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This presentation is not about the status of women in ancient or early India. I
traverse the past and attempt to look at the conceptual underpinnings of how the
feminine was constituted in the ideological milieu of the times and that which
continues to be part of the Indian ethos though it is less spoken about now --Using stories, myths and visual representations to illustrate the argument, I shall
first present different images of the feminine as known to us through
archaeological and art-historical material and locate them in relation to how
patriarchal practices evolved over time. From folk beginnings to those enveloped
by Brahmanic and Shramanic underpinnings, each of these tell us about
particular notions of the feminine.
In the next part of the presentation I shall elaborate on one particular notion of
feminine identity that inhabits a mythical space that has been dynamically
illustrated in Indian art. This looks closely at a myth that describes the
transformation of the male into female and the subsequent formation of an
androgyny that emphasizes on a composite human unity. This conceptual
underpinning, I argue, impacts the way this cultural point of view evolved over
historical time on the Indian sub-continent and provides us with a nuanced
understanding of feminine identity that is cherished rather than rejected or
negated in the early Indian cultural and religious ethos– something that is being
obliterated in modern times because of our attempts to make monolithic traditions
that were by definition inherently dialogical and pluralistic.
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