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Overview of project
Introduction
“The concept of the female in Hindu ideology presents an essential duality: on the one hand she is fertile, benevolent-the bestower; on the other hand, she is aggressive, malevolent- the destroyer. (Wadley 113) 
	This quote by Susan Wadley, will serve as basis for an analysis of women as told in Hindu narrative. Both gift and curse, the woman represents the life-breath of the tradition, without which it could not survive. Examples of this in Hindu narrative are consistent: Draupadī, Gāndhārī, Sītā, and Tārā, are all exemplars of feminine virtue (child-rearing, devotion to husband, devotion to home etc.). In one sense women represent stability, harmony, and peace. And yet, an undercurrent is consistently found in Hindu narratives concerning the danger of women and the harms they pose to men, society, and religion. 
This dual nature that Wadley addresses takes on many forms. Her focus on fertility is significant. As the first of the three debts is to sire children specifically male children, a man is ethically required to have a wife, and thus she is essential to fulfilling his role. Her presence is essential, for without her Dharma could not be done. And yet this role is contrasted by the view of women as destroyers of virtue. For every Sītā there is a Śūrpaṇakhā. It is no coincidence that both of the Hindu Epics, the Mahābhārata (MBH) and the Rāmāyaṇa (RM), feature conflicts that arise over the virtue of women. This includes both cases like Sītā and Draupadī, for whose virtue, the wars are fought, but also includes characters like Kaikeyī and Ambā whose dangerous devotion to femininity (more later) disrupts the natural course of events. What is interesting about this dilemma, particularly in a religious work, is that it gives hints at the lived reality of actual people. For a religious work to include women who both represent and defy the norm, [footnoteRef:1]implies that patriarchal norms may have been an ideal, but not a stable one. As Julia Leslie states: [1:  Specifically, in male-centric texts written and heard principally by men] 

“It is a basic principle of Mīmāṁsā philosophy that something can only be prohibited if its occurrence is possible. Thus, the prohibitions on wearing no blouse during the day, for example, or wearing heavy earrings during lovemaking imply that women in fact have done these things. The injunctions betray the ideals of utopia” (Leslie 3)
This quote perfectly establishes the usefulness of using mythological and narrative texts to extract information about those who wrote them. As will be discussed later the Hindu Epics are morally complicated, showing a world caught between the horns of religious idealism and sociopolitical realism. For our women this means that no matter how deeply the men may have envisioned them one way, their inclusion of women who defied the norm speaks to a range of options women may have enjoyed in reality. For in order to conceive of a mythologized Draupadī, who raised concerns about a woman’s place, there must have been women in actuality who raised these concerns.
Leslie narrows down Strīdharma into two principle requirements “the reverence a wife should show her husband: and her selfless preoccupation with household tasks” (Leslie 52). If Dharma can broadly be defined as right job at the right position, then the natural position of women is to be an aid to their husband. A helper not an innovator. What we shall discover however, is that to be an aid to their men, the women are required to not only be active in their own adherence to Dharma but to be challengers and correctors of men when they fall short of it. Their Dharma is to help the men follow theirs which will entail an intimate familiarity with male Dharma as well as the courage to push and prod the men toward better action. 
Method
My analysis will focus principally on the Mahābhārata of Vyasa and the Rāmāyaṇa of Vālmīki. As these are the oldest extant versions of these stories, the frame upon which other versions will build, we use them as a base to analyze how the concept of women and our particular women developed. I will perform individual case studies on various women from each of the Epics as well as a general analysis of women in general as well as small stories that warrant attention but are not detailed enough to merit a full section.
Detail concerning women and their contradictory nature will be explored with an analysis of the Upaniṣad layer of the Vedas. As the Vedas are one-part narrative one-part speculation they serve as a midpoint upon which the dilemma can be fully seen. When the Vedas present ritualistic and philosophical material, the gender question seems largely stable, to the male the active and to the female the passive. When the Vedas venture into narrative however, we see numerous examples of the active female, participants in debate and thinkers of the deep questions that the Vedas are famous for. The Vedas thus operate on the cusp of the two genres of texts we will be comparing and therefore reveal in clear terms, the divide between philosophical and narrative Hindu literature. These selections will serve to illustrate how questions of gender are observable from the beginning of Hindu philosophical texts, and also how exemption is granted in the earliest of the narratives. The very Vedas that limit women are the same Vedas that extoll them.
An analysis of the philosophical and political texts will be drawn from the Manusmṛiti, the Arthaśāstra, and the Kāmasūtra. These texts will be provided to serve as a foundation for how women were conceived of philosophically. The significance of using these texts is that they (theoretically) informed society and culture and thus were a perceived cultural ideal, at the very least they represent an expected attitude. These texts will be used as a contrast to the narrative works which display idealized people, versus the treatises which speak about idealized society. 
To be clear, these texts are not taken as totally reflective of reality, in fact, a main point of this paper will be how the narrative works showcase the non-reality of the idealized gender world of the treatises. But since the treatises are often cited as being reflective of a common Hindu “imagination” it is important to use them as a setup that our analysis of the narrative works will deconstruct. I will use these materials to contrast our mythological women from the perceived women, all for the purpose of demonstrating the necessity of combining study of mythological narrative and politico/social treatises in order to understand questions about gender.
In addition to the primary works, I will draw from a variety of secondary sources, both to outline some basic precepts and conventions of Hinduism as well as to offer commentary on scholastic consensus about gender generally and also the character study of our various women. I will first present an analysis of Dharma, explaining its importance and complexity. Secondly, I will give an analysis of the Epics explaining the kind of universe they present, what the stakes are, and how the characters interact in it. Finally, I will analyze our women work by work, cross-applying what is outlined in the Dharma and Epic sections to the women in order to show how the complexity of female morality is grounded in the complexity of Dharma, and how this ends up revealing a more complicated reality of women than would be found in the philosophical texts.
Treatise vs Narrative and the relevance of narrative
	Were one to focus their scholasticism purely on the philosophical and legal treatises of Hinduism [footnoteRef:2] you would be presented with a very classical schema of male and female gender dynamics. In the treatises men and women have much clearer lines and boundaries. As the legal and political works (the treatises for easy categorization) were written by male authors usually for a male audience, we can expect a notable lack of female agency and the world they will construct will be heavily gendered. [2:  The Manusmṛiti, Arthaśāstra, etc.] 

In the Manusmṛiti for example, Manu defines the essential role of men and women separately but (in Manu’s mind) equally. The duty of the male for example is: 
“Vedic recitation, religious observances, fire offerings, study of the triple Veda, the five great sacrifices and sacrifices” (Manusmṛiti2.28)
Meanwhile women are expected to follow a different mode of activity. For them Manu says:
“For females tradition tells us, the marriage ceremony equals the rite of Vedic consecration, serving the husband equals living with the teacher and care of the house equals the tending of the sacred fires” (Manusmṛiti 2.67)
Several things are immediately apparent. That he equates female responsibility with male (serving the house is to a woman what tending the fires is to men) is telling, for, complimentary or not he sees the Vedic responsibilities as essential and the females as mere equivalences. Men are women the subordinate. As a Dharma-treatise this division means that the Dharma of men and women (according to Manu) is fundamentally different. The male sacrifices, the female tends the home, possibly equal  [footnoteRef:3] but certainly separate. When Manu speaks of Dharma he is speaking, unless otherwise noted, of men. Dharma ultimately is a male enterprise that women can approximate but not perform. To summarize this position Leslie explains: [3:  If Manu is to be believed] 

“Manu groups the personal services to her husband and her religious obligations towards him together” (Leslie 166)
[bookmark: _heading=h.gjdgxs]	These themes are common in the treatise works. The Arthaśāstra neatly defines women by their station and position. The entire purpose of the female is to serve the male at various stage. We are told: “The aim of taking a wife is to beget sons” (Arthaśāstra 3.2.42). From this quote we know immediately we are talking about a man whose purpose (Artha) in taking a wife is to fulfill his duty. At base the Arthaśāstra sees women as ultimately separate from men, fulfilling (or helping to fulfill) other roles that may complement but are fundamentally different. 
Now these works do have some positive things to say about women and in fact do layout a few ground rules for male to female conduct. Kautilya states:
“A husband shall not have intercourse with a wife against her will if she: has already borne him sons, wants to lead a pious life, is barren, has given birth to a still born, is beyond her menopause (Arthaśāstra 3.2.45-47). 
It is interesting to note that she may refuse his advances after giving birth to son but not before, her wishes are subordinate to his until after her Dharma is done. It is further interesting though that she can refuse if she wishes to become pious, showing that her religious concerns can trump his material ones (and even religious ones as the need to have a son was often a religious commandment, more on that below). This does add some complication to the mix. Even daughters, though certainly the property of their fathers, were not completely without rights as Manu tells us: “A learned father must never accept even the slightest bride-price for his daughter; for by greedily accepting a bride-price, a man becomes a trafficker in his own offspring” (Manusmṛiti3.51).
In fact, Manu, rigid as he may be does ultimately sing the praises of women telling us that: “On Account of offspring, a wife is the bearer of many blessings, worthy of honor and the light within the home. Indeed, within a home no distinction exists between a woman (Strī) and Śri goddess of fortune” (Manusmṛiti 9.26). So, Manu does think women are deserving of praise (even praise due a Goddess) and yet the fact remains that he conceives of women as fundamentally different from men. They may light the home and bring blessings in doing their role, but his scheme still places women in a different (subservient) role.
Of course, there are exceptions to this divided world of Dharma, Jaimini grants women the right to perform sacrifice without men for example, but on the whole the treatises are much more certain about the role of women than the narrative texts will prove to be. A collection of verse from the The Kāmasūtra details this particularly well. It notes that “Scholars say: Since females cannot grasp texts it is useless to teach women this text” (Kāmasūtra 1.3.1) while Vātsyāyana responds: “But women understand the practice and the practice is based on the text” (KS 1.3.4) and even further says “And there are also women whose understanding has been sharpened by the text” (KS 1.3.11).
But though variance is to be found, and exemption granted in the treatises, it is clear that the thinkers on the whole had a clear division of society based on gender. Even the Kāmasūtra itself, which is usually more sympathetic, still gives us a gendered world and still conceives of women as occupying one sphere while the men occupy another. It does not refute the premise that women cannot grasp the text, it merely says that women can be sharpened by it, better than some texts but still certain about the lack of female intellectualism.
What all of this is designed to illustrate is that, by studying only the treatises, one would think that male and female gender roles were set, stable and unchanging, to the male was the duties of men and to the female the duties of women. And thus, on making this assumption, one would be startled to read the narrative literature and see examples of dynamic women who not only act as ideal women in the schema of the treatises but also go a step forward and act as exemplars of humanity. Throughout the narrative texts [footnoteRef:4] we see examples of women doing “traditional” female tasks of mothers, wives, and daughters but we also see them engaging in philosophical discourse sometimes with men sometimes with other women. Further, we see them not only complimenting men with equal but opposite actions but also offering advice and correction on how men should perform traditional male responsibilities. Sītā at one-point questions the morality of Rāma bringing weapons to the forest and engages him in a theoretical discussion about the merits and demerits of doing so. Though (I think) Rāma eventually wins out, he doesn’t question her right to challenge him on the grounds of gender and in fact seems delighted that she would push him on this important topic [footnoteRef:5]. In this way she both compliments him (as the treatises would have it) but also challenges him and offers points of correction for conduct that is traditionally the domain of men.  [4:  For our purposes speaking about the RM and the MBH but other texts do this as well]  [5:  This episode will be elucidated further in the section on Sītā] 

What this indicates is that the term “traditional” is not helpful when thinking about gender in Hinduism. For if you confine yourself to the treatises, you’d get an idealized visage that, though not always stable, presents a clear division. But if you read the narratives, you get women who are both passive and active. A clear separation in texts is presented in the question of polygamy. The Arthaśāstra grants men the right to marry multiple spouses (provided certain conditions) but makes no mention of polyandry, the presumption being such a thing was unheard of. And yet Draupadī in the MBH (and several others) have multiple husbands, and while the MBH does several rounds of intellectual gymnastics to explain why it is valid, the fact remains that in the MBH such a thing was possible whereas in the world of the treatises it is not spoken of as a possibility.
An understanding of Hindu history thus should be informed by philosophy (the treatise works) but should be expanded on and tempered by an analysis of the narratives. For narrative works, even if the subject matter is mythological, it is reflective of the way the poets saw the world as it actually was. The inclusion of opinionated, polyandrous, feisty women in a worldview that theoretically forbade women these roles, lends credence to the idea that women did not always live as ideals and in fact sometimes challenged that framework directly. The value of analyzing the narrative literature therefore is that it provides evidence to a reality far removed from the idealized world of the treatises.
This disconnect between narrative and treatise is made most clearly in the Upaniṣads (particularly the older ones) which occupy both the realm of treatise and narrative. When the Upaniṣads are serving as philosophical discourses, they mirror the later treatises with verses that clearly separate (and subordinate) women to men. We are told:
“When she has changed her clothes at the end of her menstrual period therefore one should approach that splendid woman and invite her to have sex. Should she refuse, he should bribe her. If she still refuses, he should beat her with a stick or with his fists and overpower her, saying: I take away that splendor from you with my virility and splendor” And she is surely to become bereft of splendor” (BU6.4.6-7)
Here we are given a prototype of the material that will be expounded upon in Manu and the Arthaśāstra. The woman here is principally responsible for childbearing and her say in this is not only irrelevant, but she is to be actively punished if she does not acquiesce to his wishes. Her splendor is dependent on her usefulness to his purposes.
As they are talking in the abstract these frameworks are clearer, more rigid and absolutist, yet when the Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad (BU) takes the step into narrative the illusion of rigidity collapses. In the Bu Maitreyī, when offered a share of Yājñavalkya’s kingdom ponders to him “If I were to possess the entire earth filled with wealth sir, would it make me immortal”? (BU2.4.2) and when she receives a negative, she responds “What is the point in getting something that will not make me immortal”?  This exchange is significant. She is being offered wealth, which a wife is entitled to upon her husband renouncing the world, but she sees no use in it, for wealth will not only not make her immortal it will in fact (as other Hindu texts tell us) keep her in the realm of the material and thus locked in the realm of bondage. Her concern for immortality is very important as it means that she is looking at life from beyond the lens of gender and is looking into deeper questions about reality and salvation, a far cry from the passive women whose highest aim is to serve their husband.
In another episode when Yājñavalkya is engaging in a debate with learned Brahmins over the possession of cattle he is pressed on several matters of metaphysics. One challenger is a woman named Gārgī, who presses Yājñavalkya so fiercely that he eventually reaches his end, he tells her that if she presses further her head will explode, the Hindu equivalent of saying I can answer no further.
Gārgī declares: “I rise to challenge you Yājñavalkya with two questions…. give me the answers to them”! (BU 3.8.2). Her presence here is not questioned or explained, she is simply one of the many Kurupancala Brahmins attending the debate. What is revealing about this verse is two-fold: that the high-level philosophical material, which gets to the very nature of Upaniṣadic thinking, is in no way sullied by its presenter being a woman. Gārgī even speaks of herself as an equal or even superior to the men saying to others in court that: “If he can give me the answers to them (her questions) none of you will be able to defeat him in a theological debate” (BU 3.8.1) the implication being that if her questions cannot stump him no one’s can.
[bookmark: _heading=h.30j0zll]Never once does he dismiss them on the basis of their sex [footnoteRef:6], nor does he question the motives or authority of Gārgī as she speaks. Regardless of what Yājñavalkya may think, he is forced to reckon with Gārgī and to give her questions merit. The Upaniṣads illustrate the difficulty of that male writers have in examining female character. On the one hand they are adamant about women’s subordination and yet are compelled (seemingly out of some personal acknowledgment) to attribute powerful philosophical thinking to women. [6:  Some have argued that the threat that her head will explode is evidence that he rejected her because she was a woman. However, given the lack of gendered language in Yājñavalkya’s response and the fact that he uses it again on a male Brahmin (whose head does indeed explode) I am not inclined to agree] 

And this illustrates the divide between treatise and narrative. In treatise everything is speculation and theory, clean deductive reasoning. And yet when recounting stories, the complexity of life creeps in and the inapplicability of such schemas is made apparent. As treatise the Upaniṣads present the world one way and as narrative reveal that life does not always mirror theory. And so, if we want a clearer insight into women in the Hindu tradition, we are served best by blending an analysis of treatise with an analysis of narrative.
Many questions arise when analyzing narrative. Are these women real? Was Gārgī really a welcome challenger at Janaka’s debate or is this merely creative mythologizing? And what does this say about the lived experience of women, does this undermine patriarchy or merely complicate it? All of these questions, while certainly worthy of examination in their own right, are all a part of a much larger question present in Hinduism: what is Dharma? And for our purposes how do women relate to it? In order to understand this, let us take a look at Dharma more generally in order to show the depths of its complexity and how that complexity is furthered when the schema of gender is applied.
Dharma 
Dharma as an ethical system
“Most generalizations about Indian culture and religion upon close scrutiny turn out to be inaccurate. An exception undoubtedly is the term Dharma” (Dharma Olivelle preface)
This paper ultimately is about Dharma. As an ethical philosophy and religious mandate Dharma is a deeply difficult word to translate and an equally difficult concept to understand. Throughout the MBH our characters refer to the subtlety of Dharma, and they often appear no  certain as to its mandates than the readers. Its centrality to the Hindu ethos and its notorious complexity makes a study of Dharma both a harrowing and fascinating task. Dharma is sometimes one thing and sometimes another, giving it an almost relativistic dimension. 
The Epics handle Dharma differently. As Doniger says “The Rāmāyaṇa doesn’t usually problematize dharma; the Mahābhārata does constantly” (The Hindus 302). Where the Rāmāyaṇa presents a story about the triumph of good over evil, the Mahābhārata represents a tale of the horrors of war and the tragedy that comes when people fail to uphold their Dharma. While this categorization is largely true, it is not wholly so. Rāma’s treatment of Sītā is a mystifying episode that deeply concerned writers for centuries, and as complex as the Kurukṣetra war was there is little doubt that the Pāṇḍavas had morality on their side  [footnoteRef:7]. Though the purpose and substance of Dharma differ from one epic to the other both give conflicting accounts of what Dharma is and continually struggle to give readers a clear moral. So, when you take a notoriously complicated concept and add it to a complicated gender configuration it is no surprise that the Epics struggle with how to portray its women.  [7:  God is literally with them] 

The women of the MBH and RM are interesting in that, as women, they are often the passive respondents rather than the agents of action. And yet, time and again, it is women who are the summoners to action, and it is on their words that enterprises of Dharma are undertaken. As our male characters [footnoteRef:8] struggle with issues of politics, war, marriage, and caste, the women often step in to remind them that there are higher considerations at work. Our women are classically women. They are mothers, sisters, spouses, and daughters carrying all the preconceived notions such titles suggest. And yet they are the ones who look beyond the battle and see the war, not for kingdom and country but for morality and liberation. Our women are practical too. Gāndhārī’s words of wisdom in the Sabha are not only words of the highest morality, but they are also words of practical wisdom: continue on this path and our lineage will be destroyed, words which unheeded eventually come true. Perhaps as actors the men are simply more inclined to think within the confines of society than not, and our women, as passive players are more inclined to think outside of these confines, concerned with the greater good. [8:  This is not to imply that the Epics are devoid of male characters devoted to Dharma. Rather, that our supposedly Dharmic men are frequently corrected by the women who they exclude.] 

Of particular note are the times in which the women use their reason to not only enforce Dharma but to enforce Dharma against the wishes of the men. As Sharada Sugirtharajah states “both Sītā in the Rāmāyaṇa and Draupadī in the Mahābhārata figure as devoted wives to their husbands, yet their actions when wronged by their husbands, challenge conventional patriarchal notions of wifely behavior” (Sharada Sugirtharajah PG 99). Sītā and Draupadī are perfect wives, we are told this literally in the texts themselves. They attend to household chores, provide sons for their husbands, are devoted, loyal and giving of themselves. They are also feisty, opinionated and wise and many times they have to remind their heroic husbands to remember their duties and to act like proper husbands. In the Epics the Dharma frequently has a feminine voice.
Feminizing the sacred (or perhaps sanctifying the feminine) is a common trend in religion, but what makes this particularly interesting for analysis is not that the women are holy but that their holiness is proven by conflict with their male counterparts. Women do not just fight for the Dharma, they fight for the right to practice their Dharma in their way. The women of Hinduism do not just live up to a male ideal, they assert their religious rights and fight the men on their own terms. To clarify, the position is not that women are outside of or beyond Dharma, rather that the contradictory nature of women’s action (submissive yet defiant) is at the root of Dharma itself. To understand why let us look into the nature of Dharma, its notorious subtlety and its remarkable fluidity.
Stratification of Dharma
	Immediately an analysis of Dharma is complicated by the variance not only in its usage but also in the variance to which it applies. The Dharma of Brahmins differs from that of Kṣatriyas which is different from Vaiśya, Śūdras and so forth. Even within caste we have complications, the Dharma of a chariot-warrior differs from the Dharma of a cavalryman even though they both are Kshatriyas. In the MBH different warriors have different obligations depending on circumstance. Bhīma violates the rules by striking Duryodhana in the thigh for example, chariot warriors do not fight elephant warriors and so on. And how much greater is the divide between men and women. Draupadī is a Kshatriya, a princess of noble birth. Her father is a king her brother is a general and when war begins their position is clear. And yet despite being a Kshatriya Draupadī is not expected to fight, though Kṛṣṇa says that “Look to your own duty; do not tremble before it; nothing is better for a warrior than a battle of sacred duty” (BG 2.31) he clearly does not apply this standard to women.
And it is this oversight which results in death, for the mighty Bhisma is slain on account of his reluctance to fight a woman.  So, all of this begs the question, in light of the admittedly complicated nature of Dharma anyway, how does the system of Dharma apply to women? What is their ethical requirements, how does it differ from men and are such differences aspects of Dharma or aspects of humans? Such questions will inform our analysis of Dharma in the Epics.
And as we shall see, the questions about women are principally questions about Dharma. Sītās “religious right” to be treated above suspicion is not just a hopeful expectation or even societal norm, it is a religious injunction and Rāma’s failure to recognize this is a mark against his moral character. What this means is that women are not only expected to uphold Dharma, they are granted rights and privileges in accordance with the system that the men cannot take away. We will see this theme play out in multiple ways, how women make their own space to demonstrate their intelligence (and ultimately their equality with men) and how this knowledge plays into our understanding of women in Hinduism.
The moral woman
“In overwhelming chaos, Krishna, women of the family are corrupted; and when women are corrupted disorder is born in society. This discord drags the violators and the family itself to hell for ancestors fall when rites of offering rice and water lapse” (BG 1.41-42)
This quote neatly encapsulates both the function and importance of the Dharmic woman. This quote directly links the morality of women to the production of children, childrearing is a central responsibility. What is intriguing however is the importance of this position in the maintaining of order. Vice corrupts first the women and this corruption spreads until the household and even the ancestors are ruined. The morality of women is central to the survival of the family. From vice the women are corrupted from corruption is unwanted progeny and from them the destruction of both the living family and the family of ancestors who require the performance of family rituals to subsist. It is thus necessary to preserve the virtue of women. 
The above certainly conceives of women in a manner similar to the treatises (i.e. women as child bearers). However, the importance of female virtue and the steps taken both to defend and avenge it are central themes in both Epics. Women are consistently the source of tension among the male players in the Epics, and in the name of their virtue wars are fought. Draupadī continually finds herself the subject of male scrutiny. Her very personhood is challenged in the gambling hall, both her individuality as a woman proper (IE Bhīṣma) as well as a woman who has more than one husband (Karṇa).
	And yet it is for Draupadī that so much honorable warfare is fought. Not counting the great Kurukshetra war (which admittedly had many other compelling causes not least of which was Draupadī) insults to Draupadī’s honor result in the death or humiliation of, Kīcaka, Jayadratha, and several others. It is the disrobing of Draupadī that incites Bhīma to vow vengeance on the Kauravas. 
The honor of women thus has both practical (they are needed to maintain the home) and personal value, when the women are insulted the insulters face consequences. That both villains (Duryodhana and Rāvaṇa) of the Epics are killed for their violation of the honor of women must be noted. As kings and rulers, they were laudable and yet their moral lapses towards women cost them everything. What all of this  suggests is that the religious rights of women in the Epics was a serious matter that has far reaching implications for the texts themselves. With this all laid out, the texts, the philosophy and the background, let us finally turn to the women themselves and explore the various ways they check, challenge, and concede the rights of women and how they forge for themselves a religious space all of their own.
The Mahābhārata
Broad analysis
“In the stories through which the Mahābhārata speaks of life, women occupy a central place” (Women of the Mahābhārata PG 8)
The Mahābhārata, for all its fantastical characters and events, is a story about people. The entire narrated story is in answer to Janamejaya’s question “How did that breach arise between these men of untroubled deeds and how did that great War come about, which was to be the destruction of the creatures between all my grandfathers” (MBH 1.6.54). Though ridden with cosmic significance it is at bottom a tale about the virtues of people and the various difficulties that arise when one tries to be good. Complexity is at its core. How much further is that complexity compounded when we look at the women. The women of the Mahābhārata, like the men, are exemplars: virtuous, wise, devoted, holy.
But as the nature of women as conceived by the Hindus is complex, so too are the virtues that the MBH women express. From the beginning we have examples of women taking plural husbands or lovers, of women defying tradition and questioning the authority of men, and most intriguingly of women wresting the forces of Dharma from the imaginations of men and applying it more generally to the human race. If the Mahābhārata asks: What is Dharma? Then the question here is: What is the Dharma as it relates to women? Popular imagination assigns to the Hindu woman the role of docile assistant, one whose Dharma is in the home, and the hearth, and in the realm of spouses and childrearing. But if this is so, why does the MBH cast its women in both a diversity of roles as well as roles that blatantly defy what is expected?
If the women of the MBH are to be ideals, what ideals are these women supposed to convey? The MBH gives us dynamic women making them actors rather than recipients of action. Behind the great men there are great women, inciting the action and pushing the bounds of custom against the wall of universal religion. Draupadī, Gāndhārī, Kuntī and several others directly challenge their male counterparts and interlocutors, questioning their merits and wisdom in adjudicating matters of Dharma. 
In short, the virtues of women are difficult to assess, with Wendy Doniger saying
“women in the Mahabharata show remarkable courage and intelligence, too, but their courage is often used in subservience to their husbands” (On Hinduism 544)
Here, Doniger lays out the juxtaposition of women in the MBH: on the one hand brave and individualistic and on the other usually devoted servants to their husbands. To call the women of the MBH contradictions seems tempting but this vastly misunderstands the kind of ethical system the MBH presents. The women are presented in contradictory manners not out of creative oversight, but as a consequence of having Dharma be the set piece of the Epic. For our women Dharma often requires them to be devoted wives and mothers, model citizens in the treatise works. But, as a text devoted to revealing the complexities of the moral life, it also requires them to be vocal, active and at times confrontational with the system and its male defenders.
Perhaps it is not that the women of the MBH are contradictions to the system but rather the MBH reflects the contradictory ways in which a woman finds her place. At their most central, the women of the MBH possess all the virtues of women, and though it seems antithetical this includes the virtue of challenge.  Just as the men are the best of archers, fathers, kings, leaders and philosophers, roles traditionally assigned to men, the women are ideal, wives, mothers, nurturers, providers and assistants, traditional feminine roles. But if they are to be ideals, why are they so often presented as challenging the men?The answer I posit is, is that female Dharma includes both passive roles when things work well and active roles when they do not, similar to how the role of men is to be sometimes merciful and sometimes not. In order to be ideal wives and partners, in order to serve their husband, they must perform material functions (Kāma, Artha) but also spiritual ones (Dharma), it is her job to check her husband. 
And so, the seemingly contradictory nature of women is made clearer by understanding the framework of Dharma. Just as Dharma requires the men to be sometimes merciful or truthful and sometimes not, the war seeing the heroes constantly break the Kṣatriya rules of conduct, sometimes the women are required to be passive and sometimes active. That women are the holder of Dharma is sensible given the perceived nature of women in these texts: in order to be a proper aid, they must be able to tell the men they are wrong.
 Examples of this abound in the text. When King Janaka boldly boasts that he had attained liberation while still being a King, it is the ascetic Sulabhā who questions this status and shows him the error of his claims. He addresses her authority as an ascetic but is deeply concerned about her gender and makes several veiled references to this [footnoteRef:9]. She patiently waits and proceeds through a series of discourses that ultimately reveal Janaka’s own shortcomings; though he proclaims himself liberated, his preoccupation with outward appearance reveals that he is still in bondage. [9:  He notes her beauty and feminine delicacy as signs against her asceticism.] 

What Sulabhā, reveals about Janaka is that “in his attitude towards her and in what he had said pertaining to her, she saw no signs of Mokṣa” (Women of the Mahabharata 144). By seeing and judging her by her gender Janaka shows the falsity of his boasts, he is still trapped in the world of the material and it is she, Sulabhā, who must make this clear.
Another interesting episode occurs in the story of Anamika. When the sage Kaushika (learned in the Vedas) comes to her house for alms she delays his request in order to tend to her husband who had just arrived home. This causes a Brahmana to wait for alms while she tends to the needs of her husband. When the Brahmana angrily questions her reminding her that “Even the Gods bow their heads to a Brahmana” (The Women of the Mahabharata 31) She gives two excellent responses:
1st-The Dharma I obtain from taking care of my husband is what I delight in.
2nd-Anger is the enemy that resides in a man’s body
In this response Anamika is accomplishing two aims. Firstly, she is asserting the importance of her own duties above the wishes of another (both a man and a Brahmana to boot) establishing her rights over the demands of custom. Secondly, she uses this as an opportunity to question his merits as a Brahman. He may possess the trappings of a Brahmana and even the attitude but without self-mastery, is he even deserving of such praise? Not only does she assert her own space within which his male Brahmanical authority holds no weight, she uses her own knowledge of Dharma to correct him on the distinction between right knowledge (knowing the Vedas) and right practice (self-control). It may seem a subtle series of points, but she is achieving several things in her exchange. First, that her Dharma is not determined by another (even a male Brahmin) and she has a moral claim to follow it. Secondly, that she can use her own reasoning and knowledge of the system to correct someone on their own conduct (even a male Brahmin).
	These minor examples, Anamika and Sulabhā already give us evidence that the ideal woman in the MBH is active rather than passive, that to achieve her Dharma she must help the male (through service or force) to achieve his. Now we will proceed into the heart of the contradiction, to Draupadī the perfect woman who never fails to remind the men that she is a person. 
Draupadī: Personhood, honor
[bookmark: _heading=h.1fob9te][bookmark: _Hlk102380457]"Draupadī said, - Then go to the game and, son of a bard, ask in the assembly “Bhārata, whom did you lose first, yourself or me”? when you have found out, come and take me, son of a bard” (MBH 2.27.60)
	This quote by Draupadī is one of the most significant in the MBH for several narrative and philosophical reasons. It is this quote which leads to the discussion that leads to the liberation of Yudhiṣṭhira and the others. But for our purposes the significance of this quote is that it opens an intense philosophical discussion surrounding the place of women in the Hindu worldview, and it was begun by a woman. Draupadī’s question is one of personhood. Can a person who no longer has ownership of himself claim ownership of another?
This is not only a question that pertains to Draupadī’s specific problem, it questions the entire gendered hierarchy. If the answer is yes, then a wife is definitionally property of her Husband and had been one the whole time. Karṇa seems to suggest so when he says:
“How son of Dhr̥tarāṣṭra can you hold that Krishnā (Draupadī) has not been won when the eldest of the Pāṇḍavas staked all that he owned in this assembly hall. Draupadī is part of all he owns. (MBH 2.27.61)
The debate breaks down bypassing the question by insulting her morality (ad hominem), they “justify their insults to her by arguing that a woman who sleeps with five men must be a slut” (The Hindus 297). Rather than tackle the question at its roots the enemies of the Pāṇḍavas resort to personal attacks (and even fear and intimidation) reflecting their own savage nature. Vidura takes issue with these assaults and reproaches the Kauravas thus:
Draupadī, having raised the question, now weeps piteously as though she has none left to protect her. If you do not resolve it, men in this hall, the Law will be offended the man who comes to the hall with a grievance is like a blazing fire: the men in the hall must appease him with the true law. If a man comes with a grievance and raises a question of Law with the men in the hall, they must resolve the question and shed all partiality. (MBH 2.27.61)
When Dharma incarnate[footnoteRef:10] takes the stand that Draupadī’s question merits attention the role of the female philosopher is clear. The men may set the rules of convention, but the women are free to challenge the rules, provided they can do so with reason and logic. The men can be made to be held accountable by women and women have religious identities and rights that the men, as men, cannot trample over. [10:  In some versions Vidura is not literally Dharma but in all versions his knowledge on the subject is unquestioned] 

 Inquiries into Dharma and how women relate to it are natural byproducts of this. The specifics of the scenario aside: “It is clear that in all this talk about betting oneself Draupadī’s question is a philosophical one about the nature of self” (Hilteibeital 260). Her challenge to the Kauravas shows the role of the female philosopher, carving out a religious identity (with full privileges and immunities) that must be respected regardless of gender. She is not merely resisting the Kauravas, she is resisting the notion that she is property at all. In questioning them she questions their Dharma for “What was required, even more then answering Draupadīs question, was the Assembly hall exercising its authority to stop Duhshasana’s ignoble conduct towards her first” (Women of the Mahābhārata 214).
Her critical eye is soon cast against Yudhishtira whom she blames for the ordeal. Having suffered at the hands of the Kauravas she questions Yudhiṣṭhira’s honor and merits as a king and husband saying: “Where on earth are the great warriors roaming in disguise, they who were the refuge of those who sought shelter”? (MBH 4. 46.15). Where other characters provide exoneration for Yudhiṣṭhira’s failure, Draupadī assails it for what it is: a moral failure. He failed as a man because he got addicted to gambling, but he also failed as a husband by imperiling his wife. She says to Bhīma while working in the house of Virāṭa: “Because of that gamester I run about in the royal palace in the guise of a chambermaid” (MBH 4.46.19) directly placing responsibility for her fate on his shoulders. 
What she is insisting here is that the fate she suffers is unjustified and is a result of Yudhiṣṭhira’s moral incompetence. Though the blame for the Kauravas is obvious, she does not allow Yudhiṣṭhira to escape blame due to him. In this she demonstrates equability. Against the wishes of the men, she asserts and demands certain treatment due to her as a woman and a person. She is entitled to certain rights and this is the principal cause for her agency. Since the men will not respect them, she must make them be respected. 
These rights not only protect her from male aggression but in fact spurn on male aggression when they are violated. Her heroic husbands for example, are frequently called upon to avenge Dharma in her name. When in the court of Virāṭa, she is cruelly insulted by Kīcaka and, with no other recourse, goes to Bhīma to avenge her honor. She implores Bhīma “strike down Kīcaka in secret, hero, keep your word! (MBH 4.46.21) and Bhīma goes and does as she commands. Though not a warrior herself it is by her word that the warriors act. In the case of  The death of Karṇa for example, who challenges Draupadī and questions her right to personhood, was set the moment he insulted Draupadī in the gambling hall.
Several other stories illustrate this theme as well, including Jayadratha and numerous other stories in the MBH. What they all demonstrate is that the honor of women was not just for her husbands but was something she could call upon to spurn her husbands into battle. Her rights are her own. While her recourse may be limited by the realities of the world, her entitlement to defense showcases the importance of her honor and personhood which the men are condemned for not protecting.
This theme of violence in defense of Draupadī illustrates much about her character. As a woman Draupadī is forced to rely on the decency of men in order to get justice and the frequency with which she is forced to remind the men of this duty towards her results in an interesting development. Draupadī does not herself kill but by her word many are killed. By citing her rights against molestation (Duhshasana and Kīcaka) she incites  Bhīma to kill them both. When she successfully gets her husbands to act it is not by citing their affection towards her, but by citing their duties as husbands and heroes. She reminds them of their Dharma. In this way, Draupadī manages to subvert gender and social norms by appealing to a higher authority: religion [footnoteRef:11]. [11:  A theme to be expanded upon with Amba] 

Indeed, the Pāṇḍava are saved by her virtue as Karṇa says: “When the Pāṇḍava where sinking boatless and drowning, in the plumb less ocean, the Pancali, became the Pāṇḍava boat, to set them ashore”! (MBH 2.27.64). When Draupadī was assaulted by Duḥśāsana she threatened to curse the whole lineage [footnoteRef:12] and needed to be appeased with a boon to stop the curse. With the boons she saves her husbands from slavery but does not take on the additional boon to save herself saying: “Greed kills Law Sir; I cannot take another wish” (MBH 2.27.63). This quote most beautifully displays Draupadi’s virtue and devotion to others. When offered a boon her first thought was of her husbands (who she still blames for their inadequacy) and when offered a third she refuses, for Dharma is tainted by greed. Her wisdom is clear as is her role as the guardian of Dharma, the one who remembers its precepts, even when Dharmaraja himself does not. [12:  Showing again the themes of violence and the resorting to Dharmic principles to achieve justice] 

Dharma in the MBH is the lynchpin upon which the universe revolves with society only theoretically forming in accordance with its will. What the MBH shows time and again is that the social reality often fails to live up to Dharmic idealism. By appealing to Dharma, she shows the limitations of society, for if the men did as required, she would not need to have called on a higher power [footnoteRef:13]. Her authority over the living world is limited by her gender but she is able to use some level of authority in molding the world to ensure her rights are respected. She still faces hardships; indeed, she is forced several times to endure the cruelties of other wicked (or foolish) people, yet she is not bereft of options. Given the frequency with which the enemies of Draupadī are punished speaks to her Dharmic character, for evil actions reap evil results. What Draupadī shows is that womanhood in the MBH comes with certain rights and those rights are protected by certain powers, in this case the power of Dharma. Dharma is the tool by which Draupadī finds justice the refuge. [13:  What Locke would call appealing to heaven] 

Kuntī: from wife to mother. Loyalty to the feminine.
Kuntī walks the line between devoted wife and scandalous deviant just as narrowly as Draupadī does though her merits are less questioned. Part of this may be that Kuntī more notably embodies the ideal mother where Draupadī is the ideal wife, and in the sexual connotations of wifehood there is more room for scrutiny. Like Draupadī,  Kuntī has multiple spouses[footnoteRef:14] though unlike Draupadī her plural spouses are taken in service of her husband Pandu. Having been cursed to die should he try to conceive a child Pandu was condemned to death should he try to fulfill his first debt. Thus Kuntī, using the power given her by Durvasas, invokes several Gods to give Pandu children, and even shares this power with Mādrī so that she may fullfill her duty as well. Thus the Pāṇḍava (sons of Pandu) are born not of Pandu but in his name. In an ironic twist she serves her husband with the unorthodox practice of taking multiple partners. [14:  A better word than spouse may be preferred as Kuntī does not marry the gods (IE have a ceremony) nor do they physically consummate. However, for ease of understanding spouse is used here, Perhaps even more salaciously she is not technically married to any of the Gods who give her her children and even has one, Karṇa, out of wedlock.] 

Her loyalty to Pandu and her devotion to the Dharma of a wife is exemplified when Pandu dies. As he is being cremated Mādrī (her co-wife) and Kuntī get into a debate about who should be allowed the right to commit Sutee with Kuntī arguing: 
“I am the elder wife by the Law, and the great fruit of the Law is due to me. That which must be shall be; do not turn me back Mādrī! I shall follow my husband here who has succumbed to the dead. Stand up and let go of him! Look after the children” (MBH 1.7.116.)
The death of Pandu causes a shift in Kuntīs position. As a widow her chief role now is her service to her sons, a role taken seriously by them and her. In a touching linguistic move, Kuntī begins to refer to the Pāṇḍava as her five children, assuming the role of motherhood to Nakula and Sahadeva (who are technically Mādrīputras the sons of Mādrī) regardless of blood ties. Her role as mother is how she defines herself and while the treatises would have us think she should be in her son’s possession, she quite oppositely becomes their advisor.
 The Dharmically-ambiguous marriage of Draupadī and the Pāṇḍava is done, ultimately, to honor a vow of Arjuna to follow his mother’s commands [footnoteRef:15]. When Arjuna brings the recently won Draupadī to his mother she says to them without looking: “Now you share that together” (MBH 1.12.182) and thus a polyandrous marriage is born. Though she expresses concern about this the Pāṇḍava ultimately vow to follow her commands, uncertain though they may be. [15:  The whole story is long and somewhat technical, but it ends with Kuntī telling Arjuna to “share” the alms he had received with his brothers, the alms included Draupadī and thus they were to engage in a polyandrous marriage. ] 

This comes to an interesting point when the prospect of Draupadī marrying all of them is placed before Drupada. He says “It is laid down that one man may have many queens, scion of Kuru, but never that one woman should have many men! Law-minded and pure as you are, you may not perpetrate such a breach of the law that runs counter to Veda and world, Kaunteya”!  (MBH 1.13.187) clearly outlining the religious wariness toward polyandry[footnoteRef:16]. Yudhiṣṭhira responds in several ways. Firstly, upon noting his wisdom in matters of Dharma, he notes that he has reasoned out (Anumāna) that it is acceptable, for: “As my thoughts favor it, it cannot be a breach of the Law at all” (MBH 1.13.188) and thus Drupada should not worry[footnoteRef:17]. He then gives several analogies (Upamāna) about women taking several husbands in ancient times and not only not falling to sin but actually rising to seditiousness. But the most intriguing line is at the end when he says: [16:  A sentiment Vyasa takes as a given a few verses later]  [17:  That Yudhiṣṭhiras mind is attuned to Dharma is not questioned] 

“They also say most law-wise sage that the word of a guru is Law, and of all gurus the mother is the first. And she has said the word “Share as you share the alms” Hence greatest of Brahmins, I hold it as Law (MBH 1.13.188).'
Yudhiṣṭhira cites reason and precedent for why his marriage is not sinful, but he aligns the commandment of his mother (Śabda) as the final lynch pin in his argument. The morality of the action is set in that it is what Kuntī wanted, and therefore following this commandment, even if morally questionable, must be meritorious at least this is what Yudhisthira claims. While he cites various legal and religious precedents to exonerate him, he continually reminds Drupada “Draupadī shall be the common queen of us all, sire, for this has my mother said'' (MBH 1.13.187) as if this is the most significant proof, at the very least it was the driving force. This loyalty to the mother is deeply intriguing as it presents, once again, the role of the female as director of Dharmic action. At this point Yudhishthria, Bhīma and the twins are not married [footnoteRef:18] and so the one performing the duty of “director in Dharma” (eventually to be done by Draupadī) is the responsibility of their mother [footnoteRef:19] [18:  Certain versions change exactly who was married at what time but in the edition used here Yudhiṣṭhira specifically states that he and Bhīma are unmarried (MBH 1.13.187)]  [19:  An Inversion of the trope that a woman is first servant to her father then her husband, here the son is servant first of his mother then his wife.] 

In another episode while staying at the house of a Brahmin Kuntī offers to send Bhīma as a tribute to the Rakshasa Bakāsura in order to spare the life of the Brahmin’s Daughter, the intended tribute. She states:
[bookmark: _heading=h.3znysh7]“We have been living very happily in this brahmin’s house, son, and we have been well treated. Dhr̥tarāṣṭra’s people do not know of us and we live in peace. I have often thought whether I could not do something nice for this brahmin, son, as people do who lodge somewhere happy. One is a man, my dear, to the extent of one’s gratitude. If someone does something for you, you should do more in return. Now some grief has struck this brahmin, that is certain. If we could lend him our help it would be a good deed.” (MBH 1. 10. 145)
Though she loves her children such that “Nor would I love any son of mine less had I a hundred sons” (MBH 1.10.149) she notes her debt to the Brahmana and thus is willing to send her child into battle on his behalf. Here her role of counselor is apparent. She reminds the Brahmana of her need to serve him in response to his hospitality and also provides instruction to Bhīma to do the same. The episode is simplified by the strength of Bhīma: he is so powerful that his success is basically guaranteed. However, the risk was still apparent and so this shows her devotion to the Dharma over her devotion to her children.
In this Kuntī is the driver of the action, the solver of the problem with Bhīma as her instrument. Like Draupadī it is her wisdom and virtue that make her level-headed enough to decide when to properly dispatch the Pāṇḍava valor. Unlike Draupadī the violence she summons is not in her own defense but in the defense of others which shows both her Dharma-qualities as well as her sons’ deference to her wisdom: when she calls they answer. Brodbeck and Black explain this difference by stating: the different portrayals of Draupadī and Kuntī could easily be discussed in terms of their different roles as wife and mother” (Gender and Narrative in the Mahābhārata PG 16). Just as kings and soldiers create different rules for different men so too do female roles of wife and motherhood create different roles for them. Though they have much in common the Pāṇḍava treat Draupadī and Kuntī differently: Draupadī must earn her rights while Kuntī has them granted implicitly. 
	While Kuntī herself remains fairly conventional, she is the mother/wife par excellence, her nobility is demonstrated in how her sons treat her. The loyalty of the Pāṇḍavas toward her is deep and their deference to her words are consistent. She is their first Guru who molded them into the men they are. Like many of the women her agency is limited but her reach is long. The commands of their mother weigh heavily on her children and lead them down many questionable courses of action. Kuntī represents the mother as counselor in Dharma, a perfect contrast to Gāndhārī, the wise mother caught between the horns of maternal love and ethical reasoning. 
Gāndhārī: the grieving mother on the edge of devotion and duty
	Gāndhārī is a tragic figure in the MBH, endlessly profound and sympathetic. She is in many ways the ideal wife, she blindfolds herself to share her husband’s torment, and she loves her children regardless of their moral failures. And yet, Gāndhārī is not unaware of their moral deficiencies and nor is she willing to ignore it. She says to Dhr̥tarāṣṭra in the gambling hall:
“Take notice Kurus he will be the end of this house. Do not prefer the opinions of children who are untaught lord! Do not become the cause of the ghastly perdition of your line.” (MBH 2.28.66)
To which he replies: 
“Surely, if our line must end, I shall not be able to avert it. Let it be as they wish, the Pāṇḍava must return. Let my people resume the game with the Pāṇḍava” (MBH 2.28.66)
Whether explicit or implicit Gāndhārī is the one thinking of the greatest good (the survival of the race) and the great slaughter that occurs on Kurukṣetra happens because her warning is not heeded. Gāndhārī is described as “tormented by Greif because of her love for her son yet yoked to the Law” (MBH 2.28.66) which best explains her character. Gāndhārī is deeply wise and compassionate, she loves her children but abhors their faults. She is wise enough to know when her children are wrong and will oppose them when necessary.
[bookmark: _heading=h.2et92p0]Dhr̥tarāṣṭra puts familial ties above religious duty (Artha above Dharma) while it is Gāndhārī who orders them correctly. Gāndhārī occupies an interesting intersection both an ideal mother and yet critical philosopher. While mourning the deaths of her sons she expresses both of these roles:
“blessed one, I do not resent them, I do not want them to perish. But with the pain I feel for my sons my mind is almost reeling out of my control” (MBH 11.81.13)
As an ethical philosopher she knows that her sons died as a result of their wicked actions (Karmaphalam) and so she cannot hold them in contempt and yet she is a grieving mother who is outraged and angry. She is caught between two poles, the philosopher and the mother. The only one for whom she holds anger is Bhīma, the slayer of her sons and only because the slaying of some of them (Duryodhana and Duḥśāsana) was done without regards to Kshatriya ethics. 
She says:
“But that deed Bhīma did with Vasudeva watching enraged me! After he haughtily challenged Duryodhana to fight with clubs Bhīma realized, as Duryodhana moved about in the fight in many different ways that Duryodhana was better trained than he. So, Bhīma struck him below the navel! Now how could men of courage ever forsake a rule of Law, one that has been clearly taught by the exalted men who know the Law, just to save their lives in battle” (MBH 11.81.13)
[bookmark: _heading=h.tyjcwt]Her reprimand of Bhīma is harsh for she questions both his merit as a Kshatriya and his merit as a man. His destruction of her children bothers her but drives her to righteous anger only on account of the ignobility of the slaying saying: “I would not feel this pain toward you who finished them off, as long as you only did what was law”. (MBH 11.81.14). She screams at Bhīma: you drank the blood from Duhshasanas body! That was a grotesque thing to do!..why did you do this horrible deed? (MBH 11.81.14). Her objection is Dharmic, the killing was understandable though painful, and so her verbal assault on the Pāṇḍava focuses on their conduct rather than her grief. The Pāṇḍavas themselves are speechless and can do nothing to shrug off these accusations.
She presses the question onto Yudhiṣṭhira further when she “tormented by the killing of her sons and grandsons, then angrily asked Yudhisthira “where is the king”? (MBH 11.81.15) To which he replies: “I have caused this devastation of the earth and I deserve to be cursed” (MBH 11.81.15). It is significant that Dharmaraja Yudhiṣṭhira submits that Gāndhārī ’s accusation is valid, that the grieving woman, though certainly driven by emotion, is asking the right question. The morality of Yudhiṣṭhira’s reign is being put in question: if he cannot even prevent his own brothers from losing their way then how can he be a moral exemplar of kingship?
[bookmark: _heading=h.3dy6vkm]	Gāndhārī operates within the sphere of women, being an ideal mother, wife and queen. But this role does not limit her to the concerns of women and she (like Draupadī) questions the ethics of the men and the men themselves. If Draupadī is a fighter and Kuntī a counselor Gāndhārī is a philosopher for she knows the dictates of Dharma as it is and presses her charges (husband and sons) to follow it. She is frequently cast as the moral compass and when her words are not heeded disaster follows.
Ambā: The warrior woman
But the paradigmatic example of a woman defying both gender and social norms in order to go her own path and achieve her own ends, is Ambā[footnoteRef:20]. All of the other women carve out a grander space for agency more than would be admitted in the treatises, but Ambā goes even further, transcending the realm of gender entirely and showing, I argue, the ultimate foolishness of a gendered world given the background of Hindu metaphysics. To briefly summarize: Ambā is kidnapped by Bhīṣma as a potential wife for his brother but upon her request is released. When she returns, she is rejected by her family as being a defiled woman. Angry, she goes to Bhīṣma to be her protector, but he rejects her in order to maintain his vow of permanent chastity (for which he is named). Destitute and without hope for a male to take up her cause [footnoteRef:21], Ambā seeks to kill Bhīṣma for ruining her life. As a woman, she cannot receive warrior training herself and so she desires to be reborn a man so that she can kill Bhīṣma in battle. To achieve this, she seeks out ascetics to train her to build up her merit in order to choose the means of her own rebirth.  [20:  Though Amba’s story is added onto the mythology of Shikhandi who eventually destroys Bhisma, an analysis of Shikhandi gets into interesting grounds about transgenderism which, while ripe for study, is distant enough from the aims of this paper that it will not be fully explored. For our purposes the life of Amba and the trial she undertakes to destroy Bhīṣma is closer to the aim of this paper. ]  [21:  After a brief visit to Paraśurāma who is unable to secure the justice she wants.] 

The ascetics, she finds, are less than helplful. They say:
“Go hence to your father’s house, be blessed….either the husband or the father is a woman’s recourse, fair maiden. The husband is her recourse when things go smoothly, the father when things are rough. Wandering forth is quite difficult especially for a delicate woman like you, a princess by nature….Dear, there are many discomforts when you live in a hermitage, which there will not be in your father’s house….do not set your mind on this. (MBH 5.60.144)
The ascetics resort to every rhetorical trick available to dissuade her from her course. They remind her that she is a woman and therefore in need of protecting, a princess and therefore deserving of pleasure and finally simply too delicate to live in the forest fraught with suffering [footnoteRef:22]. But Ambā responds “‘I cannot go back to the city of the Kashis, to my father’s house: my relatives are sure to despise me”! (MBH 5.60.174). And in this Ambā displays the ultimate futility of male ownership of female destiny. With nowhere else to go Ambā is only able to rely on herself and so she plunges, not into society and its roles, but into religion, the true way and in so doing she forges her own destiny.  [22:  An argument Rāma employs in the Rāmāyaṇa] 

Ambā’s wish to kill Bhīṣma is presented as a positive in the MBH. It is an earnest wish which she painstakingly strives to achieve. What this episode illustrates is both the relativity of gender norms and the ultimate reality (the path of religion) where they do not exist. Ambā ultimately is an Atman and therefore is Brahman. She is therefore bliss, consciousness, reality and all else, and her womanhood is only true within the confines of material (illusory) society.
This is revealed in her meeting with Śiva. Though the ascetics (still being men of the world merely on the path to liberation) are firm in their belief that Ambā’s womanhood should limit her right to Tapas, Śiva (as Rudra) makes no mention of her gender saying simply “Thou shalt smite him” (MBH 5.60.188). When she questions how she will do this, he tells her that she will be reborn a man, skilled in battle and knowledgeable of her vow of vengeance. Her womanhood is only relevant in the world of the material (the philosophically inferior realm) and Śiva as a God of Tapas sees above such distinctions [footnoteRef:23].  Ambā thus defies gender itself moving beyond physical space to achieve her own ends denied to her by custom and tradition.  [23:  That Śiva is the God who grants this is symbolically quite important as the cults of Śiva frequently experimented with gender and social conventions. Śiva being on her side is as much a mark in Amba’s favor as it is a mark against the gendered system  the ascetics were perpetuating.] 

Mahābhārata: concluding analysis
	The women of the MBH push and prod the notions presented in the treatises and ultimately paint a more dynamic view of the women. The women of the MBH attack the gendered structures directly. Draupadī doesn’t merely fight for herself and her husbands, her tirade in the assembly hall is really an assault on the male-centric intellectual world: if the men of the assembly hall do not rise to defend her, on what basis do they call themselves men of Dharma?
Ambā doesn’t just attack Bhīṣma, in her revenge quest she transcends her gender (literally and figuratively) to achieve a justice denied to her by virtue of her gender. As a woman she cannot kill Bhīṣma but she can resort to Tapas to subvert this restriction. The metaphysics of the MBH support a universe of justice and fairness. When all roads to justice are denied by convention, the spiritual world of religion steps in to make a path available. 
	Kuntī and Gāndhārī are less overt in their subversions of the systems but both still defy the systems of the treatises by being women of Dharma. Their minds are sharp and their eyes discerning, it is their wisdom that guides the hot temperaments of their men [footnoteRef:24]. Gāndhārī was thinking of kingdom while Dhr̥tarāṣṭra thought of his sons. They are thinkers of Dharma and this devotion leads them to opposition to the men. The world of the Epics thus creates and sews the seeds for the destruction of established clear gender norms. These women are a  far cry from the women as Manu would have them. They are not servants, they are individuals with their own minds and purposes. We turn now to the women of the Rāmāyaṇa (RM) who will at first glance seem more docile and submissive than the women presented here, and yet will still show defiance and will make for themselves a system that demands better. [24:  To be fair the men show profound wisdom and Dharmic thinking as well but where these two are concerned they are usually forced to wrangle ] 

Rāmāyaṇa
Overall analysis
	Going from the Mahābhārata to the Rāmāyaṇa is in many ways a journey from the forest to the city. Gone is the apparent delight in moral confusion that the MBH abounds in replaced instead by a simpler world with clearer motives and moral alignments. While Duryodhana is somewhat sympathetic Rāvaṇa is a veritable ocean of evil with the occasional island of goodness strewn about. Unlike Yudhiṣṭhira, Rāma never questions whether he should have become engaged in his war [footnoteRef:25], his war is one of good versus evil. It is for this reason that scholars sometimes look at the characters in the Rāmāyaṇa as representing ideals [footnoteRef:26] while the MBH characters are seen as representing humans in all their perfectly flawed ways. This occasionally results in less complicated analyses when dealing with the Rāmāyaṇa. Though defiant characteristics are frequently noted of women in the Mahābhārata, with Wendy Doniger noting “The women of the Mahābhārata are extraordinarily prominent, feisty and individualistic” (On Hinduism 537) less attention is paid to the women of the Rāmāyaṇa. [25:  He does occasionally lament the slaughter and sometimes wails of the horror of going to war but he never questions the overall morality of it]  [26:  This is certainly an attitude of many contemporary Hindus] 

	The RM is a morally clearer universe, but it is not without complication. Many Hindus and scholars of Hinduism have been puzzled by the treatment of Sītā by Rāma after her recovery as well as the treatment of Śūrpaṇakhā (Rāvaṇa’s sister) by Rāma and Lakṣmaṇa. But all of these events are occasional points of query never the central point as they frequently are in the MBH. More frequently are we presented with perfect people, acting perfectly in perfect circumstances, and so from the perspective of Dharmic analysis we have less overtly tantalizing episodes.
	An analysis of the women of the Rāmāyaṇa is thus, at first glance, a pretty conventional tale. Sītā is the perfect wife, Kauśalā the perfect wife/mother, Śūrpaṇakhā the perfect ogress and so on. The women of the Rāmāyaṇa adhere more closely to the mold set by Manu and the treatises. We would be unwise however, to conclude that the women are perfect accessories. The women do act more traditionally than in the MBH, but within the framework of tradition the women consistently assert and defend their own moral territory sometimes in aid of or in spite of the male characters. If the theme of the women of the MBH is defiance of tradition, then the theme of the RM women is reconceptualizing a woman’s agency in tradition.
	None of these women are as blatant as Draupadī in defying the gendered system but none of them are mere servants either. Frequently the women contribute their opinions to the matters at hand and frequently they are lauded for their wisdom and insight. At some points they are directly called upon to participate, arguably coequally, with the men. Under Daśarathas rule we are told that: “All the men and women conducted themselves in accordance with righteousness and were self-controlled and joyful. (RM 1.6.6-11). 
 This quote shows the complimentary view of wives in the RM, for in a perfect world both men and women perform their prescribed duties (righteousness) but are also specifically self-controlled, showing a complimentary viewpoint. Under perfect circumstances men and women bottom out as equal.
	The Rāmāyaṇa gives several examples of active women as well. Diti swears vengeance against Indra and engages in powerful ascetic practices in order to achieve it. On the death of her sons at Indra's hands she consults Kaśyapa with her plan saying:
“"Holy one, your mighty sons have slain my sons. Now I desire to obtain-through long austerity- a son who shall slay Śakra. I will undertake austerities; but you must give me a child and promise that he will be a son capable of killing Śakra (RM 1.44.1-7)
Several important details. Firstly, that Diti takes an active role in plotting the doom of a great (male) hero and resorts to asceticism to do so. Like Ambā, her desire for vengeance leads her along the path of the religious, specifically to Tapas which was usually regarded as a male enterprise. But where Ambā wishes to be the warrior Diti wishes to give birth to the warrior immediately contrasting the Epics: Ambā (MBH) defies the norm by being a woman-warrior while Diti uses the framework of motherhood against the male (Indra) who wronged her. Both are operating in controversial spheres, but their methods are different, reflective of the different focuses of the Epics.
	What we will see in the RM are women who take control but in a more subtle way. Rather than transcending or condemning gender norms directly, our women retake gender and push what it means to be a woman. While Draupadī and Ambā show the futility of a Dharma system based on gender, Sītā and Tārā show how women can use the gender system to create a more inclusive gendered space. The RM women are more subtle, hence they are less recognized then the MBH women as challengers. And the pinnacle example of feminine virtue becoming feminine challenge is Sītā, the perfect woman.
Sītā: The perfect wife and the perfect challenger
[bookmark: _heading=h.1t3h5sf]“For Sītā, the symbol of the devoted wife, represents the ideal toward which all women should strive (Wadley 118)
[bookmark: _heading=h.4d34og8][bookmark: _GoBack]This quote perfectly encapsulates the role in which Sītā wife of Rāma plays in the Rāmāyaṇa. Sītā is an idealization of the role of women, her adherence to the Dharma of women being certain and her devotion to her husband being her most notable trait.  Sītā is the woman among women as the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa tells us: 
“Sītā, the best of women, possessed of every grace, followed Rāma as Rohini does the hare-marked moon.” (RM 1.1.16-24)
The traits she is noted for are relational, she is his vital breath, his devoted follower and beloved spouse. Her womanhood is central to her character and her actualization of her Dharma is intrinsically linked to it. But though it is clear that Sītā is representative of the perfect woman, a possessor of all the virtues and the symbol of the devoted wife, the mythology of Sītā is laden with nuance and exception. Though Sītā is undoubtedly the symbol of the devoted wife, it must be noted that “Devotion to the husband does not however, mean blind obedience” (Sharma 88) and it is this caveat that makes an analysis of Sītā so fruitful. In the character of Sītā the problem of women in religious narrative is exemplified.	
 Though these characteristics are frequently noted of women in the Mahābhārata, with Wendy Doniger noting “The women of the Mahābhārata are extraordinarily prominent, feisty and individualistic” (On Hinduism 537) less attention is paid to the women of the Rāmāyaṇa and particularly to Sītā.
This view comes from the conception of Sītā as the exemplar of the Hindu wife. Sītā is meek, loyal, devoted to her father, then husband, then sons, always the helper never the firebrand. Where Draupadī, whose plural marriage and fiery personality make her an obvious challenge to the Hindu conception of womanhood, Sītā is clearly the model wife. Draupadī is active and passionate, Sītā passive and mild.
In her adherence to the social norm, it is easy to assume that Sītā possesses little agency and does little more than remind women of their place at their men’s sides. But this characterization of Sītā, while accurate, is only a surface level reading of the character. Beneath her exterior of calm domesticity, lies the persona of a woman who is deeply thinking and religiously conscious both within and without the frame of gender. Sītā engages in philosophical reasoning, often using it against the men she is supposedly subordinated to and is held, both textually and within tradition, as having the moral right on her side even against the men. The difficulty in registering this comes from the association of Sītā purely in terms of adherence to the norm and not the way she uses the norm itself to push and expand her own agency, asserting her religious rights over and above the wishes of men.
Whereas Draupadī boldly decries the actions of the men in the assembly hall, Sītā expresses herself much more subtly. She is no less passionate and no less wise, as shall soon be seen, but where Draupadī attacks the system, Sītā uses the system against those who might steal from her religious rights. As a wife, woman and indeed person she is entitled to certain treatments and when she does not receive her due, she does not humbly acquiesce but passionately rejects. I propose to reconsider the character of Sītā and explore the ways in which she adheres to and yet stretches what it means to be an ideal Hindu woman. Sītā is evidence that to be a proper Hindu woman is to necessarily be an advocate for what is moral and right, to challenge and push upon the men in her life and to demand better from a system that so often excludes her, her agency, and her wishes.
	To understand Sītā, the perfect wife, we must analyze her relationship with Rāma her perfect husband. It is from her relationship with Rāma that she characterizes herself, and it is from him that she derives the characterization of being the ideal wife. The roles are complimentary but gendered. As one scholar notes:	
“If the role of husband is depicted as providing protection for his wife, the role of a wife in the Rāmāyaṇa is presented as one of fidelity to her husband” (Hindu Spirituality 120)
The role of the wife in the Rāmāyaṇa is one of subordinate devotion, men are the active participants in religious expeditions (IE Rāmas journey and war in Lanka) and women are supporters and helpers in this quest.  Sītā is, after all, an objective for Rāma, a possession to be warred over, a symbol of his purity and a source of shame when that purity is questioned. Rāma is the actor and Sītā the result of his actions (his Karma-Phalam). At least this is true from an initial glance. Though Sītā s role in relation to Rāma is passive (she is the damsel that needs saving), she herself is a dynamic character. If fidelity is indeed the highest goal for a wife in the RM then Sītā is an exemplar of this virtue, for as the Rāmāyaṇa tells us “For her heart belongs to him, and her life depends on him. Ayodhya itself, with Rāma gone, would be far more of a wilderness to her” (RM 2.54.11-15).
In this way Sītā adheres to Manu’s schema of woman as subordinate helper. She realizes her spirituality within the confines of her marriage, and it is through her devotion that she expresses her Dharma . But though this relationship is laden with gendered norms and expectations one would be foolish to assume that this relegates Sītā to Rāma’s accessory. Sītā is frequently an active agent, driving the drama and demanding better of her husband. When Rāma informs her of his exile he says “My Beloved, I am going to the great forest and you must stay here. You must do as I tell you my lovely and not give offence to anyone.” (RM 2.23.30-34) She responds powerfully: “But only a wife, bull among men, must share her husband’s fate. Therefore, I too have been ordered to live in the forest.” (RM 2.24.1-5).
And while the story clearly is about Rāma, his virtues and exploits, Sītā does manage to find room to express her own interests and wants. She even advises him at various points telling him that “Acquiring great righteousness requires the greatest care, and only he who avoids deliberate misdeeds can gain it in this world” (RM 3.8.1-5). What this does is change the idea of wife as helper. All of her philosophizing and action is done in the service to her husband, a characteristic very in line with Manu, and yet in defying Rāma, ridiculing and correcting him, she expands the role. The wife is a helper but not an enabler, she is expected, even praised for holding Rāma accountable. Which brings us to a more general discussion about women in the Rāmāyaṇa and how they both utilize and reject the gendered authority.
	Sītā fulfills many roles in the Rāmāyaṇa. She is a daughter, princess, wife, victim, hero, possession and person and often struggles to find herself amidst these sometimes-contradictory roles. A key component to Sītā in all of her roles, however, is fidelity. John Brockington states: “a key term in understanding the plot of the Rāmāyaṇa is fidelity…Sītā accompanies her husband to a life of hardship and after her abduction resists all of Rāvaṇa’s threats” (Olivelle Dharma 243). Her fidelity to Rāma, in spite of all the hardships and dangers she faces, is her defining trait. In this way she is an ideal wife in accordance with the treatises.
Sītā is often understood by her relation to others (particularly men) and as one scholar notes “It is, no doubt, true that in a patriarchal pattern of family life, man is in a more privileged position than a woman” (Sharma 66). Sītā describes her own virtues in a rebuke of Rāvaṇa saying: 
"And how could a woman like me, devoted to one husband, born into a noble family, and married into a meritorious one, do something so contemptible and forbidden?" (RM 5.21.4)
	Here she expresses her value in accordance to the rules of women, her virtue comes from her fidelity. And yet within this there is room for expression and even of rebuke. She advises Rāvaṇa: "Other men’s wives bring ruin upon a man….Your mind given to delusion, you do not heed the beneficial words that wise men utter and this will lead to the destruction of the Rākṣasa” (5.19.5-9). As a king Rāvaṇa ought to be principally concerned with protecting his people as one scholar notes “Protection of the person and property of his subjects was the primary duty of a king” (Sharma 386). Here her advice is not about conduct between men and women[footnoteRef:27] but about the duty of a king to his people. By violating her he is bringing about the destruction of his kingdom in the form of divine justice, and thus failing to discharge his duty as a king. [27:  Which Rāvaṇa is obviously violating] 

In this way she uses her position as a woman to adjudicate over Dharma more generally and thus is not necessarily limited to women’s issues. Were her only contributions to discussions about Dharma those that concerned women specifically it would be easy to dismiss the Dhamic women of the Rāmāyaṇa as being Dharmic within the set of womanhood. But her knowledge of Dharma encompasses not only the feminine but the masculine as well, as she is able to understand, comment on, and even criticize the actions of Rāma.
In one notable example Sītā questions Rāma’s use of weapons against demons. Forest hermits (which they are now by virtue of exile) are not allowed to carry weapons instead relying on the power of benevolent Kshatriyas to protect them [footnoteRef:28]. When Rāma, now a forest hermit, vows to take up his arms and kill the demons Sītā has several concerns. She states: “Wicked thoughts, my noble husband, arise from handling weapons. Once you are back in Ayodhya, you may follow the kshatriya code (RM 3.8.22-25) drawing a clear distinction between what Rāma is doing and what is prescribed for him to do. Rāma responds quite amiably saying: “This is sound advice, my lady. What you have said in your affection is worthy of you and testifies to your high birth, righteous daughter of Janaka (RM 3.9.1-5) before rebutting her by saying “And having once promised them something, I could never, so long as I live, violate my pledge to the Sages. For truthfulness has always been the one thing I cherish. (RM 3.9.16-21).  [28:  This is seen in the Rāmāyaṇa earlier when sages ask Dasharatha to send Rāma to slay demons that are troubling them] 

He makes several arguments that ultimately (in my view) tip the discussion in his favor, but important details emerge. Her challenging of Rāma (which she will do several more times in addition to the times before) is specifically cited as a virtue, something that is worthy of her station and birth. Further, her argument, while concerning her husband, is actually part of a larger discussion about the tension between different stages of life. So her thinking, while certainly  to Rāma’s aid, shows a knowledge of topics in philosophy that go beyond the prescribed duties of the wife.
[bookmark: _heading=h.2s8eyo1] In the example of Sītā criticizing Rāvaṇa as a bad king, while her duty is in service to her husband, it plays on her knowledge of philosophy and understanding of the duties and tasks of others. In the later example (hermits using weapons) she does the same in order to engage in dialogue with Rāma and while he is able to convince her, it is apparent that her questions were appropriate in content and more importantly that she is invested in his own Dharmic journey.
Sītā shows her personal strength as well saying that: "You cannot seduce me with your power and wealth, for I am inseparable from Raghav, as is its radiance from the sun, bringer of light” (RM 5.19.14-17). Sītā’s infatuation with Rāma naturally prevents her from being swayed by lust,[footnoteRef:29] but her use of the words power and wealth is significant. She cannot be swayed by either fear or greed (or lust) to forget her Dharma as a wife and thus, as a prerequisite to performing her duty as a wife, she has control over her mind and senses. In a way, like Maitreyī she is uninterested in things not useful for liberation. [29:  Which factors in later in the story of her trial by fire] 

Thus, though her Dharma is fidelity to Rāma, she is the primary actor in how she decides to do it. Her means and method may be in service to Rāma, but she is the doer, and it is her devotion to him that requires  her to be mindful of him. Further, it does not prevent her from openly challenging men when they fail to live up to their own Dharma, which brings us to the most interesting way in which Sītā explores her character: in her direct opposition to Rāma.
“Sītā’s two ordeals prove her purity but they are also a supreme, defiant form of protest. Sītā is no doormat. She does not hesitate to bully her husband when she thinks he has made a serious mistake”. (The Hindus 228)
This quote by Doniger reflects the key manner in which Sītā defines herself as a philosopher. Whereas Draupadī is defined by her challenging of social convention, Sītā could be defined as defending it. Sītā operates as the ideal wife to Rāma and subordinates herself to him, however she takes an active role in defining her space as his wife and enforcing the goals and limitations of that space. When Rāma or anybody infringes upon that space she responds with philosophical, cultural, and religious conviction.
[bookmark: _heading=h.17dp8vu]The two ordeals she undertakes (passing through fire and eventually being swallowed by earth) reflect the sphere in which she will define herself. Principally she is Rāma’s queen, and her philosophical queries and recommendations feature her in this role. However, she is no passive participant and does not take her cues from Rāma nor does she fail to correct him on matters of law (Dharma). Sītā defines herself by her loyalty to her husband, but though her role is subordinate, she is not robbed of agency. She successfully convinces Rāma to take her to the forest, citing several practical and religious precepts that boil down to the conclusion: as her husband she is bound to follow and serve him, even against his own wishes. Her Dharma, though specifically related to Rāma, shows “in the Rāmāyana that women of that age had not lost even a bit of their religious rights” (Sharma 73).
	In her debates with Rāma she consistently checks the assumption that a wife’s duty is dictated by her husband. While Rāma as her husband sets the frame within which she defines her space, it is still her that defines it and uses it to correct Rāma. In the parameters Rāma sets she still finds agency. When Rāma is exiled to the forest, he plans to leave her in Ayodhyā, questioning her fragility in the forest. She retorts:
“You need not doubt that I can survive on nothing but fruit and roots; I shall not cause any trouble while living with you” (RM 2.24.10-14)
And on and on they go each raising one objection to the other. Rāma tells her of the frightful animals and unsavory conditions in the forest, to which she responds that his valor will keep her safe. She questions the practicality of leaving her and even threatens suicide should he leave he alone until Rāma is forced to concede:
“Since you are determined to live with me in the forest, Maithili, I could no sooner abandon you than a self-respecting man his reputation” (RM 2.27.24-27)
That Sītā (among other women) is educated in matters of marriage, state, and law, (Kāma, Artha, Dharma) comes up several times and are her principal tools when bullying Rāma to remember his duty. Here Sītā uses reason against Rāma, retorting his objections and reiterating the facts, that she is his wife and therefore eternal companion, By leaving her in Ayodhyā she is being prevented from following her duty. Her reasons to follow him are thus threefold: She loves him (Kāma) He is her protection and support (Artha) and she is bound to be his companion by sacred ordinance (Dharma). Thus, though some suggest that Sītā is “the ultimate male fantasy of the perfect woman” (The Hindus 223) this categorization misses her own control over her religious identity even in spite of her men. Her goals of being a perfect wife, while traditional  and not without some limitations, are goals that she places religious significance upon and so by being the perfect wife she is being a Dharmic woman. This requires her, sometimes, to challenge her husband, especially when his wishes challenge her status.
	The episode that best shows Sītā asserting herself over Rāma is when he coldly rejects her fidelity. At all levels Rāma’s accusation seems unjust and he is told so by many. The Gods question his ethics reminding him that he is Vishnu (the implication being that as a God such ruthlessness is beneath him) and the text itself notes the harshness of his words. And yet it is Sītā who confronts Rāma the strongest, questioning first his sense in doubting her, then his worth as a nobleman saying:
“How can you, heroic prince, speak to me with such cutting and improper words, painful to the ears, as some vulgar man might speak to his vulgar wife? I am not as you think of me, great-armed prince. You must believe in me for I swear by my virtue. You harbor suspicion against all women because of the conduct of the vulgar ones” (RM 6.104. 5-10). 
These lines are important as she questions the very merits that supposedly give him the right to judge. Her line about being distrustful of women has compounds two episodes: she is referencing the fact that his exile began because of the actions of Kaikeyī, and her conflict with Rāvaṇa began because of Śūrpaṇakhā. These interactions with women have given him a suspicious mind, possibly understandable, but certainly not the conduct to be expected of a nobleman. 
And finally, and most potently, she decides to dispense with reasoning and shows her concern with her moral character saying:
“Build me a pyre, Saumitri, the only remedy for this calamity. I cannot bear to live tainted by these false allegations. Rejected in this public gathering by my husband who is not satisfied with my virtues I shall enter the fire, bearer of oblations, so that I may follow the only path proper to me.” (RM 6.104.17-21)
Sītā enters the fire, and her fidelity is proven, Rāma is reproached and the two unite once again. The resolution of this story is a fascinating read on the role of the female philosopher. She defends her honor and repudiates his claims, first engaging in discourse and then on noting his unreasonableness (his wrath and his misogyny) decides to prove him wrong practically, to stake her virtue against his doubt. And when she succeeds, she establishes her righteous character in opposition to Rāma’s concerns and thus sets herself as a reasoning, morally conscious woman who can engage with, challenge and even transform the men for whom her duty is to serve. Sītā finds in the duty of wifehood what Draupadī finds by defying traditional norms: space to develop and express religious character.
	Sītā is both the ideal male fantasy as well as the manifestation of male fear. What is significant is that this fear is shown to be both manifest in society, a cultural given, and yet also presented as being a flawed perception. Sītā’s defiance of Rāma and her taking action against his accusations shows the flaw with gendered hierarchy, especially in the Hindu context. Rāma the man may wish for, and even expect, his wife to be his obedient follower, but his wishes do not trump her rights nor her wiliness to fight for them.
However, these verses about Sītā, about her defiance, her rights and her pride especially in spite of Rāma and his wishes, blurs the picture. Sītā does not eliminate patriarchy but she carves for herself a role within patriarchy that allows her to explore issues of gender but also issues of religion. Her reprimands of Rāma are personal, but even more so they are religious. When she rebukes her husband, she does not retreat to personal wishes, but instead uses logic and reason and appeals to the greater force of Dharma in correcting him. The roles are gendered but the activity is mutual. 
Just as Sītā, as a woman is expected to fulfill certain roles, so too is Rāma as husband expected to fulfill certain duties. His status as a man does not exclude him from these, and when he does falter his wife, as a wife is expected to, challenge him. Sītā may be remembered as Rāma’s devoted wife, but her the character and the quality of that devotion requires an expansion on how one views women in these works.
[bookmark: _heading=h.3rdcrjn]Kaikeyī: on the differences between fathers and mothers
Even Kaikeyī, easily meant to be read as the villain, is not without some redeemability. After all, her treachery is not for personal or professional reasons, she is concerned with the wellbeing of her son Bharata. Mantharā airs these concerns when she says “When Rāma secures control of the land Bharata will be surely destroyed” (RM 2.8.20-27) and this is what causes Kaikeyī to turn against Rāma. Several times Mantharā reminds her of the cruelties Bharata will suffer under Rāma’s rule, at the very least he will be forgotten and dejected.
 In some ways Kaikeyī’s role of mother necessities her opposition to Rāma a role which Daśaratha, as father of both, wouldn’t be partial to. As Kaikeyī is the mother of Bharata and not Rāma she is devoted to one and not the other, Daśaratha as father holds loyalties to both and thus cannot be specifically concerned with Bharata. And this ordering of priorities results in a incongruity between male and female Dharma. As father of all, Daśaratha is concerned with the whole, and in this there is room for the wellbeing of  one (say Bharata) to be sacrificed; Kaikeyī as the mother only of Bharata, has obligations and requirements that even her husband and co-parent does not have. She is not without a notion of Dharma; in fact, it is this which spurs her act against Rāma. She never thinks of her own greed or of how Bharatas ascension will benefit her, she thinks only of Bharata and in this is a classically devoted mother.
Her sin is not her treachery but rather her doubting the nobility of Rāma. Had Rāma been a wicked King, her role of mother would have been needed to be activated and thus her plotting against Rāma would have been not only defensible but praiseworthy. When Lakṣmaṇa decries the power of virtue “Women care nothing for righteousness, they are fickle, sharptongued and divisive” (RM 3.43.25-31), he is undoubtedly speaking about treacherous women like Kaikeyī. And yet, in his anger[footnoteRef:30] he misses the point entirely. Kaikeyī is deeply concerned with Dharma (as is Sītā who he is addressing),but failing to recognize the unique circumstances (and thus unique Dharmic injunctions) Lakṣmaṇa fails to see the virtue of women at all and concludes, erroneously, that women are not concerned with Dharma. [30:  Lakṣmaṇa consistently misses the points of Dharma in his anger as we will see later] 

[bookmark: _heading=h.26in1rg]Now, this is not to say that Kaikeyī is meant to be read sympathetically. I think ultimately, she is wrong and is meant to be read that way. The point of this analysis is to show complexity. In this scenario we have a woman and a man both of whom have different obligations according to their stations [footnoteRef:31].   Daśaratha as king looks at matters in one way and Kaikeyī as mother looks at it another way, and thus the actions, though different, could be defensible under the framework of Dharma. The morality of Rāma is what makes Kaikeyī evil not the action by itself.  [31:  A common trend in the Epics and in this case referring to their stations as men fathers) and women (mothers)] 

Mantharā meanwhile is doing the same as Kaikeyīs. Her role as a  servant her spurs her to act in what she sees as Kaikeyīs best interest , her failing again being her doubting of Rāma.There is an interesting ability of Dharma to be present in one action in one moment and absent in the same action in another. Actions (Karma) are not separable from context and thus an action is neither wholly good nor bad. What Kaikeyī is doing therefore is inverting Sītā: where Sītā takes matters into her own hands for the good of her and Rāma, Kaikeyī does the same for Bharata; albeit with more blameworthy results.
The principles of ahiṃsā and truthfulness even are not wholly binding. Sometimes killing and lying can be forces for good as is clearly the case in the MBH and the RM. Many unethical killings in both Epics (Bhīṣma, Droṇa, Karṇa, Indrajit, Valin etc) are justified on the basis of some higher moral authority. Convention yields to principle, and the world of the material is subservient to the world of the spiritual. And so Kaikeyī’s only sin is failure to trust Rāma, her actions stem from her motherhood and her devotion to protect her son. She thus uses the system of boons to subvert the proper coronation, again like Sītā using the system against itself.
There are rights due to her as well. When Śatrughna, furious at the exile of Rāma, wishes to exact vengeance on Kaikeyī Bharata remarks: “I would kill this woman myself, this evil wicked Kaikeyī, were it not that righteous Rāma would condemn me as (committing) Matricide (RM 2.72.20-25) showing that as a woman she is protected from such passionate displays. Though hated and reviled, she is neither punished (directly) nor exiled. She remains in the kingdom even after Rāma returns. 
Like Kuntī, Kaikeyī as mother has a special place that prevents her from being treated like an ordinary woman. Also, like Kuntī it is in motherhood that Kaikeyī finds her Dharma though this time with more tragic results. What this section is supposed to illustrate is not that Kaikeyī is somehow a good figure (again I think she is not) but that her actions can be understood in terms of Dharma. Though she acted in a sinful way, these are the potential results of the subtle system of Dharma, conflicting roles lead to mixed results. What is important here is not whether Kaikeyī was right, but that Kaikeyī used her power as a woman to invert the system on itself, and in this way, she displays the feminine rejection to the system of the treatises.
Tārā: whose words are suffused with Dharma
	In several ways Tārā is quite unique among women in this analysis. Firstly, she is no human woman she is a Vanara (monkey) and thus her Dharma does not directly align with humans. Rāma justifies his killing of Valin (the monkey king) in one argument by saying that as a monkey he was not required to kill him according to the human codes of martial honor. So immediately we are dealing with different ground and yet much remains the same. Tārā is mainly characterized by her loyalty to  her husbands Sugrīva and Valin, and like Sītā, she serves as a stake in their heroic conflict. In fact, again paralleling Sītā, Hanumān sums up the conflict between Sugrīva and Valin as having taking place “on account of a woman” (RM 5.33.31-34) placing her at the center stage of the Monkey’s conflict.
	Her virtues are many. Her loyalty to Valin manifests in her offering him counsel and as she declares “you would not do as I said, warrior and so you lie painfully on the rough, rocky ground” (RM 4.23.1-5) counsel which he ignores and pays the price for. Like Gāndhārī (MBH) Tārā is renowned for her wisdom and eloquence of speech and is praised by her husband’s accordingly. While Valin lies dying he laments that he did not heed her advice regarding the exile of Sugrīva.  He says:
“I engaged in battle with Sugrīva though Tārā tried to stop me” (RM 4.17.12-16). 
In this declaration we learn several things about Tārā and about their marriage. Her wisdom is evident, and she played an active part in his affairs. She counseled him against exiling Sugrīva knowing that such actions could only result in his destruction. Just as Gāndhārī frequently was cast as the cool-headed counterbalance to the over-indulgent father Dhr̥tarāṣṭra so too does Tārā counterbalance her own husbands’ vices of lust [footnoteRef:32] and wrath. [32:  Sugrīva enjoys his own victory over Valin so deeply that he forgets his promise to Rāma and this nearly becomes an issue to be explained later.] 

The reoccurring theme in the Epics where women frequently use reason to cool the passions of men is continued with Tārā who uses her words to aide her two husbands (Valin and Sugrīva), and. Tārā does this when Lakṣmaṇa, furious at Sugrīva delaying his promise to help Rāma, assails the king with threats. Tārā responds: “One should not address the lord of the tawny monkeys in this manner Lakṣmaṇa. He does not deserve to hear harsh words, especially from your mouth (4.34.1-4) and presses further “my dear Lakṣmaṇa should not rashly succumb to anger like a common man, without knowing the true state of affairs. For men of strong character like you, bull among men, do not rashly succumb to the power of anger without reflection. I beseech you earnestly for Sugrīvas sake”. (RM 4.34.9-14)
[bookmark: _heading=h.lnxbz9]Here Tārā is using her knowledge of custom and practice and uses “consistent with righteousness” (RM 4.35.1) to remind Lakṣmaṇa of what is right and proper. Like Sītā will do later with Rāma, Tārā uses Lakṣmaṇa’s moral character to hold him accountable when he acts poorly, and it is through her that an unjust action (the slaying of Sugrīva) is avoided. Here again the Dharma is protected by a thinking woman over the emotional men, an inversion of the classical schema.
[bookmark: _heading=h.35nkun2]Like Sītā Tārā does this in service to her husband, but her method is using wisdom and argumentation. While Hindu philosophical tradition may relegate women to the affairs of gender, love and pleasure, Hindu narrative is acutely aware of how women can use reason in order to press the men into following Dharma. When Tārā’s words were ignored, disaster struck, and this is because she is a woman learned in Dharma and thus conscious of the way the world works.
Here, while her duty is in service to her husband, it plays on her knowledge of philosophy and understanding of the duties and tasks of others. She saves Sugrīva by reminding Lakṣmaṇa that anger is beneath him and that he must believe that the delay is justified. Though she fails to counsel Valin, the recognition that had Valin listened he would have lived, speaks to her wisdom and character. Tārā never fights for herself; her own rights aren’t really touched upon. What is significant about her is that so much of the conflict between the monkeys could have been prevented had her words been heeded. By upholding the standards of warriors, she manages to prevent the destruction of the monkeys at Lakṣmaṇa’s hands, and her knowledge of familial love could have prevented the exile and death of Valin. She serves her husbands and her kingdom not with passive subservience but in active assertion of Dharma. In this way, though she serves, she also leads.
Concluding analysis of the Rāmāyaṇa
From the onset the differences between the Epics is notable. There are fewer women who challenge the treatise schema with Sītā being the most notable (and important) example. Further, their challenges are much more in line with the archetypes of women as wives, mothers and so on. However, these characterizations, while substantially different, actually add to the complicated nature of the feminine. We need the MBH women to show us that women are not merely passive responders to the dictates of men, but we also need, an example of women who can adhere to these molds and still find agency.
The RM is clearer but not without challenge. Sītā is the perfect wife, but what this means is that her challenges to her husband are a part of her perfect character. By challenging Rāma, she is showing her devotion as a wife, a far cry from Ambā, but still showing the limitations of the treatise schema. As the treatises would have it, Sītā should be the servant and Rāma the thinker. But though fantastical the Epics reflect real people and so this ideal is shown for what it is: a fanciful vision. Sītā must check Rāma because no man, in actuality, can operate alone. When  Men are given to delusion and paranoia they do fall short of the mark of Dharma. And when they do, they rely on their partners to pick up the slack. Tārā picks up the slack for Sugrīva and saves his life and could have done the same for Valin had he listened. 
Kaikeyī is an example of mismatched devotion. She is a mother whose chief concern is her son, and this concern leads her to error. However, though her specific case is faulty, she still shows women’s agency in protecting her child not nurturing as is expected, but in shielding him from perceived harm. Given how the dictates of Dharma fluctuate given circumstances it is not hard to imagine there are scenarios where Kaikeyī could have been praiseworthy.  Kaikeyī is the least like the others in that she is the most obviously imperfect, but her actions and agency demand her inclusion here.
	The women speak words of Dharma and are clearly familiar with its mandates (subtle though it may be), regardless of the assertion of the mental inferiority of women. What the Rāmāyaṇa shows is that being a devoted wife or spouse does not come at the expense of being independent and indeed may require an active participatory role in ethical decision making.
Conclusion
	This analysis of the Hindu Epics has revealed complexity upon complexity that the treatises would never suggest. The philosophical world of Manu undoubtedly informed real attitudes and real politics, this paper is not designed to refute that. What it is designed to do is show how the ideal realm of philosophy and politics must be informed by literature which exposes the real lives of people, and with a sparse list of historical documents in India, this means relying on narrative.
	The narratives tell fantastical tales that historians would never admit as true history. And yet the insertion of women who so clearly defy the idealized system laid out in the treatises shows in no uncertain terms that the Dharma of women has expanded around this system, sometimes overtaking it and sometimes reinventing it. The value of using the Epics is that they show people as they are, not as abstract human conceptions but as living breathing people. As Epic the characters are the best of the best when they do good and the worst of the worst when they do bad. Yudhiṣṭhira’s status as Dharmaraja is naturally counterbalanced by his addiction to gambling. Kaikeyīs devotion to her son is counterbalanced by her neglect of Rāma. The treatises speak of ideals while the Epics speak of realities, fantastic realities to be sure but very revealing about the attitudes of the people who wrote them. Stories of Gods and Heroes, male or female, tell us far more about humans than about Gods or Heroes.
	To best outline a map of Ancient India one would need to include the treatises for they reflect the intellectual tradition and thinking of Ancient Indian society. But these works must be studied alongside the narrative, for between the two is the true answer of how gender really played out in the ancient world. My analysis of the women of the Epics has been extensive but certainly not exhaustive. At every level the Epics challenge, provoke and defy expectations and they give us wondrous examples of human achievement and failure. And in rectifying this grandiose vision with the philosophical works of the treatise perhaps we will be closer in understanding the roots of Hinduism that grew into the tradition of  today.
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