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Abstract: 

In the quest for a developed India, the empowerment of women stands as an imperative pillar 

of progress and societal transformation. This paper explores the theme of empowerment 

through the lens of contemporary Indian literature, focusing on two seminal works: Mistress 

of Spices and The Palace of Illusions by Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni. Through a critical 

analysis of these texts, this study unveils the themes of self-discovery and resilience as central 

to the process of empowerment. Both narratives delve into the intricate complexities of 

female identity, agency, and societal expectations, portraying protagonists who navigate 

through challenges to assert their individuality and autonomy. As the characters of Tilo in 

Mistress of Spices and Draupadi in The Palace of Illusions embark on personal journeys of 

self-discovery, they confront societal norms, patriarchal structures, and personal dilemmas, 

ultimately emerging as empowered figures. It is evident that literature serves as a powerful 

medium for advocating women's empowerment, challenging ingrained stereotypes, and 

fostering dialogue on gender equality. By highlighting the transformative potential of 

literature in promoting empowerment, this study underscores its vital role in the development 

of the nation. Indeed, a nation's progress is intricately linked with the empowerment of its 

women, and literature emerges as a potent tool in this endeavour, contributing to the holistic 

development and advancement of society. 
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I. Introduction 

Women empowerment is not merely a contemporary concept; it is an imperative necessity in 

today's rapidly evolving world. It transcends the realms of financial independence, 

encompassing emotional and social autonomy as well. The concept of Viksat Bharat 

encapsulates the collective vision for a nation characterized by progress, equity, and inclusive 

growth, wherein the empowerment of women stands as a linchpin for societal development. 

Women, being the nucleus of society, fulfil diverse roles as daughters, sisters, mothers, and 

wives. As the first educators of children, their empowerment is indispensable for nurturing 

future generations; it becomes not only a moral imperative but also an economic and social 

necessity. Without their active participation and empowerment, the nation's aspirations for 

equitable growth and inclusive development remain incomplete. Therefore, fostering 

women's empowerment is not just a moral duty but a strategic imperative for nation-building. 

The role of literature in advocating for women empowerment cannot be overstated. Literature 

emerges as a potent catalyst for advocating women empowerment. By portraying empowered 

female characters, challenging traditional gender roles, and amplifying marginalized voices, 

literature engenders a paradigm shift in societal attitudes and norms. Furthermore, literary 

works serve as catalysts for dialogue, prompting introspection and spurring collective action 

towards gender equality and social justice. Through its nuanced narratives and vivid character 

portrayals, literature mirrors the multifaceted realities of women's lives, highlighting their 

struggles, aspirations, and triumphs. Moreover, literature transcends temporal and spatial 

boundaries, fostering empathy, understanding, and critical introspection among its readership. 

In this capacity, literature assumes a dual role as both a reflection of societal norms and an 

instrument for advocacy and social reform. 
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Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni's literary works have been acclaimed for their promotion of 

women empowerment, a theme that is frequently highlighted in her works. Two of her texts 

are selected in this paper for introspection, namely Mistress of Spices and The Palace of 

Illusions. These texts stand as exemplary works that illuminate the path towards women 

empowerment. They not only demonstrate the complexities of female identity and agency but 

also serve as beacons of inspiration for societal transformation. The characters of Tilo in 

Mistress of Spices and Draupadi in The Palace of Illusions serve as compelling embodiments 

of women's empowerment within their respective narratives. These texts offer complex 

portrayals of the journeys undertaken by these women as they negotiate the complications of 

their lives amidst societal expectations and norms.  

Tilo, endowed with mystical abilities, grapples with the intersectionality of tradition and 

personal aspirations, navigating the delicate balance between duty and personal fulfilment. 

Similarly, Draupadi, as depicted in the retelling of the Mahabharata, contends with the 

constraints imposed by patriarchal structures and societal pressures. Notwithstanding these 

challenges, both characters exemplify resilience, determination, and a profound sense of self-

discovery as they assert their autonomy and confront prevailing stereotypes. Both of the 

women emerge as symbolic representations of inspiration, heralding pathways for societal 

progress and embodying the essence of empowerment within their respective contexts. These 

literary works offer valuable insights into the transformative potential of women's agency, 

thereby underscoring their indispensable role in shaping a more inclusive and equitable 

society, as envisioned by Viksat Bharat.  

II. Material and methods 

The study employs the original texts, namely Mistress of Spices and The Palace of Illusions, 

as primary sources. Additionally, secondary sources including research articles, websites, and 

books pertaining to women empowerment as a conduit to national development are utilized. 

The methodological approach involves a critical analysis of the novels to discern themes, 

character developments, and narrative strategies employed to convey messages related to 

women's empowerment. This analysis is conducted within the broader context of societal 
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transformation and progress towards a developed nation, thereby elucidating the interplay 

between literary representations and socio-political aspirations. 

III. Results and Discussions 

Representation of Women Empowerment in Literature 

Contemporary literature serves as a powerful platform for portraying the multifaceted 

struggles and triumphs of women across various societal contexts. Authors use nuanced 

characterizations and compelling narratives to shed light on the myriad challenges 

encountered by women, simultaneously emphasizing their resilience and potential for 

triumph. Through these portrayals, authors effectively communicate the complex and often 

daunting nature of these challenges. Moreover, literature functions as a catalyst for 

challenging entrenched societal norms and advocating for women's empowerment.  

Authors employ compelling narratives to underscore the resilience and inner strength of their 

female characters. By crafting engaging storylines and plot developments, they illustrate how 

women navigate these challenges with determination and courage, refusing to be defeated by 

adversity. They challenge readers to question prevailing power dynamics and imagine more 

equitable alternatives by portraying characters who defy traditional gender norms and societal 

expectations. 

For example, in Arundhati Roy's novel The God of Small Things, the character Ammu 

grapples with societal expectations and familial pressures in a conservative Indian society. 

Despite facing discrimination and oppression, Ammu demonstrates remarkable resilience as 

she navigates the complexities of forbidden love, family dynamics, and societal norms. 

Through her struggles and triumphs, Roy offers readers insight into the resilience and 

strength of women in challenging traditional gender roles and societal constraints in India. 

Another example can be found in Jhumpa Lahiri's novel The Namesake, where the character 

Ashima Ganguli navigates the challenges of identity and cultural assimilation as an Indian 

immigrant in the United States. Despite societal pressures and the clash between traditional 

Indian values and Western influences, Ashima navigates her journey with resilience and 
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grace. Her refusal to conform to stereotypes and her determination to carve out her own path 

serve as a poignant example of challenging societal expectations and redefining one's 

identity. Through Ashima's narrative, Lahiri prompts readers to reconsider rigid cultural 

norms and envision a more inclusive and diverse society. 

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni: A Voice for Women's Empowerment 

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, originally named Chitralekha Banerjee, was born in 1956 and is 

an acclaimed Indian-born American author and poet. Her literary achievements include 

winning an American Book Award in 1996 for her short story collection, Arranged 

Marriage. Additionally, two of her novels, The Mistress of Spices and Sister of My Heart, 

along with a short story titled “The Word Love,” have been adapted into films. In addition to 

her literary endeavours, Divakaruni has made significant contributions to the empowerment 

and support of women. She co-founded and previously held the position of president at 

Maitri, a helpline established in 1991 in San Francisco to assist South Asian women 

experiencing domestic abuse. Her ongoing involvement with Maitri includes serving as a 

member of its advisory board. Additionally, she is affiliated with Daya, an organization in 

Houston that shares similar objectives in supporting women facing domestic abuse and other 

challenges (Seshachari). 

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni endeavours to strengthen women and ameliorate their situation 

through her literary texts as well. She is known for her novels on the immigration experience, 

particularly focusing on South Asian women, addresses the challenges faced by women and 

offers solutions. She herself remarked, “If I ever wrote a book... Iwould place the women in 

the forefront of theaction. I would uncover the story that lay invisiblebetween the lines of the 

men’s exploits” (14-15).  

Divakaruni's literary mission delves into the struggles of marginalized women and 

dysfunctional families. She actively engages with real-world issues affecting women, 

collaborating with Afghan refugees and advocating for battered women in shelters. Her 

works, “…are replete with the challenges faced by women drawn from the tapestry of 
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Diaspora and feministic sensibility. A few such challenges that devastated the life and mind 

of women are the issues of domestic violence and marital rape...” (Bharathi 17). 

Self-Discovery and Empowerment in The Mistress of Spices 

Published in 1997, The Mistress of Spices is a novel by Indian American author Chitra 

Banerjee Divakaruni. The writer masterfully crafts a narrative centred around Tilo, a woman 

endowed with mystical powers, navigating the subtleties of love, duty, and empowerment. 

Set in contemporary Oakland, California, Tilo works as a shopkeeper, utilizing the mystical 

properties of spices to fulfil the desires of her customers.  

Tilo is an unloved child, born in a poor family in South India.  At the time of her birth, she 

faces rejection by her family and community,  

They named me Nayan Tara, Star of the Eye, but my parents’ faces were heavy with fallen 

hope at another girl child, and this one coloured like mud. Wrap her in old cloth, lay her face 

down on the floor. What does she bring to the family except a dowry debt. Three days it took 

the villages to put out the fire in the marketplace. And my mother lying fevered all the while, 

and the cows run dry and I screaming until they fed me milk from a white ass (Divakaruni 7). 

Despite her humble beginnings, she possesses a unique gift for foresight, able to see what 

others cannot and predict future events. Her abilities become known far and wide, attracting 

the attention of sea pirates who exploit her talents for their own gain, dubbing her 

Bhagyavati, the harbinger of good luck. She refuses to succumb to despair, instead harnessing 

her inner strength to survive and eventually rise to a position of power among the pirates. 

Despite the pain and suffering she endures, Tilo's determination and resilience enable her to 

overcome the challenges she faces and eventually reclaim her freedom. 

Tilo manages to escape their clutches with the help of serpents and finds refuge on an island. 

Here, she becomes a pupil of an ageless old woman known as the “First Mother” or “Old 

One,” who teaches the girls various arts, including the control and healing properties of 

spices. Tilo excels in her training and chooses the name “Tilo” for herself, embracing her 

new role as the “mistress” of spices. Despite the Old One's warnings and rules, Tilo is 
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rebellious by nature. After undergoing a transformative ordeal known as Shampati's fire, Tilo 

assumes the guise of an elderly woman with magical abilities, concealing her true identity as 

she sets out to run her Spice shop in Oakland. Ultimately, trained in magic and rooted in her 

Indian heritage, Tilo's understanding of duty is challenged when she falls for Raven, an 

American man, defying the rules of her mystical training. 

The central theme of Tilo's journey revolves around her struggle to reconcile her duty as a 

Mistress of Spices with her longing for love and companionship. Despite the warnings and 

restrictions imposed by her training, Tilo chooses to pursue a romantic relationship with 

Raven, defying societal norms and expectations. This conflict underscores the tension 

between tradition and personal fulfilment, a dilemma faced by many women in Indian society 

as they navigate the complexities of tradition and modernity. Her struggle to balance cultural 

heritage with personal desires resonates with the experiences of countless women torn 

between societal expectations and individual aspirations. 

Throughout the novel, Tilo's empowerment emerges as a central motif. Despite the 

consequences of her actions, she asserts her agency and autonomy, exemplified in her 

decision to leave Raven to protect him from the repercussions of her disobedience. As Tilo 

accepts the punishment for her transgressions and rebuilds her life, she embodies resilience 

and strength in the face of adversity.

Lalita, on the other hand, embodies vulnerability and disillusionment in her marriage to 

Ahuja. Betrayed by unmet expectations and subjected to physical and emotional abuse, 

Lalita's married life is marked by fear, disappointment, and a desperate search for dignity and 

happiness. While Tilo asserts her right to autonomy and fulfilment, Lalita struggles to break 

free from the constraints of societal expectations and patriarchal oppression. Lalita 

understands that “No man, husband or not, has the right to beat you [me], to force you [me] . . 

. I tell myself; I deserve dignity, I deserve happiness” (Divakaruni 105-272), but cannot do 

anything about it. 
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Despite her dissatisfaction, Lalita refrains from confronting her husband or seeking 

separation to avoid bringing shame upon her parents and potentially impacting her younger 

sisters' marital prospects. Instead, she rationalizes her suffering by attributing it to her initial 

reluctance to accept Ahuja. In contrast, Tilo stands against societal and cultural norms by 

challenging expectations and pursuing her own desires, despite the consequences. 

The sensitive mistress reaches out and touches the lives of many people at the cost of 

incurring the spices' wrath. (Funnily, when her concoction of spices does not help, something 

else does!) She is willing to accept the punishment, but the spices set this compassionate 

being free so that she can become a mortal woman again… (Chatterjee). 

Through the juxtaposition of these characters, Divakaruni explores the multifaceted nature of 

womanhood and the enduring quest for empowerment and self-discovery.  

Tilo's journey from being a rejected girl to becoming known as Bhagyavati highlights her 

resilience and inner strength in the face of adversity. Tilo is portrayed as confident, brave, 

and intelligent, embodying resilience and determination in the face of adversity. Divakaruni 

emphasizes the importance of women claiming their rightful place in society and embracing 

their unique strengths and abilities. Even in the darkest moments of her life, Tilo 

demonstrates remarkable courage and resilience. Despite the obstacles she encounters, Tilo 

refuses to be defined by the limitations imposed upon her by society, instead forging her own 

path and ultimately finding empowerment and purpose in her life. Her cheerful demeanour 

and compassionate nature make her a source of comfort and strength for others, such as 

Lalitha and Jagjit, whom she supports during their times of need. Hence, her story serves as 

an inspiration to women everywhere, demonstrating that inner strength and resilience can 

help overcome even the most daunting challenges. 

Draupadi's Resilience and Agency in The Palace of Illusions 

Published in 2008, The Palace of Illusions by Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni offers a unique 

retelling of the Hindu epic Mahabharata through the perspective of Draupadi, also known as 
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Panchaali. Divakaruni's narrative unfolds from the viewpoint of Draupadi, providing insight 

into the experiences of a woman navigating a patriarchal society.  

The Palace of Illusions is about women discrimination, their struggles, identity, male 

domination, unique female perspectives and position of women during the period of The 

Mahabharata. The humiliation that went through is given as the challenges of life. (Variyar 

and Prajapati 304-307).

The novel provides readers with a nuanced insight into Draupadi's resilience, agency, and 

struggle for autonomy within a deeply patriarchal society. “The re-narration most probably 

discusses Draupadi’s struggle for identity in patriarchy society” (Jeevitha 2595). 

In the narrative presented by Panchaali, it is articulated that despite being born alongside her 

brother Dhri from fire, she perceived a disparity in her father's affection, sensing a greater 

emphasis on her brother. This disparity, 

starts from names, her father named her brother “Dhristadyumna, ‘Destroyer of Enemies’ and 

Draupadi, Daughter of Drupad.” She demands more heroic name “who was supposed to 

change the history.” She wants to reject her father’s egoistic attitude and domination so 

Draupadi called herself as Panchaali Queen of Panchal (Jeevitha 2595). 

This perception led her to believe that her father is biased, as he directed more attention to 

Dhri due to his presumed future role in ruling Panchal. Specifically, King Drupad, their 

father, nurtured Panchaali within the palace walls with a primary motive of seeking 

retribution against his adversary, Drona. 

Additionally, the text delves into the theme of skin complexion as a means to oppress 

women. Draupadi fervently underscores that she is made to undergo skin whitening 

procedures in pursuit of flawless skin, often resorting to numerous exfoliants to achieve the 

desired effect. Interestingly, despite Krishna also possessing a dark complexion, he never 

engages in similar practices. 
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Draupadi's character in the novel is not depicted as a passive sufferer constrained by silence; 

instead, she embodies a strong sense of agency and self-expression. She is not afraid to 

question what does not suit her. She questions the ritual of swayamvar “Why make a 

spectacle of me before all those kings? It’s my father, not I, who gets to decides whom I’ll 

marry” (Divakaruni 56). 

She sheds light on another facet of the challenges women face in a male-dominated society, 

where laws and regulations are primarily established by men, often neglecting the interests 

and inclinations of women, a situation reflected in Draupadi's own experiences.  

Denied the same educational opportunities as her brother; by her father, King Draupad; 

Draupadi's skills extended beyond traditional disciplines like music, dance, and art, 

encompassing problem-solving and poetry. However, her aspirations clashed with societal 

expectations, emphasizing a woman's role in supporting men, “A Kshatriya woman’s highest 

purpose in life is to support the warriors in her life,” says her brother. Then, she questions, 

“…who decided that woman’s highest purpose was to support men?” only to get the reply, 

“that is what I’d like you to do!” (Divakaruni 26) Despite this setback, Draupadi refuses to 

remain silent or passive, instead forging her own path and asserting her right to education and 

self-development. This issue of unequal access to education continues to be a significant 

challenge in the contemporary era. 

Another significant aspect of discrimination portrayed in the novel revolves around the issue 

of women's identities. Draupadi undergoes extensive training in etiquette under Dhai Ma's 

guidance, learning the nuances of walking, conversing, and interacting with others. This 

training extends to navigating different social scenarios, whether in the presence of males or 

other women, and even includes instruction in intimate techniques to be employed with her 

spouse's other wives. Draupadi challenges this assertion, expressing her disagreement with 

Dhai Ma. While Dhai Ma presents the traditional roles and expectations of kings and queens, 

emphasizing the prevalence of polygamy among kings and the frequent breaches of marital 

vows by males, Draupadi offers a contrasting perspective. She argues that if she were married 

off like other princesses of Panchal, she wouldn't even have the opportunity to speak to her 
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spouse before being expected to consummate the marriage. This disagreement underscores 

the tension between traditional gender roles and Draupadi's desire for agency and autonomy 

in her own life. 

The novel highlights the enduring presence of societal power imbalances, particularly in the 

realms of marriage and education. Draupadi, born from fire, embodies a woman who grapples 

with these issues throughout her life. Despite her unconventional birth, Draupadi's thoughts 

and desires are portrayed as rational and typical, akin to those of other individuals regardless 

of gender. The author's primary focus lies on highlighting gender disparities, particularly the 

perception of women as either non-existent or passive in society. Divakaruni raises concerns 

about how women are often relegated to passive roles. The issue of gender disparities 

highlighted in the novel resonates with contemporary society. Even today, women are often 

relegated to passive roles or marginalized in various aspects of life.  

Despite being born of fire and wedded to five husbands, Draupadi refuses to be defined solely 

by her marital status, actively participating in political discussions and decision-making 

processes. Although, she faces objectification and societal constraints throughout her life, 

Panchaali shows incredible resilience. In spite of falling in love with Karan, whose low caste 

prevents him from participating in the swayamvar, she is coerced into marrying Arjun and 

later the other Pandavas. When insulted by the Kauravas in Hastinapur, Panchaali feels 

abandoned by her husbands, leading her to take a vow to seek revenge. Her courage is 

exemplified in her public disrobing in the court, where she boldly questions the legitimacy of 

her husbands' silence and demands justice for her honour. Even though she does not enter the 

battlefield herself, she finds ways to avenge herself against her enemies. 

Additionally, Draupadi's agency is portrayed through her strategic alliances and diplomatic 

manoeuvres to safeguard her family's interests. As a skilled diplomat and manipulator of 

alliances, she plays a pivotal role in shaping the outcome of the Kurukshetra war, leveraging 

her intelligence and wit to influence key players and assert her agency in a male-dominated 

sphere. 
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Furthermore, Draupadi's struggle for autonomy is a recurring theme throughout the novel, 

reflecting the broader societal constraints faced by women in ancient India and resonating 

with contemporary issues of gender dynamics and empowerment. Despite her privileged 

position as a queen, Draupadi grapples with the limitations imposed by patriarchal norms and 

societal expectations, highlighting the enduring challenges faced by women in asserting their 

autonomy and agency. Therefore, through Draupadi's journey, Divakaruni offers a 

compelling exploration of Draupadi's character, presenting her as a symbol of resilience, 

agency, and empowerment in the face of patriarchal oppression.  

V. Conclusion 

To encapsulate, in contemporary literature, authors like Divakaruni play a significant role in 

advancing gender equality and societal change. Through their diverse narratives and adept 

storytelling, they effectively bring attention to pressing issues surrounding women's 

empowerment, challenging entrenched norms and inspiring collective action. Divakaruni’s 

works, in particular, serve as compelling examples of literature's potential to provoke critical 

dialogue and drive meaningful societal transformation. By exploring themes of women's 

empowerment and highlighting the complexities of gender dynamics, authors like Divakaruni 

contribute to a broader discourse on social justice and equality. As one faces the complexities 

of the modern world, it becomes increasingly essential to leverage literature as a tool for 

initiating dialogue and effecting positive change in alignment with broader societal goals. 

Through engagement with contemporary literature, one can continue to advance towards a 

more equitable and inclusive society, where the voices and experiences of all individuals, 

regardless of gender, are valued and respected. 
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