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The Vedic Goddesses 

• Tend to be natural forces: 

• Ushas -the dawn, a young maiden who 

brings light to the world and drives away 

the darkness before her chariot. 

• Prthivi –the earth, she is first associated 

with Dyaus, the sky god, but in later times 

becomes associated with Visnu. 



The Vedic Goddesses II 

• Aditi –motherhood, there are no clear 
descriptions of her. She is the mother of 
gods and kings. 

• Sarasvati –fertility, a stream from the 
celestial ocean that becomes the terrestrial 
river that bears her name.  

• Vac –speech, the mysterious presence that 
enables one to hear, to grasp and to 
express in words. 



The Vedic Goddesses III 

• Nirrti –death, ill-luck and destruction, 

Hymns in the Rg-vega ask that she be 

driven away. 

• Ratri –night, sister to Ushas, she is 

petitioned for safety and security in the 

dark.  



Hindu Goddesses 

• Tend to be consorts of gods rather than 
independent forces 

• The point of a woman’s life is to bear 
children, especially sons 

• Yet, most of these goddesses have no 
children or there is something unusual 
about their conception 

• Often they conceive by austerities rather 
than sexuality 

 



Lakshmi 

• Originally associated 
with many different 
male deities, she later 
becomes the wife of 
Visnu 

• Signifies the fickleness 
of luck and also the 
obedient Hindu wife 

• Rules wealth, fertility, 
abundance 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Ravi_Varma-Lakshmi.jpg


Parvati 

• Wife of Shiva 

• Mother of Ganesha 

• embodies the roles 

of maiden, wife and 

mother 

• Sati or Suttee is 

named for her prior 

incarnation 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Parvati_Ganesha.jpg


Sarasvati 

• Wife/daughter of 

Brahma 

• Goddess of learning 

• The domestic hearth 

is her center of 

worship 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/1/12/Saraswati.jpg


Durga 

• Wife of Shiva 

• Demon slayer 

• Controversial mother 

figure, she reverses 

the roles expected of 

hindu women 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Durga_Mahisasuramardini.JPG


Kali 

• Becomes manifest when 
Durga becomes angry 

• Generally independent, 
sometimes depicted as a 
consort of Shiva 

• Associated with the 
periphery of hindu 
society: the low caste, or 
uncivilized  

• Maternal -she is stopped 
by an infant on the 
battlefield 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:410px-Kaligoddess.jpg


Laws of Manu 

 

• The law of Manu says, “A woman is not 

fit for independence”  

• The stages of a woman’s life are defined 

by the identity of the man “protecting” 

her 



Men’s roles - Asramas 

• Brahmachari (student) 

 

• Grihasta (householder) 

 

• Vanaprasta (forest dweller or Hermit) 

 

• Sannyasi (renunciant) 



Women’s Roles  

• Girlhood   

 

• Householder 

• Marriage 

• Motherhood 

 

• Widowhood 

 



Girlhood 

• The young girl is under her father’s 

protection 

• Dowries and marriages were and are 

expensive 

• Her virginity is all-important  

• Traditionally, girls were married early, 

even prior to puberty 

 



Marriage 

• In marriage, the wife is under her 

husband’s protection 

• Following the wedding the bride became 

part of her husband’s family  

• She was expected to defer to her mother-

in-law in all things 

 



Motherhood 

• If a woman gave birth to a son, her status 

was greatly enhanced 

• Daughters, on the other hand, were and 

are considered economic liabilities 

 

 



Widowhood 

• At the death of her husband, a woman came under the protection 
of her sons 

• A wife shared her husband’s karma and his destiny. His premature 
death was often regarded as her responsibility 

• Few options for a widow: 
– Sati, self-immolation, outlawed by the British 

– Widows were generally not permitted to remarry, even though women 
were frequently widowed in their twenties and thirties 

– They were expected to wear a white sari for the rest of their lives 
because white is the color of mourning in India 

– Widows were sometimes expected to shave their heads to be 
unattractive to men 

– They were given the hardest household tasks to perform and forbidden 
to eat with the rest of the family 



Women in Myth 

• Ramayana: 

– Sita -wife of Rama  

• Mahabharata: 

– Kunti -wife of Pandu, mother of most of the 

Pandavas 

– Draupadi -wife of the 5 Pandava brothers  

 

 



Kunti 

• When she was young, the rishi Durvasa told her a 
mantra with which Kunti could summon any deva 
and have a child by him without a pregnancy 

• She was married to Pandu, who could not father 
children because of a curse 

• She used her gift three times, first receiving a son, 
Yudishtira, from the god Yama, then Bhima from the 
god Vayu, and thirdly Arjuna, from the god Indra 

• Kunti revealed the mantra to Madri, Pandu’s second 
wife, who bore twin sons, Nakula and Sahadeva, from 
the twin gods the Asvins 

• The five together are known as the Pandavas 

• Pandu dies because of the curse, Madri commits Sati, 
and Kunti spends most of her long life as a widow 
She never remarries but is treated as a venerable 
matriarch 

 



Draupadi 

• Kunti had promised Madri that all the 
Pandavas would share all things, so 
they end up sharing Draupadi too.  

• One of the most important scenes in 
the Mahabharata is the disrobing of 
the humiliated Draupadi  

• She is stripped of her saree but prays 
to Lord Krishna who provided her 
with a never-ending drape. 

• She has 1 son by each brother  

• None of her sons survive the war  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Ravi_Varma-Draupadi_carrying_milk_honey.jpg


Sita 

• Considered the ideal wife because of her 
fidelity and obedience to her husband 

• When Rama is exiled she shares his wanderings 

• She is kidnapped and held captive by a demon. 
Rama eventually saves her.  

• When Rama is restored to his throne, Sita’s 
“virtue” is questioned and proved by ordeal 

• When the people begin to doubt her again, 
Rama, banishes her.  

• Her sons become Rama’s heirs and she is 
eventually brought back to Rama after the 
horse sacrifice but she asks to be swallowed up 
by her mother, the Earth  


