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The Ṛgvedic age was incomparable to other civilized societies in terms of their treatment of women. Many communities and societies that were yet barbaric in other civilizations seem to exert no check on the ruthless oppression of man over woman. 

In India the position of women was considered better in the Vedic age than anticipated in an ancient civilization. The ideal marriage in the Vedic times was one in which the couple were seen as joint owners of the household under a religious sacrament. There were instances of women being carried away by force or even sold in some instances but largely they were seen as practices that were deprecated. The practice of seeing woman as property did not completely die out as there are instances in Ṛgveda
 that state that men gambled their wives to their opponents in the game. Though a hymn in the Ṛgveda admonishes man for indulging in this practice and this shows that the conscience of the society was evolving. 
It seems that the position of woman was considerably better than in the later times. Daughters were yet not considered ominous and inauspicious in the family though boys were preferred. It is mentioned in the Ṛgveda that parents performed religious rites to have a learned and capable daughter.  Even girls underwent the ceremony of brahmachārya when they were educated like the boys. Many of them became poetesses and they have been incorporated in the canons of literature. 
Girls were married at a fairly advanced age of 16 and 17 which enabled them to secure education. Since the brides were educated they had a voice in the family sphere. Women did not face seclusion and moved freely often with their lovers. There were instances of gāndharva marriage which were later blessed by the parents.  Religious sacraments could be performed by women independently and they were not regarded as impediment in the pursuance of religious rites. Thus they enjoyed equal status with men in performing religious rites. Neither the man nor his wife could attain heaven unless they married which was an indispensable nuptial knot to be tied by both men and women. 
In theory the wife was the joint owner of the household with her husband though in practice she was subordinate to man. According to the Brahmanical texts women cannot have any access to economic resources. In the Mahabharata, it mentions that, ‘…a wife, a slave, and a son can never earn wealth for themselves. What they earn always belongeth to him who owneth them.’
 The same idea is reverberated in the Sabha Parva, Udyoga Parva and Manu.
  Manu here draws a distinction between the women from the higher and lower sections of the society. Manusmritī does not recognize the role of women belonging to the higher stratum of the society as generating resources or participating in productive activities.
 But it provides insight where women from the lower stratum of society engage in production activities and contribute to the resource generation in their families.
 Thus few men did allow their wives to attach themselves to men and generate revenue.
 In this context, Kavita Gaur has argued that sexual liaison is seen as a form of livelihood in the lower sections of the society which made it possible for a parallel source of revenue. Gaur has further argued that despite being earning members of the household, the position of women remained that of subservience in the family.

Kautilya mentions the wives assisting their husbands in manufacturing white liquor on the occasion of festivals for medicinal purposes.
 Dancers (talavacaras), fishermen (matsya), cowherds (gopalakas) women accompanied their husbands as men from this strata acceded freedom to their women counterparts.
 Women accompanying their husbands was not prohibited however if it was to be so then they would have to pay fine.
 Kautilya states that such women who accompany their men shall be charged an amount eg five to six panas per show in case of nartakas, gayana-vadaka, kuslavas (bards), rope walkers (plavaka). 
 This asserts the right of women from the lower strata access and better opportunity of accessing the material resources. Arthaśāstra states ‘And the wife (shall not be held liable) for the debt incurred by their husband, if she has not assented to it except in the case of cow herds and cultivators tilling for half the produce.’
 The responsibility of sharing the debt in lower sections of the society indicates the rights and responsibilities of both man and woman to earn a livelihood as wives would have generated enough resources for the family.

 Ordinarily monogamy was the rule but polygyny was practiced in many instances in the aristocratic families. The custom of satī was not prevalent as a widow did not have to enter the funeral pyre of her husband upon his death. The widow could contract second marriage outside the family or enter into one under the custom of nīyoga. 
The main disabilities with which women suffered during this time were related to property rights. They had no right to inherit property or own property. In primitive times as women were seen physically vulnerable it was assumed that they could not guard property nor could they hold on to property against possible enemies. Landed property could thus be owned by the one who could defend it against potential enemies. The society was in a state of metamorphosis from a tribal form and communal form of ownership to that of family ownership of land and the powers and rights of different members of the family were yet to be defined and crystallize. So as a natural corollary woman unlike man was incapable of owning property; the family head, the patriarch was its sole owner and custodian. 
The fact that there were no women regents is surprising but if we see the facts then it is natural and an inevitable conclusion. The Aryans were trying to establish their supremacy over a hostile indigenous population which outnumbered them largely. So a queen ruling in her own right was seen as an impossible reality. The position of women seems satisfactory in the Vedic age with a few references to women being fickle minded or can be won by someone who is charming and handsome.  This does not exhibit the general view of the society which allowed considerable freedom and independence to women during c. 2500 BCE to c. 1500 CE. 
In the Vedic and Upanisadic times the birth of a daughter was not a matter of consternation to the family. There is an instance where a certain ritual is recommended to a householder in one of the early Upanisads to ensure the birth of a scholarly daughter.
  This ritual did not become as popular as Pumsavana, which is prescribed for procuring the birth of a son but it shows that cultured parents were as eager for a son as for a daughter. Some scholars have also emphasized that a talented daughter is better than a son.
 In fact in lower income households the practice of bride-price existed which would have resulted in having a daughter as a welcome event, though there is no literary evidence to corroborate the same except for folklore. 

Girl child was not as unpopular in ancient India as a daughter could also be initiated into Vedic studies and could perform the rituals as expected from the son. The marriage of a daughter was not an issue as she could choose her groom. Since remarriage was allowed the parents did not fear widowhood. Over a period of time things began to change and for ancestor-worship it became mandatory to have sons alone who could perform the rites. 
Child marriages came into vogue and soon thereafter remarriage was prohibited along with levirate. Inter-caste marriages were disapproved and a plethora of castes came into existence who insisted on exogamy. The right to choose the groom became constricted and the growing practice of satī from about 5 CE exacerbated the position of women. All this naturally led to the parents becoming wary of having a daughter and thus sons came to be preferred over a girl child. 

As a natural corollary passages related to desire for sons are more visible in the literature available on the subsequent periods. In the Aiteraya Brahmana text there is a lone passage which states that while the son is the hope for the family, the daughter is a source of trouble to it.
 A similar thought finds echo in an epic Mahabharata. The Ramayana states that when Sīta came of age, her parents were in a state of consternation.  But of course there are instances in literature where daughters like Kunti and Lopamudra have saved their parents from dire calamities. King Kuntibhoja, father of Kunti was very nervous when the angry sage Durvasas came to stay with him as a guest; Kunti undertook the daunting task of hospitality by attending to him and keeping him in good humour. She performed her task with remarkable success.
 Lopamudra in order to save her parents from the ire of saint Agastya consented to marry him fully conscious that in course of time she will be able to persuade him to lead a life of worldly pleasures
. There is no doubt that these instances have been advanced to counteract the harm that was done by the prevailing deprecation of the birth of a daughter. 
The practice of female infanticide was unheard of in the ancient times unlike the proliferation of this tendency in the contemporary times in India. There are no references to this inhuman practice in the Vedic, the Epic, Brahmanical and non-normative texts. The Viṣ̣nusmṛiti and the Mahābhārata state that the goddess of fortune resides in the house of a parent who has an unmarried daughter
 and not an unmarried son. The Atharvaveda asserts that a maiden can succeed in her marriage only if she has been properly trained during her brāhamacharya days.  So the fact that women are ineligible to receive education is more a matter of a later age. 
There are evidences of women who composed the Vedic Samhitās. According to the orthodox tradition itself, there are as many as twenty women oracles or authors of the Ṛgveda. Though we cannot completely rely on this tradition but we can certainly state that internal evidence shows that Lopāmudrā, Visvavara, Sikatā, Nivāvarī and Ghoshā are undoubtedly the authors of the Ṛgveda. The names of Indrani and Sachi as the authors of X.145 and 159 can be doubted but these were certainly composed by women seers. The names of other women seers like Gargi Vachaknav̄i
, Sulabhā Maitreyī
 and Vaḍava Prāchiteyī also figure as composers of hymns in various texts.  They certainly must have contributed immensely to the scholarship or else their names would not have gone down in posterity. It is unfortunate that their works have not survived but their names exist in the annals.  

Women students were divided into two categories: the Brāhmavādinīs were the lifelong students of theology and philosophy while the Sadyavāhās were those women who would pursue their studies until they got married at the age of 15-16. They would memorize the Vedic hymns relevant in the day to day chores in which they had to participate subsequently after marriage. There is ample evidence to corroborate that women like their counterpart men participated in offering regular prayers both in the morning and evening. For example in Ramayana in more than one instance Sitā is mentioned as offering Vedic prayers
.  Atreyī was another lady scholar of Vedanta who was studying under the sages Valmiki and Agastya. Some women also remained spinsters to achieve the pursuits of learning. 
Those women who were not scholars were called Upadhyayanis and those who were themselves teachers were called Upādhyāyās. It states that women teachers must have been fairly numerous in society; otherwise a new term would not have been coined to designate them.  

So the high status and freedom enjoyed by women in the Vedic age was mainly due to the men being engrossed in military warfare and consolidation. Women engaged actively in agriculture, making bows and arrows, manufacturing cloth etc. The women were useful members of society and thus could not have been discredited. The cheap or forced labour of the enslaved population was not yet available to the Āryans for the tasks that were being performed by the women folk.
The urgent needs of the Vedic society led the people to abandon the prehistoric satī custom and sanction niyoga and remarriage for widows. The Aryans were being outnumbered by the non-Aryans and thus it would be suicidal to have women attempt satī at this stage. Thus the practice of niyoga and widow remarriage was seen as the best alternative. Thus it was decided that women must help in multiplying the stock and helping the Āryans fight the non-Āryans. 

Polygamy was prevalent in the Vedic times as it is often mentioned in the Ṛg̣̣veda. The Ṛg̣̣veda also contains a hymn meant as a charm for weaning the husband’s affection away from the co-wife
. In Ṛg̣̣veda
 there is a hymn attributed to Sacī, wife of Indra, who claims to have vanquished and killed her co-wives and ruled supreme over all men and Indra. This hymn is prescribed by Āpastambha Gryahsūtra 
 as a charm to be repeated to win back the husband from his co-wives.  

In Vedic texts, a wife derives her chief identity from being a patni, a mistress who is the wife of the house master. The other common epithet for her is jāyā, the wedded wife who gives birth to children. 

Subsequently in c. 1500 BCE to c. 500 CE the changes that took place in the position of women were gradual. Their proprietary rights continued to be unrecognized especially that from the upper strata of society except in case of strīdhana; gifts of movable assets received in marriage by the bride. 
In the affluent sections of society women also underwent upanayana, the sacred initiation ceremony and underwent training in academic areas. There are instances of a large number of women adopting teaching as a profession and gaining distinction in the realm of theology and philosophy. But soon there was a gradual deterioration in their access to education as they were not being sent to acquire education to teachers or centre’s of education but to gain education through their near relations like father, the brother or an uncle. So it was only a handful of girls from the aristocratic families who came to acquire religious and secular teaching. 
So many rituals which were earlier performed by girls came to be conducted by men. Some sacrifices like rudrayāga and sītāyāga continued to be performed by women alone and when the husband was away, the service of the sacrificial fire came to be entrusted to the wife. In families considered cultured the wife performed the duties on behalf of the husband by reciting the Vedic prayers in the morning and evening. 
The marriageable age of girls though continued to be 16 but in practice though not in theory they came to select their bridegroom as svya͘mavaras were fairly common in the kṣatri̒ya caste. Divorce could also be sought by a woman though it was fairly uncommon.  The custom of satī was fairly unknown and niyoga was practiced by widowed women. Women did not attend public meetings and there were no social restrictions imposed on women. 
Religion can also be seen as the force that helped to influence and accentuate the position of women. As god accepted no oblations from the unmarried thus asceticism was rather discouraged. Since happiness and prosperity could only be attained through performing rituals and making religious offerings which could be performed by the husband and wife together. Wife was not a hindrance but the one who helped in discharging the duties properly especially in the performance of religious rites. Upanayana thus became imperative for the girl who was expected to receive training and proper education. 
It required at least six years to complete the educational instruction which naturally delayed the marriageable age and as a corollary raised the marriageable age for girls. Since girls came to marry at a later age of 17-18 naturally their predilections had to be kept in mind. Even gāndharva form of marriage was prevalent as girls remained unmarried till a later age and were also allowed to mingle. So it was not until c. 500 CE that the position of woman was fairly better as she was well educated, given same religious privileges, allowed to choose one’s bridegroom, occupy a dignified position in society and household and participate in public sphere and it was even possible for a woman to be ambitious if the inclination and need arose. 

Usually the norm indicates modernization as being directly proportional to culture and thus we anticipate an improved status of women over centuries and not deterioration in their status. The improved status of women in the centuries of the Sa͘mhitās was due to the fact that women came to exercise considerable independence as they were the prime caretakers of the family at times when men were engaged in the military pursuits and the society was in the transition stage from a communal to a joint family system and thus moved in search of pastures. The men had to rely primarily on women for their domestic chores as they were engaged in military or semi-military activities. This demonstrated the skill of women in securing prosperity in peace and victory in war for men as they successfully took care of the hearth and home while the men were engaged in military pursuits.
We see that in the latter half of the Sa͘mhitā period (c. BCE 1000- c. BCE 500) the marriage between Āryan and non-Āryan became common. It was in the later times that marriage between the two came to be interdicted. Jaya Tyagi says that the early Grihyasutras (BCE 800 – CE 500) said almost nothing about young, unmarried women. Women became significant only in their capacity as wives and mothers. The two occasions when they participated in household rituals were when they entered a new family as brides and when they conceived. Even in these rites, the main idea behind getting women to participate was the birth of sons.
By the time the society came to the post Vedic age, the characters in the great epic, the Mahabharata have always been shown to shower   blessings of birthing only the male child. In no instance of this vast composition has there ever been any king or any character blessed by any sage on the hope and upon the birth of a girl. 

There was a consistent degeneration in the position of women in the next thousand years (c. BCE 500 to CE 1500). The initiation ceremony (upanayana) was only for men belonging to the upper three varnas – Brahmans, Kshatriyas and Vaishyas. Both women and sudras were excluded from this ceremony. There is, however, some debate on whether or not women underwent the upanayana ceremony, before the composition of the Grihyasutras. Tyagi says that while women may have had an initiation ceremony in earlier or later times, it was certainly not significant and possibly conducted by women themselves. No such ceremony has been mentioned in the Grihyasutras.

The one ceremony that could be performed on women was the tonsuring ritual, but this was not to be accompanied by the chanting of any Vedic hymns, unlike in the case of men. Women were also to be kept far away from Vedic learning. The Grihyasutras proāect a particularly negative and impure image of menstruating women. Tyagi offers the explanation that the composers of these texts probably did not know the connection between menstruation and ovulation and may have thought that a menstruating woman was going through a phase of infertility, considering the fact that pregnant women did not menstruate.
In the later period of the age of sūtras, epics and early smṛtis (c. BCE 500 to c. CE 500) the position of women exacerbated. The Āryan conquest of the indigenous population was complete in the early centuries of the millennium and thus there was a large population of semi-servile class of people who were incorporated by the victors as the fourth class; sudrās. In the initial stages Āryans imposed their sovereignty over the indigenous people successfully through ruthless warfare but when they moved to the upper Gangetic region they encountered a domineering and deep-rooted indigenous population over which they established their dominance. Over a period of time the two began to live amicably and thus instead of facing resistance came to intertwine with one another through inter-religious marriages. 
There have been no instances of nuptials between Āryans and sudrās in the Vedic period but such instances gained currency during the later period when the Brahmanās and other literature mention frequent marriage between the Āryan and the non-Āryan groups. Bhīma married Hiḍimbā, a sister of a rākṣasa chief. The sage Kavaśa was the son of a slave girl and plays an important part in the Aitareya Brāhmana. 

In any case, before a young girl got married, her sexuality was not acknowledged at all. While male initiation was an important aspect in the Grihyasutras, girls were insignificant, even though in their case, the beginning of their menses would have been sufficient proof of their coming-of-age.
The Grihyasutras are completely preoccupied with male progeny and upholding patriarchal norms. During the marriage ceremony, the only time when it seemed that daughters too could be desired was when the groom was supposed to hold the bride’s thumb if he wanted sons and her finger/s if he wanted daughters. He could hold her whole hand if he desired both son and daughters. Even in this, the decision lay with the groom and not the bride, as it was he who chose which fingers to hold.
 

All kinds of rituals were performed to ensure the birth of male children. Most of these had to do with bringing the new bride in close proximity to symbols of male virility such as fruits which resembled testicles, or the bull which symbolized virility. The prajapati was called upon to bestow the family with sons. These rituals were performed right after marriage and at regular intervals during the wife’s pregnancy.
 

The Grihyasutras mention several qualities to look for or avoid in a girl when choosing a bride. She should be intelligent, beautiful, of clear skin, should have proportionate limbs, should not be ‘too excellent’ or have too many friends. As far as the wife’s conduct is concerned, she should not speak but only murmur, and the husband should speak for her in case she is too shy.
 

There have been exceptions when Prabhāvatīguptā
 ruled the Vakataka territory on behalf of her minor son upon the death of her husband Rudrasena II. The Poona copper plate inscription mentions how diligently Prabhāvatīguptā administered her territory for almost quarter of a decade which alludes to her administrative skill. Reference to Dhruvadevī and Kumāradevī cannot be ruled out who were important women rulers in the 3-6 CE. This implies that girls of wealthier families were well educated and groomed and in some cases they continued to have the choice of choosing their life partner and were able administrators. 
But once the practice of marrying the girls before puberty came to be practiced by most families it became difficult for them to have access to education. The number of authors and poetesses was comparatively low in this period of the Guptas. The Viṣṇu Purāṇa states that the age of the bridegroom should be three times that of the bride. According to Angiras
 the age difference should be between 2-5 years. According to Vātsyāyana
 a man should marry a girl who is younger to him by 3-7 years. Marriage was performed within the same caste and could take place for a girl before puberty and after puberty. There were restrictions on intermarriage. The pratiloma form of marriage was sanctioned while the anuloma marriage was seen as akin to marrying a prostitute. The four forms of marriage Brāhma, Prājāpatya, Ārsha and Daiva were prevalent.  But inter-caste marriage was prevalent among the royal families. The Vākāṭaka king Rudrasena II, a Brāhmạna ruler married Prabhāvatiguptā, a princess from the Vais̒ya Gupta dynasty. Inter-caste marriages led to the absorption of the foreign tribes into Hindu society. Vātsayāyana sees gāndharva form of marriage as the best as it was based on love. The marriage of a S̒ūdra girl with a high caste man was considered illegal and reprimanded by legal Smṛti writers. Bṛhaspati does not recognize the right of a child born of a S̒ūdra woman to inherit the property of the Brāhamaṇa father while Yājñavalkaya permits it. 

The Aitareya Brạ̄hmana
 states therefore “one man has many wives, but one wife has not many husbands at the same time”. In the Yājñavalkya Smṛti 
 there are verses which are addressed to the Mahiṣī (the consecrated queen), vāvātā (the favourite wife), and Parivṛktā (the discarded wife) by the brāhma, udgātā and hotā priests respectively. Polygamy was not confined to royal blood as we know Yājñavalkya had two wives, Kātyāyani who was materialistic and Maitreyī whose thirst for knowledge and immortality was not quenched. The plays of Kālidāsa also mention the practice of polygamy.  In his play Abhijñānas̒ākuntalam king Duṣyanta, though already has two queens Vasumatī and Hamsāvāti, marries Śakuntalā following the gāndharva form of marriage. The other two wives are referred to as immaterial in the play even though there is evidence from other sources that queens were influential as advisors, donors and even administrators. Kālidāsa is reticent about this aspect. The king’s rejection of Sakuntalā is not condemned but glossed over through the introduction of the motifs of the curse and the ring. In the play the woman’s identity is subsumed; once she is betrothed she has to be the ideal wife. A comparison of the epic and the play indicates the impact of patriarchal conventions in conceptualizing the role of a woman of the upper caste. Patriarchal norms need to be introduced as an alternative. 
It may seem that gāndharva form of marriage was anachronistic to its times as depicted in the play of Kālidāsa and thus was not the norm. In the later section of the play the king Duṣyanta refers to Śakuntalā as his legally wedded wife (the dharmapatnī), the kṣetra in which he planted his seed. Manu
 describes the gāndharva form of marriage as a sexual union which may arise out of desire. Śakuntalá’s lineage is derived mainly from her father and foster-father which is resonant of Manusmṛti in which Manu
 states that a woman is dependent on her father, husband and son during her cycle of life. 
In Mālvīkagnimitram, Kālidāsa portrays the love between Mālavika and Agnimitra. King Agnimitra is married to Queen Dhārinī who has mothered his children Vāsūmitra and Vāsūlakshmī. Irāvati is another lady in his harem. It can be said that rulers and the aristocrats had many wives who may have led an insecure life. 

Even the protagonist of Vātsyāyana’s, Kāmasūtra is the mistress and not the wife. According to Kātyāyana
 the wife must never live away from her husband and must worship the hearth. She must worship her husband and never break the vow of chastity even after the death of the husband. She could perform religious rites alongside her husband. Manu
 and Yājñavalkaya
 both state that a husband may supersede a wife in case she drinks, suffers from a disease, is deceitful, is extravagant in expenditure or gives birth to only girl child. Manu
 and Baudhāyana Dharmasūtra
 allow a man to remarry in case the first wife uses foul language. The Āpastamba Dharmasūtra
 declares that a man who is blessed with a wife who follows dharma and progeny, he may not marry another woman, but if any one of the two has been compromised by the wife then he may marry another before consecrating the sacred s̒rauta fires. Kauṭilya states that if a man marries another woman while his wife is chaste and has borne him son, then he may pay a fine in the form of strīdhana and an additional 24 paṇas. Though Āpastamba upheld the ideal of monogamy as Narada and others prescribe a fine for marrying the second time for wont of a valid reason, it is yet doubtful if a man was ever punished by the ruler for doing so.
The Mahabharata
 tells us that Vasudeva Krsna
 had sixteen thousand wives. The reason for this treatment meted out to women were aplenty such as the precedence given to a son over a daughter, early marriages, illiteracy of women, the women being seen as impure and treated at par with sūdras and lastly their complete dependence on men. 

The Aitreya Brāhmaṇa and Taittirīya Saṃhitā states that a woman cannot have more than one living husband and there is nearly no evidence of polyandry in ancient India. Not a single Vedic passage can be quoted which refers to polyandry. The most glaring example of polyandry was in Mahābhārata wherein Draupadī has five husbands. Dhṛṣṭadyumna
 tries vehemently to dissuade Yudhiṣṭhira from declaring Draupadī as the wife of all five brothers, but Yudhiṣṭhira justifies the action on account of ancient practice and the agreement among the brothers to share everything they secure. Yudhiṣṭhira 
 corroborates his argument by citing two examples i.e. of Jatilā and Gautamī who had seven sages as husbands. It is this aspect which has led scholars to regard Pāṇḍus as a non-Aryan tribe which had been grafted on the Aryan race and represented as the kin of Kauravas by the interpolators of Mahābhārata. 

Polygamy appears to have been prevalent in Vātsyāyana’s days among the wealthy. Kings generally considered it a privilege to have a crowded harem “with a thousand spouses” as mentioned by Vātsyāyana
. The Buddhacarita mentions the existence of polygamy among the aristocratic and wealthy families. Vātsyāyana states that wealthy people had a plurality of spouses who, outwardly no doubt, appeared to enjoy many objects of pleasure, but in reality were miserable as the husband was one and the claimants to his affection were many; and he gives the sage advice that it is better to have a poor husband even though he may lack in many qualities than to have a man to be shared with many wives.

A single wife for a wealthy man however was not unknown: the nāgaraka in Vātsyāyana’s drama was devoted to one wife or ekacārin. In case of barrenness Vātsyāyana states that the wife should counsel the husband to remarry and look upon the newly married bride as a younger sister. A husband could remarry if the wife did not give birth to a progeny. Neither law nor society considered it a crime. Under genuine circumstances taking a new wife was allowed, very much like allowing a separation, widow remarriage or even polyandry. While adultery was generally deprecated the Nāgaraka was permitted to seduce other men’s wives under certain conditions. 

Polyandry was amiss in the society during the earlier period as it was during this age. In the Jātaka stories there was a single instance of princess Kenha’s polyandrous marriage which is a distorted version of Draupadi’s marriage with the Pāṇḍavas. The inexistence of polyandry was associated with culture in the sections of the Indian society. Āpastamba Dharmas̒āstra
 refers to the fact that a woman will not be given over to the strangers for a son by niyoga but to the sagotra; for a bride is given to a family of brothers and not to a brother alone; that niyoga is forbidden on account of the weakness of men. 
It was Bṛhaspati who first mentions the maternal uncle marrying the daughter of his sister among the southerners (dākṣinātyas) and goes on to say the same practice is prevalent among communities in other countries. Bṛhaspati mentions the existence of polyandry among many people other than the Aryans in India. There are two forms of polyandry
; matriarchal and fraternal. In the former a woman has multiple alliances with two or more men who are not necessarily relations of each other and therefore succession is traced through the female while in the latter the woman is married to the several brothers. The matrilineal form of polyandry prevailed among the Nairs on the Malabar Coast but it has petered out. While the latter still finds resonance among the Kumaon-Garhwal people and in the people of the Himalayan belt up to Assam. Nilakaṇṭha, the commentator of the Mahābhārata, raises on Ādiparva
 the question of Draupadī taking five husbands and refers the practice to be prevalent among the low castes.  
The practice of polyandry is referred to in the Kāmasūtra along with the unusual sexual practices. In the times of Vātsyāyana the practice of polyandry existed in certain parts of the country. One woman either lived with many men or married many men at the same time.
The Āpastamba Dharmasūtra
 requires that from the time of marriage the husband and wife work together in religious rituals, they both have access to the wealth within the family and in the absence of the husband, the wife can make gifts. Manu
 says that a woman still retained the right to recite the Vedic mantras and have a hand in the religious rites. She performed important tasks during the sacrifice like un-husking the grain in sthalipaka, washing the slaughtered animal etc. 

The Pūrvamīmāmsa (300-200 BCE) establishes that both husband and the wife own property and should join together in performing rituals except those in which the woman is required to act independently or the man is to act alone. It was this necessity of the consort accompanying the husband in the Vedic rituals that Rāma was compelled to celebrate sacrifices with a golden image of Sītā by his side.
Pāṇini derives the word patnī and says that it can only be applied to a wife who accompanies her husband in the sacrifice and its reward. It is thus a corollary that the woman who does not accompany her husband in yajñas is not accredited with the title of a patnī and is only jāyās. It is on account of this close association of the wife in all sacrifices either śrauta or smārta that the wife who dies before her husband is burnt with the sacred fire and with the sacrificial vessels and other equipments.
 
Manu ordains that a wife cannot perform a sacrifice alone nor can fast without his consent. Similarly, Kātyāyana states that whatever a woman does to secure spiritual benefit without her father’s consent before marriage or her husband’s and sons consent after marriage is bound to be fruitless as it does not have the permission of the male in the family. The Nityacārapāddhati quotes Manu and states that Manu’s words are not to be taken literally for they only mean to extol the position of the husband.

It has been ordained from ancient times that a man is born with debts i.e. to the sages, gods and pitrs and by Brāhmacharya i.e. student hood, by performing rituals and by procreating sons he liberated himself from the three debts respectively. The Ṛgveda
 invokes the blessing of ten sons on the newly married bride and the Ṛgveda is fraught with the yearning for a son at every step. Manu states that a man should not think of moksa (salvation from birth) before he has paid off the three debts and it states that by the very birth of an elder son man becomes free from the debt owed to his ancestors. Manu
 and Viṣṇu Dharmasūtra
 claim that since a son saves his father from hell he is called putra. The wife thereby helped a man pay off his two debts, to the gods by associating with him in sacrifices and to the pitrs by giving birth to sons. Therefore the main goal of a woman’s life was to procreate and render the husband with a son so that he can pay his debts to the ancestors. 
The Satpatha Brāhmana says that a sonless wife is possessed with Nirṛti meaning ill luck or destruction. It was on account of the importance given to sons that a man was allowed to remarry in case his wife dies without giving him an heir or his wife is unable to give him sons. 

Manu
 declares that ‘a virtuous wife should serve her husband as if he were a god, whether he is of evil character or lustful or devoid of good qualities’.  The Matsya purāṇa
 states that the husband is akin to god for women. 
The viewpoint that a woman must submit to the husband completely also finds resonance in the poems by Kālidāsa, who makes one of the pupils of Kaṇva say that ‘this is your wife, abandon her or accept her, since all round domination of the husband over the wife is proper’. Ādiparva
 echoes the idea that a wife living with her paternal relatives is not appreciated as she loses grace and respect not only before her family but in the society. 
The Yājñavalkaya Smṛti deals in details with the responsibilities of a wife-‘she has to keep household and furniture in their proper place; to be clever; to have a smiling face; to not to be extravagant; to be devoted to doing what is agreeable and beneficial to the husband; to show respect to her father-in-law and mother-in-law by clasping their feet; to conduct herself decently, to restrain her senses’. The Kāmāsutra directs the wife to spend only that amount as which commensurate with the annual income of the husband. 

Manu
 prescribes the fine of a suvarna for a man speaking with a woman with whom he is forbidden to speak and Yājñavalkaya prescribes a fine of one hundred paṇas in the case of a woman who is forbidden to speak with a man and a fine of two hundred paṇas for a man who speaks to a woman he is forbidden to speak to. The Purāṇas state that a pativrata should not call out for her husband by his name as that lowers his age and that she should never ever take the name of any other male. The Padma-purāṇa
 says that wife is pativratā who is working like a slave, in extending sexual pleasure, like a mother in offering food and like a counselor in adversity. 
Special rules of conduct were laid down for a wife whose husband was away from home on a journey. Yājñavalkaya states that a woman whose husband has gone on a journey to another country must not indulge in play, renounce adornment of the body, visiting festivals and gatherings, laughing and going to the house of a stranger. Manu says that provisions for the wife should be made by the husband before taking a long journey as the wife may go astray if she has to procure the provisions for herself. 
The Viṣṇu Dharmasūtra contains the same prescriptions for the men and women alike. These impositions would certainly impose restriction on the development of women’s personality. The smṛti have stated the various rewards accrued to a woman who abides by all the impositions laid on her by the various law-givers. A woman who does not adhere to allegiance in her relationship with the husband will be born as a female jackal in the next life and will be afflicted with a terrible disease. 
In the Mahābhārata hyperbolical descriptions are provided extolling the quality of a pativratā and the powers that shall be accrued to her. The story of Sāvitrī in the Vanaparva
 illustrates the power of a pativrtā who wrung back to life her husband Satyavāna from the dreaded god of death, Yama. The ideals of Sītā and Sāvitrī have been upheld in the Indian social fabric as epitomizing the virtuous woman. Wife as pativatī (one with husband) and jīvapatnī (living with the husband) is venerated as mentioned in the Gŗhyasūtra texts.

The epics have the ubiquitous conception of wife which is denoted by various nomenclatures such as pativratāmimām sādhvī
, patidharmata
, patidharma-mahābhāgā
. Kunti blesses Draupadī
 that she may be virtuous and devoted to her husbands (pativratā), as also a wife at the sacrifice, and mother of living and brave sons (jīvasūrvīrasū). Patīvratādharma
became the prime duty of the enjoined upon the woman in which the epics became the vehicle of propagation. This concept came to acquire a cult status when aligned with the practice of Satī.

As a corollary to the above, worship of the husband is seen as the prime duty of a woman and this is lucidly elaborated by Kapotī in the Śāntī Parva:
…the joy that father gives is limited. Mother and son too give little joy. Which woman would there be who will not worship the husband, who gives immeasurable happiness. There is no protector the equal of one’s husband, nor any happiness equal to him. For women, it is best to sacrifice everything and take refuge in the husband. 

Thus the husband is conceptualized as the chief repository of a woman’s happiness, ensuring her
 patiprasādah svargo vā (the very heaven). It is unthinkable for a woman to draw happiness from any other source other than her husband.
This conceptualization of a patīvratā negated the very existence of a woman as her being was only to fulfill the needs, desire and aspiration of her husband and his family. She was to drink, eat and wear clothes according to her husband’s taste. 
 
Sally Sutherland states that the character of Draupadī is an oxymoron, since coupled with victimisation she simultaneously has a realization of her victimization. The latter becomes apparent when she mounts outspoken and aggressive attack on her husbands.
 Thus she subverts the notion that a woman endure trials without complaints.Mandodarī repeatedly describes Rāvaņa’s abduction of Sitā by calling it pāpakŗtam or a disparaging act. 
Manu states that a man must maintain one’s aged parents, a virtuous wife and a minor son by committing even a hundred grave acts. He claims that a man who does not perform his duty should be fined 600 panạs by the King.
 Yājñavalkaya requires the husband to maintain a wife whom he has superseded in the same way as before; otherwise he would be guilty of sin.
 He says that if a man abandons a wife who is obedient, diligent, has borne sons to him, he had to give one-third of his property to his wife but if he had no property, he had to maintain her. The Visnu Dharamsūtra
 says that a husband is punishable like an ordinary thief if he abandons an obedient wife.

Markandeya-purana
 observes that there is nothing that is more detrimental than adultery. Manu exhorts men to protect their women not by suppressing and threatening her but by engaging them in household chores thereby inculcating in them the desire to lead a virtuous life. The wife had to co-habit with the husband and if she refused to do so than her delinquency had to be made public and she had to leave her house.
 Gautama prescribes that the wife who violates her duty of chastity must undergo a penance, but she should not be abandoned. 

The Mitaksara on Yājñavalkaya
 states that the wives of the Brahmanas, Ksatriyas and Vaisyas who commit adultery with a S̄́udra may be purified by a penance in case no child is born but not otherwise and remarks that Yājñavalkaya should be understood as when a wife commits adultery with a S̄́udra she is to be abandoned which means that she can no longer participate in performing religious duties and conjugal matters but she is not to be casted on the street. She can be confined to a room and provided with food and raiment.
Vasistha says that only four types of wives can be abandoned- one who has intercourse with the husband’s pupil, or with the husband’s guru, one who attempts to kill her husband or the one who commits adultery with a man from a lower caste.  Gautama and Manu are more astute with a woman who has intercourse with a man from the degraded caste i.e. she has to be punished by the king, with being devoured by the gods. Manu exhorts the husband to confine the woman to a room and compel her to perform penance. 

Thus we can draw the given conclusion from the various normative texts that have been cited above: A husband exercises no absolute right of abandonment of a wife who has committed adultery. Adultery was originally considered as an upapataka i.e. a minor sin and can be atoned for by appropriate penance undergone by the wife. The wife who has undergone penance after committing adultery can have all her matrimonial rights restored. A wife who commits adultery with a śudra or has had a child thereby, who is guilty of killing her foetus or that of attempting to kill her husband or commits any of these sins is to be deprived of her right to participation in religious rites or conjugal matters and is to be kept confined in a room and provided starving maintenance and paltry clothing even after she has undergone penance. 
If a woman refuses to pay penance then she had to be deprived of starving maintenance and residence near the husband’s house. The maintenance aspect is still used in the Indian court law for Hindu household.  
But general law givers have declared that the husband could not exercise any dominion on the wife’s property i.e. her strīdhana except in case of famine or during exigencies. Narada prohibits either of the spouse to lodge a complaint against one another with their relatives or the king. He says that a man is liable to pay one-third of his estate or a fine if he deserts a virtuous wife. A husband could use the strīdhana but only with an obligation to return it. If the husband used the strīdhana with the consent of the wife then he had to return it with only the principal amount paid to her but if he used the amount without her knowledge then he must pay interest on it as well. The text states, ‘And the sisters also, but by giving them, as an allotment, the fourth part of his own share.’
 The position of daughter was further protected in case of the death of her mother by providing an exclusive right over her strīdhana. She was considered the only heir of her mother’s property. Yajnavalkya states that, ‘Of the mother’s (property) the daughters (shall take) the residue (after the payment) of debts.’

The Śmrtikaras of this period generally gave the prerogative of accession to strīdhana to the daughter or the wife.  By limiting and restricting women to strīdhana it suggests that they were not expected to earn a living by themselves nor participate in any economic activity. Shalini Shah has stated that even if women were entitled to their strīdhana, it mostly depends on the degree of control over the disposal and enjoyment which would determine the quality of their property rights. Furthermore, she goes on to say that the strīdhana was the woman’s wealth given to her during marriage.
 
Kautilya considered marriage as an important transaction as for him all transactions were a result of marriage. Kautilya specifies specific instructions regarding women’s property as well as on widow remarriage and her property rights subsequently. According to him, ‘maintenance is an endowment of a maximum of two thousand (panas) as to ornaments there is no limit.’ 
 The chapter further discusses ways in which the wife may use the property like in maintaining her son, her daughter-in-law, or herself or whenever her husband is absent and has made no provision for her maintenance. But in certain cases such as calamities, disease and famine, in warding off dangers and in charitable acts, the husband, may make use of this property. 

Kautilya further says that if used in the gandharva and asura marriages, the husband shall return both with interest, if used in the rakshasa and paichasa marriages, he shall pay the penalty for the theft. Regarding the property rights of women, Kautilya allowed that daughters can inherit the estate of their father, if they are born of pious marriages and there was no male off spring.
 

But widows were not accorded this right. Apart from the above, the text also describes living widows, their property rights, and their rights upon remarriage.
 It is mentioned that the women shall settle on sons born to her from many husbands, hence she shall conserve her property in the same condition as she had received from her husband.
 Apart from this, the text further states that when a husband is dead, the widow if she is willing to lead a life of piety shall at once receive the endowment and ornaments and the remainder of dowry. If after receiving these she remarries again, she shall be made to return both with interest.
 However when she is eager to start again a family, then she shall receive at the time of remarriage what was given by her father-in-law and her late husband. 
 But if she remarries against the wishes of her father-in-law, then she has to return all that she received from her father-in-law and her husband. 
 The text indicates that widow remarriages was possible and was allowed in the society. Thus, this depicts a different picture where women were confined within the patriarchal domains of the society yet were allowed access to their husbands’ property and all that accrued to her through her father-in-law besides the strīdhana. 

But Katyayana, Sankha Likhita and Brhaspati gave this right to both sons and daughters. According to Visnu a woman’s strīdhana goes to her daughters after her death.
 Even Narada states that daughters should inherit their mother’s strīdhana and in their absence, their daughters and then their offspring (sons).
 If a woman has no daughter then upon her death the strīdhana devolves to her sons. 
It was Yājñavalkaya who also espouses the cause of the widow in inheritance. The widow will inherit the husband’s property in case they do not have a child. All the commentators on Yājñavalkaya sṃrti also agree and place the widow as the inheritor of the dead husband’s wealth. Yājñavalkaya echoes the idea of Gāutama who insisted that the man who dies without having a son, all his property shall be inherited by the widow.

The wife was looked as subservient to the husband, and in Vedic times women composed hymns and learnt the Vedas as well as participated with the husband in all religious ceremonies. Their position was far stronger in the Vedic times except for the right to inherit property which was incorporated in later times. But even during the Vedic period there have been resonance of women being sneered and scorned. Some of the smrtikaras like Atri and Devala condone a woman who had had sexual relations with a man of the lower caste and begotten a child. She is not to be treated as an outcaste but only impure until her next period. Nor is a woman who has been raped to be punished for she would become pure after her next periods. Atri and Devala prescribe purification rituals for a woman made impure by a mleccha and conceiving thereby. 
The Ṛgveda 
 says ‘the mind of a woman is uncontrollable’. The Ṛgveda also states that women cannot be friends with their counterparts as they have the heart of hyenas. Manu prescribes the entire dependence of women on men, be it inheritance or the privilege of Vedic mantras. These passages are vivid in showing that women in Vedic times did not have access to property, and were completely dependent on men. 
In the Dharmaśastra literature the woman’s position worsened except for in relation to the inheritance rights. As regards inheritance Āpastamba, Manu and Nārada do not allow the widow of a sonless male to succeed as heir while Gautama says that she is the heir along with sagotras. In Kalidasa’s, Abhijnanasakuntalam it is very clearly postulated that a widow is not considered heir to her deceased husband when a merchant who loses his life overseas has his property inherited by the state. 
Visnu, Katyayna and Yājñavalkaya stress that a widow of a sonless man can inherit her husband’s property. Dhanamitra the merchant who died in shipwreck was childless and his property was thus forfeited by the state. Dusyanta enquired if any of the merchant’s wives was with a child and upon being told that one of the wife was expecting a child, he stated that the property will then be inherited by the child. The unborn child had a claim to the father’s property.  This shows that the law recognized the right of inheritance even to an unborn child but not to a childless widow. So we see that the right of the wife to inherit property as a joint-owner gradually deteriorated and her rights to maintenance increased.

Manu, Baudhayana and Nārada all stress that women are not independent but dependent in all matters on men and that in childhood, adolescence and old age a woman is dependent on her father, husband and the son respectively. Thus woman had only to serve her husband and undertake pilgrimage only with her husband’s approval. In the smritis and puranas women are cautioned against serious moral lapses through indictment. 
Manu addresses women as ‘lascivious, fickle-minded, devoid of love and come to dislike their husbands and resort to another man, irrespective of his credentials but for the fact that he is a man’. He continues to say that ‘it is in the nature of women to tempt men; therefore the wise do not act heedlessly with young women, who are able to lead a man astray whether he be learned or not?
 Varahmhira in his Brhatsamhita defends women and eulogizes them. He says that the women are the bearers of sons and they shoulder the idea of artha and dharma as they are also the Laksmi of the house and should always be given honour and wealth. He condemns those who blame the women for following the path of asceticism due to the ill-nature of women.  
The śastras declare that the couple conjoined in holy matrimony is both guilty of the sin if either of them breaks the marriage vow of faithfulness. It seems that during the times of the poets like Kalīdasa, Banābhatta and Bhavabhūti the only voice of dissent in favour of women was that of Varahamihira who defended women and appreciated them. In Raghuvamsa of Kalīdāsa the protagonist, Aja praises his wife and it shows the elevated position a woman occupied in the family. 

But there is an aberration amidst all the comments about the nature of women and that is the reverence for the mother in all śmrti works. Gautama says that the teacher has the highest position among gurus while others say that the mother has the highest position. The Āpastamba Dharmasūtra
 prescribes that a son must always serve his mother even if she has been outcast by the society for her sins, as the mother undertakes dauntless tasks to raise the son. Baudhayana Dharmasūtra
 says that a son must maintain his mother without speaking with her, if she has been declared an outcast. Vasistha Dharmasūtra
 states that a father who has been outcast may be abandoned, but ‘a mother though patita is never an outcast to the son’. Also the example from Mahābhārata shows that Pāndavas paid the highest tribute to their mother Kuntī.  The Adīparva says that one may avert the consequences of all curses but a mother’s curse can never be avoided. 
Even the female Indologist Sally Sutherland asserts that the perception of an acquiescent wife Sitā has little basis in the story of Sitā and Rāma as given in Vālmiki’s Rāmāyana in which her character is not always that of a submissive wife.
 Sitā criticizes Rāma on his decision to leave her in Ayodhya and depart for the forest all by himself. Sitā compares her devotion with that of Sāvitrī, but that does not prevent her from using a strong verbal argument to make Rāma change his mind about leaving her behind. She threatens to commit suicide if left behind, as she will do everything in her ability to not fall under the influence of her enemies. Thus a very interesting attribute is we are not sure if Sitā’s willingness and insistence in accompanying Rāma on exile is a purely self-sacrificing act, as she certainly has concern about her wellbeing and safety if she is abandoned by her husband. 

Similarly Madhu Kishwar through her field survey concludes that Indian women were not endorsing female slavery when they see Sitā as an ideal but they are rather extolling the virtue of dharma which is superior in Sitā and more magnificent than Rāma. 

It seems that there were many scholars in ancient India who did realize the worth of a woman as they insisted on chastity as the highest virtue for women and those who opposed women mainly did so due to their fallacies. Śāņdilī says. ‘ I have never stood in front of my doorway or talked to anyone’
. Draupadī tells Satyabhāmā not to wait in solitude even on her grown-up sons Pradyumma and Sambā.  The main aim of the authors was to inculcate in women a sense of chastity and obeisance alongside sexual obeisance to male authority by creating a division among women, i.e. between a conformist and deviant women. This notion of respectable women and emphasis on chastity were stretched to a ludicrous extent when pativratā was described as one who, apart from her husband, does not even glance at the sun, moon and trees since they have masculine names. 

As we can see all the smṛtis and other related normative literature stress a great deal on the duties, obligation and responsibilities of a woman. All agree that the foremost duty of the wife is to obey her husband and to honour him as her god.Pativratā cannot be seen as an eternal given in the Indian culture. It was only an attribute of the patriarchal Brahmanical social mileu and has to be also seen in the context of non-Brahmanical vortex of opinions.  

It is clear that the composers of the texts were obsessed with ‘controlling’ women, who would in any way threaten their comfortable patriarchal value system. Incoming brides could bring evil to the household, but if they conformed, they could also be harbingers of happiness and prosperity. It is difficult to say to what extent these Brahmanical norms were actually followed. But one can easily assume that not everyone would have had the inclination to take them seriously. Not only are they discriminatory and illogical, but also often impracticable.
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