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Abstract 

This paper critically reassesses the role and representation of women in 
ancient Indian texts and society, drawing from Vedic literature, epic 

narratives like the Mahabharata and Ramayana, Dharmashastras, and 
Buddhist and Jain texts. It aims to challenge monolithic interpretations of 

gender roles by examining a range of socio-religious contexts and temporal 
shifts. Women in ancient India have traditionally been portrayed either as 
submissive homemakers or divine archetypes. However, textual evidence 

and archaeological findings suggest a far more nuanced reality. The study 
explores women’s participation in education, philosophy, politics, and 
rituals, and how their agency was shaped by evolving religious and cultural 

ideologies. By engaging with both classical texts and contemporary 
scholarship, the paper highlights the dynamic and often contradictory 

portrayals of women. This interdisciplinary approach offers a more inclusive 
historical narrative and calls for a reconsideration of gender roles in ancient 
Indian historiography. 
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1. Introduction: 

The role of women in ancient Indian society has long been a subject of 

debate, influenced both by traditional interpretations of religious texts and 

modern feminist perspectives. Often depicted as either idealized goddesses 

or oppressed wives and daughters, women in ancient India occupied a wide 
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range of social, intellectual, and spiritual roles that challenge simplistic 

characterizations. The aim of this paper is to reassess these roles through a 

critical reading of ancient Indian texts, including the Vedas, Upanishads, 

epics such as the Ramayana and Mahabharata, Smritis, and religious 

literature from Buddhism and Jainism. 

Understanding the complexity of women’s roles in ancient India requires a 

multidimensional approach. It necessitates not only an analysis of textual 

sources but also a contextual understanding of the socio-political and 

religious structures of the time. This paper explores these layers to provide a 

more balanced and comprehensive understanding of women's lives, roles, 

and representations in ancient Indian society. 

2. Statement of the Problem: 

Women in ancient India have traditionally been portrayed either as 

submissive homemakers or divine archetypes. However, textual evidence 

and archaeological findings suggest a far more nuanced reality. The study 

explores women’s participation in education, philosophy, politics, and 

rituals, and how their agency was shaped by evolving religious and cultural 

ideologies. By engaging with both classical texts and contemporary 

scholarship, the paper highlights the dynamic and often contradictory 

portrayals of women. This interdisciplinary approach offers a more inclusive 

historical narrative and calls for a reconsideration of gender roles in ancient 

Indian historiography. 

3. Results and Discussion: 

3.1. Women in the Vedic Period 

The Rigvedic period (circa 1500–1100 BCE) presents a relatively egalitarian 

portrayal of women. Women like Ghosha, Lopamudra, Apala, and Gargi are 

credited with composing hymns in the Rigveda (Jamison & Brereton, 2014). 

They participated in religious rituals and philosophical debates, indicating 

their intellectual and spiritual agency. 

 In this era, women were permitted to study the Vedas and engage in 

discourse. The concept of "sahadharmini," or a spiritual partner, 

emphasized the complementary role of women in ritual and domestic life 

(Altekar, 1959). Marriage was not viewed as a means of controlling women 

but rather as a sacred partnership. 

 However, this period was not entirely devoid of patriarchal norms. The 

preference for male offspring and the exclusion of women from inheritance 

rights were also present, revealing the ambivalence of gender roles even in 

the early Vedic society (Sharma, 1980). 

 The Vedic period is often considered a time of relative egalitarianism in 

gender roles within ancient Indian society. Women enjoyed a degree of 

autonomy and respect, especially in the early Rigvedic era. They were 
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educated, participated in intellectual and spiritual debates, and some were 

even authors of Vedic hymns. Notable female sages such as Ghosha, 

Lopamudra, Apala, and Gargi contributed significantly to Vedic literature, 

indicating a prominent role in religious and philosophical discourse 

(Jamison & Brereton, 2014). 

 Marriage during this period was conceptualized as a spiritual 

partnership (sahadharmini), and women took part in rituals alongside their 

husbands (Altekar, 1959). There is also evidence of women attending 

assemblies and engaging in public life, although such freedoms were 

primarily reserved for upper-caste women. 

 Despite these advancements, patriarchal norms were not entirely 

absent. Practices like preference for male offspring and patrilineal 

inheritance suggest the coexistence of gendered hierarchies (Sharma, 1980). 

Nevertheless, the Vedic period represents a relatively progressive era in 

ancient Indian history, especially when compared to the later Smriti and 

epic periods that increasingly confined women to domestic roles. 

3.2. Transition in the Later Vedic and Epic Periods 

By the time of the later Vedic texts and the epics, the Mahabharata and 

Ramayana, the position of women had begun to shift. The Upanishads 

continue to mention learned women such as Maitreyi and Gargi, but their 

voices are fewer and more circumscribed (Olivelle, 1998). 

 In the epics, women are portrayed with great narrative importance but 

within more restrictive frameworks. Sita in the Ramayana is upheld as an 

ideal wife but also subjected to trials that highlight the growing constraints 

on female agency. Draupadi in the Mahabharata is a powerful figure, yet her 

fate is dictated by male decisions (Hiltebeitel, 2001). 

 These texts reflect an increasing control over women’s sexuality and 

mobility, aligning with the rise of patrilineal inheritance and agrarian social 

structures that favored male dominance (Doniger, 2009). 

3.3. Dharmashastras and the Codification of Patriarchy 

The Smriti literature, especially the Manusmriti, codified a more rigid 

patriarchal order. Women were described as needing constant male 

supervision—first by the father, then husband, and finally the son 

(Manusmriti 5.148). These laws reflect a shift from the earlier egalitarian 

ethos to a more hierarchical structure that curtailed women’s rights. 

 While the Manusmriti has often been cited as the cornerstone of 

gender discrimination in ancient India, it's important to note that 

Dharmashastras were prescriptive rather than descriptive. Not all 

communities adhered to these norms, and considerable regional variation 

existed (Derrett, 1973). 
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 The Grhyasutras and other ritual manuals further institutionalized 

women’s roles as primarily domestic, emphasizing chastity, obedience, and 

devotion. Widowhood and the practice of sati began to gain religious 

sanction during this period, although not universally (Thapar, 2002). 

3.4. Women in Buddhist and Jain Traditions 

Buddhism and Jainism, emerging around the 6th century BCE, offered 

alternative spaces for female spiritual agency. Mahapajapati Gotami, the 

Buddha’s aunt and foster mother, was the first woman to receive ordination 

in the Buddhist sangha, although only after significant resistance from the 

Buddha himself (Murcott, 1991). 

 Jainism too allowed female ascetics, with figures like Mallinatha and 

others achieving high spiritual status. However, doctrinal differences led to 

debates about the ability of women to attain liberation, with the Digambara 

sect denying this possibility (Jaini, 1991). 

 Both religions provided institutional roles for women, yet did not fully 

dismantle existing patriarchal structures. Nonetheless, they expanded the 

range of female participation in religious and intellectual spheres. 

3.5. Archaeological and Epigraphic Evidence 

Inscriptions and archaeological findings further complicate textual 

narratives. The inscriptions of royal women like Queen Didda of Kashmir 

and inscriptions from the Satavahana and Gupta periods reveal women 

involved in temple donations, governance, and education (Fleet, 1888; 

Sircar, 1965). 

 Terracotta figurines, sculptures, and coins suggest the presence of 

female artisans and deities, indicating reverence and economic roles 

(Sharma, 2001). These non-textual sources offer a more grounded view of 

everyday women's lives, contrasting with elite textual portrayals. 

3.6. Feminist Historiography and Reinterpretation 

Modern feminist scholars have challenged traditional readings of ancient 

texts, offering reinterpretations that recover women’s voices and agency. 

Kumkum Roy (1998) and Uma Chakravarti (1993) argue that ancient texts 

often reflect elite male anxieties and aspirations rather than actual social 

conditions. 

 These scholars emphasize the importance of intersectionality, 

examining how class, caste, and regional differences shaped women’s 

experiences. Their work urges historians to move beyond prescriptive texts 

and engage with a wider range of sources. 
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4. Conclusion: 

The role of women in ancient Indian texts and society was far more complex 

and dynamic than often portrayed. From Vedic philosophers to Buddhist 

nuns and epic heroines, women occupied diverse roles that evolved across 

time and texts. While patriarchal norms did gain prominence, they were 

neither monolithic nor uncontested. 

 This reassessment encourages a more inclusive historiography that 

recognizes women as active participants in ancient Indian civilization. By 

integrating textual, archaeological, and feminist perspectives, we can better 

understand the multifaceted identities and contributions of women in 

India’s ancient past. 
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