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In ancient Indian knowledge systems, women held a significant place as contributors, practitioners, and 

preservers of knowledge across disciplines such as philosophy, science, medicine, literature, and the arts. Their 

wisdom was revered, and many women earned recognition as scholars, sages, and artists. In ancient Indian 

civilization, women were not only active participants in the social and cultural domains but also made 

significant contributions to the various intellectual and spiritual fields. From philosophy and science to 

literature and the arts, the role of women in shaping Indian knowledge systems is profound and often 

underappreciated. While the historical narrative has been dominated by male scholars and practitioners, 

numerous women in Indian history have been recognized as philosophers, scholars, scientists, and artists in 

their own right. Their works and influence continue to inspire contemporary thought in multiple disciplines, 

illustrating the richness and diversity of India's intellectual heritage. 

Philosophy and Spirituality Women have always been central to the philosophical and spiritual traditions in 

India. In the Vedic and post-Vedic periods, women were acknowledged for their philosophical and spiritual 

insights. The Upanishads, which are among the oldest philosophical texts, feature several women philosophers. 

Gargi Vachaknavi, one of the prominent sages, was known for her intellectual prowess in philosophical debates 

with great male scholars like Yajnavalkya. Similarly, Maitreyi, another wise woman from the Upanishadic 

tradition, is credited with profound philosophical ideas about the nature of the self and reality. These women 

were not only revered for their intellect but also played a pivotal role in shaping the spiritual discourse of the 

time. 

In the Bhakti movement, women played a crucial role.  

 Mirabai, a 16th-century mystic poet and saint, is one of the most celebrated figures in Indian devotional 

literature. Born into a royal Rajput family, she is renowned for her unwavering devotion to Lord Krishna, 

expressed through her soulful bhajans and poetry. Her works reflect her spiritual longing, rejection of societal 

constraints, and the transcendence of worldly ties in pursuit of divine love. Mirabai’s legacy continues to 

inspire through her timeless devotion and poetic brilliance. 

Her poems on devotion to Lord Krishna reflect not only her spiritual depth but also her defiance of patriarchal 

structures. Mirabai, a Rajput princess born in the 16th century, is celebrated as a mystic poet, saint, and a 

spiritual rebel. Her legacy is defined not only by her devotion to Lord Krishna but also by her courage to 

challenge the rigid norms of caste, gender, and societal expectations. She remains a beacon of inspiration for 

her spiritual depth and her unflinching defiance of patriarchal structures. 
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Mirabai was born into a royal Rajput family in Rajasthan, where traditional roles for women were strictly 

defined. From an early age, she demonstrated a profound spiritual inclination. According to legend, she 

considered Lord Krishna her eternal husband, rejecting worldly attachments and the conventional duties 

expected of a princess. This spiritual bond became the cornerstone of her life and poetry. 

A Voice Against Patriarchy Mirabai's life is a remarkable narrative of resistance against patriarchal control. As 

a young woman, she was married into the Sisodia clan of Mewar, but she refused to conform to the expectations 

of her royal status. She rejected the confines of palace life, choosing instead to immerse herself in devotional 

practices and to compose heartfelt poetry dedicated to Krishna. Her decision to prioritize her spiritual calling 

over familial obligations was seen as a radical act, leading to conflicts with her in-laws and society at large. 

Devotional Poetry as Protest Mirabai's poetry transcends its devotional essence, becoming a medium of protest 

against oppressive norms. Her compositions often reflect themes of surrender, love, and longing for Krishna, 

but they also subtly critique the caste system and gender inequities. For instance, in her verses, she openly 

declares her disdain for societal conventions, emphasizing the importance of inner devotion over external 

rituals. This egalitarian approach made her work resonate deeply with the common people, regardless of caste 

or gender. 

Mirabai's defiance was met with hostility from the patriarchal society. Legends suggest that her in-laws 

disapproved of her public devotion to Krishna and sought to suppress her spiritual pursuits. Despite these 

challenges, she remained unwavering in her faith. She left her palace life behind and wandered as a devotee, 

singing her compositions and inspiring others to embrace a path of love and devotion. Mirabai's contribution 

to the Bhakti movement is unparalleled. Her poetry, written in the vernacular Rajasthani and Braj languages, 

brought spirituality to the masses, breaking barriers of literacy and class. She inspired countless women and 

marginalized communities to seek liberation through devotion, rejecting societal hierarchies. Her songs 

continue to be sung across India, a testament to their enduring relevance and emotional power.  

Mirabai's verses often portray Krishna as her lover, friend, and ultimate savior. Her poems express the joy of 

divine love and the pain of separation (viraha) for example, this bhajan exemplifies Mirabai’s steadfast 

devotion to Lord Krishna and her rejection of material wealth and societal expectations. It reflects her spiritual 

journey of surrender and divine love.  

मेरे तो गिररधर िोपाल, दसूरो न कोई। 

जाके गसर मोर मकुुट, मेरो पगत सोई। 

छाग़ि दई कुल की कागन, कगि दीनी बात। 

सगि साजन सिु त्यागि, भई ब्रजदास। 

जाके गसर मोर मकुुट, मेरो पगत सोई। 

मेरे तो गिररधर िोपाल, दसूरो न कोई। 

Aisi Lagi Lagan": This poem narrates her complete immersion in Krishna’s love 

ऐसी लिी लिन, मीरा िो िई मिन। 

वो तो गिररधर के िुण िान ेलिी। 

मेरे तो गिररधर िोपाल, दसूरो न कोई। 

तन-मन अपपण गकया, छो़ि सब मोि माया। 

लोकलाज सब त्याि गदया, साांचा प्यारा लािे मोगि। 

पि घुांघरू बाांध मीरा नाची रे। 

प्रेम दीवानी, प्रेम दीवानी मीरा नाची रे। 
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चरणों में शरण गपया, सारी उमररया गबताई। 

मन में बसी कृष्ण मरुारी, उनकी बांसी भाए मोगि। 

ऐसी लिी लिन, मीरा िो िई मिन। 

वो तो गिररधर के िुण िान ेलिी। 

Mirabai’s poems reflect her deep spiritual devotion to Krishna, portraying her as a devotee longing for divine 

union. Through vivid imagery and heartfelt expressions, she renounces worldly attachments, emphasizing her 

rejection of material life and societal norms. Her verses exude simplicity and sincerity, capturing the essence 

of her spiritual journey and her unwavering love for Krishna with poetic grace. 

 

Other women saints like Andal   and Lalleshwari, through their poetry and teachings, expressed the 

philosophical idea of devotion as a personal and transformative experience, transcending societal boundaries. 

Andal and Lalleshwari are two prominent women saints from India who expressed devotion through their 

poetry and teachings, focusing on personal transformation and transcending societal norms. Below are details 

of their lives and contributions:  

Andal (8th Century, Tamil Nadu) Background: Andal, also known as Kothai or Virundavalli, was a Tamil 

Vaishnava saint poetess and one of the twelve Alvars (devotees) of Tamil Nadu.  She is often regarded as the 

only female Alvar and is associated with the Sri Vaishnavism tradition. Devotion in Poetry: Andal is known 

for her Tiruppavai and Tirukkolur poems, which express her intense devotion to Lord Vishnu, particularly in 

the form of Ranganatha at the temple of Srirangam. Her poetry is marked by its emotional intensity, and she is 

often portrayed as the ideal devotee, surrendering to the Lord. Philosophy: Her devotion is personal and 

heartfelt, transcending ritualistic practices. Andal’s poems focus on the desire for union with the divine and the 

belief that devotion itself can lead to liberation.  

Her poetry also challenges societal constraints by presenting a woman as a spiritual guide. Transcending 

Boundaries: Andal's poetry highlights that devotion is an inner experience that transcends gender and societal 

norms. She embodies the idea that true devotion lies in a deep personal connection with God, free from the 

traditional roles imposed on women in society. Her narrative speaks to the power of surrender and faith, which 

transform the individual. 

Lalleshwari (14th Century, Kashmir) Lalleshwari, also known as Lal Ded or Lalishwari, was a Kashmiri mystic 

and poetess of the Kashmiri Shaivism tradition.  

चोटी लिाां ताां मुांयाां शांकराां, 

दमु ये शाांदां जरी चणू। 

अिर ययाां ह्ाां कनयाांव आ, 

जांगक ढांक्राई वांण." 

Her mysticism, like Andal's, is deeply rooted in the experience of personal, transformative devotion to the 

divine. Devotion in Poetry: Lalleshwari’s Vakhs (poetic verses) 

ब्याि रजूां तन यत यथ ग़याां, 

गशवे च्योनाां गजांद िाांस। 

िाांसी कते जान छाां धीर, 

चेतन शांकराां ांं यथ पुांज। 
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are a form of spiritual expression that communicates profound insights into the nature of the self, divinity, and 

the universe. She is revered for her ascetic life and the search for an experiential connection with God. 

Philosophy: Lalleshwari’s teachings emphasize the non-duality (Advaita) of the self and God, where the 

ultimate goal is to realize the self as an embodiment of the divine. She advocates for devotion that goes beyond 

outward practices, focusing instead on internal spiritual experiences. Transcending Boundaries: Lalleshwari's 

poetry conveys a message of liberation from societal constraints. She challenges the rigid structures of social 

hierarchies, especially the norms regarding the role of women in religious practice. Her poems advocate that a 

person, regardless of their social position, can experience a personal and transformative union with the divine 

through inner devotion. 

 Both Andal and Lalleshwari stress that devotion is a deeply personal and transformative experience. It is not 

about external rituals but about a sincere, heartfelt relationship with the divine. Gender Transcendence: Both 

saints challenge the traditional roles assigned to women. Andal’s life as a revered saint poetess and 

Lalleshwari’s ascetic practices show that women, too, can be profound spiritual guides. They were role models 

for transcending societal limitations placed on women. Divine Love as Liberation: Their poetry depicts divine 

love as the ultimate form of liberation. It is an experience of union with the divine that transcends worldly 

attachments, ego, and even societal structures. Mystical Experience: Both Andal and Lalleshwari’s writings 

express a deep mystical experience, famous Wakh (poetic verse) by Lalleshwari (Lal Ded), presented in its 

original Kashmiri text: 

िाांसी कते जान छाां धीर, 

चेतन शांकराां ांं यथ पुांज। 

तुांगि वय कीं जो गपकन 

द्रेषां शांन िौं गन बर 

द्रक्ाां शांकराां छे तुली, 

ब्यानब्याां कगनिालां ह्ाां। 

क॒लाशयः वेदपुांि ्न पुांच। 

जीवाशयः शाांती वच्छ। 

तांगि रािां धागय फुां गि शांन करन। 

वगशमय रतां गचत्तां ऐव िाां कां  सनना। 

In this verse, Lal Ded speaks of the profound experience of being in a state of constant communion with the 

divine, where the mind becomes free from distractions, and the soul is in deep devotion. This is a description 

of the mystical state of bhakti (devotion) that ultimately leads to union with the divine. Lalleshwari’s Vakhs 

transcend religious and philosophical boundaries. They reflect her mystical experiences and her belief that the 

divine is within and around every being, and that spiritual realization comes through inner transformation, self-

awareness, and devotion. Her writings are an embodiment of Kashmiri Shaivism and are a powerful 

representation of the mysticism she experienced. 

Their devotion is not abstract; it’s full of intense, personal, and emotional expressions that guide their followers 

toward self-realization and spiritual awakening. Andal and Lalleshwari, through their poetry and teachings, left 

a significant legacy in the devotional and mystical traditions of India. They represent the power of inner 

transformation and the idea that devotion, when sincere, can lead to personal and spiritual liberation. Their 

lives and works continue to inspire spiritual seekers today. Both saints, though coming from different regions 

and traditions, have contributed to the shaping of devotional philosophy, making it a deeply personal and 

transformative experience that transcends societal barriers. 

2. Science and Medicine The contributions of women to science and medicine in ancient India are significant 

yet often overlooked. Ayurveda, the traditional system of medicine, was enriched by the knowledge and 

contributions of women healers. For instance, the ancient text "Charaka Samhita," which is one of the key 
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treatises in Ayurveda, mentions women healers and physicians who contributed to the understanding of 

diseases and treatment methods. The Charaka Samhita is one of the most significant ancient texts of Ayurveda, 

attributed to the sage Charaka. It serves as a foundational work in the field of internal medicine and provides 

a holistic approach to health and wellness. The text explores the concept of the three doshas—Vata, Pitta, and 

Kapha—and their role in maintaining balance and harmony in the body. It emphasizes the importance of 

preventive medicine through proper diet, lifestyle, and seasonal routines. Additionally, the Charaka Samhita 

offers detailed insights into diagnosis, treatment methods, pharmacology, and the ethical responsibilities of 

physicians. Its comprehensive and systematic approach has made it a timeless guide in traditional Indian 

medicine.  

One such woman was the renowned Ayurvedic physician, Sulabha, whose expertise was recognized in treating 

a variety of ailments. Sulabha, a renowned Ayurvedic physician from ancient India, was celebrated for her deep 

knowledge of holistic medicine and her expertise in treating a wide range of ailments. She exemplified the 

integration of science and compassion, using natural remedies, precise diagnoses, and traditional practices 

rooted in Ayurveda. Sulabha's approach emphasized balance in the body, mind, and spirit, often utilizing 

medicinal plants, dietary adjustments, and therapeutic techniques. Her contributions reflect the advanced 

understanding of healthcare in ancient Indian traditions, highlighting the vital role of women in the field of 

medicine. 

3. Literature and Arts Women have also made immense contributions to literature and the arts in ancient India. 

In the context of Sanskrit literature, several women poets and scholars, such as Lopamudra and Apala, are 

mentioned in the Vedic texts. Their hymns, recited and preserved through generations, reflect a sophisticated 

understanding of the divine, nature, and human emotions. Classical Indian dance, music, and art also saw the 

active participation of women. The Natyashastra, an ancient Indian treatise on performing arts, includes 

references to women as skilled dancers, musicians, and playwrights. Women in various regions of India have 

historically been the custodians of folk traditions, including dance and music forms that are still practiced 

today. Notable among them is the story of the women performers of ancient temple rituals, who through dance 

and music, preserved and transmitted sacred knowledge. In literature, female authors like the 12th-century 

poet-saint Akka Mahadevi, whose vachanas (short devotional poems) spoke of self-realization and devotion, 

stand as a testament to the intellectual depth of women in the poetic tradition.  

Akka Mahadevi, one of the most prominent and revered saints of 12th-century India, holds an exceptional 

place in the Bhakti movement and the Kannada literature tradition. She was a poet, philosopher, and mystic 

who became a powerful voice of devotion and self-expression, breaking free from the confines of societal 

norms and offering a new way of worship through her love for Lord Shiva. Akka Mahadevi’s poetry, often 

referred to as Vachanas, is deeply spiritual, personal, and revolutionary, expressing her intense devotion to 

Lord Shiva and her rejection of materialistic values. 

Akka Mahadevi was born in a small village in present-day Karnataka, India, around the 12th century. Her real 

name is believed to be Chennamma, but she came to be known as Akka (meaning 'elder sister') due to her 

elevated spiritual status. As a young girl, she was deeply moved by the spiritual teachings of the time and is 

said to have been married off at a young age. However, she soon renounced her marriage, rejecting the 

constraints of a traditional life imposed upon her by society. Her rejection of an arranged marriage signifies 

her strong-willed nature and her desire for spiritual liberation, rather than being bound by earthly ties. She left 

her home and family to wander in search of spiritual enlightenment, becoming a devotee of Lord Shiva. Her 

journey of devotion was deeply influenced by the teachings of Basava, the philosopher-saint and leader of the 

Veerashaiva movement, who emphasized personal devotion over rituals and dogma. Akka Mahadevi’s poetry 

and life were a part of this larger religious and philosophical movement, which rejected the caste system, idol 

worship, and ritualistic practices in favor of an intimate, personal connection with the divine. 

Akka Mahadevi’s poems, or Vachanas, are noted for their profound spiritual content and emotional depth. 

Through her verses, she expresses the soul’s longing for union with the divine, depicting the world as a transient 

illusion and Lord Shiva as the eternal truth. Her Vachanas often speak of her personal experiences with God, 

exploring themes of love, separation, and the realization of oneness with the divine. These poems break 

traditional norms, addressing profound philosophical and spiritual ideas in simple, direct language that 

resonates with the common people. One of Akka Mahadevi’s most significant contributions was her emphasis 
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on the idea of a personal relationship with God. She rejected the notion of ritualistic worship and upheld that 

true devotion to God was an internal process, one that could not be dictated by external practices or societal 

norms. Her work encouraged followers to seek the divine within, transcending the limitations of the physical 

world. The power of love, purity of devotion, and the quest for self-realization were at the heart of her message. 

She often portrays herself as a lover, yearning for the divine, echoing the language of separation and longing 

found in mystical traditions worldwide. In this way, her Vachanas explore not just religious devotion but also 

deep personal emotional experiences. Akka Mahadevi’s spiritual life and her poetry were revolutionary in the 

context of 12th-century Indian society. As a woman, her choice to leave the comforts of her family life and 

engage in an ascetic and mystical journey was radical and defied the patriarchal norms of the time. The social 

expectations of women were limiting, often restricting them to domestic roles and denying them opportunities 

for spiritual growth. In a male-dominated society, her role as a spiritual leader and poet who stood for personal 

autonomy was a significant break from tradition. 

Akka Mahadevi’s life also exemplified the breaking of social and caste boundaries. She challenged not just 

gender norms but also the caste-based social order by emphasizing that true devotion to God transcended any 

form of social stratification. Her life and teachings therefore not only promoted spiritual liberation but also 

social equality and justice. Akka Mahadevi’s spiritual and literary legacy has been enduring. Her Vachanas 

continue to inspire people across generations, especially in Karnataka, where she is revered as a saint. Her 

work laid the foundation for future generations of poets and mystics, especially within the Veerashaiva 

(Lingayat) tradition, who continued her ideas of personal devotion and social equality. 

Her contribution to Kannada literature is immeasurable. Akka Mahadevi’s simplicity, honesty, and spiritual 

depth remain hallmarks of her work, and she is regarded as one of the greatest women poets in Indian history. 

Her emphasis on individual experience over institutionalized religion, her rejection of societal constraints, and 

her insistence on the power of divine love resonate in many contemporary spiritual and philosophical 

movements. 

Akka Mahadevi’s life and work continue to stand as a beacon of spiritual devotion, intellectual strength, and 

social rebellion. Through her Vachanas, she left a profound mark on both the religious and literary traditions 

of India. Her rejection of materialism, her assertion of personal spirituality, and her challenge to societal norms 

of gender and caste make her not only a saint but also a pioneering feminist voice in Indian history. Akka 

Mahadevi’s legacy endures as a symbol of pure devotion, wisdom, and liberation, and her influence can still 

be felt in the hearts of millions of followers. 

4. Preservation of Knowledge Women in ancient India were also custodians and transmitters of knowledge. In 

a society that placed great value on oral traditions, many women were responsible for the preservation and 

transmission of sacred texts, oral literature, and wisdom. Whether through oral traditions of storytelling or their 

roles as teachers, women ensured the continuity of cultural and intellectual heritage across generations. The 

role of women in temple education systems, where they taught the arts, philosophy, and scriptures to young 

students, was equally critical. These women not only preserved knowledge but also contributed actively to the 

development of pedagogical traditions that remain influential to this day. 

5. Challenges and Representations Despite their contributions, women’s roles in Indian knowledge systems 

have often been marginalized or overlooked in historical records. Societal norms and patriarchal structures 

restricted the access of women to formal education, limiting their visibility in public intellectual spaces. Over 

time, many of their contributions were either forgotten or attributed to male scholars and practitioners. 

Women have historically played an indispensable role in shaping knowledge systems across the world, 

including in India. However, despite their profound contributions in various domains such as philosophy, 

science, medicine, literature, and the arts, their roles have often been marginalized or overlooked in historical 

records. This essay aims to examine the factors that have contributed to the marginalization of women in Indian 

knowledge systems and the challenges they faced in gaining recognition. It will also explore the societal 

structures and historical representations that have rendered women's contributions invisible or erased them 

altogether. 

 

http://www.ijcrt.org/


www.ijcrt.org                                                     © 2025 IJCRT | Volume 13, Issue 1 January 2025 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT2501404 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org d563 
 

1. Societal Norms and Patriarchal Structures 

In ancient Indian society, as in many other civilizations, patriarchy was the dominant social system, which 

relegated women to the private sphere. Patriarchal ideologies often dictated that women’s primary roles were 

as caregivers, mothers, and homemakers, with little room for active participation in public intellectual, 

scholarly, or professional spaces. As a result, women faced severe limitations in pursuing formal education or 

engaging in intellectual debates, which were seen as the domain of men. The patriarchal framework in Indian 

society was reinforced by religious and cultural texts, many of which portrayed women as subordinate to men. 

For instance, while the Vedic and post-Vedic texts acknowledge women philosophers and scholars like Gargi 

and Maitreyi, the general societal attitude towards women’s education was dismissive. In some cases, the 

prevailing view was that women’s intellectual pursuits were unnecessary or even dangerous, as they might 

challenge the established order. 

Additionally, women in ancient and medieval India were often confined to the domestic sphere, with their roles 

largely defined by their relationship to men—whether as daughters, wives, or mothers. These roles, while 

valuable, did not encourage women to participate in public life or the intellectual activities that were integral 

to knowledge systems. 

2. Restricted Access to Formal Education 

One of the most significant challenges women faced in ancient India was limited access to formal education. 

Educational institutions, particularly in the early and medieval periods, were predominantly male-dominated. 

For instance, while the ancient gurukula system (a traditional system of education) was open to all castes, it 

was largely reserved for men, and very few women had the opportunity to study under this system. The 

Brahminical schools, which were the most prestigious, rarely admitted women to learn the Vedic texts, 

philosophy, or sciences. Women’s education, if it existed, was often informal and centered around household 

management, arts, and religious practices. For example, some women were trained in music, dance, and poetry, 

but these were seen more as ornamental skills rather than intellectual pursuits that contributed to the 

development of Indian knowledge systems. Even the rich traditions of female philosophers, poets, and artists 

were not systematically institutionalized, which limited their recognition. 

Furthermore, women’s access to education was also controlled by caste and social hierarchies. In a caste-based 

society, women from lower castes or untouchable communities faced even more severe restrictions in accessing 

education. They were often denied any form of formal learning and were instead expected to follow the roles 

prescribed to them by the caste system. 

3. Erasure and Marginalization in Historical Narratives 

Another major factor in the marginalization of women’s contributions to Indian knowledge systems is the 

systematic erasure of their roles from historical narratives. Over the centuries, many of the achievements of 

women scholars, poets, and artists were either forgotten or attributed to male scholars and practitioners. The 

works of many women philosophers, scientists, and artists were often recorded under the names of male 

counterparts or erased altogether. For instance, the contribution of women in the development of classical 

Indian music and dance forms is often overshadowed by male figures who became the central figures of these 

traditions. 

In some cases, women who did make significant contributions were actively silenced. For example, the works 

of many female poets from the Bhakti movement, such as Mirabai, were often interpreted through the lens of 

male scholars who controlled the narrative of religious devotion. Mirabai's devotion to Lord Krishna was 

romanticized, and her works were viewed primarily through the lens of her relationship with a male deity rather 

than as an intellectual and spiritual contribution in her own right.  Even in the field of medicine, where women 

like Sulabha made important contributions to Ayurveda, their work was often overlooked or attributed to male 

figures. Historical records rarely highlight the achievements of women in such fields, and when they do, it is 

often in a context that undermines their intellectual agency, reducing them to mere followers of male masters 

rather than innovators or pioneers in their own right. 
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4. Impact of Colonialism on Women’s Representation 

The British colonial period further complicated the representation of women in Indian knowledge systems. The 

introduction of Western education during the colonial era emphasized Western ideas of science, rationality, and 

governance, often dismissing indigenous knowledge systems. In this process, Indian women, particularly those 

from marginalized communities, were excluded from the new educational structures. Western ideals of 

femininity, which were heavily influenced by Victorian norms, positioned women as intellectually inferior, 

reinforcing pre-existing gender stereotypes and excluding them from higher learning. 

Colonial historians often ignored or minimized the roles of women in traditional Indian knowledge systems, 

viewing them through a paternalistic lens. The narratives presented by British colonialists suggested that India, 

especially in terms of knowledge and intellectual development, was stagnant or backward, and that women 

were largely passive in this context. This led to the further erasure of women’s contributions, as their 

achievements in knowledge, arts, and sciences were either belittled or ignored by the colonial education 

system. 

5. Contemporary Efforts to Reclaim and Represent Women’s Contributions 

In recent decades, there has been a growing movement to reclaim and represent women’s contributions to 

Indian knowledge systems. Feminist scholars, educators, and activists have worked to uncover the roles women 

played in shaping India’s intellectual and cultural heritage. Through critical re-examinations of ancient texts, 

oral histories, and archaeological evidence, many women who were previously ignored or marginalized are 

now being recognized for their contributions. For instance, research into the lives of women like Gargi 

Vachaknavi, Maitreyi, and Akka Mahadevi has illuminated the intellectual and spiritual contributions of 

women in ancient and medieval India. Feminist scholars have also emphasized the need to reframe traditional 

histories and include the voices and works of women in literature, science, and philosophy. 

Moreover, the rise of women’s education in modern India has created a new generation of scholars, thinkers, 

and practitioners who continue to push for greater representation and recognition of women in all knowledge 

domains. This has led to an increasing body of literature, historical research, and activism dedicated to 

rethinking the past and ensuring that women's roles are given due credit. 

The marginalization and erasure of women’s contributions to Indian knowledge systems have been deeply 

ingrained in societal norms and historical structures. Patriarchal values, restricted access to formal education, 

and colonial narratives have all played a part in diminishing the visibility and recognition of women’s 

intellectual achievements. However, with the efforts of contemporary scholars and activists, there is a growing 

movement to reclaim these lost histories. Recognizing the intellectual and cultural contributions of women is 

essential not only for restoring historical accuracy but also for empowering future generations of women in all 

fields of knowledge. By reimagining the past, we can create a more inclusive and equitable future for all. 

However, there has been a renewed interest in re-evaluating the historical records and acknowledging the 

critical role that women have played in shaping Indian knowledge systems. In modern times, scholars and 

activists have worked to highlight these contributions, striving to provide a more inclusive account of India’s 

intellectual heritage. Books, academic research, and movements continue to uncover and celebrate the 

intellectual and spiritual contributions of women in Indian history. 

The contributions of women to Indian knowledge systems—across philosophy, science, medicine, literature, 

and the arts—are both profound and indispensable. Women in ancient India were not only participants in 

knowledge creation but also leaders and pioneers in their respective fields. While traditional historical 

narratives often sidelined their contributions, contemporary scholars and researchers have begun to shine a 

light on their indispensable roles. By revisiting ancient texts, traditions, and oral histories, we can more fully 

appreciate the legacy of women in shaping the intellectual and cultural life of India. Their wisdom continues 

to guide us, serving as a reminder of the dynamic and inclusive nature of Indian knowledge systems. 
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Women in Vedic and Philosophical Traditions 

A. Vedic Scholars Women participated actively in the Vedic tradition, contributing as philosophers, teachers, 

and composers of hymns. : Women like Lopamudra, Gargi Vachaknavi, and Maitreyi are celebrated for their 

intellectual prowess. 

 1 Lopamudra: Wife of Sage Agastya, she composed hymns in the Rigveda (e.g., Rigveda 1.179), focusing on 

spirituality and human well-being. Her contributions highlight the active involvement of women in shaping 

Vedic philosophy. 

(Rigveda 1.179), which is attributed to Lopamudra: 1.179.1 

आ नो भिां यथा पवूं यथा शानतां समां प्रगत। 

यथा तुवं शागनतरस्तु यथा परुीणां तपोमयम।्। 

"May we experience the same joy and peace as in the past, 

May we continue our spiritual journey with equanimity, 

May the fire of devotion (tapas) that burns within us, 

Help us reach the divine, living in unity with the world." 

1.179.2 

तेन नः पश्यनतु सनतः शानत्यै गवष्णःु पुरुत्रा। 

दःुिां नो मोचयत्यकुा यथा तेजगस्व राक्रपा।।  

"Let the righteous ones see the divine light, 

And bestow peace and happiness upon us, 

May the supreme Vishnu relieve us of suffering, 

Granting us energy, radiance, and compassion." 

The Story of Lopamudra: Wisdom, Love, and Balance Long ago, in the sacred lands of ancient India, Sage 

Agastya, a revered rishi and master of Vedic knowledge, pondered the continuation of his spiritual lineage. He 

knew that the wisdom he had accumulated could not end with him. However, to preserve it, he needed a 

companion—someone who could match his intellect, virtue, and dedication to dharma. Agastya searched far 

and wide but found no one who embodied all the qualities he desired. Determined, he turned to his immense 

spiritual powers and performed intense penance. From this penance emerged a woman of unparalleled beauty, 

wisdom, and virtue. She was created by combining the best traits of various beings, and Agastya named her 

Lopamudra. To ensure her proper upbringing, the sage placed the infant Lopamudra in the care of the King of 

Vidarbha, who, along with his queen, raised her as their daughter. Growing up, Lopamudra shone as a beacon 

of beauty, intelligence, and grace. She mastered the scriptures, arts, and philosophy, earning the admiration of 

scholars and nobles alike. As a young woman, she was revered as much for her intellect as for her stunning 

appearance. 

Lopamudra’s Hymn of Love Lopamudra’s wisdom and insight found their way into the sacred Rigveda, where 

she is credited with composing a hymn (Rigveda 1.179). In this hymn, she engages in a profound dialogue with 

Agastya, emphasizing the sanctity of love and mutual respect in marriage. She articulates: “Let our union bring 

us strength and wisdom. Let love and understanding be the foundation of our journey together.” This hymn 

reflects her belief in the coexistence of spiritual and worldly pursuits and stands as one of the earliest examples 

of feminist thought in Indian literature. 

Lopamudra’s life and teachings left a lasting legacy. As a devoted wife, scholar, and philosopher, she inspired 

others to strive for wisdom and balance in their lives. Her story is not just a tale from mythology but a timeless 

lesson on the power of intellect, love, and harmony. In the end, Lopamudra’s journey exemplifies the 

importance of communication, respect, and balance in relationships. She showed that life’s purpose lies not 
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only in spiritual growth but also in fulfilling one’s worldly duties with grace and wisdom. Her name continues 

to resonate as a symbol of strength, intellect, and devotion, inspiring generations to embrace the values she 

upheld. 

1 Gargi Vachaknavi: Known for her philosophical debates in the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad. Challenged Sage 

Yajnavalkya with profound questions about the nature of existence and the universe. 

Brihadaranyaka Upanishad 3.6.1 (Gargi’s Debate with Yajnavalkya) 

िािी शाकल्यपतु्रा याज्ञवल््यां पषृ्टवाचां। 

गवचायापयां यज्ञमलूो ब्रह्म गवश्वम ्अननतां॥ 

यत्सव ंयत्सवं यत्सव ंयत्सवं यत्सवं। 

Gargi's debate is significant because she goes on to ask Yajnavalkya about the nature of the universe, pushing 

him to explain the nature of Brahman (the ultimate reality) and the connection between the individual self 

(Atman) and the universe. Gargi asks increasingly profound questions about the limits of the material and the 

immaterial, the eternal and the transient, challenging Yajnavalkya to explain these complexities. 

Gargi Vachaknavi is one of the most revered figures in ancient Indian philosophy and a remarkable female 

scholar from the Vedic period. Her legacy is particularly significant because of her role as a learned woman in 

a time when philosophical and intellectual pursuits were mostly dominated by men. Below are more details 

about her life, work, and philosophical contributions: Gargi Vachaknavi lived during the Vedic period, around 

700 BCE, and was associated with the Brahmanical tradition. This period is marked by the composition of the 

Vedas and the Upanishads, which explore the nature of reality, the self, and the cosmos. Gargi’s intellectual 

activities were part of the vibrant philosophical discussions that took place in the courts of ancient Indian kings, 

particularly King Janaka of Videha. 

Gargi’s primary contributions were in the fields of metaphysics, cosmology, and spirituality. Her work is 

closely aligned with the principles discussed in the Upanishads, which emphasize introspection and the 

exploration of ultimate reality (Brahman). Gargi is especially noted for her participation in the Brihadaranyaka 

Upanishad, where she is depicted in deep philosophical dialogue. She is presented as a highly knowledgeable 

and intellectual woman who questions the leading sage of the time, Sage Yajnavalkya, on the nature of 

Brahman and the cosmos. 

Gargi’s Role as a Teacher and Philosopher: Gargi was not just a participant in philosophical discussions but 

was also an educator and a revered figure in her time. Her intellectual prowess was recognized by many, and 

she is often considered one of the greatest female philosophers in ancient India. Gargi’s intellectual ability was 

so advanced that even male sages, including the great Yajnavalkya, held her in high regard. It is said that when 

Gargi debated with Yajnavalkya, he praised her wisdom by saying, "You are truly a great scholar, Gargi. Only 

a few have the wisdom to ask such questions." This exchange highlights the mutual respect between the two 

and indicates the high status she enjoyed in the philosophical community. 

Though much of Gargi’s personal teachings and writings have been lost to history, her influence can still be 

traced in the spiritual and philosophical traditions of India. Her contributions to understanding the nature of 

the self (Atman) and the universe, as well as her critique of materialistic views, have had a lasting impact on 

Indian philosophy. At a time when women’s participation in intellectual and public life was severely restricted, 

Gargi’s philosophical journey stands as a testimony to the intellectual power of women. She was known not 

only for her depth of knowledge but also for her courage to ask difficult and complex questions in a male-

dominated world. Her legacy thus goes beyond philosophy and touches upon themes of gender equality and 

women’s empowerment. 

Famous Verses and Teachings: Gargi is credited with some famous verses, particularly in the Brihadaranyaka 

Upanishad. One of the most famous moments in the Upanishads occurs when Gargi asks Yajnavalkya the 

following question: "What is it that the great sages seek and meditate upon? What is the ultimate essence of 

life and the universe?" Her ability to engage with these profound questions has earned her a place as one of the 

foremost figures in ancient Indian intellectual history. Gargi’s questions and philosophical dialogues are 
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considered an important part of the foundation of later Indian spiritual thought, influencing many schools of 

philosophy, including Vedanta, which seeks to understand the ultimate reality and the nature of the self. 

 Gargi Vachaknavi remains a towering figure in the history of Indian philosophy. Her debates with the great 

sages of her time, her deep spiritual insights, and her pioneering role as a female philosopher continue to be 

remembered and celebrated. Gargi’s contributions have left an indelible mark on the intellectual traditions of 

India and the world at large. 

 3 Maitreyi: A philosopher mentioned in the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, who explored the idea of immortality 

and the relationship between material wealth and spiritual knowledge. 

Brihadaranyaka Upanishad 2.4.5 (Maitreyi's Question about Immortality) Brihadaranyaka Upanishad (2.4.5), 

where Maitreyi asks her husband about the relationship between material wealth and spiritual knowledge: 

याज्ञवल््य उवाच | 

"इगत ि स्मै मैत्री तपसा ब्रह्मचरीया राजन ्स्वधमेण | 

आत्मनां यथातथां शरीरमगणगवपज्ञानां च ब्रह्मगवदाां वरम।्" 

Maitreyi's Question to Yajnavalkya: "O Yajnavalkya, if I were to possess all the material wealth of the world, 

would that bring me immortality, or is there a greater treasure that offers the true immortality?" 

Maitreyi is a significant philosopher and teacher mentioned in the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, one of the oldest 

and most revered texts in the Upanishadic tradition. Her role in this text is especially important in the context 

of exploring deep philosophical ideas about immortality, self-realization, and the relationship between material 

wealth and spiritual wisdom. Maitreyi was married to Yajnavalkya, a sage and philosopher in ancient India. In 

the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, Maitreyi is portrayed as a woman who is deeply engaged in spiritual inquiry. 

Yajnavalkya, her husband, is known for his teachings on the nature of the self (Atman) and ultimate reality 

(Brahman). In one of the Upanishadic dialogues, Yajnavalkya decides to divide his wealth between his two 

wives, Maitreyi and Katyayani. However, Maitreyi, already deeply involved in philosophical inquiry, is not 

interested in material wealth. Her questions during this dialogue are fundamental in exploring the connection 

between material possessions and spiritual enlightenment. 

Despite being a woman in an ancient patriarchal society, Maitreyi is portrayed as a wise philosopher who 

engages in deep intellectual discussions with her husband Yajnavalkya. This is a testament to the recognition 

of women as thinkers in the ancient Vedic tradition, providing a more inclusive view of spiritual wisdom. 

Maitreyi, as depicted in the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, exemplifies the idea that the pursuit of material wealth 

is secondary to the pursuit of spiritual knowledge. Her inquiry into immortality reveals that true immortality 

can only be attained through self-knowledge and realization of the ultimate reality. The dialogue between her 

and Yajnavalkya serves as a cornerstone for the philosophical traditions that emphasize the supremacy of 

spiritual wisdom over material possessions, a theme that remains central to the Upanishadic teachings. 

Mathematics 

Lilavati: While Lilavati, the daughter of mathematician Bhaskara II, is traditionally remembered through his 

famous mathematical treatise, it reflects her intellect and her father’s intent to impart advanced knowledge to 

her. Lilavati, the daughter of the renowned Indian mathematician Bhaskara II. 

Indian mathematician Bhaskara II stands as a symbol of intellectual brilliance in the history of Indian 

mathematics. Often celebrated in both mythological and historical contexts. 

 Bhaskara II, also known as Bhaskara Acharya or simply Bhaskara, was a 12th-century Indian mathematician 

and astronomer whose contributions significantly advanced the fields of mathematics, astronomy, and algebra. 

Example from Lilavati (on Arithmetic and Algebra) 

In his famous work Lilavati, Bhaskara presented many algebraic problems and solutions. The text contains 

examples on operations with fractions, solving equations, and finding the roots of quadratic equations. One 

well-known algebraic problem from Lilavati is: Original Text from Lilavati (Example of Quadratic Equation): 
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विोऽयां त्रयसो िुणो यः कुवापणां स्थलूगवधानम।् 

गकां  पनुः प्रकटां पञ्चेकां  गनधापरणम ्उपायते॥  

Translation: 

"This equation can be resolved by the method of squaring, where the square is equal to three times the multiplier 

and thus, finding the solution involves algebraic manipulation." This quadratic equation reflects Bhaskara's use 

of algebra to solve complex mathematical problems, paving the way for more advanced algebraic methods. 

Example from Bijaganita (on Algebra and Number Theory) Bijaganita, which means "the study of algebra," is 

another of Bhaskara's key contributions. In this work, Bhaskara expanded on the solutions of linear and 

quadratic equations. He presented the method of zero and negative numbers in his algebraic solutions. Bhaskara 

was also one of the first to recognize the concept of the inverse (reciprocal) in algebra. Original Text from 

Bijaganita (Solving Quadratic Equations): 

एकां  द्वयां च सप्तगत यगद योज्यां िुरुणा िुरुम।् 

आयते दृढमायरुगस्त पनुः सम्पणूपमां च गनगितम॥्  

Translation: 

"Let us solve this quadratic equation where the result gives a definitive solution and ensures that the relation 

between the variables remains true, establishing a universal pattern." In this work, Bhaskara demonstrated the 

systematic methods of solving quadratic equations and showed how they could be used to find practical 

solutions in various contexts. 

Example from Grahaganita (on Astronomy) Bhaskara's astronomical contributions are particularly noteworthy. 

In his Grahaganita, he provided detailed explanations of the motions of celestial bodies and developed methods 

for calculating the positions of planets and stars. He also worked on determining the time intervals between 

different celestial events. Original Text from Grahaganita (on Planetary Motion): 

ग्रिषे ुद्वादशाांशेऽगप रागशसांख्या येष ुदीगक्ता। 

पषेृ्ठ च उत्तरद्वयां गकगञ्चद ्गवश्वेण कृतां कगल्पतां॥  

Translation: 

"In this calculation, the twelve divisions of the planetary orbits are discussed. By analyzing the positions of the 

planets, we can predict future movements and their intervals using astronomical methods." 

Example from Goladhyaya (on Spherical Geometry) Goladhyaya, the section on spherical geometry, covers 

topics such as the calculation of the size of the Earth, the positions of the stars, and the relationship between 

different celestial bodies. Bhaskara's work in this section was far ahead of its time and helped advance the 

study of spherical trigonometry and astronomy. Original Text from Goladhyaya (on Spherical Geometry): 

िोलाङ्िे िण्डे पगृथवयाां यद्वदां गशतां स्वां के्त्रां गत्रकोणो गस्थगतः। 

तेषाां उत्तराां गदशाां पगृथवयाां प्रगक्प्तां ज्योगतां स्थलूज्ञानेन सा।  

Translation: 

"On the spherical surface of the Earth, angles of various sectors can be calculated using the principles of 

trigonometry. The calculations made here show how celestial bodies move relative to these angles, confirming 

our knowledge of their positions." 

His most famous work, Siddhanta Shiromani, was an extensive treatise on astronomy, which included sections 

on arithmetic, algebra, geometry, and trigonometry. Bhaskara’s ability to develop complex mathematical 

concepts, such as the use of zero, negative numbers, and the approximation of pi, marked him as one of the 

leading figures in the development of Indian mathematical traditions. Within this scholarly environment, 

Bhaskara’s relationship with his daughter Lilavati was integral to his mathematical work, particularly his 
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famous book, Lilavati. While the exact historical details of Lilavati's life are difficult to separate from myth, 

what is indisputable is the symbolic importance of her presence in Bhaskara’s academic legacy. 

The title of the treatise, Lilavati, is believed to honor Bhaskara’s daughter, though the text’s focus is not solely 

on her. Rather, it is often interpreted that Lilavati represented the intended reader, a young woman who was 

being introduced to the higher mathematical concepts of her time. Some historical accounts suggest that 

Bhaskara may have written this work with the specific aim of educating his daughter, which demonstrates his 

deep belief in the intellectual potential of women—a progressive stance for the period. According to legend, 

Lilavati was well-versed in the study of mathematics, and Bhaskara sought to provide her with the necessary 

tools to understand advanced mathematical theories. The text also reflects Bhaskara’s affection for his 

daughter, as some parts of Lilavati are written as a dialogue between the mathematician and his daughter. In 

this context, the treatise becomes not only a repository of mathematical knowledge but also an intimate record 

of the relationship between father and daughter. Bhaskara’s effort to impart knowledge to Lilavati is a testament 

to the progressive attitude he held towards women’s education, even in an era where such attitudes were not 

common. 

At its core, Lilavati is a work that addresses a wide array of mathematical topics. It spans various mathematical 

fields, including arithmetic, algebra, geometry, and combinatorics. Bhaskara, in presenting these subjects, 

combined poetic verse with mathematical content, making the treatise both an intellectual and literary work. 

The treatise is divided into several sections, each containing problems and their solutions that deal with 

practical aspects of mathematics. Some problems are set in everyday scenarios, making mathematics 

approachable and relatable. These problems are presented in the form of puzzles and riddles, which engage the 

reader both intellectually and imaginatively. However, the mathematical content itself is serious, and 

Bhaskara’s approach to problem-solving is systematic and sophisticated. The problems are often designed to 

demonstrate the application of mathematical principles, such as the use of algebraic equations to solve real-

world problems, the calculation of geometric areas, and the manipulation of numbers. 

Bhaskara's Approach to Algebra 

One of the most influential aspects of the Lilavati treatise is Bhaskara’s approach to algebra. In a time when 

algebra was still in its infancy in most parts of the world, Solving Simple Linear Equations. One of the simplest 

but significant examples of algebra in Lilavati is Bhaskara’s method of solving linear equations. In his treatise, 

he uses words rather than symbols (as modern algebra does) but still follows logical steps that clearly 

demonstrate algebraic thinking. 

Example from Lilavati (Linear Equation): 

सप्तगतां तस्य अांशो नायकस्य 

अधेण सि क्रीतां तु िणकस्य। 

तस्य च वयापुां परुाणां कुलशेषां 

योजयेत्के्त्रे मित्येव।  

Translation: 

"The seven parts of a number were multiplied, and the half was added to it. The remaining part of the total then 

led to the required solution when placed in the field of calculations." In this example, Bhaskara is describing 

the solving of a linear equation. Even though he does not use the symbolic notation we use today, the method 

is clear: the equation involves finding a variable (the "number") that satisfies a given condition. Bhaskara’s 

use of systematic steps to solve this is an early form of algebraic reasoning. 

Solving Quadratic Equations Bhaskara's approach to solving quadratic equations in Lilavati was highly 

advanced for its time. He provided solutions to equations of the form ax² + bx + c = 0 and used methods of 

completing the square that are the foundation of modern algebra. Example from Lilavati (Quadratic Equation): 
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विेण तस्य फलागन दीक्य 

तद्वदद््रष्टट ां प्रकटां गवभाजनां। 

के्त्र ेयोज्यां प्रभतूां मेषां 

विेण नीतां साक्ात् शगतां ।  

Translation: "The square of the quantity, when solved, gives the outcome, and thus, dividing this square, we 

obtain the required values. This calculation shows the key principle of working with squares and solutions." In 

this case, Bhaskara demonstrates a method for solving quadratic equations. His steps closely follow the method 

of completing the square, a technique still widely used today. He shows how algebraic identities and operations 

can systematically help find roots of a quadratic equation. This is a precursor to modern algebraic techniques, 

which formalize these operations. 

Solving Problems with Negative Solutions Bhaskara was one of the first mathematicians to explicitly deal with 

negative numbers in the context of algebra. In Lilavati, he provided solutions that hinted at negative numbers 

even if they were not formally recognized at the time. Example from Lilavati (Negative Solution): 

नग्नां सांकल्प्य भवेद ्अत्यािां 

वास्तवयानाां स्थानकां  गचनताय। 

के्त्र ेगि ज्ञायते द्वयां गवपरीतां 

फलागन एकत्र प्राप्तां रेिा।  

Translation: "By subtracting the values that are taken as negative, we will find that the solution returns a 

negative result, which can still be interpreted and included as a part of the equation solution." Here, Bhaskara 

is suggesting that if one applies a particular operation that yields a negative result, that result is still valid within 

the algebraic framework. Though the idea of negative numbers was not fully developed in his time, Bhaskara's 

approach foreshadowed their use in algebra. This is significant, as negative numbers became fundamental in 

algebra long after his time. 

Indeterminate Equations and Systems of Equations Bhaskara also explored the solution of indeterminate 

equations, which involve finding integer solutions to equations that do not have a fixed solution. This was a 

major development in the evolution of algebraic thinking, and it foreshadowed the later development of 

Diophantine equations. Example from Lilavati (Indeterminate Equation): 

यस्य कारके सिुासां पररणेिां 

ज्ञातां पररमाणां गत्रकोणां समीक्ष्यम।् 

उत्तरेण योज्यां समय ेयथायां 

नयायां यतुां  फलयते।  

Translation: "Given the condition, the solution for the unknown can be found by adjusting the constants and 

using the values appropriately, leading to a system where multiple values satisfy the equation." This example 

illustrates Bhaskara’s method for dealing with equations that do not have a single solution but rather multiple 

possible solutions (like systems of equations or indeterminate problems). Bhaskara’s early use of these ideas 

was significant in algebraic development because it helped create a foundation for the formal study of number 

theory and Diophantine equations. 

Bhaskara presented advanced algebraic methods that were groundbreaking for their time. He is credited with 

providing a systematic way of solving linear and quadratic equations—an approach that was not only a major 

step forward in Indian mathematics but also laid the groundwork for later developments in algebra worldwide. 

For example, Bhaskara’s treatment of quadratic equations in Lilavati was particularly advanced. He presented 

solutions to quadratic equations in a manner that involved finding roots, which would later become a 

cornerstone in algebraic methods. He used what is now known as the “Bhaskara method” for solving quadratic 

equations. His approach is sometimes seen as an early form of the quadratic formula used today. Though 
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algebra was practiced in various forms in other ancient civilizations, Bhaskara’s work in Lilavati stands out 

due to its clarity, systematic approach, and the use of algebraic notation. Furthermore, Bhaskara’s exploration 

of indeterminate equations (or Diophantine equations) in the treatise showcases his far-reaching vision in 

understanding algebraic structures. His treatment of these equations was an early precursor to later 

developments in number theory and algebra, particularly in European mathematics. 

The influence of Lilavati extended far beyond India, particularly in the development of European mathematics. 

While the direct transmission of Bhaskara’s work to the West was not immediate, Lilavati and other 

mathematical treatises from India played a crucial role in the development of algebra and trigonometry in the 

European Renaissance. The transmission of Indian mathematical knowledge to the Islamic world, and from 

there to Europe, led to the incorporation of Indian mathematical concepts into European thought. One of the 

key ways that Lilavati influenced European mathematics was through the transmission of Indian numeral 

systems, particularly the concept of zero and the decimal system. These systems, which were advanced in India 

long before they became widespread in Europe, revolutionized European mathematics. The use of the decimal 

system, which Bhaskara used in his work, simplified the complex arithmetic calculations that were previously 

performed using cumbersome Roman numerals. The spread of these numerals and the techniques presented in 

works like Lilavati transformed the landscape of European mathematics during the Middle Ages. 

Additionally, the Indian understanding of algebra and number theory, as demonstrated in Lilavati, was carried 

through the Islamic Golden Age into Europe. Scholars like al-Khwarizmi, who was influenced by Indian 

mathematical texts, translated and expanded upon the algebraic methods found in Bhaskara’s works. These 

texts were later read by European mathematicians, contributing to the European algebraic revolution. 

Today, Lilavati continues to be studied as one of the most important mathematical works in history. Bhaskara’s 

work is still taught in Indian schools and universities, and it is revered as a source of mathematical inspiration. 

Contemporary scholars have highlighted the importance of revisiting historical texts like Lilavati to understand 

the role of women in the intellectual traditions of India. The recognition of Lilavati’s intellectual legacy is part 

of a broader movement to reexamine the history of women in Indian knowledge systems and bring attention 

to the contributions of women that were often overlooked or overshadowed by patriarchal structures. Lilavati’s 

story, both as a daughter and as a symbol within Bhaskara’s mathematical treatise, holds a significant place in 

the history of Indian mathematics. Bhaskara II’s Lilavati remains one of the most important texts in the Indian 

mathematical tradition, offering valuable insights into arithmetic, algebra, and problem-solving techniques. It 

is a testament to the close relationship between father and daughter, as well as to Bhaskara’s progressive 

approach to women’s education.  

Bharatanatyam 

Bharatanatyam's origins can be traced to the Natya Shastra, an ancient Indian treatise on performing arts 

attributed to the sage Bharata Muni. This text defines the principles of dance, drama, and music, laying the 

foundation for Bharatanatyam’s theoretical and practical elements. Traditionally, Bharatanatyam was 

performed in temples by devadasis (temple dancers) as part of religious rituals and celebrations. The dance 

form is characterized by intricate footwork, expressive hand gestures (mudras), and facial expressions that 

convey a wide range of emotions (bhavas). It is accompanied by classical Carnatic music, which includes 

singing, drumming, and instrumental support. For centuries, Bharatanatyam remained a deeply spiritual and 

religious practice, performed predominantly in sacred spaces. However, with the advent of British colonial rule 

and the subsequent cultural changes, the devadasi system and temple-based performances were gradually 

suppressed. The stigma surrounding the devadasis, coupled with colonial attitudes towards Indian art forms, 

led to the near disappearance of Bharatanatyam in its traditional form by the early 20th century. 

Rukmini Devi Arundale and the Revival of Bharatanatyam 

Rukmini Devi Arundale (1904–1986) is widely regarded as the key figure in the revival and modernization of 

Bharatanatyam in the 20th century. A visionary dancer, choreographer, and educator, Rukmini Devi recognized 

the cultural and spiritual value of Bharatanatyam and sought to restore its dignity as a classical art form. She 

was not only concerned with reviving the dance but also with transforming it into a more socially accepted and 

respected practice. Rukmini Devi was deeply influenced by her early exposure to the arts, particularly classical 

music and dance. She was also inspired by the nationalist movement, which sought to reclaim India’s cultural 
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heritage from the colonial rulers. She believed that the revival of traditional Indian art forms like 

Bharatanatyam was an essential part of this broader cultural renaissance. 

One of Rukmini Devi’s most significant contributions was her reworking of Bharatanatyam to make it more 

acceptable to modern audiences. She was instrumental in moving the dance from the temples to the stage, and 

in doing so, she elevated it from a religious ritual to a secular performance art. In the process, she sought to 

remove the stigma associated with the devadasi system and gave the dance form a more respectable and 

dignified place in Indian society.  Rukmini Devi made several key changes to Bharatanatyam, which helped 

transform it into the globally respected art form that it is today. One of her most notable changes was to focus 

on the dance’s classical roots and ensure that its performance adhered strictly to the principles laid out in the 

Natya Shastra. She emphasized the importance of discipline, technique, and storytelling through facial 

expressions and hand gestures, which are central to Bharatanatyam’s appeal. Another important aspect of her 

revival was her efforts to remove the sexual connotations that had been associated with the devadasi tradition. 

Bharatanatyam, which was once linked to the temple dancers’ role as courtesans, was stripped of its 

associations with sensuality and eroticism. Rukmini Devi transformed Bharatanatyam into a refined and 

respectable classical dance form that focused on devotion, spirituality, and aesthetic beauty. 

Furthermore, she was instrumental in changing the training process for Bharatanatyam. She founded the 

Kalakshetra Academy in Chennai (formerly Madras) in 1936, which became a premier institution for the study 

and teaching of Bharatanatyam. Kalakshetra emphasized the importance of a rigorous and formal approach to 

training, with a focus on both the technical and expressive aspects of the dance. The academy provided a 

platform for young dancers to learn Bharatanatyam in its purest form, ensuring that the tradition was passed 

down to future generations in a structured manner. 

Her choreographic works were often infused with philosophical and spiritual ideas, reflecting her deep 

commitment to the cultural and spiritual values of India. Example 1: "Shiva Stuti" One of the pieces Rukmini 

Devi often choreographed was based on the Shiva Stuti, a hymn praising Lord Shiva, which reflects themes of 

spiritual liberation and self-realization. Original Text from Shiva Stuti: 

नमः गशवाय च शानताय सवपरोि गनवाररणे। 

ब्रह्मगवद्ाां समदृ्धायाां वनदेिां शम्भुां िरां गशवम॥्  

Translation: "Salutations to Lord Shiva, the embodiment of peace, the remover of all ailments, the source of 

all knowledge, and the purifier of the soul." In her choreography, Rukmini Devi emphasized Shiva’s 

transcendental nature and portrayed the devotional surrender to the divine. The dancer embodies the Shiva 

consciousness, representing the ultimate truth of the self as part of the divine whole. 

Example 2: "Bhakti and Surrender to the Divine" One of the iconic choreographies she created was based on 

the devotional poems of Meera Bai, who is known for her deep love and devotion to Lord Krishna. Rukmini 

Devi choreographed a dance that was deeply expressive and meditative, showcasing the devotional ecstasy and 

spiritual longing of Meera Bai. Original Text from Meera Bai's Song: 

मेरे तो गिरधर िोपाल दसूरो न कोई। 

Translation "My Lord, my Krishna, you are my only support; there is none other than you." 

In this performance, Rukmini Devi beautifully portrayed Meera Bai's total surrender and devotion to Krishna, 

which symbolizes the soul’s yearning for union with the divine. Her expressive gestures, the use of mudras, 

and the abhinaya brought the deep emotional connection between devotee and deity to life, thus reflecting her 

belief in the spiritual power of devotion. Her work in Bharatanatyam sought to bring out the beauty and grace 

of the dance, while also emphasizing its emotional depth and spiritual significance. 

Global Recognition of Bharatanatyam Rukmini Devi’s efforts to modernize and elevate Bharatanatyam had 

far-reaching effects. Under her leadership, Bharatanatyam gained widespread recognition as one of the major 

classical dance forms of India. It moved beyond the confines of the Indian subcontinent and became a 

prominent feature of international cultural exchanges. Her advocacy for Bharatanatyam as a sophisticated and 

respectable art form helped to establish its global reputation. As a result of her work, Bharatanatyam was not 
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only celebrated in India but also received accolades on the international stage. Rukmini Devi’s pioneering 

efforts to present Bharatanatyam in major cultural capitals like London, New York, and Paris played a crucial 

role in showcasing the dance form to a global audience. She also promoted the teaching of Bharatanatyam in 

other countries, where it was embraced by people from diverse cultural backgrounds. Today, Bharatanatyam is 

performed and appreciated worldwide. It has become a respected classical art form, with practitioners from 

different parts of the world learning and performing it. Many of the most renowned Bharatanatyam dancers, 

choreographers, and teachers have emerged from the legacy of Rukmini Devi’s work at Kalakshetra. The 

international acceptance and recognition of Bharatanatyam can largely be attributed to the transformative 

vision of Rukmini Devi Arundale. 

Women have made significant contributions to Indian Knowledge Systems (IKS) across education, medicine, 

arts, and philosophy, despite being historically overlooked. Figures like Gargi and Maitreyi excelled in Vedic 

studies, challenging gender norms and showcasing their intellectual prowess. While societal constraints often 

confined women's roles to domestic or localized settings, their contributions were vital to preserving traditional 

wisdom. The British colonial period marginalized women further, dismissing indigenous knowledge systems 

and reinforcing Victorian ideals that portrayed women as inferior. This erasure of women’s achievements in 

arts, sciences, and philosophy has been challenged by feminist scholars, who are uncovering their roles through 

ancient texts, oral traditions, and research. Notable figures like Rukmini Devi Arundale revived 

Bharatanatyam, transforming it from a temple ritual to a respected global art form. Through her Kalakshetra 

Academy, she emphasized its classical roots, spiritual themes, and modern relevance, ensuring its survival and 

growth. Recognizing women's contributions to IKS fosters a more inclusive understanding of India’s 

intellectual heritage, inspiring future generations and restoring balance to historical narratives. 
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