
 

EDUCATION OF WOMEN IN MAHABHARATA 

Nirmala V* 

GHSS Pottassery 

Abstract  

Learning is the action started unconsciously in the infancy of the humanity, and 

woman- as an object of study – leads to the wider areas of thought about the condition of a 

particular gender. When these two things are considered simultaneously, there is a chance to 

the origin of a serious problem on which one must be concentrated. Even though there are a 

number of opinions like ‘the study of the position and status of women is the best way to 

understand the spirit, excellence and limitations of a civilization’ the present problem must 

be addressed with an entirely different approach which has a contemporary significance. The 

present paper is an attempt to put forward the real status of education of women as 

illustrated in the Mahābhārata, having the main objective of finding out the roots of the Pre-

modern Brahmanical tactics of social construction in the post Vedic period itself.   
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Introduction 

Education of males are to be viewed as developed as the inborn instincts whereas that 

of the females may be said as the result of the deliberate attempt of the intellect.1 Reading 

Mahābhārata using the tools of feminism is also a task. At present, in a typical Indian context, 

the term ‘feminism’ itself is problematic; even it has said to be rejected as Madhu Kishwar 

says. She finds all the isms are inadequate and the very feminism is closely linked with the 

western women’s movements corresponding to their particular surroundings.2  

Education in India, through the ages, had been pursued as a part of the religion. Hence 

the literature created by the religion acts as the vehicle of its expression.3 In ancient times, 

women received lesser opportunities to get educated. The insecure and stressful social status 

provided to them obviously denied all mainstream privileges including the formal education.  

The earliest references about the education system in India can be found in some Vedic 

passages that are really interesting. Ṛgveda says,  

                                                           
*Sanskrit Teacher, GHSS Pottassery, Mannarkkad, Kerala. E mail: nirmalaathul@gmail.com 
1 “Conscious Education begins only after when ‘man’ learnt to rise above his brutal instincts first in the 
family, then in the village and again in the society”, Das, Santosh Kumar, The Educational Systems of the 
Ancient Hindus, Gyan Publishing House, Delhi, 1930, p.1.  
2 Kishwar, Madhu, “Why I do not Call Myself a Feminist”, Manushi, 61, Nov-Dec, 1990, p.3. 
3 Mookherji, R.K, Ancient Indian Education, Cosmo Publications, Delhi, 1999, p. 41 
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“Adhenavo dhunayantamiśīśvīḥ sabardudhāḥ śaśayā apradugdhāḥ navyā navyā 

yuvatayo bhavantirmmahaddevānāmasuratvamekam” 4  which means young learned 

daughter should be married to a learned bridegroom. Never think of giving marriage a 

daughter of very young age. Yajurveda also holds similar verse.  

The right of learning Veda-s and performing agnihotra-s was given to women. Ṛgveda 

mentions that couples who perform sacrifice and offer prayer with harmonious mind becomes 

always happy. 5 Also there are evidences in Śrauta and Gṛhyasūtra-s. During the early times, 

maidens used to tie the sacred cord, which is a sign of initiation, in order to study Veda and 

recite Sāvitrī:  

Purākalpe tu nārīṇām mauñjībandhanamiṣyate/ 

Adhyāpanam ca vedānām sāvitrīvācanam tathā// 6 

 

Bṛhadāraṇyakopaniṣad is recommending a certain ritual to a householder for ensuring the 

birth of a scholarly daughter (paṇḍitā), whereas Śaṅkara interprets this ‘pāṇḍitya’ as 

‘gṛhatantraviṣaya’ 

When we come to the epics, there are widely divergent views about the education of 

women. 

Educational System as Illustrated in Mahābhārata 

According to A.S Altekar, education of women was prevailing in Vedic society. But by 

the time of Mahābhārata, the study of Veda-s by the women folk was almost extinct. This is 

also indicative of the degeneration of the civilization.7 In Mahābhārata, women were not 

allowed to go to the hermitages and they achieved knowledge informally.  In general they 

studied from learned fathers, brothers, guests etc. Draupadī learned arthaśāstra, from a 

Brahmin teacher appointed to teach her brother. Śakuni and Gāndhārī both were well versed 

in Arthaśāstra.8 

Kuntī learned to use atharvaśiras mantra from sage Durvāsas, by the virtue of which she 

pleased various gods and god sons. It is clear that for the princesses and the women folk of 

hermitages, such occasions to get knowledge were not so rare. In ordinary families, traveler 

guests were used to tell various interesting stories pertaining to different places they had been 

to. 9 In royal families special tutors were appointed to teaxh the girls. In the joint families 

girls received many pragmatic knowledges from the family members before marriage. Kuntī 

and Gāndhārī took initiatives to educate their daughters and daughter in laws. 

                                                           
4 Wilson H. H (Ed.), Ṛgvedasamhitā, Nag Publishers, New Delhi, 1989, p.41. 
5 Gupta N. L, Educational Ideals and Institutions in Mahābhārata, Mohit Publications, New Delhi, 1997, 
p.136. 
6 Ibid. p.137. 
7 Altekar A.S, The Position of Women in Hindu CIvilization 
8 “jajñāte’rthavidāvubhau” (1.57.94) 
9 Gupta N.L, Op.cit. p.138. 
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The aforesaid situations are some of the direct references about the education of women 

in Mahābhārata. But if the women characters reveal their knowledge in distinct subjects 

through their own approaches and communicative spaces,  

The Knowledge in Philosophy 

 Womens life of celebate asceticism is recognized in Mahābhārata. Sulabhā was the 

most celebrated ascetic, who not finding a suitable husband, embraced a life of celebate 

studentship and roamed aroung alone in search of the highest truth. She debates with Janaka 

on some subtle issues of spirituality, and introduces herself as  

Pradhāno nāma rājarṣivyakta te śrotramāgataḥ/ 

Kule tasya samutpannāṃ sulabhām nāma viddhi mām// 

Sāham tasya kule jātā bhartaryasti madvidhe/  

Vinītā mokṣadharmeṣu carāmyekā munivratam//10 

  

There is a reference of Brāhmaṇī named Śivā, who studied all the Veda-s and having 

practiced penances attained salvation 

Atra siddha śivā nāma brāhmaṅī vedapāragā/ 

Adhītya sakalān vedān lebhe’sandehamakṣayam//11 

 

 Gautamī was also a knower of Brahman, which enabled her to give a learned 

discourse on the state after death. Her only son died of snake bite and Lubdhaka commence 

to kill that serpent. But Gautamī with śama discouraged him from killing and said the highly 

philosophical truth that by killing this being, my son won’t come to this world again. So 

please leave the serpent alive: “tasmāt sarpam lubdhaka muñca jīvam”12   

 Some women who entered in the family life were also seems to be well versed in 

philosophy. In Harivamśa, a learned woman- wife of Prabhāsa- is described as the 

brahmavādinī, who attained the highest perfection in Yoga and selected the life of a 

wandering mendicant. 13 

Knowledge in Politics 

 Gāndhārī was the most celebrated woman in epic age because of her scholarliness 

intelligence and practical knowledge. She extends important principles of rājadharma to her 

son Duryodhana in the open court. She says, 

Na hi rājyam mahāprāja svena kāmena śakyate/              

Avāptum rakṣitum vāpi bhoktum vā bharatarṣabha// 

                                                           
10 Suktankar V.S, Belvalkar S.K (Eds) Mahābhārata, Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, Poona, 1944, 
Vol.16, p.1894. 
11 Ibid. vol.7, p. 328. 
12 Ibid. vol. 17, p.9. 
13 Madhavananda Swami, Majumdar R.C (Eds,), Great Women of India, Advaita Ashrama, Calcutta, 1997, 
p.120. 
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Kāmakrodhau hi puruṣamarthebhyo vyapakarṣata/ 

Tau tu śatrū vinirjitya rājā vijayate mahīm// 14 

 

She also describes her view against the war by saying that there are neither good effects from 

war, nor dharma, artha or pleasure. The victory is also constant, so one should not put their 

mind in the war.15  

 Kuntī was also a lady who had an extravagant brilliance in politics so that she did 

favors to her son throughout. She was aware of dharma and daṇḍanīti as, 

Rājā carati ciddharmam devatvāyaiva kalpate/ 

SA cedadharmam carati narakāyaiva gacchati// 

Daṇḍanītiḥ svadharmeṇa cāturvarṇyam niyacchati/ 

Prayukta svāminā samyagadharmebhyaśca yacchati// 16 

 

 

 Draupadī, a woman who has been educated formally, is an important character in the 

Mahābhārata. Her tremendous mental strength perhaps to be considered as the reflection of 

the knowledge she acquired. In various occasions she expresses her scholarship even during 

the succesfull completion of household duties. Nevertheless of being faced many bad 

experiences she says, 

 

Sarvam rājñaḥ samudayamāyam ca vyayameva ca/ 

Ekāham vedmi kalyāṇi pāṇḍavānām yaśasvinām// 

Adhṛṣyam varuṇasyeva nidhipūrṇamivodadhim/ 

Ekāham vedmi kośam vai patīnām dharmacāriṇāṃ//17 

 

 It could also be seen that women were permitted to enter the vānaprasthāśrama. For 

example, after the death of king Pāṇḍu, his grandmother Satyavatī, with her daughters in law, 

went to forest for practicing austerities and died there. 

 

 

Arts and Crafts 

 

 Women of those days were taught such arts as dancing, singing and instrumental 

music. In his palace, king Virāṭa appointed Bṛhannaḍā to train his daughter Uttarā and 

companions. It was Arjuna who disguised as Bṛhannaḍā at the time of ajñātavāsa, played the 

role of a teacher of dance, music etc. He also narrated many stories for the amusement of the 

inmates of the harem: 

                                                           
14 Suktankar V.S, Opcit., Vol.6, p.327 
15 Ibid. p.328. 
16 Ibid. p.345. 
 
17 Suktankar V.S, Opacity. vol. 4, p.795. 
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Paṭhannākhyāyikam nāma strībhāvena punaḥ punaḥ/ 

Ramayiṣye mahīpālamanyāmścāntaḥ pure janān// 

Gītam nṛttam vicitram ca vāditram vividham tathā/ 

Śikṣayiṣyāmyaham rājan virāṭabhavane striyaḥ//18 

 

The attribute catuṣṣaṣṭiviśāradā (well versed in all the sixty four art forms mentioned in 

Kāmasūtra and similar treatises) found to be used to indicate maid servants of Yudhiṣṭhira.  

 

 Even though the intellectual, educational and practical glory of women is celebrated 

the reality pushes into some other truths. Women in the Mahābhārata holds on the view of 

tradition regarded with their approaches against husbands. The learned lady Draupadī says, 

 

Nābhuktavati nāsnāte nāsamviṣṭe ca bhartari/ 

Na samviśāmi nāśnāmi sadā karmakareṣvapi//19 

 

 Once a Śāṇḍilī, dwelled in heaven- off course of adorable knowledge- had been asked by 

Kaikeyī that how she got into the svargaloka. Her answer was its all because of the 

unconditional devotion to husband. She explained, “I did not tell anything to the husband that 

he don’t like; I worshipped him daily; If he had gone abroad I used to quit applying añjana, 

rocana, anulepana etc. and also reject bathing.” She also endorses that, one who do such 

things, sure is her svargaprāpti.20       

 

 In modern age, everyone talks about the revised mode of theories, consideration and 

approaches towards women. Education of women in contemporary India should also be 

discussed with importance. It should yet to go for a higher degree than the usual conclusions 

like educating women could make well educated children and hence would avail a good 

nation. We can’t deny the truth that still there are places where women are neither given a 

valuable place nor are their contributions being accepted as such. The Annual Status of 

Education Report, 2009, points out that the dropout rate among girls from schools is getting 

increased.  And the causes are often basic facilities like transport and proper toilets.21 Re-

reading the ancient sources in the present circumstances is of notable significance. It would 

help us to think critically about the problems around.  

 

**** 

                                                           
18 Ibid. Vol. 5, p. 12. 
19 Ibid. Vol. 4, p. 795. 
20 “Iman dharmapatham nārī pālayantī samāhitā/ Arundhatīva nārīṇām svargaloke mahīyate//” 
(13.124.20) 
21 Kalpana Sharma, Educationg India, Hindu Sunday magazine, January 24, 2010. 

Pramana Research Journal

Volume 9, Issue 8, 2019

ISSN NO: 2249-2976

https://pramanaresearch.org/275


