STRIRAJYA-CONCEPT IN SANSKRIT LITERATURE

K. Vidyuta

[The word strirdgjya is found first mentioned in the
Mahabharata. But it is rarely referred to in the Puranas, but thereis
an interpolation in the Skandapurana containing a list of seventy-
five countries in the Bharatavarsa, the fifty-seventh of which is
called strirdjya. Vatsyayana mentions a strirajya, which Yasodhara
places to the west of Vanga. The Agnipurana mentions it as a
country in the west of India. The Sanskrit references to a strirajya
possibly refer to a real place (or) places. The notion of a country
ruled by women might have been inspired by second-hand
knowledge of the matriarchal customs (or) polyandrous practices

found in various regions, north of India. This paper will strive to
establish the fact that a strirdjya as mentioned in above texts and

Mahabharata existed and highlights the fact that women
empowered as great rulers of this land, ruled and even fought
battles.]

Introduction

Sanskrit literature abounds with accounts of kingdoms of
women which are often described by the Sanskrit term strirajya.
The references to a strirdjya possibly indicate to a real place (or)
places. The notion of a country ruled by women might have been
inspired by the knowledge of the matriarchal customs (or)
polyandrous practices found in various regions of North India.

I

The word strirdjya is found first mentioned in the Mahabharata
(Mbh), when the list of Kings who had attended the Rajasiiya yaga
conducted by Yudhisthira is narrated by Lord Krsna:

TG =i ORI Faieqe |
ST TS JUeT SINT=HY qgor |l

HHAT ATGALT TN HITHTHRAN |1
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Here, the specific mention of the name Strirdjya along with
Hara, Huna, Cina, Tusara, Saidhava, Jaguda, Ramatha, Munda,
Tangana, Kosala, Kekeya, Malava and Ka$mira is noteworthy since
in the previous sloka it is simply stated that wfgmfs = wrifom zwe=r: .. . -
“hundred of kings of the west” attended the rdjasiiya.

Again in the Mbh there is a reference to a strirajyadhipati who
along with other kings participated in the svayamwvara of the
Princess of Kalinga. It is further added, that these kings took to the
southern direction, which indicates that strirdjya should have been
in the northern India. Here again, the name strirdjyadhipati is
specifically mentioned:

STTAE A RIS SRrsafag 4. |

WA A= o 999 geqon ferntya: 2

From the above two instances it could be surmised that
Strirdjya was a prominent country to be made note of.

Note: The gender of Strirajyadhipati is a question here. If the
Strirajya ruler is a Queen then the question arises why she
attended the svayamvara of the Princess of Kalinga? If the
ruler is a King, the question would be whether he was a
mere consort of the ruling queen or whether he ruled over
a kingdom of women alone?

In this connection it would be worthwhile to look into the
language of Inscriptions. The ruling queens of a country are called
by the epithet of rijan (or) deva. The inscriptions dealing with
Didda, Queen of Kashmir and Kakatiya Queen Rudramba of
Varangal, reflect this idea.

Kakatiya Rudramba was called ‘Rudradeva Maharaja’ in her
epigraphs. The inscriptions preserved in Pratap Museum, Srinagar
and another in Central Museum, Lahore carry the epithet of rajan
for Didda instead of rgjfii. In the inscription preserved in Pratap
Museum, she is styled as ‘Didda deva’ instead of ‘Didda devi'.
Hence the strirdjydadhipati mentioned in the Mahdbhdrata, may refer
to the ruler of Strirdjya, a Queen.

Note: The above two instances from inscriptions ascertains the

eligibility of the Strirajyadhipati to attend the Rajasiiya
Yaga.
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II

The next reference is found in the Brhat Samhiti. In the chapter
on Kirmavibhiga division of the globe, Varahamihira enlists the
various countries that fall under the power of certain stars. This
places strirdijya in the north-western direction along with
Mandavya, Tusara, tala, Hala, Madra, Asmaka, Kulattha, Halada,
etc., and says that they fall under the influence of the Uttaradidha
naksatra:

foeft R AvesgERaee e T: |
FRHBHTEAS]: BT HE oTEE: |13

III

Vatsyayana in his Kamasiitra, while describing the peculiarities
of women of various regions, mentions a strirdjya along with
Kosala:

EEHR U WG U AUSHIT: WSS hiSedi < (b

But Yasodhara, the commentator of Kamasiitra, places it to the

west of Vajravantadesa — BRI 3fd | Ssm=reaTeaiam sam |

IV

Again, strirdjya is mentioned in the Skandapurana (Sk. P.)
containing a list of seventy-five countries in the Bharatavarsa; the
fifty-seventh of this list is strirdjya and is said to contain five lakh
villages:

TJoeeNETE ATHTON BRTed aitaRifid 115

Mr. D.C. Sircar says that the strirdjya mentioned in the above
Purana might have been a “women-dominated state” in the
Himalayan region and suggests the Kumari cult of the Newars of
the Kathmandu valley contributed to that notion:

“It may be noted that, in every Bihal (vihara) of the Newars of Nepal, a
young girl (Kumari) having no scar on her body is worshipped as the
living form of Kali (or) Durga. There is also a similar Kumari for the
whole kingdom, who is periodically elected from among the Vanra
(priest) community during the last night of the navaratri festival after a
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trying test. The Newars believe that the valley of Nepal belongs to the
Kumari and therefore every year the king has to receive from her a fresh
mandate for ruling the country. The Kumari is replaced by another
before she is found to be approaching her first menstruation.”®

A"

Comparatively better information could be got from the
historical kavya Rajatarangini (RT) of Kalhana. While describing the
diguvijaya of Lalitaditya, a reference is made about strirdjya.
Lalitaditya ruled Kashmir by around the 8th Century A.D. The
author says that the Queen of Strirdjya trembled at the sight of the
King, when he took to subduing the country:

TSI Sfted FHfafshard 117
Again the poet refers to the strirdjya being conquered by
Lalitaditya and comments that it was a vast kingdom:
ol foreraers Bisy quge weq 8

In addition to this he says that Lalitaditya took away the
karnasripata from the strirdjya and erected an image of Hari in its
place:

FHo g AT BATHRG ST 19

The strirdjya seems to have been once again conquered by King
Jayapida of the same dynasty. Kalhana remarks that Jayapida
having won the strirdjya, foolishly let it go from his control:

€ T SETIE BReAGRT forrd 110

Lalitaditya apparently goes from Kashmir to the Kambojas
(eastern Afghanistan), then frightens the Tuhkharas, defeats
Mummuni, causes concern to the Bhauttas (Tibetans) and the
Daradas, passes by a deserted Pragjyotisa, travels through the sea
of sand - balukambudhi and then arrives at the Strirdjya. From this it
could be understood that strirdjya was a place to the northeast of
India.

VI

The next work where the strirdjya is mentioned is in the
Jaimaniya asvamedha parva (JP.) (said to be dated between 1100-1200
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A.D.)!1. This text enumerates the story of the A§vamedha Parva of
the Mahabharata, where Arjuna on his journey all over the
Bharatavarsa following the asvamedha horse enters a country
devoid of male:

T SerEeTSIa: I | G FaT |

feaag afq Te. gEw Featem: |
T A = Fod A QAT STaf 112

Vettam Mani when talking about Pramila (as from the 21st and
22nd Chapter of JP.), the chief of strirdjya in the Himalayas, says as
follows:

“The Pandavas conducted an asvamedha yaga after the great battle. It
was Arjuna who followed the sacrificial horse. Roaming about without
anybody daring to tie it the horse reached strirajya and Pramila tied the
horse. Arjuna challenged her and in the battle Pramila defeated Arjuna.
At that time there was a voice from heaven which said: ‘Arjuna, you
will never be able to take back the horse after defeating Pramila. So if
you want to save the sacrificial horse, enter into a truce with her and
make her your wife.” Arjuna took the advice and saved the horse after
marrying Pramila.”13

Mr. M. Ramakrishna Bhatt, the translator of the Brhat Samhita
of Varahamihira also places Strirdjya in the Himalayan region as:

“Strirajya, a kingdom of women, was known to Yuan Chwang as an
Amazonian kingdom in the Himalayan valley of the Sutlej. Dey states

that it was ‘a country in the Himalaya immediately on the north of
Brahmaputra, which has been identified with Garwal and Kumaun’.
Atkinson tells us that a woman named Pinchu ruled over the Nu-wang

tribe in Eastern Tibet, and the people in each successive reign chose a
woman for their sovereign.”14

Conclusion

The above excerpts from various literature in Sanskrit, firmly
establishes the fact that a kingdom called strirdjya existed in India
and was ruled by women. Therefore, women in ancient India were
empowered and were equal to men in valour. In cases like Pramila,
we see that they were invincible and unconquerable even by great
warriors like Arjuna.
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Map showing the various locations of strirajya:

JaToanzans

Also strirdjya seems to have been variously located in the
Northwest, North and Northeastern parts of India (as shown in
the map above). Whether these kingdoms where always ruled by
women or came to be called so when ruled by a Queen, is a
question to be pondered upon. If it is the latter, then there were
many queens, who ruled over different parts of India in different
centuries. But such countries were not termed strirdjya even during
their time. Hence it should be concluded that the kingdoms which
were ruled by queens alone, probably matriarchal rule, came to be
called as strirajya.
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