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Abstract 

This essay looks at the ways in which medical discourse in Sanskrit is lin
guistically and meaningfully constructed, especially when this discourse 
directly addresses sexual difference in textual understandings of the ways 
in which conception, gestation, and the quotidian details of the birth expe
rience are described by the multiple authors of these texts, and in some 
cases, by their commentators. I see it as my task to uncover and discuss 
the conceptual position of women in early ayurvedic literature; as objects 
of practice, but also as medical 'actors' in and of themselves. In my con
clusion, I will include some of my own speculations on the transmission of 
gynecological and obstetric knowledge, on what is 'public' or 'private' knowl
edge and on what could possibly be construed as 'male' or 'female' sci
ence. I will be paying particular attention to the gendered nature of medical 
authority in my concluding remarks, especially when analysing several cir
cumstances in which women appear as agents and actors. I see ayurvedic 
texts as part of a larger cultural world: they share information and attitudes 
with other Sanskrit textual genres, particularly with dharma-filstras (legal 
treatises), especially when the subjects in question turn to women and the 
regulation of their bodies in times of ritual pollution and reproductivity. 

This essay is based on a lengthy two-part study of the complex webs 
of discourse relating to the dynamics of gender and medicine in the 
two earliest medical compendia in Sanskrit, the Carako,-sa'f[lhita and 
the SuJruta-sa'f[lhita. For our purposes, let us assume that the Carako,

sa'f[lhita can be dated to around the middle of the second century 
CE, with the Su.fruta-sa'f[lhita following perhaps a hundred years later. 1 

1 As Dominik Wujastyk cautions us in his medical reader, it is most difficult to 
establish dates for these texts, because they contain a great deal of material that 
was added by various redactors to what may very well have been core textual frag
ments. See Wujastyk 2003, pp. 3-5, 63-64. For further elaboration and specula
tion on the dates of these texts and their connections to earlier material from the 
Vedic period, see the opening chapters of Zysk 1991, especially pp. 13-17, 21-33. 
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As is my goal in my larger study, the primary task in this essay is 
to look carefully and incisively at the ways in which medical discourse 
in Sanskrit is linguistically and meaningfully constructed, especially 
when this discourse directly addresses sexual difference in textual 
understandings of anatomy, the diagnosis and treatment of disease, 
and, specifically, the ways in which conception, gestation, and the 
quotidian details of the birth experience are described by the mul
tiple authors of these texts, and in some cases, by their commenta
tors. In my conclusion, I will include some of my own speculations 
on the transmission of gynecological and obstetric knowledge, on 
what is 'public' or 'private' knowledge; on what could possibly be 
construed as 'male' or 'female' science.2 I will be paying particular 
attention to the gendered nature of medical authority in my con
cluding remarks, especially when analysing several circumstances in 
which women appear as agents and actors. 

Methodology, taxonomies, and textual registers 

I see it as my task to uncover and discuss the 'conceptual position' 
of women in early Ayurvedic literature; as objects of practice, but also 

Also see Meulenbeld's masterful five-volume History ef Indian Medical Literature 
(1999-2002) for his careful analysis of the arguments that center around the date 
ofCaraka and his text (Volume IA, pp. 105-115). Meulenbeld states that the philo
sophical inflections found throughout the Caraka-saTJ'lhitii indicate that 'the author 
called Caraka cannot have lived later than about AD 150-200 and not much ear
lier than about 100 BC' (Volume IA, p. 114). Also see Volume IA, pp. 350-352 
for a discussion of the chronological relations between the Caraka-saTJ'lhitii and the 
SuJruta-saTJ'lhitii. Meulenbeld presents arguments that show that the SuJruta-saTJ'lhitii 
could be earlier or later than the Caraka-sllTJ'lhitii, but is inconclusive about a date 
for the former. He does remark, however, that the Hiirita-saTJ'lhitii, a later work, 
understands the Caraka-saTJ'lhitii to be the SuJruta-saTJ'lhitii's predecessor, although in 
terms of yugas (eons) rather than mere centuries. 

2 I use these categories with a great deal of caution. As Tewari 2001, pp. xx, 
has stated, 'Prasutitantra (obstetrics), striroga (gynaecology) and biilaroga (neonatology 
and paediatrics) have been described under kaumiirabhrt;ya, one of the eight branches 
of Ayurveda'. See her overview of these topics titled 'Kaumiirabhrt;ya (Obstetrics, 
Gynaecology, Neonatology and Paediatrics)' in Subbarayappa 2001, Vol. IV, Part 
2, pp. 219-251. Although this overview gives us a very good sense of the sorts of 
topics that are subsumed under this heading, it is interlaced with taxonomical and 
anatomical understandings that have been imported from the world of western med
icine, a rather common technique that is used uncritically by many scholars and 
western (or western-trained) doctors writing on Ayuroeda. Though this can sometimes 
be useful, it can also mislead, and to use such language in any discussion of Sanskrit 
medical systems is problematic, but sometimes unavoidable. 

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:03:58PM
via free access



256 MARTHA ANN SELBY 

as medical 'actors' in and of themselves. 3 This task is by no means 
an easy one. As Stephanie Jamison has written in her excellent study 
on women and ritual in the Vedic period, the materials that we 
must necessarily confront are 

texts preserved by men for men as the foundation and support for an 
elaborate, well-organized, institutionalized religious system. How can 
we even hope to glimpse women's experience in these structures, and 
if we do glimpse something, how can we tell what it represents? We 
must make the texts tell us things that their composers did not think 
they were saying; we must read between the lines. 4 

Luckily, such a reading is easier to carry out in the written records 
of early Ayurveda. There is simply more material to work with that 
directly describes and addresses women and their medical concerns. 
Also, Ayuroedic texts were a part of a larger cultural world: they share 
information and attitudes with other Sanskrit textual genres, partic
ularly with dharma-sastras Oegal treatises), especially when the subjects 
in question turn to women and the regulation of their bodies in 
times of ritual pollution and reproductivity. 

In my readings of these texts, I have gained no real sense of a 
coherent idea of 'gynecology' in the Greco-Roman sense, or in the 
contemporary western sense, but this has much more to do with the 
ways in which disorders and their treatments are taxonomically under
stood and arranged, rather than with a lack of information, or with 
some covert agenda of erasure or 'silencing' of this information by 
masculinist authors living in masculinist cultures. But for whatever 
reason, it remains true that the bodies of women seem somehow 
fragmented and dispersed across the wholes that are these two texts. 
For example, mu</,ha-garbha, 'difficult labour,' is discussed in the SuJruta
saT[lhita, nidiina-sthana ('The Section on Pathology'), sandwiched between 
chapters on edema and abscesses. Stana-roga, diseases of the breast, 
are described at the end of the tenth chapter of the SuJruta-saT[lhita, 
nidana-sthana, immediately following passages that discuss the patholo
gies of febrile edema and sinus disorders. But there is a consistent 
and inherent logic to this arrangement, because the same organisa
tion of material is followed in the cikitsa-sthana ('The Section on 

3 I have borrowed this phrase from Jamison 1996, p. 4. 
4 Idem. Also see Julia Leslie's introduction to her edited volume 1992, especially 

pp. 1-4. 
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Therapeutics').5 Vaginal and uterine diseases are found between a 
chapter that explains conditions caused by attacks of the nine grahas 
(nine classes of demons that 'seize' or 'grab' bodies, particularly those 
of children, and cause convulsive fits and insanity) and a chapter 
that consists of a general essay on fever. 

The Caraka-sarrzhita presents materials such as these in a somewhat 
more condensed way. For instance, in the thirtieth chapter of the 
cikitsa-sthana titledyoni-l!)lapat, 'Disorders of the Female Genitalia' (and 
the chapter in the text that most closely resembles medical writing 
on 'gynecology'), we find a catalogue listing the twenty recognised 
types of vaginal and uterine diseases, followed by a list of defects 
found in male semen. That is then followed by suggestions on how 
to treat various menstrual disorders, and this section ends with descrip
tions of defects found in breast milk. 

There is, however, one exception to these seemingly fragmented 
taxonomies of illnesses, disorders, and treatments of either sex. The 
narratives of conception, pregnancy, and birth range over quite large 
sections of these two texts.6 In fact, they present a coherent narra
tive prescription (not a description) for what should ideally take place 
in the management and care of a pregnant woman from the moment 
of conception up to the moment of delivery and beyond. It is abun
dantly clear that these passages are prescriptive in function. Most 
verbs are conjugated in the optative, causative, or the sort of aorist 
in which a prescriptive function is understood, and phrases such as 
'one should give her, one should make her sit, one should implore 
her, she should eat, she should drink, she should bear down' appear 
in nearly every sutra. 

These prescriptive narratives are also quite exceptional in tenor 
from those that appear in other parts of these works. These narratives 
acknowledge and employ female knowledge, not easily or readily, 

5 The logic of taxonomy that I mention here appears to be one driven much 
more by etiological narratives than by Francis Zimmermann's notion, though cor
rect on other levels, of a 'logico-poetic' system based on a 'literary aesthetic'. See 
Zimmermann 1987, esp. pp. 67-68, 154-156. 

6 Jean Langford's writing on the rhetorical textures of Ayuroedic texts has helped 
me to think through the above descriptions. Though I do not at all agree with her 
provocative statement that the 'dichotomy between poetic and expository language 
is ... peculiarly modem', it is valuable in that it has inspired me to think much 
more carefully about the different purposes of the tensions between versification and 
expository prose that are in ready evidence-and in dialogue-in the texts under 
consideration. Langford 2002, pp. 14-19, 116-122. 
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but it is discernible. In much of the rest of this essay I will demonstrate 
how authoritative female voices emerge not just in their expected 
roles as midwives or as wet-nurses, but as expert friends and advi
sors during the experience of labour and birth. 

The narratives-translation and analysis 

The particular passage that I have chosen for analysis is found in 
the Caraka,-saT[lhita in its sarfra-sthana ('The Section Concerning the 
Body,' sometimes translated, in a modernising vein, as 'Physiology' 
by other scholars). The eighth chapter of this section is titled JiUi
sutrfyam, 'Relating to the Sutras on Birth', and in the remainder of 
this essay, I will discuss and analyse relevant excerpts culled from 
the first forty verses of this chapter. 7 The chapter opens with sev
eral lines of specific instructions for a woman and a man who have 
wyapanna-sukra-soriita-garbhasaya, 'viable semen, blood, and womb', and 
who desire srryasz praJa, 'the best sort of offspring'. The text is very 
explicit in its language and grammar that the product of choice is 
male. This has obviously given an eleventh-century commentator on 
the text, Cakrapar:iidatta, pause. He defines srryasz prqja thus: 

... frryasf praja gur,avan putro gur,avatf ca kal1:)!a 'bhipreta, yato 'tra kanyot
pada-vidhanam api lesatab karivatz; tena nirgur,ayob kanyaputrayos tatha 
napuTJ1,sakasya cafrryastvena l!JUdasab; anye tu putram eva frryasfTJ1, prajam ahub; 
yato 'tra sarvaTJ1, putram evoddisya vidhanaTJ1, prayab karisyati . 

. . . a son with good qualities and a daughter with good qualities are 
meant here, for [the author] will make only very brief mention of the 
measures to be taken for the birth of a girl. Because of the inferior 
natures of daughters and sons who are lacking in qualities, or of her
maphrodites, the means for producing them are excluded. And others 
have said that only a son is excellent, so here, [the author] will set 
forth the expedients, having explained everything in terms of produc
ing only a son, by and large.8 

7 Writing in the eleventh century CE, commentator Cakrapai:i.idatta elaborates 
on the chapter's title, explaining that it is called such in this context because of the 
ultimate results, the 'birth' of a human being. He further indicates that the wordjati 
encompasses both the 'causes' of birth (janma-kiira,:za) as well as its 'means' (janmopaya). 

8 All translations from Sanskrit are my own. The text editions that I have used 
in preparing this essay are included in my list of references. The numberings fol
low these specific editions. 
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The woman and the man are then advised to undergo lubricating 
and steam treatments, followed by total cleansing via emesis and 
purgation. Sutras 5 through 8 then read: 

Then, when three nights have elapsed after the onset of her period, 
she should observe celibacy, make her bed on the ground, take her 
food with her hands from an unbroken vessel, and not make the error 
of bathing. Then, on the fourth day, she should be anointed, made 
to take a full head-bath, and should be given white clothing, along 
with the man. Then, with both of them clad in white, their disposi
tions good, and feeling desire for one another, they should have sex 
after bathing on even days if they desire a son, and on odd ones if 
they desire a daughter. 

And this, by the way, is the only instance in this narrative at which 
the production of female progeny is mentioned.9 The text continues: 

He should not have intercourse with her in the bending-down or side
ways positions. Due to the bending-down position, Wind10 becomes 
strong and it afflicts the woman's genitals; due to the sideways posi
tion, if one has sex with her if she is lying on her right side, Phlegm 
becomes strong and it trickles down and stops up the womb. If she 
lies on her left, the Bile that is on that side becomes afflicted and 
bums the blood and semen. Therefore, a woman should only accept 
seed when in the supine position, for in this way, the dofas will remain 
just as they are. When they have finished, the woman should be sprin
kled with cool water. In such circumstances, a woman who overeats, 
is hungry, thirsty, afraid, dejected, afflicted by grief, angry, desires 
another man, or has an excessive desire for sex will not bear an embryo, 
or will produce a defective child. One should shun a woman who is 
too young, too old, who has had a lengthy illness, or is altered in any 
other way. These same faults are also found in the man. So, a woman 
and a man should have sex when they are free from all faults. 

9 There are, however, historically earlier textual prescriptions from other liter
ary genres that advise couples on specific procedures to follow if they wish to have 
daughters. See, for example, BrhadiiraTJ)lka Upan~ad VI.4. I 7, which advises a man 
to instruct his wife to cook rice with sesame seeds. The couple should then eat this 
preparation mixed with ghf, if they wish to be the parents of a long-lived, learned 
daughter. Paraphrased from Olivelle (tr.), 1996, p. 90. 

10 Wind (viiyu or viita) is the most capricious and dangerous of the three dofas 
('faults' or 'humors') in the Sanskrit medical system. It is particularly harmful at 
times of conception and during the entire gestational and birth process. Its drying 
qualities are detrimental to the pregnant woman as well as to the growing fetus, 
and most therapies that a woman undergoes during pregnancy centre on staving 
off the ill effects of Wind. The other two do~as are Bile (pitta) and Phlegm (kapha 
or if.e~a). 
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With arousal born in them, and well-disposed for sex, having fitted 
out a pleasant bed scented with good perfumes and beautifully cov
ered, having eaten pleasing and nourishing food but not in excess, the 
man should climb onto the bed with his right foot, and the woman 
with her left. 

At that point, the following mantra should be uttered: 

You are the Serpent-god; you are Vitality; 
You are the Foundation for everything. 
May Dhatr proffer you; may Vidhatr maintain you; 
Become divine in splendor. 

May Brahma, Brhaspati, Vi~i:iu, 
the Moon, the Sun, and the two Asvins 
along with Siva, Mitra, and Varui:ia 
grant me a heroic son. 

Having spoken thus, the couple should then have intercourse. 

And so the stage is set for production of the best possible offspring. 
The passages that follow describe the ways in which the couple can 
further prepare themselves for production of a son of desirable colour 
and characteristics by ingesting and surrounding themselves with like
coloured objects. Most of these activities are centred on the body of 
the woman, for it is she who is the most susceptible to outside 
influences. There is a definite 'poetics' of bodies and their substances 
at work in both texts; a poetics that seems largely to have been 
based on colour, and on only two colours at that: red and white. 11 

Women and the 'feminine' are red; men and the 'masculine' are 
white. The redness of women and the whiteness of men are based 
on the colours of their observable sexual effluents: menstrual fluid 
in the case of women, and semen in the case of men.12 

These colours and their qualities can be seen as expressions of a 
powerful archetypal binary pair in early Indian culture, that of agni 
(fire) and soma (most typically a sacrificial beverage, but used to 
denote cooling, watery properties). 13 Blood and semen, and by exten
sion, red and white, are explicitly tied to agni and soma by l:;>alhai:ia, 

11 Inspired by the work of Zimmermann 1987, I am paying less attention to the 
literary conventions, structures, and effects that he means in the use of this term. 
I use the word 'poetics' in a broader cultural sense that seems to be grounded 
simultaneously in texts as well as in practice; a poetics that is therefore probably 
more akin to what we might call 'cultural semiotics'. 

12 For a full treatment of the role of menstrual fluid in conception, see Das 2003, 
especially the materials summarised in the conclusion, pp. 487-495. 

13 See Wujastyk 2004, pp. 347-370. 
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an eleventh-century commentator on the Susruta-saT[lhita. Dominik 
Wujastyk notes that I)alhar:ia 'spells out the fact that the woman's 
menstrual blood is fiery, in contrast to the man's semen which is of 
the nature of soma, and it is their union that creates an embryo'. 14 

White and red exist in a dominant/subordinate relationship, both 
in the medical texts themselves and within the larger and more artic
ulated contexts of quasi-Hindu social hierarchy. In general, white 
always predominates, with red and other colours ranked below it. 
White is the colour of coolness, celibacy, virility, purity, and goodness, 
whereas red represents heat, sexuality, permeability, taint, and energy. 
White is 'male' and 'closed'; red is 'female' and 'open'. It is a woman's 
redness and openness that cause her susceptibility to all kinds of out
side influences, both good and bad, and her porousness and fluidity 
allow for an exchange to occur in which elements in the environ
ment-sights, sounds, and smells, as well as foods and medicines that 
are actually prescribed and ingested-all leave impressions in a 
woman's body that are incorporated into any embryo that she is 
actually carrying or soon might be carrying. Therefore, the care and 
maintenance of a woman who is either trying to conceive or is newly 
pregnant are formulated along the lines of engineering her redness 
and openness to produce the best 'product' possible, a male child, 
a material and ritual heir, with desirable physical and mental traits. 
Also, pregnancy in general is a hot, red state, and the procedures 
described for a woman whose pregnancy is in trouble basically involve 
'cooling down' and 'whitening' her redness, as I will soon demonstrate. 

Once it has been established with some surety that the woman is 
indeed a garbhirzf, 'pregnant', the text begins to spin out long, elaborate 
lists of 'controls' that are specifically engineered to keep her redness 
in check. These controls have to do primarily with a woman's diet, 
but also with her immediate environment, her social comportment, 
and her emotions. It seems that all potentially bad influences that 
may attach themselves to a woman whether she invites them or not 
must be 'sieved away' at any possible place of ingress, where they 
can enter her body and cause irreversible damage to the child that 
she is carrying. In other words, anything that is potentially dangerous 
or impure in her own sensory range or in her own comportment 
will be automatically ingested by or imprinted on her fetus, and 

14 Ibid., p. 356. 
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remade in it with extremely unpleasant and undesirable results through 
a regularised series of gestalts and correspondences. A general regi
men for preventive care is set out at VIII.22: 

One should treat the diseases of a pregnant woman with practices and 
medicines that are mostly soft, sweet, cooling, pleasant, and tender. 
One should not employ emesis, purgation, or head-purgation in her 
treatment. Blood should never be let. At no time should unoily or oily 
enemas be given, unless for an illness that requires immediate attention. 
After the eighth month, in illnesses to be treated by such procedures 
as emesis, the treatment should be with gentle emesis and like procedures, 
or with things that produce its results. A pregnant woman is like a 
pot brimming with oil that should not be shaken about, and ought to 
be treated as such. 

The classical Greek Hippokratics likened the female body to a ploughed 
and sown field and her uterus to a jug. 15 In Sanskrit contexts, we 
certainly find the field imagery, especially in poetry and in epic and 
legal literature, but in the Sanskrit medical collections, it is not the 
uterus that is the jug or pot: it is the whole woman herself; not just 
her womb, but the whole of her. A woman's body is, in general, 
'flexibly adjusting [and] constantly changing', 16 as well as a constant 
source of male, medical and ritual alarm due to its 'pliancy and 
porousness'. 17 The body of a woman is 'constantly crossing lines 
which it should not cross', 18 due to its openness, redness, and heat. 
Menstruation and birth are those junctures in a woman's life when 
she is at her most open, and she must be isolated and insulated to 
keep her from polluting and from being polluted, especially if she is 
menstruating and is planning to conceive, or is already with child. 

Woman is matter; prakrti. 19 She is also a 'receptacle, a reservoir ... 
which takes its form and activation from whatever shapes enter 
[her ... Her] boundaries are pliant, porous, and mutable. She swells, 
shrinks, leaks, is penetrated, and suffers metamorphoses'.20 As a recep
tacle in pregnancy, her body must be tempered, patched, and pre
vented from leaking; it is not to be placed on rough surfaces where 

15 Hanson 1990, p. 317. 
16 Martin 1992, p. xv. 
17 Carson 1990, p. 158. 
18 Ibid., p. 136. 
19 For a full treatment on the feminine nature of prakrti, see Pintchman 1994, 

pp. 61-115. 
2° Carson 1990, pp. 153-54. 
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it might topple over and void itself of its precious contents. It should 
not be squeezed, beaten, jostled, or agitated in any way to avoid 
rippling the golden liquid, quickening surfaces of what it contains. 
But what should be done if the pot begins to leak? Sutras VIII.23-24 
detail the procedures for what to do if a bloody discharge appears 
at certain crucial points in a woman's pregnancy, and it is clear that 
not only are these procedures specifically 'engineered' to plug up or 
stop leaks with the use of specially prepared tampons and by posi
tioning the woman's body in ways to stop outward flows. Many of 
these procedures also conform to the standard· medical semiotics of 
colour and heat that I have detailed above. It is also just as important 
to keep the woman 'white' and 'cool', since it appears that exaggerated 
'redness' and 'heat' are the primary causes of miscarriage as under
stood in this system: 

If she should see blood in the second or third months due to unwhole
some regimens, it should be known that her embryo will not stay put; 
for at that time, the embryo is of undeveloped strength. 

From the fourth month hence, if she should see blood due to anger, 
grief, envy, jealousy, fear, terror, sexual intercourse, exercise, a sud
den jolt, checking natural urges, eating, sleeping, or standing on uneven 
ground, from the consequences of extreme hunger or thirst, or from 
taking bad food, we will explain the regimen by which her fetus can 
be stabilized. Immediately after blood is seen, one should say to her: 
'Immediately take to a bed covered with a soft, cool, and pleasing 
sheet, with the head of the bed slightly lowered.' Then, having soaked 
a piece of cotton with licorice21 and ghf22 that has been kept in extremely 
cold water, one should apply it in the region of her netherparts. Then 
one should smear her everywhere below the navel with ghf that has 
been purified a hundred times and a thousand times. She should also 

21 Y~fimadhu (Glycryyhiza glabra Linn.). Warrier, Nambiar, and Ramankutty (eds) 
2003, Vol. 3, pp. 84-88. I have relied on this five-volume collection for most of 
my translations of Sanskrit herb and plant names, but the very act of translating 
these names is fraught with difficulty and problems of accuracy. As Wujastyk (2003), 
writes in his introduction to The Roots ef Ayurveda, 'In identifying ancient Indian 
plants it is normally necessary to 'triangulate' in on the plant, as it were, using evi
dence of various types' (p. xxxvii). I have basically followed suit. It is also important 
to note that Sharma and Dash (tr.) 1977, to date the most authoritative translators 
of the Caralca-saT[lhita, note at the bottom of a long passage of substances 'having 
therapeutically useful roots' that 'identification of some of the drugs mentioned in 
this verse are shrouded in the mist of doubts' (Vol. I, p. 51). To facilitate ease for 
my readers, I have attempted to give English equivalents wherever possible, and 
will provide Latin classificatory names in these notes when they are available. 

22 Clarified butter. 
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be sprinkled all over below the navel with well-chilled cow's milk, or 
with honeyed water, or with an astringent made from trees of the 
banyan23 group, or she should be bathed in well-chilled water. One 
should make her keep rags [in the vagina] that have been soaked in 
the natural juices of milky, astringent plants. Or, one should make her 
keep cotton [in her vagina] that has been cooked with bud calyxes24 

from trees of the banyan group or that have been soaked in milk and 
ghf. She should be given the filaments of lotuses and blue and white 
water lilies along with honey and sugar for licking; and water chestnuts,25 
lotus seeds, and kaieruka26 for eating. Or, she should be made to drink 
the calyxes of the banyan tree, fragrant panic seed,27 blue lotus, lotus 
root in general, and unripe figs along with goat's milk. One should 
also feed her a soft, fragrant, cool mash of red fii.li 28 rice along with 
honey and sugar, with milk cooked with ba/,ii,,29 atibaw,30 fii.li rice, ~OJ!ika 
rice,31 sugarcane root, and kii.koti. 32 She should be fed with a broth made 
from the meats of common quail, gray partridge, antelope, fambara deer, 
rabbit, black buck, fawn deer, or black-tailed deer that has been well 
prepared with ghi when she is in a pleasant, cool, well-ventilated place. 
And one should guard her from anger, grief, exertion, sexual intercourse, 
and from exercise. She should be regaled with cheerful stories that are 
pleasing to the mind. Thus, her embryo will stay in place. 

The descriptions of these procedures are then followed by passages 
that detail courses of action to be followed when an embryo overstays 
its welcome in the womb, or when it shrivels up and becomes motion
less due to various aggravations of Wind, followed by recommendations 

23 Nyagrodha (Ficus Benghafmsis Linn.). Warrier, Nambiar, and Ramankutty (eds) 
2003, Vol. 3, pp. 20-26. 

24 Sungii, commonly translated as 'bud', seems to be more properly a part of a 
bud, either its calyx or sheath. See Monier-Williams 1996, p. I 081. 

25 Srngiifaka (Trapa bispinosa Roxb.). Warrier, Nambiar, and Ramankutty (eds) 2003, 
Vol. 5, pp. 308-310. 

26 Scirpus grossus Linn. f., identified as such by Sharma and Dash 1977, in their trans
lation of this particular section (Vol. 2, p. 480). Monier-Williams 1996, identifies this 
item as 'the root of Scirpus Kysoor (a kind of grass with a bulbous root)' (p. 265). 

27 Priyangu (Callicarpa ma.crophyll,a Yahl.). Warrier, Nambiar, and Ramankutty (eds) 
2003, Vol. I, pp. 334-337. 

28 The red variety of Oryza satwa Linn., 'rice; paddy'. Warrier, Nambiar, and 
Ramankutty (eds) 2003, Vol. 4, pp. 193-198. 

29 Identified by Sharma and Dash 1977, Bajracharya 1979, p. 15 7, and Kapoor 
200 I, p. 303, as Sida cordifolia Linn. Kapoor also offers 'country mallow' as an 
English equivalent. Bala is also identified as Sida acuta by Dash 1991, p. 63. 

30 Sharma and Dash (tr.) 1977, identify atibala as 'a variety of bala' (see note 20); 
also identified as Sida rhombifolia Linn. by Bajracharya 1979, p. 158. 

31 Identified by all consulted sources as 'a variety of Oryza satwa Linn'. 
32 No one seems to be able to come up with a specific identification for this 

particular plant, but Dash 1991, p. 25, tentatively suggests that it may be Roscoea 
purpurea. 
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regarding the unblocking of a woman's bowels if she develops severe 
constipation in her eighth month. What then follows is a sad nar
rative----simultaneously censorious and strikingly compassionate-that 
details what courses are to be followed if the worst of all possible 
things happens; if a woman's fetus dies. These passages are found 
at VIII.30-31: 

If the fetus dies in her belly due to extreme aggravation of the do!os, 
excessive use of items with pungent, hot qualities, by suppressing the 
natural urges of flatulence, urination, and defecation, by sitting, sleeping, 
and standing on rough surfaces, because of squeezing or injuries, 
because of anger, grief, envy, fear, terror, or like things, or due to 
other rash action, her belly becomes motionless, stiff, distended, and 
cold, as if there is a rock inside. The fetus does not quiver, an abundance 
of acute pain appears, birth pangs manifest, there is no discharge from 
the vagina, her eyes become sunken, she feels faint, shakes, becomes 
dizzy, pants, and becomes extremely anxious. Her natural urges do 
not manifest as they should. One should know the woman with such 
indications as being one whose fetus is dead. 

Some have said that the act of removal that causes the expulsion 
of the afterbirth is good for the extraction of a fetus. Some have pre
scribed formulas and so on as set forth in the Atharvaveda, and others 
have suggested removal by a surgeon who has a lot of practical expe
rience. One should cause a woman whose fetus was immature and 
who has undergone extraction of such a dead fetus to drink, at first, 
any one of these tonics: the distilled liquors sura and af¥/a, rum, mead, 
or wine, as is suitable, in order to purify the womb, to help her forget 
the pain, and to cheer her up. After that, one should treat her with 
oily drinks, enemas, and prescribed foods, and with things that are 
known to kindle the digestion, are vivifying, bolstering, sweet, and 
Wind-alleviating. Additionally, for a woman who undergoes extraction 
of a fully mature fetus, there should be oily treatment on the very day 
on which the loosened fetus is extracted. 

The placement of this narrative of loss is immediately followed by 
one of utter normalcy and auspiciousness. The authors of the text 
seem to have felt the need to dispense with the worst-case scenarios 
first, and I am yet to discern what the logic in the flow of information 
is in this particular passage. I would speculate that perhaps there is 
a brand of medical pragmatism at work here; after all, 'forewarned 
is forearmed', and knowing the correct procedures for what to do 
if a woman's pregnancy goes awry takes precedence over treatments 
for a woman whose pregnancy is following a normal, healthy course. 

But it is also clear, as I will show, that these discourses are gen
dered ones. As I will demonstrate in the following passages, medical 
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men appear to be controlling a woman's treatment when a preg
nancy is difficult, but other women are the ones who attend upon 
a woman during her actual labour and birth through the creation 
of what I have come to think of as a 'red zone' inside the .Ayurvedic 
sutikagii-ram, the 'delivery house'. The remaining siltras in this pas
sage, VIII. 32-40, detail a monthly regimen for a woman to pur
sue, followed by precise directions on the construction of the sutikagaram 
and an 'inventory list' of just how to fit it out, and end with a labour 
and birth scenario of coaxing and encouragement, culminating in 
the birth of a son at the end of siltra VIII.40. 

Here are the details of a month-by-month routine prescribed for 
a woman and her embryo, who are together experiencing a normal 
pregnancy and gestation. Note the interesting little argument-a dis
pute between 'what women say' and male medical opinion-over 
the etiology of stretch marks here, called kikkisa in Sanskrit. It is 
clear from CakrapaQ.idatta's commentary that stretch marks are being 
described; he glosses kikkisa as carma-vidararzam, 'fissures in the skin': 

We will now prescribe a month-by-month routine for an embryo who 
is filling out normally and in the best way possible. In the first month, 
if it is suspected that the woman has conceived an embryo, she should 
drink at regular intervals chilled and unprocessed milk in appropriate 
quantities. Evenings and mornings she should eat only balanced food. 
In the second month, she should take only milk that has been pre
pared with sweet medicines; in the third month, milk that has been 
augmented with honey and ghf; and in the fourth month, she should 
eat one karfa33 of fresh butter churned from milk. In the fifth month, 
she should take ghf made from milk; in the sixth month, ghf from milk 
mixed with sweet medicines, and that very same thing in the seventh 
month. At this time, women say that the hairs of the embryo are being 
produced and give rise to a burning feeling in the mother. The blessed 
Atreya34 says that it is not so. Rather, due to the upward pressure of 
the embryo, Wind, Bile, and Phlegm reach the chest and cause burn
ing. Then, itching is also produced, and suffering from stretch marks 

33 We encounter the same difficulties in the translation of Sanskrit words for 
weights and measures as we do for the names of plants and herbs. Again, I have 
followed Wujastyk's lead, and caution readers to be aware that although many 
sources say that a kar~a is equivalent to twelve grams, we have no way of knowing 
for certain. See Wujastyk 2003, pp. xxxix, 262-265. 

34 Atreya is the primary 'conveyor' of medical knowledge in the Caraka-sal'/1,hita, 
and in the many settings throughout the text in which medical discussions are por
trayed in the context of a symposium, Atreya is at the centre of the proceedings, 
and serves roles as the chief transmitter of information, the refuter of other theo
ries, the banisher of doubts, and the sage with the answers to all questions. 
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arises, which are caused by the itching. In this case, one should give 
her one to/a35 of fresh butter prepared with sweet medicines along with 
jujube36 water to drink at regular intervals. One should rub her breasts 
and belly with pastes of sandalwood and lotus stalk, or with powders 
of siris,37 fire-flame bush,38 mustard seed, and licorice, or with pastes 
of kurchi,39 basil seed, nut grass,40 and turmeric, or with pastes of neem, 
jujube, holy basil, and madder,4 1 or with the three types of myrobalans 
combined with the blood of a spotted antelope, deer, and rabbit, or 
a massage with oil prepared of oleander42 leaves, or additionally, she 
can be sprinkled all over with water infused with jasmine and licorice. 
She should avoid scratching when the itching flares up in order to 
avoid scarring or breaking the skin. But when the itching is unbear
able, it may be avoided by rubbing her with unguents and by keep
ing her cheerful. She should consume food from the sweet category 
that is Wind-alleviating in small portions. The food should be neither 
oily or salty, and taken with a little drink of water after eating. Now 
in the eighth month, she should drink milk-gruel laced with ghi at reg
ular intervals. Bhadrakapya43 disagrees, saying that 'yellowness' [here, 
jaundice?] could surely come to her embryo. In this matter, the blessed 
Punarvasu Atreya has spoken on yellowness, saying that it might very 
well be, but it in no way means that this routine should not be followed. 
Thus, a woman who does these things is free of illness and will pro
duce a child who is furnished with excellence in health, strength, colour, 
voice, and muscularity, the very best among all his relations, even. 
Now in the ninth month, one should definitely purge her with oil 
infused with sweet medicines. One should introduce a piece of cotton 
that has been soaked in the very same oil into her vagina for the pur
pose of oiling the womb and the passageway. If this prescribed rou
tine is employed from the first month up through the ninth, then, 
because of this, at the time of the embryo's delivery, the pregnant 
woman's back, sides, hips, uterus, and the embryo's supports will all 
become supple. Wind is aligned in its proper direction. Urine and 
excrement that have become normalized easily follow their paths. The 
skin and nails become soft. Strength and colour grow strong, and she 

35 Sharma and Dash (tr.) 1977, Vol. 2, p. 487, assign an amount of twelve grams 
to this term. Please see note 31. It seems likely to me that in this context, tola may 
be a more general term that could simply be translated as 'measure'. 

36 Kola (Zizyphus mauritiana Lam.). Warrier, Nambiar, and Ramankutty (eds) 2003, 
Vol. 5, pp. 439-444. 

37 Sin,a (Albizia '-ebbeck Benth). Ibid., Vol. I, pp. 81-84. 
38 Dhiitaki ( Woodjordia Jruticosa [Linn.) Kurz). Ibid., Vol. 5, pp. 412-416. 
39 Ku/qja (Holarrhena pubescens [Buch.-Ham.] Wallich ex Don). Ibid., Vol. 3: 156-161. 
40 Mustii (Cyperus rotundus Linn.). Ibid., Vol. 2: 296-299. 
41 Ma;ij~!hii (Rubia cordifalia Linn.). Ibid., Vol. 5: 17-21. 
42 Karavfra (Nerium o'-eander Linn.). Ibid., Vol. 4: 126-130. 
43 Bhadrakapya is another major authority who intermittently makes an appearance 

in the Caraka-sarrzhitii, and often provides Atreya with questions or arguable points. 
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easily delivers a desired son, endowed with excellence and pleasant, 
and in a timely fashion. 

And just before her ninth month, one should construct a delivery 
house in a place that has been cleared of bones, pebbles, and pot
sherds, and on soil that has a praiseworthy consistency, taste, and 
smell. The house should have an east- or north-facing door, and should 
be built of bael,44 persimmon,45 iizgudf,46 marking nut,47 vara,:za,48 or 
kutch49 woods or of whatever woods that are approved by brahmins 
who know the Atharvaveda. It should be furnished with excellent draperies, 
plasterwork, bed linens, and door panels, and should have a fireplace, 
running water, a wooden mortar, a toilet, a bathing area, and a kitchen 
fitted out by one who knows the very heart of architecture. It should 
be pleasant in whatever season is current. 

Therein, gki, oil, honey, sochal, black, and fossil salts, embelia50 and 
kuth51 plants, deodar pine, ginger, pepper, pepper root, elephant pep
per, frogs' ear, cardamom, glory lily, sweet flag5 2 root, chaba pepper, 
rosy-flowered leadwort,53 cirabil:va,54 asafoetida, mustard, garlic, clearing 
nut,55 ka,:za, ka,:zikii., 56 cinchona,57 flax, bal:vqja grass,58 birch, horse gram,59 

and the wines mairrya, sura, and asava to be used as tonics should be 
on hand. Moreover, there should also be two stones, two mortar and 
pestle sets, two wooden mortars, and one jackass;60 and two sharp 

44 Biwa (Aegle marmews [Linn.] Corr.). Warrier, Nambiar, and Ramankutty (eds) 
2003, Vol. 1, pp. 62-66. 

45 Tinduka (Diospyros malabarica [Desr.] Kostel.). Ibid., Vol. 2, pp. 338-341. 
46 Balanites aegyptica. Dash 1991, pp. 253-254. I have yet to find a suitable English 

equivalent for this wood. 
47 Bhallataka (Semecarpus anacardium Linn.f.). Warrier, Nambiar, and Ramankutty 

(eds) 2003, Vol. 5, pp. 98-103. 
48 This wood has not been properly identified, possibly because it is spelled in 

different ways in other contexts. Dash 1991, p. 252, suggests that it may be Crataeva 
nurvala (the English equivalent is the 'three-leaved caper'), but it does not quite make 
sense in this particular context. 

49 Khadira (Acacia catechu [Linn.f.] willd.). Warrier, Nambiar, and Ramankutty (eds) 
2003, Vol. 1, pp. 19---22. 

50 Vujariga (Embelia ribes Burm.f.). Ibid., Vol. 2, pp. 368-371. 
51 KU!fha (Saussurea Lappa C. B. Clarke). Ibid., Vol. 5, pp. 80--83. 
52 Vaca (Acorus calamus Linn.). Ibid., Vol. 1, pp. 51-54. 
53 Citraka (Plumbago indica Linn.). Ibid., Vol. 4, pp. 321-326. 
54 Possibly a variety of kara;ija (Pongamia pinnata). See Dash 1991, p. 259. 
55 Kataka (Strychnos potatorum Linn.f.). Warrier, Nambiar, and Ramankutty (eds) 

2003, Vol. 5, pp. 207-211. 
56 These two items are very likely some sort of grain, possibly com-the names 

refer to size, according to Sharma and Dash (tr.) 1977, Vol. 2, p. 491. 
57 .Mpa (a variety of Anthocephalus indicus A. Rich). See Dash 1991, p. 239, and 

Kapoor 2001, p. 43. 
58 Unidentified. 
59 Kulattha (Dolichos biflorus Linn.). See Dash 1991, p. 474, and Kapoor 2001, 

p. 167. 
60 After parturition, the blood from a jackass's ear can be used to prepare a tonic 

for the recovering mother. See Caraka-sa,,,,hitii, iurfra-sthana VIII.41. 
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sewing needles of gold and silver, and instruments of honed iron; two 
cots made of bael wood, and sticks of persimmon and ingudf for kindling 
a fire. And there should be women, many women, who have repeatedly 
given birth, who are yoked with good-heartedness, constantly attentive, 
who have respectful manners, are clever in resources, who are loving 
mothers by nature, who have put aside disgust, who can endure pain, 
and who are loved by others; there should also be brahmins who know 
the Atharvaveda, and whatever other thing might be thought suitable in 
this situation. Whatever other things the brahmins and elderly women 
might say, that should be done.61 

Then, at the beginning of the ninth month ori a Pu~ya-asterism62 

day, when the blessed moon is auspicious and right and has moved 
into conjunction with a lucky lunar mansion, in an auspicious lunar 
day-division, and at a beneficial moment, having made a propitiatory 
offering, with the cows, brahmins, fire, and water entering first, offering 
grass, water, honey, and parched grain to the cows and giving unhusked 
barley, flowers, and pleasing fruit that would be used for the no.ndimulrha 
smddha [done to honour a specific class of ancestors], having offered 
them water first, honoring them who have taken their seats, then tak
ing a sip of water, one should cause them to utter blessings. Then, 
with blessings for an auspicious day, the woman should enter the deliv
ery house, following the cows and brahmins and keeping them to her 
right. And in that place, she should wait for the time of her delivery. 

Now these are the indications that her time of birth is near. They 
are as follows: weariness of the limbs, a tired look about the face, a 
vacant look in the eyes, a feeling as if a bandage has been removed 
from the chest, the belly drops down, a heavy feeling in the netherparts, 
piercing pains in the pubis, lower abdomen, hips, belly, sides, and 
back, a discharge from the vagina, and no desire for food. Immediately 
afterwards come the appearance of birth pangs and the emission of 
the amniotic fluid. 

And at the appearance of birth pangs, one should arrange a bed 
on the ground and outfit it with soft linens. She should sit on it. Then, 
surrounding her completely, women with the characteristics as stated 
should attend on her, consoling her with appropriate and soothing 
words. 

If she is being tormented by birth pangs but should not give birth, 
one might say to her: 'Stand up. Grab hold of either of these two 

61 Michele Le Doeuff has commented on an analogous group of women in clas
sical Greek texts. She writes about the functionality of older, experienced women 
and their medical work in Plato's 1heaef£tus. 'Too old to give birth themselves, they 
assist parturients' and are responsible for 'the reign of sexual order in society.' See 
Le Doeuff 2003, pp. 62---63. 

62 This is a particularly auspicious lunar conjunction, during which it is believed 
that medicines either concocted or consumed will become more efficacious. See 
Stork 1992, p. 92. 
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pestles, and with it, thump away every now and again at this mortar 
filled with grain. Take deep breaths now and then, and go for a walk 
at intervals.' Some people recommend this. But the blessed Atreya has 
advised against this. Indeed, the exclusion of violent exercise for a 
pregnant woman is always recommended, and especially at the time 
of delivery when the dhiUus [tissue elements] and do1as of a fragile 
woman are set in motion; Wind is stirred up by exercise with a pes
tle, and having found a weak spot, it may injure her vital breaths. For 
at that time especially, a pregnant woman becomes far more difficult 
to treat. Therefore, the sages opine that grabbing on to a pestle be 
abandoned, but that taking deep breaths and going for a walk still 
should be done. Now one should give her powdered kuth plant, car
damom, glory lily, sweet flag root, rosy-flowered leadwort, cirabil:oa, and 
chaba pepper to smell. Or additionally, at intervals, she can inhale the 
smoke from birch bark or smoke from sissoo63 pith. And intermittently, 
having anointed her hips, sides, back, and thighs with slightly heated 
oil, one can gently rub her. With this regimen, the embryo proceeds 
downwards. 

When it is known that the fetus, having left the heart, has settled 
into her abdomen and has stopped at the crown of her pelvis, her 
birth pangs are quickening, and the fetus has moved downwards, when 
she is in this condition, having made her climb onto the cot, she should 
begin to bear down. A friendly woman should mutter this formula in 
her ear: 

May the Earth, Waters, the Sun, 
Vayu, Vi~i;iu, and Prajapati 
ever protect you, pregnant one; 
may they accomplish your delivery. 
Give birth, beautiful-faced woman, be unharmed, 
and give birth to an unharmed son 
with Kartikeya's majesty, protected by Kartikeya. 

Those women who have the qualities as stated should instruct her 
thus: 'Do not push if your birth pangs have not come'. She whose 
birth pangs have not come and who pushes anyway only performs 
useless work, and her offspring will be deformed and will fall ill; it 
will come down with asthma, consumption, or it will have an enlarged 
spleen. For, just as one strains in the urges of sneezing, belching, pass
ing wind, urinating, and defecating, because it is the wrong time, one 
will not get anywhere, or one will get results with trouble. So for a 
woman who pushes down on her fetus when its time has not arrived. 
And, just as the checking of these very urges such as sneezing will 
cause one injury, so will not pushing for a fetus whose time has come. 

63 Si1'{lsapii (Dalbergia sissoo Roxb.). Warrier, Nambiar, and Ramankutty (eds) 2003, 
Vol. 2, pp. 300-304. 
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She ought to be told, 'Do as you are instructed'. And just as she is 
doing it, at first she should push gently, then later with more force. 
As she is pushing, the women should make the following sounds: 

She has brought forth, 
brought forth a healthy, 
healthy son. 

And so does joy suffuse her life. 

Authority and the transmission of knowledge 

And so we are left in the midst of a soft, echoing chorus of women, 
who are uttering prajata prqjata dhanyarrz dhanyarrz putram, as a new son 
is pushed from a mother's body, out to face a new life. At this junc
ture, there are two main questions that I have found myself asking 
the texts over and over again. The first question has to do with an 
issue that I raised at the very beginning of this essay: Who are these 
chorusing women, and to what extent is the 'obstetrical' and 'gyne
cological' science presented in these narratives a 'female science'? If 
so, how can we understand the teaching and transmission of this 
science, or rather, how are social and ritual structures replicated 
inside the medical space of the sutikagaram?64 

In a 1990 article titled 'The Medical Writers' Woman', Ann Ellis 
Hanson has attempted to formulate answers to the first question I 
posed above by addressing herself to the classical Greek gynecolo
gies. She has identified two basic categories of women in the Greek 
texts of this genre, the woman of experience and the inexperienced 
woman.65 This division certainly emerges in the birth narrative that 
I have translated in full above. The woman whose own birth expe
rience is being described is obviously a primipara, and the women 
who surround her have varying degrees of experience; the Sanskrit 
phrase that crops up on several occasions is apta striyal_z, a rather 
difficult one to translate, though I like the rendering 'accomplished 
women'. Apta~ has a wider range of lexical resonances: abundant, 

64 For a very interesting account of similar dynamics and gendered struggles over 
authority in the contemporary context, see Van Hollen 2003, a recent, superb 
ethnography, pp. 129-130. 

65 Hanson 1990, p. 309. 
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complete; also clever, trustworthy, sage-like; as well as fit, credible, 
authoritative. The main quality that appears to set an experienced, 
accomplished woman apart from a naive one is that she is one who 
'understands the inner workings of the female body', knows womanly 
conditions from her own personal experience, and is therefore a valu
able resource to the naive woman, as well as to the .Ayurvedic physi
cian and the ever-present brahmins alike. 66 The iiptii stfi is also 
characterised as being anukula, which I like to render as 'sympa
thetic'. Again, the lexical resonances of the word do paint a larger 
picture than that; 'well-disposed, loyal, friendly; kind'. The medical 
writers in Greek and Sanskrit alike appear to have assigned 'the 
woman of experience a positive role, intimating that it is from them 
that they, too, learn the oral tradition current among women'.67 

That there was a dialogue between experienced women and medical 
men is apparent in this bit of text that I have chosen for analysis, 
in explicit and in implicit ways. These narratives refer to what 'author
itative women' might say, especially remarkable in certain contexts 
where women and brahmins are unusually lumped together as sources 
of knowledge and advice. What is more, they appear on the exhaus
tive list of sutikiigiiram 'essentials'. 

But what about the implicit dialogue? This is far more difficult to 
formulate, and I have tried to think about this myself in terms of 
the outer and inner surfaces of a woman's body, what men can 
describe through a sort of clinical lens, and what can only be described 
by a woman herself, as she undergoes the deep and subtle changes 
in her innermost, darkest, and most secret of contours; those dark, 
subtle experiences of opening, quickening, tightening, and loosening 
that only a woman could feel and describe with any degree of accu
racy. In other words, there seems to be an exchange of knowledge, 
of a meeting of the divisions between public, male clinical description 
and a more private, subjective female narration of symptoms and 
experience that has gone into the making of these texts. This is also 
clear in the description of the indications that a woman has gone 
into labour that occur at Siifira-sthiina VIII.36. What are the details 
that a clinical male eye can see, and what are the details that could 
only come from the narration of a woman's own experience? Compare 

66 Idem. 
61 Idem. 
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'a tired look about the face' or 'a vacant look in the eyes', for 
instance, with the very specific and painfully accurate simile invoked 
to describe that special onset of fetal loosening, 'a feeling as if a 
bandage has been removed from the chest', not to mention those 
piercing, early pains. What we have here are very subtle shifts in 
the various registers of description. In the .Ayurvedic gynecological sce
nario, male empirical observation appears to fuse with female narratives, 
which results in extremely interesting and complex problems of gen
dered discourse; of male and female ways of knowing the female 
body according to its public and private, or rather, visible and invis
ible surfaces. I would hazard to say that in this particular instance, 
the usual entrenched gender hierarchies that we find inside these 
texts and out become confounded. Lines are blurred and erased in 
the creation of a ritual and medical technology that is driven by the 
urge to produce sreyasi prqfa, the very best of offspring. But how are 
hierarchies replicated? 

In my own mental picture of the interior of the .Ayurvedic sutikagaram, 
there are two very specific 'zones' created, a priestly zone occupied 
by men schooled in the Atharvaveda, or a 'white' and 'male' zone, 
and a womanly zone, one that is exclusively 'red' and 'female'. The 
white zone is populated by priests, fire, water, and cows; the red 
zone by the naive labouring mother and her chorus of helpful women, 
who are arrayed around her (the text emphasises that they should 
'surround her completely'). The women create a female 'fence'; a 
bramble bush, a protective red thicket-a sort of ritual 'baffie'
around the labouring woman, and I see their functions as two-fold. 
The chorus protects the young woman from male eyes, it seems, but 
they are also protecting the men from her. Along with all the ver
bal coaching and consoling, there is also a subtle transmission of 
non-verbal knowledge taking place; a female brand of physical intel
ligence that is bestowed upon the young woman inside this scarlet 
space of openness and heat, for it is during birth when a woman's 
body is at its most open, and here is the most opportune of moments 
for an inexperienced woman to become an accomplished one, an 
apta stfi. Her openness allows her to absorb the teeming fertility and 
the stipulated excellent qualities of the women in the chorus; to 
remake them and reform them inside herself, as she is transformed 
through the bearing of a son from a naive young wife to an experienced 
matron, joining rank with the women who surround her. 
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