Q. Position of Women Ancient India.

Nineteenth-century socio-religious reformers and nationalist historians of the early 20th century
often presented the Vedic age as a golden age for women. They pointed out that the Vedic
people worshipped goddesses, the Rig Veda contains hymns composed by women; there are
references to women sages; women participated in rituals along with their husbands; they took
part in chariot races and attended the sabha and various social gatherings. Such a presentation
of the 'high' position of women in Vedic society can be seen as a response to the oppression
and humiliation of colonial rule. The idea was to show that in ancient times, Indians were better
than the Westerners, at least in the way they treated women. This could also be used as an
argument to improve the prevailing condition of women in Indian society.

However, the experience of women belonging to different groups in society varied, and it is
therefore necessary to break down the category of 'women' into more specific sub-categories
based on rank, class, occupation, and age. In the older writings, a great part of the discussion
about women of the Vedic age focused on elite women, ignoring the less privileged members of
this sex. Although the Rig Veda mentions goddesses, none of them are as important as the
major gods. The so-cial implications of the worship of female deities are complex. While such
worship does at least mark the ability of a community to visualize the divine in feminine form, it
does not automatically mean that real women enjoyed power or privilege. The proportion of
hymns attributed to women in the Rig Veda is miniscule (just 12-15 out of over 1,000), as is the
number of women sages. This suggests that women had limited access to sacred learning.
There are no women priests in the Rig Veda. While women participated as wives in sacrifices
performed on behalf of their husbands, they did not perform sacrifices in their own right, nor do
they appear as givers or receivers of dana or dakshina. The Vedic household was clearly
patriarchal and patrilineal, and women enjoyed relatively little control over material resources.
Since society was patriarchal it is not sur-prising that Rig Vedic prayers are for sons, not
daughters, and that the absence of sons is deplored. The Rig Veda attaches importance to the
institution of marriage and refers to various types of marriage-monogamy, polygyny, and
polyandry. The rituals indicate post-puberty marriages, and there are references to women
choosing their husbands. A woman could remarry if her husband died or disappeared. There
are also references to unmarried women, such as the Rig Vedic seer Ghosha. Compared to
later Vedic literature, the family books of the Rig Veda Samhita reflect a situation in which social
status was not as rigidly defined or polarized as it came to be in later times. However, it was not
a society of equals-rank and gender were the two main bases of inequality.

For the period 600-300 BCE the Dharmasutras are an important historical source. The
Dharmasutras classify marriages into eight types: Brahma, Daiva, Arsha, Prajapatya,
Gandharva: Asura. Rakshasa and Paishacha This idea is elaborated on in the Smritis. The
Brahma marriage is one in which a father adorns and honours his daughter who is learned in
the Veda good conduct. The Daiva marriage is when a father adorns and honours his daughter
with garments and ornaments, and gives her in marriage to an officiating priest in the course of
the performance of a sacrifice. This form only applies to Brahmanas. The Arsha form involves
the qift of a daughter after taking a pair of cattle (a cow and bull) or two pairs, in order to fulfil



customary law, not as a sale of the daughter. The Prajapatya marriage is one in which the father
gifts the daughter after saying to the couple, 'May both of you perform your religious duties
together’, and after he has honoured the groom with the appropriate ceremonies such as the
madhuparka. The Asura marriage is one in which a girl is given away by the father after the
bridegroom hands over as much wealth as he can afford to the bride and her relatives. The
Gandharva type is a union between a man and woman through mutual love and consent. The
Rakshasa type is when a woman is forcibly abducted from her home, her relatives often being
beaten or killed. The Paishacha form is when a man has sex with a girl while she is asleep,
intoxicated, unconscious, or mentally disordered. The types of marriages were arranged in a
descending scale of propriety, and not all of them were approved of by the smritikaras. The
Brahma was considered the best and the Paishacha the lowest. The Dharmasutra classification
of marriages into various types suggests the prevalence of variations in marriage practices,
including dowry and bride price. The early Dharmasutras suggest that girls should be married off
as soon as they at tained puberty. The early Dharmasutras do not approve of widow remarriage.
However, they specify the number of years an abandoned woman must wait for her husband
before she remarries.

As regards property male heirs, especially sons, took precedence over all others according to
Dharmasutras. There was, however, a category of property-the stri-dhana-over which the
smri-tikaras conceded that a woman did have rights. Stri-dhana means 'women's property", but
referred specifically to certain special kinds of moveable property given to a woman on various
occasions during her lifetime. These included presents (jewellery, clothes, household articles,
etc.) given by her parents at the time of marriage and by her rela-tives (father, brothers, etc.) on
other occasions. While the Dharmashastra texts disagreed about the extent to which stri-dhana
was to be considered the permanent property of a woman, they generally agreed that it was to
be passed on from mother to daughter. Given the increasingly patriarchal nature of the
household, it is not surprising that the preference for sons over daughters continued. The son
was considered necessary for the performance of the father's funerary rites, the propitiation of
the ancestors, and the continuation of the lineage.

So far as the status of women in Buddhism was concerned, Two important features were the
assertion that the highest goal-nibbana-was possible for women, and the creation of a bhikkhuni
sangha. The Buddha is also described as having laid down eight special rules subordinating the
order of nuns to that of monks. However, it has been suggested that this was a later
interpolation. While women could attain salvation, their capability for attaining Buddhahood
directly (without first being born as a man) was not accepted. However, a tradition's
progressiveness has to be judged by the standards of its own time. By the standards of the
6th/5th century BCE, the Buddha opened up a significant space for women's spiritual
aspirations. Similarly, compared to texts of other religious traditions, women are strikingly visible
in Buddhist texts.

Overall the position of women in ancient India varied over time and according to social status.
R.S. Sharma finds it striking that in many passages from the ancient Indian texts woman and
sudra are lumped together in the same category. However male dominance and the



subordination of women is a feature of all known historical societies. The issue is one of the
degree of dominance and subordination, and the structures in which these were embedded.
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