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Life of Women in Upanisad Literature
Pitas Das

Abstract

The Upanigad era society was male dominated. In such a world full of male domination where all the
teachers, the students, the authors and even the Gods were male, it is difficult to figure out the Jife
of women in Upanisad era, though there are a number of references found in different scriptures
about men-women relationship that illuminate the life of women in the Upanisad literature. It is
astonishing to find that around 1400 B.C. India had scholarly women and their glory is still intact in
ancient Indian history. Upanigad essentially deals with deeper spiritual philosophical and religious
ritual information though we can draw a comprehensive picture regarding the life of women if we
thoroughly examine the scrptures and verses. My present paper tries to find out the life of women
in the Upanisad texts to determine the status of women in the Upanigad era.

Key Words: Women, Upanisad, Philosophy, Debate, Society, Religion, Divine, Education, Financial

Introduction

Upanigad is the part of Veda, to be very specific; it is the conclusion part of Veda. The term
‘Upanigad’ comes from Sansknit word ‘Upa’ means near, *Ni’ meaning down, and "Sad" means to
sit. The objectives of the Upanisad are threefold—

a) To develop detachment from material life,
b) To eradicate 1gnorance,
¢) To acquire knowledge in Brhma-Vidya or spiritual wisdom.

The literal meaning of Upanisad is to surrender one’s complete self to Guru or the teacher for
acquiring knowledge. So a Guru is indispensible in order to acquire knowledge in Upanisad®. Since
the prehistoric times women had always been there beside men hand is hand to fight the battle of
uncertainties. The women reared the children while the men went for hunting, hi this way they
gaved the children and they contributed to the existence of the species there after. So, women had
always been taking a very significant part in the evolution of mankind's. But unfortunately, the
position of women in the modern society has declined to an alarming level. We have historical
records that tell us about the status of women in the ancient India in a male dominated society was
around four thousand years apo. The women enjoyed esteemed position in the society. We have
numerous evidences that show us that there were women saints, philosophers, politicians,
administrators and teachers. Men and women both participated in all secular and religious occasions,
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. Upanisad believes that soul is the ultimate being Each and every soul takes birth as both male and
female in different rebirths. So, people in the Upanisad age had great respect for the women. There
ar¢ a number of women philosophers, saints, teachers who glorified the womanhood in ancient
India’.

Objective of the study

The objective of the study is to understand the status of women in a male dominated society
in India in the Upanigad era by minute examination of the verses in Upanigad literature.

 Methodology

The present research work is based on various primary and secondary sources. The method
which is adopted in this paper is descriptive, while sometimes expository technique has also been
adopted. As this paper deals with the significance of women in the context of religion in Upanisad
| ages, the information were mamnly collected from Brhaddranyak Upanisad, Chindogyopanisad,
" Kenopaniyad, Taittinyopanisad, Kathopanisad, Svetasvatara Upanigad, Aitareya Upanisad, Kaugitaki
| Upanigad, Mundakopanisad, Prasnopanigad, Mandikyopanisad, [Sopanisad and other Upanisad.

The necessary data are accumulated from different secondary sources such as Vedas,
Manusmyti, other critical studies and different web sources.

‘Women as divine entity
: People in the Upanigad age worshipped goddesses like Sarasvati, Kali, Uma, Sati, Parvati,
‘Gangd and numerous other divine women deities. In Tripuropanigad we find goddesses Tripura
‘Sundari and other goddesses like —Maha Tripura Sundari, Tripuramba, Tripura Siddha, Tripura
 Malin, Tripurasri, Tripura Vaisini, Tripura Sundari, Tripures] and Tripura. In Kalika Upanisad the
 goddess Kali and lord Siva are described as Ardha-Narisvara means a single entity. Devi Sarasvati
‘was described as the goddess of wisdom. The great hermit Advalayana gives the description of
‘essence of Mah3 Sarasvati containing ten hyms. In Rimiyana Sitd is portrayed as the ideal
* Indian women. In Devi Upanisad we find that the goddess Diirga is the Brahma and Prakpti or
¢ matter and Puruga or consciousnesses arise from her being'. So, we may say that the people of the
:; ;Up:uisad age had a very religious and respectful perspective for women.
. Women and religion in Upanisad text
Women had great importance in the religious matters which is obvious because as | here told
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- 1. Dr.Das, Dev Kumar. Sanskrit Sahityer Itihas. (Kolkata : Swadesh Publication, 1404) : 33-53.
2 Dr. Trivedi, Rajendra Kumar. Upanishadik Kalin Samaj & Samskriti, (Delhi : Parimal Publications,
. 1986) : 9-160
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before that the people of the Upanigad era worshipped goddesses or women deities In a family the
wife and the husband are regarded as a single entity. Women had the rights to participate in the
religious and secular affairs equally along with their husbands. Even the presence of wife was
mandatory for performing any kind of religious rights, in the absence of wife a husband could go to

Vinaprastha. A mother in the Upanigad family enjoyed esteemed position. She 18 highly respected -
and ever worshipped as God ‘Maty devo bhava’ (Ghosal 82). Humiliation of mother was a very -

serious offence in the society. Father always wished to have intelligent girl child and in order to do

that, as it is prescribed in Brihadaranyaka-Upanigad, “the husband and wife would eat rice mixed

with sesame seed cooked with clarified butter” (Ghosh, Tattvabhusan and Basu 494).

Women in the Society
Women in the Upanigad age had significant participation in family: There principal duty was to

give birth to children and rear them property. They were the perfect home makers. In the Upanisad |

period it is often seen that men encouraging their wives to engage themselves in acquiring spiritual

knowledge and education. There were numerous examples where learned women are seen taking

activé part in religious discourses and philosophical debates and other such matters.

The noble women like Gargi Vacaknavi and Maitreyi have been described in the Upanisad. §
Gargi Vacaknavi was known as a natural philosopher in Upanigad verses. Maitreyl was the other =
prominent woman philosopher. She was the wife of Yajfiavalkya. In that age the wife of the Guru £
was equally respected by the disciples. Men in the Upanigad age ware allowed doing more than one
marriage whereas women could not remarry. As an example Yajfiavalkya had two wives named
Karyiyani and Maitreyi. Katylyani was an average intelligent woman whereas Maitreyl was a

philosopher. According to Rsi Bamadeva a man must not refuse any of his wives inany circumstances.
The word ‘Bhiirya’ is used for wives which means something that can be taken care of. The

presence of child marriage was prominerit in the society—"Ugasti Clikrayana” (Ghosh, Tattvabhusan
and Basu 32). In order to get rid of the difficulty regarding the identity of biological father’s children
were known by their mothers, Thus, we find the names of Satyakiima Jabala, Gautami putra and
Gargl putra who were known by their mothers. Women in the Upanisad era had the opportunity 10,3
learn. arts and crafts like dancing, singing, musical Instrument like Bina (a string instrument) and )

Dundubhi (a kind of drum instrument) was popular in musical CEremonies.

Regarding financial matters women were less privileged in comparison to the men. An unmarried
daughter would receive one fourth of patrimony and they were permitted to keep personal property |

1. 112 Upanigads. Edi. K. L. Joshi, O. N. Bimali, Bindiya Trivedi. (Delhi : Parimal Publication, Reprint
2016) : 356-359, 476-484,
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in the shape of omaments, jewelry and dresses. In case the mother died all the children including the
daughter would be entitled to enjoy the equal share of the property. But astonishingly a widow was
deprived of the property of her husband. Women were found to help their husband in all sorts of
works like agriculture and other household activities. The educated women served the socicly as
teachers. There was a reference of gmummg by the ﬁpsara found in I(ausuakl Upanigad—"Tam
paﬂcnstﬁnynpsarasmn pratiyanti- —salarn curnahastih, satam vasohastil, satam falahastal, satam
dfljanahastih, salam malyahastah Tam brahma-lamkarena alamkurbanti” (Ghosh, Tattvabhusan
and Basu 510).

Women contributed in the literary sphere of Upanigad age to a great extent. As we know Gargi
was one of the prominent figures in the Upanisad age, Viica and Kanvi were also leamed women
- who held discussions, too, with Y2jfiavalkya. Maitreyi, wife of Yajfiavalkya took part in numerous
scholarly discussions. There were two types of scholarly women namely Brahmavadinis. They
never got married and cultured the Veda throughout their lives and Sadyodvahas were also there
who studied Vedas till they were married. Women of higher status enjoyed liberty of higher education
while a common house-wife received limited education’, According to Maitreyi it is important to
acquire spiritual knowledge or the knowledge of eternity rather than getting busy in material pursuit.—
—84 hovica Maitrey: yenham namqta sydm kimaham tena kuryam? Yadeva bhagaviin Veda tadeva
me briihiti” (Ghosal 541).

Conclusion

: From the above study we may come to conclude that in the Upanisad age women held a much
= tespected position in the society. The women of the age could enjoy the liberty of education and
practice the spirituals rites just like the men. Women were worshipped as the symbol of God like
Durga, Laxml, Sarasvatl and deities of strength and courage. The mother’s were respecied. The
daughters had rights to enjoy their parental possessions to a great extent. They were the integral part
of their husbands helping them in all sorts of works in day to day lives. Even some of the women
were teachers. .

It is really astonishing to know that in Upanisad age women were treated the way they deserve
1o be treated. The sense of equality among men and women was very prominent. The society was
very much conscious about preserving the rights of women. Such was the golden time for Indian
women in the age of Upanisad. It would really be great if we still practice the same legacy and
improve it in our modem society; because a commeon feature of every prosperous society is that
they treat women respectfully and take care of their rights of equality.

I.  Ghosh, Mahesh Chandra, Tattvabhusan Sitinath, and Basu Prafulla Kanta Upanishad Trayee. (K.nlkn‘.l Sanskrit
Pustak Bhandar, 1928) : 374-495. .=

oS o v




Works Cited

ia.

(Fall 1986): 9-160

Dr. Das, Dev Kumar. Sanskrit Sahityer ltihas. Kolkata: Swadesh Publication, (Fall 1404
53.

Mhmmwm:wm Bhandar, (October 1§
64-67, 321,

nm,mmwmmsimmmmm Kanta Upanishad
Kolkata : Sanskrit Pustak Bhandar, 1928 - 32-34, 374-495, 510.

112 Upanisads, Edi. K. L. Joshi, O. N. Bimali, Bindiya Trivedi. Delhi : Parimal Public
Reprint 2016 : 9-10, 149-156, 262-270, 297 -301, 356-359, 476-484.
Mmm.mmmum.mm:mﬁmw
416422, 433 - 440, 541, 561-569. 2




