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Abstract

This article examines selected dimensions of cultural life in the Atharvaveda, with
particular emphasis on the position of women, dress and ornaments, and the food system of Vedic
society. These are significant expressions of the social, economic, religious, and domestic
organisation of the period. The Atharvaveda presents women as occupying an honoured and
multifaceted position within both household and wider social life. The terms jaya, patni, jani,
and vadhu reveal the religious, familial, reproductive, and social responsibilities attributed to
women, and their participation in ritual and public activities. The discussion of clothing and
ornaments demonstrates the diversity of textile practices and the aesthetic, economic, symbolic,
and social functions associated with dress and personal adornment. Terms referring to garments,
textile materials, gold ornaments, necklaces, and earrings indicate a developed material culture
and an awareness of distinctions in dress and ornamentation. The study further analyses food as
an essential component of physical well-being, social interaction, ritual practice, and
cosmological thought. Terms like grains, pulses, prepared foods, and purodasa illustrate the close
relationship between nourishment, communal life, and sacrifice. Collectively, these dimensions
provide significant insights into the socio-cultural life reflected in the Atharvaveda.
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Introduction

The Atharvaveda is an important source for understanding various aspects of social and cultural
life during the Vedic period. This Veda provides information on everyday life, social
relationships, the position of women, clothing, ornaments, food habits, and the material culture
of the people. The position of women forms an important aspect of the social life reflected in the
Atharvaveda. This Veda presents women in relation to family, marriage, religious duties and
social responsibilities. Different terms used for women and wives indicate the importance
attached to their roles within the household and society. It also contains references suggesting
women's participation in social activities and their association with courage and warfare. The
wife is presented as an important member of the family who contributes to religious and domestic
life and is associated with the continuity and welfare of the family. Dress and ornaments occupy
an important place in the cultural and social life reflected in the Atharvaveda. This Veda provides
valuable information about cloth, its production, uses, and different types of garments. The term
manujata is used for cloth. The Atharvaveda mentions references to garments and textile
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materials, including vasas and tarpya, as well as the wool-related expression arpamradas.
Clothing was considered not merely a means of protection from cold, heat, and disease, but also

a symbol of dignity, well-being, prosperity, and social life. Similarly, ornaments were connected
with beauty, wealth, status and identity. Their use was not restricted to women; men, kings, and
even male deities are also associated with ornaments. Terms associated with adornment and gold-
related imagery, such as niska, rukma, pravarta, and hiranyahasta illustrate varied forms of
adornment and gold-related imagery in Vedic literature. Food also occupies an important place
in the social life described in the Atharvaveda. The text discusses food in relation to health,
strength, longevity and well-being and refers to different grains, pulses and preparations. Food
was also connected with social sharing and religious practices, particularly sacrificial offerings.
Thus, the study of women, dress, ornaments and food together provides a broader understanding
of the socio-cultural life reflected in the Atharvaveda.

Objectives of the Study

1. To examine the socio-cultural life reflected in the Atharvaveda through its references to
women, dress, ornaments and food.

2. To study the position and role of women in Atharvavedic society.

3. To study the different types of dress which were used in the Vedic period and examine
their importance in daily and social life.

4. To examine the different ornaments referred to in the Atharvaveda and understand their
association with beauty, wealth, status and identity.

5. To study the food system described in the Atharvaveda, including the different grains,
food preparations and ideas concerning health and nourishment.

Methodology

The present study follows an analytical as well as explanatory methodology. Data have been
collected from primary and secondary sources, with supporting references cited in endnotes. All
Sanskrit terms are used in italic style.

Position of women in the Atharvaveda

In the Vedic period, the position of women was very high. According to the Atharvaveda, women
held an honourable place in society. Women assisted men in various kinds of work, such as
rituals, possibly in education, economic activities, etc. Moreover, in the yajias, women held an
equal and honourable position alongside their husbands. According to the Vedic tradition, a man
should perform a sacrifice together with his wife, and both should recite the praisa and nivid
mantras.! In the Atharvaveda, the word ‘saman’ occurs in a passage describing a woman going
to a communal gathering. This suggests that women were not confined to domestic life alone and
could participate in public or social gatherings.? In the Rgveda, there is a verse associating women

with weapons.® The episode of Vi$pald, who is described as receiving an iron leg after injury in
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Khela’s contest or battle, has also been interpreted as evidence of female participation in
conflict. In the Atharvaveda, Indrani is described as unconquered and as taking the foremost
position.> According to the Rgveda, the female speaker declares that she has overcome her rivals
and will exercise authority over her husband and people.® The expressions Asadha, Sahamana,
and Sahasravirya occur in the Yajurveda, while Asapatna, Sapatnaghni, Jayanti, and
Abhibhiibari occur in the Rgveda.” In the Rgveda, the wife is often compared to the home itself,?
because the woman is regarded as the true heart and foundation of the household. She is called
the ‘grhini’, meaning the mistress or the soul of the house. While a man may build or provide a
house, the woman turns it into a home filled with warmth, love, and sanctity. In the Atharvaveda,
several words are used to refer to a wife, and each carries a deep meaning that reflects her role
and status in the family and society. One of the most significant terms is jaya’. The term jaya
comes from the Sanskrit root jan, and it literally means ‘the one who gives birth’. This word
highlights the wife’s creative and nurturing role. In the Atharvaveda, the word ‘jaya’ is used
around 29 times, which shows how important and sacred the concept of the wife was in Vedic
thought. The frequent use of the term emphasises the central role of the wife in family life,
religion, and society. The word ‘patni’ is also used for the wife. A wife helps her husband in
performing his religious duties. That is why she is also called ‘dharmapatni’.'® In the
Atharvaveda, the word ‘jani’ is also used for a wife. When a wife has the ability to give birth to
children, she is referred to as jani.!! The term jani is used for a wife because she is the one who
gives birth to children and continues the family through childbirth.'? Apart from this, in the
Atharvaveda, the word vadhu is also used for a newly married woman.'*> A woman is also called
the queen of her husband’s family.'# Therefore, a woman should always be a source of happiness
for her mother-in-law, father-in-law, sister-in-law, brother-in-law, husband, and the entire
family.!> A woman is expected to bring joy, peace, and harmony to her husband’s family. She
should maintain good relationships and contribute to everyone in the household. A woman is
called the protector of the family,'® because she gives birth to children and continues the lineage.
A woman should give birth to good and brave sons who will contribute to the welfare of society.!”
In ancient Vedic times, society believed that sons were responsible for supporting and looking
after their parents, especially in old age. Therefore, at that time, people preferred to have a male
child rather than a female child. The term ‘virdsii’ shows that women in earlier times desired to
have sons.!'® Moreover, she was also called ‘putrini’, because a woman was expected to wish for
a son.'” Although ancient texts often focused on sons, the Atharvaveda also mentions daughters
in several places. The Sanskrit word ‘duhitr’ was used to refer to a daughter, and it occurs 15
times in the Atharvaveda.?

Dress and Ornaments used in the Atharvaveda

In the Atharvaveda, a variety of information is found related to cloth. At that time, the word
‘manujata’ was used for cloth.?! The word manujata implies that Manu made the clothes. It also
implies that cloth was made with deep thought and deliberate consideration. It is found in the
Atharvaveda that women used to make clothes for their sons and husbands. The Rgveda also
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mentions that mothers used to make clothes for their sons.?? Again, Brhaspati, a Vedic sage,

made clothes for King Soma.?

Humans wear clothes for several important reasons that serve both practical and social purposes.
Firstly, clothing helps protect the body from environmental conditions such as cold and heat. In
cold weather, clothes provide warmth and prevent the body from losing heat, while in hot
climates, they shield the skin from the sun’s harmful rays and help regulate body temperature.
Secondly, clothing plays a vital role in maintaining modesty. It covers the body according to
cultural and social norms, helping individuals feel comfortable and respected in public settings.
Thus, clothing is not only a means of physical protection but also a reflection of social values
and personal dignity. In the Atharvaveda, it is mentioned that the act of wearing clothes or
engaging in the making of garments contributes to the well-being of an individual. According to
this ancient text, such practices are believed to enhance a person’s lifespan and attract wealth.
This reflects the Vedic understanding that cloth is not merely a physical necessity but also carries
spiritual and symbolic significance. Proper attire is seen as a means of maintaining health,
dignity, and social harmony, while the craft of making clothes is recognised as a valuable
economic activity.>* The term ‘long life’ refers to the protective role of cloth, as it shields the
human body from cold, heat, and diseases, thereby helping to maintain health and prolong life.
On the other hand, ‘income’ implies that through the production and sale of clothing, people can
earn money and improve their financial stability. Thus, clothes serve both as a means of physical
protection and as a source of economic benefit. In the Atharvaveda, references are found to
garments and textile-related expressions. These include vasas,? tdrpya,26 and the wool-related
expression iirnamradas.>’ Apart from the Atharvaveda, the word dirnamradas is also found in
the Rgveda and Vdjasaneyi Samhita.?® This shows that the expression and related forms occur
across multiple Vedic texts. Furthermore, in the Atharvaveda, three types of garments for women
are also mentioned.?® It shows that during the Vedic period, people were familiar with various
clothes and had distinct names for each, indicating their knowledge of textiles and the importance
of clothing in their daily lives.

Just as cloth is a necessary item for humans, ornaments also hold great importance. Ornaments
are among the key elements of beauty. Women wear ornaments to enhance the beauty of their
bodies. Along with clothes, ornaments have played a significant role in human culture, especially
for women, as a means of expressing beauty and identity. In ancient times, not only women but
also kings, emperors, and other men wore ornaments. This shows that the use of ornaments was
not limited to women alone; it was equally significant among men, especially in royal and noble
circles. Ornaments symbolised not just beauty but also status, power, and wealth in historical
societies. They wore various types of gold and silver ornaments studded with gems and pearls.
Among the gold ornaments, there was one called ‘niska’, which was worn around the neck. A
person who wore this ornament was referred to as niskagriva. This clearly proves that men also
wore gold ornaments in ancient times.?® Gold ornaments were also worn on the chest, which
were called ‘rukma’. A person who wore this ornament was referred to as ‘rukmavaksas’ 3! In
the Rgveda, Vajasaneyi Samhita, and Taittiriya Samhita, the person who wore this ornament is
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referred to as ‘Rukmin’.3? The term ‘rukmavaksas’ refers to someone who wears this ornament.

This term is used for Marutdeva, a male deity. It implies that such ornaments were not exclusive
to women, but were worn by men in ancient times. Similarly, the ornament worn on the ear was
known as ‘pravarta’, and this ornament was green in colour.?3 In the Apastambasrautasiitra and
Baudhayanasrautasiitra, this ornament is referred to by the name ‘karnabharana’ >* In the Vedic
literature, particularly in ritualistic texts like the Srautasitras, specific terms were used for
different ornaments. Gold is also associated with the hand in Vedic ritual and poetic contexts. In
the Atharvaveda, the expression ‘hiranyahasta’ literally means ‘golden-handed’ and is used as
an epithet of Savitr.*

Food system in the Atharvaveda

The Atharvaveda provides various guidelines and instructions on not only spiritual and ritualistic
practices but also practical aspects of life, including food and drink. It mentions that food is
considered beneficial and should be consumed for health and well-being, and explains what kinds
of food should be consumed, which foods are considered forbidden or harmful, and at what times
certain foods should be eaten, etc. People should have a positive mindset and should eat food
with a joyful mind. Eating with joy and peace makes the food more beneficial, i.e., by helping in
better digestion and providing more nutrition, etc. That is why people should always eat with full
attention.>® Moreover, while eating food, people need to understand the nature of food, its
positive qualities, and possible negative effects, etc.>” Along with that, one should eat food that
enhances longevity, strength, energy, and nutrition.>® Also, one should always eat together and

share with others. This brings happiness and leads to longevity.>

Food is the fundamental basis of life. All living beings are sustained by food. Thus, it is described
as the creator of the world or creation. Prajapati is a Vedic deity considered the lord of creatures
or the progenitor of all beings. Prajapati created the thirty-three worlds through this food and
initiated sacrifices for the knowledge of it.** In the Vedic tradition, yajfias are means to honour
the gods, sustain the cosmic order, and gain knowledge or spiritual insight. Yajiia refers to
ritualistic offerings or sacrificial acts performed to honour deities. It is not limited to fire rituals;
it includes selfless actions and duties performed for greater purposes. Yajiia is central to the
maintenance and balance of the universe. It nurtures and supports all life, also making it a vital
principle for worldly and cosmic order. In the Atharvaveda, there is a description of the virat
anna. According to it, the head of the virat anna is Brhaspati, the mouth is Brahma, the two ears
are the Dyuloka and Prthivi, the two eyes are the Sun and the Moon, and the five vital airs (Prana,

Apana, Udana, Vyana, Samana) are considered to be the Saptansi.41

In the Atharvaveda, different names of food are found. Specifically, names of certain grains and
pulses such as yava, brihi, masa, tila, etc., are found.*? These items were important in the diet
and rituals of Vedic society. At that time, various types of dishes were prepared using yava.*?
During the Vedic period, yava was not just a raw grain but was actively used in cooking, and

varieties of dishes were made from it. Apart from this, food items like ksiravana, dadhivana,
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drapsavana, madhumana, padhuparka, rasavana, apavana, etc., were prepared for the gods and
guests. Additionally, purodasa was prepared as a food offering for the gods. Puroddsa was an

essential part of Vedic yajnas, signifying the deep connection between food, ritual, and
h-44

spirituality. This purodasa was offered to the deities in the yajfia as havi
Conclusion

The study reveals that dress and ornaments formed significant components of Atharvavedic life
and culture. Clothing served practical purposes such as protection and modesty, while also
carrying social, economic, and symbolic meanings. References to garments, textile materials, and
wool-related expressions demonstrate knowledge of clothing and material culture. Ornaments,
particularly those made of gold, reflected beauty, wealth, prestige, and social position. Terms
such as niska, rukma, pravarta, and hiranyahasta further show the diversity of adornment and
gold-related imagery. The use of ornaments by men as well as women indicates that adornment
was a broader cultural practice rather than something exclusively associated with women. Thus,
the Atharvaveda provides valuable evidence for understanding the material culture, aesthetic
values, and social practices of the Vedic period.

The study of the contents of the Atharvaveda reveals a broad picture of socio-cultural life in the
Vedic period. It relates not only to religious and ritual aspects but also to the position of women,
family relationships, clothing, ornaments, food and other aspects of everyday life. The position
of women occupies an important place in that period. The various terms used for women and
wives indicate their significant role in family and social life. Women were associated with
household responsibilities, marriage, childbirth, religious duties and the welfare of the family.
The study also reveals that dress and ornaments formed significant components of Atharvavedic
life and culture. Clothing served practical purposes such as protection and modesty, while also
carrying social, economic, and symbolic meanings. References to garments, textile materials, and
wool-related expressions demonstrate knowledge of clothing and material culture. In this Veda,
terms such as niska, rukma, pravarta and hiranyahasta reflect personal adornment and gold-
related imagery in relation to beauty, prestige and social identity. The use of ornaments by both
men and women demonstrates that ornamentation was a wider cultural practice. The food system
described in the Atharvaveda also reflects important aspects of social and cultural life. Food was
understood in relation to health, strength, nourishment and longevity. The Atharvaveda mentions
different grains, pulses and food preparations and emphasises the importance of eating with a
positive attitude and sharing food with others. Thus, the combined study of women, dress,
ornaments and food presents a more comprehensive picture of Atharvavedic society.
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