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ABSTRACT

This paper presents a critical review and meta-analysis of past scholarship on gender representation
and women's roles in Sanskrit literary traditions, spanning Vedic hymns, epic narratives, classical
drama, Puranic literature, and medieval kavya. Rather than generating primary textual
interpretation, the study-Systematically synthesizes existing research to map how women have been
constructed, contested, and re-read across three millennia of Sanskrit composition and its modern
scholarly reception. Drawing on a corpus of thirty peer-reviewed sources, the review classifies prior
work into philological, ‘feminist, comparative-mythological, socio-historical, and performance-
oriented strands;.and traces the evolution-of interpretive paradigms from colonial-era Orientalist
readings to contemporary feminist and subaltern re-evaluations. The meta-analysis reveals persistent
tensions between normative archetypes the chaste wife (pativrata), the goddess-identified heroine,
and the ascetic renunciant and counter-currents of female agency, intellectual authority, and erotic
subjectivity documented in figures such as Draupadi, Shakuntala, Gargi, and the courtesan-poets of
classical drama. The paper further identifies methodological gaps in existing literature, including
insufficient attention to regional and vernacular intertexts, underuse of digital textual corpora, and a
scarcity of comparative cross-genre frameworks. By consolidating fragmented scholarship into a
coherent critical architecture, this review clarifies where consensus exists, where interpretive disputes

remain unresolved, and where future research on gender in Sanskrit literature should be directed.
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background and Rationale

Sanskrit literary traditions constitute one of the longest continuous textual cultures in the world, encompassing
the Vedic corpus, the two great epics, classical courtly drama, Puranic mythography, and centuries of lyric and
devotional kavya. Within this vast corpus, the representation of women occupies a paradoxical position: revered
as goddesses and the embodiments of speech, learning, and cosmic power, yet frequently subordinated within
social and narrative structures that privilege patrilineal authority and normative wifely duty. This tension has
attracted sustained scholarly attention since the nineteenth century, moving through Orientalist, nationalist,
structuralist, and feminist phases of interpretation, each. producing a substantial but scattered body of research.
The present review responds to the absence of a singleconsolidated account of this scholarship by

systematically mapping, comparing, and evaluating past work rather than.proposing new textual readings [1].
1.2 Objectives of the Review

The review pursues four interlocking objectives. First, it seeks to catalogue the principal female archetypes that
recur across genres and periods, as identified in prior scholarship. Second, it aims to trace the historiographical
evolution of interpretive frameworks applied to these archetypes, from philological description to feminist
critique. Third, it evaluates the methodological rigor and evidentiary basis of representative studies,
distinguishing textually grounded arguments from speculative or ideologically driven readings. Fourth, it
identifies-gaps-and contradictions in the existing literature that warrant further primary research, thereby

positioning this review as.a foundation for subsequent empirical or textual studies [2].
1.3 Scope and Structure of the Paper

The scope of the review is deliberately bounded to secondary scholarship published in peer-reviewed venues,
Indological monographs, and recognized critical editions that engage explicitly with questions of gender and
women's roles in Sanskrit sources; primary Sanskrit texts are referenced only as they are discussed within the
reviewed scholarship. The paper is organized as follows: Section 2 presents the systematic survey of past work,
Section 3 details the review methodology, Section 4 offers a critical analysis of the surveyed scholarship,
Section 5 discusses the broader implications and unresolved debates, and Section 6 concludes with directions for
future research [3].
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2. SURVEY OF PAST WORK

Early Western Indological scholarship, exemplified by nineteenth- and early twentieth-century philologists,
approached women in Sanskrit texts primarily through translation and textual annotation rather than sustained
gender analysis. These foundational works catalogued female characters such as Sita, Draupadi, Savitri, and
Damayanti chiefly as illustrations of moral or dharmic principles, treating chastity and wifely devotion as self-
evident cultural values rather than as constructed ideological categories. This descriptive-philological strand
established the textual corpus that later critical scholarship would revisit, but it largely reproduced the normative
framing already present within the source texts, offering little independent critical distance [5]. A second wave
of scholarship, emerging in the mid-twentieth century alongside Indian nationalist historiography, recast women
in Vedic and epic literature as evidence of an idealized ancient 'golden age' of female dignity, citing figures such
as the Vedic seer Gargi, the philosopher-debater Maitreyi, and the independent-minded Draupadi as proof of
relatively high status for women in early Indian society. This nationalist strand has been extensively critiqued in
later scholarship for conflating isolated textual exceptions with generalized social reality, and for using selective
evidence to construct a narrative of decline attributed to subsequent foreign invasion rather than examining
internal patriarchal structures embedded within the textual tradition itself. From the 1980s onward, feminist
historiography associated with scholars working in Indian. women's history introduced systematic critique of
both the philological and nationalist strands, arguing that Sanskrit textual production was itself a site of
patriarchal ideological work, in which the very act of celebrating goddesses and virtuous wives functioned to

discipline actual women into-narrow roles [6].

This body of work draws heavily on the Manu smriti and Dharma shastra literature to demonstrate how legal-
religious codification constructed the pativrata ideal as a technology of control, while simultaneously showing
how epic and Puranic narrative softened or obscured this control through emotionally compelling heroine
figures. A distinct and influential strand of survey literature focuses on the Mahabharata's Draupadi as the
paradigmatic site of contested ‘gender meaning. Multiple studies converge on the argument that Draupadi's
polyandrous marriage, her vocal protest in the Kuru assembly hall, and her repeated interrogation of dharma
constitute a sustained narrative site of female agency that exceeds and destabilizes the surrounding patriarchal
frame, even as the epic ultimately reintegrates her into normative wifely subordination by its conclusion [7].
Comparable but smaller bodies of scholarship examine Kunti, Gandhari, and Draupadi's co-wives as secondary
but analytically productive figures for theorizing maternal authority and strategic silence within the epic.
Scholarship on the Ramayana presents a comparatively more unified interpretive tradition cent red on Sita as the
normative pativrata archetype, though a significant counter-literature has emerged examining Sita's agni-
pariksha (fire ordeal) and her final exile as evidence of the text's own internal ambivalence about the costs of
idealized chastity. Regional and vernacular Ramayana traditions, including Tamil, Bengali, and folk retellings,
have been surveyed by scholars seeking to demonstrate that the pan-Indian dominance of Valmiki's Sita

obscures a far more heterogeneous set of regional Sita figures, some of which grant her considerably greater
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narrative voice and autonomous judgment. Classical Sanskrit drama, particularly the works of Kalidasa, Bhasa,
and Sudraka, has generated a substantial survey literature focused on the courtly heroine and the courtesan
(ganika) as complementary but structurally opposed female types. Studies of Kalidasa's Shakuntala emphasize
the tension between her forest-born autonomy and her eventual reabsorption into courtly marriage, while studies
of Sudraka's Mrichchakatika examine the courtesan Vasantasena as a figure of unusual narrative sympathy and
moral centrality, complicating simple binaries between virtuous wife and fallen woman. Bhasa's dramatic
reworkings of epic women, particularly his treatment of Draupadi in the Madhyama-vyayoga and Duta-vakya,
have been surveyed as evidence of an independent dramatic tradition willing to grant epic heroines sharper

rhetorical agency than their narrative source texts [8].

Puranic literature, and particularly the Devi-oriented Puranas such as the Devi Mahatmya and Devi Bhagavata
Purana, constitute a separate survey stream concerned with the theological elevation of the feminine principle
(Shakti) as cosmic creative power. Scholars in this stream generally argue that goddess theology operates on a
register largely disconnected from, and sometimes in_tension with, the lived social constraints imposed on
human women by the same textual culture, producing what several reviewed authors term the 'goddess paradox':
maximal reverence for the divine feminine coexisting with minimal social autonomy for actual women [9]. A
growing body of comparative mythological scholarship situates Sanskrit female figures alongside goddesses and
heroines from Greek, Mesopotamian, and other Indo-European traditions, arguing for shared structural patterns
in how ancient literatures manage female power through either deification or domestication. This comparative
strand, while illuminating cross-cultural patterns, has been ecriticized within the surveyed literature for
occasionally flattening the specific historical and. doctrinal particularities of Sanskrit textual production in
service of broader universalist claims [10]. Finally, a smaller but methodologically significant body of recent
scholarship applies performance studies and reception theory to examine how Sanskrit female characters have
been reinterpreted in modern Indian theatre, dance-drama, and film, arguing that contemporary performance
traditions actively renegotiate the gender politics of the source texts for present-day audiences. This reception-
oriented strand, together with an emerging but still limited use of digital humanities methods for corpus-wide
lexical analysis of gendered terminology, represents the most recent methodological frontier identified within

the surveyed literature, and is discussed further in the critical analysis that follows [11].

3. METHODOLOGY

This review adopts a systematic literature review methodology adapted from the PRISMA framework, modified
for application to humanities scholarship rather than clinical or scientific studies. The corpus of sources was
identified through structured searches of academic databases including JSTOR, Project MUSE, and specialized
Indological repositories such as the Digital Corpus of Sanskrit and the Sanskrit Library, using search terms
combining 'gender’, ‘women', 'Sanskrit literature', ‘pativrata’, and named female figures such as 'Draupadi' and
'Sita’ in conjunction with ‘feminist' or ‘critical' [15]. An initial pool of ninety-six records was retrieved and
screened for direct thematic relevance to gender representation and women's roles, after which sixty-eight
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records advanced to full-text eligibility assessment. Eligibility criteria required that sources engage substantively
and analytically with questions of gender or women's roles in Sanskrit textual traditions, rather than mentioning
female characters incidentally within broader literary or religious studies. Sources were further required to be
peer-reviewed monographs, journal articles, or recognized critical editions with scholarly apparatus, excluding
popular or devotional retellings lacking critical apparatus [16]. Applying these criteria, and removing duplicate
or overlapping treatments of identical arguments by the same authors, reduced the eligible pool to forty-five
sources, from which thirty were selected for the final synthesis corpus on the basis of analytical depth, citation
influence within the field, and representativeness across the philological, nationalist, feminist, comparative-
mythological, and performance-studies strands identified in Section 2. The thirty selected sources were then
coded thematically along four axes: (i) primary textual corpus addressed (Vedic, epic, classical dramatic,
Puranic, or vernacular), (ii) interpretive paradigm employed (philological, nationalist-revivalist, feminist-
critical, comparative-mythological, or performance-reception), (iii) principal female figures or archetypes
discussed, and (iv) the nature of the argument advanced regarding agency, subordination, or ambivalence. This
coding scheme, summarized visually in the flow diagram. and thematic distribution presented below, forms the

analytical basis for the critical evaluation and discussion that follow in Sections 4 and 5 [18].

Identification
(records located via
JSTOR, Sanskrit-texicon
databases, library catalogues)
n =96

Screening
(titles/abstracts screened for
relevance to gender & women's
roles)
n =68

Eligibility
(fuli-text assessed;
non-peer-reviewed and
duplicate entries removed)
n=45

Included in
Critical Review
(final corpus synthesized)
n =30

Figure 1: PRISMA-style flow diagram of the literature selection process.

Figure 1 illustrates the four-stage screening process by which the final review corpus was assembled. Beginning
with ninety-six records identified across academic databases and Indological repositories, the process moved
through title-and-abstract screening, which reduced the pool to sixty-eight records judged thematically relevant

to gender and women's roles in Sanskrit literature. Full-text eligibility assessment, applying peer-review and
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critical-apparatus criteria, narrowed this further to forty-five sources. A final selection step, prioritizing
analytical depth and representativeness across interpretive strands, yielded the thirty-source corpus that anchors

the critical analysis, discussion, and meta-analytic claims advanced throughout this review [19].

4. CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF PAST WORK

Evaluated collectively, the philological strand of scholarship, while indispensable for establishing reliable
textual foundations, is methodologically limited by its reluctance to interrogate the ideological function of the
categories it describes. By treating chastity, devotion, and maternal sacrifice as transparent moral values rather
than historically constructed norms, early philological work risks naturalizing precisely the power structures that
later feminist scholarship seeks to expose, and its continued citation without critical qualification in some
contemporary surveys represents a persistent weakness in the field's citation practices: The nationalist-revivalist
strand, though historically significant in shaping mid-twentieth-century Indian self-understanding, exhibits the
most serious evidentiary problems among the reviewed literature. Its reliance on a small number of exceptional
Vedic and epic women Gargi, Maitreyi, and Draupadi chief among them to generalize about the status of
women across an entire textual millennium constitutes a sampling-fallacy that subsequent scholarship has
repeatedly, and in this reviewer's assessment convincingly, identified [20]. Nevertheless, this strand's excavation
of specific textual episodes of female intellectual authority remains empirically useful when properly
contextualized rather than generalized, and later critical scholarship has productively repurposed its textual
discoveries while rejecting its interpretive conclusions. The feminist-critical strand demonstrates the strongest
methodological rigor among the surveyed literature, particularly in its close reading of Dharma shastra legal
codification alongside narrative texts, which allows it to distinguish prescriptive ideology from descriptive

social practice more carefully than either the philological or nationalist strands [21].

However, even.within this strand, meaningful internal disagreement persists regarding how much interpretive
weight to place on moments of narrative female protest, such as Draupadi's assembly-hall speech: some scholars
read such moments as genuine sites of textual subversion, while others argue they are ultimately narrative safety
valves that permit temporary transgression precisely in order to reaffirm the legitimacy of the patriarchal order
once resolved [22]. The comparative-mythological strand contributes valuable cross-cultural perspective but is
the most vulnerable within the reviewed corpus to overgeneralization, occasionally subordinating Sanskrit-
specific doctrinal detail, such as the precise theological status of Shakti within Shaiva and Shakta traditions, to
broader structuralist claims about goddess mythology that apply unevenly across the compared traditions.
Reviewed critiques of this strand persuasively argue for greater doctrinal specificity as a corrective, without
necessarily invalidating the comparative project itself [23]. The performance-and-reception strand, while the
smallest of the five identified strands, is analytically valuable precisely because it demonstrates empirically that
the gender meanings of Sanskrit female characters are not fixed by the source text alone but are actively
renegotiated by each performing generation, a finding that indirectly supports the feminist-critical strand's claim
that gender representation is constructed rather than natural. This strand's relative underdevelopment, combined

87|Page
www.mjapjournal.com 2026/MJAP/09/2011



http://www.mjapjournal.com/

Multidisciplinary Journal of Academic Publications
ISSN (Online): 3107-538X
Vol. 02, Issue 04, July— August 2026

with the still-nascent application of digital corpus methods for large-scale lexical analysis of gendered
vocabulary across the Sanskrit canon, together constitute the most significant methodological gap identified
across the thirty-source review corpus, discussed further below [24].

Performance &
Reception Studies

Ferminist )
Gender Theory

Soclo-
Historical

Comparative

Phifalegical / Mythology

Textual

Figure 2: Thematic and methodological orientation of the reviewed scholarship (n = 30).

Figure 2 presents the proportional distribution of the thirty reviewed sources across the five interpretive strands
identified in the coding scheme. Feminist and gender-theoretical approaches account for the largest share, at
roughly thirty percent of the corpus, reflecting the field's decisive turn toward critical gender analysis since the
1980s [25]. Philological and socio-historical approaches| together constitute a substantial secondary share,
underscoring. the continued importance of textual and contextual grounding. Comparative mythological studies
and performance-and-reception scholarship‘represent smaller but analytically distinct minorities, indicating that
cross-cultural and reception-based methods remain comparatively underexplored relative to text-internal critical

approaches within the surveyed literature [26].

5. DISCUSSION

The meta-analytic synthesis undertaken in this review suggests that scholarship on gender in Sanskrit literature
has moved through a discernible arc: from unreflective philological description, through nationalist idealization,
to sustained feminist critique, and now toward comparative and reception-based diversification. This trajectory
broadly mirrors developments in postcolonial and feminist historiography more generally, but the Sanskrit-
specific material introduces distinctive complications, chief among them the 'goddess paradox' identified in

Section 2, whereby theological reverence for the feminine principle coexists with social constraint on actual
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women, a tension that the reviewed literature has not yet fully theorized in an integrated way [27]. A recurring
point of unresolved scholarly disagreement concerns the interpretive status of female protest moments within
canonical narratives, exemplified by Draupadi's speech in the Mahabharata's assembly-hall scene. This review's
synthesis suggests that the disagreement between subversion-readings and containment-readings may be less a
genuine interpretive contradiction than a reflection of the texts' own internal ambivalence: multiple reviewed
authors independently note that epic and dramatic narratives frequently grant heroines vivid rhetorical agency
precisely within scenes that are narratively bounded and ultimately resolved in favor of patriarchal order,
suggesting that agency and containment operate simultaneously rather than as mutually exclusive interpretive
options. The comparative figures presented in this review's fifth figure, discussed below, further indicate that
female agency is not uniformly distributed across Sanskrit genres but varies systematically by textual form, with
dramatic and lyric genres generally affording greater narrative voice and -mobility than Puranic mythography,
which despite its theological elevation of the feminine principle tends to constrain human female characters
most tightly [28].

This genre-sensitive finding, while consistent across several reviewed studies, has not previously been
synthesized as an explicit cross-genre comparative claim, and represents one of the mare original contributions
of the present meta-analytic exercise. The identified underuse of vernacular and-regional intertexts, together
with the nascent state of digital corpus methods within' this field, points toward a broader methodological
limitation: the reviewed scholarship remains heavily anchaored in a relatively small set of canonical Sanskrit
texts, chiefly the two epics and a handful of classical dramas, leaving substantial portions of the Puranic and
kavya corpus comparatively under-examined from an explicitly gender-critical perspective. Future research
building on this review would benefit from systematically extending feminist-critical methods to this
underexamined textual periphery:.

P
(unose)

P e

Classacal
Drama

M anic
Leerature

avooLer Ageniy Wore

Marrative Astonomy of Access o Myysicad
Ve AL on tuc ation Mty

Figure 3: Comparative agency scores of female characters across literary genres, synthesized from
reviewed scholarship.
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Figure 3 synthesizes qualitative findings from the reviewed literature into a comparative heat map scoring
female characters' narrative voice, autonomy of action, access to education, and physical mobility across four
major genres on a composite nine-point scale derived from recurring evaluative language in the surveyed
sources. Puranic literature scores highest on narrative voice, reflecting the rhetorical prominence granted to
goddess figures, yet scores lowest on autonomy, education, and mobility, visually confirming the ‘goddess
paradox' discussed above. Kavya and lyric poetry score most consistently high across all four dimensions,
supporting this review's genre-sensitive discussion of where female agency is most fully elaborated within the
Sanskrit corpus [29].

6. CONCLUSION

This review has consolidated three decades of fragmented scholarship on gender representation and women's
roles in Sanskrit literary traditions into a coherent critical architecture, tracing the field's movement from
descriptive philology through nationalist idealization to feminist critique and, most recently, comparative and
reception-based diversification. The meta-analysis identifies a persistent 'goddess paradox' whereby theological
reverence for the feminine coexists with social constraint on women; and demonstrates that female narrative
agency varies systematically by genre rather than uniformly across the Sanskrit.corpus, with dramatic and lyric
forms generally affording greater voice:and autonomy than Puranic mythography. Significant gaps remain in the
treatment of vernacular and regional intertexts and in the ‘application of digital corpus methods to gendered
lexical analysis at scale. Future research should priorities. extending feminist-critical frameworks to
underexamined regional and Puranic material, developing digitally assisted comparative frameworks capable of
tracking gendered representation. across the full breadth of the Sanskrit canon, and further theorizing the

relationship between theological elevation and social constraint identified throughout this review [30].
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