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Abstract

This paper explores the theme of gender equality in ancient Indian 
marital traditions, focusing on the role of women as equal partners. 
The objective is to analyze how Vedic and early post-Vedic texts 
represented wives not as subordinates, but as saha-dharmachåriƒ∂s—
spiritual and domestic equals. Using a qualitative textual approach, 
the study examines sources like the °Rgveda, Dharma‹åstra texts, and 
epics, to trace women’s ritual, emotional, and legal status within 
marriage.

Findings reveal that early Indian thought honored women as 
co-owners of the household (da≈patt∂), protectors of dharma, and 
rightful heirs through Str∂dhana. Hymns, mantras, and legal codes 
all affirm their centrality in sustaining familial and social harmony. 
Despite later shifts towards patriarchy, the ideal of marital partnership 
endured.

The paper concludes that early Indian traditions envisioned 
marriage as a balanced and reciprocal union, offering valuable 
insights into the historical roots of gender equity.
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Introduction

“In that family, where the husband is pleased with his wife and the 
wife with her husband, happiness will assuredly be lasting.”1

*Fellow, Indian Institute of Advanced Study, Rashtrapati Nivas, Shimla-171005 
E-mail: shaminaaz.edu@gmail.com



	 Equal Partners or Silent Witnesses? 	 173

Indian culture is one of the richest in the world, renowned for its 
spirituality and rituals. Sacred texts such as the Vedas, Upani¶ads, 
Dharmasµutras, and Dharma‹åstras form the backbone of this 
profound cultural heritage. Among these texts, the concept of 
Sa≈skåras— or sacraments —occupies a crucial role in understanding 
the individual’s journey within society and toward spiritual fulfilment. 
These are the series of personal rites which an individual goes through 
during his or her life. According to Gæhyasµutras or household Ritual 
texts, these rites begin at conception and end at death.2

According to Kane, there is a divergence of opinion among the 
Smætikåras or the writers of the Smæti texts regarding the number 
of Sa√skåras.3 Traditional Hindu thought recognizes a vast system 
of rituals and sacraments known as sa√skåras, with the number 
traditionally identified as up to forty distinct rites marking significant 
stages in an individual’s life. Among these, sixteen primary sa√skåras 
have attained an almost canonical status due to their foundational 
importance in shaping a person’s spiritual, social, and cultural 
identity. These sa√skåras are primarily derived from the Gæhya Sµutras 
and Dharma‹åstra texts. 

1.	 Garbhådhåna – Conception (rite for impregnating the wife)
2.	 Pu≈savana – Rite performed during the third month of 

pregnancy (for a male child)
3.	 S∂mantonnayana – Hair-parting ceremony (during pregnancy, 

for protection of the fetus)
4.	 Jåtakarma – Birth ritual (immediately after the birth of the 

child)
5.	 Nåmakaraƒa – Naming ceremony (usually on the 11th or 12th 

day)
6.	 Ni¶kramaƒa – First outing or taking the child out of the house 

(usually in the 4th month)
7.	 Annaprå‹ana – First feeding of solid food (around 6th month)
8.	 CµuŒåkaraƒa – Tonsure or first hair-cutting (usually in the 1st 

or 3rd year)
9.	 Karna-vedha – Ear-piercing ceremony
10.	Vidyårambha – Beginning of education (initiation into 

learning)
11.	Upanayana – Sacred thread ceremony (initiation into Vedic 

study)
12.	Vedarambha – Commencement of Vedic studies
13.	Samåvartana – Completion of formal education (graduation 

from the Gurukula)
14.	Vivåha – Marriage ceremony
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15.	Vånaprastha – Transition to the life of a forest-dweller or hermit 
(optional, symbolic)

16.	Antye¶¢i – Last rites or funeral ceremony

These sa√skåras serve not only as rites of passage but also as 
symbolic acts that sanctify the transitions between different phases 
of life, embedding the individual within the larger cosmic and social 
order.

Within this comprehensive framework, three sa√skåras—
upanayana, vivåha, and antye¶¢i, stand out as particularly significant 
and are widely regarded as obligatory in contemporary Hindu 
practice. Each of these rites carries profound religious and societal 
implications: upanayana initiates the spiritual and educational 
journey of an individual; vivåha is central to the continuation of 
family lineage and social order; and antye¶¢i facilitates the soul’s 
transition from the physical world. 

Among these three pivotal sa√skåras, the marriage rite (vivåha-
sa√skåra) holds a uniquely vital role within the Hindu lifecycle. It 
is often considered the most important sacrament because it marks 
the union of two individuals, establishing a new household and 
ensuring the perpetuation of dharma through progeny and social 
responsibility. Marriage in Hindu tradition is not merely a social 
contract but a sacred covenant that binds the couple spiritually and 
ethically. While the precise rituals and customs associated with vivåha 
may vary across regions, communities, and texts, there remains a 
unanimous consensus on its indispensable role. The institution of 
marriage is viewed as essential for the fulfillment of both individual 
duties and communal harmony, thereby underscoring its preeminent 
place in the cycle of sa√skåras in Indian life.

Crucially, embedded within this central role of marriage is the 
equally significant place accorded to the woman. In this philosophy 
of womanhood, a woman is seen not only as a partner in the sacred 
union but as the foundation of the family and the source of individual 
and societal well-being through her nurturing power. It becomes the 
responsibility of her father and brother to ensure her marriage, which 
is viewed as a means of protection and social integration.4 Within the 
household, she plays a central role—as wife and mother, she sustains 
the domestic structure, manages resources, and is revered as Lak¶m∂, 
the goddess of wealth and prosperity. Her presence is so vital that no 
ritual or ceremony can be performed without her, and her str∂dhana 
(property given at marriage) is legally and ethically protected for her 
use. In public life, she is accorded precedence over even her father 
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and teacher, reflecting her esteemed and powerful role in ancient 
Indian society.

Marriage: The Foundation of the Householder Stage

A man transitions into the Gæhastha å‹rama or the Householder 
Stage through marriage (vivåha), a sacred sacrament that follows 
the completion of Brahmacharya or a path of inner purity, focus, 
and spiritual discipline. Marriage serves as the cornerstone of this 
stage, laying the foundation for fulfilling both societal and spiritual 
obligations. It marks the beginning of shared responsibilities, with 
most duties carried out jointly by husband and wife. 

Key responsibilities of a householder include maintaining the 
household fire (gæhapatya agni), performing the five great sacrifices 
(pañcamahåyajñas) to honor ancestors, gods, sages, guests, and all 
living beings, as well as discharging debts to these entities. 5 The 
role of the householder is considered fundamental in sustaining the 
social and spiritual order of society. According to Manusmæti, “Just 
as all creatures subsist by deriving support from air, so do the other 
states subsist by deriving support from the householder”6 The verse 
emphasizes the central role of the Gæhastha å‹rama, as it supports 
and nourishes all other stages of life.

The gæhasthå‹rama or householder stage occupies a particularly 
esteemed place within the framework of Hindu life. 7 While the 
later stages of vånaprastha (retirement to the forest) and sa√nyåsa 
(renunciation) are often discussed in classical texts, they do not 
seem to receive the same level of emphasis or practical relevance, 
especially in the context of Kali Yuga. Some ancient lawgivers even 
questioned their suitability for this age. Textual authorities such 
as Manu, Våsi¶¢ha, Dak¶a, and the Vi¶ƒu-Dharmasµutra give clear 
precedence to the householder stage, considering it the most 
essential for sustaining individual duty (dharma), social order, and 
spiritual merit. 

Vivåha: The Sacred Union in Hindu Tradition

Marriage (Vivåha) occupies a unique position among the Sa√skåras, 
serving not just as a social agreement but as a sacred union that 
harmonizes the couple’s life with dharma. It is an ancient institution 
that validates and legalizes the union of a man and woman.8 

According to the TåƒŒa Mahå Bråhmaƒa, Heaven and Earth 
were once united but eventually separated. To restore their union, 



176  	 shss XXXII, NUMBER 1, Summer 2025

they established marriage, symbolizing cooperation and harmony.9 
Similarly, the ›atapath Bråhmaƒa emphasizes that an unmarried man 
is considered incomplete, reinforcing the doctrine of triple-debt, 
wherein marriage becomes essential for repaying ancestral obligations 
through progeny.10 According to Gæhyasµutras marriage unites two 
individuals who share responsibilities while supporting each other 
in the pursuit of dharma (righteousness), artha (prosperity), kåma 
(desires), and ultimately, mok¶a (spiritual liberation). The various 
terms describing marriage underscore different dimensions of this 
sacrament.11 For instance:

•	 Udvåha: The act of taking the bride from her parental home.
•	 Vivåha: Taking her for a special purpose, such as to establish 

a marital partnership.
•	 Pariƒaya: The ritual of circumambulating the sacred fire 

(pradak¶iƒa).
•	 Upayama: Bringing the bride closer and accepting her as one’s 

own.
•	 Påƒigrahaƒa: The symbolic act of taking the bride’s hand in 

marriage.

Understanding the Eight Marriage Vidhis in Hinduism

Traditional Hindu texts offer a detailed account of marriage practices, 
both approved and disapproved. The °Rgvµeda Sa√hitå (10.85) 
provides early evidence of formal marriage rites, suggesting that such 
ceremonies were expected to follow well-defined rituals. Later texts, 
such as the Dharmasµutras and Smætis, elaborate on eight distinct types of 
marriage: Bråhma, Daiva, År¶a, Pråjåpatya, Åsura, Gåndharva, Råk¶asa, 
and Pai‹åca. While several of these were considered legitimate and 
in line with religious and social norms, others were tolerated under 
specific circumstances or explicitly discouraged. Interestingly, some 
forms—like the Gåndharva marriage—later became associated with 
divine or celestial figures, though they are thought to have originally 
referred to marital customs among non-Aryan groups encountered 
by the Aryans in earlier period.12 

Gåndharva marriage: The Gåndharva marriage, characterized by 
mutual consent and romantic desire, is described in ancient Sanskrit 
texts as a voluntary union based on love and attraction. Though viewed 
as socially undesirable by orthodox standards, it gained popularity 
among the k¶atriyas.13 Kålidåsa’s Abhijñåna ›åkuntalam recounts how 
sages accepted such unions for their daughters.14 Våtsyåyana praised 
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this form as the most pleasant and straightforward, emphasizing its 
foundation in mutual affection.15 

Åsura marriage: Åsura marriage involves the groom voluntarily 
giving as much wealth as he can afford to the bride and her family.16 
Though it was once more common among pre-Aryan communities 
who practiced bride-purchase, this form became viewed with 
contempt over time. Manu allows it but with limitations—gifts may 
be accepted, but not demanded. It was tolerated as a remnant of 
older traditions, not as an ideal form of marriage. 

Råk¶asa marriage: This form involves abducting the bride by force, 
sometimes with violence against her family. It was associated with the 
demon-like Råk¶asa of ancient lore and deemed unworthy though 
k¶atriyas (warrior class) practiced it to demonstrate valor.17 Examples 
include Krsna’s abduction of Rukmini and Arjuna’s of Subhadrå. 

Pai‹åca marriage: Considered the most sinful and disgraceful form, 
it involves seducing or violating a woman while she is asleep, drunk, 
or mentally disturbed. Manu ranks this as the lowest type.18

Despite their unethical nature, these marriages were recognized 
to ensure rights for women, compelling the husband to give them 
some legal and social status.

År¶a marriage: A refined version of the Åsura marriage, where the 
bride’s father accepts a cow and a bull from the groom. It reflects 
earlier practices of bride purchase, gradually ritualized and symbolic 
in nature. 19

Daiva marriage: This occurs when a priest officiating at a sacrifice 
is given the bride as a reward.20 It was exclusive to Brahmins. A key 
example is the marriage of °R¶ya‹æ∆ga and ›åntå following a successful 
Yajña that brought rain. 

Bråhma marriage: Regarded as the most ideal, where a Vedic scholar 
groom is respectfully chosen by the bride’s father.21 The daughter is 
adorned and given as a gift, a form still prevalent in Hindu tradition. 

Pråjåpatya marriage: Similar to Bråhma marriage but distinct in its 
emphasis on shared dharma. The bride’s father blesses the couple 
with the words “May you perform your duties together.”22 The 
differences between Bråhma and Pråjåpatya are unclear and possibly 
overlapping. 

Summary of the Eight Types of Marriage:

Bråhma – Gift of a daughter to a learned and virtuous man 
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Daiva – Given to a priest at a sacrifice 
År¶a – Exchange of a daughter for symbolic gifts 
Pråjåpatya – Marriage for shared dharma and household duties
Åsura – Groom pays wealth to bride’s family
Gåndharva – Voluntary love-based union 
Råk¶asa – Forcible abduction of the bride 
Pai‹åca – Seduction of a helpless girl 

While Bråhma, Daiva, År¶a, and Pråjåpatya reinforce patriarchal 
norms, Gåndharva, Åsura, Råk¶asa, and Pai‹åca show varying degrees 
of non-patriarchal elements, particularly Gåndharva. However, 
Råk¶asa, Åsura, and Pai‹åca still often disregard the woman’s consent, 
contradicting the idea of female agency.

Women’s Right to Choose Their Husband:  
The Tradition of Svayambara in Ancient Texts

In ancient Indian society, women were granted significant agency 
in matters of marriage, particularly in their right to choose their 
husbands. The Rigveda (10.27.12) reinforces this notion of a 
woman’s autonomy in marriage, stating, “How many a woman has 
been gratified by the flattering praise of man’s desire, when the bride 
is fortunate and beautiful, she of herself chooses her husband among 
men.” This passage reflects the idea that women were capable of 
exercising their will and making choices that best suited their desires 
and interests, particularly when it came to matters of marriage.

According to Manu23, a young woman is advised to wait for three 
years after reaching marriageable age before making the decision to 
select a bridegroom for herself, one who is of equal varna and rank.

The practice of Svayambara, where women chose their husbands 
from among eligible suitors, became prominent in the epics such as 
the Ramayana and Mahabharata. However, the roots of this custom 
can be traced back to the Vedic period. The Rigveda (1.119.5) alludes 
to the practice of Svayambara, which was open to girls from all varnas, 
thus allowing women across different social strata to exercise their 
right to choose their life partner. 

This custom not only underlines the agency women had in 
their marital choices but also offers a glimpse into the cultural 
understanding of marriage as a union based on mutual consent and 
personal choice, rather than solely on familial arrangements. Such 
practices highlight the progressive recognition of women’s rights 
within the social and cultural fabric of early Indian society.
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The Role of Women in Marriage:  
A Reflection of Equality and Reverence

Marriage was an established institution in Vedic times, where husbands 
and wives were regarded as equal partners. Hymn 10.85 of the 
°Rgvµeda, known as Surya’s bridal hymn, illustrates the marriage of 
Sµurya, the daughter of the sun and a manifestation of the dawn, who 
is portrayed as a typical bride. Here, the bridegroom takes her hand, 
likely in front of a fire, and declares, “Gods… have given thee to me 
to be my household’s mistress.” Later, he prays, “O Pushan, send her 
on as most auspicious, her who shall be the share of my pleasure; her 
who shall twine her loving arms about me and welcome all my love 
and embraces.”

In the Vedic conception of marriage, the bride is expected to win 
the hearts of her in-laws, embodying a central and revered position 
in her new household. The marriage mantra from the Rigveda 
(10.85.46) speaks directly to this idea, encouraging the bride to act 
as a queen in her relationships with her in-laws: “Be a queen to your 
father-in-law, be a queen to your mother-in-law, be a queen to your 
husband’s sister, be a queen to your husband’s brother.” This reflects 
the profound respect and authority afforded to women within the 
family structure, as well as the expectation of mutual respect and 
affection between the bride and her in-laws.

The wife is addressed as both the mistress and queen of the 
household, without any implication of inferiority or servitude to 
her husband. The Vedic term da√patt∂, which collectively signifies 
husband and wife, etymologically means “joint owner of the house,” 
highlighting the egalitarian nature of marriage.

The marriage vows further reinforce this notion of partnership 
and equality. The husband, during the marriage ceremony, vows to 
his bride, “I take your hand for good fortune, that you may attain 
old age with me as your husband” (Rigveda 10.85.36). Commenting 
on the mantra, Dayanand Saraswati states, “O lady, I take you as my 
wife for the happiness of the household ashrama. I pledge that I 
will never disrespect or hurt you by my deeds. The wife also makes 
a similar promise, committing to mutual respect and harmony in 
their household.”24 The groom pledges to protect and honor his 
wife, ensuring her wellbeing and happiness, while the bride vows to 
support and respect her husband.

Within the family, the wife held a central role as her husband’s 
partner in religious duties, earning the title of dharma Patn∂, a religious 
wife. Vedic philosophy viewed a woman as the complementary half of 
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a man, and a wife as the other half of her husband. Consequently, 
a man was considered incomplete until he acquired a wife who bore 
him a child. Upon obtaining a wife and having a child, he attained 
completeness. The same concept appears in the Taittir∂ya Sa√hitå, 
where the wife is similarly described as the other half of her husband.

To express the idea that neither is whole without the other, 
the term da√patt∂ is used in the Vedas. In fact, in the case of Vedic 
marriage, the last step in the seven- step process desires friendship 
between the two.” 25 Marriage was seen as a spiritual companionship. 
The °Rgvµeda reinforces this notion, stating, “May the universal gods 
unite our hearts; may the waters blend them; may Måtari‹van (the 
god of Wind), Dhåtå (the Creator), and Sarasvat∂ (the bountiful 
goddess of wisdom and arts) bring our hearts together in unity.”26 

Tripathi also notes that terms like gæhaƒ∂ and da√patt∂ in Sanskrit 
literature reflect women’s ownership of the household. In matriarchal 
societies, a woman is the mistress of her own house, overseeing its 
management and maintaining control over financial resources.27 
These expressions highlight the crucial role and authority women 
held in domestic affairs, emphasizing their autonomy and leadership 
in early Indian culture. 

While Vedic philosophy uses several terms for women, such as 
jåyå, jani, and patn∂, it is striking that the word bhåryå (meaning one 
who is nurtured) is not used.28 Over time, as economic structures 
changed, the concept of male guardianship over women took shape. 
As a result, women began to be referred to more often as bhåryå, 
and men as bhartå (the nurturer), replacing the earlier use of patn∂. 
Despite these shifts, the imagery of the wife as Ardhå∆ga (half of the 
body) continued to be present in the Smætis, epics, and later writings. 
Though social customs transformed, the wife’s role remained vital, 
and the term Ardhå∆gin∂ remained in usage, highlighting the lasting 
importance of women.29 

The epic literature of ancient India also underscores the honour 
and significance granted to a wife. According to the Mahåbhårata, 
“A wife is one-half of a man’s body, his closest companion, and the 
foundation of righteousness, prosperity, and livelihood. For a man 
seeking to face the trials of life, his wife serves as his chief support and 
resource.”30 The text also declares, “A house cannot be considered 
a true home without a wife; in her absence, it resembles a forest.” 28  

Such early sources clearly demonstrate the esteem afforded to 
women, highlighting their essential role in nurturing stability and 
wellbeing within both the household and society.
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Wife’s Inheritance Rights

As soon as a woman becomes a wife, her Str∂dhana—that is, her 
discretionary wealth (the wealth to be used at her discretion)—
becomes a crucial right. Many Smæti writers have explained this 
concept in detail. Str∂dhana refers to the property given to a woman 
at marriage, which is to be safeguarded for her exclusive use. 
Hindu society recognized women’s right to Str∂dhana early on and 
progressively expanded its scope.

Yåjñavalkya contributed significantly to inheritance and partition 
laws, recognizing for the first time a woman’s right to inherit the 
property of a sonless male. He clearly defines the order of succession: a 
man’s wife, daughters, parents, brothers, nephews, gotrajas, bandhus, 
disciple, and fellow student. He also favored daughters over sons and 
husbands as heirs to Str∂dhana. Additionally, he stipulated that if a 
wife had not received Str∂dhana from her husband or father-in- law, 
she should receive an equal share as the sons at the time of property 
division (Ya. 2.115).

Manu includes six types of gifts under Str∂dhana: (1) what is given 
before the fire, (2) at the time of departure, (3) in token of love, (4) 
from the brother, (5) the mother, and (6) the father31 Vi¶ƒu further 
adds three more categories: gifts from the son, other relatives, and 
compensation for supersession.

Early society placed significant emphasis on securing women’s 
means of sustenance. Though daughters and married women were 
not considered direct heirs to their father’s or husband’s estate, 
specific guidelines instructed brothers to provide their sisters with 
a share of the inheritance—failure to do so would result in social 
exclusion.32 One passage affirms, “The son is like one’s own self, and 
the daughter holds equal status to the son; therefore, as long as she 
retains her true identity, how can anyone else claim his property?” 
33 This principle is echoed in the Mahåbhårata, which upholds the 
rightful entitlement of daughters to family property.

The idea of Str∂dhana and women’s inheritance rights in ancient 
Hindu society signifies a growing awareness of women’s economic 
independence. Although traditional legal texts like the Dharma‹åstras 
and Smætis affirmed a woman’s entitlement to property, their practical 
application was often influenced by prevailing social conventions. 
Despite these constraints, the legal framework emphasized the need 
to protect women’s financial security. Recognizing a daughter’s 
legitimate share in inheritance and treating Str∂dhana as a woman’s 
personal and inalienable property were crucial developments toward 
promoting gender justice. These early principles not only enhanced 
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women’s status within the family but also laid the groundwork 
for future reforms aimed at reinforcing their economic and legal 
empowerment.

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the role of a wife is regarded as equally vital, as she 
is acknowledged as the saha-dharmachåriƒ∂—a true partner in the 
shared journey of dharma. Vedic philosophy places deep respect on 
the position and contribution of women, especially in the context of 
marriage.

The MårkaƒŒeya Puråƒa underscores the wife’s essential role in 
achieving life’s primary goals, emphasizing that a husband must 
honor and protect his wife. She is not just a companion but a key 
partner in realizing dharma, artha, and kåma—religion, prosperity, 
and love. When both spouses support and regulate one another, 
these three goals are achieved in harmony. The text asks, “Without a 
wife, how can a man attain religion, wealth, or love?”—highlighting 
that these pursuits are inherently connected to her. Likewise, a wife 
cannot fulfill her religious or personal duties without her husband. 
This triad is deeply rooted in the institution of marriage. The text 
further notes that men cannot properly conduct rituals for gods, 
ancestors, dependents, or guests without a wife. Even wealth, if 
accumulated, is of no use without her presence, or if she is unworthy. 
It clearly states that genuine love for a man is incomplete without a 
wife.34 

Ancient Indian marital traditions, as reflected in Vedic, Smæti, and 
epic literature, underscore the profound esteem accorded to women 
within the institution of marriage. Far from being passive participants, 
wives were envisioned as saha-dharmachåriƒ∂s—equal companions 
in the pursuit of dharma, artha, and kåma. The sacred texts depict 
marriage not merely as a social arrangement but as a spiritual and 
reciprocal bond where both partners shared responsibilities, rights, 
and reverence.

From the early °Rgvedic hymns to Dharma‹åstra injunctions, 
women emerge as vital custodians of domestic, ritual, and ethical 
life. The concept of da√patt∂ emphasized joint ownership and 
co-leadership of the household, while the legal recognition of 
Str∂dhana and inheritance rights reflected a growing awareness of 
female autonomy. Practices like Svaya√vara and the mutual vows 
in marriage ceremonies further point to the acknowledgment of 
women’s agency and dignity.
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Although later socio-political transformations introduced 
patriarchal restrictions, the foundational vision remained rooted in 
partnership and mutual respect. Re-examining these ancient ideals 
can inspire contemporary discourse on gender equity, reminding 
us that the seeds of equality were sown deep within India’s early 
philosophical and cultural heritage.
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