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CHAPTER-V

SANKARADEVA’'S OUTLOOK TOWARDS WOMEN

Sankaradeva, the architect of the Assamese sociatit, ¢harge of the arduous
task of a social reformer and brought changes ¢ostitio-Economic condition and
religious practice of the people of Assam in thehl&nd 16th centuries AD. He
wanted to unite the heterodox people under oneadhref religious belief, and
therefore, initiatedEka-Sarana-Hari-Nama-Dharma a simpler and easier cult to
practise than the other extravagant cults prevaleris times, and with a view to
preach it, he composed a huge bulk of literaturaifferent genresSankaradeva
could perceive that the active participation of themen folk in every aspects of a
society is inevitable for the all-round developmeifita particular society, lest the
society will be lagging behind. As the women folie éhe half of a society, no society
will be completed without women, nor be a fully deped one without the
development of the womenfolk, rather it would be fiearching of a piece of ice in a
pan of boiling waterSankaradeva , therefore, gave the same importandeetéetmale
characters as he gave to the male characters iwritiags, and used them in the
preaching of his religious principle as well asesmling of his reformative social
ideology. He strived for the equality and libertiyvaomen, and opened the door for
them to take part even in religious matters too.ndeer advocated for practising of
celibacy nor ever told his disciples to maintaistaice from the womenfolk. On the

contrary, he lived a married life with his wife amthildren, and carried out the
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householder’s duty, besides performing the duty oéligious preacher as well as a
social reformer. Hence, the propositi@ir pususe haila ekamati tebese sijiba hari
bhakati (both men and women should be in accord to eauobrah every aspects of
their lives to have the blessings of God), is thestpopular proposition amongst the
people after his passing away to his heavenly abeadsnm the very beginning of his
literary work with the composition of the myth éfdriscandra’ Sankaradeva showed
his generosity towards women. He showed his geitgrts Saibya through the
portrayal of her and of Ha&dandra’'s characters. H&andra's begging pardon from
Saibya, thinking himself as a blessed one, for havinipyaas his wife, showed that
Sankaradeva was free from male chauvinism in delingadifferent characters in his
writings. He gave importance on his characters dase the requirement of the
themes, but not based on their sex.

Women have occupied an important position in a ligas well as in a society.
A woman is the nucleus of a family. She nurtures ¢hildren and takes care for the
well-being of the other members of her family. Tpbringing, the moral, educational
and spiritual developments of a family depend anrible of the women members of
that family. A society is comprised of a numberfamilies; therefore, the all-round
development of a society signifies the developnoérihose families which constitute
the society. On the other hand, all-round develognedé the womenfolk, of whom
centering round different families have been ewvib)vie must for the development of
every family. Sankaradeva as a social reformer was well aware of ffit, and he

tried his best to change the social outlook oftimges towards women. He elevated
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their social status through Higka-Sarana-Hari-Nama-Dharmaand projected them as
the spokespersons of hikakticult.

In respect ofSankaradeva’s attitude towards women, opinions ofiasrivary
from critic to critic. Some critics opined th&ankaradeva was sympathetic and
generous towards women, and showed his generogigdisocating for their right,
liberty and equality in his writings as well ashis personal manners, but some others
commented thaSankaradeva’s attitude towards women was not favoerall is
because of some verses, which have been direatiglated into Assamese from the
Bhagavata,or taken from other sources, and incorporatedsnamitings without any
change. In the time dfankaradeva, schism was the order of the days. Peopie
intently accustomed to different rites and ritualsd were reluctant to give up their
traditions and customs. It was traditionally prevelfrom the origin of almost all the
religions that the religious preachers always comtkd women, wealth and worldly
affairs, for, most of the religious preachers badig that attachment to women would
evoke the desire and longing for mundane affairs.ti@ other hand, the feudalistic
patriarchal system that entrapped women in the oigecial restraints was prevalent.
Sankaradeva could feel the pulse and the temperaafghe people of his times, and
he realized it better that, in such a state of &mmg nothing serious could be done
with one stroke, or no society could abruptly bemaed discarding all the prevalent
traditions and customs. He, therefore, incorporatath verses in his writings, but he
did not bear any ill will towards women. In thisrtext, it is better to discuss the
outlook of Sankaradeva towards women in the light of the commesftssome

renowned scholars.



222

Satyendranath Sarma rightly comments— “It has lzeeastom with spiritual
seekers of all times to condemn woman and wealtth @ view to evoking
detachment. Attachment towards the world is evokedstained and increased by
woman; as such close attachment to her should b&lex) if possible. Assamese
Vaisnavas also have not spoken favourably of woman anskveral passages have
decried the evil influence of woman and wealth, alshia devotee should avoid.
(Sankaradeva : Kttana-ghea, section-8, Verse 529, p.131). No doubt, they rhase
decried the sex aspect of woman, which keeps maa #tate of intoxication by
enveloping his better senses. In practice, thegngeehave shown no ill will against
woman as an individual, and have shown commendgblerosity not only by
initiating women to the devotional cult, but by aokvledging one woman or by two
as religious heads. The casesSSafkaradeva’s grand daughter-in-law, Kanakland
Harideva’'s daughter Bhubaiveari, who were recognized as religious heads of their
respective sub-sects, deserve special mention.”

Chaganlal Jain compares and contrasts the lifet@achings of Madpurusa
Sankaradeva with the life and teachings of BhagmMatsvira. Both of them are akin
to each other in some aspects of their cults, ansome others, they are different.
Their attitude towards caste system, classifiedespcequality and liberty of men
disregarding gender are similar in the domain digien and society. The author
commented , "By preaching against the caste systachadvocating equality of all

men in the domains of religion and society, thetaragaised a new hope and strength

! sarma, Satyendra Nath. (Re-print, 20I8)e Neo-Vaisnavite Movement and the Satra Institution of
Assam.P 65
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in the oppressed and downtrodden members of thetgoThey also raised the status
of the woman in the society by accepting their ¢giggats in practising of religion,
and other spheres of lif€&ankaradeva went still further and declared —You stioul
show respect even to dog, fox or ass knowing trmsame soul of God pervades them
also.™”

Siva Nath Barman, a noted writer and critic commgefiThe religion that
Sankaradeva preached is the religion of patriarchalesp and is more suits to that
Assamese society which is newly transformed inteualalistic society. The status of
women in a feudalistic society is naturally notam elevated position because though
women are the inventors of agricultural system,thet power of cultivation in large
fertile field rests in the hands of men. Consedyemtomen have lost their economic
power, and they are compelled to follow the commahthen. It is therefore natural
that the social status of women in such a male dated society is not in an elevated
position. In support of his comment, he quotes friira myth of Hadcandra of
Sankaradeva’s writings.

strijati bhaile @ra svan jive prana |
svamiye devai yata tapa japa dhgna Il 439"
(Hariscandra Upkhyana.)
Saibya spoke the above quoted verse in such a heartagsituation in which
both Saibya and her husband Hécandra became hapless victim of destiny. They had

lost their state, power and wealth for the cursehefsage Visamitra and suffered

2 Jain, Chaganlal. {2Edn., 1998). Maipurusa Sankaradeva and Bhagaw Mativira.
In Bhaba Prasad Chaliha (Edarkaradeva, studies in culturéPp 56-60).
® Barman, Sibanath. {5Edn., 2014)SrimantaSaskardev: Kriti Aru Krititva P 94
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lots of misfortune; even they lost their sole sarhi®sya too. Having lost their son,
they had nothing more to lose, and became so brbkarted that they lost all hopes
of life and did not want to live anymore withouteth son, but wanted to burn
themselves alive with their dead son in the samee.pin such a heart-rending
situation,Saibya spoke the above quoted lines. This is the spoatanatterance from
the heart of a bereft mother and a wife, who hasHer son, and is now going to lose
her husband, but not from a male dominant womae. dépth of love of a wife to her
husband, or the affection of a mother to her offrgs neither can be defined in any
principle nor can be measured by any tool, and mavboundary to find expression.
The expression dbaibya is the expression of every mother and wife, whuosart is
broken for having lost her son and going to losehesband, whose heart is full of
disdain for this world, and who loses all hopedifef. This expression signifies the
depth ofSaibya’s love and affection for her son and husband, disdain for this
world, but does not imply an expression made underpulsion of male chauvinism.
William L. Smith, a renowned litterateur, critiesearcher, in his article “The
Wrath of Sta: Sankaradeva’'s Uttdikanda” introduces the ®a of Sankaradeva 's
Uttarakanda Ramayana as a revolutionary woman in contrast to thiéd &vealed in
different versions of the #&nayana. Lalksmana’s abrupt abandonment oft&in the
forest following the command of ama, and 8a's being shocked to realize that
Laksmana was commanded by her husband to leave her aiathe forest to die, was
the point thatSankaradeva stressed. In Sanskrit, originalmByana, Rima sent a
messenger to the sagalwiiki, not to Sta, for the negotiation of a second test of her

chastity, &ta appeared before the assembly and stood with dasiegas, and #na
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apologized for his behaviour not tat® but to Valmiki. Here Sta was produced as
meek and innocent. However, in Assamese versi@amaRsent a negotiator not to
Valmiki but to Sta, and he was overwhelmed by guilt at having 8bandoned. &
was conveyed the message thamR was suffering as much as her, but the response
on the part of ®a was not positive. Such differences pointed outtiy author
between the i of Sankaradeva’s and theits of Valmiki’s is enough to acknowledge
Sankaradeva’s attitude towards women that he was narwhelmed by male
chauvinism in portraying his characters, but wasem by his wit to expose the truth.
“In Valmiki’s version of the final scene it does not speak a word to her husband.
She swears her innocence, calling upoidhav, her mother, the Earth Goddess, to
open a fissure in the ground and admit her as aenkver had thoughts of a man
other than BRma, and so it happens, antaSlisappears triumphantly into the depths
of the earth. InSankaradeva’s renderingis has far much more to say. She is
humiliated and enraged at the necessity of hawngndergo a second public test of
her chastity and her rage is obvious to the croWwithvhas to witness the spectacte.”

Sankaradeva was generous, sympathetic and impartigdrtts every living
being and advocated for equality, liberty and faeedf every individual disregarding
social status, political or economic power and genth this context, the comments of
W. L. Smith have been discussed in the third chiaptthe character ofifa.

H. V. Sreenivasa Murthy discussed the attitude Sefikaradeva towards

women and alleged th&enkaradeva did not permit women to join in his dewodil

4 Smith, W. L. (1994). The Wrath ofits: Sankradeva’s Uttaradoda. Journal of Vairava Studies.
Vol. 2 No. 4. Fall 1994. P 5-15.
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cult. In support of his allegation he quoted thenotent of T. Rjagopalacariar from
Vaisnavite Reformers of India, P. 113,—“Unlike the Beh&ahool of Vagnavism,
Samkaradeva did not grant women the right to jbe arder—a position which was
maintained by the teacher of Visdvaita, Rmanuja. Rimanuja in whom we have the
philosopher and the devotee happily combined dethiedrivilege of Vedic study to
women and they were never permitted to mix with rmedevotion or abandon their
usual household duties much less to assume thaatbaiof nuns. and commented,
“In the system of Samkaradeva also we find onlynkw (kevaliy) but no nuns.
Samkaradeva warned his follower not to entanglmsedves in the web of women.”

To address such allegation, we can rightly cieedbmment of S. N. Sarma—
“Closely connected with the question of the atitudwards woman is the problem of
marriage and celibacy. Renunciation of the worldthe sack of religion is nowhere
extolled bySankaradeva, rather there are instances narratedsibibgraphies where
he is said to have favoured the life of a housedroldHimself leading an ideal
householder’s life with wife and children, he didt think marriage to be a drag upon
the path of devotion. Most of his principal colleag with singular exception of
Madhavadeva were married persofaikaradeva is said to have even insisted upon
the desirability of marriage of &dhavadeva as a safeguard to the allurement of
woman and wealth.

The author again commented —$fnkaradeva did not accord the same

status to women as that of men, it was not beched®ore any ill-will towards them,

® Murthy, H. V. Sreenivasa. ¥Edn., 1973).Vaispavism ofSasrkaradeva and Bmanuja. P 201.
® Sarma, Satyendra Nath. (Re-print, 20T8)e Neo-Vaisnavite Movement and the Satra Institution of
AssamP 65, 66
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but because he was afraid that the sex aspect miewanay intoxicate man, thereby
close his better senses. Elsewhere he speaks ofemvappreciatively:” Such
comment of the author stands as the proof $hakaradeva did not bear any ill will
except urging his disciples to keep away themsedliraa the company of lascivious
women, rather he cherished a high regard towardsemdn general.

Nara Kanta Adhikardiscussed the status of women in the Satras aimecp
that, in the Satra tradition of Assam; women hadeired high status, and got
dignified position in the society. The author dissed the attitude dfankaradeva
towards women and mentioned tiahkaradeva himself initiated women too, and he
focused on the contributions of the women who {kxtithe tradition of Vainavism
in Assam?

In an article captioned dEka-Sarana-Hari-Nama-Dharmat Nr7’, the writer,
Apurba Kumar Talukdar, discussed the status of wonmethe tradition ofEka-
Sarapa-Hari-Nama-Dharma,and the attitude of both the precept®akaradeva and
Madhavadeva, towards women with reference to theegecomposed by them in
relation to women. The author is of the opinion tthmth Sankaradeva and
Madhavadeva have shown respect to the womenfolkriergé®

“From the very birth of SatRadhika to the erection of the dam on tRanti
Yana, all the happenings that took place in her &éife, mentioned in Kasihgurucaritra
or Guru-carita-kath by Cakrapani Vaigi, in Guru-carita by Bnchara Thakur, in

Barcarita by Dina Nath Bezbaroa, in Bardoarita by Puwaram Mahanta, in

" Murthy, H. V. Sreenivasa. ¥Edn., 1973).Vaispavism ofSasirkaradeva and Bmanuja. P 202
8 Adhikari, Narakanta. fiEdn., 2013 Ekabiigsa Satikat Sarkaradevadru Satra.Pp 144-154.
® Talukdar, Apurba Kumar. (IEdn., 2014)SrimantaSaiikaradevadru Ekaiaran Namdharma Pp 176-183.
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Santivali by Baikwtha Dwija alias Dwarik Nath. Ismail Hossain, the author of the
book, Srimanta SankaradevaAru Radhika Santi, has taken into account all these
Caritputhisto discuss the attitude SBnkaradeva towards women. The writer is of
the opinion thaSankaradeva’s selection ofaRhika, a woman from the lower caste,
Kaivarta, of the society, to block the TemtamivYan is a proof thafankaradeva was
generous towards the womenfolk without any disaratibn of sex and cast&s.
Women had occupied an important place in the liseea religion and in the
individual life of Sankaradeva. They played the role of mother, maidsepvaife,
consort, friend, sister, and devotee in the religjocultural, literary, social and
individual life of Sankaradeva. They appeared more prominently than their
counterparts did irSankaradeva’s literary works. The worth mentioning veom
characters, who appeared in his literary works ¥asod, Rukmii, Satyabhma,
Suniling, Sita, Saibys, Sasipraba, the wives of the serpent kingad, the women of
Vrndavana and the wives of Bipras etc. On the other hihergitt Ai, Kalindt Ai,
Candar Ai, Saf Radhika, the wife of Ananta Kandglthe wife of Gopl Ata, the wife
of Jayanti Madhi alike were mentioned in his hagiographical acesuihese women
have played the pivotal role in preaching and agiregg hisEka-Sarpa-Hari-Nama-
Dharma.Sankaradeva had a soft corner in his heart for thenerfolk, if he had not
then these women would not have got respectedi@usitn their respective fields,
and would remain confined within the four walls swcietal norms in the name of
social restraints of the patriarchal society whialere prevalent in his times.

Sankaradeva tried to elevate the social status of worHe introduced the character of

% Hossain, Ismail. (LEdn., 2014)SrimantaSankaradevadiru Radhika Santi. Pp 9-15.
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Candilini, a woman from the so-called lower society, as presentative of the
underdogs of the society in Bhaktipradipa It is discussed in the Chapter -II.

The all-round development of a society depends upendevelopment of
individuals. The well-being of each of the familigst formed a society determines
the index of the development of that society. Isas because a family is a small unit
of a society, on the other hand, a family is evdleentering a woman, therefore, it is
out of imagination to find a developed society withthe development of the women
of the society. The role of woman is more import#an the role of her counterpart,
for the development of a family. A woman rears andures the children, takes care
of the other members of the family, and thereby®ldne pivotal role in the growth
and development of her family, and creates a seamdesound atmosphere for the
development of the society thereof. Yet women apenidated and exploited all
through the ages in the name of religion and sakiebrms, particularly in the
patriarchal society of the medieval age, and mardess in the modern age too.
Sankaradeva, as a social reformer, realized that teeldpment of a society is
impossible without the development of the womenfalikce the womenfolk is the
half of the society. He, therefore, stood for tippr@essed-women of the patriarchal
society of the medieval age, and being free frontershauvinism, strived to abolish
the codes of conduct that seemed defamatory to wpamel as a trap to confine them.

He never circumscribed the wish, desire and eageroéwomen nor did he
ever want to impose his religion forcibly on anyaise, rather, he was impartial and
generous to everyone. Best examples of such atitaevards women can be cited

from his household lifeSankaradeva’s wife worshipped thgrha devad to avoid
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ominous effect upon her children. This practicemofrshipping thegrha devat was
evidently an act of contradiction on her part, las was the wif€ankaradeva. Perhaps
it happened so, because of the tradition, whicluémiced women so intently that they
were reluctant to give up their customs breakirgptevalent tradition. dindi Ai, the
wife of Sankaradeva too was not different in this respect, $aitkaradeva did not
forcibly impose his religion on her. He respected thoughts and culture of his wife,
and did not want to crush down her belief with thaity of the then patriarchal
society. Later on, this tradition and culture ofraldpping thegrha deva& of Kalindt

Ai was transformed, and the materials used in wppshg other gods were washed
away in a river by Mdhavadeva, and she was given to understand thigyfofi her
worshipping of other gods, as the god himself wabea home. It is discussed in
details in chapter IV.

The history of formal Education for women in the diteval Age of Assam is
not available, but the hint of non-formal educatibnough which women received
Education, acquired knowledge, and became skifiesporadic. Formal Education is
not compulsory to make one educated; of coursee, tpure, refined and ideal
Education is must in the true sense of the terma&e one really educated, however,
it does not matter, where and how one has receiued Education. Practice of high
spirituality and religious matters provides such u&ation to humankind.
Sankaradeva’s preaching of his religion, and its gcacamong the devotees not only
educated men, but also created an atmosphere dowdimen to be educated with
moral and spiritual education. Discussion on religi matters and explanations of

religious scriptures were frequently held among tevotees at the residence of
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Sankaradeva, and an environment of spiritual learnwas gradually developed
thereof. For which, the maid like Cantlaki could appear as a wise, skilled and
educated woman, and could point out the pinpointhefKalpataru Bksa when
Sankaradeva was painting the portrayalSafpta-vaikurha-paa, the seven earths, for
the enactment of his play ti@hna Yatra. Candair Ai's explanation of the might of
the Gita to a group of Bihmapa paditas and her pointing out the breach of the
chronology of theBara Brksain the Vyndavani Vastra thatSankaradeva had having
been weaved, proved that she acquired masteryigiores matters. The intellectuality
of Candar Ai that she developed with the company $dnkaradeva , and
Sankaradeva’s paying importance to the words of ainarg maid like Candari are
the proof of his uniform and impartial outlook tawta women. Klindt Ai, the wife of
Jayanti Madhi, the wife of Gopl Das Thakur Ata, the wife of Gopl Ata and several
others besides, had come out from the boundarigeofdur walls of social restraints,
and availed the opportunity for their spiritual d®pment. Though these women did
not have any formal education, yet they could dgveheir spiritual intellect through
non-formal education. Had it not bedankaradeva these women would not have
become spiritually educated.

It is revealed in the writings dfankaradeva that women have occupied an
important place in his writings, for he wanted stablish equality between men and
women in religious as well as in social matterse @evotion of the wives of Bipras is
culminating into the zenith in the pl&atriprasida. In Bhaktipradipa the character
of Candilint is introduced as an important character. Thoughd@imT was a woman

from the lowly class of the society, she couldedigrself into an elevated position in
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the society through her unstained devotion tnK, even Mahar Narada also praised
her unique devotion to na. Krsna himself referred the devotion of Cahdi to
Arjuna, and said that to attain salvation one haswbrship Him rather than
worshipping other gods and deitieSankaradeva insisted on the role of women
characters instead of their counterparts to prodbeeeffect of devotion to #na.
From this point of view, the names of RukmiSta, Yasod, Daivak, Candilin,
Kunji, Mohiri and the Gofs can be mentioned. Moreov&ankaradeva wanted to
elevate the social status of women, therefore, d tead blocked the Tembant
rivulet by Radhika, a woman from the lower stratum of the societg, Kaivarta caste,
and Riudhika, in spite of being a woman from the lower classef society, could
prove herself as a chaste woman. Though the datitable in respect of Rihika's
character are based on the hagiographies, yetrtotde denied that the character is a
real woman of flesh and blood. She was intelligbnave, skilled and a woman of
progressive thinking, moreover, being a woman efkhivarta caste, she grew up in
the bank of river, and naturally, she possessedrbe/ledge how to deal with river,
stream or rivuletSankaradeva, therefore, selecteddRika to block the Tembuant
rivulet, and projected her as a representativéi@fdowntrodden of the society with a
view to elevating the social status of women, amdstrengthening his mission of
uprooting the class system that was prevalentdrstitiety in his timesSankaradeva
wrote inBhagavata—

“str 7 balya wddha samastare adhika |

candalako kare @me tekhane uddia || 13’ **

" Hazarika, Surjya. (ed.). ¥Edn., 2014)SrimantaSaiikaradeva \tkyanyta. Bhaktipradipa. P 222.
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Women, children and old ones, every bodies havetil right to listen and
chant the names of God, and even tlhedala, the downtrodden of the society, also
can have the blessings of God through listenind ahanting of His names.
“Sankaradeva showed that every individual has the eqgalt in the society by
introducing a couple Puinanda and &lhika from the lower class of the society, the
Kaivarta caste, in an honoured position. It is yreeted in respect of devotion to
differentiate people as higher or lower on the $asicaste ** Such references proved
that Sankaradeva not only wanted to develop the sociaustaf women, but also
projected everyone in their respective positiosghay deserved.

Some hagiographers are of the opinion tatkaradeva was reluctant to
initiate Kings, Behmajpas and womeneteke djara strira, karmmakindi Brahmapara
guru nahafi ei tinira:

raja stir karmal@ndi Brahmapa sabara |
kadicito ami guru nuhui esabara || 3835

“I shall never be the religious preceptor of Kinggoomen and Bihmapas.”

With reference to such opinion, some critics comt@eérthatSankaradeva’s
attitude towards women was not favourable. Howevevas not mentioned in all the
hagiographies that he never initiated women. InRaencharan Thakur viracita Guru-
carit, it is mentioned that the maids Ubd&anba#, Dhwap, Madhai, CandarAi alike

had been initiated byankaradeva himself.

12 Borkakoti, Sanjib Kumar. (ed.). (“Edn., 2013)Purnanga Kathi Gurucarit P 70.
13 Neog, Maheswar. (ed.). {£dn. 2012)Guru-carit-kathiz. P 300 &
Lekharu, Upendra Chandra. (ed.)." €&dn., 200§ Kathi-gurucaritra P 174
4 Dutta Baruah, Harinarayan. (ed.). {12dn., 1985)Ramcaraz Thakur Viracita Guru-carit P 760.
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Again, in the same hagiography it is mentioned Sasakaradeva had initiated
the wives of Ciiraya Dewan
cilaraya dewinara sateka ramar |
sevilanta sakalove bita-basani I
eko yoti kapor aru raka fula nala |
hate hate ani sabe guruka sevilll3731
tara pice @anisabe parthana karila |
eka citta fini guru saranaka dili Il 3733
Sankaradeva not only initiated women, but also chexishigh regards towards
them, and wanted to elevate their social statumé¥er regarded the womenfolk as a
source of sensual pleasure, and never did he inteodensual vulgarity in his literary
works, rather, he adroitly transformed sensualitto ispirituality in his writings.
“Sankardeva, listening to the couplet—
“bil apa kari kande na@i Rukmiiz |
kuna aige khuna dekhiaila Jadumai Il
(Rukmipt lamented for the lack of what thing in her physigiadumai had
not come to her), composed by his predecessor pa@tvara, commented that he
had not acquired the quality to be a religious gnea.”*° It is revealed in the couplet
that Rukmat tried to attract iKsna by her physical beauty, but not by her devotion.
Sankaradeva referred to the illusive form, the sexeaspf women, as ugliest, for it

may intoxicate man and thereby close his betteseserbut he did not generalize it nor

% Ibid, P 739.
6 Sarma, Satyendra Nath"(&dn., 1989)Asamya Sahityar Samikatmak Etibttva. P 115.
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ever did he bear any ill will to the womenfolk iergeral. He vividly elaborated the
evil effects of the illusory form of women in th&aramohanasection ofthe Kirttana-
ghosa. Mahadeva, the mighty sage too had been stupefied ahthpan intoxicated
stupor enveloping his better senses by the illusormn of women, but after having
released from the grasp of illusion, Maeva ashamed to go to his wifar¥at. In the
following verse,Sankaradeva referred to only the sex aspects of wotmennot the
womenfolk in general.

ghora rari maya sarvva mayate kutsita |

mahasiddha muniro katkse mohe citta Il

darasane kare tapa japa-yoga bhga |

jani jfianigane kaminra ede saiga. 1l 18"

“Of all the terrible illusions of the world, womans the ugliest. A slight side-
glance of hers captivates even the heart of mightyes. Her sight destroys prayer,
penance, and meditation. Knowing this the wise dsvahe company of lascivious
woman.”

The main sources dfankaradeva’s writings are thBhagavata the Puranas
and theGnta. Sometimes he directly translated soffhekas of the Bhagavata and
therefore, theBhagavatahas evidently influenced some parts of his wriinip the
all-Iindian Vaknavite tradition, there was no high regard for wom8aoch attitude
found expression in thBhagavata,as it is the chief religious scripture of all-ladi
Vaisnavism, and also got way into the writingsSefikaradeva as some of his writings

are based on tHghagavata

" Goswami, Jatindra Nath. (ed.)."(Bdn., 2001)Kirttan-ghasa aru Nam-ghaa. P 126.
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Some critics are of the opinion thankaradeva’s attitude towards women was
not favourable, for their inability to render theat significance of the verses that
seemed to be unfavourable to women in generalaf mot come into the notice of
anyone else, until W. L. Smith, a Non-Indian li#terur, critic, researcher, brought into
light thatSankaradeva was the first exponent of women liberatidre research work
of W. L. Smith proved that the first exponent ofmen liberation was not Ibsen, but
Sankaradeva, the initiator of th&ka-Sarapa-Hari-Nama-Dharmain Assam. The
character of Ba in Uttarakanda Ramayana is the representative ¢fankaradeva’s
feministic view.

In Valmiki's Ramayana Sta does not speak any word against the injustice of
Rama. Even at the time of her entering into theufief Basumat the mother
Goddess, for her final rest, she wishes to haaradRas her husband in her coming life.
Here, she is produced as a meek and passive datrardtie other versions of the
Ramayana in the vernacular languages are lack ofdttarakanda except theirtivass
Ramayana. The Sta in Kirtivasi Ramayana, though complies with the command of
Rama, she feels hurt at his command, and protestasidas injustice, but her protest
is not very strong. The1& in Sankaradeva 'sUttarakanda Ramayana is more
courageous, strong, progressive and revolutioraarg,is cautious for self-respect and
vanity than the fa in Valmiki's and Kirtivasa’s. She does not remain tightlgs a
typical wife at the time, whenarfa, in afraid of the effect of the slander amorgy hi
subjects, asked for the second test of her chafiyher, she has pointed out the
inability of Rama to save her from her being abducted by the ddfmanRavana, and

exposes the weakness dfrfa at the court in the very eyes of the councilors.
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karila pariksa rame aganita pei |
tathapi nabhailasanta raghavara citta Il 21
bulila bujai asi pashe lapakhane 11
tebeseimaka sambarifi suddhamane Il 224

“Rama was not contented having tested the chasti§itafthrowing her into
the fire until Sta’s father consoled him to accept her”.

Sita does not want to set herself as an example ofaymioman, who is loyal
and devoted to her husband without any protesnag#he injustice and dishonour to
her. On the contrary,18, having been abandoned in the forest to die inphegnant
state, harangues the activity that callously cdroat by, and vents her bitterness at
the behaviour of Bna. She does not left to rail airRa and boldly unveils the flaws
of Rama even at the time of her finale rest in the lapey mother, the Earth goddess.

raksasatudhika ito todra kumati |

nai eku tilu tiribadha @pa btiti Il 44

tomara upari baigsaashila jateka |

kowa kone karileka enuavpataka Il 45

bina apamadhata karilz henasasti |

sansara jurile eto mura kukeiti 11 46™°

It is crystal clear that, unlike th&#of Valmiki's or in the other versions

of the Ramyana, who does not speak a word, but swears her @moecas she has

never had thought of a man other thaami, Sankaradeva’s 8a boldly expresses her

18 Sarma, Kanak Chandra. (ed.) @dn., 1998)Kaviraj Madhava KandalViracita Ramayan. P 443.
Y Ibid, P 443.
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rage at the necessity of having to undergo a sepabtic test of her chastity. This
protest of 83, revealed in thdJttarakanda Ramayana of Sankaradeva, against her
husband is the beginning of the feminism in thelavor

Sankaradeva was not only the pallbearer of the Assanlitevature, but also
the pioneer of reformation and reconstruction ef Assamese society. He insisted on
social reformation to mould the greater Assamesegoalong with the preaching of
his Eka-Sarana-Hari-Nama-Dharma,and tried to abolish class distinction, which was
prevalent among the people in his times, by adwoegatqual right to everybody
disregarding caste, creed, race and sex in pmagtfgs religion. For the liberation of
women from the grasp of the feudalistic patriarcéatiety, and for their all-round
developmentSankaradeva portrayed the dynamic, bold and revolatiprcharacter
like Sita in Uttarakanda Ramayana. Through the character oft$ Sankaradeva raised
the voice of the oppressed women for their right Boerty in sixteen century. Hence,
he can be regarded as the initiator of the Femiimstine world.

Sankaradeva portrayed various women characters irergifit forms in his
writings. He highly appreciated different qualitesd humours of women and vividly
delineated the might of motherhood in his writirgghe time of medieval ages when
overall outlook towards women was not favourablbee Encomium of the might of
motherhood of Yéoda is revealed in theSisulila, Kaliyadamana, Daivak putra
Anayanaand Gog Uddhava Saminla sections of theéirttana-ghaa, in the £'and
the 11" skandhas of the Bhagavata, and in the playsKaliyadamana and
Rukmiztharanatoo. Sankaradeva elevated the status of women througheheedtion

of their dedication, self-sacrifice, love and affec for their children in hiBargitas
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and other writings. In theHariscandra Upikhyana, Sankaradeva introduced the
greatness and might of women in the society thrabghcharacter dfaibya. This is
revealed in the following expressiontaériscandra-

tai hena blaryya pailu kata janma bhge |

tohora katlaka abe ki kahibedge Il 435

karma samayata toka mantri buli lekhi |

rangara bedita jena tai ptira sakhi Il

snehara prasgtbe tai naitri yenathana |

sayana bdita tai disira sanana Il 436°

(I have got a wife life you for my good luck aft@any births, now what have |
to do for you. You are the counselor of my works #me best friend in my pleasure.
With love and affection, you play the role of a hmt and in slumber, you serve me
as a maid.)

Sankaradeva introduced the same woman in differemh fim different places
and times through the characterSafibya. In the Balichalan section of theKirttana-
ghasa and theBhagavata, the love and affection, and the sanctity of Bawlal is
revealed. Thésra Mahist (eight consorts) o$ri Krsna followed Him after He had left
for Vaikuntha (the Heaven) completing Hisila (sports performed in the guise of a
human being) in this world. Kuhthe mother of Paficapdavas and the other Gopis
also burned themselves to death in pyres to detasimselves from this mundane
world and followedSri Krsna, in theSr7 Krsna Vaikuntha Pragna section of the

Kirttana-ghga and theBhagavata. These devotees are the symbols of living being and

%0 Hazarika, Surjya. (ed.). $Edn., 2014)SrimantaSankaradeva \ikyamta. P 890.
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Sr1 Krsna is the symbol of the Supreme Being, and thessaififice of the devotees
signifies the wish of living being to mingle withhé Supreme Being. Such
descriptions, from the religious point of view, outbtedly reflect the spiritual love
and devotion of these devoteesStoKrsna, the Supreme Being, and their enthusiastic
desire to mingle with Him.

The women in the writings ofankaradeva are the symbol of beauty, love,
sanctity, faith, patience, forgiveness, universathmrhood, devotion and above all the
spokespersons of hihaki cult. Sankaradeva showed the pathrobksa (salvation) to
the bhakatas (devotees) providing them the taste of spirituavel through the
description of spirituality in the love of the womeharacters of his writings. In the
plays Patriprasada, Farijataharara and Rukmiiharaza women characters are
introduced as devotees $of Krna. The wives of the Bipras, Ratriprasida, bring
back their husbands to the path of devotion whot kisgmselves busy with
extravagant rites and rituals of sacrificial cereige. Sankaradeva neatly delineated
the jealousy of Satyabma for Rukmit in the play Rrijataharara, and showed that
though Satyatdma was a devotee, she could not raise her devotiom fivorldly
attachment to a state of indifference to all theldp attachment as Rukmii could. In
Rukmiztharana, the love of Rukmit for Sri Krsna was all submissive, phlegmatic and
phenomenal. Rukmi could overcome all the hurdles to hase Krsna as her
husband. She was a courageous, intelligent ang witiman, who could crack the
hard nut to reach at her go&lankaradeva taught his followers by introducing the
character of Rukmi as a spokesperson of fdhkakticult that an ardent devotee could

have the blessings 6f1 Krsna through fervent devotion to Him.
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Sankardeva did not want to expose the dark side of @mmather he painted
the glaring side of women with humanitarian touchhis writings. He dethroned his
women characters from the altar of a deity, angk®ein mind a socialistic outlook
and a generous attitude towards them, portrayeu e real human beings of flesh
and blood, however in doing this, he never prodwgdill will against women.

Sankardeva as a preacher and a reformer realizedibaeligious philosophy
would not attract the common people, if he could nake them free from the
prevalent religious superstitions. Women shouldehi@mvbe properly educated to form
a well-cultured society, because, a family is egdleentering a woman, and a society
is comprised of a numbers of families. If women \douot get proper education, none
could expect a serene family with good-temperedygmdors, and a well-mannered
society would not be formed without a numbers akse families. It is therefore,
necessary to provide spiritual teachings to the amioik to form a spiritually uplift
and morally developed societ§ankaradeva advised his disciples to adhere to the
advice thatSrT Krsna prescribed to Uddhava in tMaikuithaprayana section of the
Bhagavata,because this is one of the basic principles oEhis-Sarana-Hari-Nama-
Dharma, where equality to every human being is advocateithowt any
discrimination of sex and caste. This is suggestatie Sr7 Krsna Vaikurrhaprayana
section of theBhagavata, when Sri Krsna taught the inner essence laffiakti to
Urddhava, He asked Urddhava to provide the teacbirahaktito sti (women) and
sidra (the lower class of the societfankaradeva, accepting this teaching of the
Bhagavatg beautifully translated into Assamese, and incafed in hisKirttana-

ghoa.
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strz sudra karai yebeamata bhakati |
tahata kahihi ero jfiagna matamati Il 262*

A question may be arisen wir7 and sizdra (women and the lower class of
the society) are referred to hefankaradeva as a social reformer was well aware of
the social status of women, and observed that wadkeeh themselves busy with the
household affairs. They could not spare time t@ tpért in devotional activities, and
even if they could, they were reluctant to taket pathe worship of God along with
their counterpart. At the time &fankaradeva, the people of the lower class of the
society had no right in religious matters. They eveeprived of getting spiritual
teachings, and in the same way, it was impossiatenfomen to practise religious
matters, for they had to keep themselves busy thiéhservice of their husbands,
children and their house hold chores. They evemdidknow that one could achieve
spiritual uplift through practising religionSankaradeva could perceive such
deplorable condition of women and tBedras therefore, he incorporated the couplet
from the Bhagavata in his Kirttana-ghga, and carried forward the message to
common people that one need not be a member ofpjher class of the society nor be
a male one to practigshakti Here it is revealed th&ankaradeva advocated equality
to women and to th&idrasin practising of religious matters so that womed #me
Sidras could avail the opportunity to get the teachingsbbakti. On the other hand,
the contribution of women in the formation of a istg is outstanding; children
receive preliminary knowledge of adulthood, andrfdhe base of their lives from the

teachings provided by their mothers. Theref¢rajkaradeva advocated equality to

21 |bid, P 659
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women in every aspects of the society as it isiiable for a mother to be educated
with moral and spiritual learning.

Sankaradeva suggested the company of faithful wiféhenway for pilgrimage
against the notion that women should be avoided journey. He advised one Rupa
Goswami to take his wife along with him in the paxdf his Qankaradeva’s)
pilgrimage to different holy places, becasmkaradeva insisted on the company of
faithful wife to avoid allurement of lascivious wem, which might deviate one from
the path of pietySankaradeva initiated the women Caridddwaja, Madhai, Ubaa
etc. and the wife of Ananta Kand@also. Ananta Kandapunished his wife for taking
initiation from Sankaradeva, but for that, he lost his religious deileaﬁkaradeva
advised him to woo his wife to satisfy his religiodeity. Ananta Kandaldid so
according to the advice &fankaradeva. This incident proved tifsinkaradeva had a
higher regard for women than for men.

Sankaradeva portrayed the character of Rulinaind the character ofit in
the plays Rukmiizharana and Rambijaya respectively as the embodiment of the
Universal women ideology. Shakespeare introducechevoin his play Hamlet as
immoral and cunning, “frailty thy name is womé&%h” however, Sankaradeva
introduced the moral ideology and the might of wane his literary works before a
century ago. He never painted any immoral or ughnfof women in his writings nor
ever did he debar women from chanting and listetingarinama Baralahi Ai, the
wife of Ananta Kanda) the wife of Nirayan Das Thakur Ata, the wife of Jayanti

Madhai etc. had offered their service to the devoteethegad for congregational

22 Shakespeare, William. Hamlet. Actii, Scene ii.
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prayer, and they too chanted and listenedH&minama (the Names and glory of
Krsna). Both men and women did not perform the condregal prayer jointly,
becauseSankaradeva thought, it might arouse attraction tcheztber and detract the
devotees from the path dhakti (devotion). Sankaradeva advised his disciples to
remain detached from the allurement of lascivioosnen, but it did not imply that the
womenfolk in general should be avoided. He alsonglibthe path of salvation of
these lascivious women that if they could acquie true meaning of devotion they
would have attained salvation.
dusta- citte jadi hari sumare |
tathapitu tara pataka hare 11 183

Unlike Caitanya Deva, or the other Gaya vaknava poetsSankaradeva did
not accord a higher status tadRa in his literary works. The peer ofaBha-Krsna is
not worship in Assam; on the contrary, the Gdpave prominence, and that too in the
form of devoteesSankaradeva emphasized dohakti rather than eroticism. Some
critics reckonedSankaradeva as a misogynist, for he ignoredif@ and composed a
bulk of literature centering ikna as the Godhead. However, the fact is that healid
recognize illicit love, rather, he extollddhakti, because, as a social reformer, he was
always conscious of the prevalent social customd, taerefore, he kept a holistic
view on the traditions and customs of the soci¢tyi®time.

“In Gaudiya Vaknavism the theory of illicit love is accepteiti Krsna is
regarded as a polygamist, and among his paramoms are his consorts like Laki,

and the others like the @® of Braja particularly Rdha are illicit. According to the

23 Goswami, Jatindra Nath. (ed.)."(Bdn., 2001)Kirttan-ghasa Aru Nam-ghaga. P 18
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Gauliya vaknava poets, deep attachment is evolved in one’s rfmord illicit love.
Rupa Goswami, a noted commentator ofsWavism, described the characteristics of
illicit love in his Ujval Nilamanias follows-

ragenaibarpitatmamanu luka yugmanapekhina |

dharmenaswikrta yastu parakiya bhavanti tah |

One, Jiva Goswami, explains “the illicit love astillegal love of those
lascivious women who ignoring this world and théest world surrender to other
persons under the urge of intent passion withodutingafor solemnization of their
marriage™*

It is already mentioned that according to the theof illicit love, the
paramours of ksna are of two types, one is his legal consorts, thedother is his
illicit paramours. Those who, in spite of havingithrespective husbands, are in love
with other persons are called illicit lovers, ameit love is called illicit love. The
propensity of attraction in legal love is less th#icit love. lllicit love had been
acknowledged inSahajiyi panthi, and was in vogue beforSankaradeva, but
Sankaradeva kept aside the concept of illicit love tas way of moksa, and the
character of Bdha from Assamese Vaiavite literature. He kept in mind the unruly
state in the society that might evolve centering ithcit love of Radha, hence, the
character of Bdha has no prominence in Assamese syavite literature, but it does
not imply thatSankaradeva is a misogynist.

Spiritual seekers are always of the opinion thaten should not be accorded

the same status with men in respect of religioutera Gautama Buddha, Hajarat

Mohammad alike emphasizes bdfoksa, and it is possible only after being relieved

24 Bhattacharya, Parag Kumar'“@dn., 1997). Premadharmau Vaisnav Kavya. P 25.
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from worldly attachment. They express their feabeing deviated from pursuing the
path of moka with the attachment of women; therefore, theyoadte the rejection of
the company of women. Surprisingly, the same thvag happened in the \faavite
society in Assam afte$ankaradeva, and a new classhifakataswas emerged, who
never came in touch of women, and practised cefipimugh Sankaradeva never
advised his disciples to practise celibadankaradeva did not advocate for the
rejection of the company of women, nor ever dicsshew abhorrence to them, rather
he encouraged the participation of women in religionatters. Moreover, he advised
his disciples to get married, and explained thesaea behind getting married of
women.Sankaradeva explained that getting married, and liarfgouseholder’s life is
a protection against of being deviated from thdn dtpursuingohakti. According to
him, purification of sense and desire through cgaiuife leads one in the true path of
pursuingmoksa, lest one might be distracted from the patibludkti by the allurement
of lascivious women. He, therefore, advised higigls-in-chief Madhavadeva to get
married to keep himself safe from the allurementasicivious women, so that he
might proceed in the path dhakti without any fear of being misroutetule barr
po, galbandhi yunjile saj, piirar saimsay mi | Binagade yunjile bha;?5 If
Sankaradeva had any ill will or hatred towards womergeneral, he would not have
got married for two times nor did he advise or emage his disciples to live a married
life. The verseputra parivira sabahi agra, (Bargt: lyric no 17)%°(Sons and wife all

are meaningless), does not imply the abhorrendéstraction to women or children. It

%5 Lekharu, Upendra Chandra. (ed.)." g&dn., 2008 Kathz-gurucaritra. Pp 54, 55.
%% Das, Kailash. (ed.). BEdn., 2006) Ma#purus SrimantaSankaradevairu Sri Sri Madhavadeva
Biracita Bargt. P 17.
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means that no one accompanies none in the jourihkfg oor in the path of passing
away for abode, but living beings, being entrappeadiaya, (the illusion), are unable
to conceive this fact. Yet one will have to folldlae rules of the mundane world, lest
it will affect the creation of the Creatdsankaradeva, therefore, never advocates the
practising of the life of a monk. Living beings araturally bound to experienoaya.
They have to strive to come out from the bondingwya to suck the honey dihakti,
and this is applicable in respect of both men anden.Sankaradeva regarded only
those women aparama anathakiri (absolute harmful) who allured and entrapped a
man with her physical charms, and misrouted himmftbe path obhakti At the same
time, he elevated the social status of women whasomight be, a woman of high
spiritual knowledge, or an ordinary housewife, oh@ise-maid disregarding caste,
creed or race but have faithbhaktifor Krsna.

“M adhavadeva conferred the charge of the daily maames of KilindT Ai on
Ramananda after the passing away Seikaradeva for heavenly abodearfRinanda
could not carry out his duty properly; thereforeglikdi Ai sent Rimananda to
Ganakakuci and asked him to call onadlavadeva. Mdhavadeva, getting the
message from #&nananda, told him that he would certainly go to hrethe next day
along with the othebhakatasand would do necessary things. He could not, diav
the words of Klindi Ai since he regarded her as the half of his religiteacher
Sankaradeva.

gurura satra ardhaache muraai |

tahara bacana mai glibe jowai I
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Madhavadeva reached at Patbausi in the next daywviolpthe call of Klindt

Ai.?" The attitude of Mdhavadeva towardsandi Ai defines the status ofaindt Ai

in the Vaknavite society of her time.

Some modern critics find male chauvinistic tone some verses of

Sankaradeva , such controversial one is found irBthaktiratrakara.

“par ama anarthakrz nar7 samastaya |
narisange bahu dukha pur labhaya |l
In respect of the verse cited above, two diffesmguments are forwarded by

Malini Goswami.

1. TheBhaktiratmikara is a systematized collection of the essencehakti of
different scriptures with a commentary $dinkaradeva in which only the first
three slokas are composed byankaradeva. The initiaklokas contain the
eulogy of God and the introduction of the book.

2. The above-mentioned verse is written in Assamdéisis a verse from the
translation of theBhaktiratrokara by Gogalcaran Dwija, but not a quotation
from Sankaradeva’s SanskriBhaktiratiikara. On the basis of both the
arguments inference can be drawn that the abovéioned verse is not the
original work ofSankaradeva.?®
Sankaradeva is a religious preacher and a social mefor it is therefore,

natural that some of the prevalent traditions aodtams have their way in his

writings. Such traditions and customs related toneo are versified, and incorporated

%" Chetia, Minaksi. (¢ Edn., 2008)Mahapurus SrimantaSasikaradevarsiksa Aru Ajir Samyj. P 192.
8 Goswami, Malini. (I Edn., 2012)Sankaradevar Dharain Nar. In Ranjit Kumar Devagoswami.
(ed.). Anurad. P 390.
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in his writings. They reflect the holistic view die society towards women, but not
solely represent the outlook Séinkaradeva towards women.

The theory of division of labour was followed inthedr way in the society from
the very beginning of the idea of family. Women ceine, bear, nourish and bring up
children, besides doing household chores. They me¢djo out for earning money.
Men have to go out for agricultural works and foirgy business, and have to muster
livelihood for their families. Both men and womearry out their stipulated duty
without any hesitation, and there is no questioexgloitation of women. The above
quoted verse refers to only the duty of women thao be done as their part, but not
as an imposition.

Before the immergence &fankaradeva, women were harassed and sexually
exploited in the name religion, b8tnkaradeva accorded the same status to women
with men in terms of religion. In thdariscandra Ugikhyana, Sankaradeva expressed
his attitude towards woman through the charactédafchandra. Ha¢candra boldly
expressed -

strika durbala kare kunnu nisksale |
jalanta bahnika bBndhe bastraraincale Il 75°

Sankaradeva could realize the power of women energytherefore compared
them with burning fire. Such verses proved tSahkaradeva’s attitude towards
women were in higher level.

In summing up, it is evidently clear th§dnkaradeva was generous and liberal
towards women, and sometimes he elevated theiralsetatus into a dignified

position.

9 Hazarika, Surjya. (ed.). {Edn., 2014)SrimantaSankaradeva \ikyamvta. P 861.



