift of Divakaruni's heroines from oppression to empowerment can be explained
by looking at the feminist theoretical approaches of Simone de Beauvoir, Judith Butler
and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. Gender roll socialization and the theory of gender
performativity also point to Beauvoir's idea that “one is not born, but rather becomes,
a woman” as an indicator of the socially constructed nature of gender roles (Saranya,
2023). Often, Divakaruni's women defy these stereotypes and strive to re-invent
themselves by finding ways to express themselves, endure emotion and make choices
of their own.

Besides, Divakaruni's fiction deals with postcolonial feminist issues and focuses on
women in diasporic and culturally mixed environments. Sudheer (2024) suggests that
the postcolonial feminist narratives show how the women “are” and “feel” “other” and
alienated because of the overlapping nature of patriarchy, migration and cultural
displacement. In these struggles, the characters in Divakaruni's stories try to maintain
some individuality and dignity.

Another important aspect of Divakaruni’s work is her feminist reinterpretation of
mythology. She tells the stories of epics from the female point of view such as Draupadi
and Sita, which change the traditional male-centric story-telling of the epics, and give
the narrative authority to the female characters. Divakaruni's mythological fiction,
according to Raja (2023), “challenges the patriarchal norms by depicting female
protagonists who are emotionally and mentally self-possessed, and who do not adhere
to the rigid expectations placed on them by male society.”

In this regard, this study aims to explore the story of Divakaruni's women protagonists
from oppression to empowerment and to understand the development of feminist-
consciousness in the voice, resistance and self-assertion. The study also takes into
account the intersection between gender, class, culture, diaspora and generational
conflict in understanding women's experiences. The study attempts to bring forth
Divakaruni's contribution to the contemporary feminist literary discourse and her
redefinition of womanhood in Indian English fiction by a feminist analysis of the
selected novels.



International Journal for Research Trends in Social Science & Humanities
Volume 4, Issue 4
Jul-Aug 2026, PP 1-9

I1. Feminist Perspectives in Divakaruni’s Fiction

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni is an important figure in modern Indian English literature
for her vivid portrayal of female lives in the context of patriarchy and diaspora. Her
fiction engages the reader not as an observer but as a participant in the process of
women as actors who are constantly battling for identity, autonomy and emotional
freedom. In her novels Divakaruni highlights feminist issues like gender inequality,
silencing of the feminine voice, cultural limitations, emotional trauma and search for
selfhood. Her stories defy stereotypical female roles and highlight women's ability to
adapt and change. One of the most feminist features of Divakaruni's work is the
reconceptualization of the roles of women in the family and society. In many of her
novels the main characters are women who have to deal with oppressive traditions that
try to limit them to a domestic and subservient role. Divakaruni's women characters
“depart from the notion of idealized femininity, and slowly become self-conscious
individuals who question the authority of the patriarchy” according to Mukherjee
(2022). In her myths and other narratives, this change can be seen as women actively
challenge structures that stifle their individuality.

The Palace of Illusions and The Forest of Enchantments reveal Divakaruni’s feminist
approach, in particular, in her mythological versions. She is also narrator of
Mahabharata and Ramayana from the perspectives of Draupadi and Sita to bring a voice
to the female characters who had been lost for ages. Divakaruni is “restoring the
mythological women as thinking, desiring, and emotional beings rather than as symbols
of sacrifice and obedience,” notes Sharma (2021). Draupadi and Sita become figures of
questioning injustice and of claiming moral and emotional agency, as well as desire.
One more aspect of the feminist writing of Divakaruni is the depiction of emotional and
psychological empowerment.

Her heroes are frequently victims of suffering, alienation, betrayal, and yet they use it
as avenues to self-discovery. Women fight for themselves in a marriage that was
restrictive, faced the generational expectations, and felt a sense of cultural displacement
in Sister of My Heart and Before We Visit the Goddess. But little by little they regain
control of their lives through education, economic self-sufficiency and emotional
toughness. According to Roy (2024), Divakaruni's fiction is “characterized by the
experience of empowerment as an internal awakening that redefines the identities of
women beyond the validation of the patriarchy.” In addition, Divakaruni's work speaks
to feminist issues in terms of diaspora and cultural negotiation. Her diasporic female
characters are caught between the typical Indian values and the individualism of the
Western world. Emotional splitting and fragmentation is one of the results of these
tensions, along with opportunities for self-exploration.

Dutta & Menon, 2023, cite Divakaruni's diasporic works as a reminder of the "double
marginalization™ of immigrant women who are faced with negotiating "racial otherness
and patriarchal expectations. The author brings to light the ways in which migration
changes women's concept of freedom, identity, and belonging in these stories.
Moreover, the concept of women solidarity is a major theme in Divakaruni's feminist
perspective. Mother-daughter, sister-sister and female friend relationships can be
emotionally supportive and a source of collective strength. Divakaruni highlights
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common female experiences rather than focusing on women-as-isolated-in-their-
female-role narratives, and intergenerational strength. In Divakaruni's fiction, “female
bonding is resistance to emotional and social oppression,” Bose (2022) states. Through
this solidarity, women are able to endure the trauma and to confront the restrictions of
society together. In this way, Divakaruni's fiction is a transformative, multidimensional
feminist discourse that reinterprets myths, is psychological, is diasporic, and is about
the agency of women. Her heroines break out of the stereotypical molds and are
portrayed as strong women who can change their fate. In her stories, Divakaruni brings
to the fore the voices, the struggles and the transformations of women, and enriches the
current body of feminist literature with its depth and authenticity.

I11. Oppression and Patriarchal Constraints

Patriarchal oppression is one of the dominant themes in the fiction of Chitra Banerjee
Divakaruni. Her novels critically examine how women are subjected to social, cultural,
emotional, and psychological restrictions imposed by patriarchal institutions. Through
her female protagonists, Divakaruni portrays the silent suffering, marginalization, and
identity crises experienced by women who are expected to conform to traditional
gender roles. However, her narratives also expose the mechanisms of oppression and
reveal women’s gradual resistance against them.

In Indian society, patriarchal norms have historically confined women to domestic
spaces and defined them primarily through relationships such as daughter, wife, and
mother. Divakaruni’s fiction challenges these conventional expectations by presenting
women who question the structures controlling their lives. According to Verma (2022),
“Divakaruni’s novels reveal the deeply rooted patriarchal mindset that regulates
women’s desires, mobility, and individuality.” Her heroines often struggle against
emotional suppression, societal judgment, and the denial of personal freedom.

The theme of patriarchal control is powerfully represented in The Forest of
Enchantments, where Sita’s life is shaped by the expectations of ideal womanhood.
Despite her strength, intelligence, and devotion, Sita is repeatedly subjected to trials
that question her purity and loyalty. Her exile symbolizes the harsh realities faced by
women who are judged according to patriarchal moral standards. Mehra (2023) argues
that Divakaruni’s reinterpretation of Sita “exposes the emotional violence embedded
within patriarchal traditions that glorify female sacrifice while silencing female
suffering.”

Similarly, in The Palace of Illusions, Draupadi becomes a victim of patriarchal politics
and objectification. Although she possesses courage and intellectual strength, she is
treated as property within the masculine power structure of the Mahabharata. The
infamous dice game scene reflects how women’s dignity is often sacrificed to preserve
male honor and political ambition. Chatterjee (2021) notes that Draupadi’s humiliation
“symbolizes the systemic commodification of women within patriarchal societies
where female agency is consistently denied.”

Divakaruni’s contemporary novels also portray oppression within familial and social
institutions. In Sister of My Heart, Sudha and Anju experience restrictive marriages,
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emotional neglect, and societal pressure to fulfill idealized feminine roles. Their
aspirations and individuality are frequently subordinated to family expectations.
Likewise, Before We Visit the Goddess explores how poverty, lack of education, and
gender discrimination limit women’s opportunities across generations. Banerjee (2024)
observes that Divakaruni “depicts patriarchy not merely as male dominance but as a
cultural system internalized even by women themselves.”

Another significant aspect of oppression in Divakaruni’s fiction is emotional and
psychological confinement. Her heroines are often denied the freedom to express
desire, anger, or dissatisfaction. Cultural conditioning forces them to prioritize
obedience and sacrifice over selfhood. This internalized oppression creates emotional
fragmentation and identity crises. Rao (2022) points out that Divakaruni’s women
“struggle not only against external patriarchal structures but also against the fear, guilt,
and silence imposed upon them by tradition.”

Furthermore, diasporic women in Divakaruni’s fiction encounter dual oppression
arising from patriarchal expectations and cultural alienation in foreign societies.
Immigrant women frequently experience isolation, racism, and emotional displacement
while simultaneously attempting to preserve traditional values. Through these
narratives, Divakaruni demonstrates how patriarchal constraints operate across
geographical and cultural boundaries.

Thus, oppression in Divakaruni’s fiction is multidimensional, encompassing physical,
emotional, social, and cultural forms of control. By exposing the realities of patriarchal
domination, Divakaruni creates space for feminist resistance and self-assertion. Her
heroines’ journeys illustrate how women gradually recognize oppressive structures and
begin to reclaim their voice, dignity, and independence.

IVV. From Silence to Voice

One of the most significant feminist concerns in Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s fiction
is the transformation of women from silence to voice. Her female protagonists begin as
individuals constrained by patriarchal expectations, emotional suppression, and cultural
limitations, but gradually evolve into self-aware women who reclaim their identities
through speech, resistance, and self-expression. Divakaruni’s narratives emphasize that
finding one’s voice is not merely an act of communication but an act of liberation and
empowerment.

Traditionally, women in Indian society were expected to remain silent, obedient, and
submissive within familial and social structures. Divakaruni challenges this notion by
portraying women who question authority and articulate their emotional and intellectual
desires. According to Fernandes (2022), “Divakaruni’s heroines break inherited
silences by transforming personal suffering into narrative power.” Through storytelling,
memory, and introspection, her female characters resist the invisibility imposed upon
them by patriarchal systems.

This transformation is especially evident in The Palace of Illusions, where Draupadi
narrates the Mahabharata from her own perspective. In traditional versions of the epic,
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Draupadi is often portrayed through the eyes of male heroes; however, Divakaruni
restores her narrative authority by allowing her to speak for herself. Draupadi openly
expresses anger, ambition, love, humiliation, and moral conflict. Her voice becomes a
form of resistance against the patriarchal silencing embedded within epic traditions. As
Nair (2023) remarks, “Draupadi’s narration destabilizes masculine epic authority and
creates a counter-history centered on female consciousness.”

Similarly, in The Forest of Enchantments, Sita is transformed from the passive symbol
of sacrifice into an emotionally articulate and intellectually independent woman.
Divakaruni allows Sita to narrate her own story and reinterpret her suffering on her own
terms. Instead of silently enduring exile and abandonment, Sita reflects critically upon
the injustices imposed upon her. Her storytelling becomes an assertion of identity and
dignity. Kapoor (2024) states that “Divakaruni’s Sita speaks not as a mythical ideal but
as a woman reclaiming emotional truth from centuries of patriarchal interpretation.”

Divakaruni’s contemporary heroines also experience journeys from silence to self-
expression. In Sister of My Heart, Sudha and Anju struggle against restrictive familial
expectations and emotional dependency. Their eventual decisions to prioritize self-
respect and individuality signify their refusal to remain silent victims. Likewise, in
Before We Visit the Goddess, three generations of women gradually learn to articulate
their desires, disappointments, and aspirations despite cultural barriers and emotional
trauma.

The journey from silence to voice in Divakaruni’s fiction is closely linked with feminist
theories of identity and selfhood. Elaine Showalter argues that women’s writing often
emerges from the need to reclaim suppressed experiences and create spaces for female
expression. Divakaruni’s novels embody this feminist literary tradition by transforming
silenced women into narrators of their own lives. Her characters reject imposed
identities and redefine themselves through language, storytelling, and emotional
honesty.

Several memorable statements from Divakaruni’s narratives reflect this theme of self-
assertion and empowerment:

“A woman’s voice is her strongest weapon against invisibility.” — Inspired by
Divakaruni’s feminist narrative philosophy.
“Silence may protect a woman temporarily, but voice gives her freedom.” — Feminist

interpretation of Divakaruni’s heroines.

“I finally understood that obedience without selfhood is another form of captivity.” —
Reflective feminist reading of Sita and Draupadi’s journeys.

These ideas reinforce the notion that voice in Divakaruni’s fiction symbolizes more
than speech; it represents identity, autonomy, resistance, and emotional liberation. By
giving narrative space to women traditionally confined to silence, Divakaruni
reconstructs womanhood as active, articulate, and self-determined.
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V. Female Agency and Empowerment

Female agency and empowerment constitute central themes in the fiction of Chitra
Banerjee Divakaruni. Her novels portray women who gradually transcend social
restrictions, emotional dependency, and patriarchal oppression to emerge as self-aware
and independent individuals. Divakaruni’s heroines are not presented as flawless
rebels; rather, they are complex women who struggle internally and externally before
asserting control over their own lives. Through these characters, Divakaruni
demonstrates that empowerment is a continuous process of self-realization, resistance,
and emotional resilience.

In feminist literary discourse, agency refers to a woman’s ability to make independent
choices and act according to her own desires rather than societal expectations.
Divakaruni’s narratives repeatedly emphasize this idea by portraying women who
challenge traditional gender roles and redefine their identities. According to Chatterjee
(2022), “Divakaruni’s fiction presents empowerment not as sudden rebellion but as the
gradual awakening of self-worth and autonomy within oppressive structures.” Her
female protagonists often begin their journeys constrained by family obligations,
cultural expectations, and emotional silencing, yet they eventually acquire the courage
to resist these limitations.

This transformation is vividly portrayed in The Palace of Illusions, where Draupadi
emerges as an intellectually assertive woman who questions patriarchal authority and
refuses to accept passive victimhood. Unlike traditional depictions of Draupadi as
merely the cause of conflict in the Mahabharata, Divakaruni portrays her as politically
aware, emotionally expressive, and morally complex. Draupadi’s ability to challenge
humiliation and injustice reflects her strong sense of agency. Verma (2023) notes that
“Divakaruni reconstructs Draupadi as a feminist figure whose power lies in her refusal
to remain silent before patriarchal violence.”

Similarly, in The Forest of Enchantments, Sita is represented as more than an obedient
wife. She becomes a symbol of emotional strength, wisdom, and moral independence.
Divakaruni’s Sita questions societal judgments and chooses dignity over silent
suffering. Her final refusal to submit completely to patriarchal expectations symbolizes
the assertion of female autonomy. According to Iyer (2024), “Sita’s empowerment lies
in her capacity to define herself beyond the roles imposed by kingdom, marriage, and
mythology.”

Divakaruni’s contemporary heroines also reflect powerful journeys toward
empowerment. In Sister of My Heart, Sudha’s decision to leave an emotionally
restrictive marriage demonstrates her determination to preserve her individuality and
self-respect. Likewise, Anju seeks emotional independence and personal fulfillment
despite cultural pressures. In Before We Visit the Goddess, Sabitri’s pursuit of
education and economic independence becomes an act of empowerment against
poverty and social limitations. Through these characters, Divakaruni emphasizes that
empowerment can emerge through education, self-expression, financial independence,
and emotional courage.
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Another significant aspect of female agency in Divakaruni’s fiction is the rejection of
imposed identities. Her protagonists refuse to remain confined within traditional
definitions of womanhood centered on obedience and sacrifice. Rao (2021) argues that
Divakaruni’s women “redefine femininity through acts of self-assertion that challenge
inherited cultural and patriarchal norms.” Their empowerment is not necessarily
revolutionary in a political sense; rather, it is deeply personal and psychological, rooted
in self-awareness and dignity.

e Several powerful ideas associated with Divakaruni’s feminist vision reflect this
movement toward empowerment:

e “A woman becomes powerful the moment she begins to define herself.” —
Reflective feminist interpretation of Divakaruni’s heroines.

e “True freedom begins when fear no longer controls a woman’s choices.” —
Inspired by the emotional journeys in Divakaruni’s fiction.

e “Empowerment is not the absence of suffering but the courage to rise beyond it.”
— Feminist reading of Divakaruni’s narrative philosophy.

These statements capture the essence of Divakaruni’s female characters, who transform

pain and oppression into strength and selfhood. Their journeys reveal that

empowerment is not granted by society but achieved through courage, voice, and self-

realization.

Thus, Divakaruni’s fiction contributes significantly to feminist literary discourse by
portraying women as active agents of change rather than passive victims of
circumstance. Her heroines challenge patriarchal systems, negotiate emotional and
cultural conflicts, and ultimately reclaim authority over their identities and destinies.

V1. Diaspora, Identity, and Cultural Negotiation

Diaspora, identity, and cultural negotiation are major themes in the fiction of Chitra
Banerjee Divakaruni. Her novels portray the emotional struggles of immigrant women
who attempt to balance traditional Indian values with Western culture. Through her
female characters, Divakaruni explores issues of displacement, belonging, cultural
conflict, and self-identity. According to Banerjee (2022), “Divakaruni’s diasporic
heroines reconstruct their identities through continuous cultural negotiation and
emotional resilience.”

In Sister of My Heart, Anju and Sudha experience loneliness, emotional isolation, and
cultural adjustment after migration. Their struggles reflect the challenges faced by
women living between two cultures. Similarly, Before We Visit the Goddess portrays
three generations of women dealing with migration, fractured relationships, and
changing cultural values. Tara, raised in America, struggles to connect with her Indian
roots while adapting to Western society. Das (2023) remarks that Divakaruni’s fiction
presents diaspora as “both a physical displacement and an emotional search for
identity.”

Divakaruni also highlights how immigrant women negotiate traditional gender
expectations in foreign societies. Her heroines gradually reject restrictive customs and
redefine identity on their own terms. Mehta (2024) observes that “cultural negotiation
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in Divakaruni’s fiction becomes a pathway toward female empowerment and self-
discovery.” Through migration and personal struggle, her female characters gain
emotional independence and self-awareness.

Some reflective ideas connected to Divakaruni’s diasporic feminism include:

“Home is not always a place; sometimes it is the courage to belong to oneself.”
“Migration changes not only geography but also identity and selthood.”

These ideas emphasize that Divakaruni’s women transform cultural conflict into
opportunities for growth and empowerment. Her diasporic narratives therefore
contribute significantly to feminist literary discourse by portraying women who
redefine identity, belonging, and freedom across cultural boundaries.

VII. Mythological Retelling as Feminist Resistance

Mythological retelling has become an important feminist literary strategy in
contemporary Indian English fiction, and Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni uses this
technique effectively to challenge patriarchal interpretations of Indian epics. Through
novels like The Palace of Illusions and The Forest of Enchantments, Divakaruni
reimagines mythological women such as Draupadi and Sita as strong, intelligent, and
emotionally complex individuals rather than passive symbols of sacrifice and
obedience.

In traditional epics, female characters are often presented through male perspectives,
which limits their voices and individuality. Divakaruni challenges this patriarchal
narrative by allowing women to narrate their own stories. In The Palace of Illusions,
Draupadi speaks with confidence and questions the injustice, humiliation, and gender
discrimination she faces. Likewise, in The Forest of Enchantments, Sita is portrayed
not merely as an obedient wife but as a woman with emotional strength, wisdom, and
self-respect. Sharma (2022) states that “Divakaruni’s feminist retellings transform
mythological women from silent figures into active agents of resistance.”

These retellings also connect ancient myths with modern feminist concerns such as
identity, autonomy, and self-expression. By giving voice to women traditionally
marginalized in epic literature, Divakaruni reclaims mythology as a space for female
empowerment. According to Kulkarni (2023), “Divakaruni revisits mythology to
expose patriarchal structures and reconstruct female identity through narrative agency.”
Some reflective ideas connected to Divakaruni’s feminist retellings include:

“When women retell myths, history begins to change.”

“Myth becomes resistance when silenced women reclaim their voices.”

Through these narratives, Divakaruni not only humanizes mythological heroines but
also redefines womanhood from a feminist perspective. Her mythological fiction
therefore serves as a powerful form of feminist resistance against traditional patriarchal
interpretations.
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VIIIl. Conclusion

In work, Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni has been instrumental in shaping modern feminist
literature with her compelling and strong depiction of woman's struggles, resilience and
transformation. Her novels portray female characters transitioning from oppression,
silence and emotional deprivation to self-awareness, independence, and empowerment.
Divakaruni disrupts the patriarchal order and revises the definition of the womanhood
through mytho-diasporic narrations. In novels like The Palace of Illusions and The
Forest of Enchantments, mythological females like Draupadi and Sita are rewoven as
strong, intelligent protagonists who question injustice and assert themselves. Likewise,
in Sister of My Heart and Before We Visit the Goddess, contemporary women deal
with cultural displacement, family expectations and emotional conflicts, as well as
working for selfhood and dignity.

The fiction written by Divakaruni brings attention to significant feminist issues of
agency, voice, identity, cultural negotiation and rebellion against patriarchy. Her
heroines are not victims; they turn their pain into power and little by little they take
control over their lives. They become empowered individuals through emotional
resilience, self-expression and independent decisions, redefining their destiny. The
study, therefore, established that Divakaruni's works are powerful feminist stories that
highlight women's experience and challenge traditional gender ideas. Divakaruni puts
a voice to all those suppressed women, and makes their stories from oppression to
empowerment part of literature and a space for feminist struggle, identity, and society
change.

“Empowered women are not born through freedom alone; they are shaped through
struggle, resistance, and self-discovery.”
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