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INTRODUCTION

In India, the families are always 'Patriarchal' i.e. male dominated. Women were never given any 
“Rights” of liberty and equality. They were always treated as inferior as an item or showpiece in the house. 
In many households, women were considered as ‘Machines’ for giving birth to children. The condition of 
women was so bad that if she gave birth to a girl child she was treated in a humiliated manner. The boy child 
was seen as 'kul-ka-deepak' (taking the family name ahead in generations). Women were not only refrained 
from being educated but also not allowed to step out of the house. They were asked to eat after their 
husbands and other males have eaten. They were given the remains of their husband’s food to eat as a 
convention in many families in the society. This is the situation of the women in India. Of course, these 
status and role of women has changed and is changing since Vedic period.

STATUS OF WOMEN IS ANCIENT INDIA (2000BC TO 500 AD):

The status of women in ancient India can be better studied in the following stages. That is women 
in the Vedic and post-Vedic period. The classical name for India, however, as usually employed in Sanskrit 
races, is “Bharate” or “Bharata- Varsha”, the country of Bharat’, - a king who appears to have ruled over a 
large extent of territory in ancient times (Shrivastava, 1999). It is emphasized that India is recognized as 
“Mother India” by all the Indians, which shows the importance given to women.

The names of Lopa Mudra, Gargi and Arundathi as creators of the Vedic rucha/richa have been 
mentioned. This freedom to follow intellectual and spiritual concerns and to participate in the creation of an 
ethos was also substantiated by reference to Leelavati and other women who lived in periods ranging from 
the Vedic era to the seventh century AD. As a substratum of these two streams, participants also mentioned 
the Ghandarvas and Kiratas, the Vanaras, the Nags, Yadavas and other ethnic groups. According to them, 
their women shared an equal status with men. They walked, drank and enjoyed the pleasures of life with 
them even fought alongside them in wars. Chitrangatha, Hidamba, Kaikeyi, Satyavathi, Surpanakha, 

ABSTRACT:
 Status of women refers to the role of the women in the society. Women in India 

have always been topics of concern. The family and society at large consider women as 
second class citizens. Though there is growing respect, worship and devotion on female 
goddesses such as Durga, Saraswati, Parvati and Kali, there is no respect for women. 
There are some kingdoms in ancient India, which had customs such as 'nagarvadhu' i.e. 
the bride of the city. According to this custom women competed to win the prestigious 
title of 'Nagarvadhu'. Amrapali is the most famous example of a 'nagarvadhu'. Women in 
fact had superior position than their male counterparts.
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Shakuntala and other women were mentioned in this context. According to the participants, in both the 
Aryan and Non-Aryan traditions, women were considered to be the equal of men socially and 
psychologically. They could, if they wished, woo men, leave their husbands and even live with another man 
without going through the sacramental rituals. In the ultimate consolidation of the Aryan and non-Aryan 
traditions into a more general Indian ethos, this aspect of life was recognized and legitimized. For instance, 
Manu recognized eight modes of marriage, only one of which was sacramental. Later, Draupadi, Kunti, 
Tara, Mandodari and Sita, all five of whom had been accused of either an open liaison with other men or 
whose virtue was suspect, were declared eternal virgins. Thus in this formulation, women seem to have had 
a wide spectrum of roles, freedom of choice and a comparatively open life-space (Parikh and Garg, 1989).

WOMEN IN THE VEDIC AND POST VEDIC PERIODS

The Indian cultural tradition begins with the Vedas. It is during the Vedic period Indian women 
enjoyed relatively a high status. In various areas their position was equal to or nearly equal to men. The 
following aspects examined the status of women in India during Vedic and Post Vedic period.

1. Freedom enjoyed by women
2. Equal educational opportunities for women
3. Position of women in matters relating to marriage and family affairs
4. Economic Production and occupational Freedom
5. Property rights and Inheritance
6. Role in the religious field
7. Role of women in public and political life

WOMEN DURING THE EPIC PERIOD, DHARMASHASTRAS AND PURANS

The status of women during the epic period and during the period of Dharmashastras and Purans is 
stated as under:
1. Epic period:
2. The Period of Dharmashastras and Puranas.
3. Women in the Buddhist Period:

STATUS OF WOMEN IN MEDIEVAL INDIA (500 AD TO 1500 AD):

The medieval period proved to be highly disappointing for the status of Indian women for their 
status further deteriorated during this period. The Muslim invasion of India changed the direction of Indian 
history. The influx of these foreign invaders and the Brahmanical iron laws were the main causes for such 
degradation.

After the death of Harshavardhana (646 A.D) the Brahmanism without the benevolence of the 
Vedic period took hold of the Indian society with all its severe restrictions and rigidities. As a result women 
suffered a lot. Their freedom was curtailed, knowledge of scriptures and even of letters was denied. They 
were made the parasites on men. Caste laws dominated social life. Property laws reduced women to the 
status of slaves. Widow remarriage and levirate or “Niyoga” were now disallowed. Women could not 
inherit property. Girls were treated more as burdens or liabilities than as assets. This period is notorious, for 
the women in this period had to face a number of problems of which the following may be noted.
1. Practice of Child Marriage
2. Prohibition of Widow Remarriage
3. Practice of Sati
4. Purdah System
5. Devadasi System
6. Economic and Political Life

STATUS OF INDIAN WOMEN DURING THE BRITISH RULE (1757 TO 1947):

During the British rule, the “quality of life” of Indian women remained more or less the same. 
However, some substantial progress was achieved in eliminating inequalities between men and women in 
education, employment, social rights and so on. Some social evils such as Child Marriage, Sati system, 
Devadasi system, Purdah system, prohibition on widow remarriage etc. were either controlled or removed 
by suitable legislation. Social reformers with patriotic spirit on the one hand, and the British Government 
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on the other, together took several measures to improve the status of women and to remove some of their 
disabilities. Number of factors contributed to the change in the status of women during this period. Some 
important aspects or forces of that change are analyzed here.

SOCIAL REFORMS AND SOCIAL MOVEMENTS ON WOMEN:

The learned Indians who came under the British influence realized importance of women and rise 
of their social status. A number for reformers led the way in launching social movements to improve the 
position of women.
i)Raja Ram Mohan Roy, the founder of Brahma Samaj played an important role in getting the sati system 
abolished. He raised his voice against child- marriage and purdah system. It was at his behest the British 
Government introduced the prevention of Sati Act 1829.
ii)Ishwar Chandra Vidysagar launched a movement for the right of widows to remarry and pleaded for 
educating women. He was instrumental in getting the Widow Remarriage Act passed in 1829.
iii)Maharshi Karve took up the problems of widow remarriage and education of women. He established the 
S.N.D.T (Smt. Nathubai Damodar Thackersay) University of Women in Poona, the first of its kind, in 1916.
iv)Maharshi Dayanada Saraswthi who started the Arya samaj advocated equal rights to women as they used 
to enjoy the same during the Vedic times. Arya Samaj supported education of women.
v)Swami Vivekanada who launched the “Sri Ramakrishna Mission” gave importance to the education and 
self-dependence of women. He gave a call to women to come out of seclusion and bondage.
vi)Other reformers like Dadabhai Nauroji, Gopalakrishna Gokhole, Mahatma Gandhiji and others also 
played their role in improving the status of women through the congress movement and also at their 
individual capacities.
vii)Women leaders with western background such as Nivedita, Annie Besant, Margaret cousins, and 
indigenous women leaders like Sarojini Naidu, Pandita Rama Bai, Ramabai Ranade, Torudutt and others 
tried to involve a large number of Indian women in various political. Social, cultural and other activities.

ROLE OF WOMEN LEADERS AND WOMEN’S ORGANIZATIONS:

Some women leaders also took interest in women’s education and welfare. Notable among them 
were Pandita Ramabai of Karnataka, Ramabai Ranade of Maharashtra, Bengali writer Torudutt, the first 
Indian female politician Kamaladevi Chattopahyaya, Swarnakumari Devi of Tagore’s family, Rajkumari 
Amrit Kaur, a great follower of Gandhiji, Annie Besant, the architect of Home Rule Movement, and others.

Some women orgnisations tried to create awareness among women. Mention may be made of a 
few of these organizations.
i.‘Arya Mahila Samaj’ and ‘Sharada Sadan” (started in 1887 by Pandita Ramabai Ranade and Bhandarkar).
ii.Bahrat Mohila parishad (1904)
iii.Bharat Stri Mahamandal (1910)
iv.Women’s Indian Association (1917, started by Annie Besant)
v.All-India Women’s Conference (1927, started by Margaret cousins and others)
vi.Kasturba Gandhi National Memorial Trust.

WOMEN IN EMPLOYMENT SECTOR:

By the end of the 19th century, sizeable number of educated Indian women entered for the first 
time the field of salaried professions. The education commission of 1882 had recommended the 
employment of women teachers in the schools and the appointment of women as inspectors of the girls, 
schools. It also recommended that special women entered the newly opened schools and colleges to qualify 
themselves as nurses and doctors and as teachers. In course of time, women entered other professions to 
work as clerks, accountants, receptionists, typists and in such other capacities.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY:

The present study is based on the Status of The Women: Ancient, Medieval and Modern Period in 
India method of research. The maternal mortality in India is the second highest in the world. Only a few 
percentages of births in the country are supervised by doctors. Most women deliver with the help of 
traditional nurses in the village who often lack the skills and resources to save the mother’s life if it is in 
danger. Women suffer many health problems because of abuse and other mal-nourishments. The average 
Indian woman has little control over her own fertility and reproductive health.
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CONCLUSION:

It is noted that throughout the Indian history, the women have faced inequality compared to men. 
To sum up, the women are facing inequality in different spheres even in modern India. But compared to the 
ancient and medieval status of women, their position is better. This is so because of the efforts, movements 
and struggles made by several noted political thinkers and reformers, such as Raja Ram Mohan Roy, 
Mahatma Jyotiba Phule, Mahatma Gandhiji, Swami Vivekananda, Annie Besant, Dayanand Saraswati, 
Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, etc. There is need to know about the contributions of these eminent political 
thinkers and philosophers in the improvement and development of the status of women in India. Hence, the 
present study is made to know and study analytically these contributions of the political thinkers on the 
status of women.
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