
Women and Dialogue in the Mahābhārata



•Are Hindu religious teachings 
available to everyone?
•Does the Hindu tradition 
privilege the roles of men over 
women? 
•What gender roles are 
prescribed by the Hindu 
tradition?
•How are men and women 
and/or male and female 
characters represented in 
authoritative religious texts and 
central religious practices? 
•What roles are men and women 
assigned in religious rituals? 
•What traditions of gender 
equality can we find in Hindu 
traditions, or Indian religious 
traditions more broadly?

Women in Hinduism



Pativrata
•Pativrata: a woman 
sworn (vrata) to 
her husband (pati)

•‘The central tenet of 
the pativrata 
dharma is that a 
woman should hold 
her husband to be 
no less than God’ 
(Dhand 2008: 161). 

‘It means placing the 
interests of her husband 
before all else in life; 
valuing his requirements in 
eating, sleeping, bathing, 
resting, indeed in every 
activity before her own. It 
means holding her 
husband’s priorities not 
only above her own, but also 
above everybody else’s in 
the universe, including her 
children’s, her guest’s, her 
family’s and God’s’ (Arti 
Dhand 2008: 160).

Draupadī instructs Satyabhama how to be a successful wife: ‘My Law rests 
on my husband, as, I think, it eternally does with women. He is the God, he is 
the path, nothing else’

The Pativrata: 
the perfect wife



•Women must always be honoured and respected 
by the father, brother, husband and brothers-in-
law who desire their own welfare

•If the female members live in grief, the family is 
destroyed. If the female members are happy, the 
family flourishes in all directions

•Women shall receive one-quarter share of the 
inheritance of their parents. If a man has no sons, 
his daughter may inherit everything he had

•Brothers should give one-fourth of their 
inheritance to their sisters for their sisters’ 
dowries

•It is the very nature of women to corrupt men 
here on earth 

•At the time of taking counsel he should have 
removed idiots, the mute, blind or deaf; animals 
and very old people; women, barbarians, and 
those who are ill or who lack part of the body 

•Women are speakers of untruth 
•Women are the root of all faults and have weak 
understanding 

•Apart (from her husband) a wife cannot sacrifice 
or undertake a vow or fast 

Women and Dharma



‘In story after story women 
see what needs to be done, 
take command, and order 
the bewildered, hand-
wringing male participants 
into their supporting roles 
- and the enterprise fails 
only when one of these 
ninnies messes up his part 
of the woman’s plan’ 
(Stephanie Jamison 1996: 
15).

‘We have the spectacle of a culture that professes to believe 
women are weak and silly embracing fictional females 
whose control of legal niceties or strategic planning far 
surpasses that of the men who surround them’ (Stephanie 
Jamison1996: 17).

Women in the 
Mahabharata

•Draupadi
•Shakuntala
•Savitri
•Amba
•Sulabha



Draupadī
• born from the fire
• goddess of the 

earth
• incarnation of the 

Goddess Shri
• the wife of the 5 

Pandavas

Draupadī’s destiny: 
‘The fair-waisted 

maiden shall in time 
accomplish the 

purpose of the gods’ 
(Mahābhārata 

1.155.44-5)



The Dicing Match

Shakuni then said: ‘There is one stake left 
that has not been won as yet – your 

beloved queen. Stake Draupadi ... and win 
back freedom along with her.’ 



• during the dicing match, 
Draupadi is in the women’s 
quarters

• she is menstruating and only 
wearing a single garment

• she is rudely interrupted by an 
usher, who demands that she 
comes to the hall

• she refuses, posing the question: 
who did Yudhisthira lose first: 
himself or me? 

• Duryodhana then sends his 
brother Duhshasana, who drags 
her into the hall by her hair

• once in the hall, Karna, referring 
to her marriage to five husbands, 
calls her a whore 

• Duryodhana then rudely 
exposes his left thigh

Draupadi and the 
dicing match



As the discussion deteriorates into an 
exchange of insults, Duhshasana attempts 
to strip Draupadi, but to everyone’s 
amazement, her sari becomes infinitely 
replaced – even as her clothes are torn off 
and begin to pile on the floor, she remains 
fully dressed.

The Disrobing of Draupadi



Draupadi in Distress
Nancy Falk describes the slander and 
molestation suffered by Draupadi after the 
dicing match as ‘a sequence of the most 
intense insults to be found anywhere in the 
literature of the world’ (1977: 99).

Adding to 
Draupadi’s sense 
of helplessness 
and outrage, her 
husbands do 
precious little to 
protect her: 
Bhima verbally 
defends her, yet 
Arjuna criticizes 
him for speaking 
out of turn; all the 
while, Yudhisthira 
remains silent

Draupadi is sexually assaulted on 
three occasions in the Mahabharata



• she challenges the legitimacy of 
the stake

• she appeals to dharma and her 
to her own integrity when it 
comes to dharma

• she describes herself as a dutiful 
wife

• she is granted three wishes by 
King Dhrtarashtra

• she chooses two wishes, not 
three 

Draupadi’s argument

‘I have a dharma more pressing, which 
I could not perform before, confused as 
I was by this strong man who dragged 
me about forcibly. I must greet my 
betters in the assembly of the Kurus! 
Let it not be my fault, if I did not do this 
before!’



Draupadi’s Question

No one present in the assembly hall 
gives a satisfactory answer to her 
question and after the disrobing 
scene, the narrative never returns to 
it

What are the implications of her 
question?
• Was the proper procedure 

followed?
• Was Yudhisthira himself?
• Do women have independence 

outside of their marriage?
• According to Alf Hiltebeitel: 

Draupadi’s ‘question hovers over 
the entire Mahābhārata: .. no one 
ever resolves it, and .. Yudhiṣṭhira 
will still be trying to figure it out at 
the very end’ (2001: 241)





Shakuntala
•Shakuntala lives in an asrama in the forest with her father Kanva, who is a renowned 
ascetic and scholar of dharma

• She has a gandharva marriage with King Duhshanta, who falls in love with her when on 
a deer hunt



• Dushshanta betrays his word and does not 
send for her or their son

• when she first arrives at Du hshanta’s 
court she is ‘recognized and admitted’,

• also, when Shakuntala first announces 
that the child accompanying her is the 
king’s son, Duhsh anta ‘remembered very 
well’ 

• however, in public the king denies knowing 
Sh akuntala, and even insults her, calling 
her an ‘evil ascetic’

• Shakuntala ‘checked her expression and 
controlled the heat that had been 
accumulated by her austerities’

• She then proceeds with her argument, 
pointing out that Duhsh anta is not only 
lying to her, but to himself, to the gods, and 
to the entire assembly

• She states that truth is the highest dharma
•Finally she declares that even without 
Du hshanta’s acquiescence, her son will 
rule the earth. She then climatically walks 
out of the assembly hall



Shakuntala • Shakuntala’s dialogue foreshadows 
the scene with Draupadi after the 
dicing match

• both are learned woman standing 
alone in front of a royal assembly of 
men

• both are doubted, slandered, and 
humiliated

• both of their husbands are kings 
who fail their duty to protect their 
wives

• both embody the negative 
consequences for women when men 
follow dharma without question

• perhaps Shakuntala’s willingness 
to leave the court without the 
recognition and support of the king 
anticipates Draupadi’s question

• Shakuntala is a model both for the 
power of truth and for speaking 
truth to power



Savitri
• Her birth is 
presented as a 
divine gift

• When she is of 
marriageable age, 
however, she 
receives no suitors 
because her 
splendor keeps 
them away. 

• Rather than hold a 
svayamvara, she 
truly chooses her 
own husband by 
searching for one 
on a chariot

• Her choice for a 
husband has one 
flaw; he will die 
within one year



Savitri’s dialogue 
with death 

• She practices austerities: remaining standing 
for three days and nights without eating or 
drinking. 

•On the day her husband is about to die she 
performs the agnihotra sacrifice and salutes 
brahmins.

•Her dialogue with Death is reminiscent of the 
discussion between Nacikets and Death in the 
Katha Upanisad, as well as other scenes

•Death promises her a series of boons, but 
prefaces each gift with the qualification that 
she cannot have her husband back. During this 
process she obtains eyesight for her blind 
father-in-law, as well as his lost kingdom and 
one hundred sons for her father. 

•Finally, she outwits Death by asking for 
children with her husband. 

•And for her next boon, Sāvitrī asks for the life 
of her husband

•Sāvitrī wins her husband’s life, her father-in-
law’s kingdom and her father’s lineage by 
means of her knowledge and austerity.



•Bhishma is 
narrating the story 
to Yudhisthira after 
the war

•Sulabha debates 
with King Janaka

•an adept at yoga 
•has attained 
moksha

•uses her yogic 
powers to enter the 
body of Janaka and 
conducts her entire 
argument from 
inside the body of 
the king

Janaka speaks first: 
• ‘Whose are you? And where are you from?’ asked the king. ‘I cannot get a clear sense of 
your learning, of your age, or of the ethnic group you were born in, so please convey 
answers to these matters in this assembly of pious people’

Sulabha



Sulabha

• Sulabha responds 

to Janaka’s discourse 

by outlining the 

characteristics of a 

proper argument

• She then 

challenges Janaka’s 

arguments about her 

social identity

• She argues that if 

Janaka were 

enlightened, she 

would not be able to 

inhabit his body

‘Since you see yourself within yourself by means of yourself, why do you not, in 
exactly the same way, by means of yourself, see yourself in someone else?’ 



• all of these narratives and 

dialogues featuring female 

characters address Draupadi’s 

question: do women have 

independent status?  

• these dialogues show that 

gender is a central question of 

the Mahabharata

• issues of gender are 

genuinely explored, 

questioned, and subverted in 

each dialogue

•these dialogues work together 

to challenge some of the 

androcentric aspects of dharma

•the female characters are part 

of a systematic critique of 

dharma

Women and the Mahabharata: summing up 
Nancy Falk: ‘the epic frequently develops its 

representations of ambiguities in the dharma in the 

context of conflicts between males and females’ (1977: 

105)


