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Abstract:

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, a prominent diasporic writer, explores the profound experiences of displacement
and the intricate formation of identity through her imaginative retellings of classic Indian epics, such as The
Mahabharata and The Ramayana. Her literary endeavors, specifically works like The Palace of Illusions and
The Forest of Enchantments, project the inseparable connection between the individual and their homeland,
incorporating its culture, myths, legends, and ancient glories. Divakaruni delves into the concept of "diaspora”
by examining individuals, particularly those who have been compelled to migrate from their homelands, and
their continuous yearning to return or maintain a connection. This article will explore how Divakaruni
employs the narrative structures of these ancient texts to illuminate the nuanced experiences of diasporic
individuals, focusing on themes of dislocation, relocation, the search for belonging, and the re-visioning
of identity from varied perspectives, particularly through her portrayal of characters like Panchaali and
Karna.
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1. Introduction -The Concept of Diaspora and Epic Retellings:

The term "diaspora” fundamentally describes the dispersal of people from their original homeland, often
under duress, leading to a persistent longing to return or to maintain strong ties with their ancestral land.
William Safran, a key proponent of this concept, articulated basic characteristics that were later expanded
upon by Robin Cohen. These diasporic individuals often find themselves compelled to try and return to their
homeland when circumstances permit. However, the notion of “return™ or "revisiting" the nation of birth is not
always limited to a physical journey to a geographical territory; it can also be pursued through imagination,
memory, and the re-invention of foundational texts.

In this context, Divakaruni’s work is significant as she engages in a re-invention of texts that are deeply
ingrained as national narratives and cultural touchstones for Indian diasporic communities. By retelling these
epics, she acknowledges their profound influence on the diasporic mind and their role in shaping identity. The
connection between an epic and its nation's people is not merely confined to literary themes but extends
beyond, possessing the power to generate a sense of group identity. As articulated by Gaurav Konde, the
cultural context within these narratives is more functional in constructing the identity of a diasporic individual
than a purely literary analysis of the text itself. Divakaruni's novels, including The Palace of Illusions and The
Forest of Enchantments, serve as modern narrative structures for these ancient tales, prompting a reflection on
societal values and the aspects of heroic and anti-heroic figures, as well as inter-human and intra-human
relationships.

2. Re-visioning ldentity Through Female Narratives:

Divakaruni's contribution to diasporic literature is particularly impactful through her choice to retell these
epics from a different perspective, often from that of a woman, a viewpoint previously unexplored. In The
Palace of Illusions, she adopts Panchaali's perspective, handling issues related to home, isolation, dispersion,
exile, frustration, relocation, and assimilation — all integral to the study of diaspora. Divakaruni's narrative
offers a different perspective on the relationship between Karna and Panchaali, a crucial aspect of her
retelling.

Panchaali's birth itself signifies displacement and a sense of disbelonging, as she is born from fire and is not
part of a "natural” process. This inherent dislocation, coupled with her early life experiences, significantly
influences her diasporic mindset. She is often compelled, rather than choosing, to return to her homeland
whenever conditions are favorable. Panchaali’s character constantly attempts to return to her original
homeland, even when conditions are compelling, though this return is not always physically restricted to a
geographical territory. Her displacement and un-belonging are continuous facets of her life. She experiences
various forms of social segregation and displacement throughout her life, leading to the "dislocation and
relocation, disbelonging and re-belonging of Panchaali" being integral to the novel’s study. Her aspiration for
a heroic and independent life clashes with the realities of her existence, as she navigates patriarchal norms and
societal expectations. Panchaali's initial aspiration for "greatness, perseverance, and independence™ contrasts
with her eventual realization of her limited power and the necessity of "relinquishing™ her refusal to conform.
This emotional and physical transformation, as described by Divakaruni, leads Panchaali to a deep sense of
disbelonging and ultimately, a "relocation of self" through her unique identity formation.

3. Exploring Displacement and Re-belonging Through Male Narratives:

While The Palace of Illusions primarily centers on Panchaali, the novel also explors deeply into the diasporic
experiences of male characters, particularly Karna. Karna's profound sense of disbelonging begins at birth
when he is abandoned by his mother, Kunti, and is raised in a lower-caste family by Adhiratha and Radha.
This immediate displacement sets the stage for a life marked by social segregation and the constant feeling of
being an outsider.
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Karna's dislocation becomes a central theme as he endeavors to overcome his initial social disadvantages.
Despite being born of royal and divine lineage, his upbringing as a charioteer's son forces him to tolerate
social segregation in different spheres of his life. He consistently seeks to overcome this disbelonging, driven
by a desire for acceptance and a rightful place in society. Karna’s struggles highlight how personal aspirations
for greatness can be challenged by entrenched societal structures. His aspirations for a "glorious, independent,
and unbent life” often clash with the rigid social hierarchy.

The narrative emphasizes that Karna's disbelonging is deeply ingrained in his identity, stemming from the
very moment of his birth. This is powerfully expressed as his "dislocation reaches its climax in the final stage
of relocation”. The text connects Karna's sense of disbelonging to the broader "spirit of the Ramayana”,
suggesting a universal theme of displacement within the epic tradition. Though his journey is often one of
seeking to belong, it is also a struggle against forces that compel him to remain an outsider. Divakaruni
portrays Karna's journey as one where his identity is shaped by his pursuit of a rightful place, ultimately
finding a "sense of belonging yet when asked by Bheema, Karna admits unhesitantly that Hastinapur will
never be his home where too many people hate her [him] husband". His aspiration for a home with his family,
away from any misery, becomes a reality, but it is a home without conflict.

4. The Symbolism of Home and Belonging:

The concept of "home" in Divakaruni's retellings transcends a mere physical location, becoming a powerful
symbol of identity, belonging, and emotional refuge within the diasporic experience. For Panchaali, the palace
built for her represents her identity; its magical qualities reflect her own desires and illusions. However, the
destruction of this palace by Duryodhan, her cousin, symbolizes her profound sense of displacement and her
perpetual lack of a stable home. This destruction marks the beginning of her nomadic existence, where she
yearns for a sense of belonging and "returns to her early, lost years". The longing for home is thus associated
with a loss of identity and emotional security.

The narrative frequently contrasts the "sense of dislocation™ with the "sense of location”. While dislocation,
especially when imposed, offers no wonder or amusement, the sense of location is imbued with "reverence
and wonderment". Panchaali's initial aspiration for a permanent home remains unfulfilled as her palace is not
a true home but merely a "temporary sense of belonging”. Her continued search for "belongingness associated
with the notion of home™ helps the central figure of the novel form her identity amidst adverse situations.

For Karna, the idea of home is intertwined with the constant yearning for acceptance and recognition. His
"palace of illusions” is not a physical structure but the metaphorical representation of his struggle to gain a
place where he belongs. His quest for "home" is challenged by a deep-seated feeling of "disbelonging and
unrootedness”. Even when offered a place, like in Hastinapur, Karna acknowledges it can never truly be his
home due to the animosity of others. His desire for a home with his family, away from any misery, highlights
a fundamental human need for secure belonging. The "politics of partitioning his kingdom among the
Pandavas and the Kauravas" dramatically displaces communities and reflects broader diasporic experiences.

Divakaruni's characters often experience "physical displacement and psychical dislocation". Panchaali’s initial
identity, tied to her familial home and her palace, becomes disrupted, leading to a sense of disbelonging.
Karna, too, experiences significant social dislocation and struggles with issues of relocation and assimilation.
Ultimately, both Panchaali and Karna, despite their powerful epic contexts, embody the "unrootedness of the
diasporic character”. The narratives convey that home is not merely a physical space but a "spiritual realm".
Divakaruni effectively uses the Mahabharata War, especially the Kurukshetra battle, to explore the disruption
of "home™" for its characters, turning it into a "terrifying situation™ that destroys the very notion of belonging.
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5. Conclusion:

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s retellings of the Mahabharata and Ramayana offer a compelling exploration of
diasporic identity through the lens of displacement and the search for belonging. By re-visioning these
national epics, Divakaruni not only explores the timeless struggles of her characters but also resonates with
the contemporary experiences of individuals grappling with issues of home, identity, and integration in a
globalized world. Through Panchaali’s internal conflicts and Karna’s external battles against his dislocated
origins, Divakaruni vividly portrays the psychological and emotional impact of being an outsider seeking an
elusive sense of "home". The pervasive theme of "disbelonging” and the inherent human desire for a "rooted"
identity become central to her narratives.

Divakaruni's decision to provide a fresh perspective, particularly through female voices, imbues these ancient
tales with new relevance, allowing for a multifaceted understanding of identity formation amidst crisis. Her
literary work contributes significantly to diasporic studies by articulating how physical displacement, social
segregation, and the longing for belonging shape individual and collective identities. Ultimately, by imbuing
Panchaali with the powerful character of a "narrator-heroine™ and delving into Karna’s profound sense of
abandonment, Divakaruni ensures that these timeless stories continue to speak to the enduring human
condition of yearning for a place to call home.
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