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THE LIFE OF GANDHARI FROM MAHABHARATA OF VYASA IN 

SOCIALIST FEMINIST PERSPECTIVES 

Abstract 

People, especially in Asia, are familiar with the term patriarchal culture which means 

male has the authority above female. However, many people do not aware that it may result 

gender inequality which can be a problem in society. It becomes interesting since this issue is 

also brought by literary works, implicitly or explicitly. This paper will present to the reader about 

how one female character struggle in male dominant culture society. In analyzing this issue, the 

writer uses Mahabharata story for its strong patriarchal culture setting. The purpose of this study 

is to analyze Gandhari‟s life in male dominant culture society. The writer uses socialist feminist 

to analyze the literature. It is revealed that patriarchal culture affects Gandhari‟s life and 

behavior. 

 

Keywords: Patriarchal culture, Mahabharata, Socialist feminist 

 

Introduction 

This study is triggered by my experience of reading the novel of Mahabharata by Vyasa. 

The similarities of the issues and the cultural background of Mahabharata with patriarchal 

culture in my environment has raised my interest in digging this story further. Patriarchal culture 

appears in our smallest aspect in our live. In Indonesia, people have a term called ‘kepala rumah 

tangga’ which usually refers to the father as the one who has the authority to control things. The 

authority is also stressed by the word ‘kepala’ or head/chief because men are usually deemed as 

the one who lead the family. Male as super ordinate also can be seen in some areas in Asia, 

where male is deemed as a blessing where female is the opposite. Gender equality issues itself 

are also brought by literary works. Likewise Mahabharata has strong patriarchal culture setting. 

Similar with the real world phenomenon, majority of the female characters in 

Mahabharata often receive unfair treatment. Those female characters are often portrayed as the 
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„black sheep‟ of all problems. That notion is revealed from these characters; Satyavati, who was 

portrayed as the main cause why Bhisma could not get his crown or Draupadi who was deemed 

as the cause of the war. However, there is a female character from Kaurava‟s side that is rarely 

discussed – Gandhari. Even though she was a queen, she often received unfair condition. Being 

in high caste and had good economical condition did not make her life free from oppressions. 

Her opinion, her thought, and her suggestion were often declined. Majority of Arya‟s clan or 

Kuru kingdom only listened and obeyed Dhritarashtra and other male characters like Bhisma. 

It is interesting to explore females‟ role in Mahabharata, especially Gandhari. One 

question related to that is how one female character is affected in male dominant culture society. 

That enables people to observe about how socialist feminist view Gandhari‟s life in male 

dominant culture society. People may get better understanding about females‟ position in 

patriarchal culture and how it affects the character. Gandhari‟s acts in male dominant culture 

society can be observed by examining the characteristic and the acts that she does. 

Socialist feminist can be applied to analyze Gandhari‟s character. This theory claims that 

females‟ oppression was not merely in economic matter, but it could be in other aspects – gender 

or even the culture itself. In this case, patriarchal culture can be one source of females‟ 

oppression. It is stated that patriarchy already existed before capitalist appeared and it might not 

change even though the capitalism was gone. The use of socialist feminist in this research is to 

analyze Gandhari‟s condition causes by the oppressions from society, not from economical or 

status matters. 

Several practical significances could be drawn from this research. By looking at Gandhari 

on how she could survive in bad situation, people may see a reference on how people should 

empower themselves in any circumstances. Practical significance also can be seen from the 
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cultural setting in Mahabharata story–patriarchal culture. Each culture has its own good and bad 

sides. However, people rarely think about the effect of things in their life. Thus by reading this 

research, I expect people are able to start to re-think about their position in society as well as the 

surrounding and do critical thinking; that one particular culture is not a hundred percent good or 

bad since everything has the both sides. 

The writer will explain and describe patriarchal culture and the relation of socialist 

feminist perspective in Mahabharata story by using references from Simon Brodbeck, Deborah 

L. Madsen and Brian Black related to socialist feminism theory. In her book, Madsen talks about 

socialist feminist which focuses about power relationship and concerned about women have 

independent social status under patriarchal as well as capitalism. She also states that there are 

several issues which become the problem of socialist feminist such as political dimension of 

private life – the family, reproduction and sexuality. Brian Black and Simon Brodbeck tell about 

the practices in Mahabharata story and they relate the scenes with socialist feminist theory. They 

said that actually female characters in Mahabharata already speak their voice. However, the 

female characters become the listeners in majority of the story because they are restricted by 

patriarchal culture where male characters lead everything. Those three writers have similarity; 

majority of the references tell about source of women oppressions that are caused by women‟s 

surroundings. The writer also uses several books from other writers which explain more about 

the theory related to socialist feminist such as Barbara Ehrenreich and Samir Ibrahim Hassan. 

 

 

Socialist Feminist 

Bell Hooks (2000) in her book titled Feminism is for Everybody says that “feminism is a 

movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation, and oppression” (viii). Bell Hook says that 
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feminism theory aims to oppose the inequality between male and female. She is trying to 

convince people by implicitly saying that feminism is not an anti-male movement. She does not 

blame anything on males, but more on people‟s trace of thought. Many people think that females 

are second place to males and it causes females to get different treatment from males, in a bad 

way. Thus, it makes them feel like they are being oppressed. Those things become the main 

concern of feminist – to erase the inequality and females oppression. 

Similar with the general idea, socialist feminist carries the similar notion of feminism‟s 

goal. Even though the main focus is the same socialist feminist seeks more on the social 

perspective. Barbara Erenreich tries to describe socialist feminist as an analogy which explains 

about the kind of oppressions that females have. Females‟ oppressions can come from different 

place and context. It can be from society, job, family, and other things. That notion is slightly 

different from Marxist feminism that views females from economical background. Socialist 

feminists examine more on the social views that follow; what women are required to do and not 

to do. For example, women tend to find job opportunities in similar area which is closely related 

to their responsibilities in their family. Madsen says that women tend to find job field in „caring 

professions such as nursing, teaching, or managing (2000: 189). Thus, “socialist feminists claim 

that the labor of women in the domestic realm serves not only the interests of specific families 

but also the interests of capitalism in that the family reproduces the attitudes and capabilities 

needed to enter into the wage labor force” (Tuana & Tong, 1995: p. 262). It proves that women 

barely escape from society‟s view which cages them in certain field. Those view limited 

women‟s freedom. Thus Madsen also adds that “socialist feminism focuses upon power 

relationships, especially the intersection of capitalism, racism and patriarchy, and the production 

of a politicized personal (subjective) life” (2000: 184). In addition, she says that “socialist 
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feminism represents not only female oppression but also the entire oppressive patriarchal power 

structure by exposing (as unnatural) relationships of male domination, especially in their relation 

to capitalist modes of production (186)”. Those things mean that socialist feminists see that 

women‟s oppression is not merely caused by one thing, from status only or just because of 

economical background. This theory sees that females‟ oppressions can appear because of 

several things such as the culture, patriarchy, capitalism, racism, or even the combination 

between those things. To strengthen this idea, Holly Graf, a Professor of Philosophy, from 

Oakton Community College says that women‟s oppression is caused by the combination of the 

system related to race, social class, gender, sexuality and nation. Thus, based on these ideas, it 

can be said that socialist feminist is a feminist movement that seeks the problem or the causes of 

females‟ oppression through several matters related to things that appear in social life. 

Patriarchy also becomes one of the females‟ oppression‟s sources. It is a system and also 

a culture that is used in many parts of the world, especially in Asia. Patriarchal culture is 

universal and timeless which appears long ago in a form of a system. Thus, patriarchy becomes 

one concern of feminists, especially by socialist feminists since it is closely related to society. 

Before it will be discussed further, here are some definitions about what patriarchal culture is. 

Madsen says that the term refers to “a cultural (ideological) system that privileges men and all 

things masculine, and a political system that places power in the hands of men and thus serves 

male interests at the expense of women” (2000: xii). Madsen says that patriarchy is a condition 

where males have higher place than females. Thus it causes males to have more power or 

authority, which led us to the problem – inequality, in which the feminists try to find solution. In 

line with that notion, Hooks proposes the idea that patriarchy is another way to address sexism 

society (2000: ix). Patriarchy clearly gives male privilege to have higher authority to control 
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things. Thus, it builds a gap between males and females which makes females‟ position lower 

than male. Socialist feminists try to seek and examine this matter. It is assumed that there is an 

ideological myth which says that females are naturally passive so males should take the action. 

That belief is actually part of „a powerful socializing influence upon women that leads them to 

define their major role as that of "mother, housekeeper and child-rearer‟ (2). In other words, 

females‟ position is getting worse by patriarchal culture‟s view which states that women‟s place 

is supposed to be behind men‟s back. females are deemed as the supporter for males and males 

lead everything. For example, Madsen says that “men and women share the same experiences of 

alienation and exploitation in commodity production, but women take primary responsibility for 

maintaining and reproducing commodity producers within the home” (2000: 191). Even though 

females have double job description, but that condition reflects that females‟ position is only to 

support males‟ position. That quote stresses that females are at disadvantages position. 

Unfortunately it becomes a common belief in some areas especially Asia, that one of 

females‟ natures is to support males. People in patriarchal culture area, even the females 

themselves, do not question that notion and merely perceive it as something common. On the 

contrary, that belief opposes socialist feminist‟s thoughts. As Madsen says, 

Socialist feminist treats the concept of „woman‟ not as a matter of individual gender 

consciousness but as a political category. „Femaleness‟ is a cultural construction created 

to counter oppressive male images of women; this concept functions as the basis for the 

social, economic and political betterment of women (Madsen, 2000: ix). 

It means that females deserve to have equal position to males in society. That thought becomes 

one of the aims of socialist feminists. 
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Analysis 

 Mahabharata translated by Kisari Mohan Ganguli is an epic Sanskrit that was made by 

Vyasa, the author and the character himself. The Sanskrit was unified in Gupta Period with 

Vishnu Gupta as the ruler, where patriarchal culture is strongly used in many aspects. The story 

told about Pandhavas and Kauravas, two clans that joined in Bharatayudha war. Pandhavas, 

consisted of Yudhistir, Bheem, Arjun, Nakul, and Sadev, were the sons of Pandu and Kunthi. On 

the other hand, Kauravas, with Dhuryodhan as the eldest, were the sons of Dhristarashtra and 

Gandhari. Those two clans engaged in the war to get the crown of Hastinapur King. 

Gandhari was a daughter of King Suvala from Gandhara who was depicted as a good 

woman according to her society‟s standard. She had a brother named Sakuni who had 

meaningful contribution of Bharatayudha war. She was married to a blind king, Dhristarashtra, 

the firstborn from Hastinapur kingdom to fulfill her father‟s request. Thus she became a queen of 

Hastinapur for some time. Even though she was a queen, but she did not have freedom or 

authority over herself. Her freedom was limited by patriarchal structure. 

A. Gandhari as an “Ideal Woman” 

Brodbeck stated, “the ideal woman is often portrayed in terms of the pativrata., the wife 

who is devoted to her husband” (2007: 16). From the statement, it gives the idea that females 

who are submissive and loyal are desired in patriarchal culture. Moreover Brodbeck also said 

„…that she would not experience more than her husband could‟. This explains how women‟s 

position towards men in household and also in society. 

 



Mukti 8 

 

The portrayal of ideal woman appears in Gandhari‟s life; when she blinded her eyes in 

order to devote her life to her husband. 

And, O thou of Bharata's race, the beautiful Gandhari gratified all the Kurus by her 

behavior and respectful attentions. And Gandhari, ever devoted to her husband, gratified 

her superiors by her good conduct; and as she was chaste, she never referred even by 

words to men other than her husband or such superiors (360). 

Vaisampayana said that Gandhari had good traits because she devoted herself to her husband. It 

shows that even Gandhari who was a queen, cannot escape from the effect of patriarchal culture. 

She cannot do whatever she want. She is caged by the image of “ideal woman” instead. 

Kurus are gratified by Gandhari because she was a devoted wife, a good and obedience 

queen for the Kurus‟ kingdom people. Based on this event, Gandhari shows her faithfulness to 

the society by marrying someone who has been chosen for her. She also follows the society 

standard as a form of respect to her husband by blindfolded her eyes, whether it is her free will or 

not. This shows how the structure of society can be an oppression to women position. According 

to the theory, she places her husband as the highest aim. She makes Dhritarashtra as the central 

of her life whereas male-superiority is actually another shape of domination. 

As a woman, Gandhari is expected to take care of the children and do her role as a queen 

and wife. It makes Gandhari the one to blame for the bad things happen. Moreover, because 

Gandhari is deemed to have lower position than men, her suggestion and also thought are not 

listened. Gandhari as a wife and mother experience this position.  

Gandhari said, 'Thou covetous wretch that disregardest the commands of the aged, 

abandoning thy father and myself and giving up prosperity and life, enhancing the joy of 

thy foes, and afflicting me with deep distress, thou wilt, O fool, remember thy father's 

words, when struck by Bhimasena, thou wilt bite the dust (1899). 
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Gandhari attempted to prevent her children to do something bad. She mentioned her husband 

several times to remind her sons of their behavior. She also mentioned Bhimasena‟s name to 

make her children afraid. She did not say anything about herself to make her children afraid 

instead she just said that they only give her sadness. It shows that Gandhari is helpless and 

powerless. She put her husband in higher position and she emphasizes that Dhritarashtra‟s word 

should be obeyed. Even though Gandhari has a role as a queen, she still has dependency to 

decide something in her husband‟s hand. 

Another oppression is presented on page 2022 by the utterance of Dhritarashtra. 

Gandhari, possessed of great wisdom and foresight and bring her hither. With her I will 

solicit this wicked-hearted (son of mine). If she can pacify this wicked wretch, of evil 

heart, we may yet be able to act according to the words of our friend Krishna. It may be 

that speaking words in recommendation of peace, she may yet succeed in pointing out the 

right path to this fool, afflicted by avarice and having wicked allies, If she can dispel this 

great and dreadful calamity (about to be) occasioned by Duryodhana, it will then conduce 

to the attainment and preservation of happiness and peace for ever and ever (2022). 

This showed how women at any position oppressed by their responsibility to “take care” of their 

children, whereas in fact those responsibilities should be done by both women and men. Culture 

often blames women for the “wicked” acts of their children. Culture forgets that both of the 

parents also have an equal responsibility to raise children. This shows how domesticity is 

depicted as one of the traits as “ideal woman”. 

B. Male Superiority 

In patriarchal culture, the society deems that females‟ place are behind males' back. Hook 

says that males as a group who gets the benefits the most from patriarchal culture (2000: 19). 

This assumption comes from their superiority to females. Thus, they are required to dominate 

females, to exploit and oppress them using violence if they want to keep patriarchy intact. Based 
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on Hooks statement, it can be said that females‟ place are below males and females only have 

role to support males. Similarly, Madsen states that „socialist feminism represents not only 

female oppression but also the entire oppressive patriarchal power structure by exposing (as 

unnatural) relationships of male domination (2000: 186). 

One of the scenes in Mahabharata that shows the notion that females‟ place are behind 

males‟ back is when Gandhari‟s father orders her to marry the blind king, Dhritarashtra. The 

story is described below: 

King Suvala at first hesitated on account of the blindness of the bridegroom, but taking into 

consideration the blood of the Kurus, their fame and behavior, he gave his virtuous daughter unto 

Dhritarashtra and the chaste Gandhari hearing that Dhritarashtra was blind and that her parents 

had consented to marry her to him, from love and respect for her future husband, blindfolded her 

own eyes (360). 

This phrase told about King Suvala‟s decision to escort Gandhari to marry Dhritarashtra. It was 

described that King Suvala had a beautiful and devoted daughter. At first he hesitated to make 

her daughter as Dhritarashtra‟s wife, concerning Dhritarashtra‟s blindness. However, he 

eventually asked her daughter to marry Dhristarashtra. That act was not for her daughter‟s good, 

but for the sake of the growth of their race which were also related to Kurus‟ fame and dignity. 

Afterward, King Suvala asked Sakuni to bring Gandhari to Hastinapur as it is described in this 

part;  

Sakuni, the son of Suvala, bringing unto the Kurus his sister endued with youth and beauty, 

formally gave her away unto Dhritarashtra. And Gandhari was received with great respect and the 

nuptials were celebrated with great pomp under Bhishma's directions. And the heroic Sakuni, 

after having bestowed his sister along with many valuable robes, and having received Bhishma's 

adorations, returned to his own city (360). 

 

Gandhari married to Dhritarashtra, following her father‟s order. She decided to blindfold her 

own eyes, believing that she showed respect, faithfulness, and love for her husband by doing 

that.  
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Gandhari is treated as property. King Suvala gives her daughter for Kurus‟ sake, for 

Kurus‟ blood, the growth of Kurus‟ clan, and also for their fame. The word „gave‟ stresses the 

fact that King Suvala treats her daughter as a property and has no consideration about her 

daughter‟s feeling, whether Gandhari herself wants it or not. 

Another male domination is shown as it is quoted: 

Devoted to her lord, that highly blessed lady had always practised high vows. Undergoing the 

severest penances, she was always truthful in her speech. In consequence of the gift of the boon 

by the great rishi Vyasa of sanctified deeds, she became possessed of spiritual knowledge and 

power (3615). 

 
Gandhari earns her knowledge not because of her serious training or through a process of 

learning, but Gandhari‟s knowledge is a gift from a rishi, a male. The phrase shows about her 

quality which shows that Gandhari is blessed because she is a devoted person. In other words, 

society deems that the quality of Gandhari is determined by how she treats other people and, 

mostly, her husband. 

 In some societies females often experience oppressions that come from society, family, 

and the effect of the culture. Those oppressions are called as collective oppression. Collective 

oppression of all women by men is the effect of culture or the social relations which define our 

existence as gendered individuals (Madsen, 2000: 186). The oppression is not always in the form 

of physically, but also can be in the form of mental oppression. 

 Gandhari experiences oppression from her husband while she is in a state of pregnancy. 

Her husband cheats while she is in pain. She is the one who has to suffer in order to have 

children whereas her husband marries someone else because Gandhari does not give birth 

quickly. On page 369, there was a story that Gandhari was pregnant for long time. At that time, 



Mukti 12 

 

her husband was not patient enough seeing her pregnancy. While waiting for the birth of his 

children, he was cheating with other woman to get another child. Yuyutsu, who was told to have 

great intelligence, was born. That story shows gender inequality. While the woman is having 

labor in her pregnancy, the man (the king) cheated with other woman. However the society does 

not show any protest against the King‟s decision. It is contradictory when Draupad, another 

woman character in the story, marries 5 men. All of the society and all of the people in Kurus 

kingdom give negative attitude toward Draupad. Draupad is deemed as a prostitute even though 

Draupad herself actually does not want to marry the Pandavas. The act of marrying Pandavas is 

actually a belief from the culture itself. Thus, Draupad is only a victim and receive double 

victimization from the society. The similarity of Gandhari and Draupadi can be seen that both of 

them become the one who suffer in society and belief from patriarchal culture. 

“Thou shouldst not be angry with the Pandavas, O Gandhari! (3610)”. The rishi 

prevented Gandhari for being angry since Gandhari had destructive power, and he was afraid that 

Gandhari might use her power to destroy Pandavas. The society, here is portrayed by rishi, once 

again blames women for the acts of their children, despite of whomever right or wrong. This 

proves that the rishi does not consider Gandhari‟s condition. He just merely shouts to Gandhari 

and prevents her to express her sadness and does not want to try to understand her feeling.  

In several occasion Gandhari becomes the listeners about the internal conflict in the 

kingdom. It makes Gandhari becomes one of the characters that know the real conflict from the 

beginning to the end. Gandhari is told to have important and significance role in the story too. 

This notion is supported by Brodbeck as he states that Gandhari is portrayed as auditor whom 

hear large portion of the story while fulfilling her function as a queen (2007: 53). However, her 

attempt to prevent something bad happen is useless. He also says that „…she does speak up on a 
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number of occasions, trying to persuade her son Duryodhana not to go to war and criticizing her 

husband for not standing up to their son. Her attempts to avert the war are of no avail…‟ (62). 

Her brother listens to Dhuryodhan instead even though he knows that Dhuryodhan will bring 

danger to Kurus kingdom. 

Another evidence of the gender inequality can be found in utterances that are said by 

Gandhari to answer the rishi on page 3610. She explains why she is angry. She was disappointed 

with Bhisma and Krishna and for the injustice that was happened. When Gandhari expressed her 

feeling and the injustice she felt, people around her rebutted her words. They just said that her 

children deserved to die. They did not have empathy toward Gandhari. They did not listen 

closely, that actually she only wanted to express her sadness. That description is ironic because 

Gandhari as the “ideal woman” has to listen the others but she is rarely listened by others. It 

portrays another male domination. 

Society in patriarchal culture in Mahabharata seems to cover the unfair male domination 

by giving misleading idea that a wife who has traits as “ideal woman” will be gifted by a great 

thing. All of her “kindness” and good deeds which are shown when she obeys her father‟s words, 

blindfolds her eyes and helps the rishi lead Gandhari to get her power. However, actually it 

presents the other form of male superiority that something good will be earned by females if 

females do something good to their husband and society. This implies that dependency of male 

in Mahabharata by Vyasa is strongly presented. 

Another oppression can also appear from the entire kingdom as she is not appreciated by 

them.  

 

This Gandhari also is cheerless and old. She too has lost her children and is helpless. 

Afflicted with grief for the loss of her sops, she solicits you with me. Knowing that both 

of us are old and afflicted and destitute of children, grant us the permission we seek 

(5711).  
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That part describes on how she is helpless: old, afflicted, and destitute of children. She has been 

a „good‟ queen and wife according to pativrata, but in the end of the story she is helpless 

because all of her sons are died. People does not even appreciate her act when she becomes a 

queen; she goes to forest, with blindfold in her eyes until she dies. 
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Conclusion 

 The novel of Mahabharata by Vyasa presents how females are positioned in second layer 

or as inferior and sees how males as superior layer. Even though she is a queen of Hastinapur, 

the culture also affects Gandhari in her life and how she behaves. This is depicted by how 

Gandhari is objectified by her father. The power that Gandhari has is also a result from obeying 

the society‟s standard as an “ideal woman”. This finding shows how strong patriarchal society is; 

females supposed to be an ideal one in the eye of the culture in order to get society‟s 

acknowledgement.  

Gandhari also gets some oppression from her husband and society as well. The 

oppression is not in the form of physical oppression but rather in the form of mental ones. 

Gandhari is blamed by the society for the bad things that her children did. 

This research has not included the language analysis about superiority in patriarchal 

society. Further research can be done in structuralism area to analyze about the language use in 

Mahabharata Sanskrit. By analyzing the language, people can see the correlation between 

patriarchal societies with female characters in a literary work. People can also observe about how 

males treat females verbally in patriarchal society in Mahabharata. 
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