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Abstract

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s The Forest of Enchantments offers a compelling and deeply introspective retelling of the Ramayana through the
unique and empathetic lens of Sita, providing readers with a feminist reinterpretation of one of India’s most cherished and ancient epics. In this
ambitious and nuanced narrative, Divakaruni, a prominent Indian diasporic writer known for blending cultural nostalgia with contemporary
relevance, revisits the traditional portrayal of Sita. She transforms her from a historically passive and sacrificial figure, often overshadowed by
the male-centric narratives of the epic, into a resilient, self-aware, and assertive woman whose voice resonates with modern feminist ideals. By
giving Sita her own story, the writer elevates her from the confines of patriarchal traditions and situates her as a protagonist of her destiny.

This retelling is not merely an act of literary revision but also a profound exploration of the enduring impact of mythological narratives on
contemporary gender roles and societal expectations. Divakaruni delves into significant themes such as identity, agency, emotional strength, and
the complexities of human relationships through the intricate and lyrical narrative of The Forest of Enchantments. She challenges the patriarchal
norms that have long defined Sita’s role in the Ramayana, reshaping the perception of mythological heroines as symbols of passive obedience
into exemplars of courage, wisdom, and individuality. By intertwining the timeless elements of mythology with today's pressing issues,
Divakaruni creates a work that not only honours the past but also inspires a reimagined future for the representation of women in literature and

beyond.
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Introduction

"I have always believed that the stories we are told shape the
stories we tell about ourselves."
Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, The Forest of Enchantments
(2019, p. 2)

This powerful quote by Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni
encapsulates the essence of her reimagining of the Ramayana
in The Forest of Enchantments. In this novel, Divakaruni does
more than retell an ancient myth; she reinterprets it, using the
narrative to challenge longstanding patriarchal constructions
and offer a fresh, feminist perspective. The traditional story of
Sita, as presented in the Ramayana, has been shaped by
centuries of cultural and societal norms that have often
reduced her to a passive figure—one who silently endures
suffering and sacrifice for the greater good. By reclaiming
Sita’s story, Divakaruni provides her with a voice, agency,
and power, transforming her from a symbol of subjugation
into a woman who actively shapes her destiny. In
Divakaruni’s version, Sita is not merely a mythological
figure; she is a relatable and strong individual whose journey
of self-discovery and empowerment resonates deeply in the
modern world. As Sita reflects in the novel:

*Corresponding Author: Dr. Dipti Agrawal

“I was no goddess, only a woman trying to navigate a world
that didn’t make space for me” (The Forest of Enchantments,

p- 4).

The process of mythological reinterpretation, particularly
through the lens of feminist theory, has become a significant
area of scholarly inquiry in recent years. Scholars argue that
such reinterpretations do more than simply offer alternate
versions of familiar stories; they are cultural interventions that
challenge the dominant narratives and offer new ways of
understanding gender, power, and identity. Shah (2018)
contends that "Divakaruni’s reimagining of Sita’s character is
a crucial feminist act, positioning her not as a passive object
of divine destiny but as a woman who takes control of her
journey" (p. 132). This shift in perspective allows for a more
nuanced, modern understanding of Sita, one that highlights
her strength, resilience, and emotional depth, qualities that
have often been overlooked in the traditional telling of the
Ramayana. In a similar vein, Gupta (2020) notes that
"Through The Forest of Enchantments, Divakaruni succeeds
in highlighting the complexities of gender roles in Indian
mythology, offering a nuanced portrayal of Sita that resonates
with modern feminist values" (p. 45). This feminist
reimagining of Sita not only reclaims her agency but also
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challenges the historical narratives that have long been
dictated by patriarchal systems.

In this research paper, we will explore how Divakaruni’s The
Forest of Enchantments functions as a feminist “Sitayan”, a
re-envisioning of the Ramayana that revisits and reinterprets
traditional mythological themes. By giving Sita a voice and
agency, Divakaruni engages with the larger cultural and
societal issues of gender inequality and female empowerment.
Through an analysis of narrative techniques, symbolism, and
the novel’s intertextual engagement with the Ramayana, we
will examine how Divakaruni challenges the patriarchal
norms inherent in the original myth and provides a platform
for rethinking the role of women in mythological and cultural
narratives. This paper will demonstrate how Divakaruni’s
feminist perspective offers a timely and essential re-
evaluation of the timeless stories that shape our collective
understanding of gender and identity.

Revisiting Sita: A Modern Perspective

Sita’s Agency and Voice in The Forest of Enchantments
Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s The Forest of Enchantments
offers a compelling feminist reimagining of Sita, providing
her with agency, voice, and individuality often overlooked in
traditional interpretations of the Ramayana. By placing Sita at
the center of the narrative, Divakaruni creates a platform to
examine issues of gender, power, and identity through a
modern lens. When Sita was given a chance to write her own
story, she wanted to include the untold feelings of Kaikeyi,
Ahilya, Surpanakha, Mandodari and Urmila, as she said,

“Write our story... For always we've been pushed into
corners, trivialized, misunderstood, blamed, forgotten-or
maligned and used as cautionary tales... Yes, I'll write your
stories as best as I can, for without them, mine can’t be
complete... In red ink, I began to write — in crooked, effortful
lettering because it had been so long since I’d composed
anything-the Sitayan.” (The Forest of Enchantments, p. 3).

Empathy and Solidarity among Women

Another significant aspect of Sita’s feminist journey is her
empathy and solidarity with other women. Throughout the
novel, she forms connections with characters like Mandodari
and Urmila, recognizing their shared struggles within a
patriarchal system. Sita reflects on Mandodari’s pain:

“In her sorrow, I saw a reflection of my own. We were both
trapped by the choices of the men we loved” (The Forest of
Enchantments, p. 260).

This emphasis on shared experiences and mutual
understanding underscores the importance of solidarity in
feminist movements. By acknowledging the
interconnectedness of women’s struggles, Sita’s story
transcends individual suffering to highlight the systemic
nature of gender oppression.

Sita’s Critique of Traditional Narratives

Divakaruni’s choice to begin with Sita discovering Valmiki’s
manuscript is a symbolic critique of androcentric historical
narratives. Sita’s voice challenges the reduction of her life to
a footnote in Ram’s glory, saying:

“Valmiki wrote what he saw and heard. But he didn’t feel
what I felt. How could he?” (The Forest of Enchantments, p.
2).
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This perspective echoes Uma Chakravarti’s argument in
Rewriting History: The Life and Times of Draupadi in the
Mahabharata (2006), where she asserts that women in epics
are often “written into silences” (p. 45). Similarly, Arshia
Sattar in Lost Loves: Exploring Rama’s Anguish (2011)
critiques the male-centric focus of the Ramayana, noting that
female characters are often secondary to the hero’s journey (p.
112). By narrating the story from Sita’s perspective, the novel
centers her experiences, thoughts, and emotions, offering a
more intimate and empathetic portrayal. Sita reflects:

“For too long, my story has been told by others—by men who
couldn’t understand what it meant to be me. But now, I’ll tell
it myself’ (The Forest of Enchantments, p. 12).

This reclamation of narrative agency aligns with feminist
efforts to amplify women’s voices and challenge male-
dominated interpretations of history and mythology. As
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak argues in can the Subaltern
Speak? (1988), reclaiming agency in storytelling is a critical
step toward dismantling patriarchal structures (p. 294).

Inner Strength and Resilience

Sita’s captivity in Lanka is a testament to her resilience.
While Ravana attempts to intimidate her, Sita derives strength
from her unwavering commitment to her principles. She
reflects:

“Strength, I learned, comes not from wielding a weapon but
from staying true to oneselfin the face of despair” (The
Forest of Enchantments, p. 150).

Divakaruni’s portrayal aligns with Nabaneeta Dev Sen’s
analysis in The Feminine in Indian Literature (1997), where
Sen emphasizes how women in epics embody quiet resistance
through moral fortitude rather than physical confrontation (p.
92).

Complex Relationship with Ram

One of the novel’s most significant contributions is its
exploration of Sita’s relationship with Ram. Divakaruni
delves into the emotional intricacies of their marriage,
exposing the tensions between love, duty, and individuality.
Sita recounts:

“Ram loved me, yes, but he loved his people more. His idea of
dharma left no room for my feelings” (The Forest of
Enchantments, p. 205).

This critique of Ram’s moral absolutism resonates with Paula
Richman’s observations in Many Ramayanas: The Diversity
of a Narrative Tradition in South Asia (1991), where she
explores how various retellings highlight Ram’s failure to
reconcile his personal and political responsibilities (p. 68).
Richman’s insights underscore how Sita’s perspective
exposes the limitations of traditional heroism.

Female Solidarity and Empathy

In the beginning of the novel, Sita was fascinated with the
wisdom and talents of her mother Sunayana. She wrote about
her mother,

“She was, in some ways, the real ruler of Mithila, sharp of
intellect, clear of vision, balancing kindness with justice.
Often, my father brought particularly thorny problems of state
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to her. They would discuss the issues in their bedchamber late
into the night, and the next day he would do as she
counselled. But she never let anyone outside the immediate
family know this.” (The Forest of Enchantments, p. 7).

When Sita desired to be the next heir of Mithila, her mother
denied it as it was the rule of typical patriarchal society to
make males their kings. When Sita insisted that her mother
was able to decide the happenings of the kingdom more than
her father and that’s how she could be a more suitable ruler
than him, her mother simply said, “Let’s say your father and 1
share the royal duties-jusr as I hope you will, with your
husband. But in the eyes of the populace, he’s the king. And
I'd never do anything to upset their belief in him, for in that
lies the stability of the kingdom.” (The Forest of
Enchantments, p. 8).

Divakaruni emphasizes the shared experiences of women in a
patriarchal world through Sita’s relationships with Mandodari
and Surpanakha. Sita’s empathy for Mandodari is particularly
striking:

“Mandodari was no less a prisoner than I was, though her
cage was gilded” (The Forest of Enchantments, p. 174).

This moment aligns with Tanika Sarkar’s exploration in
Hindu Wife, Hindu Nation: Community, Religion, and
Cultural Nationalism (2001), where she examines how
women’s shared struggles create spaces for solidarity across
social and cultural divides (p. 119).

Similarly, Sita’s reflection on Surpanakha challenges the
traditional vilification of the latter:

“Perhaps it was easier for them to call her a monster than to
admit the ugliness of their own actions” (The Forest of
Enchantments, p. 108).

This nuanced portrayal draws parallels with Chandrabati’s
Bengali Ramayana, which reinterprets Surpanakha as a victim
of male aggression, as noted by Mandakranta Bose in Women
in the Hindu Tradition (2010, p. 147).

Maternal Strength and Legacy

Sita’s role as a mother is central to her character. Her
upbringing of Luv and Kush is not only an act of nurturing
but also an assertion of her agency in shaping the next
generation. She tells her sons:

“Never let anyone tell you that power is greater than love.
Love is what will make you truly invincible” (The Forest of
Enchantments, p. 286).

This perspective aligns with Gauri Viswanathan’s insights in
Masks of Conquest: Literary Study and British Rule in India
(1989), where she discusses the transformative potential of
education and values in resisting oppressive systems (p. 88).
Despite the betrayal and suffering she endures, Sita’s role as a
mother becomes a powerful avenue for feminist resistance.
Her unwavering dedication to raising her sons, Lav and Kush,
reflects her commitment to challenging the patriarchal norms
that shaped her own life. In Divakaruni’s portrayal,
motherhood is not merely a biological role but a
transformative act of shaping future generations. Sita’s
maternal strength is evident in her determination to instil
values of justice, empathy, and respect in her sons. She tells
them:
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“I’ll teach you what you need to know to be good human
beings, so that you'll never do to a woman what your father
has done to me” (The Forest of Enchantments, p. 317).

This declaration underscores her resolve to break the cycle of
patriarchal oppression by ensuring that her sons grow up with
a deep respect for women. As Mandakranta Bose notes in
Women in the Hindu Tradition (2010), mythological
narratives often depict women as passive nurturers, but
reinterpretations like Divakaruni’s reimagine motherhood as
an act of empowerment and resistance (p. 175).

Motherhood as a Catalyst for Change

Sita’s focus on raising Lav and Kush also symbolizes hope for
a more equitable future. By imparting lessons of compassion
and equality, she positions herself as a catalyst for societal
transformation. Her teachings challenge the traditional ideals
of masculinity and kingship, emphasizing virtues such as
humility, kindness, and fairness over power and dominance.
In doing so, Sita reclaims her agency as a mother,
demonstrating that her influence extends beyond her personal
struggles. Paula Richman, in Many Ramayanas: The Diversity
of a Narrative Tradition in South Asia (1991), highlights how
alternative retellings of the Ramayana often amplify the
agency of marginalized characters, offering new perspectives
on familiar themes (p. 123). Sita’s maternal role in The Forest
of Enchantments exemplifies this approach, presenting her as
a figure of strength and wisdom.

Sita’s Final Act: A Reclamation of Agency

The culmination of Sita’s journey is her return to the earth, a
decision often interpreted as surrender in traditional
narratives. However, Divakaruni reframes this act as a
powerful assertion of autonomy. This moment resonates with
feminist interpretations, such as those by Wendy Doniger in
The Hindus: An Alternative History (2009), where she argues
that such acts of defiance redefine the boundaries of
mythological femininity (p. 202). Sita declares:

“I will not let anyone, not even you, Ram, decide the course of
my life any longer” (The Forest of Enchantments, p. 310).

Breaking Stereotypes in the Forest of Enchantments

Traditional portrayals of Sita in the Ramayana often depict
her as the epitome of virtues such as obedience, chastity, and
patience. However, Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s The Forest
of Enchantments presents a more nuanced and multifaceted
version of Sita. In this retelling, Sita is not just a passive
symbol of virtue but an individual of remarkable inner
strength, moral clarity, and intellectual depth. By redefining
these traits, Divakaruni challenges the stereotypical portrayal
of Sita, portraying her as an empowered figure capable of
breaking societal norms and asserting her individuality.

Challenging Patriarchal Betrayal

A central aspect of Divakaruni’s feminist reinterpretation is
her critical examination of Sita’s relationship with Ram. In
traditional retellings, Ram is often idealized as the epitome of
virtue—an ideal king, husband, and protector. However, The
Forest of Enchantments problematizes this idealization by
exposing the emotional and moral compromises Ram
demands of Sita under the guise of duty. When Ram banishes
Sita due to societal gossip questioning her chastity, the
betrayal becomes a pivotal moment of feminist critique. Sita’s
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reflections reveal her sense of injustice and the emotional toll
of Ram’s decision:

“He sentenced me to banishment because people were
whispering that I might have betrayed him. But he’s the real
betrayer. Who's going to sentence him?” (The Forest of
Enchantments, p. 317).

This statement underscores a profound inequity: while Sita
must endure public scrutiny and unjust exile, Ram escapes
accountability for his actions. Divakaruni’s Sita challenges
the patriarchal notion of male infallibility, which absolves
men of their moral failures while placing the burden of
honour and purity on women. As Arshia Sattar observes in
Lost Loves: Exploring Rama’s Anguish (2011), patriarchal
systems often demand women’s sacrifices as proof of their
virtue, perpetuating unequal power dynamics (p. 94). Through
Sita’s critique of Ram’s actions, Divakaruni reframes him as a
flawed character rather than a divine ideal. This portrayal
aligns with  feminist approaches to mythological
reinterpretation, where male heroes are held accountable for
their complicity in oppressive systems. Sita’s courage to
confront Ram’s hypocrisy becomes an act of resistance,
breaking the silence imposed on women in traditional
narratives.

The Double Standards of Morality

Sita’s banishment highlights the double standards women face
in patriarchal societies. Despite her unwavering loyalty, her
character is questioned based on unfounded rumours. Ram’s
choice to prioritize public opinion over his wife’s innocence
reflects a broader societal tendency to value appearances over
justice. As Sita laments:

“All my life, I've tried to do what’s right. But it seems that for
women, rightness is never enough. There’s always a new test,
a new trial, waiting around the corner” (The Forest of
Enchantments, p. 305).

This sentiment resonates with feminist critiques of societal
expectations that impose impossible standards of purity and
virtue on women. Simone de Beauvoir, in The Second Sex
(1949), argues that women are often defined in relation to
men and their societal roles, leaving little room for
individuality or self-determination (p. 259). Sita’s plight
reflects this dynamic, as her worth is measured solely by her
perceived loyalty to Ram.

Redefining Traditional Virtues

In many traditional renditions of the Ramayana, Sita’s
obedience and patience are interpreted as signs of
submissiveness. Divakaruni, however, reimagines these traits
as markers of resilience and fortitude. This reinterpretation
aligns with Wendy Doniger’s perspective in The Hindus: An
Alternative History (2009), where she highlights the
transformative potential of mythological characters when
reimagined through a feminist lens (p. 214). By choosing to
endure hardships with dignity, Sita exemplifies a strength that
transcends traditional expectations of women. For instance,
Sita’s response to her exile in the forest showcases her
adaptability and strength:

“I refused to let despair take over. The forest was not a
punishment, it was a place where I could rediscover myself”
(The Forest of Enchantments, p. 98).

<4>
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Sita as a Skilled Archer and Healer
One of the most striking departures from traditional narratives
is Divakaruni’s depiction of Sita as a skilled archer and
healer. These roles, typically reserved for male characters in
epics, emphasize Sita’s intellectual and physical capabilities.
She reflects on her training in archery:

“My father insisted that his daughters learn the skills of the
battlefield, for he believed strength and skill were not the
preserve of men alone” (The Forest of Enchantments, p. 34).

This portrayal echoes Mandakranta Bose’s analysis in Women
in the Hindu Tradition (2010), where she argues that
mythology often underrepresents women’s roles in
traditionally —male-dominated spheres (p. 156). By
emphasizing Sita’s mastery of archery, Divakaruni disrupts
the conventional image of Sita as a passive figure, presenting
her instead as an active participant in shaping her destiny.
Sita’s role as a healer further showcases her intellectual depth
and compassion. Her knowledge of herbs and remedies
reflects her ability to nurture and protect others, even in
adversity. This portrayal aligns with Gauri Viswanathan’s
insights in Masks of Conquest: Literary Study and British
Rule in India (1989), where she discusses the role of
education and knowledge in empowering marginalized figures
(p. 90). Sita notes: “Healing was my way of making sense of
the pain around me. Each wound I tended felt like a small
victory against suffering” (The Forest of Enchantments, p.
112).

Challenging Societal Expectations

Sita’s interactions with her sister Urmila and other female
characters highlight her progressive nature. Unlike Urmila,
who conforms to traditional gender roles, Sita questions the
societal expectations imposed on women. This critique
resonates with Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s argument in Can
the Subaltern Speak? (1988), where she examines how
patriarchal societies often silence women’s voices (p. 297).
Sita’s willingness to question these norms underscores her
individuality and courage. For instance, she reflects on the
double standards in Ayodhya’s court:

“Why was it that a man’s honour was his own, but a woman’s
honour belonged to everyone around her?” (The Forest of
Enchantments, p. 175).

Moreover, Sita’s love for nature and her understanding of
governance set her apart as a character with diverse interests
and capabilities. She observes: “The forest taught me lessons

that no palace could—about balance, about the
interconnectedness of all living things, about the
responsibilities of those in power” (The Forest of

Enchantments, p. 143). This perspective aligns with Arshia
Sattar’s insights in Lost Loves: Exploring Rama’s Anguish
(2011), where she emphasizes the role of nature as a space of
learning and self-discovery for mythological characters (p.
119). By portraying Sita as an individual who finds wisdom
and solace in nature, Divakaruni expands her character
beyond traditional confines.

Female Solidarity and Empowerment

Divakaruni also explores the dynamics of female solidarity
through Sita’s relationships with other women. Her empathy
for Mandodari, Ravana’s wife, is particularly noteworthy. Sita
recognizes the shared struggles of women in a patriarchal
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world, reflecting: “Mandodari’s gilded cage was no less
confining than my forest exile” (The Forest of Enchantments,
p. 174). Tanika Sarkar’s exploration in Hindu Wife, Hindu
Nation: Community, Religion, and Cultural Nationalism
(2001) also reflects this, where she examines how women
across social hierarchies face similar constraints (p. 123). By
highlighting these shared experiences, Divakaruni emphasizes
the potential for solidarity and mutual understanding among
women.

Similarly, Sita’s reflections on Surpanakha challenge the
traditional vilification of the latter. Sita observes: “She was
not a monster, she was a woman wronged. Perhaps that was
why they feared her” (The Forest of Enchantments, p. 108).
This reinterpretation draws parallels with Paula Richman’s
work in Many Ramayanas: The Diversity of a Narrative
Tradition in South Asia (1991), where she discusses how
alternative narratives humanize traditionally demonized
characters (p. 72). By extending empathy to Surpanakha, Sita
breaks the cycle of judgment and exclusion.

Sita as a Symbol of Empowerment

Ultimately, Sita emerges as a symbol of empowerment,
challenging stereotypes while staying true to her values. Her
final act of returning to the earth is a powerful assertion of
autonomy. She declares: “I will not let anyone, not even Ram,
dictate the course of my life anymore” (The Forest of
Enchantments, p. 310). This act resonates with feminist
interpretations, such as those by Uma Chakravarti in
Rewriting History: The Life and Times of Draupadi in the
Mahabharata (2006), where she highlights the significance of
women reclaiming agency in male-dominated narratives (p.
47). Sita’s decision to leave the mortal world on her terms
redefines her legacy, presenting her as a figure of strength and
self-determination.

Resilience in Adversity in the Forest of Enchantments
Resilience is one of the most compelling and recurring themes
in Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s The Forest of Enchantments.
Through Sita’s journey, the novel offers a powerful portrayal
of enduring strength and grace in the face of unimaginable
challenges. From her abduction by Ravana to her eventual
banishment by Ram, Sita faces trials that would break most
people, yet she perseveres with dignity and moral clarity.
Divakaruni reframes these moments, shifting the focus from
victimhood to empowerment, and presenting Sita as a figure
of unyielding resilience.

Enduring Abduction: Strength in the Face of Ravana
Sita’s abduction by Ravana is one of the most pivotal
episodes in her story, traditionally depicted as a period of
helpless captivity. In Divakaruni’s retelling, however, this
episode becomes a testament to Sita’s fortitude and
unshakable moral compass. Despite the psychological warfare
and emotional manipulation employed by Ravana, Sita
refuses to yield to his advances. She asserts: “You may take
my body, but my soul belongs to me, and it will remain
untainted by your touch” (The Forest of Enchantments, p.
178).

This defiance reflects her indomitable spirit and unwavering
commitment to her principles. Wendy Doniger, in The
Hindus: An Alternative History (2009), argues that resilience
in mythology often manifests in a character’s ability to
maintain their integrity despite external pressures (p. 321).
Sita’s steadfastness during her captivity exemplifies this form
of resilience, transforming her into a symbol of inner strength.
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This nuanced portrayal aligns with Mandakranta Bose’s
analysis in Women in the Hindu Tradition (2010), where she
notes that resilience is not the absence of fear but the ability to
act despite it (p. 210). Divakaruni also humanizes Sita by
exploring her vulnerabilities. Sita admits moments of despair
but chooses to draw strength from her love for Ram and her
belief in justice. She reflects:

“Each day in Lanka was a battle, but I refused to let despair
define me. If I survived this, it would be because I chose hope
over fear” (The Forest of Enchantments, p. 193).

Ordeal by Fire: Reclaiming Agency through Defiance

The ordeal by fire (agnipariksha) is one of the most
controversial moments in Sita’s story, traditionally framed as
a test of her chastity and loyalty. Divakaruni reinterprets this
episode as a moment of defiance and moral superiority. Sita’s
declaration, “Build me a fire. There’s nothing left for me on
this earth now that my husband, who I love more than my own
self...” (The Forest of Enchantments, p.245), is not an act of
submission but a reclaiming of agency. This act of defiance
transforms Sita from a passive participant in her narrative to
an active agent of her destiny. By choosing to undergo the
ordeal, Sita asserts control over her -circumstances,
demonstrating her unshakable belief in her own righteousness.
As Gauri Viswanathan observes in Masks of Conquest:
Literary Study and British Rule in India (1989), acts of
resilience often serve as subtle forms of resistance against
oppressive systems (p. 112). Sita’s agnipariksha becomes a
powerful symbol of resistance, forcing others to confront their
own moral failings. The psychological toll of the ordeal is not
overlooked. Sita reflects on the pain of being doubted by
Ram, yet she resolves to rise above it:

“I would not let his doubt diminish me. If anything, it would
prove the strength of my spirit” (The Forest of Enchantments,
p. 247). This duality of pain and resilience underscores the
complexity of her character, making her relatable and
inspiring.

Banishment: A Testament to Inner Strength

Sita’s banishment by Ram while pregnant is one of the most
heart-wrenching episodes in the novel. Yet, it is also one of
the most poignant demonstrations of her resilience. Instead of
succumbing to despair, Sita channels her pain into building a
new life for herself and her sons in Valmiki’s hermitage. She
reflects:

“I had lost a kingdom and a husband, but I had gained
something far more precious—a chance to create a world
where my children could thrive without fear” (The Forest of
Enchantments, p. 283).

This reimagining of the banishment as a transformative
experience rather than a tragedy reminds us Tanika Sarkar’s
perspective in Hindu Wife, Hindu Nation: Community,
Religion, and Cultural Nationalism (2001), where she
explores how women in mythology often transcend their
prescribed roles through resilience (p. 176). The writer also
emphasizes Sita’s role as a nurturer and teacher during this
period. Her interactions with her sons, Lava and Kusha, reveal
her wisdom and strength. She advises them: “Strength is not
in wielding a sword but in knowing when not to use it” (The
Forest of Enchantments, p. 297). This sentiment echoes
Arshia Sattar’s observations in Lost Loves: Exploring Rama’s
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Anguish (2011), where she notes that Sita’s resilience lies in
her ability to impart lessons of compassion and courage to
future generations (p. 132).

Resilience through Empathy

Sita’s resilience is not limited to her struggles; it also
manifests in her empathy for others. Despite her suffering, she
finds the strength to understand and forgive those who
wronged her. For instance, her reflections on Mandodari,
Ravana’s wife, reveal her capacity for compassion:
“Mandodari, too, was a victim of Ravana’s arrogance. In her
sorrow, I saw a reflection of my own” (The Forest of
Enchantments, p. 260). Paula Richman also discussed in
Many Ramayanas: The Diversity of a Narrative Tradition in
South Asia (1991), where she highlights how alternative
narratives humanize traditionally vilified characters (p. 94).
Sita’s ability to empathize even with those associated with her
pain underscores her emotional resilience.

The Final Act of Defiance: Returning to the Earth

Sita’s ultimate act of resilience is her decision to return to the
earth, reclaiming her agency and rejecting societal judgment.
She declares: “I will not live in a world where my worth is
questioned at every turn. The earth is my mother, and to her, I
will return” (The Forest of Enchantments, p. 310). This act of
self-determination redefines her legacy, presenting her as a
figure of unparalleled strength and autonomy. Uma
Chakravarti, in Rewriting History: The Life and Times of
Draupadi in the Mahabharata (2006), notes that such acts of
defiance by mythological women often serve as powerful
critiques of patriarchal structures (p. 87). Sita’s return to the
earth is not an escape but a profound statement of self-respect
and resilience.

Cultural and Social Context in the Forest of Enchantments
Mythology as a Tool for Social Change

Divakaruni uses mythology as a powerful vehicle for social
change, highlighting themes of gender inequality, societal
expectations, and the resilience of women. Divakaruni’s
reinterpretation of the Ramayana is notable for how it
subverts the traditional portrayal of Sita. In the original text,
Sita is often portrayed as a symbol of purity and devotion,
enduring hardship without question. She is depicted as a
passive figure, a woman whose suffering is framed within the
values of devotion and sacrifice. Divakaruni, however,
reimagines Sita as an active participant in her own story. She
is no longer merely the object of Rama's decisions, but an
individual who grapples with the harsh realities of the world
and makes decisions that affect her future.

In The Forest of Enchantments, Sita's internal struggle is
conveyed through her poignant reflections. For instance,
when she reflects on the trials she faces after her exile, she
asks, "I have always thought of myself as a woman of
strength, but what if strength lies in giving up, in knowing
when to stop trying?" (The Forest of Enchantments, 2019, p.
204). This moment highlights her vulnerability and the
complexities of her identity, contrasting sharply with the
idealized version of Sita in the traditional Ramayana.

Critics have noted that Divakaruni uses mythology as a means
to critique social structures, especially the deeply ingrained
patriarchy that governs both ancient and contemporary
societies. In her analysis of Divakaruni’s work, literary
scholar Meera Shah (2018) states, “Divakaruni’s retelling of
the Ramayana through Sita’s voice provides a radical
reimagining that critiques the silence forced upon women,
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making her a symbol of resilience and defiance” (Shah, 2018,
p. 134). Shah’s observation is significant in understanding
how Divakaruni reclaims Sita’s narrative as an act of
resistance against traditional gender roles.

Additionally, Divakaruni uses Sita’s suffering to comment on
broader societal issues. Sita's repeated tests of purity and
devotion—such as the trial by fire and her exile to the
forest—mirror the societal expectations placed on women,
especially in terms of chastity, motherhood, and self-sacrifice.
These trials are reinterpreted in The Forest of Enchantments
not as noble acts of endurance but as burdens that undermine
women’s agency. Divakaruni’s Sita refuses to be defined
solely by her relationship to Rama or her status as a wife and
mother, as seen in her declaration, “/ am not only a mother,
not only a wife. I am Sita” (The Forest of Enchantments,
2019, p. 299). This statement is a direct challenge to the way
women are often reduced to their familial roles, highlighting
the need for women to define themselves independently.

Bridging Tradition and Modernity

Divakaruni’s exploration of the diasporic experience also
informs her portrayal of Sita’s internal conflict. The tension
between tradition and modernity is especially evident in Sita’s
role as a wife and mother. In one poignant moment, Sita
reflects on the roles assigned to her: “I have been told that 1
am only what I am for my husband and my children. But what
of me?” (The Forest of Enchantments, 2019, p. 174). This
questioning of her societal role speaks to the challenges faced
by women in both the traditional Indian context and in
modern, diasporic communities. Divakaruni’s background as
an immigrant allows her to explore how women negotiate
these roles in different cultural contexts, particularly in the
diaspora where modernity often clashes with traditional
cultural expectations.

As literary scholar Sanjiv Gupta (2020) points out,
Divakaruni’s narrative style in The Forest of Enchantments
reflects this cultural synthesis: "Divakaruni skilfully
intertwines the mythology of the Ramayana with a modern
sensibility, creating a narrative that is deeply rooted in Indian
tradition yet accessible to global readers" (Gupta, 2020, p.
45). Gupta’s analysis underscores how Divakaruni’s diasporic
perspective influences her writing, allowing her to draw from
both Indian cultural heritage and the global feminist
movement to present a multifaceted view of gender and
identity.

This blending of cultural worlds makes The Forest of
Enchantments both a personal and a universal story. It speaks
to the experiences of women across different cultural
landscapes, from India to the diaspora, offering a narrative
that is both rooted in tradition and engaged with the issues
facing modern women. Divakaruni’s portrayal of Sita is thus
not only a reclamation of her mythological agency but also an
invitation to reimagine women’s roles in both myth and
society.

Narrative Techniques in the Forest of Enchantments
First-Person Perspective

One of the most striking narrative choices Divakaruni makes
in The Forest of Enchantments is her use of the first-person
perspective. Through this lens, the story is told directly from
Sita’s point of view, offering readers an intimate insight into
her thoughts, emotions, and struggles. The first-person
narrative is a powerful tool that transforms Sita from a
mythological figure into a fully realized, relatable character.
In the original Ramayana, Sita’s voice is often absent, and her
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experiences are filtered through the male gaze, primarily
through the actions and decisions of Rama and other male
characters. Divakaruni subverts this traditional storytelling
method by giving Sita a platform to speak for herself,
allowing her to articulate her inner world.

Sita’s personal reflections, desires, and struggles come to the
forefront as she narrates her own journey. For example, she
expresses her inner turmoil and longing when she is separated
from Rama: “How many nights I have spent in longing,
watching the moon rise and set, as if time itself could answer
my heart’s question” (The Forest of Enchantments, 2019, p.
183). This passage reveals not only Sita’s emotional depth but
also her vulnerability, making her a more human and
sympathetic figure. By allowing Sita to narrate her story,
Divakaruni emphasizes her agency, breaking away from the
traditional portrayal of Sita as merely a passive observer in
the epic. Through the first-person perspective, readers gain
access to the complexities of Sita’s internal world, thus
rehumanizing her and making her struggle for agency more
poignant and relatable.

The first-person narrative also gives voice to Sita’s resistance
against the patriarchal structures that have defined her life.
When Sita reflects on her own identity, she states, “/ am more
than what they have made me. I am Sita, and I will no longer
be defined by their judgments” (The Forest of Enchantments,
2019, p. 210). This declaration becomes a pivotal moment in
the narrative, where Sita actively takes control of her identity
and reclaims her story from the male-dominated narratives of
the past. The first-person voice, then, is not just a narrative
technique; it is an act of empowerment, enabling Sita to
rewrite her destiny.

Symbolism and Imagery

Another important narrative device that Divakaruni uses in
The Forest of Enchantments is the rich symbolism and
imagery of nature. Throughout the novel, the natural world
becomes a powerful reflection of Sita’s emotional and
spiritual journey. The forest, in particular, plays a
multifaceted role in the narrative, serving as both a place of
exile and a space for self-discovery. It symbolizes Sita’s
isolation but also her strength and resilience, as she learns to
navigate the challenges of the world on her terms.

Sita’s love for the forest is a recurring motif in the novel. It is
in the forest that she confronts her inner turmoil and begins to
understand herself more fully. The forest represents a
sanctuary, a place where Sita can reconnect with herself and
with nature. In one poignant moment, Sita reflects on the
forest’s role in her transformation: “The trees have taught me
patience, the flowers, resilience. I have learned the way of
silence and the way of listening to the earth’s whispers” (The
Forest of Enchantments, 2019, p. 215). This connection to
nature underscores Sita’s personal growth, as she learns to
accept and embrace her circumstances. The forest becomes a
space for her to heal and find strength, away from the
judgments and expectations of society.

The imagery of nature also reflects Sita’s emotional state at
various points in the narrative. For example, when she is amid
great sorrow or struggle, Divakaruni often describes the
natural surroundings in a way that mirrors Sita’s inner
turmoil. In one instance, Sita describes the sky as “a storm-
tossed sea, dark and unrelenting” (The Forest of
Enchantments, 2019, p. 170) as she battles feelings of
abandonment and uncertainty. On the other hand, moments of
peace or clarity are often accompanied by imagery of calm,
serene nature. This use of natural imagery not only enhances
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the emotional resonance of the novel but also emphasizes
Sita’s connection to the world around her, suggesting that her
journey of transformation is deeply intertwined with the
natural rhythms of life.

The symbolism of nature in The Forest of Enchantments thus
becomes a vehicle for exploring Sita’s psychological and
emotional states. It reflects her inner strength, her
vulnerabilities, and her eventual realization of self-worth.
Nature is both a mirror of her struggles and a source of solace,
offering a profound commentary on how the external world
shapes and reflects our internal experiences.

Intertextuality

Divakaruni’s retelling of the Ramayana is deeply intertextual,
as it engages in a dialogue with the original text while also
reimagining its events and characters. The novel is not simply
a retelling of the Ramayana; it is a conversation between the
ancient myth and contemporary concerns. By drawing upon
the original text, Divakaruni invites readers to reflect on how
the Ramayana has been interpreted and reinterpreted over
time, while simultaneously offering a modern feminist
reinterpretation of the classic epic.

One key aspect of this intertextuality is the way Divakaruni
revises and reimagines familiar characters. For instance, the
character of Ravana, traditionally portrayed as a villain, is
presented in a more nuanced light in Divakaruni’s version.
She writes, “Ravana was not simply the demon king of Lanka,
but a man of contradictions, both powerful and tragic” (The
Forest of Enchantments, 2019, p. 271). This revision allows
readers to engage with Ravana as a more complex character,
complicating the simplistic good-versus-evil dichotomy that
often dominates traditional telling of the Ramayana.
Additionally, Divakaruni’s reimagining of Sita’s exile is a
direct commentary on the original text’s treatment of her. In
the traditional Ramayana, Sita’s exile is framed as a test of
her purity, a trial that she must endure without question. In
contrast, Divakaruni’s Sita questions this exile, seeing it as an
unjust punishment for something she did not commit. She
reflects, “They have cast me aside as if I were a discarded
garment, but I am not what they think I am” (The Forest of
Enchantments, 2019, p. 230). This revision shifts the focus
from Sita’s passive endurance to her active resistance,
inviting readers to question the original text’s treatment of
women.

The intertextual nature of Divakaruni’s work allows readers to
see the Ramayana in a new light. By engaging with the
original epic, The Forest of Enchantments opens up a space
for critical reflection on the gendered dynamics of the myth.
Divakaruni’s Sita is not simply a reflection of the past but a
modern reimagining that challenges and reinterprets the
traditional narrative.

Conclusion: A Timeless Feminist Icon

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s The Forest of Enchantments is a
powerful retelling of the Ramayana, a myth that has shaped
the cultural and social fabric of India for centuries. Through
her novel, Divakaruni reclaims Sita’s narrative, transforming
her from a passive figure into a symbol of empowerment,
resilience, and self-determination. As Sita herself says:

“This is my story. Not his. Not Valmiki’s. Mine.” (The Forest
of Enchantments, p. 1).

This declaration encapsulates the essence of the novel,
offering a bold and necessary reinterpretation of a beloved
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myth. By challenging patriarchal norms and emphasizing the
complexities of Sita’s character, Divakaruni offers a feminist
reinterpretation of a traditional myth, making it resonate
deeply with contemporary readers. This retelling not only
redefines Sita’s role in the Ramayana but also underscores the
importance of women’s voices in the retelling of cultural and
mythological narratives.

Divakaruni’s feminist approach is central to her reimagining
of Sita’s story. In traditional versions of the Ramayana, Sita is
often depicted as a figure defined by her loyalty, purity, and
suffering. Her identity is shaped by the decisions and actions
of the men around her, particularly Rama. However, Sita is
given agency and voice in The Forest of Enchantments.
Through the first-person narrative, Divakaruni allows Sita to
speak for herself, shedding light on her emotional depth, inner
struggles, and desires. By allowing Sita to narrate her own
story, Divakaruni reclaims her agency and presents her not
just as a passive character enduring her fate, but as an active
participant in shaping her destiny.

One of the most significant ways in which Divakaruni
empowers Sita is by reinterpreting her exile. In the original
Ramayana, Sita’s exile is framed as a test of her purity, a trial
that she must endure without question. Divakaruni, however,
presents Sita’s exile as an unjust punishment and allows Sita
to question the rationale behind it. As Sita reflects on her
exile, she thinks, “They have cast me aside as if I were a
discarded garment, but I am not what they think I am” (The
Forest of Enchantments, 2019, p. 230). This statement is
pivotal in the novel, as it marks Sita’s realization of her own
worth and her resistance to the patriarchal forces that have
sought to control her. Through this reinterpretation,
Divakaruni challenges the traditional narrative and
emphasizes Sita’s resilience in the face of adversity.

In addition to the narrative’s feminist undertones, The Forest
of Enchantments also serves as a reminder of the strength and
resilience of women throughout history. As Sita reflects:

“My story is not one of despair. It is one of triumph—the
triumph of a woman'’s spirit over the constraints of her world”
(The Forest of Enchantments, p. 315).

Sita’s journey, from her initial trials to her eventual self-
discovery, resonates with readers who may find parallels in
their own lives. Sita’s ability to endure hardship, to rise above
her circumstances, and to reclaim her agency speaks to the
universal struggle for empowerment faced by women across
cultures and time periods. As Sita reflects on her growth, she
acknowledges, “I am stronger than I knew, and I will not be
silenced by their judgments” (The Forest of Enchantments,
2019, p. 210). This declaration of strength and self-
empowerment serves as an inspiration to readers, particularly
women, to challenge societal norms, question traditional
expectations, and embrace their own agency.

Divakaruni’s work also highlights the importance of women’s
voices in the retelling of cultural and mythological narratives.
Traditionally, women have often been relegated to the
sidelines in the telling of great epics like the Ramayana.
However, by centering Sita’s voice in the novel, Divakaruni
gives prominence to a woman’s perspective within a narrative
that has been dominated by male voices for centuries. As Sita
asserts: “This is not just Ram’s story. It is mine too. And I will
not let it be forgotten” (The Forest of Enchantments, p. 3).
This shift in perspective not only challenges the traditional
gender dynamics within the Ramayana but also calls for a
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broader re-examination of the role of women in cultural
storytelling.

Ultimately, The Forest of Enchantments is a testament to the
transformative  power of storytelling.  Divakaruni’s
reimagining of Sita’s tale demonstrates how revisiting and
reinterpreting the past can reshape the future. By presenting
Sita as a complex, multi-dimensional character with agency,
Divakaruni shows how mythological narratives can be used to
challenge societal norms and foster empowerment. Her work
encourages readers to reconsider the stories we tell and how
those stories influence our understanding of the world.
Through her portrayal of Sita, Divakaruni reminds us that the
past is not fixed but can be reinterpreted to create a more
inclusive and equitable future.

The Forest of Enchantments is a significant contribution to
both feminist literature and the reimagining of classical
myths. As Sita declares: “My story is not one of weakness but
of strength—a strength that comes from knowing who I am
and what I stand for” (The Forest of Enchantments, p. 319).
This powerful statement encapsulates the essence of
Divakaruni’s feminist vision, inspiring readers to question
societal norms and embrace the transformative potential of
resilience and empathy. By giving Sita her voice and agency,
Divakaruni not only redefines her role in the Ramayana but
also underscores the importance of women’s perspectives in
shaping cultural narratives. The novel’s exploration of Sita’s
resilience, strength, and transformation serves as an
inspiration for readers to challenge societal norms, embrace
their power, and take ownership of their stories. Through this
reimagining of an ancient myth, Divakaruni highlights the
enduring relevance of Sita’s journey in the modern world,
proving that the act of retelling stories has the potential to
shape a more equitable and just future.
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