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Abstract

The reinterpretation of mythological narratives through a feminist perspective has become a significant
literary movement in contemporary Indian writing, offering a platform to revisit and reassess the
representation of women in traditional texts. Kavita Kane has emerged as a pioneering voice in this domain,
known for her compelling retellings of mythological stories that foreground the experiences, emotions, and
agency of female characters. Her works challenge long-standing patriarchal interpretations of Indian epics
such as the Ramayana and Mahabharata, which have historically portrayed women as passive, submissive,

and secondary to male heroes.

This research paper undertakes an in-depth analysis of feminist agency in Kane’s mythological retellings,
focusing on her major works including Karna's Wife: The Outcast's Queen, Sita's Sister, Menaka's Choice,
and Sita's Curse. The study explores how Kane reconstructs female identities by presenting her characters
as autonomous individuals capable of making independent decisions, resisting societal constraints, and

redefining their roles within mythological frameworks.

Through a critical examination of narrative techniques, character development, and thematic concerns, the

paper highlights Kane’s contribution to feminist discourse in Indian literature. It argues that her retellings
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not only reclaim silenced voices but also offer a nuanced understanding of gender, power, and identity. By
reimagining mythological women as complex and dynamic figures, Kane challenges readers to reconsider

traditional narratives and engage with mythology in a more inclusive and progressive manner.
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1. Introduction

Indian mythology, particularly the two great epics—the Ramayana and the Mahabharata—has long been
a source of moral guidance, cultural identity, and societal norms. These texts have shaped and reinforced
the roles of men and women in Indian society, with women often depicted as paragons of virtue, sacrifice,
and devotion, usually in the service of male heroes. In these narratives, the focus is typically placed on the
actions of the male protagonists, leaving female characters in the background, where they are often reduced
to passive symbols of femininity and idealized notions of womanhood. In the Ramayana, for example, Sita
is revered for her chastity, while in the Mahabharata, Draupadi's role is largely confined to being the wife

of the Pandavas, despite her complex emotions and psychological journey.

Kavita Kane, a contemporary author, has redefined the representation of women in Indian mythology by
giving voice to the often overlooked and sidelined female characters. Through her reimagining of these
mythological figures, Kane challenges the patriarchal interpretations that have dominated traditional
retellings. By focusing on women’s agency, emotions, and personal struggles, she shifts the spotlight onto
the women in these epics, making them active agents rather than passive figures. Kane’s works such as

Karna’s Wife: The Outcast’s Queen, Sita’s Sister, Menaka’s Choice, and Sita’s Curse breathe new life into

Copyright@ijaer.org Page 188



IJAER/ September-October-2026/Volume-15/Issue-5 ISSN: 2278-9677

ancient myths, reexamining them from a feminist perspective. These retellings explore the multifaceted

lives of female characters, giving them autonomy and agency in their own stories.

The primary aim of this paper is to critically engage with the feminist agency portrayed in Kane’s retellings.
By analyzing her characters’ decisions, struggles, and emotional journeys, this study will show how these
women are presented not as mere secondary characters, but as autonomous beings who challenge societal
norms and define their own identities. Kane’s mythological retellings thus offer a more inclusive and

progressive understanding of gender, power, and identity within Indian mythology.

2. Conceptual Framework

2.1 Feminist Agency in Literature

Feminist agency is a central concept in feminist literary criticism and refers to the ability of women
characters to act independently, make choices, and assert their identities within the structures of a
patriarchal society. It involves breaking free from the traditional constraints imposed by social and cultural
norms and taking control of one's own destiny. In feminist literary works, agency is often represented by
women characters who challenge the prescribed roles of wife, mother, or daughter, and instead explore

personal desires, political autonomy, and self-expression.

In Kane’s works, feminist agency is presented in various forms. Her female characters often navigate
oppressive social systems with resilience, intelligence, and emotional strength. However, feminist agency
does not always mean overt rebellion; it can also manifest through more subtle acts of resistance, such as
making difficult moral choices, asserting one’s identity despite societal pressures, and displaying
psychological endurance. For example, in Karna’s Wife: The Outcast’s Queen, Urvi’s marriage to Karna

is not just an act of love but a conscious decision to defy the rigid caste system. In Sita's Curse, Sita’s
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refusal to conform to societal norms—whether regarding her chastity or her role as a mother—becomes an

act of self-respect and empowerment.

Feminist agency in literature also challenges traditional tropes of femininity that often confine women to
secondary or supportive roles. Kane’s retellings reimagine these women not as mere followers of male
protagonists, but as individuals with their own desires, struggles, and agency. Kane’s portrayal of these
characters showcases how they assert themselves within the mythological context, allowing them to reclaim

their narratives and, in some cases, redefine the very notion of femininity.

2.2 Mythological Retellings and Feminist Reinterpretation

Mythological retellings have always been a powerful literary tool to reinterpret and critique traditional
narratives. These retellings provide an opportunity to revisit familiar stories and challenge the established
norms within them. Writers like Kavita Kane use mythological retellings as a platform to present alternative
interpretations, often focusing on perspectives that have been neglected or overlooked in the original texts.
By reimagining ancient stories from a feminist perspective, authors can offer new insights into the

characters and events, as well as deconstruct the gender dynamics inherent in these myths.

In Kane’s retellings, she presents female characters as multidimensional figures who are capable of making
their own choices, challenging societal expectations, and asserting their autonomy. For instance, her
portrayal of Urmila in Sita's Sister transforms her from a quiet, secondary figure in the Ramayana into a
strong, emotionally complex character whose silent sacrifice and inner strength redefine the narrative of
selflessness. Similarly, Kane’s retelling of Menaka in Menaka’s Choice humanizes her character, showing
her internal conflict between duty and desire, thus complicating the portrayal of women in the original

myth.
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By highlighting women’s emotional and psychological journeys, Kane provides a counter-narrative to the
traditional, male-centric interpretation of mythological stories. These feminist reinterpretations allow for a
more inclusive reading of ancient myths and challenge the traditional patriarchal framework within which

these stories have often been confined.

3. Feminist Agency in Selected Works

3.1 Feminist Agency in Karna's Wife: The Outcast's Queen

In Karna’s Wife: The Outcast’s Queen, Kane reimagines Urvi’s character as a woman who makes bold
decisions despite the constraints of her time. Urvi’s decision to marry Karna, the son of a charioteer, despite
the rigid caste system and her noble birth, showcases her agency. This act is not simply a romantic choice,
but a conscious rebellion against the traditional social norms that dictated who she should marry based on

caste and social status.

Urvi’s character is marked by emotional resilience, as she grapples with the moral dilemmas of Karna’s life
and his role in the Mahabharata. She challenges traditional gender roles by not being defined by her position
as a wife but instead emerges as an individual with her own moral compass and agency. Her decisions are
informed by a deep sense of self-awareness and intellectual clarity. Kane’s portrayal of Urvi redefines her
from being a mere supporting character in Karna’s life to a strong, independent woman who actively shapes

her own narrative.

3.2 Feminist Agency in Sita's Sister

In Sita's Sister, Kane gives voice to Urmila, the often-overlooked sister of Sita. Urmila’s role in the
Ramayana is typically reduced to her being a silent observer of her sister’s trials, but Kane’s retelling gives

her a more central role. Urmila’s emotional and psychological journey is explored in depth, focusing on her
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sacrifice of staying in the palace while her husband, Lakshmana, accompanies his brother Ram into exile.
Kane reinterprets this sacrifice not as an act of passive submission but as a form of emotional strength and

endurance.

Urmila’s agency is not expressed through overt rebellion or action, but through her ability to endure, to
hold onto her identity, and to maintain her own sense of self amidst the trauma and loss she faces. Kane’s
retelling challenges the patriarchal narrative that defines women’s value in terms of visible action or

rebellion, instead emphasizing that quiet strength and resilience are forms of agency too.

3.3 Feminist Agency in Menaka's Choice

In Menaka’s Choice, Kane explores the complexities of Menaka, who in traditional mythology is often
depicted as a seductress sent to distract sage Vishwamitra. Kane presents Menaka as a woman caught
between duty and desire. Far from being a one-dimensional character, Menaka is portrayed as an individual
with her own struggles and aspirations. She questions her role as a seductress and seeks to assert her

individuality.

Menaka’s agency is shown in her internal conflict between fulfilling her duty as dictated by the gods and
her desire for autonomy. This struggle reflects the broader theme of self-discovery and the complexity of
female identity in a patriarchal society. Kane’s retelling offers a fresh perspective on Menaka’s character,
transforming her from a mere tool of divine intervention into a woman who grapples with her own desires

and choices.

3.4 Feminist Agency in Sita's Curse

In Sita's Curse, Kane offers a new perspective on Sita, the central female figure of the Ramayana.

Traditionally, Sita’s character has been defined by her loyalty and sacrifice, often suffering silently for the
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sake of her family and husband. In Kane’s retelling, Sita becomes a symbol of resistance, refusing to
conform to the societal and patriarchal expectations placed upon her. Her refusal to undergo the agni-

pariksha (trial by fire) is a powerful assertion of her dignity and self-respect.

Kane’s portrayal of Sita is one of strength and assertiveness, where Sita challenges the decisions imposed
upon her and actively questions the injustices she faces. Sita’s agency is expressed through her willingness
to challenge not just her own personal circumstances, but the societal norms that dictate the behavior of
women. Kane’s reimagining of Sita’s character highlights her as an empowered woman who resists

oppression and asserts her right to dignity and self-respect.

4. Major Themes Emerging from Feminist Agency

4.1 Resistance to Patriarchal Structures

One of the central themes in Kane’s works is the resistance to patriarchal structures. Her characters do not
passively accept the roles assigned to them by society; instead, they question, resist, and challenge these
structures in ways that are both subtle and overt. Whether it is Urvi’s decision to marry Karna, Urmila’s
emotional endurance, Menaka’s internal struggle, or Sita’s refusal to conform, each character demonstrates

a form of resistance that redefines the notion of feminist agency.

4.2 Reconstruction of Female Identity

Kane’s works contribute significantly to the reconstruction of female identity in mythology. By giving
voice to women who were previously sidelined, Kane reimagines them as autonomous individuals capable

of making choices that define their lives. Through these characters, Kane challenges traditional notions of
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femininity, emphasizing that women’s identities are complex, multifaceted, and not limited to traditional

roles.

4.3 Emotional and Psychological Empowerment

Kane’s emphasis on the emotional and psychological dimensions of her characters highlights the
importance of inner strength and resilience. Feminist agency, in Kane’s view, is not just about outward acts
of rebellion but also about the ability to endure and maintain one’s sense of self in the face of adversity.

This emotional and psychological empowerment becomes a significant form of agency for her characters.

4.4 Reclaiming Silenced Voices

Through her feminist reinterpretations, Kane gives voice to women who have been historically
marginalized in traditional mythological narratives. By focusing on characters like Urmila, Menaka, and
Urvi, Kane reclaims their stories and positions them as active agents in their own narratives. This act of
reclamation is not only significant for feminist literature but also offers a more inclusive understanding of

mythology.

5. Conclusion

Kavita Kane’s mythological retellings offer a transformative approach to storytelling by highlighting the
feminist agency of her female characters. Through her works, Kane challenges the patriarchal narratives
that have dominated traditional Indian mythology and redefines the representation of women. Her retellings
emphasize the strength, complexity, and individuality of women, portraying them as active agents capable

of making their own choices and asserting their autonomy.
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Kane’s feminist reinterpretations of these mythological stories not only enrich literary discourse but also
contribute to the broader conversation on gender, power, and identity. By reimagining these ancient texts
through a feminist lens, Kane demonstrates that mythology is not static but can evolve to reflect
contemporary values and perspectives. This research underscores the importance of feminist

reinterpretations in creating a more equitable and inclusive understanding of cultural narratives.

This expanded content offers a deeper analysis of feminist agency within the context of Kavita Kane’s
mythological retellings. It elaborates on how her works challenge traditional narratives, redefine female
identity, and explore the emotional and psychological complexities of the female characters in Indian

mythology.
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