Ecofeminism and Nature as Empowerment: Sita's Relationship with the Forest in The Forest of Enchantments
Abstract:
Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni's The Forest of Enchantments (2019) reimagines the Ramayana as a "Sitayana," centering Sita's narrative and portraying her profound bond with nature, particularly the forest, as a source of empowerment. This paper applies ecofeminist theory to examine how Sita, born of the earth, draws strength, healing, and agency from the forest during exile, abduction, and abandonment. Unlike patriarchal urban spaces that oppress her, the forest emerges as a nurturing, regenerative realm symbolizing feminine resilience. Drawing on theorists like Vandana Shiva, Val Plumwood, and Greta Gaard, the analysis highlights parallels between women's subjugation and nature's exploitation under patriarchal structures. Sita's experiences in Panchavati, Dandaka, Ashoka Vatika, and Valmiki's ashram illustrate ecofeminist principles: interconnected oppression, spiritual affinity with nature, and resistance through subsistence and healing. The novel subverts traditional depictions of Sita as passive, presenting her as an active guardian of ecology and self. This retelling bridges Eastern spiritual ecofeminism—viewing woman-nature links as harmonious and Western critiques of dualistic domination. Ultimately, Divakaruni's work advocates for women's voices in mythological revisions, linking personal empowerment to environmental harmony in contemporary contexts.
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Introduction:
	Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni's The Forest of Enchantments (2019) offers a feminist retelling of the ancient Indian epic Ramayana, shifting the narrative focus from Rama to Sita, dubbing it a "Sitayana." Traditionally portrayed as the ideal submissive wife embodying pativrata (devotion to husband), Sita is reimagined here as a complex woman with agency, emotions, and a deep affinity for nature. Born from the earth in a furrow ploughed by King Janak, Sita's origin ties her intrinsically to the natural world, setting the stage for her empowerment through forests during life's trials.
	Ecofeminism, emerging in the 1970s, posits interconnected dominations of women and nature under patriarchal systems. Vandana Shiva and Maria Mies (2014) argue that capitalist-patriarchal development exploits both, while Val Plumwood (1993) critiques dualistic thinking that positions men/culture above women/nature. Greta Gaard (1993) extends this to include queer and animal perspectives. In Divakaruni's novel, the forest symbolizes liberation contrasting patriarchal courtly life in Ayodhya and Mithila.
	This paper explores Sita's relationship with the forest as empowerment, analyzing key episodes: exile in Panchavati and Dandaka, captivity in Ashoka Vatika, and final refuge in Valmiki's forest ashram. Through close textual reading and ecofeminist lenses, it reveals how nature heals Sita, grants voice, and enables resistance, contributing to contemporary mythological revisions addressing gender and ecology.
Literature Review:
	Ecofeminism links feminist and ecological concerns, tracing patriarchal domination's roots in dualistic hierarchies devaluing women and nature. Françoise d’Eaubonne (1974) coined the term, calling for women-led ecological revolution. Key strands include cultural ecofeminism celebrating woman-nature affinities (often critiqued as essentialist) and social/constructivist approaches viewing links as patriarchal constructs.
Vandana Shiva, prominent in Indian ecofeminism, in Staying Alive (1988) and with Maria Mies in Ecofeminism (2014), emphasizes women's subsistence roles in biodiversity preservation, disrupted by Western development. Shiva highlights prakriti (feminine nature principle) in Indian traditions, where women as life-givers align with earth's fertility. Val Plumwood (1993) in Feminism and the Mastery of Nature critiques rationalist mastery over nature mirroring male dominance over women, advocating relational ethics. Greta Gaard (1993) anthologizes ecofeminist works, incorporating animal liberation and queer perspectives.
In mythological retellings, Divakaruni follows authors like Volga and Nabaneeta Dev Sen reclaiming female voices in epics. Her earlier The Palace of Illusions (2008) centers Draupadi in the Mahabharata; The Forest of Enchantments similarly empowers Sita.
Scholarly analyses of the novel emphasize ecofeminist readings. Chandran et al. (2021) explore spiritual ecofeminism, portraying Sita's forest bond as healing and empowering, viewing forests as "healing green canopies" (Divakaruni, 2019, p. 352). They link this to Warren's (2000) ecofeminist spiritualities challenging patriarchy. Ahluwalia and Bali (2023) depict Sita as "nature’s child," protecting ecology against patriarchal exploitation. Ramalingam et al. (2024) analyze subjugation parallels, noting Sita's resilience in forests contrasting courtly oppression.
Borah (2019) examines nature-culture conflict, with forests enabling Sita's voice. Annie Vimala (2024) contrasts Western ecofeminism questioning woman-nature links with Eastern views seeing them as harmonious human-nature connections, applying Shiva's framework.
These studies affirm the novel's ecofeminist potential, highlighting Sita's earth-origin, healing abilities, and forest-derived strength. This review builds on them, focusing on empowerment dynamics across Sita's journey.
Methodology:
This qualitative study employs close textual analysis of The Forest of Enchantments (primary text), informed by ecofeminist theoretical frameworks from Shiva, Plumwood, Gaard, and Warren. Thematic examination of Sita-forest interactions in key episodes, supported by secondary scholarly sources.
Scope of the Study:
The study focuses on Sita's relationship with forests in Divakaruni's novel, applying ecofeminist theory to episodes of exile, abduction, and abandonment. It excludes broader Ramayana comparisons or other characters' natures ties, limiting to empowerment themes. Analysis draws on select ecofeminist theorists emphasizing woman-nature interconnections.
Discussion:
In The Forest of Enchantments, the forest serves as multifaceted symbol: refuge, healer, teacher, and empowerment source for Sita. Unlike patriarchal urban spaces imposing duty and silence, forests allow authenticity, resilience, and voice. This aligns with ecofeminist views of nature as oppressed yet regenerative, mirroring women's experiences.
Sita's earth-birth establishes primal nature connection. Found in furrow, she embodies Bhumi Devi (Earth Goddess), fostering early affinity: "Since young, Sita has been drawn to the forest" (Chandran et al., 2021). In Mithila, she heals with herbs, foreshadowing forest-derived powers.
Exile marks empowerment shift. Leaving Ayodhya's constraints, Sita embraces forest life in Panchavati and Dandaka. Divakaruni describes: forests provide sustenance, beauty, peace absent in court. Sita thrives, learning plants, communing animals, finding joy with Ram and Lakshman. This subsistence harmony echoes Shiva's (2014) women as ecology custodians in traditional societies.
Forest contrasts civilization's patriarchy. Ayodhya demands Sita's subservience; forest equality. During exile, Sita asserts, influencing decisions, displaying martial/healing skills. As Ahluwalia and Bali (2023) note, she conserves nature, requesting minimal tree felling. This positions Sita as ecofeminist guardian.
Abduction disrupts bond, yet persists. In Lanka's Ashoka Grove—artificial, controlled—Sita endures isolation but draws earth strength. Remembering forest freedoms, she resists Ravana mentally. Grove's ashoka trees symbolize sorrow yet resilience; Sita identifies, finding endurance. Ramalingam et al. (2024) highlight parallel oppressions: Ravana's conquest of Sita mirrors Lanka's over nature.
Post-rescue, Ayodhya rejects her. Second agnipariksha and exile reaffirm patriarchal dominance. Pregnant, abandoned in forest near Valmiki's ashram, Sita initially despairs but reconnects with earth. Raises twins, heals with herbs, teaches ecology respect. Forest becomes ultimate empowerment site: "I’m Sita, the forest dweller, daughter of earth" (Divakaruni, 2019, p. 352).
This transformation embodies Plumwood's (1993) relational self, rejecting mastery. Sita's healing—curing villagers, animals—reflects Gaard's (1993) care ethics extending to non-humans.
Spiritual ecofeminism evident: Sita's goddess communion in forests grants visions, strength. Chandran et al. (2021) link to Warren's (2000) spiritualities intervening patriarchy.
Eastern-Western ecofeminism nuance: Western (Plumwood) critiques essentialism; Eastern (Shiva) embraces harmonious links. Divakaruni balances: Sita's connection cultural/spiritual, not biological determinism, empowering choice.
Forest as voice site: In Valmiki's ashram, Sita narrates Sitayana, reclaiming story. Writing quill from forest materials symbolizes nature-enabled agency.
Broader implications: Novel critiques dharma prioritizing male honor over female justice. Sita's final earth-return rejects compromise, asserting self-respect. Echoes contemporary issues: women's environmental roles, mythological gender revisions.
Compared Valmiki's Ramayana, where forests backdrop male heroism, Divakaruni centers female experience. Sita not victim but resilient, nature-allied.
Critiques: Some view woman-nature link reinforcing stereotypes. Yet Divakaruni subverts: Sita's strength active, questioning patriarchy.
Overall, forest empowers Sita psychologically, spiritually, socially—healing trauma, granting independence, enabling legacy through sons and narrative.
Results and Findings:
Analysis reveals forest as central empowerment motif for Sita, contrasting patriarchal oppression. Key findings: (1) Nature provides healing/resilience during crises; (2) Sita embodies ecofeminist guardian, conserving ecology; (3) Forest enables voice/agency, culminating in Sitayana; (4) Novel bridges Eastern spiritual/Western critical ecofeminism, portraying harmonious yet resistant woman-nature bond; (5) Retelling challenges passive Sita stereotype, linking personal/ecological liberation.
Conclusion:
Divakaruni's The Forest of Enchantments powerfully illustrates ecofeminism through Sita's forest-empowerment, advocating intertwined gender-environmental justice in mythological revisions.
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