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Abstract

Vanessa R. Sasson’s Yasodhara: A Novel about the Buddha’s Wife offers a compelling
reimagining of the life of Yasodhara, a figure often marginalized in Buddhist narratives. The
research paper explores the emotional and spiritual dimensions of Sasson’s portrayal,
emphasizing how the novel humanizes Yasodhara beyond her traditional role as Siddhartha’s
consort. The text foregrounds her inner struggles, resilience, and spiritual awakening, thereby
challenging androcentric readings of Buddhist history. Through a close analysis of narrative
voice, symbolism, and character development, the study highlights how Sasson reconstructs
Yasodhara’s emotional landscape—her love, grief, longing, and eventual transcendence—as
integral to the broader spiritual discourse. The paper argues that Yasodhara’s journey embodies
a dual dimension: emotional, in her confrontation with abandonment, motherhood, and loss;
and spiritual, in her capacity to transform suffering into insight. Sasson’s narrative situates
Yasodhara as a seeker in her own right, whose spiritual trajectory parallels and complements
Siddhartha’s quest. By weaving together historical imagination and literary creativity, the
novel underscores the importance of female perspectives in Buddhist storytelling. The paper
demonstrates that Sasson’s Yasodhara is not merely a retelling but a profound meditation on
the emotional and spiritual dimensions of human experience. It invites readers to reconsider
the silenced voices in religious traditions and to recognize the transformative power of
empathy, resilience, and spiritual agency in shaping the legacy of Buddhism.
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INTRODUCTION

Mythological and religious narratives have often celebrated
male spiritual journeys while relegating women to the margins
of history. In Buddhist tradition, Siddhartha Gautama's
renunciation and enlightenment occupy the centre of spiritual
discourse, whereas Yasodhara, his wife, remains largely
invisible. She is remembered primarily for her silence, patience,
and sacrifice, rather than for her emotional life or spiritual
potential. Vanessa R. Sasson's Yasodhara: A Novel About the
Buddha's Wife seeks to correct this imbalance by narrating the
Buddha's story from Yasodhara's perspective, as she declares
early on, “This is my story, not just his shadow”
(Yasodharal2). The novel transforms Yasodhara from a passive
figure into a conscious subject whose emotional suffering and
inner strength shape her spiritual journey.

The article explores the emotional and spiritual dimensions of
Yasodhara's character, arguing that Sasson presents suffering
not as weakness but as a formative spiritual experience.
Yasodhara's pain caused by abandonment, motherhood, and
social expectation becomes the foundation for her spiritual
insight. Unlike Siddhartha's path, which involves physical
renunciation, Yasodhara's enlightenment is achieved through
endurance, emotional resilience, and self-awareness. At one
point she reflects, “I did not leave the world, the world left me,
and 1 had to learn how to breathe inside its absence”
(Yasodhara78). By focusing on her interior life, Sasson
challenges traditional patriarchal interpretations of spirituality
and asserts the legitimacy of women's emotional experiences as
spiritually meaningful.

From the beginning of the novel, Yasodhara is portrayed as
emotionally complex and deeply human. Her love for
Siddhartha is intense and sincere, rooted not merely in duty but
in emotional intimacy; she remembers that “his laughter was
the first temple I ever knew” (Yasodhara 20). When Siddhartha
abandons the palace in search of enlightenment, Yasodhara is
left to confront overwhelming grief and confusion. Sasson does
not romanticise this abandonment; instead, she foregrounds
Yasodhara's sense of betrayal and loss. Yasodhara reflects on
the silence left behind by Siddhartha's departure, suggesting
that absence can wound as deeply as violence, admitting that
“the quiet of his empty room roared louder than any battle”
(Yasodhara 53).

Sasson writes that Yasodhara feels as though her life has been
“split open by a decision she was never asked to make”,
highlighting the emotional injustice embedded in Siddhartha's
choice (Yasodhara 45). This emotional rupture forces
Yasodhara to redefine her identity beyond her role as a wife.
Her suffering is quiet yet persistent, shaped by loneliness,
unanswered questions, and social expectations of patience and
virtue. Through this portrayal, Sasson validates emotional pain
as a serious and transformative experience rather than a mere
background to male heroism.

Yasodhara's emotional struggle is further intensified through
motherhood. Left to raise Rahula alone, she experiences both
deep affection and profound sorrow, confessing that “every
time I held Rahula, I was holding the outline of the man who

was not there” (Yasodhara 91). Motherhood becomes a space
where love and loss coexist, as Rahula serves as a constant
reminder of Siddhartha's absence. Sasson presents Yasodhara's
maternal role as emotionally demanding, requiring immense
inner strength. She bears the weight of responsibility without
recognition, reinforcing the theme of invisible female labour.

At one point, Yasodhara observes that she must be “both
mother and father, presence and absence,” a statement that
encapsulates her emotional burden (Yasodharal03). Her
endurance reflects a form of quiet heroism that contrasts
sharply with Siddhartha's celebrated spiritual quest. Yasodhara's
suffering is not passive; it involves conscious effort, emotional
discipline, and moral resolve. In this sense, her emotional
endurance itself becomes a spiritual practice, grounded in care,
sacrifice, and unwavering commitment.

Unlike Siddhartha, who seeks enlightenment through physical
withdrawal from worldly attachments, Yasodhara's spiritual
journey unfolds within the domestic sphere. Sasson suggests
that spirituality does not require abandonment but can emerge
through sustained engagement with life's hardships. In one
reflective moment Yasodhara notes, “My meditation was the
rhythm of chores, my mantra the names of those who needed
me” (Yasodharal29). Yasodhara's suffering gradually leads her
toward self-awareness and inner calm. Through meditation,
reflection, and acceptance, she transforms pain into insight.
Yasodhara realises that enlightenment cannot erase suffering
but can change one's relationship to it. She comes to understand
that Siddhartha's path and her own are different yet equally
valid, affirming that “his road was through forests and
questions; mine was through tears and the slow unlearning of
anger” (Yasodhara 157). Sasson thus broadens the concept of
spirituality by including emotional intelligence and resilience.
Yasodhara's enlightenment is inward and relational, shaped by
compassion rather than escape.

One of the most significant achievements of Sasson's novel is
its reclamation of female spiritual agency. By granting
Yasodhara a voice, the narrative challenges the silence imposed
upon women in religious history. Yasodhara's reflections
question the morality of renunciation that disregards emotional
responsibility; she asks, “What kind of holiness forgets the
hearts it has broken?” (Yasodhara 140). She does not reject
Siddhartha's enlightenment but critiques the cost at which it is
achieved. Through Yasodhara, Sasson presents a feminist
reinterpretation of Buddhist spirituality. Emotional suffering,
often dismissed as weakness, is redefined as a source of
wisdom. Yasodhara's strength lies not in denial but in
acknowledgment of pain; she insists, “I carried my sorrow like
a lamp, and it showed me where I truly stood” Yasodhara 176).
Her journey asserts that women's experiences are not obstacles
to spirituality but essential pathways toward it.

Vanessa R. Sasson's Yasodhara: A Novel About the Buddha's
Wife offers a profound exploration of emotional suffering as a
legitimate spiritual force. By centring Yasodhara's voice, the
novel disrupts traditional male-dominated narratives of
enlightenment and restores dignity to a silenced woman.
Yasodhara's emotional pain rooted in love, loss, and endurance
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becomes the foundation of her spiritual awakening, leading her
to conclude that “enlightenment is not leaving; it is learning
how to stay with what hurts and yet not turn away” (Sasson
190). This article has demonstrated that Sasson redefines
spirituality as an inward journey shaped by emotional resilience
rather than physical renunciation. In doing so, the novel affirms
the significance of women's emotional lives and challenges
readers to reconsider the meaning of enlightenment itself.
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