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Foreword

[t is no news that, in an earlier gente of writing on women in India, women were the
objects of study and, in Cartesian fashion, were viewed as the “other” by knowing sub-
jects, who were men. The voices of the women themselves were muted, and they were
present more as functions of a particular literary or religious situation than as functions
of authority in their own right. Earlier books, such as Altekar’s The Position of Women
in Hindu Civilization from Prehistoric Times to the Present Day or Shakuntala Rao Shastri’s
Aspirations from a Fresh World, are not of much help in a reconstruction of a sociohistorical
account of the lives of women. As Laurie Patton mentions in the introduction to this
book, these works are inventories, designed to give us a certain amount of data.

Jewels of Authority belongs to a new genre, developed painstakingly by women schol-
ars through careful hermeneutics. The contributors to this volume are interested in
retrieving truthfully and reconstructing faithfully a sociohistorical perspective in which
women exercise authority in the different periods they are investigating. This work is
representative of the new genre in Women’s Studies and Gender Studies, where women
are no longer under the gaze of men. They are also the subjects who study themselves
as the objects and not as the other. Thus they are able to approach the topic in a critical
and differently empathetic way. This book is a collection of essays on women, based on
textual and documented material that covers a vast spectrum of topics, ranging from
Vedic to contemporary times. While the material spans many historical periods, the
focus captures the vicissitudes of women’s interaction within a brahminical ideology.

How is this interaction between women and brahmins described in the pages of
Jewels of Authority in a way that honors indigenous categories? One of the criticisms of
colonial Indological research was the transference of some ideas and interpretations from
a western perspective into an alien context. The authors in this book are careful not to
fall into that trap. To reach their findings, they use the tools of interpretation given in
the Hindu tradition itself, such as that of mimamsa hermeneutics or the sociolegal ap-
proach of the Dharma Sastras. This book is thus a unique attempt to critique prevailing
modes of social behavior from the tradition’s own perspective.

Moreover, there are some special problems that only a scholar working in Hindu
texts faces. Because ancient Indian texts lack a definite chronology, the study of the
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Sanskrit and other texts of the ancient and medieval periods leaves one with a sense of
frustration. One works constantly with the suspicion that one is extrapolating only from
available texts, which may not all represent the whole culture. This suspicion can al-
ways lead to the guilty feeling that there may be more there than what meets the eye.
The break between theory and practice, and the related truism that what prevails in
society does not generally conform to the norms set forth in the texts, is perhaps even
more applicable to these Hindu contexts. In the study of Sanskrit texts, for instance,
one must work with many texts within a single period, without a corresponding sense
of their relative dating. The historical difficulty of dating some of the important texts
like the Vedas, the Epics, the Manu Smyti, the Dharma Sitras, the various Dharma
Sastras, and many other texts is well known. In addition, because of this lack of genu-
inely historiographical material in the early texts, we have not been able to glean much
useful information on women as figures of authority. Because of these limitations, scholars
working on sociohistorical problems, especially in the case of women in Hinduism, work
against great odds. It is the measure of their dedication that this work finally yields
results.

To be sure, the challenges that face scholars working in Women'’s Studies and Gen-
der Studies are daunting in all cultures. But, in addition to the general problem of dating
Hindu texts mentioned above, Women’s Studies in Hinduism has some additional
hurdles with which to contend. First, the literature covered in this field is indeed vast—
ranging from the ancient to the modern, which by any standards can cover at least four
thousand years to date. Second, any scholar working in this field needs a mastery of at
least one of the languages of India, depending on the period in which she or he is
working. For those working in the ancient and medieval periods, competency in San-
skrit, in both its Vedic and classical forms, is indispensable. For a medieval scholar,
and one dealing with modern Indian material, competency in at least one regional lan-
guage like Marathi, Bengali, Hindi, or Tamil would also be an asset. These demands
on scholars working in these areas of Hinduism can be quite intimidating and have
certainly hindered the progress of sophisticated studies in Hinduism. Added to all this,
one must also realize that, in general, until a few years ago, good scholars in Sanskrit,
Tamil, and so on, especially women, would not be those trained in modern sociohistorical
research methodology. And those who did have the research skills would not have the
language competency. If both were found somehow in the same person, they would not
be inclined to work on “Women’s Studies,” as this was not a favored research area
until recently. It is therefore heartening to see that scholars contributing to this volume
are precisely those who have those necessary skills. They are well known for their exper-
tise; they have the latest research skills and have been able, in the respective topics they
have chosen, to retrieve and present the women hidden behind these texts as women of
authority having voices of their own.

Aside from these general technical issues, a particular conceptual problem also emerges
in the study of women in ancient and medieval India: the lack of multiple voices on
women's issues. When one deals with Hindu texts concerned with sociological issues,
like the position, authority, or autonomy of women, these topics come within the pur-
view of the Dharma Siitras/Dharma Sastras, and perhaps also the Epics. Amazingly, in
these very texts we tend to encounter a single, uniform ideology about women. It is well
known that “the power of patriarchy” the world over was not genuinely challenged tll
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the feminist movements came on the scene. But what is difficult to understand is that,
in India, almost all the Dharma Sastra texts that deal directly with society, and therefore
with women, seem to depict one kind of social ideclogy in presenting the picture of
women in particular. For instance, while one need not accept totally the glorified pic-
ture of women in the Vedic period, by the same token it is difficult to believe that she
had fallen to such a pathetic state without a voice of her own, as we see in the Smurtis.
Women composed hymns in the Vedic period; there were philosophers in the Upanisadic
times; there were women poets and writers of kdvya in the kdvya period; and there were
samnydsinis mentioned right up to the time of Bhavabhiti. Therefore it is a bit surpris-
ing to see that there is not a single woman writer of a Dharma Sastra text available to
us today. Is it possible that, like the Tamil Tirukkonéri Dasyai commentarial text dis-
cussed by Vasudha Natayanan in this volume, a woman did write or compiled a Dharma
Sastra work in this period, but unlike the Tirukkénéri Dasyai work, it somehow never
saw the light of day? This seems plausible when one sees that the works of Smrti writers
like Brhaspati, Prajapati, and Katyayana, whose views from citations from other works
seemn more sympathetic to widows with regard to inheritance, are also all lost and unavail-
able now. Scholars like Julia Leslie have cited a lawbook written by a woman named
Lakshmidevi, called Balambhatti (ca. 1800). This is a late text and it is generally sympa-
thetic to women. But its authorship is also attributed to Lakshmidevi’s son who sup-
posedly used her name in order, perhaps, to escape censure for his lenient views con-
cerning women.

While this age seems to be particularly weighted against women, in a sociohistorical
context, facts are not just black or white. There can be many gray areas in between, and
it may be in these gray areas that we have our only clue to such multiple voices. For
instance we are all too familiar with the statement from Manu that a woman does not
merit freedom (na stri svdtantryamarhati). There are other statements in the Manu Smati
which are not so condemnatory toward women. We find another saying, also well known,
that only such a society can thrive in which women are respected (yatra ndaryastu piijyante
ramante tatra devatah 3.56). Then again we are told by Manu that a mother is more
worthy of respect than a thousand dcdryas, or teachers (2.145). Manu also gives a woman
full rights over her stridhana. He even mentions that, rather than be married to a man
having no good qualities, a daughter should not be given in marriage at all (9.89). He
then has a whole set of verses in the fifth and ninth chapters that look upon women as
depraved. What is one to make of all these conflicting statements in the same book?
Are these all written by the same Manu or by a number of people and compiled by one
Manu much in the manner of Patafjali’s Yoga Sitras!? It is difficult to believe that one
and the same Manu could have had such different views, both of an extreme nature, on
women. More to our purposes in this volume, the contradictory statements in Manu
hint at the different possible perceptions of women prevalent in society, as well as the
attempt to paint all those images with a single color in keeping with a single ideology,
mentioned earlier.

Jewels of Authority also shows many other new, infriguing patterns and possible read-
ings of eatly Indian history. In the brahminical culture, which values its individuals
because they have the competency or adhikdra to perform Vedic rituals, the ultimate act
of demonizing women is to take away from her this right. Whether this was done delib-
erately or because of circumstances will be anybody’s guess. But what was her right, as
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shown by Mary McGee in this book, was denied to her by the time of the Smrtis. One
of the necessary conditions of a petson to have this adhikdra being that he or she has to
be in a state of marriage effectively ruled out widows having this right. But the point to
be noted is that women had the right to remarry after being widowed, and this right is
expressly stated in many a text. The Vedic literature definitely allows it. The Epics are
full of such stories. The Jataka tales in Buddhism sanction it. The explicit statement in
the Artha Sastra of Kautilya (3.2.19-32) leaves no doubt in anybody’s mind that widow
remartiage was not looked down upon. All the Smrtikdras are familiar with its exist
ence (Manu, Gautama, Vasistha, Visnu) and reluctantly admit its sanction although
they qualify it with many caveats. It is in the Dharma Sastras that the opposition to
widow remarriage is building up.

By the time of the medieval period, as we all know, women were not allowed to study
the Vedas. Here also, we can point out intriguing ambivalences and possibilities in inter-
pretation. That this harsher view of women was not the view of Jaimini has been pointed
out in one of the chapters of this volume. Yet Jaimini remains an authority in the medi-
eval period, with that part of his philosophy ignored. One is reminded of Sankaracarya,
of Advaita fame, interpreting the famous Brhadaranyaka Upanisad passage (Br. Up.6.4.
17), which advocates the birth of a daughter who would be a scholar by reciting certain
mantras ( . . .icched duhitd me panditd jayeta). In his interpretation, Sarikaracirya states that
this mantra recitation is not applicable to Vedic learning. He writes that the passage only
means that “one be skilled in household work” and not Vedic learning. For someone
who advocated the oneness of Brahman in the neuter gender (Brahman) (sarvamidam khalu
brahma), with no gender bias at all, the compulsion to conform to the norms of the Dharma
Sastras must indeed have been great for him to so interpret this passage like the ignoting
of certain key passages of Jaimini. One can imagine the depths to which this social engi-
neering was undertaken. What the compulsions were to do this we do not know, but we
cannot doubt that the position of women was undermined deliberately and texts were
written to promote that same ideology.

Let us follow the same ambivalences and possibilities and look at another question:
women who want to follow the spiritual path without going through the vivaha/ marriage
samskdra/ ritual. We are led to believe that personalities like Gargi and Maitreyt are not
relevant any more in the medieval period. But we do find examples like Sulabha in the
Mahabharata, which is more or less in the same period as the Manu Smrti. We also
have the famous Atreyl in the Uttarardmacaritam, and Kamandaki in the Malatimadhavam
of Bhavabhiti of the seventh century of the Common Era. We also find in the
Yatidharmasamuccaya of Yadavaprakasa (putatively assigned to the eleventh century of the
common era) that a samnydsin is asked not to accept alms from a woman who is indepen-
dent, one who is naked, one who lives as she pleases, one who is without a husband, or
a woman who has married a second time (Yatidharmasamuccaya, 6, 143-146).

Who are these naked women and who are these independent women! Do these
refer to some samnydsini groups or women who follow the Tantra form of worship!
We do know that women like Mahadeviakka in the South and Lal Ded in Kashmir
are both described as naked. Are we then witnessing an existing ascetic sect in this
period that allows even women to roam around naked? Is it possible to connect them
with the Tantric women who were, all along, part of the spiritual landscape but do
not figure much in the Dharma Sastra works? Tantra did not find favor with the early
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Sanskritist researchers because of so many misunderstandings. While some of the
Tantric practices look unusual from our contemporaty standpoint, there were other
practices that were generally favorable to women. The medieval period reveals these
Tantric practices existing side by side with other belief systems, and one cannot af-
ford to ignore these juxtapositions if one has to arrive at some understanding of that
age.

Finally, as Paola Bacchetta points out some of the intriguing possibilities for the idea
of samnyds for women in the contemporary petiod, we can see these patterns in earlier
history as well. A comparison with other literature, such as Buddhist, Jaina, Ajivika,
and Tamil texts, definitely argues for the existence of women samnydsinis in this period.
The prejudice of the brahminical ideology comes into sharp focus in the area of whether
women can become samnydsinis or not. There is a concerted effort to decry women tak-
ing up samnydsa, although there are plenty of examples both in the Epics and in literary
works that tell us of the presence of women samnydsinis. Dhrtavrata, Srutavafi and Sulabha
did not marry and pursued a spiritual life. Records from the Kumbhamelas, calendrical
events that occur every twelve years, show the presence of women samnydsinis who come
to take part in the mela, both as individuals and as members of institutions. This is an
ancient tradition, and it is a travesty of history to deny it to women. Dilip Kumar Roy
and Indira Devi, in their book Kumbha: India’s Ageless Festival, record their meeting
with such women who proclaim their tradition as very old. In addition, we get useful
information on the topic of women samnydsinis in the chronicles of the Buddhist and
Jaina nuns and sddhvis. Tamil literature has the famous example of Avvaiyyar who,
according to some, is a generic term for a woman samnydsini.

With the end of the colonial chapter India has emerged from its “petrified” state to
face a world that has, at least in theory, allowed its women to develop their potency to the
full. Falk and Gold show the ways in which such theory and practice sometimes exist in
significant but creative tension. In this context one needs to answer the question as to the
relevance of Jewels of Authority in today’s world. The chapters in this book substantiate
Gadamer’s view about the past being “an effective history” that therefore opens up its
texts. In the Hindu context, the festivals and narratives of the past invite the possibility of
new interpretations by those competent to do so. Jewels of Authority has also set a new
methodological approach by looking at women through a single lens (interaction with
brahminical ideology) and thus has the advantage of being very well focused. This book
can very well set the trend for researches of a similar nature in future.

T. S. Rukmani
Concotdia University
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Introduction

Laurie L. PATTON

The pages of this book glitter with the images of jewelry. Yet its chapters are not con-
cerned only with the colorful worlds of Indian myth, epic, and poetry. They are also the
ritual manuals of the ancient Indian sacrifice, the legal texts of the Dharma Sastras, the
Tamil commentaries of medieval Vaisnavas, and the Hindi manuals of contemporary
organizations of Hindu nationalists. Why does jewelry bring together such disparate
topics?

If there is any one thing that symbolizes the relationship between women and the
brahminical textual tradition of India, it is their jewelry. Passages in the Atharva Veda
and the Upanisads specify gold ornaments as the specific property of the wife, her
stridhana, which she herself gave as part of the offering in the Vedic sacrifice. The cour-
tesans of ancient India were not free persons but had full authority over their assets,
which consisted of their jewelty and other payments they received from lovers. One
early Buddhist benefactress established a monastery with gifts of her jewelry. The Vedic
mantras used to heal a miscarrying woman are recited over an amulet made especially
for her. The Laws of Manu! classify jewelry as one of the main types of women’s prop-
erty, which (if she has the right to give anything) she has the right to give to her off-
spring or bring to her marriage.

The classical period of India is no less rich in the use of jewels to illustrate the highly
charged link between women and textual authority. Dharmanibandhas, or lawbooks, of
the medieval period specify important kinds of ownership for a woman, such as “the
ornaments a woman inherits from her mother.” In Bhisa’s Sanskrit drama Carudatta,
the jewels of Vasantasena, Carudatta’s courtesan, are stolen from Ciarudatta’s house.
To rescue his honor, his own wife gives him her necklace. As in the dharma-nibandhas,
the jewels are what are in the wife’s power to give. And, on a more literary level, the
medieval commentator Tirrukonéri Dasyai names her entire commentary a “Garland of
Words,” and she arranges her scholarly output as one would a necklace. It is the most
powerful metaphor she can choose for her writings. So, too, the necklace that a married
woman wears is, in the same Tamil Vaisnava tradition, the symbol that a devotee also
dons to declare the purity of his devotion to god.

In the contemporary period, the goddess Astabhija, used as an inspirational model
for Hindu nationalist women, holds a rosary as the quintessence of feminine qualities,
“to remind women of their own qualities.” And in village Rajasthan, the offerings to
please female power connect visibly with female desires—and here the imagery of jew-
elry is prevalent. In hymn to Sitala, women promise to put a jewel in her forehead. In
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the brahmin ritual of T1j Mother, women’s jewelry is held up to the reflection in a polished
platter, as a sign of auspicious wifehood.

As the brahmin textual tradition has it, the jewels of women are both a source of
independence and a source of bondage. Jewels signify her authority in giving as a wife
or as a courtesan; they also act as evidence of her lack of religious realm, the married
authority in her marriage as they designate her as property herself. In the women’s
necklace is a paradigm of all devotees’ purity, whether male or female. It is also the
chosen metaphor for one of the few female commentators known in Indian history.
Pendants are desired by, and offered to, the goddess herself, whether in the form of
Sitala or Astabhaja. They are the quintessence of femininity and resistance at the same
time.

Like jewels, individual texts in the Indian tradition act as very particularized mirrors
of the roles and status of women in different periods of history. It is the purpose of this
volume to honor the specificity of these texts and the specificity of women's attitudes
toward them as producers and audience, in the village and in the city.

Setting the Stage

Much of the excellent, groundbreaking work on gender and the Hindu tradition in the
last two decades has been, of necessity, at a fairly general level. The basic questions
about power relations between the sexes, the codification of gender behavior, conflicts
over gender behavior, and so forth needed to be raised before the more detailed work
could be done.

Yet the scenario we are frequently confronted with—a kind of sweeping time line that
moves from the Vedic golden age to the age of brahminical repression to the more hopeful
era of Hindu reform— is becoming less and less helpful in our classrooms and in our
scholarship. Other work in this area contents itself with an inventory of references to
and about women but eschews any larger, theoretical implications for gender studies as
a whole. This, too, is important inventorial work, but it needs to be supplemented with
theoretical analysis. Our own perspective is that close textual or ethnographic analyses
are not incompatible with theoretical sophistication. As contributors to this volume, we
are presented with a unique opportunity to put these emphases together in the context
of South Asian studies, as well as in the larger context of gender studies.

The Postcolonial Challenge and the Role of Gender Studies

A single example should suffice to illustrate the difficulty: When previous authors have
written on women in the Rg Veda, they have usually included human, semidivine, and
divine figures in a single category. Bhagwat Saran Upadhyaya’s book, Women in Rg Veda
(1974), is a case in point: a potpourri of female rsis, Apsarases, and goddesses, such as
Vic, Usas, and others, is mingled together in a single category, with only a superficial
typological treatment of differences between these figures. Shyam Kishore Lal’s early
Female Divinities in Hindu Myth and Ritual (1980) does the same. This very tendency to
create a single, inventorial category of “female,” which distinguishes only sketchily be-
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tween vatious kinds of “female,” is inherently problematic. The move is similar to the
tendency of colonialist writers to create a unified Hinduism, whereas, as Fryckenberg,
Prakash, and many others have recently pointed out, no such Hinduism existed.? The
assumption made is that because women, human, semidivine, or divine, are all essen-
tially different from men, they must all have the same characteristics.

Despite the difficulties inherent in such a task, scholarship on women in early India
would do well to avoid the dangers of ghettoizing women in a single intellectual cat-
egory. Instead, we might recognize gender identity as a necessary point of departure, but
always as a construction in and of itself. Following the lead of several feminist writers
on colonial India,* we might move beyond the large, unwieldy, and confusing category
of “the female” in ancient India as well. The study of women in Hindu religious prac-
tice is no different from any other arena of South Asian studies: we are challenged to
avoid creating an “essence” where none exists but to focus instead on a complex set of
social relations, referting to a changing set of historically variable processes.*

The Case for Close Studies of Women and Traditional Authority

Many of the chapters in this volume build on such postcolonial insights to think through
their very specific cases of women and brahminical, textual authority. Like many
postcolonial and feminist authors, these authors assume that knowledge is indeed con-
structed by particular ideologies and that brahmin ideology in particular needs to be
examined in its own right as a form of effective intellectual and social critique.

However, the interest in this volume is not solely in the colonial construction of
such knowledge about women and the brahminical collusion therein. Instead, the au-
thors expressly advocate rereading ancient, medieval, and contemporaty cases with a
closet, finer lens—a jeweler’s lens, if you will. One particular way to address these his-
torically variable processes involves the close reading of situations in which women are
given or denied authority in ritual and interpretive situations in India. This approach
involves not only how women are represented by Indian texts (how they wear their jew-
els) but also several other perspectives: how the particular strategies of debate about
women are carried on {who owns those jewels and when), how women are depicted as
negotiating certain kinds of authority; and how women might resist particular kinds of
traditional authority in certain colonial and postcolonial situations (how they use their
jewels to subvert or to resist). Such a view necessitates smaller studies of individual debates
about women and brahminical textual authority and how such arguments and negotia-
tions change over time.”

Jewels of Authority focuses on just these kinds of particularities of textual and ethno-
graphic debate. First, the chapters discuss the details of particular debates about women,
such as that in the Vedic mimamsa (McGee) and medieval Vaisnava (Young) traditions.
Second, the contributors examine particular textual and ethnographic problems about
the agency of women, such as women’s gift giving in Vedic, epic, and poetic sources
(Findly and Jamison) or the cure for problematic childbirth (Patton). This approach yields
a more complex picture of what options are depicted as being available to women in
ancient and classical India. Finally, the volume examines historical situations in which
women appropriate authority for themselves in relationship to brahminical authority:
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in village Rajasthan (Gold), the colonial reform period in Calcutta (Falk); or the conser-
vative wing of the Hindu nationalist movement, the RSS (Bachetta).

None of these debates, nor the sweep of the volume in general, is meant to be exhaus-
tive but rather suggestively representative of problems and possibilities within a particu-
larly focused lens. For purposes of clarity and coherence, the perspectives of the chapters
remain focused on a single theme—that of brahmin authority—and do not attempt to move
beyond that intellectual axis. This emphasis is not an attempt to stress brahminical dis-
course in relation to women but rather to examine its historical vicissitudes and manifes-
tations mote carefully. The hope is that this volume’s insights will suggest other kinds of
focused studies: women and ksatriya ideology, the vexing identification between women
and $udras {touched on by Young in this volume but deserving a volume in its own right),
the depiction of Dalit women by brahmin women and vice versa, and the role of women
in the merchant (vaisya) class, to name just a few possibilities.

Part I introduces themes from the eatliest period of Indian history—ones that have only
begun to be examined in full detail, such as gift giving, the rights to participate in sac-
rifices, and own property, and so on. These are themes that are introduced and puzzled
over by the ancient texts themselves and will remain constant throughout the historical
sweep of the book.

In the first chapter, Ellison Banks Findly begins with the early Indian concern over
women as symbols of household plenitude and charity; in “The Housemistress at the
Door: Vedic and Buddhist Perspectives on the Mendicant Encounter,” she focuses on the
contrast between the Vedic and Buddhist models for gift giving. Although Vedic texts
women become masters of the household, controlling wealth and becoming representa-
tives of the household, they are not able to be agents of gift giving on their own. Pali
Buddhist texts, however, reflect a context in which women have their own property, sepa-
rate from men, and where the intention of the giver, either male or female, is stressed.

Also focusing on the late Vedic period, examine the relationship between the Vedic
ideology of mantra and womb imagery in “Mantras and Miscarriage: Controlling Birth
in the Late Vedic Period.” Whereas the late Vedic emphasis on the rituals of childbirth
seems to reflect an alliance between canonical mantra and the domestic world of child-
birth, the opposite is the case. Examination of the Rg Vidhdna (a. 4th c. B.c.E.) and
other texts teflect not alliance but control over the gestating female body through mantric
utterance. As the brahmin becomes the sole representative and carrier of Vedic knowl-
edge, so, too, he must control the sphere of its reproduction—the womb that produces
the male child. Thus, womb imagery is not simply an expression of fertility but also a
depiction of the reproduction of knowledge itself, to be controlled by the brahmin at a
distance from the female body.

In her chapter, “Ritual Rights: The Gender Implications of Adhikdra,” Mary McGee
picks up on the theme of the autonomy of women, looking at the topic of adhikdra,
meaning right or authority and refetring specifically in the mimdmsa school on an
individual’s ability to perform sacrifices. McGee goes on to investigate some of these
issues, arguing that some texts say that women do have the right to perform sacrifices;
others modify their views by adding that this right is not independent but shared with
her husband. If a woman is in fact dependent on her husband, such a question of adhikdra
immediately raises questions about ownership within the household.
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Part II examines classical and medieval debates about some of these very same issues—
only within the structure of the newly emergent forms of literature: the drama, kdvya
poetry, the Puranas, and the devotional commentaries of South India. In many ways,
the debates are more complex in that the Vedic antecedents still hold sway in much of
the literature, but the universalism of bhakti has raised the question of women'’s partici-
pation in what were traditionally male, brahmin roles.

In “Giver or Given! Some Marriages in Kalidasa,” Stephanie W. Jamison compli-
cates the usual picture of women’s gift-giving practices in the Vedic and classical peri-
ods. Using episodes from Kalidasa, the Mahdbhdrata, and Dharma Sastras, she argues
that, whereas much of the éastric tradition prohibits it, the epic and poetic literature
does indeed portray women as gift givers. The interesting twist, however, is that this act
of autonomy is usually couched in terms of religious practice and spiritual austerity.

In “Om, the Vedas, and the Status of Women with Special Reference to Srivaisnavism,”
Katherine K. Young traces the history of women’s right to chant mantras through the
Vaisnava dcdryas. She argues that the relatively conservative position that emerged out
of the previously liberal Vaisnava position was achieved by a deft interpretation of Paficaratra
Agamas. This interpretive move prohibited women and sidras from the chanting of the
sacred syllable, yet also kept the dcaryas clearly in line with the earlier Vaisnava theo-
logical positions. She speculated that these interpretive changes also occurred in times
of great stress within society, and a clear identity needed to be maintained against exter-
nal threats, such as that of the Muslims during the time of Vedantadesika.

Vasudha Narayanan follows up on the theme of medieval textual authority with an
exploratory chapter on the work of the female commentator Tirukkénéri Disyai, “Cast-
ing Light on the Sounds of the Tamil Veda.” Tirukkonéri’s composition, “Garland of
Words,” has not received the kind of scholarly attention it deserves. Narayanan describes
some of the intriguing features of this commentary, including its emphasis on word
play as a form of devotional praise. She also speculates about the reasons for Tirukkonéri's
obscurity, citing perhaps her usage of Tamil, and the historical problems involved in
placing her in the strict line of interpreters of the Tiruvaymoli.

In Part III Nancy Auer Falk continues the focus on the obscurity of women in “By
What Authority? Hindu Women and the Legitimization of Reform in the Nineteenth
Century,” which looks at the differences between male and female ways of teaching the
conclusions of the nineteenth century. The men ground themselves in an authority that
is primarily intellectual, creating carefully reasoned arguments based in patt on new
approaches to India’s heritage of sdstric and Vedic scripture. Falk then shows thatafter
an initial period of simple deference to male authority that had always in the past gov-
erned their lives, the women involved in Hindu reform discovered the painful and potent
authority of their own experience.

Also in this part, Paola Bacchetta examines the ideology of the Samiti, or women’s
wing of the RSS, a Hindu nationalist organization. In “Hindu Nationalist Women: On
the Use of the Feminine Symbolic to (Temporarily) Displace Male Authority,” Bacchetta
focuses particularly on the women’s perspectives on feminine models and textual au-
thority. She argues that the ideology of the RSS Samiti contains fierce femininity more
powerful than any form of masculinity. She goes on to examine the operability of these
models in actual political events involving the RSS in India. In one case, the women of
the RSS argue that Muslim women were ex-Hindu women who were not defended by
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Hindu men against Muslim men; in another, RSS women argued that the presence of
a mosque on the landscape of India was tantamount to a rape of mother India—again
a failure of Hindu men to protect Hindu femininity.

In the final chapter, “Counterpoint Authority in Women’s Ritual Expressions: A
View from the Village,” Ann Grodzins Gold considers the question of traditional au-
thority from an anthropological point of view. She shows the ways in which some modern
Hindu women in a large Rajasthan village contradict through performance some of the
culturally posited disadvantages of being female. In a study of several particular rituals
(Holi, Sttala, TTj, and others), Gold develops the idea of women’s “counterpoint” au-
thority, discussing how women’s ritual influence, although articulate in these festivals,
does not exist in a realm independent of male authority. Rather, this kind of women’s
power sends both complementary and contradictory messages.

The Context of Emerging Studies on Women in South Asia

From the perspective of continuing theoretical sophistication in gender studies, and also
from the perspective of the growing interest in gender in South Asian studies, scholar-
ship on Hindu women in South Asia is now beginning to be refined and modified
along the lines discussed in my introduction: close textual and ethnographic analysis
has begun to replace the rather sweeping schemata mentioned above. I might cite here
Julia Leslie’s (1991) edited volume, Roles and Rituals for Hindu Women; Nita Kumar’s
(1994) Women as Subjects; Stephanie Jamison’s (1996) Sacrificed Wife/Sacrificer’s Wife;
Lindsay Harlan and Paul Courtright’s (1996) On the Margins of Hindu Marriage; Gloria
Raheja and Ann Gold’s (1994) Listen to the Heron's Words; Anne Pearson’s (1996)
“Because It Gives Me Peace of Mind”; and Joyce B. Flueckiger’s (1996) Gender and Genre
in the Folklore of Middle India. Although not solely focused on Hinduism, Rajeswari
Sunder Rajan’s Signposts (1999) contains exemplary essays.

Jewels of Authority contributes to this growing literature in several important respects.
First, whereas several of these works involve either a close textual or ethnographic study,
as does Jewels of Authority also attempts a broader overview in its arrangement of the
chapters from the early to the contemporary periods. Thus, the reader might see a mosaic
of themes and motifs throughout various petiods of Indian religious history.

Women and Idealized Practice

Several important points of commonality emerge. First, traditional debates about women
tend to focus not only on the “essence” of women’s nature but also on the relationship
between women and social roles that they may or may not occupy in an idealized prac-
tice. The ideal adhikdra of women to perform rites in the Mimamsa debates is bound
up with their ability to own property (McGee); the question of whether women can
recite mantras is bound up with Srivaisnavas’ attempts to establish authoritative lines
of tradition based on both popular and Sanskritic norms (Young). Second, textual de-
pictions of female authority tend to be couched in terms that stress ideal modes of
brahminical authority: the dana of women in epic and poetic sources, even when per-
formed in royal, more “secular” contexts, is given the religious language of selfsacrifice
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(Jamison); the textual tradition created by the RSS in their teachings is couched in lan-
guage in which it is more dharmically correct to appropriate female authority in the face
of a threat to the entire Hindu nation (Bacchetta). Third, the discourse of female au-
thority is never created within a world totally separated from male brahminical author-
ity, and it is under constant threat of either being silenced or of reappropriated even as
it emerges into the public sphere. Thus, some of the chapters point to the relative si-
lence of women on Vedic authority in colonial India (Falk); the transformation of the
imagery of garbha from a female to a male concept in late Vedic commentary (Patton);
and the “counterpoint” authority of the women'’s celebrations in a Rajasthani village—
an authority that constitues a kind of “soft claim,” which must constantly reassert itself
in the larger brahminical environment of which it is a part (Gold).

Leaving Room for Unpredictability

Even within their emphasis on the links between women and idealized brahminical
practice, these chapters reveal that the relationship can be surprising and not always
predictable. Jewels of Authority treats the relationship between women and traditional
authority as a dynamic point of debate, one that gets argued and reargued in specific
historical contexts, which have their own, sometimes startling, characteristics. For in-
stance, it is clear that historians are not the only ones who must discover and analyze
changing attitudes toward women; in almost all of the chapters specific debates within
the Hindu tradition are coping with their assessments of the changing perspectives on
women within their own framework. Mimdmsd must cope with saddcdra, or traditional
practice; Buddhists change the entire framework of intentionality in which women in
the late Vedic period might donate their wealth; the Srivaisnavas must contend with
differing commentarial traditions about who has access to the syllable Aum; the colo-
nial reformers and the postcolonial RSS leaders must contend with Western ideas about
women as they reassert Hindu identity; and so on. In other words, this volume places
the origin of debate not within the scholarly world but within the world of historical
India itself.

To take another example, the chapters also reveal that there is a kind of surprising
interplay between the women idealized by brahmin authority and the women’s voices
themselves. Even in the elite Tamil and Sanskrit traditions (epic, kdvya,and sdstric) com-
posed by men, many of the women’s practices are depicted as a set of ingenious, indi-
rect strategies for dealing with ubiquitous brahmin authority, not unlike those of the
actual village women whom Ann Gold describes. In the legal and ritual traditions about
women, particularly those of mimamsd and Stivaisnava, there is a clear understanding
of individual cases, exceptional cases, and changing circumstances that require new rules.
Morteovet, in the Tamil commentarial tradition of Tirukkonéri Dasyai that Vasudha
Narayanan describes, it is not even entirely clear that the gender of the writer matters at
all.

The surprises of the colonial period are equally intriguing; Nancy Falk reveals the
emerging scholarship on individual women who resisted the colonial attempt to create
the ideal Indian woman, about whom so much has been written in the recent postcolonial
context. And in the contemporary period that Bacchetta describes, one cannot help but
notice that the relationship between national rhetoric and feminist discourse takes a
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very different tone than in the colonial period: in the late twentieth-century nationalist
ideal, there is an emerging place for celibacy and militarism in women’s public lives.

In its attempt at breadth, as well as specificity, Jewels of Authority also attempts to be
interdisciplinary in its scope: social history, textual study, and contemporary ethnogra-
phy are all fields that are engaged in the service of a deeper analysis of women and
traditional authority in Hindu India. This interdisciplinary perspective is not simply an
attempt to be inclusive; it is also based on a commitment to the idea that the question
of women’s authority in India can and should be approached from a number of differ-
ent angles. However, the chapters are also cooperatively interdisciplinary; the ethno-
graphic chapters explicitly refer to textual authority, and the textual works attempt, inso-
far as possible, to take into account social and historical realities.

The volume’s contributors are some of the leading scholars in the field of gender
and South Asia today. In these and many other works, they have produced ground-
breaking ideas, which have shaped the framework within which scholars pursue their
studies in this area. Gathered together, they are a garland of authoritative voices, which
we hope will engage textualists, ethnographers, and historians of South Asia alike.
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The Housemistress at the Door

Vedic and Buddhist Perspectives
on the Mendicant Encounter

ErLison Banks FINDLY

It has been said that within the broad parameters of danadharma (the duty of the gift),
“the utmost importance is given to the gift of food.”! In the period of the Vedic age in
its maturity, the gift of food by the householder, in particular by the householder wife,
to renunciant petitioners at the household door is a common feature of the eatly Indian
landscape. From this time, the undertaking of bhiksd, petitioning or seeking alms, by a
bhiksdacara, a mendicant, is a ritual of tremendous “sacramental character”? and belongs
to several religious institutions: Vedic studenthood {brahmacarya}, both ritualized in the
initiatory Upanayana and habitualized in the patterns of the student’s daily life; the
ascetic wanderings of the samnydsin as prescribed in later formulations of the Vedic
asrama system; Buddhist pindapdta/pindacara, or alms gathering, enjoined on every
bhikkhu and bhikkhuni who has gone forth from the home; and similar institutions of
other non-Vedic $ramanas, such as the Jains, for whom mendicancy is obligatory. The
urgency behind the various forms of this ritual is due in part to the renunciant being
normally prohibited from using the cooking fire and from storing edibles, and being
thus dependent on a daily round of doorto-door petitioning to procure his serving of
cooked food.?

When a renunciant of any of these four traditions comes to the door, the represen-
tative of the household the renunciant most often encounters is the housemistress,
the wife of the householder, who is normally the one to put cocked food into the
waiting bowl. Although passages codifying guest etiquette, particularly for brahmin
guests, explicitly or obliquely describe a joint hosting of the guest (i.e., by both the
husband and the wife), prescriptions for the ritual transaction of bhiksd are formu-
lated with the assumption that the normal householder donor is the wife.* Whereas
rules for this “threshold” encounter often raise issues that differ tradition to tradi-
tion, there is enough common ground to use these rules as a way of eliciting a tradition’s
peculiar view on the nature and social role of women. If we recognize fully that the
traditional forms and values of dana emerge from the early sacrificial ritual,® and that
one of the features present in the threshold encounter of housemistress and renunciant
is a range of “hospitality anxieties” that are rendered manageable in ritual form,’ three
issues emerge from the texts. Of varying mutual concern to the Vedic and Buddhist
traditions, then, are (1) the reciprocal obligations of the bhiksa relationship (i.e., the
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nature of the “contract” under which food is given), (2) a woman’s economic life, and
(3) a woman'’s sexuality.

We will not focus here on strict chronological or geographical distinctions and influ-
ences among aspects of the mendicant encounter. Rather, mindful of O’Flaherty’s com-
ment that there is “such constant interaction between Vedism and Buddhism in the
eatly period that it is fruitless to attempt to sort out the earlier source of many doctrines
[and practices as] . . . they live . . . in one another’s pockets,”” we will see the mendi-
cant encounter as one example, among others, of a Vedic form reconfigured in other
settings. Given “that the main features of the renunciatory life are by and large uniform
across all the traditions,” we will look instead at how each tradition may have “modi-
fied them to suit its own needs”® and, in the particular case of the housemistress role,
at how each tradition uses ptescriptions for this encounter to reflect ptevailing under-
standings and values about women.

Whereas the practice of bhiksdcarya is known in such texts as the Brhaddranyaka and
Kausitaki-Brahmana Upanisads,'© systematic standards for the bhiksa ritual between
renunciant and donor have their clearest expression in the institution of the Vedic stu-
dent (brahmacdrin)'! as it is incorporated into the asrama system, thus providing an
“obligatory mode . . . suitable for different periods of an individual’s life.”!? In the
Satapatha Brahmana, for example, the young student entering the brahmacdrin’s life during
the Upanayana is obliged to petition alms according to prescribed rules for the initia-
tion and then to continue petitioning alms until the final ceremonial bath, which marks
the end of studenthood.!*> The Grhya and Dharma Sitras then require, more exact-
ingly, that the young boy!* who is undertaking initiation vows live by certain practices
(e.g., tending the teacher’s ritual fire, petitioning alms, sleeping on the ground, doing
the teacher’s bidding, and studying the Veda)!® and that bhiksa continue as a daily prac-
tice; the food may be petitioned from a number of houses that belong to any but the
very-low caste families and is then brought back to the residence for announcement to
the teacher, who gives permission to eat.!®

In the case of the samnydsin, bhiksd prescriptions are a function of the rite of passage
in which he renounces the sacred fires, depositing them in himself (@tmasamadropa)}, and
renouncing as well the ritual implements used in connection with these fires.!? Now
the obligations of his lifestyle belong to its peripatetic nature, as he has renounced a
dwelling place, as well as fire; as a bhiksu, he is to live on alms gathered morning and
evening (or by some accounts, once a day) as he goes from village to village to randomly
or to accidentally selected houses. Thus, with a fully concentrated mind, he is to “con-
tinue to obtain alms” (bhiksam liseta) and, without eagerness, to accept only that amount
of food needed to sustain life.!®

In similar fashion the Buddhist bhikkhu,/bhikkhuni is obliged by virtue of his or her
admission into the Sangha to take up the bowl and outer robe and to beg food (pinda)
once a day during the period before noon.!® The Pali accounts of the pindapata/pindacara,
like those in the Cullavagga and Majjhima Nikdya, prescribe in exceedingly careful de-
tail the wearing of the robe, the walking amidst the houses, the comportment of the
body as the renunciant meets the gahapatdni at the door, the holding of the bowl, and
the careful focusing of the mind.?®

In like manner, the Acaranga Sitra prescribes Jain practice of bhiksa by focusing pri-
marily on how the mendicant life can avoid injury to living creatures. As the renunciant
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monk or nun walks from door to door, the preeminent need for ahimsa is detailed in
terms of where one goes, how one walks, whom one walks with, how one accepts food
from the ddtr (“giver”) and most particulatly what food one accepts into the bowl. Any
food that is in any way suspected of containing live matter—in the form, for example, of
seeds, sprouts, mildew or dust—is deemed unacceptable?! and is to be rejected by the
petitioner. Thus, the distinctions are clear: Vedic injunctions on the bhiksa encounter
are governed, as we will see, by concerns of titual, caste, and dsrama; Buddhist injunc
tions are governed by the internal development of the mendicant and donor; and Jain
injunctions are shaped throughout by the principle of noninjury.

The Obligations of the Relationship: Vedic, Buddhist, Jain

The encounter of the brahmacdrin with the housemistress at the door is governed by
two things: the identity of the donor and the identity of the petitioner. Because the
brahmacarin goes to the household door under two different circumstances, once dur-
ing the actual Upanayana and then again as part of his daily practice of studenthood,
there are theoretically two different sets of donors to be identified. The Grhya Satras,
for the most part, however, identify only the Upanayana donors. Thus, after the stu-
dent is led around the fire by his teacher, with the right side facing in, he goes into the
village to petition food. He is to petition, first, from his mother and then from a woman
who will not refuse (bhikseta apratydkhydyinim) and, upon returning, to announce the
alms to the teacher before getting permission to eat.?? Straying slightly from the norm,
the Paraskara Grhya Siitra enjoins the brahmacdrin to petition from three women who
will not refuse or from six or twelve or an indefinite number, 23 and the Gobhila Grhya
Siatra prescribes a total of three women or as many householder women as live in the
neighborhood.? The only Grhya Siitra to presctibe a male donor is the Asvaldyana,
which requires the student to petition from a man who will not refuse, ot from a woman
who will not refuse.?> Manu then extends the range of possible female donors in the
Upanayana from the student's mother to his sister and then to a maternal aunt, as well
as to other local women who will not refuse.?

Although the Grhya Siitras do not, as a matter of course, prescribe the donors for
the student to seek out during his daily alms rounds, we are not to assume necessarily
that they are the same as for the Upanayana; in fact, other texts list these donors in the
reverse order of the initiation. The Satapatha Brahmana, for example, enjoins the stu-
dent to petition daily from women in whom he has confidence, and if no others are to
be found, then (and only then) to petition from his teacher’s wife and finally from his
mother; this same standard is subsequently echoed in several of the Dharma Satras. 2
And Manu actually prohibits the student from petitioning on a dayto-day basis from
relatives of his teacher or from his mother’s family unless there are no strangers’ houses
available, in which case he may begin with his mother’s blood relations.?8

Social and familial structure also governs the identity, or identification, of the stu-
dent petitioner. In the Paraskara Grhya Sitra, a brahmin student is asked to petition
from a householder woman by putting bhavati “lady” at the beginning of his request, a
ksatriya/rdjanya by putting “lady” in the middle, and a vaisya by putting “lady” at the
end. This injunction is then repeated in various Dharma Siitras, as well as in Manu.?®
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Although a few other texts have formulas that could be applied to either a male or a
female donor, we infer from the preponderance of the evidence that the norm for the
formula of petition was for use in approaching the householder wife.® In the case of
the samnydsin, there are few examples of a similar verbal prescription; in most instances
he is to eat food that has been given to him without his asking.’!

The bhiksa encounter between the brahmacdrin and his donor thus serves to reaffirm
the social placement of the participants in the external structures of brahminic society.
Whereas the Upanayana petitioning brings the student into a newly distant and more
formalized relationship with his own family, especially with his own mother, daily bhiksa
brings him into greater contact with other families in his wider social world. The for-
malized relationship of bhiksd, then, heightens his awareness both of caste boundaries
and of the need for a solemn, purity-maintaining etiquette. It also, importantly, under-
scores the role women have in representing the household within the framework of that
etiquette.

The principle that governs the appearance of the grhapatni 3? at the household door
is atithya, being “hospitable.” Although the celebration of Agni as the guest (atithi} of
humans at the sacrifice is an important feature of Rgvedic religiosity, and although it is
the brahmin officiant who is considered the “guest par excellence” at the ritual,® it is the
guest reception (Atithy3) of Soma, the king of the herbs, the food of the gods, the high-
est of oblations,** that provides ritual confirmation that the sacrificer’s wife has a pre-
eminent role when the household honors a guest. The guest reception or hospitality
rite (Atithya) for Soma occurs after the ritual purchase of the plant and after Soma has
been brought forward to “the house of the sacrificer” (yajamanasya grha). At this point
Agni “the fire” is kindled: “They kindle the fire when Soma the king has come” (agnim
manthanti some rajanyagate).’® A Taittirtya Samhita passage that prescribes the reception
of Soma is central here:

itithyam grhniti yajfiasya santatyai. patny anvirabhate, patni hi parinahyasya 1se; patniya
eva anumatam nirvapati. yad vai patni yajfiasya karoti mithunam tad. atho patniya eva (1)
esa yajhiasya anvarambho ‘navacchityai.

(The sacrificer/household) offers hospitality for the continuity of the sacrifice. The wife
touches (the cart) from behind, for the wife is the mistress of the household goods; in
this way (the household) offers what is approved by the wife. Verily that part of the sac-
rifice which is the wife makes a pairing. Now this touching (of the cart) from behind by
the wife is for the uninterruptedness of the sacrifice. (6.2.1.1-2)

From this passage it is clear, first, that the success of the sacrifice depends on the
hospitality of the sacrificer and, second, that the hospitality of the sacrificer is in fact the
hospitality of his united household, that is, the pairing (mithuna) of the husband and
the wife. It is only with the approval of the wife that the offering is made that results in
the continuity of the sacrifice and, therefore, of the moral and material order within the
cosmic schema.

A passage in the Satapatha Brahmana describes this same event and the same centrality
of the housemistress, the sacrificer’s wife, in receiving Soma at the place of the ritual. What
becomes even more evident here, however, is that whenever a worthy guest comes to the
household, it is all household members who are involved in his honoring, and in this
way it is the whole household unit that is implicated in the reception of the guest:



Vedic and Buddhist Perspectives 17

eva etan mithunena anvarabhete; yatra va athann dgacchati sarvagrhya iva vai tatra cestanti.
tatha hépacito bhavati.

Thus they enclose him (Soma) on two sides by a (husband and wife) couple; wherever in
this way a worthy one comes, there indeed all the household members bestir themselves.

Thus he is attended to. (3.4.1.6)

Another Tuaittirtya Samhitd passage reaffirms the importance of the paiting of the
wife with the husband in ensuring the successful completion of the sacrifice, but it fur-
ther develops what is understood by the hospitality offered by a household, that is, that
it is done for friendship (mitratva) because the wife is the friend of everyone!

upanakti patni hi sarvasya mitram mitratvaya. yad vai patnl yajfiasya karoti mithunam
tad. atho patniyi eva esa yajfyasya anvirambho ‘navacchityai.

The wife (of the sacrificer) anoints (them) for friendship, for the wife is the friend of all.
Verily that part of the sacrifice which is the wife makes a pairing. Now this touching (of
the cart) from behind by the wife is for the uninterruptedness of the sacrifice. (6.2.9.2)

This passage, then, makes an important reference to the social cohesion and unbrokenness
of household ties to the wider world, which would be effected by the $rauta ritual.

There is further development of the linkage between the housemistress and her
household’s hospitality obligations in the Grhya and Dharma Satras. First, the wife is
identified with the house; it is her resting place and sanctuary, and she is the represen-
tative of the domestic fire.’® The housemistress is then enjoined by the Dharma Sttras
not to refuse alms that are petitioned by students (for fear of violating those who are
truly conscientious about their vows), to examine the qualities of those who petition her
and to be favorable to those who are worthy, and to give to them according to her abil-
ity.>” This open and gracious “friendliness” of srauta hospitality, then, is reflected in
the grhya injunctions above, which are given to the brahmacdrin: that is, that he should
go to women who will not refuse him (bhikseta apratyakhydyinim).>®

The dtithya cordiality extended to Soma in the sacrificial setting is manifest as well in
secular guest (atithi} etiquette, as another way of meeting the debt (rna) or moral obliga-
tion owed by the householder;?? its prescriptions are detailed at length in both the Grhya
and Dharma Siitras. The guest is a “friend” (priye), and it is to him and to the religious
mendicant that offetings of food are most appropriately due, for he is to come only to
the place where the wife or the domestic fire is.#° By definition, the guest is someone
who belongs to a different village and who is intending to stay only one night; if he
comes in the evening he is not to be turned away, and whoever comes into the house
is not to go without the offer of cooked food.*! Although the Paraskara Grhya Suatra
suggests that the householder might eat before the guest, thus keeping the best portion
for himself, this is frowned on by most other schools, who clearly state that the guest
eats first.# The host also offers the guest a seat, water to drink, water to wash his feet,
and a room (with a bed, mattress, pillow, and cover) in which to sleep. The reward for
honoring a guest is thought to be freedom from trouble and bliss in heaven.*?

The obligations of the Vedic relationship, then, rest on a view of hospitality in which
the agent of that dtithya behavior is the household, represented by the presence and
hospitable functioning of the housemistress. There are only a few obligatory rules for
the behavior of the guest (or brahmacdrin) at the point of the encounter; most rest on
the host, that is, on the hostess. The householder wife here does not act independently,*
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however, but instead stands in for the household itself, for not only does she complete
the household but she is also the one whose graciousness in the donation of cooked
food to others cements the bonds of a hierarchical and highly segmented society.

In the Buddhist bhiksd relationship, there is a shift from household obligations to-
ward the mendicant to individual patronage of him or her, that is, a shift from respon-
sibilities that impinge on the donor to prescriptions given to the renunciant. Thus, in-
stead of donor hospitality, the relationship is governed by mendicant dependence
(upanissaya). Shortly after his enlightenment, the Vinaya says, the Buddha rules that
monks and nuns are to live only on the four nissayas “resources,” things found in the
surrounding environment that can be used for renunciant survival without causing harm,
inconvenience, or anxiety to other people: meals taken from scraps of food, robes made
from rags on a dustheap, lodgings taken at the foot of a tree, and medicine made out of
the strong-smelling urine of cattle.®> In time, as the relationship between renunciants
and householders sympathetic to Buddhism settles into a comfortable reciprocity, these
four resources become the four parikkhdras, or “requisites,” of robes, alms food, lodg-
ings, and medicine, things that are no longer “found” but routinely given by donors to
the growing Sangha.*

This dependence on resources by the Buddhist renunciant is, in this way, curious:
in spite of the fact that they are enjoined to live as islands unto themselves, as refuges
unto themselves, with no one other for support, they do indeed need others; they need
donors to give them, on a continual basis, the material means acceptable for maintain-
ing a life on the middle way.*” Though set now in the context of voluntary patronage
instead of obligatory hospitality, the Buddhist encounter still temains primarily an en-
counter with the woman of the household. Thus it becomes, instead of pure patronage,
partly a system of “matronage.”#®

Renunciants” dependence on the generosity of the villages and towns around them
is the basis for the titualized household encounter, which is provided for in the Cullavagga
and in the Brahmdyu Sutta of the Majjhima Nikdya. Two elements are central as the
bhikkhu or bhikkhuni walks silently amid the houses, propetly clad in three robes, and
waits at a threshold for the gahapatani of the house to put food into his or her bowl: the
anonymity of both the donor and the petitioner, and the need for the petitioner to con-
sider and maintain the good will of the donor. In the Cullavagga the renunciant is
enjoined to walk among the houses with his eyes cast down (okkhittacakkhund antaraghare
gantabbam), looking a plough’s length ahead (yugamattar ca pekkhati), according to the
Majjhima Nikdya, and to not look at the face of the donor of the alms (na ca bhik-
khadayikaya mukham ulloketabbam).*® In discussing the commentary on this passage,
Horner notes that “the donor may be a woman or a man. One is not to look at his (or
her) face at the time when the alms are being given.”®

In this way, there is a striking contrast to the practice of the brahmacarin. Not only
is the petitioner not to look at the face of the donor, and thereby not to notice the donor’s
gender (although, as we will see, the texts designate clearly that the donor is normally
the mistress of the house), but also there are no prescriptions for announcing the status
of the petitioner. Although certain unmistakable signs would signal to the donor that it
is a Sakyaputtiya, a follower of the Sakyamuni, who has come to the door—the nature of
the robes, the material of the bowl, the comportment of the body—there is no overt
sign, and certainly no verbal formula, indicating the petitioner’s status along the path-
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way. It is true that the donor accrues greater merit by giving to increasingly more potent
“felds of merit” (puiifiakkhetta),’! but external markers for this are nowhere present in
texts that prescribe the threshold encounter. However, in contrast to the Vedic para-
digm, the Buddhist paradigm does not focus on the external qualities of the parties to
the bhiksa relationship (e.g., caste and gender), in which a woman’s place as a woman
vis-avis the household is heightened. The Buddhist paradigm turns a blind eye to the
externals of gender, in the case of both the donor and the petitioner, and focuses in-
stead on the internal qualities of those in the transaction.’?

First, whereas the downcast eyes reaffirm the anonymity of the threshold relation-
ship, they also express a virtue crucial to the dependence of the renunciant on the do-
nor: humility. Because the merit to the donor increases with the spiritual advancement
of the donee and because the inner spiritual advancement of the donee is thought to be
visible in his or her external comportment, donors are more likely to give when the
donee’s behavior fits their notion of an exceptional “field of merit.” As Gombrich notes:
“The more a monk demonstrates his indifference to worldly comforts, the more he
impresses the laity and comes to be regarded as worthy of their material suppott. Indif
ference to comforts thus causes them to be provided.”® Thus, whereas in the Vedic
instance the obligation is, to a great degree, one of hospitality that impinges on the
donor, in the Pali instance it is an obligation on the renunciant to encourage and pre-
serve the good will of the donor. Downcast eyes are, then, the first recognition of the
monk’s or nun’s deferential dependence on the donor and of his or her need to keep
the channels of generosity open.

Preserving the good will of the donor in the threshold transaction is effected, sec-
ond, by a renunciant’s ritualized “testing of the waters” in which he or she sees how
willing the donor, here explicitly the housemistress,* might be to giving food. Accord-
ing to the Cullavagga, at each instance of petitioning food, a monk or nun is to do the
following:

thitakena sallakkhetabbam bhikkham datukdma va adiatukimi va ‘ti. sace kammam va
nikkhipati dsana va vutthati katacchum va pardmasati bhajanam va paramasati thapeti va,
datukima viya ‘ti thitabbam.

While standing, he or she should consider: “Is she willing to give alms food or is she not
willing to give!” If she lays her work aside, or rises from her seat, or wipes a spoon, or
wipes a dish, or sets it out, he or she should stand still thinking: “it is as though she is
willing to give.”%

The Buddhist renunciant’s search for signs that the housemistress is willing to
give food is similar to that of the Vedic samnyasin. Here the ascetic is enjoined to go
to a household late, after people have finished their meals. He must also wait to pe-
tition until after the smoke and the embers of the kitchen fire have gone out and after
the pestle for grinding and all the dishes have been put aside.®® These signs will in-
dicate that he will not intrude. The difference here is that whereas the samnydsin is
looking for signs among the inanimate objects of the household that the family’s meal
is over, the bhikkhu or bhikkhuni is looking for signs that the donor herself is open to
the encounter, is willing to give on the basis of the renunciant’s integrity and of her
own good will. Although the obligation of hospitality for the donor would still be
operative in the samnydsin case, the burden is shifted in the Buddhist case to the
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petitioner, who must demonstrate anew by his inner worthiness the appropriateness
of the dependent relationship.

Thus, in the Vedic case, the obligation of the bhiksa relationship highlights the role
of the wife as the representative of the household in its hospitality obligations, whereas
in the Buddhist case the downcast eyes negate the importance of gender in the donor,
much as the shaved head of the renunciant has done in the case of the bhikkhu/bhikkhuni.
Morteover, whereas the giver of food in the Vedic case is in fact the whole household,
in the Buddhist case it is the actual individual who has come to the door and who by
various signs can indicate whether or not giving food is something she wants or is pre-
pared to do. The element of choice in the Buddhist case thus denotes the housemistress
as an individual with attributes of personal judgment who acts primarily as an agent on
her own behalf.”?

In the case of the Jain renunciant, the Acardnga Sitra prescribes that the male or
female renunciant, unlike his or her Buddhist counterpart, may petition only from
households whose members are actively supportive of the Jain community; they may
reject as donots those who have stolen what is not theirs or who have injured living
creatures in order to give, those who have prepared food for the sake of a great many
(non-Jain) sramanas and brahmins, or those who have in any way acted to make the
given food ahimsically impure and unacceptable. The Jain renunciant may petition from
a great number of families—for example, noble, royal, merchant, barber, or weaver—as
long as the family is blameless,® and somewhat like the samnydsin, he or she is to wait
until family members have all received their share of food and are eating their meal
before making the petition.

As in the Vedic (but not the Buddhist) case, the Jain renunciant approaches the donor
with a verbal formula. To the householder’s wife, sister, daughter-inlaw, or nurse, or
male or female slave or servant, the renunciant says: “O longlived one! (or O sister!)
will you give me something to eat!” (This formula parallels that spoken to the house-
mistress when petitioning for clothing.) If the woman, in agreement, should move to
wipe or wash her hands or spoon or plate in water, the renunciant is to intervene by
asking her not to, saying, “If you want to give me something, give it as it is,” for such
a washing might cause injuty to the creatures in the water, thus making the food im-
pure and unacceptable. This concern is so great that the Jain mendicant is to look care-
fully to see if any householder hands that give food are in any way wet or not. When
the renunciant asks for water or something to drink, however, the proper procedure is
for the donor to allow the renunciant®® to draw or pour the drink by and for himself or
herself. :

The Jain bhiksa contract thus places obligations on both the donor and the renunciant.
The donor household, again represented by a woman (although other women besides
the householder wife may serve in the Jain case), is obliged to give food for the sake of
the mendicant,®° although her giving is severely restricted or shaped by ahimsa. The
petitioner here is not primarily concerned with preserving the good will of the donor
but with maintaining ahimsa both in the process of giving and in the food that is given.
The primary allegiance to a principle, as opposed to donor hospitality or renunciant
dependence, is seen in the issue of bathing: Although both brahmacarins and bhikkhus
and bhikkhunis are to bathe regularly and wear clean clothes, the Jain mendicants nor-
mally do not, giving rise to a smell that is notably disagreeable to householders.5! Whether
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for reasons of ahimsa or because of an indifference to the outside world,** the effect in
Jain prescriptions is to disregard what Buddhists hold so central, that is, the mainte-
nance of good will in the donor.

A Woman's Economic Life

Differences in the encounter at the threshold also reflect differences in the understand-
ing of a woman’s economic life. The Dharma Suatras and Sastras lay out in detail what
stridhana, or the property of a wife, constitutes, and Kane has suggested that from the
Rgvedic period onward gradually “such kinds of propetty went on increasing in extent
and value.” Although the chronology of changes in women’s use and disposal of prop-
erty in Vedic India is not altogether clear from the texts, its development, Kane sug-
gests, is set against a background of worsening textual strictures for women in other
areas.®3 The Vedic and Buddhist paradigms for the mendicant encounter suggest two of
the prevailing understandings of women’s rights over property—what they control, and
how they control it—seen as a function of understandings of the household aggregate.
Vedic ritual assumes the properness and naturalness of the marital unit.% The Atharva
Veda enjoins wife and husband to be mutually deat (sampriya);®> the Taittiriya Samhita
has the sacrificer’s wife say: “I go as wife united with my husband” (sampatni patygham
gacche);® the Grhya Sitra of Hiranyakesin enjoins a formula on the husband at the
time of intercourse in which souls, hearts, and body parts are made one;®” and Manu
notes that “the husband is declared to be one with his wife” (etad ayo bharta sa
smrtangand).® The unit that is marriage is both effected by the ritual and has a ritual
function. Satapatha Brahmana for example, in reference to the Vajapeya, says:

tad yaj jayd mamantrayate: ‘rddho ha vi esa dtmano yaj jaya; tasmad yavaj jayim na vindate
na eva tavat prajayate ‘sarvo hi tavad bhavaty. atha yadi eva jayam vindate ‘tha prajayate
tarhi hi sarvo bhavati. sarva etam gatim gacchaniti, tasmij jayd mamantrayate.

Now as to why he addresses his wife: the wife is indeed half of his own self; therefore as
long as he is not with his wife, he is not regenerated, for that long he is incomplete. But,
as soon as he is with his wife, then he is regenerated, for then he is complete. “Complete,
may [ go to that supreme goal,” he thinks and then addresses his wife. (5.2.1.10)

Dharma literature makes clear that neither husband nor wife can perform the srauta
ritual alone,® and the Taittiriya Samhitd, for example, notes that a good sacrifice, ben-
eficial to the patrons and the cosmos alike, results from husband and wife patticipating
together: “that part of the sacrifice which is the wife makes a pairing; now this touching
(of the cart) from behind by the wife is for the uninterruptedness of the sacrifice.””
Thus, the presence of the wife not only completes the ritual unit but legitimizes the
patronage of the sacrificer and empowers his (that is, their) agency in the ritual.

Why is this marital unit so important in ritual efficacy! In his discussion of the daksind,
Heesterman argues that although the sacrificial gift given by the patron to all who have
participated in the ritual creates a “generative alliance” bound by “the procreativeness
of the union between giver and donees,” the real product of that generative cycle is the
“reproduction of daksind wealth.”” What he is pointing out is that one aspect of the
$rauta titual is economic, the goal being material prosperity at home.” Although there
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are indeed many ways to characterize the household unit—sexually or procreatively be-
ing one—that it is an economic unit is certainly obvious; that it is an economic unit in
the $rauta discussion of marital togetherness is perhaps less so. We take, by way of
example, the daksind. Beginning in the Rguveda, daksind was associated with cows,”
horses,™ camels, ** chariots,” young girls,”” food,” gold,” and garments;® by the time
of the Satapatha Brahmana, the list and its order have been more practically established
as gold, cows, garments, and horses.®! Although, as a sacrificial fee, the daksind comes
from the husband and the wife as a pair out of their household goods, some of these
goods, especially if they are gold, could be the specific property, as ornaments, of the
wife.82 Passages in the Atharva Veda, Chandogya Upanisad, and Baudhdyana Srauta Sitra
each make reference to women’s gold ornaments,?> and it could well be that the daksing
offered by the household as a whole contains specific elements that belong to the wife’s
stridhana.

An economic understanding of the marital unit has its basis in the Taittiriya Samhita
passage (6.2.1.1-2) discussed previously.3 Here, in the guest reception of Soma to “the
house of the sacrificer,” 8 the wife is deemed essential to hospitality precisely because
she is the “mistress of the household goods” {patni hi parinahyasyese). Just as her full
participation in the ready availability of property to be handed over as daksing is re-
quired in other parts of the ritual system, “so her permission to give [household goods]
... away to a guest is required” here as well.? Jamison has discussed this passage and
the possible origin of pdrinahya in “the moveable goods that the bride brought to her
new home at marriage” as a way of focusing on the rights of use and disposal a wife
may have had over a wider range of goods and property in the household:

These she would have control of, and even when péarinahya came to refer to household
goods in general, the old notion of the wife's ownership of what she literally brought to
the marriage may have been preserved. This may in turn help explain why the wife’s
permission is needed to give away what she does not really own, hence part of the reason
why she is so necessary to the exercise of hospitality.5”

Thus, the sacrificer’s wife is and needs to be present in this ritual. When hospitality
obligations are called on in the srauta setting, the wife is required to represent the house-
hold in service to the guest; this proper performance of hospitality obligations will then
ensure, according to the Taittiriya Sambhitd passage, the continuity and thus the effective-
ness of the sacrifice. Because it is the unit or marital pairing (mithuna) that is the agent
(representing the whole household),® this pairing takes on, in addition to its sexual
implications, economic ones as well.

In the Vedic model, then, the wife is the manager ot guardian of the household prop-
erty. As McGee and Jamison point out in their chapters, this aspect of marital relation-
ship is crucial for wives’ participation in rituals. The inclusion of the wife in the Atithyd
ritual for Soma, then, is precisely because she is the supervisor of the domestic goods, and
it is only with her agreement and active presence that they can be offered to the guest.
Although it is not clear from the Tuaittiriya Samhitd passage, or from Manu 9.11, exactly
how she is to manage or dispose of the goods, that she is going to do so is clearly estab-
lished. In the bhiksd ritual, then, when the wife comes to the door, the parinahya model is
at work: as disposer of the household goods and as representative of the household in an
dtithya setting, it is the woman of the household to whom the brahmacdrin and even the
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samnydsin go to as dispenser of food on behalf of the household unit. In the threshold
encounter, that a woman as the hospitality representative of the marital unit actually manages
the property of the household is critical, and in this way, in terms of ddna, a woman’s
identity is given to her by the structure of her marriage.

The Buddhist setting for the bhiksd encounter reflects a number of changes, two of
which are important here. First, the household is no longer depicted in the texts as a
religious unit, having agency for ritual effectiveness. Now, the household, clearly headed
by a gahapati and a gahapatani of broader background (no longer, for example, just the
brahmin or rdjanya of Satapatha Brahmana 11.8.4.1 and 12.1.1.1), is more generally a
social unit with important economic implications. Many passages in the early Pali Canon
show the Buddha trying to redefine the household within a broader social network of
resources and responsibilities and to encourage, within that network, a potential sym-
pathy and support for the young religion, so that new wealth might be directed its way.
Discussions with donors like King Pasenadi, who once prepared a great sacrifice with
hundreds of animals,® and brahmin performers of the Aggihotta,™ for example, show
that for Buddhists the Vedic understanding of the household as the preeminent ritual
agent is not fully operative. Rather, a new understanding of the household is refocused
on issues of proper accumulation and disposition of property and set within a vigor-
ously pluralistic religious environment.”!

Second, there is a greater emphasis on the role and importance of the individual.
Whereas Olivelle argues that the new value placed on the individual derives from the
“emergence of kingship and urban culture,” the king being “the supreme individual in
society,” and is “facilitated by a similar individualistic mentality . . . among merchants,
whose success depended less on following an inherited and ritualized pattern of behav-
ior than on initiative and enterprise,”®” an older source needs to be noted. Heesterman
has long discussed the individual nature of the srauta ritual. Not only is it “man by
himself and alone, not the gods or any other supernatural agency, who must realize the
absolute static order by unquestioningly submitting to the exacting rule of ritual,” but
also it is the specialized use of the fire drill that emphasizing “the exclusive link with its
owner . . . makes [the sacrificer] . . . independent, allowing him to make fire where there”
is none.?> As the srauta ritual develops, moreover, a process evolves, called by Heesterman
the “individualization of the ritual,” whereby the sacrificer no longer relies on an array
of ritual officiants to create the wotld but only on his own ritual work. Now an interior
process, the individualizing of the ritual places a premium on individual effort in the
maintenance of moral order and also leads, eventually, to greater hierarchy and fixity in
social relations.?*

In the period when this emergence of the individual is evolving, a number of devel-
opments important to our discussion are recorded in the Pali texts. This emergence, for
example, seems to have allowed for more open discussions about, one, disposable property
belonging specifically to the wife of the household and, two, the possibility that women
themselves could be wage earners.” Illustrating the first possibility are two stories simi-
lar to each other in which well-meaning parents use three piles of wealth, one of them
belonging specifically to the mother, to entice an ordained son back into the household
life. In the case of the monk Sudinna, part of what he refuses is matumattikam itthikdya
itthidhanam “the mother’s portion, the wife’s property due her because she is a woman/
wife,”% and in that of the monk Ratthapala it is mattikam dhanam “the mother’s property.”??
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Not only is the property of the wife clearly differentiated in each story, but we might
also propose that its appearance in each household’s “enticement pile” is a matter of
the wife’s choice, unusual here because the normal devolution of a woman’s stridhana
in Hindu law is on her daughters. Illustrating the second possibility is the Buddha’s
counsel to the daughters of the gahapati Uggaha: he advises them not only to guard and
protect the material property of their future husbands and to manage deftly and sensi-

tively the household staff but to learn theit husbands’ crafts as well:

ye te bhattu abbhantara kammanta unna ti va kappasa ti v, tattha dakkha bhavissama
analasd, tatrupayiya vimamsdya samannigatd alam kitum alam samvidhatun.
We will be skilled and diligent at the domestic crafts of our husbands, whether they be

of wool or of cotton, focusing on understanding the techniques therein, in order to do it
and to get it done.?®

In another passage, a wife tells a sick husband that, having learned his crafts well, she will
be able to support herself and her family handsomely on its proceeds should he die.®?

This movement toward the individual handling and disposal of wealth by women is
seen nowhere better than in the great number of individual women donors to the Sarigha,
who on their own give not only monumental quantities of food, medicine, and robes
but land and lodgings as well. The greatest woman donor is Visakha, called Migiramata
because she is instrumental in the conversion to Buddhism of her father-inlaw Migara.
She feeds hundreds of monks each day, and her construction and gift of the monastery,
Migiramatupasada, often provides Buddhist renunciants with lodging and retreat.!®
The courtesan (ganikd) Ambapali frequently gives large meals to groups of Buddhist
monks and nuns and signs over a residence at her Mango Grove (Ambapilivana) to the
Sangha for their use;!°! the daughter of the king of the Koliyans becomes the foremost
woman!® to give good alms food (agga panitadayikdanam); and the Buddha's aunt who
raises him, Mahapajapati, becomes a conspicuous donor of robes, though she is most
known to the Pali Canon for trying to give them to individual monks, including the
Buddha, rather than to the Sangha as a whole.!®?

The possibility for a woman to be a donor of any and all of the four requisites (parikkhara)
is certainly a factor in understanding the bhiksa relation at the household door. Although
the fact that households in the Pali Canon are normally designated by reference to both
the householder and his wife (gahapati and gahapatani)—indicating a continued influence
of the Vedic “unit” model of marriage (mithuna), of the hospitable (atithya) reception of
guests, and of Vedic views on household wealth (parinahya)—the threshold ritual tells more.
That the petitioner does not look at the face of the donor and that the donor may be a
man or a woman!* indicate a new trend at work. If it is not important that the food giver
at the door be a woman, then the understanding of the wife as manager and dispenser of
household goods is of less importance; what seems to be more important is that whoever
comes to the door, man or woman, is giving food out of individual sympathy and support
for the movement, rather than as a function of a household unit that is operating under
obligations of hospitality and understanding of the female management of joint house-
hold goods. The woman as a singular agent of the disposition of wealth separate from the
men of the family (who may also be donors) thus allows an identity for her that is tied to
individual actions rather than to accidents of her birth.
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One curious item remains. It has been suggested that “the Vinaya does not simply lay
down the rules for the monastic community, but tells us how and on what occasion the
Buddha gave the various precepts,” and that this setting of rules within the context of
a narrative of their origin goes “back to the Vedic model.”!% In the case of the instruc-
tions about bhiksd etiquette in the Cullavagga, it is most likely that the rules and the
narrative setting in which they are housed are contemporary, and that there is an his-
torical link between the two as well. With this, we turn to the Cullavagga narrative, as
follows. There was once a time when a certain monk, who was dressed improperly and
who walked among houses improperly, happened to come upon a woman lying naked
on her back in the inner chamber of her house. The husband seeing the monk there
accused him of seducing her and thrashed him. The beating woke the woman who
then came to the monk’s defense. Hearing of this the Buddha lay down rules for proper
alms touring,'% which emphasized more stringent measures by the monk or nun to
reign in his or her senses and to guarantee donor-suitable comportment. If the rules
and their narrative setting do indeed belong together, why is this the setting for the
rules and not some other, and why do we not find similar concern built into the rules
for the brahmacdrin and the samyndsin?

In the Vedic bhiksd model, the institution of marriage is the defining structure for
women. Although it is clear throughout Dharma literature that women are thought to
be thoroughly bodily beings with sweeping sexual and amoral inclinations,'7 this
sexuality can be controlled, primarily through the institution of marriage. When tamed
by marriage, a woman’s erotic tendencies are domesticated, stabilizing her as a threat
to the social and moral order. Thus, marriage becomes a context in which rati, or
sexual pleasure, can be expressed and where the goal of prajd, or offspring, can be
pursued;!®® women and wives who then stay within the constraints of their marriages
for these two pursuits become honored by the men of their families.}® In the bhiksa
relationships, therefore, the threshold encounter is founded on and circumscribed by
the properly functioning institution of marriage: the two woman specifically named
in the defining and sustaining ritual of Upanayana bhiksa are the wife of the father
and the wife of the teacher. Although Vedic literature, and especially Dharma litera-
ture, is conspicuously mindful of the distracting and seductive powers of women,!1°
these do not play into the threshold encounter with a mendicant, for here the control-
ling model of the household unit is so strong that the untamed sexuality of the woman
at the door is not an issue.

In the Buddhist case, however, where the household unit is not the prevailing model,
the bhiksdcara is instructed to be forever on his or her guard. Unlike Vedic prescrip-
tions, defining the households not to beg from as those whose heads do not have Vedic
expertise but saying nothing specific about certain women’s households,''! Buddhist
prescriptions deride those who petition among prostitutes (vesiyd), among widows
(vidhava), among grown gitls (thullakumdrika), among eunuchs (pandaka), or among nuns
(bhikkhuni),!'? in order to protect, we assume, the male mendicant from the untamed
sexual powers of such people. More specifically, the Cullavagga text, in giving rules for
the encounter at the household door, works within a newer context in which the woman
who meets the bhikkhu and who indicates her willingness to give by certain subtle ac-
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tions in the kitchen is doing so not necessarily as a representative of the household unit
but as an individual sympathetic to the new religion.

Appearing, then, in a role that is, for all intents and purposes, unprotected by the
Vedic ramparts of marriage, the woman becomes a source of a more loosely contained
sexuality against which the poor renunciant must “now guard himself with all mindful-
ness.” As in the more general Vedic understanding of women and as in the Jain vision
in the Acdranga Sitra,''? the Pali Canon’s view of the individualized encounter is this:
Whereas it is the woman who tempts, it is the male renunciant who must be on his
guard.

Although the pindapata rules set within the story of the “naked encounter” seem to
be exclusively about the sexual seductiveness of women, they are in fact as much, if not
more, about maintaining the good will of the donor. Nath has observed that most “of
the Buddhist . . . alms-seeking procedural rules . . . [are] ostensibly framed to suit the
donot’s convenience and to win over his regard and approbation, so that his continued
patronage . . . [can] be ensured.”!!* With the Cullavagga passage as the base for these
procedural rules, this good will is certain to be preserved if the onus for the “safeness”
of the threshold relationship rests on the renunciant. That it is the responsibility of the
renunciant for maintaining the “sexual safeness” of the donorrenunciant relationship
is reaffirmed when the genders are switched, for a number of times in the Bhikkhuni
Vibhanga nuns are enjoined to keep their desires in strict control when around male
donors,'? indicating that bearing the burden of safeness in the threshold encounter is
not, at its base, a gender-bound issue.

In these ways, then, there are two processes that seem to be at work in the Buddhist
treatment of the renunciant encounter with the housemistress at the door that make it
different from the Vedic, both of which favor an understanding of the woman as an
increasingly independent agent in the donation of food. There is, first, a process of
internalization whereby external, socially defining, features—such as specific family and
caste—become less important in both the donor and the donee and internal features
become mote so. Thus, while the mental composure and mindfulness of the renunciant
become preeminent, in like manner internal aspects of the figure at the door do also:
no longer is she fully contained by her role as wife, for she is now also a woman with
all the potentially unleashed powers that that entails. Second, there is a process of indi-
vidualization that heightens the issues of freedom and selectivity, and concomitantly
that of responsibility. In this way, the threshold contract becomes more complex. Whereas
the housemistress may now choose to give or not—her willingness being signaled by
several agreed-upon signs—she now takes responsibility for her, albeit loose, religious
affiliation.

To be sure, that responsibility is differently configured than the responsibility of the
woman in the colonial era, as discussed by Falk elsewhere in this volume, or the Hindu
nationalist in the contemporary era, as discussed by Bacchetta. However, even in this
early period we can see that each individual renunciant now bears greater responsibility
for his and her own comportment. Unlike the Vedic housemistress, then, for whom
marriage structures are all encompassing, the Buddhist housemistress is a donor for
whom hospitality obligations have given way to all the complexities of choice exercised
within a pluralistic arena.
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Ritual Rights
The Gender Implications of Adhikara
Mary McGEee

Power and authority in Vedic times were very much connected with the ritual of sacrifice.
The performance of a sacrifice conveyed power and prestige to the sacrificer, and great
authority was attributed to the priests who knew about the proper performance of ritual.
Access to power in every culture and at all times in history seems to be closely guarded, so
it is not surprising that the mimamsa school of India philosophy, which focused on the
power and efficacy of Vedic rites, considered quite seriously the question of who was entitled
to perform a sacrifice. The term adhikdra—variously translated as “entitlement,” “qualifica-
tion,” “eligibility,” “right,” “and authority”—refers to this technical subject of entitlement.
Adhikarin is the term used for one who is qualified or authorized for a particular privilege,
duty, or possession—in this case, someone who is entitled to perform a particular ritual.
As Francis X. Clooney (1990) explained, the point of the mimdmsd inquiry into adhikdra
is to identify “legitimate performers of the sacrifice and conditions for their exercise of that
eligibility” (p. 96).

Whereas the earliest mimdmsakas’ inquiry into adhikdra focused specifically on Vedic
ritual, interpreters of later brahminical and Hindu ritual traditions were also concerned
with this question of entitlement and used mimansic hermeneutics to shape and inform
their inquiries. This chapter focuses primatily on the mimamsd texts, but it is situated
within a much more encompassing inquiry in which I try to connect mimamsa discus-
sions of adhikara, especially pertaining to women, with much later textual debates, found
in the dharmanibandhas—encyclopedic texts of dharma compiled between the twelfth and
eighteenth centuries C.E.—about women’s entitlement to perform such rituals as homa (sac-
rifice), paja (worship), vrata (vows and fasts), and srdddha (memorial rites).! Whereas the
specifics of women’s images and roles in early Indian ritual and literature are discussed by
other authors in this volume (Jamison, Findly, and Patton), this chapter is concerned pri-
marily with a ritual concept or category, namely, adhikdra, and debates relevant to women's
adhikdra. Katherine Young’s chapter addresses the application of such a concept in her
discussion on the eligibility of women in the Vaisnava tradition to recite the sacred syl-
lable om.

The questions | am concerned with in my investigation are as follows:

¢ Do women have adhikdra; that is, are they entitled or competent to perform
sacrifice (and by extension, other rituals)?
* Are there any gender specifications for adhikara?

32
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¢ What are the qualifications and entitlements of an adhikdrin and do they differ for
men and women?

¢ What are the implications of these textual deliberations for the contemporary
performance of rituals by Hindu women?

Although the process of this kind of investigation is somewhat technical, involving an
understanding of both legal and grammatical points, my aim is to relate the technical
treatment of adhikdra to a more general discussion of the gendered nature of depen-
dence, interdependence, and independence within Hindu culture. My overall agenda,
though, is to suggest ways in which the traditional discussion on adhikdra can be used
as evidence and argument to support women'’s authoritative rights and status in Hindu
culture, both historically and in contemporary times.

Do Women Have Adhikara!

This question is not a new one; indeed the mimdmsakas themselves asked this very
question. The sixth adhyaya of Jaimini’s Mimamsd Sitra concerns itself with types of
people and their capacity to sacrifice. In particular, it addresses the question of who is
competent to sacrifice (6.1) and who is entitled to perform sacrifice (6.1, 6.6, 6.7). Jaimini
specifically brings up the question of women’s and sidras’ entitlement to sacrifice. There
are other texts that treat this question as well, the earliest being the Katyayana Srauta
Stitra, which begins its text on rules for Vedic sacrifices with a discussion of adhikdra
(athdto ‘dhikarah KSS 1.1.1). For the purposes of this chapter, I have relied on the fol-
lowing texts:

Katyayana Srauta Satra (KSS), a handbook of rules for Vedic sacrifices

Mimdmsd Sitra of Jaimini? (JM)

Jaiminiya Mimamsabhdsya of Sabarasvimi (SB)

Trikandamandana of Bhaskara Misra® (TM)

Mimamsdnydyaprakdsa of Apadeva (MNP), an influential seventeeth-century treatise on

mimdamsat

Arthasangraha of Laugiksi Bhaskara (AS), a standard mimdamsd handbook from the

seventeenth century’

Nirpayasindhu of Kamalakarabhatta (NS), a seventeenth-century dharmanibandha on
rituals, especially vratas®

Clooney’s discussion of adhikdra in Thinking Ritually has also contributed to my ideas
about the adhikdra of women.

I have structured the presentation of my investigation on the adhikara of women
along the lines of mimansic hermeneutics, as I find this method particularly effective
for articulating the different positions staked out by different schools and thinkers.
However, 1 have taken certain liberties in introducing sidebar discussions relevant to
the matters under discussion by the mimamsakas. For example, the mimdmsakas bring
up the subject matter of women’s right to ownership; taking a cue from them, [ intro-
duce stridhana (women’s property), a topic not explicitly covered by the mimamsakas,
but which 1 think pertains to their discussion of adhikdra and will help us to better
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understand their argument; it is a technical topic that is also relevant to several other essays
in this volume. The mimamsa format for discussing a topic—investigating it and resolving
disputes or doubts that arise in the process—is in the form of a discussion known as the
adhikarana. Each investigation or discussion (adhikarana) has five parts, or steps. Jaimini’s
presentation, as explained by Sabara, is arranged in the following manner:”

1. Visaya: the subject of investigation

. Samsaya: doubts about the subject matter

. Piarvapaksa: the prima facie view or standpoint of the opponent

. Uttarapaksa: arguments against ot responses to the ptima facie view
. Siddhanta or nirnaya: the conclusion or decision and its relevance

B Wb

The Subject of Investigation: Adhikdra of Women

The visaya, or subject of our investigation, is women’s adhikdra; that is, are women
entitled to perform sacrifices? To understand the discussion on women’s adhikdra, or
entitlement, we must first understand the criteria of adhikdara.

Criteria for Adhikara

What are the criteria for adhikdra? What qualifies one to perform sacrifices? According
to the mimdmsd sastras, to be eligible to sacrifice one must be a married member of one
of the three varnas (brahmana, ksatriya, or vaisya); have the appropriate time, materials,
and means for the sacrifice; be of sound mind and body; and have a desire for the fruits
of the ritual action.? Of these criteria, the phalotsdha, or eagerness for the fruits, and
artha, one’s means or wealth, are critical qualifications. The former constitutes an inter-
nal qualification and refers to an individual who wants to attain the particular benefit
that accrues to the specific ritual to be performed (JM 6.1.4); the latter is an external
qualification and has to do with the wealth that is needed to perform sacrifices JM
6.1.39-40). Jaimini explains that since wealth (dravya) is not necessarily a permanent
condition, it cannot be a condition for eligibility; in other words, a person cannot be
disqualified from performing a ritual on the basis of poverty. However, Jaimini does
acknowledge that although secondary to the actions of the ritual, material wealth (dravya)
is still necessary for the performance and efficacy of the ritual.?

This raises a question pertinent to women'’s eligibility, or adhikdra, to perform sacri-
fices: did women have the wealth or material goods that could be used for the sacrifice?
One prima facie position argues that women, along with sidras, are barred as potential
performers of sacrifice on the basis of their lack of personal property (6.1.10-11). Two
main arguments respond to this position. The first is based on evidence that women
did have property (6.1.16-17). The second position, which is elucidated by Clooney
(1990), argues that one cannot be barred from the performance of a sacrifice because of
factors that pertain to secondary matters such as materials (dravya); exclusion from eli-
gibility should be based on the primary factors of the ritual, namely, action. In this
chapter, we are primarily concerned with the first argument, which is gender based. We
will come back to this concern about women’s ownership shortly, but first let us con-
clude our review of the qualifications of adhikdra.
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In addition to these criteria, there are also certain prerequisites and competencies that
the potential sacrificer must have. As a prerequisite, one must have the right to own the
fruits of the sacrifice. For example, sovereignty can be possessed only by kings, and thus
one who is not of the kingly class is ineligible to perform those rituals that accrue sover-
eignty (cf. MNP 225-26; AS 48). This prerequisite further qualifies our understanding
of the phalotsaha, namely, that having the desire for a particular outcome is not enough
to establish one’s right to perform the ritual; rather, in addition, one must be eligible to
own the fruit. In the case of sovereignty, ownership is determined by class (ksatriya),
which is hereditary. Yet desire and eligibility are still not enough to qualify one to sacri-
fice and be the beneficiary of its fruits; one must also be competent to complete the ritual.
According to the adhikdra tradition, competence is gained through (1) knowledge, and
specifically knowledge gained from studying the Vedas; (2) the kindling and possession
of sacred fires; and (3) capacity, or sakti; that is, one must have the physical, intellectual
and financial capacity to perform the required acts (cf. AS 49; ]M 6.1.35; SB 1.4.30).
Since the kindling and possession of the sacred fires are associated with the householder
stage of life, those who are not married would be considered incompetent to perform the
ritual sacrifice. So, to summarize, a potential sacrificer should be

¢ A married householder of one of the upper three classes who maintains the sacred
fires

¢ In possession of wealth and good health

* Versed in the Vedas, especially those pertaining to the rites and mantras

¢ Desirous of the fruits of the sacrifice and eligible to possess them

Although these criteria exclude a priori certain individuals on the basis of class, they do
not exclude on the basis of gender. Thus, based on this initial set of criteria, one could
conclude that women do have adhikdra, although some doubts have been raised.

Doubts Raised about the Adhikdra of Women

The samsaya section of a mimamsd investigation involves voicing doubts or problems
related to the subject. The first challenge to the decision that women have adhikdra is
an observation that the rules and discussion regarding eligibility are all formulated in
the masculine gender. This observation suggests that women must therefore be excluded
as potential sacrificers.

The second challenge is the question of whether or not women have the property
that gives them the means (artha) to sacrifice. This question relates to a previous con-
tention of whether it is necessary to have property (dravya) in order to sacrifice. This
particular question is compounded by the cultural and religious issue of whether women
are themselves property, that is, the property of men. (See Jamison’s relevant discussion
in this volume on the dilemma of women as property and as givers of property.) The
prima facie position reptesented in Jaimini maintains that since women are sold as brides,
they are a kind of property JM 6.1.20).

The two resetvations concerning the resolution that women do have adhikara are of
different kinds: one is a question of semantics, the other a legal issue. The mimamsakas
require an investigation into and representation of the different points of view on these
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matters before a final resolution is presented; this forms the parvapaksa and uttarapaksa
sections of the discussion, Before I examine the preliminary and counter positions on
these questions of semantics, [ think it is important to point out that no doubts are
raised by Jaimini or Sabara about (1) issues of purity and impurity; (2) the inherent
nature of women (strisvabhdva); or (3) (lack of) access to or knowledge of the Vedas. I
cannot emphasize this point enough. All three of these concerns are the basis of later
arguments used in the authoritative texts to exclude women from ritual activity. It is
noteworthy that these issues do not even raise an eyebrow of doubt among the
mimamsakas in their discussions about women’s eligibility to perform sacrifices. [ will
come back to this point in my conclusion. I now turn to the debates over gender se-
mantics and women as property owners.

Contested Issues Concerning Women’s Adhikara

The Gender Issue Debated

Pirvapaksa: The text is in the male gender, thus women are excluded.
Uttarapaksa: Gender is not relevant here since no distinction is made on the basis of

gender. Furthermore, women desire heaven as much as men do so they have the right to
sacrifice.

The opposing or prima facie position states that women ate excluded from sacrificing
because the masculine gender is used in reference to the agent of the sacrifice in the
textual prescription that defines and confers adhikdra JM 6.1.6). Jaimini raises an ob-
jection (uttarapaksa) to this conclusion and argues that if an action is enjoined in the
text ($ruti), it should be performed (M 6.1.9). This satra is further qualified by Sabara,
who explains: “Where it is said that a person desirous of heaven should perform a
sacrifice, it includes both male and female though the nominative is in the masculine
gender.”

An even eatlier text, the Katydyana Srauta Sitra, also supports Jaimini’s position. In
its opening discussion on adhikara for Vedic rituals, the Katydyana Srauta Sitra con-
cludes that persons belonging to the upper three varnas are eligible, whereas eunuchs,
sidras, the maimed, and those who do not study the Vedas (asrotriya) are disqualified
(KSS 1.2.5-6). The text indicates that since there is no specification (visesdt) of who
among the three classes is eligible, women are included in the general ruling that con-
fers eligibility. In contrast, by specifying the three classes of brahmana, ksatriya, and vaisya,
it is understood that sidras are excluded from this privilege. Evidence to support women'’s
eligibility is supplied in KSS 1.1.8, which attests that women are seen to be participat-
ing in the ritual (darsandc ca). Yet the opposing point of view in the Mimdmsa Sitra is
concerned more with semantics than physical evidence, and the question asked is espe-
cially pertinent to historians who work with religious texts and scriptures, which are
usually written in the masculine gender: are we to take the use of the masculine gender
as including or excluding women? Jaimini specifically argues that in this case the mas-
culine gender is inclusive of the feminine (JM 6.1.8). Commentators such as Sabara
cite Badarayana in support of Jaimini’s position and share with him the opinion that
since a class is referred to without any further distinctions (jatyarthasydvisesatvat), women
are also included (strivapi pratiyeta).
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Jaimini’s position is further supported by significant rules of Sanskrit grammar.
In his second-century B.C.E. Mahdbhdsya, Pataijali discusses the importance of learn-
ing grammar (vydkarana) for the sake of preserving the Vedas (see Mahabhdsya 1.1.1).
He notes that among other things, from the study of grammar one learns the rules
concerning the modification (itha) of case and gender affixes; this was especially im-
portant for the recitation of Vedic mantras. Since mantras are not given in cases to
suit every gender and context, one needs to know how and when to modify the man-
tra accordingly.’? “[Mantras] have to be used in different genders and cases during
the performance of sacrifices. A man who does not know grammar is not able to use
their forms with changed gender and case-affixes where necessaty. It is therefore es-
sential to make a study of grammar.”

Panini, India’s ancient and most influential grammarian, also provides guidelines
for cases in which the masculine gender incorporates the feminine. In Astadhydyi 1.2.67,
Panini provides this rule: “When a word in the masculine gender is used together with
a word in the feminine gender, the word in the masculine gender is the sole remaining,
provided that the difference between them consists only in that (i.e., only in their gen-
der).”!! In particular, this rule is invoked in cases of plurality. The Kdsika commentary
on Panini gives an example of the plural form (in this case dual) for a dog (kukkutah)
and a bitch (kukkuti), namely, kukkutau. Another example from the Siddhdantakaumud:
is that of hamsau, or geese, used to speak of a goose (hamsi), and a gander (hamsah). In
these cases one gender is used to refer to groups of mixed gender within a single genus.

We must ask ourselves how representative and widely accepted was and is this inter-
pretation of Jaimini, for it could have significant implications and relevance for our
rereading of Vedic and Hindu texts and the implied inclusion of women. Julia Leslie
discusses this question btiefly in her treatment of Tryambaka's eighteenth-century
Stridharmapaddhati.? She notes that Tryambaka took the position that “general rules
(samanyadharmah) prescribed for men are equally applicable to women,” partly out of
necessity, because few rulings concerning such matters as daily duties and hygiene per-
tained specifically to women. More important is Leslie’s observation that “Tryambaka
feels free to invoke the #tha of gender when its suits him to do so without any fear of the
logical consequences” (p. 43). Somewhere and somehow, between the time of Jaimini
and that of Tryambaka, the rule of #ha ceased to be invoked as pertaining to gender,
and the adhikdra of women as ritual practitioners became increasingly limited and de-
nied. As Leslie observes, “In all kinds of ritual contexts, the male is invariably taken as
the paradigm. . .. In theory, a woman can invoke the #tha of gender; in practice, it is
assumed that ritual information is really intended for the male” (p. 43). So, theoreti-
cally, even legally, women shared certain rights and privileges with men; however, these
rights and legal loopholes were eclipsed by customs, traditions, and practices that not
only denied women autonomous agency as ritual performers but also denied them ac-
cess to many of the component parts of rituals. Because practice and custom are defin-
ing authorities in interpreting Hindu law, the practice of denying women ritual rights
or access to certain rites eventually took on the weight of law.

What we see is that later texts and commentaries increasingly take the position of
the pirvapaksa, arguing against the adhikara of women. However, their supporting at-
guments do not use as evidence the fact that the text conferring adhikara is in the mas-
culine form (perhaps they are afraid to do battle with the influential and time-proven
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rules of Paninian grammar). Rather, the doubts that are raised in later texts have more
to do with women’s access to Vedic learning. For example, when Apadeva, in his sev-
enteenth-century Mimamsdnydyaprakdsa, discusses the denial of adhikdra to sidras on
the basis that they lack knowledge of the Vedas, an objector counters, “Then a woman
has no adhikdra, as she is [also] forbidden to study the Veda” (MNP 1.232). Clearly,
this represents a significant change in the dominant, orthodox position concerning
women’s involvement in religious and ritual matters from that of the time of Jaimini.
The disqualification of women on the basis of lack of knowledge of the Vedas is not
argued by Jaimini, though he does use this argument to exclude sitdras from the perfor-
mance of sacrifice. We may infer from this that women in Jaimini's time did study and
have access to Vedic knowledge; a similar inference can be drawn from the Tamil com-
mentator Tirukkanéri Dasyai, whose work is discussed by Vasudha Narayanan in this
volume. On the other hand, Sabara, who provides a later commentary on Jaimini, does
emphasize the disability of women because of their ignorance of the Vedas.

The Property Issue Debated

Pirvapaksa: Women as potential performers are barred on the basis of lack of personal
property and materials. Since women are bought and sold as brides, they themselves are
property and cannot own property. Therefore, they are not entitled to sacrifice.
Uttarapaksa: Women do possess wealth and have the wherewithal to sacrifice. Further-
more, though a bride-price may be given, this is just a convention; it does not mean that
the woman is a commodity.

The second argument made against women’s adhikdra is based on the position that
women have no independent property and thus are not entitled to sacrifice. Among the
evidence in support of this position is the reference to the sale of women at the time of
marriage (JM 6.1.10, 19). Jaimini opposes this conclusion and argues that women do
have the wherewithal to sacrifice as they do possess artha or wealth (JM 6.1.14, 16). He
further explains that the sale of women is only a religious formality (dharmamdtra) and
does not infer that women themselves are commodities. In commenting on this sitra of
Jaimini, Sabara cites a verse from Taittiriya Samhitd: “A wife is certainly the mistress of
the household furniture; he makes an offering with the wife’s permission” (6.2.1.1).

The parvapaksa position wants to understand wealth as personal property and not
as material owned or shared in common by a husband and wife; it is argued that women
not only lack personal property but also are property themselves {(dvavya) since they are
bought and sold as brides (JM 6.1.10, 19). The conclusion reached is that women are
in the same position as other material properties (dravya) used in the sactifice. An issue
related to this is inheritance: if women themselves are property, they cannot own prop-
erty, and thus they are not entitled to inherit.

Women’s Property and Women's Inheritance

Property What does not enter early arguments (e.g., those in Katyayana, Jaimini, and
Sabara) about women as owners is a discussion of stridhana, the property and inherit
ance of women, a topic of more relevance to the Dharma Sastras. It is possible that



Gender Implications of Adhikara 39

Jaimini’s claim that women do possess wealth was in reference to stridhana, though he
does not specifically refer to it. In one of its earliest usages {cf. Gautama 28, 24-26), as
well as in a general context, stridhana refers to a woman's estate, or any property be-
longing to a woman. Some authors of the Siitras and Sastras are often more specific in
their definitions of stridhana. Baudhayana (2.2.3.43) understands stridhana as the orna-
ments a woman inherits from her mother; Apastamba (1.6.14.9) includes ornaments
and wealth received or inherited from a woman’s family; Kautilya equates stridhana with
sulka, a fee given to a bride at her marriage over which she had complete control.!?
Later texts separate the notion of stridhana, the personal property of women, from sulka,
the brideprice. In the Katyiyana and Jimfitavahana texts, stridhana is defined as any
property that woman may sell, give away, or use, independent of her husband’s con-
trol.!* Visvesvara, a commentator on the Mitdksara, specifies that stridhana includes not
only wealth gained from inheritance but also earnings that come from things such as
spinning or finding a treasure (Mitaksara 11.11 2.3-4; Vyavahara Mayukha 4.10).
Jagannitha concurs: “The trifle which is received by a woman as the price or reward of
household labor, of using household utensils, of keeping beasts of burden, of watching
milk cows, or preserving ornaments and dress, and of supervising servants is called her
perquisite” (5.9.468).

This is quite different from Manu’s view (8.416) that any wealth earned by a wife (or
a son or a slave), accrues to the “owner,” that is, the husband (father or master).
Medhatithi (4.434-35) does not interpret this verse as prohibiting independent owner-
ship by women but rather as meaning that wives, along with sons and slaves, could not
dispose of their property independently. Manu provides a sixfold classification of
stridhana,'® but most commentators take his list as illustrative rather than exhaustive.
In general, the later the text, the more restricted is the interpretation of stridhana. Sev-
eral texts specify that women cannot be the sole owners of immovable property, inher-
ited property, and objects exceeding 2000 annas; these items must be shared with the
husband.!¢ Some texts such as the Mitaksara allow a husband to use his wife’s stridhana
in certain circumstances. Kautilya advises that if a husband uses his wife’s property for
three years and she has not objected, the wife loses any claim to that property (3.2.17-
18). Kautilya explains, “The purpose of giving women the right to own property is to
afford protection [for them] in case of calamity” (3.2.34); this principle, it seems, would
not support women who are using their property for ritual sacrifice. This interpretation
is supported by another rule of Kautilya which specifically allows a husband to use his
wife’s property for the performance of religious rituals, whereas a previous verse restricts
the woman’s use of her stridhana to maintenance of her family if a husband leaves with-
out making provisions for that maintenance (3.1.16-18).

Yet even with the various restrictions and legal opinions applied by different schools of
traditional Indian law,1? there is no doubt that there was a general consensus that women
did have rights of ownership to certain kinds of property (usually gifts from her natal
family) independent of their husbands (cf. Mitdksara 11.11.2-3). However, hers was a
limited estate.!® The definition of what constituted a woman’s estate was belabored by the
different legalists in relation to laws of inheritance, and the partition of stridhana has tra-
ditionally been one of the stickier points of inheritance law. For example, special laws
developed concerning the appropriation of stridhana after a woman's death:!° “Now, when
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the mother has died, all the uterine brothers and all the ‘umbilical’ sisters should share
equally in the mothet’s estate. Something should even be given to the daughters of these
daughters out of the estate of their maternal grandmother, through affection and ac-
cording to their desserts” (Manu 9.192-93; Doniger and Smith, 1991, p. 219). An-
other text, the Mitdksara (9.124), divides inheritance along gender lines: “Woman's
property goes to her daughter because portions of her abound in her female children,
and the father’s estate goes to his sons because portions of him abound in his male
children.”

Although some mimamsakas and sdstris may have voiced doubts about a woman's
eligibility to sacrifice because of the lack of independent property with which to finance
the ritual, there is overwhelming evidence that women did possess some form of prop-
erty, and thus as a group they could not be disqualified on those grounds. Jaimini goes
on to argue that not only do women have the financial means to sacrifice but also that
phalotsdha, or desire for heaven, as well as for other fruits of the sacrifice, are equally
present in men and women. And phalotsaha is one of the key criteria that entitles one
to the performance of sacrifice (cf. ]M 6.1.4).

Inheritance As with stridhana, there is a range of positions on women'’s right to in-
herit. Traditional inheritance laws were not uniform, and they varied according to re-
gion and school of law.2° Although there was a consensus among the different schools
of law that everyone had a right to sustenance, attitudes toward the division of property,
as well as its control, varied. Gautama (28.21) was of the opinion that women could
inherit in certain circumstances, whereas Baudhiyana (2.23.46) was unambiguous in
his opinion that women may not inherit. Kautilya (6.14.4) allows a widow to inherit
from her husband’s estate until such time as she remarries. Yajhavalkya (2.35), secking
equanimity, said that inheritance was to be divided among children, including mar-
ried daughters. And Manu (9.187) allowed the same share of inheritance to the wife
of the deceased as was allotted to the sons, and he expected the sons to share their
portion with their unmarried sisters (9.118). The Viramitrodaya cites several authori-
ties (Nilakantha, Vicaspati Mi$ra, Vidyaranya, and Apararka) who provide arguments
in favor of women’s right to inherit. Brhaspati is quoted by both the Mitdksara (2.2)
and the Dayabhdga (9.2.8) as having the following liberal-minded verdict: “The wife
is pronounced successor to the wealth of her husband and in her default, the daugh-
ters. As a son, so the daughter of the man proceeds from his several limbs. How then
when one’s self is living in the form of one’s daughter can anyone else take the wealth?”
However, the Dayabhaga qualifies its position by determining that only those women
specifically named in the texts can inherit (and, by way of example, it cites an opinion
that daughters, widows, mothers, and paternal grandmothers have a right to inherit
the property of paternal grandfathers). Whereas the Mitaksara cites an opinion in
support of Manu's position that a widow gets the same shares as a son, it upholds a
commonly made technical distinction between inheritance (an equal share) and main-
tenance (a subsistence allowance) and declares that widows, daughters, and mothers
cannot inherit but have a right to maintenance.

The opposing view, that women are incompetent to inherit (as represented by
Baudhiyana and Jimatavahana), is interpreted by Vidyaranya in a very specific way, which
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has particular relevance to our discussion of adhikdra. Vidyiranya takes “incompetent
to inherit” as meaning that a woman who retires to the forest once she has been wid-
owed is not entitled to her share of inheritance. He continues: “The term ‘Anindriyas’
embodies the reason for the same—the Soma juice indeed is the ‘Indriya’, and ‘anindriya’
means not entitled to taste the ‘Soma juice.””?! Here we see a direct connection between
inheritance and ritual obligations. Many Smrti texts link women's incapacity to inherit
to their ineligibility to partake in the Soma sacrifices. Inheritance laws were tradition-
ally deduced from opinions on the right to perform sacrifices. Related to this, inherit-
ance had a direct correlation to the performance of sraddha rites, the funeral oblations.
Since widows were barred from performing these rites, according to the Smrtis they
were also barred from inheritance. As traditional law evolved, becoming more diversi-
fied and sophisticated, the dominant opinions supported a woman’s right to inherit,
though restrictions applied. To reach this opinion, the legalists had to separate opin-
ions on women's inheritance rights from the contexts of discussions on women'’s ineli-
gibility to sacrifice.

There were practical reasons why such a distinction had to be made; for example, if
a husband was away on a journey, it was the wife’s responsibility to continue the $rauta
sacrifices. Or as the Trikdndamandana observes (1.49): “Should either the husband or
wife die while an isti, etc. temains unfinished, the one remaining should perform that
sactifice to completion as presctibed.” In a similar vein, the rule commonly cited con-
cerning smarta rituals, in this case vratas, states:2?

If a husband cannot do the vrata, his wife may do so, and if a wife cannot complete her
vrata, the husband should do so for her. If both are unable to do this, the vrata is not
broken by that. An elder sister who is properly instructed should do it, or a brother. If
they are not there, then some other brahmin might do it.

One of the technical problems discussed by ritualists in the Sanskrit texts pertains to
employing a substitute for the sriddha (memorial) rites when there is no male heir. In
these cases, a daughter or other significant female relative was designated as the pratinidhi.
A daughter who is recognized as the heir to her father’s property, in lieu of any male
heirs, is called a putrika-putra and is technically viewed as a son: she inherits his wealth,
performs his funeral oblations, keeps his gotra and pinda, and her son is deemed to be
in the lineage of her father rather than of her husband.?’ This last tradition was often
of great concern to the husband’s family, who was not happy that a son born into its
household would serve, ritually and legally, the maternal grandfather’s lineage rather
than the paternal lineage.

There are numerous citations of women sacrificing alone, either as proxies or in the
absence of their husbands, which counter opinions, such as those expressed by Manu,
that a woman cannot sacrifice or undertake vows or fasts (Manu 5.155). From these
textual references, we can infer that women were (eligible to be) independent and some-
times even sole performers in ritual contexts. However, in most of these examples, the
women are completing the rituals in their capacity as proxies (pratinidhi), partners (dharma-
patni), or designated sons (putrikd-putra). In each case, their capacity can be attributed to
their relationship to a male relative, particularly a father or husband. To what extent,
then, is their adhikdra to sacrifice dependent on a significant male relative! Is this a
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modification of the qualifications for adhikara that is particular to women? We have
already seen evidence that women have two of the four key criteria of adhikdra, namely,
wealth and the desire to possess the fruits of the sacrifice. We have also examined the
argument that the masculine agency of the rubric concerning adhikdra need not be in-
terpreted as excluding women. What of the other two criteria for adhikara: being versed
in the Vedas, and being married and maintaining the sacred fires?

Women's Access to Vedic Knowledge

As previously mentioned, access to the Vedas is not a concern expressed in the prirvapaksa
or the uttarapaksa in Jaimini’s stitras on the adhikdra of women; however, doubts about
the adhikdra of sidras are raised by Jaimini concerning their access to the Vedas, and it
is because of their exclusion from upanayana and Vedic learning that they are denied
the eligibility to sacrifice.?* Women’s access to the Vedas, however, does become a con-
tested issue in later texts and a basis for their exclusion from certain religious opportu-
nities and privileges. In the Mimamsdnydyaprakdsa, an opponent charges that if a sidra
is denied adhikara because of lack of knowledge of the Vedas, then a woman also should
be so barred, as she is forbidden to study the Veda (MNP 1.232). The objection is
countered by an explanation that a woman, specifically a wife, shares a joint adhikdra
with her husband (ato dampatyoh sahadhikdrah) since a married couple offer sacrifices
jointly (see JM 6.1.17-21). A woman thus has access to the necessary Vedic knowledge
to perform the rituals through this joint qualification (MNP 1.233-34). Apadeva goes
on to explain: “However, since the acts which the wife alone performs, such as the
inspection of the butter, cannot be performed without (some) knowledge, it is admitted
that so much is posited for her by the injunctions covering those (acts).”

We do have inferential evidence that women studied the Vedas and underwent
the upanayana, although as brahmavadinis they remained within their parental home
rather than retreating to the dsrama of a teacher. According to Hatita, the number of
brahmavadinis was greatly reduced by the sixth century B.C.E.; increasingly, less amount
of time was devoted to Vedic learning as part of the education process of young gitls.
The upanayana ceremony for girls eventually is absorbed into and identified with the
marriage samskdra. Manu explains: “The ritual of martriage [vivdha] is traditionally
known as the Vedic transformative ritual [upanayana) for women; serving her hus-
band is (the equivalent of) living with a guru, and household chores are the rites of
the fire.” (2.67). Since the upanayana is a prerequisite for Vedic learning and the
adhikara to sacrifice, the eclipse of this ceremony for gitls leads to an exclusion of
females from access to Vedic learning and performance of srauta rituals. Since sidras
were denied adhikdra to sacrifice, even as early as Jaimini, by virtue of their not having
an upanayana, the ritual status of women comes to be compared to that of sidras. A
justification then develops that attributes the exclusion of women from the Vedic learn-
ing to issues surrounding their impurity and (corrupt) inherent nature (svabhdva). These
are not the usual criteria for exclusion from ritual and religious privileges, as detailed
by the early scholars and exegetes.

Stephanie Jamison identifies another kind of upanayana, which she says “establishes
{the wife's] ritual equality with her husband for the purposes at hand,” namely, the
performance of a srauta sacrifice.”> This upanayana consists of the rite of girding the
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wife (patnisamnahana) prior to the sacrifice, and Jamison quotes this verse from Taittiriya
Brahmana as evidence:

This (yoking) is the initiation (upanayana) of the vow of the wife.
With it he [the priest] initiates her into her vow. (3.3.3.2)

From her scrutiny of Vedic texts, Jamison also presents conclusive evidence that women
did know, hear, and often recite the Vedic mantras appropriate to their roles in the
$rauta rites (pp. 45-47); and although women were excluded from certain rites, they did
have knowledge of those rites and mantras that pertained to the rituals they performed
with their husbands. We must remind ourselves that neither the wife nor the husband
was knowledgeable in all the details of the special-occasion rituals, for which they relied
on the expertise of specially trained priests, but there is no reason to expect that women
had any less knowledge of the rites and mantras of the daily sacrifices than did their
husbands. If we were to use contemporary ethnographic evidence to provide some in-
sight into the store of ritual knowledge in the past, it would not be hard to argue that
women have long been primary sources of the technicalities of ritual, especially those
that occur on a regular basis.

Maintenance of the Sacred Fives

Women were created to be mothers and men to be fathers; religious rites therefore are
ordained in the Veda to be performed by the husband together with his wife.

This verse, from Manu 9.96, supports the view that the performance of sacrifice, along
with the maintenance of the sacred fires, was a joint responsibility of the husband and
wife. Jaimini states succinctly that the husband and wife are the svdmi (owners and masters)
of the sacrifice. As such, a husband and wife should sacrifice together.?6 At the time of
marriage, the husband and wife become partners in dharma (cf. Sabara on JM 6.1.18).
This verse from the Brhaspati Samhita is similar to many found in authoritative texts,
which expound on the matrital relationship: “A wife is considered half the body of her
husband, equally sharing the results of his good or wicked deeds” (24.11). Jamison quotes
this passage from the Manava Srauta Sitra which elaborates specifically on the newly
married couple’s ritual responsibilities and their impact on the wife:??

This couple comes together mutually; together they establish the fires; together they produce
offspring . . .

Therefore she is halfsharer (in the ritual).

Women are fit for ritual. The wife is half-sharer in the ritual of the Sacrificer. (8.23.10)

There is clear evidence in the Vedas that women had a role in the sacrificial ritu-
als:?® they chanted sama songs, pounded the sacrificial rice, bathed the animals to be
sacrificed, and laid the bricks for the sacrificial altar. Along with their husbands, wives
prepared the sacrificial offerings, kindled the sacred fires, offered oblations, recited ritual
formulas, and performed the concluding ceremonies. If a husband had to take leave
before a sacrifice was concluded, a wife continued it. One of the most convincing pieces
of evidence for a women’s independent agency as a ritual actor is highlighted by Jamison,
who persuasively argues that the daily and special-occasion oblations of a pious widow,
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as described in Srauta Sitra (8.23)—which are offered to a fire that is detived from those
that she had first kindled with her husband—although construed as grhya rites (and
therefore more appropriate to be accessed and performed by women) are indeed “srauta
analogues” and constitute for the widow a kind of “shadow $rauta ritual life.”?® The
necessity of this shadow srauta life is a result of the fact that as a widow she was not
permitted to remarry, whereas widowers were allowed to remarry and could reestablish
their srauta fires and ritual lives anew with a new wife. And one of the key criteria that
makes one eligible for the performance of Vedic sacrifice is the status of being a mar-
ried householder. So, presumably a widower who does not remarry does not possess
the adhikara to sacrifice.

A Preliminary Conclusion: Adhikdra Modified for Women

In the mimamsa texts, as we have seen, the discussion of women’s entitlement to per-
form rituals is primarily concerned with the following two issues:

1. Whether masculine gendered statements included women
2. Whether women have a right to ownership

Arguments are offered to support negative and affirmative positions on these two is-
sues, but the niraya, or conclusion, is that women do indeed have the adhikdra to perform
sacrifices. However, particular conditions qualify her eligibility and performance: she
must have a husband and she must sacrifice with him. Although the general criteria for
adhikara implicitly includes being married, even for a man (who must be a maintainer
of sacred fires, a responsibility that comes with marriage and householdership), the
requirement of marriage is specifically stated only in reference to women in the mimdamsd
sdstras. However, the Taittiriya Brahmana in several places underscores the expectation,
if not the necessity, of marriage for the male sacrificer.’® “He who has no wife is indeed
without sacrifice” (TB 2.2.2.6). Both are needed to perform the ritual, and thus the fruits
of the ritual accrue to both.

What becomes apparent in much of these exegetical discussions is that the adhikdra of
a husband and wife is joint. This somewhat technical passage from the Mimamsanydya-
prakasa (233) elaborates on this.

[A woman] is qualified, but not independently, since that is forbidden by such sentences as
“A woman does not merit independence.” Also because if she could act independendy (in
sacrificing), then certain subsidiary elements in both (her husband’s, and her own indepen-
dent) sacrificial performances would be lacking. For in the (male) sacrificer’s performance
the inspection of the butter and other things which are done by the wife would fail, and in
the wife’s rite the inspection of the butter, etc. (which would in that case have to be) done
by the (male) sacrificer would fail. Therefore there is joint qualification for a married couple.
Because of this joint qualification, through the sacrificer's knowledge simply his wife also
can act, and it does not follow that she is disqualified for want of knowledge. And moreover
the sentence “But from marriage there is common sharing in (sacrificial) actions and in the
fruits of merit” assures qualification to a woman . . .

All of this posturing on the part of the ritual legalists demonstrates simultaneously
the necessity of women in the performance and the continuation of the srauta sacrifices,



Gender Implications of Adhikdra 45

as well as the patriarchal tradition’s discomfort with giving women absolute control or
authority over such organs of power.’! This brings me back to my opening remark that
guarding power and authority in Vedic and brahminical times involved tight control
over rituals and their access because rituals were viewed as sources of great power. This
manipulation through the control of rituals and ritual knowledge has continued through-
out Hindu religious history, even with the deemphasis on rituals found in the Upanisads
and in some later bhakei traditions. The locus of this control has primarily rested with
brahmin male priests, whose livelihood is certainly threatened these days (if not since
medieval times or earlier) by the number of women who have asserted—not just within
the domestic sphere, but publicly as well—their ritual knowledge and expertise and are
performing rituals, both Vedic and smarta, for themselves and for other women and men.

What is particularly seriking to me in this investigation and its focus on ancient texts
is that the concerns about women’s purity, inherent nature (strisvabhdva), and knowl-
edge of the Vedas are not issues of doubt (samsaya) for someone like Jaimini concern-
ing women’s qualifications to perform rituals. This, I think, is significant, for women’s
impurity and their lack of access to and knowledge of the Vedas are key arguments in
later texts for denying women ritual access and ritual responsibilities. This suggests,
along with much additional evidence about the wife’s participation in srauta rituals drawn
from even older texts (as documented particularly by Jamison), that in different contexts
and in different times women’s access to and authority within the ritual were more publicly
acknowledged, respected, and needed.

The Relevance of This Subject

Let us now concern ourselves with the implications of these textual debates and evi-
dence for matters pertaining to rituals currently performed by many women in India,
such as vratas, piijds, homas, yajiias, and srdddhas. Again, if we took ethnographic evi-
dence alone to measure women’s power within and contribution to the titual realm, we
could easily do so without turning to any Sanskrit texts. Yet too often such evidence is
labeled folk practice, leading many to conclude that whereas women may perform folk
rituals, they have no ritual authority within the elite and orthodox brahminical tradi-
tion. [ argue that women did and do have ritual rights within Vedic and brahminical
traditions, though these rights have often been contested. Furthermore, evidence is found
to support this position in both ancient textual traditions and contemporary practice.
Despite this evidence, we continue to hear the same old textual passages invoked against
the ritual authority of women, and they are quoted by many Western scholars who lec-
ture about Hinduism and its suppression of women, as well as by many Indian pandits
who object to women’s performance of yajiias and piijds. As [ have tried to show here,
and as is evident in the many textual references in Jamison’s Sacrificed Wife/Sacrificer’s
Wife, ample verses from these same authoritative texts provide different kinds of evidence
and provoke different or perhaps more nuanced historical interpretations of the ritual rights,
access, and authority of women in Vedic, brahminical and Hindu traditions.

The question of adhikdra posed and discussed by the mimamsakas was specifically in
reference to srauta rituals, yajfia in particular. These same mimamsic principles were
later applied by the nibandhakdras to smdrta and Puranic rituals such as vrata and pijd.
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What can we learn from this that might help us in our efforts to construct a history of
women Indian history, with particular relevance to their religious roles and ritual re-
sponsibilities? And how might someone make use of this kind of textual evidence! [
offer some preliminary suggestions on further steps that might be taken by scholars,
feminists, social activists, or ritual practitioners.

1. We have seen that feminist rereadings of Christian texts and traditions, along with
increased historical attention to earlier Christian history and documents, have led
some Christian communities to lift the ban on the ordination of women as priests
and deacons. Textual studies have found evidence of the authority and sacerdotal
roles of women in the early church, which has led to a reclaiming of the authority
and ritual status of women. Although there is evidence that Hindu women have
long participated in and performed many key Hindu rituals, the dominant
brahminical authorities have long denied them legitimate and independent access
to these rites. A reexamination of the discussion of women’s adhikdra in earlier
times and texts could be used in contemporary times to bolster their legitimate and
authoritative involvement in Hindu rituals (not to mention their rights to equal
property and inheritance).

Jaimini’s argument that the masculine includes the feminine—a perspective

elucidated by his commentators and also other grammarians and exegetes—is

another point that must be carefully reconsidered and studied in light of current
debates about rereading texts to uncover and construct a history of women. This
investigation is analogous to questions that have come up about the rereading, as

well as translating, of Christian texts. When is the masculine gender used in a

generic way and when does it specifically refer to the male gender? If “man” means

man and woman, should our translations be gender neutral or gender inclusive?

Similarly, how do we know when a Sanskrit masculine nominative includes women

and when it refers only to the male! What clues do we look for in the text or in the

context! How do we know when an author means to be inclusive or exclusive?

3. The mimamsa discussion on the adhikara of women provides evidence that there
were increasing restrictions on women and that women'’s ritual roles began to be
eclipsed. The public performance role of women moved into the private sphere of
the home, where women continued to perform rituals, although often unseen and
unacknowledged by the dominant tradition, which increasingly denied women
ritual roles and responsibilities. In contemporary times, Hindu women are again
moving into the public sphere as religious practitioners, and questions have arisen
about their legitimacy and roles as pajaris, brahmacdrinis, samnydsinis and purohitds.
In Pune in western Maharashtra, young girls are undergoing upanayana and
married women are performing yajiias, and this has generated debates about

i

women’s ritual rights, as well as the efficaciousness of these rituals. Women’s
participation in these rituals is considered unconventional, and counters a long,
weighty and authoritative tradition that has denied women these roles. These
contemporaty practices and the debates surrounding them need closer scrutiny.

There are different ways to read and interpret these authoritative texts, many of which
themselves contain conflicting statements about the attitudes toward women. Though
the information about women in these brahminical texts is limited and always filtered
through male eyes and voices, contemporary scholars, both male and female, in India,
Europe, Japan, and North America, are reading these texts with new questions and with
additional historical information and comparative data. We are gaining new insights
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and drawing new inferences from the accumulated evidence we have gathered about
women from ancient texts and their commentaries. The more public role of women in
contemporary times in religious, social, economic, and political realms causes us to ask
new questions, and we bring these questions with us to the texts, which in turn often
leads to a rereading or reinterpretation of the texts, as well as of history.

My purpose here is not to argue that ritual authority for women should be claimed
on the basis of some ancient textual evidence, though certainly such evidence could be
used and manipulated to claim such power and respect, just as other evidence has been
used to build the exclusive authority of male brahmin priests in certain contexts and
histories. My point rather is to show that these issues have always been debated, and
the construal, articulation and outcome of that debate is contextually sensitive to the
politics of the time. Despite Jaimini's clear argument that women had adhikdra to per-
form Vedic rituals, we see women’s adhikdra eclipsed in the texts and times that follow.
To say that Jaimini was a feminist might be attributing to him a political position that
he did not choose; rather it is possible that the debate on women's adhikdra as pre-
sented by Jaimini represents a historical reality about women’s privileges during his
time or in his region; if so, that evidence should be used to counter many contemporary
arguments that women in the Vedic and Hindu traditions never had the rights or privi-
leges that were conducive to sharing or asserting authority and power.

The arguments presented here are deliberately technical, limited, and theoretical, in
that they respond to counterarguments that are similarly limited by their boundedness
to orthodox texts and technical terminology pertaining to legal and ritual issues in the
brahminical tradition. The point of this academic exercise is to demonstrate how a dif-
ferent argument can be made from these same “authoritative” texts, depending on the
evidence that is compiled and presented. Although some may choose to dismiss alto-
gether the authority and hegemony of these texts, particularly when it comes to assert-
ing a subaltern perspective, others find that alternative perspectives are represented in
the multiple voices and sources brought to bear on a particular argument. Drawing out
these alternative positions—sometimes subtle, other times unpopular—is more than just
an academic exercise; it has political implications as well. For although this chapter has
focused on the adhikdara of women in the religious and ritual circles of brahminical Hin-
duism, it is relevant and consequential that adhikdra is the Indic term used in contem-
porary India for human rights, where gender justice is a significant concern in human
rights discourse.

Notes

1. Nibandhas such as the seventeenth-century Nirpayasindhu of Kamalakara and eighteenth-
century Dharmasindhu of Kasinatha are the standing authorities for the contemporary perfor-
mance of many traditional brahminical rituals, and I am concerned with how these textual
authorities address the adhikara of women and how they might be drawn on to support or con-
test the ritual agency of Hindu women. The compilers of these texts—nibandhakdras—were usu-
ally trained in mimamsd, and they apply mimansic categories, questions, and logic to discussion
on such subjects as vrata-adhikdra, that is, who is eligible to perform regimens of domestic as-
ceticism (vratas).

2. The dates of Jaimini are unknown. Scholars have placed him anywhere between the fourth
and second centuries B.C.E. Sabara’s Prapaicahrdaya, better known as the Sabarabhdsya, is the
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earliest extant commentary on Jaimini’s Mimamsa Sutra, but Sabara’s dates are also unverified
(Ganganath Jha, The Prabhdkara School of Piarva Mimdmsa, Delhi: Modal Banarsidass, 1978,
places him in the middle of the first century B.C.E.). This extensive commentary has greatly elu-
cidated subsequent interpretations of Jaimini. Kumarilabhatta is another wellknown commen-
tator on the Mimamsa Satra (and Sabarabhdsya) and it is really because of his discussion of
metaphysical principles concerning the mimamsd system that mimdmsd evolved from a school of
hermeneutics and ritual exegesis to a philosophical school. Placed during the seventh century,
his key works include the Slokavdrttikaa, Tantravarttika, and Tuptika. Prabhakaramisra, alleged
to be a student of Kumiirila, is the third of the most influential scholars of mimamsa; he also
wrote commentaries on the Sabarabhdsya, one known as the Laghst, the other Brhati. Despite
their teacher-student relationship, they differed on a substantial number of points so that two
schools of mimamsa developed, based on their differing interpretations. There are many subse-
quent commentaries on the works of all three of these mimamsakas.

3. This text is a commentary on Apastamba Srauta Sitra and is of interest to our discussion
because of its concern with such topics as adhikdra and pratinidhi (substitutes). Bhaskara Misra’s
dates overlap with those of Hemadri (thirteenth century) and Laksmidhara (twelfth century),
both prolific nibandhakdras, who wrote large compendia on vratas.

4. This text is often called by its informal name, Apadevi.

5. The full name of this treatise is the Piirvamimamsarthasamgraha and it is remarkably simi-
lar in content and language to the Mimamsdanyayaprakdsa of Apadeva,

6. Kamalakarabhatta was from a family well known for its erudition in the mimdmsa system.

7. Some mimdmsdkas call the fourth step siddhdnta and the fifth or final step samgati, refer-
ring to the relevance of the topic to the particular context, or nirnays, meaning “decision” or
“conclusion.” The respondent to the prima facie position is often named the siddhantin in per-
tinent discussions.
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Mantras and Miscarriage

Controlling Birth in the Late Vedic Period

LAURIE L. PATTON

A young woman is pregnant for the first time in fourth-century B.C.E. India. She is
living in a brahmin family, of the Asvalayana lineage, who is faithful to all of the pre-
scriptions outlined for them in the domestic family book, the Asvaldyana Grhya Sitra.
Her husband has recently returned from his final period of Vedic studentship and has
started householder life. She and her husband keep the family fires according to pre-
scription. He not only knows the domestic rites but also occasionally participates in the
public, or srauta rites from the Asvaliyana tradition of their lineage, according to his
priestly role. Her husband is one of the caretakers of the tradition, an intelligent and
able student who may be able to, in the course of further Vedic study, continue the
illustrious line from which both of their families descend. Her most fervent wish is that
she will be able to give birth to another boy like her husband, one who will learn the
Vedas, bring prestige to her family, and symbolize the prosperity and auspiciousness of
her way of life. About seven months into the pregnancy, she begins to experience pain
and to bleed, and she is afraid that she may be undergoing garbhasrava, the loss of the
fetus she carries in her womb. What does she do?

Whereas other chapters in this volume focus on portrayals of women as givers and
given (Jamison and Findly) or as topics of legal concern (McGee), this chapter focuses
on the imaginative and ritual world available to those involved in the rituals for difficule
childbirth—both the woman and the brahmin. Such a world is conjured by the mantras
of the Rg Veda (RV) and the rites that accompany them. If a woman were from such a
proper Vedic lineage, her husband would consult all of the specialists in the technologi-
cal aspects of controlling birth, that is, the controllers of mantras. He would consult
someone who knew the right Vedic mantras to counteract this most inauspicious of
events—someone who knew the Vidhana text of Saunaka. Writing in the fourth century
B.C.E., the ancient author Saunaka, or someone of his school, advocated the recitation
of a particular Vedic hymn, 10.162, and a burnt offering in the case of a woman who
may miscarry. He did so in a text called the Rg Vidhdna, a fourth-century B.c.B. work
focusing on the canonical Rg Veda (ca. 1500), the earliest group of religious composi-
tions known to Indologists.

The Rg Vidhana is not simply a text that focusus on difficulty in childbirth but also
is one that contains for which Rgvedic mantra is appropriate in which situation. The
Rgvedic mantra is usually a single verse dedicated to a particular deity, with a particular
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purpose in mind—agricultural prosperity, long life, material wealth, sons, and the like.
So the Rg Vidhana describes a difficult situation—getting lost in the woods, the sudden
flight of an unwanted pigeon into one’s kitchen, the theft of cows from a rival, the bick-
ering of cowives—and tells us which mantra to recite from the ancient text to solve the
problem. It would be the equivalent of a text that told us which verse from the Psalms
or the New Testament to recite when in the same situation.

As the Vidhana states, if the Rgvedic hymn 10.162 is properly recited and the rite
performed correctly, a fetus will be born alive. What is the imagery of Rg Veda 10,1627
The hymn consists of a rather plaintive appeal to a form of Agni that drives away de-
mons—in this case, the flesh-eating demon called amiva. That the plaintive tone alone
of this hymn might cause one to think that it would be powerful enough to prevent
garbhasrava—literally, the gushing forth of an embryo.

Yet the miscarrying young wife and her husband would not have stopped with only
this Rgvedic hymn. The Vidhana tells us that other Rgvedic hymns should be employed
for the same purpose: RV 5.78, the hymn to the r5i Saptavadhri, who was childless, and
RV 1.101, the hymn to Indra to drive away the “outsider” people of Krsnagarbha. Her
husband, who knows the language of the Rgvedic scriptures, is puzzled: these other pre-
scriptions of hymns seem very strange indeed. Their content doesn’t seem to have much
to do with miscarriage at all. The first hymn, Rg Veda 5.78, although relevant to the sub-
ject of embryos, seems to be an obscure choice since it is not used in any of the rituals of
either the $rauta (public) or the grhya (domestic) traditions that he performs on a regular
basis in his worship. The second hymn, Rg Veda 1.101, seems to have a mistaken etymol-
ogy, in which garbha is misunderstood as “embryo” and is not the name of a people.

But time is running out: the specialist priest says that the correct mantras must be
recited to stop the bleeding. They are recited, the rite is successful, and at a later mo-
ment the husband engages the senior priest in a debate about these Vedic mantras.
This might well be an eatlier version of the debates about the role of women, mantras,
and om, which Katherine Young describes in the context of Srivaisnava debates else-
where in this volume. In the Vedic world, how is he to understand this odd mobiliza-
tion of textual resources?

When it comes to the study of ancient India, womb and embryo imagery has re-
ceived a lot of attention. Historians of Indian culture take it as an overall image of the
larger, sexual symbolism that makes up the imagery of the sacrifice, and it is later trans-
posed onto the temple architecture in the inner chamber that houses the image. Femi-
nist historians of religion (some rightly and some wrongly) have focused on it as a gen-
erally positive indication that something of the feminine sutvives in the imagery of the
sacrifice and that some celebration of fertility is in fact part of the more public, solemn
rites, (Most recently, among many examples, is Kartikeya Patel’s article on using tradi-
tional Vedic categories as a form of feminist philosophy.! } All of this is well known.
Yet very few studies have been done on the imagery of the loss of embryos—specifically
the imagery of abortion and miscarriage. Indeed, if we follow the old dictum “You don’t
know what you've got till it’s gone,” a study of the imagery of the loss of an embryo can
give us some notion of what was understood to be “there” in the first place.

In this chapter I will argue that in tracing some of the history of the symbolic con-
struction of garbhasrava and related imagery, we see a movement from the concrete,
maternal meaning (wherein the embryo is referred to as part of the mother, and there-
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fore something that the mother might lose) to a symbolic and paternal one (wherein the
embryo is a kind of storehouse for sacrificial knowledge, and therefore something that
the father might waste or even murder). I will show this first through the increasing
language of control employed by the Rgvedic commentaries (ending with the Rg Vidhdna)
involving Rg Veda 10.162 as a set of mantras against miscarriage. Second, I will recon-
struct the imaginative universe of the Rg Vidhdna and analyze what images the brahmin
who are offering on behalf of the miscarrying embryo was asked to hold in his mind.
We will see that these are images that compare the embryo to the brahmin in quite
explicit terms. Third, [ will examine briefly the phrase bhrianahan “embryo killer”; in
certain contexts, the term bhriina ceases to become a female-identified possession and
becomes a word meaning “male brahmin.” In the discourse about the loss of a garbha,
we see the anxiety of loss in a stark transfer of gender imagery.

I want to be very clear at the outset that I will be restricting my analysis in two im-
portant ways: first, I will keep, insofar as possible, to an analysis of garbha as an embryo
and not as its other, more symbolic meanings. Second, I will be following a strictly
Vedic commentarial perspective and not delving into the larger and fascinating ques-
tion of embryology in the Cavaka and Susruta medical texts.?

Because there is not enough space for a long general discussion of garbha in Vedic
India, it might be well to begin, with some basic points about the Rgvedic textual tradition
from which Rg Veda 10.62 emerges. Garbha is a body part and, like other body parts,
has a deep metaphoric meaning in ancient India. As the linguist and Vedist Tatyana
Elizarenkova describes, a basic feature of the vocabulary of the Rg Veda is the symbolic
use of words with a very concrete basic meaning, patticularly a small group of wordsthat
denote body parts. Garbha, along with caksus “eye,” tvac “skin,” prstha; “the back,” and
many others, is an important example. Some of these words are in fact more frequently
used in their symbolic meanings (at the ritual and cosmic levels) than in their basic,
literal meanings: “Obviously, no question of polysemy arises, since this is a clear meta-
phorical transfer of a single basic meaning onto different, but isomorphic levels.”? Garbha
is certainly one of these words. Its primary meaning is the concrete one of womb, or
embryo, such as in RV 5.78.7: “Like the wind moves the lotus pond all around, so may
your embryo (garbha) stir” (my translation). Its secondary meaning is that of “fruit,”
such as RV 3.31.7: “The rock made [its] fruit (garbha) ripe for its benefactor”; or “off
spring,” such as in RV 6.48.5: “He whom the waters, the stones, the trees/feed as off
spring (garbha) of the cosmic law.” Finally, the use of garbha in cosmogonic specula-
tions, such as in RV 10.121.1, where it is referred to as the golden germ, is well known.
Many Hindu textbooks refer to the creation hymn of the golden embryo and write about
the embryo as the cradle of Hindu images in temples.

As Stephanie Jamison states, several Vedic myths and ritual texts identify places of
narrowness and darkness as womb substitutes.* In many descriptions of the consecra-
tion of the sacrificer, skin (carman), usually of an antelope, is associated with the birth
apparatus (Aitareya Brahmana 1.3). Moreover, in Vedic and epic tales, both the pot and
the hollow of earth are also identified as a place of “second birth” after a failed birth, or
miscartiage [Satapatha Brahmana (SBM )1.81; the Mahdbhdrata is the story of Gandhari,
in particular, 1.14.13; 3.104.118-20]. As we shall see, although the motif of “a second
womb” will not be present in the case of a single, miscarrying woman, it is present in
the mantras that are recited to prevent her miscarriage.
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Jamison also provides a detailed discussion of the mythic imagery of failed birth,
abortion, and miscarriage in eatly India. Although her main focus is the Svarbhanu
myth, wheteby the sun is wounded by Svarbhanu, she also discusses the ways in which
the healing of the sun, and its brightening, is compared to a birth process, whereby the
caul, or covering, of the embryo is progressively stripped away from the newborn.
(Jaiminiya Brahmana (JB) 1.80; 3.3.34.5; 4.3.4.21; Maitrayani Samhita 1.65; Kathaka
Sambhitd (KS) 11.5-12.13; 8.5].

Moreover, Jamison connects anxiety about the birth of the sun with the motif of the
failed birth of the sun. In one myth Paniavimsa Brahmana (PB) 4.5.9-12; KS 12.6,
13.6; TB 1.2.4.2]. the gods feared the “falling down” of Aditya, or the sun, from the
heavenly world, they and secure the sun with reins or fasteners of various kinds. More-
over, the same verbal root to describe the falling down of the sun, ava pad, is also used
for the miscarriage of an embryo (TS) 5.1.6-7; JB 1.306]). In the case of the falling
down embryo, the umbilical cord is sometimes used as the fastener that keeps the embryo
in place.

Futther cosmological implications of miscarriage ate contained in the well-known
myth of Martinda Aditi’s eighth child, who is aborted by his brothers and born as a
shapeless egg (KS 11.6; MS 1.6.12). In certain version the Martinda becomes Vivasvant
Aditya by name, the ancestor of humans, as the dead parts of the miscarried embryo are
cut away and he is shaped into a living whole (SBM 3.1.3.4) As Jamison notes, several
stories of miscarriage are about the birth of the sun, or a form of the sun, where he is
a patched-up result of a failed birth. Moreover, his rebirth after injury must be accom-
plished in the prescribed manner.

The Texts and Commentarial Trail on Human Miscarriage

Certainly, RV 10.162, the first hymn used by the human miscarrying couple and pre-
scribed in the late Vedic text the Rg Vidhdna, is concerned with the most basic, literal
meaning of the term.®

Let Agni, the slayer of the rdksas-demons, in accordance with the formula, drive him away
from here who, as dmiud, is established in your embtyo [and as] the evilnamed one, in
lyour] womb.

Agni, together with the formula, has utterly destroyed that flesh-eater who, [as] dmiva,
is situated in your embryo [and, as] the evil-named one, in [your] womb.

We make him, who slays [the embryo] leaping and settled [in the womb], who [slays
it when it is] moving about [in the womb], who tries to kill your [new] born [child], per-
ish from here.

We make him, who separates your thighs, who is situated between husband and wife
[and] who licks inside the womb, perish from here.

We make him who, after having become a brother, a husband, or a lover, lies down
with you {and} tries to kill your offspring, perish from here.

We make him who, after having confounded [you] with a dream [and] with darkness,
lie down with you [and] tries to kill your offspring, perish from here.?

As we can see, the hymn is concerned with protection against a demon, dmivd, who
is mentioned in other texts, particularly the Atharva Veda (8.6) as a flesh eater, consum-
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ing raw meat, human flesh, and embryos. This demons sleeps with women and attacks
at night; remedies against it were the bajd and pingd plants were to be worn in the
undergarments, which perhaps in the form of an amulet. In RV 10.162, however, this
demon is to be characterized as female, and it could attack at either of two stages of the
very simple Vedic embryology: the first when the sperm flies into the womb and results
in the fertilization of the egg, and the second when the fetus begins to kick and move
about, leading finally to the birth of the child.

Notice here that explicit language identifies the garbha as the mother’s; the use of the
second person, both in pronominal and possessive forms, is frequent throughout the
progress of the hymn. In the Atharvavedic (AV) hymn mentioned above, which has
several of these verses, AV 8.6 makes this relationship even more obvious: verse 4 of
that hymn states, “Both the illnamed and the well-named—both seek access. We de-
stroy the force of destruction {ardya); let the well-named seek what is a woman’s (straina).”
Whereas the idea that a garbha is straina, belonging to a woman, may seem obvious to
twentyfirst-century perspectives, such a relationship is not always the case. When the
term garbha is used in its more metaphoric usages, as described above, it is not usually
identified with the mother ar all.

Notice, too, that in this hymn, as well as in other terms for the destruction of the
embryo (garbhasrava, garbhah pramiyeta, and bhriinahan), there is a close semantic con-
nection—in fact, one is tempted to say, no real distincion—among what we today might
term “miscarriage,” “abortion,” and “still-birth.” All of the terms have to do with the
injury or death of the fetus, and the agent of death is seen as a demonic, outside force
of some kind. Moreover, as the verses of RV 10.162 suggest, even the conduct of im-
proper sexual relations, while a woman is already pregnant, is seen as part of this threat
to the embryo; the husband, friends, lovers, or brothers who come to sleep with the
woman at night are seen as the demon dmivd in disguise. All of these meanings for and
concerns about the loss of the embryo remain on the specific, concrete level.

So much, then, for the Rgvedic hymn. At first glance, the commentarial tradition
that utilizes it for ritual purposes seems straightforward enough: the Anukramani or
indexical tradition, around the fifth century B.C.E., uses it for garbhasamsrave prayascittam—
atonement for a miscarriage or abortion.® The Brhaddevata, dated slightly later, says that
the hymn is to be directed to the demon-slaying Agni, called Brahmagni, and that it is
used as an anumantra (accompanying mantra) for a miscarriage.® The Rg Vidhdna, also
dated slightly later, regards it, as we have seen, as a rite to secure the successful birth of
a child who may otherwise have been aborted.

Yet if we consider these texts more carefully, we see two important things: first, a
natural progression toward the idea of brahminical control over the fetus and, second,
an increase in the mobilization of mantras to control the demonic forces that may threaten
it. This is parallel to the clear movement toward understanding the fetus, not as related
to or the possession of the mother but that of the Brahmin, whose potential mantric
legacy it holds.

How does this progressively more aggressive attitude toward the control of the garbha
manifest itself? I think we can conceptualize the changing attitude in terms of time. The
first text, the Anukramani, seems to accept the fact that something will, in fact, inevita-
bly go wrong in childbirth, which needs to be cleaned up and atoned for. It names RV
10.162 as a kind of expiation for that inevitability: it is a prayascittam for what has al-
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ready occurred. The wrong has been done, and the purification needs to proceed ac-
cordingly. This notion of the expiatory function of the hymn is similar, in fact, to that
which Paul Thieme has suggested is the import for the final verses of many Rgvedic
hymns. they can act as a kind of expiatory charm addressing the possibility of a transgres-
sion.1% (RV 1.179, for instance—the conversation between Agastya and Lopamudra—is a
good example. The last two verses may vety well be the sentences uttered for the expia-
tion of the violation of one’s vows of abstinence.!!) In fact, RV 10.162’s placement in
book 10, a later book of the RV, also suggests that it might well be a kind of
mythologization of a ritual innovation, which Stanley Insler has suggested recently may
well be the motivation behind several of the hymns in the later book of the Rg Veda.!?

The second commentarial text, the Brhaddevatd, suggests a different slant than that
of the Anukramani: the hymn is used as a kind of mantra while the miscarriage is occuring,
The term used by the Brhaddevatd, anumantra, can mean either “to consecrate” or, more
likely in this case, “ to accompany,” by the use of mantric formulas. Thus, the demonic
damivd can be controlled in situ during the event itself, not after the disaster has oc-
curred.

Finally, the Rg Vidhdna prescribes the use of RV 10.162 in a rite that is not involved
in either cleaning up after the loss of the embryo, such as the Anukramani suggests, or
witnessing the loss of the embryo, such as the Brhaddevata suggests. Instead it advo-
cates the abolition, through the uttering of the mantra, of any possibility of the poten-
tially aborting fetus:

In the case of a woman whose fetus might be destroyed, there one should offer a burnt-
offering with ghee into the fire, in accordance with the ritual rule, while reciting [RV
10.162, the hymn beginning] “Agni, joining Brahma.” Let the pregnant woman, after
anointing herself with the remnant of the ghee and also drink the remnant of the ghee;
then her child will be born alive. And if her children die after being born, one should,
after consecrating the ghee, offer [it with RV 10.162, the hymn beginning] “Agni, joining
Brahma3,” pour the residue on an amulet and fumigate the amulet [which is fixed] on a
threefold thread together with a cloth made out of the sheath of a young bud of the
Nyagrodha tree, and which is wrapped up with white and red. The amulet is praised with
[RV 10.162, the hymn beginning] “Agni, joining Brahma,” after having consecrating it
10,000 times with the Savitri verse (RV 3.62.10) in accordance with the ritual rule.” (Rvid
4.86-90; 92-94)13

Several things in this passage are worth noting. Fitst, the Rg Vidhdna no longer deals
solely with the occasion of the flowing forth of the fetus but also with prevention the
miscarriage. Note the text’s quasi-“magical” overtones: with the uttering of this man-
tra, the “child will be born alive.” Only after this preventative power is declared by the
text does its author go on to consider the possibility of the child’s death. In this case,
the author then advocates the creation of a fumigated amulet and the mobilization of a
massive recitation schema of other mantras: the Savitri verse 10,000 times and the offering
of the oblation 10,000 times. Just after the passage cited, the author of the Rg Vidhana
advocates the use of this same amulet during pregnancy in otder to bring forth a male
child. This male child will then be endowed— with the continued proper recitation of
the mantra, specifically, the sraddhd hymn, or the hymn to faith (RV 10.151), and the
Medhi hymn (RV Kh 4.8), or the hymn to intelligence—with the appropriate mental
capacities.
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This phenomenal mantric mobilization is not, I believe, accidental. The Rg Vidhdna
text as a whole shows two other hymns being used for the prevention of the flowing
forth of the embryo, neither of which has been used in early texts for such a purpose.
The first hymn, Rg Veda 5.78, is not used in any of the ritual texts for any purpose, and
yet it is used here in a very specific manner. It concerns the r5i Saptavadhri, and reads
as follows:

1. Asvins, come here; Nasatyas, do not avert your gaze. Fly like two geese upon the
Soma juice.

2. Like two deer, Agvins, like two buffalos on the pasture, fly like two geese upon
the Soma juice.

3. Asvins, rich in food, find pleasure in my offering as you wish; fly like two geese
upon the Soma juice.

4. Just as Atri, escaping from the fire, propitiates you like a solicitous wife,
therefore come with the speed of a falcon, bringing happiness.

5. Open yourself up, o tree, like the womb of the woman in labor. Hear, you
Asvins my cry and free Saptavadhri.

6. For the anxious 7si Saptavadhri, who is in misety, through magic you Agvins
climb the tree up and down.

7. Like the wind moves the lotus pond all around, so may your embryo stir; may it
emerge ten months old.

8. Like the wind, the forest, the sea moves, like this may your ten-month child be
released along with the afterbirth.

9. After the boy has lain in the mother for ten months, may he emerge from the
living woman alive, unharmed, alive.l

The story of Saptavadhri is contained in several commentarial texts. The background
given by commentators to this hymn is as follows:

Having committed seven failures'® in a childless marriage, the king Asvamedha of the
race of Bharata employed the r5i Saptavadhri—presumably to beget a son upon his queen.
On his eighth failure, the king, throwing him into the trough of a tree [and] into an
abyss,!7 restrained the i, described as “the one who had shed his seed'® at night.” The rsi
praised the Lords of Light with the hymn RV 5.78. The Aévins, having raised him from
that [abyss], made him fruitful again.

The commentary states that the triplet in the hymn that refer to the embryo (RV
5.78.7-9) is for the purpose of an embryo for himself—as the commentary says, because
the 7si slept like an embryo in the tree. But commentators also say that the earlier two
Vedic verses, 5 and 6, referring to the tree opening itself to free Saptavadhri, are to be
known as belonging to the Asvins. These verses are also seen as a mantra for embryos
that miscarry!® (BD 5.82-87).%

Hymn RV 5.78 and its related story of Saptavadhri explicitly address the anxiety
provoked by the continuation of the male line, combined with the ways in which the
birth can be invoked as proceeding smoothly. Thus, just as Saptavadhri himself escaped
from the tree, 50, too, must the embryo stir in an uncomplicated emergence from the
mother. Moreover, the Rgvedic hymn explicitly compares the birth process, the bend-
ing of the tree together and apart, with the process of the composition of sacred formu-
las, which allow the stirring to occur. Finally, the commentarial tradition about the hymn
compares Saptavadhri to an embryo—"he who slept like an embryo” in the tree where



58 Ancient Arguments

he had been thrown. Therefore, as others have also noted, the escape of the rs5i and the
birth of the child are straightforwardly homologized in this hymn.?!

In addition, some attention must be paid to the fact that Atri is mentioned as a
paradigmatic figure in this Rgvedic hymn. Atri is in both the ritual and mythical texts
the very symbol of a failed birth and second birth. As Jamison writes, in the stoty of the
Satapatha Brahmana (2.4.2.15) and the Vadhula Satra, Atri resulted from a miscarriage
or abortion. The premature fetus is placed in a pot or a skin, mentioned earlier as a
common “womb substitute” in Vedic mythology. In the Satapatha Brahmana, the gods
assemble, in a rather ad hoc way, the aborted material (similar to martdnda, the eighth
birth of the sun, mentioned above). The end product is the seer Atri. in a parallel story
in the Jaiminiya Brahmana (1.151), a mother violently casts a child into a cleft, and the
child, Suditi (“very bright”), is then freed by an Agvin-like pair.”?

Jamison also discusses at length the role of the Atreya, the descendant of Atri, in the
Asvamedha ritual, the grand yearlong horse sacrifice. In this ritual, the Atreya is some-
one with mottled skin, brought into the sacrificial arena and then ritually banished from
the territory. Mantras that invoke abottion, or bhriinahatyam (to be discussed below),
are recited over him. In Jamison's interpretation, the Atreya represents the mniscarried/
aborted fetus, and his appearance reflects the nebulous shape of an embryo not brought
to term. The man in his ugliness is the aborted Atri of the myth, who survived an abor-
tion and lived to tell the tale. As she puts it, “By invoking abortion they acknowledge its
power, but by invoking it while libating an Atreya, they undercut its power.”??

In sum, RV 5.78’s use in the later Rgvidhanic rite for the prevention of miscarriage
implies several different perspectives on a miscarrying woman. First, the birth of any
child could potentially be a birth of a great brahmin sage, like Saptavadhri or Atri. Second,
the way out of a potentially failing birth is to invoke a successful second birth, as is
recounted in the various tales of Atri and is cleatly the case in the story of Saptavadhri.
The second birth may not be through a natural womb but rather through a womb sub-
stitute, such as that of a pot, or an earth cleft, or a tree trough. The Rgvedic mantras
imaginatively “start the birth again” as the miscarriage is occurring.

The second hymn recited in the Rgvidhanic context for prevention of miscarriage is
RV 1.101.1. It is a verse addtessed to Indra, and in it Indra is invoked to drive away
indigenous peoples, called krsnagarbha, and to remain on friendly terms with the worship-
per.?* Rg Vidhana 1.23 employs it as a charm for safe delivery, which is a major departure
from the explicit meaning of the text.25 Scholars such as M. S. Bhat?6 speculate that the
wotd krsna garbha may have “misled” both the author of the Rg Vidhana and the author
of the Sarvanukramani, but he makes an assumption that I am unwilling to accept: that
scribes are easily misled. I would venture to argue that this hymn was consciously utilized
for the prevention of garbhasrava. 1 do so for two reasons: (1) the Rg Vidhana frequently
uses Rgvedic hymns for purposes other than those indicated by their explicit meaning,
and (2) the Rg Vidhana's overall purpose is not to ascertain the “correct meaning” of the
verses, as a twentyfirstcentury scholar’s might be, but their application in everyday life.
The imagery in that small verse of the hymn was felicitous for this purpose and not an-
other, such as vengeance against enemies—a theme found far more frequently in the Vidhana
material than the prevention of miscarriage. The verse’s explicit “insider vs. outsider” lan-
guage was not missed by the author of the Rg Vidhdna because he argued for its inclusion
as a spell, preventing the “flowing forth” of the embryo. Part of the overall understanding
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of the danger of “flowing forth,” as mentioned above and as we shall see in further detail
below, is its potential wasting of male brahmin seed.

If we place ourselves, insofar as we can, into the minds of those uttering the Rgvedic
hymns that the Vidhana enjoins, we get a very intriguing picture of what the brahmins
were asked to imagine as they were chanting the verses from the Rg Veda. In addition
to reciting hymn 10.162, which explicitly addresses the issue of miscarriage, the reciter
is asked to recite, and thereforecall to mind, two more hymns: the first makes an ex-
plicit comparison between the safe birth of a child and the emergence of the 1si Saptavadhri
from bondage, and the second explicitly engages “insider vs. outsider” imagery. This
fact, in addition to the clear growing sense of control over birth that the different word-
ings of the successive commentaries suggest, implies that the process of birth and the
prospect of the loss of an embryo indicate the loss of a brahmin—more importantly, a
brahmin who knows verses. 1 would add that the Rg Vidhana and many other later
texts’ also use the term vedagarbha, the womb of the Vedas, to mean, precisely, a knowl-
edgeable brahmin; what was once, then, the concrete reference to the body part of a
woman has come to mean, if not its opposite, at least its converse: the sacred, tradi-
tional knowledge of a man.

Embryo Killer

This semantic movement is also reflected in another curious word related to abortion and
miscarriage: bhriinahan, which is the final subjectin this chapter. Bhriinahan, in most lexi-
cons, confuses the translator immediately because it can mean (not surprising to us now)
either the killer of an embryo or the killer of a learned brahmin. Albrecht Wezler has
brilliantly discussed the Dharmsastric and other early usages of bhrianahan. He argues that
Sabara and many other early Indian thinkers believed that, if one kills an embryo before
the sex is known, it may well be a male. That male could grow up to learn the Vedas,
perform sacrifices, and benefit both worlds.?8 If we trace the word’s usage, briefly in the
earliest texts, we see a similar semantic linkage between the fetus and the learned brahmin,
and a key passage—Taittiriya Aranyaka 2.8—sheds further light on the topic.

We first encounter the term bhriinahan in Rg Veda 10.155, where it means the killer
of an embryo. Here the rsi Sirimbiha, son of Bharadvaja, desperately wishes to scare a
female deva of destruction, Arayi, away from the world. if we are to follow Siyana’s
more elaborate formulation, Ardyi is alaksmi, or the goddess of misfortune; or perhaps
even durbhiksadidevatd, the goddess of famine. In a later verse she is called bhrinahan,
the destroyer of all embryos. As the poet implores, “Let sharphorned Brhaspati come
near, the one who drives away all distress” (RV 10.155.2).

Her next incarnation is in Atharva Veda 3.112, where she is male, as well as the
expiation of the wrongdoing of a younger son who has married before the elder. The
sin of this kind of inappropriate marriage is “wiped off” on the bhrinahan, or embryo
slayer. Here, it is unclear who or what exactly the embryo slayer is, but it is more likely
than not to be a nonhuman force that absorbs sin for others. The implication in the
hymn is that an inappropriate marriage will create a seed inappropriately, and it is thus
considered to be a kind of social slaying of an embryo, an abdication of the responsibil-
ity to reproduce in the appropriate manner.
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Bhrianahatya is also, not surprisingly, related to the person and name of Atri. In the
Maitrayani Samhitd, there is a legal provision about the killing of an embryo (bhrinahd)
of unknown sex. In both the Jaiminiya Brahmana (2.219) and the Satapatha Brahmana.
(2.4.2.15), there is an explicit injunction against the killing of an atreyi, which could be
interpreted as a female relative of Atri (either mother or daughter) but is more accu-
rately read as a “woman fit to conceive.” This injunction is also echoed in the later
Dharmasastric texts.? In one (Manava Dharma Sdstra 11.87), the killing of the unknown
embryo is equated, more specifically as equal in nature to the killing of an atreyi, or
“woman fit to conceive,” As Jamison conjectures,

Originally dtreyi was a term applied to women particularly fit for conception an childbear-
ing whose fertility was violently interfered with—just like Atri’s mother. The term became

particularly associated with a legal provision, a provision that condemns the violence against
30

such a woman.

Jamison joins with Hans-Peter Schmidt in arguing that women merit special treat-
ment precisely because of their fitness for conception; therefore killing her is tantamount
to killing an embryo as well. As Schmidt has also noticed,? a father who does not marry
off his daughter as soon as she begins to menstruate is guilty of bhrunahatya. As Jamison
notes, “Preventing potential pregnancy is legally as serious as aborting real ones; . . . it
is not for herself that an dtreyi woman is valued but as a potential vessel for a fetus.”3?

Building on this initial insight of Jamison’s, we can go further into the mechanics of
how the garbha as “vessel” became the lynchpin for the semantic shift from womb to
brahmin. The linkage between bhrinahan and the person of the brahmin is further
reinforced when we see its next usage. Here, it is participating in the expected analogy
of the body part of the womb that is being mapped onto that of the proceedings of the
sacrifice; in particular the dhavaniya fire of the sacrificial arena is frequently referred to
as a garbha, or womb. Yet before we go celebrating this fact as the inclusion of women’s
imagery in the Vedic world, let us look more carefully at the dynamics of the symbolism.
in the Maitrayani Samhitd, the ahavaniya fire is likened to a garbha. Even more important
for our purposes, he who allows it to become extinct is likened to a bhriinahan, or embryo
killer. And as Satapatha Brahmana 12.9.3.10-16 echoes, the dghavantya fire is the garbha
of the gods, and when they perform the sacrifice on it, they perform the sacrifice for the
gods in the garbha of the gods. The text goes on to admonish that just as the slayer of an
embryo is despised, so, too, is the one who allows his sacred fire to go out.

This set of associations among the garbha, the sacrificial fire and the sacrificing brahmin
is solidified in two key passages of later texts—the Taittiriya Aranyaka and the Vaikhana
Grhya Sitra. In Vaikhana Grhya Siitra 1.1, we see one of the rare usages of the term
bhrina on its own. One who maintains the fires for the Soma ritual is called a bhrina;
this status is attained after he has mastered the Veda, all the sacrifices involving cooked
food, the sacrifices of havis, and finally those of Soma. Here, then, the term bhrina is
designating not just the one tending the “embryo” of the fire but also the fact that he
has become identified with the fire. And again, in a later passage (6.16), the one who
lets the fire go out is seen as a bhrinahan, or embryo killer, and therefore by implication
the killer of his status as a tender of the fires.

Taittiriya Aranyaka 2.8 is even more helpfully explicit. The passage is contained within
a larger discussion of the ways in which one can maintain the status of a diksita, or
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consecrated sacrificer, in the midst of various kinds of wrongdoing. As the passage
postulates: “The one who pours semen outside of the yoni is like a thief (stena), like a
bhritnahan, one killing an embryo.” Here, the simile is clear: any wasted semen is akin
to a theft, or murder, because it is wasting the potential of the sacrificer’s, and therefore
the brahmin’s, line. With these two texts, we see a semantic transfer taking place: the
sacrificial fire is likened to an embryo and is further identified with the brahmin who
takes care of it. Its destruction is the destruction of the embryo, and by implication,
then, the destruction of the line of potential sacrificers. This implication for the family
line is made clear in the “wasted seed” imagery of the Taittiriya text, which equates the
killed embryo and the wasted seed as one and the same.

Thus the symbolic imagery is complete: the embryo that was once to be protected
from a quasi-demonic force in the early Vedic imagery becomes a responsibility, or even
better—the controlled substance—of the brahmin. What ardyi or dmiva threatens to do
to the embryo becomes, by the late Vedic period, what the brahmin himself might do
if he is not careful: kill the embryo, and therefore kill his heritage.

Conclusion

The imagery of miscarriage in the late Vedic period shows an increased anxiety over the
potential loss of lineage, and in doing so wrests the embryo further and further away from
the body of the mother. The commentarial tradition of Rg Veda 10.62 does so by imply-
ing increased mantric control over the process of birth itself. We see its conclusion in the
Rg Vidhana, where the text enjoins the brahmin to engage in a massive mobilization of
mantras against the possibility of the destruction of the embryo. Moreover, these addi-
tional mantras, which control the process of birth, compare any birth to the emergence of
the 75i from capture and the victory over outsider (and, therefore, possibly seed-mixing)
elements. Later texts, that use the term bhriinahan, engage in comparisons that link the
embryo to the tender of sacrificial fires. Anxiety over its loss is also anxiety over the loss
of the Brahmin, who has, in effect, become the sole signification of the garbha.’

What can we learn, then, from this mass of trivia about the loss of an embryo,
other than adding a grain of sand onto the mountain of Vedic scholarship gone be-
fore? I would ask historians of religion, particularly feminist ones, to think twice before
they celebrate the metaphorical transfer of a female body part into a larger, public,
and predominantly male activity, and call it inclusion. It is more likely to be a form
of symbolic exclusion, whereby the person from whom the image is taken becomes
less and less visible in the production of new meaning for the image. As we see in
this case, if the symbol is manipulated successfully enough, what is once identified
with the female turns into the exclusively male; the meaning of the female is reduced
to what the female is expected to produce. Tatyana Elizarenkova also speaks of the
need to study the ways in which a Vedic word can come to mean its converse and the
sacrificial and devotional environments that produce such a change in meaning.?
Certainly the converse imageries of miscarriage throughout the Vedic period can con-
tribute to such a study. Finally, and most importantly, the implications of such semantic
histories can be far-reaching for students of gender studies and historians of religion.
Before they rush to celebrate the fertility imagery of Vedic texts, they might recon-
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sider. When it comes to keeping and losing embryos, at any rate, Elizarenkova’s no-
tion of metaphortic transfer is not simply poetic conceit; it can also be a very serious
and far-reaching process indeed.

My small case study of ancient India raises other, larger questions—ones that would
be worth exploring in a more general way. Mary McGee, in her chapter in this volume,
also raises these normative questions in relationship to ancient texts. The first issue in
this case is what kind of imagery informs moral, legal, and medical thinking about
embryos and their losses. (I am struck, for instance, by Judith Jarvis Thompson's use of
the imagery of screens, windows, and living rooms to speak about birth control as a
natural, matter-offact process that occurs in other forms of living, such as going in and
out of a house.)® It was, 1 think, the use of this imagery that made the work influential.
In the case of early India, reproduction of all forms is good, and if you forgive the re-
dundancy, reproduction is also reproductive of cosmology. Those who obstruct repro-
duction are likened to the Asuras and Raksasas, cosmological competitors for the goods
that are usually gained by sacrifice. Thus, the Vedic categories of barrenness, miscar-
riage, stillbirth, and abortion are also linked (some might even say, not clearly distin-
guished at all). They are bound together by the same cause and, therefore, objects of the
same kinds of ritual and philosophical thought.

Also, the Indian data might inspire us to ask of other commentarial traditions; what
is the function, or cosmological frame, of reproductive success and reproductive catas-
trophe? How are such successes and catastrophes linked to other processes in the uni-
verse, thereby generating certain categories of thought! The idea that the embryo is
competed for by Asuras and Devas, as a particularly rich sacrificial offering would be,
suggests an intriguing avenue for theoretical thinking: how might we explore these link-
ages among embryology, imagination, and moral thought?

This is a particularly relevant exercise for two particular reasons—one theoretical and
one practical and pressing. The first is that there is a growing literature on the compara-
tive study of abortion practices, as well as the need to embed our thinking about abor-
tion and laws about abortions, in the cultural worldviews in which those laws are writ-
ten. The work of Harold Coward, Julius Lipner, and Katherine Young in India,* Marie
Therese Fontanille in Greece,’ and William Lafleur’® in Japan are just some recent
examples of the relevance of traditional thinking about aborttion in the formation of
contemporary laws and practices.

So my challenge is the following: having just demonstrated the necessity of going
beyond what I call a careless feminist reading of the early Indian history of embryos
and having advocated a more sophisticated reading of early Indian history, which re-
veals a growing control over women’s bodies through the manipulation of the imagery
of garbha, | am now faced with the challenge of what I might do with feminist prin-
ciples and Sanskrit knowledge to reinterpret the tradition. This task is, if [ do it well,
neither an attempt to legitimize ancient myths in order to valorize the current situation
for women in India nor an attempt to raid ancient myths for equally problematic femi-
nist purposes. We might instead be feminist Mimamsakas, or traditional interpreters of
Vedic ritual. Mary McGee has, elsewhere in this volume, discussed the ways in which
particular arguments of Jaimini might be useful for contemporary women. Here, [ argue
that certain formal perspectives on knowledge from the Mimamsa and other Indian
philosophical traditions could also be of great use.
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Our method might be to focus on the power of metaphor in the very kinds of Vedic
texts that I have laid before you. Our modus operandi might be threefold: first, follow-
ing Mark Johnson’s work Moral Imagination,”® we assume that ancient texts can pro-
vide us with both metaphors and narratives, which Johnson argues are the stuff of more
informed and complex ethical thinking. Second, we assume that this idea of ethical
thought is the Sanskrit equivalent of pramdna, or logical reasoning, of traditional Vedic
interpretive philosophy, called Mimamsa. Third, an inquity into stridharma, or the codes
of conduct by and about the lives of women, is a legitimate and necessary form of in-
quity that should be the appropriate topic of Mimamsa. Fourth and finally, because
pramana can and does outrank saddcdra, or traditional practice, as a form of reasoning
about Vedic texts, reinterpretation of Vedic texts can and should provide a critique of
saddcdra, or contemporary traditional practices, such as female infanticide in present
day India. In other words, basing our arguments on these four principles, we might use
Vedic texts to provide a sophisticated, traditional argument against religious practices
concerning abottion that harm women.

In this chapter I retold a commentarial history and made an interpretive suggestion.
The retelling of the historical story was an argument for closer textual reading than both
religionists and feminists have done in the past and against the romanticism of raiding
ancient texts for utopian images of the female body. I introduced instead the idea that
we could retell a history whereby, in early India, textual authority was mobilized in the
service of greater control over the female body. Through a series of metaphoric link-
ages, the womb was no longet viewed as part of the woman's body, and therefore, as a
kind of detached item, it was able to be controlled by the technology available at the
time—that of the Vedic mantra. That was the more careful commentarial history.

But [ also suggest that textualists should be ethically accountable and thus take up
the challenge of being a Vedic interpreter with women’s lives in mind. One might use
traditional interpretive categories that involve the hierarchical authority of different Vedic
texts and the authority of story and poetry for moral thinking in ancient India. In cer-
tain, very carefully chosen cases, actual Vedic hymns that involve abortion and miscar-
riage could be used in the service of the lives of women today. They would be of service
not because they themselves represented some kind of actual feminist utopia or golden
age (both questionable history and questionable ethics); rather, they would be of service
because, by the strict rule of traditional Vedic interpretation, they could be read with a
view toward protecting the welfare of women.

So, I end this chapter with a kind of overall challenge for those of us who are textual
scholars interested in mythology and commentary and yet who retain ethical principles of
our own. We have mastered the languages and the forms of reasoning in the commentar-
ies. Perhaps, as we continue to perform our primary task of writing good and careful his-
toty, it is also occasionally incumbent upon us to write in the tradition of those religious
commentaties as ethically committed interpreters: in the best of all worlds, we would write
our late twentieth-centuty commentaries in Hebrew, Latin, and Sanskrit, according to the
forms of reasoning set down for us by the traditions we are interpreting. This is different
from arguing that we find feminism in Calvin or the Church fathers or rabbinic Judaism,
a process that again [ would claim is questionable history and questionable ethics. In-
stead, we might take the very principles of reasoning which are set out for us in these
traditional forms and respond by writing an ethics from our own intellectual environments.
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Perhaps feminist Indological colleagues take up the discussion with these questions in
mind and return to the image of the miscarrying woman in the late fourth century B.C.E.
Certainly there are no records in which she spoke for herself, and certainly it is a kind of
interpretive violence to impose false historical interpretations on her world. In my view,
the utmost Tespect we can give her is to imagine what forms of reasoning might have been
most likely to keep her, and her descendants, alive as they gave birth to the next generations.
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Giver or Given?

Some Matriages in Kalidasa

STEPHANIE W. JAMISON

Questions about women and questions about property intersect in a number of sig-
nificant ways in ancient India and raise a number of vexed questions. We can, too
simply, divide the questions into two types: ( 1) to what extent can a woman be “owned”
as property; in patticular is the wife the property of her husband in the same way a
cow or a pot is? Such is in part the issue in the aftermath of the dicing match in the
Sabhd Parvan of the Mahabhdrata (MBh): did Draupadi remain the “property” of her
husband after he had lost himself I will not putsue this matter further here, instead
concentrating on some aspects of the second question: (2) what can a woman herself
“own” as property. | will approach this question through a single facet of the issue:
the giving of gifts.! The institution of gift giving seems a useful one to examine in this
connection, for ownership is most clearly visible when it is transferred. “Giving” some-
thing might seem to require “owning” it first—though this perhaps is one of the issues
that needs clarification. To approach the connection of women and property, I will
examine some instances of women giving gifts, as well as the more conventional “gift”
of women in marriage. Indeed, this chapter primarily deals with a potentially explo-
sive combination of the two, as exemplified by two unusual marriages found in clas-
sical “court” literature, Elsewhere in this volume, Ellison Findly discusses the issue of
women’s gift giving in an earlier context, particulatly the transition from woman as a
symbol of the wealth of the Vedic household to woman as giver in her own right in
the Buddhist context. My own chapter continues this focus, only | emphasize not the
historical development but the simultaneous juxtaposition of woman as both giver
and gift.

Two of the plays of Kilidisa contain depictions of marriages or quasi marriages that
share some striking traits—traits that seem to run directly counter to proper, dharmic
marriage rites. [n this chapter, I will first describe the scenes and characterize their
deviations from orthodoxy, then explore the reasons for and possible justifications of
the remarkable features of these incidents.

In Act 3 of the Vikramorvast (Vik.) the Mahist or chief wife of King Puriravas, Ausinari,
gives her husband to the Apsaras Urvadi, for the satisfaction of their mutual infatuation.
Although an actual wedding ceremony is not performed, the vocabulary of marital trans-
fer is employed, as we shall see. Similarly, at the end of Malavikagnimitra (Mal.), the Mahist
of King Agnimitra, Dhirini, gives her ex-servant Malavika to her husband Agnimitra, again
for a union of mutual desire. Here there is actual ceremonial action; indeed, the queen

69



70 Classical Arguments

dresses the bride in her wedding clothes, and the vocabulary of marriage is even more
fully deployed.

What little comment these scenes seem to have elicited concentrates on the “false”
nature (Gitomer,1984, Vik. 3.14) of the sentiments expressed by the principal partici-
pants or the “reproachful” nature (Kale, 1898,p. 3) of the queen’s consent to the mar-
riage.? But the remarkable aspect of these scenes to me is the power ascribed to the
Queen, the power to give, to convey one person to another in marriage. This is a direct
role reversal: marriage is constantly defined in the dharma texts as kanyadana ‘gift of a
maiden’, and the giver is generally her father or, in default of him, another close male
relative. But here a woman serves as giver, and in the Urvasi she actually gives away a
man. Before examining the dharmic material more thoroughly, let me first demonstrate
exactly how explicit the “gift” theme is in Kalidasa’s scenes.

In Act 3 of the Urvasi, Puriiravas meets his previously jealous queen at her request:
she is performing a vrata that requires his participation—or so she claims. At this point
she makes a ceremonial promise to him, to treat any woman he fancies kindly:

ajjappahudi jam itthiam ajjautto patthedi ji ajjauttassa samdamappanaini tie mae

pidibandhena vattidavvam ti [adyaprabhrti yam striyam dryaputrah prarthayate ya atyaputrasya
samagamapranayini tayd mayi pritibandhena vartitavyam iti]

From now on whatever woman his worship “seeks”3 whatever (woman) is desirous of

union with his worship, with her a bond of favor is to be formed by me. (Vik. 3.13+)

The king responds to this avowal with a strong assertion of her power to give him away:

datum va prabhavasi mam anyasmai* kartum eva va disam

niham punas tathi tvam yatha hi mam sankase bhiru

You have the power to give me to another or to make me slave. For still I am not such as
you suppose, O timid one. (Vik. 3.14)

Note in passing that the metrical and rhetorical structure of this Arya verse nicely un-
derlines its theme: with the phonologically similar, semantically critically words datum
‘to give’ and ddsam ‘slave’ polarized at the two ends of the first line (and rhyming naham
‘not I’, opening the next line), and with mam/anyasmai (‘me to another’) over the cae-
sura and tvam ‘you’ also just before caesura so that it is in vertical relation to mam. All
the principal roles and actions are thus strategically positioned metrically.

// datum mam,/ anyasmai  dasam//
// naham tvam/
We will return to the somewhat puzzling second line of this verse below.

Although the queen does not, strictly speaking, say daddmi wam [“1 give you”], the
other participants interpret her words and actions as if she had. Citralekha, Urvast's
companion, tells that tremulous nymph that her union with Puriiravas has been “per-
mitted” abbhanunnado (abhyanujidtah; 3. 13+) by the queen, a term in technical mar-
riage vocabulary. And Urvast soon makes an even stronger assertion—and proposition—
to the king:

devie dinno mahirio/tado se panaavadi via sarfrasampakkam gada mhi [devyd datto ma-

harijah/tato ‘sya pranayavativa $arfrasamparkam gatasmi)

The king has been given by the queen. So I have come, like a lover, to mix with his body.
(Vik. 3.16%)
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The king takes up these words in his next verse:

devyd datta iti yadi vyaparam vrajasi me $arfre ‘smin
prathamam kasydnumate coritam etat tvaya hrdayam

If you have employment for this body of mine (only) because (I was) “given by the queen,”
By whose permission was my heatt stolen by you in the first place? (Vik. 3.17)

Here the king uses two technical terms from wedding arrangements (anu Viman ‘permit’,
a variation on abhyanuVjid above and Vda ‘give’) for his own sly purpose.

Let us now turn to the second play. In Malavikdgnimitra the queen has also been
jealous of her young rival and servant Madlavikd. Like her counterpart in the Urvasi, she
puts aside this jealousy and, as it were, blesses her union with the king Agnimitra. But
here the queen’s role is even more clearly ceremonial than in the Urvasi: she almost
officiates at the wedding in the final act of the play.

The first we hear of this is the Vidisaka’s report to the king that his queen has had
Malavika dressed in bridal garments:

ajja kila devie dharinie pandidakosit bhanida /. . . tam damsehi malavie sarire vedabbham
vivghanevattham ti [adya khalu devya dharinya panditakausiki bhanita/. . . tad darsaya
milavikayah $arfre vaidarbham vivdhanepathyam iti

Today the queen Dharini told the learned Kausiki [a nun in her household], “Display
the Vaidarbhan wedding costume on the body of Malavika.”’ (Mal. 5.3+)

Much later in the act, indeed, after the royal birth of the supposed servant Malavika has
been revealed, the queen announces her intention to give Milavika to the king. She
seeks approval for this act from two people, both women: her co-wife Iravati and the
supposed nun Kausiki (whose own high position has likewise been revealed). Her re-
quest of the latter is phrased thus:

bhaavadi tue anunnada icchimi ajjasumadina pudhamasambhavidam ajjauttassa malaviam

padivddedum [bhagavati tvayanujidta icchami . . . aryaputrasya malavikim pratipadayitum]

Reverend lady, permitted by you, I wish to bestow Malavika on his worship. (Mal. 5.17+)
Notice the technical term anuVjiid ‘permit’ again.

Kausiki’s reply ascribes to the queen full power over Malaviki—even though it is now

clear that Malavika is a princess, not a servant—by using the same lexeme (pravbha)
with which Purtravas acknowledged the queen’s power above:

idinim api tvam evasyah prabhavasi

Even now it is you who have power over her. (Mal. 5.17+)

The queen then takes Malavika by the hand (malavikam haste grhitvd), a clear ceremonial
gesture, and announces her desire to convey ownership to Agnimitra:
ajjautto imam pianivedaninuriivam péritosiam padicchadu [aryaputra idam priyaniveda-
nanuriipam paritosikam praticchatu)

Let your worship accept this gratuity as a fit counterpart to the good news [that he had
just announced about her son]. (Mal. 5.17+)

The king seems to hang back; after some consideration the queen has further festive
garments brought to adorn Malavika—in fact, the avagunthana, a veil that seems else-
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where to be to be a symbol of wifehood.® The queen herself drapes Malavika with this
wedding veil and tries again, saying, “Now let his worship accept (her).”

[malavikim avagunthya] danim ajjautto padicchadu [idanTm aryaputrah praticchatu]
[Having veiled Malavika:] Now let his worship accept (her). (Mal. 5.18+)

And he finally does.

Before discussing the possible legal and ritual sources of these two scenes, let us note
in passing two other examples in classical Sanskrit literature of a woman giving another
woman in marriage. In Sadraka’s Mrcchakatika (Mrcch.), the courtesan Vasantasena gives
her maidservant to the brahmin-thief, as was already mentioned in note 6. In Bhavabhat’s
Malatimadhava (Malatim) the nun Kamandaki gives her young friend Mailati to Madhava
with the quite explicit iyam . . . malati ca tubhyam diyate “here is Malat; she is given to you
by me also” (Mal 6.15+).

The extraordinary peculiarity of these scenes can only be appreciated with reference
to the dharmic provisions for marriage, on the one hand, and women's property, on
the other hand. As was already mentioned, marriage ordinarily is explicitly identified as
the “gift of a maiden.” In Manu (MDS) the first five types of marriage (the most clearly
legal of them) are defined with variants of this phrase: ddnam kanydydh (Brahma),
sutddanam (Daiva), kanyapradanam (Arsa, Prajapatya, Asura).” The father (or other male
relative) is the giver, the husband the receiver; and according to Manuy, it is this trans-
ferral of property, this gift, that creates the husband’s lordship over the wife: pradanam
svamyakdranam (MDS 5.152),

Women pass their lives under perpetual ownership of one male figure or another, as
a famous provision in Manu makes clear:3

pita raksati kaumare bhartd raksati yauvane
raksanti sthavire putrd na stri svitantryam arhati

Her father guards her in girlhood; her husband guards her in youth; Her sons guard her
in old-age. A woman does not deserve independence. (MDS 9.3)

Marriage is an occasion at which the previous guardian consigns control to the next.
It is therefore quite striking that Kalidasa depicts two marriages at which a woman as-
serts her control over the person of one of the parties to the wedding and, as does the
father at an ordinary wedding, voluntarily passes this control to the partner in mar-
riage. The ability to “give away” in marriage implies that the giver has dominion over
the given in the first place.

These scenes are also striking because women ordinarily have almost no property
rights to inanimate objects, much less to persons. According to one provision in Manu,
women, or at least wives, have no property rights at all:

bharya putras ca dasas ca traya evidahnih smrtah

yat te samadhigacchanti yasya te tasya tad dhanam

The wife, the son, and the slave are three (categories of persons) considered to be without

property.

What they acquire, that is the property of him whose (possession) they are.” (MDS 8.416)

However, the situation is, of course, much more complicated. Another famous pas-
sage in Manu implicitly grants women some property rights by cataloguing the six types
of women’s property:
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adhyagnyadhyavahanikam dattam ca pritikarmani

bhratrmatrpitrpraptam sadvidham stridhanam smrtam

What is given at the (wedding) fire, on the wedding (journey), in token of (her husband’s)
affection, what was acquired from brother, mother, father: such are traditionally the six
types of women’s property. (MDS 9.194)

The subject of stridhana is, in fact, frequently (and contradictorily) treated not only in dharma
texts proper, but also, notably, in considerable detail in Kautilya's Artha Sdstra (especially,
3.2.124, 34-36).1° I will not pursue the subject further beyond pointing out the obvious
fact that neither husband nor maidservant falls into any of the usual categories of women’s
property. That is a woman should not “own” either one of them. Moreover, even those
things she indisputably “owns,” her stridhana, she cannot usually give away. According to
most authorities, she has use of the property during her lifetime, but she cannot alienate
it. The disposition of a woman’s property after her death is stipulated in the law books
and the Artha Sdstra [cf. MDS 9.192-93, 195-200; Gautama Dharma Satra (GDS) 28.24;
KA 3.2.35-36; Kane, 1941: 788ft.], and the uses she may put it to while alive are also
strictly controlled (cf. especially KA 3.2.16, 31-33). Thus, though she has limited rights
of ownership, she seems to have little latitude to give it away.!!

What, then, are we to make of these Kalidasan MahisTs, boldly giving away people
in marriage—a particularly dramatic form of gif?? We can, of course, pay little atten-
tion to these scenes, interpreting them as polite contrivances to salvage the dignity of
the spurned and aging queen who sees the handwriting on the wall and “makes a
gift” of what she never possessed—a pathetic show that the spectators pretend to be-
lieve in. This seems to be the opinion, overtly expressed or not, of many modern
commentators. It also seems to be the opinion of the Vidagsaka in the Urvast, who
likens the queen to an unsuccessful fisherman who suddenly and conveniently prac-
tices ahimsa:

chinnahattho macche paliide nivvinno dhivaro bhanadi dhammo me havissadi tti
[chinnahasto matsye paldyite nirvinno dhivaro bhanati dharmo me bhavisyatiti}

When a fish saves itself, the fisherman from whom it broke loose, though downcast, says
“This will be a piece of meritorious conduct for me.” (Vik, 3.13+)

Citralekha, Urvast's friend, also remarks that sophisticated men become exceedingly
polite to their wives when they fall for other women:

annasamkantappemmano niari ahiam dakkhina honti [anyasamkrintapremano
nagarika adhikam daksini bhavanti]
Men-abouttown whose fancy has wandered to another become very proper (to their wives).

(Vik. 3.13+)

She thus seems to be suggesting that Puriiravas is humoring the queen by pretend-
ing to give her power over him.

But I think it would be a mistake to dismiss these scenes so easily. The ceremonial
forms and technical vocabulary of that central cultural institution, marriage, are unlikely
to be used so lightly, as a mere screen for the feeling of a wounded woman. It must
have been in a sense shocking to hear the words “I want to give” (a bride/a groom)
coming from female lips. There are other ways, less disturbing to social convention, for
a woman to remove herself graciously from the scene.
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We can approach a solution to this conundrum from several directions: first, we can
find structurally similar, though less dramatic, gifts by women portrayed elsewhere in Sanskrit
literature; second, we can find some traces of a more prominent role for women in wed-
ding arrangements than most texts allow; finally, we can trace the roots of women’s giving
in rites appropriated from or developing out of early srauta and grhya rituals. Let us begin
with another famous incident in Sanskrit dramatic literature in which a wife makes a gift.

This episode is less shocking because the item exchanged is inanimate and does indeed
belong to her, but the effect is no less poignant or powerful. In the Mycchakatika and in
the exactly corresponding scene in the Carudatta (Car) ascribed to Bhisa, when the
jewels of Vasantaseni, the courtesan, are stolen from Carudatta’s house, his wife seeks
to give him her own necklace, to rescue his honor. She knows he will be too proud to
accept it, but she ultimately succeeds in giving it by way of the Vidasaka. The source of
this necklace is important. She says:

iam ca me ekka madugharaladdha raanavali citthadi [iyam ca ma eka matrgrhalabdha ratavali
tisthati |

“This single jewel-necklace remains to me, received from my mother’s family.” (Mrcch. 3.26+)
[Sim. Bhasa (Car 3.15+) mama fifiddikulido Jaddhd (mama jiatikulad labdha).]

The necklace is thus classified as one of the types of stridhana ‘women’s property’, as defined
in MDS 9.194 above (bhratrmatrpitrpraptam). If she has the right to give anything away, it
is surely this. But, even so, she must arrange an elaborate ruse and a go-between to effect
this simple transfer. When the Vidasaka finally presents the necklace to Carudatta, he is
distressed to be pitied and wounded in his vanity, an issue to which we will return.

The point here is that Carudatta’s wife’s gift fits the same pattern of action as those
of the two queens in Kalidasa: she gives to her husband something that enables him to
fulfill his desire for another woman. Since her necklace is a substitute for the courtesan’s
stolen one, it is almost as if she is giving the courtesan, or a token of her to the hus-
band—just as DharinT literally both adorns Malavika for her wedding and then gives
her away. The existence of episodes like this one in the Carudatta and Mycchakatika,
involving a gift by the wife but a gift of her own property, may have provided precedent
to the more dramatic scenes of Kalidasa.

Now let us turn to the evidence for a larger female role in marriage arrangements.
We can cull this evidence from dharma texts, from the Artha Sdstra and the Kama Siitra,
and from epic narrative. Let us begin with the wedding ceremony itself, whose form [
must admit to having oversimplified. Though most of the dharma texts allow only male
relatives of the gitl to give her away, a few permit the mother of the bride to officiate if
all the others in line are incapable:!?

pita pitamaho bhrata sakulyo janani tatha

kanyapradah pGrvanise prakrtisthah parah parah

The father, paternal grandfather, a brother, a kinsman, the mother—such is

(the roster of) the “giver of the maiden”: on the failure of the previous one (in the list),
each next one (performs it), if healthy.!? [Yajnaavalkya Smyti (Yaj) Smr) 1.63]

The mother is also allotted some role in the arranging, or at least the approving, of
marriage in the Artha Sdstra. Following a brief conspectus of the eight forms of mar-
riage comes this statement:
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pitrpramanas catvarah pirve dharmyah/matapitrpramanah sesih

The first four are legal with the authority of the father, the rest with the authority of the
mother and father. (KA 3.2.10)

These last four are what we might call the “problematic” ones, in most of which the
parents seem to play a minimal role: the Gandhatva (satisfaction of mutual lust), Asura
{(purchase), Raksasa (abduction), and Paisaca (rape of an incapacitated girl). I assume
here that the parents’ authorization does not in general precede the event but must be
sought after the fact.1* The irregularity of the original “marriage” may require the offi-
cial approval of both parents to legitimize it or perhaps the bride’s mother was consid-
ered likely to be more forgiving to a penitent young couple.

We may see some trace of the mother’s role alluded to in this passage in narrative texts
as well. Consider Bhisma’s abduction of Amba and her two sisters in the MBh—an act
specifically identified as a Riksasa marriage. This abduction is treated at length twice in
the text, and in both places Bhisma seeks and receives the permission of his (step)mother
Satyavati. In the treatment in book 1(1.96.4), he does so before he even embarks on the
act (@anumate matuh); in book 5 (170.2- 171.4), after the abduction he approaches her
ceremonially, officially informs her of his undertaking, and asks for her permission to
arrange the marriage between the girls and his stepbrother. Satyavati grants it with the
same level of formality:

tato mirdhany upaghraya paryasrunayana nrpa
dha satyavati hrsta distyd putra jitam tvaya (MBh 5.171.3)
satyavatyds tv anumate vivdhe samupasthite
Then having kissed [lit. “sniffed”] his head, with eyes full of tears, excited,
Satyavati said, “Congratulations, child; you've won!”
With the permission of Satyavati, the wedding ceremony was undertaken. (171.4)

Note that this is a Raksasa marriage, one of the types for which the mother’s!® consent
is required, according to the Artha Sastra.

But even in the most respectable of marriages, the consent of the wife may be sought.
In the Sixth Sarga of Kumdrasambhava (Kum.), the formal “wooing”'é of Parvati by Siva’s
representatives, Parvatl’s father, Himalaya, turns to his wife, Men4, to receive formal
approval before accepting the offer of Siva’s hand. Note that both the request and its
approval are justified by appeals to general, dharmic procedure:

gailah sampiirnakamo ‘pi mendmukham udaiksata
priyena grhinTnetrah kanyarthesu kutumbinah(Kum. 6.85)
mene mendpi tat sarvam patyuh kiryam abhipsitam
bhavanty avyabhicarinyo bhartur iste pativratah(6.8617)
The mountain, though his desire [to marry Parvati to Siva] was fulfilled, looked to Mend’s
face.
In general, householders have their wives as guides!® in matters regarding girls. (6.85.)
Mena approved everything her husband wanted to do.
Loyal wives do not go contraty to their husband’s wishes. (6.86)

So far we have been discussing the ceremonial role of the mother of the bride.!® This
figure may seem a far cry from the “giving” wives of Kalidasa, but there are several ways
in which we can bring them closer together. First, consider that the eldest of the co-
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wives enacts a somewhat maternal role with the younger ones. In fact, the Kama Sitra
(KamSa) prescribes that the younger wife should look upon her “like a mother”:

kanistha tu mitrvat sapatnim pasyet
The youngest should look upon her cowife as a mother. [KimSi 4.2, p. 245 (16)]2°

We can also marshall some evidence for the wife's participation in an additional mar-
riage of her husband. Manu (9.81) allows a wife with childbearing problems to be su-
perseded after a certain number of years: eight if she's barren, ten if her children all die,
eleven if she has only daughters. The next verse requires a “sick” wife to consent to the
second marriage;

ya rogini syat tu hitd sampanni caiva §ilatah
sanujiidpyddhivettavyd navaminya ca karhi cit
One who is “sick,” but agreeable and accomplished in conduct—she is
(only) to be superseded [lit., “to be married over”] with her permission,?! and she is never
to be scorned. (MDS 9.82)

It is not clear to me if “sick” here refers to the childbearing problems in the previous
law,?? or if the wife is seriously afflicted with some other illness. The important point is
that some wives “give permission” (with the anu\jiia we saw in both plays) to a second
marriage. In the Kama Satra it is also suggested that a barren wife will “urge” her hus-
band to take another wife:

prajanutpattau ca svayam eva sapatnake codayet
Or else (she) herself, in the absence of offspring, might urge (him) on to another wife
[lit., a state of co-wifehood]. [KamSa 4.2, p.242 (2)]

It is thus tempting to assume that the Kalidasan heroines exactly fit this legal provision,
that is, are “sick” with childlessness, but this neat solution won’t entirely work. Dharini
of the Malavikdgnimitra has a grown son, whose brave exploits we hear about in the last
act.2? She should not be vulnerable to this necessity.

On the other hand, Ausinari in the Urvasi does appear to be childless,”* and her
giving away may in part be motivated by this state. In fact, I am inclined to interpret the
enigmatic second half of the king’s declaration, quoted earlier, in this light:

naham punas tathd tvam yatha hi mam sarikase bhiru
For still I am not such as you suppose, o timid one. (Vik. 3.14)

This is usually?® taken as a patently false denial by the king of his infatuation with Urvasi.
Since this passion will be joyously indulged before many minutes elapse, a denial by
him would be remarkably stupid. I suggest instead that Purtiravas is merely stating that
he is not such a cad that he would pursue this infatuation, would not “marry over” his
childless wife without her permission, as required by law. Such is her “power” over
him: he recognizes his legal responsibility to obtain a formal release from her.

There is one other place in the marital system where a woman has considerable lati-
tude in the disposition of the marriage, and in some ways this may be the most impor-
tant for our purposes because it confers on a female the right not merely to “consent”
or to “urge” but also actually to give. This is the Gandharva marriage, or marriage by
mutual consent. Here the bride makes a “gift of herself” (@tmaddna), rather than relying
on some other donor. The clearest statement of this that I have found is in Duhsanta’s
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smooth and sophistic enticement of Sakuntala in the MBh version of that story and her
straightforward response:

atmano bandhur dtmaiva gatir dtmaiva citmanah
atmanaivdtmano ddnam kartum arhasi dharmatah
[Duhsanta:] You yourself are your own relative. You yourself are your
own means. You ought to make a gift of yourself by yourself according to law. (MBh 1.67.7)
yadi dharmapathas tv esa yadi citma prabhur mama
praddne pauravasrestha $§rmmu me samayam prabho
[Sakuntala:] If this is a legal course and if I myself am my own master,
O best of the Pauravas, hear my terms of agreement in my giving (of myself in marriage),

O lord. (67.15)

Although, as we discussed above, women cannot usually give away even the trinkets
they supposedly own, the form of the Gandharva marriage accords them a remark-
able—if dangerous—autonomy, the latitude to give away their own persons.2¢ It is per-
haps not such a great step from giving oneself away in marriage to giving someone
else away, as in the plays, and it is perhaps also significant that the two Kalidasan
marriages in which women “officiate” are of the Gandharva type, for the satisfaction
of mutual infatuation.?’?

Let us now seek the roots of the gifts we have observed in the religious roles allotted
to women in ancient India. I suggest this as a potential source because of a feature
common to all three scenes we are considering, namely, that the wife’s gift always forms
part of a ritual observance, or the pretext of one. In the Urvasi, Ausinati summons her
husband to help her in the performance of a vrata, indeed the pignuppasadana (Vik.
3.124) [privanuprasadana] ‘propitiation of the beloved’ vow. The vrata is not simply
mentioned but also much is made of it—the time and location (cf. 3.4+), the queen’s
appropriate attire (3.11+, 12), the fetching and presentation of the oblation (3.13+),
and even the distribution of goods to the Viddsaka afterward (3.13+). The queen’s solemn
declaration to the king of her favor toward his new beloved {quoted earlier)} is prefaced
by an invocation of deities and a ceremonial announcement of her ritual intention—
almost a speech act—while doing paja to the king:

(rijfiah pdjam abhiniya prafjalih pranipatya) esa aham devaddmihunam rohipimialafichanam
sakkhikaria ajjauttam anuppasidemi

[esaham devatimithunam tohinimrgalafichanam saksikrtya aryaputram anuprasidayimi]
[Acting out p#ja to the king, bowing down with reverent gesture.] Calling as witness the
divine pair Rohini and the moon, I hereby propitiate your worship. (Vik. 3.13+)

In Mrcchakatika and again in the corresponding scene in Bhasa's Carudatta, Carudatta’s
wife also claims to be fulfilling a religious duty, in her case the necessity of finding a
brahmin to accept a gift from her in connection with a fast (Mrcch. 3.26+, Car. 3.16+).
Since she has so far found no brahmin to do so, she urges the Vidisaka to oblige her
by accepting her necklace.

In the Malavikagnimitra, the gift of Malavika is bound up in two different ritual
complexes. On the one hand, in 3.5+, in connection with the asoka-tree ceremony, the
queen promised to grant a favor to Malavikia. The phrase used is pasidam ddissam
{prasadam ddasyami], with the same lexeme as Ausinari used in the Urvasi at her “propi-
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tiation” ceremony: ajjauttam anuppasademi [dryaputram anuprasadayami). As is well
known, the word prasdda often has a ritualistic sense in Sanskrit, “a propitiatory offer-
ing,” in addition to the more general “graciousness, auspiciousness.” In these two plays
the lexeme praVsad is especially the property of the Mahisis and seems to mark their
ceremonial role.”® Note especially the last verse of the Malavikagnimitra, in which the
king asks for the continued prasdda of the queen:

tvam me prasadasumukhl bhava candi nityam

O fierce one, be always to me one with a gracious countenance. (Mal. 5.20)

In addition, the prasada promised to Malavika in Act 3, there is a more specific ritual
context in the climatic Act 5. Here a horse sacrifice is at issue. A message arrives from
Agnimitra’s father, announcing the successful conclusion to the Wanderjahr of the horse
destined for an Asvamedha ritual?®® (5.14+-5+)—to the queen’s great joy, as her son was
the chief guardian of the horse (and thus in danger). And the king and queen(s) are
commanded to come and join in the actual celebration of the ritual, which will be per-
formed for his father, Puspamitra:

... bhavata vadhiijanena saha yajiasevaniyigantavyam

You must come, along with your women-olk, to attend upon the ritual. (Mal. 5.15+)

Nothing further is made of the precise role they are to play in the ceremony, but one won-
ders—especially with the explicit mention of the vadhiijana ‘womenfolk’ in this command
invitation. As I have discussed elsewhere,®® one of the interesting features of the
Malavikdgnimitra is the presence of a third woman, in addition to the chief wife and the
young object of desire. This is a subordinate wife named Irdvati, quarrelsome and some-
times drunken, who displays jealous rage at the end of Act 3 and only grudgingly (and
from offstage) accepts the king's new wife in Act 5. This trio of Dharini, Irivati, and Malavika
exactly replicates, in function and character, the triad of royal wives necessaty for the perfor-
mance of an Asvamedha: the Mahisi or chief wife; the Parivrkt, or “avoided wife,” and the
Vavata, or “favorite.” It is hard (or at least hard for one steeped in srauta ritual) not to see
a covert and stylized reference to this ritual complex.>! The queen, by officiating at the mar-
riage of her husband and Malavika, would thus supply the necessary third wife, the Vavata,
for the proper petformance of the Asvamedha, to which they have been summoned.

In any case, as we saw above, the queen calls her presentation of Malavika a token
of her gratitude for the good news (about the safety of her son). It therefore counts also
as a countergift in the system of reciprocity that structures the entire Old Indic ritual
complex—a thanksgiving offering to the king, who has given her good news.

Why are all these “gifts” made by the women in these plays embedded in a
ritual context! I suggest that it is only in the fulfillment of religious observance that
women are ordinarily given the right to dispose of property, especially of property not
strictly part of stridhana. In particular, women are the usual givers of food to begging
brahmins, an important religious duty of the householder, as I need scarcely demon-
strate. Although the food may not strictly “belong” to her, as housewife and inhabitant
of the pantry and kitchen, she dispenses it. The right to give thus comes to women in
their position as wife of the householder and in fulfillment of one of the five daily yajias.
A single quotation, from a Grhya Sitra prescription of begging formulas, should suffice
here to show the wife’s role as “giver”:
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bhavatptrvaya brahmano bhikseta bhavati bhiksim dehiti bhavanmadhyamayi rijanyo
bhiksam bhavati dehiti bhavadantyaya vaisyo dehi bhiksam bhavatid

A Brahman should beg with (the word) ‘Lady’ at the beginning (of the utterance): “Lady,
give alms.” A Rajanya [= Ksatriya] with ‘Lady’ in the middle: “Give, Lady, alms.” A Vaigya
with ‘Lady’ at the end: “Give alms, Lady.”*? (JGS 1.12)

This ascription to wives of control over household property and the right to give it
in ritual context can be traced back to early Vedic times. In the prose Samhitis of the
Black Yajur Veda, the wife’s participation in the Guest Reception of Soma (the Atithya
ceremony) is explained as follows:

patni vai pirinahyasyese patnyaiva ritam anumatam kriyate

The wife is master of the household goods. Thus the gift (of them) is made with the
approval of the wife.3? [Maitrayani Samhita 3.7.9 (88:5)]

But only in religious context do we actually see the “mastery” proclaimed here: the wife
has the power to give only as long as she is doing so for the fulfillment of religious
duties3*—~hence, | suggest, the elaborately setup vows and rituals in the episodes from
the dramas under discussion.

The last question I want to address here about the episodes with which we began is
how giving affects the giver, that is, the wife. There is a tendency, on the part of both
Indian and Western critics, to see the wife’s action as purely selfsacrifice, a poignant
and noble submerging of her own needs and desires to further her husband’s.>> And
certainly this aspect of the episodes cannot be denied. For example, after Dharini’s giv-
ing away of Malavika, the (pseudo-)nun praises her with the almost nauseating

pratipaksenipi patim sevyante bhartrvatsaldh saidhvyah

Virtuous women, devoted to their husbands, attend upon the husband even by (supply-
ing) a rival. (Mal.5.19)

We should also keep in mind certain dimensions of giving in ancient India. “Giving”
confers power on the giver; “receiving” is a sometimes shameful act that can put the
receiver in the power of the giver. I have discussed this at length elsewhere, as have
many others.* The giving performed by these women is no exception. Perhaps the most
striking statement of this in the three episodes under discussion is that made by Carudatta
when he accepts his wife’s necklace from the Vidisaka in the Mrcchakatika—a verse
that is found almost identically in Bhasa’a Carudatta (3.17):37

atmabhagyaksatadravyah stridravyeninukampitah

arthatah puruso nari ya narl sarthatah pamin

(One), with his substance destroyed by his own (mis)fortune, pitied by the substance of
a woman (/his wife)~Because of money (this) man (becomes) a woman, and the one who
was a woman, because of money, she (becomes) male. (Mrcch.3.27)

He thus suggests that his wife’s power to give and his need to take has literally switched
their sexes.

Interestingly enough, in the Mrcch this bitter statement is softened by an immedi-
ately following verse (Mrcch. 3.28) in which Carudatta declares himself a spiritually
rich man because of his faithful wife (and his friend the Vidasaka), a much more con-
ventional and comforting sentiment. Bhasa’s Carudatta makes no such concessions;
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rather, his next verse (3.18) continues the complaint about being rescued by women’s
property (strinam dhanesu).

The struggle to give and not to be given to is manifested later in the Mrechakatika as
well, between the two women and rivals. In Act 6 in the scene that gives the play its
name, the courtesan Vasantasena attempts to return the necklace to its owner, Cirudatta’s
wife, and is haughtily rebuffed: Carudatta’s wife wishes to retain the status of giver, and
Vasantasena is reduced to sneaking the goods to the child in the famous clay cart.

The manifestations of power that accrue to givers in the Kalidasa episodes are somewhat
more muted but nevertheless discernible. First recall that the king was reluctant to receive
Milavika from Dharini and required some persuasion. His reluctance to accept her may
have stemmed in part from his reluctance to grant such power to his chief wife—just as
Carudatta resisted receiving the necklace from his wife. Moreover both Ausinart and Dharini
are hailed at the time of their gift in extravagant terms; their power and commanding
presence are celebrated. As we saw, the last verse (5.20) of the Malavikignimitra is a plea
for continued favor addressed by the king to Dharini, whose power has previously been
acknowledged by all. In the Urvast Ausinari is compared to Indra’s wife by Urvast herself:

hala iam thane devisaddena uvaarfadi/na kim pi parihiadi sacie ojassidae
[hald iyam sthine devisabdenopacatyate/na kim api parihiyate sacyd ojasvitayal
Friend, she is properly served with the title “Goddess.” She is hardly
outstripped by SacT [= Indra’s wife] in possession of power. (Vik. 3.12+)

The same comparison to Indra’s wife may also be made in the Malavikgnimitra of Ausinari.

A verse recited in praise of her is uncannily reminiscent of the praise of Indrani®® in
RV 10.86.

bhartrisi virapatninim slighyayam sthapied dhari
virastr iti $abdo ‘yam tanayit tvam upasthitah
By your husband you were established at the celebrated forefront of wives. This title “mother
of heroes” has been bestowed on you from your progeny. (Mal. 5.16)
... vedhd rtasya virinindrapatni mahiyate
indranim ast nirisu subhdgim ah4m asravam . ..
She is magnified as the Ordainer of Truth, as one having a man/hero, having Indra as
husband. (RV 10.86.10)
I have heard of Indrani as (most) fortunate among these women. (86.11)

It is tempting, though perhaps somewhat farfetched, to imagine some such litany of
praise to Indrant as the model for the similatly ceremonial verse celebrating Dharini.
Thus, surrendering their husbands to their rivals in some ways seems to enhance rather
than diminish their positions.

I do not by the preceding discussion wish to distort any of these plays into a “feminist”
fantasy of empowered ladies, central and successful figures in dramas that really concern
sexual politics, not the courtly love that actually dominates the action. I readily admit that
none of the episodes discussed is a major part of the play in which it is found; none of the
giving wives is a major character. Nonetheless, I suggest that certain thematic complexes
found in the earlier Indian tradition surface here and that paying attention to the poten-
tial legal and ritual connections of episodes in court literature may complicate our views of
this genre. The curious role of “giver in marriage,” assumed by two chief queens in two of
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Kalidasa's plays, loses some of its bizarreness when we place it in the context of some
ceremonial aspects of ordinary marriage, of some legal provisions concerning superseded
wives, and of some ritual roles allotted to women in earlier texts.

Notes

1. The general and very complex issue of stridhana lies outside the scope of this chapter. Many
of the aspects of this topic were recently treated, with the author’s usual clarity and deftness, in an
unpublished lecture by Ludo Rocher, a copy of which he was kind enough to give me. It has
informed my thinking in many ways, though [ will not quote from his oral text directly.

2. “False”: see D. Gitomer, “Urvasi Won by Valor,” in Theater of Memory: The Plays of
Kaliddsa, Barbara Stoler Miller, ed. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1984), notes to
3.14, 3.14+; “reproachful”: see M. R. Kale, The Vikramorvasiya of Kalidasa (1898), p.121 (En-
glish commentary).

3. On prarthaya as a possible technical term, see Stephanie W. Jamison, Sacrificed Wife/
Sacrificer’s Wife: Women, Ritual, and Hospitality in Ancient India (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1996), p. 301 n. 53.

4, For anyasmai we might prefer anyasyai, with Kale (Vikramorvasiya), though it is not clear
on what authority. No other edition I consulted has anyasyai, and A. Scharpe, Kaliddsa Lexicon
(Brugge: De Tempel, 1956) Vol. 1.2, does not report this variant.

5. That her costume is specifically nuptial is mentioned several times (5.6+) by Malavika
herself (kodualankara- (kautukdlankdra]) and by the Vidiisaka when he first sees her (vevahianevattha-
[vaivahikanepathya-]).

6. Consider Mrcch. 4. 24, where the courtesan Vasantasena gives her servant Madanika in
marriage to Sarvilaka, the thief. Her new husband says to her that she has achieved what is diffi-
cult to acquire: “the title and veil of a bride” (vadh#isabddvagunthanam). At the end of the play
(10.54+) Vasantasena also receives this “title of bride” (vadh#sabda) simultaneously with the veil
(vasantasenam avagunthya). A.W. Ryder calls the veil in his translation The Little Clay Cart (Cam-
bridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1905), p. 174 “a token of honorable marriage.” Similarly
in the Sakuntald, when our heroine arrives at Duhsanta’s palace, seeking to take up her wifely
status, the king first remarks (5.13) ka svid avagunthanavati “who is this veiled one!” and immedi-
ately forbears to look at her, with the words anirvarnaniyam parakalatram “The wife of another is
not to be inspected.” This sequence might indicate that the avagunthana was a sign of a respect-
able married woman. Soon after in this scene Gautami, Sakuntald’s chaperone, says;

avapaissam diava de ounthanam/tado tumam bhatta ahijanissadi [apanesyami tavat te
‘vagunthanam /tatas tvim bhartabhijiiisyati]

1 will now remove your veil. Then your husband will recognize you. (5.18+)

Again this suggests that the avagunthana was a married woman’s raiment, only to be removed
in front of her husband. It must be admitted, however, that in other passages (e.g., Mrcch. 6.10)
avaVgunth and its derivatives simply refer to some variety of covering of the face and head, also
assumable by a male.

7. Cf. MDS 3.27-34 and the discussion in Jamison, Sacrificed Wife, pp. 210-18.

8. Cf. the almost identical provision in MDS 5.148:

balye pitur vase tisthet panigrahasya yauvane/putranam bhartari prete na bhujet st svatantratam.

This provision is also echoed elsewhere, for example Baudhdyana Dharma Sitra (BDS) 2.3.45,
Vasistha Dharma Satra (VasDS) 5.3, and Vispu Smrti (VisSmi) 25.13.
9. Karna refers to this provision in the debate about Draupadf’s status in the aftermath of
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the dicing match. His point seems to be that Draupadi is doubly without rights, both as a woman
and as the wife of a slave.

trayah kileme adhana bhavanti dasah sisyas casvatantra ca
narf dasasya patni tvam dhanam asya bhadre hinesvara dasadhanam ca dasi

These three are without property; the slave, the pupil, and the woman without independence.
(As) the wife of a slave, you are his property, lovely one, and with your master/husband
brought low, (as) property of a slave, you (also) are a slave. (MBh. 2.63.1)

Notice that Karna's definition is somewhat broader than Manu’s: only the wife is explicitly
mentioned in Manu (though it is certainly possible that all women were meant), whereas Karna’s
clause specifies asvatantrd nara ‘nonindependent women'. By MDS 9.3 (already quoted) females
are by definition asvatantra throughout their lives.

10. But these make global reference to Kane's treatment of this subject in History of
Dharmasastra: Ancient and Mediaeval Religious and Civil Law (Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Re-
search Institute, 1946) especially pp. 3.707ff. and 770-802, as well as to the work of Rocher
mentioned in note 1.

11. Although, as Rocher points out, in some systems she may have much greater control
over stridhana proper than over goods that may come to her in some other way.

The same texts that explicitly circumscribe her power over her goods can also imply a greater
control over disbursement than they state: for a number of offenses a woman is fined a certain
sum of money, from which we might surmise that she had something to pay with. Cf., for ex-
ample, MDS 8.369 {where a kanya ‘unmarried maiden’ is the subject, one who is even less
likely to have a source of cash than a wife) and KA 3.3.20-30. Of course, the monetary economy
assumed by these laws marks them as rather late formulations.

12. And even in the standard wedding ceremony, where the father performs the official “giv-
ing,” the mother sometimes has a minor role. According to some of the Grhya Satras, the mother
takes part in the Lajahoma, which involves pouring roasted grain into the hands of the bride
(and groom). The usual performer of this action is the bride’s brother. [Or even the bridegroom
himself. Cf. Hiranyakesin Grhya Satra (HGS) 1.20.3; Apastamba Grhya Sitra (AGS) 5.4-5 (which
also allows a relative of the bride).] But some texts allow the mother as an alternate [(Gobhila
Grhya Sutra 2.2.3; Jaiminiya Grhya Satra (JGS) 1.21], and in others she carries the basket con-
taining the grain [Mdnava Grhya Satra (MGS) 1.11.2-3, 10-11; JGS 1.20; Varaha Grhya Sitra
(VGS) 14.8; Khadira Grhya Sitra (KhadGS) 1.3.18]. Since the Lajahoma occurs in the heart of
the ritual events that are the climax of the wedding ceremony proper—the treading on the stone,
the circumambulation of the fire, and the seven steps—the participation of the bride’s mother,
even as a basket carrier, seems significant.

13. Cf. Visnu Smyti 24.38-39, which interposes the maternal grandfather (mdtamaha)
before the mother; Nardyana Smrti 20-22 (sim.). See also Kane, History of Dharmasdstra, vol.2,
pp.501-2.

14. Except for Asura “purchase.”

15. Though presumably the mother of the bride, not of the groom as here.

16. On the institution of “wooing,” see Jamison, Sacrificed Wife, pp. 221-223.

17. This verse does not occur in all version, and may be an interpolation.

18. Or “keep their eyes on their wives.”

19. Note also that in the Malatimadhava episode alluded to above, the nun who gives Malaff
away considers herself worthy of “more than a mother’s love” (sneho matuh samadhikatarah) for
this deed (Mal. 10.5). This suggests in effect that she stood in loco matris in this deed.

We might note in passing a nonmaternal female figure operating in the marital realm. In
Kilidasa'a Raghuvamsa (Ragh.), in the description of the svayamvara (Ragh. 6), the princess who
is making the choice is led from eligible man to eligible man by the “portress” (pratihdraraksa)
Sunandi, who introduces each prince with name, lineage, and accomplishments. In other
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svayamvara depicted in Sanskrit literature, the announcement of the roster of suitors is made by
the bride’s brother. Cf. the proclamation at Draupadt’s svayamvara by her brother Dhrstadyumna
(MBh 1.176.36ff.).

20. In citations of the Kama Stitra I give the page numbers of the 1891 edition, in addition
to chapter and section numbers. | also give (in parentheses), for convenience, the sitra number
in the recent and widely available translation of A. Daniélou (The Complete Kama Satra, 1994),
without at all endorsing the often inaccurate renderings found therein.

21. The Sanskrit is phrased in a more sinister fashion: “she is to be made to agree,” with
the gerundive [or so 1 interpret it: given the sandhi, it could also be the gerund “having caused
to agree,” which makes little syntactic sense] of the causative of anuVjid. The lexeme and the
morphology both recall samjiiapayati ‘makes to agree’, the euphemism for killing a sacrificial
victim in srauta ritual. Another example in connection with co-wives is found in the Kama Siitra
4.2, p. 245 (19): where “permitted (by the oldest wife) (the youngest one) should sleep with
(their) husband” (anujidta patim adhisayita).

22. Which would, I think, be a peculiar usage of rogin-.

23. As well as a younger daughter, mentioned in Mal.1.3+.

24. See the Vidasaka's declaration in 5.0, and Gitomer, “Urvasi Won by Valor,” note to
3.0

25. See, for example, Gitomer (ibid.).

26. For further discussion, see Jamison, Sacrificed Wife, pp. 247-50

27. This occurs also in the Mdlatimadhava example discussed above, where without the ritual
intervention of the nun, a Gandharva marriage would clearly have gone forward anyway.

28. For example, Vik. 2.20, 3.12, 3.14+.

29. Itself following a Rajasiya, a remarkable cluster of srauta rituals to be named in a liter-
ary work of this nature.

30. “Vrtra et VrBragna and Sur la Structure du kdvya—Some Intersections: Vedic Motifs in
Kumadrasambhava I11,” Langue, style et structure dans le monde indien: Centenaire de Louis Penou,
N. Balbir and G. Pinault, eds. Paris: Honoré Champion, 1996, pp. 123-42.

31. Kalidasa would not have needed a specialist’s knowledge of arcane ritual detail.

32. For the utterances, f. Paraskara Grhya Sitra (ParGS) 2.5.2-4, MDS 2.49; Apastambha
Dharma Sitra (ADS) 1.3.28-30; Gautama Dharma Satra (GDS) 2.36; Vasistha Dharma Sttra
(VasDS) 11.68-70; Baudhayana Dharma Siitra (BDS) 1.3.16-17; ViSmr 27.25. Asvalayana Grhya
Satra (AGS)1.22.6-8 is unusual in also allowing men to be approached, with the formula bhavan
bhiksam dadatu “Let your honor give alms” (with the masculine honorific bhavan that corre-
sponds to the femine bhavati “Lady” in the normal formula).

33. Cf. Kathaka Samhita 24.8 (98: 13); Taittiriya Samhita 6.2.1.1.

34. In this connection we might remember something alluded to briefly above: in the Urvast
one of AusTnari’s activities connected with her vow is the distribution of sweetmeats to the Vidasaka
after the ritual proper. Thus she enacts the role of ritual giver at the same time as she “gives” her
husband away.

35. For example, J. A. B. van Buitenen, “The Classical Drama,” in The Literatures of India
{Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974), pp. 104{., calls this episode involving Carudatta’s
wife “a quiet tragedy.”

36. See Jamison, Sacrificed Wife, pp. 195-203.

37. The only difference is the first pada: the semantically equivalent mayi dravyaksayaksine.

38. However, it is ironically meant in the RV. See Jamison, Sacrificed Wife, p. 80.

39. One might also note that according to the Kam.Sii. the oldest wife exercises consider-
ably authority over the behavior of the younger ones (4.2 p. 245), even to the extent of control-
ling the younger wives’ property [4.2 (18): jdtidayam api tasyd aviditam nopayusjita “Even gifts
from her relatives should not be used unknown to this (oldest wife).” Thus, the surrendering of
the husband may lead to the acquisition of a subordinate in the household.
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Om, the Vedas, and the Status of Women with
Special Reference to Srivaisnavism

KaTHERINE K. YOUNG

The Meaning of Om in the Vedas

Much of women’s status in classical and medieval Hinduism hangs precariously on the
sacred syllable om (which combines aum, according to Sanskrit rules of phonetic com-
bination, or sandhi). To date, there have been few attempts to trace the history of om.!
Despite its sacrality, it does not appear in the Vedas. The main synonym of om is pranava,
from the verbal root pranu (to roar, bellow, sound, reverberate, or make a humming or
droning sound). This root does appear in the Rg Veda (although the noun appears only
in the Vdjasaneyi Samhitd, Taittiviya Samhitd, and Satapatha Brahmana). According to
Hans Henrich Hock,? om originated in the Yajurveda Samhitd and the Jaiminiya Brahmana
as an exclamatory particle; a filler particle; or a recitational substitute for part of an ut-
terance, especially 6 for a or d. Regarding the last, he accounts for variants with the
nasal (i.e., om) by sandhi in the final or prepausal position, by a type of vowel pronun-
ciation (pluta or trimoric), or by avoiding a hiatus between some vowels.

Hock argues that the mystical significance of om is a secondary development from its
exclamatory, filler, and recitational uses; all of these overlap in the context of Vedic
rituals. He agrees with A. B. Keith’s (1917) view that the idea of a sacred syllable is first
found in the Aitareya Brahmana and belongs to the Rg Veda (not in the Chandogya
Upanisad of the Sama Veda tradition, as argued by J. A. B. van Buitenen, 1959). The
relevant passage of the Aitaveya Brahmana? says that Prajipati created the three worlds
of earth, ether, and sky. From them emerged Agni and the Rg Veda; Vayu and the Yajur
Veda; and Aditya and the Sama Veda, respectively. From these, in turn, he created the
syllables bhir, bhuvas, and svar, respectively. And from these, he created the three pho-
nemes a, u, and m, which were then combined as om. Hock cites van Buitenen’s sugges-
tion that sacred significance developed from esoteric speculations. He observes that this
was true also of other particles. Va was identified with Vac, for example, which was
then identified with speech, syllable (aksara), and Brahman.* From these passages and
their elaboration in related Aranyakas, he attributes the religious meanings of om to
peculiarities of the grammatical, phonetic, and recitational aspects of Vedic riral,® whose
overlap and repetition by various groups of priests gave rise to the idea of essence, and
from essence to the idea of Brahman.

The placement of om as an exclamatory particle (at the beginning or end of texts and
rituals or sections of them) has semantic implications. Taittiriya Brahmana 2:11, for

84
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example, begins with om. It says that he who knows Brahman as reality (satya), as knowl-
edge (jiiana), and as infinity (ananta) in the secret place of the heart and in the highest
heaven (parame vyoman) obtains all desires.® This alludes to parame vyoman in the Rg
Veda:" ‘rco aksare parame [vyomni]: worship in the supreme imperishable (aksara) realm.
One hermeneutical principle of Vedic exegesis is order (krama). The first, final, and
middle positions usually define preeminence. Additional criteria are introduced in par-
ticular texts to define the relative importance of these three. In short, there is a herme-
neutical reason for om at the beginning of a Brahmana passage.

In the Upanisads, four major motifs—creation, salvation, the essence of speech, and
the idea of beginning—ate linked with om. In the Brhaddranyaka Upanisad, om has also
come to connote “yes,” with the addition of a Dravidian particle of assent (am which
means “yes” in Tamil is assimilated into om).8 According to the Chandogya:®

Om! One should adore this syllable. Beginning with om one certainly sings the udgitha.
The elucidation about that is as follows.

The gods, when they were afraid of death, fled away for refuge in the threefold lore (of
the) Vedas. They covered themselves in the metre. Because they covered themselves
(@cchadayan), that is why the metre is called chandas. But death espied them in the same
place, in the Re, in the Saman, in the Yajus, as one espies fish in water. The gods ob-
served it; they rose above the Re, the Sdman and the Yajus and fled for refuge in the
sound. When one employs a Re, he sounds out in the sound om; so also in the case of
Saman and Yajus. Therefore, the sound, it is that syllable; it is the immortal, fearless one.
Because the gods fled for refuge in it, they became immortal and fearless. He who, having
this knowledge, makes this syllable resound as pranava, flies for safety to this syllable
which sound [and] . . . is the immortal and the featless one. And he, who flies for refuge
in it, becomes also immortal, just as the gods are immoral.?

Chandogya Upanisad!! states:

He brooded over these; out of them, as he brooded over them, flowed forth the sound
om. That is why, just as by means of a nail (sanku), all leaves are perforated together
(samtynna), so also by means of om, all speech is perforated together. The sound om is
this whole-world the sound om is this whole world.!?

The identification of om with the whole world and with Brahman, is found in the
Taittiviya Upanisad.!> “The syllable om is the Brahman, the syllable om is this whole
world.”!* This text also uses om as a confirmatory particle. In the ritual context of the
agnihotra, it is the affirmative reply of one priest to the command given by another:

When one says “om,” it implies a compliant act and when also the Adhvaryu says:
“Q, let us hear the call or invocation,” the Agnidhra lets him hear it. With om, they sing
the Samans, with om, Som they recite the sdstras (the prayers), with om the Adhvaryu
responds in reply to the invocation, with om the Brahman requests, the yajamana (the
sacrificer) gives his assent during the Agnihotram.!’

In other words, om begins particular oral aspects of the ritual and is also used to
express assent. According to this text, moreover, om is uttered by a brahmin about to
begin studying the Veda in order to reach Brahman: ““May I attain the (Vedic word)
Brahman,” and he attains the Brahman.”!6 This suggests upanayana (the ritual that marks
the beginning of the brahmin’s study of the Vedas), in short, and links study of the
Vedas with the realization of Brahman.
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The Chandogya Upanisad!7 refers to the three Vedas and their transcendence. This is
reminiscent of the Purusasiikta of Rg Veda 10:90, which says that Purusa is three-quar-
ters immanent and one-quarter transcendent. The Mandiikya Upanisad describes all three
of the sounds that constitute om as well as their combination: a represents the waking
state, u, the dream state, and m deep sleep. The entire syllable represents the transcen-
dent state (turiya). [t represents past, present, and future, moreover, as well as transcen-
dent time. It is both the universe and the soul (dtman).

From these passages,!® it should be clear that om has a cosmogonic connection. It is
eternal time or imperishable source. Alternatively, it is the first manifestation, as primal
sound, of Brahman. It also has a soteriological function because it symbolizes the su-
preme refuge: where the gods flee to avoid death and where humans attain liberation.

My own reconstruction of the early history of om differs somewhat from that of Hock
and other scholars I have mentioned. Because in Vedic rituals om is placed at the begin-
ning or end of the ritual, it symbolizes the boundaty between the sacred and the profane.
Because it also marks the transition between sections of the ritual, it connects them intet-
nally. Already in the ritual of the Brahmanas, therefore, om has the incipient meaning of
sacred sound: beginning, end, and connection. It is just a small step to connect these with
cosmogony (via the idea of the beginning, or first manifestation), soteriology (via the idea
of the end), and the essence of Brahman (via the idea of internal connection)—as occurred
in sorne of the Brahmanas and Upanisads. The transference of om from the context of
sacred ritual to sacred text can also be seen in the fact that the orthographic equivalent of
the sound om was used visually to mark the beginning of the text (and thereby to set it off
from profane words). The use of om to symbolize beginning was used in a more general
sense to symbolize the beginning of Veda study itself (the upanayana ritual), and even the
beginning of that (the gayatr? ot sdvitsi mantra), and even the beginning of the latter (om
itself). It is significant that the gdyatri mantra begins the daily sandhya rituals at the tran-
sitton points {(or boundaries) of dawn, dusk, and noon.

The first reference to the mantra om namo ndrayandya, which would become central
to the Srivaisnava tradition, is in the Nardyana Upanisad (which 1 date ca. 500-300
B.C.E.).1? This one belongs to that collection of the Upanisads, beginning with the
Manditkya and the Prasna, that is loosely associated with the Athara Veda. It begins
with a cosmogonic myth;%® then, it describes how one goes, with Rudra as charioteer
and the mind as reins, to the supreme hereafter, the eternal abode of Visnu. Those who
study this text eliminate fears, obtain all desires, and gain immortality. The passage
continues with a comment on om:

One should first utter om, then namo, and afterwards Narayanaya. Om is one syllable,
namo are two syllables, Nariyanaya are five syllables. This is the octo-syllabic metrical
line of Narayana. He who studies this octo-syllabic metrical line of Narayana reaches the
full span of life without a mishap, he enjoys happiness in offspring, growth of prosperity,
possession of cattle, and he further participates in immortality. . . . He (Nariyana) merged
into one with the inner bliss, the Brahman, the Purusa, the holy syllable consisting of 4,
u and m, it became the sound Om. The Yogin who has seen this, is free from birth and
samsara. And he who worships the formula: om namo nardyanaya, he goes to Vaikuntha’s
(Visnu’s) heaven. That city is here, this lotus-flower . .. who dwells in all beings, one,
Narayana, the cause, the a, the highest Brahman in the Om sound. He who studies this
Atharvasiras—if he studies it in the morning, then he annihilates the sins committed at
night, if he studies it in the evening, then he annihilates the sins committed in the day:
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if he studies it at midday, facing the sun, then he is freed of the five major sins and the
five minor sins, participates in the merit which is the goal of all Vedas, and attains com-
munion with Narayana—attains communion with Narayana.?!

The god Narayana is identified with Brahman and Purusa. He is understood as the
inner bliss and om, as well as the “highest Brahman” because he is the cause, the a in
aum (om). Here, we see that one mantra is connected not only with a supramundane
result (phala)—that is, Vaikuntha, the celestial city, also present as the dtman, the self
within each person—but with a mundane result as well. (The same motif is found in the
Atharva Veda,? which says that om is the mother of the Veda and confers longevity,
gloty, offspring, and cattle.) The Nardyana Upanisad is called atharvasivas, It is linked
with the three times of the sandhyd ritual, in particular, and the Vedic tradition, in gen-
eral. But even more significant is that worship of this mantra makes it possible to by-
pass the Vedas and directly attain immuortality. In other words, the path to salvation has
been universalized in this text dedicated to a deity not found in the Rg Veda.

Other texts link chanting the mantra with the creation of powers that can be pro-
jected to achieve any kind of result—victory, happiness, placating the planets, and so
on. Connecting the utterance of om to particular actions in Vedic ritual developed
subsequently into the notion of mantra as a formula uttered by priests to identify ob-
jects with sacred forces and to direct them in acts of homage. This involved offering
something to deities, expressed by the use of the dative case.?* Given these develop-
ments, om was quickly becoming the all-inclusive, oral symbol par excellence.

According to the Dharmasttras and the Grhyasitras, om is closely associated with
the upanayana ritual and salvation. The Apastamba Dharmastitra®’ (ca. 600—300 B.C.E26)
remarks that omkdra “is the door to heaven; therefore one who is about to study the
Veda should start his study by first repeating om.”?” The Apastamba Dharmasitra?® re-
fers to imparting the gdyatri mantra.? The gdyatri, in turn, is linked with the daily ritual
of sandhyd, performed at sunrtise and sunset:** “We contemplate that esteemed (longed
for) refulgence (glory) of the divine Savitr who may inspire our intellects (or actions).”3!
There is considerable debate over the meter of this mantra when chanted by men of the
three twice-born castes. Many sources say that the gdyatri meter is for brahmins, the
tristubh for ksatriyas, and the jagati for vaisyas. The Apastamba Dharmasitra® observes
that the recitation of om is equal to that of all the Vedas.

Later sectarian texts exploit the numerical symbolisms of “three” and “four.” In the
Markandeya Purana,? for instance, the three letters of om are identified with Visnu,
Laksmi, and the soul, as well as with the three Vedas. The Siva Purdna offers numerous
expansions, aligning the three sounds with the three lines of the forehead emblem
(tripundra), three types of utterance—mental, low voice, and verbal—and so forth. Siva is
the pranava, in the final analysis, and the pranava is Siva.* Sometimes, symbolisms are
arranged according to four items, inspired by the association of the four states of con-
sciousness with om, according to the Mandiikya Upanisad.

The Marginalization of Women in Vedic Ritual and Learning

Before describing the relation between women and the syllable om in medieval
Srivaisnavism, [ will examine women’s education when om was becoming a sacred syl-
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lable. It is not my purpose here to trace in detail the history of women in Vedic educa-
tion and Vedic ritual. I note merely that at least some women once knew some Vedic
hymns, including some Vedic mantras, and once performed some Vedic rituals,?® but
the women were gradually marginalized. Harita, an author of an early sitra,’® mentions
two kinds of woman: the brahmavadinis and the sadyovadhiis. Brahmavadinis undergo
upanayana, feed the fire (i.e., keep it burning), study the Veda, and beg for alms in
their own homes. As for sadyovadhis, they should marry after having undergone the
upanayana (just as a ritual, though, and not followed by study).?” Male students
{(brahmacdris) were formally required to live with their teachers and beg for their food
(as did Buddhist and Jain monastics, both male and female). Clearly, an adjustment
was made for female students (brahmacarinis) in the brahminical tradition. The idea
of begging for food in their own homes makes no practical or even religious sense,
though, because food was readily available and women probably contributed their
own labor to its preparation. Morever, begging for food at home could hardly teach
them about dependency ot humility—which is what it was intended to teach men. It
must have been a concession to the letter of the law, therefore, rather than a genuine
religious observance.

Equally important but seldom acknowledged by scholars, confining women to the
home bolstered the identity of urban men—when it could no longer be based on sur-
vival functions related to male bodies (size, strength, and mobility)—by making public
space exclusively male space. One result was that women were denied education, spe-
cial expertise, or mobility.®® Confining them to the home also ensured chastity. The
upanayana became a perfunctory ritual for the second class of woman, the sadyovadhis,
and a symbol of their general twice-born (most likely brahminical) status rather than a
real rite of passage into sacred learning. (For a more complete discussion of the role of
women in both Vedic and Buddhist mendicancy, see Ellison Findly's chapter elsewhere
in this volume.)

Harita alludes to a decline in women’s Vedic education by referring to the two types
of woman (one a Vedic student, the other uneducated and therefore ineligible to per-
form rituals). Yama, who is quoted by Manu and must have lived even earlier,? alludes
not to the decline of Vedic education for women but to its disappearance. It belonged
to an earlier age:

In an earlier kalpa the tying of the mufja grass around women is prescribed; likewise,
there is to be the teaching of the Vedas and [recitation] of the SavitrT [i.e. the gayatri
manira). Their father, father’s brother, or brother is to teach them but not another [a
stranger]. Obtaining alms is prescribed for a maiden only in her own house. She is to
avoid wearing deerskin, bark [garment] and jata locks [matted hair].40

Thus, Yama assumes a direct link between initiation (upanayana) and Vedic education
(which had become customary for male students). His reference to the gdyatr is particu-
larly significant, because recitation of this mantra has been at the core of subsequent
orthodoxy. Yama stipulates, moreover, that a father must perform his daughter’s wed-
ding before she reaches puberty; otherwise, he drinks her menstrual blood, month after
month and he, along with her mother and eldest brother, will go to hell (Yama Samhita).*!
Finally, Yama opposes the involvement of women in asceticism. Their heads should
not to be shaved. They should not follow cows or spend nights in cowpens—that is,
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wander about and sleep in the open. And they should not pronounce the vaidika (Vedic)
mantra. ¥

In a discussion of the vaidika mantra, Manu® makes a direct link between om and
women. | will begin by examining his general view of om: (1) it marks the beginning
and end of Vedic recitation; (2) it is the essence of the three Vedas and the three excla-
mations of bhir, bhuvas, and svar; (3) it is connected with the savitr? (gayatri) mantra; (4)
it is performed at the time of sandhyd (rituals at the beginning and end of the day); (5)
its repetition at sandhyd creates merit equal to that of reciting the entire Veda; and (6)
its repetition frees one from great error. In addition, Manu says* that repeating om
together with the three exclamations and the gayatri for three years allows one to “be-
come wind” and reach ultimate liberation. It is not only the means (ten times as effec-
tive as a sacrifice} but also the supreme goal, the ultimate reality, the imperishable be-
yond the perishable rituals (the uttavamimamsa beyond piirvamimamsa). Earlier in the
text Manu addresses women'’s participation in ritual. Upanayana rituals for women should
be performed at the right time but without recitation of the vaidika mantras.*> (This verse
equates the ritual of marriage with that of the upanayana for women, a woman'’s setvice
to her husband with that of a male student’s life with his guru, and household tasks
with the rites of fire.)

Manu opposes the performance of public Vedic rituals by various people—these in-
clude those who do not know the Vedas, say, or those who are not discriminating about
their ritual clients—and he explicitly mentions women in this context.* But some au-
thors of the Grhyasttras recognize that married women perform the household rituals,
and Manu follows suit.47 He forbids only virgins and young gitls from these rituals,
along with ignorant, naive, distressed, or uninitiated men. After describing the impor-
tance of guarding women and the bad things that befall a family when women are not
guarded or are naturally inclined to bad conduct, he declares:

There is no ritual with Vedic verses for women,; this is a firmly established point of law.
For women who have no virile strength and no Vedic verses, are falschood; this is well
established. There are many revealed canonical texts to this effect that are sung even in
treatises on the meaning of the Vedas, so that women’s distinctive traits may be carefully
inspected.*8

This is followed by a description of the ways in which women can overcome their bad
conduct. In other words, married women cannot do any Vedic rituals with om.

In the Katyayana Samhita,* Katyiyana (who lived between the third century and the
fourth) states that if one wife cannot perform the ritual by herself, then several should
do it according to seniority or ability, serially or jointly, according to their own under-
standing and knowledge of the scriptures. They should “serve” the fire, in other words,
even if lack of training makes it difficult for them.

The marginalization of women from Vedic knowledge and ritual, therefore, was
probably due to several elements. First, it was the result of the specialization of Vedic
knowledge (which led to a long period of study in the home of a male teacher—worri-
some for parents increasingly concerned about protecting the virginity of their daugh-
ters and ensuring their marriage at an increasingly young age). Second, it was the result
of a priestly desire to control more and more rituals (some of which were once located
in the home and performed by women). And third, it was the result of women’s real
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loss of Vedic knowledge. When commenting on the Jaimini,® for instance, Sabara (ca.
200-500 c.e.) writes that the sacrificer is a learned man, whereas the wife is without
knowledge (avidya).

The Link between Women and Siadras

One other context must be addressed in this discussion of women: the role of sidras.
By the medieval period, the status of women became linked ritually and philosophically
with that of sidras. There are two possible, albeit related, reasons: women's lack of Vedic
knowledge and therefore their inability to perform Vedic rituals (symbolized by their
ineligibility to utter vaidika mantras); and, by contrast, the fact that their inclusion came
to symbolize a universal, devotional religion. The former is a negative link, of course,
and the latter a positive one.”!

These reasons must be placed in a larger context: the changing fortunes of sidras.
The word sadra is a general one for groups such as the Dasa (Dasyu), considered by
some scholars to have developed a mixed “Aryan” and Indus culture in the late Indus
or post-Indus periods.’? In the Atharva Veda, the Dasa (Dasyu)—pastoralists, craftsmen,
and warriors—are sometimes portrayed positively, as equals of the “Aryas” (5:11:3). This
indicates an attitude of inclusiveness not always apparent in the Rg Veda and other texts.
Athara Veda 9:15, moreovet, states that $iidras may undergo upanayana. This status
was gradually lost, though, during a time of growing conflict” when siidras were taken
as prisoners of war. After expansion of the Vedic culture into the mid-Gangetic plain,
war captives continued to be taken from the siidras’ ranks and were used as corvée la-
bor to clear the land. The Mauryan emperors (ca. 320-186 B.C.E.) promoted the notion
of service to make this status palatable. When the Mauryan state disintegrated, the elite
in Mathura, Kuru, and Paficila felt particularly threatened by political turmoil (ca. 200-
100 B.C.E.). From the west came invading foreigners such as the Greeks and Sakas. From
the east came political pressure by other kings.* The Satras and Sastras of the period
campaigned virulently against indentured laborers and slaves, no doubt because the lat-
ter were associated with these foreign or renegade kings. In this period, sidras were
often linked with women, and both were viewed negatively. According to Apastamba,
for instance, neither women nor sidras may be taught the Vedas. The latter may nei-
ther undergo upanayana nor perform yajfia (fire rituals). Manu represents this brahminical
low point. So, both women and siidras came to be considered avaidika (ignorant of the
Vedas), though for somewhat different reasons.

After 100 c.E., the Gangetic plain became more prosperous, thanks partly to trade
with Rome and China. Because the sidvas became more prosperous, they became more
difficult to control, which led to greater concessions and rewards for their service. Ac-
cording to the Ydjiavalkya (ca. 100-200), Vedic rituals may be done with the namaskdra
mantra.”® In fact, it mentions teachers of siidras.*® To adjust ritual life to these new cir-
cumstances, new texts were composed. The Vaijavapa Grhyasitra stipulates that $udras
may petform the rituals for conceiving, obtaining a son, parting the hair, birth, naming,
first food, and tonsure. The Vajrasiici, a Buddhist text, refers to siidras who know the
Vedas, grammar, mimdmsa, samkhya, vaisesika, and lagna. By the fourth century, the
position of sitidras had improved even more, especially in the Gupta empire. Some had
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better wages or sharecropping status. Others were rulers and priests, who performed
Vedic rituals. According to the Mahdbhdrata, all four varnas may hear the Veda.’” The
upper varnas, moreover, may acquire knowledge even from sidras.*® Similarly, the three
Vedas permit those sidras who are initiated and have faith to perform the pakayajias
accompanied by the svdhdkdranamaskdra and mantra (Mahdbhdrata).”® These themes
are found in later texts, too. According to the Mdrkandeya Purana,® for example, sidras
may perform sacrifices (yajiia) and offer gifts (dana). According to the Brahmdnda Purana,®!
they may perform the five great sacrifices (paficamahdyajiias). These passages suggest a
more inclusive religion but also allude to discrimination based on lack of eligibility to
utter specific mantras, presumably those with om.

Given their link, the improved status of siidras might have contributed to the im-
proved status of women, In the Mahabhdrata,®? a brdhmana is said to have taught
several mantras from Atharvasiras to the mother of the Pandava heroes. According to
the Bhagavadgita,®® moreover, “even vaisyas, women, and sadras, though born of evil
womb, will attain the supreme goal.” According to the Visnu Purdna, even though
woman's nature is evil, she will attain heaven if she serves her husband. The epics
are called the “fifth Veda” (as is the Natyasdstra).%* Therefore, these texts were acces-
sible to women and sidras. This improvement in the status of both, represented by a
greater willingness for brahmins to offer them privileges, developed at a time of re-
duced societal stress; the tradition was not being threatened. I suspect that greater
tespect was given to siidvas in areas beyond the Gangetic plain, moreover, because
rulers of northern origin had to include the local elite in Vedic rituals even though
they would have been classified as sidras in the northern texts. This, in turn, could
have affected the status of women in those areas.

There were at least three basic opinions on the status of women and siidras: conset-
vative, liberal, and in between.These were based on whether or not siidras were incor-
porated into religious communities with brahminical leadership. Within these commu-
nities, however, their status was based on whether or not women and sidras were allowed
to utter the sacred syllable om and study the Vedas. Communities with conservative
brahminical leadership, those who valued the tradition of Manu, said no. Others of-
fered a qualified yes, in the sense that women and sidras were allowed the first type of
initiation or even subsequent ones with mantras that excluded om. Still others allowed
both women and siidras to utter om. Some communities saw them even as exemplary fig-
ures in the quest for liberation. For them, the notions of sutrender and service were ex-
ploited for their positive spiritual rather than their negative social dimensions.

Om and the Srivaisnava Tradition

How did these three opinions influence medieval Srivaisnavism? The Srivaisnavas are
a sectarian community in Tamilnadu. According to the etymology of their name, they
worship Visnu and his consort Sti (hence the compound Srivaisnava). But close exami-
nation of their tradition reveals a special attraction to the dark god Mal, or Mayén,
identified variously with Krsna or Narana/Nirdyana. Both of the latter are considered
alternatives of Visnu. In this tradition, three streams of literature converge. One in-
cludes the Tamil hymns of the alvars. These were written between the seventh century
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and the ninth. Motifs are drawn heavily from earlier Tamil poetry called cankam. A
second stream includes the Sanskrit §ruti and smrti texts. A third stream includes the
Agamas, especially the Pancaratra Agamas. These three streams were integrated by a
series of dcaryas writing in Tamil, Sanskrit, and Manipravala, mainly between the elev-
enth century and the fifteenth.

Three basic mantras are recognized by the Srivaisnava tradition: the tirumantra, also
identified as the milamantra or the astaksara (om namo narayandya); the dvaya;®® and
the caramasloka.% Because the tirumantra contains the word om, it will be the topic of
this discussion. As I mentioned eatlier, its first mention was in the Ndardyana Upanisad.

The Alvars
The alvars, poetsaints of Stivaisnavism, refer to the following mantras:®7

1. namo ndrana:
Poykaiyalvar: Mutal Tiruvantati 57
Periyalvar: Periyalvar Tirumoli 4.5.2; 5.1.3; 5.1.6
2. namo ndrdyana:
Periyalvar: Tiruppallantu 11
Poykaiyilvar: Mutal Tiruvantati 91
3. namo ndrayandya:
Periyalvar: Tiruppallantu 4; 12
Antal: Nacciyar Tirumali 5.11
4., tiruvettu eluttu:
Tirumalicai: Tiruccanta Viruttam 77
Tirumankaiyalvar: Periya Tirumoli 1.8.9; 6:10:1

Periyalvar: Periyalvar Tirumoli®®

Should we consider these distinct mantras? Vasudha Narayanan assumes that they are
not. She explains the absence of om in mantras mentioned by the alvdrs by arguing that
the word namo (namah) suffices, but she offers no other reason.® She suggests also that
the versions namo ndrdyana and namo ndrdyandya are the “Tamil forms.” ™ This is hard
to understand, though, because the words are ostensibly Sanskrit and not Tamil. The
first two phrases are obviously variants of one. In each, namo, or namah (salutations),
are offered to the deity whose name is given by two variants: ndrana and ndrdyana. The
third phrase, too, is a variant because namah might ot might not take the dative case.
The fourth phrase, though, signifies something quite different. Tiruvettu Eluttu (the eight
syllables) alludes to a mantra consisting of eight syllables—already identified in the
Narayana Upanisad as om namo ndardyandya.

Because this fourth phrase alludes to om, and women and siidras in some non-
Srivaisnava circles have been prohibited from uttering it, two questions arise. Are women
and sudras grouped together elsewhere in the hymns of the dlvdrs? And is it ever stated
explicitly that women and sidvas may not say om! The answer is no. On the contrary,
it is implied throughout the Tamil hymns that the means to salvation are available to
all. By chanting the names of God, for instance, one can attain salvation.” Another
way to salvation is chanting a mantra. In the Tiruccanta Viruttam,” Tirumalicaiyalvar
connects uttering the eight-syllable mantra (om namo narayanaya) with ruling the skies—
that is, with salvation. The theme of humility is underscored, moreover, in these hymns.
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In the Periya Tirumoli,”® for instance, Tirumankaiyalvar says that “since he has learned
the sacred eight syllables he has become the servant of the servants of God.”™ This
might involve a reversal for hyperbolic effect.”

The brahminical tradition in circles influenced by Manu was exclusive and restricted
the use of mantras with om to the elite: brahmins or twiceborn men. Does this mean
that in Srivaisnavism, by contrast, om may be recited by anyone? But if the sacred syl-
lable om were available to anyone, why do we have only indirect references to it? In
Sanskrit sources written after the fourth century B.C.E., code words—bija (“seed”), miila
(“root”), tryaksara (“three syllables”)—are often substitutes for om. Maybe astaksara and
(for the dcdryas) tirumantra were code words for the eight syllable mantra containing
om. Maybe these were adopted to avoid saying the sacred word in public.

Whatever the exact context of om, it is obvious that the alvdrs focused on four key
phrases. All involve the name of the god Narana/Nariyana, assuming that my identifi-
cation of the eight-syllable mantra is correct. Assuming also that these phrases have some
special status, even that of a mantra, I suggest that the underlying identity of the alvar
god is Narayana, not Krsna (the shared feature of dark color and the overlapping histo-
ries of these two gods notwithstanding).

Two other observations based on the alvar hymns deserve comment before proceed-
ing. First, the word namah, too, is common to all four phrases. This Sanskrit word is
derived from nam (“to bend or bow” or “to submit to”). Not surprisingly, it refers to a
bow, obeisance, referential salutation, or adoration by word or gesture.’® Tamil bhakti
hymns refer often to bowing. This semiritualized gesture consists of folding the palms
in a gesture known as afjali (to “honor”), a word with other associations of non-Vedic
worship such as decorating and anointing images with pigment. These words suggest
pija. So does the act of offering flowers, widely acknowledged to be of Dravidian ori-
gin. Bowing while holding the palms together and offering flowers could indicate that
one source of the dlvdr tradition is Dravidian. The word namah has been featured in
many Vedic mantras, which suggests that it has been integrated into the ever-evolving
Vedic tradition but shorn in texts of its specific associations (bowing, with palms folded,
to the feet of God and offering flowers). This integration first appeared in the Taittiriya
Saka and Ndrdyana Upanisad.

The second observation is that chanting the names of Gods such as Narayana and
Rudra while bowing points to a non-Vedic tradition. The fact that the dlvdrs refer to
chanting namo narana and so forth suggests that this non-Vedic tradition was central to
the alvdr religion and had not been displaced by the vedicized vetsion found in the
Narayana Ubpanisad. This tradition of chanting the names of God goes back to the
Satarudriya (a litany consisting of the 100 names of Rudra) found in the Yajur Veda
and the Vispusahasranama (a litany consisting of the 1000 names of Visnu) in the
Mahabharata.

The Paricardtra Agamas, Initiation Rituals, and
the Utterance of Om by Women and Sidras

The Pafcaritra Agamas are relevant texts for understanding how women and sadras
became linked negatively in some orthodox brahmin circles. The word paficardtra, ac-
cording to the Narayaniya section of the Mahdbhdrata, refers to a sacred text. By exten-
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sion, it refers to doctrines, rituals, and mantras.”” It became a sectarian name (Paficaratra)
of a group that worshipped Naridyana—especially when contrasted to the Bhagavatas,
whose key god was Vasudeva-Krsna.”® The former was inspired by the Nardyaniya, the
latter by the Bhagavadgita.” This development could have remained localized for some
time, and there might have been other Narayana traditions in other regions. A better
working hypothesis to account for sectarian and regional diversity, therefore, is to pre-
sume many strands of development and interaction. The large corpus of Paficaratra texts
(most of which have yet to be translated and analyzed) were written over several centu-
ries. The first Agamas® were Pauskara, Jayakhya, and Satvata (ca. c. 500.). These were
followed by Ahirbudhnya (ca. 600); Parama (ca. 700); and Sanatkumdra, Naradiya,
Paramesvara, Laksmi Tantra, Visvdksena, Visnu, Padma, and Sesa (ca. 800-1300). The
final ones were Isvara, Sriprasna, Visvamitra, Brahmd, Sandilya, Aniruddha, Brhadbrahmd,
and Narada (ca. 1300-1600).8!

These Agamas present doctrines of monotheism (ekantya) and secrecy (rahasya). Their
secret teachings must not be revealed to those who have no faith in the one true God.8
The texts are particularly concerned with liturgy and mantras. In fact, the name mantrasdstra
has been applied to this literature as a whole. “Mantras,” says Sanjukta Gupta, “are the
pure creation, and at the same time they are the means and the path to salvation. This
salvation is the same as release from the influence of mdyd and of the desire which is its
consequence.”® A mantra, moreover, is the oral form of a deity—as distinguished from
its geometric {yantra) and personified (para, avatdra, arcd) forms. In some cases, man-
tras are linked to the cosmic stages of creation. They are linked also to nydsa, placing
the power of the mantra on the physical human body by marking it with sacred sub-
stances and designs (first taught at the time of initiation by a guru and henceforth prac-
ticed as a daily ritual, culminating in meditation on the mantra).3* In fact, about one-
third of the Satvata and the Jaydkhya are specifically about mantras.8

Most of the Paficaratra texts include sections on the types of initiation (diksad) for
various groups. When it comes to eligibility for a particular type of diksa, these texts
often comment on women and siidras (sometimes whole sections being devoted to this
topic): what level of diksa they may perform, what kind of mantras they may chant, what
time of year they may petform diksd; and what type of special dispensations they have
(such as whether the sacred thread may be worn at the time of diksa).8¢

Several Samhitas say that the paficasamskdra ceremony consisted of five rites: tdpa,
pundra, nama, mantra, and yajana (branding, wearing sectarians marks, taking a new
name, chanting a mantra, and worshiping God). This initiation into Vaisnavism was
available to everyone. It distinguished those who had faith in the one true God (ekdntins)
from those who did not. The Jayakhya Samhita®? might be inclusive in its acceptance of
everyone into the Vaisnava community. Although women and siidras were not barred
explicitly from subsequent initiations, the lack of integration of the category of women
makes [their inclusiveness] questionable; the silence on the sidras’ eligibility underscores
this point. One must question the nature of this text for women at the higher stages of
the path.8® One text of the middle period (800-1300), the Navadiya Sambhitd, says little
about initiation but does observe, in a liberal way, that initiates are born in the family
of Bhagavan and are eligible to study the Vedas and the Agamas.®

The Agamas are, in any case, a generally conservative genre: “The Pafcaratra litera-
ture as a whole reveals a pronounced leaning to Vedic orthodoxy,”® associating the
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texts with the Vedic corpus and the maintenance of duties of caste and stage of life
(varndsramadharma). “These scriptures can be taught effectively only to an initiated
Paficaratrin. Just as one has to undergo Vedic initiation to perform Vedic rituals, so
also one must undergo Paficaritra initiation to perform Paficaratra upasana” (said to
be equivalent to the Vedic sacrifice). Only brahmins, though, may worship the highest
manifestation of the deity, the vyithas.”?

The Padma Samhita,”® supposedly composed between the ninth century and the four-
teenth, describes the diksa with intriguing classification for women and sidras. Here,
too, everyone is eligible for the initial type, although there are distinctions based on
caste and different names are given for each caste:* bhattaraka for brahmins, deva for
ksatriyas, pala for vaisyas, and ddsa for sudras. The mantra consisting of the name of
God without the dative case and without the words namah, svdhd, hum, phat, vasat, or
pranava (om), may be given to women and sitdras. The words—svaha, hum, and so on—
are sacred syllables found in solemn Vedic ritual. The exclusion of women and sidras,
therefore, is understandable. The only reason for the exclusion of namo ndrdyandya would
be the fact that ndrdyandya is in the dative case, and that was associated with Vedic
ritual.” This led to the avoidance of the dative case in the mantras of those texts that
place restrictions on what women and sadras may utter. But the avoidance of namo, as
in namo ndrdyana, is difficult to explain. (This was particularly restrictive because even
the alvars mentioned namo ndrdyandya in public.) According to other verses,” although
initiation is available to all four varnas, it should be done only with the dvadasaksara-
mantra (the mantra consisting of twelve syllables), not those belonging to the three Vedas
or the savitsi (gayatri). Moreover, the mantra should be uttered without Vedic elements
(bija, $akti, anga, rsis, and chandas in the svadhyaya and japa). Despite the strict avoid-
ance of any Vedic element by women and sidras ironically, no caste should feel supe-
tiot ot inferiot to the othets.

In the Visnu Samhita,”” similatly, the first three castes are initiated with mantras that
have the Vedic element, such as pranava (om).”® If a disciple is deemed capable by the
gutu, all three mantras may be given; women and sidras, on the other hand, may not
be given these mantras. And sitdras may not be taught the procedures of sacrifice (yaga).*
A siidra should receive instruction in karmdbhigamana, updddna, ijyd, svadhydya, and
yoga.!® The guru should establish the degree of purity of all aspirants, but especially
that of women and sudras. Women and sadras should be devoted to God and serve
him steadily. God, in turn, will help them acquire perfections in this world and cross
the ocean of samsara.

The even more conservative Sriprasna Samhita!®! was written after the fourteenth cen-
tury. It divides initiates into four categories: samayi, putraka, sadhaka, and dcarya. Brah-
mins are named bhattaraka or bhdgavata; ksatriyas deva; vaisyas vardhana; and sidras ddsa
(similar to the Padma Samhitd). Sidras must have special instructions.!” Only the first
three varnas are initiated with mantras that include the bija and end with pranavah (om)
or namah. The guru may give to his initiates all the mantras, if they are capable, but not
to Sadras. Sections of this text, probably addressed to ascetics, warn against eating with
women and uninitiated people.!® Otherwise, there is no reference at all to women.

What is the larger context of women in the Agamas? In most of the Agamas, accord-
ing to Leslie Orr, women may have the initial form of initiation and perform ritual
activities such as singing and dancing; participating in festival processions; lighting,
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placing, or removing auspicious lamps; and preparing purifying threads (pavitras} and
other ritual ingredients like tumeric. However, they may not participate in higher forms
of initiation and therefore are not eligible for spiritual practices, teaching, or temple
priesthood. Nor are they eligible for salvation. This might have been a way of making
the Agamas attractive to the orthodox: incorporating conservative notions of stridharma
from the Dharmasastras. This consetvative genre itself gradually became even more
conservative. A supposedly early Agama, Pauskara Samhitd, is comparatively inclusive
and tolerant of the ritual roles of family women. The later Sriprasna Samhitd, at least
some of which was composed in Tamilnadu during the Céla period, consigns most
women'’s rituals to a special class of courtesan. Women are not eligible to receive the
higher teachings of the Agamas. The temples sponsored by them are not considered
sattvika, (pure), and, other forms of religious giving by women are unacknowledged. In
additon, there are more warnings to avoid menstruating, pregnant, or immoral women.!%

To conclude, the Parcaritra Agamas are generally conservative and entail restrictions
for siadras and women. At the heart of the restrictions of mantras is their association
with Vedic rituals. The pranava or om is a celebrated case in point, but this observation
holds true for other so-called Vedic mantras as well, even for use of the dative case,
which was understood not merely as a grammatical requirement but also as something
integral to the ritual act itself {oblations to the deity). The paficasamskdra ritual, as the
general initiation of a Vaisnava, includes mantras without om for women and sidvas,
though sometimes for all classes as well. But the Paficaratra Agamas have expanded the
concept of diksd to include more types and do not allow women and sidras into the
higher initiations (the Laksmi Tantral® and possibly the Jayikhya and the Visvamitra
Samhitd'® notwithstanding).

Pancaratra Agamas and the Alvars

From the above chronology, | would say that a few early Paficaritra texts might have
been written just before the time of the alvdrs (but probably outside of Tamilnadu, as
were most of the Sambhitas, and possibly in Kashmir).!97 Even though both the dlvar
and the Pafcaritra traditions were devoted to Nardyana worship, the theology of the
dalvars was considerably different from that of the Paficaratra texts. This suggests two
separate, albeit related, traditions. Indeed, the Srivisnusahasrandma (in the Mahabhdrata),
Harivamsa, Visnudharma, and Visnutattva mention branding with conch and discus,
which indicates that the ritual of initiation (the paficasamskdra) was not confined to the
Paficaritra tradition but belonged to a somewhat more common and probably more
archaic Vaisnava tradition.1% It is difficult to know exactly when the paficasamskdra ritual
was introduced into the Srivaisnava tradition. It could have been common even at the
time of the early alvdrs (given its appearance in the Srivisnusahasrandma of the Mahd-
bharata). The first explicit reference was made by Periyalvar (ca. 800-900) in Periyalvar
Tirumoli.'® He mentions wearing the discus on his shoulders; this is probably a refer-
ence to branding (tdpa),which is among the five aspects of the paficasamskdra ritual. He
mentions it also in the Tiruppallantu,'1© which says that “his family has been branded
with the sacred discus and has served the Lord for generations.”'!! He refers to himself
as Bhattar (a variant of the name Bhattaraka, given to Agamic brahmins according to
the Pddma Samhitd and the Sriprasna Samhita).!'? It is worth noting that Periyalvar is
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associated with the earliest Srivaisnava temple that has as its main image the reclining
Nirdyana, built according to the specifications of the Paficaratra Agamas.!!3 Periyalvar
refers directly to three mantras: namo ndrana, namo ndrdyana and namo ndardgyandya. So,
unlike some Paficaratra texts, his does not restrict the use of the dative. And his choice
of mantra could have been for metrical rather than doctrinal considerations. He alludes
to the fourth mantra only by the words tiruvettu eluttu, however, which indicates his
recognition of restrictions on the use of om—at least that it should not be uttered or
read in public (so that it would not be available to the uninitiated). Like the other alvdrs,
in any case, he does not exclude women and $adras. More importantly, his own daugh-
ter Antal assumed liberation for herself and promised it in her poems to other gitls
who surrendered to the Lord. Whatever the Paficaratra influences on him, therefore, he
exemplified the alvdr tradition of inclusiveness.

Does any of this help us sort out the murky history of om in the Srivaisnava tradi-
tion? There certainly are some striking differences between it and the Paficaritra tradi-
tion. Most of the early Agamas mention several types of diksd, or initiation as a set of
steps along the path to salvation, but the dlvdr texts (like those of the subsequent dcdryas)
do not. This suggests that the dlvdr tradition does not derive directly from an early
Paficaritra one, and it might go back to a common, pre-Agamic (yet brahminized and/
or vedicized) source. But Periyalvar, a late dlvar, might have bridged the dlvdr and
Paficaratra traditions. I say this because of other evidence that links both him and his
temple explicitly with the Paficardtra Agama tradition.!* Unlike some Paficaratra Agamas,
as [ have already noted, alvdr texts do not group women and sudras together. They refer
in general to devotees or the family (kula) of devotees. (Perhaps this is because the varna
system of the northern texts had not taken root in Tamilnadu during the bhakti period,
and any attempt to superimpose it on Tamil society—especially its corollary, the superi-
ority of brahmins—could have generated considerable conflict, given the more open system
of Tamil status acquisition.!'> As a result, the word siidra was avoided by the dledrs.)

Two related possibilities could explain these observations. First, the Vaisnava initia-
tion ritual (paicasamskdra) included the revelation of om. The syllable was universally
available, therefore, to anyone who wanted to become a Vaisnava. But it was revealed
only during the ritual and was, therefore, secret (rahaysa). This interpretation does jus-
tice not only to the proselytizing inclusiveness of alvar hymns but also to the code words
“eight syllables” (tiruvettu eluttu), which were used when referring to the mantra with
om. The secrecy surrounding om suggests a brahminical mindset, to be sure, but not the
one found in orthodox circles influenced by Manu or the Pafcaratra. It does not ex-
clude women and $izdras from uttering the sacred syllable, but it does hide that fact
from public view. One scholar has claimed that “for at least seven centuries, these mantras
have been given to every Srivaisnava at the time of the initiating ritual of paficasamskdra.
Bestowing of these mantras, along with the guruparampara showing the line of instruc-
tion through which they came, is one of the five aspects of this rite, without which no
one can call himself [or herself] a Srivaisnava.”!!¢ But I have not been able to find any
proof in texts that identify explicitly the tirumantra, the dvaya, and the caramasloka with
the pasicasamskdra ritual. Tirumankaiyalvar's statement that he has become the servant
of the servants of God after learning the sacred eight syllables'!” could, however, allude
to learning om at the time of initiation into the Stivaisnava community (which sounds,
therefore, like the time of padcasamskdra). Another possible interpretation is that the
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paiicasamskara ritual included mantras without om, whereas a subsequent initiation
revealed it. But that, too, goes beyond the dlvdr hymns.

Discussions of Mantra in the Writings of the Srivaisnava Aciryas

By the twelfth or thirteenth century, the Srivaisnava dcdryas began to write treatises on
the tirumantra, the dvaya mantra, and the caramasloka. It could be significant that these
treatises are classified as secrets (rahasyas), but no passages bar women and sidras from
knowing them {except one significant passage by Vedantadesika). In fact, as I will show,
there is evidence to the contrary. Because of the increasing popularity of the concept of
ubhayavedanta (the two vedantas, Sanskrit and Tamil) and the increasing presence of
Paficardtra priests in the Vaisnava temples of Tamilnadu (promoting an upgraded form
of liturgy), the dcaryas integrated passages from the Agamas despite their conceptual
differences. This occurred partly because Yamuna had legitimized the Agama corpus
in his Agama-pramanya;''® Yamuna and Ramanuja had quoted the Parama Samhitd;
Vedantadesika had referred to it by name; Yamuna had quoted thirteen lines from the
Isvara (now considered a much earlier version of the extant text); Vedantadesika had
quoted from the Paramesvara, Naradiya Kalpa, Laksmi Tantra, and so forth.

Ramanuja (1017-11377) The first reference to the tirumantra appears in the Nitya-
grantha, a guidebook on daily ritual attributed to Rimanuja. It refers on several occa-
sions to recitation of the malamantra (i.e., tirumantra) while bathing or performing p#ja.
Ramanuja’s authorship has been disputed, and I am inclined to agree with the critics.!'?
The first reference to the word dvayam, no doubt alluding to the dvayam mantra, occurs
in the Sarandgati Gadya, also attributed to Ramanuja.

Bhattar (1223-1174 c.£.)1?° In the Srivisnusahasarandma Bhdsya,'?! the dcarya Bhattar
(a disciple of Ramanuja) refers to devotees marked with the conch and discus when he
is commenting on the name Krtalaksana (a mark that is made). He cites several pas-
sages. According to the $rt Harivamsa, those marked (laksana) with the discus and conch
may come to God; those umnarked may not. According to the Visnpudharma, those who
wear the signs of having taken refuge in God—that is, the discus and conch—and obey
his commands do not harm other devotees. And according to the Visnutattva, just as
women wear ornaments to indicate their marital chastity, devotees wear the discus
and conch as ornaments to indicate their marital faithfulness to God. In other words,
wearing the emblems makes one eligible to approach God; provides a visible way of
being recognized as a Srivaisnava; and because of this visible identity, creates public
accountability for fidelity to Narayana. These references allude to the paiicasamskdra
ritual of branding, which originated in the Mahabhdrata, or even earlier, and was first
mentioned in Srivaisnavism by Periyalvar in the ninth century.
In the Srivisnusahasrandma Bhasya, Bhattar comments on the word namah.

By this [word) we know that every person is qualified. . . . Worship does not entail the
assistance of men and material, which sacrifices do. ... [The Lord] can be worshiped
even by men with bad qualities, as well as by those who have the great quality of having
only a taste for bhakfti. . . . It is said in the chapter [of the Brahmasiitras] which discusses
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the qualification of stidras that those not of the upper three castes cannot light the [sa-
cred] fire and perform ceremonies that involve the use of the fite; nor can they obtain the
supreme knowledge (paravidyd), for that involves a study of the Upanisads; nor can they
undergo the sacrament that would enable them to approach a guru and learn the Vedinta.
There is no contradiction when people other than those of the three castes take refuge
(dsraya) in the Lord, if they long for liberation. . . . The books on dharma also permit all,
including outcastes (canddlas), to practice non-violence, truth, purity, and service to others.
... In the Visnudharma it is said, “O Narada, even if one who eats the flesh of a dog
says namah to me with bhakti and sraddhd, he will reach the eternal world.”!?2

This passage comments on the nature of competency (adhikdra) for lower and higher
Vedic knowledge (apara and para vidya) and ritual, which was of great concern to the
brahminical tradition. The Brahmasaitras said that sudras are ineligible for these activi-
ties because they lack competence. Here, though, the utterance of namah with devotion
and faith is an alternative path for those who are not twice-born. In other orthodox
brahminical contexts, of course, women, too, were excluded from Vedic knowledge and
ritual; they might well be excluded here as well.

Another important text for this discussion is Bhattar’s Astasloki, a work so named
because it has eight slokas. These verses refer to the three traditional mantras—the first
four referring to the tirumantra (om namo ndrdyandya), the next two to the dvaya mantra,
and the last two to the caramasloka of Gita 18:66. [ find it striking that Bhattar refers to
the tirumantra as superior. Although he comments on the components of om and calls
them the pranava, he nowhere mentions explicitly the sacred syllable itself. There is
absolutely no confusion about this referent, though, given his elaboration of meaning
for the individual sounds a, u, and m. His reference to this mantra as superior could
mean that he considers it superior to namo ndrana or namo ndrdyana or namo ndrdyandya
because it contains om. Alternatively, it could mean that he considers it superior to the
dvayam and the caramasloka, also because it contains om (and the other two do not).
Moreover, the presence of om in the mantra could have given rise to the term tirumantra
(the auspicious mantra). In any case, these verses interpret the sacred syllable om in
light of Srivaisnava doctrines elaborated by Yamuna and Ramanuja. The mantra is called
the essence of the Vedas; it embodies the idea of God, the soul, and their relationship.
Significantly, Bhattar explains the use of the dative case as denoting spontaneous ser-
vice at all times, in all places, and under all conditions. This foreshadows Pillailokacarya’s
understanding of sutrender and service by everyone (a position rebutted subsequently
by Vediantadesika, who said that the dative in the mantra could not be used by women
and sidras). The tradition of three key mantras must have been already established in
the Srivaisnava tradition for Bhattar to have devoted a text to their exposition. Is there
a connection between the fact that Bhattar alludes in one work to the padcasamskara
ritual (which involves the utterance of mantras) and in another to the three mantras
(including one that uses om)! Perhaps, but the texts themselves do not make this con-
nection explicit. Nevertheless, it is important to remember that the Ndrdyana Upanisad
had already suggested that uttering om namo nardyana was an independent path to sal-
vation that was available to all (exactly the concept of prapatti for Stivaisnavas). Even
Manu considered the utterance of om a way to attain salvation, although he restricted
this means to the twice-born.
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Pillan (d. 1161) Commenting on Nammalvar’s Tiruvdymoli, 123 Pillan often explains
the name of the Lord in connection with the word tirumantra. In one verse, which in-
structs devotees to “obtain the feet” of Kannan (Krsna) by thinking of his name and
observing that Narana is the mighty refuge, Pillin comments that this can be accom-
plished by reciting the tirumantra. In another verse,'?* he links the reference to Narana
by the alvar with the variant name of Narayana and notes, when raising a question
about the identity of this god, that he is “obtained” by the tirumantra. Commenting on
Tiruvdymoli,'?> Pillan explains “sing his name” with the idea of repeating his name,
offering flowers that never wilt, and bowing; all should be done daily at his sacred flow-
erlike feet as the way to “gain” these feet (i.e., to be saved). Commenting on a verse!26
that refers to placing flowers at his feet daily, Pillin observes that devotees should say
the tirumantra at his “sacred flower-like feet.” And commenting on yet another verse,27
which contains a general reference to the Lord, Pillan states that this should be done by
saying the tirumantra, offering beautiful flowers to his sacred feet, and thinking of him
with affection.

Pillin’s commentary on Nammalvar highlights differences between the alvdrs
and dcdryas. Nammalvar associates thinking of or singing the sacred name Narana with
refuge. For Nammalvar, uttering the name is extremely powerful—the way to salvation.
Chanting his name, therefore, is connected with semiritualized acts of worship such as
bowing before and offering flowers to the Lord’s feet. Pillan links chanting the name of
God with chanting a mantra—more specifically, with the tirumantra. Because Bhattar
understood this mantra as one that included om, Pillan might well have understood it
in the same way. Thus, Nammalvar linked the name with taking refuge, worship, and
salvation—but not with the specific context of initiation (paficasamskdra)—and Pillan in-
sisted that the reference to the name was really to the tirumantra, the chanting of which
in the semiritualized context of worship was the means to salvation.

Na#jiyar (1182-1287) Naiijiyar wrote the now lost text Rahasya Vivaranam Nurriyettu
(108 stanzas, explaining the secrets). In a commentary on Tiruvdymoli,!*® he relates
Nammalvar's reference to the name Narana to a mantra. And in his commentary on
another verse in Tiruvdymoli,'?® he asks why “Nammalvar referred to the name of the
god (tirunamam) rather than to his mantra, omitted the ‘namas’ and fourth case ending
(dative), and said ‘ndraname’ rather than ‘Niriyana’. The reason he provides is that
unlike other mantras, this one gives results even if said improperly.”!* It is well-known
that namah can take the fourth (dative) case. Vaidika mantras are especially associated
with the dative case, as | have noted, because they accompany offerings to a deity. There-
fore, it is understandable why an author who recited Vedic mantras would notice the
absence of certain features such as the dative case. The fact that Nafjiyar himself refers
to the tirumantra but does not refer explicitly to a mantra with om no doubt means that
he is using that as a code word for the latter (to avoid having to say it in his commen-
tary). Whatever the case, his comment points to the fact that the dcdryas were not so
familiar with the name Narana. Although apparently linked to the name Narayana, it
was unfamiliar to them. They understood the mantra not just as a name, moreover, but
as a phrase.
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Antal (ca. twelfth century) and Konériddsi (ca. fifteenth century)  Antal (here Karattalvin’s
wife, not Antal, the bhakti poet), was a female intellectual.!3! According to the Guruparam-
pard Prabhdavam, she was very scholarly; men consulted her to clarify their doubts. But
she did not write anything. Besides the bhakti poetess Antil, there was only one other
woman in Srivaisnavism who contributed to the tradition through her writings. This
was Konéridasi, a disciple of Nampillai. (Because Vasudha Narayanan discusses
Konéridast's commentary at length elsewhere in this volume, [ can be brief here.)
Konéridast might have recorded both his and Vatakkuttiruviti-pillai’s discourses on
Tiruv@ymoli. She herself wrote a commentary on Nammalvar's Tiruvdaymoli, which is
called the Tiruvaymoli Vacakamalai or Vivarana Catakam.!32 The uniqueness of her
commentary lies in the fact that it explains the entire Tiruvdymoli by commenting on
the very first verse, which she defines as the essence of the whole. Konéridast did not
originate the theology, which she had learned as a scribe for two great scholars of the
day, although she became a skilled interpreter in her own right.

Although some women—~Antil, say, Konétidasi —might have known of the Tamil
hymns of the dlvdrs and the Manipravdla works of the Srivaisnava dcdryas, we do not
know whether they had any extensive knowledge of Vedic texts {in other words, whether
they were vaidika in the traditional understanding of that word). KonéridasT quotes from
the Taittiviya Upanisad and is familiar with the Sanskrit Vedas. According to Narayanan,!»
this constitutes at least scholarly knowledge. Whether she officially chanted the Vedas
or performed Vedic rituals cannot be determined. (I suspect this was not the case be-
cause it would have cast her in the formal role of priest.) Sanskrit texts had to be related
to Tamil scriptures and interpreted for the community without knowledge of Sanskrit.
The question is whether only brahmin men had this prerogative and, furthermore,
whether that was by default or by design. If the former, it could indicate merely that
women no longer had any Vedic knowledge. If the latter, it did not matter; chanting
the word namah provided an alternative path to salvation. The notion of an alternative
path could have been the result of a very clever sleight of hand by Srivaisnava brahmin
men. They did not explicitly forbid women from pursuing knowledge of Sanskrit and
the Vedas, nor did they ridicule women for being avaidika (in the sense of a lack of
knowledge and therefore ignorant) ot for being innately incapable as women of serious
leaming. Instead, they quietly bypassed the problem altogether by focusing on the Tamil
Veda, which was accessible to everyone, male and female. Srivaisnava brahmin men
managed to have it both ways, so to speak. They were orthodox, in other words, but
also liberal. This surely testifies to their hermeneutical sophistication.

Before leaving this topic, one final comment is in order. Seventy-four brahmin fami-
lies were appointed, supposedly by Ramanuja himself, to produce acaryas. This institu-
tionalized the role of brahminical men as teachers, thereby ensuring that only the men
of specific brahmin families could be dcaryas. This also controlled the interpretation of
the secret teachings (rahasyas), because it was the perogative of these dcaryas to teach
only those initiates whom they chose and who demonstrated loyalty to them.

Periyavdccanpillai (1167-1262) In Pavanta Rahasya and its abridged version, Nigamanap-
pati,'3* Periyavaccinpillai discusses the three mantras. His discussions are similar in
content to Bhattar’s $loka. He elaborates on the mantras in terms of Stivaisnava theo-
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logical concepts such as the nature of the Lord, S$#, the soul, and the means to salva-
tion—that is subservience and exclusive worship of the Lord.

Pillailokdacarya (1250-1311) This dcarya is known as the author of eighteen rahasyas,
some of them about the three mantras.!? In the Tani Pranavam, he comments only on
om in the tirumantra. In the Navavidha Sambandham, he explains the nine kinds of re-
lationship between the soul and Lord that are found in the tirumantra. And in the
Parantapati, he says that om comes spontaneously to someone in need,!* just as the
word mother (ammd) comes to someone in trouble. This idea is made more explicit in
his Srivacana Bhiisanam,'® according to which there are no restrictions by time and
place for prapatti. Anyone can see that there is no need for strict regulation (prakdra-
niyati), He says that Draupadi performed prapatti without taking her bath. And as for
tirumantra,'3® he says in the Mumuksup-pati that Sr7 will never leave the Lord’s chest;
like a mother who refuses to leave either her husband’s bed or her child’s crib, her
nature is to remain without leaving either the first or last letters (a or m). In other words,
she is like the letter u symbolizing the relationship. Just as mothers connect husbands
and children, the tirumantra connects God and devotees.

Pillailokacirya does not state explicitly that women may utter om, but he does say
that it can be uttered spontaneously, just like the word “mother” (amma). And he ex-
plains the role of the tirumantra by comparing it to the mediating role of a woman. If
women had been forbidden to utter om, he would surely have avoided that simile.
Morever, his assertion that anyone can perform prapatti at any time and the fact that he
uses a woman in her menses as his example underscore the universalism of Srivaisnavism
regarding access to om and salvation in this life. That is exactly the opposite of most
Paficaratra Agamas, which virtually always place women and sidras in separate and lower
categories; they are ineligible even to utter om, let alone to attain salvation in this life. But
I am curious about the link between om and spontaneity because it indicates that this
utterance was not regulated by initation rituals.

Alakiyamanavalaperumalnayandr (1207-1309)  In the Acarya Hydayam,'*® Alakivamanavala-
perumalnayanar (probably following a work by Najiyar called Atmavivaha) creates an
extended metaphor of marriage between the soul and God, one that refers to the
tirumantra. Like Pillailokacarya, Alakivamanavila-perumalnayanar uses a simile involv-
ing a woman: the sacred thread (mangalasitra) worn by a woman as a symbol of her
marriage is, like the tirumantra, a symbol of the soul’s marriage to God. (This might
have been prefigured by a similar comment in the Visnutattva, which was quoted by
Bhattar.) In other words, just as women wear ornaments to indicate their marital chas-
tity, devotees wear the discus and conch as ornaments to indicate their marital faithful-
ness to God. This idea of initiation into the tirumantra by an dcdrya is significant. Be-
cause the soul is said to be reborn at initiation, a comparison with the upanayana—and
therefore a ritualistic context rather than a spontaneous one—is suggested. And because
the gdyatri with om is the key mantra for the upanayana, it seems as though the tirumantra
has replaced the gayatri. The implication is that initiation into the mantra may involve
not just the mantra itself but also its explication. This passage draws on the concept of
upanayana and also on Manu’s opinion that marriage is the upanayana for women;
marriage of the soul (considered feminine) to God is the ultimate initiation. By implica-
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tion, once again, salvation is universal. And if salvation is universal, we can surely as-
sume that saying om is not restricted (as in Manu and the Agamas). Ineligibility to utter
om is related to ineligibility for salvation in this life according to the Paficaratra Agamas,
to be sure, but the reverse might well have been true in other texts—including that of
the Srivaisnava dcdryas.

Vedantadesika (1269-1370) Vedantadesika wrote many rahasyas, including the
Rahasya Traya Sara, which includes a chapter for each of the three mantras. This au-
thor was more conservative than Pillailokiacarya and Alakiyamanavila-perumalnayanar.
He was the first dedrya to state explicitly that women and stidvas may not pronounce the
Vedic mantras. In the Rahasya Traya Sdra, for instance, he offers several texts in sup-
port of his position. According to the Mahdbhdrata, he says, a siidra may not utter names
of the Lord with the sacred syllable (pranava). He quotes from the Naradiya Kalpa to
argue that chanting (japa) the astaksara (i.e., the eightsyllable mantra) must be performed
by women and sudra without the dative suffix, without the svara—that is, without the
pranava (om)—and without being touched on the limbs {(anganydsa). He quotes several
passages from the Varaha Purdna, moreover, to show the following: those of low caste
sing the praise of Bhagavan and utter the mantra namo ndrdyana; those who go to
Vaikuntha uttering the milamantra (namo ndrayana) will never return; those who utter
the name of Bhagavin should say namo nardyana; and the middle of the astaksara is
appropriate for everyone if the first and the last syllables (om and the dative suffix) are
removed, just as the sugarcane with eight joints becomes suitable for all if the root and
the top are cut off. (Here again, I think we can assume that the dative has a special
association with Vedic ritual.) Vedantadesika concludes that surrender (prapatti) is a
perfect though momentary event (eliminating the need to do anything else for salva-
tion). Nevertheless, it is delightful to chant the mantra as a result of surrender to the
Lord (prapatti). For those who practice bhaktiyoga, it is an accessory of the path.
Vedantadesika notes that the alvdrs, too, referred to the mantra as namo ndrayana, and
he cites the Periya Tirumoli!* and Mutal Tiruvantati'*! to this effect. He classifies the
mantras without om ot pranava as tantrika, those with om as vaidika,!*?
Vedantadesika’s declaration that women and nonbrahmins may not recite om indi-
cates a major change in the Srivaisnava tradition. I can think of several reasons for this.

* Vediantadesika's conservatism could be explained by his orientation to Sanskrit
learning, which might have made him more interested in the Dharmasastras, the
Agamas, and the Purinas—many of which were more conservative about the issue
of women and sidras saying om—than the alvdr hymns.

e Or it could be explained by the integration of late and conservative Agamic material
into his works, especially the Naradiya Kalpa (ca. 800-1300), which is often cited
in his Rahasya Traya Sara and is among the most important Paficaritra Agamas on
the topic of om. One section, called the astaksara-brahmavidyd, is exclusively about
om namo ndrdyandya: the twice-born should meditate on that, but women and
sudras should meditate on namo nardayapa. Once this position on women and
mantras was accepted, Vedantadesika exploited the fact that the alvdrs did not refer
directly to om when he was consolidating his conservative position.

¢ During Vedantadesika’s lifetime, the Muslims sacked Srirafigam one or more times
(variously dated 1311, 1323, and 1327),!4 and some members of the community
were killed. The community’s leaders were exiled for sixty years, along with their
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statue of God, in Karnataka (Melkote). Vedantadesika himself had a narrow escape,
according to traditional accounts. All of these events might well have made him feel
protective toward the tradition, and thus conservative. After a pilgrimage to North
India, he worried that Hinduism had begun to decline as a result of conquests by
the Muslims. He found that it was necessary to reinforce the rules of caste and
stage of life (varndsramadharma). Insistence on varndsramadharma, according to
sastric norms, could have led to greater distinction between brahminical roles
(Vedic knowledge and ritual) and siidra roles (service). It could also have led to an
emphasis on the proper behavior of women (stridharma) along the lines of Manu.

¢ Fear of conquest by the Muslims could have contributed to more generally
conservative trends that affected the social climate of Tamilnadu and, in turn,
Srivaisnava sociology. Orr’s (1994) study of inscriptions from the eighth century to
the thirteenth points out that toward the end of this period, women who had once
been active as donors and involved in land transactions—queens, palace women,
consorts of minor chiefs, and Jain women—no longer performed these activities;
their status had declined. Brahmin women, following the consolidation of land
holdings by brahmin men, had gained more access to land. Nevertheless, even
their status might have been declining. At first, they were referred to by the Tamil
words for “wife.” Later, the Tamilized form (paryai) of the Sanskrit bharya (“wife”)
became common, possibly indicating Sanskritization (and a concomitant decline in
their status). At first, women were commonly identified by their hometowns. Later,
this became less common, possibly indicating less willingness by those who
produced the inscriptions to recognize their independent status. At first, they made
their property transactions independently. Later, this was done by male officials
(mutukan). At first, temple women were central figures in transactions or had the
inscriptional records made in their own names (as did the women of other classes).
Later, this was far less common. At first, many temple women owned property
(because of inheritance or marriage gifts). Later, this was less common.

¢ The dramatic decline of Jainism and especially of Buddhism—religions that had
encouraged women to become nuns or at least donors—took pressure off the
Sﬂvaignava dcaryas to proselytize among women and integrate their interests into
those of the community.

¢ Finally, Vedantadesika worried that dcdaryas such as Alakiyamanavala-
perumalnayapir, who preceded him at Stirafigam, had developed too radical an
approach. For Vedantadesika, this was not in keeping with the tradition of
Ramanuja. In the Acdrya Hrdayam, for example, Alakivamanavala had claimed that
varpdasramadharma was unnecessary because the Lord, out of his grace, saves
everyone. Riminuja had insisted in his commentary on Gita 18:66 and elsewhere,
by contrast, on the maintenance of varpdsramadharma.

Manavalamdamuni (1370-1443) Manavalamamuni noticed these changes introduced
by Vedantadesika. In the Rahasya Traya Sara,'** Manavalamamuni takes up the prob-
lem of women reciting om and dismisses any possible support for Vedantadesika’s view.
He quotes the Nardyana Upanisad'® to establish that the eightsyllable mantra includes
om. He states flatly that any other way of construing this mantra is “not Vedic and ought
to be rejected.”1#® This is the tradition’s strongest statement on the universal use of om.

Having done this, Manavalamamuni reaffirms Pillailokacaya’s position: women are
not inferior in any way. In fact, despite his mild manner and his utmost care not to be
partisan, he makes this point even more boldly than Pillailokicirya had. Commenting
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on Pillailokacarya’s'4? $vi Vacana Bhitsanam, he notes that in the Mahabharata Draupadi
performs her surrender to the Lord (prapatti) without taking a sacred bath (sndna). Dragged
by Duhsasana into the great assembly, she says that she should not be taken by others
into the presence of her teachers. She explains that she has her menses (rajasvala), a
condition making baths ritualistically inappropriate for three days. According to
Manavalamamuni, this establishes that those who are impure (such as menstruating
women, according to the Dharmasastras) may perform prapatti without any special ef
fort; God accepts their surrender and rescues them. Thus, prapatti is for anyone at any
time and any place.!*® Exploiting the freedom allowed by the concept of spontaneity,
this author goes far beyond the idea that om should be taught in a secret ritual, an idea
alluded to on several occasions in the Srivaisnava texts. Manavalamamuni has thrown
down the gauntlet, as it were, to conservatives.

Manavilamimuni alludes to the importance of the tirumantra on several other occa-
sions. First, he associates taking the name of God with surrendering to God.
Pillailokacarya’s Mumuksup-pati'4® had stated that Draupadrt’s utterance of the sacred name
Govinda inspired God to provide additional cloth as Duhéasana stripped off her sari in
public (thereby exemplifying the words of Sri Vasistha, who had advised people in dan-
ger to remember the Lord). If this is the result of uttering a sacred name of God (here
Govinda), which is only part of the meaning signified by the name Narayana, even greater
results can be expected if the tirumantra itself is uttered. The holy name (tirunama)
Govinda stands for Narayana. The name Nardyana is part of the superior expression
(the tirumantra with om), and that provides protection against danger and even death.
Therefore, “how much more” effective is the holy name of Narayana.

But Manavalamamuni takes his argument one step further. To illustrate the goddess
Sri as mediator between God and devotees, Manavilamdmuni comments on
Pillailokacaya’s Mumuksup-pati.'>® The Goddess (Sri)—and by extension every married
woman—is the paradigm for devotees because her nature is to serve, just as the nature
of devotees is to serve. The author implies not only that a married woman has an ad-
vantage because she does these things in everyday life but also that she is an embodi-
ment of the goddess. Like Sti, she serves her husband, protects her children, and re-
solves conflicts between them. Commenting on Pillailokacarya’s Mumuksup-pati'®' (which
is about rendering service to God whatever the time, place, or situation), another
commertator, Alakiyamanavila-perumalnayandr, develops a simile (like Nafjiyar). He
links the mangalasiitra, an auspicious thread (siitra) worn by married women in Tamilnadu
to symbolize their marital state, and the tirumantra, an auspicious short sentence (sitra).
Just as wearing the mangalasiitra means that a woman is married and belongs only to
her husband, heating the tirumantra means that the soul is married to God and be-
longs only to him.!? In return, the divine husband protects her soul. (Here, once again,
is an allusion to ritual—despite the dcdrya’s rhetoric of spontaneity on other occasions.)

Considering all of this evidence, I think that the tradition became dialectical.
Pillailokacarya and Alakiyamanavala-perumalnayanar argued for the inclusion of women,
exploiting the idea of spontaneity to do so. Vedantadesika countered by introducing
some consetvative Paficaritra passages and exegetical skill to make the texts say what he
wanted (the exclusion of women and sidras). Manavalamamuni reasserted the inclusive
argument in no uncertain terms. He no longer restricted om to the ritualistic context,
with its implication that only initiation could provide access to the mantra. The remain-
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ing task of the liberal dcdryas was to legitimize this inclusive approach, once and for all,
by associating it with the life of Ramanuja.

Pinpalakiya-perumaljiyar (1400-1500753)  Pinpalakiya-perumaljiyar attributed an inci-
dent to Ramanuja, [ suggest, to legitimate inclusivity. In the Guruparampara Prabhdvam
6000 (which contains hagiographies of the alvars and dcdryas), Tirukottiyar Nampi reveals
the secret meaning of the eightsyllable tirumantra (om namo ndrdyandya) to Rimanuja.
And Riamanuja, breaking the vow of secrecy, shouts it out from the temple tower at
Tirukottiyir, But why would he do so, assuming that the mantra contains om, in the
tradition of Pillailokdcarya or Manavilamamuni? Shouting om itself from the temple tower
would have meant departing from the alvdr tradition, which referred to om indirectly—
a tradition presumably followed by the Srivaisnava dcdryas in public. Moreover, the in-
cident as a whole would have been out of character for Rimanuja. Pinpalakiya-perumaljiyar
often added details to the lives of the alvars, to be sure, and he might have done so for
the chief dcarya Ramanuja. But why? The influence of the Paficaritra Agamas (which
had generally not allowed the use of om by women and s$idras) was growing—witness
the restrictions suggested by Vedantadesika. Thus Pinpalakiya-perumailjiyar might have
been concerned that this influence was eroding the Srivaisnava tradition that had in-
cluded women and siidras. In this context he might have wanted to reaffirm the Srivaisnava
tradition against growing Agamic influence. Indeed, the polarization might have been
so great that he was willing to use hyperbole. This episode is a return to the motif of
spontaneity, which undercuts the need for the paficasamskdra ritual (and/or om only for
the initiated).

Nammalvdr, Tiruppanndlvdr, and Antal:
Reversals of Status Srivaisnava Style

This technical debate over eligibility to utter om—for the initiated, for the twice-born, or
for anyone—can be glimpsed in comments by the dcdryas on the status of three particu-
lar people in the tradition. Stories about the status of Nammalvir, supposedly a sidra;
Tiruppannalvir, supposedly an outcaste; and Antil, a young brahmin woman (presum-
ably the daughter of Periyalvar) are very effective ways to explore this problem.

Internal references in works by Nammalvar indicate that he might have been a chief
tain, political leader, or village headman of some sort. He is called turaivan, kén, nakaran,
and so on, which are titles found also in the works of other alvars. On some occasions,
though, he uses reversal motifs that suggest low status, one of the most famous being
Tiruvaymoli (3.7.9), in which he defines a master as someone who is a slave of the Lord
and serves the servants of enlightened ones, someone who is like a canddla (outcaste),
even in the eyes of canddlas, and below any of the four castes. Hardy observes that all
the hagiographies of Nammalvir’s life have agreed that he was a sidra, but he can find
no source for this in Nammalvar's works themselves.!>*

The first explicit identification of Nammalvar as a sidra, according to Hardy, is by
Nanjiyar (late twelfth century and early thirteenth) in the introduction to his commen-
tary on the Tiruvdymoli. Nafjiyar says that the dlvar hymns

are studied also by women, siidras, etc. [and] the alvdr rendered the meaning of the Vedas
in Tamil out of his extraordinary compassion, so that even women, sadras, etc. who are
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not entitled to study the Vedas can find salvation. They are composed by a person who
was born in the fourth varna which in the present kali age is excluded from jidna (knowl-
edge). The dlvar had accumulated so much merit (in his former lives) that it was appro-
priate for Visnu in a whole series of births to make him His subject; he was the recipient
of His uninterrupted grace; he was proficient in the tattvas and hitas and had the talent
to teach them; and he was superior to Vidura, etc. . .. [The Tamil hymns] are accepted
by people who do not follow a Vedic life-style (avaidika). It only contributes to their fame
that even avaidikas!>® accept them when they see their excellence.!

This passage is important because it acknowledges that women and sidras are excluded
from Vedic knowledge, and it does so in connection with theit lack of a formal entitle-
ment rather than merely their lack of knowledge. This is reminiscent of Manu’s posi-
tion on women and sudras as ineligible to know the Vedas (avaidika), except that it
offers an option. It was necessary to create an apologetic (presumably for other brahmins),
in short, for the idea of a Tamil Veda being composed by a siidra.

In the Divya Sitri Caritam (late twelfth century or early thirteenth, according to Hardy;
fifteenth century, according to Carman!?), the hagiographer identifies Nammalvar as a
$udra because “there was born among the foremost of sudras a certain excellent
bhagavata [called] Stimad Valutirijendra,” the ancestor of Nammalvar.!5® The birth
story of Nammalvar alludes to an extraordinary birth and early childhood, as does
many hagiographies. After his birth in the village of Kurukar, he does not drink from
the breast, wet his bed, or cry. On the contrary, he immediately receives knowledge
(jidana) from the Lord and sits in silence at the foot of a sacred tamarind tree. Then he
experiences a theophany in which Visnu wants to transmit the four Vedas in Tamil
through the mouth of Maran (i.e., Nammalvar). This occurs during the following six-
teen years, as the dlvdr remains seated in silence under the sacred tree. By the grace of
God, according to the Divya Sari Caritam,!® the alvdr knows the tattvas, sdstras, and
Vedas. This yogic motif continues in a subsequent tale about Madhurakavi. This son of
a brahmin of a nearby town, belonging to the Sdma Veda tradition, practices the eight-
fold path of yoga; travels around India; and then, following a great light, goes to the
village of Kurukir. There, he finds the great yogi Nammalvar, becomes his disciple,
and learns the Tamil Veda (the thousand hymns of Nammalvar: the Tiruvdaymoli).
Whereas Nariciyar is apologetic, Divya Siiri Caritam is hyperbolic in its discussion of
Nammalvar's extraordinary birth, his yogic discipline from birth, and the fact that the
sudra dlvdr is a vehicle for God's grace.

In his Acarya Hrdayam, Alakiyamanavala-perumalnayanar goes even further, saying
that God “descended low in order to raise those who were in a lowly position (viz. sidras,
women, etc.).”1% In fact, he goes beyond this idea of the worthiness of a sadra as a
vehicle of the divine Tamil revelation and the fact that the Tamil hymns do not contra-
dict the Sanskrit Veda; instead he praises the siidra himself by saying that a siidra natu-
rally serves, and therefore this essence of his nature supercedes his other nonessential
actions and is on a par with Brahmins; “Like the study of the Vedas turns an Arya into
a true brahmin, to learn the TVM [Tiruvdymoli] is the pretequisite for becoming a true
bhakta and Vaisnava.”16!

We would expect Vedantadesika to be troubled by the idea of a siidra who knows
the Veda. In the Guru Parampara Saram, he avoids this problem by referring to
Nammailvar as an incarnation (avatdra) of the Lord. The sidra is merely an appear-
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ance of the Lord, a vehicle used to convey the Tamil Vedas. The Vatakalai version of
the hagiography, Guru Parampard Prabhavam 12,000, elaborates on Nammalvar’s initia-
tion (diksd). Laksmi and Visnu send Visvaksena, of whom Nammalvar is an amsa, or
partial incarnation, down to earth to teach him all the secrets (rahasyas). The heavenly
general does so and performs the Stivaisnava initiation,!62

Because statues of the alvdrs had been worshiped since the thirteenth century, the
idea of incarnation enabled this tradition to talk about the extraordinary nature of a
siudra by distinguishing him from human status (with its social and political ramifica-
tions). Nevertheless, in these various sources, I find a tradition that presages the Tenkalai
sect—that the sidra as a yogi, seer, and devotee is equal to the brahmin in social as well
as theological terms—being opposed by a different understanding: because the sadra is
an incarnation, he is in a different category altogether from human sitdras. This latter
theology has no social implications whatsoever.

On the same topic, consider Tiruppannalvir. Although bards (panars) once had con-
siderable status, they lost it gradually, beginning in the cankam period. Many bards be-
came indigent because of changing values. In any case, they were displaced by another
group of poets. Centuries later, by the time of the dcdryas, a wotk of ten stanzas entitled
Amalanatippiran has been attributed to the bard Tiruppannalvir. Unlike other alvar works,
it has no formal verse that identifies the author; nor does it offer internal evidence about
the author. It is possible, therefore, that this work was written by someone else but attrib-
uted to Tiruppannalvar. The first explicit reference to him occurs in a thirteenth-century
inscription. It mentions a provision for ghee to be burned before an image. (All the alvars
were worshiped in statue form by this time, so we can assume that Tiruppannalvar had
come to be considered an alvdr and associated with the Amalandtip-piran.) According to
the Iramanuca Nuryantdti,'®> Ramanuja (the tradition’s chief dcdrya) wears the feet of this
alvdr on his head. This statement, in my estimation, was intended as a political message,
linking the chief dcdrya, someone who had orthodox brahminical credentials, with an
outcaste, (This suggests either that the social implications of Tiruppannalvar’s status had
begun long before Pillailokicirya and Vedantadesika took up the case or that this text
belongs to the period of Pillailokicitya or later.)

In Periyavaccanpillai’s commentary on the Amalandtip-piran, this dlvdr is said to be
similar to the eternal divine beings (nityasiiris) who were never born into one of the
four castes (varnas—a simile that eliminates the negative status of the fifth, or outcaste,
category. From birth, moreover, this alvar has the capacity to praise, and other alvars
must develop this art. In a commentary on the Amalandtip-piran, Alakiyamanavila-
perumilniyanar says that

any man from a lower varna who through knowledge and devotion rises about the limi-
tations of his birth should be honoured . . . at the time of inseparable service to God the
general karmas will disappear, because at the time of service to the Lord, the individual
will act as a slave (sesa) to Him, and this is different from other actions which are per-
formed according to varndsrama and diksa [presumably here upanayana is the brahminical
initiation into Vedic learning]. . . . Therefore, we can conclude that the dharma of service
(kainkarya) is different from and supersedes other dharmas.!®

In his commentary on the Amalandtip-pivdn (called Muni Vahana Pokam), by con-

trast, Vedantadesika says that this work is the seed that “produces everything for the
elaborate treatment of topics . .. by the Vetiyar (brahmins).” He goes on to say that
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these ten verses are for those who do not know the other disciplines of knowledge (re-
ferring to Veda and veddnga, as implied by the Brahmasitra’s use of the word bhakti).
(Later in the Vatakalai tradition, Amalandtip-pivan was called prapanna gayatri and was
recited by those who were ineligible for the Sanskrit gdyatri.) Once again, Vedantadesika
was cautious in his approach to the problem of status. He preferred to circumvent
Tiruppannalvar's low status, along with that of other dalvars, by saying that they were
really (partial) incarnations of God.!6°

In Upadesa Ratna Mala,'® by contrast, Manavalamamuni states (in his characteristic
way) that those who consider the dlvdrs low will go to hell. And Guru Parampara
Prabhdvam 6000 says that Tiruppannalvar is like a bhagavata, performing sacrifices (i.e.,
a brahmin), even though he belongs to the fifth caste. He is the victim of discrimina-
tion. He is stoned, in fact, by an ascetic. The Lord decries this sin against his devotee
and instructs the ascetic to carry him into the temple on his shoulders (which implies
that this was a time when outcastes were not allowed to enter temples). In other words,
discussions of Tiruppannalvar's status have included the following motifs: that his work
provided the foundation for that of the brahmins and that he was the equal of brahmins.

As for the symbol of woman, consider the case of Antal (ninth century). She identi-
fies herself in the signature lines of her poems as Kotai. She often refers to Vittucittan
(Periyalvar) in her two poetic works, Tiruppdavai'®” and Nacciyartirumoli.!® Her name
follows his name or title, and the genitive case (which would indicate kinship) is re-
placed by the nominative (a common practice in Tamilnadu to indicate kinship today).'%’
Therefore, people have assumed that she was Vittucittan’s daughter. Antal might have
been a posthumous epithet, meaning “she who rules.” Because she composed poems,
she could be considered an alvar like the others. But in Guru Parampara Prabhdvam
6000, Pinpalakiya-perumaljiyar identifies her with Stta, divine heroine of the epic
Ramayana. He says that she was a (full) manifestation of Goddess Earth (Bhiidevi) and
Goddess Sri (both consorts of the supreme Lord). The notion of divine incarnation
puts Antal in a categoty distinct from that of other women. The author suggests in addition
that her love was greater than that of the male alvars because it was more natural (a
woman naturally loves a man, and by extension a male deity). Her love was unique,
moreover, because it was fully divine. Why was Antil made into a goddess when other
dlvdrs were made into nothing more than partial incarnations? The reason, I think, is
that Antal’s refusal to marry any (human) man posed a danger to the marital norm for
women and had to be circumvented by putting her in a divine category.

These examples—Nammalvar, Tiruppannalvir, and Antil-show how how difficult it
has been for the Srivaisnava tradition to promote a universal theology and deal with its
social ramifications. The latter caused deep tensions in the Srivaisnava community, exem-
plified here by the debate over eligibility to utter the mantra om. It took several centuries
for these tensions to result in a split into two sects: the Tenkalai branch, which empha-
sized the teachings of Pillailokicarya; and the Vatakalai branch, those of Vedantadesika.

The Mantras and Women’s Access to Knowledge
and Ritual in the Twentieth Century

What is the effect of all of these debates on contemporary India? Srivaisnavatipikai
(Dipika), by Alakiyamanavala-ramanuja-ekanki-svimikal, was written in the early twen-
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tieth century. It describes the role of the mantras for women. The author was probably
a Tenkalai because he mentions several works by Pillailokacarya (that sect’s main dedrya).
According to the author, women should participate with men in the Stivaisnava realm
of sectarian learning. They should know the guruparampard (the lineage of teachers),
the mantras, the dcdrya taniyan, the 4000 alvdr hymns (including Antal's Tiruppavai),
and various philosophical or theological works of dcdaryas (such as Pillailokicaya’s Artha
Paficakam, Rahasya Trayam, Tattva Trayam, and Srivacana Bhiisanam). Like men, more-
over, they should maintain their Vaisnava identity by wearing the sectarian emblem,
the @rdhvapundra, and by avoiding Saiva influence. And, like men, they should culti-
vate qualities such as the following: knowledge; devotion; indifference to worldly ob-
jects; control; compassion; forebearance; and being without ego, wealth, and desire. This
will make them real Bhagavatas. But the secrecy of om continues; it is only indirectly
mentioned.

Patricia Mumme!? describes Stivaisnava initiation today as follows. Tenkalais in-
clude, “as part of paiicasamskdra, surrender to the Lord through the dcarya, who intro-
duces the initiate to the Lord and requests that he be saved by virtue of the prapatti that
Ramanuja performed in the Sarand Gati Gadya.”!™ There are now three key elements:
surrender (prapatti) is ritualized, the ritual is controlled by the dcdrya (belonging to one
of the seventy-four families), and it is justified by its association with the chief dcarya’s
(Ramanuja’s) own surrender. That was expressed in his Sarand Gati Gadya and devel-
oped in the doctrine of his special status, which made him the intercessor between
devotees and God (called purusakdra). Does this mean that Tenkalais have come to ignore
other understandings of prapatti—spontaneous surrender (on the model of the alvdrs or
Draupadi), for instance, or acts of devotion such as offeting flowers and chanting the
names of God? Spontaneous surrender is now either safely relegated to the past (the
epic or dlvdr periods) ot dismissed as poetic rhetoric. For contemporary Tenkalais, then,
prapatti is a ritual connected with the paicasamskdra ritual. Nevertheless, it takes prece-
dence over bhaktiyoga (which, in line with the Brahmasitras and Ramanuja’s writings,
came gradually to be associated with it even by brahmin men with knowledge of Vedic
texts and yogic meditation). Ultimately God’s grace takes precedence over prapatti, and
bhaktiyoga is not mandatory. They admit, though, that some twice-born men might want
to perform the rituals and duties of their caste and stage of life anyway.

But for Vatakalais today, paficasamskara may be followed by the voluntary ritual of
prapatti, which must be preceded by much effort (an antidote to the rhetoric of ease and
spontaneity promoted by Tenkalais) and is usually postponed until late in life.'”? Vatakalais
think that twice-born men must pursue bhaktiyoga in addition to the rituals of paficasamskara
and prapatti. Those not eligible for bhaktiyoga, such as women and siidras, may perform
only the ceremonies of pafcasamskdra and prapatti. Sadras and women are grouped to-
gether in a way that corresponds to that found in many Paficaratra Agamas.

Of greater importance still is the fact that today om is chanted by Tenkalai women and
nonbrahmins, although not by Vatakalai women and nonbrahmin men. In light of the
previous discussions, this reflects the liberal nature of Pillailokacirya, Alakiyamanavila-
perumalniyapar, and Manavalamimuni and the conservative nature of Vedantadesika,
which plays out in the subsequent sectarian sociology.

All Srivaisnavas claim that eligibility for salvation is universal, however, because
everyone surrenders to the Lord, and the paths of prapatti and bhaktiyoga ensure that
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everyone has a way to attain the supreme goal (even though what is mandatory differs
according to sect). The difference is nominal rather than substantial (unlike the Paficaritra
texts). And whatever the finer points of the doctrine:

every Srivaisnava subsequently is to recite the parampara daily (after bathing), with grati-
tude toward the acarya. This is to be immediately followed by recitation of the three mantras,
while reflecting on their meaning. He [or she] should then worship the domestic image
[when the Tirumantra is also recited for the purpose of ritual purification]. In addition,
the three mantras—and particularly the Dvaya mantra—should be recited silently and re-
flected on throughout the day by the Srivaisnava adhikari.”17

In both sects, a few especially devout Srivaisnavas, after their pacasamskdra, seek fur-
ther instruction in the meaning of the three mantras to understand them mote fully.
These profound meanings of the manttas should not be taught to just anyone who has
had paficasamskara but only to those who are particularly eager to learn their truths
and who demonstrate deep respect for the dcdrya and his tradition. Under no circum-
stances should the mantras ot their meanings be given to, or discussed without, the
proper qualification. This traditional use and treatment of the mantras has remained
fairly constant up to recent times.!?

Srivaisnavas today, especially in the Tenkalai tradition, have a traditional sociology
that can stand the test of modern universalism because of its inclusiveness on the issue
of om and salvation. With pressure from the contemporary women’s movement, they
might want to explore women’s accessibility to Sanskrit and Vedic knowledge. This
time, however, history might be on their side. More and more women are studying
Sanskrit and the Vedas in universities, thus eliminating the issue of male brahmin sta-
tus altogether. Furthermore, it might bode well that there is a general interest through-
out Hinduism in universal access to Vedic knowledge and om. This is best captured by
the Visva Hindu Parisad's promotion and popularization of the sacred syllable as the
very symbol of Hinduism in the most universal sense possible, One cannot help but
think, however, that its journey toward universality has involved shedding its secrecy
and mystique, the result being a greater focus on the visual emblem of the sacred sound
than on the sound itself, an emblem adorning T-shirts and students’ notebooks, and
thus increasingly profane. This radical promotion of the visual symbol of om signifies
“a leaning towards mundane matters, an inclusive definition of Hinduism and an insis-
tence on the necessity of adapting Hinduism to modem times.”'?

Conclusions

In sum, there has been a basic difference between the conservative brahmanical view of
women (stridharma)—in the tradition of Manu—and the Stivaisnava perspective. Conser-
vative brahminism has considered women ineligible for Vedic learning. The Stivaisnava
tradition does not comment on this point per se (bypassing it by promoting the Tamil
Veda). Whereas the conservative brahmanical tradition has often restricted the means
to and goal of liberation to twice-born (dvija) men, Srivaisnavism has opened the path
to liberation (with no rebirth necessary) to everyone because of the Nardyana Upanisad’s
concepts of prapatti and Tamil Veda. Women have not been able to pursue asceticism
in conservative circles. In Stivaisnavism, though, this has posed no problem because
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women (indeed all people) have been able to attain salvation as householders. Woman
have often been considered inferior in conservative brahmanical circles. In Srivaisnavism,
they have been considered equal or even preferred by God (hence the male imaginative
adoption of female psychology to explore the relation with a male deity and the image
of Antal as goddess).

There are many differences between the Srivaisnava approach to salvation and that
of the Paficaratra Agamas, too, even though some passages of the latter have been incor-
porated into the Srivaisnava tradition. The differences became particularly sharp by the
fourteenth century, The Paficaratra tradition itself had become even more conservative,
and this influenced Vedantadesika (and the subsequent split into Tenkalai and Vatakalai
subsects).

These historical vicissitudes are highlighted when tracing the question of women's
and sidras’ accessibility to the syllable om. Surely there have been long-standing con-
nections of mantras and Vedic ritual, on the one hand, and mantras and rahasyas (such
as the secret teachings of the Upanisads taught by gurus), on the other hand. The ques-
tion of accessibility to om because of these connections with Vedic ritual, knowledge,
and wisdom has been the product of a brahminical mindset and has resulted in some
circles in privileges for twice-bom (especially brahmin) men. Alongside this brahmanized
tradition has been another that considers mantras accessible. I have mentioned this in
the context of bowing to the feet of God (namah) and offering flowers, the universalism
of the Narayana Upanisad, and the symbol om as accessible to women and sidras in
these circles. Associating the sacred syllable om, which had developed out of the context
of Vedic rituals, with these features might have been related to the gradual surfacing of
a suppressed tradition (which had been caused by the collapse of the Indus civilization
and nonacknowledgement or selective syncretism by the heirs of the Rgvedic tradition);
a way to accommodate brahmanism to the tribal, folk, and temple traditions; or a way
to compete with the universalism of Buddhism and Jainism.

From this overview, it should be clear that the alvdr tradition is derived from a
Narayana-Visnu tradition with a liberal brahminical orientation. There is no overt ex-
clusion of women and sidras from the utterance of om, and references to the eight-syl-
lable mantra allude to the fact that all who are initiated have access to it. It has been
difficult to know whether accessibility to om occurred during the basic initiation as a
Vaisnava (paficasamskdra) or in another ritual. This is made especially confusing in the
dlvar hymns because chanting the name of God is associated with a rhetoric of sponta-
neity and allusions to semi-ritual bowing at the feet of God.

Whatever the exact practice, it is important to underscore the point that women’s
spontaneous surrender and utterance of the sacred syllable constituted the exemplary
type of prapatti (at least as a rhetorical device to promote universalism) for Pillailokacarya
and Alakiyamanavala-perumalnayanar. Only with the development of more restrictive
Paricaratra Agamas and a period of great stress, perhaps because of the Muslim domi-
nation of north India and Muslim forays into Tamilnadu, affecting even Srirafigam,
did one Stivaisnava (Vedantadesika) become more conservative. Vedantadesika’s incor-
poration of Agamic passages that forbid sidras and women from uttering om became a
way to prop up varpdsramadharma and inspire brahmin men to preserve the tradition
by reasserting a special status, the corollary of their special duty of years of memoriza-
tion. It is important to remember that he does not deny women and sidras salvation in
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this life, as do the authors of many Agamas. Nor does he deny them knowledge of the
secret teachings of the tradition. Thus, his removal of om and the dative case from the
mantras for women and sidras has only a nominal effect on a tradition that has long
supported women, though it has carefully institutionalized the roles of preceptor and
priest in male brahmin hands and possibly avoided women’s Vedic education by mak-
ing it irrelevant. Even so, the challenge to the liberal Srivaisnava tradition by
Vedintadesika is serious enough to inspire countersteps to shore up its position. The
story of Riménuja’s, shouting the meaning of om from the temple tower, is one case in
point. Others include eulogies of Nammalvar's, Tiruppannalvar's, and Antal's “low”
status as exemplary. Closely related to their status is their symbolic link, analogous to
the old negative link between women and sidras, but more dramatic (in that an outcaste
is included) and for precisely the opposite effect: to make them symbols of an inclusive
tradition.

Taking an even longer view of the history of om and women, we can see that the two
low points were the time of Manu for the general Hindu tradition and the time of
Vedantadesika for the Srivaisnava tradition. It might not be incidental that both of these
periods were times of great stress, the earlier period experiencing the invasions of Greeks,
Sakas, Kusanas, and so forth, and the latter invasions of the Muslims. In these times of
high stress, men looked for security in tradition, one that was embodied by women,
who, by their maintenance of it, were called the “pillars of the universe.” This led to the
projection of conservative norms by men onto women, the one “realm” they hoped to
control. It led also to the projection of their fears of the outer world onto women in the
inner (domestic) world. (Paola Bacchetta discusses this tendency in this volume in con-
nection with the gender identities of the Hindu nation’s ideal citizens. Her analysis focuses
not only on women’s domestic roles but also on their public uses of violence.) Those
were tough times for women. And because misogynistic views became embedded in
myths such as that of the Kali Yuga, in scripture, and in general attitudes, women’s
destinies were altered until reformers in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were
inspired to universalize the tradition again. Even though Srivaisnavism was influenced
by a period of stress, which had an effect on the status of women and siadras (by deny-
ing them the utterance of om in the thought of Vedantadesika and then the Vatakalai
sect), this was largely symbolic. As a result, the history of Stivaisnavism should be re-
membered when the topic is liberal and universal Hinduism.
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Casting Light on the Sounds of the Tamil Veda
Tirukkonéri Diasyai's “Garland of Words”

VASUDHA NARAYANAN

The right of a woman to recite and study the Veda has been disputed in many Hindu
communities. In August 1994, Jagatguru Shankaracharya Kapileswaranand Saraswati is
reported to have said that the recitation of Vedas by women will adversely affect their
health and prevent them from having healthy babies.! Although restrictions to study
the Sanskrit Veda may have existed in some measure in many parts of India, around
the thirteenth century we find a woman who seems to be very familiar with the Vedas.
Tirukkénéri Dasyai, from south India, includes quotations from the Sambhita and
Upanisad sections of the Vedas in her commentary on the Tiruvdymoli (“Sacred word
of Mouth” or “Sacred Utterance”) of Nammalvar. Elsewhere in this volume, Katherine
Young compares Tirukkoneéri Dasyai with other commentators of the Srivaisnava tradi-
tion, particularly on the issue of women reciting mantras. The Tiruvaymoli was prob-
ably composed around the ninth century and was in the Tamil language. The Srivaisnava
community of South India acknowledged the Tiruvdymoli (TVM), a Tamil poem of 1102
verses, as being equivalent to the Sama Veda. Tirukkonéri Dasyai, in her commentary
on the Tiruvdymoli, shows considerable familiarity with parts of the Sanskrit Veda and
quotes the Taittiriya Upanisad and other works as proof texts for the Tamil work, prov-
ing that at least this woman had more than a cursory knowledge of what was consid-
ered to be revelation in Sanskrit and in Tamil.

Whereas the Srivaisnava community considers about five commentaries on the
Tiruvdymoli to be extremely important, and in fact only studies the poem through the
prism of the commentaries, Tirukkdnéti Dasyai’s wotk is not one of them and seems to
have been unknown until the manuscript was found in this century. This is the only
commentary on the Tiruwvgymoli by a woman that is still extant; the commentaries re-
vered by the tradition were all written by men. The Srivaisnava community has hon-
ored Antil, a woman, as a saint and recites her poems daily in temple rituals, but this
philosophical commentary by a woman has not even been known. Even after the manu-
script was found in the library, edited, and published, it has been marginalized and
delegated to footnotes in other scholarly works on the dlvdrs.

Why has there been relatively benign neglect of the only commentary by a woman?
Is it because she was a woman? Are there substantial differences between her works and
that of the male commentators in style and in content, and were these responsible for
the neglect of her work? To what extent did geography, regional and sectarian commu-
nity politics, and class and caste prevent the dissemination of her commentary? It would
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be necessary to explore these questions to understand the relationship of women and
the Veda and women’s access to salvific knowledge in the Srivaisnava community.

One may also observe that there are not too many women philosophets in the many
Hindu sampradayas. Although Gargl and MaitreyT of the Upanisads are well known,
there is a significant dearth of information on women philosophers. Ellison Findly has
treated the Upanisadic sages in her 1985 article, and hete, in this volume, addresses
the larger philosophical issue of women’s intentionality in both Vedic and Buddhist
contexts. This is particularly striking when compared to the comparatively large num-
bers of women poets. Why is it that the various Hindu sampradayas have recognized
and venerated women poets but have not remembered the philosophers? Before trying
to address some of these questions here, let us briefly look at the text that Tirukkonéri
Disyai commented on, and the tradition that reveres it.

The Tiruvaymoli and the Commentarial Tradition

The Srivaisnava tradition of South India became organized around the time of its fifth,
and most important, teacher (dcarya), Ramanuja (ca. 1017--1137 c.t.). The Srivaisnava
community emphasizes exclusive devotion to Lord Visnu and the goddess $7i. As do
many of the other Hindu traditions, it accepts the Sanskrit Vedas, the epics Rdmdyana
and Mahabhdrata, and the Purinas as scripture, but in addition it claims that the com-
positions of Tamil poetsaints (alvdrs) who lived between the eighth and tenth centuries
to be “revealed.” The twenty-four works of the dlvdrs are about 4000 verses long, and
they came to be known as the Nalavira Divya Prabandham, the Sacred Collection of Four
Thousand Verses. The Stivaisnavas refer to the poems simply as the Divya Prabandham.
Specifically, the community considers one of the dlvdrs, Sathakdpan (ninth century),
known affectionately as Nammalvar or “Our Alvar,”? to be a paradigmatic devotee, and
his Tiruvaymoli to be the equivalent of the Sama Veda.

Canonized as “scripture,” the Tiruvdymoli has been of seminal importance in the
piety and liturgy of the Srivaisnava community of South India, and extraordinarily sig-
nificant in the history of Hindu literature. It was the first “vernacular”?® work within the
Hindu consciousness to be considered as “revealed”; it was also the fitst work in a mother
tongue to be introduced as part of the domestic and temple liturgy. Unlike the Sanskrit
Vedas, which could be recited only by male members of the upper castes, the Tiruvdymoli
has been recited by men and women of all castes of Srivaisnava society. It is historically
significant as a key part of the Tamil devotional literature that influenced the religious
patterns in medieval northern India. The devotion voiced in the Tiruvaymoli was trans-
mitted through the Sanskrit text known as the Bhdagavata Purdna,* through the teacher
Ramananda (ca. 1360-1470), and through Sanskrit hymns and oral tradition, and it
appeared in different forms in the teachings of Caitanya, Vallabha, Surdas, Kabir, and
Guru Nanak.

The Tiruvdymoli was interpreted either by long commentaries or by short summa-
ries. Chronologically, the long commentaries came first, beginning with the recording
of the oral commentaries in the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries. The earliest
commentary was written by Tirukkurukai Piran Pillan (late eleventh to early twelfth cen-
tury). This commentary was called the Arayirappati, or Six Thousand pati.’ Later com-
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mentaries that are considered to be classical by the community are called the Nine Thou-
sand pati, Twelve Thousand pati, Twentyfour Thousand pati, and the Thirtysix Thousand
pati. A pati was a literary unit of 32 syllables. Thus, the earliest commentary, that of
Pillain’s, has 32-x-6000 syllables and is numerically modeled on a Sanskrit work of the
same length, the Visnu Purdna. This self-conscious modeling is, of course, significant in
the two-fold SanskritTamil tradition.®

Starting in the thirteenth century, several short summaries were written, usually in
the form of a poem. These poems were either independent pieces or part of a longer
narrative. Independent pieces include Vedanta Desika’s Sanskrit poem The Gem-Neck-
lace of Reality in the Tamil Upanisad (Dramidopanisad Tatparya Ratnavali; thirteenth
century) and Manavala Mamuni’s Tamil poem The Hundred Verses on the Tiruvdymoli
(Tiruvaymoli Nirrantati; ca. fourteenth to fifteenth century). Both of these works have a
similar format: each set of “ten” verses in the Tiruvdymoli is summarized by one verse in
the poem. Each set of ten verses in the Tiruvdymoli is presented as containing a coher-
ent theme, and the main philosophical idea of those ten verses (as perceived by the
interpreting poet) is condensed into a single verse. Other summaries of the Tiruvaymoli
are contained in the Tamil poem Nammalvar Tiruttallattu (A Lullaby for Nammalvdr;
ca. fourteenth to fifteenth century) and the biographical poem on the dlvars called Alvdrkal
Vaipavam (The Glory of the Alvars; ca. fifteenth century). Thus, in these summaries,
there was a “translation” either from Tamil into Sanskrit or from “older” Tamil into a
more current Tamil of that age.

The longer commentaries, on the other hand, were detailed prose interpretations of
the original Tiruvaymoli verses, containing several quotations from Sanskrit scripture.
Pillan, the first commentator on the Tiruvdymoli, elucidated each verse and frequently
wrote a short introduction to each set of ten verses. The comment is not a word-by-
word elucidation of the poem (as later commentaries tended to be) but an interpreta-
tion of the verse as a whole, with the commentator supplying a context or framework to
the verse.

All of the early commentaries on the Tiruvdymoli, including the one by Tirukkénéri
Disyai, were in Manipravala, a new hybrid language of communication used in Srivaisnava
circles. The Tamil of Nammalvar was “translated” and explained in a new “situational
language.” Manipravale means “gems and corals” or “pearls and corals” and refers to a
combination of Sanskrit and Tamil. Unlike other forms of Manipravala’ the Srivaisnava
variety always retained Tamil grammar and endings, though the sentences were heavily
interspersed with Sanskrit words. The language of the commentary itself gave the mes-
sage effectively, proclaiming the equivalency of the Sanskrit and Tamil languages and
literatures. This style of communicating—in speech and writing—flourishes even today
in the Srivaisnava community.

Casting Light on the Sounds of Tamil Revelation

Tirukkéonéri Ddsyai: Placing Her in Time

The commentary by Tirukkoneéri Dasyai is called The Garland of Words on the Sacred
Utterance (Tiruvaymoli Vacakamalai), as well as “The Exposition of a Hundred Verses”
(vivarna sathakam). The commentary by Tirukkonéri Dasyai remained in manuscript
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form until 1950, when it was painstakingly edited by a scholar in the Sarasvati Mahal
library, Tanjore. The commentary for the first five sets of ten verses (1.1 to 1.5) is miss-
ing and it begins with 1.6. We know very little about the author, and what little we do
know comes in the colophon at the end of the commentary:

I bow to my teacher (guru). I surrender to the sacred feet of the alvar. I surrender to the
sacred feet of Emperuminar [Ramanuja). [ surrender to the sacred feet of Chandragiri
Ayyan (chief). I surrender to the sacred feet of Sriman Narayana Ayyar. I surrender to the
sacred feet of Tirukkéttiyur Jiyar. I surrender to the sacred feet of Vatakku Tiruviti Pillai.

This garland of words which has the name of “The Explanatory Hundred” and which
is on the first song “Who is he who has . ..” is an appropriate garland which is [placed]
at the sacred feet of He who needs nothing. Tirukkénéri Diasyai did this service (ceyta
atimai) on the twenty sixth day of the month of Markali, in the Ankiraca year.

If there is any mistake made by my hand [which wrote this], let the elders forgive me!

Tirukkdnéri begins with an intriguing lineage of teachers. She makes a salutation to
the guru and then salutations to the alvar (Nammalvir) and Rimanuja (ca. 1019-1039).
This is followed by three other teachers and, finally, Vatakku Tiruviti Pillai (1167-1263).
I have not been able to trace the three names that appear in between. If we assume that
the lineage is arranged chronologically, with the one furthest in time being the first (after
the initial perfunctory salutation to her own guru), Tirukkonéri ends with Vatakku Tiruviti
Pillai, who may have been her immediate teacher. This will place her around the late thir-
teenth century, and she may well have lived into the early foutteenth century.

The convention of starting with the eatliest dcdrya is one used by some Srivaisnavas.
Almost all Stivaisnava recitations and rituals begin with a verse that states the initial
set of teachers. This verse, composed probably in the early twelfth century, starts with
Visnu and Sti and then mentions Nathamuni, Yamuna, and so on. Tirukkonéri
Disyai’s colophon reflects this convention, although she does not use that particular
verse itself.

If Tirukkénéri Dasyai is mid-thirteenth century, we may assume that soon after her
lifetime ot even very late in her lifetime, there was relative confusion in the Srivaisnava
world. Between 1311 and 1362, the Srirangam temple was in a state of dilapidation
after the raids of Malik Kafur, the military general of Allaudin Khalji. No one worshiped
in the Srirangam temple, and the Muslim military expedition from the north went as
far south as Madurai. During this time, the processional, “festival” image of the deities
at Srirangam were sent elsewhere for safekeeping. The restoration of the Srirangam temple
took place with the advent of the Vijayanagara kings, but their main patronage was
then extended to Tiruvenkatam. It is possible that during this period of confusion, her
commentary was moved around and eventually forgotten.

The manuscript as we have it now, however, is not more than three hundred years
old. We have to assume either that (1) Tirukkéneéri Dasyai lived and wrote her com-
mentary around the end of the thirteenth century and the beginning of the fourteenth,
and then someone copied from the original manuscript around three hundred years
later, or (2) Tirukkonéri Dasyai lived in the seventeenth century (the approximate date
of the manuscript). If she lived in the thirteenth century, and her manuscript was tossed
around in the time of historical confusion, it is significant that someone in the seven-
teenth cenutury thought it was wortthy of being preserved, mistakes and all. Further-
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morte, it is interesting that the hypothetical copyist also copied the illustrations that are
on the front of the manuscript and preserved the same style of thirteenth-century line
drawings.

On the other hand, if we assume that Tirukkonéri Dasyai lived in the seventeenth
century and wrote the manuscript herself, there would be some major problems. She
would have been going against all tradition if she had saluted teachers only several cen-
turies removed from her and not the immediate ones. In other words, the teacher who
is last on her list is Vatakku Tiruviti Pillai, who lived in the eatly thirteenth century. It
is rather unlikely that she would skip several generations of teachers in her salutation.
And since the Srivaisnava tradition carefully preserves protocol in the ordering and
recitation of teachers, we can only assume that the other teachers after Raimanuja were
her immediate teachers or teacher’s teachers—which would still place her as the student
of Vatakku Tituviti Pillai.

Going on the basis of the manuscript in hand, one cannot prove whether she lived
in the thirteenth century and the manuscript was copied later or she actually lived in
the seventeenth century. One way in which we can get a fairly good idea of what time
she lived in is through internal evidence, that is, her commentary. We can look at the
teachers Tirukkonéri Dasyai mentions. It is also significant that she does not mention
Vedanta Desika, Pillai Lokacirya, and Manavila Mamuni, all important teachers of the
late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Furthermore, in the Srivaisnava tradition, clear
theological positions were being enunciated after the thirteenth century. Vedanta Desika
and Pillai Lokacarya (also cited as Pillailokacarya) articulated very specific positions in
their discussions on the relationship between the human being’s surrender to Visnu
and Sii and divine grace. Precise, theologically loaded terms became characteristic of
the two schools, and all later writers aligned themselves with one or the other. Vatakku
Tiruvid Pillai, on the other hand, coming a generation before this theological divergence,
is more fluid in his terminology. If Tirukkénéri Disyai was his disciple, this fluid termi-
nology for one’s theological position would be maintained. If, on the other hand, she
came later, her position would be more crystalized, with clear demarcation of which
theological position she favored.

The Author’s Native Place

Tirukkonéri Dasyai’s name simply means “she who is the servant (ddsyai) of [the Lord
of] the Sacred (tiru) lake (eri) of the King (kon).” The lotus pond (puskarini) in
Tiruvenkatam {modern Tirumala/Tirupati) is called Swami Pushkarini, which is the
Sanskrit translation of Tirukkénéri. There is also a Tirukkonéri in Tamilnadu, but from
the mention of Chandragiri Ayyan (The chief of Chandragiri), we can surmise that
Tirukkonéri is in fact from Tiruvenkatam in present-day Andhra Pradesh. Chandragiri
is a small town, about ten miles from Tirupati. It is possible that some of the teachers
were contemporary, and thus she could have had two or three teachers, like Vatakku
Tiruvit Pillai and Chandragiri Ayyan, sequentially. We hear that Rimanuja learned from
five different teachers, although in later years it did become the convention to have just
one primary teacher. It is possible that the Dasyai family moved from Tiruvenkatam
to the Tamil hinterland, and she acquired learning from two or three teachers. Vatakku
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Tiruviti Pillai lived most of his life in Srirangam, and it is possible that this is where
Tirukkonéri Dasyai also lived.

The only other place she may have lived is Kumbakonam, in the modern state of
Tamilnadu. She seems to have a special affection for the Visnu enshrined in the temple
there and has commented extensively on the verse that deals with this town. The lord
is called there “He who does not sate,” and a line drawing of the icon appears in front
of her manuscript.

The editor says that the Tamil orthography in the manuscript is lamentable. This
may well be the fault of the copyist. Her Tamil spelling leaves much to be desired also,
although her Sanskrit, written in grantha characters, is impeccable. This gives us rea-
son to believe that Tamil was not her native language. If she was indeed from the
Tiruvenkatam area, her mother tongue would have been Telugu and Tamil would have
been an acquired language.

Tirukkonéri Dasyai’s Garland of Words Commentary

The commentary focuses on about hundred verses of the Tiruvaymoli (TVM); these are
considered to be the “fragrant blossoms” and are woven into a verbal commentary.
Tirukkénéri Dasyai sees the entire poem as elucidating the meaning of the very first
verse of the Tiruvdymoli, and so she weaves phrases from the first verse into the com-
ments on the later ones, and whenever she explains a later verse, she explicitly says that
it elucidates the first one. Like a flower garland in South India, which is held together
with twinings of fragrant herbs and silver threads, she weaves the first verse around the
poem, holding it together. She calls her work a “garland of words” in the colophon; she
also uses this phrase in her commentary. The poet Nammalvir says:

Catakopan, generous
has composed a thousand songs:
with these ten, we can place

lovely garlands at his feet. (TVM 2.4.11)

Tirukkonéri Dasyai, comments on this verse:

“A beautiful garland to be placed at the feet [of the Lord].” This Garland of Words
(vacakamalai) is a beautiful garland that can be placed at his feet. Just as the son is sure
to get the father’s wealth, we too will get the [inheritance of service to the lord]. .. .8

She is also the only commentator to illustrate her work with drawings, which depict
important themes of the poem. Three pictures are drawn on the manuscript after TVM
5.8.1. The first is a representation of Visnu, who is reclining on a snake, a form that is
seen in many temples of South India; the second is Nammalvar, who is pining like a
woman for “her” beloved; and the third is the baby Krishna, tied to a mortar and going
in between two trees. The picture of Visnu on a snake is identified by the author as the
manifestation in Kumbakonam (TVM 5.8.1). As noted eatlier, this place seems to be
especially important for Tirukkénéri Dasyai because her longest comment is on the first
poem addressed to Visnu in Kumbakonam.
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Tirukkonéri Ddsyai’s Emphasis on the First Verse of the Tiruvaymoli

Tirukkonéri Dasyai apparently considers the very first verse of the Tiruvdymoli to be the
most significant one in the whole poem—the parent verse that spawns all other verses.
She is the only commentator to do so, and this itself makes her style different from that
of others. Let us look at Tiruvdymoli 1.1.1 and then discuss how she highlights this verse:

Who is he
that has the highest good
cutting down all other heights
who is he,
who bestows wisdom and love
slashing ignorance?
who is he,
who commands the tireless? immortals?
worship his radiant feet
that quell all sorrow,
and rise O mind.

Each time she uses the words of the first verse to interpret the meanings of the later
verses, she teases out a new meaning and a different nuance, giving the reader a breath-
taking kaleidoscope of linked images and pictures. For example, the word “radiant” is
used as an adjective for Visnu’s feet in the first verse; in subsequent verses, she uses
this word to indicate the lord’s glory, which is like the “brilliance” of a million suns; to
refer to the “radiance” of luminous knowledge; or to describe Visnu as “an eternal flame.”
Tirukkoneéri Dasyai highlights illumination and radiance. She refers to Lord Visnu thus:
“He is a form of overwhelming splendor (tejorupa), he is eternal . . . a spectacular flame.
[As the Mahabhdrata says] Visnu resides in a place more thousands of times brighter
than the fire and the sun; [heaven] is brighter than the brilliance of a thousand crore
(10 000 000 000) suns.”10

Elsewhere, she says: “He is a flood of luminous knowledge, shining a fiery lamp, an
eternal flame.”"! Visnu is the sun worshipped by “those who know no sorrow” (TVM
1.1.1), the Aditya (solar lord) who illumines the two areas of glory (ubhaya vibhuti). The
two areas of glory in Srivaisnava parlance generally refer to the created universe and the
celestial realm of heaven.!?

In commenting on another verse, she glosses a phrase from TVM 1.1.1 thus: ““Who
is he,/ who bestows wisdom and love,/ slashing ignorance?” He terminates the dark-
ness of ignorance by giving rise to the moon and sun of wisdom and love, that is bhakti
and jiidna. He makes these rise through his grace which has no cause (nirhetuka kypa).”!3
In this comment, wisdom and love are compared to the moon and sun; their light ex-
pels the darkness of knowledge. The Lord also glows through his wisdom and bliss
(comment on 3.4.10). The radiance and flame is also translated as “purity” in some
places by Tirukkonéri Dasyai. Thus, in interpreting the phrase “radiant feet” in 1.1.1
in the context of commenting on TVM 3.9.9, she says: “The radiant feet that destroy all
sorrow—it means, without any blemish. By making [the dlvdr] exceedingly pure, the Lord
too becomes pure.”!*

Although her delight in this word play makes her commentary unique, it is impor-
tant to note that the technique of using a word or phrase and interpreting it in dozens
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of ways is an integral part of singing and dancing in the Indian tradition. A singer may
repeat a phrase from the Tiruvdymoli several times, exploring the nuances of a raga, a
dancer may interpret a phrase in many ways, each time bringing new associations to the
original meaning.

Tirukkénéri Dasyai seems to have applied a performing art technique to a verbal
commentary. The colophon at the end of her text says clearly that she finished writing
it in the Tamil month of Markali (December-January). It is in this month that the Fes-
tival of Recitation, which includes the performance of the “Sacred Utterance” takes place,
and it seems clear that the verbal commentary was being written as the author was wit-
nessing the performative one.!® During this month, the Tiruvdymoli is recited in all
Stivaisnava temples in India and abroad. In Srirangam and a few other places, it is also
sung and danced by some traditional families who have the exclusive right to perform
in the temple, rendering “loving service” to the deities.!¢

The Commentator’s Emphasis on Music and the Sama Veda

Tirukkonéri Dasyai also emphasizes the importance of singing the Tiruvdymoli. It is not
just a poem that is to be recited or meditated on; it is to be joyously sung. Since many
of the philosophical Hindu traditions consider the singing of the Sdma Veda to be the
ultimate musical experience, it is not surprising to hear Tirukkonéri Dasyai emphasize
that Veda as well. Let us first look at Nammalvar's Tiruvdymoli 2.4.11:

Unwithering is the praise

for the Dwarf. Setting it to music,

Catakopan, generous

has composed a thousand songs:

with these ten, we can place lovely garlands at his feet.

Tirukkoneéri Dasyai highlights the musical component of the work thus:

He, “who bestows wisdom and love” (TVM 1.1.1) proclaimed [the Tiruvaymoli] so it can
be famous in all the worlds. [The Tiruvdymoli] is the essence of the Sama Veda fused
with music; the sacred words of Sathakdpa are the equivalent of the Upanisad [Sima
Veda] of a thousand branches. These ten verses are the “words of Sathaképan which
have music.” The Lord is that one “who commands the tireless immortals” (TVM 1.1.1).
The eternal ones [the celestial beings who are eternally emancipated] sing the Sama. Taking
the music of the Sama, and the thousand branched Veda, Nammalvir, not content with
just a mental experience [of the Lord] transforms “the ten verses of the thousand” [a
reference to a set of ten verses from the Tiruvdymoli] into words and makes the country
live and prosper. This is [the Lord’s and Nammalvar's] generosity.!?

Notice her frequent reference to TVM 1.1.1. We will come back to this stylistic charac-
teristic soon. Elsewhere, Tirukkénéri Dasyai draws an analogy between the music of the
Sama Veda, the music of lyrical Tiruvdymoli, and the delightful sounds of the waterfalls
in Tiruvenkatam,/ Tirupati. Commenting on a set of verses that glorifies the sacred place
of Tiruvenkatam/Tirupati, she says that “it is as if the waterfalls with great love invite
us, saying: ‘come and sing songs with beautiful lyrics; this will be like the music of
Sama. [The singing] will be loving service in the form of words.” Thus say the clear
water falls as they pour down.”!®
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As noted eatlier, Tirukkonéri Diasyai shows in every comment how a particular verse
in a set of eleven verses elucidates the first verse. For example, after a brief introduction
to verse 5.8.1, she says: “The song “Who is he that has the highest good/cutting down
all other heights’ (1.1.1) is explained by the verse ‘O nectar that does not sate . . .” (5.8.1).
If you were to ask ‘How?” we will explain it thus. . ..”

It is not just words from the first verse of Tiruvaymoli that Tirukkdnéri Dasyai uses
often. In explaining almost every verse, she uses the Sanskrit phrase “beginning with
the bliss of human being all the way to the bliss of Brahman.” The line is from the
Taittiriya Upanisad, and she sees it as the interpretive concept for the first line of the
TVM: “Who is he/that has the highest good/cutting down all other heights?” Tirukkdnéri
Dasyai starts many sentences with the words “beginning with the bliss of human being
all the way to the bliss of Brahman” but ends the sentence with different concepts and
phrases. Her point generally is that Visnu cuts down the chasm that exists between
human notions of bliss and the true bliss that one gets through the experience of Brah-
man. In other comments, this formulaic line may stand for something like the modern
expression “from A to Z.” Thus in one verse she comments: “Beginning with the bliss
of human being all the way to the bliss of Brahman, paradise (svarga), and all other
worlds, highly priced gems . . . the Vedas, the Sastras, [gods like] Brahma, Rudra, and
other divine beings . . . all these I created.”!?

In another verse Tirukkonéri Dasyai uses the same beginning words but ends the
sentence differently: “Beginning with the bliss of human being all the way to the bliss
of Brahman each being has a measure of happiness. But even those [forms of happi-
ness] are paltry. So it is said that only the bliss of the Supreme Brahman is the highest
good.”?® This comment is for a verse that seems to be her favorite: Tiruvaymoli 5.8.1,
which also has the longest commentary. The verse itself does not talk about happiness,
but Tirukkénéri Dasyai weaves that concept in her commentaty. Let us look at
Nammalvar's verse:

O ambrosia that never sates,
you make this servant’s body,
so much in love with you,
sway

wander like waters

of the sea,

melt, and dissolve.

O Tall One

in sacred Kutantai

where lush fields of paddy
move like yak-tails over the rich waters,
I saw you, my Lord,

radiant and reclining

in a lovely posture.

Although the verse does not talk about bliss or happiness, Titukkonéri Dasyai’s point is
that it is the vision of the Lord that is the most gratifying and that is equivalent to experi-
encing the supreme one. Thus she uses the Taittiriya Upanisad’s words in the beginning
of a sentence in almost every comment, and then she concludes the sentence with differ-
ent words. This repetition is almost like a refrain, the rhythm in the composition.
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Whereas almost all commentators interpret every song of the Tiruv@ymoli, Tirukkénéri
Dasyai picks and chooses one or two verses from each set of ten. Usually she chooses
the first verse, but in some sets she selects two, saying that they interpret the first song.
Thus, in 7.5 she interprets both 1 and 10; in 7.9 she comments on both 1 and 7, and
in 8.3 she elucidates 1 and 6. Only in the last set of poems does she comment on as
many as three songs. Many of the commentaries on the Tiruvaymoli contain stories of
previous teachers. Thus, in commenting on 10.2.5, she quotes Parasara Bhattar, a twelfth-
century teacher and a direct disciple of Ramanuja, the wellknown philosopher. At is-
sue is the question of authority and qualification to recite the holy name of Visnu.
Tirukkoneéri Dasyai quotes Bhattar as saying that a desire and taste to do so is qualifi-
cation enough to say the name:

Namjiyar asked Bhattar: should one purify oneself before reciting the sacred Names [of
the Lord]? Bhattar graciously replied: When one goes to bathe in the Ganga, is it neces-
sary to take a dip in a litle puddle first? That [recitation of names] which will give us the
highest good, will also give us the fortune of having the qualification to do so.

To say the sacred name, having the desire, the taste to do so is enough. Those who
have the desire are all qualified to say it.”!

The Theology of Tirukkonéri Dasyai

Reading Garland of Verses, one has a sense of the clarity of Tirukkonéri Dasyai’s theo-
logical ideas and the ambiguity of others. Let us consider a few of her ideas briefly. She
cleatly thinks of the Tiruvdaymoli as revelation, though different in texture from the
Bhagavad Gitd. In commenting on 10.7.5, she says: “Like a father who gifts a cow to a
son and then stands next to the son and gets the gift, he teaches the words to the son
and hears the words, delighting in it. If he sang the song, it would become equal to the
Gita,”22

Thus, whereas the Tiruvaymoli is revelation, it is different from the Gitd in one im-
portant way. Visnu does not preach; rather, he teaches Nammalvar the words and makes
his devotee sing the song. Using Nammalvir's utterance of the sacred words as a pre-
text, he gives salvation to him. This, she says, is analogous to a father who gives his son
a cow. When the son wants to give a gift to the father, he gives him the cow, only
vaguely cognizant of the fact that he had, in fact, received it from him.

Tirukkonéri Dasyai also highlights the use of formulaic mantras in her commen-
tary. These became textually important after the twelfth century, and the Srivaisnava
tradition recognizes three mantras as significant to salvation: the “primary” (mula) or
the “sacred mantra” (tirumantra), “two lines” (dvaya), and the “last verse” (carama
sloka, i.e., Bhagavad Gua 18:66). She explicitly refers to these mantras and further
adds that the first song of the Tiruvdymoli explains the primary mantra: “The goal
spoken of in the last part of the tirumantra which ends in the fourth case (grammati-
cally) is explained by the first song of this Tiruvdymoli.”?> There are frequent refer-
ences to the mantras and connected rituals throughout the work.?* In her explicit
references to these mantras, she is closer in spirit to Periyaviccan Pillai and Vatakku
Tiruviti Pillai, the thirteenth-century commentators, than she is to the first commen-
tator, Pillan.
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However, like Pillan, the first commentator, Tirukkonéri Dasyai talks about the two
forms of Visnu: his all pervasive form, by which he is immanent in all of the universe
and by which he is recognized as the soul (@ma) of the universe (divyatma svariipa), and
his handsome, auspicious body, which is seen in incarnations (divya maingala vigraha).
She says that “he is the embodiment of consciousness’ by his wisdom and bliss he
glows and has both divya mangala vigraha and divyatma svaripa.”?

Tirukkénéri Dasyai also paints vivid word pictures in her commentaries. In describ-
ing the glowing form of Visnu, she says: “As the husband of Sri, his body glows like a
blue sapphire with a brilliant radiance. His sacred eyes are filled with maternal compas-
sion. They shower the rain of nectarlike compassion.”?6 Elsewhere, she says that the
Lord’s brilliant feet will banish all ignorance, just as the tising suns in the time of cos-
mic destructions banish the darkness of chaos. Quotations from the Tiruvdymoli are in
italics:

My father’s house is good:

O Lord who swiftly destroyed
the elephant’s distress

by bringing your lotus feet

to his head!
My father! I long for the same (fate). (2.9.1)

“Long for the same fate” The radiant feet that quell all sorrow, [TVM 1.1.1] will appear in
my heart, rising like the sun in the time of pralaya (chaos), banishing the dark night of
sorrow and the ignorance, the lack of discriminating knowledge (aviveka) that makes me
lose direction. Worship [TVM 1.1.1] these sacred feet and rise [TVM 1.1.1]. Thus he

says, advising all.

In this comment, as elsewhere, she sticks to the traditional interpretations but adds her
own word picture to illustrate the concept and also, as usual, introduces words and
phrases from TVM 1.1.1.

One of the issues that may help date Tirukkonéri Dasyai is her theological leanings
concerning divine grace. The Srivaisnava community theologically split into two groups
after the thirteenth century on the issue of divine grace and the practice of human sur-
render to the Lord. In reading Tirukkénéri Disyai's commentary, [ am convinced that
she precedes these theological differences. The details of this argument are beyond the
scope of this chapter, but I base my impressions on her use of terms that are employed
both by later Vatakalai and Tenkalai writers. In general, although there are some excep-
tions, the phrase “grace without cause” (nirhetuka krpa) is used by Tenkalai writers, and
bharanyasa (“the transfer of burden” of protecting oneself) is used by Vatakalai theolo-
gians. Tirukkonéri Disyai uses both terms freely. She says that by the Lord’s “nirhetuka
kypa he graciously gives wisdom (jfiana) filled with devotion (bhakti).”2?

However, like the later Vatakalais, Tirukkénéri Dasyai also speaks of the sacrament
of bharanydsa, by which one formally places the burden of saving oneself on the Lord
and the earthly dcarya (teacher):

Samsara (i.e. the cycle of life and death) is a vast ocean that no one can cross. You Great
Lord should make sure we cross it. [The Lord} stands as a surety for those who have
done bharanydsa: he is the raft, the ferryman who takes them across [the sea of life and
death]. He will alleviate the burden of all. O my mind, worship and rise [TVM 1.1.1].”28
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As does the later Vatakalai theologian Vedanta Desika, she also avers that Visnu
does not pervade the universe alone; he and the Goddess Sti/Laksmi pervade it to-
gether.? This is a position that later Terkalais reject.

This straddling of both theological frameworks probably puts her at a time before
the split became obvious. Furthermore, she repeats the words of the commentator Vatakku
Tiruviti Pillai almost exactly in a few verses. For example, the two comments on TVM
9.10.5 are almost verbatim, and it seems probable that she heard it directly from him.

However, although her commentaty is strikingly similar to the male commentators
in some cases, she is not shy about explaining the erotic attitudes that the poet displays
in talking to Visnu. In some of these verses (as in 10.3.5), she elucidates them in con-
siderable detail.

How, then, are we to assess her contribution? We have seen that at times she is
strikingly similar to male commentators, and yet stylistically she is very distinctive. There
is no one either before her or after her who has used her style of writing, interweaving
the first verse as a thread through the verse flowers that she picks. In theology she is
orthodox and displays a worldview consistent with the presplit period in Srivaisnava
history. Why, then, was her commentary ignored and marginalized? Was it disregarded
simply because it was not good enough, did not meet a “standard,” or was “unautho-
rized,” or because she was a woman?

Historical and Geographical Issues

The gender issue prompts us to turn to the context. Tirukkonéri Dasyai’s Tamil is ap-
parently not the best; the printed version of her manuscript has been edited throughly
to make her Tamil readable. The editor of this work has also published a sample of her
Tamil followed by his edited version of the same passage. The difference is striking.
Spelling and grammatical mistakes have been corrected. Although, on the one hand, it
is convenient to have an edited version thar makes the language comprehensible, on
the other hand, we are left without her “original,” which may provide clues to her na-
tive language or dialect. As of now, from the initial verses in which she pays homage to
teachers of the Chandragiri area and from her name, we may presume that she is from
the Tirupati area. This is reinforced by her lack of command over the Tamil language;
if Telugu was her native language, Tamil may have been acquired at a later stage. She
is very familiar with Sanskrit vocabulary and shows a striking knowledge of Sanskrit
texts. Even if we assume that most of the texts that she quotes are familiar to a Stivaisnava
audience because of hearing oral commentary regularly, she has retained them in her
memoty and has used them in appropriate ways. Her command of the Sanskrit Vedic,
Puranic, and epic quotations and her usage of them at relevant places are impressive.
Why, then, was this commentary not known or quoted by others? Here, we face
several possibilities that pertain to language, tradition, and protocol in the writing of
commentaries. Whereas Tirukkonéri Dasyai is extraordinarily successful in her paint-
ing of word pictures, is innovative in her style of comment (by showing how the entire
Tiruvdymoli elucidates the first verse), is fluent in her command of Sanskrit vocabulary
and quotations all the way from the Vedas to the Smrtis, is familiar with eatlier inter-
pretations of the Tiruvdymoli by the various Srivaisnava commentators, and is solidly
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grounded in the intricacies of Srivaisnava theology and interpretation, she has written
a commentary with grammatical and spelling errors that would be considered intoler-
able by purists. This alone, at a time when there were no spell-checks or diligent copy
editors may well have caused the marginalization of her work.

And then there is the problem of style and creativity. The style of assuming that one
verse from each set of eleven verses elucidates the first song of the Tiruvdymoli is inno-
vative, never having been used before. It obviously involves a deep contemplation of
the poem. The author does pay homage to many gurus, and it is certain that she heard
their commentaries over several months in semipublic forums, as was the custom in
those days. It is also possible that having heard the commentary for the day, she may
have reflected on the verses and come up with her own ideas. The primary idea—that
she could find one verse in every set to elucidate the first song—makes her commentary
unique. This theory may not have found favor if her teacher was a stickler for the rules
and wanted to follow the traditional pattern of commentary, which was done by males.

It may also be possible that the writing of the commentary was initiated without
prior and express permission from her teacher. The writing or recording of commentar-
ies was considered to be a serious task and one that could only be done by the com-
mand of the teacher. There is a recorded story in Srivaisnava hagiography about Vatakku
Tiruviti Pillai. Apparently he would listen to the commentary on the Tiruvaymoli given
by his teacher Narmpillai every evening and then go home and record it. At the same
time, his contemporary Periya Vaccan Pillai was also writing a commentary on the TVM,
based on the same teacher’s exposition. However, the latter was writing his commen-
tary with the express permission and authorization of this teacher. When Vatakku Tiruvit
Pillai presented his unauthorized recording to Narhpillai, he was admonished for re-
cording it without permission, and the only copy of the commentary was confiscated.
Several months or even years later, the teacher had a dream in which Lord Visnu ap-
peared and told him to make Vatakku Tiruvid Pillai’s commentary available to others
in the community. This commentary then became the most famous one on the
Tiruvdymoli; it is called the fru (“Equal”) and is considered to be equal to the Tiruvdymoli
itself.® It is significant that Tirukkonéri Dasyai mentions the main person in this inci-
dent as the last guru in her colophon. If Vatakku Tiruviti Pillai had been one of her
gurus, she must have known about this incident and known what would happen to her
manusctipt if it had been unauthorized.

In all these discussions, we have only lightly touched on the gender issue. A close
reading of her commentary does not reveal any “woman’s” position or any explicit dis-
cussions that would make us see an “essentialist” woman’s perspective. Some chapters
in this volume (by McGee, Patton, and Young) focus on the complexity of men’s textual
debates about women or on the subtleties of classical literary portrayals of particular
gender roles, such as in gift giving (Findly) and marriage (Jamison). This chapter adds
another kind of complex dimension to the picture: the participation of women in the
creation of traditional textual commentary. In Tirukkonéri Dasyai’s case, we see that
distinction of literary form is, in fact, not explicitly related to gender. Despite the
commentary’s unique structure, it does not reveal anything that we can ascribe only to
gender differences. She quotes the Vedas as much as does a male commentator. Al-
though a lot of these quotations may have been learned through ritual usage and
commentarial exposition, the juxtaposition of vernacular and Sanskrit revelation with
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ritual and commentary provides a milieu in which men and women of the community
have extensive access at least to those parts of the Vedas that have theological and salvific
import. Tirukkénéri Dasyai had access to this vast learning and was able to express
herself creatively; this alone makes her a felicitous example of a learned and articulate
woman from one prominent Hindu tradition.

Notes
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By What Authority?

Hindu Women and the Legitimization of
Reform in the Nineteenth Century

Nancy AUER Falk

The nineteenth century is a period especially crucial for understanding both the dilem-
mas and the distinctive opportunities that have emerged for Indian women. As is well
known, the so-called “women’s question” was one of its focal issues, and repercussions
from the way that question was addressed continue to affect the lives of Indian women
today. The women’s question was the great nineteenth-century controversy over a series
of customs that had restricted the lives of high-caste women and had prompted criti-
cism from India’s British rulers. These customs had been cited to justify England’s
argument that Indians—especially Hindus—were barbarians and therefore much in need
of England’s “civilizing mission.” They were, moreover, much quoted by missionaries
both in England and in the United States to justify evangelistic work in India.

What were the offending customs? An overview of the more well-known customs
might be helpful here. Sati, a widow's death by burning on her husband’s funeral pyre,
was probably the most notorious. Kulin marriage, in which a single high-caste brahmin
male might marry as many as twenty or thirty brahmin girls just to help their families
achieve a hypergamous union for them, was a much-criticized practice in Bengal. Child
marriage, in which a girl as young as four or five might be wed to another child or to a
much older widower, was challenged in part because it so often led to early widow-
hood, and widowhood itself was problematic because high-caste widows could not re-
marry. If they did not perform sati-which had been banned early in the century—they
were expected to spend the rest of their lives in ascetic selfdiscipline. Purdah, seclusion
of women, was another target of criticism in the tegions of India where it was practiced.
And finally, there was the practice of keeping women illiterate so that they would re-
main docile and would not challenge the customs and discipline of families into which
they married.

Many readers of this volume will be aware that several groups formed by nineteenth-
century Hindus that promoted religious reform were also deeply engaged in challenge
to these same customs. At various points during the century, they took up a series of
projects intended to alter the status and roles of Hindu women. The two groups most
active in this effort were the Brahmo Samaj, based in Bengal, and the Prarthana Samaj,
based in the western province of Maharashtra. These two groups will be the focus of
this chapter.

139
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The leadership of the reform groups was male, and hence descriptions of the groups’
goals were decidedly androcentric. Leaders justified working for women’s education, for
example, by saying that it would bring men more companionable wives and better mothers
for their children. Nonetheless, the groups made a stringent effort to engage women in
the project of their own emancipation. This often had unintended consequences, for
the newly educated and active women turned out to have minds and viewpoints of their
own. Among the most fascinating research going on in India today is the effort to te-
cover those expressions by unearthing and studying autobiographies, diaries, letters, works
of fiction, and essays published in women’s periodicals.

Much of this work thus far has focused on the reform project’s effects on women—
the changes it introduced into their lives and their understanding of its purposes and
benefits.! The present chapter has begun with a somewhat different question, asking
what authority the reform groups drew on to legitimize such changes. The question of
authority was particularly important to the movements, as many of the customs they
challenged claimed the sanction of religion. To challenge them was to take on India’s
pandits and the weight of authority of Hinduism’s many sacred texts. To do this, in
turn, one had to cite some authority of one’s own. Elsewhere in this volume, Paola
Bacchetta asks a similar question about the authority invoked by the women active in
the RSS Sambhiti. In a similar vein, Ann Gold juxtaposes male and female uses of au-
thority in a contemporary Rajasthani village.

Comparing respective approaches to the problem of authority in the writings of men
and women in the movements is a central dilemma that is explored in this volume, and
it points to a central dilemma that confronted the nineteenth-century male members of
the movement. Although the emancipation project had begun with an attempt by male
supporterts to seize the authority of scripture and hence turn the pandits’ own chief source
of authority against them, the appeal to scripture had not lasted. Many would-be re-
formers left this demanding and cumbersome course to claim alternate sources of legiti-
mization. When they did so they inadvertently also abandoned the very structures that
had upheld their own authority over women. Yet the women’s writings show how greaty
the men had relied on women’s acceptance of this male authority to secure women re-
cruits for the emancipation efforts. What would happen as women began to take their
movements’ teachings seriously and began to think and act in ways that were genuinely
free? Might they move in directions that the men were unable to tolerate! Some men in
the movements found this possibility disquieting.

In the remaining pages of this chapter, I will document this dilemma and then will
attempt to show what came of it. Whar effect did it have on the movements themselves!?
What effect did it have on the movements’ women? I believe that it was a significant
and too often overlooked factor in the backlash that overtook the movements during
the last two decades of the century.

To understand the men’s problem and its aftermath, it is necessary to survey briefly
three male approaches to authority that underlay early phases of the emancipation
movement. Most readers will be aware that the movement began with an appeal to the
authority of the Hindu canon, especially to Vedic authority. Founder Ram Mohan Roy’s
campaign against sati was grounded in an argument put forth in two tracts: “Confer-
ence Between an Advocate for, and an Opponent of the Practice of Burning Widows
Alive,” published in 1818, and “On Concremation: A Second Conference Between an
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Advocate and an Opponent of That Practice,” published in 1820.2 In both, he used the
same weapon, a classical precept of mimamsa: “Where variance is observed between
the Veda, the Smriti, and the Purana, there the Veda is the supreme authority; when
the Smriti and the Puranas contradict each other, the Smriti is the superior authority.”’

Although the other precepts of mimamsd are discussed at length elsewhere in this
volume by Mary McGee, it is important to note that mimamsd remained an important
interpretive tool in the colonial, as well as the ancient, context. Using the maxim from
mimamsd cited above, Roy was able to discredit the Purdnic teachings often cited in defense
of sati while framing an argument based largely on appeals to passages in Manu and
the Upanisads. He claimed essentially that Manu had charged widows to follow a path
of spiritual discipline, and the Upanisads honored such paths above the rites “leading
to fruition,” which were entailed in sati.

This was a daring initiative because Roy had challenged the authority of traditional
brahmin pandits* who had previously claimed the sole right to use the texts and the tools
of argument on which he drew. His tracts caused a furor, much of which was provoked
more by the fact of the challenge than by support for sati itself. But his technique would
prove to be highly effective, not the least because it offered the British rulers a rationale for
banning sati that was based on indigenous texts and teachings. Roy’s success would later
inspire several distinguished imitators, most notably Ishwarchandra Vidyasagara, whose
two treatises on widows’ remarriage were constructed on a similar model.

However, appeals to canon were cumbersome, and many who supported reform had
neither the expertise nor the inclination to search through sacred texts to prove the le-
gitimacy of their efforts. Many of Roy’s successors in the emancipation movement, in
fact, took a second radical step, locating their effort outside canonic authority altogether.
The first to do so appealed to the authority of logical reasoning, models for which had
been furnished by the works of contemporary Western philosophers. A wide range of
Western works had already been available in India by the time of Roy, who is said to
have been familiar with the writings of at least Francis Bacon, John Locke, David Hume,
Edward Gibbon, Voltaire, Tom Paine, Jeremy Bentham, James Stewart Mill, and Rob-
ert Owen.” The new English-language schools included the study of such works in their
curricula, apparently with some intention of thereby promoting reform efforts. In Calcutta,
this had born fruit in the movement of avid young rationalists known as Young Bengal,
whose denunciations of Hinduism scandalized the orthodox during the 1830s and 1840s.
A somewhat calmer Bombay parallel was the Bombay Students Literary and Scientific
Society, founded in 1848.8 These young rationalist social critics used a language of natural
rights and natural law to back their own pleas for improvement of women’s status.”

It is significant that several members of the Young Bengal movement followed
Debendranath Tagore from his early organization, the Tattvabodhini Sabha, into the
Brahmo Samaj, when Tagore made his decision to take over and rejuvenate Roy's reli-
gious reform group.!® A purely secular rationalism had proved too extreme to gain the
Young Bengal movement much of a following. Many rationalists therefore made com-
mon cause with later Samaj leaders, who defended their own efforts by appealing to yet
a third authority, that which Anantanand Rambachan has called the “authority of intu-
ition."!! This voice of Brahm, or God, speaking within the human heart, was first in-
voked by Debendranath to justify his convictions when he found that Vedic texts could
not fully do so. Showing traces of the Upanisad teachings in which the early reform
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groups were steeped, the appeal to an authority of intuition posited a direct internal
link between an individual human and God. Honed by a proper faith and course of
spiritual discipline, a devotee would know God’s path directly, and hence would choose
the right course of action when the time came to take it. That is, it is God’s own author-
ity that stands behind the human conscience and the human moral instinct. Evidence
for such divine guidance is found in the history of great men, whose inner convictions
drive them to effect reformations despite the opposition of entrenched establishments.
Debendranath’s protégé and later rival, Keshab Chander Sen, was to work out the best-
known version of this teaching, but it is also found in writings of the Prarthana Samaj
leader, M. G. Ranade.

Combination of this belief in internal divine guidance with the dictates of reason
had become a central creed for both Brahmo Samaj and Prarthana Samaj membership
by the final third of the nineteenth century, when both groups were most actively pro-
moting the women’s emancipation effort. The two groups differed principally in how
much credence they were willing to give to words of scripture. Keshab Sen’s Brahmo
Samaj, always more radical, rejected all external authorities: “The Samaj was free from
teachers, priests, books, ceremonies and rites.”!? The more cautious Prarthana Samaj
indulged in astute waffling: “No book shall be acknowledged or revered as the infallible
word of God; yet no book which has been or may hereafter be acknowledged by any
sect to be infallible shall be ridiculed or condemned.”!® This position allowed Prarthana
Samajists to cite scripture in their defense when scripture was amenable. It also helped
them avoid duplicating the Brahmo Samaj’s total break with the orthodox community.

Whether reformers broke with scripture entirely or only partially, the implications
were clear. They had jettisoned much, if not all, of the traditional Hindu authority sys-
tem. Yet there was one place where they nonetheless continued to rely on it. Ironically,
this was in their relationships with the women whom they were trying to emancipate. It
is the women’s writings, more than the men’s, that allow us to see how thoroughly the
men presupposed their own authority to turn upside down the worlds of their own
mothers, aunts, sisters, wives, and daughters. They rarely asked for permission from
the women of their own families when they decided to send a daughter to school, teach
a young wife to read, take her to Samaj meetings, or arrange a new marriage for a wid-
owed sister. As a result, they sometimes plunged the women being thus “emancipated”
into undesired and painful conflict with their families.

Our most eloquent testimony to such enforced emancipation is found in Ramabai
Ranade’s account of her own education by her distinguished husband M. G. Ranade,
longtime leader of the Prarthana Samaj.!* Ramabai was married at the age of eleven, at
the insistence of Ranade’s father and over Ranade’s stringent objections; Ranade him-
self was thirty-one and a widower, and he wished to marry a widow, not a child bride.
Unsuccessful in his battle, he determined that his very young wife would grow up to
meet his progressive standards. So he set about to teach Ramabai to read and write.

Although other women of his household had also acquired some literacy, they strin-
gently resisted this effort by Ranade. They put pressure not on him but on the gitl herself,
telling her to “play dumb” so he would give up his efforts. This put her in a quandary.
Her father had told her before her marriage that she was to hold her tongue, listen to
her new indaws, and endure—standard instructions for a Maharashtrian brahman bride.
But no one had taught her what to do if her husband and his family made conflicting
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demands on her. Still, by old brahman standards of pativrat, commitment to one’s
husband, Ranade had priority. Ramabai, moreover, prized the times that she spent with
her husband during her lessons. So she did her best to endure the taunting of the other
women. Often, however, it left her in tears.

Ranade taught Ramabai English as well as Marathi, and was rewarded with a bride
who was able to travel with him when responsibilities of his judgeship transferred him
from Pune to other posts. Here he encouraged Ramabai to organize women’s gather-
ings paralleling the Prarthana Samaj chapters that he himself was founding. He also
persuaded her to begin making brief speeches in public in support of women’s educa-
tion. The first time she did this he wrote the speech for her. Soon she was confident
enough to organize and conduct meetings on her own.

Each time she returned to the family home in Pune, however, the older women re-
sumed their attacks. Her responses to these show her full acceptance of Ranade’s au-
thority. Recalling one summer, when the women had been trying to dissuade her from
her friendship with the woman reformer Pandita Ramabai, she later wrote:

When they spoke to me like this, I used to be greatly affected and I sometimes felt that
I should heed their advice. I would half-heartedly agree to do as they suggested. But, when
the time came, I would somehow do exactly what my husband wanted me to. I knew full
well that everything my husband wished must be carried out; that otherwise he would be
displeased. So I never failed to do what he wanted me to.!°

Ramabai nonetheless did at one point manage to anger her husband, slipping away
from a public meeting on pretense of illness rather than taking a conspicuous seat among
attending reformists. Learning what she had done, Ranade refused to speak to her for
an entire day. His response after she apologized shows that he fully recognized his au-
thority over her and presumed this to be his husband’s right:

First, you behave stupidly. You yourself suffer because of it and make me suffer too. Who
would like it if his own one didn’t behave according to his will? Once you know the
direction of my thoughts, you should always try to follow the same path so that neither of
us suffers. Don’t ever do such things again.!%

[ do not mean to suggest that the Ranades’ relationship was totally authoritarian. It
is clear from Ramabai’s book that they developed a deep affection for one another.!”
But it is also clear that Ramabai engaged in reform projects almost wholly because her
husband wished her to do so.

Ramabai Ranade was not the only woman “‘emancipated” by a husband who was
relying on authority given to him by the very Hindu system that he was challenging.
Keshab Chander Sen’s wife broke with purdah to attend a Brahmo Samaj service at her
husband’s instigation. She, too, did so in the face of resistance from Sen’s relatives,
who immediately banned both of them from the Sen joint family household.!® Kailasbasini
Debi, married to Brahmo Samaj member Durga Charan Das, not only was illiterate at
the time of her marriage but also opposed the whole idea of women’s education. He
insisted that she should study, and she went on to become India’s first woman author
to publish a book of essays.

Ghulam Murshid has told her story and those of other Bengali women hauled into
the movement by male family members in his Reluctant Debutante: Response of Bengali
Women to Modernization, 1849-1905.1° None questioned their men’s authority to de-
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cide the course of their lives. In fact, some whose writings Murshid collected explicitly
defended the old Hindu ideal of feminine submission.?®

It was Sen himself who first seems to have recognized the risk that the movement
had taken in removing women from the strictures of the traditional system. After an
initial period of vigorous calls to end child marriage and purdah, support widows’ re-
marriage, and promote education for girls and women, he began to sound warnings
about the dangers of letting women become too liberated:

The Native woman has made herself troublesome to her parents, and on the other hand
troublesome to her husband. She has given up reading the Ramayana and Mahabharat,
but she has not shown any special proclivities for Shakespeare and Milton. She does not
sympathize with the elderly women in her family in the matter of domestic management.
In fact, she does not seem to possess sufficient knowledge and domestic economy. . . .
On the other hand she cannot sympathize with her husband.?!

One solution that Sen would offer over the years was for pious Brahmo husbands to
take wives in hand and offer them proper spiritual guidance:

Let him remember that the wife has a soul, which the Lord has committed to his care,
and which he must improve and enrich in the best way he can. If he is devout, let him
make his wife as devout. If he is an ascetic, let him make his wife also take the vow of
poverty. If he is a yogi he is bound his best to make his wife a yogini. If he rejoices in a
lonely hermitage to share the joys of the retreat. According to the Hindu scriptutes the
wife is the husband’s sahadharmani, partner in faith. So may she be!2?

Still another step Brahmos had to take was to design a proper system for female
education, one that had to be somewhat different from the men’s: “Women will not
only be trained up in intellectual knowledge, but will also be able to learn domestic
economy and receive a sound moral training.”? Geometry, logic, science, and history
were to be excluded. Here Sen parted company with his more rationalist followers, who
seem to have been far less inclined to fear the prospect of sharing their world with in-
dependent women, as long as those women had well-trained minds. When an opportu-
nity arose to found Sen’s much longed-for school for women, he quarreled over its
curriculum with the rationalist contingent led by Sivanath Shastri.?* This quarrel opened
a rift in the Brahmo community later made unbridgeable by Sen’s decision to give away
his daughter in the Kuch Behar marriage.?® In 1878, a new Sadharan Brahmo Samaj
seceded from Sen’s Brahmo Samaj of India. Sen himself died of diabetes less than five
years later. Neither the Sadharans nor the remnants of Sen’s following ever recovered
the membership or the influence that the Brahmos had had during the time of Sen’s
leadership.

Ironically, Sen’s fear that the Brahmo Samaj might lose control of its women was
misplaced. The Bengali women have been the group most studied by those who have
tried to determine responses to the emancipation effort. The vast majority shared their
menfolk’s goals. They, too, expected that they would spend most of their lives as wives
and mothets. They welcomed the new companionate ideal of marriage and the educa-
tion that helped them become friends and helpers to their husbands. They wrote far
less about the social struggle going on around them than about the need to maintain
proper modesty and decorum and to take proper care of their families and their house-
work. Radicalism for them was taking a paying professional job or asking parents to
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delay a marriage until they had completed their education or found a husband who was
a proper match for their own attainments. Ghulam Murshid has concluded sadly about
his findings from their writings: “Thus, by freedom, Bengali women understood only a
partial imptrovement in their degraded social position; [real] emancipation was still in-
conceivable.” 26

In Maharashtra, however, women had begun by the 1880s to strike out in ways that
became more problematic for male leaders. They did not intimidate the male reformers
themselves; for the most part, the latter were sympathetic. But newly activist women did
awaken a backlash well exploited by other male leaders who were striving to discredit
the reformers. Much of the problem here arose from the difference in political strategy
utilized by Bengali and Maharashtrian reformers. The Bengalis, by and large, had sim-
ply cut their ties to the orthodox community, counting for strength on their own num-
bers and their ability to establish economic independence of their families through their
access to jobs in the British civil service. Maharashtrian reformers, or at least the more
moderate, such as Ranade, had tried to avoid making a formal break with orthodox
practice. Unlike Brahmo Samajists, for example, Prarthana Samajists did not burn sa-
cred threads, eat in public with Muslims, or declare their group to be no longer Hindu.
In return, they won cautious acceptance and even backing for their measures from some
of the more progressive orthodox leaders.

Three well-publicized crises centering on women provided the means by which this
fragile detente was broken and orthodox tolerance of reform shifted into more rigid
resistance. The first was a lawsuit, the so-called Rakhmabai-Dadaji case of 1884-1888;
the second was the controversy of 1985-1991 over the reformer-backed Age of Consent
Bill; and the third was the clamor of 1990-1992 over Christian conversions at the widows’
school founded by Pandita Ramabai, Maharashtra’s most famous woman reformer, We
shall take these up in the order of their occurrence.

The chief protagonist of the Rakhmabai case was the young woman named Rakhmabai,
born in Bombay in 1864 and a member of a so-called “carpenter” caste.?’ Although
this caste was normally of fairly low standing, some of its members had gained wealth
and prominence in Bombay by taking advantage of the city’s commercial boom. Among
these were Rakhmabai’s father and maternal relatives. Rakhmabai’s father, a building
contractor, died when she was three; Rakhmabai had been his only child. When she
was six, her mother remarried a prominent doctor, remarriage being allowable in their
caste. This man, a strong reform supporter, made sure that his bright young ward re-
ceived a fine education.

Nonetheless, Rakhmabai’s mother and maternal grandfather insisted that she be
married at the age of eleven to Dadaji Bhikaji, a somewhat less prosperous member of
their caste whose education they planned to further. Unfortunately, Dadaji turned out
to be a lazy wastrel who was suspected of being infected with tuberculosis. Rakhmabai’s
family therefore observed her wishes to stay in her own household rather than sending
her after her puberty to Dadaji’s family.

In 1884, when she was nineteen, Dadaji sued for restoration of his conjugal rights,
attempting to force Rakhmabai to move in with him and his relatives. There is some
reason to suspect that he was motivated by money, for Rakhmabai herself had just been
awarded sole claim to the estate of her late father.”® The first judge to hear the case held
in Rakhmabai’s favor, but an appellate court reversed him, and the Bombay High Court
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subsequently held for Dadaji also, imposing a sixmonth jail sentence if she failed to
move to his home. Rakhmabai opted for jail, mobilizing so much public support that
the courts backed off from enforcing her sentence. After one more attempt at a lawsuit
against her family for defaming his character, Dadaji gave up his claims on Rakhmabai
and took a financial settlement.

All of these developments received generous coverage in the Maharashtrian newspa-
pers, with heated arguments both for and against Rakhmabai’s position. She herself
contributed to this publicity, publishing two letters in the Times of India in 1885 about
the evils of child marriage and enforced?® widowhood. Her language was scathing, charg-
ing that Hindu women were “treated worse than beasts,”*® and that child marriage was
intended to make a young bride “as submissive as a slave.”’!

Much of the controversy over Rakhmabai focused on legal points of the case: the
first judge had ruled that her marriage was not valid because it was not consummated
and she herself had never consented to it. However, critics also turned on Rakhmabai’s
calls for women’s education, charging that her own education had left her feeling that
she was too good for Dadaji. In the words of one writer, she had become “Rakhmabai,
the Bombay young lady,—who, inspired with fine notions of independence and free-
dom which Western education has instilled into her, rebelled against the authority of
her husband.”*

Among the several newspapers that published pieces critical of Rakhmabai’s posi-
tion was the new English-language weekly Mahvatta, and the Mahratti-language weekly
Keshari, both founded only in 1881. These two publications were started by a pair of
recent graduates of Deccan College, Chitpavan brahmans Bal Gangadhar Tilak and
Gopal Ganesh Agarkar, with Tilak editing Mahratta and Agarkar, Keshari. The two
had established the papers as part of a more ambitious project to bring renewal to their
homeland via inexpensive English-language education that was to be structured and
controlled by Indians. With several friends, they had founded the New English School
in 1880, followed by the two newspapets, and then the Deccan Education Society in
1883, which in turn had raised funds for and founded Ferguson College in January
1885.

It had been a strange partnership from the beginning. Although both Tilak and
Agarkar were both enthusiasts for the new Western secular moral philosophies, Tilak
was more orthodox in practice than Agarkar and more brusque and impatient person-
ally. Moreover the two men differed in priorities: Agarkar felt, as did most reformers,
that social reform had to precede other efforts by Indians to win more control over their
own destinies; Tilak believed that young India’s first effort should be to find a means of
gaining political independence from the British. By 1887, Tilak was quarreling with
Deccan Education Society member Gopal Krishna Gokhale, who was also Agarkar’s
friend and a great deal more like him. Over the next three years, Tilak began to distance
himself from the social reformers and to use both Mahratta and Keshari to build public
support for his own nationalist convictions. In December 1890, Tilak resigned from
the schools and society of which he had been cofounder, and Agarkar resigned from
Keshari, letting Tilak become its new editor.

Tilak had meanwhile learned that he could build suppott for his political agenda by
appealing to the mistrust that many orthodox Hindu males had for the programs and
methods of the social reformers. Women’s education was one point about which mis-
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trust seemed justified, as exemplified by the Rakhmabai case. Tilak, with his gift for
inflammatory overstatement, was to assert at one time during this case that founding a
high school for girls would cause women to run away from home.® His Mahratta,
moreover, furnished ample space to other voices raised in criticism.*

However, Tilak was not yet fully independent during the Rakhmabai case. It was the
two controversies immediately following that most helped him to end the detente be-
tween the orthodox and the reformers. The controversy over the Age of Consent Bill
was very complex, and we cannot discuss the whole of it here.>> At base, however, the
bill was a proposal put forth in January 1891 before India’s supreme legislative council
to make twelve the legal age at which a girl would be presumed mature enough to con-
sent to sexual intercourse. This bill was technically an amendment to an earlier provi-
sion in the Indian Penal Code that had set the age of consent at ten. However, all its
attackers and defenders knew it to be also a first attempt at limiting child marriage,
against which the Maharashtrian reformer Behramji Malabari had been waging a cam-
paign throughout the 1880s. One reason why the Rakhmabai case had gained so much
publicity had been its bearing on this larger campaign.

The British government had not responded to Malabari’s early initiatives, in large
measure because of reluctance to take legal steps that could be construed as interfering
with religious practice. This reluctance had been affirmed as official policy in Queen
Victoria's Proclamation of 1858:

We declare it to be our royal will and pleasure that none be in any wise favoured, none
molested or disquieted by reason of their religious faith or observance, but that all shall
alike enjoy the equal and impartial protection of the law; and we do strictly charge and
enjoin all those who may be in authority under us, that they abstain from all interference
with the religious belief or worship of any of our subjects on pain of our highest displeasure.

This principle had nonetheless been violated on a number of previous occasions, most
notably the 1829 abolition of sati, the 1856 Widow Remarriage Bill, and the Brahmo
Marriage Act of 1872. In all these cases, reformers had argued that overriding prin-
ciples of morality legitimized passage of the bills they advocated. The government, while
sympathizing with Malabari’s similar argument, feared a widespread public revolt if it
tried to raise the age of marriage per se. But it eventually proved willing to take the far
more cautious step of raising the age at which a child marriage could be consummated.

This provoked a widespread storm among Hindus. Pandits argued that the rite of
garbhadhan (“giving an embryo”), which entailed intercourse, had to be completed im-
mediately following a girl’s first menstrual period. Hindu marriage had in effect been a
two-staged affair, with the initial rites of commitment occurring during a gitl’s child-
hood but cohabitation beginning only with this garbhadhan ritual. According to the
pundits, the garbhadhan’s timing was a Sastric requirement. The new law would mean
that this requirement could not be met at its proper time if a bride happened to men-
struate before reaching the age of twelve.

Male reformers cited countering arguments that were also based on Sastric prescrip-
tions, as well as assembling medical evidence on the damage done to young girls and
their babies by premature copulation. Voices of women offered important new support
for the reform position, most coming from groups in Maharashtra. The women’s ap-
proach was somewhat different from the men’s, and potentially much more disquiet-
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ing, since women tended to argue that early marriage and sex resulted in loveless and
bickering unions. One member of the Arya Mahila Sam3j claimed that 99 percent of
all child marriages were unhappy. Another, writing in the Prarthana Samaj’s official
journal, was more restrained, asserting that perhaps four or five marriages in one hun-
dred might bring a couple to love and harmony.??” Moreover, the women did not re-
strict their support to mere writing. Like the male reformers, they proved able to launch
petition drives and organize mass public meetings. These were still much smaller than
the men’s, but they showed that women, too, could exercise political muscle—which, of
course, was also potentially threatening.

Let us recall that Bal Gangadhar Tilak had made his last break with his reformist
friends in the month just before the Age of Consent Bill was placed before the high
council. With little to lose, and two newspapers to work with, he used his writing skills
to convert controversy and masculine fears into political space for his own ambitions.
He claimed the middle ground between the reformers and the pundits. Reformers were
right, he claimed, to want change in an institution that had caused a great deal of hu-
man suffering. But they were wrong in their methods. They should not trust the gov-
ernment to make needed changes for them or do anything to increase the power of the
state machinery that was used to limit and suppress them. By doing so, they put their
own culture and religion in danger. It would be much better, and far more effective, to
use education to achieve the desired ends. With this argument, in effect, Tilak could
present himself as a moderate and much better ally for the orthodox than Ranade and
his friends, who were among the bill’s supporters.

Meanwhile Tilak had found still another source of controversy that helped him to
discredit the old reformers. This was a series of actions taken by the famous Pandita
Ramabai, the first woman in India to become a major emancipationist leader in her
own right. This story is told elsewhere in this volume, but we must nonetheless recall
here a few salient points to show why an attack on Ramabai could have so much power.
Ramabai was the daughter of a pious and learned Chitpavan Brahman named Anant
Shastri Dongre, whose ancestors moved from Maharashtra to Karnataka in the sixteenth
century. As a young man, Dongre returned to Pune to study, and he was impressed to
learn that the wife of the Peshwa was learning to read Sanskrit. Dongre decided that he
would teach women of his own family to read the Puranas, and he successfully defended
his decision to do so before a court of pandits. Dongre himself taught only his second
wife and their older daughter, Krishnabai; his wife, Ambabai, taught the younger daughter,
Ramabai. By this time the family had suffered financial reverses and was wandering
through India, earning a scanty income by giving public readings from the Puranas.

Unlike most Brahman gitls of her time, Ramabai did not marry young. Her father
had suffered a bad experience with the marriage he had arranged for Krishnabai and,
moreover, had no dowry to give for his younger daughter. Then both parents and
Ramabai’s sister died of famine and disease during the Maharashtrian famine of 1874~
1876. Ramabai and her only brother continued to live a life of constant pilgrimage and
Purina readings, but they became increasingly disillusioned with religion when their
purity and austerities failed to result in improvements to their harsh life. Then, in 1878,
they came to Calcutta, where the learned young woman caught the attention of local
pandits. Testing Ramabai’s achievements, they awarded her the two titles of Pandita
and Saraswati. Some of the city’s pandits then asked her to lectute to women in purdah
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about Sastric teachings on women’s duties. Studying the Sastras increased her discom-
fort with orthodox Hinduismy; later in life she would write: “There were contradictory
statements about almost everything.”8

Meanwhile, Ramabai and her brother had become friendly with Brahmo Samaj lead-
ers. Sen himself invited them to his home and gave Ramabai a copy of the Vedas, ad-
vising her to study it, together with the Upanisads. She had not done so previously,
accepting orthodox belief that Vedic study was forbidden to women. Now she took Sen’s
advice, and here, too, she made disquieting discoveries.> Her brother, meanwhile, had
become especially friendly with Samajist Bipin Behari Das Medhavi, a Kayastha lawyer
from Sylhet, Falling critically ill, Dongre convinced his sister to marry Medhavi, despite
the mismatch in their castes. But soon Medhavi, too, was dead, leaving Ramabai—never
accepted by his family—to care for their baby daughter alone.

By now Ramabai’s fame had begun to spread throughout India, and soon the Pune
Chitpavan reformers had invited this woman of their caste to come and help their own
reform efforts. Ramabai did move to Pune after her husband’s death, attracting as much
public notice there as she had in Calcutta. She gave well-attended lectures, organized
the women’s society called Arya Mahila Samaj, published a book on women'’s advance-
ment, and offered testimony before the British Education Commission that was to have
a longterm effect on British policy. She also met and became friends with young Ramabai
Ranade, whose husband was one of her more enthusiastic supporters.

Despite such friendships and her increasing influence and visibility, all may not have
been totally well in Ramabai’s relationship with the reform community. Later in life,
when estranged from this community, she complained about the hypocrisy of some
reformers and their predilection to substitute talk for action.® It is certain, at least, that
her would-be mentors tried to dissuade her when she proposed to travel to England to
study medicine. A group of Anglican nuns at Pune had offered to sponsor her and to
defray her expenses. Ramabai had met Christian women as early as her stay in Calcutta
and was impressed by their work to relieve social suffering. Now she accepted the nuns’
invitation.

In England, Ramabai experienced a double tragedy. An Indian woman with whom
she had traveled committed suicide, and Ramabai was told that her own poor hearing
would make medical study impossible. A long distance from home and cut off from the
driving purpose of her life, she converted to Christianity. Three years later, by then on
further travels in the United States, she compounded this rejection of her Hindu roots
by writing The High-Caste Hindu Woman, a stinging attack on Hindu teachings and
customs concerning women.*!

Ramabai wrote this book in part to help her earn money for the project that was
giving new direction to her life. She had decided to open a home and school for Hindu
widows in Maharashtra that would help them escape from their dependence on in-laws’
families. Using her Christian contacts and the fame she had acquired through her dra-
matic personal history, she had traveled throughout the United States, organizing Ramabai
Circles pledged to raise money for this undertaking.

The conversion that brought her friends and suppott in the West, however, soon
became an obstacle to her Hindu friends. Most were initially inclined to forgive it in
their eagerness to help her get her widows’ school started. When she returned to
Maharashtra in 1889, Ramabai still found a number of Hindu reformers, including
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Ranade, who were willing to list their names as her school’s supporters and to serve on
its advisory board. But she had placed these friends in an awkward situation. Her con-
version had made her something of a traitor to the orthodox, who charged that her
school was a covert Christian mission.”> Both she and her board attempted to offset
this fear by insisting that the school’s program would avoid all religious propaganda.
Ramabai, however, felt that this should not prevent her from allowing students to share
in her private devotions or from helping students acquire Christian instruction if they
wished it. Soon the inevitable happened. Two girls asked for instruction, Ramabai re-
ferred them to a missionary, and a Christian newspaper in New York boasted—incor-
rectly—that she had won two Christian converts. Tilak’s paper Keshari soon got wind of
the story. In February 1990 it charged that Ramabai’s school was proselytizing and that
her Hindu reformer friends were acting as colluders. Again and again, the Keshari ham-
mered away at the issue:

We consider the Christian women, who try to make inroads into our society under the
garb of female education, and the organizers—no matter how learned and honoured by
Government they may be—who assist them, to be the enemies of our society, of Hindu-
ism, and even of female education!®

Ramabai fought the charges, and Ranade and reformist newspapers at first defended
her.#* But the defense only let Tilak gain more and more political capital. He continued
to hound the school for two more years, until Ranade and other board members noti-
fied Ramabai’s American backers that they could no longer maintain connections with
it. Families wishing to preserve their own trespectability swiftly withdrew kinswomen
from the school, leaving behind only students who were destitute and friendless.

Ramabai herself did not break. She regrouped and continued her work, turning her
efforts toward the desperate women who would have her. Eventually she began work-
ing in famine relief for women, and she gathered together many in a large community
known as Mukti Mission. But she ran this as an openly Christian enterprise, and she
sought no further support among her onetime Hindu allies. Tilak’s newspaper kept up
attacks on her for twelve more years.®

The reformers, however, were badly hurt, for they had lost credibility at a time when
support for the Age of Consent Bill had already done them serious damage. Backlash
from both these factors turned public support toward Tilak. After the Ramabai case,
Tilak won most political battles in the state, whereas reformers were humiliated by a
series of defeats. By 1895 Tilak managed to seize control of the Sarvajanik Sabha, Ranade’s
political base in the city of Pune. Very soon his skillful maneuverings on a national
level would remove the reformers’ Indian Social Conference from the protection of the
Indian National Congress.

The split in the Brahmo Samaj in the east and the rise of Tilak in the west marked a
turning point in the emancipation movement. From this point on, raising the status of
women was no longet a focal concern of groups that were working for change in the life
of the nation. If anything, it became a bit unpatriotic to charge that women’s condition
needed improving—at least for Hindu men, whose attention and energies were now thor-
oughly captured by the nationalist movement. Reform efforts did survive, however, in two
forms distinguished by supporters’ gender and by their methods of legitimization.
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The first, a true women’s movement, evolved from the remnants of the older reform
societies. As has been noted previously, both the Brahmo and Prarthana Samajes had
promoted the formation of subsidiary women’s otganizations. Sen’s Brahmo Samaj of
India, for example, had founded a Brahmika Samaj as early as 1865, principally for
religious instruction of women. This would be followed in 1871 by a Bama Hitaisini
Sabha, oriented more toward promoting women's social welfare. Out of it, in turn,
sometime before 1878, came a breakaway group called Nari Hitasadhini Sabha, mirrot-
ing the fission that was developing in the greater Brahmo Samaj group. After the 1878
Brahmo Samaj split, each branch had a woman’s organization: the Arya Nari Samaj for
Sen’s group, the Banga Mahila Samaj for Sadharans—replaced in 1895 by the Bharat
Mahila Samiti—and the Sakhi Samiti, founded in 1886 in connection with Debendranath
Tagore’s Adi Brahmo Samaj.

At first, such organizations had been highly unstable and much dependent on male
mentoring. However, by the 1890s, most were working entirely under female leader-
ship. They were also increasingly emphasizing social, rather than religious, concerns.
Those surviving the political traumas that shook Bengal during the first decade of the
twentieth century emerged as movements that were fully secular in rationale and orien-
tation. Thus Saroj Nalini Gupta, a remarkable woman who founded at least five Bharat
Mahila Samitis in rural areas of Bengal, justified her groups principally by the claim
that they would be good for their country, for neighborhoods, and for families. Their
purpose, she said, was to disseminate knowledge about such issues as sanitation, to aid
in improving hospitals, to promote homes and classes for widows, to establish zenana
(harem) schools, award prizes to girls’ schools, train midwives, and found child-welfare
centers.*” It was local organizations such as these and those surviving in Maharashtra
that coalesced in 1927 into the All India Women’s Conference, India’s first lasting
nationwide women’s organization.*8

The second form in which the reform effort survived had both male and female
supporters and was located, ironically, within the nationalist movement itself. It is tempt-
ing to conclude that nationalist leaders were simply reactionary sexists when confronted
by such initiatives as the trashing of Pandita Ramabai or Tilak’s battle against the Age
of Consent Bill, But, as is also implied by Paola Bacchetta’s chapter elsewhere in this
volume, it is more accurate to say that the nationalists were opposed to forcing issues
that held potential for alienating the orthodox Hindu community, whose political coop-
eration they sought to attract. Nationalist leaders in general arose from the same social
milieu, had the same heavily Westernized educations, and admired the same Western
thinkers as did the reformers. Many had no personal objections to change in women’s
status per se—Tilak himself had educated his two daughters. They simply did not find
defense of such change to be politically expedient.

Most, therefore, at least tacitly accepted continuation of the change in women’s sta-
tus that had been set in process. They justified this by utilizing a new model of author-
ity that drew on the prestige of scripture while escaping classic constraints of scriptural
interpretation. This was the authority of the lost and golden Aryan age, when Indians
ruled themselves, women were educated and free, and all lived in accordance with true
Vedic dicta. Although trading on the authority of Vedic teachings and example, this
vision of the Aryan past was essentially a brand-new construct, introduced through the
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discipline of Indological history. Historian Uma Chakravarti has traced the process by
which the image of the Aryan golden age evolved, from its initial creation by Western
Orientalists, through adaption by figures as disparate as Young Bengal enthusiast Peary
Chand Mitra and Arya Samaj founder Dayananda Sarasvati, to its final appropriation
by the nationalist cause.*” By 1889 nationalist historian Romesh Chunder Dutt was
able to assert with confidence that in the Aryan age women composed hymns, assisted
at Soma sacrifices, moved about freely in society, chose their own husbands, could marry
again when widowed, and had full access to education. They had done all this while
serving as “intellectual companions of their husbands, affectionate helpers in their jour-
ney of life, and as inseparable partners in their religious duties.”

The implications of such a view of history were clear. Customs appropriate for Aryan
ancestors were surely appropriate for Hindus themselves. The changes made in the past
century had not been antagonistic to Hindu culture. They were a simple restoration of
past practice, corrupted in subsequent eras. Although perhaps done badly and rudely,
they could be considered an initial step toward India’s recovery of her freedom. Women
could and should be educated, especially about their Hindu religion. They could and
should move about freely and assume public roles, even serve as ritualists and religious
teachers. The strictures of marital custom could be eased: girls might complete their
educations and wait for adulthood to be married; widows could train for roles that would
make their lives more constructive and useful. Most importantly, all women could and
should work for the national effort. Yet it would still be clear to all who accepted this
paradigm that women’s roles were supportive and complementary to men’s. Like all
roles of the classical Hindu teachings on dharma, these would support the social fabric
and would not shake it.

Other chapters in this volume also emphasize the compromises of traditional Hindu
thought about women in the midst of historical change. Katherine Young has focused
on this accommodation in her discussion of women’s participation in the Vaisnava
tradition, and Mary McGee has discussed this compromise perspective on women in
the evolution of the Mimamsd tradition. But although others have written of the Aryan
movement, the present chapter shows its unique role in the evolution of the debate
about women: it acted as a solution to a particular debate about authority, similar to
the Mimamsakas and the Stivaisnava’s debates in earlier centuries.

The authority of the Aryas’ example offered not only acceptable grounds for compro-
mise between the goals of nationalists and reformers but also a way to resolve the male
reformers’ dilemma. Women inspired by it would be able to become all that the re-
formers hoped for them to be. But they would not strike out on their own or ask trou-
bling questions about the patriarchal structures that held them subordinate and pre-
served other inequalities of caste and class. In addition, many women also found the
example of the Vedic golden age attractive. It gave them space in which to grow and the
possibility of at least a limited partnership in the restoration of both their religion and
their nation. It is no wonder that it had become by the end of the century, in Chakravarti’s
words, “so deeply embedded in the consciousness of the middle classes that [its]) ideas
about the past have assumed the status of revealed truths.”*! Not until a hundred years
later would critics, carrying on the heritage of India’s secular women’s movement, be-
gin to call its implications into question.
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Hindu Nationalist Women

On the Use of the Feminine Symbolic to (Temporarily)
Displace Male Authority

PaoLa BACCHETTA

In most scholarship on right-wing women, there is an underlying assumption that right-
wing women adhere rather directly to the ideology of their male counterparts.! How-
ever, the Rashtra Sevika Samiti (hereafter Samiti), the women’s wing of India’s most
extensive all-male Hindu nationalist organization, the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh
(RSS), provides a striking oppositional example, for it has produced its own ideology.
The Samiti was established in a gender separatist, homosocial setting, and it has devel-
oped in a somewhat autonomous manner from the RSS. While both organizations strive
to establish in {(otherwise secular) India a specifically Hindu nation, there are vast zones
of differences, sometimes incompatible, between the Samiti and the RSS.? One of the
starkest points of disagreement is on the models each organization puts forth for the
gendered identities of the Hindu nation’s ideal citizens.

In what follows, I will contend that the Samiti’s models for Hindu women’s identity
operate in the lives of Hindu nationalist women as reference points for the displace-
ment, albeit temporary, of male authority over real women. In the first section, [ ex-
plore the models themselves, as they appear in the Samiti’s own publications from 1954
to present. In the second section, I examine the operability of the Samiti’s models in
public space.? That is, I trace the mode in which the models inform and guide Hindu
nationalist women’s participation in a major national event in India: the 1992 Hindu
nationalist demolition of the Babri mosque. But first, a few words on Hindu national-
ism and on the Samiti as an organization are in order.

Hindu Natonalism

Hindu nationalism inscribes itself within the current global phenomenon of identity
politics as what I shall call an extremist religious micronationalism of elites. It is a micro-
nationalism insofar as its “imagined community,” in Benedict Andersen’s sense, is
restricted to only a part of the nation in which it emerged.* Indeed, India is officially a
secular state, made up of people adhering to a wide range of faiths. Of its 903 million
inhabitants, 82.6 percent are classified as Hindu, 11.4 percent as Muslim, 2.4 per-
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cent as Christian, 2.0 percent as Sikh, as well as a smaller percentagte of Buddhists,
Jains, and so on.’ Hindu nationalism is expressly a religious micronationalism in that
instead of “forgetting” its basis in religion (as what Anderson calls “official national-
isms” in the West do) or incorporating religious pluralism into its concept of secular-
ism (as Indian nationalism does),? it constructs and establishes adherence to its own
notion of Hinduism as a criteria for citizenship. It qualifies as extremist because its anti-
other tenants—it is specifically anti-Muslim but generally opposed to all non-Hindu citi-
zens—have been pushed to the extreme in its ideology and practice. It is a religious
micronationalism of elites insofar as it is produced by individuals from the dominat-
ing caste, brahmins, who make up about 4 percent of the Hindu population.” Not
all brahmins, of course, are Hindu nationalists. Indeed, many have been leaders of
its most fervent oppositional organizations. Hindu nationalism proper was born with
the first theorization of a Hindu nation-state, in 1923, with Vinayak Damodar Savarkar’s
treatise Hindutva (or “Hinduness”). Its rise occurred in the 1920s and 1930s, when the
general notion of nationalism itself spread in India to become, in the words of Gyan
Prakash, “a mass phenomenon.”®

The Samiti: Historical Elements

The Samiti was established in 1936, in Wardha, Maharashtra, just eleven years after
the founding of the RSS and in relatively close geographical proximity.® The period is
characterized by the escalating activism of the Indian Women’s Movement (IW/M), made
up largely of autonomous groups and whose roots are in the social reform movements
of the 1800s (discussed by Nancy Falk elsewhere in this volume). Concurrently, women
began to come to the fore in nearly every other political organization with the potential
to challenge Hindu nationalism: the Indian National Congress, Communist Party, Bengal-
based “terrorist” groups, and the movement for the rights of “backward classes” led by
Dr. Ambedkar. In this period, the [WM began to forge links with the Indian National
Congress, which had, in the 1920s and 1930s, mobilized women massively in the non-
cooperation and civil disobedience movements led by Mahatma Gandhi.!? The IWM
also collaborated with the Communist party of India (formed in 1921).!! Finally, 1936
was also the year in which Dr. Ambedkar's efforts to unite the various peoples that
were designated “backward classes” culminated in the founding of his Labour party.
Certainly this visible expansion of potential rivals and the increasing mobilization of
women contributed to opening the minds of Hindu nationalist males to the idea of
creating a women’s wing in their movement, too.

The Samiti’s founders were Dr. Hedgevar, the sarsanghchalak (supreme leader) of
the RSS, and Lakshmibai Kelkar, a widowed mother of eight who had formerly been a
Gandhian activist. They endowed the Samiti with the same goal as the RSS: the “re-
naissance” of the Hindu nation. Elsewhere, I have explored the different, even incom-
patible, modes in which they define that entity.!? To reach their “common” goal, the
Samiti was conceptualized to function separately and independently, so that it and the
RSS would be “just like parallel lines which go in the same direction, but never meet,
maintaining a certain distance.”!?



Hindu Nationalist Women 159

The “parallel” relationship is reflected in nearly every domain, from the material
to the symbolic, from the beginning of the Samiti until today. For example, the two
organizations share the same inauguration day but interpret its meaning in different
ways. The day corresponds to the popular multisemic Hindu festival Vijaya Dashmi
Day, drawn from the epic Ramdydna. For the RSS, it is the day of the god Rama’s
victory over his enemy Ravana, who kidnapped his wife, Sitd. For the Samiti, it is the
day of the victory of the goddess Durgia, of whom Rama is a devotee, over the de-
mons. Indeed, the Ramdyana contains both meanings; in the episode in question Rama
calls on Durga to give him the strength to overcome Ravana. In their respective read-
ings, however, the male RSS selectively emphasizes exclusive male agency (Rima’s),
whereas the Samiti selectively emphasizes exclusive feminine symbolic agency (that of
the goddess).

Notwithstanding their “parallel” nature, the Samiti is a formal offshoot of the RSS
and is structurally subordinate. This relationship is rendered visible in the terms used
to describe the leaders. The director of the Samiti is called pramukh sanchalika (intellec-
tual leader), a position that also exists in the RSS but is secondary to the sarsanghchalak.

Its parallel but subordinate nature is further reflected in the Samiti’s name. The
founders chose to retain the initials RSS; seemingly, the abbreviated signifier is intended
to evoke similarity. However, in content there are some important differences. The lit-
eral translation of Rashtra (“National”) Sevika (“Worker,” in the feminine) Samiti
(“Group”) includes all the terms in the male group’s name transposed into the femi-
nine gender, except swayam (in Skt., svayam), or the “empirical selfacting-in-theworld.”
In Samiti publications that explain the origin of its name, there is no mention of the
absence of swayam. This absence acts to repress but not to abolish the signifier swayam
altogether. On the one hand, the Samiti constructs models for an autonomous femi-
nine self-acting in-the-world, thus allowing for women’s existence independent of men.
On the other hand, in certain publications it defines the feminine self as inclusive of a
number of other entities (the “family, society, nation, religion, and culture”), thereby
rendering women’s identities contingent on entities that include men.!* The absence of
the signifier swayam simultaneously permits the Samiti to operate a certain nonconcession
{women as independent) and a certain concession (women as contingent) to the RSS at
the level of the signified.

The Samiti has had only three national leaders to date: Lakshmibai Kelkar was suc-
ceeded in 1978 by Tai Apte, the niece of noted nationalist leader Lokamanya Tilak and
Apte was succeeded in 1994 by Usha Chati. Today, it has about 1.5 million members
{in contrast to about 2.5 million for the RSS) located mainly in urban centers across
India and in several foreign countries in which the RSS also exists. The membership is
largely upper-caste and middle-class, although attempts to recruit lower caste and rural
women from 1973 onward have been increasingly successful.

The Samiti’s internal structure and technique are modeled after those of the RSS. It
is rigidly hierarchical, with power flowing from the national to regional to state to de-
partmental to city to neighborhood level. From its beginning, the Samiti’s most wide-
spread activity in its sakhds (neighborhood “cells”) were paramilitary and ideological
training, much on a par with that of the RSS.!® It has added more activities over the
years: various courses for women, including Sanskrit, yoga, cooking, “Hindu history,”
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and art, as well as boycotts against Muslim businesses and demonstrations on issues of
gender and religion,

Ideology and Ideological Apparatus

The Samiti founded its own press in Nagpur, Maharashtra, in 1954. Its publications
consist of an extensive array of genres: essays, journalism, song and game manuals, a
hagiography of the founder, and lectures on sacred texts. Its thought was developed
with specific, gendered addressees in mind. From its inception, the Samiti was not in
this domain to be an exact “imitation” of its male counterpart.'® Dr. Hedgevar main-
tained that he “knew nothing” about women,!7 and he left Lakshmibai Kelkar to deter-
mine “the basic principles and philosophy of women’s life in Bharat.”!® The Samiti’s
discourse was to reflect “women’s world view, her nature, her life ideals,”'® which “in
Bharat is quite different than that of men.”?® The early recognition and affirmation of
separate gendered concerns has contributed to the Samiti’s relative discursive autonomy.
In constructing women'’s identities, Samiti ideologues draw from sources different from
those of their male counterparts (the Devi Mahdatmyd, for example, discussed below) and
assign dissimilar meanings to the same sources (as above in the case of the Ramdydna).

Hindu Women According to the Samiti

The Samiti puts forth a wide range of models for Hindu women. Consistently, upper-
caste, middle-class Hindu women are the central subjects on which they are based, re-
gardless of the connotations of the models in question and the gentres in which they are
constructed. Each model contains symbolic references drawn from upper-caste Hindu-
ism or middle-class nationalistinspired Indian history, in the form of goddesses, femi-
nine principles such as sakti (feminine energy) and praksti (eternal substance), or femi-
nine historical figures mythified.

To make sense of the models, one of the axes along which they can be divided is their
place in what I shall call a series of metonymic configurations of “woman”/“femininity.” By
that phrase I mean relatively selfcontained subsets of social positions to which symbolic
elements are attached. The positions in question are mother, daughter, elder sister, younger
sister, wife, motherinlaw, widow, single woman, and female citizen. These positions in-
clude but extend far beyond the usual ones conceptualized within the upper<aste Hindu
theoty of dsrama (stages of life). In the latter, women are generally dependent on male
counterparts and are confined to the context of the garh (home): as daughters, wives, mothers,
and perhaps widows. Furthermore, the figure of the upper-caste widow is usually con-
noted negatively in the context of the dsrama; however, all three of the Samiti’s own lead-
ers, who function as supreme models for Hindu women, were widows.

Each subset in the series can be further divided into a range of smaller units, that is,
the individual models, which are ethically connoted. The axis that seems most relevant
here is the Samiti’s own: its “conscious”/“unconscious” binary. In Samiti terminology,
this split signifies that there are, on the one hand, Hindu women who are “conscious”
of themselves as Hindu nationalists and, on the other hand, Hindu women who are
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“unconscious” of themselves as Hindu nationalists. The models are arranged into one
or the other categoty, not so much according to their insertion into the temporal peri-
ods of kaliyuga (age of downfall of the Hindu nation) or satyayuga (golden age of its
“resurrection”), as RSS models are, but rather according to the degree of “Hindu-ness”
or of “westernization” assigned to them. Indeed, in the Samiti’s scheme of things, indi-
vidual women embody upper-caste Hindu concepts of eternal time and space. Thus,
models for “conscious” women exist in both satyayuga and kaliyuga.

Each model functions as its own frame, or to extend a Bakhtinian concept, a chronotope,
a space/time wherein a constructed social position and the symbolic referents assigned
to it interact to create meaning.2! Each model has its own depths and limitations for
what can be expressed within it and what it is able to mean. The models for “conscious”
Hindu women are central and are linked ditrectly to the renaissance of the ideal Hindu
nation, whereas the “unconscious” ones are marginal.

Each model contains elements located both in the garh and babir (the world). For
the Samiti, all Hindu women are citizens, and thus can potentially invest the space of
the babir, regardless of their other positions. Women’s positions as citizens often con-
stitute extensions of their positions in the private space into the public space. In that
sense, the dichotomy posited between public space and private space in feminist writ
ings on situations outside India is virtually collapsed. The one exception is the pracharak
(full-time celibate Samiti worker or “preacher,” the counterpart to the RSS’s pracharak),
who renounces family life and exists solely in the babir,

General Qualities of All “Conscious” Hindu Women

All “conscious” Hindu women, regardless of their particular location in the Samiti’s
series of metonymic configurations of “woman”/“femininity,” share certain characteris-
tics. Quite specifically, they are to embody “the seven qualities of women” as propounded
in the Bhdgavad Gita.?? These include “fame or reputation of character”; “wealth com-
bined with generosity”; “power of speech”; “memory”; “power to conceive, understand,
synchronize, logical reason”; “patience, courage”; and “forgiveness.”??

In addition, three central symbolic referents are found in various forms in nearly all
the subsets in the series: Bharatmarta, the territorial goddess of the Hindu nation;
Astabhgja (literally “Eight Armed”), a goddess created by Lakshmibai Kelkar specifi-
cally for the Samiti; and Sita of the Ramaydna. Often they function in a complementary
fashion to emphasize qualities that might be desirable in one context or another.

For the Samiti, Bharatmati, although literally the territory of the Hindu nation as sub-
stance (nature), is extended to represent culture: “The qualities of the mother are reflected
in the daughters—we are the daughters of Bharatmata. We are brought up and cultured.
Our minds are to be refined to the maximum extent.”?* Bharatmita is also “affectionate”
to her children,?® “produces things that make our life prosperous and comfortable,”? and
gives everyone a sense of peace and tranquility.2’ She is a “superpower.”8

The Samiti describes Astabhija as a model of “the quintessence of feminine quali-
ties to remind women of their own qualities.”?® Astabhnja is “the creator of the world,”
and the “symbol of motherhood.”*® She is “an integral combination of Mahakali,
Mahasaraswati and Mahalakshmi,” and accordingly represents “Strength, Intellect, and
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Wealth.”3! She holds “weapons in her eight hands” that “symbolize the qualities neces-
sary for an ideal Hindu woman.”3? These are the saffron flag, the lotus, the Bhdgavad
Gitd, a bell, fire, a sword, and a rosary; the eighth hand remains bare and is held in the
traditional position used for conferring blessings.> Astabhaja is subject to a range of
personal interpretations by members who worship her. Most significantly, she reinforces
fierce qualities of femininity.

Linked to women’s potentially fierce qualities are those of vulnerability. This is where
the referent Sita enters. Sitd is the primary symbolic element for the model of the “con-
scious” wife, but she also traverses all other models in her aspect as the abducted woman
of the Ramdyana. The Samiti regards all Hindu women as the potential victims of “un-
conscious” Hindu men and all Muslim men, Samiti ideologues maintain: “Due to the
make up of a woman’s body her power to produce is made use of by abduction. This
has been in popular use sometimes and sometimes rare. History is witness to it.”
Potential vulnerability provides the rationale for military training and the use of vio-
lence; the Samiti claims they are necessary for women's selfdefense.

Now, let us explore the specific models.

Mothers of Sons and Mother Warriors

A host of anthropologists, sociologists, and psychologists have observed that mother-
hood is a dominant paradigm for women in upper-caste Hindu social systems.* In gen-
eral, the mother in question is a mother of sons. Also, for the Samiti, “the role of mother
is the most important role a woman has to perform.”3 However, she is a mother of
both sons and daughters. Furthermore, whereas social scientists maintain that the up-
per<aste Hindu mother is characterized by a general ambiguity {good, protective mother
versus bad, aggressive, or withholding mother), the Samiti selectively deletes negative
qualities from her altogether. Instead, the Samiti divides the mother into two personali-
ties along a very different axis: a domesticated mother of Hindu nationalist children of
both sexes; and a mother warrior who by her own power protects the Hindu nation.

The domesticated mother is the most recurring mother figure in the Samiti litera-
ture. She is “the pivot of the family, and the family is the pivot of the nation. It is on the
organization of the family that the nation depends.”?” She provides the Hindu nation
with “good citizens, in the form of doctors, artists, learned men and women, soldiers,
leaders from each home, for its progress.”3® She is supposed to teach her children to be
unselfish and to know about Hindu unity.? She is responsible for maintaining “pure
Blood, genetics and tradition which are the crux of human life.”* She was “created by
God” for that purpose.*! The Hindu mother is “a symbol of love, sacrifice, dedication,
fearlessness, sanctity, devotion.”# However, she should be able to sacrifice her own
children “for the welfare” of Hindu society or the people.*’

A muldtude of symbolic references for the domesticated mother is available in In-
dian history and in the upper-caste Hindu symbolic world; the Samiti extracts a num-
ber of them as illustrative of this positionality. Most of the historical figures are local,
upper-caste Mahatashtrian ones, a fact that calls to mind the geographical and caste
origins of the organization itself. Two important recurring referents are Ahalyabai Holkar
and Jijabai. The former is an eighteenth-century figure from a Maratha family that ruled
Indore and its region until 1948, when the area became part of the Indian Union. In
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popular versions, the male members of the family are remembered for their victoties
over local Moghul rulers and later over the British. Because her husband was deceased
and her son died in the same year he ascended to the throne of Indore, Ahalyabhai
Holkar herself ruled, with great success, for a number of years. In the Samiti version, in
which Ahalyibhai's maternal qualities in relation to her son are emphasized, the impli-
cation is a collapsing of motherly and ruler qualities into one. The Samiti speaks of
Jijabai as a mother who “trained her son Shivaji for fighting against foreign rulers.”#
Shivaji Bhonsla (1627-1680) was a Maratha ruler, widely known for having reconquered
considerable territory held by Moghul rulers. The RSS has reconstructed him as a Hindu
nationalist hero. In popular, non-Samiti versions, he is remembered as having been
raised by a nurse and the renown guru Ramdas. Here, the Samiti selectively rewrites
feminine history, emphasizing what is most meaningful to Hindu nationalist women.

Another recurring referent is Adifi, a goddess from the Rg Veda, who is the object of
a number of mythologies, including those in the Mahdbhdrata and the Purdnas. The
Samiti’s version draws from her presentation in the Rg Veda but then constructs her as
the mother of a valorous Hindu nationalist son: “She came to the sage Kasyapa and
asked for a son who could free the motherland from the shackles of bondage. She was
blessed with a valorous son called Vaman, who organized an army of youth and estab-
lished his dominion over the three worlds. This great mother became the object of worship
and emulation.”®* In the myth involving Kasyapa, Aditi is his wife, who gives birth to
Visnu in his midget form. Another referent drawn from Sanskrit literature is Draupad,
from the epic Mahdbhdarata. The Samiti’s version stresses her compassion and identifi-
cation with other mothers. After her five sons were unjustly killed, she did not ask for
revenge against the killer, Asvatthaman. She felt that “her sufferings because of her sons’
death should not be extended to Kripi (Asvatthaman’s mother). Motherhood is the virtue
which gives completeness to a woman. Through it she overcomes crude force. It is the
ultimate fulfillment for a woman.”#6 Embedded in all these referents are a number of
transreferents to additional characteristics: motherhood thus implies rulership, protec-
tion, divinity, and compassion.

Whereas all these symbolic referents involve motherson relations, for that is indeed
what dominates the uppercaste Hindu symbolic world from which they are drawn, the
Samiti invents its own symbolic mother-daughter paradigm. It conceptualizes Astabhija
and Bharatmata in their aspects as symbolic mothers to all Hindu women. It associates
Astabhija with the mother’s capacity to “mold the family,”*? and conceptualizes Bharatmata
as the all-giving, all-powerful, omnipotent mother of Hindus. Both divinities are invested
with qualities of protectiveness, specifically in their relations to Hindu women as daugh-
ters. Here, the Samiti constructs as presence what has been perhaps repressed to some
degree in the upper-caste Hindu symbolic world of its own members’ milieux.8

The second model, the fierce, warriorlike mother, recurs less often in the Samiti
literature than the domesticated mother and exists almost solely at the symbolic level.
The threat she could pose to masculinity—and thus to the RSS—is striking. The fierce
mother is, indeed, always more powerful than masculinity in any form, for she is both
sakti (feminine energy, without which the male is reduced to a corpse, to unanimation)
and feminine form. She is unmarried, and her children—of both sexes—are not concep-
tualized as her biological offspring. As the work of Indologists, Sanskritists and anthro-
pologists has demonstrated, from their historical genealogy as Devi, independent god-
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desses (unmarried and uncontrolled by male counterparts) who provide the symbolic
referents for fierceness have been progressively domesticated, often through spousification,
in most upper-caste Hindu contexts.* However, in the Samiti’s symbolic, she is revived
as a referent for Hindu women to emulate, and is connected specifically to the figure of
the Hindu woman/ mother as citizen.

The Samiti’s fierce mother is protective. She is most repeatedly exemplified by the goddess
Kali, whom the RSS largely eliminates from its discourse. The Samiti maintains that

The slayer of the buffalo demon is a slayer of other demons. . .. Looking at her astride
the lion who will dare to call the woman helpless. By slaying the corrupt, the mother
goddess protects her devotees. Those who do not know the real meaning of non-violence
take her to be violent. Rather she is the manifestation of non-violence in her slaying of
the corrupt demons. Let the Bharatiyva woman become like Kali.®

The source for the Samiti’s Kalf is the Devi Mahatmya, a sixth-century Sanskrit text
in which the goddess is central, and which also forms part of the Mdrkandeya Purana
(chapters 81-93). Of its three episodes, the Samiti emphasizes the last. Unlike the first
two, the third is widely considered by Sanskritists, from Charlotte Vaudeville to Tho-
mas Coburn, to be directly of pre-Aryan origin.’! Two demons, Sumbha and Nisumbha,
conquer the world, and the male gods are incapable of defeating them. They call on the
Devi, and she, by multiplying her forms during a ferocious battle, destroys them and
their entire armies. She is presented as wounding, killing, and devouring the demons
while retaining the maternal aim to protect her devotees.

Wives

Guidelines for the personality and behavior of upper-caste Hindu wives have been most
elaborated in the context of the Dharma Sastras (Rules of Conduct, or Hindu law books).
These were composed from the Vedic period to today and number more than 7000. As
Susan Wadley points out, a dominant theme is that men are to control women and
their sakti.5? In the literature, women as wives are loosely polarized along a continuum
into good-benevolentcontrolled (by their husbands) and bad-malevolent-uncontrolled.
In the Samit’s version, however, this scheme is circumvented. Again it is primarily the
“conscious” versus “unconscious” binary that is operative.

The Samiti posits two models for the “conscious” wife. The first seems to conform to
the good wife of the Dharmasastras: she is domesticated, selfsacrificing, and personally
responsible first and foremost to her husband’s will and duty. The second, however, is
the wife who is active outside the home. She sacrifices herself for the larger goals of the
Hindu nation, to which she is more dedicated than to her husband. Although they seem
at first glance to be in contradiction, both models can coexist in the same person, being
simply different aspects of her personality and duties (to the husband and to the nation).
The existence of the second model and the potential coexistence of both in one wife mark
significant ruptures with the normative, non-Samiti upper-caste model. Furthermore, the
coexistence of the models in the Samiti discourse itself operates to allow the Samiti to
present itself in conformity with the normative when necessary.

Before discussing the separate models, a few words about commonalities in the tra-
jectory of the wife are in order. Regardless of the model in question, the perfect mar-
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riage is arranged. The major symbolic referent here is the marriage of Rima and Sitd in
the Ramdydna:

Family priests studied the birth documents and found that the bride and groom were
made for each other. Suitable, the word has been used in a sense which should be kept
in mind today. We look for suitable matches for our children. We see only the superficial
characteristics. What would be the definition of suitable then? A practical example is
given to illustrate the meaning. Sugar kept in different types of containers when mixed is
hard to discriminate. This is homogeneity, not suitability. One more example: when lemon
and sugar from different types of containers are mixed, the sugar dissolves. This merges
the independent existence of both of them. If tasted the mixture will have the taste of
both. Besides, the mixing has produced a third substance. The suitable living of man
and wife creates a third human. In this view, the life of a man is external, and the life of
a wife manifests itself from within him. Man and wife together make up the whole. It is
their duty to support each other in all walks of life and guide each other. We see this
wholesomeness of life in Rima and Sita.>

This description diverges from normative upper-caste marriage in the Samiti leaders’
milieu, where the wife is supposed to take on the characteristics of the male family line
and to support the husband while he guides her.

Now, let us turn to the models. The “conscious,” domesticated wife is proud to be
a housewife. She should “discard the feeling of inferiority in this and think of her house-
wifely duties as a great responsibility.” > The “role of the housewife is important in every
family and the smooth running of the country depends upon a wellmanaged family, If
the family disintegrates, the state disintegrates t0o.”> Furthermore, the “housewife is
the equivalent of the Home Minister” in the domestic realm.® Thus, although the
domesticated wife is located in the home, she is fundamentally linked to the Hindu
nation. Her relation to her husband is in conformity with the Dharmasastras: “Man is
as a god, and his wife is energy.”>? She knows how to “arouse the manliness, dutiful-
ness, and brilliance of her husband.”>® She sacrifices everything for him to play his
rightful role as a citizen of the Hindu nation.

The Samiti’s major symbolic referent for the domesticated, controlled wife is Sita of
the Ramayana. Here, its ideologues simply draw directly from the normative, non Hindu
nationalist milieu, where Sita is generally conceptualized as an ideal for wives to emu-
late.”® Most of the Samiti’s discourse on Sita is drawn from Pathadarshini Sriramakatha,
Lakshmibai Kelkar's essays on the Ramdydna. For the Samiti, Sitd’s greatness resides in
her sacrifice, devotion, and chastity. She accepts trial by fire and banishment to safe-
guard her husband’s reputation. Although “some people consider her weak in charac-
ter or too docile, she has combined devotion and love and played the role of the all-
sacrificing woman for Rama and the subjects. Her greatness lies in her readiness to
sacrifice and her intense devotion to Rama. A Hindu woman lives for her reputation of
chastity. She struggles for it and also dies for the same.”®

A particular event now a part of the annals of history reinforces this theme of chastity:
“To preserve their purity of character, the women of Chittor offered themselves to the
funeral pyre.”®! This refers to an incident in 1564, during Akbar’s attack on the town of
Chittor in Rajasthan. The local Rajputs understood that they would be overpowered, but
instead of submitting they committed johar (suicide by throwing themselves onto a fire).
The women of Chittor followed suit and won renown for their sacrifice.
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Finally, the theme of sacrificial devotion to the husband is supported by mythology,
for example, Tara, the wife of King Hariscandra, who is a subject of discussion in two
texts the Samiti often draws from, the Mdrkandeya Purdna and the Mahabhdrata. King
Hari$candra had to give up his kingdom to prove his devotion to Viévamitra. The Samiti
states that Tara followed him to destitution “with a smile” and “inspired her husband
to the path of duty whenever he was faltering.”®? When he had not means left to sur-
vive, she asked him “to sell her and her son to slavery.”83 Here, the wife subordinates
her freedom to her husband’s happiness.

In the second model, the Samiti breaks from normative upper-caste conceptions of

the wife:

Women and men are equal parts of the nation. The responsibility for the nation rests
equally on both of them. Half the nation’s power rests with the women. If a woman
thinks that she is a normal housewife and has nothing to do with the society ot the na-
tion then her thoughts are not only baseless but they can destroy her soul.%

The Samiti’s model for the wife who puts the nation first conserves the normative terms
associated with the wife but gives them new meanings. The most pertinent and spec-
tacular example of reconstituted meaning is the Samiti’s reinterpretation of the notion
of pativrata (the wife as the husband’s devotee). According to upper-caste norms, in
theory the wife as pativratd is to consider her husband a god, to worship and obey him
regardless of his behavior. The Samiti divides the wife’s loyalties, however, thereby curbing
the husband’s primacy, by maintaining that not only her husband but also the nation
is her god.® It also allows the wife to resist unconditional devotion to her husband,
stating that the husband is divine only if he is “conscious” of himself as a Hindu na-
tionalist. Thus, it endows the wife with the right to evaluate her husband and eventu-
ally, to distance herself from him. There are no symbolic supports for such a model,
however, and the Samiti opposes divorce. Furthermore, the Samiti institutionalizes this
reinterpretation by rewriting the rituals of normative pativratd. In theory, the wife is
expected to fast to ensure the well-being of her husband. The Samiti, in contrast, rec-
ommends “fasting on the eleventh day for society” because “God is in society.”® Inso-
far as society comprises both women and men, Samiti members are actually fasting for
themselves, women and men, on that day.

The two “conscious” models appear largely in the same genre (essays) and in the
same languages, and they coexist in time. They allow women of all political persuasions
to relate to positionality of the wife, for they take into consideration a range of possible
characteristics.

A model for an “unconscious” wife exists, but she is marginal and is located exclu-
sively at the symbolic level. She is a woman who fights with other women and causes
her husband’s downfall. Prime examples are Shivaji’s uncontrolled wives. Shivaji “was
able to control the spies of his state by stern discipline. But he was not able to control
the disintegrity at home. If the housewife herself lights the flame of family feuds, then
how can a husband remain happy?”%’ Because of the arguing among his wives and
“dissatisfaction at home,” Shivaji “collapsed.”® He had only a “short life” because of
his wives.”® The “unconscious” wife is posited as the direct opposite of the model for
the domesticated, controlled wife.
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Mothers-in-Law

The Samiti rarely discusses mothers-in-law and has not developed models by which to
characterize them. In one passage, the Samiti states that mothers-in-law should take care
of their daughters-indlaw “more carefully than their own child.”™ No symbolic referents
are attached.

Citizens

The woman as citizen is a figure who has been largely left by the wayside in Hindu
sacred texts. In contrast, for the Samiti, the “conscious” Hindu woman as a citizen of
the Hindu nation is a central figure. Three models take her into account: one is located
in the garh, a second in both the garh and the babir, and the third exclusively in the
babir. No model exists for the “unconscious” woman as citizen.

In the home, the domesticated female citizen is responsible for creating children,
who will provide the nation with future citizens, and for raising them to be good Hin-
dus. She should also inspire positive qualities in her husband. Here, her duties are
connected to nurturing others. Throughout the literature, the Samiti quotes the Manusmiti
on how women are to be protected by their fathers, brothers, and sons, but it has devel-
oped its own interpretation of the relevant slokas. In return for fulfilling her duty to-
ward the family and the nation, insofar as the family is the vital unit of the nation, “a
woman is to be protected in the same sense as a commander is protected in the war. . . .
When the commander dies the whole army may get disturbed, therefore it is necessary
to protect the commander.””!

In contrast, the woman as citizen in both garh and babir is partly dependent upon
and partly independent of male family members. She can carry out political campaigns
in public space, engage in warfare in her own right, and be a political leader (discussed
below). Samiti housewives have organized boycotts of Muslim-owned stores, struggled
for “anti-Hindu” books to be banned, and campaigned against Muslim personal law.
There are, however, no concrete symbolic supports for these activities.

Finally, the third model for women, located exclusively in the babir, concerns women
as warriors. The Samiti points to the fact that during each of India’s wars, Samiti mem-
bers “were trained in rifle shooting and first aid” and used these skills.”> The symbolic
supports are drawn from relatively tecent Indian history: the revolutionary “terrorist”
women in Bengal from 1928 to 1934.7 A major referent is Veena M. Das,

younger sister of Kalyani Das, the great freedom fighter. Veena followed her sister’s path.
She participated actively in the civil disobedience movement. She was jailed and released.
She attempted the shooting of Governor Mr. Staley Jackson. . . . She was punished with
thirteen years in prison.”

Another is Pritilata, who

left home to join the Indian Republican Army. She participated in a bombing at a Euro-
pean club in Chittagong on September 24, 1932. Two bombs exploded leaving an old
woman dead and many others injured. The revolutionaries had got away. However, the
police discovered Pritilata’s body, who had taken her life herself.”
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Here, the Samiti appropriates the history of Bengali Indian nationalist women by selec-
tively inserting it into the Hindu nationalist framework.

As with other points in the “woman”/"femininity” series, women can conform to
the models in their pure form or combine aspects of each of them in their personalities.

Political Leaders

Whereas the RSS has sporadically debated the question and never officially reached a
conclusion, the Samiti has always provided a model (only one) for women as “conscious”
Hindu nationalist political leaders. Such women are to be the exception, not the rule:
“Everybody can not take over the responsibility of the state but they can cooperate in
this by managing their homes well.”7 Still, the organization has trained the two women
who have become the most prominent women Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) representa-
tives in Parliament: Uma Bharati and Sadhvi Rithambara (discussed below).

The major characteristics assigned to political leaders are fairness, determination,
capacity to organize, and knowledge of how to incite the best qualities in their follow-
ers. This model is supported by several symbolic referents. The eatlier literature, under
the influence of Lakshmibai Kelkar, pointed to Mahatma Gandhi’s belief that women
should lead in the political realm.” Other referents include Ahalyabai Holkar, Queen
of Indore, discussed above. The Samiti erected a statue to her, and its literature de-
scribes her as “an excellent example of efficient administration” because of her “contri-
bution to encourage free trade,” her “concept of the welfare state,” the effectiveness of
“her practices for maintaining integral nationality,” and “her impartial justice.””® Rani
Laxmibai of Jhansi also provides a model of leadership. In the war of 1857, she “fought
successfully against the British” and exhibited “inherent qualities of leadership such as
boldness, patriotism, and qualities of generalship.”?

Daughters

Although included as a position in the garhasthya asrama (householder stage), the Samiti
does not generally locate the figure of the daughter within the domestic space of the
family. Instead, such women are portrayed primarily in public space, as sevikas, citizens
who are “the daughters of Bharatmata."® Bharatmatd’s “divine touch . . . has enlight
ened” their “lives” so that they are “not common human beings indulging in selfish
affairs.”8! They are “molded” like her, as her “prototype” and her “miniature.”® In this
sense, the daughter occupies an autonomous space in relation to the family.

Sisters

The sister also is rarely discussed in telation to the family. Instead, she is conceptu-
alized mainly as a sevika, the younger sibling of the RSS members, or swayamsevaks.
In this sense, the Samiti constructs the public domain in terms of consanguinity. This
framework includes the pramukh sanchalika. Lakshmibai Kelkar was described, and
described herself, as the younger sister of Dr. Hedgevar. This relational mode dem-
onstrates again the parallel but subordinate relationship between the RSS and the
Samiti. As in the normative uppercaste Hindu family, the brother’s position is struc-
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turally higher than the sister’s. At the same time, internally in the Samiti, Lakshmibai
Kelkar was considered to be the maternal aunt (and called Mausiji, or mother’s sister)
of the Samiti members. She could be in such a role in relation to women but not in
relation to men.

Celibate, Single Women

One of the most striking features of the Samiti is that it allots a place for “conscious”
celibate, single women,?* who exist exclusively in public space, as pracharikas (“preachers”
or fulltime Samiti workers). However, the pracharikas are not discussed in the literature at
all—probably because the Samiti is aware that such a positionality could be misinterpreted
by the public as indicative of loose morals. A woman who is unattached to a male family
member (father, husband, or brother) is an object of suspicion in normative upper-caste
Hindu society, unless she can be constructed as a religious devotee or a saint.

Resembling some Indian feminists from its earliest moments onward, the Samiti
openly took a stand in favor of celibate, single women.? As mentioned earlier, the Samiti
used symbolic references. For example, Lakshmibai Kelkar wrote that in the Vedic pe-
riod, some gitls who went through the sacred thread ceremony married afterward, whereas
some did not:

Some girls who did not marry and who spent their time in the study of the Vedas, Vedantas,
were called “Brahmavadini.” Nobody used to put the evil eye on these girls who studied
Vedas for a long period of time. Some parents used to pray and give offerings to have
such a daughter. Brahmavadini used to study the Vedas. But how difficult it is to state
this here.

Indeed, the Samiti is well aware that society is not ready to accept unmatried women.
Lakshmibai Kelkar further states that educated women who “practiced abstinence used
to take up teaching work.”86 The Samiti defends these women, although not all mem-
bers agree with the position.5?

“Unconscious” Hindu Women

The “unconscious” Hindu woman, in addition to those mentioned above in connec-
tion with specific points in the series of metonymic configurations of “woman”/“femi-
ninity,” is one who is not a good Hindu nationalist, or one who is aligned (mentally or
otherwise) with foreigners. She fails in the role of mother, wife, and citizen. She “cre-
ates conflict among her children” by encouraging individualism and selfishness”%® and
does not “cooperate” with her husband.% She is selfish and indulges in “personal de-
velopment and pleasures.”® She engages in “unnecessary competition for equality with
men.”?! She has “adopted . . . ideals from the West” and belongs to the “women’s lib-
eration movement,” which “is aimed against men.”9? “Like a poor maidservant wears
an old sari, given to her by a rich lady, with immense pride, we are adopting the west-
ern style and culture with the same pomp and pride no matter how idiotic or unsuited
they are in our situation.”® The “unconscious” Hindu woman is unchaste. She dresses
and behaves “in such a manner as to attract . . . eve-teasers.”* The Samiti believes that
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if she is raped, it is at least partially her own fault.”> Here, a woman’s failure to be a
good Hindu nationalist is linked to the proper fulfillment of her gender position and to
the control of her sexuality.

Other than those discussed above, there are few symbolic referents for the “uncon-
scious” Hindu woman. A recurring one, however, is Ahalya, wife of Gautam, in a cer-
tain initial phase of her life. According to the Ramdyana, Ahalya was the first woman
created by Brahma. The god Indra approached her sexually in the form of her hus-
band. She could not tell the difference between them, and thus was seduced by Indra.
Afterward, she was to do penance until Rama came to touch her feet, for only his purity
could free her from the stigma. She performed the penance, Rima came, and she was
freed. The Samiti maintains that Ahalya would not have been raped by Indra had she
known “how to protect her soul.”” The selection of this myth and its interpretation
provide symbolic support for the Samiti’s practice of absorption and reeducation of
“unconscious” Hindu women.?” Indeed, it is interested not in excluding them but rather
in rehabilitating them and bringing them into the Hindu nationalist fold.

The Models, Nodal Narratives, and the
Ramjanmabhoomi-Babri Masjid Affair

These identitary models are not just ideal theoretical constructs, nor do they operate
directly through a simple process of translation of discourse into action. Instead, they
function as signposts in the Samiti’s construction of territories of thought that provoke,
structure, and guide its members’ actions.

The models constitute a pool of identities available for selective insertion into a wider,
but contextually specific, construction of what elsewhere I have called nodal narratives of
Hindu nationalism.% By that term, | mean narratives in which a constellation of identitary
models, a series of objects, and a plot ate created, tied together like strands into a knot,
assigned a meaning, evoked and reevoked, fixed, and finally essentialized. Indeed, nodal
narratives of Hindu nationalism constitute one modality by which Hindu nationalism
comes to be extended in real persons, in time, and in space. They make a place for them-
selves in the public discursive arena, in the private realm, and in the inner space of indi-
viduals. They are operational at an unconscious level, where they “play” themselves out
(the persons “become” the models they contain), or at a conscious level when they are
translated into real events (the persons “act them out”) or into the interpretation of an
otherwise arbitrary event (which is assigned a Hindu nationalist, gendered meaning).

In what follows I will give some background to the Ramjanmabhoomi-Babri Masjid
event, trace the Samiti’s discourse and actions in light of the particular nodal narrative
operable therein and finally conclude with the place of the models in temporarily dis-
placing male authority over Hindu nationalist women.

Ramjanmabhoomi-Babri Masjid

The Ramjanmabhoomi-Babri Masjid affair concerns the Hindu nationalist destruction
of the Babri Masjid, a sixteenth-century mosque, in Ayodhya, on December 6, 1992,
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during a demonstration that drew 1200,000 people, mostly men. Hindu nationalists
uniformly claim that the Babri Masjid was built by the “Muslim invader Barbar” on the
ruins of a temple to the god Rama, of the epic Ramdydna, which Barbar himself had
ordered destroyed, all points that non-Hindu-nationalist historians dispute.

The Samiti participated at every level of the action, from its provocation to the mosque’s
physical destruction. Throughout, at the surface, the nodal narrative that was operable
was as follows: Muslim male invaders destroyed Hindu temples and built mosques in
their place. They thereby violated the chastity of the nation’s territory, Bharatmata. The
Hindus must fight to regain her integrity and Hindu dignity. This narrative, however,
took on many forms and various elements became attached to its significance through-
out the different stages of the event. To make sense of it all, I will make use of some
Irigarayan advice, that is, to “regress in order to progress.”® Indeed, the historical place
of the figures of Rima and Sitd in the Samiti’s discourse, the Samiti’s construction of
Bharatmata, the issue of mosques supposedly converted into temples, and Samiti activi-
ties leading up to the demolition certainly constitute stages in the turn of events.

Much before the Ramjanmabhoomi-Babri Masjid affait, the Samiti had claimed a
link between Lakshmibai Kelkar and Rama and Sita: Kelkar was born in Ramnagar
{(town of Rima); her coming into “consciousness” as a Hindu nationalist woman was
preceeded by listening to Mahatma Gandhi’s lectures on Sitd; from the 1940s until her
death, she traveled throughout the country delivering her own interpretations of the
Ramdyana. These were published by the Samiti, finally, in 1977, under the tie Pathadarshini
Shriramakatha. The Samiti reedited the small book in 1988 when the Babri Masijid is-
sue was becoming increasingly important. It also corresponded to the massive diffusion
of the television serial of the Ramdyana. The 1988 Pathadarshini Shriramakatha refers to
the atmosphere in the streets when the television version was broadcast:

All streets, markets, cinema halls and roads wore a deserted look. If not so much then at
least at home all religious and social programs were cancelled or left aside during the
transmission of Ramdydna. There was no exception to this regarding language, sect, caste,
etc. After thousands of years today Ramdydna is imprinted on people’s mind with the
same intensity. The story of Shri Rima has been the ideal and a subject of great respect
and devotion in the life of Reverend Mausiji because our nation’s history has been shaped
by this epic and it is the best ideal of our life even today.!®

In conformity with other Hindu nationalist organizations, the Samiti concerned it
self with the issue of temples turned into mosques. In the 1977 version of Pratadarshini
Srivamakatha, Lakshmibai Kelkar wrote:

When I went to Kashi (Benaras) I was instructed by the priests to worship a well. When
1 asked why, they told me that when foreigners attacked the king of Kashi jumped into
this well to protect himself. So one who should have protected others jumped into the
well and to this day he has not been liberated. . . . Even today we can not visit or worship
the birth places of Rima or Krishna. Many years have passed since independence and
even when the Supreme Court has declared them to be Hindu sites. Even then, we are
forbidden. This shows the capability of the sevikas. What 1 mean is that one who keeps
his eyes open will have real knowledge of things as they are.!0!

In the 1988 version of Pratadarshini Sriramakatha, the Samiti added the following
comment: “What was mentioned by Mausiji twenty five years ago, this work has been
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left unfinished (Ramjanmabhoomi).” In these passages, several figures emerge: aggres-
sive Muslim males; an “unconscious” Hindu male leader (the Kashi king) who pre-
ferred to drown himself rather than fight; the vulnerability of Hindu space/temple/
Bharatmiti; the responsibility and courage of Samiti members, who understand that a
violation has taken place and are willing to fight. These all refer to the vulnerability
assigned to all women and the potential fierceness contained within many of the spe-
cific models for women.

The demolition of the Babri Masjid was preceded by a highly visible Hindu nation-
alist campaign to drum up popular support for the cause. Women participated at every
stage. When the RSS and its affiliate, the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP, founded in
1964 by the RSS), requested bricks from villages to “rebuild” the Rima temple, they
used contacts groomed by the Samiti since the 1970s. The Samiti had, at that time,
infiltrated villages around the country as part of the RSS mass expansion program un-
der the leadership of sarsanghchalak Balasaheb Deoras. The Samiti contacted the women
and set up free courses in “Sanskritization,” cooking, yoga, health care, and so on as a
means to introduce Hindu nationalist thought into the areas in question. Later, the
RSS would follow up by gathering the youths into sdkhds, with the express approval of
their mothers, who had been reached by the Samiti. According to the Samiti, the bricks,
made of earth, recall the sturdiness of the territorial goddess Bharatmati. The use of
earthen bricks to reconstruct a temple supposedly destroyed by Muslim “enemies” evokes
the protective, healing capacities of Bharatmata.

During the demonstration that resulted in the demolition of the mosque, women
played an important role. The crowd included women, although men were certainly the
overwhelming majority. Two of the most inciting speeches were given by women mem-
bers of Parliament from the RSS-affiliated Bharatiya Janata Party: Uma Bharati and Sadhvi
Rithambara.!% Both women had been trained earlier in the Samiti. In several ways they
constitute exceptions to the usual Samiti membership, while embodying many of its
most treasured ideals. Unlike the majority of Samiti leaders, they are from relatively
disadvantaged, lower-caste, rural milieux. They are, indeed, products of the Samiti’s
relatively recent expansion. Their personalities coincide with the model for the pracharika:
they are relatively young, single, celibate, self-sacrificing, renouncing figures. They also
directly embody the model for women as political leaders. Unlike most South Asian
women leaders (including the symbolic referents for the Samiti’s model, Ahalyabai and
Rani of Jhansi), Uma Bharati’s and Sadhvi Rithambara’s ascensions to power have been
due to their own efforts, via Samiti discipline, instead of to biological or marital connec-
tions to powerful males.

Uma Bharati and Sadhvi Rithambara spoke to the majority at the rally, the males.
They criticized the men harshly for not being virile encugh to prevent such an insult to
their nation. They claimed that those who do not protect the Mother(land) are cowards,
eunuchs, effeminate, and not fit to be called her sons.'® The hidden referents are the
Kashi king’s cowardice, the potential “unconsciousness” of all men, the potential vul-
nerability of women, and femininity (real women, the temple as sacred space, and
Bharatmata). The underlying models are the fierce mother {with Kali and the fierce aspects
of Astabhaja as symbolic referents) who protects her son (Rama was sporadically repre-
sented as a child in the discourse of the Samiti during the event); the “conscious” wife
who inspires her husband to battle; the dutiful daughters who have the responsibility
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of protecting Bharatmata, the chaste mother/land (the mosque stands for a phallus that
is violating her body); the Hindu woman as citizen who takes the fate of the nation into
her own hands. Finally, in the Samiti’s discourse, women’s agency is actually justified
on the basis of women’s supposed vulnerability combined with their supposed ethical
superiotity over men.

Concluding Remarks

I would like to return to the question of the Samiti’s temporary displacement of male
authority and to point out some of the ways in which this occurs. Unlike women in
other right-wing organizations across the globe, the Samiti deemphasizes male discourse
and male identities by constructing its own. Furthermore, the series of metonymic con-
figurations of “woman/femininity” the Samiti has created includes at least two models
for women's potential autonomy from men, which do not currently exist as such in the
non-Hindu nationalist, upper-caste milieu of the Samiti ideologues themselves (pracharika
and learned, religious celibate).

In practice, in the Ramjanmabhoomi-Babri Masjid affair, the Samiti called on mod-
els that base women’s political leadership on their supposed ethical superiority over
men. Uma Bharati and Sadhvi Rithambara were able to criticize and berate Hindu males
on this basis. Furthermore, any Hindu nationalist woman was able to enter into the
bigendered public space of the demonstration as a responsible citizen in contrast to
male counterparts largely constructed as irresponsible. The Samiti encouraged women’s
violent actions (participation in the demolition of the mosque) and justified them as the
revival of repressed fierce motherly qualities (symbolic Kali) in the defense of the vio-
lated feminine (Bharatmata) and the violated son (Rama). In all of these instances, the
Samiti displaced male authority: as political leaders, as activists, as fundamentally con-
nected in a gendered mode to the object of the Ramjanmabhoomi-Babri Masjid dis-
pute, and even as the righters of wrongs through violence.

It is significant that this publicly visible displacement occurred in the midst of a
particular moment of extreme conflict in the history of Hindu nationalism. In less
conflictual times it is the Samiti’s more domesticated versions of femininity that surface
most visibly. Further, in both crisis moments and less conflictual ones alike, regardless
of whether the Samiti produces ideal femininity as powerful, fierce, domesticated or
victimized, the Samiti as an organization (and thus its membership) remains disjoint-
edly “parallel” but ultimately subordinated to the RSS. It is in this sense, then, that the
Samiti’s displacement of male authority in certain aspects of its discourse and actions,
in certain key moments, is always only temporary.
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Counterpoint Authority in Women’s Ritual Expressions
A View from the Village

ANN GropziNns GOLD

Strong Words, Subtle Powers

A Rajasthani woman, Shobhag Kanvar, taught me much about women’s religion. In an
earlier work, I described her as someone who, although totally illiterate, “possesses more
knowledge about rituals and traditional lore than most women in her large multicaste
village, giving her a certain status there as a religious expert.” I noted further that her
repertoire included stories, songs, healing spells, and massage.! That published portrait
of Shobhag Kanvar did not mention that she possessed the “subtle Veda” (suksma ved)—
an orally transmitted corpus of powerful words and inner practices. The good reason
for my reticence in this regard was simply that my mentor understood this particular
branch of knowledge as esoteric; she gave it an aura of mystery. Anticipating that [ would
be rebuffed, I had always been hesitant to probe this subject. Shobhag Kanvat’s claim
to wield the subtle Veda serves as an opaque emblem to introduce this chapter on
women’s counterpoint ritual authorities.

Whereas some chapters in this volume focus on textual debates about women (McGee,
Patton, Jamison, Findly, and Young), this one joins others (Falk, Narayanan, and
Bacchetta) in considering texts produced by women and women’s relationship to male
textual authority. In the body of this chapter, I shall present other claims by women to
knowledge and power in ritual media that are more publicly performed, readily articu-
lated, and regularly transmitted.

As far as | understand it, Shobhag Kanvar learned her subtle Vedic art from a male,
non-Brahmin priest with whom she shared many other devotional endeavors.? He had
brought this teaching to the village from a guru he had met in his youthful wanderings.
It consisted of meditative practice (dhydn) and spells (mantra-tantra) in combination. The
details of both were secret, accessible only to initiates. When Shobhag Kanvar employed
the subtle Veda—and this [ have witnessed—she would stare at the inside of her right
wrist, her eyes clouded and intent. I believe she was soundlessly reciting mantras, and
from their efficacy she would eventually receive some kind of vision or insight.

As far as [ could ascertain, Shobhag Kanvar’s subtle Vedic practice was pragmatic:
to obtain helpful clues about the future or the unknown—and this is not, of course, out
of keeping with large portions of the ancient Vedic corpus.’ For example, she has used
the subtle Veda to locate lost objects or to predict the possibilities of their recovery.
After the brief wrist gazing, she might pronounce: “You will find it in two days ot not

177



178 Reform and Contemporary Arguments

at all” or “It is still in the village” or “The person who took it belongs to your own
family.” This divinatory technique, as I've indicated, is only one among many ritual
skills in Shobhag Kanvar's repertoire. It is, in village views, somewhat outlandish.
Whereas many of her other specialties are female arts, she learned the subtle Veda from
a man who learned it from a man. Regarding her status as a ritual expert and devotee,
she declared to me once that she and her male instructor and ritual collaborator were
equals.

What do I wish to make of Shobhag Kanvar’s practice, given its elusive quality, its
slippery subtlety? I will merely argue that it is one from among many examples available
in the Rajasthan village where I have lived, on and off, over the past two decades, where
women enact and sometimes verbally claim an authority that counters the male-authored,
textually rooted brahminical story. Other chapters in this volume argue for subtler tead-
ings of the brahminical master narrative of gender in North Indian Hinduism. In this
instance that narrative would say that women are unfit vessels for the sacred speech and
eternal, superior knowledge that make up the Vedas. Here, I argue that women frankly
express alternatives to the master narrative.* Shobhag Kanvar’s counterpoint says:
woman'’s capacity for ritual knowledge and concentration is no less than men’s, or that
in some cases gender is itrelevant.

In this chapter [ shall explore other “counterpoints”—both blunt and subtle—
performatively expressed in village women’s ritual action and in the conceptualizations of
gender that inform these actions. I shall argue that some rural Rajasthani women, while
celebrating some calendrical festivals, counter with their words and acts a devaluation of
female existence perceptible and pervasive in their social worlds. Most of my evidence is
drawn from stories, songs, prayers, and elicited exegesis, as well as from visual arts and
ritual actions. Those readers who would customarily understand all such behaviors to be
epiphenominal and therefore of little account will probably want to stop here.

For those concerned with debating gender and women’s responses and reimaginings
of male-authored textual authority, what is at stake in highlighting such materials? I
shall first introduce the issues, as [ see them, using strong words to talk about strong
words and more subtle powers. In doing so [ resume a debate that seems to haunt
gender studies in and beyond South Asia and that appears to be curiously rooted in the
very muck we would like to shake from our shoes. Next I describe three festivals, point-
ing out as I go along various elements in their pageantry and narratives that speak of
female and male identities in mutual relationship, and thus of gendered aspects of reli-
gious and social visions. My conclusion loosely weaves the preceding descriptions and
preliminary argument into a message couched as soft claims.

Scholarship on gender configurations in South Asia {(thus to limit our scope for the
time being) and on the closely related subject of women'’s roles in South Asian society
often appears divided. For the sake of thetoric, and with advance apologies to all con-
cerned, I shall use type 1 and type 2 (without naming names) to label two kinds of
approaches.

Type 1 authors include those who highlight endemic, systemic, unmitigated devalu-
ation, and consequent disempowerment of women at every level, from social and eco-
nomic to cosmological and psychological. As Patton has also remarked of early scholar-
ship on women and India in her introduction, such authors tend to look from elsewhere
and above or, if they do case studies, to generalize bleakly from them.>
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Type 2 writers, by contrast, tend to write from situated experiences and to portray
women’s multiple modes of living, negotiating, and imagining gender identities. Whether
claiming that these modes demonstrate resistance, subversion, ironic insight, or merely
spunk, type 2 scholars universally insist that women’s actual voiced views and lived
efforts demand attention.

Type 1 analysis will ultimately be doubly grounded in quantifiable, material, eco-
nomic, and political data, fortified by the apparently unabashed misogyny of male-authored
Sanskritic texts.

Type 2 exposition usually finds support in daily routines, gossip, vernacular expres-
sive traditions, and domestic religious practice.

Type 1 approaches rarely fail to credit women with some voiced protest or capacity
for reflexive cultural critique. However, they tend to conclude that any moves women
do make against their gender-determined fates are faitly futile and ultimately insignifi-
cant, given the overweening structural circumstances by which women’s lives are cir-
cumscribed.

Type 2 approaches usually recognize women’s numerous disadvantages, as revealed
in myths and statistics, but they also find it worthwhile to listen to women's own varied
interpretations of their own plights; to recognize rebellious moments, as well as passive
ones; to consider subversive speech, however contextually constrained, as possessing
actual acute potency in particular situations and the further potential to alter existing
power structures.

I acknowledge readily the crudity of my artifice here; these types of approach, in reality,
may be less two visions with a gulf between them and more spectrum or continuum.
There are, moreover, some bridging moves. Recent works by Bagwe and the Jefferys,
for example, are among those that—although ultimately stressing rural Indian women’s
very difficult situations with a type 1 certitude—have nevertheless portrayed with care
and sensitivity many of the elements from which type 2 approaches are built. They are
prone, however, to hedge their recognition of these elements with cautionary verbs and
adverbs. Bagwe, for example, writes: “It appears that there is much to be salvaged from
the farm women’s experience, which is directly strengthening, empowering and self
affirming.”® The Jefferys, discussing women’s songs, are still more excessively careful:

If women'’s songs sometimes provided glimmerings of an alternative world of inverted
hierarchies, the resistance seemingly implied by them was often “unthinkable.” ... Cru-
cially, women generally differ from other subalterns in having rather greater stakes in the
system, at least in the long term.”

« » «

Note the use of “if,” “sometimes,” “glimmerings,” and “seemingly” within a single sen-
tence that is itself dubious.

Raheja and Gold, who celebrate rural women’s words in type 2 fashion, acknowl-
edge repeatedly very real limitations on these words’ effectiveness. In their afterword,
concerned with issues of “potency,” they directly question their book’s implications beyond
the expressive traditions that are its main subject: do these words interact with everyday
realities and transform them, or does their power reside only in the imagination, only
in the telling?® The answer is a highly qualified yes to efficacy.

Tharu and Lalita, who are concerned not with women’s performances but with
women’s writings are boldly type 2 in framing their enterprise. In their landmark an-
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thologies they have mustered many powerful, eloquent testimonies in women's words,
recounting centuries of active struggle and accomplishment but nonetheless avoiding,
as one reviewer points out, a “sentimental narrative of progress as the nexus between
themes.”® Tharu and Lalita’s leading questions about women’s words ring out:

With what cunning did they press into service objects coded into cultural significations
indifferent or hostile to them? How did they tread their oblique paths across competing
ideological grids, or obdurately hang on to illegitimate pleasure? What forms did their
dreams of integrity or selthood take?!0

Self-consciously, they have only been able to help answer these questions and ac-
complish their major work by dint of combing a literary history diminished by just those
conditions pointed to in type 1 analyses.

Why bother, then, to make this discrimination? 1 believe it is helpful to lay the
two approaches side by side to see where and how they diverge and converge and
where the crucial disagreement ultimately lies.!! Although few type 2 authors are so
romantic as to deny the problems faced by women, a few extreme type 1 believers
grant scant credence to any type 2 argument. They exhibit a strange deafness that is
troubling in its implications, in that it dismisses at once both impact and substance
of women’s expressive and ritual traditions. This response says: what can songs, sto-
ries, and rituals matter if in the end the hegemonic system of male dominance allows
women's actual disempowerment and abuse?!? Aren’t women just fooling themselves,
letting off steam, and in the process only reinforcing their own bondage? Such a dis-
missal of human voice and consciousness troubles me.

The Jefferys’ (1996) point that many women have a stake in the system is evidently
valid and worth further consideration. But if the system is one that deprives them eco-
nomically and politically, in what, then, does their stake consist?!> Surely we who pre-
sume to write about South Asian women ought to make every effort to comprehend their
motivations, rather than label them limited in their vision, complicit in their attitudes.

Why it is so difficult to understand from our scholarly vantage point what most Indian
women grasp readily enough in their daily lives: that both things might be true? that
South Asian women may well, on the one hand, submit to social conditions prescribed
by what Nita Kumar cleverly calls “repressive ‘malestream’ discourse,” while on the other
hand, they not only defy these conditions psychologically but also manipulate them
materially.!4

Sherry Ortner, in an article entitled “Gender Hegemonies” (note the plural), expresses
what to me is a sensible and realistic stance toward these complexities:

The most interesting thing about any given case is precisely the multiplicity of logics
operating, of discourses being spoken, of practices of prestige and power in play. Some of
these are dominant—"hegemonic.” Some are explicitly counterhegemonic—subversive,
challenging. Others are simply . . . present because they are products of imagination that
did not seem to threaten any particular set of arrangements.'

Following Ortner, we could think of South Asian women’s tactical subversions and
radical voiced imaginings as sometimes contesting, sometimes threatening, sometimes
squelched should their threat be perceived to empower, sometimes empowering to the
point of overturning. All processes would be understood to be simultaneously at work.
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For me theory came after the fact. My attitude toward South Asian women is the
result of living among them. As [ have described elsewhere in greater detail, I arrived in
rural India in 1979, having, I confess, read little of feminism and thought almost noth-
ing about gender.!® What could it have to do with the ineffable religious values I sought
to understand? Living on rather intimate terms with village women for many months,
I obsetved them to be not merely smart and manipulative—in “weapons of the weak”
fashion—but also vocal, proud, defiant, and often in control of household finances as
well as domestic rituals.!” Women's exercise of power as I observed it extended well
beyond the covert.!®

In sum, nothing I learned of or from rural women during my initial twenty-one month
research period in India made it possible for me to see them as crushed by misogyny,
whether at the level of cosmology, social structure, or daily life. The words of women’s
songs and stories, performed in the context of worship, were part of the impression I
received so strongly, but the initial impact was based on personal demeanor and the
fabric of daily life, long before 1 was able to understand any but the most banal and
conventional words. This does not mean, of course, that while living in Ghatiyali, I did
not know a number of unhappy women, trapped in difficult and sometimes extremely
oppressive situations that were in part a result of culturally posed gender structures; so
[ do while living in Ithaca, New York. Rather it means that I would not see these women
as bound under some absolute regime of gender hierarchy that they could neither pen-
etrate nor protest; nor would I think this of Ithaca women.

It may illuminate my foreigner’s experience to look more closely at Bagwe’s descrip-
tion of her impressions when—urban-raised and trained at Berkeley—she does anthro-
pological fieldwork in a village that happens to be her ancestral home. Bagwe honestly
portrays her own double perceptions of tural women’s celebrations in southern
Maharashtra. She finds it difficult indeed to reconcile village men’s casual disregard for
women’s dignity (including her own, much of the time) with the women’s energetic
pleasures. Similarly she has trouble fitting her firsthand experiences of infragender fe-
male jealousies with the counterpoised collective solidarity she notes on occasions of
festivity. She writes of song sessions:

City and town women and girls watch with mouths agape the sheer energy that village
women bring to the dancing. . . . It is a curious twist, then, that in such songs all women
transcend their respective roles to find an uncommon solidarity against the mythical mother-
in-law. It is to be acknowledged in any event that the songs provide a sharply subversive
element of release in the face of an oppressive reality of grinding poverty, exhaustion
from overwork, loneliness, sexual and emotional repression, and petty conflicts, bicker-
ing and jealousies among all the women in a household. It is no wonder then, that all
women, young and old, look forward with undisguised eagerness to these sessions, which
have a cherished place in Malvani folklore.!?

Bagwe’s conclusion—which veers startlingly in the type 1 direction—notes a similar
paradox surrounding women’s sexual freedom: “Another surprising observation concerns
the prevalence of pre-marital and extramarital alliances. . . . Relatively mellow attitudes
towards such undercover affairs exist despite rigid cultural injunctions emphasizing fe-
male ‘virtue’ and ‘honour.””#° 1 found things exactly so in Ghatiyali and was equally sur-
prised, initially even dismayed, to encounter this virtually incredible contradiction to all I
had learned from anthropological literature (in the 1970s) to expect of Hindu women.
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Having been thus overwhelmed by Rajasthani women'’s personal power and high
spirits, their frank sexuality and clear visions of selfworth, I wish to argue against a
discourse that has grossly or subtly portrayed rural Indian women as powerless, as per-
ceiving their own bodies to be shame-laden and disgusting; as doomed to repress their
sexuality into overbeating maternal love or to be labeled uncontrollable and dangerous,
and as compliant with a system that allows them to exercise power only over one an-
other. | have never argued that these negative conditions do not exist but merely that
there are alternative views, experiences, and possibilities; that even when women acqui-
esce—as they often do—and play out their scripted roles, they do so selfconsciously, with
a sense of irony. [ have certainly not been alone in making such arguments about South
Asian women’s expressive traditions, ritual worlds, or selfimages.2! Within the broader
field of gender studies there exists a still vaster literature.2 Nonetheless, extreme dis-
missive responses persist both in print and at academic meetings.

A number of recent studies have acknowledged the potency of ritual and religious
teachings in subaltern strategies—for unmarked and thus presumably male subalterns.??
Dirks’s essay on “Ritual and Resistance” suggests that power in rural communities is
and has been free floating and that rituals may express political fray as much as moral
order:

But if order can be seen as an effect of power rather than its condition, then resistance,
too, can be freed from the (teleological) requirement that it establish a new order in order
to be recognized as significant. Power need not be seen as either a cause or a first prin-
ciple. Power is, rather, a relation, or, more precisely, an endless series of relations, char-
acterized—we now emphasize—by struggle.

Dirks concludes: “Ritual now appears not only as a powerful way to produce the reality
effect of the natural, but also as a way to contest and even appropriate that reality itself.”2*

It strikes me as suspicious, from a feminist perspective, that insights such as Dirks
offers into male subaltern struggles in the guise of ritual are rarely subject to the same
kinds of dismissive critiques frequently leveled at work on women'’s religious actions as
struggle.

Substance: Counterpoints in Three Annual Celebrations

I will now focus on expressive traditions connected with three festivals that take place
annually in rural Rajasthan: Holi, Sitala Mita, and Bart Tij. Each holiday has immedi-
ate associations with female beings. Holi is Holika, demon aunt to the great Vaishnavite
devotee Prahlad. Sitala Mata is literally “Cool Mother,” known as the smallpox god-
dess, but in Rajasthan today she has power over children’s fevers and rashes as well as
their health and the fertility of newlyweds. On Bari Tij—literally “Big Third”; “Impor-
tant Third”; or as I shall call it, “Grand Third"—the deity addressed by women is sim-
ply Grand Third Mother, but she is identified by participants with Shiva’s resolute spouse,
Patvati.

In terms of how these festivals are celebrated, who participates, what motivates par-
ticipation, and how important they are in the annual holiday round, the three days are
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not much alike. However, 1 find all three conceptually linked, revealing attitudes to-
ward female power and ritually claimed authority. Holt and Sitala take place during the
month of Caitra, as the moon wanes, a busy ritual time. This is also the harvest season
for crops planted in the winter, especially barley and wheat. Holi conventionally marks
the beginning of the hot season.?’ In the calendar, Holi and Sttala are continuous,
overlapping, and understood by women as a linked sequence.?¢ Bari Tjj is celebrated
toward the end of the rainy season, half a year later, in the dark half of Bhadra. It is also
situated within a very active period of festivals important to women and to the commu-
nity as a whole. Five days after Grand Third is Janamastami (“Birth Eighth”), Lord
Krishna's birthday; and the following twelfth is Bach Bahras (“Calf Twelfth”), also called
the day of Cow Worship.2’

Alone among these three festivals, Holl is a major national holiday in India, and in
the village it is an inclusive community event in which men and women, young and
old, high and low, participate. Sitald’s Day is also a community-wide festival; every
household in the village participates, but it is totally in the hands of women. Grand
Third contrasts with both of these in that although most households would cook a special
meal, its major celebrants are women drawn only from those communities that forbid
second marriages (ndtd). For participants, T1j worship is primarily a personal vow and
fast, or vrat.’8 However, unlike some vows, it involves collective ritual action. Two or
three dozen women, usually neighbors and fellow caste members, perform their Tij
worship together, with storytelling and songs.

Celebrations of Hol, Sitald, and Tij take place in many parts of India, with signifi-
cant regional variations in associated activities, mythologies, and meanings. Ethnographic
and textual scholarship exists on each.?? My major focus in this chapter is on material
drawn from my own fieldwork in a single Rajasthan village. I shall spend dispropor-
tionate time on Holi because it gives the most acute picture of how women’s practices
and voiced interpretations counter near simultaneous, male-dominated activities. Holt
in Ghatiyali reveals the ways in which a myth from the Sanskrit Puranas is retained, yet
refashioned, within women’s ritual traditions.

Holi is the collective destruction of a demoness; Sttald Seventh and Grand Third are
worships of the goddess in different forms. Each festival presents distinctive visions of
female power; nonetheless, a perceptible “intertextuality” emerges from their stories as
pooled meanings.™ In this chapter I shall loosely follow my own participation in the
first two festivals in 1993—as house guest and ethnographer. I shall layer oral texts with
interviews in which my collaborator, Bhoju Ram Gujar, and I attempt to gather exege-
sis of both ritual and textual meanings, both from women and from men. I have not
witnessed Grand Third worship since 1980, and my description of that occasion relies
heavily on field notes, photographs, and oral texts—recorded and transcribed.

In 1993—perhaps because I was staying with Bhoju Ram’s family and participated in
a series of festivals with that household’s women—I was struck forcefully by the ways in
which women’s celebrations discuss, enact, create, and embody aspects of female power
as demonic and domestic, dangerous and life giving, subservient and demanding. Yet [
have recently critiqued a prevailing dichotomous view of Hindu femaleness, arguing
that women’s expressive traditions often present female nature as “more unified than
split, more auspicious than dangerous, more creative than destructive.”3! Similarly, in
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the festivals on which I focus here, although both sides of dualistic characterizations
emerge, the prevailing experience of female power as women portray and worship it is
one in which positive and negative ultimately blur, adding up to creative force and
authoritative voice.>*

For example, there are songs for each of these festival days that talk about orna-
ments, pretty clothes, and tasty food. Holi, though she herself may be on the side of
evil, is addressed with a kind of familiar affection, and her songs also speak of her
adornment, if only with cow dung, and her grooming, if only to remove lice. The
offerings that please female power connect visibly and substantially with women's
desires: squares of bright cloth named as the epitomizing female garment in Rajasthan,
the orhni, or wrap; jewelry and kitchen utensils modeled from dung or clay; and special
fried treats.

The performance of each festival includes open or barely veiled references to women’s
sexuality, desirability, and/or birth-giving capacities, as well as their devotional and/or
ascetic capacities. All three acknowledge, directly or obliquely, some dangerous poten-
tial in female nature, but it is shown as coexisting with women’s auspiciousness rather
than opposing it. Holi’s valued nephew—whose birth from the destructive flames is ritu-
ally in the hands of women—was taught to love God by a fearless female devotee. Sitala
Mother, even as she gives people the pox, protects children’s health and causes marital
and agricultural fertility: all her traits are evoked simultaneously. In the Tjj story told in
Ghatiyali, a stubborn woman’s determination to fast brings first disaster but ultimately,
happiness to her husband and his household.

My argument is not that women deny an identification of femaleness with danger-
ous power but rather that they situate the dangerous and the beneficent in close prox
imity, thereby diffusing dichotomy. Each holiday, it seems to me, addresses traditions
of male superiority and authority, both to correct and to appropriate them. Thus, each
denies some of the disadvantages Hindu patriarchal systems impose on women, both
in ritual and in social life.3* I hope to show, then, that women in rituals that celebrate
female power, demonic and divine, make claims for female worth that run counter to
male-authored devaluations and fragmentations.

Holt

Holi takes place throughout North India on the full harvest moon (often early March).
One month before, HolT’s arrival in the village is signified by a dead tree or sizable tree
branch that is staked in the ground. In 1993 in Ghatiyali, with its population close to
4000, several Holis belonged to various neighborhoods or, in the case of the Malis (“gar-
deners”) and Regars (“leatherworkers”), caste communities. Once Holl has been staked,
certain taboos on the movements of women ensue. During this period, daughters are not
sent to their marital homes nor are sons’ wives called back. In other words, the perpetual
traveling back and forth of women from parents’ to husbands’ villages is shut down for
the entire month. Why? One woman said it was “because Holi has a bad reputation,
because people are shouting behind her and throwing dust and singing dirty songs.” This
would make any traveling female subject to the contagion of Holi's bad name.

What is so bad about Holt? Here is the most articulate version of her story, which 1
recorded from a nonliterate male farmer in his forties, Mohan Mali:
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It's like this, there was a King Harnakus,* and his sister was Holl. The king, Harnakus,
didn’t let anyone take the name of Ram [God]. If anyone took Ram’s name he ground
him in the oil press.

But there was a potter woman, and she fixed all the pots in the open kiln;*® she put
all the pots in place and lit the fire. At this moment, there came a cat with kittens, and
they all slipped into the fire.

She saw that the cat had gone in and she couldn’t put out the fire, she started to call “Hey
Réim, hey Bhaguan, there is only you.” [That is, no one else can save the cat and kittens.)

Then while she was doing this Prahlad [the son of King Harnakus] came along, and
he asked the potter woman, “Why are you taking the name of Rim?”

She says, “There is nothing but Ram.”

“What happened?”

“After 1 lit the fire the cat went into this kiln with its kittens and now only Ram is
their master.”

So Prahlad said, “Don’t take Ram’s name, if he [that is, his father the king] knows
you are taking the name of Riam he will put you in the oil press and grind you.”

“I'm not worried. Let him put me in the oil press.” And again she started to say “Ram
Ram.”

Prahlad thought, “I would like to know about Ram.” So he also sat down over there.
So when all the pots cooked and it became cool she opened the kiln.

There were still three unfired clay pots, and in them were the cat and its kittens, and
they were alive.

Then Prahlad thought, “Oh this is amazing, there is nothing but Ram.”

So from that day Prahlad also started to take the name of Ram.

So then Harnakus found out about it, and he thought, “If my own son takes the name
of Ram then I should kill him first.”

[He tries to kill Prahlad in various ways, but they all fail because Ram/Visnii protects
him.)

Then Harnakus thought of his sister, Holiki, who took a fire bath every day. And he
told his sister, “You take Prahlid in your lap and take a fire bath and he will die and you
will come out.”

“Sure, brother, I'll kill him, no problem,”

But when she began her bath then Holika burned up and Prahlad was saved.

So from that day the Holt festival began.

Bhoju Ram asked Mchan:, “After burning Holi what is the sign of Prahlad?” He re-
plied: “Just after we burn Holi we pull it out [of the fire] and put it in the well, and that
is Prahlad.”

This was the first I had heard of Prahlad’s physical representation in the Hol festivi-
ties. His “sign” is a charred stump, “delivered” from the flames by women (in spite of
Mohan’s “we”)—a custom that seems to echo the rescue not only of the devotee demon’s
good son but also of the innocent kittens.

Mohan Mali’s knowledge of the Holi story came to him as an oral tradition, one
coexisting with Sanskrit texts, with Hindi versions, and these days with media produc-
tions. Nevertheless, not evetyone in the village has such detailed knowledge. Here is a
fragment of a conversation we had with Nathi, a drummer’s wife, about the chartering
myth of Holl. We had sought her out, after a casual encounter, because she struck us as
remarkably articulate about women’s ritual practices surrounding Holl. But when I asked
her about the story, I didn’t learn much:
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Ann: Who is Hol??

Nathi: . . . somebody’s wife . . . was it Arjun’s wife (Arjun ki ba)? [She gives up.]
Bhoju Ram: Why do we burn Hol?

Nathi: She was a bad whore.

Bhoju Ram: Why was she bad?

Nathi: You don’t know! We saw it on TV. She took her nephew in her lap and sat in the
fire. But he didn’t burn and he jumped away in the water and that whore burned up.
The boy was a darling (lalyo); the darling boy is Prahlad and the father’s sister was Holi.

Nathi's seemingly casual attitude toward, or disinterest in, the mythology does not by
any means reflect ignorance of the festival, its multiple rituals, and their meanings for
her and other women. These focus not on Holi but on the lalyo, the “darling boy.” The
Sanskritic, textual narrative’s role here seems to be neither a charter for ritual nor a
model for reality. It is more like the potter woman’s wet clay, out of which ritual and
oral exegesis cook meanings.’

At dusk on the first night of Holt (March 6 in 1993), little girls initiate the festival
by taking cow-dung ornaments they have fashioned and bedecking Holi with them. These
will later fuel the flames, when Holi is burned by grown men. I went with Bhoju Ram’s
daughters and their cousins when they took their ornaments to the nearby schoolyard
Holi and scampered home again. For a while, I watched the girls and young women of
this household dance and color their hands with henna.

Bhoju Ram and I had decided to observe the Malis’ Holi fire, because their commu-
nity is reputed to be the most “traditionally” inclined, or resistant to social change, among
Ghatiyali’s major caste groups. The Malis’ caste occupation is gardener, but most Mali
families in Ghatiyali grow grain, as well as vegetables, and an entire branch ate stone
quarriers. As we wandered through their neighborhood, passing the time until the fire,
we chanced on a cluster of girls who were singing with gusto of the demoness herself.
She is not addressed with anger and scorn. She is an honored “lady-guest”:

Play, play with the cow-dung ornaments {(barbuliya)>?
Holi is just like a lady-guest (pavani), and she will leave, and so we should play a lot.

Balu Bhai [any gitl's brother’s name] shakes the berry tree and his sister picks up the
berries:

Holi is just like a lady-guest, and she will leave, and so we should play a lot.

O brother go to the country of Lady Holf, seat het in a car, and bring her here.

O Holi, there are so many lice in your hair, so please come soon and I will pick them out.

Picking out lice is an intimate act of affection (although saying someone has lots of lice
can be a teasing insult).

I am most struck by the way this song lingers on the comfortable brothersister rela-
tionship—valued, cooperative, and loving. It thus juxtaposes Holi's relationship with her
brother, the evil king whom she supports and protects, to the singers’ bonds with their
beloved brothers. It seems to suggest that Holi’s attempt to destroy Prahlad was a way of
serving her brother, as a good sister ought to do. It thus evokes identity with the demoness
who shares with these gitls not only the common affliction of lice but also valued sibling
loyalty. Rather than revulsion, I heard a playful identification in their words.
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After the song of Holl the same gitls spontaneously broke into another very vigot-
ous song of other perilous, but thrilling, possibilities for women:

O innocent Sivji, my younger sister is going to school while riding on a motor bike
(phatphatiya).

O Sivji, she studied to the sixteenth class and joined the army.

She beat the policemen with four sticks and hurt them, and the police grabbed her and
brought her.

The girls’ song seems to be uncertain about where women’s new educational and
professional freedoms may lead, but it sounds a decidedly adventurous note.

Later that night, still passing the time until the bonfire, we interviewed a mature
man of the same Mali caste as these girls. He sang some verses that describe the mod-
ern degenerate era as a time known through the shamelessness of its women.

The Kali Yug has come while calling, openly.

In this Kali Yug, ladies are weating sheer clothing,

They are walking in the market half-naked,

They have given up wearing wraps,

And they haven’t the least bit of shame.

Oh, the men have shaved their mustaches and their masculinity is gone.
In the Kali Yug, women are smoking cigarettes,

Their husbands bring them cigarettes to smoke.

In the late twentieth century, Kali Yug that it is, gender ideologies are certainly in flux,
and both songs recognize this. Thus, the oral traditions again resound with messages
from ancient scripts, reflecting fears of unruly women. But we encounter alternative
and diverging interpretations in men’s and women’s performances.

The girls’ song of educational advancement and the man’s of shameless women present
two strongly contrasting visions of changing sex roles performed on the same occasion
in the same community. These visions seem rooted in the contrasting ritual roles of
men and women on the night of Holi. Men will beat down the demonic female, whereas
it is women’s part to rescue the child—with all its potentiality.

Still latet, close to midnight, men light the bonfire. At the Mali fire, drunken men
sang and danced with abandon. Their songs were graphically sexual and of a genre they
share with women—called kesyd.’® A mild verse follows:

Kesya, if you want to play then play before Holj,
Lover, if you want to play then play before Holi;
Later the fierce sun beats down.

Women do not normally arrive at this scene until both the fire and the men’s rowdy
singing have died down. In 1993, 1 had decided that my gray hair and longterm rela-
tionships in the village would protect me—and [ was determined to witness this festival
moment.

Bhoju Ram, my dear friend, host, assistant, advisor, and guardian, seemed willing
to go along with this until at the fire I found myself the center of attention from a group
of drunken farmers who persistently demanded that I photograph their sexually sugges-
tive dance motions. Bhoju Ram panicked and became enraged, hissing through his teeth
in English: “I request you to go back!” Gripped by the scene, and frankly fearing to
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walk alone in the dark, I stayed put. Bhoju later apologized for his rage, explaining that
because 1 was living in his home, he had to protect my honor as if | were a woman of
his own family, and the drunken males’ attentions were threatening it.

However, he well understood the passions of an anthropologist. When he saw I
would not budge, he channeled his anger into brilliant mid-revelry interviews. Thrust-
ing the recorder right into the heat of the men’s action, as they beat the glowing embers
with sticks, Bhoju asked them what they were doing. This also served to draw attention
away from me:

Bhoju Ram: Why are you beating Holt?

Mali man: That's just what 1 was thinking.

Second Mali man: We are not beating Holl we are beating the “darling boy” [lalyo].
Bhoju Ram: The “darling boy” was good and took the name of God so why are you
beating it?

Gisar Lal Mali: No no no! We are beating Holi because she wanted to burn him.

Shiv Ram Mali: Holi was a woman of bad character [durdchdri] and she didn’t want anyone

to take the name of Ram. . .. Holl is burning, but even so something is saved. . . .

Something is saved. Women, gathered in the street within hearing but not seeing dis-
tance, waited a long time for the male revelry to cease. Then, with their own high-spir-
ited jokes and gestures, they set forth to rescue the darling boy.

A physically powerful woman whom I knew quite well, Tulsa Mali, claimed the charred
log. Tulsa, proud of her strength, her family, and her skills, was a leader among her
caste. She hefted the log to her shoulder and bore it to her house. Bhoju Ram and I
trailed behind her:

Bhoju Ram: Why did you bring this datling boy here?
Tulsa: It is an omen [sin]. If I don’t take it then someone else will take it. It is women’s
work.

Bhoju Ram: Of what is it an omen?

Tulsa: From bringing it our family will grow. After the child is born, we will make a peg
for the oxen from it.

Bhoju Ram: You have the darling boy in your house so your family will grow. s it good
for anything else, like crops, and so forth?

Tulsa: Everything will increase, like grain, animals, people, agriculture, everything.

Tulsa: It is a matter of satisfying one’s soul. It’s like: even if the field is dry and there is
just a little rain, we put the seeds in—not knowing if there will be rain or not, in the same
way, we have the same kind of faith in the datling boy.

The next day, the second day of Holi (Holi ko diisyo din), is also called dhilends, which
must derive from the word dhiil, for “dust.” Men go through the streets in a noisy pro-
cession led by a false, mocked king (called badsah) and engage in all kinds of wild, some-
times violent, horseplay, including inversions of the social order. Women and children
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stay home or visit neighbors, themselves playing energetically with colored powder. At
Bhoju and Bali’s house [ was vigorously engaged in Holi games. Women rub the pow-
der hard in one another’s faces, including teeth and gums. Moods are very high, and
appearances are transformed; rose-colored dust fills the air.?

Sitala

Some women do not bathe between Dhiilendi and Sitala’s day, seven days later, They
may wash their arms and change their clothes, but they should not wash their bodies.
Why is this? One person told us Sitala is a “butcher’s wife”; thus she is dirty. This
deliberate storing up of women'’s bodily dirt for seven days makes an explicit link be-
tween the two festivals. In referring to “dirt” (gandagi), women probably include what
ever secretions would accumulate in their private parts. This dirt seems to connect the
destruction of Holi, followed immediately by the datling boy’s rescue from the fire, with
the worship of the Cool Mother—a ritual that explicitly saves children from the deadly
fire of fever.®° I also heard that Sitala likes being worshipped by menstruating women,
something many other deities find offensive and perhaps another sign of her affinity
both with the demoness and with women’s generative capacities, which are understood
to reside in uterine blood. In this regard, the textual traditions themselves support the
valuation of female fluids. O’Flaherty speaks of the “blood of defloration” in the Rig
Veda as “resonant with expressions of fertility.”# This motif of female blood as benefi-
cently powerful rather than dangerously polluting is a countertheme in other local tra-
ditions, such as the popular myth in which the goddess as embodied power is creator
of all life and its regenerative potential. #

On Sitala Seventh, the Cool Mother, or “smallpox goddess,” embodied in crystal
rocks must be ritually persuaded to stay cool. She forbids the lighting of the cooking
fire. The night before her festival, women cook double the amount: the evening’s usual
meal and the food to be eaten cold the next day. The holiday foods are fried breads and
doughnuts, treats common to all festivals. Special for Sitala, though, is oliyd, made of
thin corn porridge mixed with buttermilk—a very cooling food.

Bali, my companion, prepared her tray carefully on the eve of Sitala’s worship. It
included a piece of cloth for Sitald’s wrap, a brass jar that she would fill with water in
the morning, henna powder, a colored string, and a pile of seeds. These included wheat,
barley, millet, large millet, white beans, corn, and a seed valued for buffalo fodder. Bali
had to go to the neighbors to borrow the corn, millet, and barley—déclassé grains that
many no longer eat but without which the ritual offerings are lacking.

From ordinary bread dough made with wheat flout, Bali modeled small items to
include in her offerings: a cooking hearth; a flour grinder; a pot with a lid and a spoon,
representing a pot of oliyd; and jewelry. Bali and I waited in the street for the other
women of her Gujar community. Each caste or neighborhood group goes together in
prearranged order. Finally, a large group gathered, and we walked sedately to the shrine,
singing a somber devotional song to Sttala:

Honored Mother, a pendent for your forehead, I'll bring.
Honored Mother, a jewel in your forehead ormament, I'll set.
Lady, my poxtemovet, put pox behind,

My giver of sweet feasts, Sitala.
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Fulfill me with a son, mother,

Give the other ladies four pox.

You who wraps me in yellow cloth, Sitala,

Support my life, Sitald, fulfill me with a son, Mother.

A yellow cloth is worn by a mother after giving birth. Sitala deals not only in disease
and death but also in birth and health. This song acknowledges both aspects, without
setting up any striking contrast between them. Like all village women, the goddess de-
sires “a pendant for her forehead.”® Yet, the lines “Fulfill me with a son, Mother/Give
the other ladies four pox” prevent us from imagining an undifferentiated or noncom-
petitive female solidarity.

Inside the temple, lamps burned before the altar. All the little molded dough mod-
els were set down in a jumble. Each worshiper bathed the goddess, put henna on her,
stuck multicolored strings to the wet and muddy henna, and sprinkled grains on top of
that until Sitala’s aniconic stones were smeatred with countless layers of auspicious stuff.
The colored squares of cloth, Sitald Mother’s “wraps,” were also placed on the shrine.
A male priest sat outside, well removed from the action, but collecting his due in cooked
food and grain.

After completing their worship, women go behind the temple, and in the loose dirt
they create “fields”"—using their fingers to make furrows—an action they explicitly call
plowing (hankno). In these fields they sow all the seeds left on their trays, which pre-
scriptively are the appropriate seeds for the coming agricultural cycle (to be planted sev-
eral months later when the monsoon breaks). Although women often do the work of
sowing, plowing is ordinarily a tabooed task for them (the situation throughout South
Asia and in many other parts of the world as well). I often asked the reasons for this,
and only a few claimed that the work was actually too hard for women. More common
responses had to do with appropriateness and auspiciousness and decorum. Were a
woman to drive the plow, people told me, it would be as if she were to sit on her husband’s
head. 1 find this a striking image.

In this ritual, merrily, women plow. Then one covers another’s eyes from behind,
and the woman whose eyes are covered says something such as “If I die then show this
buried treasure to my children [naming them].” This was explained to me as a bequest.
The term I translate “buried treasure” is khaz kotd: khai refers to a large ditch, and kota
is a common household bin for storing grain. Appatently rulers of old sometimes placed
large grain bins in the ground in case of future famine. Thus women ritually claim a
concealed but vast grain treasure, as well as the right to pass it on to their children. This
is contrary to normal inheritance practices, just as their plowing is contrary to the nor-
mal division of labor. Perhaps their claim is to the fertility of the earth itself, which is
linked by the next move of the ritual to active sexuality.*

In this move from the symbolic fields to Bhairanji’s shrine and back to the main
goddess temple in the village, women broke into the bawdy songs called kesyai—the same
songs, virtually, that men were singing at the Holi fire. In these songs women laugh-
ingly attribute sexual voraciousness to one another.¥> One woman pantomimed the
motions of sexual intercourse; another put her hand somewhat forcefully if briefly be-
tween my legs. “Its all a joke, don’t mind,” she smiled. When they reach the temple,
five serious songs of the goddess are performed, and the frolic is over.
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Bari Tij

Bart Tij, or Grand Third, is celebrated in Ghatiyali on the third day of the dark half of
Bhadra, the fourth month of the rainy season. It is called “grand” to distinguish it from
a lessor “small Tij"—the bright third of Sravan, in the preceding month. Small Third,
ideally, finds married daughters returning to their homes and married women and girls
swinging on swings and singing rainy season songs. Grand Third is perhaps less play-
ful, more serious in its purpose. As Lalas describes it in his Rajasthani-Hindi dictio-
nary, Grand Third in Rajasthan is a fast celebrated by women whose husbands are alive
and a day on which clothes, sweets, and jewelry are sent to married daughters from
their fathers” houses.* This pan-regional definition exactly pinpoints the chief features
of Grand Third in Ghatiyali. It involves a daylong fast undertaken by wives for their
husbands’ well-being. Moreover, as the story will testify, gifts from natal homes are ctiti-
cal in the minds of participants. From their ascetic resolution on Tij, women seem to
gain authority. Tij songs imperiously summon absent spouses home to their lonely
brides.#” In Ghatiyali’s Grand Third story, a husband follows direct orders from his
fasting wife.

On August 28, 1980, I joined a group of brahmin women who were performing Tij
worship. The rains were bad in 1980, and women had told me repeatedly that their
festivals were not nearly as festive as they would have been were the crops better. None-
theless, | taped their songs and stories; photographed the ritual; and asked my brahmin
research assistant, Vajendra Kumar Sharma, a relative of several participants, to write
detailed descriptive notes. My account of Grand Third is based on these materials, as
the event is rather less vivid in my memoty than Holt and Sitald in 1993.

My own notes on Grand Third include the following discussion of the wotship’s
focus, which clearly puzzled me:

Tried to find out who/what Tij is; photographed two figures drawn in red on the wall
said to be Tij; Tyj said to be like Gangaur, all are rips [forms] of Parvati. The meaning is
the same as Gangaur, to worship the condition? of the suhdg [auspiciously married woman)]
and pray for its immortality.*® The women were saying as they sat around after the pnja
that suhag was equal to bhagvdn [the Lord].

A photograph reveals that the markings on the wall are rather nondescript, if not wholly
aniconic. Before them, however, is set an arrangement of “nim branches tied together
into the form of a beautiful plant,” as Vajendra admiringly wrote. Nim has multiple
religious meanings and multiple ritual and medicinal uses. I have not noted it else-
where in such close association with the goddess. However, at Grand Third worship,
these nim branches seem a three-dimensional, organic extension of the blurry divinity
on the wall. Women tie their ritual colored strings and hang their cloth offerings on
this nim branch structure.*?

Whereas the ritual ingredients and actions of T1j worship are structurally similar to
those for many other women’s worships, including that performed for Sitala, Grand
Third calls for special attention to the signs of auspicious wifehood: jewelry and sindhar
(vermilion)—the deep red powder married women use to mark their hair partings, con-
ventionally interpreted as both active sexuality and fertility. Each woman who was wor-
shiping Tij arrived at the home of the hostess, Nagina Bai, carrying a platter that con-
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tained worship ingredients. The women set down their plates in front of the wall draw-
ing and the nim branches. They put auspicious marks on the wall painting and lit small
oil lamps and incense. They then placed their cloth offerings on the nim branches, tied
colored strings to them, and made offerings of henna. They offered the special sweets
for Grand Third worship, called satit, to Tij Mother, along with grain.

Each woman then mixed water and milk in her polished platter and looked five times
at the reflection of her jewelry in it. Each woman held a bottle of vermilion to her fore-
head. Vajendra, slightly diffident in the face of women’s ritual knowledge, wrote of this
act: “Perhaps the meaning is that women are requesting Tij to keep their vermilion
(auspicious wifehood) immortal forever.” Other manipulations of ornaments were per-
formed, and mantras—of which I have no record—were spoken. After all the women
had finished the ritual, they sang Tij songs. Nagina Bai, the hostess, then told the story
of T§j and two others. After hearing the stories, all the women touched the feet of women
senior to them and took blessings from them—acts of closure for many domestic rituals.
All the women went up to the roof, happily, to look at the moon; each then returned to
her own house to break her fast by eating satii~blessed leftovers of the goddess.

In Ghatiyali, as elsewhere, songs and stories of Tij are remarkable for women’s au-
thoritative voices—sometimes playful, sometimes dead serious. In one song, the wife
demands that her husband leave his job and come home to her. Her authority derives
both from her outspoken love and from the holiday’s enduring traditions. Summoning
these conjoined authorities, she devalues external considerations of money or the pres-
tige of city employment. Here women's domestic power extends outward to city domains
via the romantic love that binds husband to wife. The refrain is as follows:

Whether your work’s in Kishan Garh or Mukan Garh,
husband-ord,

Having heard [this song of] T¥j, come home.
Verses include these:

Your job is beloved to you, husbandord,
Lord, you are beloved to me.

1 will make you leave yout job, husband-lord,
For the festival of Tij has come.

Most extraordinary to me was the story Ghatiyali women told on Tij. This oral tale
has little in common with the published pamphlet versions of Tij’s story—all of which
have to do with Parvati’s ascetic feats. Although Ghatiyali’s Tij heroine also denies herself
to manipulate her man, the entire tone is different. Even when [ first translated it, in
1981, the Tij story struck me as both comical and radical.

The protagonist of the story of Grand Third, as I recorded it in Ghatiyali, is one of
seven daughtersin-aw. On the holiday of Tij, she alone does not receive any of the “fine
cakes” (sdti) that women's natal families traditionally send to their daughters’ marital homes
for this festival, These fine cakes, offered in Tij worship, are then consumed by partici-
pants to break their fasts, as we have just seen. The other six daughters-inlaw do receive
sati and taunt the unlucky one. Disconsolate, the heroine declares her intention not to
break her fast at all but rather to go to bed hungry. Her evidently doting husband hears
her resolve in alarm, fearing for her delicate life should she go to bed without eating. She
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demands that he bring her fine cakes, and the besotted man breaks into a rich merchant’s
house to get them. Nabbed by the police, he explains his overriding concern for his wife’s
health. The merchant not only drops the charges but also promises always to supply the
seventh daughter-indaw with sweets and other gifts at all future Tij festivals.

Here is Ghatiyali’s story of Grand Third as Nagina Bai told it in 1980:

The Story

There was once a shopkeeper who had seven sons and seven daughters-inlaw. A few
days before the holiday of Grand Third, six of the daughters-indlaw received fine cakes
from their parents’ homes, but the seventh son’s wife received none. Her family was very
poor and they could not afford to send any cakes.

On the morning of Grand Third when all the women of the house were going to the
well to fill their waterpots, the six older daughters-inlaw were muttering angrily as they
walked along: “We can never leave the cooking fire. We never have a holiday rest. Our
families sent fine cakes for Grand Third but none have come for our husband’s younger
brother’s wife and so we will be forced to work and prepare hers.”

They were grumbling in this way when the youngest brother’s wife heard them and
said, “Leave off, it's my own trouble! Why are you complaining? Let it be, it's no business
of yours.” So she spoke. She had become very angry.

That night when it was time to perform the worship of Grand Third, the seventh
daughter-in-law went angrily to lie down and sleep. All the other women did the worship,
and after worshiping together they broke their fasts with the fine cakes sent by their fami-
lies. But the youngest brother’s wife had none, so she just stayed inside in anger.

Then her husband came and asked her, “Have you eaten or not?”

She replied, “Oh leave me alone. 1 am keeping a complete fast. 1 will take nothing but
bitter leaves>® tonight and I will eat no food until tomorrow.”

Her husband said, “What do you mean? What's the matter?”

She said, “What can I do? Everyone else received fine cakes from their parents’ homes
and I received none, so what is there for me to ea? I cannot bear to take any of your
brothers’ wives’ cakes so I will eat nothing.”

Her husband asked her, “What do you need?”

She answered, “Even if you have to steal them, bring me fine cakes made of chickpea
flour. If you don’t bring them, then [ will keep a total fast and eat nothing but bitter
leaves and drink only water and 1 will not take any food until tomorrow.”

Then her poor husband thought, “Where can I go?” It was the middle of the night.
He hurried to the house of a rich merchant, crept into that rich man's house and imme-
diately lit the cooking fire. Then he found chickpeas and ground them in the grinder.
After that he took a clay pot full of butter and emptied it into a frying pan. He fried the
ground chickpea flour in the butter, then he added a lot of sugar and made the mixture
into round fine cakes.

Just as the husband was coming out of the merchant’s house carrying the stolen cakes,
the village watchman, making his rounds, was passing by. The watchman saw him, shouted
“Thief! Thiefl Thiefl” and grabbed him. He took him straight to the police station and
sat him down there. Soon a crowd of people gathered and began to taunt him: “What a
place you picked to do your thieving.” They mocked him and prodded him with sticks.
They said, “Look, the son of a father of unblemished character has taken to thievery.”

But then a few wise and gentle persons came and said, “Let us hear his story. Listen
to what he has to say.”

The husband said: “Look what's going on here. They grabbed me and put me in the
police station but meanwhile I don’t know if my woman will live or die. She is sitting
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alone in anger. For this reason I stole, for this reason | committed a crime. [ went to that
merchant’s house and ground chickpeas and lit the fire and took out butter and sugar
and made fine cakes. I stole one kilo of chickpeas and a halfkilo of sugar and as much
butter as was in the pot, for she is a stubborn woman and she won’t eat anything else.
For this reason [ was hurrying to bring her the cakes when the watchman came and shouted,
‘Thief! Thief! Thief! and grabbed me and took me to the police station. Everyone is call-
ing me a thief. And meanwhile I am sitting here and who knows if she will die or live,
or if she will eat or won't eat.”

Now the merchant whose house he had robbed heard this whole speech and imme-
diately said, “You should take twice as much, right now, as you have already taken. And
next year before Grand Third, [ will send fine cakes to your wife. Let my home be her
parents’ home.”

So they set the husband free and at once he hurried home and gave his wife the cakes
and she ate and he also ate. Both the husband and his wife ate and went to sleep.

[Town gossips repeat the whole event.]

The next year, four days before Grand Third, the rich merchant sent a long skirt, a
shawl, cosmetics, bangles and everything—a complete outfit for the seventh daughter-in-
law as well as the fine cakes. He also sent a separate outfit for the motherinlaw and for
the husband’s sister. For the brothers’ wives he sent blouses and shawls. So from that
very day the younger brother’s wife always teceived fine cakes from her parents’ home.

Grand Third Mother, as you made her parents’ home, so make the whole world’s.

What are we to make of the young wife who puts her husband in danger for her
own seemingly selfish ends? The fast of Tjj is ultimately a fast, like many others, in-
tended to sustain the condition of auspicious wifehood. But the story might well be
read as an ironic commentary on the many tales of self-sacrificing women who suppress
their own needs and desires for the sake of their male kin. Why, it seems to ask in all
simplicity, should men not sacrifice themselves too, to succor their wives? In the con-
text of rainy season sexual longings, this tale—together with the song of Tij, which also
places the wife’s needs for company above the family’s for income—hints at a complex
of cultural motifs that approve the fulfillment of women’s desires,

The happy ending vindicates the husband’s devotion: the burglarized victim not only
drops the chatges but also adopts the daughter-inlaw and personally sends her sweets,
as well as new clothes and other adornments—full vindication for the stubborn wife
and her doting spouse. All of these fine outcomes are swept under the umbrella bless-
ing of the mother goddess of Grand Third.

Anne Pearson, in her study of brahmin women’s ritual fasts in the city of Banaras,
reports on Tij as performed at the home of a woman with a masters’ degree in Sanskrit.
In spite of the female participants’ literacy, a male pandit comes to their house to read
the story aloud from a pamphlet and explain it to them in colloquial Hindi. “The women
remained silent throughout,” Pearson notes. This is in striking contrast to the Rajasthani
celebration, in which all ritual action, verbal and nonverbal, is done by women. Vajendra
was present only on sufferance, for my sake.

Pearson tells us that the Tij story used in Banaras “highlights the extreme asceticism
Parvati underwent in order to win Siva as her husband. The fasting women listening to
the story are presumably meant to identify with Parvati’s grueling austerities.” Pearson
concludes: “The lesson for women observing this vrat is clear: steadfastly adhering to
the difficult fasting requirement will eventually result in the fruition of one’s desire—for
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young gitls, to get a good husband like Siva, and for married women, to win or better
preserve their saubhdagyavati state”—the state, that is, of auspicious wifehood. Even so,
Pearson observes, there may be more empowering lessons for women in the Tij story:
“By observing austerities one gets power not only to achieve one’s goals but also to
control one’s own life, rather than be controlled by others (notably by men).”5!

This underlying message becomes the whole stoty in Ghatiyali’s version. What seems
so refreshing in the vernacular telling is its lighthearted, nearly mocking approach to
the whole business of women’s asceticism. The Siva-like husband is a love-struck fool,
a rather inept if sincere slave to his wife’s desires. Yet they are both richly rewarded—by

the goddess of Grand Third.*

Conclusion: Soft Claims

These festivals offer a kaleidoscope of ritual and narrative imagery: envisionings and
imaginings in words, icons, stories, and songs of what female power is and does. Taken
together they may still seem as impermanent and unproductive as toy fields plowed with
fingers. Yet piled up as they are in minds and days, in songs and stories and practices
taught and shared from year to year, mother to daughter, mother-in-law to daughter-in-
law, they possess weight. My attempt here has been in part to highlight claims made in
these cultural performances for female authority in worship and knowledge and against
female devaluation on biological or cosmological grounds. I have also tried to present
women’s views of female power—divine, demonic, and mortal—differing from those found
in male-authored texts and male-dominated rituals. To summarize:

1. At Holx:

Conceptually, the female demonic is humanized, her kinship acknowledged.
Although complete identification is certainly avoided, complete horror is never posed.

Ritually, it is men who vividly act out aggressive, demonic violence, whereas
women take the part of rescuers and life givers.

2. On Sitald’s day:

Conceptually, the goddess who afflicts children with disease and fever is the very
goddess who is pleased with female body grime and menstrual pollution and who
grants fertility to newlywed couples and protects children’s health.

Ritually, women transgress the taboo on plowing and claim the right to bequeath
property—recognizing the intimate connection between these two.?* Thus they assert
opposition to these doubled ritual and economic disempowerments.

3. On Bari Tij:

Conceptually, women’s self-determination in marriage arrangements and their
capacity for ascetic feats are stressed. Grand Third is high~aste pageantry, explicitly
defined as important only for those groups who forbid widows’ remarriage or
divorce. Tij might appear to come closer than the other two festivals to a view of
females as subservient half bodies. Yet, in song and story, women claim a romantic
power to motivate doting husbands and through this, as Pearson also observes, to
control situations that may otherwise seem squarely in the hands of men.

Ritually, on Grand Third women worship auspicious wifehood as identical with
God. In doing so, they link their own complex domestic struggles with those of the
goddess Parvati, who pitted her will and spiritual strength against all male advice
and resistance and won her heart’s desire.
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In this chapter I have attempted to highlight the claims women themselves make for
female authority in worship and knowledge, beginning with Shobhag Kanvar’s claim to
possess the Subtle Veda and to wield its power. Elsewhere in this volume, Vasudha
Narayanan explores the implicit authority of the female commentator Tirrukoneri Disyai.
Here I have focused on village women’s explicit conceptualizations. I have called
conceptualizations of gender evident in women’s celebrations “counterpoints.” I find
these offer both blunt and subtle denials of the female devaluation and subordination
that exist in the dominant, male-authored discourse—whether on biological or on cos-
mological grounds. I have explored in detail the ways in which women, through
narratives, wotship, celebrations, and plastic and verbal arts, claim authority in contra-
distinction to male-authored prescriptions for their sex.

Neither [ nor other writers sympathetic to the coexistence of multiple gender hege-
monies—writers of what [ have eatlier called type 2 bent—have argued that women’s
counterpoint claims give them any significant advantages in economic or political realms.
However, like the other authors in the volume (whether textual, historical, or ethno-
graphic in their outlook), | cannot view women’s words and acts as meaningless play
or—worse—delusive hindrances to understanding their actual subordination.>* All the
Rajasthani women I know well understand the several apparent disadvantages of being
female; nevertheless, they take great pleasure and satisfaction in ritually enacting expres-
sions of female worth and power.

Notes
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Afterword

Laurie L. PATTON

One of the emergent metaphots in this book has been that of the jewel: how it authorizes
and constrains women at the same time, how it provides a metaphor to create and com-
ment alongside male textualists, and how it provides an impetus to that creativity. Whereas
the historical material that depicts the ambivalent role of jewelry in women's lives is abun-
dant, the contemporary material is equally rich and relevant. One ethnographer of reli-
gion! observed recently that young, educated Keralite women, arriving in Hyderabad to
conduct research at the American Social Research Council, simply refused to wear any
kind of gold, even small earrings. As they saw it, gold acted as the sole measure of a woman’s
worth in the more traditional parts of Keralite society (which nonetheless enjoys its repu-
tation as the most literate state in India). “A woman is worth her weight in gold” is the
traditional Hindu view against which they were arguing. And yet, taken in another con-
text, that very same statement could be a liberating rallying cry about the near priceless
value of a woman in contemporary society. Once again, in this most postmodern of con-
texts, we see the glittering ambivalence of the image of jewelry in women’s lives.

This small anecdote, as well as many of the chapters in this volume, raise both direct
and indirect questions about how ancient texts and contemporary enthnographies can
be used to improve the lives of women in India today. Some (Findly and Jamison) advocate
a subtler reading of presently available texts so that Indian history can be used in a
realistic way. Some (McGee, Patton, and Narayanan) advocate new interpretive prac-
tices that utilize traditional Sanskrit and Tamil categories. Some (Falk and Bacchetta)
open the way for an ongoing ideological critique of reform and nationalist movements’
perspectives on women. Others (Young and Gold) imply more indirectly that the em-
phasis on the constructive details of women's lives can go a long way toward uncover-
ing strategies for their flourishing.

Whatever the strategies, and whatever the individual scholar’s opinions about the
role of activism within the academic field of Indology, a new era is opening up for tex-
tual practices by and about women. First, we can envision a new role for textual studies
in a myriad of traditional Hindu topics: women in the Grhya Satras, the “domestic”
manuals of the Vedic period; women in the plays of Kalidasa; the role of women in
religious commentarial work, particularly that in Tamil, Hindi, Marathi, Gujurati, Telugu,
Punjabi, Bengali, and other vernacular languages, emerging in the past two centuries; a
careful and thorough history of women’s participation in sacrificial rituals; women and
Vedintan textual traditions; and so on. The list is endless, once the lens has become as
finely focused as a jeweler’s lens must be.
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Second, of particular interest is the growing number of Hindu women in the role of
textual elites. Many Sanskrit departments at Indian universities find increasing enroll-
ments of women—sometimes even outnumbering that of men, as the men look for more
prestigious work in science, engineering, and computer technology. Moreover, increas-
ing numbers of women are becoming ritual leaders in roles traditionally reserved for
brahmin men. What are their textual practices, and how do they differ from men’s in
the same role! There ate, of coutse, rate institutions geared toward the education of
women as pujaris and as reciters of mantras. These institutions deal with households
that find the services of women equal to that of men.Z And then there are the small and
impoverished temples, where there is no man left to perform the rites. As one woman
pujari in a small temple in Pune said to me: “You do the Sanskrit parts, and I'll do the
Marathi. Then we can learn from each other. That's all we can do for now since we
have no one else to guide us.” Ethnography of these temples and women, as well as a
careful study of their textual practices, would be invaluable.

Third, it is clear from the suggestions of Falk and Bacchetta that it is no longer suf
ficient to speak of “women and Indian nationalism”; rather, it is important at this stage,
with the voluminous number of postcolonial studies on this topic, to begin to write a
history of women and Indian nationalism, Clearly, there are continuities and differ-
ences to be traced in the ways in which different nationalist movements use images of
women. Why, for instance, was there more of a place for the celibate female samnyasini
in the late twentieth-century RSS than there was in the colonial reform movements?
Why could these women, as paramilitaries with weapons, protect other Hindu women’s
bodies and honor in a way that was not allowed to women in the late nineteenth cen-
tury! Are the goddess figures, the Bharat Matas and the Kalis of the colonial pericd,
somehow differently configured in the Astabhija or the Dirga of the late twentieth-
century Samiti?

Finally, there is the important question of Indian women, Western women, and the
Hindu textual tradition in the information age. Our conference was able to support
Indian and Western scholars working in North America and Europe, and it is a source
of regret that more scholars working in India could not be present. The chance for
Western and Indian scholars and feminists to work together occurs so rarely. There
needs to be a companion volume to Jewels of Authority, published in India by Indian
scholars, on these very same issues. Although many volumes of this kind already exist
and are cited in this volume, in fact, one might argue that Jewels of Authority is simply
a response to those works already produced in India. Another, equally valuable com-
panion project might be a volume in which the two cultures of textual scholarship meet
and interact.

This era of new textual practices also has an important practical corollary: the rapid
and economical exchange of texts is still very much in the hands of Western economies.
Textual scholars working on women in those countries can and should make a commit-
ment to publishing their work in India, to reading Indian scholarship, and to buying
Indian books.? Scholars and universities with the funds should organize support for
libraries and documentation centers that are currently unable to exchange their valu-
able resources with centers of research outside of India. Scholarly book exchanges should
be set up with Indian libraries. Scholars should actively promote fellowships for Indian
scholars who are working on these topics to travel to the United States, as well as the
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other way around. Although the Internet gives us a kind of samvada, or colloquy, which
makes the possibility of exchange between Indian and Western scholarship on women
all the more possible, these other forms of practice can also promote samvdda at the
level of actual textual publication.

Such economic, as well as intellectual commitments, might give another, more tex-
tual meaning to the phrase “A woman is worth her weight in gold.” It would mean that
the garlands of our intellectual work about women could be a gift from one group of
scholars to another, across both continents and generations in both directions.

Notes

1. T am grateful to Joyce Flueckiger, personal communication, for this observation.

2. See the work of Mary McGee, presentation to the Working Group on Gender and Au-
thority in Indic Traditions, April 1994, and her forthcoming article on these institutions.

3. It is clear that the high price of Western books about India (including my own) and the
difficulty of their purchase there, is one of the things that makes it extremely difficult for texts to
be both widely disseminated and accounted for.
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