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Abstract

According to French anthropologist Testart (2014), women have been almost universally
excluded from martial practices involving bloodshed due to an unconscious law consisting in
avoiding blood accumulation. This study will be an opportunity to test Testart's hypothesis using
a literary example from ancient India reflecting the ideology of Brahmanical society: that of
Amba in sanskrit Mahabharata, who was reincarnated as a woman under the name of
Sikhandin, then cross-dressed and finally transformed into a man under the name of Sikhandin
and who fighted Bhisma, the man she wishes to take revenge on. While at first glance this story
seems to validate Testart's model — since Amba cannot fight as a woman — we will see that
a thorough analysis of this episode will allow us to highlight certain martial aspects of the
ambiguously gendered character Amba-Sikhandin, but also to go further than Alain Testart by
uncovering another potential reason for the exclusion of women from the martial domain, that
is, the analogy between fighting and sexual intercourse.
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Introduction

Anthropological studies offer broad theoretical models based on the analysis of human
societies, enabling structural principles to be identified. Some models may be based on
second-hand data compiled by a researcher who cannot, of course, be an expert in all cultural
areas or all periods. It therefore seems necessary to test this type of theory using first hand data
that can validate, invalidate, or qualify the theoretical model. The purpose of this study is to test
Alain Testart's theory on female martiality, or rather the near-exclusion of women from the
martial domain, which according to him would be caused by an unconscious law consisting of
an avoidance of blood accumulation (for example, menstrual blood and blood shed during a
fight). This theory will be tested by examining data from a literary example reflecting the
ideology of brahmanical society: the story of Amba, who must become man to be able to fight
the man she wants to take revenge on, as narrated in the famous Indian epic, the Mahabharata
of Vyasa (northern Sanskrit version).



First, we will present Alain Testart's hypothesis as formulated in his book L'amazone et la
cuisiniere (in English: The Amazon and the Cook), published in 2014. Second, we will recall
the main points of the story of Amba in Vyasa's Mahdabharata. Finally, with this epic episode
firmly in mind, we will reread it from the perspective of Amba-Sikhandin's supposed martial
nature. A detailed reading of extracts' presented in Sanskrit and English translation (mostly by
Buitenen and Cherniak) will allow us to base our argument on a philological, and in particular
lexical, study.

1. Alain Testart's theory in L’amazone et la cuisiniere

An anthropologist known for his studies on hunter-gatherer societies, Alain Testart, in a
posthumously published work (L’Amazone et la cuisiniére, anthropologie de la division
sexuelle du travail, 2014), puts forward an original theory about the almost universal exclusion
of women from certain tasks in the fields of war, hunting, fishing, metallurgy, and also the
priesthood. Noticing that naturalistic and rationalist explanations (women being less mobile due
to domestic responsibilities involving children, differences in physical strength), biological-
symbolic explanations (women giving life cannot give death, pure-impure dichotomy), or social
explanations (subordination of women) were not sufficient to account for all the phenomena
observed, he sought to demonstrate that the sexual division of work was essentially based on a
cultural belief concerning the symbolism of blood and supported by a physiological
observation: menstrual blood disrupts and affects the interior of women's bodies. This
observation gives rise to a series of prohibitions: women cannot cause blood to spurt because
their bodies are affected by such spurting; women cannot cut bodies because their bodies are
affected by such cutting; women cannot suddenly disrupt bodies internally because their bodies
are subject to such disruption. These beliefs, which take the form of prohibitions, would appear
to be underpinned by a law of avoidance of accumulation (p. 28), which led Alain Testart to
formulate his explanatory hypothesis as follows: “Women have been excluded from tasks that
are too reminiscent of the secret and disturbing wound they carry within them’ (p. 133)°.

To support his hypothesis, Alain Testart provides numerous examples from all cultural areas
and different periods, in fields where a division of tasks is observed (war, hunting, agriculture,
etc.) but also concerning the distribution of techniques used. Convincing examples include the
use of certain hunting techniques employed by women, namely the use of smoke or blunt
instruments, techniques that do not involve cutting or piercing a body. Regarding the war that
interests us most here, he notes that it is almost exclusively conducted by men, with a few
exceptions (the Red Army in Russia, the Iranian and Israeli armies). Women may be involved
in warfare, but in tasks that do not involve bloodshed. He cites examples such as camp
followers, canteen workers, laundresses, and prostitutes. He also notes that the few female
combatants in human history had to hide their sexual identity or had a very special status, such
as Joan of Arc, who was a virgin and affected by amenorrhea (absent periods). Testart also cites

!'We base our work on the text of the BORI critical edition.
2 La femme a été écartée des tdches qui évoquaient trop la blessure secréte et inquiétante qu’elle porte en elle’.



the mythological example of the chaste Diana the Huntress (p. 36). The question of the ‘purity’
of chastity seems essential to us, and we will return to it later.

Reading this anthropological work gave us the impetus to read in detail the episode of Amba, a
woman who became a man to fight, which therefore presents a borderline case of female
martiality that could provide potentially interesting data to study through the prism of A.
Testart's hypothesis.

2. Overview of the Amba Story

The story of Amba appears in Vyasa's Mahabharata, a vast epic poem that scholars generally
date to between the 4th century BCE and the 4th century CE?. It is narrated in several places in
the Mahabharata: first briefly in Book* 1, Adiparvan ‘the book of beginnings’ (chapter 96°),
then in more detail in Book 5, Udyogaparvan ‘the book of preparations’ (chapters 169-193,
which constitute the Ambopakhyana®, ‘the episode about Amba’) and finally during the fall of
Bhisma, in Book 6, Bhismaparvan ‘the book of Bhisma’ (41-117, in particular 112-114). In
Book 5, preparations take place preceding the great eschatological battle between two rival
groups of cousins: the five Pandava brothers against the hundred Kauravas led by King
Duryodhana. The latter, along with allies from the Kaurava camp and Bhisma, the cousins' great
uncle, assess the strengths of the two armies preparing to face each other. Bhisma draws up a
list of enemy combatants, evaluating their warrior qualities, and considers Sikhandin to be an
eminent warrior. While declaring himself ready to face any of these fighters, he indicates that
he will not be able to fight Sikhandin because he refuses to fight or kill a woman or someone
who was once a woman. Duryodhana asks for an explanation, and Bhisma tells the story of
Amba, who was transformed into a man named Sikhandin.

2.1 The wedding of the three sisters

Bhisma begins his story by recalling what happened at the wedding of the three princesses of
Kasi (Benares), Amba, Ambika, and Ambalika, already recounted in Book 1. During the
svayamvara wedding of the three daughters of the king of Kasi, Bhisma abducted them on his
chariot to give them in marriage to his half-brother Vicitravirya, heir to the throne of Santanu
and son of Satyavati, the daughter of the king of fishermen. It should be remembered that
Bhisma had renounced the throne and wedding so that his father could marry the beautiful
Satyavati and their sons could inherit the kingdom. But the eldest of the three sisters, Amba,
shirks wedding to Vicitravirya because she is secretly engaged to Prince Salva. Upon learning
this news, Bhisma, understanding, released her, but Salva, for his part, no longer wanted her
because she had allowed herself to be taken away by Bhisma.

3 Renou and Filliozat, 1985, § 803. J. A. B. Van Buitenen estimates a range between the 5th century BCE and the
5th century CE (1973 : xxv). Madeleine Biardeau departs from the conventional view by dating the writing
between 300 and 100 BCE (2002/1 : 21).

4 The Mahabharata is divided into eighteen parvan (‘books’ or ‘sections’), which are further subdivided into
adhydya (‘chapters’).

5 In this chapter, Vai$ampayana only tells the story of Amba without mention of her rebirth.

 An upakhyana is a story included within the frame story.
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Leaving the city, Amba laments, her parents having abandoned her and Salva rejected and cast
out, not knowing whether to blame herself, Bhisma who conquered her in a hard-fought battle,
or her father who made her choose her husband. She has been thrown into Bhisma's chariot like
a prostitute (panyastri, 5.173.5), she says. Finally deciding that Bhisma is responsible for her
distress, she decides to take revenge on him and takes refuge in the hermitage of Saikhavatya.
The ascetics remind the young princess of what the treatises on dharma (Manusmyti: 5.148)
recommend: a woman has only two recourses, her father or her husband. Since she has been
abandoned by Prince Salva, to whom she was promised, she must return to her father. But Amba
refuses, arguing that her parents will despise her. Amba finds herself deprived of her
svadharma, her proper duty, her role linked to her social status, which has also been fallen.

2.3 An angry, disgraced woman seeking revenge

Finding herself alone, Amba is distressed and in tears, but she is also described as being filled
with anger. She then considers that the only possible solution is revenge, ‘through asceticism
or by force of arms’ (5.172.8). At first, she does not clearly express her desire to take up
weapons herself. Before she undertakes asceticism, her maternal grandfather, visiting the
hermitage, advises her to seek out Rama Jamadagnya, better known after the epic as Parasurama
‘Rama with the axe’, a great Brahmin but also a warrior, famous for having exterminated the
warrior class (ksatriya). One of his disciples, Akrtavrana, suddenly appeared.

After learning about Amba's story from the latter and her grandfather, Akrtavrana, who is
expressly asked for his opinion, decides: Bhisma is guilty and it is right for Amba to take
revenge, literally a ‘counter-action’ (pratikriya, 5.176.12). Upon hearing this, Amba bluntly
expresses her desire to have Bhisma killed, which she wishes to be carried out by Rama
Jamadagnya. The latter arrives at the hermitage and Amba entrusts herself to him. After learning
the facts, he promises to try to reconcile with Bhisma and, if that fails, to take up weapons
against him. Amba, presenting Bhisma as the source of her misfortune (5.176.38), insists to
Parasurama, saying repeatedly, ‘Kill Bhisma’. Parasurama therefore sets off to meet Bhisma.
He asks him to take Amba back so that she can fulfill her duty as a woman (5.178.6). Bhisma
replies that he cannot under any circumstances return her to his brother and that it is his duty
not to keep a woman who loves another man. The epic battle between the master Parasurama
and his disciple Bhisma spans several chapters, with the advantage shifting back and forth
between Rama and Bhisma. The battle is long and ultimately fruitless’.

2.4 Extraordinary asceticism

Rama Jamadagnya comes back to Amba to tell her about his defeat against Bhisma. Hearing
this, Amba changes her tune: she will ‘fight Bhisma herself” (5.187.9). Her eyes filled with
anger, meditating on his death (cintayati vadham, 187.10), she wishes to practice asceticism.
Whereas previously, asceticism and weapons were presented as two separate options (5.172.8),
we now see that asceticism is presented as a means of enabling her to fight Bhisma herself, but

7 Collins sees this duel with Bhisma as an ‘exit myth’ of Rama Jamadagnya (2023). This duel is also considered
as an analogue of Rama Jamadagnya’s duel with Rama son of Dasaratha in the Ramayana (Thomas, 1996; cited
by Collins, 2023).



we do not yet know how this asceticism will enable her to achieve this martial goal. Aware of
what Amba is plotting in the forest, Bhisma is worried, but the sages Narada and Vyasa reassure
him that no human can change his destiny. In contrast to these words of comfort emphasizing
the limited nature of human action, Amba's asceticism is described as ‘superhuman’
(atimanusam, 187.18) and lasts twelve years, during which she feeds on wind for six months
(19), spends a year submerged in water, survives another year on a single dried leaf for food,
standing on the tips of her big toes, as if sustained by her anger (21). Between the lines, we
understand that by practicing superhuman asceticism, Amba will succeed in thwarting fate. In
stanza 32, Amba's goal is finally made explicit: obtaining another body in order to fight Bhisma.
She expresses this more clearly in the following chapter (188.4 9): she cannot defeat Bhisma as
a woman with a peaceful mind, so she must become a man. During this asceticism, Bhisma's
mother, who is none other than Ganga, tries to dissuade Amba and announces to her, in the form
of a prediction that could be a curse®, that her asceticism will only allow her to be reborn as a
winding river, often dry and full of crocodiles. Amba persists nonetheless and is reborn as half
river, as described by Ganga, and half woman once again.

Then, in the next chapter, Amba is still practicing asceticism when the god Siva appears and
offers her a wish: she naturally chooses to be able to defeat Bhisma in battle. Siva grants her
wish and tells her that she will be reborn as a man after sacrificing herself in the fire. In contrast
to her own previous statements about the peaceful nature of women, she is described as having
a mind inflamed with anger and immolates herself in fire, like a widow on her husband's funeral
pyre, uttering these last words in mantra form: ‘For the killing of Bhisma!’ (bhismavadhaya).

Although the ideological system of ancient India favors asceticism as a means of obtaining the
fruit of one's desire and ultimately liberation from the cycle of rebirth, it is not common for
young women to practice it. This is why several protagonists try to dissuade Amba from
practicing asceticism, especially one of such intensity: firstly, the ascetics she meets at the
hermitage of Saikhavatya, some of whom believe she should return to her father, others to King
Salva, and who collectively warn her about the hardships of the ascetic life and the risks of
being approached by kings while she is alone in the forest (174.10); but also Ganga, who was
undoubtedly seeking to protect her son (187.29-36) and who had also intervened during the
fight between him and Rama Jamadagnya (179.22-30).

2.5 Rebirth, cross-dressing, martial training, and transidentity

After her immolation, Amba is reborn as Sikhandini, daughter of King Drupada, who had also
performed asceticism while worshipping the god Siva in order to obtain a son able to cause the
death of Bhisma (189.5). Drupada had a daughter instead of a son, but Siva reassured him : she
will become a man. From birth, Sikhandini was a cross-dressed boy (189.14): she received the
birth rites appropriate for boys (189.17) and was called Sikhandin. Under this name and in the
guise of a boy, she is initiated into archery by Drona (190.1), the illustrious master of arms in
the epic who trained the Pandavas and the Kauravas. She is then married to the daughter of
King Hiranyavarman, who quickly discovers the trickery, leading to the threat of conflict

8 Biardeau, op. cit., p. 1097.



between the two families. Sikhandini, realizing that she is the cause of this tragedy, leaves in
shame for the forest once again to perform austerities and end her life. She enters the dwelling
of a yaksa (semi-divine being), Sthiinakarna, and begs him to transform her into a man to save
her family. He accepts Sikhandini's request, and she and the yaksa exchange genders for a
limited time. King Hiranyavarman sends an embassy of women to verify Sikhandin's gender,
and the two families are reconciled.

Meanwhile, Kubera, the master of the yaksas, goes to Sthiinakarnpa, discovers what has
happened and, believing that all the yaksas have been humiliated by this change of sex, curses
Sthiinakarna, condemning him to remain a woman. At the appointed time, Sikhandini returns
to Sthuinakarna, who tells her about the curse pronounced by Kubera. Now definitively a man,
Sikhandin, delighted, returns home and continues his training in the art of archery under the
guidance of Drona (5.193.56-57). It is at this point that Sikhandin's new status is announced
(5.193.59):

evam esa maharaja stripuman drupadatmajah |
sambhiitah kauravasrestha sikhandi rathasattamah ||5.193.59||

Thus then, great king®, Sikhandin, the illustrious male-female child of Drupada, became a great warrior,
best of the Kauravas. (trans. Buitenen, vol. 3, p. 528)

2.6 Role on the battlefield

In Book 6, we find Sikhandin accompanying Arjuna during the great battle. Facing Bhisma, it
is repeatedly stated that Sikhandin is placed in front, like a protective shield, since Bhisma,
following his observance, cannot fight Sikhandin, who was previously a woman. Arjuna,
sheltered by Sikhandin, shoots numerous arrows at Bhisma, who makes it known that these are
Arjuna's arrows because they are painful, while Sikhandin's arrows are inactive, even pleasant.
Bhisma eventually falls in battle: he is mortally wounded but suspends his death because he has
the gift of choosing the moment (it will take place in book 13). In this battle, we see that
Sikhandin's ambiguous gender, a woman who became a man or a ‘man-woman’, is essential
and helps to strengthen the Pandava camp. Although technically a weakness (ineffective
arrows), Sikhandin's presence is undeniably a tactical asset. Arjuna and Sikhandin thus
functions as a couple: it is thanks to Sikhandin's presence that Arjuna manages to defeat Bhisma.

2.7 The Amba character's interest

This epic character has gained popularity in contemporary India, not so much among Hindu
nationalists, who nevertheless enjoy rereading and reinterpreting ancient Indian texts, but rather
among those who are sensitive to the causes of discriminated minorities and critical of
patriarchy, as Amba-Sikhandin embodies an example of queerness in ancient India and is
invested with feminist activism. This is particularly evident in the book Shikhandi and Other
Tales They Don't Tell You by popular author Devdutt Pattanaik (2014), which presents, among
thirty other mythical protagonists, the ‘fantastic tale’!® of Amba. This story also inspired
choreographer Akram Khan in Until the Lions (2016), based on the eponymous work by

° Bhisma is still addressing Duryodhana.
10 Buitenen, vol. 3, p. 174.



Karthika Nair (2015), which gives voice to nineteen secondary protagonists from the epic. More
recently, French composer Thierry Pécou and director-choreographer Shobana Jeyasingh drew
on the same work to create an opera focusing on the protagonist Amba (2022).

Reflecting society's interest in this character, academic studies about this atypical transgender
being are also flourishing recently. Some studies focus on the issue of Amba's gender change
and rebirth (e.g., Vanita). Others present Amba as an exceptional woman, a protagonist linked
to Durga, remind that she is a demonic reincarnation, or even consider her a victim of patriarchy.
Some studies highlight the divine and philosophical symbolism of the episode (e.g., Adluri) or
focus on the epic mythological journey of Rama Jamadagnya and the reactivation of Vedic
mythemes (Collins). There is also a narratological study that emphasizes the polyphonic nature
of the episode (Spicova). Apart from a paragraph by R. Vanita on Sikhandin's warrior status
called ‘How Great a Warrior Is Shikhandin?’ (2022: 166-7), the analysis of Amba's story from
the perspective of her martial nature seems to be a path that has not yet been sufficiently
explored.

3. Amba-Sikhandin’s martiality

3.1 Signs of female martiality

3.1.2 Warrior's anger and determination

Amba's martial journey seems to begin with the expression of her psycho-emotional state.
Indeed, we notice that she is full of a warrior-like anger quite different from that of the heroines
of Sanskrit poetry, which is usually directed toward their lover and caused by jealousy'!. The
expression of this anger begins when she is rejected'?, unjustly in her opinion, by Salva:

yatha salvapate nanyam naram dhyami katham cana |

tvam rte purusavyaghra tatha miirdhanam alabhe || 5.172.14||
na canyapirva rajendra tvam aham samupasthitd |

satyam bravimi salvaitat satyenatmanam alabhe || 5.172.15||
bhajasva mam visalaksa svayam kanyam upasthitam |
ananyapirvam rajendra tvatprasadabhikanksinim || 5.172.16||
tam evam bhasamanam tu Salvah kasipateh sutam |

atyajad bharatasrestha tvacam jirnam ivoragah || 5.172.17||
evam bahuvidhair vakyair yacyamanas tayanagha |
nasraddadhac chalvapatih kanyaya bharatarsabha || 5.172.18||
tatah sa manyunavista jyestha kasipateh suta |

abravit sasrunayana baspavihvalaya gira || 5.172.19||

tvaya tyakta gamisyami yatra yatra visam pate |

tatra me santu gatayah santah satyam yathabruvam ||5.172.20||

143, ‘I swear by my head that I have never dreamed of anyone at all but you, King Salva, tiger among
men!

' The heroines (nayika) of Sanskrit poetry have stereotypical characters. For example, that of the woman who is
angry because of her lover's infidelity (khandita nayika) is well known.

12 Collins, based on Jamison’s study about proto-Durga in the Vedic Rajasiiya sacrifice, compares Amba to the
dangerous figure of the Parivrkti, a rejected wife who becomes violent and uncontrollable and can be used as a
weapon (2023: 143-4).

13T added this numbering, which is not present in the translation by Buitenen, to help the reader.
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15. It is not as another man's previous woman that I have come to you. I speak the truth, Salva, I swear by
my head it is the truth !

16. Love me, a girl come to you on her own, wide-eyed Indra of kings, not as another man's woman,
hoping for your grace!’

17. But although she pleaded in this way, Salva rejected the daughter of the Kasi king as a snake casts off
its worn-out skin.

18. Though she begged him with various words, prince sans blame, King Salva did not believe the girl,
bull of the Bharatas.

19. With tears in her eyes she said, overcome with anger, in a sob-choked voice,

20. ‘May the strict be my shelter, wherever I go, rejected by you: it is true what I have said’. (trans.
Buitenen, vol. 3, p. 498-99)

Then, after Rama's defeat, or rather after the status quo of the battle between him and Bhisma,
Amba's anger is directed more specifically towards Bhisma, whom she holds responsible for
her situation. This anger emotionally colors her resolution to undertake an ascetic practice in
the hope that it will enable her to achieve her goal of defeating him in battle:

na caisa Sakyate yuddhe visesayitum antatah |

na caham enam yasyami punar bhismam katham cana ||5.187.8||
gamisyami tu tatraham yatra bhismam tapodhana |

samare patayigyami svayam eva bhrgiidvaha ||5.187.9||

evam uktva yayau kanya rosavyakulalocana |

tapase dhrtasamkalpd mama cintayati vadham ||5.187.10||

‘8. And in the end he could not be surpassed in the fight. But I shall on no condition whatever go back to
Bhisma again.

9. Rather I shall go there where I myself can bring Bhisma down in battle, ascetic, scion of Bhrgu !’
10. Thus the maiden spoke, her eyes rolling in anger, and she set her mind on austerities, brooding on
my death. (trans. Buitenen, Vol. 3, p. 518).

Her angry nature is also described when she practices extreme asceticism:

Strnaparnena caikena parayam asa caparam |
samvatsaram tivrakopd padangusthagradhisthita ||5.187.21||

21. Another year she spent in subsisting on one withered leaf, ferocious in her wrath!4, while standing
on tiptoe'>. (trans. Buitenen, Vol. 3, p. 519)

Finally, after Siva promised her that she will be reborn as a man and will be able to kill Bhisma
(‘you will kill'6 him’ he tells her in 5.188.8), she throws herself into a funeral pyre, as if burned
by the fire of her anger, expressing her dearest wish one last time in a mantra-like
formulation : bhismavadhdya ‘for the killing of Bhisma’.

tatah sd pasyatam tesam maharsinam anindita |
samahrtya vanat tasmat kasthani varavarnint || 5.188.16||
citam krtva sumahatim praddya ca hutasanam |
pradipte 'gnau mahardja rosadiptena cetasa || 5.188.17||

14 More precisely: ‘having a ferocious wrath’.

15 While Amba's diet is particularly surprising and unusual, the practice of standing on tiptoes, mentioned in
Manusmrti (6.22), is recommended for forest hermits.

18 yadhisyasi from root VADH- more certainly means ‘to kill’ than ‘to strike’ which differs from the use of the root
HAN-, more common when referring to Amba’s plan but also more ambiguous.
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uktva bhismavadhayeti pravivesa hutasanam |
Jyestha kasisutd rajan yamunam abhito nadim ||5.188.18||

16. Thereupon, while the great seers were looking on, the blameless, fair-complexioned maiden gathered
firewood from that forest, made a very high pyre, and set fire to it.

17. When the fire was blazing, great king, she spoke with her heart on fire with wrath,

18. ‘For Bhisma's death !’ and entered the fire, did the eldest daughter of Kasi by the bank of the
Yamuna, king. (trans. Buitenen, vol. 3, p. 520-21)

Another martial, but also yogic, feature of character can also be observed in the description of
our protagonist: that of determination'’, expressed in particular by derivatives of the root DHR-
‘to hold’!3, in the practice of asceticism (187.14, 188.1) and in achieving one's goal (188.5):

vadaiva hi vanam prayat kanya sa tapase dhrta |
tadaiva vyathito dino gatacetd ivabhavam ||5.187.14||

From the very day that the maiden departed for the forest set on austerities. I became troubled, wretched,
and well-nigh lost my wits. (trans. Buitenen, vol. 3, p. 518)

In this stanza, we note the contrast between her description and that of Bhisma, a great warrior,
whose mind is no longer determined, as it should be, but confused. This description is
reminiscent of the state of a lover separated from his beloved, and may lead us to think that
Amba and Bhisma form symbolically a kind of couple whose love is thwarted.

The following extract is particularly rich in expressions of Amba's will and determination, who
cannot be diverted from her goals:

tatas te tapasah sarve tapase dhrtaniscayam |

drstva nyavartayams tata kim karyam iti cabruvan ||5.188.1||
tan uvdca tatah kanya tapovrddhan rsims tada |

nirakrtasmi bhismena bhramsita patidharmatah ||5.188.2||
vadhartham tasya diksa me na lokartham tapodhandah
nihatya bhismam gaccheyam santim ity eva niscayah ||5.188.3||
yatkrte duhkhavasatim imam praptasmi sasvatim

patilokad vihind ca naiva stri na puman iha ||5.188.4||
nahatva yudhi gangeyam nivarteyam tapodhanah |

esa me hrdi samkalpo yadartham idam udyatam ||5.188.5]|
stribhave parinirvinnd pumstvarthe krtaniscaya |

bhisme praticikirsami nasmi varyeti vai punah ||5.188.6||

1. The ascetics, seeing her set on austerities, tried to stop her and said, “What do you seek to achieve?’

2. The maiden replied to the seers, who had grown old in austerities, ‘I have been rejected by Bhigma and
cannot abide by the Law I owe a husband.

3. I am consecrated to his death, not to a higher world, ascetics! I have resolved that only by killing
Bhisma [ shall find peace.

4-5. 1 shall not desist, brahmins, until [ have slain Ganga's son in battle, him because of whom I have
found this everlasting life of misery, deprived of the world of a husband, neither a woman nor a man!
That resolve is lodged in my heart, and for that I have undertaken this vow.

17 Her determination can also be likened to the 'same kind of single-minded dedication to one man' associated with
the pativrata dharma (Dhand, 2008: 193).

18 Dhairya ‘firmness’ is a fundamental virtue of the warrior, thanks to which he does not retreat on the battlefield
and holds his position (Brocquet, 2023: 109).



6. I am totally disgusted with being a woman and I have resolved to become a man: I want to pay
Bhisma back, and I am not to be diverted’, she repeated. (trans. Buitenen, Vol. 3, p. 520)

3.1.3. Desire for revenge and murder

After being rejected, Amba does not dwell on her fate for long. She quickly expresses her desire
(kdama), eminently martial, for murderous revenge against Bhisma, whom she holds responsible
for her distress. She speaks to Rama as follows:

mamapy esa mahan brahman hrdi kamo 'bhivartate |
ghatayeyam yadi rane bhismam ity eva nityada || 5.176.13||

This the fierce desire of my heart, brahmin : ‘if only I could have Bhisma Kkilled in battle!’ (trans.
Buitenen, Vol. 3, p. 503)

Later, she insists :

esa me hriyamanaya bharatena tada vibho |

abhavad dhydi samkalpo ghatayeyam mahavratam ||5.176.41||
tasmat kamam mamdadyemam rama samvartayanagha |

jahi bhismam mahabaho yatha vrtram puramdarah ||5.176.42]]

41. When the Bharata was abducting me, I conceived in my heart the plan to have that man of great
vows killed, my lord.

42. Therefore, strong-armed, blameless Lord Rama, fulfil my desire : kill Bhisma as the Sacker of Cities
slew Vrtra'®! (trans. Buitenen, vol. 3, p. 503).

The idea of her desire (kama) or her resolution (samkalpa) to kill, lodged in his heart, will be
repeated again in 5.188.5 already quoted above. In these extracts, the use of the word kama
does not seem insignificant to us. As the official path of k@ma for women, namely marriage, is
no longer accessible to her, her k@Gma seems to change its goal and transform into a desire for
death. In the background, we perceive an analogy between married life and combat.

On several occasions—and repetition is common in her speech (which, let us remember, is
reported by Bhisma), another sign of her determination—she tells Rama to kill Bhisma in the
form of an injunction : ‘jahi bhismam’. This litany marks her speech (5 occurrences) as can be
seen in the above-mentioned stanza (5.176.42) or the one preceding it:

bhismam jahi mahabaho yatkrte duhkham idrsam |
praptaham bhyrgusardiila caramy apriyam uttamam || 5.176.39 ||

Kill Bhisma, strong-armed tiger of the Bhrgus, because of whom I have fallen in such grief and wander
in utter misery! (trans. Buitenen, vol. 3, p. 503)

3.1.4 Access to martial training

When she is reborn as Sikhandini, daughter of Drupada, she receives martial training, in the
guise of a man, but still as a woman:

tatah sa raja drupadah pracchannaya naradhipa |
putravat putrakaryani sarvani samakarayat ||5.189.14|

[..]

19 This is here a reference to the ‘paradigmatic Vedic cattle raid’ (Collins, 2023: 130). In this paper, Collins
interprets Amba’s story as a reactivation of this myth in which Amba can be seen as a stolen calf.
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Jjatakarmani sarvani karayam asa parthivah |

pumvad vidhanayuktani sikhanditi ca tam viduh || 5.189.17 ||
[...]

cakara yatnam drupadah sarvasmin svajane mahat |

tato lekhyadisu tatha silpesu ca param gata |

igvastre caiva rajendra dronasisyo babhiiva ha || 5.190.1 ||

5.189.14. King Drupada then had all the rites pertaining to a son performed for the concealed daughter as
though she were a son. [...]5.189.17. The king had all the birth rites performed which go with the
injunction concerning a man child, and people knew him as Sikhandin. [...] 5.190.1. Drupada spent
great efforts on his entire family. Sikhandin became very skilled in painting and so forth, and in the
crafts, and was a pupil of Drona in archery, a Indra of kings. (trans. Buitenen, vol. 3, p. 521-22)

It should be noted that Sikhandini-Sikhandin is trained in archery, which is a weapon that can
pierce bodies, which at first glance does not seem to fit with A. Testart's observations and
conclusions. But we will see later that her arrows are quite special.

After the definitive sex change, Sikhandin's martial training, focused on the art of archery and
still taught by the illustrious tutor Drona, is mentioned again:

Sisyartham pradadau capi dronaya kurupumgava |

Sikhandinam maharaja putram striparvinam tatha || 5.193.56 ||
pratipede catuspadam dhanurvedam nrpatmajah |

Sikhandi saha yusmabhir dhystadyumnas ca parsatah || 5.193.57 ||

56. He gave Sikhandin to Drona as his student, great king, bull of the Kurus, this son who had been a
woman before.

57. Prince Sikhandin and Dhrstadyumna Parsata®’ learned the four-part science of archery?', along with
all of you??.

Sikhandin was therefore trained by the master of weapons Drona, along with the main
protagonists of the epic, the two groups of cousins. He would later be involved in the battle on
the side of the Pandavas.

3.1.5 On the battlefield as a man-woman

Once Sikhandini definitively exchanged her sex (linga) with that of the yaksa and became a
man, it is clear that this being nevertheless keeps an ambiguous status. Although she asked the
yaksa to become an anindita ‘without blame’ (5.192.29) man and Hiranyavarman's messengers
noted that he was a man ‘of great authority’ (mahanubhava, 5.193.26), Sikhandin is clearly
designated as a ‘man-woman’ (‘stri-pums-’ as we saw in 5.193.59 above), that is, a being of
dual or ambiguous gender, and it is as such that he-she (or maybe should we say ‘they’?) appears
on the battlefield alongside Arjuna. The persistent presence of a feminine feature in this
character on the battlefield is of paramount importance because it gives Arjuna a tactic
advantage over Bhisma, the latter following the observance (vrata) that he formulates as
follows:

20 Son of Drupada, who will carry out his father's wish for revenge by killing Drona.
2! Buitenen translated by ‘weaponry’ but dhanus means precisely ‘bow’.
22 Duryodhana.
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naham enam dhanuspanim yuyutsum samupasthitam

muhiirtam api pasyeyam prahareyam na capy uta ||5.193.61||
vratam etan mama sada prthivyam api visrutam |

striyam stripiirvake capi strinamni strisvaripini ||5.193.62||
na muficeyam aham banan iti kauravanandana

na hanyam aham etena karanena sikhandinam ||5.193.63||

etat tattvam aham veda janma tata sikhandinah

tato nainam hanisyami samaresv atatayinam ||5.193.64||

yadi bhismah striyam hanyad dhanyad atmanam apy uta |
nainam tasmad dhanisyami drstvapi samare sthitam ||5.193.65||

61. When he encounters me with bow in hand eager to fight, I shall not look at him even for a moment,
and I shall refuse to hit him.

62-63. This my vow has always been renowned in the whole world: that I shall shoot no arrows at a
woman, a former woman, one with the name of a woman, and an apparent woman, joy of the
Kauravas, and for this reason I shall not kill [Sikhandin.

64. I know the truth about Sikhandin’s birth, so I will not fight him]** when he bends his bow?* in battle.
65. Were a Bhisma to kill a woman he would kill himself; therefore I shall not kill him, though I may see
him on the field of battle. (trans. Buitenen, vol. 3, p. 528)

Upon reading this extract, the sagacious reader will undoubtedly already have understood why
Bhisma risks death by killing Sikhandin; we will return to this point at the end of this study.

In addition to the statement about Sikhandin's ambiguous gender status, several other passages
indicate that Sikhandin remains fundamentally a woman. For example:

purvam hi strt samutpannd Sikhandri rajavesmani

varadanat puman jatah saisd vai stri sikhandini |16.94.16||

tam aham na hanisyami pranatydage 'pi bharata

yasau pran nirmita dhatrd saisa vai stri sikhandini [16.94.17||

16. First he was born in the royal palace as a female, SikhandinT; then, through a boon, she became a
male.

17. I’ll not strike him even at the cost of my life, descendant of Bharata, for that one is the same woman
Sikhandini as was originally made by the Creator. (trans. Cherniak?®, vol. 1, p. 283)

karanadvayam asthdaya naham yotsyami pandavaih
avadhyatvdc ca pandinam stribhavac ca sikhandinah ||6.114.32]|

For two reasons I will not fight against the Pandavas : because of the invincibility of the Pandavas and
because of Sikhandin’s womanhood. (trans. Spicova, p. 293).

We can therefore say that Sikhandin embodies a male-female, or inherently female, character
and that it is as such that he-she appears on the battlefield. We have seen that before this sex
change, the woman Amba expresses anger, determination, and a desire to kill that are typical of
warriors, then, as Sikhandini in the guise of man, but still a woman, is taught the science of

23 1 have modified Buitenen's translation here, and added content in brackets, as he omitted part of the stanza.

24 Translation of Buitenen: ‘when he ambushes me’.

25 Regarding Cherniak's translation, I added stanza numbering and modified the transliteration of proper names to
harmonize with the other quotations. Cherniak based his work on Kinjawadekar's edition, which differs in some
details from the critical edition. I therefore modified Cherniak's translation to fit the text of the critical edition.
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weapons. One might infer from this episode that it presents a case of female martiality. But
other textual clues reveal that femininity remains fundamentally outside the realm of martiality.

3.2 Signs of persistent ontological incompatibility

3.2.1 A woman cannot fight

Indeed, at first, it does not seem possible for her to accomplish this act of revenge by herself,
which is why her wish can only be realized by involving a second agent (causative value):
ghatayeyam yadi rane bhismam (5.176.13cd) ‘If I could have Bhisma killed in battle’. She asks
Rama Jamadagnya to defeat Bhisma but the fight ends deadlocked. As the long battle proves
fruitless, Amba changes her discourse: she will fight herself (cf. supra 5.187.9 bhismam [...]
samare patayisyami*® svayam ‘1 myself will bring Bhisma down in battle’) and begins
superhuman asceticism to obtain the fruit of her desire.

But Amba knows very well that she cannot fight as a woman; she must obtain another body.
She states this clearly and for the first time when she speaks to Ganga, Bhisma's mother, who
tries to dissuade her from her project:

carami prthivim devi yatha hanyam aham nrpam |
etad vrataphalam dehe parasmin syad yatha hi me ||5.187.32||

I roam the earth, Goddess, so that I may kill the king. May this be the fruit of my vow in another body!
(trans. Buitenen, vol. 3, p. 519)

In 5.188.6 (already cited above), she expresses her disgust — she says that she is
parinirvinnd — at being a woman and her decision to become a man and take revenge on
Bhisma. In this stanza, we can understand that her desire to become a man stems primarily from
her disgust at being a woman or from her life as a woman as it has gone so far. If we look closely
at the stanza, there is no logical connection between the expression of her resolution to become
a man and her plan for revenge.

stribhave parinirvinna pumstvarthe krtaniscaya |
bhisme praticikirsami nasmi varyeti vai punah ||5.188.6||

[ am totally disgusted with being a woman and I have resolved to become a man: I want to pay Bhisma
back, and I am not to be diverted’, she repeated. (trans. Buitenen, vol. 3, p. 520)

A little further on, the impossibility of a woman to fight is made explicit in the form of a
rhetorical question she asks Siva: upapadyet katham deva striyo mama jayo yudhi ‘How can it
be that I, a woman, will triumph in battle [God]?’ (5.188.9¢cd, trans. Buitenen, vol. 3, p. 520).
The latter predicts two successive actions: vadhisyasi rane bhismam purusatvam ca lapsyase
“Thou shalt attain manhood and slay Bhisma in battle’?’ (5.188.12ab, trans. Buitenen, vol. 3,

26 1t is worth noting that the causative patayati, which literally means ‘to cause to fall’, is weaker, from a martial
point of view, than marayati, \HAN- or NVADH-.

27 1t should be noted that this segment could also be understood in the opposite sense: ‘You will slay Bhisma in
battle and will attain manhood’. This interpretation would lead us to the idea that practicing a typically masculine
activity would enable an individual to attain the state of masculinity.
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p. 520). The coordinating conjunction ca ‘and’ remains elusive and leaves it up to the reader to
make the implied causal link between masculinity and access to combat.

3.2.2 Not your typical warrior

While translations may sometimes lead us to think that Sikhandin becomes a warrior like any
other, a careful examination of the lexicon reveals that Sikhandin is never referred to by certain
terms commonly used to designate a warrior in Sanskrit, such as vira (male man and by
extension ‘hero’, ‘warrior’), yodha ‘fighter’ (from YUDH- ‘to fight’), or mahabdahu
(‘long-armed’ warrior). He is more readily referred to as a person who fights on his chariot,
whereas there are a few rare occurrences of expressions using terms derived from vira- and
YUDH-. Let us look at these extracts in detail.

pancalarajasya suto rajan parapuramjayah |

Sikhandi rathamukhyo me matah parthasya bharata ||5.168.1||
esa yotsyati samgrame nasayan purvasamsthitim |

param yaso viprathayams tava sendsu bharata ||5.168.2||
etasya bahulah senah paiicalas ca prabhadrakah |

tenasau rathavamsena mahat karma karisyati ||5.168.3||

Sikhandin, the son of the king of Paficdla, conqueror of enemy strongholds, appears to me a preeminent
Warrior, on the Partha's side, Bharata. He shall fight in the war destroying the old establishment, spreading
his great fame in your armies, Bharata. He has many troops, Paficalas and Prabhadrakas, and with his
chariot train he will accomplish great feats. (trans. Buitenen, vol. 3, p. 491)

In this first extract, Bhisma describes the forces involved and portrays Sikhandin as a conqueror
(jaya- from JI- ‘to conquer’). He is also the agent of a verb denoting combat activity: yotsyati
from YUDH-. The term translated as ‘preeminent Warrior’ by Buitenen deserves our attention
because this translation corresponds to the tatpurusa compound ratha-mukhya-, which literally
means the best of chariot’s possessor. In this context, the one who owns a chariot is the one who
fights from his chariot®® (ratha- means ‘chariot’ and, by metonymy, its driver, that is a
charioteer, or the warrior fighting from a chariot). His chariot is mentioned again in 5.168.3c.

Later, when Bhisma gives biographical details about Sikhandin to the curious Duryodhana, he
narrates what Siva predicted to Amba:

drupadasya kule jata bhavisyasi maharathah |
stghrastras citrayodht ca bhavisyasi susammatah || 5.188.13||

Thou shalt be born a great warrior in the House of Drupada; thou shalt become a nimble arms man and
a much honored exemplary warrior. (Trans. Buitenen, Vol. 3, p. 520)

Once again, we find an expression referring to Sikhandin as a great chariot-<fighter>
(maharatha-). Other qualifiers belonging to the martial lexical field are used to describe him:
he holds fast (sighra-) throwing weapons (astra-) and he is an excellent or manifold fighter
(citra-yodhin-). So, in these two extracts, in addition to ‘chariot-<fighter>’, other expressions
belonging to the lexical field of martial arts are also used to describe him with terms derived
from the roots JI- and YUDH-. But these two excerpts are in the future tense and seem to present

28 The chariot driver of Arjuna is Krsna who is referred to by a different word in this episod ‘sarathi-’: see further
on in 6.114.23.
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an idealized Sikhandin. Subsequently, when reference is made to Sikhandin, we will see that
his martial status is radically reduced to that of a ‘<fighter> from or with a chariot’. First in
5.193.59 already quoted above, after the sex-change and when his new state is announced, he
is rathasattama- ‘the best of the chariot-<fighter>". In Book 6, whose study is particularly
relevant because it contains descriptions of the battles, we see that Sikhandin is not described
in the same way as the other warriors. In an extract where Samjaya reports to Dhrtarastra that
Bhisma was killed by Sikhandin on the tenth day of the battle and is lying on a bed of arrows,
the difference in lexicon used to portray Sikhandin on the one hand and Bhisma and the other
warriors on the other is quite obvious:

samjayo 'ham maharaja namas te bharatarsabha |

hato bhismah samtanavo bharatanam pitamahah ||6.14.3||
kakudam sarvayodhanam dhama sarvadhanusmatam |
Saratalpagatah so 'dya sete kurupitamahah ||6.14.4||

yasya viryam samasritya dyitam putras tavakarot |

sa Sete nihato rajan samkhye bhismah sikhandina ||6.14.5||
yah sarvan prthivipalan samavetan mahamydhe |
jigayaikarathenaiva kasipuryam mahdarathah ||6.14.6||
jamadagnyam rane ramam d@yodhya vasusambhavah |

na hato jamadagnyena sa hato 'dya sikhandina |16.14.7||
mahendrasadrsah Saurye sthairye ca himavan iva |
samudra iva gambhirye sahisnutve dharasamah |6.14.8||
Saradamstro dhanurvaktrah khadgajihvo durasadah |
narasimhah pita te 'dya paricalyena nipatitah ||6.14.9||
pandavanam mahat sainyam yam drstvodyantam ahave |
pravepata bhayodvignam simham drstveva goganah ||6.14.10||
pariraksya sa senam te dasaratram antkaha |

Jjagamastam ivadityah krtva karma suduskaram ||6.14.11||
yah sa sakra ivaksobhyo varsan banan sahasrasah |
Jjaghana yudhi yodhanam arbudam dasabhir dinaih ||6.14.12||
sa Sete nistanan bhiimau vatarugna iva drumah |

tava durmantrite rajan yathd narhah sa bharata 16.14.13||

3.1 am Samjaya, great king. Obeisance to you, bull of the Bharatas. Bhisma, the son of Santanu, the
grandfather of the Bharatas, has been slain.

4. The foremost of all warriors, the power of all archers, the grandfather of the Kurus today lies on a
bed of arrows.

5. That Bhisma, Your Majesty, relying on whose might your son ventured the game of dice, today lies on
the battlefield, struck down by Sikhandin.

6. The great warrior who, alone on a chariot, defeated in the great battle of the city of Kasi all the
kings of the earth assembled together,

7. This incarnation of a Vasu?® who fought Rama, the son of Jamadagni in combat, he whom the son of
Jamadagni failed to destroy - it is he who has been killed today by Sikhandin.

8-9. Resembling great Indra in valor and Himavat in firmness, equal to the ocean in profundity and to the
earth in patience, that unconquerable lion among men who had arrows for his teeth, a bow for his mouth,
and a sword for his tongue, your father has been struck down by the prince of the Paiicala.

10. The great army of the Pandavas trembled when they beheld his eagerness for battle, like a herd of

2 Cherniak translates the reading yo ’yudhyad apasambhramah as ‘he who fearlessly fought’. Ganguli also
translates apasambhramah as ‘fearlessly’. We believe the term more accurately means ‘without agitation’, even if
this state of confusion may be rooted in fear.
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cows stricken with fear at the sight of a lion.

11. He protected your army for ten nights; and now that striker of <enemy> forces has set like the sun’’.
12. He who like Sakra unceasingly showered arrows by the thousand, who killed a hundred million
warriors in ten days, now lies on the ground, wailing®!, like a tree felled by the wind as a result of your
bad advice, Your Majesty, though he little deserved such a fate, descendant of Bharata! (trans. Cherniak,
vol. 1, p. 107 and p. 109)

In this extract, we see that Bhisma's portrait is extremely martial: he is the ‘foremost of all
warriors’ (kakudam sarvayodhanam), ‘the power of all archers’ (dhama sarvadhanusmatam),
he is holder of virya (virile energy), maharatha (‘great chariot-<fighter>’, translated as ‘great
warrior’ by Cherniak) and durdsada (unconquerable), etc.; the other warriors are twice
described as yodha (warrior); while Sikhandin, whose exploit is narrated and who is on the side
of the Pandavas, is never referred to as a warrior. He is simply referred to by his name or lineage:
pancalya, meaning ‘prince of Paficala’. It should also be noted that the verb forms he is the
agent of are derived from the roots HAN- and PAT-, but never YUDH-, which in this extract is
reserved for Bhisma (7b).

Of course, Sikhandin is only a secondary protagonist alongside Bhisma, and in this extract, the
focus is more on recounting the latter's downfall than on the feat of the one who caused it—in
fact, it is more Arjuna's feat than Sikhandin's—but the lexical difference still seems significant
to us.

A look at the vocabulary in chapter 6.114, which tells the story of Bhisma's fall, also confirms
this difference: Bhisma and the other warriors, including Arjuna and Krsna, are constantly
referred to as ‘great <fighter> with a chariot’ (maharatha-: 11, 19, 51), ‘tormentors of enemies’
(paramtapa-: 25), ‘great archers’ (mahesvasa-: 35, 50, 85) and, of course, ‘heroes’ (vira-: 6, 30,
35, 52, 109) or ‘possessor of virile energy’ (viryavat-: 112) and ‘warriors’ (yodha-: 73) ‘with
great might’ (mahdabala-: 31, 108) and arms (mahabahu-: 38, 84). In this chapter, we found only
one occurrence of a term belonging to the semantic field of warfare to describe Sikhandin; this
in itself is significant, and moreover, this term refers to him as a great <fighter> with a chariot
(rathasrestha-):

Sikhandi tu rathasrestho raksyamanah kiritind |
avidhyad dasabhir bhismam chinnadhanvanam ahave |
sarathim dasabhis casya dhvajam caikena cicchide |16.114.23||

Sikhandin, an excellent fighter, protected by diadem-decorated Arjuna, pierced bowless Bhisma with ten
arrows in that conflict, wounded his chariot driver with another ten, and cut down his banner with one more.
(trans. Cherniak, vol. 1, p. 481).

We note the expression ‘excellent fighter’, which in fact translates another lesson from the text
that Cherniak used: ‘rane sresthah’ literally ‘the best in combat’. It seems significant that the
only occurrence we found of a martial term used to describe Sikhandin appears only in certain

30 Original translation by Cherniak, which differs from the Sanskrit text and which we have therefore modified:
‘He protected feats of valor; and now that destroyer of enemy forces has set like the sun’.

31 Cherniak translated ‘struck down in combat’, which corresponds to the reading sa Sete nihato bhiimau. In the
BORI edition, instead of nihato, we read nistanan, which seems to mean ‘sounding’ (present participle in the
nominative, masculine, singular of nis-TAN-). We have modified the translation accordingly.
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versions of the text; ‘rane sresthah’ describes a vague excellence on the battlefield rather than
his social status.

At no point is Sikhandin described using the usual term vira-, and we have found only one
occurence where he is described using a term derived from YUDH- (see above 5.188.13c¢). This
observation should be slightly qualified, as we have found one occurrence where virya (a
derivative from vira- which can mean ‘heroism’ or ‘virility’) is nevertheless associated with
Sikhandin. Let us look at the passage in question:

asakrt ksatriyavratah samkhye yena vinirjitah |
jamadagnyena virena paraviranighating || 6.15.45||

[na hato yo mahabuddhih, sa hato’ dya Sikhandind]*
tasman nitnam mahaviryad bhargavad yuddhadurmadat |
tejoviryabalair bhiiyaii sikhandt drupadatmajah ||6.15.46]|
yah Siaram krtinam yuddhe sarvasastravisaradam |
paramastravidam viram jaghana bharatarsabham ||6.15.47||

That man of great intelligence was not vanquished even by Jamadagni’son, by that illustrious warrior, the
crusher of enemy heroes, who had repeatedly routed hosts of ksatriyas. And today he has been slain by
Sikhandin! It means that Sikhandin, the son of Drupada, is superior in energy, vigor and strength to that
mighty descendant of Bhrgu, ferocious in battle, since he has succeeded in striking down in battle that
valiant and accomplished combatant, a true expert in all scriptures, skillful in wielding the highest weapon,
that heroic bull of the Bharatas. (trans. Cherniak, vol. 1, p. 117)

In this extract, we see that Sikhandin's martial nature and the qualities that could be attributed
to him are only mentioned in relation to his victory over Bhisma, who is described as a great
warrior hero. If he managed to defeat him in battle, it is because he possesses energy (zejas),
vigor (virya), and strength superior to those of Bhisma. By analogy, all of Bhisma's other martial
qualities, which are described at length, could be attributed to him, but the text does not say so
explicitly. All of these extracts question Sikhandin's status as a warrior, and we are tempted to
see here an impossibility to define Sikhandin as a vira or yodha like the others®® and to state his
martial nature. The point about his arrows will confirm it.

3.2.3 Fast but inactive arrows

The question of Sikhandin's arrows caught our attention because, as Testart noted in a
completely different context, a hunter's arrows can become ineffective because of women: ‘In
southern Africa, if the hunter does not abstain from all relations with his wife, the poison with
which his arrows are coated will have no effect’ (Testart, 2014: 27)*. In a similar way,
Sikhandin's arrows are ineffective. Let us look at several extracts that illustrate this:

32 Exceptionally, we provide here the text followed and translated by Cherniak with the addition of a hemistich
between stanzas 45 and 46, as we find the construction of the text in the critical edition puzzling:
asakrt ksatriyavratah samkhye yena vinirjitah |
jamadagnyas tatha ramah paraviranighdatina || followed immediately by tasman ninam mahaviryad |[...]

In this case, paraviranighdatina refers to Bhisma and not to Rama.

33 The point was also highlighted by Vanita regarding his ability to kill (2022: 159).

3 En Afrique australe, si le chasseur ne s’ abstient pas de tout rapport avec sa femme, le poison dont sont enduites
ses fleches sera sans effet’.
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Sikhandt tu rane rajan vivyadhaiva pitamaham |

Sarair asanisamsparsais tatha sarpavisopamaih ||6.112.9§||

na ca te 'sya rujam cakruh pitus tava janesvara |

smayamanas ca gangeyas tan banan jagrhe tada |16.112.99||
usndarto hi naro yadvaj jaladharah praticchati |

tathd jagraha gangeyah saradharah Sikhandinah |16.112.100)|

tam ksatriya mahardaja dadrsur ghoram ahave |

bhismam dahantam sainyani pandavanam mahatmanam |16.112.101|]|

Then Sikhandin cut the grandfather in combat with his shafts [whose impact was like lightning and that
were like the poison of a snake]**, Your Majesty. But those shafts did not inflict any pain on your father,
lord of the people; the son of Ganga received them with a smile. As a man who is tormented by heat
welcomes torrents of rain, so the son of Ganga received the torrents of Sikhandin’s arrows. Great king,
the warriors saw how terrifying Bhisma was in battle, as he incinerated the host of the great-spirited
Pandavas. (trans. Cherniak, vol. 2, p. 461)

In addition to being ineffective from a martial perspective, we see that the contact of Sikhandin's
arrows gives Bhisma pleasure that seems to us to be not far from erotic pleasure. The following
passage explains everything that Sikhandin's arrows are not and, by contrast, highlights the
formidable effectiveness of Arjuna's arrows:

vajrasanisamasparsa arjunena sara yudhi |

muktah sarve ‘vyavacchinnd neme banah sikhandinah ||6.119.61||
nikyntamana marmani drdhavaranabhedinah |

musald iva me ghnanti neme banah sikhandinah |16.119.62||
brahmadandasamasparsa vajravegd durasadah |

mama pranan arujanti neme banah sikhandinah ||6.119.63||
nasayantiva me pranan yamadita ivahitah |
gadaparighasamsparsa neme banah Sikhandinah ||6.119.64||
bhujaga iva samkruddha lelihana visolbanah |

samavisanti marmani neme banah Sikhandinah |16.119.65||
arjunasya ime bana neme banah sikhandinah

krntanti mama gatrani maghamam segava iva |||6.119.66||
sarve hy api na me dubhkham kuryur anye naradhipah |

viram gandivadhanvanam rte jisnum kapidhvajam |16.119.67|3¢

35 Added by myself, as this sequence was not translated by Cherniak.

36 We quote here the edition followed by Cherniak, which corresponds to the following excerpt in the BORI edition
(the arrangement of the verses differs significantly, which is why we have chosen to present the text from the
edition followed by the translator we are quoting, avoiding any major change to this translation):
vajrasanisamasparsah Sitagrah sampravesitah |

vimuktda avyavacchinna neme banah Sikhandinah 16.114.55||

nikrntamana marmani drdhavaranabhedinah |

musalaniva me ghnanti neme banah sikhandinah ||6.114.56||

brahmadandasamasparsa vajravega durasadah |

mama pranan arujanti neme banah Sikhandinah |16.114.57||

bhujaga iva samkruddha lelihana visolbanah |

mamavisanti marmani neme banah Sikhandinah |16.114.58||

nasayantiva me pranan yamadita ivahitah |

gadaparighasamsparsa neme banah Sikhandinah |16.114.59||

krntanti mama gatrani maghamase gavam iva |

arjunasya ime bana neme banah sikhandinah |16.114.60||

sarve hy api na me dulhkham kuryur anye naradhipah |

viram gandivadhanvanam rte jisnum kapidhvajam ||6.114.61|]
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61. These shafts, crashing like thunderbolts, have been released non-stop in battle by Arjuna. These
arrows are not Sikhandin’s.

62. These arrows, that tear through my strong armor and cut me to the quick, pounding my body, are not
Sikhandin’s.

63. These arrows, crashing and irresistible like impetuous thunderbolts, affecting my very breath of life,
are not Sikhandin’s.

64. These arrows, destroying my breath of life as if they were messengers sent by Yama, are not
Sikhandin’s; they smash home like maces and clubs.

65. These arrows, penetrating my vital organs like this, like raging and virulently poisonous snakes
licking their tongues, are not Sikhandin’s.

66. These are Arjuna’s arrows, not Sikhandin’s. Tey cut through my limbs just as newly born crabs cut
through the mother crab.

67. Apart from monkey-bannered Jisnu the wielder of the Gandiva bow, none of the other princes can
inflict pain on me, even if they’re all rolled into one. (trans. Cherniak, vol. 2, p. 487)

This last extract is enough to convince us that Sikhandin is not like other warriors because of
his persistent femininity. To conclude this demonstration, we will now seek to understand why,
according to the text, femininity hinder his full access to the martial sphere.

3.2.4 Femininity as an obstacle

First, let’s consider how Amba is described. When Siva grants Amba the opportunity to slay
Bhisma, she explains why her femininity stands in the way of this vengeful plan:

tatah sa punar evatha kanya rudram uvaca ha |
upapadyet katham deva striyo mama jayo yudhi |
stribhavena ca me gadham manah santam umapate || 5.188.9||

The maiden said again to Rudra, ‘How can it be that I, a woman, will triumph in battle, for since [ am a
woman, my heart is meek to its core, Consort of Uma’. (trans. Buitenen, vol. 3, p. 520)

This stanza therefore indicates that it is because of her peaceful mind (manah santam), which
seems to be a characteristic of women, that Amba cannot fight Bhisma. As a result, Siva
promises her rebirth as a man, which will enable her to fulfill her wish.

Previously, when Rama Jamadagnya had met her, he had perceived and described her as a
delicate being for whom the life of an ascetic would be too arduous:

pravrajya hi sudubkheyam sukumarya visesatah |
rajaputryah prakrtya ca kumarydas tava bhamini || 5.174.8 ||
Wandering forth is quite difficult, especially for a delicate woman like you, a princess by nature

dainty, radiant maiden (trans. Buitenen, vol. 3, p. 500)

If this delicacy linked to her nature as a princess would make asceticism too difficult to bear, it
is obvious that the life of a warrior, with its share of physical and moral suffering, would be
even more so. Further on, we learn that Amba's nature arouses Rama's compassion:

tasyas ca drstva rilpam ca vayas cabhinavam punah |
saukumaryam param caiva ramas cintaparo 'bhavat ||5.176.28||
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kim iyam vaksyatity evam vimysan bhrgusattamah |
iti dadhyau ciram ramah krpayabhipariplutah ||5.176.29||

Studying her shape and fresh bloom and very delicate features, Rama was sunk in thought. Thinking,
‘What is she going to say?’ the best of Bhrgus, Rama, mused for a long time, flooded with compassion.

Book 6 also mentions an emotion that Bhisma feels toward Sikhandin, which prevents him from
attacking him:

dhrtardstra uvaca |

katham dasams tada yodha hina bhismena samjaya |

balina devakalpena gurvarthe brahmacarina |16.115.1||
tadaiva nihatan manye kuriin anyams ca parthivan

na praharad yada bhismo ghrnitvad drupadatmaje |16.115.2||

Samjaya, what the state of my warriors, deprived of the powerful, god-like Bhisma, who had taken a
vow of chastity for the sake of his father? Since Bhisma, out of his abhorrence, refused to strike the son
of Drupada, I consider the Kurus and all the others to be already as good as slaughtered by the Pandavas.
(trans. Cherniak, vol. 2, p. 501)

The term ghrnitva- here raises questions because ghrna- can mean ‘despise’ or ‘disgust’ as it is
translated in all the translations consulted®’, but also ‘compassion’. We are tempted to incline
to the second interpretation because of the occurrence of krpa in the above-mentioned stanza
(5.176.29). In addition to the question of the emotions aroused by Amba-Sikhandin
(compassion, contempt, or abhorrence), which would pose a problem for her opponents on the
battlefield, this latter occurrence reveals the main reason behind Bhisma's inability to fight a
woman or someone who was once a woman and therefore retains a part of her femininity: his
vow of chastity.

3.2.5 Analogy between fight and sexual intercourse

In Book 5, Bhisma had already mentioned the reason for this restrictive clause he imposed on
himself in combat. As he introduces the troops present to Duryodhana, he provides details about
one of the protagonists, our famous Sikhandin:

arjunam vasudevam ca ye canye tatra parthivah |

sarvan avarayisyami yavad draksyami bharata ||5.169.15||
pancalyam tu mahabaho naham hanyam Sikhandinam|
udyatesum abhipreksya pratiyudhyantam ahave ||5.169.16]|

lokas tad veda yad aham pituh priyacikirsaya

praptam rajyam parityajya brahmacarye dhrtavratah ||5.169.17)|
citrangadam kauravanam aham rajye 'bhyasecayam
vicitraviryam ca sisum yauvardjye 'bhyasecayam ||5.169.18||
devavratatvam vikhyapya prthivyam sarvardjasu

naiva hanyam striyam jatu na stripiurvam katham cana ||5.169.19||
sa hi striparvako rajaii sikhandr yadi te srutah |

kanya bhiitva pumarn jato na yotsye tena bharata ||5.169.20||
sarvams tv anyan hanisyami parthivan bharatarsabha |

yan samesyami samare na tu kuntisutan nrpa ||5.169.21||

37 Buitenen: ‘disdain’ (vol. 3, p. 178).
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15. Arjuna, Vasudeva and the other kings there I shall all beat back as soon as I see them, Bharata,

16. but I shall not, strong-armed king, kill Sikhandin of Paficala, when I see him march against me on the
battlefield with arrows at the ready.

17. The world knows that in order to please my father, I relinquished the kingship that was mine, and
kept the vow of celibacy,

18. I consecrated Citrangada as king of the Kauravas and the child Vicitravirya as Young King.

19. Having proclaimed my title of Devavrata among all kings on earth, I shall not kill a woman, or one
who was a woman before.

20. For you may have heard that Sikhandin was once a woman, king. Born a girl, he later became a man. I
shall not fight him.

21. All the other kings I shall kill, bull of the Bharatas, whomever I encounter in battle, except the sons of
Kunti, king. (trans. Buitenen, vol. 3, p. 492-3)

Further on (5.193.62), he utters similar words and specifies that he will not fight someone who
bears a woman's name or who looks like a woman?®®. We can read in stanza 5.169.19 that Bhisma
mentions his epithet Devavrata, then indicates that he will not fight a woman. Bhisma is called
Devavrata ‘devoted to the gods’ because he made a specific vow of celibacy proclaimed to
allow his father Santanu to marry Satyavati. The use of the absolutive in the sequence
devavratatvam vikhyapya ‘having proclaimed my title of Devavrata’ indicates that this process
is prior to or contemporary with the main process. The cause-and-effect relationship is therefore
not fully explicit, but the emphasis on the existence of this vow in 17 leaves no doubt, in our
view, that Bhisma cannot fight a woman because of his vow of celibacy®. This vow of celibacy,
which he mentions twice (17 and 19), therefore seems to include fighting against a woman,
which is perceived as a form of sexual contact (structural equivalence). Here we see a clear
analogy between combat, which can lead to death, and the sexual act. It should be noted that
the sexual act and the act of war share several common features: physical proximity, impetuosity
accompanied by a loss of control of the senses, but also the shedding of blood (in combat in
one case and during the defloration of a woman in the other).

Conclusion

In this paper, we have closely examined the martial dimension of the ambiguously gendered
character Amba-Sikhandin. We have seen that this epic figure shows clear signs of martiality,
unusual for a female figure, or more accurately a partially female figure, in ancient India, apart
from representations of wrathful deities: Amba displays the anger and determination
characteristic of a fierce warrior and clearly expresses her intense desire for revenge and the
death of Bhisma; she is trained in archery, disguised as a man but still very much a woman; and
she is present on the battlefield in the guise and name of Sikhandin, as a ‘man-woman’.

While one might initially think that Amba-Sikhandin is an example of female martiality, we
have also detected signs of a profound incompatibility between femininity and warefare. First,
we observe the fact that it seems impossible for a woman to fight, which leads Amba to call on

3According to M. Biardeau, this addition to the first statement could also refer to Arjuna, who disguised himself
as a woman at the court of King Virata (Biardeau, 2002/1: 1099-1103).

39 Spicova also noted that the status as a brahmacarin of Bhisma is enhanced by the fact that he ‘mentions his
vows of renouncing his kingdom and of celibacy whenever he explains his not fighting against Sikhandin because
of Sikhandin’s (former) femininity’ (2021: 309). We go further than this remark in this paper.
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a third party, then to wish to change bodies in order to carry out her vindictive project. We also
noticed that Sikhandin is not described in the same way as other warriors, with a marked scarcity
of expressions using the verb, or derivatives of, YUDH- ‘to fight’. Furthermore, we found only
one occurrence of a term derived from vira- used to describe him, even though this is the most
common qualifier in the epic (along with yodha-) to designate warrior heroes. Sikhandin's
martial social status seems to be confined to that of a chariot-<warrior> (ratha-). Unlike a
charioteer such as Krsna, Sikhandin fights, but his arrows are inactive and even pleasant.

Femininity therefore seems to be an obstacle to full access to martiality, and we sought to find
out why through a philological approach (narrative and lexical literary study). The text indicates
that Amba cannot suceed in combat because of her peaceful spirit and that she is also delicate
for the ascetic life. This delicacy arouses compassion in Rama Jamadagnya, as well as in
Bhisma, who refuses to fight this transgender being. But beyond the nature of women, which is
said to be unsuited to combat, the real reason that makes femininity and martiality incompatible
in this episode seems to us to be the fact that combat is analogous to a sexual act. Bhisma cannot
therefore fight a woman or someone who was once a woman, or even someone who has the
appearance of a woman, because of his vow of chastity.

This reason could be perceived as relating to the etiological nature of the episode which serves
to explain how and why the invincible warrior Bhisma could have been defeated (Adhuri, 2016:
275-6). It should also be noted that the fight between Bhisma and Amba-Sikhandin has a
particular erotic aura this time for mytho-structural reasons. Indeed, as Brian Collins has
pointed out (2023: 136-8), if the course of events had not been disrupted by the disorder inherent
in the epic, Amba should have been married to Bhisma (three wives for the three brothers)*.

But, the link between the martial and erotic realms is well known to indologists concerning
sexual and warlike ardor with the metaphorical figure of the elephant in rut (see for example,
Brocquet, 2009: 252-3) and other clues to this link have been uncovered in this study, inviting
us to continue in this direction for future research: the fact that typically feminine anger in a
romantic context has been transmuted into warrior anger, the isotopy of desire in the expression
of Amba's vindictive project, the martial path replacing marital life rendered impossible, and
the fact that Sikhandin's arrows are almost a source of pleasure, recalling certain passages from
the Kamasiitra.

Regarding the anthropological theory ‘tested’ here, we note, like Testart, signs of an ontological
incompatibility between femininity and martiality, and have uncovered a new explanatory
hypothesis, not considered in his essay L'Amazone et la cuisiniere which tries to explain the
division of labor by an unconscious law of non-accumulation of blood. Our new hypothesis is
formulated as follows: women cannot fight because fighting is analogous to a sexual act.
Fighting a woman could therefore be considered rape and imply a form of stain, just like
abduction (think of Salva's speech when Amba returns to him, but also the similar situation
experienced by Sita). Similarly, in this episode, we learn that asceticism is not recommended

40 This impossible love is also the subject of a fictional novel, Amba and Bhishma: a love story that was never
meant to be by Ashok B. Banker (2013).
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for women because they risk being ‘desired by kings’*! if they go into the forest. Thus, women
seem to be excluded from certain activities in order to maintain their sexual ‘purity’. Here, we
do not reject Testart's hypothesis, which is not incompatible with our new hypothesis. But for
now, we have sought, on an anthropological level, to open a new interpretative door by studying
first-hand data and, on a philological level, to study the epic from an original angle, stimulated
by anthropological studies.
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