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Q. Comment on Mahasweta Devi’s “Draupadi” as a text that challenges and 

subverts patriarchy by de-mythifying the myth of Draupadi during the game of Pasha in The 

Mahabharata. 

 

In the spring of 1967, there was a successful peasant rebellion in the Naxalbari area of the 

northern part of West Bengal, which protested the long-established oppression of the landless 

peasantry and itinerant farm worker, sustained through an unofficial government-landlord 

collusion that too easily circumvented the law. “Draupadi” is set in 1971, at a crucial moment 

during the armed struggle between East and West Pakistan, when the armed forces of the Indian 

government, the RSAs in Althusser’s term, were deployed to “erase” the Naxalites in order to 

curb the growing alliance between the Naxalites of West Bengal and the freedom fighters of East 

Pakistan. “Draupadi”, by Mahasveta Devi, first appeared in Agnigarbha ("Womb of Fire"), a 

collection of loosely connected, short political narratives. 

Dopdi and Dulna are married Santhal couple and active workers in Naxalbari movement, 

who fight for their prime necessities. Both Dulna and Dopdi soon become fugitives and the State 

issues arrest warrant against them. On the other hand, Senanayak understands his targets by 

becoming one of them, and follows a simple rule: 

In order to destroy the enemy, become one. 

Dulna is later shot by the soldiers, while he was drinking water. Although they used Dulna’s corpse 

as bait to catch Draupadi, at night they could only shot two hedgehogs copulating on “dry leaves”, 

almost a symbol that signifies the impossibility of regeneration. The search for Dopdi continues 

because Senanayak realizes that she remains the only one to protect the fugitives, almost a mother 

like figure, and the menacing Other of the State. Unfortunately, Dopdi gets caught and is gang 

raped by the policemen, “an organized whole” in Althusser’s term, after getting the license from 

Senanayak: 

Make her. Do the needful.” 
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Devi shows how “rape” becomes a gender specific instrument of domination, of violence and a 

celebration of having achieved the desired “target”. Dopdi’s breasts are “bitten raw”, and “the 

nipples torn”, signifying the presence of violence, perpetuated by the Repressive Apparatus of the 

State, at the very source of nourishment. 

 

In “Draupadi”, Senanayak failed to understand that he understood the Santhals and their 

Guerrilla warfare techniques, “by becoming one of them”, only at a theoretical level, and there lies 

the problem of translation. Spivak writes in “The Politics of Translation”: 

Translation is the most intimate act of reading. I surrender to the text when I 

translate. 

Indeed, Spivak constructs her theory of translation and executes the methodology to translate 

“Draupadi” and the discrepancies between the “theory” and “practice” of Senanayak. It is indeed 

a heteronormative desire to translate that which escapes translation. “Draupadi” highlights the 

farcical impossibility of translating the untranslatable, including Adivasi phrase and song, which, 

in a way, subverts the power of patriarchal masculinity. 

 

Draupadi is a tribalized reincarnation of the mythical figure of Draupadi in Mahabharata, 

and the mythical story of Draupadi’s disrobing by Karna, Dushashana and Duryadhana is 

contextualized by Devi, in the narrative of Dopdi’s ‘rape-lockup torture’ in police custody. In the 

epic, Draupadi's legitimized pluralization (as a wife among husbands) in singularity (as a possible 

mother or harlot) is used to demonstrate male glory. Her eldest husband, Yudhistira loses her by 
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default, in a game of dice, and she is dragged into the royal assembly at Duryodhana’s behest. 

Dushasana addresses Drauapdi as “dasi” (maid) because a “dasi” could be sexually exploited by 

a buyer or winner, as Karna replies to Bikarana’s protest: 

Everyone knows that monogamy is the norm as far as women are concerned; but 

this one has five; verily, she is a whore (vaudhakti viniscita). 

Mahasveta's story questions this "singularity" by placing Dopdi first in a comradely, activist, 

monogamous marriage and then in a situation of multiple rape. In The Mahabharata, while 

Dushasana tries to disrobe Draupadi, Draupadi silently prays to the incarnate Krishna. The Idea of 

Sustaining Law (Dharma) materializes itself as clothing, and there seems to be more and more of 

it. Draupadi is infinitely clothed and cannot be publicly stripped. It is one of Krishna's miracles.  

Mahasveta's story rewrites this episode. The men easily succeed in stripping Dopdi-in the narrative 

it is the culmination of her political punishment by the representatives of the law. She remains 

publicly naked at her own insistence. Rather than saving her modesty through the implicit 

intervention of a benign and divine (in this case it would have been godlike) comrade, the story 

insists that this is the place where male leadership stops. 

It would be a mistake, to read the modern story as only a refutation of the ancient. Dopdi 

is (as heroic as) Draupadi. She is also what Draupadi - written into the patriarchal and authoritative 

sacred text as proof of male power - could not be. Dopdi is at once a palimpsest and a contradiction. 

In every sense, Dopdi’s naked, mutilated body becomes both the spectacle of patriarchal violence 

and an arena of protest; protest that frightens the armed hunter and makes him feel afraid to stand 

before an “unarmed target”. 
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