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The project I am submitting for the Shansi Prize is my Religion Capstone, titled “Reimagining the 

Hindu Ideal Woman: Interrogating Pre-20th Century Standards and Taking Ownership of Sita in 

Modern Retellings of the Ramayana.” It is 67 pages in total and I have been working on it for about a 

year. My interest in Hinduism began in my sophomore year, during which I took two courses on the 

Hindu religion with Professor Paula Richman. The following fall, 2013, I studied abroad in South 

India. There, I interviewed three Hindu female college students about what marital expectations they 

believe society places on them, what kind of marital relationship they want, where they see this kind of 

relationship modeled, and what kind of wife they imagine themselves being. Many of their answers 

referenced popular Tamil stories and movies that show female characters either falling in love or 

entering into an arranged marriage. In discussing these topics, I learned ways in which my hopes for 

marriage are similar to those of the Tamil college students I spoke with. However, it became clear there 

are some fundamentally different expectations placed on Hindu women that I had no experience with. 

Questioned raised while carrying out this ethnographic project later shaped my religion capstone 

research.  

When I returned from India in spring 2014, I took Professor Richman’s seminar on the ancient 

Hindu epic, the Ramayana. During the course, I learned about the vastness of the Ramayana tradition 

and the significance of the story in Hindu culture. This epic is more than a story; it is a tradition of 

telling the story of King Rama and his wife, Sita, in many different languages, media, and styles and 

from different perspectives. Thus the Ramayana has a diverse history of being retold and reinterpreted 

continuing through the present day. Regional tellings, folk songs, short stories, plays, and novels 

grapple with the story’s themes and reimagine the lives of its characters. This is significant because the 

first written telling of the Ramayana, written around 250 BCE by a poet named Valmiki, emphasizes 



 2 

the dharma of its characters. Dharma, or proper religious behavior, is a fundamental cosmic principal 

of the Hindu tradition. Thus the narrative and its characters present a guide for how to live one’s life. 

Rama’s wife, Sita, represents the ideal wife in the narrative and her actions provide a guide for how to 

be the perfect wife. Her characterization therefore impacts the lives of thousands of Hindu women 

today. Many people in India frequently cite Sita as the ideal wife whom their daughters should strive 

to emulate. In rewriting the Ramayana, modern writers alter Sita’s representation and the example she 

sets for Hindu women as the ideal wife.  

 In this project, I explore the standards place on women through Sita’s representation in Valmiki’s 

Ramayana and two other infuential pre-20th century tellings. I then analyze three modern retellings 

that depict a vastly different Sita who is more self-reliant and complex than the Sita of the pre-modern 

texts. I use comparative literary close reading to examine different representations of Sita across 

tellings, looking for two key things. The first is whether or not the pre-modern tellings’ representations 

of Sita contain moments of complexity or self-reliance that then open these tellings up to the 

questioning and expansion on the part of the three modern writers. The second is whether there are 

aspects of Sita’s characterization in the pre-modern texts that the three modern writers actively 

criticize in their retellings. The modern retellings present the writer’s new representations of Sita, and 

in recreating her, seem to reveal what kind of woman they want society to value and aspire toward. 

They thus use literary works to explore how Hindus in India grapple with notions of ideal womanhood 

presented by this highly influential religious narrative. In examining the way the modern texts engage 

with the pre-modern texts, I demonstrate how Hindu writers today move toward taking ownership of 

representations of Sita to lift the burden of Sita’s standards from the shoulders of Hindu women so that 

they may move toward creating their own role models.  

It was difficult to access translations of the literary works I wished to analyze. In some cases, I 

consulted multiple translations for a more complete understanding of the original text. In addition, I 
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struggled with my positionality as an outsider to the Hindu tradition. I did not want my project to read 

as though I was imposing my own beliefs and values as an American upon Hindu women. Using the 

modern texts as a lens, I was able to argue what kind of attributes their new Sitas exhibit and how they 

reimagine her characterization as a role model. This perspective allowed me to avoid making value 

judgments on another culture and to instead learn about the kind of ideal wife these three Hindu 

authors wanted to create in their society and what they found constraining about Sita’s representation 

in pre-modern texts. As there is no equivalent to the Ramayana in America, I had difficulty conveying 

how deeply this narrative saturates Indian culture and how significant it is to the society. As Ramayana 

scholar A.K Ramanujan says, no one in India hears this story for the first time; the story is always 

there. And given its religious and social significance, it permeates many different aspects of every day 

life. Rewriting the narrative therefore is a way to directly engage with well-known standards for Hindu 

women set by the pre-modern ellings and to gain notoriety due to the popularity of the story. I was 

able to use some ethnographic evidence within my paper to support these claims.   

Ultimately in conducting this project I was able to learn about the expectations the Ramayana 

places on Hindu women and how these modern writers try to alter these expectations and create 

female role models through their rewritings of the story of Rama and Sita. I came to a greater 

understanding of the power that this narrative and subsequent retellings of it can have. Through 

literary works, these authors are able to challenge popular conceptions of the ideal Hindu wife and 

express their new ideas for Hindu womanhood.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 4 

 
 

Reimagining the Hindu Ideal Woman: Interrogating Pre-20th Century 
Standards and Taking Ownership of Sita in Modern Retellings of the 

Ramayana 
 
 
 
 
 

Dana Belott 
Capstone Essay 

Professor Paula Richman: 
Department of Religion, Oberlin College 

April 15, 2014 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This paper examines the relationship between three modern retellings of the Ramayana, a 
preeminent Hindu epic, and three prominent pre-20th century tellings (a term from A.K Ramanujan 
capturing the Ramayana tradition’s diversity and lack of an original text) that establish and interpret 
Sita’s characterization as the ideal wife. Bearing in mind how three modern authors (Venkatchalam, 
Kumari, Arni) reimagine Sita, I interrogate a set of pre-20th century texts (Valmiki, Tulsidas, 
Candravati) searching for aspects of Sita’s characterization that either set a precedent for these modern 
tellings or that incur criticism and rejection. My analysis shows that reframing Sita occurs from the pre-
modern texts up to the modern tellings in ways that transform standards for Hindu women. Ultimately, 
I argue that through their retellings these three modern writers take ownership of representations of Sita 
and lift the burden of Sita’s standards from the shoulders of Hindu women so that they may create their 
own role models.   
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The Ramayana saturates Indian culture to such an extent that, as Ramayana scholar A.K 

Ramanujan writes, “In India and in Southeast Asia, no one ever reads the Ramayana…for the first time. 

The stories are there, ‘always ready.’”1 The Ramayana, an ancient Hindu epic about the life of King 

Rama and his wife Sita, is attributed first to a poet named Valmiki.2 Scholars date the core of the text to 

approximately 250 BCE but the entire 7 volumes range from the 2nd century BCE to the 2nd century CE. 

This epic narrative is more than a story written by one poet; often referred to as the Ramayana tradition, 

it consists of a diverse set of tellings that present the story of Rama and Sita from different 

perspectives.3  

This narrative has a vast history of being retold and reinterpreted continuing through the present 

day. There are thousands of tellings, most of which follow the order of the scenes in Valmiki’s 

Ramayana and others that present the story from different angles with new dynamics between 

characters. Ramanujan proposed the term “tellings” to account for the diversity of the tradition and to 

avoid privileging Valmiki’s telling as the original and viewing all others as deviations.4 I follow him in 

using the term “tellings” to refer to the stories of Rama and Sita I present in this paper to emphasize 

that these selected stories are all equally important in my analysis.  

As the first extant full literary telling, Valmiki’s Ramayana remains one of the most influential 

stories of Rama and contains a set of scenes that most subsequent tellings include. Valmiki’s Ramayana 

also emphasizes dharma, or proper religious behavior, for certain characters in the narrative, especially 

                                                
1 A.K Ramanujan, “Three Hundred Ramayanas: Five Examples and Three Thoughts on Translation,” in 
Many Ramayanas: The Diversity of a Narrative Tradition in South Asia, ed. Paula Richman (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1991), 46.  
2 While much of the text is attributed to Valmiki, scholars have not confirmed that Valmiki authored 
the entire story. In this paper, I will refer to this text as Valmiki’s Ramayana though the whole text may 
not be his.  
3 For more explanation of the Ramayana tradition, see Paula Richman, “Questioning and Multiplicity 
within the Ramayana Tradition” in Questioning Ramayanas: A South Asian Tradition, ed. Paula 
Richman (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), 3. 	  
4 Ramanujuan, “Three Hundred Ramayanas,” 24-25.	  	  
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Rama and Sita. Therefore, the actions of these characters are taken as exemplary behaviors. The 

narrative thus presents a guide for how to live a dharmic life. Rama represents the ideal king with Sita 

as the ideal wife. Rama and his wife Sita are avataras of Lord Vishnu and Goddess Lakshmi, who have 

taken birth in human form to destroy tyrannical demons.  

To briefly summarize Valmiki’s telling, Sita, Rama, and Rama’s brother are exiled to the forest. 

There, the demon, Ravana, kidnaps Sita. To rescue Sita, Rama defeats Ravana in war only to publicly 

reject her on the grounds that she is impure after living in another man’s home. Then, in a scene known 

as “the fire ordeal,” Sita walks through fire to prove her purity because her chastity should protect her 

from the flames. Sita and Rama return to their kingdom, Ayodhya, to rule together. However, due to 

gossip about Sita’s purity, Rama banishes her to the forest where she gives birth to his twin sons. Years 

later, Rama asks Sita to return home and perform another trial by fire. She refuses and then returns to 

Mother Earth, her home as Goddess Lakshmi.5  

In Part One of my paper, I analyze Valmiki’s Ramayana as well as two other influential pre-

modern tellings, each differing in their narrative emphasis and their interpretation of Sita, the ideal 

wife. In Part Two, I explore three modern retellings, whose authors interact with the three pre-modern 

texts’ portrayals of Sita in two ways; either they criticize the pre-modern representation of Sita or they 

expand on a complex aspect of her depiction in the pre-modern tellings. In addition to the vast corpus 

of Ramayana tellings in the pre-modern period, there are many modern authors grappling with the 

Ramayana and its characters today.  

The modern writers I examine reframe Sita’s characterization in particular and seek to explore 

her characterization from a new perspective. Since many Orthodox Hindus view Valmiki’s Ramayana 

as a guide for how to be the perfect Hindu wife, Sita’s characterization affects the lives of thousands of 

                                                
5 The plot summary provided here focuses on Sita’s life rather than Rama’s because my analysis deals 
with Sita’s characterization. Thus this summary does not account for key scenes in the story that deal 
mainly with Rama or other characters.  



 8 

Hindu women today. According to a 1956 study that Madhu Kishwar cites, many women and men in 

India view Sita as the ideal wife and feel encouraged to emulate the example she sets even today.6 

Kishwar, who founded and edits an Indian magazine focused on the relations between women and 

society called Manushi, notes that when she was working for the magazine, 80-90% of the poetry 

submissions for the Hindi version of the magazine “revolved around the mythological Sita, or the writer 

as a contemporary Sita, with a focus on her steadfast resolve, her suffering, or her rebellion.”7 Kishwar 

explains these women were either “asserting their moral strength or rebelling against what they had 

come to see as the unreasonable demands of society or family. Either way Sita was the point of 

reference – an ideal they emulated or rejected.”8 These submissions of poems to Manushi illustrate the 

degree to which representations of Sita as the ideal wife continue to influence Hindu society and 

especially women who find the example Sita’s characterization sets difficult to emulate.  

The use of poetry to engage with this ideal provides proof that some modern Hindu women 

confront and grapple with Sita’s representation through literary writings to either criticize the example 

Sita sets or to take control of Sita’s characterization to alter it. I explore this kind of interaction with 

Sita’s representation, using literature to both criticize aspects of Sita’s characterization and to create 

other ways of characterizing her, throughout this paper. I also question the implications of these 

retellings that alter Sita’s representation.   

In addition, I will analyze the criticisms that the three modern writers raise when analyzing 

Sita’s representation in the three pre-modern texts. For example, in the modern retelling, Reunion, by P. 

Lalitha Kumari (henceforth Volga), Sita asks herself, “Are women only there for men to settle their 

                                                
6 Madhu Kishwar, “Yes to Sita, No to Ram: The Continuing Hold of Sita on Popular Imagination in 
India,” in Questioning Ramayanas, 20.  
7 Madhu Kishwar, “Yes to Sita, No to Ram! The Continuing Hold of Sita on Popular Imagination in 
India,” Manushi 98 (Jan.-Feb.1997): 20-21.  
8 Ibid., 21.	  
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scores?”9  In Valmiki’s text, Sita is defined as the ideal wife in relation to her duties as wife of Rama. 

Ravana and Rama fight a war over her that mainly serves as a display of Rama’s dominance over 

Ravana, implying these two male characters use her for their own aims. Does Valmiki represent her 

only as a one-dimensional ideal wife, used by the male characters? Is Sita more complex than this? 

Thus Volga questions Sita’s role as an individual.  

This capstone essay will explore whether Sita is in conformity with a single overarching ideal 

two key scenes, Sita’s fire ordeal and banishment, in Valmiki’s Ramayana. What is Sita’s role separate 

from this plan to defeat Ravana? Separate from her role as Rama’s wife? Is she merely a plot device in 

the narrative? Or does she have moments of self-reliance in which she makes her own decisions? With 

questions about Sita’s complexity and self-reliance in mind, I look back at Valmiki’s text as well two 

other influential pre-modern stories of Rama and Sita. Each of the three interprets Sita’s status as an 

ideal wife in different ways. I excavate Sita’s representation in each text to discover whether these 

representations of Sita in the fire ordeal and banishment scenes are more complex than the Sita of 

popular imagination, who largely conforms to a single overarching ideal. And if, in their complexity, 

the three pre-modern texts open their characterizations of Sita up for the modern authors to question her 

nonconforming behaviors and fill in gaps in Sita’s life not fleshed out in these stories. Further, I 

examine how the three modern authors retell the story of Rama and Sita to criticize their predecessors 

to create a newly envisioned Sita and therefore a new role model for Hindu women. I analyze the 

nuances of each modern author’s characterization of Sita to demonstrate that these authors reject the 

notion of a single overarching ideal and instead create an individualized role model. 

 
Methodology 

 

                                                
9 Volga, “Reunion,” in Ramayana Stories in Modern South India: An Anthology, ed. Paula Richman 
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2008), 93. 
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I came to this project through several modern retellings of the Ramayana: Sita Enters the Fire 

by Gudipati Venkatachalam, Reunion by Volga, and The Missing Queen by Samhita Arni.10 These three 

authors create a Sita who I define as a largely “self-reliant character.” This term, as I will be using it, 

means Sita is characterized as an individual rather than in relation to Rama or her duties as a wife. 

Instead, she is largely self-reliant and able to take care of herself, and she displays complexity and 

character growth. I had studied the Ramayana and immediately sensed major differences between these 

modern Sitas and the one described in Valmiki’s text. I questioned how these modern authors interacted 

with depictions of Sita in the pre-modern texts. Had there been precedent for an independent and self-

sufficient Sita hidden in Valmiki’s story, or in other influential stories of Rama and Sita? Were these 

modern stories explicitly speaking out against certain aspects of Sita’s characterization as the ideal 

wife? This line of questioning led me to reread Valmiki’s text, and two other pre-modern tellings, to see 

whether ambiguities or silences in Sita’s characterizationcreated space for the modern authors to 

criticize the pre-modern presentation of Sita and to reimagine parts of Sita’s life.  

My methodology involves approaching the texts as literary works and submitting them to close 

reading. This method enables me to use primary sources to analyze Sita’s characterization and to 

carefully excavate similarities and differences among pre-modern and modern tellings. The story of 

Rama and Sita is a work of literature and therefore deserves close literary reading. Reading the texts as 

literature also enables me to emphasize that the modern authors use literature as a mode of engaging 

with these three pre-modern texts. My methodology is also comparative because my analysis draws 

connections across texts. Rather than trying to historicize the story, my goal is to show the weight that 

Sita wields as a cultural representation. I search for continuities between the pre-modern and modern 

texts, and for new additions in the modern retellings. Sita’s characterization differs in each text and thus 
                                                
10 Samhita Arni, The Missing Queen (New Delhi, India: Zubaan Books, 2013); Gudipati 
Venkatachalam, “Sita Enters the Fire,” in Ramayana Stories, 58-63; Volga, “Reunion,” 91-98.  
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the example she sets as the ideal wife changes as well. I analyze the pre-modern texts through the lens 

of the modern authors who reimagine Sita, searching for connections between the pre-modern and 

modern representations of Sita.  

Let my clarify my overall goals. First I do not focus on devout Hindus who have written 

commentaries on texts for a religious rather than scholarly audience, nor do I deal with indologists who 

argue about later interpolations of Ramayana texts. I am looking specifically at academic scholarship 

based on accepted editions of religious texts. Scholarly research relating to Sita falls into three distinct 

categories: ethnographic interpretations of Sita, literary close readings of Sita, and comparisons across 

texts analyzing one scene.  

To explain how this paper differs from what other scholars have written about, I will review 

several prominent schools of thought in analyzing Sita. Madhu Kishwar and Linda Hess are two 

leading scholars in the field of ethnographic interpretations. Kishwar, a scholar in India who has studied 

popular perception of Sita in India today through extensive interviewing, rather than using a specific 

text or oral telling, argues that Sita triumphs over Rama because she is more dharmic and dignified and 

thus leaves “a permanent stigma on Rama’s name.”11 Kishwar depicts Sita as a perfect wife due to her 

purity and dharmic actions, while Rama is often condemned for his rejection of her and therefore not 

considered the ideal husband. This article is significant to my paper because it provides ethnographic 

evidence for how much influence Sita’s representation continues to have over the popular imagination 

in India. Kishwar uses interviews with Indians to argue that Sita is largely remembered as the 

admirable, ideal wife in contrast to Rama, whom her interviewees often describe as a good king but a 

cruel husband. While her interview evidence is useful, I disagree with Kishwar that Sita triumphs over 

Rama in the narrative, though she may seem to adhere to her dharma more strongly than Rama. Instead, 

                                                
11 Kishwar, “Yes to Sita, No to Ram,” in Questioning Ramayanas, 308. 	  
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as the reader will see, I argue that Rama triumphs over Sita by banishing her, but she manages to 

survive and rebuild her life.  

In her article, “Rejecting Sita: Indian Responses to the Ideal Man’s Cruel Treatment of his Ideal 

Wife,” Linda Hess has also looked at popular reception of Sita’s experience in the fire ordeal scene, in 

which she is forced to walk through fire to prove her purity after she has been abducted.12 However, 

Hess combines interviews with textual analysis focusing Valmiki’s Ramayana and the Hindi telling, 

Ramcaritmanas, written by Tulsidas. She ultimately argues that many people in India today reject the 

characterization of Sita as a woman who is defined by patriarchal values. She also criticizes Kishwar 

for glorifying Sita and, thereby, potentially offering support for patriarchal justifications for the 

demands Rama makes of Sita.13 Nonetheless, I use the conclusions of Hess and Kishwar as a way to 

demonstrate to readers of this capstone the consequences of Sita’s characterization in Hindu society 

today. The influence of Sita in their interview sessions is palpable. For example, when Kishwar asked 

an Indian woman about her conception of the ideal wife, she said, “‘… among historical/religious 

figures, Sita undoubtedly comes to mind first of all. She made it her aim to live for Ram and his 

children.’”14 Thus today Sita is still frequently referenced as the ideal wife due to her dedication to her 

husband and family. Through interviews about Sita’s influence, Kishwar and Hess establish why the 

representation of Sita still matters. Keeping Sita’s cultural centrality in mind, I deal not with interviews 

but with literary works.  

In terms of methodology, my project bears similarities to the work of Sheldon Pollock and Sally 

J. Sutherland Goldman because in their introductory essays to their translations of the Valmiki 

Ramayana critical edition, they also submit Valmiki’s literary work to close readings and give 

assessments of Sita’s actions. Sheldon Pollock, who translated of two volumes of the critical edition, 
                                                
12	  Linda Hess, “Rejecting Sita: Indian Responses to the Ideal Man’s Cruel Treatment of His Ideal 
Wife,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 67, no. 1, (1999): 1-32.	  
13 Hess, “Rejecting Sita,” 26. 
14 Kishwar, “Yes to Sita, No to Ram,” 291.  
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argues in his introduction to Volume II that Sita exhibits what he terms only “superficial deviations” 

from her ideal characterization in the book.15 He focuses on the dominant depiction of Sita’s traits 

throughout the text and minimizes the nuances and cracks in her largely consistent characterization in 

Valmiki’s Ramayana. Unlike Pollock, I focus on these “superficial deviations” and show that they 

reveal essential aspects of Sita’s character that complicate how Valmiki represents her and set 

precedents for the more multi-dimensional, complex Sitas that we see in the three modern retellings.  

Sally J. Sutherland Goldman who co-translated volumes V and VI of the Valmiki Ramayana 

critical edition, wrote an article trying to identify the “woman’s voice” of Sita as Valmiki represents 

her, in the Sundarakanda, the book in which Sita is in captivity in Ravana’s precincts. Sutherland 

Goldman argues that in some ways Sita derives power from maintaining her purity while in captivity, 

but nonetheless her actions still fit into the patriarchal ideal of a “silent, subdued heroine.”16 Thus, 

argues Sutherland Goldman, we can only faintly detect her voice as a woman, even during a period in 

her life when she lives separately from her husband, her duties as a wife, and the traditional social 

confines.  Even while intentionally searching for signs of Sita’s voice in Valmiki’s text, Sutherland 

ultimately finds only the one that she calls “muffled.” I differ from Sutherland Goldman in my methods 

and my findings. While both Sutherland Goldman I use a similar close reading of Valmiki’s telling, I 

analyze different scenes in Valmiki’s Ramayana. In addition, I expand my analysis to tellings other 

than Valmiki’s. Furthermore, in contrast to Sutherland Goldman’s conclusion, I have discovered 

instances of Sita’s voice and individuality.   

Because I compare a scene in several tellings, my work shares certain features with scholars of 

comparative textual analysis. For example, David Shulman and Kathleen M. Erndl have both analyzed 
                                                
15 Sheldon I. Pollock, “Introduction: The Women of the Ayodhyakanda,” in The Ramayana of Valmiki: 
An Ancient Epic of India, Volume 2: Ayodhyakanda, trans. Robert. P. Goldman and Sheldon I. Pollock, 
ed. Robery P. Goldman and Sally J. Sutherland Goldman (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986), 
57.  
16 Sally J. Sutherland Goldman, “The Voice of Sita in Valmiki’s Sundarakanda,” in Questioning 
Ramayanas, 223-238. 
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the portrayal of a specific scene in the story of Rama in different tellings. Sanskrit and Tamil scholar 

Shulman compares the fire ordeal scene in Kamban’s Tamil telling to Valmiki’s text; Erndl examines 

the mutilation of Ravana’s sister Shurpankha in Valmiki, Tulsidas, Kamban and two other texts 

including a modern Hindi telling.17 Both scholars draw out themes shared across tellings either to 

emphasize the scenes’ ideological differences or to use their chosen scene as a lens through which to 

view certain themes present throughout each telling. I use a similar literary close reading across several 

different tellings and retellings. My method differs significantly, however, because I trace two scenes 

central to Sita’s life from pre-modern tellings to modern retellings, thereby unertaking a unique project 

in the field of Ramayana scholarship.  Indeed one of the modern retellings I examine, The Missing 

Queen, was published so recently that there is virtually no other published scholarship about it. 

I build upon the work of other scholars in my field most directly when I rely on their 

translations of primary sources in order to carry out the literary close reading my project requires. I 

have chosen the Goldman translation of the critical edition of Valmiki’s Ramayana because it is the 

most complete and accurate scholarly translation in English, with extensive annotations.18 Since there is 

currently no critical edition of Ramcaritmanas by Tulsidas, I base my analysis on two different 

translations of Tulsidas’s text because each uses a different style of translation, one in rhymed meter 

and the other in prose.19 Consulting both translations helps me to get a clearer sense of what the lines 

mean in Hindi. My other primary sources have been translated into English only once (one primary 

source was written in English).  

                                                
17 Kathleen M. Erndl, “The Mutilation of Shurpanakha,” in Many Ramayanas, 67 – 88; David Shulman, 
“The Fire and Flood: The Testing of Sita in Kamban’s Iramavaratam,” in Many Ramayanas, 89-113.  
18 Valmiki, The Ramayana of Valmiki: An Ancient Epic of India, gen ed., ed. Robert P. Goldman and 
Sally Sutherland Goldman, trans. Robert P. Goldman and Sheldon I. Pollock (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, years various). 
19 Tulsidas, The Ramayana Of Tulsidasa, trans. F.S. Growse, ed. R.C Prasad (Delhi: Motilal 
Banarsidass, 1978); Tulsidas. Ramacharitmanasa. Translated by S.P. Bahadur (New Delhi: Munshiram 
Manoharlal Publishers Pvt Ltd, 1994). 
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In Part One of this paper, I analyze three pre-20th century stories of Rama and Sita to discover 

the precedents for representations of Sita in the three modern texts. These early stories are Valmiki’s 

Ramayana, the oldest extant and most influential telling, Tulsidas’s Ramcaritmanas, the most 

widespread devotional telling, and Candravati’s Bengali epic, a female-authored telling centered on 

Sita’s perspective.20 In each of these tellings, I analyze specific scenes: her fire ordeal and her 

banishment to the forest. I have chosen these scenes for two reasons. First, they alter Sita’s fate in the 

narrative, yet are brought about by the actions of other characters. Second, they are rewritten or 

expanded upon by the three modern authors analyzed in Part Two of this paper. I examine the pre-

modern texts in chronological order, opening with analysis of Sita as the ideal Valmiki’s telling, which 

establishes her as the ideal wife, a term whose nuances I explore in my textual analysis of Valmiki’s 

work. 

In Part One, I interrogate the representation of Sita, raising questions about ways in which 

orthodox Hindu communities have analyzed her. Is she merely the perfect, idealized wife? Or does she 

display hints of complexity and independence that the modern writers can build upon? In seeking 

answers to these questions, I employ two techniques. I analyze aspects Sita’s characterization in these 

early texts that the three modern writers criticize and alter, such as depictions of her passivity, 

dependence on Rama, emphasis on purity and devotion above all else, and lack of character growth or 

complexity. Simultaneously, I excavate traits and literary strategies that the three modern authors value 

and expand upon, such as an emphasis on Sita’s perspective as an individual, her status as a survivor, 

her complexity, and her solidarity with other women. Scrutiny of the texts in Part One from the 

perspective of the modern writers in Part Two helps us understand the implications of the ideal wife 

                                                
20 Valmiki and Tulsidas’s tellings have been referred to as “authoritative,” meaning that they have a 
wider influence, circulation, and status than others. Candravati’s oral telling is termed “oppositional” to 
indicate its limited sphere of influence and its interrogation of certain aspects of the status quo. See 
Paula Richman, “Questioning and Multiplicity within the Ramayana Tradition,” in Questioning 
Ramayanas, 9-11. 
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prior to the 20th century and what possibilities exist today for Hindus to take ownership of 

characterizations of Sita by writing literary works that represent Sita as a nuanced role model.   

In Part Two, I analyze the ways in which the three modern writers seek to alter Sita’s 

characterization so the Sita does not conform to a single overarching ideal as she is at times in the three 

pre-modern tellings. Instead the three modern writers re-envision her as a dynamic character with 

depth, an individual who changes over time, and whom we watch grapple with emotional issues and 

grow stronger and more self-sufficient as a result. I analyze specific moments in the modern stories that 

share similar traits with the pre-modern texts or that dramatically alter their representations of Sita in 

some way. My goal is to show that there are some continuities of Sita’s character traits between the 

three earlier tellings and these three modern stories, but the modern authors differ in their deliberate 

focus on creating a complex, dynamic Sita.  

This capstone has a three-part thesis. I argue that the representations of Sita in the three pre-

modern and in the three modern tellings are connected. First, in Part One, I scrutinize the pre-modern 

tellings’ characterizations of Sita to indentify which stories depict her as more than simply a single 

overarching ideal and which do not. I find that both Valmiki and Candravati represent a Sita who at 

times conforms precisely with the ideal of a wife devoted to her husband and with limited control over 

her own life. At other times, however, these two authors portray Sita defending herself, rising above 

challenging situations, and thus displaying complexity and growth. Tulsidas, however, presents a 

flattened Sita who does indeed conform to a single overarching ideal throughout his text. Second, in 

Part Two, I look at two possible ways in which the three modern writers interact with the earlier 

influential texts. We see that the writers reject the Sita portrayed in Tulsidas as too one-dimensional to 

be a role model. In contrast, the three writers respond to the Sita of Valmiki and of Candravati by 

elaborating and building upon the scenes in which these two pre-modern authors portray her as more 

complex. Thus in the three modern retellings, we can see both criticisms of the Sita of these pre-modern 
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tellings, who at times conforms with an overarching ideal, and we can see elaborations of Sita’s 

moments of complexity and growth. And thirdly, I argue that in rewriting Sita, these three modern 

authors take ownership of her characterization to break down the notion of a single ideal wife and 

create different role models. Thus they use their retellings to alter a social construction of an ideal and 

to try to lift the burden of Sita’s standards from the shoulders of modern Hindu women; so 

consequently they may create new role models and have more choice in how they lead their lives than 

the three pre-modern texts depict. 

Part One: Pre-20th Century Tellings 

Valmiki’s Ramayana 
 

Valmiki’s Ramayana, widely accepted as the oldest extant version of the story dated roughly 

2,000 years ago, stands as the most influential text in the Ramayana tradition. Valmiki establishes 

Sita’s characterization as the ideal wife for which she is so well known today. I will use Robert 

Goldman and Sally Sutherland Goldman’s translation of Valmiki’s Ramayana throughout this section, 

except for the banishment scene. Henceforth, all in-text citations in this section of the paper refer to this 

translation.21  

 Valmiki’s text emphasizes the dharma, or proper religious behavior, for many of its characters, 

especially Rama and Sita. The Hindu tradition considers dharma to be a fundamental cosmic principle. 

Valmiki’s Ramayana is therefore religiously significant to the Hindu community for its presentation of 

examples of dharmic actions. Additionally, the text’s two main characters depicting proper behavior, 

Rama and Sita, are avataras. They are both deities who practice their dharma, which every Hindu 

human being must do. Therefore though they are not of the human world in origin, both become role 

                                                
21 Valmiki, The Ramayana of Valmiki: An Ancient Epic of India, gen. ed., trans Goldman and Pollock.  
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models for humans.22 For example, today Sita remains the goddess most commonly associated with 

demonstrating how to be the perfect wife.23 The Ramayana’s emphasis on dharma has led many to read 

the story as a narrative of ideals: the ideal wife, the ideal king, the ideal servant, etc. Thus often the 

most memorable and defining features of Sita are those that depict her as an ideal wife in Valmiki’s 

text. However, when I return to this text specifically looking for precedence for the modern writers, I 

find a duality in Sita’s character. On the one hand, the text consistently and explicitly defines her as an 

ideal wife. On the other, at times during the fire ordeal and banishment scenes she defies that same 

definition by acting as an independent individual, making her own decisions, and defending herself. 

Most of the explicit designations for the wife’s role appear in Book 2, the Ayodhyakanda, in 

which many characters interact, and the main characters live in the palace, striving to achieve noble 

behavior to fit their status.24 For example, Rama tells his mother, Kausalya, “A woman must show her 

husband obedience and earnestly strive to please and benefit him. Such is the way of righteousness 

discovered long ago, revealed in the veda and handed down in the world” (Book 2, sarga, 21, verse 21, 

page 130).25 The veda is ancient Sanskrit scripture that emphasizes dharma. Thus Rama traces a 

woman’s duty back to scripture to reinforce and validate it. And later, when Sita and Rama meet a 

female sage named Anasuya, she tells Sita, “To a woman of noble nature her husband is the supreme 

deity, however bad his character, however licentious or indigent he might be” (II.109.24, p. 318). Here 

we see that the obedience Rama spoke of earlier is not to be deviated from, even if the husband may 

seem undeserving. Regardless of how he behaves, a woman must always treat her husband as god. The 

                                                
22 Gods and goddesses are not always intended to set examples for humans. In the Sanskirt Adbhuta 
Ramayana, in which Sita is depicted as the warrior goddess, Kali, she slays Ravana’s twin brother after 
Rama faints in battle. This kind of powerful combative goddess is not taken as an example for women. 
See Thomas B. Coburn, “Sita Fights While Ram Swoons: A Shakta Version of the Ramayan,” Manushi 
90 (Sept. – Oct. 1995): 5-16.  
23 It is significant to note that modern writers I am looking at often treat her solely as human woman 
rather than a goddess, indicating they each relate to her as another human being.  
24 Pollock, “The Women of the Ayodhyakanda,” 53-54.  
25 Henceforth, in accordance with citation conventions this will be notated as (II.21.21, p. 130).  
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text also designates a woman’s purity as a defining and significant attribute that determines both her 

reputation and the reputation of her family (II.27.7 p. 140). Thus an ideal wife is defined in relation to 

her husband, her obedience, and devotion to him, and her purity. These designations of an ideal wife’s 

role remain a significant undercurrent throughout Sita’s interactions with Rama and her actions in his 

absence. 

Scholar Sheldon Pollock argues that the female characters in The Ramayana either carry the 

emotion of the narrative or they are used as “sounding-boards” to express the proper role of women.26 

He writes, “They are merely instruments of the narrative, passively acted upon… If superficially they 

deviate from this pattern, structurally, in their fully subservient functionality, they conform to it.”27 

While this refers argument refers to Book 2 of the Ramayana specifically, whose incidents lie beyond 

the scope of my paper, I disagree with Pollock’s account of Sita’s characterization in Valmiki’s text. I 

would not describe Sita’s deviations from the ideal wife framework, in which she acts independently, as 

superficial. Upon close-reading the text, we find that Sita’s deviations from proper behavior are 

necessary to fully understand her character and to discover precedence for the ways in which modern 

writers alter their representation of her.   

In addition to the ideal behaviors Sita displays in Valmiki’s text, she also stands up for herself, 

makes her own decisions, and displays self-reliance by using all her resources to bring about change in 

situations where she feels trapped. These are instances in which she seems to deviate from the 

aforementioned definition of the ideal wife. Thus a layering of conforming to a single ideal and 

deviating from it as a more self-reliant character emerges in Valmiki’s representation of Sita. This layer 

of complexity sets the groundwork for both the traits in Sita that the modern writers criticize in their 

retellings and the aspects of her representation upon which that they build and elaborate.   

The Fire Ordeal 
                                                
26 Pollock, “The Women of the Ayodhyakanda,” 56-57.  
27 Ibid., 56-57.  
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The fire ordeal occurs immediately after Rama has won the war against the demon Ravana, who 

kidnapped Sita while she and Rama were in exile. Site has been in Ravana’s captivity, living in his 

palace precincts waiting to be rescued. The fire ordeal has long been a controversial event in Valmiki’s 

Ramayana. Rather than a jubilant, celebratory reunion scene, which readers might be anticipating after 

Rama has defeated Ravana, Rama accuses Sita of being unfaithful during her captivity and claims he 

cannot possibly take her back. Beloved, blameless Sita is then forced to walk through fire to prove her 

purity to Rama and all those gathered on the battlefield. If she has been faithful, the fire god, Agni, will 

carry her safely through the flames. If not, she will die. In this scene we see an emphasis on Sita’s 

virtues, as the ideal, dharmic wife, and her purity and devotion are highlighted. However, we also see 

moments of Sita defending herself and refusing to be publicly insulted by Rama.  

1) Sita Conforms to an Ideal: Obedient, Reliant on Rama, Accessory to Rama, Defined by Purity 

Once Rama has won the war, a messenger brings Sita before Rama and all the other warriors. 

Rama then harshly insists he has only fought this war and won Sita back to defend his own honor, to, as 

Rama states, “…wipe clean the insult and disgrace to my illustrious lineage” (VI.103.16, p. 455). 

Questioning Sita’s virtue, he says “I have no further use for you…” and commands her to go wherever 

she may choose (VI.103.18, p. 455). The very phrasing of this line, implying a wife is something to use, 

alludes to the idea that a wife is an accessory for a husband, both in how she impacts his reputation and 

how she serves him. Rama states he cannot welcome her back after she has lived in the house of 

another man, indicating Sita’s purity is her most pivotal quality; without it, Rama refuses to accept her 

(VI.103.21, p. 455). The emphasis on Rama’s reputation demonstrates the idea that one’s wife must 

maintain her purity to preserve the status and name of her family. If a woman is unchaste, she shames 

her family. Thus Sita’s alleged lack of purity and its impact upon Rama’s life is emphasized over Sita’s 

individuality.  
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By insisting that Sita could not have remained pure while living with Ravana, Rama diminishes 

Sita’s independence. He says, “For surely, Sita, once Ravana had seen you, so enchanting with your 

heavenly beauty, he would not long have left you unmolested while you were dwelling in his house” 

(VI.103.24, p. 456). Here he insists she could not have been left untouched by Ravana once she was in 

his house. He does not event hint at the possibility of her resisting. Rather it is Ravana’s choice to 

violate her, and if he wishes to, he can. This assumption grants Ravana all the power in the situation. 

Sita’s beauty inevitably would serve to lure him, and in the comfort of his own home he could do as he 

pleased with her. Sita is cast as a passive possession of Ravana’s once he has stolen her, incapable of 

resisting or protecting herself.  

Just as Rama depends on Sita’s purity for his reputation, Sita depends on Rama’s opinion of her. 

She cannot live, after having her virtues publicly doubted by her husband, and so demands Laksmana 

build her a funeral pyre. She says, “Rejected in this public gathering by my husband, who is not 

satisfied with my virtues, I shall enter this fire, bearer of oblations, so that I may follow the only path 

proper for me” (VI.104.18-19, p. 457). To enter the fire is her only option now. Thus to Sita, her 

reputation for virtue and devotion to her husband are of the utmost importance. Without them, her life 

is not worth living. The quote shows utter dependence on her husband and his opinion of her. It also 

emphasizes her purity as one of her most defining features. Without a reputation as a pure wife, she 

cannot live.28  

Though Sita enters the fire to prove her purity, an ordeal that can end her life if Agni does not 

protect her, the focus of this scene abruptly shifts to Rama. Six mighty gods descend to the earth to 

greet Rama (VI.105.1, p. 458). They chastise him for not knowing his true status as Vishnu, “creator of 

the universe,” and for allowing Sita to enter the fire (VI.105.5, p. 458). Rama requests that the gods tell 
                                                
28 Scholar Linda Hess has compared this scene of Sita to sati, an example of woman burning in Sanskrit 
texts in which a woman is immolated on her husband’s funeral pyre. She writes that in the case of sati 
and in Sita’s situation, a woman’s character is evaluated based on purity and extreme devotion to 
husband. See Hess, “Rejecting Sita,” 1999, pages 6-7.  
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him who he really is, and Lord Brahma launches into an explanation and praise of Rama. Lord Brahma 

lauds Rama’s extraordinary qualities, and explains that he is the origin of all things in creation; without 

Rama, there would be nothing (VI.105.22, p. 460). He briefly mentions that Sita is the goddess Laksmi, 

but this is a mere three words in comparison to the 28 verses devoted to praising Rama and explicating 

his origins (VI.105.25, p. 460). Such an emphasis on Rama immediately following Sita’s fire ordeal has 

led scholar David Shulman to argue that Sita acts as instrument for Rama to discover his divinity.29 

Shulman sees this extremely trying ordeal for Sita not acting as a catalyst for her self-discovery or 

growth but instead merely as furthering Rama’s self-understanding.  

Shulman argues that the issue of Rama’s self-awareness of his status as God is key to 

understanding Sita’s fire ordeal and that in fact it is more a test of Rama than of her.30 When Sita jumps 

into the fire “…Rama is led to reflect upon matters and to inquire as to his “true” identity.” It is not a 

coincidence that the events unfold in this order. “His anamnesis proceeds directly from her suffering, 

the cost of his obsession dharma as defined, rather narrowly, in wholly normative and human terms.”31 

It is only as a result of Sita’s anguish that Rama is presented with the truth of his own divinity. Thus, 

this anguish-filled moment for Sita in fact revolves around her husband and a transformation of his self-

understanding; it does not alter her at all or prompt character growth.  

In fact, after Sita has been safely escorted through the fire, Agni emphasizes that she is utterly 

unchanged after the fire ordeal (VI.106.2-3, p. 460). Agni then defends her and proclaims her status as 

the ideal dharmic wife, asserting she is “of pure conduct and high moral character, and has never 

betrayed you by word, thought, imagination, or glance” (VI.106.5, p. 461). This confirms the ideal that, 

in her day-to-day life, Sita must be devoted to her husband. Even in her most private moments, her 
                                                
29 Shulman, “Fire and Flood,” 89-114.  
30 Shulman, “Fire and Flood,” 93. For a different reading of the fire ordeal in Valmiki’s Ramayana, see 
Kishwar, “Yes to Sita, No to Ram,” in Questioning Ramanayas, 285-308. Kishwar argues instead that 
Sita enters the fire as an act of defiance, proving Rama’s judgment to be so flawed that the gods have to 
descend to earth to chastise him.  
31 Ibid., 93.  
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thoughts and glances keep her husband and her own chastity in mind.  Agni ends his speech 

commanding Rama to take Sita back, “You must take her back, Raghava [Rama], for her heart is pure 

and she is free from sin. I am giving you an order; there is nothing further to be said” (VI.106.9, p. 

462). Unambiguously, Agni insists Rama take his wife back. This exchange does not involve Sita 

directly; no one asks her if she wants to stay with Rama, or even how she is recovering from her ordeal. 

After this order, Rama responds to Agni, defending his decision to test Sita publicly. He does not 

converse with her directly, nor do we hear from her throughout the duration of the scene.  

Rama states that had he not tested Sita, he would have been called “a lustful fool” (VI.106.12, p. 

464). Here, Rama defends his seemingly harsh treatment of Sita, arguing that he had to maintain his 

reputation and protect himself against criticism.32 Throughout the scene, Sita appears to be an accessory 

to Rama, an embodiment of purity to contribute to his virtuous reputation. 

2) Sita as a More Self-Reliant Character: Defending Her Honor and Criticizing Rama 

However, Sita does not obediently accept Rama’s accusations against her. She insults him and 

slings accusations of her own, claiming Rama is speaking to her “as some vulgar man might speak to 

his vulgar wife[.]” (VI.104.5, p. 456). She accuses Rama of not living up to his royal lineage because 

he has publicly insulted Sita’s virtue. She insults Rama further, stating, “…you have given way to anger 

like some lesser man, taking into account only that I am a woman” (VI.104.14, p. 457). Again she calls 

his high status into question because he is behaving like a vulgar man who knows nothing of proper 

conduct. Rama, supposedly the champion of dharma, now behaves like a common man, which is a very 

strong insult to sling at the king. Sita deduces Rama has forgotten whom she is as an individual, a 

virtuous woman devoted to her husband. In accusing her, Rama has taken into account only her gender, 

which he is suspicious of as a whole.  

                                                
32 For a fuller discussion on Rama’s treatment of Sita as an attempt to honor his public duties so as not 
to be criticized for giving in to sensual desires, see Goldman, 1984, page 56.  
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Sita then calls upon her origins to defend her honor and status, independent of Rama. Here 

Linda Hess characterizes Sita as having “a healthy sense of her own worth, even at a moment of such 

crushing injury.”33 Sita reminds Rama that she was born from the earth itself and is virtuous 

(VI.104.15, p. 457). She has descended from Mother Earth, and perhaps hints here that she knows 

herself to be a goddess on earth. In defending herself, Sita seizes her identity from back Rama, and 

states who she knows herself to be. She defines herself based on her virtuousness and her origins, rather 

than the external circumstances of her kidnapping or her gender. Though Rama champions dharma and 

polices it among those in his kingdom, he somehow completely ignores Sita’s proper conduct, unable to 

see past the idea of his wife in captivity with an unrighteous man. Therefore, Rama loses sight of Sita 

altogether, projecting his fears onto her and publicly shaming her for them. Sita does not lose her sense 

of self, and understands that Rama’s error in judgment does not reflect her true nature.  

She also refuses to accept blame for the situation. Sita argues that as a captive, she may not have 

had control of her body, but she was in control of her heart (VI.104.9, p. 457). Can she be blamed for 

another’s actions, if she had tried to resist? Her very presence in Ravana’s kingdom was unwanted on 

her part. If after forcibly taken and assaulted, she was also violated, how could she be the one to blame? 

She affirms her purity in heart throughout her ordeal with Ravana, and states that she took control of 

the situation in every way she had at her disposal.  

Eventually, after the gods have affirmed Sita’s purity, Rama accepts her again. Rama then 

briefly hints at her own inherent powers, or tapas, with references to her blazing energy. The Sanskrit 

term tapas literally means “fire” and refers to extreme austerities which earn one power after they have 

been completed. The term “blazing energy” as it is used here refers to the fire of Sita’s tapas.  Rama 

says, “Ravana could no more have violated that wide-eyed lady, protected by her own blazing energy, 

than could the mighty ocean violate its shore,” and “…she is as unapproachable as a blazing flame of 

                                                
33 Hess, “Rejecting Sita,” 6. 
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fire” (VI.106.16, p. 462). There are instances throughout the text that hint at Sita’s power through 

similar images of fire, and the radiance of the sun.34 Rama’s reference to Sita’s power in such contexts 

paints a very different picture of Sita, one that seems to contradict his denigration of her at the fire 

ordeal. Rama now claims to have known all along that Sita could never be violated, and not because, as 

he stated only a few verses earlier, she was utterly devoted to him, but because her own tapas would 

protect her in any circumstance.35 Rama merely had to prove her purity to the rest of the world. This 

statement contradicts his earlier accusations that she could not possibly have been left unmolested in 

Ravana’s inner apartments, merely because of Ravana’s immense desire for her. Here Rama states the 

exact opposite. We see in the text an emphasis on the necessity of chastity for women, for the sake of 

their reputations and the reputations of their families, but we also witness hints of Sita’s inherent power 

as an individual. 

The Banishment 

 Valmiki’s Ramayana is one of the few pre-modern tellings I will be examining that includes the 

banishment scene. The Goldman translation of Book 7, in which the banishment takes place, has not 

been completed. For this section, I instead use a translation by N. Raghunathan that lists sargas as 

“cantos” and does not provide verse numbers.36 All in-text citations within this section refer to this 

translation. After Sita has proven her purity publicly, she and Rama return to Ayodhya where they rule 

happily. This seems to be the story’s end. However, in Valmiki’s text, Rama’s ministers alert him that 

his subjects, unsatisfied with Sita’s proof of chastity, have been badmouthing his decision to accept her 

                                                
34 One popular instance of this is when Sita, while in captivity in Lanka, tells Ravana she could reduce 
him to ashes with her blazing power, earned from tapas, but refrains because Rama has not asked her to 
do so. See Volume 5, Sundarakanda, trans. by Robert P. Goldman and Sally J. Sutherland Goldman 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 20.20,173. 
35	  For a discussion on Sita choosing not to use her tapas so as not to emasculate her husband, see 
Sutherland Goldman’s “The Voice of Sita in Valmiki’s Sundarakanda” in Questioning Ramayanas, 
223-238.	  	  
36 Valmiki, Srimad Valmiki Ramayanam, Volume 3: Yuddhakanda and Uttarakanda, trans. N. 
Raghunathan (Madras: Vighneswara Publishing House, 1982).	  
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as his wife and rule with her by his side. They have been stating that, as the king rules by example, they 

too must accept and forgive their women even if they may have been unfaithful (VII.43, p. 516). Rama 

therefore tells Laksmana to take Sita into the forest and abandon her there. This is perhaps one of the 

most controversial scenes in the text; it is Rama’s second time rejecting his wife, and this time we are 

told that she is pregnant. In this scene, Sita represents the ideal wife, again seen as an accessory to her 

husband’s career. However, we also get to see her in a completely different context, raising her twin 

sons by herself in a hermitage, and being self-reliant.  

1) Sita Conforms to an Ideal: Accessory to Rule, Defined by Purity, Passive 

Four features of the banishment scene emphasize her role as the ideal, dharmic wife: her 

passivity, her characterization as an accessory to Rama, her devotion to Rama, and the emphasis on her 

purity above all else. Though Sita’s purity has been publicly displayed during the fire ordeal and the 

gods openly defended her, the townspeople now gossip about her chastity and Rama’s acceptance of 

her. An obsession with her chastity extends to their judgments of Rama. How could Rama accept her so 

willingly after she lived with Ravana? What does this say about him as a ruler if he rules alongside an 

impure queen? These questions suggest that Valmiki views a woman’s virtue as defining not only the 

woman in question, but her husband as well. The social pressure imposed on a woman to publicly 

affirm her chastity at all times constantly afflicts her. Sita’s private affairs are made public from her 

abduction onwards. Concern with reputation dominates Rama’s decisions, emphasizing his kingly 

dharma as his most significant social duty. In turn, Sita’s individuality fades into the background. Rama 

views her through the lens of her impact on his reputation. Her effects on her husband’s reputation and 

her chastity thus define her.  

“The people of the city and the countryside alike are scandalized by my behavior and disgusted 

with me,” Rama tells his brothers (VII.45, p. 518). With Sita’s chastity still in question, Rama cannot 

risk standing by her or he will further tarnish his reputation and have no command over his people. 
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Again we see an assertion on the part of the poet that public duty trumps personal passion. And this 

colors Sita’s characterization throughout the text; as an accessory to Rama’s reputation, she cannot 

fully come into her own as an independent character. She instead serves as a tool to demonstrate the 

sacrifices a ruler must make to maintain control over his people.  

Sita has no knowledge of or control over her impending banishment, emphasizing Rama’s 

power over her in this scene. Rama makes this decision independent of her and in fact orchestrates an 

elaborate scenario to trick Sita into thinking she will be visiting the nearby hermitages in the forest with 

Lakshmana. Sita is then deposited without her consent on the riverbank deep in the forest. When 

Lakshmana informs her of what he must do, Sita bemoans her banishment, telling Lakshmana, “The 

Creator must, I am sure, have meant this body of mine for sorrow, Lakshmana; for you see that I am 

sorrow and suffering incarnate” (VII.48, p. 523). Sita appears powerless in this situation, victimized. 

Again we see her treated as an object to be moved around and placed in new situations at the will of 

others. We also see her body likened to a representation of something else: suffering. She represents a 

form of immense suffering, rejected and abandoned by her husband yet again. Her body and her 

characterization are thus reduced to an encapsulation of suffering, rather than a three-dimensional 

character.  

And yet even in the midst of all this suffering, Sita does not forget her role as wife. She asks 

Lakshmana to tell Rama, “To a woman her husband is her god … ; therefore, she should do what would 

please him, sacrificing even her life if need be” (VII.48, p. 524). Again we see an emphasis on worship 

of one’s husband, and a willingness to serve him at the expense of one’s own life. This seems to 

characterize Sita in many pivotal moments throughout the Ramayana, depicting her as a dharmic wife 

above all else.  

After her banishment, Sita lives in Valmiki’s hermitage in the forest, and raises her twin sons 

there. Rama ultimately meets his sons during a religious ritual in which they sing a song to him about 
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his own life, the Ramayana as written by Valmiki. Rama, during the song, realizes that Sita is their 

mother. He then sends for her through a messenger and asks her to come to his kingdom, Ayodhya, to 

prove her innocence yet again in front of a public assembly (VII.95, p. 601). Rama says, “I could give 

my affection to [Sita] again, if she should be again shown to be unpolluted before all the world” 

(VII.97, p. 606). After many years of living without his wife for the sake of his reputation, he requests 

she prove herself yet again, though he has known her to be innocent all along.  

2) Sita as a more Self-Reliant Character: Single Mom and Goddess 
 

Even throughout the life-altering scene of her banishment in which Sita has no say, she still 

proves herself to be an independent character in some ways. Sita asks Laksmana to tell Rama, “I do not 

grieve for this body, O King; you should conduct yourself in such a way that the citizens will cease 

spreading scandals…” (VII.48, p. 523-524). These lines are almost hidden amongst her speech about 

her devotion to her husband. Yet they contain sound advice for her husband but also a slight hint of 

blame. Sita seems to suggest that Rama in some way encourages or allows gossip to spread. That is, 

after all, the root of the problem for which he is punishing Sita. Again Sita does not accept blame for 

situations for which she believes she was not responsible. She calls upon Rama, as king, to take 

responsibility for them instead.  

These lines also show a disregard for her own human form, which hints at a knowledge of her 

status as a goddess. To emphasize this point further, when Sita is left grieving on the riverbank, the 

sage’s children from Valmiki’s hermitage note “she does not look like a mortal,” implying her divinity 

(VII.49, p. 525). By focusing on Sita’s origins as a goddess, Valmiki’s text represents her as an 

individual who has a life separate from that of Rama.   

Valmiki does not fully flesh out the details of Sita’s life in the hermitage but he does depict Sita 

as living in the hermitage for many years as a single mother raising twin boys. She becomes an adult, 

and begins a new life for herself. It is the first time in her life that she is independent because she was 
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married to Rama at a very young age, and then lived in the forest with him for years. The very fact that 

she survived, and managed to raise her sons, teach them to sing poetry, and educate them indicates that 

she is more than capable of living on her own and supporting her family.  

When Rama finds Sita again after her boys are grown, he asks her to prove her purity again. Sita 

agrees to come before him and his kingdom. However, she then requests that the “Goddess open her 

door” (VII.97, p. 607). It seems she has no intention of undergoing a similar trial by fire, or of proving 

herself again. She has outgrown the desire to live in the kingdom with her husband, and has been 

rejected one too many times. A celestial throne rises from the earth and the Goddess of the Earth 

welcomes Sita. The two then enter the earth together (VII.97, p. 607-608). This act could be Sita’s way 

of asserting she has had enough of such harsh treatment and judgment and wishes to return to where 

she came from, and resume her life as a goddess.37 Thus as a result of her banishment, we see Sita 

support herself and her sons and her divinity come to the fore. And ultimately, she gets an opportunity 

to reject Rama and his mistreatment of her.  

The Sita of Valmiki’s text is often remembered as the ideal, dharmic wife. And throughout 

Valmiki’s Ramayana, she fits into this role as the pure, devoted wife of Rama, often standing in his 

shadow. Yet we also see her act as a more self-reliant character, working in any way she can to bring 

about change in her own life. By examining two scenes that had an impact in her fate, we saw that her 

characterization is not in complete conformity with a single overarching ideal. Rather, it is layered to 

present the reader with a complex character, an ideal wife who simultaneously acts as an independent 

individual at certain moments.   

These two strands of Valmiki’s text reappear in the modern retellings I examine. In Part Two, 

we will analyze how the three modern authors criticize Sita’s obedience and reliance on Rama, and 

                                                
37 Kishwar argues Sita’s decision to merge with Mother Earth symbolizes her rejection of Rama, and 
that due to the banishment and second fire ordeal, many today feel Rama mistreated Sita and remember 
him as a bad husband. See Kishwar, “Yes to Sita, No to Ram,” 285-308. 
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Valmiki’s over-emphasis on devotion, purity, and wifely duties. The three modern authors also build on 

the instances of self-reliance and the glimpse of a survivor narrative seen in Valmiki’s story.  

Once the bhakti, or devotional, strand of Hinduism develops around the 6th century, retellings of 

the story of Rama and Sita emerge that praise Rama as god. The most popular telling of this kind is 

Tulsidas’s Ramcaritmanas, in which Rama, now recognized as a god on earth, becomes utterly perfect; 

any flaws in judgment or doubts he showed in Valmiki’s Ramayana are eliminated in Tulsidas’s text. 

The characters around Rama become less significant or complex. Therefore, Sita’s characterization 

becomes simplified from the ambiguous duality of the passive, devoted ideal and the self-sufficient 

character we saw in Valmiki.  

 
Tulsidas’s Ramcaritmanas: Sita as Goddess, Devotee, and Shadow 

 
Since the aim of Tulsidas’s text differs from that of Valmiki by emphasizing Rama’s divinity 

and mercy, as well as devotion to Rama as a path to salvation, Tulsidas depicts Sita and Rama playing 

very different roles than they do in the Ramayana. Tulsidas’s Ramcaritmanas emphasizes devotion to 

god rather than dharma, as in Valmiki’s text. This key difference means the text represents the ideal 

wife and lays out social behaviors for Hindu women in a different way than Valmiki’s telling. Tulsidas 

simplifies the representation Sita and emphasizes aspects of her character that the modern writers will 

criticize. It also lacks the complexities that the modern writers will build upon.  

For this section, I will be using the F.S Growse translation, edited by R.C Prasad. All in- text 

citations, which include the number and name of metered verse style, caupai, doha, or chand, will refer 

to this text.38 The Ramcaritmanas of Tulsidas, written in Hindi in the 16th century, stands as the most 

popular and widespread story of Rama and Sita in India.39 Partly this is a result of the language; Hindi, 

the language spoken in much of North and Central India, is more accessible and widely spoken than the 
                                                
38 Tulsidas, The Ramayana Of Tulsidasa, trans. F.S Growse.  
39 For possible causes of the popularity of the Ramcaritmanas, see Paula Richman’s, “Questioning and 
Multiplicity within the Ramayana Tradition,” in Questioning Ramayanas, 9.  
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sacred Sanskrit in which Valmiki wrote.40 Tulsi’s text, the title of which means the “Holy Lake of 

Rama’s Great Deeds,” also centers around the worship of Rama as god on earth. Thus worshippers of 

Vishnu have been particularly drawn to this text. Written to glorify the bhakti strand of Hinduism, the 

text aims to explicitly praise god and emphasize devotion to god as a means of salvation. In order to 

praise the deeds of Rama and highlight his mercy and compassion, the story attempts to justify and 

deemphasize controversial events in the Ramayana, such as Sita’s fire ordeal.   

The bhakti tradition believes devotion is a means to salvation and that invoking the Lord’s holy 

name aids one in attaining the Lord’s blessings. Sita thus invokes Rama’s name throughout the text to 

praise him and seek salvation. For example, while Sita is in captivity in Lanka, the narrator tells us, 

“With Rama’s beauteous form impressed upon her heart, as he appeared when pursuing the mimic deer, 

Sita was incessantly invoking his name…” (Doha 29, 448). Sita therefore uses her separation from god 

to express her devotion, imagining both his holy image and repeating his name, each earning her 

religious merit. Sita’s devotion to Lord Rama becomes one of the most significant aspects of her 

character; Tulsidas flattens her character by concentrating on depicting her as a devotee who 

demonstrates her love of god. Thus unlike in Valmiki, Sita does not even occasionally appear to be an 

independent human figure. Instead, Sita’s characterization in this text is largely shaped by the depiction 

of devotion to the Lord and his holy name and by Rama’s elevated status as a god. This new aspect of 

Sita’s characterization seems to combine notions of ideal devotee with ideal wife, emphasizing 

devotion, purity, and obedience to god and to one’s husband.  

I will focus on an examination of Tulsidas’s choice to create a maya, or shadow, Sita, and his 

depiction of the fire ordeal in order to analyze the impact of a bhakti framework on Sita’s overall 

                                                
40 Another reason for the popularity of Tulsi’s telling is the Hindi T.V series, Ramayan, by Ramanand 
Sagar, an Indian phenomenon that nearly the entire country tuned in to watch every Sunday (from 1987 
to 1988) whether they spoke Hindi or not. See Philip Lutgendorf, “All in the (Raghu) Family: A Video 
Epic in Cultural Context,” in Media and the Transformation of Religion in South Asia, ed. Lawrence A. 
Babb and Susan S. Wadley (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1995), 217-249. 	  
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characterization. I argue that in this text, her depiction as the ideal wife and devoted goddess lacks 

nuances or moments of complexity and independence found in Valmiki, and further highlights her use 

as a plot instrument.  

The Illusory Sita as a Simplified Ideal and Plot Device 

Before analyzing how Tulsidas depicts Sita’s fire ordeal, I need to examine one of the most 

transformative plot changes in the entire text: Tulsidas’s insertion of the concept of a maya Sita. While 

Lakshmana is away from their cottage in the forest, Rama creates an illusion of Sita’s true self, a 

shadow Sita. He declares, “Hearken, most lovely and amiable of wives, I am about to enact a fantastic 

human part. Be you absorbed into fire until I have completed the destruction of the demons” (443, 

Caupai 22).41 This line exemplifies a key aspect of Rama’s mercifulness as god; for the sake of 

humanity, Rama has chosen to descend to earth as an avatara, take on a human form, and destroy 

Ravana. As part of his mission, protects Sita, one of his devotees, from harm by hiding her in the fire. 

This action demonstrates Rama’s love for one of his beloved devotees. 

 The focus on Rama’s divinity contrasts Valmiki’s Ramayana, which shows humanized 

characters adhering to their dharma and setting an example for people on earth. The difference in 

Tulsidas’s depiction leads to a Sita who barely performs and actions since all the experiences, from the 

kidnapping to the fire ordeal undergone by Sita in Valmiki’s text, only affect shadow Sita. Crucially, 

however, a key component of Valmiki’s text remains central to Tulsi’s text as well: though the 

Ramcaritmanas does not highlight the humanity of Sita, it still emphasizes her ideal nature as the 

epitome of a perfect wife.  

 As the ideal wife, defined in part by devotion, Sita obeys Rama, her husband and for Tulsidas, 

her lord. Without verbally responding to Rama’s command to be “absorbed into fire,” Sita “laid her 
                                                
41 The idea of playing a human role relates to the Hindu concept of lila, meaning god’s play. Vishnu has 
a several avataras in addition to Rama, one of whom is Krishna, who is more commonly known for lila. 
In the telling of Tulsidas, he associates Rama more closely with lila as well, leading to the creation of 
the Ramlila, a play reenacting the story. 
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lord’s feet upon her heart” and then entered the fire (443, Caupai 22). Placing someone’s feet, which 

are considered the most impure part of the body, upon one’s own heart signifies extreme devotion. Sita 

quietly shows her devotion and obedience to her lord, Rama, and when she enters the fire, only an 

illusion of herself is left behind. The narrator makes clear that even the shadow Sita holds the same 

ideal nature as the true Sita, stating that Sita leaves behind “only an image of herself, of exactly the 

same appearance and the same amiable and gentle disposition” (443, Caupai 22). This quote 

demonstrates the most important aspects of Sita’s character necessary for the shadow Sita to maintain a 

resemblance to the real Sita are her “amiable and gentle disposition.” This adds to the flattening of 

Sita’s character by only defining her with two main traits. In the absence of a real Sita and moments in 

which Sita defends herself or expresses recognizable human emotions, we are left only with her 

devotion which demonstrate her role as the ideal wife.  

The narrative device of a shadow Sita encourages the reader to bear in mind the divine plan at 

all times and view Sita’s role as a tool for executing this plan. Stealing someone’s wife, an 

extraordinarily adharmic act, could incite a war; Sita’s kidnapping appears to bring about the war that 

causes Ravana’s demise. Additionally, in this text Rama acts as an omniscient narrator, furthering the 

treatment of Sita as a plot device. In contrast to Rama’s omniscience, Sita, as the impetus for war and 

Ravana’s demise, seems to set off a chain of events accidentally as others act around her. For example, 

when Sita spots the beautiful golden deer, which Ravana uses to lure Rama away, the narrator informs 

us that an essential part of god’s plan will soon unfold. Immediately following Sita’s pleas for Rama to 

retrieve the unique deer, the text reads, “Thereupon Rama, who understood why this was done, arose 

with joy to execute the purpose of the gods” (445, Caupai 25). Here the narrator reminds the reader that 

Sita’s kidnapping is necessary for Ravana’s eventual demise; thus Rama happily leaves her alone in the 

forest in pursuit of the trick deer.  
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This omniscient narration, in conjunction with the creation of a shadow Sita, negates the reality 

of Sita’s suffering in captivity. A mere shadow of Sita experiences the tumultuous core of the story, the 

kidnapping and the fire ordeal, while the real Sita merely waits in the fire for Rama to call upon her 

once the turmoil has died down. With a Sita entirely spared from suffering, the draw to empathize and 

connect with her as a distraught human character in captivity is gone. She fades into the background of 

the story, no longer a fully formed character with whom we can empathize. Thus unlike in Valmiki’s 

text, here we see Sita as a simplified ideal who the three modern writers will later criticize rather than 

also draw upon. While the text does not aim to depict Sita as a humanized woman, it still casts her as 

the ideal wife with limited human traits or moments of independence and thus represents her as  an 

almost unreachable ideal for women to emulate.42   

The Fire Ordeal and Recovering the Real Sita 
 The fire ordeal stands out as one of the most controversial and unsettling events of Valmiki’s 

Ramayana. As Linda Hess puts it, “The fire ordeal is shockingly unjust; it sticks in the heart.”43 The 

Ramcaritmanas circumvents the issue of Rama treating Sita so harshly upon their reunion with the plot 

device of the illusory Sita. This device has the effect of avoiding the discomfort surrounding the 

controversial fire ordeal.44 In order to recover the true Sita at the fire ordeal, Rama must force the maya 

Sita to enter the fire in order to allow the real Sita to emerge from the fire. Thus he never genuinely 

doubts her purity, nor does the real Sita ever have to suffer during Rama’s initial rejection of her. Hess 

                                                
42 Linda Hess notes that in the Manas-piyush, a seven-volume anthology of excerpts from prestigious 
nineteenth and early twentieth-century commentaries, commentators note during the fire ordeal that 
“Through [Sita’s] dutiful action, she shows that doing her lord’s will is dearer than life for a woman. 
For a woman husband is god.” Of this excerpt Hess observes, “Notice that the commentators here pay 
no attention to the difference between the illusory Sita and the real Sita. They treat the [maya] Sita as 
fully exemplary.” Hess, “Rejecting Sita,” 14-15. 
43 Hess, “Rejecting Sita,” 9. While this analysis suggests that Tulsidas’s text directly responds to 
Valmiki’s telling to answer the question of “How could Rama be so cruel to Sita if he is also dharmic,” 
the text raises plenty of questions of its own. There is an entire genre of questioning Tulsi’s text called 
Shankavalis, “Garland of Doubts.” For more on this, see Linda Hess “Lovers’ Doubts: Questioning the 
Tulsi Ramayan” in Questioning Ramayanas, 25-48. 
44 Ibid., 9. 
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writes, “Tulsidas has it both ways: he has the appearance of a fire ordeal to remove the worldly stain, 

and he has an alibi protecting Rama from accusations of cruelty and injustice, Sita from the pain of 

rejection and public trial.”45 The “worldly stain” refers to Sita’s impurity as a result of living within the 

precincts of Ravana’s palace.  

The fire ordeal scene in Tulsidas’s telling opens with a brief reiteration of Rama’s plan to 

release the real Sita from the fire. The narrator informs us that, “For this reason the All-merciful spoke 

with seeming harshness” (611, Doha 108).46 This phrase highlights Rama’s mercy and his role on earth 

to enact a human part. His words only seem harsh, but he must say them to recover the true Sita and 

play his part. Rama’s repudiation of Sita, his accusation of her impurity, and command for her to go off 

on her own shrinks to a single, vague sentence. Without Rama’s explicit harsh words, Sita does not 

have any reason to defend or define herself. Thus we lose some of Sita’s emotional depth found in 

Valmiki’s fire ordeal, in which Sita criticizes Rama and defends her own honor and origins.  In 

response, Sita bows “pure in thought and word and deed” and says, “Lakshmana be sharer in this pious 

rite; show me the fire and be quick” (611-612, Caupai 108). Here she speaks concisely with 

detachment, neither defining nor defending herself.47 The action accelerates to recover the true Sita 

from the fire and worship Lord Rama, rather than lingering over proper social conduct. Tulsidas thus 

depicts the fire ordeal as a pious rite; he eliminates the harshness and the controversy surrounding 

Rama’s treatment of Sita and creates a wondrous, holy event.  
                                                
45 Hess, “Rejecting Sita,” 10. 
46 I consulted an addition translation of Tulsidas’s text to get a better understanding of these lines: 
Tulsidas, Ramacharitmanasa, trans. S.P Bahadur. In this instance, I found Bahadur’s translation more 
helpful. He writes, “…For this reason, in a human way, some painful words Rama said” (307). Thus 
this line makes explicit that Rama only mistreats Sita in his fallible human form. 	  
47 Hess quotes the commentators in Manas-piyush as stating, “In Valmiki, Sita answered Rama. 
Understanding that this conflicts with pativratadharma and is harmful to the education of the people, 
the Manas [or Ramcaritmanas] poet did not include it” (14). The Sanskrit term pativrata literally 
means “she whose husband is her religious vow,” or the perfect wife. Thus the commentators state Sita 
speaking back to Rama conflicts with her dharma as the perfect wife. Whether Tulsidas intentionally 
removed this aspect of the scene to enhance Sita’s role as the perfect wife one cannot be sure, but the 
commentators assert this. 	  
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After Sita enters the fire, calling upon it to be cool as sandalwood if she has been entirely 

faithful, the narrator tells us, “Her shadow and the stain of social disgrace were alone consumed in the 

blazing fire” (612, Chand 33). “The stain of social disgrace,” a phrase not mentioned anywhere else in 

the scene, reads harshly.48 The text seems to subtly validate Sita’s purity after she has lived with 

another man, without explicitly accusing her of being impure in the first place. This scene skirts over 

the harsh phrase, “stain of social disgrace,” once Sita has been safely returned from the fire. The crowd 

gathered then cries out “Glory to Rama the beneficent!” and flowers rain down (612, Chand 33). “Fire 

assumes bodily form and presents Sita to Rama as Lakshmi was presented to her lord by the ocean of 

milk” (612, Doha 109a-109b). This image parallels Vishnu and Lakshmi, the god and goddess who 

descend to earth as Rama and Sita, rather than presenting the two characters as human ideals. The 

reunion of god and goddess is an extremely auspicious event and thus cause for celebration.49  

The Ramcaritmanas serves as a narrative praising Rama as god. Though there are some 

moments of tension in the fire ordeal, like the mention of the “stain of social disgrace” and Rama 

speaking with “seeming harshness,” the overall atmosphere is one of joy. In Tulsidas’s text we see a 

less complex Sita than in Valmiki’s Ramayana. Tulsi’s Sita is reduced to obedience and devotion, 

making her a very different model for women than Valmiki’s Sita, who at times displays independence 

and makes her own decisions. The Sita of Tulsidas’s text shifts in direct relation to Rama’s elevation to 

a god, rather than an avatara on earth. Understanding the source of representations of the ideal wife 

may be the first step to discovering how women can free themselves from ideals that entail such 

                                                
48 In Bahardur’s translation of this scene, he writes, “Moreover, he wished to set at rest any doubts 
which may arise in the minds of demons or other ignorant men about Sita’s purity while she had dwelt 
in captivity amongst the demons” (307). This translation draws direct attention to the text’s concern 
with Sita’s purity. It is also careful to note that only “demons or ignorant men” could doubt Sita’s 
purity. Others would surely know better.  
49 Bahadur includes in his translation the notion of Rama clearing the world of vice by slaying Ravana. 
After the fire ordeal, gods, demons, sages, and all those assembled “bowed silently within their hearts 
to the Divine Incarnation Who had redeemed the world from dread of vice” (308). This line emphasizes 
Rama’s mercy as god.  
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constraints so they can define themselves by their own standards. For example, a text that looks at Sita 

as the central character, rather than one whose depiction depends upon Rama’s preeminence and need 

for a plot device, suggests for ways for women to define a broader set of actions available to Sita.  

 

Candravati’s Bengali Epic: Sita’s Perspective as an Individual and Goddess 
Candravati’s 16th century Bengali oral telling centers around Sita rather than Rama. Thus this 

pre-modern story does not define Sita in relation to Rama, as both Valmiki’s and Tulsidas’s texts did.50 

In my analysis of this text I use Candravati’s oral telling as translated by Mandakranta and Sarika 

Bose.51 All in-text citations in the following section refer to this text. While Candravati’s telling 

generally follows Valmiki’s plotline, there are several key differences that dislodge Rama from the 

story’s center. First, Sita tells the story from her perspective. Second, the story opens with Sita’s birth 

story rather than Rama’s. Third, other female characters cause significant plot movement, such an 

example being the banishment scene, rather than Rama. These changes give Sita’s perspective 

precedence and decrease Rama’s influence over the unfolding of the story.  

In the search for precedence for the modern tellings, it is significant to note that in Candravati’s 

story Sita retells her kidnapping from her own perspective while talking to her friends in her women’s 

quarters. The framework of the kidnapping scene here, set up as a retelling from Sita’s memory after 

the fact, highlights both Sita’s perspective and the notion of solidarity among women. While in her 

bridal chamber, Sita’s female friends ask her to tell them the story of her life. Sita indulges them, 

recounting her marriage, her time in the forest with Rama and Lakshmana, her kidnapping, and the 

war.52 Her friend asks, “…When you went into the forest in exile with your husband, what joys, what 

                                                
50 Candravati’s telling is not considered an authoritative telling. It has limited, regional circulation and 
does not hold status as an especially influential telling. Therefore there is far less English scholarship 
on this telling than on Valmiki or Tulsidas.  
51 Candravati, A Woman’s Ramanyana, ed. Bose and Bose.  
52 While the text does explicitly state the friends are female, it would be inappropriate both for men to 
be in her bridal chamber and for her to have an intimate conversation with them.  
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misfortunes did you go through?” (68). Her friend explicitly prompts Sita to explain and reflect on her 

inner emotions, an aspect of the narrative not mentioned in the tellings by Valmiki or Tulsidas. Sita 

then has the opportunity to share her struggles with her friends, and to express her despair at her own 

kidnapping and the horrible war that followed.  Rather than in Tulsidas, where Sita’s kidnapping is a 

plot device to further the narrative, here it is portrayed as a real, lived experience from the perspective 

of the person who underwent the trauma of the event. Thus Sita’s perspective colors our reception of 

the narrative; she is the filter through which we experience the story.  This places emphasis on the 

verbal retelling of Sita’s experiences from her own perspective, showing her as an individual.  

Candravati’s text also focuses on the emotional interior of the narrative rather than the external 

events. She especially emphasizes the suffering of war victims, to which less attention is paid in 

Valmiki and Tulsidas. Candravati writes of the women who have lost sons and husbands in the war; 

these losses unite women in a similar form of suffering and shift the narrative from a heroic tale of 

victory to an elegiac story. In contrast to the celebratory and devotional mood of Tulsidas and to the 

emphasis on proper action in Valmiki, Candravati creates a strong sense of empathy for Sita and the 

other women in the text, enhancing solidarity among women. Candravati’s story is virtually the only 

pre-modern text that displays the female solidarity that the modern authors later build upon. 

In this section, I analyze Sita’s banishment and fire ordeal to draw out similarities between the 

representation of Sita in Candravati’s text and in the three modern texts, specifically highlighting acts 

of independence, solidarity among women, a survivor narrative, a focus on Sita’s perspective and voice 

in telling her own story, and an emphasis on her emotional reactions to circumstances. Among these 

three pre-modern texts, Candravati is closest to the modern texts, placing Sita at the story’s center, 

emphasizing her perspective and exploring her character growth. However, the text as a whole depicts 

Sita as suffering throughout her life as a victim of fate, which lessens any sense of her as a character in 

control of her own life.  
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The Banishment 
Unlike in Valmiki and Tulsidas, Candravati depicts the fire ordeal scene occuring after Sita’s 

banishment, so we will analyze her banishment first. As readers we experience the banishment scene 

with Sita in real time, rather than as part of Sita’s memory of earlier events. This change in plot order 

increases the shock of Sita’s second separation from her husband, this time from a happy reunion with 

her beloved husband in Ayodhya. Sita innocently asks Rama if she may visit the “holy hermitage” 

where she used to bathe with the other women and Rama agrees (77). Candravati then interrupts her 

account to comment with hindsight: “Candravati says, ‘Alas! None may escape fate. What a boon you 

have asked for, daughter of Janaka [Sita]!” (77). Here Candravati’s role as an interpreter and teller of 

the story blends into the narrative; her personal commentary becomes as significant as the dialogue of 

the characters.53 This remark demonstrates that Candravati reads her narrative as being governed by 

fate, an idea emphasized throughout her telling. However, the banishment is actually caused by 

Kukuya, Sita’s evil sister-in-law, who tricks Rama into believing Sita has been unfaithful. Thus Sita’s 

banishment is ascribed to fate though it seems to be brought about by the actions of others.  

Kukuya tricks Rama, insulting both Sita and him, when she creates a concern about Sita’s 

purity. Kukuya prompts Sita to draw a picture of Ravana, though Sita insists she has never directly laid 

eyes on him. At night while Sita sleeps, Kukuya places the picture of Ravana upon Sita’s chest (78). 

Kukuya then rushes to Rama to tell him, “… Sita, shameless and faithless, adores Ravana … a full ten-

month sojourn did your Sita spend with Ravana … tell me, who eats a dog’s leftovers?” (79). Kukuya 

convinces Rama that with all the time Sita spent in captivity, she must have fallen in love with Ravana 

and had an affair. She further insults Sita, stating that welcoming her back is like accepting a dog’s 

leftovers. In the Hindu tradition, eating the food of someone in a lower varna will pollute the member 

of the higher varna. Comparing Sita to the food of a dog takes this notion of pollution and impurity to a 

                                                
53 This is a technique we will see used and further expanded in the modern retellings I analyze in Part 
Two. 
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deeper level of insult, removing her from the varna system entirely since she is compared to a lowly 

dog. This insult also extends to Rama; accusing Sita of being a “dog’s leftovers” implies Rama has 

tarnished his own reputation by being with her, unable to observe her true status. Kukuya then takes 

Rama to see Sita, asleep with the drawing of Ravana on her chest.   

In doing so, Kukuya stirs up an emotional, reactive response from Rama. The text reads, “… 

Rama turned frantic in his fury. His eyes turned red, blood mounted to his head as if it would burst, and 

his nostrils breathed fire” (79). Kukuya’s careful plotting thus stirs an emotional response in Rama as 

he experiences physical manifestations of his emotions, with blood rushing to his head and heavy 

breathing, to emphasize the immediate impact of his anger. Rama’s reaction incites the banishment of 

Sita. Candravati’s depiction differs notable, thus, from that of Valmiki, where Rama makes a decision 

to banish Sita in order to publicly display his commitment to his kingly duties over his personal 

relationships. Candravati’s Rama does not consult anyone when he banishes Sita. He makes this 

decision on the spot in response to his emotions and as a reaction to Kukuya’s trick.  

Kukuya seems to have the power in this situation, a contrast to Valmiki and Tulsidas in which 

male characters, or Rama specifically, seem to bring about most major changes in the narrative. The 

text reads, “The fire set by this by Kukuya, the sister-in-law, was to burn Sita, and with her the Jewel of 

the Raghus [Rama]” (79).  She thus causes suffering to Rama and Sita. This incident dislodges the male 

characters from the center of the narrative because they are not the only  agents who bring about the 

major events in the text. The language of a fire burning Sita and Rama both depicts the pain the 

banishment causes the two characters and foreshadows the fire ordeal soon to come. Sita’s banishment 

is said to destroy the city of Ayodhya as well, leaving it to burn and fall to ruin without its Goddess 

Lakshmi (79-80). Explicitly stating that the banishment of Sita causes Rama and the entire city of 

Ayodhya pain emphasizes the far-reaching impact of Kukuya’s actions, and makes Rama appear 

helplessly manipulated by Kukuya.  
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The banishment scene emphasizes Sita’s strength and unflappability in the face of extreme 

suffering and life-altering events.  When Sita learns Rama that has banished her to the forest, the text 

reads, “Like a golden statue she stood, no tears in her eyes, nor words on her lips, a golden doll 

standing under a tree (82-83). This degree of composure and detached stoicism shows an equanimity of 

mind achieved by Sita while living in the forest during her exile, therefore showing character growth. 

The text appears to praise and admire Sita’s extraordinary composure.  

Furthermore, the comparison of Sita to golden statue harkens back to a scene in Valmiki’s text 

in which Rama commissions the creation of a golden statue of Sita to place by his side while he rules 

over Ayodhya. This reference seems to comment on what kind of wife Rama wants her to be, a golden 

statute, or an auspicious symbol by his side who enables him to carry out sacrifices, in contrast to what 

kind of person she must become to withstand her suffering; here the golden statue takes on a new 

meaning. Sita, in spite of total abandonment by her beloved husband after a traumatic separation, must 

harden like a golden statue and remain strong.  

As in Valmiki’s Ramayana, the banishment creates a new context in which Sita thrives. We see 

her grow as an independent mother, educate herself further, and raise her two sons to be educated and 

skilled warriors. Sita, left on the banks of a river in the forest, finds herself at Valmiki’s hermitage. 

Here she passes the time studying with sages and reading the Vedas and the Puranas, ancient Hindu 

religious texts to which only high varnas had access (84). Thus Sita’s banishment provides her with an 

opportunity to further educate herself and to raise her sons in a peaceful setting, with the support of 

Valmiki and other sages. Sita also achieves a sense of peace and contentment in the forest, an idea 

expanded on in the modern tellings. The sages she meets bless her and praise her, saying she will be a 

“royal mother” when her sons are born (84). The text then reads, “Sita’s heart overflowed with joy 

when she received such blessings” (84). Sita therefore achieves a sense of happiness, support and 

encouragement from her new community in the hermitage, in addition advancing her education.  
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Once her twin sons are born, they are initiated into the studies of the sages. Valmiki trains them, 

knowing they will inherit the throne from Rama, in grammar and archery (84).  Sita raises her sons as a 

single mother, and with the help of the sages, provides them with an education. The scenes in the 

hermitage therefore present the reader with a survivor narrative. We see Sita, after all she has suffered, 

create a new life and a new family for herself. We watch her achieve a sense of peace and happiness in 

the forest, which turns her life story into a survivor narrative. Two of the three modern retellings I will 

analyze focus on the banishment scene as an opportunity for Sita’s character growth in similar ways.  

The Fire Ordeal 
  Unlike Valmiki’s Ramayana, which has a trial by fire immediately after the war and another 

one after Sita’s exile, Candravati’s text only includes the latter fire ordeal. In Sita’s absence both Rama 

and the people of Ayodhya suffer, creating a need for a sacrifice to the gods that will improve life in the 

kingdom (84-85). Rama wishes to publicly prove Sita’s purity with a trial by fire so that he may bring 

her back to Ayodhya in order to perform a sacrifice that requires her presence. When Sita returns to the 

royal court of Ayodhya, Rama says, “…Since you spent a whole year in Ravana’s palace nobody in 

Ayodya knows whether you remained chaste or not…” (87). This justification for the fire ordeal echoes 

Rama’s sentiments in Valmiki’s text as well, namely the desire to publicly prove Sita’s purity in order 

to reassure his subjects and restore their confidence in his rule.   

However, Candravati introduces a new element to this scene: Rama’s sadness and Sita’s desire 

to relieve him of his pain. Sita says, “Tell me, what makes your moon-like face look so pale? … If your 

sadness is relieved by Sita entering the pyre, then I will enter it with a smile on my face” (88). 

Mentioning Rama’s pain as an incentive for Sita to walk through the fire creates a new motive for her. 

Because she loves her husband, Sita agrees to this public trial, although, as we later learn, Sita has no 

intention of remaining in Ayodhya after the fire ordeal. The scene therefore focuses more on personal 

relationships than on Sita’s purity. In fact, Sita does not even verbally defend herself, argue with 

Rama’s charges of impurity, or resist entering the fire at all. She responds, “It is no great matter for me 
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to enter the flames” (88). Sita again appears unflappable and stoic in a difficult situation. Though she 

tells Rama she was hopeful upon her return to Ayodhya, only to find pain, she shows no sign of sadness 

(88). Sita exhibits admirable strength and composure, as in the banishment scene. This shows character 

development; she has developed a peace of mind after all she endured in her kidnapping and during the 

war and rises above the pettiness of suspicions about her purity among the city folk.  

 To address her purity, she merely says, “Chaste I am, no flame can touch me and I shall indeed 

enter the pyre, never to return…I leave my two sons in your hands” (88). This unambiguous and self-

assured statement shows Sita hardly considers her chastity up for discussion. She knows herself to be 

chaste, and does not feel the need to defend it. This statement also shows that Sita knows in advance 

once she enters the fire she will return to Mother Earth as a Goddess, where she belongs. Here for the 

first time in the narrative Sita holds insider knowledge of what is about to occur. It is not an act of fate 

or a snap judgment of another character; Sita is aware of what the fire ordeal will cause while Rama 

and the other characters are not, putting her in a position of power created by superior knowledge.  

In addition, including only one fire ordeal in the narrative, rather than two as in Valmiki, shows 

that Sita does not tolerate the trial by fire. She does not endure the ordeal and her place beside Rama in 

Ayodhya. When asked to enter the fire, she agrees but then returns to Mother Earth rather than 

reuniting with Rama in Ayodhya. As Sita enters the pyre, Mother Earth calls out, “Come to my lap, my 

long-suffering daughter…Let Rama live happily with his subjects while I leave with my daughter Sita” 

(88). Sita at last receives acknowledgment from another character of her trials and affirmation that she 

may leave the earthly world and her husband behind. This creates a sense of solidarity for Sita since 

Mother Earth expresses an understanding of Sita’s experiences and perspective.  

As she leaves with Mother Earth, Hanuman chastises Rama, saying, “What a calamity you have 

brought upon us…what have you done by listening to the gossip of evil folk!” (89). Hanuman explicitly 

places blame on Rama for causing Sita’s exit from the world and in turn, the continuing suffering of 
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Ayodhya in her absence. This assigns responsibility to Rama and emphasizes Sita’s significance to 

those around her. However, immediately following this line, the text ends with, “…Candravati laments: 

“None is at fault, for joy and pain and the fruits of one’s own deeds are in the hand of the god of fate” 

(89). Such a statement seems to counteract what Hanuman has said in the text and once again 

emphasize the governance of fate over the individual actions of others.   

With her Bengali epic, Candravati created a female-centered Ramayana in the 16th century, a 

telling that seeks to understand Sita as the central figure of the narrative, and that emphasizes a 

contemporary woman’s understanding of the narrative of Sita. Though she suffers at the hands of fate, 

ultimately in her banishment Sita achieves a sense of peace and equanimity of mind, showing that she 

develops and matures throughout the narrative. Fate, however, is still emphasized as determining the 

outcome of each event. The text seems to simultaneously exhibit Sita’s power to change and become at 

peace and her victimhood. Thus similar to Valmiki’s Ramayana, Candravati’s representation of Sita 

contains aspects of Sita that the three modern writers both criticize and draw upon.  

In my analysis of the three modern texts to which I now turn, we see writers build upon the 

notion of focusing the text on Sita’s perspective and her growth as a character. They place Sita in new 

contexts in which she thrives and exhibits independence and self-reliance. And unlike Candravati, they 

create a Sita who actively alters her situation rather than one who highlights fate’s governance of her 

life. 

 
Part Two: Sita Reimagined as an Individualized Role Model 

 
The three retellings I will examine in this section, Sita Enters the Fire by Gudipati 

Venkatachalam, Reunion by P. Lalitha Kumari, and The Missing Queen by Samhita Arni, focus 

specifically on Sita’s characterization and perspective.54 They challenge readers to think of a different 

                                                
54 As these three stories have been written within the past 50 years, have more limited circulation, and 
all but Arni’s were written in a South Indian language, Telugu, there is practically no English 
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dynamic between Sita and other characters than the one portrayed in the three pre-modern tellings, and 

to imagine a new Sita who might set a very different example for womanhood than the ones examined 

in Part One. These three tellings empathize with Sita’s emotional struggles, redefine Sita as a self-

reliant individual, and depict her as a survivor of her kidnapping and banishment from her home aware 

of her self-worth. Therefore, this set of modern retellings asks the reader to think about Sita as an 

individual independent of the purpose she might serve for Rama or for the plot as a whole.  

One of these modern authors, Volga has stated that the story of Rama and Sita has “functioned 

to shore up constructions of gender in the past, and uses it, as she remarks, ‘to subvert patriarchal 

agendas from a women’s perspective.’”55  Thus through her retellings, Volga critically engages with the 

narrative’s implications for gender relations in modern life. This statement demonstrates the 

significance of rewriting Sita’s story to challenge popular cultural ideas in India and to gain attention 

for a woman’s voice on their issues rather than allowing others to speak for women in India.  

To demonstrate the way in which each retelling creates a new role model through the 

characterization of Sita, I will look at the criticism of the pre-20th century texts’ ideal wife and 

relationship, the retelling’s new exemplary woman, and its depiction of more equal relationships than 

those represented in the pre-modern texts, either romantic or in terms of female friendships. These 

modern writers imagine a survivor narrative for Sita in which she is self-sufficient and independent in 

the aftermath of her trial by fire and banishment from Ayodhya. By revisiting this ancient character, 

writers take ownership of Sita’s representation as a single overarching ideal to create their own role 

models for women that center on self-reliance, resilience, and self-respect.  

1. Sita Enters the Fire by Gudipati Venkatachalam 
Criticism of the pre-modern texts 

                                                                                                                                                                  
scholarship on them, with the exception of Saulaza Easwari Pal’s introduction to “Sita Enters the Fire” 
and Richman’s introduction to “Reunion” in Ramayana Stories, 55 and 91. In addition, Part Two of this 
paper is shorter than Part One because the texts analyzed here are significantly shorter than those in 
Part One.  
55 Paula Richman, “Whose Ramayana Is It?” in Ramayana Stories, 31. 
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In his play, Sita Enters the Fire, Venkatachalam (henceforth Chalam) rewrites the dialogue of 

one scene from the story of Rama and Sita, the fire ordeal.56 All in-text citations within this section 

refer to Chalam’s play. By rewriting the dialogue from this scene, he criticizes Rama’s treatment of Sita 

and her response to him during their reunion after the war.57 As in Valmiki’s Ramayana, Chalam 

depicts a Sita who is overjoyed to be with her beloved again.58 The play opens with a lengthy, ecstatic 

greeting on her part, as she says, “You must have been so worried about me and everything I’ve 

suffered through… This great war has proved how completely my heart belongs to you” (59).  Chalam 

contrasts Sita’s relieved, loving sentiment with Rama’s harsh reaction to emphasize Rama’s unjust 

response to his reunion with Sita. Rama has not, as Sita assumed, been thinking about her suffering. In 

fact, he does not inquire about her well being at all, although she has been in captivity for an extended 

period of time. First Rama tells her that after being “touched by another” she is now impure and 

therefore “no longer fit to be the queen of this great empire” (59). He then defends his rejection of Sita 

on the basis of his kingly dharma, claiming his subjects will not approve of Sita as his queen now that 

her purity has been tainted. In depicting Rama this way, Chalam challenges the Rama of Valmiki’s 

Ramayana and of Tulsidas’s Ramcaritmanas. Rama’s criticisms of Sita included in Chalam’s play are 

largely the same as in Valmiki’s Ramayana, allowing Chalam to highlight and challenge Sita’s 

mistreatment in this earlier text. Chalam’s play differs from Ramcaritmanas in a different way. Tulsi’s 

text presents Rama as god and thus casts everything he does in positive light. In Sita Enters the Fire, 

                                                
56 Chalam, “Sita Enters the Fire,” 58-63. 
57 While this paper takes a literary close reading as its method, the intentionality of modern authors in 
their reclaiming of Sita helps us understand the significance of their work within the cultural context 
they are writing. Chalam, the only modern male writer included in this paper, is as relevant as the 
female writers due to his major influence on Telugu feminist writers. See Paula Richman’s Ramayana 
Stories, 58. It is also important to note that though this piece was written as a play, it was rarely enacted 
and was instead treated as a play to be read.	  
58 Chalam’s retelling and the other two explored in this paper take place in India, specifically the same 
locations the events of the Ramayana were said to take place in.  
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the reader is encouraged to take a more critical look at Rama’s treatment of Sita that the one Tulsidas 

provides.  

Chalam also challenges Valmiki’s and Tulsidas’s characterization of Sita. In Valmiki’s 

Ramayana, Sita enters the fire to prove her purity to Rama, seeing it as her only option after having 

been rejected publicly by her husband. Though she briefly defends herself, as we have seen in the 

previous analysis of Valmiki’s representation, ultimately Sita affirms the fire ordeal is her only option. 

In Tulsidas’s text, Sita is a shadow of herself, a stand-in for the real Sita and a character with whom the 

reader cannot easily empathize. Tulsidas depicts her as describing the fire ordeal as a “pious rite” and 

agreeing to enter the flames immediately. The Sita of Tulsidas thus appears obedient and one-

dimensional. To combat this flat characterization of Sita, Chalam arms his Sita with modern, articulate 

rebuttals and depicts her confronting Rama’s disregard for her wellbeing in contrast to her passivity in 

these two pre-modern texts.  

Chalam’s Sita asks, “When I’m treated as impure and helpless, am I supposed to just sigh?” 

(61). The answer that follows, for the modern reader, is of course not. Of course she should stand up for 

herself and speak her mind. Her rhetorical question passes judgment on social norms for women. 

Chalam shows his readers the injustice in Rama’s treatment of Sita and prompts them to think about the 

parallels it has to the treatment of and norms prescribed for women in more modern times. Do we 

expect women to accept external judgments and characterizations of themselves? Do we expect them to 

be the victims, to be defenseless? If so, something needs to radically change in order to allow for more 

Sitas like the one created by Chalam, who is more than capable of defending herself.  

The play is bookended by broader direct addresses to society at large. It opens with Chalam’s 

epigram, “In the ages to come, there will be neither sons like Rama, nor wives like Sita” (58). This 

epigram refers to the long-standing pattern of viewing Rama and Sita as models for behavior and 

rejects the standards they represent in pre-modern tellings. At the end of the play, Sita says, “How long 
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will a woman be merely something for man’s use? When will the world open its eyes?” (63). Chalam 

uses Sita’s rhetorical questions as a call to action, asking his audience to look around, to identify 

injustices to women in India, and to create a society that allows for more equal treatment. 

Chalam’s new heroine and new relationship 

Through a rewriting of Sita’s dialogue in Valmiki’s Ramayana, Chalam creates a new standard 

for women, centering on self-respect and self-reliance. Chalam gives Rama significantly fewer lines 

than Sita, highlighting the command she has over their interaction. In doing so, he departs from 

precedents set in tellings by Tulsidas and Valmiki, who focus on Rama as the main character and depict 

Sita in response to his characterization, especially true in Tulsidas’s text, where Sita’s most defining 

emotional trait is devotion to Rama. In Chalam’s play, Sita’s lines are much more emotionally charged 

as well, making her the more compelling character. She offers rebuttals with anger, indignation, and 

fierceness. Rama speaks statically, as if reading a rulebook, like the “dharma-bound machine” Sita 

accuses him of being (62). Sita says, “Do you think you can throw me away with disgust if you suspect 

that someone has polluted me with his saliva? … I am born of the very earth. How dare you treat me 

like a dirty dish!” (60). In direct response to this, Rama is silent. He has no defense for his actions that 

would hold up to these harsh criticisms. Here Sita is outspoken and blunt in order to defend herself. She 

recognizes her own worth and demands better treatment from Rama.  

In the new dialogue Chalam gives Sita, we see the thread of defensiveness that Valmiki’s Sita 

displayed in the same scene, but Chalam depicts Sita standing up for herself unambiguously and 

throughout the entire scene. In Chalam’s version of the events, when Rama claims Sita is now impure 

because she has been “touched by another,” Sita immediately demands clarification, refusing to accept 

his judgment without a satisfactory defense on his part.  

The following exchange demonstrates Chalam’s interpretation of Sita as a woman who stands 

up for herself: 
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Rama: Ravana loved you.  

Sita: Is that my fault that he loved me?  

Rama: He stole you away.  

Sita: Is that my fault?  

Rama: You lived with him in his palace gardens.  

Sita: No, in the grove. Is that my fault too?  

Rama: It is your bad luck (59). 

Rather than blaming herself, Sita recognizes she has done nothing to bring these circumstances upon 

herself. In response to her direct questioning, Rama is unable to explain how Ravana’s actions could be 

her fault, resorting to an accusation that her bad luck is to blame. Sita acknowledges the social 

repercussions of standing up to her husband, saying “… if I stand up to you, defend my own honor, 

reject your cruelty and look after my own life, I’ll be suspect. I’ll be called a whore” (61). Chalam’s 

Sita, knowing full well that society might pass judgment on her, speaks up for herself regardless. By 

mentioning the social norms she is subverting in her conversation with Rama, Chalam uses Sita and 

Rama’s relationship to address the prescribed treatment of Hindu women in society in India and how 

they are supposed to behave toward their husbands.  

Criticism of the power dynamics of the marital relationship between Rama and Sita is lacking in 

each of the three pre-modern retellings examined in this paper. In Tulsidas’s text, he does not criticize 

Rama or Rama’s treatment of Sita. Candravati emphasizes Sita’s voice and the trauma she experiences, 

but does not explicitly challenge the relationship between Rama and Sita. Valmiki presents brief 

criticism when the gods descend to earth during the fire ordeal to chastise Rama and when Sita defends 

herself in response to Rama’s accusations. In contrast, Chalam builds on and elaborates the Sita’s 

moments of defense and critique of Rama that we see in Valmiki’s text. Chalam emphasizes Sita’s self-

understanding and sense of self-respect as tools that have enabled her to see that her relationship with 
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Rama is unhealthy. Sita respects herself and demands that Rama respect her. For example, when Sita 

says, “I am born of this very earth” she displays self-respect, though her husband attempts to diminish 

her worth (60). Sita also sarcastically asks, since Rama speaks at length about his own dharma, whether 

her dharma should be accounted for in their conversation. Again this reiterates her self-respect. Sita will 

no longer tolerate mistreatment from her husband. She does not allow Rama to define what she is worth 

and then treat her as he deems appropriate. She speaks up for herself, and defines herself, in full 

knowledge that she deserves better.  

Further expanding on Valmiki’s Sita who protests to Rama’s blame, Chalam’s Sita demands 

that Rama take equal responsibility in their relationship. She turns his accusations around, claiming 

Rama should also feel guilt for failing to protect her (60). This presents readers with a new 

interpretation of the situation, and rejects Rama’s assertion that Sita is to blame. “Shall I confess to 

wrongs I did not commit, and be expected to atone for all of them, accepting shame with a bowed head 

for anything and everything?” (61). Here Chalam directly addresses popular conceptions of Sita based 

in Valmiki and Tulsidas, where Sita does accept the blame and shame that Rama places upon her. 

Chalam’s Sita refuses to be emotionally manipulated. She understands her situation and knows she did 

nothing wrong. She will not allow others’ judgments of her to cause her to feel guilt. Chalam sounds a 

call to women to not allow themselves to be defined by their significant others, but to stand strong in 

the face of judgments and demand their partner be held equally accountable.  

At the end of Chalam’s play, he has Sita define for herself what true, admirable love is. Sita 

praises Ravana’s love for her over Rama’s, stating that Ravana did not waver in the face of his subjects’ 

protests against his love of Sita while Rama rejected her at his first inkling of suspicion among his 

subjects. Ravana cared for Sita and gave up everything to be with her even though she would not so 

much as look at him. She boldly states to Rama, “I refuse to be renounced by you. I reject you as a 

husband, you heartless machine …” (62). This gives Sita the power in the situation. Though Rama has 
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rejected her, her verbal rejection of him holds power as it affirms her ability to define fair treatment for 

herself. Sita ultimately jumps into Ravana’s funeral pyre, a radical and controversial ending that 

challenges social norms and shows Sita’s agency in choosing her own fate.59 Thus Chalam takes 

ownership of Sita’s representation in Valmiki and Tulsidas as a passive character unwaveringly devoted 

to Rama and replaces her with a self-reliant Sita who determines how she deserves to be treated and 

defends herself.   

2. Reunion by P. Lalitha Kumari (“Volga”) 
Criticism of the pre-modern texts 

 
In Reunion, the short story by P Lalitha Kumari’s (henceforth Volga) she writes a new scene 

into the story of Rama and Sita that occurs years after the narrative’s traditional ending point.60 All in-

text citations in this section refer to Volga’s short story.61 In the story, Sita and the demon Ravana’s 

sister, Shurpanakha meet in the forest years after the events of the Ramayana.62 Sita has been living 

with her twin sons, Lava and Kusha, and seems content in spite of all the turmoil she experienced 

during her long captivity and subsequent banishment. She has not returned to Mother Earth, as she did 

in Valmiki’s telling, but instead continues to live in the human world. The emotional toll such an 

extreme struggle would take on Sita has been downplayed in Tulsidas and Valmiki. The only mention 

of pain is that of separation from Rama’s love. But what about Sita as an individual? How would she 

respond to her environment, to her captors, to Ravana’s advances? How did she pass the time while in 

                                                
59 This has led some readers to question how Chalam’s depiction of Sita could be considered Sita if she 
does something this radical. See Velcheru Narayana Rao, “When Does Sita Cease to be Sita? Notes 
toward a Cultural Grammar of Indian Narratives,” in The Ramayana Revisited ed. Mandakranta Bose 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004. 231-232.  
60 The range of genres (play excerpt, short story, and a novel) shows the multitude of ways writers 
engage with the story of Rama and Sita. There are many folk songs written about the story as well. For 
example, see Usha Nilsson “Grinding Millet but Singing of Sita: Power and Domination in Awadhi and 
Bhojpuri Women’s Songs,” in Questioning Ramayanas, 137-158. 
61 Volga, “Reunion,” 91-98. 
62 The forest may seem to be a very isolated location, but it provides a peaceful locale in contrast to 
urban life. Here the characters use it as a tranquil space in which to come to terms with their past 
experiences. See Paula Richman, introduction to “Reunion,” in Ramayana Stories, 91. 
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captivity? How did she remain sane? And how would she recover from this experience? In the plot 

points of the three pre-modern texts examined here, Sita is a victim. Yet this aspect of her character is 

not fleshed out. It can have damaging effects to look at a female role model who, after years of 

suffering, is blamed for everything that has happened to her, dismissed, and then asked not to return to 

her home. It teaches that she has been tainted, that her worth is to be judged by others. Such a narrative 

does not show any kind of recovery process.  

In a similar way, influential stories of Rama and Sita, like the texts of Valmiki and Tulsidas, 

blame Shurpanakha, who happens upon Rama in the forest and falls in love with him. She flirts with 

Rama when she happens upon him in the forest and Rama’s brother, Lakshmana, cuts off her nose and 

ears in retaliation.63 Valmiki and Tulsidas represent her mutilation as a triumph on the part of Rama and 

Lakshmana but why did Shurpanakha deserve disfiguration? And how would she recover from such 

cruelty? Taking up a thread from Candravati’s text, which emphasizes Sita’s emotional responses and 

individual perspective, Volga focuses on Sita and Shurpanakha as survivors.  By emphasizing both Sita 

and Shurpanakha’s pain, Volga rejects the blame placed upon them and criticizes the lack of focus on 

their struggles to overcome their suffering as individuals. 

Volga identifies Sita and Shurpanakha’s main depiction in Valmiki and Tulsidas as tools by 

which male characters achieve their goals rather than presenting the two women as individual, three-

dimensional characters. Sita is kidnapped as Ravana’s revenge for his sister’s mutilation and 

Shurpanakha was mutilated in the first place to allow Rama to display his ability to defeat raksasas. 

“Are women only there for men to settle their scores?” Sita muses when she thinks about her and 

Shurpanakha’s roles in spurring the war between Lanka and Ayodhya (93). Through Sita’s internal 

question, Volga challenges the unsatisfactory characterization of Sita in both Valmiki, where she is a 

largely used as a plot device to spur the war against Ravana, and in Tulsidas, where she is a shadow of 
                                                
63 For a textual analysis of this scene as it is portrayed in 5 different tellings, Erndl, “The Mutilation of 
Shurpanakha,” 67 – 88. To read this scene in Valmiki’s telling, see III.16-17, p. 123-127.  
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herself. Volga then fleshes out both Shurpanakha and Sita, making them more multidimensional and 

fully developed than in the three pre-modern tellings. 

Volga’s text also challenges the concept of ideals for wives as presented in Valmiki’s 

Ramayana, in which a prescribed set of behaviors is laid out depending on one’s dharma. Through the 

exchanges between Shurpanakha and Sita, Volga also questions the notion of an “ideal life” dictated by 

others rather than the individual concerned. Shurpanakha directly asks Sita if she is living her ideal life, 

encouraging Sita to define for herself what constituents an ideal (97). 

 

Volga’s new heroine and new relationship 
 

In the Ramayana, the Ramcaritmanas, and Candravati’s oral telling, Sita’s role as an ideal wife 

is contingent upon Rama’s depiction and her treatment of him. Valmiki and Tulsidas depict 

Shurpanakha from the male perspectives of Rama and his brother whom she encounters in the forest 

and whom view her with fear and disgust. To combat this portrayal, Volga defines her female 

characters independently of male figures. Both live in the forest, yet neither lives with a conventionally 

portrayed husband. Volga depicts them both as survivors and emphasizes their independence, personal 

growth, and wisdom. She shows a Sita and Shurpanakha who have both come to terms with what has 

happened to them, ten years after the events of the Ramayana. Volga highlights the long, difficult road 

to recovery, and their growth and development over the years while they coped. Both characters note 

how the other has changed drastically since they last met. When Shurpanakha finds out that Rama 

banished Sita, she is amazed to discover there are “no signs of agony in Sita, only profound peace (95). 

She then thinks to herself, “‘How she has matured …’” (95). This emphasizes Sita’s survival. One who 

knows what she has gone through would assume her pain would still be evident, but she has grown so 

much over the past years that she now appears peaceful and content. The three pre-modern texts did not 

show Sita moving on peacefully with her life years after the banishment. Valmiki and Candravati show 
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Sita merging with Mother Earth and Tulsidas concludes the narrative with a holy celebration. In 

contrast, Volga writes in a survivor narrative for Sita to fill in this gap.  

 Sita then inquires about Shurpanakha’s wellbeing, and commends her for being “brave and 

courageous” (96). Shurpanakha responds, “… don’t assume that it was easy. The struggles in my life 

have toughened me, and I’ve discovered happiness in understanding the true meaning of beauty” (96). 

Here Volga characterizes Shurpanakha through her personal experiences and individual struggles, 

which provides more in depth characterization of her than we get from Valmiki or Tulsidas. She defines 

herself based on how she has managed her pain. Volga highlights Shurpankha’s survival, self-reliance, 

and bravery as admirable traits, suggesting that she can act as a new female role model. Shurpanakha 

then briefly explains her struggle to come to terms with her mutilation over the past decade, telling Sita 

that she had contemplated suicide, feeling only anger and pain in her heart. She once worshipped 

beauty, but after her mutilation, she could only feel an all-consuming jealousy toward beautiful things. 

“No one but I can understand what it meant to lose that nose,” Shurpanakha says (96). Here we see 

Volga emphasizing female characters’ individual perspectives. Though no one can understand her 

suffering and its lasting effects quite the same way as Shurpanakha does, her emotional response to 

these events still needs to be heard. In addition, through an open dialogue with Sita about her pain, 

Shurpanakha shows she is not ashamed by what happened to her, nor does she express any guilt or self-

blame. Instead her extraordinary recovery serves as inspiration in Volga’s story.  

Shurpanakha explains, “I had to fight a great battle within myself to emerge from that anger, to 

love beauty again…I had no teacher to guide me. I taught myself” (96-97). She explicitly expresses her 

self-reliance and independence in overcoming extreme suffering through her own efforts. She is not shy 

about attributing her successes to herself, confidently stating, “It was not ordinary effort on my 

part…I’ve learned to labor, create, and serve with these hands. It took more than 10 years for this 

transformation” (97). Such a statement serves to encourage other women to emulate this behavior, to 
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rely on themselves and take pride in their successes. Shurpanakha now sees the beauty in her own 

creation, specifically her garden, which Sita and her sons describe as the most impressive in the forest. 

The contrast between her past mental state and her present one creates an inspiring survivor narrative 

that could encourage women to work for their own happiness, as Shurpanakha did.  

After hearing Shurpanakha’s account of her recovery, Sita notices Shurpanakha’s extraordinary 

beauty. Sita’s observation creates a new definition of beauty. While Valmiki and Tulsidas use classical 

poetic descriptions of physical appearance to express beauty, here Volga presents an internal beauty 

based on strength and an inspiring recovery. This definition of beauty encourages women to look 

inward and define their beauty for themselves rather than basing it on male-defined images. Through 

Sita’s admiration of Shurpanakha, the reader sees an admirable, exemplary woman. “There was depth 

and wisdom in her words,” Sita thinks while listening to Shurpanakha (97). The qualities Sita admires 

in Shurpanakha present a new role model for women, separate from their sexuality, purity, and duty to 

one’s husband. Such a woman instead exhibits survival, independence, self-defined beauty, and self-

worth. 

The ideal relationship Volga creates differs from those seen in the pre-modern texts. In her short 

story, Volga depicts her version of a healthier, more modern relationship wherein the female is 

independent and on equal standing as her male counterpart. She deliberately emphasizes focusing on 

oneself before finding a husband. She depicts Shurpanakha saying, “I’ve realized that the meaning of 

fulfillment is not just in the companionship of a man. I’ve found true companionship only after learning 

that” (97). While the Sita of the pre-modern texts fulfils her duty only in relation to her husband, here 

we see an example of a woman finding fulfillment on her own. Rama holds the power over Sita, but 

here Shurpanakha and her partner, Sudhira, are depicted as equals. When Shurpankha calls Sudhira to 

introduce him to Sita, he bows respectfully and then leaves (97). Upon witnessing this act, Sita 

observes a relationship that “…she had never seen before between any other woman and man” (97). 
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Rather than just placing Sita and Shurpanakha on their own in the forest, Volga offers the alternative of 

finding someone worth engaging in a relationship, someone who will regard the woman involved as an 

equal.  

Volga expands on a characteristic of Candravati’s telling demonstrates, solidarity among Sita 

and her friends in her bridal chamber. Elaborating on the notion of solidarity among women, Volga 

represents the relationship between Sita and Shurpanakha as a supportive and transformative one. 

Though in the Ramayana and the Ramcaritmanas Sita and Shurpanakha are enemies, here they become 

friends and recognize how similar their situations are. They unite as women who have both overcome 

obstacles and endured mistreatment from men. Sita and Shurpanakha both discuss the pain they 

experienced due to mistreatment from men in their lives, specifically Rama. A major theme of Volga’s 

story is solidarity among women and normalizing one’s struggle to overcome past suffering. Volga 

writes, “The realization that Shurpanakha’s trial was no less than her own by fire brought tears to Sita’s 

eyes” to show how deeply Sita relates to Shurpanakha’s suffering (97). When listening to 

Shurpanakha’s account, Sita recognizes the familiar theme of undeserved treatment based on a 

perceived failure to live up to society’s ideal wife. Sita was forced to walk through fire and then 

banished, though she was blameless. Shurpanakha was mutilated, a punishment out of proportion with 

her advancements on Rama. Both experienced lasting emotional effects from these events, which they 

did not bring upon themselves. They are victims yet also survivors. Seeing someone else experience a 

similar situation helps validate the fact that Sita did not do anything wrong. Mistreatment by men 

happens to many other women as well. Thus the relationship between women seen here helps both 

characters realize that other women have experienced pain similar to theirs, which validates their 

struggles and provides support.  

3. The Missing Queen by Samhita Arni 
Criticism of the pre-modern texts  
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In her novel, The Missing Queen, Samhita Arni places the story of Rama and Sita in today’s 

world. All in-text citations in this section refer to Arni’s novel.64 Ten years after the events of the 

Ramayana, a nameless, modern journalist narrates her search for the truth about Sita’s disappearance 

from Ayodhya. The narrator meets characters from the story in her quest and hears different 

perspectives on Sita along the way. This storyline places Sita’s identity at the center of her story, 

enhancing her complexity and the lasting effects of her personal struggles.  

Through the progression of the three modern texts analyzed here, from rewriting a scene, to 

adding a new one, to placing the entire narrative in a new context and creating a new narrator, we can 

see the varying levels of direct engagement each author has with the text. The vast history of 

questioning the narrative and its characters within the Ramayana tradition enables current authors to not 

only insert new characters or add scenes but even to challenge the way the entire story unfolds.  

Candravati sets a precedent for aspects of Arni’s retelling because her oral story includes a 

character who retells the events of the story in retrospect with a focus on Sita’s psychology. Through 

this narrative arc, Arni emphasizes the lack of adequate characterization for Sita in Tulsidas and 

Valmiki, criticizing Sita’s two-dimensional nature seen in these two texts. Framing the narrative 

through the perspective of a nameless narrator creates a window for the reader into the world of the 

story of Rama and Sita. As the narrator learns about Sita and questions what she knows about her, so 

does the reader. This structure invites the reader to delve into the story years after it has transpired and 

think critically about Sita’s characterization, and their own perspective on her.  

Trijtatha, one of Sita’s prison guards, tells the narrator, “It’s a pity that in all of this we’ve 

forgotten the person she actually was” (93). Rather than viewing Sita as an individual, Rama and the 

people of Ayodhya clung to one detail of her life: her chastity. They could not view her independently 

of her captivity with Ravana or understand her perspective. This line can be read as a criticism of the 

                                                
64 Arni, The Missing Queen. 
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pre-modern texts, in which Sita is not represented as a character separate from Rama or Ravana and her 

most defining feature is her purity.  

Arni also criticizes the judgments society as a whole can pass on women based on a generalized 

ideal. At one point in the story, the narrator meets Kamban, a famous Tamil poet who wrote the classic 

Tamil story of Rama. He tells her, “You know, it’s not really Ram who wronged her the most. We did. 

Ayodhya did. We didn’t believe her … We forced her out” (130). Rather than criticizing only Rama’s 

mistreatment of Sita, Arni calls attention to society’s judgments of women and their damaging effects. 

Social norms dictate that a “good woman” must first and foremost be pure and chaste. Women are 

marginalized if they are deemed to fall short of this standard because wifehood is defined based on an 

arbitrary notion of chastity, which does little to reveal a woman’s individual character.  

Furthermore, an ideal based on chastity relies on making one’s intimate affairs public. When the 

narrator meets Shurpanakha earlier in the book, Shurpanakha says, “Sita returned to Ayodhya inviolate, 

untouched. Ram had it proved before he brought her back, and announced it to the whole world, 

making the state of her private parts a public concern” (68). There was a lot of gossip surrounding 

Sita’s purity after she was rescued from Ravana’s kingdom, Lanka. Society at large decided there was 

no way she could have remained untouched for the duration of her captivity and therefore pushed her 

out of Ayodhya. Thus society is shown to make women feel ashamed for not living up to an external 

standard rather than encouraging them to set goals for themselves as individuals. Here Arni criticizes 

publicizing of women’s private affairs and the gossip surrounding any perceived misstep away from 

social norms. Arni directly criticizes the gossip in Ayodhya shown in Valmiki’s text, since it caused 

Sita’s public fire ordeal and Sita’s banishment in the three pre-modern texts.  

Arni’s new heroine and new relationship 
 

Arni places emphasis on Sita’s struggle in captivity as a victim, rather than just as a woman 

separated from her husband. Trijatha, the aforementioned prison guard, claims to know Sita better than 
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anyone because she watched Sita experience suffering and endure her captivity. This is not a 

perspective that the reader is privy to in Valmiki’s or Tulsi’s text. Sita prays that Rama will come for 

her, she resists Ravana, and is tormented by demons, but there is no portrayal of her carrying out 

normal conversations, making the best of her situation and enduring her captivity with strength. Similar 

to Candravati, who explores Sita’s perspective and her internal emotions as she looks back on her time 

in captivity, Arni focuses on Sita’s emotional struggles during her kidnapping. Trijatha tells the 

narrator, “‘Sita was fond of saying that Dharma is a subtle, intangible thing …Yes, Sita wasn’t quite the 

simple, frivolous thing many imagine her to be” (90). Trijatha defines Sita as wise due to all she has 

experienced, and as having more substance than popular imagination gives her credit for.  

Using a scene in Valmiki’s Ramayana, Arni makes Valmiki a character in her narrative who 

guides her readers through Sita’s recovery process after her banishment. Valmiki explains Sita’s initial 

pain when he found her on the riverbank. At first she would not speak or eat, but eventually she began 

to take care of herself. He says, “She was content. She had peace… She was a woman who had been 

through so much” (177). Arni’s Sita is a product of her personal struggles and a survivor. Such 

characterization develops her beyond her depiction in the three pre-20th century texts, especially 

Valmiki’s, since Arni is in direct conversation with him through her characters. The narrator confronts 

Valmiki himself about his portrayal of Sita in his writing. She says, “You know in your book, in the 

films, in the stories, it’s a different Sita. She’s a dream, she’s perfect, beautiful, submissive, demure, 

obedient … A woman who needs to be protected. But she isn’t is she? … She has had to be strong to 

survive” (156). Here Arni uses her narrator to directly engage with Valmiki’s portrayal of Sita and the 

subsequent history of interpretation of Sita. The list of traits Arni’s narrator supplies harkens back to 

the definition of the ideal wife established in Valmiki’s text and analyzed throughout Part One of this 

paper. Arni also encourages her readers to think critically about their conception of Sita. She takes 

ownership of representations of Sita to break down the notion of a single overarching ideal wife old and 
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creates a new role model through the narrator’s encounter with Sita. Through her representation of Sita, 

Arni encourages women to reject the socially accepted traditional, ideal wife and create their own role 

models.  

When the narrator finally meets Sita, she looks strong and resilient. Her twins have just been 

kidnapped and she manages to compose herself in a half hour, prepares to confront Rama in Ayodhya, 

and to protect her children. The narrator observes, “To my surprise, she has pulled herself together. She 

walks towards Valmiki’s jeep, straight-backed and dignified” (152).  Sita’s past struggles have 

evidently strengthened her; surviving made her a tougher person. Arni therefore rewrites Sita to create 

an inspiring narrative of recovery and resilience. Valmiki notices the narrator is visibly surprised by 

Sita’s behavior and says, “‘She’s tough. She has to be. Look at what she’s been through’” (152-153). 

Here Arni further emphasizes Sita’s individual experiences and the impact her mistreatment has had on 

her. In the face of suffering, Sita has managed to create a life for herself away from Ayodhya, and find 

peace for herself. The three pre-modern tellings do not explicitly designate Sita as a tough character or 

a strong survivor. Through her retelling, Arni depicts Valmiki testifying to Sita’s toughness as a 

survivor.  

Arni does not explicitly lay out the specifics for a healthier marital relationship, but she does 

seem to hint at one. For example, she emphasizes the privacy of one’s romantic relationship. At the end 

of the novel, during the tense, anxiously anticipated confrontation between Sita and Rama, Arni does 

not allow the narrator, the other characters, or her readers to hear the words exchanged between them. 

In the climax of the story, the most decisive moment, Sita’s privacy is secured. The characters watch 

Rama and Sita speak in the courtyard in Ayodhya from a distance. The narrator says, “Even though I 

strain my ears, I can’t hear anything. I see Sita shake her head. A minute later, she begins to walk 

away” (170). Here Sita acts as an individual who makes her own decisions without the rest of the 

world’s involvement with the intimate details of her private life. Sita’s privacy in this scene gives her a 
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greater degree of control and independence. Arni suggests that a relationship is not something society 

should be able to pass judgment on or be as knowledgeable about as the couple themselves.  

Relationships among women are significant here in terms of providing solidarity and 

normalization of struggles. Trijatha tells the narrator that Sita defended the women guarding her in 

prison when Hanuman threatened to kill them. Sita told Hanuman, “‘These women are innocent, and 

whatever they have done, they were acting on the orders of their kind, who they could not afford to 

disobey’” (91). Sita’s statement about the innocence of her guards shows extraordinary compassion, 

and solidarity among women similar to that in Volga’s short story. Sita empathizes with being forced 

into a situation over which one does not have any control. Sita was not in a position where she could 

escape from Ravana, but she was not guilty for bringing these circumstances upon herself. Any woman 

who similarly feels she is forced into something should not blame herself or bear the guilt because she 

did nothing wrong. When Sita confidently states the innocence of her guards, she sets an example of 

defending one’s own point of view even if others try to impose blame upon them. When Trijatha relays 

this story to the narrator, her admiration for Sita is evident. Trijatha appreciated the validation of her 

innocence and recognition of her lack of agency. Thus relationships among women are shown to be a 

source of support during the survival process here, in that they can normalize similar struggles and 

provide support. 

Conclusion 

The Ramayana tradition has a rich history of reinterpretation; especially rich are its 

reimagining’s of Sita. Drawing on this narrative tradition, modern writers today have the opportunity to 

write about an ancient epic that has shaped Hindu women’s social roles strongly and thus challenge the 

narrative foundation of popular conceptions about ideal wives. Valmiki’s Ramayana establishes a 

pattern of representing Sita as the ideal wife, a devoted woman defined by purity and her relationship to 

her husband. At the same time, it also creates fertile ground for modern writers to fill in gaps, such as 
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the brief scene Sita raising her sons by herself in the forest, and grapple with anomalies they see in the 

text, such as her moments of rejecting Rama’s accusations against her purity and defending herself 

during the fire ordeal. In Valmiki’s Ramayana, Sita appears as a more complex character than her 

reputation as the ideal wife would suggest. In fact my analysis of Valmiki’s text shows how his 

depiction of Sita provides space for reimagining and questioning her characterization by representing 

Sita behaving differently in different scenes rather than utterly conforming to one overarching ideal.  

By contrast, in Ramcaritmanas of Tulsidas we get a simplified version of Sita, a shadow of 

herself that represents her primarily as a devoted, obedient wife. Indeed Tulsidas’s Ramcaritmanas 

remains the most popular Ramayana story in India, which may one reason why she is so often reduced 

to her duties as the ideal wife and a devotee today. Tulsidas’s text reduces the ambiguity and 

complexity we see in Valmiki’s Ramayana in order to praise Rama as the perfect deity and to 

circumvent criticism of Rama’s treatment of Sita after her abduction. 

Candravati’s oral telling focuses on Sita’s perspective and emphasizes Sita’s growth throughout 

the story. Candravati represents Sita as a woman who changes and adapts to her surroundings and the 

obstacles she encounters. Therefore this Sita does not conform to a single overarching ideal, as 

Tulsidas’s Sita does. Instead, Candravati presents Sita in a way that leaves her characterization open to 

interrogation and reimaginating by modern authors as well. Since Candravati’s regional telling offers 

an alternative to Sita’s flat characterization in Ramcaritmanas, it exemplifies the history of questioning 

that occurs within the Ramayana tradition even before the modern period. Candravati’s telling also 

provides a pre-modern precedent for an author inserting commentary into the text in order to respond to 

past representations of Sita and to create a more nuanced character in accordance with the author’s 

envisioning of Sita’s character. Candravati shapes her telling in a way that resembles how these three 

modern authors take ownership of Sita’s characterization in their modern retellings.  
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Each of the three modern authors questions Sita’s representation as the ideal wife in Valmiki, 

Tulsidas, and Candravati’s. They rely on the assumption that, as Ramanujan puts it, these stories, and 

by extension Sita’s characterization, are so well known in India that no one hears them for the first 

time. By using a familiar story and a popular female character, the three modern authors challenge 

popular conceptions of Hindu ideal wifehood often attached to Sita. They consciously take ownership 

of Sita’s representation as the ideal wife and transform older depictions of Sita in their works. These 

modern authors encourage women today to combat unsatisfactory, repressive ideals, which they 

encounter in their societies, rather than unquestioningly accepting how others treat them. They also 

encourage women to express what may make them feel undervalued or uncomfortable and spread their 

ideas, as these writers have, in order to normalize their struggles. In the retellings examined here, the 

interrogation of an old ideal makes room for the creation of a new role model, defined by women as 

individuals. While these reimaginings of Sita may depict some similar attributes, such as self-reliance 

and resilience, they each present a nuanced female character who decides for herself what her identity, 

goals, and expectations are. The writings of modern authors who recreate Sita serve to encourage 

women to find admirable aspects of Sita that inspire them to stand up for themselves, go beyond 

previous definitions and ideals set out by men, and create a new role model for themselves.  

By emphasizing the pain Sita experienced during her captivity and exile, the modern authors 

attempt to normalize her pain in various different ways. Some put her in conversation with other 

women who underwent similar struggles, and others show her speaking openly about her pain rather 

than feeling guilt or allowing others to shame her for not fulfilling an unrealistic ideal set up by society. 

The contrast between Sita’s suffering during captivity and the fire ordeal and the strength she exhibits 

during her banishment in the present provides a survivor narrative for women today. These survivor 

narratives show modern women that if a spouse mistreats them while and causes suffering, hope for 

recovery still exists. Such a narrative proves particularly important for female victims of abuse or 
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mistreatment. Furthermore, the depiction of female characters bonding over their shared struggles and 

empathizing with one another’s experiences sets a good example for women to seek each other’s help 

and find solidarity with other women. The examples these retellings and the tradition of rewriting an 

ideal wife provide far-reaching implications for feminism today as their nuanced representations of Sita 

encourage women to be active participants in their own social constructions, to refuse to be 

marginalized, and to make their voices heard.  

A woman named Saroj Visaria wrote a letter to Manushi magazine in which she states, “The 

ideals, ethics, and morality heaped on women since time immemorial are suffocating and killing…Now 

we must refuse to be Sitas…We can be fearless since we have no models.”65 Perhaps in order to reject 

or replace the monument of Sita as the ideal woman in Hindu consciousness, some modern writers have 

recreated her in radical and dramatic ways. It seems unlikely, given Sita’s far-reaching influence, that 

she can be forgotten altogether any time soon.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
65 Saroj Visaria, “No More Sitas,” Manushi 3/3 Mar-May 1986, 24 as cited in Hess, “Rejecting Sita,” 
16-17. 
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