
National Journal of Hindi & Sanskrit Research 

                                                                                                                        ~56~           

 

 
ISSN: 2454-9177  
NJHSR 2019; 1(25): 56-58 
© 2019 NJHSR 
www.sanskritarticle.com  

 
Dr. Sasmita Bandar Nayak 
Lecturer In Sarvdarshan Dept., 
P.G. Teaching Dept., 
S.J.S.U. University, 
Shree Vihar, PURI-3 . 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
                 
Correspondence: 
 

Dr. Sasmita Bandar Nayak 
Lecturer In Sarvdarshan Dept., 
P.G. Teaching Dept., 
S.J.S.U. University, 
Shree Vihar, PURI-3 . 

 

Twenty First Century’s Sanskrit and  
Women Studies 

 
Dr. Sasmita Bandar Nayak 
 
      Feminism is a movement of relative recent origin of women aimed to 
achieve women’s legitimate rights in an essentially male dominated society. 
The feminists stand for gender equality, independence, empowerment, sexual 
freedom, reproductive rights and equality to opportunity. By this movement 
women question for conventional and traditional attitude of society and men 
towards women. It is pointed out that in all traditional societies women are 
less valued than men. The word feminism stands for sexual equality ensuring 
a commitment to eradicate sexual domination and to transform society. It 
represents the major changes in social thinking and politics because only 
feminism radically questions the understanding of men and women and the 
social structure which maintains the difference.  
 

     The two primary structures of women’s oppression which the feminists 
identified were sexual division of labour and reinforcement of oppression by 
culture. The works of Mary Ellman (Thinking about women, 1968) Kate 
Millet (Sexual Politics, 1470) Virginia Woolf (Woman & Writing) Simon De 
Beauvoir, Eline Showalter etc. have given clarity to the theoretical aspects of 
the feminist movement.  
 

    As a result of feminist movement today there is a strong opposition to the 
trend keeping aside women from the corridors of authority and social space. 
A re-thinking in this line is going on in all fields of knowledge like history, 
and literature. Discrimination against women and the proportion of right in 
the relationship between men and women are widely discussed. In the field of 
literature also, there is no dearth of studies on women writing and how 
women are depicted. 
 

     In this way evaluation of all fields of knowledge and experiences from the 
point of view of woman can generally be called Women Studies. It should be 
remembered apart from being a discipline, Women Studies is a struggle for 
liberating women from their subordinate status. Women studies include 
theories and their application. According to Devaki Jain, “scholars in 
Women’s Studies challenge the philosophical underpinnings of human 
knowledge and critique existing paradigms in all intellectual disciplines. 
Their basic premise is that the concepts, tools and techniques that are now in 
use, endorse gender based discrimination and the denial of equity to women. 
Their aim is to interrogate these through a perspective that highlights the 
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processes through which women have been made 
marginal and invisible as also to formulate new 
definitions and methodologies that can give the 
necessary critical edge to future knowledge 
systems.”1      Women Studies has had a very 
special history in India. The growth of the 
discipline was propelled by an interest in equity 
and justice and it drew inspiration from the grass 
root level experience of women’s organisations. 
Women Studies, as perceived by the Indian 
women’s movement, is a potent instrument that 
plays a deliberate and active role in the battle to 
change people’s mindsets and values. 
 

    In this paper an attempt is made to explore how 
women were depicted in Sanskrit literature with a 
view to ascertain the manner in which the concept 
of Indian womanhood was built up. It is believed 
that such an exercise will definitely help 
Inodological studies of the present century to 
correct distortions in the historical representation 
of women. 
 

     Indian culture is much older than that if any 
other ancient nation in the world. The image and 
individuality of Indian womanhood are embedded 
and clearly laid down at the bottom of traditional 
beliefs and mythology. According to traditional 
beliefs woman is regarded as the energy, power or 
Sakti which is responsible for creation. Another 
view is that she is Prakṛti. The nature the unity of 
Puruṣa and Prakṛit reveals the belief regarding 
biological conception also.2  Thus all creation and 
all power in the universe are based on femaleness. 
Our mythology describes the holy relationships of 
Gods and Goddess as husbands and wives who 
are properly married. Therefore our culture has 
advocated a strong concept about married life. 
 

     In the Vedic period which is also the formative 
period of Indian Social system, women enjoyed 
almost all religious rights and previlages. They 
were given equal status with men in every walk of 
life in the matter of production, education, 
religious right and freedom of movement. 
Women’s right to Vedic education as a necessary 
pre-condition for her success in married life has 
been emphasized.3 As an educated woman, she 
was given freedom for selecting husbands on her 
own choie.4 The marriage for a woman was 
always considered as essential in the Vedic 
society. The unmarried girls used to live an 
honourable life and that society did not ostracise 

them. The Vedic society hed accepted Goṣā, 
Gargī, Maitreyī etc. as women scholars. However, 
the very small number of women scholar gives. 
 

    The indication that women education was not 
the general practice on the day. The Vedic 
literature discusses the role of wife in a man’s life. 
Her role in his life has been declared as 
indispensable as she only can provide him with 
complete fruitfulness.5 The marriage in fact was a 
religious necessity to both the man and the 
woman. Neither could reach heaven without being 
accompanied by the other.6  Thus it can be seen 
that women enjoyed more freedom in society 
during the Vedic period. An ideal woman was 
sahadharmacāriṇī in the truest sense and 
indispensable for the propagation of human race. 
The social degradation of women commenced 
with the end of the Vedic period. 
 

     Later in the Smṛti period, Varṇāśramadharma 
and the accompanying caste system became 
predominant. In each kingdom social system was 
in tune with the views and ideas of that particular 
ruler. Needless to mention, rulers always emerged 
from upper caste male sex. The male rulers made 
rules and systems to suit their convenience or 
requirements. The equal rights of women with 
their partners gradually ceased to exist. 
Meanwhile a cultural stereotype of womenhood 
was also formulated: women are sentimental, 
emotional, irrational and ultimately uncultured. 
So they should be controlled for their own sake 
and for the cultural order of human society. Manu 
cautions not to give any freedom to a maiden even 
inside her own house. According to him no 
women deserve freedom. Manu’s concept about 
wives was that a faithful wife should constantly 
worship her husband as God eventhough he is 
devoid of qualities or seeking pleasure elsewhere.7        
By violating her duties towards her husband, a 
wife is degrades in this world and after death in 
other world she will enter the womb of jackal.8 
Thus Manusmṛti put forth the social system in 
which women are subordinate to the opposite sex. 
 

      In epics it can be seen that the female 
characters confront different problems in life. 
Gāndhāri and Sitā who have accepted chastity as a 
penance, never deviate from Dharma. Kunti who 
has faced many problems on account of denial of 
rightful wealth never gives up the path of 
righteousness. Draupadi who was born from 
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sacrificial fire keeps in her mind a spark of 
vengeance against Kauravas and strives for their  
annihilation. From these three characters we can 
find the polygamy and polyandry were the order 
of the day. The references to polygamy could be 
seen in Ṛgveda itself.9 
 

     The sage poet Vyāsa does not omit to mention 
the greatness of chastity (Pātivratya) through 
these female characters. The female characters 
appearing in the episodes connected to 
Mahābhārata were also depicted as the stereotypes 
of sacred chastity.10 So in the epic period it can be 
seen that the roles of women were converted from 
the status of Vedic Sahadharmacārim to pativratā, 
a truly devoted wife. Gradually women were 
shaped as more service agents, to fulfil the desire 
of their husbands as a result of this in classical 
literature. We can see that a lower status was 
given to woman characters because of the 
establishment of caste system based on 
Cāturvarnya. Woman was destined to be week 
and susceptible. Their whole life was restricted to 
be an instrument for satisfaction and well being of 
the opposite sex. At that time women confronted 
two main problems in their daily life. Firstly they 
have to suffer the exploitations of the caste system 
applicable to men also. Secondly they have no 
escape from the autrocities,   assaults, harassments 
etc, inflicted on them by men. 
 

    Great poets like Kālidāsa sometimes make their 
characters like Sītāand Śakuntalā voice ther 
dissent to the injustices perpetrated on women. 
 

    The Purda system did not exist in the Vadic 
period. But in latter period the impression that the 
anatomical structure of women was not conducive 
to her entry into the for front of society became a 
part of our culture.  So the references to these can 
be seen in the later Sanskrit works. 
 

    Thus the study of the later Sanskrit literature 
reveals the glaring fact that women were always 
discriminated against in social and cultural fronts 
and equality was not seen any where. 
 

     The main ancient texts like Manusṛti or 
Dharmaśāstra have so many interpretations which 
kept on changing according to the prevalent socio-
economic condition. The perspective emerging 
from the studies on the ancient Sanskrit literature 
is that scholars either completely supported or 

rejected the ideas and interpreted in their own way 
to suit the requirement because of these 
interpretations, rules of social system became 
stronger. Even today, in the 21st century, 
women suffer from discrimination and a sense 
of oppression because the intertwining of caste 
and gender is quite visible. There is no equality 
between woman and men and between women 
and women. In these circumstances Womens 
Study acquies importance. It has to be 
acknowledge that women upliftment can be 
possible only by reforming system dominated by 
men. For that the study of ancient Sanskrit works 
is essential for proper understanding of the 
historical background of women’s problems. 
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