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ABSTRACT

This research paper critically investigates the participation of women in the Vedic political and social
assemblies known as the Sabha and Samiti during the early and later Vedic periods (approximately
1500-500 BCE). By rigorously analyzing primary sources from the Rigveda, Atharvaveda, and
Brahmanas alongside a comprehensive historiographical survey, the study separates popular and
nationalist myths of a gender-egalitarian “golden age” from the more nuanced historical evidence. The
analysis reveals that while elite women enjoyed notable privileges in education, hymn composition,
and certain ritual contexts, direct and unambiguous evidence for their regular, deliberative
participation in the Sabha and Samiti is sparse and contextually limited. Stronger textual support exists
for women’s involvement in the Vidatha assembly, particularly in religious, distributive, and
communal functions. R.S. Sharma’s pioneering work highlights early tribal inclusivity that later gave
way to patriarchal restrictions as society transitioned toward class-based monarchies. Feminist and
gender-sensitive scholarship further underscores the elite bias of the sources and the decline in
women’s public agency over time. The paper argues that the Sabha functioned primarily as an elite or
judicial body with only exceptional references to “sabhavati” (women worthy of or present in the
assembly), while the Samiti, as a broader folk assembly, offers even less explicit evidence of female
participation. These findings contribute to a more accurate understanding of gender dynamics in early
Indian polity, challenging both romanticized narratives and overly dismissive interpretations. The
study emphasizes the importance of source criticism in ancient Indian historiography and suggests
avenues for future research using comparative Indo-Iranian materials and refined textual analysis.
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INTRODUCTION

The Vedic period represents one of the most formative epochs in Indian history, laying the foundations
for later social, religious, and political institutions. Among the most discussed features of early Vedic
polity are the tribal assemblies—Sabha, Samiti, and Vidatha—that are believed to have circumscribed
the authority of the rajan (tribal chief or king) and facilitated collective decision-making on matters of
war, peace, distribution of resources, and ritual. A recurring theme in both popular discourse and some
academic literature is the claim that women enjoyed substantial political rights in these assemblies
during the so-called “golden age” of the Rigvedic period, only to see their status decline in later Vedic
times. This narrative, often invoked to assert indigenous traditions of gender equality or proto-
democratic institutions, merits careful scrutiny.

The central research question guiding this paper is: To what extent, and in what specific capacities, did
women participate in the Sabha and Samiti according to the primary Vedic texts, and how have
historians interpreted—and sometimes mythologized—this participation? The thesis advanced here is
that while select elite women possessed agency in ritual, intellectual, and limited public spheres, the
evidence for systematic or equal participation by women as regular members of the Sabha and Samiti
is limited, often exceptional, and more convincingly attested for the Vidatha. The Sabha appears to
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have been a more restricted, possibly elite-oriented body where references to “sabhavati” are few and
contextually ambiguous, and the Samiti offers even scantier direct testimony. Over the course of the
Vedic period, as tribal structures gave way to more stratified, territorial polities, women’s visible
public roles diminished—a process consistent with the broader consolidation of patriarchal norms.

This study is significant for several reasons. First, it contributes to the growing field of gender history
in ancient India by applying rigorous source criticism to a topic frequently distorted by ideological
appropriations. Second, it engages substantively with major historiographical traditions—colonial,
nationalist, Marxist, and feminist—to demonstrate how interpretations of the same sparse texts have
served divergent political and scholarly agendas. Third, by distinguishing myth from evidence, the
paper illuminates the complex evolution of early Indian state formation, in which assemblies
themselves were transformed from inclusive tribal forums into instruments of emerging monarchical
power. The paper proceeds by surveying the literature, outlining the methodological approach,
presenting textual evidence and analysis, discussing historiographical implications, and offering
conclusions with suggestions for future research.

METHODOLOGY

This study employs a qualitative, text-critical methodology centered on close reading and source
criticism of the Vedic corpus. Primary data collection involved systematic keyword searches (sabha,
samiti, vidatha, sabhavati/sabhavali, yosa, and related terms) across standard editions and the Jamison-
Brereton translation, cross-referenced with scholarly indices. Secondary literature was surveyed
through major journals (Indian Economic and Social History Review, Studies in History, Journal of
Asian Studies) and monographs, with particular attention to works by Sharma, Thapar, Jamison,
Chakravarti, and Roy.

Source criticism is paramount. Each reference is evaluated for provenance (hymn context, mandala,
possible date), authorship (predominantly male Brahmana), purpose (ritual efficacy, praise, or social
prescription), audience (elite ritual participants), and silences (absence of ordinary women, lower
varnas, or dissenting voices). The distinction between prescriptive ideal and descriptive reality is
maintained throughout; hymns do not function as ethnographic reports.

The conceptual framework draws on gender as a relational and historically contingent category
(informed by feminist historiography) and on models of early state formation that trace the transition
from lineage-based tribal polities to stratified monarchies (following Thapar and Sharma).
Comparative elements with Avestan society and later Dharmashastric literature illuminate trajectories
of change.

Limitations include the exclusively textual nature of the evidence—no contemporary inscriptions or
archaeological remains directly illuminate assembly composition or proceedings. Translation
ambiguities persist despite advances. The corpus represents only the Indo-Aryan elite perspective;
non-Aryan or subaltern voices are filtered or absent. These constraints are mitigated by triangulating
multiple textual strata (Samhitas vs. Brahmanas), attending to internal contradictions, and situating
findings within broader Indo-European and South Asian historiographical debates. No oral history or
fieldwork component is involved; ethical considerations are therefore limited to accurate
representation of ancient sources and avoidance of presentist anachronism.
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RESULTS AND ANALYSIS
Analysis of the primary texts yields a differentiated picture across the three assemblies.

The Sabha. The Sabha is depicted as a gathering of distinguished men—elders, priests (vipras), and
wealthy patrons (maghavans)—often associated with judicial functions, deliberation on tribal affairs,
gambling, and social display. Rigveda references link it to prestige and eloquence. The key passage
cited for female presence is Rigveda 1.167.3 (in the context of a hymn to the Maruts), which describes
or implies a woman “worthy of going to the sabha” or employs terminology rendered as sabhavati.
Sharma interprets this as evidence that women attended the Sabha in the earlier Rigvedic phase.
However, the reference is isolated, appears in a late stratum of the Rigveda, and does not describe
active deliberation or voting by women as regular members. Later texts, including passages in the
Maitrayani Samhita, indicate that women ceased to attend the Sabha. By the later Vedic period, the
Sabha had acquired a more aristocratic and patriarchal character, functioning increasingly as a venue
for elite male interaction.

The Samiti. The Samiti is portrayed as a broader folk or popular assembly encompassing free
tribesmen (vish), convened for major decisions on war, kingship, and collective welfare. It is
mentioned less frequently than the Sabha in the earliest texts and appears to have gained prominence
toward the end of the Rigvedic period. Explicit references to women attending or speaking in the
Samiti are minimal; one Atharvaveda passage is sometimes adduced, but the context is ambiguous and
does not support claims of equal deliberative rights. The Samiti’s popular character makes the absence
of sustained female references particularly noteworthy.

The Vidatha. In contrast, the Vidatha furnishes the most substantial evidence of female participation.
Multiple Rigvedic and Atharvavedic hymns associate women with attendance, speech, and communal
activities in the Vidatha. Sharma emphasizes that women “took part in the deliberations of the
vidatha,” engaging in religious ceremonies, distribution of produce, and possibly military-related
discussions. Hymns express aspirations for speaking “big” or effectively in the Vidatha, and brides or
maidens are described as addressing the assembly. This participation aligns with the Vidatha’s
character as a more inclusive, multifunctional tribal forum blending ritual, economic, and social
functions. Even here, however, participation should not be equated with modern notions of equal
political rights; it occurred within a patriarchal framework where women’s voices complemented
rather than challenged male authority in most contexts.

Exceptional Female Figures. The celebrated rishikas (female seers) who composed hymns—Ghosha,
Lopamudra, Vishvavara—and philosophical debaters such as Gargi Vachaknavi and Maitreyi
demonstrate that certain elite women possessed advanced education and intellectual authority. These
cases are repeatedly invoked in secondary literature. Yet they represent exceptional individuals whose
achievements were preserved precisely because they were extraordinary. They do not demonstrate
institutionalized access for women as a class to the Sabha or Samiti.

Trajectory of Change. Across the Vedic corpus, a diachronic pattern emerges. Early Rigvedic society
exhibits greater (though still limited) visibility of women in communal and ritual assemblies. By the
later Vedic period, as documented in the Brahmanas, restrictions intensify: child marriage becomes
more common, women’s independent ritual agency declines, and public roles are increasingly
mediated through the husband. This trajectory parallels the broader transformation from fluid tribal
polities to more rigid, varna-stratified monarchies in which assemblies themselves lost independent
power.
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DISCUSSION

The evidence presented above directly challenges both romantic nationalist portrayals of a Vedic
golden age of gender-political equality and overly reductive views that dismiss all references to female
agency as later interpolations or anomalies. R.S. Sharma’s analysis remains the most balanced
synthesis: early tribal society permitted limited female participation in inclusive forums like the
Vidatha and, marginally, the Sabha, consistent with a pre-class, lineage-based social formation in
which mother-right had not been entirely submerged. The subsequent decline reflects the emergence
of patriarchal class society, polygamy among elites, and the concentration of power in hereditary
kingship.

Feminist scholarship rightly cautions against extrapolating from elite exceptions (rishikas,
philosophical debaters, or “sabhavati” references) to claims of systemic equality. The texts were
composed and transmitted by men; they encode androcentric norms even when acknowledging female
capability. The Sabha’s evolution into a more exclusively male aristocratic space and the relative
silence on women in the Samiti suggest that political deliberation on war, alliance, and governance
remained predominantly male domains. Women’s strongest attested roles lay in ritual
complementarity and, in the Vidatha, communal and distributive activities—spheres important but
distinct from sovereign political authority.

These findings have implications for understanding early Indian state formation. The assemblies did
not function as modern parliaments or democratic legislatures; they were tribal institutions for
consensus-building, ritual reinforcement, and resource allocation within a pastoral-agrarian, kin-based
society. Women’s partial inclusion in some of them does not indicate gender egalitarianism but rather
the incomplete differentiation of public and domestic spheres in early tribal organization. The later
marginalization of women from public assemblies coincides with the consolidation of monarchical
power and varna hierarchy—processes that reshaped both polity and gender relations.

Alternative explanations, such as the projection of later patriarchal norms onto earlier texts by
Brahmanical redactors, must be considered but do not negate the internal evidence of diachronic
change within the corpus itself. Comparative Indo-Iranian material (Avestan assemblies) offers a
promising avenue for testing whether limited female participation in certain communal gatherings was
an Indo-Iranian inheritance subsequently modified in the Indian context.

Limitations of the present study include reliance on a finite textual corpus and the inherent difficulty
of recovering subaltern or female perspectives from androcentric sources. Future research could
profitably employ digital humanities methods for exhaustive collocation of assembly-related
vocabulary, comparative analysis with Avestan and later Buddhist/Jain sources, and closer integration
of gender theory with models of early state formation.

CONCLUSION

This paper has demonstrated that claims of widespread, equal participation by women in the Vedic
Sabha and Samiti rest more on historiographical myth than on robust textual evidence. While the
Rigveda contains isolated references suggesting that certain women were considered “worthy of the
sabha” and while the Vidatha shows clearer signs of female involvement in communal and ritual
deliberations, the Samiti offers minimal direct testimony. Elite women such as the rishikas and
philosophical interlocutors exercised notable intellectual and ritual agency, yet these cases were
exceptional rather than representative. Over the Vedic period, women’s public visibility in assemblies
declined in tandem with the broader patriarchal and class stratification of society.

Published By: National Press Associates Page 4
© Copyright @ Authors



National Research Journal of Social Sciences ISSN: 2348-473X
Volume-11, Issue-2, July-December 2026 Peer Reviewed & Refereed Journal (IF: 6.95)
PP: 1-5 Journal Website: www.nrjss.in

By separating myth from evidence, the study affirms the value of rigorous source criticism in ancient
Indian history. It neither glorifies a supposed golden age nor denies the real, if circumscribed, forms of
female agency preserved in the texts. The assemblies themselves emerge as evolving institutions—
tribal forums that gradually yielded to monarchical structures—within which gender roles were
negotiated rather than fixed in egalitarian harmony. This nuanced understanding enriches our
appreciation of the complex social dynamics that shaped early Indian civilization and provides a
firmer foundation for comparative and gender-historical inquiry.

Future scholarship should continue to refine translations, expand comparative frameworks, and resist
the temptation to conscript ancient evidence for contemporary ideological purposes. Only through
such disciplined historical practice can the voices—and silences—of Vedic women be heard with
greater clarity.
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