Gargi - A Woman the Equal  of Men 

An essay by Nanditha Krishna

Brahmavadinis - Saintly Women

Author’s Note - I was recently researching the women of ancient India when I came across a startling piece of information.

Seventeen of the seers to whom the hymns of the Rig Veda were revealed were women acknowledged as rishikas and brahmavadinis. 

They were Romasa, Lopamudra, Apata, Kadru, Vishvavara, Ghosha, Juhu, Vagambhrini, Paulomi, Jarita, Shraddha-Kamayani, Urvashi, Sharnga, Yami, Indrani, Savitri and Devayani. 

The Sama Veda mentions another four: Nodha (or Purvarchchika), Akrishtabhasha, Shikatanivavari (or Utararchchika) and Ganpayana. 

This intrigued me so much that I had to learn more about them, but I drew a blank. Who were these wonderful women who were on par with the men and produced the greatest and longest living literature of the world? 

In the Vedic period, female brahmavadinis (students) went through the same rigorous discipline as their male counterparts, the brahmacharis. The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad describes a ritual to ensure the birth of a daughter who would become a pandita (scholar). The Vedas say that an educated girl should be married to an equally educated man. Girls underwent the upanayana or thread ceremony, Vedic study and savitri vachana (higher studies). 

Panini says that women studied the Vedas equally with men. According to the Shrauta and Grihya Sutras, the wife repeated the Vedic mantras equally with their husbands at religious ceremonies. The Purva Mimamsa gave women equal rights with men to perform religious ceremonies. Vedic society was generally monogamous, and women had an equal place. 

There are several instances of individual women who sought to educate themselves. Pathyasvasti went North to study and obtain titles. The well-known lady philosopher, brahmavadini Gargi Vachaknavi, was an invitee to the world’s first conference on philosophy, convened by King Janaka of Videha, and challenged Yajnavalkya to a public debate. 

Scene One - The Assembly

Yajnavalkya was one of the great Brahmins and a supreme master of the Knowledge of Reality during the Upanishadic age. It was not that he was only a man of Knowledge, deep and serious; he was also a fine humorist.  That is, he combined his Knowledge with a keen sense of irony and fun. 

King Janaka (entering along with many Brahmanas), the father of Sita devi, the wife of Lord Ramachandra, was his contemporary. That would seem to place his story in the Upanishads about the time of the Ramayana although Rama or Sita does not figure anywhere there. King Janaka too was a man of Knowledge, a sage-king, but he had not taken any disciples. Seekers would come to him for the solution of their problems, and he used to hold the seat of umpire at the debate sessions of Rishis and men of knowledge. King Janaka awarded many cows to the victors.

One day, as Janaka sat in his royal court at one such session before numerous seekers and men of knowledge who had assembled there to see him, Rishi Yajnavalkya made his appearance: (Yajnavalkya enters.)

King Janaka: Welcome, O mighty sage Yajnavalkya, what is the object that brings you here? Is it the acquisition of Knowledge or of cows?

Yajnavalkya: (smiling) Both, my king - ubhayameva samrti!!

Narrator: There was a previous history to this both to which the king had been referring. It happened like this: 

Scene Two - A Previous Assembly

King Janaka had been celebrating a sacrifice, and had arranged for the gifts to be on a generous scale. The lure of the gifts had brought together a number of Brahmins from the surrounding country, too. 

The first prize, like the gold medal offered by our Academies, consisted of a thousand cows. And not only that - each of these thousand cows was to have, tied to each horn, a ten pada weight, equal to about three tolas * measure of the purest gold, kasita kancana, not the fourteen-carat variety. A thousand cows meant two thousand horns; so you can figure out how much gold that would be. 

King Janaka had it announced that the Brahmin men of learning and knowledge who had assembled there were all invited to participate: the prize would go to him who proved to be most proficient in the Vedic lore. The best among these Brahmins was called upon to come up and lead those cows home. 

Narrator: But none among the learned Brahmins had the courage to declare himself the best; they all sat in silence. 

Yajnavalkya: (standing up) Well, if no one is debating today, I will just call upon my band of disciples to take the herd of cows to my home. 

(to Janaka) Okay, Janaka - you and the others may take all the cows away, now.

Narrator: (sounds of commotion) This created a sensation among the Brahmin crowd. 

1st Brahmana: What is this Yajnavalkya doing? 

2nd Brahmana: How very insolent of him! 

Narrator: One of the Brahmins came up - he was a priest of King Janaka’s, Asvala by name. He called out to Yajnavalkya:

Asvala: (calling) Wait! Yajnavalkya, do you then happen to be the best among us Brahmins? 

Yajnavalkya: (with folded hands) I offer my humble salutations to the best of Brahmins!  I have taken the cows because I need them. I am a seeker of cows, not that I have the most Knowledge.

Asvala: (insistent, taking charge of the audience’s attention) Yajnavalkya, you have taken the cows, now you have to prove that you are the best scholar.

Yajnavalkya: If you wish … * *

Asvala: I am going to put to you some questions, let us see what answers you can give:

Yajnavalkya, all you see here is subject to Death. How does one who sacrifices, the yajamana, manage to escape from the clutches of Death? 

Yajnavalkya: I will give you the answer - Sacrifice implies the four elements:

the priest of the offering and the priest of the call, Fire and the Word, rtvika, hota, agni, and vak. It is by virtue of these that the sacrificer escapes from Death. 

But Fire alone is the Priest of the Call, he is the One who makes the Offering, the Word is no other than the Supreme Lord.

Fire means freedom, not ordinary freedom but the supreme Liberation. Fire is the Conscious-Force, the Power of Austerity.

Narrator: But there was no end to Asvala’s questionings; he went on asking and Yajnavalkya gave due reply. This dialogue between Yajnavalkya and Asvala forms a chapter in the Upanishadic ‘Science of Reality.’ 

After Asvala had finished, another Brahmin got up. This was the Rishi Artabhaga of the family of Jaratkaru. The dialogue that ensued between him and Yajnavalkya forms another chapter of the Upanishadic lore. 

Then arose Rishi Bhujyu of the Lahya family. He began with a rather amusing story:

Rishi Bhujyu: Yajnavalkya, when in my student days I was traveling around the country, I happened to be in the Madra region once. I was the guest of a householder whose name was Patanjala. Patanjala had a daughter who was possessed by an evil spirit. We were familiar with this particular one - it was a Gandharva. 

I asked him, ‘Who are you?’ 

The Gandharva replied, ‘I am Sudhanvan, born of the family of Angiras.’

We learned a few things about the other worlds from the Gandhava. That is why I am going to ask you, Yajnavalkya, a few questions about those other worlds. If your answers tally with those of the Gandharva, then I shall admit that you really know everything.

Narrator: Yajnavalkya repeated exactly what the Gandharva had said. Rishi Bhujya and the audience were completely satisfied 

After Bhujyu Rishi,  it was the turn of Ushasti Chakrayana, who was followed by Kahola Kaushitakeya. These men were well-known scholars in that region. Yajnavalkya satisfied their inquiries.

Scene Three 

Gargi - A woman equal to a man

Gargi, the wise and learned daughter of Rishi (sage) Vachaknu, was known as a Brahmavadini (a female scholar and saintly person) because of her having the knowledge of Brahma-vidya. She was able to participate in this debate with the knower of Brahman, Yajnavalkya in the Yajnasala (place for sacrifices) of King Janaka. 

Thus it is evident that in ancient India, women used to obtain knowledge of many sciences and disciplines. They also used to participate in public functions and

take part in intellectual debates. There used to be no ban of any sort in the field of knowledge, this is established very clearly from the accounts of Gargi’s life.  

We find in the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad the dialogue between Gargi and Yajnavalkya:

And now there arose Gargi, the daughter of Vachaknu. Gargi began with the question:

Gargi: Yajnavalkya, all that we know here is permeated by the waters. What then permeates the waters?

Yajnavalkya: The waters are permeated by air.

Gargi: And what contains the air?

Yajnavalkya: The heavens.

Gargi: And where are the heavens contained?

Yajnavalkya: In the world of the Gandharvas.

Gargi: And the world of the Gandharvas? 

Yajnavalkya: In the regions of the Sun.

Gargi: And the solar regions?

Yajnavalkya: In the worlds of the Moon.

Gargi: And the lunar worlds?

Yajnavalkya: In the regions of the stars.                                                                                                             

Narrator: Gargi went on thus with her seemingly endless questions, but Yajnavalkya had to cry halt when he came to the world of Brahman:

Gargi: And what contains this world of Brahman?

Yajnavalkya: That is enough. Today we are only discussing knowledge of this universe.

Narrator:  Yet Gargi asked him again:

Gargi: And what contains this world of Brahman?

Yajnavalkya: Your questions are now going beyond the limit, Gargi. You have been asking too much, and if you ask more, your head will fall off!


Gargi: (addressing her audience) All Brahmins here, please listen - I am going to make one last attempt to minimize the qualifications of Yajnavalkya as the best of all Brahmanas. 

O learned assembly, I am going to put my last questions to Yajnavalkya, and this will be my final test. 

(calling out to Yajnavalkya)  Yajnavalkya, I am going to put two more questions to you. They are like a couple of arrows. When the king of Videha goes to war, he pulls the bowstrings and shoots his arrows. In like manner, I am aiming these arrow-like questions at you. Let us see how you will ward them off with the appropriate answers!

Yajnavalkya: Very well, draw your bow.

Gargi: Can you tell me what is above the sky and what is below the earth, and what is in 

between the earth and sky?

Yajnavalkya: That is called sutratman, the Supreme Lord binds all from within as by a 

thread and puts everything on as it were ; He is Brahman.

Narrator: Gargi  repeated her question to Yajnavalkya, -the very same question again ; 

and Yajnavalkya gave the self-same reply:

Gargi: Can you tell me what is above the sky and what is below the earth, and what is in 

between the earth and sky?

Yajnavalkya: That is called sutratman, He binds all from within as by a thread and puts 

everything on as it were ; He is Brahman.

Gargi: (turning to the learned men) O all Brahmanas, sages, pandits and devotees assembled here- I advise you thus - ‘You had better bow down to Yajnavalkya and take your leave. No one among you has the power to get the better of him in the matter of learning or wisdom.

Narrator: What Yajnavalkya had really sought to convey in his final reply to Gargi was this: 

Brahman is the supreme Seer, although He is invisible.                                                                      He is beyond all hearing and yet is Himself the Hearer.                                                                 He is beyond the ken of mind, but is Himself the supreme Thinker.                                                He is Unknowable, but is the supreme Knower.                                                                           There is none other than He who sees, hears, thinks and knows all. 

The moral of the story, as the Upanishad itself has pointed out, is that not by argument can this Knowledge be had, naisa tarkena matira paneya. 

King Janaka: I hereby declare that today’s debate is over and that our time has been well spent! (All exit.)


Narrator: Gargi’s acknowledgement of defeat and her praise of Yajnavalkya induced the king to gift him 1,000 cows and 10,000 gold pieces, which Yajnavalkya rejected and retired to the forest, followed by his wife Maitreyi, an equally educated and spirited woman. (Bhajan)

* The Unit of weight for gold on the Indian sub-continent is the tola.

1 tola = 0.375 ounces (11.1 grams) of 999 fineness usually marketed as ten tola bars (also 5 tolas); the 999 ten tola bars mainly go to India but also circulate widely in the Arabian Gulf States. 

* * All quotations of Yajnavalkya are from ‘Sri Aurobindo and the Mother’/ copyright Sri Aurobindo Ashram Trust, Pondicherry -605002 India 
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