
 

 

Women in Indian History PYQ 2020 

 

Q1. Discuss the concept of either Patriarchy or Gender.  

Ans. Let's discuss the concept of "Gender": 

Gender is a complex and multifaceted concept that goes beyond the simple binary distinction of 

male and female. It refers to the roles, behaviors, expectations, and identities that societies attribute 

to individuals based on their perceived or assigned sex. Gender is not solely determined by biology; 

it is largely socially constructed and can vary across different cultures and historical periods. Here are 

some key aspects of the concept of gender: 

1. Gender Identity: Gender identity is an individual's internal sense of their own gender, whether it 

aligns with the sex assigned at birth (cisgender) or differs from it (transgender). Gender identity 

is deeply personal and can encompass a range of identities, including man, woman, non-binary, 

genderqueer, and more. 

2. Gender Expression: Gender expression refers to the way individuals present themselves to 

society through clothing, hairstyle, behavior, and other outward expressions. It can be masculine, 

feminine, androgynous, or gender-neutral, and it may or may not align with societal 

expectations. 

3. Gender Roles: Gender roles are the societal norms, expectations, and behaviors associated with 

a particular gender. These roles can vary significantly across cultures and historical periods. For 

example, traditional gender roles may prescribe that men are breadwinners and women are 

homemakers, but these roles are not universally applicable. 

4. Gender Stereotypes: Gender stereotypes are oversimplified and generalized beliefs about the 

characteristics, abilities, and behaviors of men and women. These stereotypes can be harmful as 

they reinforce rigid expectations and limit individual potential. 

5. Gender Inequality: Gender inequality refers to the unequal distribution of power, resources, and 

opportunities between genders. It often results in discrimination and disadvantages faced by 

women, non-binary individuals, and transgender individuals. 

6. Intersectionality: Gender intersects with other aspects of identity, such as race, ethnicity, class, 

sexual orientation, and disability. Intersectionality recognizes that individuals may experience 

unique forms of oppression and privilege based on the combination of their identities. 

7. Gender Equity and Equality: Gender equity focuses on fairness and justice, aiming to address 

historical and systemic disadvantages faced by marginalized genders. Gender equality goes a step 

further, seeking to eliminate all forms of discrimination and ensure that all individuals have equal 

opportunities and rights. 

8. Gender and Social Change: Gender is a dynamic concept that evolves over time. Social 

movements, feminist theories, and advocacy efforts have contributed to challenging and 

changing traditional gender norms and promoting greater gender equality. 

9. LGBTQ+ Rights: The concept of gender is closely linked to issues of sexual orientation and 

LGBTQ+ rights. LGBTQ+ individuals often face discrimination based on their gender identity or 

expression, and advocacy efforts have sought to protect their rights and promote acceptance. 

10. Transgender Rights: Transgender individuals, whose gender identity differs from their assigned 

sex at birth, have been at the forefront of discussions about gender. Efforts to recognize and 

protect the rights of transgender people have gained momentum in many countries. 



 

 

In summary, the concept of gender is a social construct that encompasses a wide range of identities, 

expressions, and experiences. It plays a crucial role in shaping individuals' lives, relationships, and 

societal structures, and it continues to be a subject of exploration, activism, and social change. 

 

 

Q2. The writing of history of women in early India has followed a beaten path of ‘glorious Vedic 

age followed by degeneration over the centuries’. Critically analyse the problems with this flawed 

understanding through recent feminist scholarship.  

Ans. The traditional narrative of the history of women in early India often portrays a linear 

progression from a "glorious Vedic age" to a subsequent "degeneration" over the centuries. 

However, recent feminist scholarship has challenged this oversimplified and flawed understanding 

in several ways: 

1. Ignoring Diversity: The linear narrative overlooks the immense diversity in the experiences of 

women in ancient India. It tends to focus on elite women's lives and their roles in Vedic rituals, 

while neglecting the experiences of women from lower social strata who may have had very 

different lives. 

2. Lack of Agency: The traditional narrative tends to depict women as passive recipients of societal 

changes rather than as agents who actively shaped their own lives and communities. Recent 

research has shown that women played crucial roles in various aspects of society, including 

politics, religion, and economy. 

3. Ignoring Non-Hindu Perspectives: The traditional narrative often focuses solely on Hindu society, 

neglecting the experiences of women in other religious and cultural contexts in ancient India, 

such as Buddhism, Jainism, and tribal communities. 

4. Religious and Textual Bias: The glorification of the Vedic age is often based on religious texts that 

may not provide a comprehensive or accurate picture of women's lives. These texts can be 

patriarchal and may not reflect the reality of women's experiences. 

5. Archaeological and Epigraphic Evidence: Recent scholarship has increasingly relied on 

archaeological and epigraphic evidence, as well as inscriptions, to reconstruct the history of 

women. These sources offer a more nuanced and diverse perspective on women's roles and 

contributions. 

6. Intersectionality: Feminist scholars have emphasized the importance of considering the 

intersectionality of gender with other factors like caste, class, and region. This approach 

recognizes that women's experiences were shaped by multiple identities and social contexts. 

7. Rejection of Declinist Narrative: Recent scholarship challenges the idea of a linear decline in the 

status of women over time. Instead, it suggests that social, economic, and political factors 

influenced women's roles and opportunities in complex ways, and there were periods of 

progress and regression. 

 

 

Q3. A history of women needs to understand the range of activities performed by women. 

Critically discuss the history of women and work in the ancient and/ or medieval periods. 

Ans. The history of women and work in ancient and medieval India is a multifaceted and complex 

subject that challenges traditional gender roles and assumptions. Here are key points to consider: 



 

 

1. Diverse Economic Activities: Women in ancient and medieval India were engaged in a wide 

range of economic activities. This included agriculture, craft production, trade, and various forms 

of labor within and outside their households. 

2. Economic Contribution: Women's economic contributions were significant but often 

underestimated or overlooked in historical accounts. They played essential roles in family 

economies and contributed to the overall prosperity of their communities. 

3. Agricultural Labor: In rural settings, women actively participated in agricultural activities. They 

were involved in planting, harvesting, and processing crops, ensuring food security for their 

families. 

4. Craftsmanship: Women were skilled artisans and contributed to the production of various crafts, 

including pottery, textiles, jewelry, and more. They often worked alongside men in family-based 

craft workshops. 

5. Trade and Commerce: Some women engaged in trade and commerce, participating in local and 

long-distance trade networks. The Arthashastra, for example, mentions women merchants 

involved in business activities. 

6. Household Industries: Many women were involved in household-based industries, such as 

weaving and spinning, which were essential for clothing production. 

7. Social and Cultural Roles: Women's work was not limited to economic activities. They also 

played crucial roles in social and cultural spheres, including religious rituals, artistic endeavors, 

and community-building. 

8. Impact of Social Hierarchies: Women's work experiences were influenced by social hierarchies, 

including caste and class. The opportunities and constraints they faced varied significantly based 

on these factors. 

9. Sources of Evidence: Evidence for women's work in ancient and medieval India comes from a 

variety of sources, including inscriptions, literary texts, epics, archaeological remains, and 

artwork. 

10. Challenges and Resistance: Despite their contributions, women often faced societal norms and 

restrictions that limited their autonomy and opportunities. Nevertheless, historical records also 

reveal instances of women challenging these norms and resisting oppressive practices. 

In conclusion, the history of women and work in ancient and medieval India underscores the diverse 

roles and contributions of women across various domains of life. It challenges stereotypical notions 

of women's roles as solely confined to the domestic sphere and highlights their agency, resilience, 

and impact on society and the economy. 

 

 

Q4. Did the bhakti movement empower women’s voices or does it merely reflect the larger 

patriarchal social world? Discuss through an analysis of bhakti in either the context of the Virasaiva 

movement or Mirabai.  

Ans. The Bhakti movement in India was a significant religious and social phenomenon that emerged 

during the medieval period. While it did provide a platform for the expression of individual devotion 

and challenged some aspects of the prevailing social norms, its impact on gender roles and the 

empowerment of women's voices was complex and multifaceted. To analyze this, we can focus on 

the context of the Virasaiva movement and the life of Mirabai. 

Virasaiva Movement: 



 

 

The Virasaiva movement, which originated in Karnataka, was characterized by its devotion to Lord 

Shiva and its emphasis on social equality and rejection of caste distinctions. While it challenged 

certain aspects of the patriarchal social order, it did not necessarily empower women in a 

transformative way. 

Equal Devotion: The Virasaiva movement emphasized that both men and women could attain 

salvation through devotion to Lord Shiva. This idea challenged the traditional notion that women 

were inferior or spiritually incapable. 

Socio-Religious Reform: The movement rejected caste-based discrimination and emphasized 

equality among its followers. This, in principle, could have had positive implications for women, as it 

challenged the hierarchy of the caste system. 

However, despite these progressive elements, the Virasaiva movement did not radically transform 

the position of women in society. Women's roles remained largely within the confines of their 

households, and they were still subject to societal norms and patriarchal control. 

 

Mirabai: 

Mirabai, a prominent Bhakti poet-saint associated with the Bhakti movement, is often cited as an 

example of a woman who defied societal norms and expressed her devotion through her poetry and 

songs. While her life and writings are inspirational, they also illustrate the limitations of women's 

empowerment within the Bhakti movement. 

Devotion and Non-Conformity: Mirabai's devotion to Lord Krishna was intense, and she openly 

defied her marital and societal duties to express her love for her deity. Her poems and songs reflect 

her non-conformity to the norms of her time. 

Lack of Agency: Despite her defiance, Mirabai's actions were often seen as eccentric and even 

rebellious. She faced criticism and opposition from her family and society, and her non-conformity 

came at a personal cost. 

Limited Impact on Gender Norms: While Mirabai's devotion was exceptional, it did not lead to 

broader social change regarding women's roles in society. Her experience was largely individualistic 

and did not empower women as a group to challenge the larger patriarchal order. 

In conclusion, the Bhakti movement, including the Virasaiva movement and the life of Mirabai, did 

provide space for the expression of women's voices and challenged some aspects of patriarchal 

norms. However, its impact on gender empowerment was limited and often constrained by the 

broader social and cultural context of medieval India. While individual women like Mirabai could defy 

societal norms through their devotion, the movement as a whole did not bring about substantial 

structural changes in the status of women within society. 

 

 

Q5. Discuss the political participation of women in the national movement and the constraints to 

their participation. 

Ans. The political participation of women in the Indian national movement was a crucial aspect of 

the struggle for independence from British colonial rule. Women played active roles in various 



 

 

capacities, contributing significantly to the movement. However, their participation was not without 

its constraints and challenges: 

Active Roles of Women in the National Movement: 

1. Leadership and Mobilization: Women leaders like Sarojini Naidu, Annie Besant, and Kamala 

Nehru played pivotal roles in mobilizing women for the nationalist cause. They organized rallies, 

meetings, and public protests. 

2. Mass Movements: Women actively participated in mass movements like the Non-Cooperation 

Movement, Civil Disobedience Movement, and Quit India Movement. They joined protests, 

picketing, and acts of civil disobedience. 

3. Role in Social Reforms: Women leaders like Kasturba Gandhi and Rajkumari Amrit Kaur were 

involved in social reform movements, advocating for issues like women's education, sanitation, 

and healthcare. 

4. Women's Organizations: Women formed various organizations, such as the All India Women's 

Conference (AIWC) and the Women's Indian Association (WIA), to address women's issues and 

contribute to the national struggle. 

Constraints to Women's Political Participation: 

1. Societal Norms: Traditional societal norms and patriarchal attitudes restricted women's 

participation in public life. Women were expected to fulfill domestic roles and were often 

discouraged from joining political movements. 

2. Limited Education: A significant portion of the female population had limited access to 

education, which hindered their ability to engage in political discourse and leadership roles. 

3. Gender Stereotypes: Gender stereotypes portrayed women as passive and emotionally fragile, 

which created barriers to their active involvement in street protests and civil disobedience. 

4. Opposition from Within the Freedom Movement: Some male leaders were hesitant to include 

women in the political decision-making process, fearing that British authorities would use their 

participation as a pretext for repression. 

5. Repressive Measures: British colonial authorities often used repressive measures against women 

protesters, including arrests and violence, which acted as a deterrent. 

Despite these constraints, women's political participation in the national movement was crucial. 

Their efforts helped in creating public awareness, building mass support for the freedom struggle, 

and challenging societal norms. Over time, their participation paved the way for greater recognition 

of women's rights and political representation in independent India. 

 

 

Q6. What were the experiences of women during the course of partition and how did they deal 

with its aftermath? 

Ans. The partition of India in 1947 was a traumatic and violent event that had profound 

consequences for millions of people. Women experienced the partition in unique and often 

devastating ways, and they had to grapple with its aftermath, which included displacement, violence, 

and the challenge of rebuilding their lives. Here are some of the experiences of women during 

partition and how they dealt with its aftermath: 

Experiences during Partition: 



 

 

 

1. Violence and Trauma: Many women experienced extreme violence during the partition, 

including abduction, rape, and physical violence. The trauma of these experiences left deep scars 

on survivors. 

2. Displacement: Millions of people were forced to migrate across borders, leaving behind their 

homes and belongings. Women often had to walk long distances, carrying their children and 

belongings, in dire conditions. 

3. Loss of Family: The partition led to the separation of families, with many women losing their 

husbands, children, or other family members during the chaos. The search for missing loved ones 

became a lifelong struggle for some. 

4. Loss of Property: Women also faced property disputes and loss of assets as a result of the 

partition. In many cases, they were left without any means of support. 

Dealing with the Aftermath: 

1. Resilience: Despite the trauma and loss, many women displayed remarkable resilience. They had 

to adapt to their new circumstances, often becoming the sole breadwinners for their families. 

2. Community Support: Women often found solace and support in their communities. They formed 

support networks with other women who had similar experiences, providing emotional and 

practical assistance. 

3. Rebuilding Lives: Women played a crucial role in rebuilding their lives and the lives of their 

families. They engaged in various livelihood activities and contributed to the economic stability 

of their communities. 

4. Political Activism: Some women who had experienced violence during the partition became 

activists, advocating for the rights of survivors and working to address issues related to gender-

based violence. 

5. Challenges to Justice: Many women faced challenges in seeking justice for the violence they had 

endured. Legal processes were often slow and biased, making it difficult for them to secure 

justice. 

6. Cultural and Artistic Expression: Some women turned to cultural and artistic forms of 

expression, such as poetry and storytelling, to process their experiences and raise awareness 

about the partition's impact on women. 

The experiences of women during the partition and their responses to its aftermath were diverse 

and complex. While many faced immense hardships, they also demonstrated remarkable strength 

and resilience. Their stories are an important part of the history of partition and contribute to our 

understanding of the profound and lasting impact of this historical event on women's lives in the 

Indian subcontinent. 


