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The Women's Position in
Vedic Literature :
A Holistic Approach

- Dr. Paromita Roy
Abstract:

The status of women in ancient
India was very high. Many women
like Gargi, Maitreyi, Lilabati
enlightened the society by their
knowledge, intellect and character.
But in reality, was the women held
high in ancient India? Or was it
forcefully proved that in the Vedic
Period the position of women were
much respected. A brilliant sketch
was drawn by the historians or
thinkers to enhance the glory of
ancient India.

In my paper, I have tried to
understand the status of women in
ancient India specially Vedic
period. Thus, [ have discussed some
relevant points in women's history,
through which the authenticity of
these comments will be verified. I
have also tried to understand more
about the women's rights in

education in ancient India was.

Keywords: Women, Edu-
cation, Freedom, Society, Family,
patriarchal attitude etc.

Place of Women in the Vedas :

The term '"Vedic age' denotes
the time between the creation of the
Rig Veda and the later Vedas.
According to this calculation the
Vedic age ought to have spanned
about seventeenth or eighteenth
centuries. The situation of women,
therefore, was not static either.
Vedic literature offers us glimpses
of women's situation in society in
various points of the age.

The Rig-Veda is the oldest work of
Vedic literature. We notice some
layers in its composition. Women
are much more free in the oldest
layers. There, society expresses its
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outlook on women through a
number of images. In some verses,
Usha or Dawn is the wife of the god
of son, Surya. In some others she is
his mother, and in still others his
daughter.

The Rig-Veda also mentions
kidnapping of women with or
against their will. Dowry is also
recognized. The custom of a man
keeping multiple wives 1is
mentioned sometimes explicitly
and sometimes in an offthand
manner. It is said that any physical
defect of the bride must be
compensated with heavy dowry.
Elderly virgin women were called
'"Amaju’ or 'Amajura'. These women
grew old in their father's house, so
they were also called 'Kulapa',
"Vriddhakumari' and "Jaratkumari'.
In the age of the Rig-Veda, marriage

was yetto

Keywords : Women, Edu-
cation, Freedom, Society, Family,
patriarchal attitude etc.
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were called 'Amaju’ or 'Amajura’.
These women grew old in their
father's house, so they were also
called 'Kulapa', 'Vriddhakumari'
and 'Jaratkumari'. In the age of the
Rig-Veda, marriage was yet to
become compulsory for women.
The text does not mention the
custom of Sahamarana. Widows
lived on.

In the Atharvaveda, much
after the composition of the main
portions of the Rig Veda, we see the
first mention of the custom of
Sahamarana, or Sattee. The life of
a widow had no guarantee of being
a happy one even if she was
allowed to live. Many times we
come across prayers of women
wishing they would never have to
face widowhood. We all know that
an equivalent prayer has not been
voiced anywhere in Indian
literature by any man. But the
Atharva Veda also grants women
the right to have up to ten husbands
in some places.

Women had no work apart
from domestic chores. Sometimes
a few other works are mentioned,
including knitting and sewing.

Brahmacharya, or institutionalized
learning, had been forbidden to
women for a long, long time. Thus
they had no access to education.
Women's Brahmacharya was said
to be in the act of getting a husband.
Some of the women began to think
that Brahmacharya is something
similar to a ritual or a worship
leading to the attainment of a good
husband. But some women got a
chance to educate themselves
during the time of the Rig Veda. In
this text we find names of a few
wise women, such as Vishwavara,
Ghosha, Apalda and Godha. In the
works of Panini, women employed
in the teaching profession are
referred to as Acharya and
Updadhyaya. In the text of Kashika
bhashya, we see the names of
Kashkritsna and Apishla who were
learned in grammar and logic. We
also find names of Gargi, Vak,
Maitrayee and Shashwati. It means
that some women occasionally got
the chance of education. But they
were exceptions. Gradually
women's right to education was
shrinking. Thus, it was said about
educated women that they are men
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in spite of being women.'

Since the age of Brahmanical
literature, there were very few
educated women. In even later
periods we see prostitutes were the
only group of women having access
to education. Some women could
learn music, dance or painting
before marriage. But other studies
were forbidden to them. In the Rig
Veda, the newlywed bride is blessed

with the words:
'Be the empress of your in-laws."

When we notice the mantras for
marriage, we see everywhere it is
stated repeatedly that the wife
should be her husband's follower in
words and deeds. Moreover, the
very existence of the wife's
independent mind is denied. Only
the beautiful wives received the
love of their husbands. This shows
that the possibility of any kind of
attractiveness in a woman beyond
physical beauty was not accepted
by the scriptures.

Gradually woman
soned

was 1mpri-
within the inner sanctums of
the house. The Rig Veda mentions
warrior women such as Mdglini,
Vishpala, Vadhrimati, and Shashiyasi.

Some of these women were wounded
or killed in battle, and some others
won. But roles for women in open
society were cancelled soon after the
early days of the Rig Veda. The chief
role of a wife was as the mother of
children. All the religious texts say
that a childless wife may be deserted
after ten years of marriage.

If the father of an unmarried
woman cannot marry off his daughter
within the scheduled age limit, then
that woman can marry of her own
accord within the following three
years. But marriage would give her no
rights. Woman is subordinate to man
in every walk of life. The Vashishtha
Dharmasutra, Shatapath Brahman,
Brihadaranyaka Upanishad every-
where it is said that woman is not
capable of freedom. But in the Rig
Veda we see 'Usha the wife of the Sun
goes before her husband.”

The subordination of women
was a later phenomenon, a
development of the age of the
Brahminical literatures. The
Taittiriya  Brahman says that the
wife is the manifestation of
prosperity. On the other hand the
Shatapath Brahman says that he
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alone attains prosperity whose
wives are fewer in number than his
pet animals. We understand
keeping how many wives may be
the norm in a culture which draws
comparison between the number of
wives and the number of pet
animals.

Scriptures grant all rights to
men to rule and consume women.
The husband had very little
responsibility to his wife. The
Bodhayan Dharmasutra says that
every 'varna' or social class should
protect its women before protecting
its wealth, but we do not see this
reflected in practice.

It 1s also said in scriptures that
women ought to be weakened by
beating them with thunder or sticks.
This would ensure she has no right
over her body or wealth. We see
how this prescription grants men
the open right to beat their wives.
The scriptures deny women their
financial right and take away their
right over their own bodies.

Even the existence of woman's
mind was not accepted anywhere.
The husband is free not only to
insult his wife but also to beat her. If

the husband had many wives, then
no wife could say anything if he
went to spend time with other wives
or even if he went to a brothel.
Woman had no property of her own.
She had no right over the property of
her husband or her father. She was
completely dependent on her
husband for survival.

In the age of the Rig Veda, the
wife woke ahead of the husband.
Society has moved a great distance
away from that stance. Kartiama has
mentioned women warriors in
India.’

But within a few centuries
after that they had lost their human
dignity. Unmarried women are
largely absent in literature. She has
been kept in a dark confinement as
widow. She has not been given any
social responsibility. She has had
only two roles designated for her:
those of the wife and the mother.

- Dr. Paromita Roy
Assistant Professor,

Dept. of Philosophy
Panskura Banamali College,
East Medinipur West Bengal,
Mob- 8250506302
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