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Abstract

This paper reexamines the ill-framed dice game in the Mahabharata not as a
passive episode of humiliation but as a charged site of political resistance and narrative
disruption. While traditionally framed as a ritual of power designed by Shakuni and
exploited by the Kauravas, it unveils deeper questions of justice, gender, and moral
agency. Draupadi, far from a silent victim, appears as a transformative ethical force
that challenges the patriarchal structures and seeks her freedom of choice. Her public
questioning of the legality of the game and the silence of the elders becomes a radical
act of defiance, troubling the deterministic flow of dharma and shifting the epic’s
trajectory from passive fate to active dissent. By invoking agency in a moment of intense
ritualized degradation, Draupadi destabilizes the hegemonic masculinity that governs
the royal court and reasserts moral consciousness in a collapsing ethical order. Drawing
from theoretical frameworks of Giddens and Archer, the paper argues that Draupadi
functions as a temporal corporate agent who interrupts narrative linearity, compelling
a reevaluation of epic structure and social justice. Her voice reframes the dice game not
as a spectacle of defeat, but as the beginning of revolutionary imagination to justify her
assertive personality. This article adds knowledge to prevailing scholarship on gender
and agency in the Mahabharata by reframing Draupadi'’s role in the dice game as an act
of political resistance and ethical disruption, rather than passive victimhood.
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The Mahabharata, the Sanskrit epic steeped in questions of political supremacy
and dharma (ethics), has long invited readers to interrogate the moral and philosophical
implications of its pivotal moments. Among them, the dice game emerges as a critical
episode, raising enduring questions: why did the male protagonists, the supposed upholders
of dharma, fail to protect Draupadi in a court filled with elders and warriors? And more
importantly, what was Draupadi’s own role in this event? Academicians frequently revisit
these questions to uncover deeper meanings.
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This paper reinterprets the infamous dice game in the Mahabharata not merely
as a jiftfy of political unfaithfulness, but as a perilous point of narrative disruption where
Draupadi actively encounters the prearranged arc of her fate. Far from being a passive victim,
she proclaims a powerful agency that unsettles the epic’s normative prospects of gender,
silence, and obedience. Through a close examination of both the actions and silences of
critical figures—Dhritarashtra, Duryodhana, Shakuni, Dushasana, Bhishma, Drona, Karna,
the Pandavas, and Draupadi herself—this paper argues that Draupadi’s interrogation in the
grand hall establishes an insightful act of resistance. Her unwavering demand for justice
breaks down through the deterministic flow of the narrative, transforming what might have
endured a cultural and symbolic conflict into a direct and political confrontation. In doing
so, she subverts the moral legitimacy of the Kauravas’ authority and re-determines the
trajectory of the epic itself, marking a shift from passive fate to active dissent.

In the Mahabharata, readers witness events unfolding deep socio-cultural strains
within a single royal lineage. As Gavin Flood notes, these narratives “reflect the rise
of the theistic tradition and devotion (bhakti) and are concerned with the restoration of
righteousness (dharma)” (8). Within this context, Draupadi’s political stance during the
dice game emerges as a reaction to personal injustice, and her deliberate ideas accentuate
her dogged commitment to justice and dharma. Tom Brock, Mark Carrigan, and Graham
Scambler acknowledge, “Society for Archer comprises the relations between ‘structure’
and ‘culture’. Society is the consequence of relations between relations, all of which are
ever activity-dependent. Structures are primarily materially based, cultures primarily
ideational” (xix-xx). The epic, infinite in scope and structural complexity, contains
a multitude of social and philosophical concerns. As John Brockington aptly observes,
“what is absent [in the Mahabharata] does not exist anywhere” (116), beckoning the text’s
encyclopedic drive to encompass all dimensions of human experience. Johannes Adrianus
Bernardus van. Buitenen further irradiates the epic’s convoluted structure, describing it,
“The epic is a series of precisely stated problems imprecisely and therefore inconclusively
resolved, every inconclusive solution raising a new problem, until the very end when the
question remains whose is heaven and whose is hell” (39). It is within this intricate and
morally equivocal framework that Draupadi’s role in the dice game—an episode in which
she embodies intelligence, moral boldness, and rhetorical skill in the face of prodigious
patriarchal silence. Vrinda Dalmiya and Gangeya Mukherji speak, “Time indeed is the
seed from which the universe unfurls, O [oh] Dhananjaya. It is Time, again, that withdraws
everything when it pleases. One becomes mighty, then again, losing that might become
feeble; one becomes a master and rules others, and, again, losing that status...” (1). Their
notion of agency as something enacted in time rather than merely possessed, her defiant
actions during the dice game exemplify how agency unfolds through ethical choices
that upset narrative and temporal expectations within the Mahabharata. Her corporate
intervention becomes a turning point in the narrative disruption of the epic’s deterministic
momentum and affirms her as both a narrative and ethical agent of transforming the fate of
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the Pandavas. The idea of fate of Draupadi in the Mahabharata refers to a range of beliefs
concerning the extent to which life events are predetermined and the influence of destiny
on human experiences. Through theoretical insights from Giddens and Archer, it positions
Draupadi as a temporal agent who challenges patriarchal norms and reorients the epic’s
narrative from deterministic dharma to active dissent and moral agency.

Draupadi’s Marriage

Shakuni’s first major structure was the formation of the lac palace, a trap designed
to lure the Pandavas and then burn them alive—disregarding their claim to the throne
once and for all. However, his plan was eventually upset, and they came out of it. The
devastating violence between the Kauravas and the Pandavas finds its earliest narrative
ways in the flash of Draupadi’s entry into the epic as a princess of Panchala, and Krishna
guides the disguised Pandavas to her swayamvara, marking their strategic reentry into
society. Krishna’s strategic guidance highlights the calculated political backdrop against
which Draupadi’s corporate agency emerges. Within this framework, it marks her as a
conscious actor whose choices actively shape the epic’s unfolding tensions and political
realignments. During her swayamvara, archers from across the subcontinent participate to
win her hand by stringing an enormous bow and shooting an arrow at a spinning target—
an eye of a fish viewed only through its reflection in a container of oil. Among the many
entrants, Karna moves forward at Duryodhana’s urging, only to be audaciously rejected by
Draupadi herself. Her denunciation of Karna as her swayamvara is more than a personal
choice—it signifies an early avowal of moral judgment that resists established hierarchies,
foreshadowing her later defiance in the Kuru court. As she moves from the autonomy of
marriage into the politically charged space, her agency evolves to confront larger questions
of justice and power, culminating in her radical challenge to the legality of the dice game
and the silence of the elders. As Devdutt Pattanaik narrates, Draupadi’s words cut deep,
“No, the son of a charioteer cannot contend for my hand in marriage” (90). This moment of
public denial becomes a personal insult for Karna and a symbolic act of cultural exclusion,
rumbling throughout the narrative as a wound to Kaurava’s vanity.

Draupadi’s denunciation of Karna introduces the first tremors of tension. Bhim
Nath Regmi writes, “Disappointed Karna concluded to stand on the opposing side of
Pandavas, and Arjuna possessed great archery skill to string the bow, and she became his
wife and married five brothers as family duty” (Concerning the Paradigm 236). Arjuna,
disguised as a Brahmin, steps forth and smoothly completes the task, provoking applause
from the gathered assembly. Draupadi’s subsequent marriage to Arjuna is celebrated
as a political victory and a divine endorsement of the Pandavas’ restored power. With
remarkable precision, the strategic masterstroke was designed by Krishna to bring the
Pandavas back into power, granting them fame, wealth, and security. It was a powerful
political alliance between the Pandavas and King Drupada’s royal house through the
marriage. As a result, the Pandavas gain significant leverage, forcing the Kauravas, under
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political pressure, to grant them the territory of Indraprastha to avoid a potential crisis.
The marriage marks the opening of a deeper familial rift within the Kuru dynasty. It
inscribes a crucial turning point in the political resurrection of the Pandavas, who, having
allied with King Drupada of Panchala, begin to regain their lost sovereignty. Upon their
return, accompanied by Kunti and Draupadi, the Pandavas met Dhritarashtra, the blind
monarch of Hastinapura. To avert internal discord, the kingdom is divided: the Kauravas
retain Hastinapura, and the Pandavas are granted the forested region of Khandavaprastha,
which they transform into Indraprastha—an earthly utopia and symbol of their mounting
legitimacy. The division of political power among Kuru clans, while outwardly diplomatic,
breeds resentment. Duryodhana, discontent with the territorial partition and envious of
Indraprastha’s prosperity, expresses his agony, which catalyzes the devious of his maternal
uncle, Shakuni. It is within this political restlessness that the seeds of infidelity are sown,
leading to the equipped dice game—a subterfuge intended to strip the Pandavas of power
and reinstate total dominance to the Kauravas.

The coronation of Yudhishthira as emperor marks a fundamental moment in the
Mahabharata, one that blends political avowal with ritual grandeur. In a calculated act
of astonishment and political prudence, the Pandavas honor Krishna, widely observed
as the strategist par excellence of the epic’s political drama, as the principal guest and
chief dignitary at the rajasuya sacrifice. It was undertaken for the political well-being of
the Pandavas, the term rajasuya derived from rajaswa (tax), meaning revenue or tribute,
is Yudhishthira’s campaign to establish righteous sovereignty, and his four brothers
set out across the land, subduing numerous kings. They collected tribute, secured the
rulers’ acknowledgment of the supremacy of dharma, invited them to attend the grand
sacrifice, and then peacefully returned. The wrath of Shishupala, the king of Chedi and a
cousin of Krishna, who publicly directs one hundred and one invectives against him. In
retort, Krishna, retaining his authority and moral tenacity, beheads Shishupala with the
Sudarshana Chakra—a celestial discus he had obtained during the burning of the Khandava
forest, itself a symbolic act of reordering and civilizational foundation. Here, some social
structures are more permanent than others. Kauravas rely on Shakuni’s exercise of being in
power tend to be more fragile, and Pandavas allow agency to use their power to pursue their
goals. Their marriage to Draupadi and relationship with Drupad are for exercising mutual
benefit, which is for exercising coercive transformative power and maintaining their new
position. Mustafa Emirbayer and Ann Mische acknowledge that the agency intends to ...
demonstrate the ways in which these agentic dimensions interpenetrate with forms of [new]
structure” (962). The political structures of Duryodhana turned weak and vulnerable due
to external disruptions and the collective resistance from the Pandavas to the system. The
formation of an agency developed after the marital relations conceptualized a new political
framework shaped by the temporal and relational contexts in which action unfolds. Moe
Terry states that the simplistic assumptions of “a framework sometimes ... tends to triumph
over substance, and analytical concerns tend to take on lives of their own that have little to
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do with the explanation of ... the current literature focuses on matters of little substantive
interest” (1984). The political structure of the Kuru dynasty frequently weakens a series of
familiar dichotomies, and even agency represents constraint. The role of Draupadi as an
agency symbolizes freedom in which structure is static and collective, and agency is more
dynamic and individual.

The Sabha Parva of the epic, where these events unfold, is primarily centered
on the rajasuya sacrifice, a Vedic ritual meant to affirm Yudhishthira’s claim to universal
sovereignty. The ceremony sanctifies his reign and legitimizes Pandavas’ supremacy
over contending kingdoms. The newly constructed hall at Indraprastha, dazzling in its
architectural illusion and splendor, leaves even seasoned monarchs speechless. Yet, amidst
the spectacle, Duryodhana finds himself disgraced when he stumbles into a pool of water,
confounding it for (a) polished floor—a moment of confusion that draws laughter from
Draupadi. Her sharp remark, “the blind are born of the blind” (553), wounds Duryodhana’s
vanity deeply, exploding a desire for reprisal that comes to outline the fate of the entire Kuru
clan. Duryodhana’s ignominy is not merely personal; it symbolizes a loss of prestige, made
worse by the Pandavas’ miraculous rise from forest exiles to imperial rulers. Draupadi’s
laughter and Duryodhana’s ensuing vow for retribution mark is a crucial narrative shift
from political consolidation to emotional vendetta. As Devdutt Pattanaik observes, the
moment sears itself into Duryodhana’s consciousness: “One day he would take pleasure in
Draupadi’s humiliation as she has [humiliated him]” (133). Thus, the seeds of annihilation
are propagated in a palace built to celebrate victory. Consumed by envy and indignation,
Duryodhana returns to Hastinapura, anguished by his opponents’ magnificence and
perceived inferiority.

Conspiracy in the Dice Game

Thrilling atmosphere of wounded pride and political stiffness of Shakuni, the
ever-devious uncle, concocts a plan to bring down the Pandavas through deceit rather than
war. Recognizing Yudhishthira’s only flaw—his love of gambling—Shakuni deploys the
situation with scary precision. As Pattanaik aptly captures, “Yudhishthira may be great, but
he has one weakness: he loves to gamble. Invite him to a game of dice... He will not be able
to say no. Let me play in your stead... | can make the dice fall the way [ want it to” (139).
Thus, the dice game is not merely a test of luck but a carefully orchestrated political trap—
one that leads not only to the disrobing of Draupadi but to the unraveling of the moral
fabric of the Kuru dynasty itself. For Duryodhana, the proposed game offers more than
mere entertainment—it is perceived as a calculated opportunity to exact revenge upon the
Pandavas and Draupadi for the public humiliations he has suffered. While his intentions are
steeped in malice, both Dhritarashtra and Yudhishthira interpret the game through a more
idealistic lens, imagining it as a potential instrument for nurturing reconciliation between
the Kauravas and Pandavas. Upon receiving the invitation to Hastinapura, Yudhishthira,
bound by the codes of royal courtesy and dharma, feels that rebuffing the invitation would
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be an act of disrespect. Without consulting his mother Kunti, his brothers, Draupadi, or even
Krishna—the spiritual compass of the epic—he accepts the invitation with unquestioning
conformity. This silence, lack of proper counsel, reveals Yudhishthira’s vulnerability
and his tragic flaw- an unwavering commitment to propriety over prudence. In sharp
contrast, Duryodhana celebrates at the news, emboldened by Shakuni’s assurances and by
Yudhishthira’s predictable compliance. The path of his hostility is not new. Years earlier,
during a childhood game between the Kauravas and the Pandavas, a verbal quarrel had
erupted into physical conflict. The Kauravas, mocking the divine birth of the Pandavas, had
taunted them as “sons of a whore,” while the Pandavas retorted, as Pattanaik recounts, “You
are children of a widow” (139) —alluding to the apocryphal tale of Gandhari’s symbolic
marriage to a goat before her wedding to Dhritarashtra. That early squabble marked the
inception of an enduring animosity between the two branches of the Kuru dynasty.

Shakuni, the architect of the dice game, disguises his subversive intentions under
the guise of family loyalty. Krishna Dharma writes, “Sakuni raised his eyebrows. ‘We do
not wish to be deceitful, Yudhishthira. It is simply a friendly match. We can fix the stakes so
that no one is injured” (185). Feigning friendship to the Kauravas, Sakuni pursues unity and
dismantles the political order that Bhishma had long protected. His grievance traces back to
Bhishma’s past actions- the imprisonment of King Suvala and his family after the revelation
of Gandhari’s unconventional marriage. Thus, the dice game is far from an innocent royal
pastime—it is the centerpiece of Sabha Parva, a calculated political maneuver designed to
destabilize the Pandavas’ power and reconfigure the political legitimacy in Hastinapura.
The dice game functions as a layered symbolic event, and it appears as a ritualized activity
among royal elites—a spectacle upholding the courtly traditions of sport and honor. Yet
beneath this facade lies a volatile political imagination. As Shakuni manipulates the game
to serve the Kaurava cause, Draupadi’s involvement introduces an unforgettable element of
resistance that elevates the event from familial rivalry to epic rupture. Her role transforms
the game into an overt political and moral crisis, exposing the vulnerabilities of dharma
within institutional structures.

Alf Hiltebeitel offers a cosmological reading of this moment, suggesting that the
dice game reflects the deep symbolic tensions embedded in the epic’s social order. In his
words, it is a metaphor for the accepted cosmological structures of that society, whose very
fabric begins to tear as the game unfolds. The political rift generates merely personal or
dynastic and symbolic metaphysical fracture—one that reverberates across the realms of
law, kinship, and cosmic justice. His cosmological reading merges with political critique as
Draupadi disrupts social-cosmic order.

Itis not, in fact, difficult to advance the principle that every game, ancient or modern,
creates a miniature cosmos, its arena, rules, apparatus, and players comprising a
unique spatiotemporal world that reflects and symbolizes aspects of known and
accepted cosmological structures. (469)
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The Mahabharata is a political and cultural epic that intricately maps the socio-religious
structures of early Aryan society. Among its many dimensions, the text offers a complex
portrayal of women—figures such as Gandhari, Kunti, and Draupadi are traditionally
positioned as paragons of wifely devotion, faithfully serving their husbands even in the
face of suffering and injustice. Yet, beneath this narrative structure lies a profound tension.
Reeta Rana asserts, “This epic provides the context to challenge the patriarchal point of
view which molds our realities and limits our vision of individual possibilities” (71). The
Mahabharata, while affirming dominant gender roles, simultaneously unsettles them
through its depiction of female agency, resistance, and suffering.

One of the most significant events in the epic—the dice game—represents a
moment of dramatic moral collapse and cultural insult, particularly directed at Draupadi.
As Regmi observes, “The outcome of the dice match in the epic is played in a faulty
way, manifesting the destruction of social code, and seems fully unrighteous. One obvious
flaw in the dice game as a ritual is that it is wrongly emplaced” (Draupadi’s Political
Imagination 151). It attempts to strip Draupadi, a woman married to five men, is framed
within a patriarchal logic that views her polyandrous status as transgressive. Draupadi’s
marital arrangement becomes a point of attack, and her public shaming is construed as
political vengeance and a moral indictment, reducing her to the status of a courtesan in
their eyes. Within the grandeur of the royal court, Yudhishthira wagers his kingdom and
wealth and ultimately himself, his brothers, and finally Draupadi, treating her as property
within the masculine economy of honor and power. Dharma asserts, ... Draupadi rose
up like a flame and addressed the assembly in an angry voice. ‘All in this assembly are
learned in scripture and devoted to sacrifice. Some are my elders and gurus (teachers). How
can | stand before them in this state?” (195). Shakuni, representing the Kaurava faction,
masterfully operates the game while key elders—Dhritarashtra, Bhishma, Drona, Kripa,
and even Vidura—persist paralyzed by silence. The elders’ silence reproduces structuration
theory—ritual norms inhibit agency. Their failure to intervene in the face of injustice reveals
the hegemonic masculinity that governs the grand meeting and underscores the systemic
complicity in Draupadi’s humiliation. Her absence from the court at the moment of her
staking makes the violence even more harrowing; it is a ritual of masculine dominance
enacted without her consent or presence, yet fundamentally determining her fate. Dharma
affirms that Dushashana insults Draupadi and grabs “...her hair and began to drag the
helpless princess”, and she utters, “I am being publicly persecuted by wicked men” (200).
Ira Chatterjee, Jagat Kunwar, and Frank den Hond argue:

...structuration theory is ultimately subjectivist because its notion of duality
remains tightly coupled with the voluntarist side of dualism; agency is dominant. ...
Giddens’ invocation of the agent’s capacity to resist rather than offering historical
examinations of the variable conditions of action privileges agency over structure.
(67)
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Giddens’ concept of agency lacks theoretical clarity, and he uses it to refer to individual
‘persons’ and to ‘dominant sets of practices’ that require practical agency. He contends
that society possesses loading capacities that “allow institutional forms to endure across
generations” (184), preserving and shaping experiences from the distant past, well beyond
the lifespan of any single individual. In contrast, Margaret Scotford Archer offers a more
nuanced distinction between persons, agents, and actors. Shakuni’s trick in the dice game
exemplifies Archer’s morphogenesis structural tensions to destabilize tradition and provoke
transformative individual and systemic change. Giddens’ stratified model of agency has
also faced criticism for being disconnected from the analysis of social structures. The
agency tends to justify reflexive self-identity.

The dice game, cloaked in the garb of ritual, becomes a tool for political subversion,
revealing the vulnerability of dharma when rituals are manipulated for personal gain. She
utters, as Pattanaik mentions, “[Draupadi stopped sobbing and said], ‘First, I want freedom
for my husbands and second, I want their possessions to be restored to them” (148). Her
moral questions are a threat to the old king. As the Kauravas exploit the event to disgrace
their rivals, what emerges is a just familial betrayal and social unraveling. William Sewell
views, “Anthony Giddens’s notion of the duality of structure and Pierre Bourdieu’s notion
of habitus, this article attempts to develop a theory of structure that restores human agency
to social actors, builds the possibility of change...” (1). The idea of Archer, developed in
the Morphogenetic Approach, views the change in structure as shaped by the interaction
between structure, culture, and agency. Draupadi, as an individual, through the agency,
can respond, modify, or even renovate existing structures. This relationship connotes
that the social system is changing, and new and often (un)expected outcomes emerge
from the struggle between political constraints and human action. The entire episode
mirrors a recurring pattern in the epic, wherein the sacrificial rituals—the rajasuya of
Yudhishthira, the sarpa yajiia (snake sacrifice) of Janamejaya, and the nocturnal slaughter
by Ashwatthama—ultimately yield chaos, grief, and destruction rather than harmony in
the society. This binary framing tends to obscure the deep interconnections between the
Kauravas and Pandavas.

Sublimation of Draupadi’s Confidence

This degradation of ritual meaning reaches its peak in the dice game, which, as
scholars have noted, is fundamentally flawed in its enactment. Rather than upholding
the sacred order (rta), it violates the very ethics that rituals are meant to affirm. Jonathan
Smith, in discussing the nature of ritual, notes that ritual, by its very design, is a structured
performance meant to affirm cosmological truths and social norms. When displaced or
distorted, as in the case of the dice game, ritual becomes not a means of renewal but a
catalyst for disintegration. Thus, the game in sabha parva functions as a political betrayal
and moral failure as a symbolic rupture in the cosmic and social order of Aryan society.
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Ritual is, first and foremost, a mode of paying attention... place [is what] directs
attention. [This] is best illustrated by the case of built ritual environments — most
especially, crafted constructions such as temples... The temple serves as a focusing
lens, establishing the possibility of significance by directing attention, by requiring
the perception of difference. Within the temple, the ordinary (which to any outside
eye or ear remains ordinary) becomes significant, becomes “sacred,” simply by
being there... is, above all, a category of emplacement. (15)

An analysis of the dice game within the political framework of the Mahabharata reveals the
structural roles played by male figures and highlights Draupadi’s extraordinary resistance
in a context dominated by hegemonic masculinity. The humiliation she endures at the hands
of the Kauravas is emblematic of patriarchal assertion—an attempt to affirm masculine
dominance through the symbolic subjugation of a woman. The celebration of the game by
the Kauravas as a rite of power must be understood as an instance of political violence, one
that targets not only Draupadi’s body but also her autonomy and social identity. Raewynn
Connell defines hegemonic masculinity as “the culturally idealized form of [the] masculine
character” (83), a definition that aligns with the Kauravas’ posture in the Sabha, where
strength, silence, and sexual aggression constitute the operative norms of masculine power.

In contrast to this performance of power, Draupadi emerges as a striking figure of
dissent. A princess of formidable intellect and political will, she consistently validates clarity,
pride, and unyielding resolve, positioning herself as a moral and political counterforce to the
male-dominated order. Saptorshi Das articulates this tension well: “[She] protests against a
male-dominated world and society. Draupadi’s characteristic fight against injustice reflects
one of the first acts of feminism—a fight for one’s rights; in this case, the right to avenge
the wrongs inflicted on her” (223). In the royal court, her plea is met with silence from the
very men entrusted with upholding dharma. Her melancholy, compounded by the vulgar
gestures of Duryodhana, who, as Pattanaik recounts, “exposed his left thigh and mocked
her with a lascivious look™” (146), exaggerates the tragic dimension of her position. Her
position as the shared wife of the Pandavas, in an age where women were denied equal
standing, becomes the pretext for her public degradation, further illustrating the gendered
fault lines in epic morality. Draupadi’s response is neither passive nor defeated. Drawing
from her political instinct and moral clarity, she challenges the legitimacy of the game
itself. As Das notes, “The wife was the counterpart of her husband, and both together
became a complete person” (226). Operating from this philosophical premise, Draupadi
asserts her role as consort and as co-sovereign. Her request to the learned people of the
grand hall is personal and political. Despite the apparent absence of male support—her
husbands silenced by shame, the elders rendered motionless—she maintains her dignity
and raises a critical set of questions about justice, consent, and moral responsibility in the
assembly of kings. Her redemption, significantly, comes from the earthly order of Krishna
that underscores both her stature and the failure of human institutions. Krishna restores her
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dignity, yet Draupadi does not demand vengeance. Instead, she asks for the release of her
husbands and their freedom from bondage, thereby reasserting the ethical dimension of her
political consciousness.

Ashok Yakkaldevi, in describing Draupadi, notes that she “is a fiercely loyal wife
and a hot-tongued critic” (75), a dual identity that becomes central to understanding her
moral complexity. Following Duryodhana’s command, Dushasana seizes Draupadi and
drags her into the court, pushing her toward his brother’s feet. Her cries echo through the
hall as Pattanaik rebukes, “For shame, stop! I am the daughter of the king of Panchala, your
sister-in-law, the king’s daughter-in-law,” yet no one responds. “The elders maintained a
stony silence while the Pandavas hung their heads in shame” (Pattanaik 145). The moment
becomes a tableau of moral paralysis, a ritualized violence that no one dares to interrupt.
Duryodhana claims that her husbands have lost everything, including her. Draupadi counters
with sharp legal and philosophical inquiries, challenging the validity of her objectification.
Her bold appearance in front of the blind king Dhritarashtra refuses to beg more than
two boons, and Pattanaik incorporates, “Nothing, said Draupadi. ‘Greed is unbecoming
of a warrior’s wife” (148), symbolizing her narrative disruption of the Kauravas’ political
power. In this context, Jean-Claude Carriére insightfully states:

There isn’t even a breath of life in Bhishma, in Drona? They see this shame and do
nothing. Yudhishthira, had you the right to lose me? If you were lost before playing
me, I was no longer yours. Can one belong to someone who has lost himself? Who
can answer me? Bhishma, answer me! (66)

Draupadi’s words in the royal court reverberate with anguish and decisive political intent,
marking a radical departure from the normative expectations of femininity in the epic
tradition. In the face of humiliation and systemic silence, she rises with clarity and force,
attempting to dismantle the court’s moral inertia through the power of righteous speech.
Andrea Custodi aptly characterizes this paradoxical figure, “[She was] extolled as the
perfect wife—chaste, demure, and devoted to her husbands... to be intellectual, assertive,
and sometimes downright dangerous” (213). Draupadi, unlike many women of her time, is
not confined by the cultural boundaries imposed upon her. She is, in every sense, a woman
ahead of her age—blending devotion with defiance, modesty with sharp intelligence, and
emotional vulnerability with political clarity. Her true power lies in her ability to harness
her positionality not as a point of weakness but as a platform for resistance. Vanamala
Bhawalkar captures the epic breadth of her character:

Yet the superb qualities of Draupadi like steadfast devotion to duty, the spirit
of self-sacrifice, fortitude, courage, capacity for hard work, presence of mind,
perseverance, endurance, thirst for knowledge, wisdom to discriminate between
right and wrong, and strength to fight against injustice, truth, modesty, forgiveness,
softness, and harshness as the occasion demanded—these and such other qualities
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are seen in Draupadi’s life are universal and beyond the limit of time and space.
(151)

Such a characterization elevates Draupadi beyond the frame of a tragic heroine; she
becomes a moral force within the epic, one who channels both feminine and political
energy to challenge injustice at its core. The moment of her near-disrobing marks the
moral nadir of the sabha parva. At Duryodhana’s command, Dushasana attempts to strip
her sari before the silent assembly. The Pandavas remain powerless; the elders avert their
eyes; and Dhritarashtra, blinded both physically and emotionally by paternal attachment,
remains inert. In that moment, Draupadi is declared the property of the state, a slave in an
unrighteous kingdom—symbolically stripped not only of her garments but of her status,
agency, and dignity. Yet it is precisely at this point of crisis that she asserts herself with
unshakable resolve. The silence of the elder people in the Hall exemplifies the existing
structuration problem, wherein entrenched ritual norms constrain individual agency,
rendering even morally conscious actors inert within established institutional frameworks.
Yuyutsu, one of the few voices of dissent among the Kauravas, rises in protest, and it is
Draupadi herself who commands the space. Her fury is not mere rage—it is political.

With eyes red with wrath, she swears an oath that will shift the very course of the
epic. Her oath to wash her hair in Dushasana’s blood transforms her humiliation into a
powerful act of defiance, marking a narrative pivot that channels personal trauma into a
moral catalyst for the Kurukshetra war. As Pattanaik recounts, “I shall never forgive the
Kauravas for doing what they have done to me. I shall not tie my hair until I wash it in
Dushasana’s blood” (147). This is no mere curse; it is a declaration of political retaliation
and universal justice. When Dhritarashtra, shaken by omens and divine warnings, offers her
boons, she does not ask for personal gain. Instead, she demands the release of her husbands
and the return of their weapons—two strategic moves that reflect her far-sighted political
mind. These are not acts of emotional desperation, but deliberate, tactical and corporate
decisions aimed at restoring their honor and preparing for an inevitable confrontation.
Analytical dualism of the conspiracy in the dice game posits that both structure and agency
are real and interactive forces that influence each other over time, yet we can scrutinize
them separately for analytical purposes. Structure of Shakuni’s plot encompasses material
resources and physical institutions, while culture of Draupadi refers to the ideas and
doctrines that make up the ideational environment in which agents operate. “The key lies
in understanding the temporal phases” (839).

In rejecting anything for herself, she affirms her identity as both a devoted wife
and a political agent—one who understands that her liberation is inextricably linked to
the restoration of her family’s power. In uttering her perilous vow and demanding justice,
Draupadi transforms the moment of humiliation into the origin of resistance. Her speech
becomes the moral pivot around which the epic turns from covert political rivalry to open
war. Her actions, rooted in pain but propelled by dharma, exemplify what it means to be a
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kritajnd—a woman who remembers injury, seeks justice, and sets in motion the narrative
machinery that ultimately leads to the battlefield of Kurukshetra. Her humiliation becomes
the crucible for her transformation from victim to agent. Her vow to wash her hair in
Dushasana’s blood reframes her mental suffering into political tenacity, initiating a moral
reckoning that propels the epic toward the Kurukshetra war.

Draupadi’s Imagination of Narrative Disruption

In the Mahabharata's vast universe of moral ambiguities and political details,
Draupadi appears as a victim of patriarchal violence, and she is a deliberate agent of
narrative disruption and moral reckoning. Her presence in the dice game episode represents
an estrangement in the deterministic progression of the epic. She breaks the ritual silence,
confronts the entrenched structures of gendered power, and reconfigures the root of dharma
through a persistent demand for justice. Her voice questions the legality of the stake and
destabilizes the social order upon which the Kauravas’ authority falsely rests. Her defiance
aligns with Anthony Giddens’s idea of agency as a capacity to act differently, to intervene
in the world and thus reshape institutional structures. In Draupadi’s confrontation with the
sabha, we witness what Giddens calls a moment of practical consciousness to bring the
norms into question. However, Giddens’s framework has been critiqued for underplaying
the survival and embeddedness of structure. Margaret Archer’s distinction between
structure, culture, and agency offers a richer lens: Draupadi navigates the institutional
culture of the Kuru court and breaks the silence, and her interventions in the grand hall
initiate morphogenesis—a transformation of that social fabric through agential resistance.

Archer insists that agents emerge from structures that pre-exist at the micro level of
society as transformable forces to bring the system. Her resistance to the court’s passivity
is an act of temporal agency; she embodies what Archer might term a corporate agent—
one capable of initiating social change, not in isolation but through her encapsulation in
kinship, political allegiance, and historical memory. Draupadi is a part of the corporate
agent who verbalizes her goals and becomes active in achieving them. She controls her
suffering, and her collective ethical lapse realigns the moral trajectory of the epic. The dice
game, therefore, does not merely expose the fragility of political institutions; it showcases
Draupadi’s profound role as a narrative agent of time—a woman who remembers, resists,
and redefines. Her voice echoes across generations, revealing the epic’s most painful
silences and compelling its moral architecture to bend. Her actions disrupt not only the
Mahabharata'’s storyline but the very logic of cyclical fate, inscribing a moment where
the past confronts the present and the future is rewritten. Archer’s model of agency reveals
how Draupadi, embedded in kinship and courtly culture, uses dissent—her sharp public
questioning—to shift the Mahabharata from fatalism toward ethical disruption and
transformative moral consciousness.
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