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The Place of Women in Jainism

By: Sanchita Ghosh

Emerging around the 6th century BCE, the present form of Jainism
arose alongside Buddhism. However, unlike Buddhism, which spread
internationally, Jainism’s presence remains primarily concentrated in parts of
India. Followers of Mahavira, the 24th Tirthankara, form a minority in India,
and their financial and social status places them far from the margins. With
impressive  literacy  rates, educational achievements, and other
accomplishments, Jains are among the leading communities in almost all
socio-economic aspects of India. Due to their strict adherence to non-
violence, agriculture, being the country's primary occupation, was not an

option for them; thus, commerce became their primary means of livelihood.

Women have a significant role in Jainism, both in religious education
and practice, though their role has evolved over time. Jainism is primarily
known for its principles of Ahimsa (non-violence), Satya (truth), Aparigraha
(non-attachment), and Asteya (non-stealing). These principles provide
spiritual equality in various ways, though cultural customs at different

historical periods also reflect the changing role of women.

Jainism believes that all souls are equal and have the potential to
attain Moksha (liberation). Women are not inherently excluded from the
spiritual path, though some Jain sects hold differing views on whether
women can attain liberation in their current form. Digambar Sect
Traditionally holds that women must first be reborn as men to attain

liberation, as they believe that the practice of complete renunciation that
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includes Digambaratva (nakedness) is incompatible with female physiology.
On the other hand, Shwetambar Sect Believes women can directly attain
Moksha, and several women are noted to have done so. The first soul tahat
attained mOkSha in this Avasarpini was not a man, but a women. She is no

other than Marudevl, the mother of the first Tirthankara Rishabhanatha.

The 19th Tirthankara of the current era, Mallinath, was a woman
according to Swetambara Jain tradition, providing evidence that women can
attain the highest spiritual honor. King Kumbh and Queen Prabhavati of
Mithila had a daughter, Mallikuvri (Mallinath), renowned for her
extraordinary beauty and intelligence. Her beauty became so widely praised
that six powerful kings, who had each heard of her through different
incidents, separately sent marriage proposals.These six kings, unknown to
them, were actually Mallinath’s close friends from a previous birth. King
Kumbh feared conflict and declined all proposals, prompting the kings to
attack Mithila.Using her transcendental knowledge (Avadhignan), Mallinath
recognized who they truly were. She devised a clever plan: she had a golden
statue of herself made, hollow inside, into which she dropped a morsel of
food daily. She placed it in a chamber divided into six partitions so that each
king would see the statue but not each other. When the kings gathered, each
believed the statue was the real Mallikuvri and rushed toward it. Seeing each
other, they began fighting. Mallinath then opened the statue’s lid, releasing a
foul stench from the decayed food inside. This shocked the kings, who
recoiled. Mallinath used this moment to deliver a profound teaching: the
human body is temporary and impure, and attachment to physical beauty
leads only to delusion and suffering. She reminded them of their shared past

life of friendship and spiritual aspiration. The kings regained their past-life
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memory (Jatismaran Gnan), repented, and abandoned their worldly
attachments. Mallinath herself remained celibate, renounced the world, and
attained Keval Gnan (omniscience) the same day. During her first divine
discourse (deshna), the six kings also renounced and achieved Self-
Realization. After long years of teaching, Lord Mallinath attained Nirvana at

Sammet Shikhar.

Jain monks are divided into male monks (Sadhus) and female monks
(Sadhwis). The number of the Sadhwis are always significantly bigger than
the Sadhus at the Samavasharana of each and every Tirthankara, Sadhus and
Sadhwis in Jainism take vows of celibacy, strict discipline, renunciation, and
focus on spiritual development. They play an important role in preserving

and imparting religious teachings.

Jain women who do not take monastic vows still play an important
role in the religious community. They participate in temple rituals and

maintain family religious practices.

While Jainism promotes spiritual equality, some scriptures state that
menstrual blood is a sign of impurity. However, the idea that menstruation
spiritually impure for women is inconsistent with Jain logic, as Jainism is
generally concerned with right thought, speech, and actions, without
considering natural bodily functions as spiritual barriers. Despite this, social

norms and interpretations may have led to some gender discrimination.

In modern times, Jain women are increasingly taking leadership roles
in religious, educational, and social reform movements. Many have become

teachers of Jain philosophy and advocates for animal welfare, environmental
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protection, and the promotion of non-violence, reflecting the core teachings

of Jainism.

Women, especially the mothers of Tirthankaras, are highly revered in
Jainism. Their maternal qualities are celebrated, and they are often honored
as goddesses. Ambika is a family deity in the Porwada (Pragvat) Jain
community, and while all Shwetambar image-worshipping Jains revere her,
Porwada Jains give her special honor. Female spiritual guides are prominent
in Jain worship, and women are also revered in Jain tradition as goddesses
such as Padmavati, Ambika, and Chakreshwari, who symbolize wealth, health,
and prosperity. Worship of these female deities is common, as they are

believed to be more accessible than the great Tirthankaras.

The Shola (sixteen) Sati legends and hymns are considered exemplary
models of women’s devotion, as they remained faithful to their husbands
even in the most difficult situations. Additionally, the goddess of knowledge,
Saraswati, the Matrikas representing eight core principles of Jain philosophy,
and the various goddesses representing different branches of knowledge, are

also honored as symbols of learning in Jainism.

Many Jain women have been significant sources of inspiration for men.
The works of great Jain scholars are often attributed to the influence of their
mothers or sisters. Numerous ideal women have encouraged their husbands
to use their wealth for noble and religious purposes, leading to the
construction of temples and the organization of pilgrimages. Jain nuns have
played a vital role in the abolition of practices like Sati (widow burning),

slavery, and animal sacrifice, strongly opposing them. A Jain woman has
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complete freedom and discretion to choose between marriage or dedicating

her life to celibacy and religious devotion.

Women can also participate freely in religious assemblies and listen to
discourses. Many Jain women have achieved liberation and high social
standing. Mahatma Gandhi was greatly inspired by certain ideal Jain female

ascetics, and it is said that he even met them.

Thus we can find that in Jainism, the spiritual identity of every being
is rooted not in gender, caste, or social position, but in the eternal soul
(jiva), which is inherently pure and capable of attaining liberation. This
foundational belief places women and men on essentially equal spiritual
ground. While historical customs and sectarian interpretations have
sometimes differed, the core philosophical framework of Jainism strongly
advocates spiritual equality, intellectual independence, and moral agency for
women. Across centuries, Jain women have been scholars, ascetics,
philosophers, teachers, and reformers. They have shaped religious discourse,
guided communities, and inspired social transformation through their
commitment to ahimsa, compassion, learning, and self-discipline. The
Shwetambar tradition’s recognition of Mallinath, the 19th Tirthankara, as a
woman stands as a profound testament to Jainism’s affirmation that the
highest state of enlightenment is attainable regardless of gender. In
contemporary Jain communities, women continue to take leadership roles—
preserving scriptures, leading charitable movements, promoting education,
championing non-violence, and influencing moral and cultural life. Their
increasing visibility in public religious dialogue reflects the living spirit of
Jain philosophy, which celebrates the pursuit of truth and liberation in all.

Thus, while interpretations have evolved over time, the essential message of
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Jainism—equality of all souls and the universal potential for liberation—
continues to empower women and men alike. Jainism today stands as a
spiritual tradition that not only recognizes but also honors the
transformative contributions of women on the path to self-realization and

societal harmony.
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