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Women in Indian Mythology:
A Feminist Lens

Swati Bhattacharya

Abstract:

Mythology or a compilation of myth often becomes
a part of a popular culture. The use of such literary
texts is often to make people aware of the cultural
heritage and common practices in form of stories.
These stories are often converted into teachings for
the masses. Indian Mythology starts from the Rig
Vedic period but it gained popularity with the texts
from Mahabharata and Ramayana. These tales are
even a compulsory part of illiterate Indians, and the
most popular folklore across all languages. The
projection of women in these texts is extremely

powerful but essentially domestic and these texts
have very subjudicating tales for women.

However, these texts have always tried to set a
benchmark of ‘perfect’ and associated a code of



percent of population of this country.

iSometimes a women’s life tells the story of a
nation’- this is a very commonly used proverb being
used to define the cultural construct of any nation.
As was emphasized by Altekar, who emphasized
saying “one of the best ways to understand the spirit
of a civilization and to appreciate its excellence and
realize its limitations is to study the history of the
position and status of women in it”. This is not un_trut"
for India, whereas more relevant than many nations
as even in twenty-first century most part of it §txll
lives in the glorified versions of the mythologica
characters created in the mythological texts of Indh}i
This paper seeks to introspect into the ""‘1_‘.“‘7.
judgments provided by the mythological literatt* ;1.:
India and the value judgments still associated \,\[}h;
it, which is impacting the society at a great lt’,\"(.'f' ale
construction of a ‘perfect’ male or a "P"_"wct I,U:xbm
was insightfully written in these texts in & ”h;l;\L "o
leading to create parameters which were thous

, : . N 7 )\r(*[' \\";iﬁ
be ideal to build a perfect society, This howe
transitional in case of India. | the

‘. : Ve a1l l l'l;'lL ot

The early Vedic or Rig Vedic P"“U(ldiguiltct

projection of women as very respectable :du(‘ S
in their assessment. Despite the “’“,S[.“Zc'ccptﬂ‘
preference for sons, daughters were alway.b[he “girls’
and treated well in early Vedic India, where

pa !
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education passes through the stages
of Upanayana and Brahmacharya leading to the
marital state. Women of the early Vedic period enjoyed
absolute economic freedom. They engaged in
professions for increasing health and well-being, as
well as in teaching professions as acharyas in Rig
Vedic society. Women enjoyed freedom of speech and
expression of choice. Although sons were preferred a
girl child was welcomed too.

However in the later Vedic period, mythologies
were revolutionized with the introduction of famous
texts which were Ramayana by Valmiki and
Mahabharata by Krishna-Dwaipayana Vyasa. The
introduction of benchmarks for masses on terms of
Karma' and ‘Dharma’ acted as the demo code of
conduct for both men and women. This was also
marking the beginning of the bench mark of an ideal
Indian women and their so called downfall from the
Rig-Vedic period. The creation of stalwart characters
like Sita and Dhraupadi setting an oceanic revolution
in mythology and idolization of docile obedient women
characterized an era flamboyantly accepted across
the entire country. India came across an era where
literature was created and popularized by priests and
worshipped so that the society abides by these
characters. Not only Indian women but the binaries
of caste/class were also superficially constructed by
these texts and women were characterized with the
‘Dharma’ of upholding these traditions so far.

Mythology with a dictionary meaning means a
collection of myths, especially one belonging to a
particular religious or cultural tradition.Thapar
contends events concerning the more remote periods
often take the form of a myth. Myth is in a sense
prototype history since it is a selection of ideas
composed in narrative form for the purpose of giving
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significance to an important past. 'N.‘C gender
construction that it achieved through dominant myth
of Indian womanhood may well be read as formuly
for class/caste hegemony of modern India. T
the notion of the Indian woman become e
the general reproduction of the Nation
emerged out of years of colonial domin
complex process and her recasting took p
many confrontations. The ‘myth’thus re
as the beast-of-burden-j

he Way
mbroiled i,
state | that
ation was g
lace througt,

Womanhood, in her voluntary abstinence and pury
Was made into g national myth during the Nationalist
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period. If in the pantheon of Indian icons, there were
a few powerful and empowered feminine ‘Shaktis’ like
Durga and Kali, there are hundreds of androcentric
and paternalist iconic figures having sole sovereign
sway. Hence the psycho-socio-politico-economic -
cultural history of India teems with figuration of
women as the one playing second fiddle to her lord/
master. What we can fail to ignore is the way the
patriarchal myth used the concept of ‘Shakti’
prevalent in the actual mythology of Hindu religion,
to establish its regime of caste, class and gender
oppression. Far from bringing the ‘resolution’ of the
woman question the Indian Nationalists opened up
the ‘myth’ of Indian womanhood as a terrain of
renewed contestation. One of the ironies of that
contestation was the ‘myth of power’ that the other
myths plugged into.

If we look into the mythology from a gendered lens
a lot of forced contradiction flares before its audience.
The creation of ‘mothers’ ‘wives’ ‘daughters’ or
‘Apsaras’ are duly glorified and criticized following a
standard code, which was frivolously created setting
the picture of an ‘deal’ society. Subsequently a
standard pattern of bane and curse is also created,
which is delivered by the Gods from time to time
assessing the conduct of these characters. In
Mahabharata, Kunti is a glorified mother who gives
up on being a mother to a child who was not born
out of her wed-lock and subsequently runs her family
with a perfect grip. She subjects her all five sons to
get married to a single woman and fits into the shoes
of a perfect mother-in-law who can have an absolute
dominance over her daughter-in law. Kuntz also
disowns her son who was born before her marriage.
So in a single character the woman and mother-hood
has been gripped perfectly setting numerous codes
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for the society. On one hand she is th
to the five sons with special power
on the other hand she is still th
denying her love to the son born
Kunti acts strong even when her

trouble and opposition from h
Dhraupadi, who had been nam
Laxmi is a strong polyandr
Mahabharata, who was lost by

bait, over a game of dice. But s
and never got disrobed as she
male friend, Krishna and who
loving a man out of her fiver hus
Dhraupadi was a character of 4
in places where she had to pr
character again was a pet of patriarchy that had t,
give in to strong male prejudices which existed iy
the society. Dhraupadi was born out of fire but she
was so peculiarly subjected to patriarchal grip that
she was automatically turned a virgin’ when she had
to come back to each of the brothers. Such a
character which had been gloriﬁed.at S0 many levels
was deeply under-rooted in tk}e grips of patnarcllll}’-
While Dhraupadi was forced into polyandry all her

ous. All these
five husbands chose to be polygam pp—
characters were createc;l a}nd POP‘ﬂar lfzntiiiolitics ) 4
in family circles with n}u.nmal‘ly ;mp;)éross the society |
battlefields. These political cire esthe precedence of
were dominated by men setting

.+ a] dichotomy
: The politicd ", nd
- on of women. . ‘private ¢ 1
dorpesﬂcdajgl even today and Creatmgdth; gelieve that 4
ruhng I,n alms where India was ma fehusbands e
‘pUth re meant for taking ca.I'C 0
women are

1d and
pattlefie
hereas men Were outin U;Cgl orified 1 %9
childrzl Warf’:ts of politics. TmsvxeN: %

. €

mtte o ihat Indian women

exte

¢ perfect mothe,
S vested by Goq

€ perfect womm;
out of wed-lock
son ‘Karng’ faceg
€r own brothers_
ed as Panchay; or
ous charactey of
his husbang as the
he protecteq herse)s
Was protected by pe,
lamented all hey life
band who was Karng,
kind, who was Strong
ove her merit ang her
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worships the literary characters of domesticated
women. Savitri was such a character, who was fated
to lose her husband and embrace widowhood. She
fought against her fate and revived her dead husband
after pleasing the God and is still considered the most
‘plous’ woman of Indian era. The practice of burning
oneself on the pyre of dead husband was also tagged
as ‘pious’ popularizing the taboo that Indian women
has little or no existence outside the lives of their
husband. India still blesses their daughters to be
‘Sati-Savitri’ indicating that as long as she lives she
‘keeps’ her husband alive. Gandhari is another
woman character in Mahabharata who was fated to
maurry a blind king and hence she embraced the same
for herself and tied her eyes to blind-fold herself as
long as she lived. Ambika, Ambalika , who were
created as a part of polygamous tribe of Mahabharata,
so was Arjun who fantasized Urvashi and also
remarried multiple times, Hidimbi who married Bhim
and even though Bhim was in love with Dhraupadi,
Hidimbi lived in the love of Bhim, raising his son.

Ramayana was following the same narrative of
glorifying a ‘Sita’, whose life is no less than a live
show of misery. India even today worships a Sita and
trains her daughters to be like her. Popularizing the
genre of ‘Pativrata’ (devoted solely to the husband);
Sita goes to live in the woods embracing her
husbands’ fate. The entire text is situated around
her serving her husband and being abducted and
when she comes back she has to walk through a fire
path to prove her fidelity. Even after this Ram is
tagged as the ‘lord’ and ‘Site’ the glorified ideal wife,
setting the benchmark of ‘ideal’ and domesticated
private woman that India desired through its
mythological texts. A Ravana, portrayed as a
Rakshasha did take care of Site even after abducting
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domestication has such strongly being reflected via 4

literature that women had believed that they are ot
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ver their husbands art
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Arjuna from Mahabharata was also attracted to one
such Apsara, named Urvasi and had a son with her.
However, Urvashi left him as she was not meant for
a family life in the mortal world. This projection of
such women in the light of using their beauty and
dance to allure men had always been shown in a
negative light. These women were never shown to
live a normal family life, therefore implying that these
are abnormal and bad profession for women and

those who engage themselves in this profession are
eventually meant to live a parallel life.

Indian Womanhood is essentially a collection of
multi-layered collection of myths. These myths have
generously constructed the modern age, todays’
women and the subsequent formation of dogmas,
superstitions, religious faiths with the derivation of
‘Do’s’ and ‘Don’ts’. The role of women and
constructing their existence around the stereotypes
of reproduction which was rendered as a ‘natural’
process, deliberately constructed to dominate that
section of population was also a product of myths/
mythology. In effectively reproducing the social
hierarchy, the myth of Indian womanhood has

naturalized not merely gender oppression, but has
encoded the program for caste and class oppression
as well. India is the land to worship ‘Shakti’ in form
of afemale but at the same time it sets the stereotype
and the code of conduct of right and wrong [or its
women. The entire sphere of domestication and
public-private divide that this world is thriving to
fight has been imposed on half of its population a lot
by its mythological literature. The early Rig-Vedic
period was not the texts to create the judgments,
but the later texts which were massively popularized
did degrade its women. Strangely enough the women
were called powerful, but the women were only
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powerful in the family circles and not in the
world. Krishna, who is considered the Lord o

was also shown in a polygamous relation
stealing away Rukmini, who he married. T

and reality as agreed by Ronald Barthes ¢

OutSide
fall €rag
ship ang
he myth
O not pla

Personal laws were constructed, i
brutal claws of Indian or Hind

orthodoxy had been popularized by many other
mythological texts, by the names of ‘Panchali’ or tales

eing read out during pujas/worship. A Laxmi is 8
docile woman, loyal to the husband and hence fflf?
symbol of wealth and prosperity in the fam'l),q'
According to Ashapurna Devi, ‘women have a:\‘(l)f(l))d “
been misled by this imposed ideal of Womanelss or
Be it her gentle manners and natural tendern

t depicted only the
u orthodoxy. This




REPRESENTATION OF WOMEN IN LITERATURE

~I
n

lack of physical strength, she has always found
herself hidden behind a mist of illusions, fenced in
on all sides and forced away from the real world into
seclusion of a helpless and dispossessed life. Denied
of her own ontology/anatomy, being and becoming,
she is at best a shadow, an image of domestic doulus,
a prisoner of comfortable concentration camp, in
other words the house. It is the unfair system that
fostered the absurd notion- that she has no place in
the world of work outside her home. Man is the maker

of that world, and woman’s duty is to make him a
home’.
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