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During the course of this talk, I will discuss the conceptual position of women in early Āyurvedic literature; as 
objects of practice, but also as medical actors in and of themselves.  I will draw upon the written records of early 
Āyurveda, in which we find abundant material that directly describes and addresses women and their medical 
concerns.  Āyurvedic texts were a part of a larger cultural world: they share information and attitudes with other 
Sanskrit textual genres, particularly with dharma-śāstras (legal treatises), especially when the subjects in question 
turn to women and the regulation of their bodies in times of ritual pollution and reproductivity.  Although the 
āyurvedic corpus was beyond a doubt written and shaped by men, we can also uncover assumptions about the 
women on whose illnesses and experiences they were writing.  Just as a society expresses its attitudes towards the 
female body, as it does towards other phenomena of the natural world, in myths, superstitions, and folk remedies, 
so do we find these attitudes in literature that we might characterize as “rational,” “scientific,” or “logical” in its 
formulations.  My overall goal is to describe the medical world which women inhabited, amounting to a recovery 
and reconstruction of female experience through a careful gleaning of the textual record.  What I hope to 
accomplish is to move āyurvedic texts into the integrated domain of cultural history.” I have chosen to operate 
within the realm of an engaged, analytical philology, which begins with close readings of texts and ends in bringing 
these rich materials into broader conversations with larger social and historical institutions and constructions.  
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