
 

Journal of Advances in Developmental Research (IJAIDR) 

E-ISSN: 0976-4844   ●   Website: www.ijaidr.com   ●   Email: editor@ijaidr.com 

 

IJAIDR19011885 Volume 10, Issue 1, January–June 2019 1 

 

Women in Early Indian Society: A Historical 

Assessment of Status, Rights and Social Change 
 

Reetu Parmar 
 

Assistant Professor  

History, Govt. College, Dhariyawad, Dist. Pratapgarh, Rajasthan. 

 

Abstract: 

The position of women in early Indian society cannot be understood through a single fixed judgement, as 

their status changed across different historical phases. In some periods, women enjoyed respect within 

family, religion and intellectual life, while in later periods their freedoms became increasingly restricted 

by social customs, patriarchal authority and religious codes. This paper examines the changing condition 

of women from the Indus Valley civilisation to the early medieval and Rajput periods. It discusses 

women’s role in family life, education, marriage, religion, property, public participation and social 

customs. The study shows that early Indian traditions gave women honour as mothers, wives, daughters 

and spiritual participants, yet this respect did not always lead to independent social identity. Over time, 

customs such as child marriage, restriction on education, denial of inheritance, widowhood limitations, 

purdah, sati and jauhar weakened women’s social position. The paper concludes that women’s status in 

Indian history was neither uniformly high nor uniformly low; rather, it moved through phases of 

recognition, limitation and decline according to changing social, political and religious conditions. 
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1.1 INTRODUCTION 

The status of women is one of the strongest indicators of the moral, cultural and social character of any 

civilisation. A society’s attitude towards women reveals how far it values dignity, equality, family 

responsibility and social justice. In Indian history, the position of women presents a complex picture. 

Women were sometimes worshipped as symbols of fertility, divinity and motherhood, yet they were also 

placed within strict boundaries of dependence and obedience. Their identity was often recognised through 

relationships such as mother, wife, daughter, sister and daughter in law, while their independent 

personality received limited social acceptance. The uploaded Hindi paper also follows this broad historical 

argument by showing that women’s position in ancient India was not constant and changed from one 

period to another. 

 

The history of women in India must therefore be studied carefully through different periods rather than 

through a general statement. In the earliest stages, women appear to have held an important place in 

religion, household and social life. During the Vedic period, they had access to education, religious 

participation and intellectual discussion. However, later periods witnessed a gradual decline in their rights 

and freedom. Restrictions on education, marriage choices, property rights and public participation became 

more visible. By the early medieval period, several social practices had reduced women’s dignity and 

autonomy. 

 

This paper attempts to examine the changing position of women in early Indian society from the Indus 

Valley civilisation to the Rajput period. It focuses on the nature of women’s rights, social duties, religious 

participation, marriage customs, education and restrictions. The purpose is not to present women only as 
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victims or only as honoured figures, but to understand the historical process through which their status 

moved between respect and subordination. 

 

1.2 WOMEN IN THE INDUS VALLEY CIVILISATION 

The Indus Valley civilisation provides some of the earliest archaeological evidence for women’s place in 

Indian society. Although written sources from this civilisation have not been fully deciphered, terracotta 

female figurines and mother goddess images suggest that fertility and feminine power were respected. The 

presence of such figures indicates that womanhood was associated with reproduction, prosperity and 

religious symbolism. Female figures were not merely decorative objects; they reflected a belief system in 

which the feminine principle had sacred value. 

 

The worship of the mother goddess suggests that women may have enjoyed a respected position in the 

cultural imagination of the period. However, it is difficult to determine the exact legal or social rights of 

women from archaeological remains alone. The evidence points more towards religious reverence than 

social equality. Even so, the symbolic importance of feminine power in the Indus civilisation forms an 

important beginning for the study of women’s historical status in India. 

 

1.3 WOMEN IN THE RIGVEDIC PERIOD 

The Rigvedic period appears to have offered women a relatively respected position in comparison with 

several later phases. Although the family system was largely patriarchal, women participated in religious, 

social and intellectual life. A wife was regarded as an important partner in household rituals, and many 

religious ceremonies were considered incomplete without her presence. The idea that the wife was central 

to the household gave her a meaningful place within family and ritual life. 

 

Women had access to education during this period. Some women were known as learned figures and 

composers of hymns. Names such as Ghosha, Apala and Vishvavara are remembered as examples of 

women who contributed to Vedic thought. Girls could receive education, participate in assemblies and 

take part in religious activities. The absence of purdah and the presence of women in social gatherings 

suggest that women had greater mobility and visibility during this time. 

 

Marriage during the Rigvedic period was generally based on mature age, and women seem to have had 

some say in choosing their husbands. The practice of monogamy was common, although polygamy existed 

among elites. Daughters could undergo certain religious rites, though inheritance generally favoured sons. 

Thus, while women were respected, the structure of society still gave greater authority to men, especially 

in matters of lineage and property. 

 

1.4 WOMEN IN THE LATER VEDIC PERIOD 

The Later Vedic period marked the beginning of important changes in women’s status. The earlier 

freedom available to women gradually began to shrink. Girls were increasingly denied the upanayana 

ceremony, which affected their access to formal Vedic education. The decline in women’s education had 

long term consequences because it reduced their intellectual and religious authority. 

 

Texts from this period show a mixed attitude towards women. On one side, women such as Gargi and 

Maitreyi are remembered as highly learned figures who took part in philosophical debate. Gargi’s 

discussion with Yajnavalkya in the court of King Janaka is often cited as an example of women’s 

intellectual ability. Maitreyi, too, appears as a woman deeply interested in spiritual knowledge. On the 

other side, certain texts began to describe daughters as a source of anxiety and placed women in a lower 

social category. 
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Women continued to participate in some rituals along with their husbands, but their independent religious 

status weakened. The desire for sons became stronger because sons were connected with inheritance, 

ancestral rites and family continuity. Widow remarriage and niyoga existed in limited forms, mainly for 

obtaining male offspring. These developments show that women’s social value was increasingly tied to 

marriage, motherhood and the birth of sons. 

 

1.5 WOMEN IN THE SUTRA AND EPIC PERIODS 

During the Sutra period, women’s position declined further as social codes became more rigid. Religious 

and legal texts increasingly emphasised women’s dependence on male guardians. A woman was expected 

to remain under the protection of her father in childhood, husband in youth and son in old age. Such ideas 

reduced the possibility of independent female identity and presented male control as a social necessity. 

 

The epics provide a rich but complex picture of women. The Mahabharata and Ramayana include women 

of strength, intelligence and moral authority, yet these texts also reflect patriarchal expectations. Draupadi, 

Sita, Kunti, Gandhari and other women appear as powerful figures, but their lives are shaped by duty, 

sacrifice, family honour and male decision making. The presence of swayamvara, polygamy, niyoga and 

sati related references shows that women’s lives were linked to both status and suffering. 

 

The epic period also contains examples of women’s courage and wisdom, but these examples did not 

necessarily translate into general social freedom for all women. Elite women may have had access to 

education and public recognition, while ordinary women remained within domestic and social constraints. 

The gap between idealised womanhood and lived female experience became more visible. 

 

1.6 WOMEN IN THE MAURYAN PERIOD 

The Mauryan period presents a more organised picture of society, administration and law. Women’s status 

during this period appears to have been neither completely free nor entirely suppressed. Kautilya’s 

Arthashastra provides references to marriage, divorce, remarriage, women’s property, courtesans and 

women employed in different functions. Under certain conditions, women and men could remarry, and 

divorce was recognised in specific circumstances. 

 

There is no strong evidence of a general purdah system during the Mauryan period, although elite women 

may have lived in protected spaces. References to the inner palace and women’s quarters indicate social 

separation among higher classes. Chandragupta Maurya is said to have employed women as bodyguards, 

which suggests that women could hold certain practical roles in royal service. 

 

Courtesans also occupied a recognised position in Mauryan society. They were trained in music, dance 

and fine arts and were sometimes connected with state revenue and intelligence activities. Their position 

was socially distinct, and they enjoyed recognition because of their skills, beauty and cultural training. 

However, this recognition existed within a controlled system managed by the state. 

 

1.7 WOMEN IN THE SATAVAHANA PERIOD 

The Satavahana period provides evidence of women’s honour within certain social and political contexts. 

Some rulers used matronymic names, which means that they identified themselves through their mothers. 

This practice suggests respect for maternal lineage, even though political succession largely remained 

male dominated. Women such as Naganika and Gautami Balashri are known for their public and 

administrative roles. 
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Inscriptions from this period show that women made donations, supported religious institutions and 

participated in public religious life. Such records indicate that some women had access to property and 

could use it for religious or social purposes. Sculptural evidence also shows women worshipping alongside 

men, attending public gatherings and participating in social occasions. 

 

The Satavahana period therefore reflects a mixed but important stage. Women did not possess equal power 

with men in the political system, yet they were not absent from public and religious life. Elite and wealthy 

women, in particular, could exercise authority through donations, inscriptions and association with ruling 

families. 

 

1.8 WOMEN IN THE GUPTA PERIOD 

The Gupta period is often remembered as a time of cultural achievement, but women’s status during this 

period shows both respect and restriction. Women were honoured as mothers and wives, and literature 

praised feminine grace, devotion and moral strength. Kalidasa’s writings contain affectionate references 

to women and daughters. At the same time, social practices began to narrow women’s opportunities. 

 

Marriage age declined during this period, and child marriage became more common. As girls were married 

at a younger age, their education suffered. Certain legal texts discouraged Vedic study for women and 

reduced their religious independence. As education declined, women became more dependent on male 

family members for social and economic security. 

 

The Gupta period also provides early inscriptional evidence of sati. Although sati was not yet a universal 

or compulsory practice, its presence reveals changing ideas about widowhood and female virtue. Widow 

remarriage was supported by some authorities, such as Narada and Parashara, but other lawgivers opposed 

it. These differences show that society was not uniform, yet the general direction points towards increasing 

restriction. 

 

1.9 WOMEN IN THE AGE OF HARSHA 

The position of women during the age of Harsha appears to have continued many trends of the Gupta 

period. Women of royal families could still influence politics and social life. Harsha’s sister Rajyashri is 

an important figure in early medieval political history. However, the period also reflects the presence of 

sati and declining widow remarriage. 

 

Harsha’s mother, Yashomati, is described as having committed sati after her husband’s death. Rajyashri 

also attempted to follow the same path after the death of her husband, though Harsha prevented her. These 

incidents show that sati had acquired emotional and social force among elite sections. Even when not 

legally enforced, it was associated with honour, devotion and sacrifice. 

 

Inter caste marriages still occurred, and elite men sometimes had more than one wife. However, women’s 

social choices remained limited by family, caste and custom. The period shows that respect for women 

existed mainly within the framework of family honour, not individual freedom. 

 

1.10 WOMEN IN THE EARLY MEDIEVAL PERIOD 

The early medieval period witnessed a sharper decline in women’s status. Foreign invasions, political 

insecurity, feudal structures and rigid social norms contributed to greater control over women. Society 

became more conservative, and women’s mobility was increasingly restricted. Social customs were 

framed in the name of protection, but they often reduced women’s independence. 
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Child marriage and polygamy became more common, especially among higher classes. Widow remarriage 

declined in many communities, while widows faced social neglect and ritual exclusion. Female education 

became limited, except among elite families. The birth of daughters was often viewed with anxiety because 

of marriage expenses, security concerns and social pressures. 

Literature and art from this period sometimes represented women as objects of pleasure rather than as 

independent persons. This change in representation reflected a wider decline in women’s dignity. 

Nevertheless, some women continued to exercise authority in exceptional circumstances. Queens, learned 

women and administrators appeared in different regions, but they remained exceptions rather than 

indicators of general female freedom. 

 

1.11 WOMEN IN THE RAJPUT PERIOD 

The Rajput period presents a particularly intense mixture of honour, control and sacrifice in relation to 

women. Rajput society valued women as symbols of family pride, chastity and honour. Men were expected 

to protect the honour of their wives and families, while women were expected to preserve dignity through 

loyalty, courage and sacrifice. The idea of female honour became deeply connected with clan prestige. 

 

Women in Rajput families sometimes had the right to choose husbands through swayamvara, though this 

was mainly limited to elite circles. At the same time, child marriage spread widely, and practices such as 

sati and jauhar became associated with Rajput honour. Jauhar, in which women collectively sacrificed 

their lives to avoid capture during war, reflected both courage and the tragic severity of social expectations. 

 

Widows often faced harsh treatment. In some cases, they were excluded from auspicious ceremonies, 

required to live a life of austerity and denied normal social participation. Yet Rajput and early medieval 

history also records powerful women such as Didda of Kashmir, Rudramma of the Kakatiya dynasty, 

Vijayabhattarika and other female rulers or administrators. These examples show that women could rule 

and govern effectively when circumstances allowed, although such cases did not alter the general 

patriarchal structure. 

 

1.12 EDUCATION AND INTELLECTUAL PARTICIPATION OF WOMEN 

Women’s education in early Indian history followed a declining pattern. During the Vedic period, 

educated women could participate in philosophical discussions and compose hymns. Learned women were 

respected for their intellectual ability. However, from the Later Vedic and Sutra periods onwards, women’s 

access to formal education became restricted. 

The denial of upanayana and Vedic study reduced women’s religious and scholarly standing. Child 

marriage further weakened education because girls entered domestic life at an early age. Elite women 

sometimes received training in music, dance, literature and household management, but broader 

intellectual education became rare. 

Despite restrictions, some women continued to stand out as scholars, poets, debaters and patrons. Gargi, 

Maitreyi, Avantisundari and Bharati are examples of women remembered for learning and intellectual 

sharpness. Their presence shows that women’s ability was never absent; rather, society gradually limited 

the opportunities through which such ability could develop. 

 

1.13 MARRIAGE, WIDOWHOOD AND SOCIAL CUSTOMS 

Marriage was the central institution around which women’s lives were organised. In early periods, women 

had some choice in marriage, and mature age marriage was more common. Over time, child marriage 

became widespread, reducing women’s education and personal agency. Polygamy existed among ruling 

and wealthy classes, while monogamy remained common among ordinary people. 
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Widowhood became one of the most difficult conditions for women. In some earlier periods, widow 

remarriage and niyoga were permitted under specific circumstances. Later, these practices declined or 

became restricted. Widows were often treated as inauspicious, denied participation in ceremonies and 

subjected to social discipline. 

Sati and jauhar represented extreme forms of female sacrifice. Although these practices were not universal 

across all communities, their presence deeply affected the social imagination. They turned women’s lives 

into symbols of family and caste honour, often at the cost of personal survival and dignity. 

 

1.14 PROPERTY AND ECONOMIC RIGHTS 

Women’s property rights varied across periods. In early society, inheritance usually favoured sons, though 

daughters and wives had certain rights in specific contexts. The concept of stridhana gave women some 

control over gifts received at marriage or from relatives. However, full economic independence remained 

limited. 

 

In the Satavahana and Gupta periods, inscriptions and legal texts suggest that some women possessed 

property and made religious donations. Narada and Katyayana recognised certain rights of daughters in 

paternal property. These references show that women’s economic rights were not entirely absent. 

Even so, property control remained largely male dominated. Women’s economic security depended on 

fathers, husbands, sons or male relatives. Without access to education, inheritance and independent 

livelihood, most women remained socially dependent. This economic dependence was one of the main 

reasons for their declining status. 

 

1.15 CONCLUSION 

The history of women in early Indian society reveals a long and uneven journey. Women were honoured 

in religious thought, family life and cultural imagination, yet honour did not always mean equality. In the 

earliest periods, women enjoyed greater access to education, religious participation and social freedom. 

Over time, their position became more restricted due to patriarchal customs, rigid social codes, child 

marriage, denial of education, property limitations, widowhood restrictions, purdah, sati and jauhar. The 

decline was gradual and varied across class, caste, region and period. Some women continued to appear 

as scholars, rulers, donors and administrators, but they were exceptions within a wider structure of male 

authority. Therefore, the position of women in Indian history should not be described through one simple 

claim of glory or oppression. It must be understood as a changing historical process in which respect, 

dependence, agency and restriction existed together. By studying these changes, we gain a clearer 

understanding of the social foundations of Indian civilisation and the long struggle for women’s dignity 

and recognition. 
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