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PREFACE

The definition of a good woman according to the Apas-

tamba DharmasUtra (I.10.51-53) is one "Who pleases her

husband, gives birth to male children and never speaks back

to her husband".

Much has been written on women in ancient India, espe-
cially on the one who pleases her husband and nevér Speaks
back to him i.e., the wife. But, surprisingly,considgring
that themes of motherhood and sexual reproduction are cen-
tral to peoples' conception about women, little attention
has been devoted to the one who gives birth to male chil-
dren,the'mother,barring the article of Sukumari Bhattac-
harji.By and large historians have tacitly tended to accept
the conventionalized eulogy bf motherhood found in the epics

and Dharmadistras and other brahmanical texts. Thus, moth-

erhood came to be regarded as '"constant'", as unchanging and
immutable through the centuries and, therefore, not the
proper subject of historical investigation . I was first

attracted to the subject by the apparent contradiction in

(1)



the tradition that offered a formal eulogy of motherhood,
but, continued to relegate to the background the WOMAN as

the mother and the experiential aspect of motherhood. I

turned to the Mahabharata, and used the Dharmadistras as
suppertive evidence in an attempt to find an answer to this

duality in brahmanical attitude.

During the course of my research I found the staff of
the Nehru Memorial Library (Teen Murti), The Archaeologicéi
Survey of India Library and the Jawaharlal Nehru University
Library, to be extremely helpful and sc they deserve aeword
6f‘gratitudé. My deep appreciation to thexmanagement and
staff of Arpan Photostat for giv¥ing the final shape.to my

dissertation.

I intend to utilise this opportunity to ackncwledge my
debts to Professor Romila Thapar, whose class lectures and
stimulaiing discﬁssion sessions reinforced my interest in
anéient Indian history, to Dr. Patricia Uberci, who initiat-
ed me into the subject of Women's Studies, and to Dr. Uma
Chakravarty{ whom I have never met, but'whose articles

-

confirmed my suspicions of the phallocentrism of ‘historical



discourse on ancient India. I also include special word of
thanks for my parents, for all my friends, especially
- Reeti, and of course Subho, who tried his intellectual -best

to wean me back from the supposedly "feminist path".

And a very special word of gratitude for my supervisor
Kunal Chakrabarti for his constant encouragemént and faith
in me, and for his inexhaustible patience which I have often

severely tested.

However, I wish to emphasise that I am solely responsi-

ble for all the errors and omissions.

*

16th June, 1993 %UE.B.R. 5
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION: ON WOMEN, THE MOTHER AND THE MAHABHARATA

la. )In the Book of Genesis the Lord said to woman -

"I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy conception,

in sorrow thy shall bring forth Children and thy desire

shall be to thy husband and he shall rule over_ thee".

Biblical mythology, by identifying the woman as the
original Fsinner', attempted to provide a kind of Jjustifi-
cation for her subordination to male authority and her
exclusion from high status occupations and positions of

power. But with the rise of "feminist consciousness",

Women themselves started becoming aware of the asymmetries

~

of power opportunities and situations that have universally
marked their fortunes. Imbued with such consciousness they
began to confront the universality of women's subordination
and oppression and realise, that, whatever the power and

status accorded to women in a given culture, they, in com-

1

\

1. Used in the same sense as by Keohane and Gelphi in N.

. Keohane, M. Rosaldo and Gelphi{eds). Feminist Theory :

Hy

A Critique of Ideology. Harvester Press, U.K, 1982,
"Introduction", where they distinguish between three

types of consciocusness ~ feminist, female and feminine.



parison to men, have always been devalued as the "second
sex."2 Attention was focussed on the pervasive pattern of
subordination that have prevented the development of w;man
kind. The oppression of women was seen. both as a material
reality -originating in material cohditions.and as a psycho-
logical phenomenon, a function of the wéy women and men
vperceive one another and themselves.3 Different causes were
attributed to the exploitation of women. Some suggested
biological reductionism and argued that sexual division éf
labour and inequality between sexes is determined to some
4

degree by the biological differences between men and women.

Others argued that gender roles are culturally determined

2. The term has been borrowed from Simone de Beauvoir's
The Second Sex. Picador ' Publications, London
1988 (reprint) where she reiterates that since patriar-
chal times women have been forced to occupy a secondary
place in relation to men. She says, "...Thus humanity
is male and man defines women not in herself but as
‘'relative to him... she is defined and differentiated
with reference to man ... she is the Incidental, the
Inessential as opposed to the Essential. He is the
Subject, he is Absolute and she is the Other." pg.16.

3. C.Kahn & G.Green (eds) Making a Difference; Feminigﬁ
Literary Criticism. Routledge, London, N.York, 1985,

pg.3-5.

4. Simone de Beauvoir, implied biological determinism when
she said "They are women in virtue of their anatomy &
physiology ... hence their dependency is not the result
of a historical event or a social change. It was not
something that occurred ...." op.cit. pg. 18.

{



and the inequality between sexes stem from socially con-

structed power relationships|

Thus the Women-'s Liberation Movemnent came into exist-
ence in the late 1960's and early 1970's which began to
protest against what was perceived as a millennia of cultur-
al subordination of women and their sexuality to the needs
and fantasies of men. Feminists sought tc liberate women
from the structures that contributed to their margiﬁaliza-
tion and so feminism came to assume the hues of a political
discourse, whose aim was not only to reinterpret the world,
but to change the world itself. Fighting for “change",
feminists put forth strong arguments for a different‘past
without which the concebt of a different future cculd not be
achieved. To discover and create a history both for women
and for their intellectual and practiéal struggle became the

prime task.?

| It was while formulating a history that would validate
their struggle, feminists discovered what has been called

the 'invisibility' of women in traditional historiography.6

5. ‘A. Oakley and J. Mitchell (eds) What is Feminism? Basil
Blackwell, Oxford, 1986 pg.l.

6. U. Chakravarty and K. Roy "Breaking out of Invisibili-~
ty." in S. Jay Kleinberg (ed) " Retrieving Women's

" History" Berg/ Unesco/, Oxford/ Paris. 1988.py.319.



Becausé of a general tendency to identify men with humanity,

and the association of men with social roles of dominance

and authority, previocus histories have treated women as
theoretically uninteresting. Their exclusion as actors in
history probably stemmed from the traditional focus of
history writing, which was till recently, concerned with
those who wielded power.7 Thus, women &id not figure in any
énalysis of wars that women did not fight or in any accounts
of parliaments in which they did not sit or of empires they
~did not conquer.8 But sometimes,‘when women did exercise
power, they were seen as deviants or manipulators or. at
best exceptions.fUmé Chakravarty and Kﬁmkum Roy point out
the distortions that occur in such situations. For example,

when women have wielded power, they haVe usually been deni-

This notion is quite similar to that of Foucault who
felt that the invisibility of women in history was
linked to the question of power. Because of continued
subordination women were denied status as historical
actors and the historical discourse that denied women
visibility also perpetuated their subordination and
their image of passive recipients of other's acts,
cited in ibid., pg. 15.

S." Jay Kleinberg (ed) Retrieving Women's History,
op.cit,pg.3. A similar view 1is expressed by Gerda .
Lerner in her book "The Majority finds its Past
Placing Women in History", Oxford University Press,
London, 1979, when she says as long as "the transmis-
sion and experience of power" is its prime focus as
long as "war and politics are seen as more significant
to history ..... than childrearing, women will remain
marginalised and invisible." pg. 160-67.




grated by their contémporary male world, as is evident from

- the treatmenf of Didda (in Kalhana's R3jatarahgini), of
Razia Sultan by the medieval chrohiclers and subsequent
historians, and in the depiction of Noorjahan as extrémely
manipulative and power'hungry. In contrast, women who com-
binea motherhood with governance are perceived to be less
threatening and are often mythified, like Rani Lakgml Bai
and Chéndbibi.9}Moreover, even when the domain of history
was broadened beyond the study of wars and parliaments, it
étill remained biased because of the phallocentric world
view of the historian. To cite a few‘examples, traditional
social histories on labour tend to concentrate on the activ-
ities of male trade unions and traditiohal economic histo-
ries on‘agriculture neglect women's role in it. Thus, tradi-
tional history has predominantly remained a record of male

experience, written by men, from a male perspective.

While seeking to explain the prolonged invisibility of
women in history Marxist feminists focussed on the relation-
ship between capitalism and the sexual division of labour

and pointed out that the ideology of separate spheres, with

9.

These examples are taken from Us. Chakravarty and K.
Roy's article 'In Search of our Past' Economic ang

Political Weekly, Vol. 23, No.18, April 1988, pg.W7.



)the male being identified with production and public activi-
ty and the female with reproduction and domestic activity
led to a devaluation of woman's activities that rendered her
unsuitable as a historical subject, as an égent of change.
Oﬁhers,.basing themselves on Jacques Lacan, felt that wom-
an's historical invisibility stemmed from her symbolic
association with lack and 10554 with the threat p?sed by
feminity to unified male subjectivity, with the status of
the female as the Other.l9 Feminists, following Ortner,
accounted for the pan cultural devaluation of women,by
referring to their symbolic association with "nature" and of

vmen with "culture" or as Ortnerhputs ity "women are seen as
being closer to nature than men"1ll because of their repro-
ductive physioloéy and the social roles associated with it.

Mén's activities are deemed cultural for "he creates rela-
vtively lasting, eternal, transcendent objects while women

wl2 ang therefore, his activities

7/

are felt to be the proper subject of historical discourse.

creates only perishables,

10. S. Jay Kleinberg (ed) op cit., pg. 15.

11. Sherry Ortner, "Is Female to Male as Nature is to Cul-
ture" in M. Rosaldo and L. Lampere (eds) Woman, Culture
and Society. Stanford University, Stanford; 1974.

pg.73.

12. ibid.,pg.75.

~



Clxous developed the binary OppOSltlonS between male and
fenale even further as (1) Activity/ Passivity, (2) Sun/Moon,
(3) Culture/Nature, (4) Day/Night, (5} Father/Mother, (6)
Head/Emotions, (7) Logos/Pathos, (8) Intelligence/Sensitivi-
ty 13 ang attempted to make clear the extent to which the
ﬁasculine subject has relegated wogen.to the negative pole
of his hierérchiés, associating her with the category ‘of
'not man', that prop up his claim to centrality. History

also became a casualty of this phallocentrism.

1b. Thus, the rising criticism direcfed against traditional
history led to the gradual realisation that the task of a
hiStorian also included an effort to recover the female
experience, to revive the buried and neglected female past.
This prompted the recognition of gender as an important
category of historical analysis. In fact, Joan Kelly pro-
pdsed thatlwe regérduthe social relationship of sexes és a

- fundamental category of historical thought.14 However,

. 13. "Toril Moi, Sexual Textual Politigs, Methuen, London and
New York, 1985. pg.104.

14. Joan Kelly : 'Women, History and Theory; the Essays of
Joan Kelly : University of Chicago, Chicago, 1984. P9,
XIX



Eiizabeth fox Genovesel® provides a word of caution while
reiterating the importance of including women iﬂ history.
She feels that to overcbme the historiographical lacunae one
cannot simply counterpose an alternative history based on
female subjects, for such ghettoization would serve only to
" replicate the construction of female aéltﬂe 'other' which
aiready pervades official histories. Thus, the effort should
be directed not towards a women's history, but, to situate
women in history. Gender cannot be regarded as the fundamen-
tal category of historical analysis but as a category of

~ historical analysis.

The importance of gender as a category of historical
analysis cannot be denied. It opens up vistas for a new
persbectivelon the past. It helps in the exploration, and
conceptualization of a whole range of ‘human activities that

had previously been excluded. It encourages historians to

rethink accepted conventions about periodization 16 and it

150

Elizabeth Fox Genovese : 'Placing Women's History in

History' New Left Review, No.33, May/June 1982, pg. 1-
15. '
16. Joan Kelly, op.cit. pg.XX, 2,3. where she questions the

notion that western civilization has moved from repres-
sive to more liberating structure, by analysing women's
status in the periods of so called progressive change.
like the Renaissance and French Revolution, when actu-
ally women tended to become subject to more restric-
tions. -



helps to transform ones understanding of social change. It
incorporates women's experience, perceptions and contribu-

tions to culture and civilization along with men.

lc. \In India, surprisingly, waman have featured quite
‘ prominently in historical writing, particularly where- the
anciént‘period is concerned. Clarisse Baderl’ was the first
to do a full length study in 1867 and it was\followed up and.
elaborated by A. S. Altekarl®, Padmini Senguptalg, M.A.

1

Indra2®, shakuntala Rao Shastri?l among others.|

The first part of Bader's book included a short section
on the role of women in religion, drawn from Vedic and
Dharmagastraic ‘sources, and then proceeded to describe
women in ancient India as wives, daughters and widows. Her

basic contention was that the position of women was high in

17. Clarisse Bader,Women in Ancient India : Moral and

Literary Studies,Anmol .Publications, New Delhi,
(Reprint).
18. A.S. Altekar , The Position of Women in Hindu Civiliza-

tion. Motilal Banarsidas, New Delhi. 1962 (3rd ed.).

19. P. Sengupta , The Story of Women in India, Indian Book"

House. New Delhi. 1974.

20. M.A.Indra, The_Status of Women in Ancient India, Moti-

lal Banarsidas, Delhi, 1955 (2nd ed).

21. S. R. Shastri , Women in the Vedic age. Bharatiya Bidya

Bhavan, Bombay, 1952.



the Vedic age. The situation éhanged with Manq.gnd the real
fall in the status of women came with the rise of the Krsgna
Cult. The second parﬁ baéed on the epics and classical
Sanskrit literature, picked up prominent women characters and
described ﬁheir "gfeé£ness"22.\Though the book is one of the
first of its kind, it suffers from several shortcomings. It
is bland and .unanalytical, exhipiting a total dependence on
the translation of ancient Indian sources and the acceptance'

of these sources in toto?3.

24

Bader's approach was unabashedly romantic and with her

began the tendency to glorify the ancient past as the golden

22. On SIt3 she says, " where could there be found that

sweet mixture of love and chastity .... passionate
devotion, dignity, faithfulness to duty which make Sita
the ideal model of womanly perception". Bader op.cit.,

pPg.222. On Damayanti and Savitril she says "Both rising
above the fear of misfortune, above the fear of death
.in their devotion to those whose existence they had

vowed to share".pg. 300.

23. To give a few examples she says "Everywhere bursts
forth in the Vedic Hymn the sympathetic respect of the

arya for women". ibid.,pg.49 or when she says

hymns ‘to the God of gambling worthily describe the

ascendancy of the wife". ibid.,pg.50.

24. Bader, op cit., pg 69. To give one example, Bader tends

to eulogise even satili seeing it as awe inspiring,

expression of women's ability to go "beyond the bounds

of the required."

10



age 6f India's womanhood?®. This tendency reached its climax
under Altekar and subsequently became the norm. Bader was
deeply inflﬁenced by Max Muller, for whom ancient India had
become a sort of utopia for romantic imaéination and thus
both of them contributed to the creation of an Aryan golden
age where men were free, brave and fearless and women

learned, free and cultured.

But it was Altekar who first cornducted a serious and
empirically well-grounded study on the status and position
of women in ancient India. But he,too, relied on Vedic and
Dbarmaéastraic sources with occasional references from
seculér literature. His intention was to study the position
of womén from prehistoric times to the present day as this
was regarded as the vital indicator of the level of civili-
zation achieved by the Hindu Society25. He first discussed
the various stages in the life of a woman such as childhood,

marriage, widowhood etc., and followed it up with a discussion

of the rights enjoyed by women.

25. For example, she says, "Even though the birth of a
daughter was not exactly welcome she was lovingly
treated and shielded by her mother's solitude and
assured of the protection of the father and mother."
Bader, ibid.,pg.23.

26. Altekar, op.cit., pg. 1.

11



/ﬁe explained that in ali ancient patriarchal societies
the birth of a daughter was unwelcome as she had no fighting
valué, while the_son”wés a permanent economic asset?”, But,
this was not so in the Vedic and Upanig adic ages as "eul-
. tured parents were often as aﬁxious fof daughters as they
were for sons, as daughters could be initiated in to Vedic
studies and were entitled to offer sacrifices?®. But later,
when ;ncestor worship became popular, child marriage came
into vogue, and levirate and widow remarriage were banned,
passages on the undesirability of daughters crept into the
epics and the Brahmanas for "to become a daughter's parent
"became gn endless source of misery and worry."2? Thus, these
péssages were not the result of a hatred for her sex, but,
the result of the "all engrossing anxiety to see that she
was well placed in life."30 ge repeatedly eéﬁhasised the

education imparted to girls in the Vedic period31 and the

freedom enjoyed by women for they were allowed toc attend

27. ibid.,pg.3.
28. ibid.,, pg.4.
29. Altekar, op.cit., pg.5.

30. ibid., pg.6

~

31, ibid., pg. 9-12. He gives the names of several ~educat-

ed women like Apal3, Gargi, Didd3a, Prabhdbati Gupta.

A}

12



dramatic and public performances.32 \

Discussing marriage and divorce, he reiterated the

importance of marriage for women33 which till the 5th cen-
tury B.C. was conducted after the attainment of puberty, ahd
argued that divorce was permitted under certain
circumstances.34 He felt that in the Veaic and Epic periods
the wife was treated with utmost courtesy and her position
was~one_of "honorable subordination"3® and fortunately for
him in ancient times Hindu wives always lived up to the
1deal of Sit33® and savitri. on the question of widowhood he
‘'suggested that widow }emarriage and-niyoga37 existed in the
Vedic age, while satl did not, gaining a firm footing only

around 1000 A.D. Thus, he concluded, that till 300 B.C. the

32. ibid., pg. 15.

33. ibid.,Apg. 29, "Marriage determines the fate of a womgn

to a much more greater extent than it does the desti-
nies of man." or in pg.33 "there are more pitfalls in

the path of an unmarried womAn than those in the way of
an unmarrled man." ‘

34. ibid., 'pg. 83.

35. Altekar op;citq pg. 93.

36. - ibid., pg. 105.

37. Altekar appears uncomfortable with the concept bf

niyoga, condemning it as a "relic of barbarism." pg.
149. '

13



position of the widow was quite satisfactory, her only

disadvantage being her inability to inherit property]

{

Altekar said little on the question of women's partici-

pation in public 1life, devoting himself instead to the

institution' of purdah, which according to him did not exist

e{%ior to 100 B.C. and became established in the Hindu society

only

38

with the advent of muslim rule He emphasised women's

high religious status in the vedic age because of her

ability to participate in sacrifices.3? He remained patently

uncomfortable while dealing with the issue of the property

rights of women. Beyond giving an elaborate description of

stridhana, 49 he cursorily dealt with the proprietary rights

of women and concluded by noting the gradual improvement in

such

rights for women, particularly among the widow.?1

‘Thus, Altekar concluded that in ancient India women

were held in high esteem. He cited such examples as the
38. Altekar, op.cit., pg.166, 175. He does not offer any_

39.

40.

41.

explanation for the gradual development of this insti-
tution. '

ibid., pp. 197-99.
Altekar, op.cit., pg.231. He says, "This history of
Stridhana is undoubtedly a proud & glorious chapter in
the story of Hindu civilization."
ibid., pg-277.

14



prohibition on killing of womén, her exemption from ferry
tax, etc., and explained the derogatory references to women
as exceptions. This began to decline around 300 A.D. when
certain "evil practices" like satl, child marriage, aboli-
tion of widow remarriage etc., crept in, though he does not
éxplain why such customs did creep in. Altekar's views
becaﬁe the accepted model whenever. the question of women in
ancient Ihdia came up for discussion in subsequent writings.
Historians stuck to his basic precepts, with minor altéra-

tions, for a long time.

R.C Dutt argued that there was a complete lack of

42

unhealthy restrictions on women®*4, child marriage was not

?
t43 44 and con-

prevalen , and window remarriage was popular

cluded that Hindu women held an honourable place in society
since the beginning. However, he elaborated on an idea that -
was only implicit in Altekar when he categorically attribut-

ed the subsequent deterioration in the status of Hindu

42. R.C. Dutt, The Early Hindu Civilization, Punthi
Pustak,Calcutta, 1963 (4th ed.),pg.60

43, ibid., pg.61.

44, ibid., pg. 65.

15



women, to muslim invasion.45‘Prof.Indra, on the other hand,
acknowledged the limitation of the sources and attempted to
show what he called the “good' énd “bad' sides of the pic-
ture though he agreed that in the Vedic age women were not
"morally low creatures", and enjoyed equal religious
fights.46 Even in the epic age she remained the centre of
domestic life; the pivot of the entire social system, with
the deterioration occurring in the Dharmadistraic period.
Thus, he too agreed (with Altekar) on the highest virtueg of
nggg womanhood, which lifted society to a high state of
culture.4? s.R. sastri concéntrated\qnly én the position of

women in the Vedic age. Though she distinguished between

48 she more or

the Rg Vedic age and the Atharva Vedic age,
less reiterated the views of Altekar on the high position of
women in the earlier period, though she admitted that some

deterioration may have taken place in the later Vedic peri-

od.

45. ibid., pg.150-51. He says: "Absolute seclusion and re
straint are not Hindu customs ... were unknown in India
till Mohammedan times".

46. M.A. Indra, op cit, pg.2-3.

47. ibid., pg. 21.

48. S.R. Sastri, op.cit., pg. 57-58.

16



This notion, of a glorious epoch fo£ India's womenhood
becane so:established, that even those writing in the late
sixties, like Padmini Sengupta, continued to reinforce this
notion.by stating: "The golden age for women lasted from 400
B.C. to 600 A.D."49 Thus, there emerged in the historiogra-
phy on women a particular point of view, subsequentiy called
the "Altekarian parééigm."so Though historians differed
regarding the onset ofqthe deterioraticn and the reasons forv 4
it, they stuck to the‘basicbpremise that women had enjoyed a

golden past.

‘However, there are certain drawbacks of this paradigm
which make it unacceptable now. Most of the historians deal
with the category WOMEN as a single entity and, therefore,
presuppose womeﬁ to be a homogenous socio-cultural group.
Though Altekar vaguely refers to lower and upper classes of
society,51 the fact remains, that, these historians have
been unable to take into account the differences that must
have existgd between women of different castes, classés and '

regions.

49. P. Sengupta, op.cit., pg. 57-58.

50. 'Uma Chakravarty, "Beyond the Altekarian'Paradigm."
- Social Scientist, 1988.

51. Altekar, op.cit., pg. 42.

17



There is also a téndency of arbitary usage of fixed
dateé as watersheds where the history of women is con-
cerned. Altekar says child marriage began in 300 B.C.,52
post‘puber£y marriages ended in 5th century B.c.%3 and purdah
was unknown till 100 B.c.°? such fixed dates lead to a
theory of sudden and dramatic changes in the position of

women, without taking into account the longstanding socio-

‘economic factors responsible for them.

The Altekariaﬁ reconstruction of ancient Indian woman-
hood is entirely dependent on Brahmanical sources and a
total acceptance of them. This raises an important question
- whether the sources used can be accepted as true depic-
tions of ekisting social realities, i.e., what was the
relatiqnship between the normative and the historical? 1In
answer, it can be said that these sources are often "fanati-
cally prejudiced against women"55 and since they confine

themselves to the upper castes they provide a partial view

52. ibid., pg. 16.
53. ibid., pg. 48.
54. ibid., pPg.’ 91.

55. U.Chakravarty & K.Roy, "Breaking out of Invisibility"
in S.J.Kleinberg(ed), op.cit., pg. 319 ff.

18



from above.2® Moreover, these texts usually reflect theoret-
ical formulations, what should exist, and not what acfually
ekisted. The gap between textual theory and actual practice’
“is often highlighted by anthropological research.>’ Thus, to
accept a prescriptive literature written or compiled by a
braﬁmaqa male elite as totally expressive of the actual

experience of women is untenable. 8

‘It has also been pointed out that this historiography
exists almgst entirely within the context of Hinduism.59
This resulted\in a preoccupation with legal and religious
questions, such as, were widows allowed to marry ? did
child marriage exist ? etc., and aﬁ'obsession with the right
of women to perform sacrifices, as if, these were the only

‘indicators of the status of women in society. The social

position of women was analysed only in terms of her inclu-

56. U.Chakravarty, "Beyond the Alteka&arian paradigm."

op.cit.,, pg. 44-51.

57. Gombrich, 1971, quoted in Julia Leslie's “The Perfect

Wife, Oxford University Press, Delhi, 1989.

58. M. Mies, in Indian Women and Patriarchy, Concept Pub-
lishers, New Delhi, 1980, says that brahmanical sources

belong to the "Great Tradition" and, therefore,

attention should be given to oral traditions while

reconstituting a history of women. pg. 37-40.

59. While Dutt & Altekar openly state that they are con-
cerned with Hindu women, it is implicit in the works of

others.
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sion or exclusion in public assemblies and her right to
education. Thus, the perspective that emerged was confined
to viewing of women oﬁly in the context of the family6o, as
a daughter, wife or a widow. She was defined almost entire-
ly in relative terms, that centred around her relationship
with men. Even if women's reproductive faculties lead to a
simple identification of women with family, such studies
still did not shed light on the powers they derived from
membership to the family, the power relations within fami-
lies, etc., and instead remained a description of the var-
ious stages in a womaﬁ's iife. But these stages were alsé
incompletely described, for none of the historians undertook
an anaylais of the position of the mother beyond commenting
on the exalted status she is supposed to have occupied.6} So
motherhood was regarded as a constant and, therefore, not

worthy of discussion.

The Altekarian kind of historiography also displays
an inherently communal bias, for there is a tendency to
attribute all evils that crept into the Hindu society and

led to a deterioration in the status of women, to the advent

60. U.Chakravarty, Beyond the &Altekarian ©Paradigm',
op.cit., pg. 44.

61. Altekar, op.cit., pg. 101. |
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of the muslims in India. R.C. Dutt is quite vehement on this
issue.®? such an implicit assumption is also to be found in
Altekar when he says that purddah came to be established with
Muslim rule, partly as a protection for womén folk from the
covetous eyes of an unscrupulous soldiery and partly as é

result of the imitation of the manners of the conquerors,63

or when he says, that, sati came to be established by 1000
A.D.%% 1t was repeatedly streésed that the position of women
had undergone no serious deterioratiqn:in south India which
remained relatively free from Muslim influence.®® Aall this
was part of an attempt to absolve the Hindu Civilization of .
the responsibility of deterioration in the position of women

by making an external factor account for it.

This historiography does uot address the questions of (
economic rights of women and the role‘of women in the econo-
my. This issue does not figufe at all in the boéks of S. R.
Shastri, P. Sengupta and R. C. Dutt and even Altekar con-

fined himself to giving an elaborate description of Stridha-

62. R.C Dutt, op.cit, pg. 150.
63. Altekar, op cit, pg. 175.

64. ibid., pg. 128.

65. R.Mukherjee in Tara Ali . Baig{ed), "Women of India".
Government of India, N.Delhi, 1958, pg. 9 » s
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na, and a cursory description of the proprietary rights of_
women. In fact he advocated the denial of patrimony to
ﬁnmarried daughters,66 and justified the non-ownership of
landed property by women in ancient India.®’ Altekar d}s—
cusses the economic role of women only when he establishes a
link between the emergence of the £Gdras as a servile class
and the decline in the position of women, but, remains

entirely insensitive to the role of women as producers, and

as a factor in production.

Also, the existing historiography seems to hold women
themselves responsible for the changes that occurred in
their status. For example, it is said that women were ex-
cluded from Vedic studies because "it suited them to be busy
with household chores",68 or thag prefpuberty marriages were
| | 69

introduced due to women's entry into the Buddhist Sanghas

or that women's exclusion from sacrifices was due to the

66. Altekar, op.cit., pg. 246.
67. -ibid. , pg. 339.

68. P. Sengupra, op.cit., pg. 68.
- 69. Altekar, op.cit., pg. 55-56.

\
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~favourite non Aryan wife'.’® Thus,

these histories have

internalised and, therefore, reflect an inherently patriar- -

chal bias and a strong belief in biological determinism,

71

Uma Chakravarty explains the particular bias of Altekar

(which continued in the later works) as symptomatic of a

period, when the past'was dramatically reconstituted by

bringing into sharp focus the need of the people for a

different self image than the one they held of themselves.

72

The need for a new self(imagé arose to counterpose the

one with which the British tried to emphasise their superior
morality and which highlighted the contemporary low status
of women among the subject population73. Thus, the emphasis

on the high position of women in ancient India arose in the

70. ibid., pg. 345. Altekar explains that increasing,
marrlages between Aryan males and non Aryan women and
the elevation of the non Aryan wife to the position of
the favourite led to the participation of the non Aryan
wives in sacrifices, which could not be condoned. So,
it was decided to exclude women altogether.

71. ibid., pg. 3,28.

72. U.Chakravarty, "Whatever Happened to the Vedic Dasi?"

- in K.Sangari and S. Vaid(eds) Recasting women.. Essays
in Colonial History, Kalifor Women, New Delhi, 1989,
pg. 27-86. : ~

73. For example, Mill said: "Among rude people women are
generally degraded, among civilised people they are
exalted." quoted in S. Tharu and K. Lalita (eds) Women

Writing in India. Oxford University Press, New Delhi,
1993, pg. 46.
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context of colonialism and nationalism and contemporary evil
pfactices emphasised by the British were portrayed as
temporary aberrations which could be easily eliminated.
This is openly-stated by R.C.Dutt: "No nation held their
women in higher honour than the Hindus, but, the Hindus have

been misjudged and _wronged74" and is implicit the constant

5 6

and Indra7 , between the

comparisons undertaken by Altekar’
position of women in wegtern civilization and in ancient
Hindu civilization, to the advantage of the latter.
Thus, the parameters for the historical exploration of women
became rather limited. Two kinds of historiographical
trends emerged. The first was a kind of "compensatory"77
history in which hiétorians concerned themselves with por-
traying exceptional women such as those of Padmini Sengupta and
Bader, but achievement continued to be defined according to
the’standards of the male public world. The second was a

kind of women's history written with a political phrpose

which served to reinforce the concept of women as the

74. R. C. Dutt op.cit, pg. 150.

75. Altekér, og.cifq pg. 333.

76. Indra, oé.citv pg. 25.

77. Gerda Lerner quoted in C. Kahn and G. Green (eds)

Making a Difference; Feminist Literary Criticism,
Routledge, London and N. York, 1985. pg. 13.
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"other" implying as it did that women could not be situated
in histofy, but that a separate historical discourse had to

be created for them.

1D. Modern scholarship on women in ancient India, despite
fecognising the inadequacies of ‘the paradigms employed in
the past, have been unable to bring about a radical depar-
ture; Some, continued to feel that women in the Vedic age
enjoyed a high status "though things might not have been as
good as they are sometimes made out to pen’8 énd that there
had existed a time when the position of women was better
from which there occurred a gradual subordination.’® oOthers
remained pfeoccupied with family reiationships, the status
of women, the status of widows, rituals and samskaras8? and

repeated Altekarian explanations.81 This modern preoccupa-

tion with status, analysed in the categories of 'good' or,

i
i

78. Bimla Luthra, in B.R. Nanda (ed) Indian Women from
Purdah to Modernity, Radiant Publishers, N. Delhi 1990
(reprint) pg.2. . : -

79. This assumption is implicit in Gulati when she says
that deterioration in women's status occurred due to
Brahmanical austerities, foreign invasions, role of the
caste system, joint family and feudalism. S. Gulati,
Women and Society, Chanakya Publication, New Delhi,
1985, pg. 3. ' .

80. ibid.

81. ibid., pp. 22, 23.
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'bad' betrays an obsession with the question of equality/

inequality of sexes, whish in itself is a fallacious con-

cept, being a product of patriarshal ideology. But some -
attempts fo explore sew horizons can be found.\s. Bhattacha-

rji analyses the eulogy on motherhood in ancient India which
she feels might have been an "ideational and emotional
compensation for reality" and traces its socio-economic
roots, by showing how women came to be regarded as the human
counterpart of land in a partriarchally organised agricul-
83

tural society82. In another article on prostituion she

traces its socio-economic roots, the vilification of prosti-
tutes in literature, the economic and\social_status of
prostitutes and the development of the concept of women as
cﬁattels and commodities. Ranjana Kumari®? focusses on the
concept of femaleness under Hinduism and sees she total
insistence of brahmanical scriptures on wifely chastity,
fidelity and devotion, as a ﬁale attempt to retain control

over female sexuality. However, within such scholarship

there has emerged a tendency which views women as "passite

82. S. Bhattacharji, "Motherhood in Ancient India".  Econom-
ic and Political Weekly, Oct. 1990, pg. 50-57.

83. S. Bhattacharji, 'Prostituticn in Ancient India', ’
Social Scientist No. 165, Feb. 1987. )

84. Ranjana Kumari, Female Sexuality in Hinduism. Society
for Promoting Christian Knowledge, N. Delhi, 1988.
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victims" of oppression whereas Altekarian historiography saw
women as "passive recipients" of respect and veneration.
Thus, modern scholarship has been unable to establish new

paradigms for studying women in history/]

1E. In the context of the necessity of new approaches, an
area that remains largely unexplored is the realm of ideolo-
gy. In fact, Joan Kelly was one of the first to argue that,
if indeed, women were to be restored to their rightful place
in history, historians have to take into account the pre-
vailing ideology on women.8® Feminists have also argued
that in ofder to ﬁnéérth the structures of subordination of
women an analysis of the ideology on women would prove
useful. This is because all societies promote identitiés and
roles taken to be appropriate to genders which are depicted
as natural emanations of sexual differences. The ideology on
women subsumes these identities and roles and in fact, is
responsible for their expression and justificétion..Thus, it
perhaps, unconsciously and unknow}ngly perpetﬁates the

continued subordination of women and is the source of op-
{

85. Joan Kelly, Women History and Theory; the Essays of
Joan Kelly, Chicago University Press, Chicago, 1984.
She says,the regulation of female sexuality, women's
political and economic role and the role of women in
shaping the outlook of society should also be locked

into, pg. XIX.
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pression énd expioiﬁétionj Though ideology is often defined
as a set or system of symbols, beliefs and assumptions which
pertéin in some ways to social action and political prac-
tice8® such a simplistic definition ignores the ways in
which ideology about women serve to sustain relations of
sexuai domination by representing it as legitimate and
natural. This ideology serves to perpetuate the repressive
structures of sexual dominance, by positing that order as
natural and not cultural.87kAn analysis of this ideology
will help expose the structures of subordination of women
ahd reveal the extent to which women, and men, have been
conditioned by it.]Keeping this in mind, we wish to examine

the ideology on motherhood in ancient India, as depicted in

the MahEbhErata, and see in what ways 'mother' has been

projected as the social ideal, the origins and necessity of

this construct and its links with patriérchy.

86. Seliger, Gouldner and Hirst express this view according
to John B. Thompson, Studies in the Theories of Ideclo-

gy, Polity Press, Cambridge, 1984, pg. 73-148.

87. Ideology here is used in the sense of what Mannheim
.calls the particular conception of ideology, quoted in
Peter Burke, History of Social Theory, Polity Press,

Cambridge, 1992. pg. 95, 96.
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1F. /It can be argued that women have almost universally,
been defined in terms of a largely maternal apd domestic
role. "Elaboration of her reproductive functions shape her
sqcial rolé and psychology; they colour her cultural defini-
tionn.88 Thus, th; fhemes»of mbtherhoéd and sexuél reporduc-.
tion are central to the male conceptién of women. Not only
feminists, but also psychoanalysts, tesﬁify to the impér—
tance of this original>relationship; of the mother infant
dyad, for the developmént of subsequeni social relations and
describe it as a central factor in personality formation.8?
Ih India, too, mother has been a key cultural construct of
the Hindu kinship-system and has been so from the ancient
times. In fact, historical and religious tradition have had

a tendency to equate 'women' with mcther and view the birth

of a male child as an essential step in the parents' salva-

tion. An even superficial reading of the Dharmaéastras,
particularly Manu, makes us aware of the cultural valué and
imporﬁance bestoWed on women as mother. This pro-natalism of
Hinduism also found expresssion in the worship of the sacred

fertile cows, the linhgam, the yoni and in the proliferation

\

88. M. Rosaldo and L. Lampere (eds), op.cit., pg. 7-8.

89. §S. Kakar, The Inner World. Oxford University Press,
New Delhi, 1979. PP. 52, 54.
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of fertility cults. "Hindu society was of course not unique-

in revering motherhood as a moral, religious and even artis-
tic ideal but the absolute and all encompassing social
importance of motherhood, the ubiquitous variety of mother-
hood myths and the function of offspring in ritual and
religious life (as well as economic) gave motherhood in
Indian culture a particular incontrovertible legitimacy."90

The ideological dominance and cultural reverence of mother-

hood has continued even today, as is evident from ethno-

4

91

graphic studies, and from folktales which reaffirm the

status of the mother.

Surprisingly, however, inspite of motherhood being
considered the crucial factor in shaping the feminine iden-
tity in India, very rarely do accognts of mother child
relationships feature in classical mythology which has
instead tended to concentrate on the husband/wife relation-
ship. The only two exceptions are, perhaps, the Karna-Kuntl
relationship and the Krsna YaSoda relationship. But, in the

first, the interaction occurs when the child has become an

90. S. Kakar, ibid., pg. 78.

91. Paul Hershman, 'Virgin and Mother' in I.M Lewis

(ed)

Symbols and Sentiments, Academic Press, London, 1977.

pg. 270. ff.
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adult, more importantly a male adult, who occupies, by
virtue of his maleness, a higher position in society vis a
vis his mother. Thus, the traditional roles of dependent
child and a dominant mother are reversed and the child
interacts from an equal if not superior position. |As for
the K;§pa-Yaéod§ relationship, it too cannot be regarded as
the normative model, for, the diviﬁity of the child, K;épa,
is undeniable. Even classical Indian iconography rarely
represents the mother child dyad which is at variance with
the expressed ideology on motherhood. Usually goddesses are
depicted as either alone or with their spouses,i.e., - Hara
Gaur?d, Siva Parvati, Visnu Laksmi. (Parvatl with Gaqeéa a
common motif in calendar art, does not find any place ih
classical iconography). Rarely are they found in associétion
with children with the possible exception of Manasa?? who
is shown holding a child on her“lap. In fact among all the

terracotta seals and reliefs found, only one tefracotta seal

from Harappa and an early Gupta terracotta relief emphasise

92. B. C. Bhattacharya, The Brahmanic Iconography, Cosmc
Publications, N.Delhi, 1978, pg. 2¢.




the reproductive aspects of feminity.93 Keeping in mind this
lacunae the recovery of the percepfion of motherhood in’ the
past, and its implications fpf women, become all the more

important.‘

fWhile dealing wifh this problem I have restricted
myself to the realm of literature for literature is itself a
"discursive practice"?? whose conventions encode social
conventioné and afe ideologically compiicit. Literature not
oﬁly transmits ideologies and perceptions, it virtually
creates 1it, being a "mediating, moulding force 1in
society,"95 that structure our sense of the world. Litera-
ture remains a rich domain for gender studies, for, litera-
ture and mythology, by casting women in sexually defined

roles, reiterate the sense of women as the “other' and thus

93. J.M. Banerjea, The Development of Hindu Iconography,

University of Calcutta, Calcutta, 1941, pg. 104.

that the seal from Harappa shows a nude female figure,
with her legs wide apart and a plant issuing from her
womb, while the terracotta relief discovered by Mar-
shall from Bhita shows the female figure in the same

position, but with a lotus issuing from her neck.

94. T. Eagleton, Literary Theory ; An Introduction Univer-

sity of Minnesota, Minneapolis, 1985, pg. 205.

95. T. Hawkes, Structuralism and Semiotics, University of

California, Berkeley, 1977, pg. 56.
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become "the collective consciousness of patriarchy."96 So a
re-reading of literature makes possible the recovery of the

ideology on women.|

The choice of the Mahabharata needs little explanation.

The Mahabharata written over many centuries and incorporat-

ing materials of different kinds-mythic, legendary, didac-

tic, folk and of course brahmanical - was perhaps a genuine
¢

heroic poem in its original form, but, was subsequently

enlarged into an Indian, if not a Hindu cultural encyclope-

dia.l In fact, the Mah3dabharata can be said to embody the

97

abundance of India as a nation. It remains an inexhausti-

o

////ble mine for the investigation of religion, mythology,

legends, philosophy, law, custom and social and political

institutions. But more important than the historical core of

the Mah@bh3rata, its exquisite narration or its didactic
messages, is the influence the text has exerted and contin-

ues to exert over the minds of the pecple through the cen-

turies. Sukthankar testifies to the universality and immor-

96. Kate Millet quoted in M. Humme (ed), Feminist Criticism -
Women as Contemporary Critics, Harvestor Press, Sussex
11986, pg. 33. ’

97. R. Katz, Arjuna in the Mah3@bharta, Motilal Banarsidas,
New Delhi, 1990 (Indian ed.), pg.3.
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tality of the book,?® and says "whether we realise it or
not, we in India still stand under the spell of the Mah&bha-

rata."?9 |Thus, the role of the Mah@abh3rata in moulding the

social norms in India cannot be denied. Although this is not

an overtly religious text it has virtually been designated

as a scripture, because of the veneration it inspires, the

values it sustains and the authority it commands. 100

It is necessary to establish the historical precedents

of the Mahabharata by dwelling briefly on the date of the

text and on its origin and subsequent redactions. Though it

is generally acknowledged that epic literature cannot be

precisely dateql0? containing as it does information that
ranges over several centuries, E.W.Hopkins has developed an

elaborate schema for dating, what is considered to be the

various layers of the epic.102 He dpines that while the

98. V. A. Sukthankar, On_the Meaning of the Mah@abharata.

Asiatic Society of Bombay, Bombay, 1957, pg. 58.

99. ibid., pg. 32.

100. W. A. Graham, Beyond the Written Word. Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, Cambridge, 1987, pg. 3. He includes the
Illiad and Odyssey as well as the Kojiki and N1hong1 of

Japan within the category of scriptural texts.

101. Romila Thapar, in S. P. Gupta & K. S. Ramachandran’

(eds) Mah@bharata Myth and Reality: Differing Views.

Agam Prakasan, N.Delhi, 1976. pg. 172-174.

102. E. W. Hopkins, The Great Epic of India: Its Character

and Origins, Punthi Pustak, Calculta, 1969.
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complete Mahdbharata as it is known today,. cannot be later

than the 4-5th centuries A.D., the original kernel of the
epic, the Bh3rata Kuru lays were in existence before 400

B.C. By 400-200 B.C. there was a Mahabharata tale with Pandu

heroes and legends énd with Krspa as the demigod. These
two strands were combined together by brahmanical dia-
skeusts. The epic was remade with K;épa as a complete God
and didactic materials were incorporated between 200 B.C.-200
A.D. Between 200-400 A.D. the last books were added aléng
with the introduction of the first book. Macdonnell®3 is of
the opinion that the original from of the epic came into
existence by the 5th century B.C. In the next stage the
epic was enlarged to include 20,000 Slokas and there was a
favourable representa£ion of the victorious Pandavas aloné
with the introduction of two other gods, éiva and Visgnu.

This occurred between 300 B.C. and the 1st Century A.D. and

the Mah3bharata in its present form emerged around 350 A.D.

However, Sukthankar's opinion, that the Mahabharata in its
present form belongs to the period 400 B.C. =400 A.D., will

be accepted as the most authoritative.

103. A. A. Macdonnel, A History of Sanskrit Literature
Motilal Banarsidas, New Delhi, 196%5, pg. 239-242.
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Scholars on the Mahébhérata generally agree that,

originally it was a primitive heroic poem, which was a part
of the oral tradition and into it was incorporated an amor-
phous mass of didactic material, religious episodes, leg-
ends, tales, etc, with the purpose of developing the epic
into a vehicle of popular edification and instruction. This
redaction probably occurfed around the 3rd-4th centuries

A.D. when the Mahabharata was taken away from the bards,

who were the custodians of oral tradition, and formally
committed to writing.104 Though Hopkins believes that the
work of redaction was under taken by the Yajurvedin

priests105

it seems more plausible that the redaction of the
epic was the workvofuthe Bhargavas, for it is they who came
inté prominence in the epic. Their importance is frequentiy
reiterated and they are represented as the people. The

inclusion of didactic material especially on dhar ma and

niti, the two areas that they specialised in, betray the

104. Walter Ong, quoted in Peter Burke's, History of Social
Theory, op.cit, pg. 100. - '

105. E.W Hopkins, op.cit., pg. 368.
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Bhargava influence over the epic.106

However, what we wish to clarify is, that, inspite of
bring aware of the controversy regarding the date and redac-

tion of the Mah3bhirata, what will be attempted here is a

study of the ideology of motherhodd that the entire text in
its present form conveys. The intention is not to write a
descriptive history of the status of women in the epic peri-
od. Such attempts already exist.197 Instead, the ideologi-

cal construction of motherhood in the Mahabharata will be

analysed treating the entire corpué of literature that goes
under that name as.one unitary and normative text. In doing
so perhaps we will be able to arrive at some tentative
conclusions regarding the historical necessity of this
construct,.its functions and its incorporation in the Mah3@b-

harata.

106. V. S. Sukthankar, “Epic studies VI, the Bhrgus and the
Bharata.' Annals of Bhandarkar Oriental Research Insti-

tute, Vol 18, Part I, 1936-37. pg. 65-75. This view is

repeated by Goldman in Gods, Priests and Warriors:

Bhrgus in the Mah@bh3arata, Coliumbia University, New

York, 1977.

107. Examples of such work are P. C. Dharma's "The Status of
Women during the Epic Period" Journal of Indian Histo-

ry vol 27, 1949 pg. 69-90, E. W. Hopkins' The Social

Position of the Ruling Caste ir Ancient India, Calcut-
ta, University, Calcutta, 1969 and S. Jayal's The

Status of Women in the E pics, Motilal Banarsidas,

Delhi, 1966. However, all of them function within very
limited parameters and are unable to overcome what has

been called the Altekarian Paradigm.
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CHAPTER II

THE BRAHMANICAL CONCEPTUALIZATION OF MOTHERHOOD; ITS
EXPRESSKHQHQTHEIHDUUWASASTRASA$H)NDMiABHARATA

The recovery of ideology, on women in ancient India re-
mains a problematical issue, because the sources are rather
limited, and they are, for the most part brahmanical.
- Keeping in mind this limitation, we will nevertheless ana-

lyse that genre of literature known as the Dharmasastras to

arrive at conclusions regarding the brahmanical conceptuali-
zation of motherhood, and will try and see, to what extent

such an image of the mother is also represented in the

Mahabharata. The Dharma$3astras have bzen chosen becaucse

they elucidate on the concept of "dharma" which was a mode

of life and code of conduct meant to regulate human activi-

ties. The Dharma&3stras ‘deal with a variety of subjects, of

which, two of the most important are stridharma (speeial

duties of women) and stripumsadharma (duties of the husband

and wife). It is from these two sections that we can grasp
the brahmanical image of the women in general, and the

mother in particular. Ambng the Dharmaégstras, the Manava

DharmaSastra or the Manusmrti is generally regarded as the
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most authoritative and all encompassing. Probably completed
sometime around the first to the third centuries A.D., and

thus contemporary to the Mah@bharata, it is a pivotal text

of the dominant form of Hinduism. '"More compendiouély than
any other text, it provides a direct line to the most influ-
ential construction of the Hindu religion and Indian society
as a wholel". Manu has always been taken seriously, if not
in practice, at least in theory. "In the realm of the

ideal, Manu is the cornerstone of the priestly vision of

what human life should be, a vision to which Hindus have

always paid lip service and to which in many ways they

genuinely aspire."z. The authors/redactors of the Mahabha-

rata, too seem to have been influenced by Manu. It has been

estimated .by Hopkins that almost a third of the M3anava

Dharma$3dstra is to be found in the Mah3bh3rata particulﬁély

L] /— -~ —
in the Santi and Anu$asana Parvans.3

Hopkins makes clear

that "the author or the authors of the first, twelveth and

thirteenth Parvans of the Mahabharata knew a Manava Dharma-

S3astra which was closely connected, but, not identical with

1. W. Doniger and B. Smith (translated), The Laws of Manu,
Penguin, India, 1991, pg. xvii. Hereafter Manu. '

2. ibid., pg. Lix.

3. Manu is quoted as an authority even in the Adi Parvan.




’

the existing text."% It is difficult to ascertain which was
the source and which was the borrower, though, it seems
probable, that the epic was composed under the influence of

£ - .
.the Dharmasastras and not vice versa.

Irrespective of which influenced the other a great
similarity is to be found between the Mahabharata and the

Dharma&3stras regarding the categories of womenhood dealt

with by both of them.@lt is women as mothers who are eulo-
gised and revered. The pronounced tenor of pronatalism

5 Gautama

found in Hinduism, has often been commented upon.
who was of the opinion that the acarya was the highest among
the gg;g§6 waé rather an exceptioﬁ for Manu says: "A teach-
er, father and mother should not be treated with contempt."7
The teacher is more important than ten instructors, and a

father more than a hundred teachers, but the mother is more

important than a thousand fathers."®| y3ajTavalkya also

4. E.W. Hopkins, The Great Epic of India, its Character
and Origins, Punthi Pushtak, Calcutta, 1969, pg. 21.

5. T. Foster Carroll, Women, Religion and Development in
the Third World, Praeger, New York, 1983, pg. 57.

6. Gautama Dharmasutra, II.56 cited in P.V. Kane The
History of the Dharma$istras Vol. II, Part II, Bhandar-
kar Oriental Research Institute, Pune, 1941, pg. 580.

7. Manu, ITI.225.
8. ibid., II.145.
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places the mother higher than‘the ggégyg.g {In the Mah3abha-
rata, BhiIsma proclaims that the worship of the mother,
father and preceptor waé most importantlc for "they are the
three worlds, they aré,thé three modes of life, they are the
three sacred fires".ll However, echoing Manu it is also
'said, "the mother again is superior to ten fathers, or
perhaps, the whole world in importance. There is.no one who
deserves such reverence as the mother"1?2 because, '"some
regard the mother as superior, some the father. But tﬁe
mother who brings forth and rears up offspring, does what is
more difficult.n13 Apastamba emphasises the duty of the son
towards his.mother, even if she is an outcast, as she per-

14 while Baudhayana

forms many troublesome duties for him
recommends that she should be maintained but not spoken

/ .
to.1% 1In the story of Sankha Likhita it is said that a son

9. Y3ajhavalkya Smrti I.35, cited in P.V. Kane, op.cit.,
pPg.323. *

10. Mah3@bharata, XII.109.3.

11. ibid., XII. 1090.6/7.
12. ibid., XII.109 . 16.
13. ibid., III.1s7.15,

14. Apastamba GrhasUtra, X.28.9.

15. Baudh3dyana Dharmasutra, II.2.48, cited in P.V. Kane,
op.cit., pg.580.
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should not take sides in a parental quarrel, but, if he
does, he should take his mother's side, since, she has
carried, delivered and nourished him.l® The son's debt to
his mother could never be redeemed except through the elabé-
rate and expensive é;gg;gmgg; sacrifice. Manu also directed
that a pregnant woman, on account of her condition, was not
to pay the ferry tax.1? The mother's curse was dreaded, for
it was felt, that nothing could neutralise it. Vasuki tells
Saﬁti,,"remedies certainly exist for all curses but no
remedy can avail those cursed by their mother."18 Else-
where; the Papqavas echo the same statement.l® There are
strict inﬁunctions against matricide in several ancient
Indian texts. When AjdtaSatru wanted to kill his mother, he
was advised against such an act by his ministers. 20 /The
only recorded case of matricide is by Paradurama, who killed

his mother Renuk'a‘,21 but one of the first boons that he

16. cited in P.V. Kane, op.cit., pg. 580-581. .
17. Manu, VIII. 407.

18. Mah3dabhiarata, I.33.4.

19. ibid., I.37.4.

20. Amitayurdhyana SUtra cited in S. Bhattacharji, Mother-
‘ hood in Ancient India," Economic and Political Weekly,

Vol.25, No.41, October, 1990.

i

21. Mahabharata, III.116.14.
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sought from his father, was the restoretion of her life.
Mothers were the subject of eulogy, for, if was felt that
only by becoming a mother a woman fulfilled the dharma for
which éhe was born. Manu categorically states that women
‘were created to bear children and men to carry on the

22

line. That motherhood was regarded as a duty and virtue

is evident from what Pandu tells KuntI, ".... it is to beget

children that the best of men, are born in the worldn?23

or
from what éarmi§§h5 tells Yayati, "becoming a mother by thee
let me practise the highest virtue in this world."24 Thus,

the woman as the mother became the focus of much veneration

and:respect.]

However, an analysis of the epic and the Dharma&3stras
reveal certain inherent and surprising contradictions.
While motherhood was the subject of much glorification,
neither did this extend to the woman as mother, nor was her
role as an important social producer recognised. /Thus,
there was a constant conflict between the positive values of

motherhood and fertility and the impurity and pollqﬁién

22. Manu; IX. 96.

23. Mah3@bharata, I. III.16.

24. ibid., 1.77.21.
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which was seen as surrounding childbirth and female sexuali-

ty.{

[;he biological attributes of the female body were used
to justify and legitimise male control and domination, as
-women during childbirth and menstruation were regarded as
impure, ‘even though both these functions are inextricably
associated with becoming a mother. The Manava Dharma&3stra
says that a man should not have sexual intercourse with a

woman who is menstruating, even if he is out of the mind

25 26

with desire, nor carry on a conversation with her.

priest, desirous of brilliant energy. should not look at a

i

woman giving birth27, nor should one eat the leftovers of a

- woman who has just given birth.28 However, the pollution

arising from childbirth was applicable only to the mother,

as the father became free from pollution after a mere

h. 29

was Thus, the woman was regarded as inherently impure,

her impurity stemming from the physiological processes of

25. Manu, IV. 40.

26. ibid., IV. 57.

27. ibid, IV. 44.

28. ibig., IV. 212, Vv.85.

29. Manu, V.62.
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' the female body, specifically.those‘concerned with sexual
intercourse, menstruation, birth and lactation. In con-
trast, the man was deemed to be intrinsically‘pure. So, the
women's ritual sfatus was lower than that of the man. There
was an attempt to impose a sense of‘guilt on women, by
liﬁking their social function as reproducers to copulation,

30 - This was

menstruation, etc. which were deemed polluting.
an effective means of idéological control over women, rely-

ing on the awesome functions of reproduction.‘.

Thus, though apparently the mother was the object“of
reverence, there were several attempts to denigrgte the role
of women in/childbirth and to deprive them of what little
status they did gain by giving birth. At times, iﬁ the

Mahabharata, this assumed the form of a total negation of

the woman's role in childbirth. For éxample Vaiéampﬁyana

says that as a reward for penances, he obtained from éakra a

31

hundred sons, all without the intervention of women

30. (Emphas1s added) This is why it was felt that sexual
union was to be resorted to only for procreation and

never for pleasure. Men are recommended to approach
their wives only during the "Womanly season" and never
"lustfully". Mahabharata, I1.58.6. The Manusmr ti also

says, that, a man should have sex with his wife only
during her fertile season and always find satlsfactlon

with his own wife. III.45.

31. Mah3abharata,XIII.18.6.
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Elsewhere, it was suggested that fathers, by'ascetic pen-

ances and by worship of gods could obtain children 32

dering women unnecessary. From Vydsa's vital seed was bhorn

3

/ N
his son called Suka.3 Once again, woman had no role to

play. Several of the important characters in the Mahab-
harata are said to have unnatural births - Agastya, who was

34

born of the vital seed of MaitrEvarupa, Drona who was

born in a jar,35 Draupadl and Drstadumnya who were born of a
&“ﬁ e @

* sacriﬁigiél_fizg;36 These legends and stories attempted to

underplay what was perceived to be the incipient power

derived by woman, from her procreative capacities.

Another attempt to devalue women's role in childbirth-

was the conceptxof Bijaksetrayana, which found expression in
\ . ‘
many of the Dharmaéastras and the epic. A woman was tradi-

tionally regarded as the field (Ksetra), and the man as the

seed, (Bija) and all creatures with bodies were said to be

born of the union of the seed and field.3q The Narada Sm;ti

32. ibid., III.197.1e.

33. ibid., XII.311.6-8.
34. ibid., x11.329.58(1)- ,
35. ibid., I.54.3-5

36. ibid., I.155.37,41.

37. Manu, IX.33.
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too, says ".... a woman is the field and the man the pos-
sessor of the seed."3® Of the two, in conformity with the

general deprecation of women's childbearing activities,

greater importance was attached to the male seed than to the

female field. Manu Smrti is categofical on this. "Of the
seed and the womb, the seed is said to be more important,
for the offspring of all living beings are marked by the
mark of the seed,"39 or "... since sages have been born in
(female) aéimals by the power of the seed and were honoured
and valued, therefore, the seed is valued"?0, .In the Mahab-
h3rata, the importance of the seed is attested to by several
legends which talk of conception and child birth occurring
out of the sheer power of the male vital fluid?l.

LWhile according primacy to the bija over the ksetra, the

former is also called k§etraﬁfﬁa or knower of the field,

38. Narada Smrti cited in L.Dube, et. al., (eds) Visibility

and_Power, Essays on Women in Society and Development,

Oxford University Press, Delhi, 1986. pg. 24.
39. Manu, IX.35.

40. ibid., X. 71-72.

41. For example, a mare drinking the water containing the

seminal fluid of Vibhandaka, son of Kidyapa, became
pregnant. Mahabh3rata, II1.110.14-16. Adrika in the form
of a fish, gave birth to human twins after she swal-
lowed Vasu's seed. ibid., I. 57.48/49.The importance of
the male seed is also highlighted during the narration
of the story of the birth of Skanda. ibid., III.214.15/16.

47



while the ksetra itself is the physical body.. An essential-
ly unequal relationship is reflected and emphasised through
the use of these symbolé and thé symbolism is utilised to
‘underplay women's contribution to reproductibn. This con-
cept of the seed and the field "provides the rationalization
for a system, in which, woman stands alienated from produc-
tive resources,has no control over her own labour power and

is denied rights over her own offsp:ing"424

Arising from the importance attached to the bija are
several related aspects that seek to devalue the feminine
face behind motherhood. It was often felt that natural
birth was less important’;han initiation into the yggg§,43
with the former beiﬁg reéarded as one's "mere coming into
| existence."%4 This point is repeatedly stated in the Mahéb;

5. The analogy of the seed and earth was also used

harata.?
to justify the begetting of sons on one's own wife by some-

body else, as the fruit of the field belonged to the owner

42. L.Dube, "Seed and Earth: The Symbolism of Biological
Reproduction and Sexual Relations of Production", in L.
Dube et.al., (eds) op.cit., pg. 44. .

43. Manu, II.l146, II.231, 1I.233.

44. Manu, II.147.

45. Mah3abharata, XII. {109.8,17.
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of the field.?%®

In addition to the concept of bijaksetrayana, another

means of negating women's importance in childbirth was the
designation of conception as the husband's rebirth. This

idea first found expression in the Aitereya Bréhmapa, where

the wife is called jaya, because the husband is reborn in

47

her as her son. Manu explains that the wife was called

java as the husband was reborn (jayate) in her.48 The

Mah3abharata also reiterates this idea in several passages.49

The son is called "one's own self"50 while the mother is -

referred to as a "sheath of flesh... The son sprung from
the father ié the father itself,"51 or "It has been said by
learned persons that one is himselﬁ born as one's son... a
wife is the sacred field in which the husband is born him-
self.2?2 Thus, what emerges is that the woman as the mother

is not the actual object of reverence but, it is the son,

46. Manu, IX. 49, IX. 51, IX, 52.

47. Aitereya Brahmana, cited in P.V. Kane op.cit., pg.
429.

48. Manu, IX.8, IX.22.

49. Mah@bharata, III.13.62., I1.68.36.

50. ibid., I.68.47.
51. ibid., I.69.29.

52. ibid., I.68.51.

49
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who is the hﬁsband reborn.d Thus, the eulogy of motherhood
for the préduction of male children was actually an inver-
sion of the‘eulogy ofqman and the woman was regarded as a
mere receptacle/ vehicle for the birth of the all important
male child. | When the sister of Vasukl conceived, it was the
embryo which is described as resembling a flame of fire and
possessed of dgreat energy.53 When Subhadra delivered her
child, it is Abhimanyu who was the subject of eloquent de-

scription.54

Vyasa, in a conversation with Dhrtarastra,
acknowledges, that a son "is the best of things" and that
"there is nothing so good as a son.... the son surpasses in

55 Brahmanical tradition

worth other valuable possessions.'
placed a very high premium on sons as the male child.saved
(trataye) his father from the hell called put. Therefore,
the son was called putra.>® Moreover, the birth of a male
chilq was regarded as absolutely necessary for the proper

performance of many rituals, especially thosg carried out

after the death of the parents. Manusmrti elaborates on how

sons born of different forms of marriages, free generations

53. ibid.,I.43.12.

54. ibid., I.212.14.

55. ibid., III.10.4-5.

56. Manu, IX. 138;Mahdabharata, I.68.38.
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of ancestors from guilt.57 A number of mythic and didactic

passages in the Mahabharata emphasise that, begetting a son

is one of man's highest duties and the only way he can

discharge the debts he owes to his ancestors. Consider the

stories of Mandapéla,S? Agastya59 and Jaragkaru,60 or Pan-

du's réquest to KuntI to resort to niyoga, because without

progeny he would be unable to fulfill his debts to his

61

ancestors. + In fact, marriage was primarily for the birth

of the male child, for, a newly wedded couple prayed '"come

let us join together that we may generate a male son for the

62

sake of increase of wealth". The Apastamba Grhasitra

states that, one of the primary purposes of marriage was the
birth of sons who saved a man from hell.®3 Probably, this

is why, of all the four asramas, garhastya is considered to

~

57. Manu, III.37-41.

58. Mah3bhiarata,I.220.11-13.

59. ibid., III. 94.12-14.
60. ibid., I.13.20-22-
61. ibid., I. 111.25-26.

62. S.Bhattacharji, "Motherhood in Ancient India", op.cit.
pg. WS.50.

63. cited in P.V. Kane, op cit., pg. 428.
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be the most important by Gautama and Baudhéyana.64

With the child becoming the dominant one in the mother
child dyad, a mother's positio.n and identity became depend-
ent on the child, especially if the child was a male one.
For women,‘the birth of a son became bnth a certification
and redemption, fbr the birth of a son and not the fact of
child bearing led to an unambiguous reversal in her status.
That mothers themselves realised that their identity was
established by their sons is evident from their lamentations
when they did not have male children or were separated from
them. Kuntl says, "O Madhava, neither widowhood, nor the

loss of fortune, nor hostility pains me as does separation

from my sons."®® Bhadra Kaksivati, in a story related by

Kunti to Pandu, says that a widow, bereft of sons, is
indeed wretched and "lives no more".°® ‘Jambavati, beholding
the birth of- several sons to Rukmini, pleaded with Krsna

for one also, who should be equal in power to that of Rukmi-

64. Baudh3ayanaDharmasUtra, II1.6.20, says since it is only
the asrama of the house holder that begéets offspring,

necessary for achieving immortality, it is the most
important. cited in ibid., pg. 425. :

65. Mahabharata, V.88.68.

66. ibid., I. 112.19
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pi's.67 The importance of Uttara stems from the fact that
she bore ParIksit, who eventually perpetuated the Pandava
lineage.The son's s importance in the mother's identity
formation, and his role as her virtual saviour is evident
from the story of Pauloma and Cyavana.®3® The apsara Adrika
was supposed to have been freed from her curse the moment
she gave birth to two children.®® Therefore, motherhood in
a woman often incited the jealousy of others. When Devyani
became a mother, éarmi§§h5 was heartbroken and said, "Devya-
ni has become a mother, my youth is doomed to pass away in
vain."’% And when Devyani got to know éarmigghé had given
birth to threeysons, in contrast té her own two, she was
énraged and complained to her father "Three sons have been
- begotten upon her by this king vayati, but, 6 father, being

luckless I have only two.n71

The samsk3@ras or the brahmanical rites of passage
prevalent in ancient India and elaborately described in the

r— . .
Dharmasastras, were, as expected, meant primarily for the

67. ibid., XIII. 14.13-15.
68. ibid., I.6.2,3 ,12.

69. ibid., I. 57. 52.

70. ibid., I.77. 8.

71. ibid., I.78.28.
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male child. The Brhadérapyaka Upanisad features a descrip-

tion of the rite called Garbh3dhd@na performed for conceiving

a child'(preferably a male one, of course).72 The ASvala-

yana GrhasUtra refers to a separate rite called Puhsavana

73 Manu describes a

expressly for securing male children.
ritual that a wife had to perform if she wanted a male

child.’4 CaturthIkarma was ritualised cohabitation with the

wife, after her menstruation, for a son. The Anabhalovana

and Vispubali were to prevent the destruction of the foetus.

In the samskara called So§vantikarma,\first described in the
Rg Veda,75 prayers were to be offered, so that "the male
child hgving been sleeping ten'months inside his'mbther,
comes out a living being, unharmed from his mother....".

Several other samskaras were prescfibed for the son - Medha-

janana (to instil intelligence in the infant), Niskramana

(when the father held the son and brought him out of the

house) , Varsavardhana (which sought along life for the

infant), etc. Thus, most of the samskaras were performed

s

72. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, VI. 4.21, cited in P.V. Kane,
' op. cit., pg.101.

73.

Svalayana GrhasUGtra, I.13.1, cited in ibid., pg.201.

= ol

74. Manu, III. 262/263.

75. RgVeda, V.78.79, cited in P.V. Kane, op cit., pg.227..
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for the child and not the mother. The Manusmgti expressly

states, that, Garbhadhana, Pumsavana, Simontonnayana J&itak=
arma and CUdakarma were performed to eradicate the guilt of
the seed and the guilt of the womb, and were only for the

child.’® However, Viévarﬁpa's commentary on Yajhavalkya

asserts that all the samskaras except Simontonnayana, had to
be performed again and again, as they were for the male

child, while Simontonnayana being a Samskara for women, had

to be performed only once. This absence of prayers for the
long life and health of the mother, at a time when the
parturition mortality fate must have been very high, was
indeed, in conformity with the general attitude towards
women. Though in the Mahabharata samsk3ras are rarely re-
ferred to in detail, the above attitude is implicit in the
blessings and wishes contained in several passages. Kuntil
tells Draupadi, "Bear live children, bear man children."77
(emphasis added) Quite a few resort to austere penances for

sons,78 others ask for sons when a boon is granted to

76. Manu, II.27

77. Mah3bharata, I. 191. %.

78. Sagara, ibid., III.104.12. ; Puloma and Kalak3d. ibid.
ITI.170. 6. ; Vinata, ibid,.I.27.24-26. Srnjaya, ibid.

XITI. 31.15.



them.’? The Vana Parvan devotes a long section to evil
. N

spirits that are said to destroy the foetus,80 but contains
nothing on the measures to ensure the health of the motheg.
. The total indifferencé to the mother's well being was in
consonance with the géneral world view of patriarchy, in

which WOMEN occupied the lowest possible position.

Though it was said that the mother was to be revered
and adored, such reverence and adoration did not resﬁlt in
any substantial rights for the mother. Thus, the eulog? of
motherhood seems to have been an emotional appeal, a conpen-
sation for the actual realitY.Sl Since the main dharmarfor

women was dharani dharma, it followed that if they failed

in that by being unable to procreate sons they could be
ébandoned with impunity. Kautilya says that wives are to be
abandoned if they fail to procreate sons within a prescribed
period.82 If a wife lacked in either progeny or dharma, her

husband could marry again, according to Zpastamba.83 Ma-

79. ibid., III.115.21/22.

80. ibid., III.219.25-39.

81. S.Bhattachar ji, “Motherhood in Ancient India'‘',
cit., pg. SW 50. :

82. «cited in P.V. Kane, op. cit., pg. 552.
83. cited in ibid., pg. 555.

-
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nusmrti recommended that a barren wife be superceded in the
-eighth year, one whose children have died in the tenth, and
one who bears only daughters, in the eleventh year.84 Sur-
prisingly, it is the woman who is regularly biamed for
failihg to give birtﬁ; Male infertility was known as the
custom of niyoga indicates, but no stigma was attached to
the stérile male, such as Papdu, (the device of a curse was
used to rationalise his sterility)85 It was always the woman
who was held responsible for failure to procreate. Moreover,

it is evident from the Dharmadistras, that the mother after

giving birth, had only a negligible role to play in her
child's upbringing. This is revealed by the age of upana-
yana, which was eight years for the brahmanas, eleven years
for the k§atryas and twelve for the vaiéyas.86 Manu further
loweréd the age of upanayana for all the three castes.8’ The
fixation of the time of upanayana,’ whiéh initiated the male
child into adult male society, and its further lowering by
Manu, constituted an emotional rejection of the mother and

the woman's world, and was aimed at depriving the mother of

84. Manu, IV. 81.
85. Mahabharata, I. 109.28/29.

86. Acording to Advalayana Grhasltra cited in P.K. Kane,
op. cit, pg. 275. )

87. Manu, II. 36-37.
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‘any right over the child. The mother receded into the back-
ground soon after the child was born. Thus, there was an .-
attempt to restrict motherhood to just childbearing and not
child.reéring. None of the important mothers in the Mahabha-
rata play any role in their children's upbringing. All the
decisions regarding the education, etc., of the Papdavas and
the Kauravas were taken by Bhi§ma.88 The children of Draupa-
di and}SubhadrE were entrusted to the care of their maternal
male relatives, when the Pandavas were in exile.89 Sakuntala
decided to leave her son with Dugyanta, when he is.only ;ix
years 014.99 Jantu was saérificéd inspite of his mother's
protest.91 So, one cannot agree with Iravati Karve that,
widows as guardians of miﬁor sons enjoyed both wealth and
pow'er.92 The only example of a mother actually concerned
with her son's upbringing and education is Gaﬁg5.93 Neither

did women as mothers enjoy any special proprietary rights.

88. Mah3bharata, I.121.1.

89. ibid., III.24.44,4¢. .

90. 1ibid., I.é68.5.

91. ibid., ITI.128.2,11I.128.4/5.

92. I. Karve, Kinship Organisation in India. Asia Publish-
ing, Bombay, 1968, (3rd ed.) pg. 364. ‘

93. Mahabharata,. I.94.31-36.
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The only conceésion granted by Manu and Narada was that wid-
owed mothers of male children were allowed usufructorYrights
over the property (of their dead husbands) but, were not
allowed to inherit it. A mother could partake of the inheri-
tance.only when her son died without children.?? otherwise
the only property she could call her own was the
stridhana.?® The deprivation of property rights even from
women as the mother served to perpetuate the dependence of

women on men.

In the final analysis, the custom of niyoga, prevalent
in ancient India indicates that women did not have control
over their own bodies, i.e, their reproductive functions
could be commanded at will, and motherhood could be imposed
on”ghem even if they were unwilling. Ambika and Ambilik3 are e
prominent examples on whose unwilling persons motherhood was

imposed in the interests of the lineage.’® It is Pandu's

desire for offspring that makes him request Kuntli to resort

94, Manu, IX, 217.
95. ibid., IX. 196.
96. Their unwillingness is evident from their reaction to

Vyasa. Ambika shut her 'eyes and Amb3alika became pale
with fear. Mahabharata, I.100.4,15,
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to niyoga,97 but, initially Kuntl was excremely unwilling,98

Manu contradicts himself on the question of niyoga; condemn-
ing it at times 29 and permitting it at other times, for the

continuation of the lineage.100 The Va§i§§ha Dharmasitra

says that the father or brother of the widow or the widow's
husband, shall assemble the gurus, who taight and sacrificed
for the deceased husband, and shall appoint her to raise an

issue for her deceased husband (emphasis added). So, even

when niyoga.was aliowéd, it was always for the husband's
benefit and for thercontinuation of his lineage, never for
the mother. Her_ wishes were rarely taken into account and
her'body was not her own, since for all bractica; purposes

women were born for procreation.

The above discussion reveals that contrary to the

impression created by the Dharamaééstras and the epic,
childbirthrwas denigrated as polluting and women being
associated with it were regarded as intrinsicélly impure.
There was an attempt to negate women's role in reproduction

by assigning greater importance to the seed (bija). It is

97. Mahabharata, I. 111.30.

98. ibid., I. 112.5.
99. Manu, IX.64-65, IX.68.

100. ibid., IX. 59.
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also evident that the son was actually the object of worship
and all the blessings énd rituals were meant for him.} Moth-
ers did not enjoy any rights over their progeny, over
property, and even their own body. When this is juxtaposed
with thé eulogy of the/mother, it becomes evident that it
was not the actual mother but the concept of motherhood that
was deified and, therefore, reduced to an abstraction. Since
society preferred to view woman primarily as mother she lost
her identity as a woman. Motherhood was reduced to an
"object". This is what A. Rich calls the institutionaliza-
tion of motherhood by the pétriarchal social system, for its
own purposes, through the celebration of the mythic condi-
tion of mothering.101 The experiential aspect of motherhood,
from which women were deemed to derive power, was relegated
to the background. This was all part of the attempt by

patriarchy to fight off the incipient power derived by women

from her reproductive capabilities.z

101. A.Rich, cited in M. Humme (ed), Feminist Criticism:

Women as Contemporary Critics, Harvester Press, Sussex,
1986. '
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CHAPTER III

KUNTI AND GANDHARI IN THE MAHABHARATA - THE DEVELOPMENT
OF A NORMATIVE MODEL

It has been shown in the previous chapter that the
stereotypical eulogy of the mother and motherhood, found in

the Dharma$3astras cannot be uncritically accepted. Neverthe-

less, we find that a similar glorification of motherhood was

also included in the Mahabharata, perhaps not in the same
didactic terms, although some passages in the $3nti and

Anuéisana Parvans do echo a few of the popular dharmaéistra-

ic injunctions on the mother. Instead the Mah3dbhirata em-

ployed a more sophisticated device. The brahmanical redac-
tors tried to confer certain dharmasastraic attributes to a

few women characters in the Mahabharata and developed these

into ideals or normative models. This is particularly evi-
dent in the case of Kunti. There was a conscious and fairly
discernible attempt to develop Kuntl into an ideal and,
therefore, the supreme mother. That which conformed to the

dharma$astraic model of a mother was emphasised, and to an

extent celebrated, and which did not was relegated to the
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background. Gandhari, too, was presented primarily as a
mother. But in her case the rerrking is less visible be-
cause the influence she exerts over the various incidents of
the epic is negligible compared to KuntI. Nevertheless, both
Qere developed as ideal mothers and corvoluted jﬁstifica—
tions were provided for any behaviour or incident that did

‘not fit into the required mould.

The craving for motherhood was deemed to be perfectly
natural and in fact women were supposed to look forward to
pregnancy and childbirth. Therefofe, Kunti's premarital
liason and the resultant child is explaihed as arising from
an intense desire to become a mother. After the brahmana
granted her the boon to have children at her will through
the gods, Kuntl had her menstrua1 périods. She was ashamed

of having her flow while still a spinster.l This conforms to

the Dharma$istras which recommended pre-puberty marriage, so

that the fertile season of women did not go waste.? General-
ly, premarital liasons were not condoned. Many of_the Dhar-
madistras, particularly the Manusmrti, carry strict injunc-

tions about the virginity of the bride at the time of the

1. Mah3bhirata, III. 289.4.

2. Please refer to chapter two where this aspect has been
elucidated upon. ' '
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mafriage.3 Kunti.herself,seems to have been aware of the
importance of virginity for she repeatedly requested the sSun
God to leave and begged: "My father and mother and othgr
elders (only) havé the power to give this body awa;, I shall
not in this world infringe the law; to guard her body is a
womanis glory."4 finally, when Sirya threatened to curse her
she relented on condition that ;he would retain her virgini-
ty.5 KuntI gave birth to her son Karna in total secrecy, and
had to finally abandon him.® "Though she knew that an unmar-

ried girl is forbidden to bear a child she wept piteouslyu"7
This entire chain of events‘is meant to indicate how_KuntI
conformed to the brahmanical norms on womanhood, for she
conceived aé her feréile seasons were going waste; she
ensured thét she got back her virginity so that no blemish

was attached to her purity; she abandoned her child but wept

piteously for a mother was expected to exhibit such exces-

3.. Manu, VIII. 364, VIII. 368, III.5, VIII.205.
4. Mah3abharata, III. 289.20.

5. ibid., III. 291. 10.

6. ibid., III. 202, 1-8.

7. ibid., II1I.292.9.
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. . . : 8
sive emotion at separation from her son.

SétyaVati, who became pregnant before her marriage to
ééntanu, was in some sense an exception, for her child (the
learned Krspa Dvaipayan Vyasa) is represented as an adult
from his very birth. He did not require his mother's care.
Vyasa forsook his mother (promising to return if needed)9

and so absolved Satyavati of any responsibility. Thus, she

maintained her virginity even though a mother.

'k§éVera1 incidents in the epic involving Kunti and
Gandhari, make it clear that a woman's identity, authority
and'status.stemmed from and was dependent on motherhood.
Both Kuntl and Géhdhéri appear eager do become mothers.
- Gandharil took care of the sage Krgha Dvaipayana when he came
to her palace exhausted with hunger and‘fatigue. In return,
when the sage granted her a boon she sought a hundred sons
equal to her -lord in strength and accomplishment.lO Possibly
the question of primogeniture was at the back of her mind,

for if she gave birth to a son before Kunti,‘that son would

8. But she apparently received news about him. "Prtha
found out about his (Karpa's) wearing a divine armour
through a spy." ibid., III. 293.14. ’

9.  ibid., I.&7.70/T1.

10. ibid., I.107. 7/8.
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be the king, and her status as the royal mother would bé
immeasurably enhanced, compared to the status that she
enjoyed-as wife of the surrogate kKing Dh;tar§§tra. Kuntl too
‘was eager to have childrep, though when PabQu requested her
to take recourse to niyoga, she appeared'somewhat reluctant
and said: "You yourself must come to me for children for not
even in my thoughts shall I gé to any man but,you."11 But
she -soon relented and revealed héf secret,12 through which
she was able to procreate three children. Niyoga though at
times permitted by Manu was generally condemned and, thereQ
fore, her initial reluctance was in line with prescribed
norms. Eventually, however, she did not have do submit to
the conventional niyoga and the conception of the Pandavas
took place through devine intervention, which placed it
above human criticism. Kuntl conformed again and fulfilled
her dharma by becoming a mothef.ﬁ%hié also ensured that
Pandu's sterility was overlooked. The desire to become a
mother first was so strong that Giandh3ari aborted her foetus
in anger, when she failed to givé birthAfor two years and

heard that Kuntl had already given birth to Yudhig,t.:hira.13

11. ibid., I. 112. 5.

12. ibid., I. 113. 32-38.

13. ibid., I. 107.10/11,15.
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GandharI openly admitted her disappointment at being unable
to deliver first. The.craving for sons was universal; for
MadrI approached Pandu to seek Kuntl's help to beget a child
for her.l? she said that it was unfair that sheishould be
childless and Kunti alone should have offsprings.ls‘PapQU
requested Kunti';6 who agreed reluctantly. Madri got two sons
by calling‘updn the Advin twins. When asked again by Pandu,
Kuntil categorically refused, "I fear that she will best
(score over) me.... that is the way of women.... Therefore,
you shall no more charge me that must‘be my favour from
you."17 The fear that if Madri had more sons than Kuntl she
would occupy a higher position in Pandu's household made
KuntI refuse, and this refusal was accepted as perfectly
~normal, for it was accepted that each woman would try and
protect her position as best as she coulé. Nothing protected
the interests of Kuntl more than restricting the number of

sons of her co-wife.

14. ibid., I. 115. 2-6.

15. ibid., I. 115.4,.

16. ibid., I. 115 . 14. Pandu says: "You blameless woman
must carry Madrl cross as with a ship."

17. ibid., I. 115. 23/24.
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From the Mahdbharata it appears that neither Kuntl nor
Gandhari had any fole to play in the upbringing of their
sons. 18 once Kunti came to Hastindpura, the entire responsi=
bility of her children was taken over by Bhisma. Bhie;,ma19
and Dhytér§§tra decided on the education to be imparted to
the boys and the teacher to be appointed for them. Giandhari
totally remainea in the background and the only function
that Kunti performed was to comfort her sons, like a help-
less mother expresses her anxiety about her son's welfare.20
This was probably because of the sharp distinction that
existed bétween the domestic and the bublic spheres. Women
as mothers belonged to the former, while the activities of
young male children was deemed to belong to the latter.
Therefore, mothers in general had no role to play in the
public activities of their male children. Possibly the only
exception was Gahg§.21 She actively supervised Bhigma's

education and it was only after he had completed his educa-

+ 7 ,— 3
tion that he‘was sent back22 to Santanu. She remained con-

18. ibid., I.steaps.In fact there is no mention of Kunti.

19. ibid., T1.121.1..

20. ibid., I.119.

~21. ibid., I.93.43.
22. ibid., I.9%4.31-2o0.




cerned for his well being throughout and infact actively

’ - ’
intervened to prevent a conflict between Bhisma and Parasu-

23 which was instigated by Amb3a. But Ganhgad's behaviour

rama,
is explained by her divinity. She was nct subject to human

norms and, therefore, not expected to provide the role

model.

The distinction between the public and the démestic
doméins appears to have been strictly maintained. Women,
even as mothers, did not belong to the public sphere. That
is why women did not enjoy ény political power commensurate
with their position. Political activities remained the
pferogative of the male public world and women outside of
its purview. This was regarded as the natural order of
things. Before the Rajasliya Yaifa Yhdhigghira held a council
to decide whether to go ahead with it. While he consulted
his brothers, priests, and councillors,24 Kunti, the senior-
most member of the household was left out. Infact, Kunti was

mentioned just once in the context of the Rajasliya Yaijna,

when Krsna at the conclusion of the sacrifice came to pay

23. ibid.,v. 179.23.

24. ibid., II. 12. 10.
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his respects to her.22® The references to Gandhari are even

more infrequent.

In reality, the mothers had no role to play in the
decision making process, even though the decision may have
concerned them. When the Pandavas and Draupadl were to leave
for twelve years of exile after Yudhisthira had lost at the
dice game,26 it was Vidura who decided that Kuntl was to
stay at his hoﬁse, for she had become old and delicate.27
KuntiI's wishes were not taken iﬁto account. She was only
allowed to comfort DraupédI28 and bemoan her unhappy fate.z_9
Here'again, KuntI comes ouf as the typical mother: bfave,
stoical and passive. After the Pandavas returned from their
exile and the preparations for the war began, neither Kunti
‘nor'Gﬁndhari played any part in the.deliberations. It was
only through emmissaries like Krsna and Sanjaya that the
discussions were conducted. Géndhari's advice was sought

30

just once by Dhrtarastra, and once she was asked to be

25. ibid., II. 42. 50.

26. ibid., II. 69- 1-4.

27. ibid., II. 69. 5.

28. ibid., II. 70. 7.

29. ibid., II. 70. 15.

30. ibid., V. 127.2.
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present when Sanjaya31 recounted certain details about the

32 and

Pandava waf preparations. Beyond rebuking Duryodhana
making dire prophecies about the future, Gandhari contribut-
ed notﬁing to the deliberations before the war. So complete
was- the exclusion of women from any kind of decision-making
that when Kuﬁti didvpagticipate in any particular event such
as at VErapEvata,33 she was made to do that at her eldest
son's request. At EkapakrE, when she took an independent

34 she

decision of sending Bhima to combat the r3ksasa Baka,
was rebuked by Yudhi§§hiraf35 Mothers were expected to be

totally dependent on their sons, especially if they were

adults.

However, certain contradictions are visible in some
portions of the epic, for at times KuntI acted with decisive
firmness. Her strength of character is visible in the inci-

dents relating to Karnpa's birth, her abandonment of Karpa,36

31. ibid., V. 65.6.

32. ibid., V.67 9/10., V. 12T. 19-55.
33. ibid., I. 136.5. B

34. ibid., I. 149. 1-5.

35. ibid., i, 150. 5-15.

36. ibid., III. 292. 1-8.
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her refusal to acknowledge Karna in the arenas’/ even when he
was humiliated due to his parentage. In fact in all these
incidents, and in the conversation she had with Karpa38
prior to the outbreak of the war, Kuntl comes out as a
rather unfeeling39 and, therefore, an atypical mother. Thus,

-these incidents are not emphasized, for they fall outside of

the image the brahmanical redactors of the Mahabharata were

trying to create for Kunti. .Later, after the end of the war,
Kuntl was openly criticised for her behaviour with Karpa by
Yudhi§§hira,40 though she attempted to justify herself.41_
But the condemnaﬁioﬁ by Yudhi§§hira reveals that Kunti's
"non motherly' behaviour was expected to be criticised. .-
Before the war, Kuntl sent several messages to Yudhig;hifa
~and the other Papqavas42 through Krsna, exhorting them to
stand up for their rights and to fightlfor justice. These

speeches were extremely powerful and undoubted contributed

37. ibid., I.126.27,20.

38. Ibid., V. 142, V. 143, V. 144.

39. ibid., V.142.25 She seems to be concerned oniy about
her legitimate sons for she expects Karpa to obey her
once she receives him back as her son.

\

40. ibid., XII. 1.18.,XIl.6.9.

41. ibid., XII. 6.3-8.

42. ibid., v 88. 74, V.88.72, V.130.7, V.130. 19-32, V.
135. 1-8.
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to the war. However, later KuﬁtT tendered a virtual qpology
for her action. She said that she sent those messages not
for herself_but for the benefit of her sons, so that the
race of Pandu, represented by her sohs, would nét be lost.
"It was not for my own sake that I urged Vésudeva with the
stirring words of Vidula. It was for your sake that I called
upon you to follow that advice."43 Thus, there was an at-
tempt to transform Kuntl and Gandharl into deal mothers.
Sometimes impossible virtues like softness, gentleness,
obsessive devotion to sons, silent sufference, readiness to
sacrifice, etc., were attributed to them. This was a part of
an attempt by the patriarchal brahmanical ideologues to
confine women to a narrow, and often remarkably conscribing,

sphere of behaviour. However, contradictions remained as the

Mah3bhirata was not crafted as a totality.

However, mothers, by fulfilling their dharma acquired a
certain authority. They were venerated and their wishes
respected. in fact, the veneration that Kuntl was supposed
to have enjoYed was used to explain the polyandrous marriage
of Draupadi, with which the brahmanas were plainly uncom-

fortable. "And the two Parthas went in the potter's shop,

43. ibid., Xv.24.18.
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and - the powérful men found P;thﬁ home. And the Lords of men
in the highest spirits spoke to Kuntl of Draupadi, “Look
what we have found;...; and she merely said “now you share
that togéther."44 It was made out since Kuntl had uttered
these>words, it would be impossible to go against them
because as é mother she could not be disobeyed. Gandhari,
too, is represented as unexpectedly prophetic, her powers
arising from her position as the dutiful wife and the ideal
mother. After the war, Gandhdri loudly lamented the death

45 particularly Duryodhana even though she

of her sons,
beiieved that he was clearly in the wrong. This was consid-
ered perfectly natural and necessary for her image as the.
’ideal mother and, therefore, several chapters were devoted
to these lamentations. Moreover, Gandhari held Krsna respon-
sible for the war and cursed him with the extinction of his
entire race.%® Even Krsna, the avatEra, could not escape the
curse, for a mother's words wére sacred. Both these inci-
dents are utiliséd to illustrate the littlé power that womén\

:

derived from motherhood.

44. ibid., I. 182. 1-3.

., XI.17.1-3., XI1.18.19/20.

-
o
[l
Q

45.

46. ibid., XI.25.41/42.
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Thus there was a conscious and deliberate effort by the

brahmanical redactors of the Mah3bh3rata to rework the

characters of Kunti and Gandhari into ideal and normative
mothers. Both were made to conform to the brahmanical con-
ceptualization of the mother and, therefore, botﬁ Kuntl and
Gandhari in the Mahd@abh3rata have exemplary functions. Both
are eulogised in the Mahabh3rata as the mothers. Yudhisthira
said of Kunti: "The woman who from our childhood fosteréd
us,.... wonted to fasts and austerities, always prone to
auspicious rites, devout in her homage to deities and in her
obedience to her gurus, a loving mother to her sons.... who
for our sakes suffered hardships constantly, though she
deserved none. Aék her her health...."47 In this speech we
get the brahmanical imaée of the mother and it is clearly
stated that Kunti conformed to it. In f;ct, in the represen-
tation of Kunti and Gandharl one can discern all thé eleven

major stereotypes of feminity, as recounted by Mary

Ellman,48 to be found in literature. In the Mahabharata,
each female character is a vehicle for one particular image

of the woman. For example, Kuntl and Gandhari are represent-

47. ibid., V. 81. 39.ff.

48. Mary Ellman, Thinking About Women, cited in Toril Moi's
Sexual Textual Politics, Methuen, London and New York,
1985, Pg. 34.
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ed primarily as mothers. There is little reference to G&nd-
hari's mafital life. KuntI's interaction with Papdu is
ratﬁer limited, except the conversation they had regarding
the feasibility of niyoga}49 In contrast, Draupadl is repre-
sented primarily as wife. Her interactioﬁ with her children
is negligible. They were sent over to her natal family once
the P3andavas left for exile.?Y Even when her sons were

d,51 especial-

killed by Advatth3m3 her grief was rather mute
ly when compared to the lamentations of Gandhari. Draupadi,
unlike Kuntl, was always defined as devoted to her lords and

never as devoted to the sons.52

This compartmentalization of roles as a mother or a
wife in one particular character was probably intended to
make the normative model more effective, for it helped to

bring the image into sharper relief.

In juxtaposition with the ideal mothers such as Kuntl

and Gandhari, there were several others in the Mah3@bh3rata

49. Mah3bharata, I. 111.30, I. 112.5, I. 112. 10-30, I.
113.5.

50. ibid., II11.24-44, II1.24.46.
51. ibid.,X.11.5/6, 10-15. '

52. ibid. 1V.1.fn., 5.
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who did not conform to the brahmanical model. These mothers
also have an exemplary role, for sometimes they bring out
the virtues of the ideal mother by their deviant conduct.

d,53 was severaly

For example, Menaka who abandoned her chil
condemned for her action. In other cases elaborate explana-
tions were provided to justify the unmother-like behaviour.
Ganga abandoning her child?en is explained as resulting from
‘the curse on the_Vasu_s_.54 Kadru, in a fit of pique, cursed
her sons. This was rationalised by Brahma as he pointed ogt
that the snakes had drastically increased in number.?3
Menéké was not expected to follow convention, as she was an
apsara. Thus explénations were provided whenever women did
not conform to the brahmanical image of the mother. However,
we find that non-brahmanical mothers were not expected to
conform to the ideal, for no justifications are proyided for .
their behaviour. Patrilineality and patrilocality were not
for Hi@imb5,56 as she was a riksasa and outside the pale of

brahmanical society. She brought up her child on her own,

unlike Kuntl and Gandhari. Radha, Karnpa's foster mother,

53. ibid., I. 8.6/T.

54. ibid., I1.91.12-14, I.91.17,1.91.20/21.

H

.18 . 8-10.
-144-.36.

55. ibid.,

56. ibid.,

[
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also played a significant rble in the adoption and upbring-
ing of Karpa. However, her role is entirely glossed over,
except when Karna talks about her, just once.?’ It was felt
that both these mothers were not worth elucidating, for they
could not be held up as examples. Instead Kunti and Gandharl
as royal Ksatrya mothers were beﬁter gxpected to illustrate
the values of brahmanical society.vThus it is the characters
of Kuntl and Gandhari which were reworked and trahsformed

into normative models of the ideal mothef.'

57. . ibido, Vc 139 0.5‘71
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- CHAPTER IV

THE TWO FACES OF WOMAN IN THE MAHABHARATA - THE WIFE
VIS A VIS THE MOTHER.

In patriarchal societies women are defined entirely in
relational terms, i.e., as a daughter, a wife or a mother. This
is manifested in brahmanisnm's eulogy of motherhood and the con-
struction of the mother as an important category, which resulted
in a conscious attemot to evolve a normative model of motherhood,

portrayed by KuntiI and Gandharl in the Mah@bharata. But the other

equally, if not more important category was the wife. I now
propose to ipvestigaté the interrelationship between the two
categories, "wife" and "mother" as reflected in the Mahabharata,
in order to éssess the status of the mother in the overall per-

spective on women.

In different cultural systems, different female relational
roles tend to dominate the image of "female" and this controls
the significance of all the other relational roles. The domi-
nance of a particular type, within the larger category of womén
is highly consequential for the ways in which all women are

reviewed in a particular culture. For example, since wives are



normally sexual partners while mothers are not, an emphasis on
women as wives will tend to qive ideological prominence to the
sexual aspects of women in general. 1In such a cultﬁre, where an
emphasis on female éexuality dominate its notion of feminity,
women are generally viewed and treated with less respect, than in

a culture in which women are constructed largely in kin terms.l

Historians are somewhat divided in their opinion regarding
the relative status of the wife vis a vis the mother in ancient
India. While Meyer opined that women as childbearer received
maximum privilengez, he contradicted himself elsewhere, when he
said that it was only as wife that women had any real right "to
the joys of love, a right to life and its gifts".3 Contemporary
ethnographic studies, seem to indicate that a women as a wife has
almost no status at all and it isAonly by becoming the mother of
soﬁs can she hope to gain a positionxof pdwer énd’authority.4

Other reiterate the dramatic improvement in the social status of

1. S. Ortner and H. Whitehead(eds), Sexual Meanings: The
Cultural Construction of Sexuality, Cambridge Universi-
ty Press, Cambridge, 1986 (Reprint), pg.23. o

2. J.J.Meyer, Sexual Life in Ancient India, The Standard
Literature Company, Calcutta, 1956, pg.359.

3. ibid., pg. 340.

4. P.Hershman, "Virgin and Mother" in I.M.Lewis(ed),
Symbols and Sentiments, Academic Press, London, 1977,
pg. 270ff. ' :
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the Indian wife, once she becomes pregnant, which is regarded as
a kind of deliverance from insecurity, doubt and the shame of
infertility.5 In ancient Indian texts, both religious or secu-
lar, the wife occupiés more space than the mother.Many.of the

Dharmagistras include several passages on str‘ipufnsadharma.6 It isi

women as wives, rather than as mothers, who form the substantial
part of Manu's discourse or women, though of course, Manu also
echoes the conventional eulogy of motherhood. He says "The wife
is the visible form of what holds together the begetting of
childrén, the caring of them,... and the ordinary business of
eQery day. Children, fulfillment of duties, obedience, and thg
ulﬁimate sexual pleasure depend on the wife, so does heaven for’

oneself and one's ancestors."’ The wife's (laya) importance as a .

receptacle for the rebirth of her husband, has already been

stated.8 The Manava Dharmadistra also dgvotes several passages to

the conduct of the virtuous wife,? to measures necessary for

5. S.Kakar, The Inner World: A Psychoanalytic Study of
Childhood and_ Society in India, Oxford University
Press, Delhi, 1991, (4th, ed), pg. 76,78.

6. For example that of Gautama, Baudhiyana, Apastamba and

Va§i§§ha.
7. Manu., IX. 27-28.
8.  ibid., IX. 8.
9. ibid., V. 154-156, V.164-165, IX. 22, IX.30.
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keeping them in good spirits,10 for, "if the wifg is not
radiant....the whole family is not radjant."l Thus, it appears
" that such texts tended to focus on the.maﬁ-woman relationship
érimarily in terms of the husband and wife. The Mahabharata also\‘
contains similar references.Infact, women as wiveé,:feature more

regularly than women as mothers. Kuntl, the paradigmatic mother

in>the Mahabharata, having been widowed early and separafed from
her sons, praised Draupadl to Krsna, and called hef a “true
women" because she had choseh the life of her husbands over that
of her sons.lszhe respect to be accorded to the wife is.feﬁéat-
edly reiterated. Sakuntald tells Du§yanta, "I am your wife and,
thérefofe,deserve to be treated respectfully Lnl3 Elsewhere,
commenting on the qualities of a virtuous wife, she says‘that the
wife's importance lies in the fact‘that she is the man's half,
the first of his friends, the root of religion, profit and de-
sire, the root of his salvation.l4 Therefore, the wife was one's

most valuable possession.15 The designation of the wife as a

10. ibid., III. 55-59.

11. ibid., III. 61-62.

12. Mahabhérata, V.88.40-45.
13. ibid., I. 68. 24/25.
14. ibid., I. 68.40/41.

\

15. ibid., I. 68.44.
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man's best friend is borne out by other passages also.16 Bhigma,
during the narration of the story of the pigeon and the fowler
emphasised the position of the wife vis a vis the mother. "A
householder's home even when filled.with sons, dgrandsons and
daughters-in-law and servants is regarded as empty if destitute
of the housewife... A house without the wife is as desolate as

the wilderness."1l7 At the end of the episode the male pigeon is

made to say "One's spouse is one's associate in all one's acts of

virtue, profit and pleasure... It is said that the wife is the
richest possession of her lord... there is no friend like the
wife.. no refuge better than the wife... and no better ally in

thé world than the wife.n18 Throughout the story the importance
of the wife over the the mother is reiterated f;r the female
pigeon announces that widows even if they are the mothers of many
children are miserable, for a women bereft of her husband becﬁmes
helpless and an object of pity.19 This was because, it was only

the husband who could make unlimited gifts to her and never the

¥

16. The brahmana's daughter in Ekac akra calls the wife a’
man's best: friend, ibid., I.147.i1. ; so does Nala
who also says that that a man could forsake himself but
never his own wife, ibid., III. 58 .209.

17. ibid., XII.142.4/5.
18. ibid., XII.142.10.

19. ibid., XII.144. 2.
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father, brother or son."20

It waé recognised, that the husbana, too, had the duty of
protecting his wife and looking after her comfort. When Jamadag-
ni'é wife Renuka returned late from her errand exhausted by the
heat, Jamadagni resolved to punish the sun god, Sﬁrya.21’In the
story df the brahmana and his guest in the Aéygmggglgé_gg;jgg,
the former is made to say that it was a husband's duty to protect
his wife and "that man who fails to protect his wife earns éreate
infamy'here; and goes to hell here after."22 It was expected that
the husband should respect his wife's wishes. Sages often sent
their disciples on difficult errands to fulfill the commands of
- their wives. Veda asked his disciple to obtain the earrings

belonging to king Pausya's queen, for his wife, in lieu of his
daksina.?3 Réru vowed to kill every snake he came across, because
a snake had bitten his wife who was aé dear to him as life it-
self.2% The wife enjoyed special powers and had particular duties
within a household. Draupadi, asked by Satyabhsmé on the secret

[ ] .
of her success with her husbands, delivered a long speech on the

20. ibid., XII.144.6.

21. ibid., XIII. 97.15, XIII. 97.17.
22. ibid., XIV. 93.22.

23. ibid., I.3. 97, I.3.99.

24. ibid., I. 10.1/2. .
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duties she undertook while at Indraprastha to make ‘herself indis-

pensable t§ them.22 The speech reveals that all the crucial
work in the royal houséhold, from supervising the welfare of
guests and relatives, to overseeing the entire functioning of the
royal establishment was the duty of the wife. One of her most
impértant duties appears to have been perébnal attendance on
KuntI and submission to the latter's wishés in matters of food
and attire.z6 The mother, excluded from this‘function after her
son's marriage, tended to recedé into the background. Since the
wife was a man's best friend, her édvice was also to be heeded.
Yudhisthira was devastated at the large scale deétruction caused
during the wér. Though BhTIma, 2’ Arjuna, 28 Nakula?? and Sahade-
va30 tried to reason with him, it was Draupadi's wordé,31 th&t
convinced him, of the righteousneés of his actién. ~ Here, it was
»the wife who came forward to remind tﬂe king of his duties, and

not the mother, who was also present. 1In the Mah3aprasthanika

25. ibid., III. 222.39-56. /

26. ‘ibid., III.222.38.

27. ibid., XII.10.1=-28.

28. ibid., XII.11.1-28.

29. ibid., XII.12.3.36.

30. ibid., XII.13 .1-13.

31. ibid., XII.i14 - 6-39. ‘
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Parvan, when the Pandavas decided to renounce the world, they
were accompanied on their final journey by Draupadi, their
wife.32 Thus, it was the wife who was deemed to be the constant

companion of the husband. The Mahabharata contains several

stories in which the duties, code of conduct, etc, of a virtuous,

wife (pativrata) are outlined and celebrated. It was said that a

wife, by following the mode of life of a pativrata gained certain
powers. The hunter cursed by Damayantl, the chaste and ever

devoted wife of Nala, fell down dead.33 There is an entire sec-

tion in the Vana Parvan called the Pativrata Mahatmya where the
legipd of Savitrl and Satyavana is recounted. 1In it, SavitrI by
the powers of her pativratya won back her husband from Yama, the
god of death, himself.34 Thus, an ideal of wifely behavior was
constructed, and only if the wife conformed to the virtues of
chastity and obedience, i.e., to thé ideal, that she gained
access to this power unlike the mother who earned status automat-
ically with childbirth. Nevertheless, the importance of marriage

and the status of the wife is reiterated repeatedly, For example

in the story of Kunl Garga's daughter,3% she is said to have

32. ibid., XVII. 1.18.
33. ibid., III.61.3T.
34. ibid., III.281.53-55.
35. ibid., IX.S5I.
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‘passed her life by performing severe penances, and in the end was
informed by Narada, that, she could not attain heaven as she héd_
never been married and had not acquired the status of & wife.
Therefore, she married the sage Sgngévata for one night and the

following morning, departed for heaven.36

Thus, the authors/redactors of the Mahabharata devoted 1long

passages to women as wife, her duties, powers and position. In
contrast the overt eulogy(of motherhood appears rather subdued.
This would seem to indicate, that, it was the category “wife' by
whiéh the majority of the women were defined. Thus, it seems that
the benign role of the mother was perceiveé as a given constant,
while the sexuality of the wife, threatening and prone to indis-

cretion, required much greater control and therefore demanded

greater attention.

However,in the Mahabharata the mother has been accorded
suﬁtle superiority over the wife. Some of the most important
decisions are taken by mother. Duriﬂg the Pandava's stay in Eka-
caka, it was Kuntl who unilaterally took the decision of sending

BhIma to confront the demon,37 though, she was rebuked by Yudhis-

36. ibid,, IX. 51. 17-18.

37. ibid., I. 149.2/3.

87



\

thira, later.3® And when the pPandavas left Ekacakra, it was
Kunti's decision, that, they should proceed towards the cityvof
Drupada.39 Then again at Véragévata, Kunti was an active pratici-
40

pant in the plan to set fire to the hpuse, to preempt Purocana.

Three of the most important events in the Mahabharata had Kunti.

participating in them as a mother. ;These were the birth of
Karpa,41 her message to Yudhisthira and the other Pandavas before
the war, suggesting that they should fight for their rights, 42
and her subsequent dialogde with Karpa43 before the war, where

she revealed his parentage44

and extracted the promise, that, he
would not kill any of the Pandavas, except Arjuna.45 Satyavati's

role in the birth of Pandu and Dh;tar5§tra in undeniable., It is

she who first asked Bhi§ma46 and then summoned Vyasa, for

38, ibid., I. 150.5-10.

39.

[
log
(VN
Q,

., I. 156.1-6.

40. ibid., I. 136.5.

41. Mah3abh3drata, I.104.1-8.

42, To Yudhi§Ehira - ibid., v. 130.1, V. 130.7, V. 130.19-~
32. To BhiIma ibid., V. 135.8, To Arjuna, ibid., V. 135,
1-5, V.88.74.

43. ibid., V. 142 - V. 144.
44. ibid., V.143.13, V.143.6, V.142.25.
45. ibid., V. 144. 23/24.

46. ibid., I. 97. 9-16.
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niyoga.47 The importance of the mother over the wife is evidenf
from the fact that the five brothers married DraupadI only in
order to act in consonance with a routine statement f;om Kuntl.
braupadi's wishes were not taken into account. Socially, too,
it appears that the mother was accorded precedence over the'wife.-

This is made clear in several passages. In the potter's house,

after Arjuna won Draupadl in the svayamvara "...the excellent

Kurus laid their heads, by the side of théir heads did Kuntl lie,

and Krsn3a lay athwart at-their feet."%® And most importantly, in

the Sabha Parvan, Yudhisthira had staked and lost his kingdom,

49

his brothers and Draupadi, (emphasis added) because he had

proprietory rights over them (including his wife) but nbt over
his‘mother. Although the wife and the mother were dependent on
their husbands and sons respectively, the former was regarded as
a possession but the latter was not. Evidently the mother occu-

pied a more privile ged position.

~ Thus, it appears, that though the passages on the wife and
her duties are greater in number, it was the mother who as a
person wielded a more subtle influence on her sons than the wife.

This raises an important question;]if indeed it was women as

47. ibid., I. 99.30-35.
48. ibid., I1.184.9

49. ibid., II. 58.31, II. 58.37, II. 59.1.

’
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mother who was eulogised and who in actual terms exerted greater

influence, why are the Dharmadastras and the Mah3bharata, preoc-

cupied with the wife rather than the mother?.q

Nin these texts, motherhood was regarded as the gummom bonum
of a woman's existence, the raison d'etre behind her birth. It

was felt that dh3rani dharma (childbearing) and palana posana

dharma (nurturance)'was the only dharma for women. All the Qgg;;
mas3stras reiterate that women were created to bear children.’9
Marriage was regarded as the oﬁly Vedic transformati&e ritual for
women, 1 the “first step for the fulfillment of the duty for which
shé was born. So the importance of marriage is eﬁphasised and
fathers are asked to_marr§ off their daughters as soon as they

reach puberty, for when such a girl remained unmarried her

"fertile seasons" were be wasted. A father who failed to marry

off his daughter incurred the sin of the murder of an embryo.52

Narada asked Savitri's father to give her away in marriage as she

was past the age of puberty.53 Kuntil was ashamed to have her

50. Manu, IX. 96; Narada Smrti and Kautilya cited in
P.V.Kane, op.cit., pg. 561 and 552. *

51. Manu, II.67.

52. yajHavalkva smrti, I. 64.

53. Mahabharata, III. 278.4.

90



periods while still unmarried.®? Even asia wife, a women did not
fulfill her dharma fill she gave birth, for women were married
only for offspring.55 The wife was merely the vessel for drawing
the seed, while the son was the seed itself.®® A wife was only a
potential mother, she had to redeem herself in the eyes of the
patriarchal society by actuélly giving birth to‘a child. Only
then was she accorded the respect due to a women who had‘ful-

filled her dharma.

. Another reason for the attention devoted>to the wife, (most
of which are regulatory or "admonishing in nature) in contrast fo
the venerafion of the mother, is perhaps due to the brahmanical
fea; of female sexuality. The women as the mother was asexual
while the women as the wife was seen as the embodiment of .~
threatening sexuality. Fertility was regarded as a positive:
virtue but sexuality was not. Male sexuality was peréeived as a
socially positive force,vas stored up semen could be channelised
to form spiritual power, but female sexuality was seen as dark,

~

polluting and ultimately destructive.

54. ibid., II. 289.4.

~—

55.” This is what Lopamudra told Agastya, ibid., TIII.95.2.

Dronpa married Kr pl as he was moved by a desire for
offspring, ibid., I.121.11 . Kuntl welcomed Draupadl and

told her that she would rejoice again when Draupadl
became the mother of a son, ibid., I.191.12.

56. ibid., XII.137.25.
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The male fear of female sexuality stemmed from the view that

. Va . ,
a woman was capable of having sexual intercourse, far 1n excess-
‘of a man.. | The passion of woman was supposed to be eight fold

than that of man.57

Manusmfti also exhibits a fear of women as
wanton seducers of men, 58 and warns that even a learned man
could be led astray by his sister, daughter or mother. Karhna
hints at the excessive sexual desires of 'women, when he says
59

that women always like to have many husbands with reference to

Draupadi. This fear of women's sexual passion stemmed from a
?belief that in a man's semen reposed his energy, vigour and
youth, the Qastage of which was regarded as weakening and defil-
ing. Since women, particularly as the wife, were regardgd as the
céuse of this dissipation of energy, they weré castigated for
entrapping men and undermining their strength. So, Manu recom-
mends that a student should sleep glone and never shed his

semen,®% and that a man should have intercourse with his wife

57. Brhat raradara cited in P.V.Kane, op.cit., pg. 570ff.

58. "It is the very nature of women to corrupt men here on
earth." Manu, II. 213. "A wanton woman canh lead even a
learned man astray", Manu II. 214.

59. Mahabharata, I.194.8.

60. Manu, II. 180.
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only during her fertile season. ®1 Among the four great evils that
deprive a man of his prosperity, women are counted first and the

foremost.64 Bhisma tells the Pandavas that women are fond of

!
:

pleasure and power.63 The AnuSisana Parvan reiterates that women
derive greater pleasure form sexual union, than do men. %4 1t was
also felt that women, particularly the wife, could easily enter
into adulteroﬁs unions because of her intense sexual appetite.:
"Good 1o§ks do not maﬁter to them (women) nor do they care about
youth. A manf, they say, and enjoy sex with him."®3 Manu c&u-‘
tions that wives even when zealously gaurded often run after hen
like whores.®® Nala, informed of DamayantI's impending second
marfiage, comments that the very nature of women 1is
inconsistent,67 while elsewhere it is said that women by habit
decieved their husbands, for, they were given to impropriety of

conduct and were marked by evil manners. So it was felt necessary

61. ibid., III. 45. Manu also says that disengagement from
sexual union yields great fruit. ibid., V. 56.

62. Mahabharata, III.14.8.

63. Mahabharata, XII.34.33.

64.  ibid., XIII. 12. 47.
65. Manu, IX. 14.
66. ibid., IX. 15.

67. Mahabharata, III.96.6.
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to gaurd the wife®® to ehjoin her to follow a particular code of
conduct,; to seclude herland to restrict her movements, so that
the weaith bequeathed by a patriline benefited its actual biolog-
ical descendants®? and not persons of unknown paternity. In
contrast, once a woman proved her worth by providing children,
particularly male children who were accepted by thé\patriline as
true biological descendants, the maﬁy restrictions on her were
relaxed and she was duly honoured. ’9 Thus, women though mother-i

hood were desexualised. She ceased to be a thfeat having fuléif
filled her fﬁnctionﬂ thus, deserving of the veneration that was'

given to her.

hIn conclusion, it may be stated that irrespective of the
relative importance of the mother or the wife Eoth‘continued to
be defined in male terms, and béth were dependent on men. A
mother became a "good women" only when she produced male chil-
dren, a definition that perpetuated the cultural devaiuation of

women as "mere" biological reproducers. Similarly, a wife was a

68. Manu, IX.6.

69. Manu says that a man, by gaurding his wife, gaurds his
own descendants, practices, family and himself. IX.7.

70. Mandapala tells Lapita that men should never trust
women even if they are wives for "it is only when they
become mothers that they do not much mind serving their
husbands." Mah&bharata, I. 224. 31.
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"good woman" only when she was chaste, dutiful and obedient to

her husb,and.71 The mother's position depended on the son, and the

Neither could come out of these

\

wife's position on the husband.

limitations%

71. It was said that the husband is the highest diety of
the wife, (Mahabharata, XIV. 93.24) her only refuge,
(ibid. III.222.35.) and that it was the duty of wives to
serve their husbands with reverence and willing obedi-
ence, (ibid., XIII. 134. 11-22). Such examples can be

multiplied.
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CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION

We have seen thai a particular image of the mother as
desexualised, benevolent, gentle and ever ready to sacrifice
for her sons, was created and incorporated into the Mahabha-
rata, and an attempt was made to develop in the characters
of Kunti and Gandhari the ideal normative mother even though
they did not always fit into the mould. The influence that
KuntI wielded in shaping several incidents in the epic was
explained away as arising froﬁ_the powers of a true and
devoted mother. However, the eulogy of the mother, which was
basicallyvan eulogy of the institution of motherhood, did
not bring about any resultant,.practical improvement in
woman'sbposition. Every attempt waé maﬁe to check fhe power
that women were perceived to derive ffom their reproductive
functions. But between the wife and the mother, it was the
latter who received brahmanical approval because she fell in

line with normative prescriptions, by fulfilling her duty.

A few words are in order to explain the necessity of

c%nstructing this particular image of the woman and the
‘\

mother and its incorporation the Mahabharata and the Dharma-

[ . . . .
sastras 1in the early centuries of the Christian era.
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This was a period of great social flux. Several contem-
porary. wofks refer to the period as the Kaii age, and
present.a éiéture of the disintegration of the brahmanical
social brdér caused by the foreign invasions, and the grow-
ing popularity of the heterodox religions. The epics; the 

Dharmaéastras and the Puranas are the result of the brahman-

ical effort to reorganise themselves in the face of this
challenge. Two of the main pillars of brahmanism have been
land and family which are the major focus of the Mahdbhdra-
ta. Both were deemed to be equally important to the ances-
tor venerating, agricultural society. And for both, the
submission of women £o patriarchal social order was consid-
ered to be vital, especially sincévunder Buddhism,_at least
theoretically, the positioﬁ of wbmen'wasvfelt to have im-
proved. The brahmanical order disappfoved of the women's
right to enter the Sanghas and the right.to own, manage and
probably inherit property. Both these rights were CQnsidered
as threatening, as the first had dangerous implicafiépé'for
the family while the second reduced the importance of.thé_'
patriline. Therefore, to secure the submission of women,

both for land and for the family, a particularvimage of

womanhood was constructed by the brahmana combilers and
- .

redactors of the Dharmadistras and the epics. This included
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an émphasis on virginity at the time of marriage, the con-
demnation of adultery and niyoga and castigat}on of widow
reﬁarriage, etc., to ensure that property, primarily in the
form of land, passed onto the true biological descendants of
the patriline and not any other. This asseftion regarding
the primacy of the family was and is an attempt to perpetu-
ate the phallocentric order. Thus, the epics produced thé
two images of womanhood - the chaste, obedient, dutiful wife
and the benign, ever sacrificing, dharma fulfilling mother,

to secure women to the services of brahmanism.

Women in the Mahabharata have exemplary functions, for
thé Mahabharata conveys a picture of the way women are sup-
posed to behave, a normative model for emulation.The éﬁdras
and.the women were not pefmitted to listen fo the recitation

Y

of the Vedas. Nor were the Dharmasistras accessible to them.

But, they were not debarred from listening to the jtihasa
(for example - Mahabharata) or the Purénai>/1n fact the

Bhagavata Purapa explains that as the Vedas could not be

leafnt by women and the éﬁdras, the sage Vyasa composed the
story of Bharata, out of compassion for them. Since the
dharamésastraic injunctions on stridharima had to be dissem-
inated among the women, in order ﬁo be effective, an unique

device was resorted to. .The brahmanical class took over

J
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certain popular legends from the bards which already exisfed
as oral tradition and completely reformulated them and put
them down.in writing, fof it is always easier to rearrandge a
written text than a memorized one. This brahmanical takeover
of the.Bhérata oral tradition from the custodianship of the

Sitas and Magadhas and the transformation of the Mahabharata

into a vehicle of popular instruction was an event of his-
torical significance. It developed into the most influential
text of the post Vedic brahmanism and carried the messége_to
millions of impressionable listeners for whom spoken words

carried great authority.Thus, the image of the woman con-

structed by the Mah3bh3rata was quickly internalised by the

wonen themselves.

Through ideological control and manipulation the brih-
manas sought to perpetuate, validate, aﬁd»justify the order

they were trying to establish. The Mahabharata was adopted

as one of the means for perpetuating their hegemony which
itself became a hegemonic text, and thevideology on women,
particularly‘the mother, became one of the bulwarks of
patriarchal brahmanism. This image of woman, and the strict
exhortations against any deviation, encouraged a sense of
fatalism and paséivity and induced women to consent to their

own oppression and subordination.
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