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The Religious Practices in Regard to the Female
(Mortals and Divine) in the Upanisadic Literature

Pitas Das*

ABSTRACT

The nature of a cvilization can be determined by the position of
given by the society. The women hold a very high position in vegards to
patticipation in the religious matters in the Upanisad. The aim of this paper is
examine the religious practices of the women as depicled in the Upanisadic 5
which dates back approximately to the 1400 BC. The study will be done on the
basis of primary data and secondary data collection which inchude Upanisad
and several other documents. Critical svahuation will be done on the basis of date.
The study will reveal the contribution of women (Mortals and divine in the
sphere of religious practices in the Upanisad ages,

Introduction — Vedic literature has ample reference of women God
woven in the texts. Thus, the earth, Nirmiti is termed as the God of evil: Il
Bharati and Sarasvati are known as the three goddesses of sacrifice
Similarly Sarasvati, Bhaviini and Laxmi are three prominent goddesses
Aditi is the common mother of Gods and man. The Vedic poets invoked
her in the following manner

"0 divine Aditi, patroness worthy of confidence and cherished, come
with these wise Gods, these faithful protectors ... O divine and good
Aditi, I call on thee 1o succour us ...... Let us honour Aditi, who gives life o
Al

In the age of the Upanigads our society was in the highest peak i
terms of men-women social status, So, it has become very much necessary
to focus on the religious status of women in the Upanigds. It has bees
observed that in all great and prosperous countries the status of women
was very high. As it is mentioned earlier that a civilization can be
determined by the position of women given by the society, it is evident
from the above extract that women hold a verv esteemed position
religious sphere; references of woman god are found likewise o
determine the position of woman in the Upanigd society. The women in

*  Research Scholar, Department of Sanskrit, Visva Bharat University, Shantiniketss &
Assistant professor, Dewanhat Mahavidvalava Dewanhat, Coochbehar

(404 )




The Religious Practices in Regard to the Female {Mortals and Divine) :: 405

the Upanigd age held highly esteemed positions in the society. There are
numerous references in the Upanigad literature that tell us how women
shared the same status as of man in the society'. In Manusmyti (3.56) it is

found -
7 A YE T T < |
TAawe A Yea- sarearse: B

The birth places of the divine souls are there where women are
praised and respected. According to Yajnavalkya women are the
embodiment of all divine virtues and Gandharva has given them sweetness
of speech, that some has bestowed all his purity on them. And fire was
showered all his brilliance to make them most attractive.

According to Dr. Radhikrighnan women took part in the composition
of religious literature. Some women were called Brahmavadinis. They
were trained with martial arts and they were efficient in using arms. Apart
from this we have numerous evidences to prove that there were women
saints, philosophers, politicians, administrators and teachers.

Objective of the study

The present paper aims at investigating Religious functionality
imparted to women in the Upanisad context. It will give us an insight of
the significance of women (both mortals and divine) in the religious
context 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 narrative 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 mainly collected from Brhadaranyak Upanisad,
Chindogyopanisad,  Kenopanisad, Taittiriyopanigad,  Kathopanigad,
Svetasvatara Upanisad, Aitareya Upanisad, Kausitaki  Upanisad,
Mundakopanisad, Prasnopanisad, Maindikyopanisad, lsopanisad® and
other Upanisad.

The necessary data are accumulated from different secondary sources
such as Vedas. Manusmrti, and other critical studies regarding the status of
religious rights and privileges of women {both mortals and divine).
Women in the religious Sphere of Upanisad Literature

The age of Upanisad is the age of golden era in terms of participation
of women in the religious and spiritual practices in the society. Women
can be seen holding esteemed position in handling religious affairs. The
Upanisad literature informs us that the women of the age used to share
the same social status as of men. Special interest is seen among people to
have girl child. If a man wishes that learned daughter should be bom to
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him, and that she should like to reach her full age, then after having
prepared boiled rice with sesame and butter, they should both eat, and
become fit to have offspring. Since the wife and the husband were treated
as equal halves of one entity they both took part in secular and religious
occasions’. A man could not perform any religious exercise without the
presence of his wife because in such activities the presence of his wife was
mandatory. That is why the wife was called ‘Ardhangini’ or the better half.
However, during the menstrual period the wife was kept away from the
husband along with the other members of the tamily and would eat on a

bronze utensil "HE TEy AATHE fa= =% A faagmamar S gee 1
TR im smege didaaea Brhadaranyaka Upanisad

6.4.13, p. 492). In case of wife's death the husband was expected to bring
another wife to keep sacred fire burning otherwise he would take
Vinaprastha,

During the Upanisad era there were a number of noble women who
were highly educated and were respected in the society. There were
learned women like Gargi, Maitreyi and manv other who used to
participate in philosophical and spiritual debates with man, Maitrevi is
known to be a philosopher. The wife of the Guru called ‘Acharvani’ or
‘Guru Mother” who was equally respected by the disciples. Some
information can be found in Upanisad that suggest female dominating
societal custom. The father always wanted to have wise daughter. Mothers
were as respected as the God “HTg2aT wya (Taittiriya Upanisad - 1.11.2 - p.
384) One who insults his mother is humiliated publicly & afg faat a7 wai

mmmmﬁmmw_mmmﬁmm:ﬁmi
=t (Chandogya-Upanisad - 7.5.2, p. 225). Gargi, Vici and Kanvi
held discussions with Yajnavalkya and puzzled him. Maitrevi, the wife of
Yajiavalkya, participated in  several scholarly discourses, The
Brahmavidinis were scholarly women. They remained unmarried and
culture the Veda throughout their lives. Sadyodvahas were the women
who studied Veda until they got married. From the uttering's of Maitreyi
we come o know that women were interested in acquiring spiritual
knowledge of eternity rather than involving in the pursuit of getting
material objects found in Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 8T wrare &t deme
e v faEng A gl aw s d ada A g (2.4.3, p. 338) When
Maitreyl asked Yajfiavalkya about how to achieve immortality Yajiavalkya
replied that there is no such way to achieve immortality merely by
acquiring wealth and that the divine sprit is 1o be seen, to be heard. 1o be
perceived and to be meditated upon the while universe is known to us if
we can do the same. Sexual intercourse is taken as a spiritual exercise, Not
only the Khatriyas but even Brihmana and Risis could enjoy sexual
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pleasure, It is said that the nature of pleasure achieved from sexual act is
similar to Moksha. though the pleasure of Moksa is a million times intense”,

After the birth of child the father places the child on the mother's lap
for breast feeding while chanting the Mantra T i W i gfer Which is
to request goddess Sarasvati to give her breast to his wife so that the later
can feed her offspring with divine nutrition.

Tripuropanisad has ample references of women goddesses. The
divine power is illuminating in the form of nine yonis and nine cycles, nine
yogas, nine yoginis, nine foundation powers of nine cycles, nine bhadras
and magnificent nine postures. Nine yonis refer to the great powers like
Maha Tripura Sundari. The foundation powers of nine chakras are Maha
Tripura Sundari, Tripuramba, Tripura Siddha, Tripura Mialini,
Tripurasri, Tripura Vasini, Tripura Sundari, Tripuresi and Tripura, The
number of the divine protecting power is fiftcen including Madantika,
Minini, Mangald, Subhaga, Sundari, Siddhimatd, Lajja, Mau, Tustl, Ista,
Pusta Laksmi, Uma, Lalitd, and Lalapanti, Hantrimukha, the goddess, the
universal mother, Svara Madhya the Brhattithi, Nitya, Sasodasika,
Puramadhya are the forms in which the goddess enshrines and appears
before her devotees. The divine power exists in the form of a beautiful
woman whose complexion is illuminated with the light of Sun and Moon.
The goddess is offered with meat and liquor as prasida in order to achieve
success. The worshipper is thrown by goddess Sarasvati, Gauri and Laxmi
in the dreadful whirlpool of this world and she shoots them with five
arrows which stand for five sensitive organs. Sati is referred to as the
universal mother. A devotee free from all attachment becomes reluctant
to the worldly feelings and attains to the divine being”.

In Kalika Upanisad the goddess Kili and lord Siva are described as a
single entity. This Upanisad teaches us how to worship goddess Kili. She
possesses the three qualities (Sattva, Raja and Tama). She dwells in fifteen
different places with fifteen different names - Kili, Kapalini, Kulla,
kurukullda, Virodhini, Viprachiua, Ugra, ugraprabha, Dipta, Nila, Ghana,
Baliki. Matra, Mudra, and Miti. Brihmi, Mahesvari, Aindri, Chamunda,
Kaumari, Aparajita, Bardhi and Narasimhi enthrone on a lotus with eight
petals.

The great hermit Aévaldyana described the essence of Maha Sarasvati.
Sarasvati vidya contains ten hymns for the knowledge of essence (Tatva).
The devotee attains o emancipation by virtue of the knowledge acquired
through this Upanisad.

In the sixth stotras of Sarasvati-Rahasyopanisad Devi Sarasvan is
invoked in the following way - may mother Sarasvati, the goddesses provide
us with the food etc. in abundance because she is the greatest donor, her
stock of food is un-depleted and she provides her devotees. The persons
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arrange offerings for her pleasure with sheer protection. In some of the
stotras mother Sarasvad is requested 1o give the devotee protection,

In Sriramapirvatipaniya Upanisad mother Siti is glorified. Lord
Rima is praised not because of his novelty but because he is the husband of
mother Sita as he embraces Sita taking her to be his ornament. The
demon Rivana meets his death Just because he abducted mother Sita, In
!-irinim:mmuar.iuipani}u Upanisad Sitd is described as the ideal half of
Rama. She is blissful creator and destrover’,

Conclusion

The status of Women in the Upanisadic age was very high. People in
the Upanisad age worshipped Goddesses like Sarasvati, Kali, Uma, Sati,
Gouri, Parvati, Ganga, and numerous other divine women deities. The
mortal women also "i:njn}'cd esteemed position in the society. The
Upanisadic era was predominaniy male dominated. In spite of the fact,
the women were respected and were givén all the privileges to nourish
their creative faculty. It is astonishing to know that gender equality was
treated very seriously even bv the ancient people of our country.
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