
 

 

SAS 181: Hindu Queenship 
SPRING 2022 

 
Instructor: Caley Smith     Office: Room 320, 1 Bow Street 
Email: ccsmith@fas.harvard.edu    Office Hours: TBD 
Classroom: 2 Arrow St 420      
Schedule: MW 3 PM—04:15 PM    Office Phone: 617-496-7196 
 
The Queens of Jambudvīpa 

This course looks at the rich and complex traditions surrounding queenship in South Asia 
(the cultural area we will call jambudvīpa). We will look at the ways that queens have 
appeared in literature, inscriptions, and historical narratives, and at the ways the idea of 
queenship intersects with the categories of woman, wife, sovereign, and goddess. We will 
look at three millennia of queens, asking how South Asian queens have been thought about 
and written about, and how that changed over time. We will primarily look at Hindu 
traditions of queenship, but also engage Buddhist, Jain, and Muslim sources as well. We will 
gain insight into the ways political realities shape religious traditions, and the ways religious 
traditions shape political realities.  

 
Grading: Participation: 20%  >Students are expected to attend class and be reading to  

discuss the assigned readings   
      Peer-Review Exercise 10% 

     Mid-term Presentation 15%   
     Mid-term Essay 20%              >Twice students will have to present a talk at an 
     Final Presentation 15%  in-class conference analyzing an assigned 

      Final Essay 20%   primary source through what we have studied in 
                                 the course. Feedback from the conference will be 

incorporated into an essay version of the talk. 
      The final week will be dedicated to double-blind  

peer review editing of each other’s papers. 
 

      nota bene Yes, I will bring coffee and donuts to our in-class conferences. 
 
Plagiarism and Collaboration: The material that you submit for all course assignments is  

expected to be your own work. In order to avoid plagiarism in your work, please consult 
Harvard Guide to Using Sources. Please talk to me in office hours if you are uncertain about 
citation format or how to reference an author’s ideas. Be particularly careful to differentiate 
in your papers and other assignments your own ideas from what you have picked up from 
printed and electronic sources. Suspected cases of plagiarism will be referred through the 
appropriate channels. You are encouraged to consult with one another on readings and 
discuss your work-in-progress. You may also share library resources. However, you should 
ensure that the papers you submit for evaluation are the result of your own research and 
reflect your own approach to the topic. 

 
Harvard Honor Code: The new Harvard Honor Code is applicable to all assignments and work  

submitted by undergraduates in this course: 
 

Members of the Harvard College community commit themselves to producing academic 
work of integrity – that is, work that adheres to the scholarly and intellectual standards of 
accurate attribution of sources, appropriate collection and use of data, and transparent 
acknowledgement of the contribution of others to their ideas, discoveries, interpretations, 



 

 

and conclusions. Cheating on exams or problem sets, plagiarizing or misrepresenting the 
ideas or language of someone else as one’s own, falsifying data, or any other instance of 
academic dishonesty violates the standards of our community, as well as the standards of the 
wider world of learning and affairs. 

 
Accessible Education: Students needing academic adjustments or accommodations because of a  

documented disability must present their Faculty Letter from the Accessible Education 
Office (AEO) and speak with the professor by the end of the second week of the term, Sept 
11. Failure to do so may result in the Course Head's inability to respond in a timely manner. 
All discussions will remain confidential, although Faculty are invited to contact AEO to 
discuss appropriate implementation. 

 
Required Books (other readings selections will be uploaded to Canvas):  
Balogh Mālavikā and Agnimitra of Kalidāsa 
Doniger The Lady of the Jewel Necklace & The Lady who Shows her Love of Harsha 
Kamath and Rao, Theft of a Tree of Timmana 
Ollett, Lilavai of Kouhala 
 
Topics  

Week 1   
JAN 24  Initial meeting, scope, and expectations of the course 
 
JAN 26  Narratives of Heroic Warrior Queens who Defied the British 
  (Video on Velu Nachiyar https://youtu.be/ejDc1LFC0rI) 

Read ACK Rani of Jhansi, Abbakka, and Kittur  
and McLain India’s Immortal Comic Books  Ch 2 

 
Week 2  How Can We Understand These Early Modern Narratives? 

JAN 31  Read excerpts from Singh Rani of Jhansi 
 
FEB 2   Read excerpts from Lal Domesticity and Power in the Early Mughal World)  
 

Week 3  What is Queenship in the Inscriptional Record of South Asia? 
FEB 7  Read excerpts from Orr Donors, Devotees and Orr “Chiefly Queens” 
 
FEB 9   Read excerpt about Queen Didda from the Rājatarāṅginī 
 

Week 4  The Royal and Divine Feminine in the Vedic Age 
FEB 14  Voice, Waters, Wilderness, and Directions as Queens  

Read excerpts from Rigveda, Black Yajurveda, and  
Smith “The Invention of Vedic Authority” 

 
FEB 16  The Trope of the Quick-Witted Woman: Yamī, Gārgī, Draupadī, and Sītā 

Read excerpts from Rigveda, Upaniṣads, Mahābhārata, and Rāmāyaṇa, and 
Lindquist “Gender at Janaka’s Court”  

 
Week 5  Sacrificial Queenship  

FEB 21  Read the story of Manu’s Cups, Sītā’s Plummet, and Satī’s Immolation 
 
FEB 23  Read Yaśovatī’s Choice, excerpt from Spivak Rani of Sirmur),  

and Yeshe Tsogyal and the Tigress.  
  

Week 6 Mid-term Presentation  



 

 

FEB 28+MAR 2 Students will present a talk to be given in an in-class mock conference, they will  
incorporate conference feedback and turn in as a paper at the end of the course. The topic of 
the paper is open, although it must explore queenship and robustly engage the assigned 
reading in some way.  

 Begin Reading the Priyadarśika 
 
 Week 7 Goddesses as Wives to Human Kings  
MAR 7  The Earth and Śrī (excerpts from Raghuvaṁśa and Kumārasambhava (with Parvatī 

as “Earth” scion), Hara “King as a Husband of the Earth” 
 
MAR 9  The Buffalo Queen as Partner-Antagonist in Classical Theatre.  

Discussion of the Priyadarśika 
 
 Week 8 Spring Break. Read the Ratnāvalī and the Mālavikāgnimitra over break. 
 
 Week 9 More Drama Queens 
MAR 21  Discussion of the Mālavikāgnimitra 
 
MAR 23 Discussion of the Ratnāvalī  
 
 Week 10 The Oaths of Princesses 
MAR 28  Read the Lilavai  
 
MAR 30 Read excerpts from the Kadambarī 
 

Week 11 Queens, Pregnancy Cravings, and Female Desire  
APR 4  The hymn of creation, Manusmṛti on kāma, then excerpts from Yājñavalkyasmṛti 

(contextualizing 3.79), excerpts from Brhatkathāślokasaṁgraha)  
  
APR 6  The Sexless Pregnancies of the Buddha and Mahāvīra 
 
 Week 12 Female Kingship 
APR 11  Read excerpts from tānūnaptra rite and Proferes 2007 on tānūnaptra, then  

relevant passages of the Manusmṛti and Devīmahātmya 
 
APR 13  Read Caldwell, “Waves of Beauty Rivers of Blood,” and 

excerpts from the Dārikavadha, excerpts from Lebra, Women Against the Raj) 
 
 Week 13 Final Presentation 
APR 18+20  Students will choose one of the several works they have read in entirety (the 

Priyadarśika, Mālavikāgnimitra, the Ratnāvalī, or the Lilavai) and have written a talk 
to be given in an in-class mock conference, they will incorporate conference feedback 
and turn in as a paper. The topic of the paper is open, and we will be organized, most 
likely, into text-specific panels. Accommodation can be made for comparative pieces 
or completely different topics, so long as they are approved by me in advance.  

 
Week 14 Double-Blind Writing Workshop 

APR 25+27 This final week is assigned to reviewing and revising the two articles you have written 
which are the product of your midterm and final presentations. We will use this time 
in class to do peer-review exercises. You will strip identifying marks from your papers 
and I will send them to 2 of your classmates anonymously. They will read and 
comment and you will have the opportunity to incorporate these comments into your 
paper. We will also use this week as spill over for any remaining discussion to be had.  


