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Introduction :

The Dharmasastras generally prescribe the norms for post-Vedic Indian society,
when the position of women had somewhat a descending graph. This continuted later
and in Medieval India, when lots of restrictions were imposed on women for different
reasons and particularly for the repeated attacks by foreigners. The situation in the Vedic
India is, however, different and by large a better picture emerges in the texts of that
period. Hence, discussion on Women's Education in Vedic India requires a survey of
the entire background. At first, we are to confess here that there is hardly any direct
evidence of imparting lessons to the girls. This absence of direct reference and
assemblage of some other factors prevalent during the age of Dharmasastras, e.g.
(1) girls' marriage at early age, (2) Manu's famous dictum against women's liberty (na
stri svatantryam arhati - 5.148) and (3) Sayana's bold rejection of girls' right to the
Vedic studies (strf Siidrayostu satyamapi jianapeksayam....vede ‘dhikarahpratisiddhah-
Sa on RV Intro.) - made the situation more confusing. But a careful and thorough study
in the Vedic pasages reveals the fact that the situation was not disappointing.

While discussing on the women's position in the field of education, A.S. Altekar!
has observed a strange phenomenon of our country - "The history of the most of the
known civilization shows that further back we go to the antiquity, the more
unsatisfactory is found to be the general position of women. In this respect, Indian
civilization is unique because here we find a surprising exception to the general rule.
The further back we go, the more satisfactory is found to be the position of women in
more spheres than one; and the field of education is most noteworthy among them.
We can, however, understand this strange phenomenon when we remember that for
'ong time eucation in ancient India meant Vedic education and that it had to be
necessarily imparted to all who were expected to take part in Vedic sacrifices,
rrespective of their sex."

It is true, that there is no explicit mention about the arrangement of girls'
=ducation, but from the references (scattered throughout Vedic texts) to women seers?,
rzachers?, their active participatin in Vedic sacrifices?, their investiture of holy thread®,
their involvement in music and dance®, war-field’, as well as in different vocations?®,
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we can decipher that inspite of the absence of institution-based training system, girls
in Vedic India were not deprived of education.

Women as Scholars/Savants :

P.V. Kane’ in his History of Dharmasastras syas: "it appears that in very ancient
times, status of women as to their education was much higher than in medieval and
modern times in India." Even the orthodox tradition (Family books) admits that Rgvedic
collection contains hymns composed by poetesses who were known as rsika or
brahmavadini. At least twenty such names of poetesses have been traced in the Rgveda.
They were Romasa (RV 1.126.7, Lopamudra (RV 1.179.1-6), Apala (VIIL.91.1-7), Kadru
(I1.6.8), Visvavara (V.28.3), Ghosa (X.39), Juht (X.109), Yami (X.10), Sarama (X.108),
Ambhrni Vak (X.125), Paulomi (X.159), Jarita (X.142), Sraddha-Kamayani (X.151),
Urvasi (X.95), Ratri (X.127), Indramatar (X.153), Surya (X.85), Indrani (X.145),
Sarparajiii (X.189), Devajami (X.108), etc.

The names of Nodha (Samaveda, Purvarcika XIII.1), Sikatanivavari (SV,
Uttararcika 1.4), Gaupayana (SV, Uttararcika XXII.4), Akrstabhasa, etc. have been
recorded in the Samaveda as immortal singers, Romasa, the daughter of Brhaspati has
been described as brahmavadini®. In the AB", we have come across a maiden obsessed
by a gandharva who could instruct people (regarding performance of rituals) in case
of doubt. The BU™ records names of Gargi and Maitreyi who also had the epithet
brahmavadini before their names. The Brhad-devata has enumerated a long list of
twenty-seven women seers. From this long queue of female scholars/savants, we can
rightly infer that they underwent some sort of training under the able guidance of
teachers who might have been their fathers, brothers or husbands because parents had
desire for learned daughters also. In this connection, we may mention here the custom
of performing an interesting ritual with a desire to have a daughter who would be a
learned lady™.

Participation in Sacrifice :

Not only they were scholars and composers of hymns, but they were also regular
participants in the sacrifices of their husbands'. The SB' has declared wife as the
integral part of sacrifice. Accoring to Panini'®, the word patni denotes her special
connection with her husband's sacrifice. Her presence is so much important that the
person became eligible for sacrifice only when he had his wife by his side". The TB"
has expresed unwillingness of gods to accept offerings from an unmarried person. Both
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the husband and wife had to undergo a special type of initiation and take equal part in
the entire procedure®. In the context of Horse Sacrifice, the SB* along with the king
has assigned different duties to the four queens also. Not only they participated in
sacrifice physically, but they uttered Vedic hymns also?'. At the time of marriage, bride
also had to utter some mantras. Gobhila®? prescribes that when the bride pushes forward
with her foot a mat, the bridegroom should make her utter the hymns: "may the way,
which my husband goes by, be also assigned to me." In the Kathaka Grhyasutra®, it is
said that the anuvaka beginning with "sarasvati predamate”, etc. should be recited by
hoth the husband and wife. In the srastararohana ritual of Agrayanest*, both the
husband and wife had to utter Vedic mantras; and harvest sacrifices could be performed
by women alone®. As regards daily domestic rites,Gobhila* instructs the wife to offer
the evening bali.

Investiture of Holy-thread (Upanayana) :

Now the question is, whether upanayana was ever performed for women? AV's
reference to girls' marriage only after the completion of their brahmacarya”, their
=ligibility and active participation in sacrifices indicate that system of girls' investiture
»f sacred thread was prevalent since Vedic period. However, Smrtikaras opine
differently on this point. Most orthodox Manu®, was in favour of girls' upanayana just
‘or the sanctification of their body, without uttering any mantra. But regarding
serformance of other rituals of upanayana (e.g. tending of fire, celibacy, begging of
2lms, etc.) he opined differently”®. However, Yamasamhita and Haritasamhita quoted
n the Samskaraprakasa and Smrtiandrika® gave a verdict that just like boys, upanayana
was obligatory for girls. By the term purakalpa, most probably Smrtikara wanted to
mean Vedic age. Yama said that girls were entitled for thread ceremony, they studied
Vedas and uttered gayatri.

Harita® observed two types of girl students of that period: (1) brahmavadini
the student of sacred lore) and (2) sadyovadhi (girls direct given to marriage). The
“ormer were entitled for upanayana. They studied Vedas, tended fire and begged alms
within their house. Girdle of munja-grass was prescribed for them. But system of
wearing matted hair or deerskin was not applicable for them. Normally, they were taught
s their fathers, uncles or brothers®. In this connection (as an exception), here we may
. mention Bhavabhiiti's description of society where nun Kamandaki learnt at the feet
« teacher®® with other male students. Normally, these brahmavadinis did not marry;
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therefore, could be compared with naisthika brahmacari (lifelong celibate). As an
exception to this general rule, Maitreyi's name may be cited here, who inspite of being
married was considered as brahmavadini. The latter group was sadyovadhil, who were
given to marriage after performing a brisk ceremony of upanayana®; and they migh
be compared to upakurvana brahmacaris, who after the completion of their studies.
rendered some token honorarium to the teacher and accordingly left gurukula for
entering next stage of life. The education of sadyovadhiis comprised the study of
important Vedic hymns necessary for usual prayers and sacrifices. Music and dance
also were taught to them.

It is surprising to note that Harita has indirectly indicated the age fo their
upanayana also. According to Harita's injunction quoted in Sarmskaraprakasa®, girls
education, convocation, everything was to be completed before the approach of their
puberty, which indicates that brahmavadini women had their upanayana performed in
the 8" year from conception. Then they studied Vedic lore and finished student-hood
at the age of puberty. It is interesting to note that in the context of convocation
(samavartana), the AGS* has mentioned the process of girls' anointment also.

This system of girls' upanayana was prevelant up to Sutra period. Gobhila®,
the renowned author, ha stated that the bridegroom catches hold of bride's hands, who
has been invested with holy thread and utter the hymn ‘somo dadat gandharvaya'. The
MBh*® also has referred to a brahmin who invested Kunti with holy thread and taught
her Atharvasiras mantra of Veda. Even in the 7® century, Bana* has referred to
Mahasveta whose body was sanctified with brahmasutra.

Though nowadays this system has become obsolete in the Indo-Aryan branch
of Aryan family but it is prevalent in the Iranian branch of Aryans. Even today in the
Zoroastrian families, maidens undergo upanyana ceremony termed as navzot', which
has been explained as new birth in the Avesta.

Attainments of the Women Savants/Teachers :

It is interesting to note that girls' carrer was not confined in their student-hood.
Names of women savants, e.g. Gargi, Maitrey1 have been recorded in the Upanisads
who were renowned dialecticians. In later texts also we find some names who
themselves were teachers. In the context of daily rsitarpana, the AGS* has mentioned
a host of women teachers (e.g. Gargi Vacaknavi, Vadava Pratitheyi, Sulabha Maitrey1)
to whom water libations were offered.
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The terms Vahvrci, Kathi, Kalapt meant the scholars who were well-versed 1n
Vedas of Vahvrca, Katha or Kalapa tradition. The Mahabhasya*' teaches formation of
acarya and upadhyaya to mean lady-teachers and not merely the wife of teacher
(upadhyayani). Further, Mahabhasya* has stated how and why a brahmin woman was
called Api$ala (the lady teacher proficient in the grammar of Apisali), which indicates
that woman were proficient grammarians also. In course of time, a new horizon, i.e.
Mimarhsa was open to them. Though it was a difficult subject and drier than Mathematics,
lady students took keen interest in it and in course of time, they became renowned with
the appellations like 'Kasakrtsna brahmani’ (lady who was proficient in the Mimamsa
text belonging to Kasakrtsna School) or Audamedha® (the student of Audamedhi who
herself was a Mimarnsa teacher). With the advancement of days, they took interest in
the study of other branches of Philosophy. Such was the case of Yajhavalkya's wife
Maitreyi, who could ignore all the worldly assets just to get comprehensive knowledge
of Ultimate Truth/Immortality from her husband*. In this connection, we may refer to
another competent philosopher Gargi Vacaknavi, who by joining philosophical
tournament held at Janaka's court put forth a series of questions to Yajiiavalkya®. Her
questions were so subtle and esoteric in character that Yajfiavalkya refused to discuss
it and stopped her by saying "ma'ti praksih gargi ma te murdha vyapaptat”.
Vocational Training :

Apart from lessons on Vedic studies,grammar and philosophical problems, some
vocational training also were given to women. Existence of some female vocations
mentioned in the VS and TB* in the context of Purusamedha) proves the validity of
the fact. For example, name of vidalakari (basket-maker), kantakikari (thorn-worker),
kosakari (scabbard-maker), anjanakari (ointment-maker), pesSaskari (female
embroiderer), vasahpalpili (landeress), sirl (weaver), rajayitri (dyer), upalapraksini
grinder of corns) can be mentioned. Existence and development of so many small-
zroup cottage-industries must have required some sort of methodical training, existence
»f which can only be supposed in the absence of direct evidence from Vedas. Further,
‘rom the SB "fad va etat strinam karma yad arnasitram karma" (12.7.2.11) it appears
that cultivation of crafts like sewing, knitting, etc. was mainly fixed for women.

Cultivation of Fine Arts :

Besides, fine arts like vocal music, dancing, etc. were mainly cultivated by
adies. Brahmana* texts frequently mention that singing and dancing were womanly
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pastime, their partiality to these arts has been distinctly expressed in the SB*. They
can be easily won over by one who can sing and dance.It seems that women, i.e. wives
of Samvedic priests were formerly entrusted with the singing of Sama chants in
sacrifices. Later on, they were replaced by their husbands. The SB* states: the Udgatrs
actually perform the duties of their wives (in singing Sama chants).

Military Training :

Apart from these, it is striking to note that the adventurous steps of Vedic women
led them to martial field also. References to the female soldiers®, women's involvement
in war', their heroic feats make us suppose that they were provided some military
training also. Not only they were able to protect themselves, but in times of emergency,
they faced enemy soldiers also. The statement of a puzzled Aryan soldier "striyo hi
dasa ayudhani cakre" (RV 5.30.9) indicates that in the Army, there was female squad
also. In this connection, we may mention the name of Mudgalani** who drove the
chariot of her husband and helped him to encounter with enemy. The RV* describes
her courageous heroic feats in the battlefield where she defeated thousands of soldiers.
Vispala, the queen of king Khela, is another example who was severely wounded in
the battle and undergone a surgery in her leg*. Thus, heroic feats of confident ladies
and their competence in warfare have been traced since the time of Rgveda. Later on,
Pataiijali®® has mentioned Saktikis (ladies proficient in throwing lances) in his
Mahabhasya. Lady security guards of Mauryan king Candragupta's palace have been
referred to in the travel accounts of Megasthenes.

Conclusion :

In spite of this high-class enlightnment and elevation, gradually position of
women became worse and worse. As a consequent result of repeated foriegn attacks,
various types of social detriments were being noticed. In order to check this social
deterioration and to maintain the purity of our own heritage and family traditions,
orthodox schools started imposing series of restrictions on women. As a result, in the
Dharmasiutras (especially in Manusamhita and Yajaavalkyasarmhita) women were
assigned a position of dependence. Even women of higher class came to be looked
upon as equal to Sidras so far as Vedic studies and several other maters were concerned.
Most probably, Sayana's rejection of girls' right to the Vedic studies is also a reflection
of the same thing.
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