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The Dicing by Vyasa, has been edited and translated by J. A. B. 

van Buitenen. Since “The Dicing” can refer to a dice episode 

within the Mahabharata (and van Buitenen’s 

edition/translation often presents this material with substantial 

introduction. The major dice sequence central to the Pandavas’ 

exile arc and the broader dharma/kṣ hetra discourse that van 

Buitenen typically situates in his Mahabharata project. If you’re 

looking for a summary of a different discrete text titled The 

Dicing, please share a precise citation and I’ll adjust 

accordingly. 

Overview   

- The Dicing episode occurs within the Mahabharata’s core 

narrative arc, culminating in the Pandavas’ loss of wealth, 

kingdom, and wife, Draupadi, through a rigged dice game 

orchestrated in Hastinapura. The sequence is a dramatic hinge 

that accelerates the epic’s transition from courtly display and 

political theatre to exile, war preparation, and the eventual 

messianic/vengeful return. 

- Vyasa’s composition, as presented by van Buitenen, frames the 

dice event not merely as a game of chance but as a ritualized 

theatre in which dharma (duty/rightness), artha 

(prosperity/political power), kama (pleasure/desire), and moksha 

(liberation) are renegotiated under pressure. The commentary 

and apparatus emphasize textual variants, performance context, 

and ethical ambiguity. 

 - Characters 

  - Yudhishthira: the eldest Pandava, renowned for steadfast 

adherence to truth, yet drawn into the dice gamble by a chain of 
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necessity, pride, and performative honor. 

  - Draupadi: wife of the Pandavas, whose humiliation at the 

gambling hall becomes the narrative’s moral crisis and a focal 

point for critique of dharma, gender, and power. 

  - Bhima: the strength-driven brother who swears vengeance and 

vows to protect his kin, entering the dice arena as a participant 

and enforcer of oaths. 

  - Arjuna: the peerless archer whose prowess is invoked as a 

counterweight to the dice’s cunning. 

  - Dhritarashtra, Duryodhana, Shakuni, and others: courtly 

actors whose ambition, cunning, and consent shape the dice 

contest’s legitimacy and its consequences. 

- Framing voices: 

  - The scene is punctuated by royal rhetoric, ritualized vows, and 

lamentation. The dice game is presented as both a test of intellect 

and a theater of deception, where social face, kinship bonds, and 

sacred oaths are strained to breaking point. 

 

Core sequence and events 

1) The setup and invitation to gamble 

- The Kuru court gathers for a ritualized display of wealth and 

power, with Shakuni pressuring Yudhishthira to stake more and 

more, exploiting Yudhishthira’s tolerance for fair play and his 

relative naiveté about the real stakes. 

- Duryodhana’s confidence and Shakuni’s insinuations frame the 

dice as a lawful contest that will reveal who is the rightful master 

of the kingdom, while masking the underlying intention to strip 

the Pandavas of their status. 
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2) The dice throw and outcome 

- The game proceeds through a sequence of increasingly high-

stakes bets: assets, kingdom, then Draupadi’s dowry-like status as 

wife of the Pandavas. Each throw tightens the Pandavas’ grip on 

everything they hold dear. 

- Yudhishthira’s adherence to truth and his belief in fair play are 

tested by the roll of the dice; he is manipulated by cunning 

rhetoric, misdirection, and Shakuni’s strategic manipulation. His 

initial refusals and eventual capitulation reflect a complex 

negotiation between dharma and expedience under coercive 

circumstances. 

 

3) Draupadi’s humiliation 

- Draupadi is publicly insulted in the dharma hall (sabha) as she 

is dragged into the court by Duryodhana and others to witness 

the Palace’s treachery. Her disrobing ordeal becomes the ethical 

fulcrum of the narrative, invoking a powerful pronouncement on 

the fragility of a wife’s safety in a male-dominated ritual 

economy. 

- The episode heightens the tension between outward ritual 

legitimacy and inward moral legitimacy. Draupadi’s protection 

is a litmus test for the court’s fidelity to dharma, as well as for the 

protagonists’ capacity to resist anguish and injustice. 

 

4) The aftermath and exile 

- With the dice game’s outcome, the Pandavas lose their kingdom 

and are compelled to exile (and subexiles) for a specified period. 
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The narrative emphasizes the transformation from public display 

to private endurance, from royal privilege to ascetic hardship. 

- The brothers, Draupadi, and sometimes their shared vow 

reinforce their commitment to preserve family integrity, honor, 

and the possibility of restoration through righteous action, even 

in the face of grave humiliation and loss. 

 

5) The moral and theological stakes 

- Dharma and adharmha: The dice episode probes what it means 

to act rightly under duress. It questions whether adherence to 

truth (uttama-dharma) can justify accepting a forced, 

dishonorable outcome, or whether personal responsibility remains 

intact even when circumstances are coercive. 

- Fate vs. agency: The dice event foregrounds a tension between 

cosmic order (ritual, fate) and individual choice (the Pandavas’ 

decisions). It invites readers to weigh fatalism against the 

possibility of ethical resistance. 

- Power and legitimacy: The episode critiques the legitimacy of 

rulership founded on deceit, manipulation, and gambling, 

raising broader concerns about political governance in the epic 

world. 

 

Literary and linguistic features (as van Buitenen typically 

presents) 

- Dramatic rhetoric: The prose often mirrors Sanskrit dramatic 

style, blending ceremonial speech with intimate lament. Expect 

formal address, imperative vows, and emotive exclamations. 

- Character voice: Distinct voices for Draupadi, Yudhishthira, 
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Bhima, and Shakuni illuminate personality, moral orientation, 

and strategic mindset. The translation strives to preserve tonal 

variety while rendering accessible English prose. 

- Symbolic motifs: Dice, gambling, courtly ritual, fire, and exile 

motifs recur, enabling readers to track moral and political 

symbolism across the epic. 

 

Historical and editorial context   

- Critical apparatus: Van Buitenen’s edition typically offers notes 

on variant readings, manuscript history, and philological 

decisions. This helps readers understand why certain lines are 

rendered as they are and what alternatives exist in other 

recensions. 

- Translation philosophy: The goal is to be faithful to the Sanskrit 

syntax, vocabulary, and rhythm while producing fluent English 

prose. Expect glosses for ritual terms (yajña, vrata, dharma), 

epithets, and culturally specific concepts. 

- Intertextual awareness: The Dicing scene is often read in 

dialogue with other episodes of the Mahabharata (e.g., the dice 

scene’s echoes in the later war narrative, Bhima’s oaths, 

Draupadi’s vow of vengeance), as well as with external Sanskrit 

sources that illuminate ritual stakes. 

 

  


