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Abstract 

The story of Draupadi, which comes from the epic Mahabharata in ancient India, enthralls audiences 

even in modern times with its examination of gender, resistance, and self-identity. In order to examine 

how Draupadi is portrayed in Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni's ‘The Palace of Illusions’ and Koral 

Dasgupta's ‘Draupadi’, this research paper explores the complex ways in which these stories present her 

as a figure of self-realization, defiance, and perseverance. Draupadi's complexity is shown by analyzing 

themes of gender, resistance, and self-identity in both texts. The way in which Divakaruni portrays 

Draupadi challenges conventional gender stereotypes by showcasing her ability to negotiate patriarchal 

restraints with agency and intelligence. In a similar vein, Dasgupta's rendition highlights Draupadi's 

strength and independence while providing a contemporary viewpoint that challenges stereotypes of 

gender. 
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1. Introduction 

The legend of Draupadi originates from the ancient Indian epic, Mahabharata. Mahabharata is one of the 

two major Smriti texts, written in Sanskrit, it retells the events and the aftermath of the Kurukshetra 

War. It follows the conflict between the two clans of princely cousins, the Kauravas and the Pandavas. 

One of the prominent characters of the text stands to be Draupadi, who continuously influences the story 

and proves to be a significant figure driving forward the narrative through her involvement. Draupadi, 

also known by the names, Panchali, referring to her marital status and Yajnaseni, is the daughter of 

Drupada of Panchala, later becoming a wife to the Pandavas, namely, Yudhishthira, Bhima, Arjuna, 

Nakula and Sahadeva. She and her twin brother, Dhrishtadyumna, were born from a yajna, a fire 

sacrifice, organized on the behest of their father. This also becomes the reason of her being known as 

Yajnaseni (a woman born out of fire), a name she is often called by in contemporary literature. 

The most notable incident concerning Draupadi is evidently the game of dice at Hastinapura, where, she 

was humiliated through being disrobed in an assembly of men, due to Yushishthira, Draupadi’s husband, 
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losing possession of his belongings. This incident has been re-examined time and time again in recent 

works, with researchers and authors analysing the happenings and Draupadi’s response to them. The 

legend of Draupadi has been reinterpreted in modern literature, giving new perspectives to her character 

and its portrayal. 

Some of the notable works concerning the same include, The Palace of Illusions by Chitra Banerjee 

Divakaruni, Draupadi by Koral Dasgupta and both of which will be examined in this research paper to 

analyze legend of Draupadi, exploring the manifestation of her feminity, her courage to resist and 

persevere in a male dominated world, her realization and acceptance of her individual identity free from 

her worldly roles as a daughter and a wife. 

The aforementioned themes have been heavily focused on by authors, Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni and 

Koral Dasgupta, both of whom assert their own interpretation of the figure of Draupadi in their 

respective works. The Palace of Illusions, is a renowned piece of literature that tells the story of 

Draupadi from a first person perspective, providing insight into the thoughts of the character itself. 

Through this depiction, the readers are able to assess the individuality and being of Draupadi as her 

surroundings and her circumstances haunt her thoughts and her emotions, compelling her into a web of 

possibilities and purpose. Through the poetic nature of Divakaruni’s narrative, Draupadi emerges as a 

complex character who is constantly in a struggles with concepts of love, duty and destiny, while 

juggling her responsibilities and trying to find a place in the patriarchal system of the society. 

In a similar fashion, Koral Dasgupta’s Draupadi also presents a modern interpretation to the narrative by 

combining the legend with contemporary way of thinking. It portrays Draupadi as a representative of 

virtues of honestly and patience, despite the difficulties faced by her, emerging as a symbol of strength 

and dignity. As a stand in for helpless victims in any scenario of war, especially the atrocities faced by 

the female populace, Draupadi acts as an individual who asserts her role in the face of adversity. In 

Dasgupta’s text, Draupadi emerges as a symbol of resistance and empowerment who questions 

traditional roles assigned to women. 

Draupadi’s character transcends her initial portrayal in the aforementioned texts, revealing universal 

themes of feminity, resilience and search for identity prevalent in works concerning female figure in the 

literary field of feminism. Retelling the story of Draupadi from a contemporary perspective makes it 

relevant to the readers of today and gives the authors to explore the continuing significance of the figure. 

These works challenge the readers’ notions of power, agency and the quest for freedom in a culture that 

favours men. Both the works explore the timeless representation of feminine power and the act of 

disobedience that has long inspired the individuals invested in the original narrative. The story of 

Draupadi, as told today, continues to inspire the present generation of readers and writers. 

 

2. Themes of ‘Femininity’ and ‘Self-Identity’ in The Palace of Illusions 

Within the context of feminist theory, femininity and resistance intersect in intricate ways that provide a 

wealth of material for research. According to feminist theory, femininity is a socially produced 

collection of traits, customs, and expectations connected to being a woman rather than a fixed or innate 

feature. These assumptions frequently limit women's agency and uphold patriarchal power systems. 

Resistance to these expectations and conventions, however, may take many different forms, questioning 

and subverting conventional ideas of femininity. 

Social, cultural, and historical influences have a profound impact on the conceptions of femininity and 

self-identity, making them intricate and interrelated. Femininity is defined as the roles, behaviours, and 
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socially created characteristics that are traditionally associated with women, whereas self-identity is a 

person's concept of who they are, including their values, beliefs, and sense of self. The theory of self-

identity and femininity looks at how these concepts are formed by individual experiences, cultural 

standards, and intersecting identities including gender, race, and class. 

Fundamentally, femininity is a social construct that is different in different historical and cultural 

situations. It includes a variety of characteristics and actions that are typically linked to women, such 

nurturing, empathy, and sensitivity. These preconceptions, however, may be constrictive and confining, 

upholding negative gender standards and expectations. Contrarily, a person's self-identity is influenced 

by a wide range of elements, such as their relationships, experiences, and upbringing. It is a dynamic 

idea that is always changing according to both internal and external factors. People can create their 

identities based on a range of social characteristics, including gender, sexual orientation, colour, 

ethnicity, and class. This allows them to manage the intricacies of several identities that overlap. 

 People may absorb cultural expectations and conventions surrounding gender roles in the context of 

femininity and self-identity, which will impact how they see themselves and their place in the world. 

Particularly women may experience pressure to live up to idealized ideas of femininity; if they do not, 

they may feel inadequate or alienated. 

Furthermore, the notion of femininity and self-identification is further complicated by the 

intersectionality of identity. The concept of intersectionality acknowledges that people hold several 

social positions at once and that these overlapping identities interact to influence people's chances and 

experiences. A woman's sense of femininity, for instance, might be impacted by her ability, sexual 

orientation, colour, and class, which can make it more difficult for her to comprehend who she is and 

where she fits in society.  

Feminist thinkers have emphasized the significance of accepting intersectional viewpoints, questioning 

essentialist ideas of gender, and appreciating the variety of experiences that people have with femininity 

and self-identity. Feminist theory aims to overthrow hegemonic power systems and make room for more 

inclusive and equitable portrayals of gender identity by elevating the voices and experiences of 

marginalized people. 

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni's ‘The Palace of Illusions’ is a gripping retelling of the Mahabharata from 

the perspective of Draupadi, a versatile and dynamic female character. In this story, Draupadi's quest for 

self-realization is inextricably linked to the creation of her identity, gender roles, and femininity. 

Through her interactions with various characters and the problems she faces, Draupadi explores her own 

life in the context of the patriarchs of ancient India. Setting out from the ‘Palace of Illusions’, Draupadi 

begins her journey of self-discovery and discovery of her inner world. Self, purpose and destiny. 

Growing up in a patriarchal society where women's roles are often limited and determined by their 

relationships with men, Draupadi seeks to regain her own identity, experience and defend her own 

freedom. Readers can see Draupadi's growth and transformation as Divakaruni skilfully portrays her 

inner struggles and needs. Draupadi faces social expectations and gender restrictions while juggling the 

challenging roles of wife, daughter, sister and queen. Driven by her need for freedom and independence, 

she challenges rules and conventions, which ultimately leads her to a path of self-discovery. Draupadi's 

narrative reveals her inner world, anxieties, and goals, highlighting the contradictions of her identity and 

the challenges she faces in asserting her agency. Divakaruni challenges traditional notions of gender and 

gender roles in ‘The Palace of Illusions’ , depicting Draupadi as a complex figure who defies 

classification. Due to her courage, wisdom and confidence, Draupadi challenged disobedient and docile 
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women and brought femininity back to the fore. By portraying Draupadi as a woman who challenges 

social norms, Divakaruni emphasizes her strength and determination. 

Throughout the story, Draupadi negotiates the gender norms imposed on her by society and asserts her 

own agency and identity in the face of adversity. Divakaruni further delves into the gendered power and 

power structures of ancient Indian society by describing Draupadi's connection with male characters in 

the epic, such as her husband and the Kauravas. Draupadi's encounters with these characters make clear 

how gender is constructed and controlled and highlights the problems women face in patriarchal 

structures. 

Draupadi's identity is influenced not only by her gender but also by other factors. Cut concepts like caste 

and class. As the daughter of King Durupada and the princess of the Kuru dynasty, Durupadi enjoyed 

authority and social authority. However, as a woman, her association with the Kshatriya caste also 

affected her identity. Divakaruni masterfully examines the intersection of Draupadi's identity and 

highlights how her gender, caste and class interact to shape her path and experience. 

Through interactions with characters from different backgrounds, including the Brahmin priest she 

meets and the young girls she befriends, Draupadi reveals the relationship between hierarchies and the 

ways the self-constructs and negotiates Structure based on the journey of self-discovery. Draupadi's 

relationships with people, from her early relationships with Krishna and Kunti to her controversial 

marriages with the five Pandava brothers, have a profound impact on her view of herself and her role in 

the world of influence. 

Draupadi's connections with other characters, each of whom has a profound impact on how she 

perceives herself, are fundamental to her path of self-discovery. The relationships Draupadi had with 

others, ranging from her early connections with Krishna and Kunti to her turbulent marriages to the five 

Pandava brothers, had a significant influence on how she saw herself and her role in the universe. 

Draupadi looks on Krishna in particular as a mentor and confidant, offering her advice and support as 

she navigates life's obstacles. Because of her bond with Krishna, Draupadi feels empowered and at 

home, able to face her worries and take control of her life even in the face of hardship. 

Similar to this, Draupadi has possibilities as well as difficulties in her marriages to the Pandava brothers, 

having to deal with the complexity of polygamous relationships and societal expectations. The ties 

between Draupadi and the Pandavas are shown by Divakaruni with subtlety and complexity, 

emphasizing the ways in which they both enhance and limit her autonomy. When Draupadi is hauled 

into the royal court following the dice game, her words ring with rebellion as she challenges the 

foundations of civilization. She says, "I am not just a pawn in your game, to be won and lost at your 

whim. I am Draupadi, daughter of a king, and I demand to be treated with the respect and dignity 

befitting my status." 

Draupadi's ability to navigate intricate power relations is exemplified by her discussions during her 

marriage to the Pandavas. She asserts her autonomy and influence, saying, "I will not be reduced to a 

possession shared among you. I am your partner, your equal, and I will have a voice in the decisions that 

affect my life." 

Draupadi appears especially to Krishna as a mentor and confidant, offering advice and support in 

overcoming life's challenges. Because of her relationship with Krishna, Draupadi feels strong and at 

home, able to face her anxieties and manage her life despite difficulties. Similarly, Draupadi had faced 

hardships and difficulties in her marriage with the Pandava brothers and had to deal with social 

relationship issues and expectations from the relationship. Divakaruni presents the interactions between 
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Draupadi and the Pandavas in a subtle and complex manner, highlighting how they empower and 

constrain her agency. 

In The Palace of Illusions, Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni conveys a deep and thoughtful examination of 

female identity, individuality and agency using the character of Draupadi. Draupadi's construction of 

femininity, negotiation of gender roles, and intersection of identity are intertwined with her journey of 

self-discovery. Through her interactions with various characters and the challenges she faces, Draupadi 

develops into a complex and powerful woman who questions relationships and recognizes her agency in 

a patriarchal society. Through Divakaruni's narration of Draupadi's tribulations and triumphs, the reader 

gets an insight and understanding of the strength and perseverance of women. 

 

3. Resistance and Agency as depicted in Draupadi by Koral Dasgupta 

Koral Dasgupta's intriguing book Draupadi explores the intricacies of organization and resistance in 

patriarchal culture. The play is set in ancient India and follows Draupadi, the main character of the 

Indian epic Mahabharata. Dasgupta's retelling of the story is about Draupadi's struggle against 

patriarchal expectations and social pressures, thus giving a new perspective to Draupadi's character. The 

story's themes of struggle and rebellion are intertwined, highlighting Draupadi's unwavering decision to 

reject societal norms and defend her freedom. 

Basically, 'Draupadi' reflects the spirit of Draupadi's rebellion against the oppressive patriarchal system 

that perpetuates humanity. Due to her fiery birth and untamable wild nature, Draupadi had been defying 

gender norms since birth. Draupadi defied expectations regarding her submissive nature, as opposed to 

the traditional female role of her time. Instead, it represents resilience and disobedience in the face of 

adversity. His rejection of cultural practices such as marriage, fidelity, and obedience clearly 

demonstrates his unwillingness to accept the status quo. 

Speech against injustice is one of Draupadi's main resistance strategies. She uses her voice as a powerful 

weapon of opposition and does not remain silent in the face of injustice. Whether she was speaking out 

against her husband's patriarchal behaviour or opposing the humiliation of the Kauravas in court, 

Draupadi was a bold critic of the courtroom and bold to criticize crime. Its recognition is responsible for 

change and encourages people to fight against unfair patterns that control their lives. 

Also, Draupadi's talent is evident in her ability to negotiate power relations, especially in politics. 

Although Draupadi is an innocent woman, she uses her power to control events and set her own agenda. 

She deliberately surrounds herself with potential people like Krishna and uses her charm and intelligence 

to influence their choices and further her goals. By doing this, she broke the restrictions placed on 

women by the patriarchal society and gained popularity in the male-dominated society. 

Draupadi's agency goes beyond her individual disobedience to include her participation in political 

settings. In addition to upending conventional ideas of marriage, her union with the five Pandava 

brothers fortifies political ties and advances the Pandava cause. Despite the constraints placed upon her 

by society, Draupadi's agency in political circumstances highlights her capacity to negotiate power 

relations and exert her authority. Draupadi, in spite of her marginalization and oppression, is crucial in 

determining the political climate of her day. In addition to upending conventional ideas of marriage, her 

union with the five Pandava brothers fortifies political ties and advances the Pandava cause. Despite the 

constraints placed upon her by society, Draupadi's agency in political circumstances highlights her 

capacity to negotiate power relations and exert her authority. 
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But Draupadi's institution was not free from difficulties and obstacles. In patriarchal cultures, when 

women assert their autonomy, they are opposed by those who want to take control of the situation. His 

opponents were enraged by his disobedience, which led to his destruction and the destruction of those he 

loved. Draupadi suffered a huge loss to the Kauravas in the famous game of dice because she refused to 

follow social norms. Despite the personal cost, Draupadi remained firm in her decision. Abandoning 

religion or morality to gain social approval. 

In conclusion, Koral Dasgupta's Draupadi masterfully examines the themes of organization and struggle 

through the eyes of its heroine. Draupadi's fearless resistance to patriarchal traditions and struggle 

against power relations serves as a powerful reminder of the power of the human spirit. Draupadi 

encourages us to examine the patterns of oppression that seek to surround us and, through her courage of 

resistance, to recognize our own agency in the struggle for justice and equality. In a world where 

patriarchy still rules many lives, Draupadi's story gives us hope and strength. It is a reminder that true 

freedom can only be achieved through non-violent and non-violent struggle. 

 

4. Conclusion 

As the research paper concludes, it is clear that Draupadi's legacy transcends time and space and 

resonates with contemporary discourses on gender, power, and agency. This is because the thesis 

explores femininity, resistance, and self-identity within the framework of Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni's 

‘The Palace of Illusions’ and Koral Dasgupta's ‘Draupadi’. This research has illuminated the many 

intricacies of Draupadi's character via a comparative examination of these two literary masterpieces, 

revealing her as a symbol of self-realization, rebellion, and tenacity. 

A key component of interpreting Draupadi's legacy is understanding gender and the many ways it 

appears in both texts. Traditional gender stereotypes are challenged by Divakaruni's multifaceted 

portrayal of Draupadi, who is seen as a woman who uses intelligence and agency to negotiate the 

patriarchal confines of her period. In a same vein, Dasgupta's portrayal of Draupadi emphasizes her 

independence and power, providing a modern interpretation of the epic heroine that challenges 

preconceived notions. Both writers challenge the homogenous image of femininity by highlighting the 

variety and vibrancy of women's experiences in their individual stories. 

In addition, a recurring topic in the examination of Draupadi's legacy is resistance. Draupadi's actions of 

defiance against injustice and persecution are a powerful reminder of the strength of resistance in the 

face of difficulty in both texts. Draupadi emerges as a symbol of resistance who will not be quieted or 

tamed, whether it is via her ferocious rejection of social conventions or her unrelenting pursuit of justice. 

In Divakaruni's version, Draupadi's rebellion is exemplified by her active moulding of her own destiny 

among the turmoil of the Mahabharata, rather than passively accepting her fate. Similar to this, 

Dasgupta's depiction highlights Draupadi's agency in taking back her story and speaking up in a society 

where men predominate. 

Both writers emphasize the transforming power of resistance in opposing established power systems and 

promoting social change via their personal stories. 

To conclude, the legacy of Draupadi as portrayed in ‘The Palace of Illusions’ by Chitra Banerjee 

Divakaruni and ‘Draupadi’ by Koral Dasgupta transcends time and geography and provides significant 

insights on the intersections of resistance, femininity, and self-identity. 
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