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Abstract 

This paper explores anthropocentrism in Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni's The Palace of Illusions through the lens of 
ecocriticism, drawing on the theories of Lawrence Buell, Cheryll Glotfelty, Greg Garrard, Simon C. Estok, and Ursula K. 
Heise. Buell’s concept of the environmental imagination reveals how the novel reflects a human-centered view of nature, 
positioning the Pandavas' and Kaurava’s ambitions and conflicts as paramount, often disregarding the ecological 
consequences. Glotfelty’s foundational ecocriticism framework highlights how the novel's portrayal of nature as a mere 
backdrop to human drama underscores anthropocentric narratives, emphasizing human desires and struggles over 
ecological concerns. Garrard’s examination of anthropocentrism and biocentrism is crucial for understanding how the 
novel prioritizes human agency and perspective, contributing to environmental degradation. Estok’s insights into 
literature's historical and cultural contexts further contextualize how the novel's representation of nature reflects 
broader anthropocentric attitudes. Heise’s global environmental imagination framework helps situate the novel’s 
depiction of nature within a larger ecological context, illustrating the impact of human actions on the environment. This 
ecocritical analysis uncovers how The Palace of Illusions has remarkably presented lucidly and explicitly the human-
centered worldview, revealing the implications of such perspectives on the natural world. 
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1. Introduction

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s The Palace of Illusions provides a rich narrative. Although written from the perspective of 
Draupadi, it also intertwines mythological themes with a nuanced exploration of human ambitions and desires. Set 
against the backdrop of the epic Mahabharata, the novel offers a reimagined account of the Pandavas’ journey and their 
rivalry with their cousins (Kauravas), focusing on the perspective of Draupadi. This narrative lens critically examines 
anthropocentrism—where human concerns and ambitions overshadow the natural world. 

In ecocriticism, anthropocentrism can be understood as prioritizing human interests and perspectives over 
environmental considerations. Lawrence Buell’s concept of the ecological imagination, as discussed in The 
Environmental Imagination, helps to contextualize how literature reflects and shapes environmental attitudes (Buell 
34). Buell argues that literature often mirrors human-centric views of nature, portraying it as a mere backdrop to human 
drama rather than an active participant (Buell 56). 

Cheryll Glotfelty’s seminal work, The Ecocriticism Reader, underscores the importance of analyzing how literary texts 
represent nature and human relationships with the environment. According to Glotfelty, literature frequently reveals 
underlying anthropocentric values that influence our understanding of ecological issues (Glotfelty and Fromm 12). In 
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The Palace of Illusions, the Pandavas’ actions and conflicts are central, while the natural world often serves merely as a 
stage for their exploits (Divakaruni 78). 

Greg Garrard’s Ecocriticism explores the tension between anthropocentric and biocentric perspectives, noting that 
anthropocentrism often results in environmental degradation and a diminished regard for nature’s intrinsic value 
(Garrard 22). This theoretical framework is crucial for understanding how The Palace of Illusions depicts nature as 
secondary to human desires and struggles. 

Simon C. Estok’s Ecocriticism and Shakespeare offers insights into how cultural and historical contexts shape literary 
portrayals of nature. Estok’s analysis can be applied to The Palace of Illusions to reveal how the novel’s representation 
of nature reflects broader anthropocentric attitudes inherent in its mythological and cultural setting (Estok 45). 

Ursula K. Heise’s Sense of Place and Sense of Planet introduces the concept of the global environmental imagination, 
which situates literary representations of nature within a broader ecological context (Heise 78). This perspective can 
enhance our understanding of how The Palace of Illusions portrays the impact of human actions on the environment 
within a global framework. 

By applying these ecocritical theories, this paper aims to uncover how The Palace of Illusions exemplifies 
anthropocentric narratives, revealing the implications of such perspectives for both the characters within the novel and 
the broader ecological context. 

Buell’s concept of the environmental imagination focuses on how literature reflects and shapes our understanding of 
nature. In The Palace of Illusions, the natural world is often portrayed as a passive backdrop to the human drama 
unfolding. This reflects a human-centered perspective where nature is secondary to the Pandavas’ conflicts and 
ambitions. For instance, when describing the aftermath of battles, the novel depicts the land as scorched and barren 
(Divakaruni 234), emphasizing the environmental degradation caused by human actions. 

2. Theoretical Framework 

2.1. Lawrence Buell’s Environmental Imagination 

Lawrence Buell’s concept of the environmental imagination, as outlined in The Environmental Imagination, focuses on 
how literature reflects and constructs our perceptions of the natural world. Buell argues that literature often positions 
nature as a backdrop to human narratives, shaping how we understand environmental issues (Buell 34). In The Palace 
of Illusions, Divakaruni utilizes this framework to depict nature primarily as a stage for the Pandavas' epic journey rather 
than as an active participant in the narrative. 

For instance, the novel frequently describes the environmental aftermath of human conflicts. The Pandavas' battles 
leave the landscape ravaged—forests are defined as scorched and rivers tainted by blood (Divakaruni 234). This 
portrayal aligns with Buell’s observation that literature often mirrors human-centered views of nature, where 
environmental degradation is a secondary concern to human ambitions. 

Buell also highlights the notion of environmental consciousness in literature. This consciousness is largely absent in The 
Palace of Illusions, as the focus remains on the human characters' personal and political struggles. Nature's role is 
minimized, reinforcing the anthropocentric perspective that prioritizes human experiences over ecological 
considerations (Buell 56). This framework helps reveal how Divakaruni’s novel reflects a broader cultural tendency to 
view nature as a mere backdrop to human drama. 

2.2. Cheryll Glotfelty’s Ecocriticism 

Cheryll Glotfelty’s ecocriticism framework, presented in The Ecocriticism Reader, emphasizes how literary texts reflect 
cultural attitudes towards nature and the environment (Glotfelty and Fromm 12). According to Glotfelty, literature often 
reveals underlying anthropocentric values that shape our understanding of ecological issues. In The Palace of Illusions, 
the depiction of nature essentially serves to advance the plot rather than to explore ecological themes. 

For example, the novel's detailed descriptions of the Pandavas' journey through lush forests and across rivers focus on 
how these settings facilitate their quest for power (Divakaruni 78). Nature is depicted as the characters’ desires and 
conflicts rather than as an entity with intrinsic value. This reflects Glotfelty’s observation that literature can reveal 
cultural biases prioritizing human interests over environmental concerns. 
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Glotfelty also argues that ecocriticism can uncover how narratives shape our understanding of environmental ethics. In 
The Palace of Illusions, the anthropocentric portrayal of nature suggests a cultural attitude that values human ambition 
and conflict over ecological stewardship (Glotfelty and Fromm 45). This framework provides valuable insights into how 
the novel’s narrative reinforces human-centered perspectives on nature. 

2.3. Greg Garrard’s Anthropocentrism and Biocentrism 

Greg Garrard’s Ecocriticism explores the tension between anthropocentric and biocentric perspectives, highlighting 
how literature often prioritizes human perspectives at the expense of environmental concerns (Garrard 22). Garrard’s 
analysis is particularly relevant for examining The Palace of Illusions, where nature is frequently depicted as secondary 
to human drama. 

In the novel, the Pandavas' actions lead to significant environmental degradation. The landscape reflects their internal 
conflicts and ambitions, depicting scorched earth and polluted rivers (Divakaruni 189). This focus on the consequences 
of human actions on nature illustrates Garrard’s critique of anthropocentric narratives prioritizing human agency over 
ecological considerations. 

Garrard also discusses how literature can reflect and reinforce anthropocentric values. In The Palace of Illusions, the 
novel’s portrayal of nature as a backdrop to human conflict reinforces the idea that environmental concerns are 
secondary to human desires and struggles (Garrard 78). This anthropocentric perspective highlights the need for a more 
balanced representation of nature in literature. 

2.4. Simon C. Estok’s Cultural and Historical Contexts 

Simon C. Estok’s Ecocriticism and Shakespeare provides insights into how cultural and historical contexts shape literary 
portrayals of nature (Estok 45). Estok’s analysis can be applied to The Palace of Illusions to understand how the novel’s 
depiction of nature reflects its mythological and cultural setting. 

In the context of the Mahabharata, nature often serves as a stage for human actions, reflecting the cultural and historical 
values of the epic’s setting. The Palace of Illusions mirrors this tradition by portraying nature about the Pandavas’ 
journey and conflicts (Divakaruni 245). Estok’s framework helps contextualize how the novel’s anthropocentric 
perspective is shaped by its historical and cultural backdrop. 

Estok also emphasizes the role of literature in reflecting and shaping cultural attitudes towards nature. In The Palace of 
Illusions, the novel’s depiction of nature as secondary to human drama reflects broader cultural values prioritizing 
human agency over ecological concerns (Estok 67). This analysis provides valuable insights into how the novel’s 
portrayal of nature is influenced by its cultural context. 

2.5. Ursula K. Heise’s Global Environmental Imagination 

Ursula K. Heise’s Sense of Place and Sense of Planet introduces the concept of the global environmental imagination, 
which situates literary representations of nature within a broader ecological context (Heise 78). Heise’s framework 
helps understand how The Palace of Illusions portrays environmental issues within a larger global narrative. 

The novel’s depiction of environmental degradation, such as the ravaging of forests and pollution of rivers, can be seen 
as part of a larger narrative about the impact of human actions on the natural world (Divakaruni 278). Heise’s concept 
of the global environmental imagination helps to situate the novel’s portrayal of nature within a broader context of 
ecological concerns. 

Heise also explores how literature can reflect global environmental issues and shape our understanding of ecological 
ethics. In The Palace of Illusions, the novel’s focus on human drama and ambition highlights the need for a more nuanced 
representation of environmental issues (Heise 102). This perspective provides valuable insights into how the novel 
reflects and reinforces global ecological concerns. 
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3. Analysis of Anthropocentrism in The Palace of Illusions 

3.1. The Pandavas’ Ambitions and Environmental Impact 

The Pandavas' and Kaurava’s quest for power and dominance is central to The Palace of Illusions. Their ambitions often 
come at the expense of the natural world, as their actions lead to significant environmental degradation. For example, 
the aftermath of their battles is depicted in stark terms, with forests reduced to ashes and rivers stained with blood 
(Divakaruni 189). 

The novel frequently emphasizes the impact of human conflicts on the environment, reflecting an anthropocentric 
perspective that prioritizes human ambitions over ecological concerns. The ravaging of landscapes and pollution of 
natural resources serve as a backdrop to the Pandavas’ struggles, highlighting the secondary role of nature in the 
narrative (Divakaruni 234). 

This focus on environmental degradation as a consequence of human actions aligns with Buell’s concept of the ecological 
imagination, which suggests that literature often reflects human-centered views of nature (Buell 34). The novel’s 
portrayal of nature as secondary to human drama reinforces the anthropocentric perspective that prioritizes human 
desires and conflicts. 

3.2. Nature as a Passive Backdrop 

In The Palace of Illusions, nature is often depicted as a passive backdrop to the human drama unfolding in the story. The 
novel describes natural settings about the Pandavas’ journey and conflicts rather than exploring the ecological 
significance of these environments (Divakaruni 78). 

For example, the lush forests and flowing rivers are portrayed primarily as stages for the character’s actions rather than 
as entities with intrinsic value. This depiction reflects Glotfelty’s observation that literature often reveals underlying 
anthropocentric values prioritizing human interests over environmental considerations (Glotfelty and Fromm 12). 

The passive role of nature in the novel highlights the anthropocentric perspective that centers human experiences and 
ambitions over ecological concerns. By focusing on human drama and conflicts, the book reinforces the idea that nature 
is secondary to human desires and struggles (Divakaruni 245). 

3.3. Environmental Degradation and Human Conflict 

The environmental consequences of human conflicts are a recurring theme in The Palace of Illusions. The novel vividly 
describes the aftermath of battles, with landscapes reduced to barren wastelands and rivers tainted by blood 
(Divakaruni 278). This focus on environmental degradation as a result of human actions underscores the 
anthropocentric perspective of the narrative. 

Garrard’s analysis of anthropocentrism and biocentrism provides a valuable framework for understanding this 
depiction. The novel’s emphasis on the impact of human conflicts on the environment reflects an anthropocentric 
worldview that prioritizes human agency over ecological concerns (Garrard 22). By portraying nature as a backdrop to 
human drama, the novel reinforces that environmental issues are secondary to human desires and struggles. 

The depiction of environmental degradation in the novel also raises important questions about environmental ethics. 
By focusing on the consequences of human actions, the book highlights the need for a more balanced representation of 
environmental issues and a greater awareness of ecological stewardship (Garrard 78). 

3.4. The Role of Nature in Shaping Human Experience 

While The Palace of Illusions often portrays nature as secondary to human experience, there are moments when nature 
influences the characters’ lives. For example, the Pandavas’ interactions with nature sometimes reflect their inner 
turmoil and emotional states (Divakaruni 321). These instances provide a glimpse into how nature can impact human 
experience. 

However, these moments are framed within the larger context of human drama, reinforcing the novel’s anthropocentric 
perspective. The focus remains on the Pandavas’ and their quest for selfish purpose, which is the throne of Hastinapur. 
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In conclusion, The Palace of Illusions offers a rich text for exploring anthropocentric narratives through the lens of 
ecocriticism. By applying the theories of Lawrence Buell, Cheryll Glotfelty, Greg Garrard, Simon C. Estok, and Ursula K. 
Heise, this paper has examined how the novel portrays nature as secondary to human concerns and ambitions. The 
analysis reveals how anthropocentrism shapes the novel’s depiction of the environment and highlights the broader 
cultural and ethical implications of human-centered narratives. 

The focus on human drama and conflict, coupled with the depiction of environmental degradation, underscores the need 
for a more balanced and ecologically aware representation of nature in literature. By examining The Palace of Illusions 
through an ecocritical framework, we gain valuable insights into how literary narratives influence our understanding 
of environmental ethics and the role of nature in human experience. 
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