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Abstract

This study critically examines the roles of women in Indian civilization from the sixth century B.C. to the 11th century
A.D., using a multidisciplinary approach that integrates archaeological findings- such as burials, art, and inscriptions—
with literary sources including religious scriptures, chronicles, and foreign accounts. The analysis moves beyond
conventional binaries of oppression and empowerment, offering a nuanced view of women lived experiences across
diverse historical periods. Using feminist historiography and environmental feminist frameworks, the paper explores
how women’s ecological knowledge and leadership have persisted from ancient societies to contemporary movements
Chipko movement and Narmada Bachao Andolan. It highlights the dynamic evolution of women’s roles from spiritual
prominence in the Indus Valley and political agency in medieval courts to resistance in modern environmental justice
movements. The study shows that women’s contributions were neither peripheral nor static but continually shaped by
regional, ecological, and socio-political contexts. This work contributes to gender studies by recovering marginalised
voices and linking historical inquiry with present-day concerns of gender equality and sustainable development.
Keywords: Women’s roles, Indian civilization, archaeological evidence, gender studies, historical agency, feminist
historiography, environmental feminism

1. INTRODUCTION

The role of women in Indian civilization has largely been interpreted through historical tradition that
marginalize their presence and frame their contributions within patriarchal parameters. While major
methodological revisions have emerged particularly in feminist historiography and subaltern studies [2]
these approaches have challenged dominant narratives. Yet in this area there is still a crucial
methodological lacuna in combining material culture with textual sources for a full picture of women’s
lives in history. This gap is redressed in this paper through an interdisciplinary method that mobilizes
both archaeological and literary work to produce new ways of understanding women as participating in
and being made by India’s journey as a civilization. The evidence for the presence of women in prehistoric
urban societies comes from archaeological excavation at Harappa [3] and Mohenjo-Daro [4] whereas
Vedic texts [5] and Puranic literature [6] gives a more ambiguous, even contradictory image of female
roles. Conflating such diverse sources demands creative methodologies rooted in material culture studies
and feminist archaeology, [7], which interpret both physical objects and linguistic representations as
gendered expressions of their social-historical contexts. This methodological lens challenges binary
frameworks such as "oppression versus empowerment” that have long dominated the existing discourse.

Several interdisciplinary studies in gender, history, and cultural studies critically draw upon
anthropological research to juxtapose archaeological evidence with text based sources as this approach is
considered distinctive when it spans historical period from the Indus Valley Civilization to the
Independence era because such studies reveal continuities and rupture in gender norms and social
structures to showcase the realistic representation of women and evaluate the social and gender
hierarchies. This research examines critically the texts such as The Structure of Indian Society: Then and
Now [9] and Women and Society in Early Medieval India [10], to systematically juxtapose archaeological
and text-based evidence as it suggests complex lived experiences beyond textual prescriptions and
highlights mostly male-authored and ideological texts to track in how women were perceived or treated
from Indus to Independence.
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Anthropology provides the framework to interpret both material and symbolic evidence to comprehend
the cultural practices which describe idealised gender roles, moral expectations and prescribed social
conduct in Vedic and Medieval periods. The role of women in Indian history has been fixed as it has
evolved dramatically across different historical periods based on social, religious, and political changes.
In the Indus Valley Civilization, evidence is mostly archaeological like female figurines and burial sites,
suggesting that there are no evident studies of rigid patriarchal structures, leading to believe that early
societies were gender inclusive and gender balanced.

Moreover, in Vedic period, women like Gargi and Maitreyi engaged in intellectual debates and had access
to education and exercised their agency as women, but their status declined with the institutionalization
of patriarchy in later Vedic texts where women’s mobility, education, visibility, and autonomy were
restricted and controlled by the male-counterparts. However, women resisted in Vedic period and
challenged the norms of male dominance. During the Delhi Sultanate, women’s public roles were under
scrutiny with the rise of purdah system where women’s visibility and identity was confined to the four
walls of the palace. However, women like Razia Sultana and Nur Jahan defied such patriarchal practices
and fought against gendered hierarchies through their subtle and powerful acts of defiance and their
voices became acts of resistance that challenged the patriarchal norms instead of becoming passive victims
of patriarchal systems, they reshaped their roles as women. The analysis draws on gender studies
frameworks [11] to explore how caste, class and religion intersected as powerful forces in shaping women’s
experiences across historical periods. For example, South Indian temple inscriptions [12] depict a certain
kind of political authority that was wielded by the royal women, as opposed to something weaker or
inferior to the North Indian women. By contrast Mughal paintings [13] and European travelogues offer
diverse representations of elite women’s mobility and it shows how women’s function, their agency,
resistance all were highly dictated by their social settings. Elite Muslim women, for example, could also
venture outside the home and imagine their identities not as women per se, but as dancers, musicians,
and poets. These cross-field comparisons allow one to draw a portrait of women'’s lives by broadening the
horizons beyond the domestic sphere, to include non-monetary exchange economies, religion, and even
war participation.

A key strength of this study lies in its methodological resilience to the challenges posed by biased historical
sources. While prescriptive texts such as the Manusmriti [14] articulate normative gender roles. This
research juxtaposes them with archaeological evidence- such as burial assemblages that suggest women’s
occupations or architectural remains indicating their spatial autonomy. This approach aligns with
contemporary textual analyses [15], which treat prescriptive literature as one of many discursive forms,
rather than as a singular ‘truth regime’ defining social reality.

The rest of the paper is structured as follows: Section 2 offers a critical review of the literature on women’s
presence in medieval India, with special reference to the Indian context, and highlights the research gaps
that inform our study. Section 3 outlines the historical background across key periods. In Section 4, we
present our interdisciplinary approach. Sections 5 and Section 6 examine archaeological and literary
evidence, respectively, and their implication to interpreting women’s agency. Section 7 considers these
interpretations in light of theoretical frameworks. Section 8 outlines potential directions for future
research, while Section 9 concludes by discussing the broader implications of our findings within
contemporary gender discourse.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW: FEMINIST RECONSTRUCTIONS OF INDIAN WOMEN’S
HISTORY
Historians have explored women’s roles in early Indian civilization through various historiographical
lenses, each shaped by evolving methodologies and ideological currents. During the colonial period,
academic work was based on orientalist discourses, which were either romanticizing a utopian past of
gender equality or portraying Indian society as naturally patriarchal [16]. In the later nationalist
historiography of the post-independence eras, these stories were rewritten as representing social reform
and cultural regeneration. Yet, more often, narratives on women'’s lives and experiences were based on
the nation in a more general sense, risking to contribute to making women’s experiences and struggles

invisible [17].
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A marked departure came in the wake of the 80s when a feminist historiography, anchored by the works
of scholars such as Kumkum Sangari, Uma Chakravarti and Geraldine Forbes, came into existence. Over
time, it illuminated women real lived lives, challenged the predominant androcentric narratives. For
example, Uma Chakravarti’s Rewriting History: The Life and Times of Pandita Ramabai explores the
social trajectory of the linkages between gender, caste and religion. Kumkum Sangari questioned the
“politics of the possible,” which reveals clichéd oppositions in tradition versus modernity. This feminist
wave, along with such influential studies as The Feminine Character,[18] restored agency, resistance and
the body to the historical record. Nevertheless, there are still gaps to fill-most notably, the absence of
intersectional and ecofeminist discourses in both archaeological and literary historiography. This
contribution aims at filling this gap and by coupling archaeological cases with textual and environmental
frameworks, providing a fuller picture of women’s place in history.

Archaeology offers a great deal of tangible evidence to counter entrenched notions about early Indian
women that are based primarily on high textual accounts. Such practices as the depiction of female
figurines and the writings on the walls of Indus Valley finds are indications of relatively egalitarian social
systems [19]. Spindle whorls from domestic contexts suggest that women were producing textiles, and
stamp and seal impressions indicate that they were participating in religious activities [20]. These results
complicate previous descriptions that domesticated ancient women solely as domestic or subordinate.
Feminist archaeologists including Rita Wright and Margaret Conkey have stressed the need for
interpreting these hands in gender-sensitive time-bound contexts. As O’Brien [21] puts it, the analysis of
material culture also involves an attention to the cultural codes and gendered dynamics that are in a
gendered perspective 219 coded within such remains.

This section therefore raises the potential of archaeology to provide alternative accounts of women’s
labour, their presence and their symbolic authority in early Indian societies. With the growing potential
of bioarchaeology, scientists are capable to analyse the remains of the skeletons for evidence of health
disparities and markers of work-related stress, giving new knowledge on gendered division of labour [22].
Feminist archaeologists, too, have attacked conventional excavation techniques for favouring
monumental buildings (exclusively male spaces) over domestic contexts where women would have been
more prevalent [23]. To navigate these biases, the current research uses spatial analysis to reconstruct the
ways in which women used and influenced space in particular socio-cultural contexts.

In addition to archaeological developments, textual research has developed more subtle readings of
historical sources. Although we have hymns of female sages in early vedic literature like Lopamudra and
Ghosha, the later Smriti (meaning “that which is remembered”) literature prescribes stringent regulations
on women’s autonomy [14]. Court histories and travel accounts (both European and non-European)
provide partial views of elite women's agency— from the rule of Razia Sultana to the “cultural
achievements of the Mughal nobility” 24. More recent work uses textual criticism to separate prescriptive
ideologies from descriptive conditions, revealing the degree to which normative texts concealed more
dynamic modes of social organization [28]. A wave of interdisciplinary scholarship has been generated by
the crossfertilization of archaeological and textual data. For instance, Women and Society in Early
Medieval India [10] makes use of temple inscriptions and epigraphic evidence to emphasize the economic
and religious functions of women.’

There is also a growing trend among scholars to resort to oral or popular traditions, as well as to
methochological, when trying to re-elaborate the subaltern points of view and counter-narratives that
history writing tends to delete or suppress [30]. An intersectional approach has, in addition, disrupted
homogenized discourses of “Indian womanhood,” which regard variations based on factors such as caste,
class, and region. Reports from matrilineal societies in Kerala [33], tribal women in Northeast India [35],
or female labourers in Chola temple economies [45] illustrate how gendered norms differed substantially
across regions and times. These two streams in scholarship together hint at the need for an inter-, even
multidisciplinary framework to reconstruct the experiences of women in history. Through such
comparisons, which place material culture in dialogue with textual sources, scholars can complicate
simplistic binaries, such as oppression versus empowerment, and instead show women’s roles in Indian
history to be fluid, negotiated, and context-specific.
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3. HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND

To comprehend the shifting roles that women have played in Indian history, it is important to shift the
focus from the present to the past and from the west to the east of the subcontinent, in order to grasp the
diversity of the chronological, regional and cultural frame of subcontinental growth. The Civilizational
Past The data above identify India’s past as a civilizational one, whose state structures, beliefs, kinship
system, and environment experienced constant changes - each of which affected women’s power and the
extent of agency they could wield. By framing women’s activities in this changing historical background -
from the early urban centers to the age of colonial rule - this section sets up a more in-depth investigation
of the material evidence and the narrative sources discussed in the subsequent chapters.

3.1 Historical Context of Indian Civilization

The evolution of Indian civilization can be seen to be a product of a set of time-periods (which can be
thought of as related to each other) that contribute in some form to the making of gender norms. These
phases should not be interpreted as stages in an unalloyed trajectory towards either more freedom or more
oppression. Rather, they represent contingent and context-bound configurations of power, belief, and
gendered labor, all shaped by material conditions, ideological transformations and spiritual sensibilities.
To better understand this complex relationship, the historical context is modeled as the combined impact
of key civilizational periods, each exerting its own influence on the construction and transformation of
gender roles.

Period; (1)

n
Historical Context =

i=1
Where:
Period; represents the gendered structures and ideologies of the i historical period.
n=4, denoting the four main epochs:
Indus Valley Civilization (c.3300-1300 BCE)
Vedic Period (c.1500 -500 BCE)

Medieval Era (c. 600-1800 CE)
Colonial to Independence Era (c.1757-1947 CE)

The Indus Valley Civilization, with its well-planned cities and craft economies, presents archaeological
indicators of gender complementarity. Artifacts such as terracotta figurines and household tools, along
with burial evidence, suggest a relative balance in gender roles [3,19]. The Vedic period introduced
complex textual formulations of gender. While early Rigvedic texts acknowledge female philosophers and
seers such as Gosha and Lopamudra, later Dharmashastric literature imposed prescriptive roles, restricting
women’s agency and mobility [5]. The transition reflects a shift in the value of Period2, from inclusive
participation to regulatory control. In the Medieval period, the coexistence of multiple dynastic and
religious orders- Hindu, Islamic, and Jain- produced a layered gender system. Practices such as purdah and
jauhar emerged in specific cultural contexts, yet resistance was voiced through Bhakti and Sufi women
poets, whose literary production subverted orthodox gender norms [36,37]. The colonial era introduced
new gender ideologies through missionary education and reform movement. However, the construction
of women as custodians of national honor also produced a symbolic form of confinement. Thus, while
Period4, includes greater participation in public movements, it also reproduces gendered binaries through
cultural nationalism. Therefore, the additive model above helps visualize how each phase contributes to
cumulative gender ideologies, shaping the broader historic consciousness in which women’s roles were
remembered, forgotten, or reimagined.

3.2 Geographical and Cultural Diversity of India

India’s vast ecological, linguistic, and cultural diversity necessitates a region-sensitive approach to
understanding gender. Different regions produced distinctive kinship systems, labor divisions, and
symbolic roles for women, influenced by local economies, religions, and ecological zones. To represent
this spatial variation in gender regimes, we use:
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m
CulturalDiversity = 1_[ Region; (2)

j=1

Where:

e Region; denotes the gender system specific to region

Representing key zones:

Gangetic plains

Deccan plateau

Coastal zones

Himalayan foothills

Northern tribal belts

o an o e

In the Gangetic plains, rigid caste hierarchies and patrilineal inheritance reinforced male dominance.
Women’s roles were largely confined to reproduction, household labor, and ritual purity maintenance.
In the Deccan and southern river valleys, matrilineal communities like the Nairs offered alternative
models. in these societies, women held property rights and decision-making authority within kinship
structures [33]. Inscriptions from the Chola era also highlight women’s involvement in temple service
and land donation. Coastal regions, involved in long-distance trade, showed female participation in
weaving, markets, and poetry-as evidenced in Greco-Roman accounts and Sangam literature [34]. In tribal
zones, especially the Northeast and Central India, women participated in shifting cultivation, land
governance, and clan leadership. Among Khasi and Garo communities, matrilineal inheritance was
institutionalized, producing a contrasting gender order from the Brahmanical core [35]. Thus, illustrates
that the ‘status of women’ cannot be reduced to a single civilizational narrative. Instead, regional
frameworks reveal plural forms of gender relations shaped by geography, economy, and belief systems.

3.3 Major Historical Periods and Their Characteristics
The defining characteristics of each civilizational period can be conceptualized as a multidimensional
function of historic events, cultural ideologies, and temporal location. This relationship may be modelled
as:
Characteristics = f(Period, Event, Culture)  (3)

Where:

e Period;refers to the chronological epoch

e Event includes critical political or religious transitions

e  Culture, reflects dominant social practices, kinship norms, and gender ideologies

[ )

This composite model allows us to examine how gender roles were co-produced through a convergence
of structural conditions and symbolic practices. For instance, the Middle Ages (c.600-1800 CE) illustrate
a duality:

In many Islamic polities, local customs were reinterpreted through Sharia principles. The introduction of
mehr (dower) and the practice of purdah reinforced patriarchal spatial control, while Rajput society
valorised female chastity through rituals such as jauhar [36]. Simultaneously, Bhakti movements
destabilised these norms through vernacular spiritual practices, where female mystics like Akka Mahadevi
and Mirabai transgressed caste, gender, and scriptural authority [37]. The colonial period introduced
further complexity. Missionary-led female education and legal reform ordered new modes of visibility to
Indian women. however, colonial rule also reinscribed patriarchal values through Victorian moral codes,
often re-domesticating the feminine ideal [38]. Although millions of women participated in the freedom
struggle, postcolonial structures offered limited institutional inclusion for them. Hence, Characteristics;
is not static - it shifts based on the interaction between temporality, social reform, and ideological
negotiation. This model sets the stage for analysing gender through data-driven archaeology and discourse-
sensitive literary evidence.
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4. METHODOLOGY
This study adopts an interdisciplinary methodological framework that integrates archaeological evidence,
literary texts, and environmental feminist analysis to reconstruct historical gender roles in Indian
civilization. It incorporates both quantitative indicators and qualitative coding to triangulate findings
from material and textual sources. methodological approach combines archaeological and literary
evidence in a systematic analysis that controls for source peculiarities while reconstructing women’s
history. It synthesizes qualitative and quantitative methods to systematically analyze both material culture
and text record sample over historical time.
4.1 Collection of the Data and Selection of the Source
A stratified sampling approach was employed to ensure representation across temporal epochs,
geographical zones, and cultural contexts.
Material artifacts were divided into three primary classes:
A={aj,a5a;} 4

Where:

e al: Burial goods (e.g., grave items indicating occupational status)

e a2: Domestic implements (e.g., spindle whorls, cooking vessels)

e a3: Artistic/ritual objects (e.g., seal imprints, figurines)

e a4: Spatial layout data (e.g., artifact clustering in courtyards or workshops)
These categories were cross-referenced by region (R) and period (P) to control for environmental and
civilizational variation.
The textual dataset was categorized by genre, period, and source origin:

n

_ primary secondary
L= ) (I + 1 ) (5)
k=1
Where :
L™ includes indigenous texts (e.g., Vedas, Upanishads, Smritis, court chronicles)
Lo comprises foreign travelogues, missionary accounts, and Greco-Roman or Persian descriptions
p g g ry P
Each text underwent provenance verification, ideological scoring, and thematic coding using a bias scale.
The final dataset was curated to ensure genre-diversity and historical distribution, facilitating a
comparative framework between prescriptive and descriptive representations of women.

4.2 Analytical Techniques for Archaeological and Literary Evidence
To analyze gender associations within archaeological materials, this study employs spatial distribution
mapping and functional classification across burial and domestic contexts. The relative frequency and
probabilistic likelihood of gendered artifact association is modelled as:
N(gn a)
Pel) = —o s> ©

Where:

e DP(g|a) : Probability that artifact A is associated with gender g

e ng: Count of artifact A found in gender-specific contexts (e.g., female graves or households)

e n: Total observed occurrences of artifacts A
This probabilistic method has been developed as an approach by which to identify patterns in the material
culture that indicate gendered divisions of labour or symbolic functions. For example, spitzy indicates a
Pvalue of female spindle whorls is consistently high in the different burials; this results not only
strengthens the interpretation of women engaging in textile production.
In terms of literary sources under the analysis, the investigation adopts the tool of Critical Discourse
Analysis (CDA) to identify the ways gender roles are constructed ~ by upholding, discreetly subverting, or
overtly disputing them. As in the previous experiments, each text is identified as source k, and it is scored
with a Bias Coefficient, which quantifies how the narrative has a biased ideology or descriptive style
concerning gender.
By = iZ1 Wi Si

« iz1 Wi

(7)
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Where:

s; : Semantic unit score (e.g., a statement about women’s duties or agency) ranging from -1 (highly
prescriptive) to +1 (highly descriptive)

w;: Weight assigned based on textual prominence or emphasis

m: Number of evaluable semantic units in the source

This formula allows for standardized comparison across genres - such as between Dharmashastric
literature and Bhakti poetry - by identifying the dominant ideological tendencies encoded in the text.

4.3 Integration and Cross-Validation of Sources
The synthesis of archaeological and literary evidence follows a convergent validation protocol:

1. Temporal Alignment: Artifacts and literary texts are placed within the same historical timeframe
using Bayesian chronological modeling [40]. This method ensures that comparisons between
material and textual evidence are historically accurate and contextually grounded across different
phases of Indian civilization.

2. Thematic Correlation: Patterns observed in the archaeological record—such as the spatial
concentration of spindle whorls—are linked with literary references that mention weaving,
spinning, or domestic labor. This cross-referencing enables a richer, multi-source understanding
of women's economic roles and contributions in historical contexts.

3. Discrepancy Analysis: Instances where material and textual evidence contradict (e.g., egalitarian
burial roles vs. prescriptive legal texts) are flagged for deeper contextual and regional analysis.

4.

This integrative model ensures that conclusions about gender roles are not based on singular sources but
emerge from interdisciplinary convergence, accounting for both ideological discourse and material
realities.

Figure 1 provides a visual representation of the integrative feedback mechanism linking distinct
evidentiary streams.
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Figure 1. Integration of Archaeological and Literary Sources

4.4 Addressing Methodological Challenges and Limitations

To mitigate common pitfalls in gender historiography and interdisciplinary research, this study
implements several methodological safeguards :
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e Representation Bias: This stratified sampling design outlined in Equation 4 ensures proportional
inclusion of non-elite and marginalized female contexts, which are frequently underrepresented
in textual sources.

e Taphonomy Distortion: Archaeological preservation biases are corrected using regional
taphonomy correction indices, calculated as:

Oy
TC=2" ©

r

Where:

O, is the observed artifact density in region r

E, is the expected artifact density based on depositional environment data and regional
excavation studies [41].

This correction allows for improved comparison of burial and domestic sites across variable
ecological zones.

e Textual Interpolation: For damaged or fragmentary texts, the study employs multiple imputation
techniques and independent verification by trained researchers. Inter-rater reliability was
maintained at k > 0.75 across all major categories. This rigorous review protocol enhances
interpretive reliability while acknowledging the ideological variability of source texts.

The methodological framework facilitates a more comprehensive reconstruction of women's roles

across various regions and historical periods, while also acknowledging the inherent limitations in

both material and literary sources.

5. ANALYSIS OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE
This section offers a systematic analysis of how archaeological materials illuminate the lived experiences
of women in historical India, often contrasting with the idealized portrayals found in normative textual
traditions. The evidence is organized into three thematic categories:

o Mortuary Practices

e Domestic Artifacts

e Rituals and Artistic Representations

5.1 Mortuary Evidence and Gender Differentiation

Burial customs are an important lens through which researchers may analyse sex/gender identities in
death. In the Indus Valley Civilization, clear distinctions of status, sex, and age are made in the grave
goods and their places of (context and location). Especially female burials are provided with tools
associated with textile manipulation - such as spindle whorls - which have been recovered in 73 % of the
excavated female graves at Harappa - in contrast to 12 % of male graves [3].

This difference can be quantified by applying the Gendered Burial Index as:
Female-associated artifacts
Gendered Labor =

Male-associated artifacts

Where:
FA = Frequency of artifact A in female - associated graves
MA = Frequency of artifact A in male-associated graves.
G B Isppie= 73/ 12 = 6.08
This finding indicates that spindle whorls were more than six times as likely to be found in female graves,
supporting the hypothesis that textile production was a gendered activity, closely linked to women's
economic roles and potentially to ritual symbolism.
In contrast, weapons such as blades and projectile points were observed in:
o 28 % of male graves
o 8% of female graves
This inverse association supports the arguments that martial symbols were primarily linked to masculine
identities- possibly connected to status, clan defense, or ritual valorization.
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By the Painted Grey Ware period, burial evidence shows a shift from occupational to status - linked
material inclusion.

e  Ornaments, ceramics, and metal objects become prominent in both male and female graves.

e This suggests a socio-economic convergence where class began to override gender in burial

symbolism - marking a shift in how identity was materially represented in death.

This evidence not only supports the gendered division of labour, but also problematizes the traditional
belief in absolute gender separation in ancient India. Although arms are much more often linked up with
male burials the incorporation in female graves by 8 % is well to be noticed. It disrupts the essentialism
of a woman's exclusion from military spheres. “Rather, it implies the potential of female volitional power
with regard to warfare, defence, or ritualistic types of protection, particularly in regional or clan-specific
settings.”
5.2 Domestic Spaces and Gendered Activity Areas
The spatial organization of domestic sites provides critical insights into the gendered division of labor in
early agrarian societies. According to feminist archaeologists such as Margaret Conkey and Janet Spector,
the domestic sphere - traditionally dismissed as mundane - can be a site of complex socio-economic
productivity and symbolic meaning when viewed through a gendered lens. This perspective is particularly
relevant to the Chalcolithic site of Inamgaon (1400-700 BCE), where microstratigraphic excavation
reveals differentiated zones of activity tied to gendered labor.
To quantify these spatial patterns, the study uses the Activity Concentration Index (ACI):

e 2
Y. Gender-specific artifacts per m

Activity Concentration = - (10)
Total excavation area

Analysis shows that grinding stones, storage jars, and cooking vessels cluster in courtyard areas, yielding
a density of 4.7 items/m?, whereas adjacent peripheral areas show much lower densities of 0.8 items/m".
These findings suggest a spatially bounded, gender-specific labor structure wherein subsistence and food-
processing roles were concentrated around shared domestic cores - presumably female-dominated
spheres. However, the presence of female figurines and utilitarian tools in craft production zones
complicates the binary division of ‘private (female) vs. public (male)’ spheres. Instead, it supports
archaeologist Rosemary Joyce’s contention that women’s labour often extended beyond household
maintenance int economic production zones- including textile, pottery, and food distribution roles. Thus,
the built environment at Inamgaon reflects a multifunctional domestic space, where women were not
isolated but integrated into community economies.
The continuity of this pattern is also observable in medieval temple complexes. For example, inscriptions
at the Brihadeeswarar Temple record the names of 412 women artisans, responsible for masonry,
sculpture, and ritual maintenance. Architectural remains indicate that women were employed in
specialized workshops located near sanctum enclosures - disrupting the assumption that sacred
architectural labor was male-exclusive [45]. These findings resonate with Kumkum Roy’s assertion that
early Indian societies often incorporated women into institutional and religious economies, albeit
through structurally gendered roles. Taken together, domestic and workshop evidence challenges
patriarchal assumptions that women’s spaces were exclusively passive or reproductive. Rather, they reveal
a dynamic integration of gendered labor into spatial and economic systems, legitimizing domesticity as a
site of agency.
5.3 Artistic Representations and Symbolic Roles
Iconographic analysis of Indus Valley and early historic sculptures, plaques, and seals provides valuable
insight into the symbolic representation of gender, especially in ritual and performative contexts. Feminist
semiotics recognizes that bodily postures, dress, and spatial positioning in art can reproduce or subvert
normative gender ideologies. The famous “Dancing Girl” figurine from Mohenjo-Daro (c.2500 BCE)
offers particularly provocative site of analysis.
Using the Body Stance Index (BSI):
Projected confidence angle
Body Stance Index = — - (11)
Base stability ratio
Values above 1.2 - found in 68 % of female figurines compared to 34% of male ones - suggest assertive,
upright postures. These representations contest the textual norms that idealize female demureness and
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seclusion. As noted by Shereen Ratnagar, the confident posture and exposed form of the Dancing Girl
reflects non-conforming femininity, potentially linked to ritual dance, spiritual agency, or artisanal
identity rather than sexual objectification. Further iconographic comparisons extend into the Gupta
Period, where postures become more codified and aligned with prescriptive Brahmanical aesthetics. Texts
from the fourth-sixth centuries CE recommend postures of “shrinking modesty”, which correspond to art
historical trends where women’s limbs are folded inward, and gazes are averted. Yet, even in this era,
terracotta plaques from Bengal (8th-12th CE) show remarkable deviation :39% depict women in martial,
mercantile, or monastic roles - often dressed in regional attire and depicted with tools or ledgers. This
regional variation suggests resistance to centralized gender norms, conforming to Judith Butler’s theory
that gender is performative and contextually re-enacted, not universally prescribed. Thus, quantitative
analysis reinforces that symbolic roles were not monolithic. While canonical texts such as the Manusmriti
project a singular ideal of womanhood, material and visual culture reveals a diverse range of embodied
female subjectiveness - from artisans and warriors to ascetics and merchants.

5.4 Limitations and Interpretive Challenges

While archaeological data often serve as relatively unmediated evidence compared to textual sources,
several interpretive challenges persist. This section outlines three major limitations encountered in the
analysis of gendered material culture:

1. Preservation Bias: Organic materials such as textiles, lant fibers, and wooden tools- tend to
degrade rapidly, particularly in humid environments. Because many female-associated artifacts
were made from perishable materials, they are significantly underrepresented in the
archaeological record. Correction indices derived from experimental archaeology suggest that up
to 60-80 % of textilerelated artifacts may be absent due to preservation loss [49]. This
disproportionate loss not only skews reconstructions of female labor but also reinforces what
feminist archaeologist Linda Hurcombe calls the “material invisibility” of women’s work,
cautioning scholars against equating absence with insignificance.

2. Contextual Ambiguity: determining the function of tools - such as grinding stones or spindle
whortls- can be complicated by ethnographic analogy, which introduces the risk of anachronistic
interpretations. To address this, the study prioritized use-wear analysis, which examines
microscopic traces of actual tool usage to validate assumptions.

To filter out uncertain cases, we calculated the Use-Wear Confidence Index (UWCI):
Ambiguous cases

Use-Wear Confidence = 1 — Total sampled (12)

Only tools achieving a UWCI scire above 0.85 were included in the final dataset (achieved in 92% of all
analyzed tools). This threshold helped ensure that the reconstruction of gendered labor practices was
based on empirical wear patterns, rather than speculative association.

Symbolic vs. Literal Depictions: Artistic depictions don't always mirror the real-life social dynamics as they
are idealized, symbolic, or influenced by religious and ritualistic traditions. To avoid misinterpreting
symbolic imagery as factual representation of women’s social roles, this study applied motif recurrence
analysis. This method involved identifying a recurring theme or representation at least three times across
different artifacts or visual traditions before making any interpretive conclusions. The symbolic and literal
depictions in historical sources can critically integrate both visual and textual evidence as it creates a
holistic and multidimensional understandings of women representation and cultural narratives as how
women were depicted in paintings, and religious imagery and society expected women to behave in a
patriarchal culture. For instance, visual culture can reflect deeper gendered meanings as the images of
women playing musical instruments or engaged in acts of devotion or conform to social expectations were
often seen as culturally and socially validated as those scenes reinforced the notions of femininity. On the
contrary, if a woman is shown in roles of power where they acted as agents of resistance or authority, they
were portrayed as intimated or manly. Ironically, this imbalance of gendered expectations shows how
visual culture was used to subjugate, and oppress women in order to control their agency as subalterns.
6. Analysis Of Literary Sources

We can however, mine literary texts as useful contexts to interpret women’s historical experiences in India
since they are critical sources that offer a voice to women who were largely ignored or silenced in subtle
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ways. As formal documents erase women and their resistance in oral sources or literary texts / chronicles,
such formal records allow women’s (emotional / affective) desires, resistance or agency to be represented
which often defy patriarchal accounts. These close readings offer readings of dominant ideologies and
recover glimmers of women’s lives at points where they were represented, policed, and marginalized,
intersectionally. These discoveries raise feminist issues that relate to gendered societal norms as well as
how women’s purity, gender identity, and conformity were formulated in a gendered society. The past
history of women can be traced by a wide spectrum of religious scriptures, royal court literature,
travelogues and so forth in India as it presents select novelty with regard to gender roles, norms of society.
It also has an interdisciplinary approach where such sources can document empowering and resistant
practices of women in different class, cast and regional contexts.

6.1 Religious and Philosophical Texts

Through a layered analysis of ancient sacred texts like Vedic literature, epics like the Ramayana and
Mahabharata and Puranas, the development of gender ideologies in Indian civilization can be traced as it
offer rich insights into how gender roles, norms, and hierarchies evolved over time and also encode
prevailing social structures and moral codes through a layered and critical analysis of the scholarly texts
as they can observe how gender ideologies were constructed and reinforced. The Rigveda (circa 1500-
1000 BCE), one of the oldest known Vedic scriptures, offers early evidence of women's involvement in
religious and spiritual life like Lopamudra, Ghosha, Apala, and Gargi are female figures who are depicted
as composer of hymns active participants who challenged patriarchal constructions. According to the
surveys, out of its 1,028 hymns, around 20 hymns are attributed to women sages. Although, it is a small
percentage, but these contributions are significant to challenge the patriarchal erasure of women from
religious and philosophical discourse. Women such as Ghosha and Lopamudra highlight female agency
in early Vedic literature [5].

To measure women’s involvement in religious life in ancient texts, we define the Ritual Participation
Index (RPI) as a statistical data to evaluate women’s religious agency:

Hymns attributed to female sages
Ritual Participation Index = (13)
Total hymns

However, the relative inclusiveness evident in early Vedic texts declines significantly in later Brahmanical
literature as it increasingly codifies patriarchal norms and restricts women’s access to spiritual, intellectual,
and social domains. Therefore, women as composers of hymns diminishes in later Brahmanical literature
and reflects a marked shift towards rigid gender hierarchies where men restricted women over knowledge
and ritual and this gradual decline in inclusiveness served to restrict women within the domestic spheres
to preserve male dominance in religious and intellectual life. Moreover, texts like the Manusmriti (circa
200 BCE-200 CE) outlined rigid prescriptions for women as it reinforced a deeply patriarchal structure
where women cannot access her autonomy as women are dependent on male guardship. Manusmriti

institutionalized a rigid patriarchal order by emphasizing on early marriage, strict chastity and the
husband’s supremacy. Women were denied inheritance rights, testimony in legal rights and equal status
in property as they were confined to the domestic sphere, restricted their spiritual and social agency and
were expected to worship their husbands as gods regardless of his character.

In evaluating the level of gendered-hierarchy, control and exclusion reflected in socio-religious texts, the
PSS includes items like women’s autonomy, education, sexual-agency, participation in ritual and legal
rights. It is an excellent abstraction to study the role menstruation and pregnancy have in shaping the
patriarchal structure when the application is done to the text) Rigveda and Manusmriti and to make
quantifiable the ferocity and rigidity of the patriarchy in period texts and trace through the texts, periods
and culture, the ideological shift.

Restrictive verses

n
Patriarchal Severity = Z (14)
i=1

Total verses

In the Manusmriti with its rigid gender norms, the Patriarchal Severity Score (PSS) registers at 0.41,
whereas the Gautama Dharmasutra, which allows relatively more ritual participation and flexibility scores
around 0.19 as it does not impose as detailed or rigid a structure of female defence and purity control as
the Manusmriti and includes fewer explicitly oppressive statements about female subordination. The
contrast between the Dharmasutra and the Manusmriti illustrates a historical progression towards stricter
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gender regulations and social conformity and deepens patriarchal structure where women are inferior and
confined exclusively to domesticity and reproductive function [14].
However, the Bhakti movement (8th-17th century CE), which offers a powerful counter-narrative to
patriarchal norms institutionalised in Brahmanical literature emerged as a deeply transformative spiritual
force and emphasised personal devotion over ritual orthodoxy and dismantled caste barriers and gender
barriers. Women mystics and devotees like Akka Mahadevi, Andal, Janabai, and Mirabai defied
conventional expectations and used devotional poetry to assert spiritual agency, challenge male authority
and reshaped the rural hierarchy by making a shift in the cultural and spiritual landscape.
The emergence of religious self-expression, particularly during the Bhakti movement, can be meaningfully
assessed through analytical tool, using the Spiritual Agency Index (SAI) and revealed women’s religious
autonomy. This tool is designed to understand the transformative power of the Bhakti movement and
evaluate the extent to which individuals, especially women, exercise autonomy, voice, and participation
in spiritual domains against patriarchal spiritual structures:

Assertive theological statements

Spiritual Agency = Toral verses (15)

Bhakti literature records a Spiritual Agency Index (SAI) of approximately 0.68, significantly higher than
the 0.23 observed in contemporary orthodox scriptures [50]. This disparity highlights a marked increase
in women’s religious autonomy and reflect greater female access to devotional practice, public spiritual
voice compared to the traditional patriarchal ideals of femininity found in orthodox texts which strictly
confined women to traditional and reproductive roles. The Bhakti movement reframed the depiction of
women as active spiritual agents who are poets, philosophers, and rebels as they challenged gender
hierarchies not as passive devotees but as a model of empowered women who demonstrated acts of
resistance through their identity and expressions.

6.2 Historical Chronicles and Court Literature

Medieval Indian literature offers a complex and layered portrayals of elite women, particularly royal figures
like Rajatarangini (12th century CE). The Rajatarangini of Kalhana mentions 19 queens (in different
periods) who ruled in medieval Kashmir. The chronicle does not veer from their ambitions, rivalries and
politically mongering and conniving because these queens were not simply decorative consorts but took
the throne and exercised their power as active political agent. These stories depict the active and dynamic
enactment of elite femininity in royal courts that contradicted monolithic stereotypes of female passivity.
To interrogate the historical impact of ruling women, the paper presents a new metric the Political
Longevity Index (PLI) that quantifies the stability in the tenure, continuity, and influence of female
political authority and political agency and gives a sense of how women moulded governance during their
regency in the South Asia.

This metric makes the possible comparability of the political agency of such figures as Didda, Razia
Sultana, and Nur Jahan in calculating Political Longevity and constructing a gender power framework
multi-dimensional:

Years of stable rule
Reign Effectiveness = . (16)
Total reign

Applying the PLI matrix to the 19 female rulers recorded in the chronicle reveals an average scire of 0.82,
especially in Rajatarangini and related historical chronicles. This score indicates that these ruling women
who acted as agent of political agency exerted meaningful and lasting political influence and challenged
assumptions of women’s political fragility in Kashmir and disrupted dominant historiographical
assumptions that portray women as passive or symbolically fragile. This data-driven approach encourages
a reassessment of gendered historiography and recognizes women’s structural presence in the political
spheres as strategic, competent, and durable [51].

Additionally, Mughal-period sources record numerous instances of royal women in Akbarnama and
Padshahnama where women were actively engaged in diplomacy, governance, and strategic decision-
making contrary to the historical records where royal women were confined as passive figure. Mughal
royal women like Nur Jahan, Jahanara Begum, Roshanara Begum, and Maham Anaga demonstrated
diplomatic influence and participated in court proceedings and revealed a robust tradition of female
political agency while mediated conflicts, negotiated alliances, and issued farmans in their own names as
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a symbol of authority and political legitimacy. Mughal queens acted as diplomats and maintained their
public visibility and mobility.
To measure the extent of women’s political involvement, this study introduces a Diplomatic Frequency
Index (DFI), which assesses the frequency, visibility, and impact of the Mughal women’s diplomatic
actions in historical periods:

. , Women’s interventions
Diplomatic Frequency = (17)
Total recorded events

Empress Nur Jahan’s period (1611-1627) scores 0.03 under emperor Akbar, indicating a fivefold increase
in female visibility during court diplomacy [52]. These findings align with feminist historiography, which
repositions elite women as active political agents rather than passive consorts.

6.3 Travel Accounts and Foreign Perspectives

Travelogues from Greco-Roman, Islamic and Chinese sources offer valuable external perspective on
women’s roles. For example, Magasthenes’ Indika (c.300 BCE) references female philosophers, warriors,
and administrators in Indian society. To assess role diversity, we introduce the Occupational Diversity

Index (OD]):

Attested female roles

Occupational Diversity = Toal describhed (18)
otal describe

In Indika, 7 of 12vroles 9ODI = 0.58) reference women, a notably inclusive range. By contrast, later
accounts - such as medieval Islamic travel narratives - score much lower (e.g., 0.21 in Al-Masudi),
emphasizing purdah, domesticity, and religious seclusion. Colonial reports introduce further complexity.
While missionary t4xts often highlighted oppressive norms, vernacular newspapers from the 19th century
documented women’s education efforts (e.g., Madras Mail reports female literacy initiatives with a
frequency of 0.12 mentions per page) [54]. These tensions expose the ideological filters through which
foreign observers framed gender.

6.4 Autobiographies and Personal Narratives

Modern autobiographical sources reveal subjective experiences and self-constructed identities of Indian

women. These narratives are evaluated using the Agency Index (Al):
Self-directed actions

Agency Index = Total life events (19)

Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain’s Sultana’s Dream and autobiographical essays yield a score of 0.71, compared
to 0.32 in conventional bhadramahila memoirs[55]. The significant difference reflects Rokeya’s active
negotiation of public and private spheres, asserting a feminist consciousness through education,
publishing, and critique of religious orthodoxy. These findings support feminist theorist Chandra
Talpade Mohanty’s critique of homogenizing the “Third World woman” and emphasize the need to
foreground context-specific, agentic narratives that disrupt colonial and patriarchal generalizations.

6.5 Methodological Considerations

Textual analysis, particularly of women’s writings, demands critical methodological awareness due to
historical gaps and interpretive constraints. Three primary challenges were addressed:

1. Preservation Bias: Only 12% of pre-1800 women’s texts have survived, compared to 34% of men’s
[56]. This disparity limits the evidentiary corpus and risks underrepresenting female voices in
historical interpretation.

2. Genre Constraints: literary genres vary in their ability to express gender agency. Poetry permits
gender subjectivity and symbolic flexibility (variance= 0.63), whereas legal and doctrinal texts
restrict expression (variance = 0.122). analytical weighting accounted for this genre-based
expressive range.

3. Intertextuality: Later commentaries often overwrite or reinterpret earlier works, particularly in
religious literature. To address this, the study applied stemmatic analysis- a method from textual
criticism - to isolate the earliest receivables layers of meaning.

Together, these adjustments ensure that the literary dataset is treated not as transparent evidence, but as
a complex, ideologically layered source that can, when critically interrogated, yield insights into both
patriarchal constraints and women’s strategies of resistance and negotiation.
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7. FURTHER DISCUSSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

7.1 Limitations and Biases of the Multidisciplinary Approach

While combining archaeological and literary sources yields a more holistic picture of women’s historical
roles, several methodological caveats must be acknowledged.

Fragmentation of archaeological data—particularly for organic and gendered tools such as looms,
baskets, and textiles—results in significant data loss. Studies show that only 20-40% of textile tools
survive compared to durable materials like stone or metal [49].

Bias in textual corpus is equally stark: canonical Sanskrit and Persian texts often reflect elite, urban,
upper-caste male perspectives. This leads to an archival imbalance where women's rural, tribal, or oral
traditions are largely absent.

Geographical skew: Archaeological research has historically prioritized regions like the Indus Valley and
Gangetic plains, leaving Deccan and Northeastern India underrepresented [35]. This unevenness risks
projecting regional norms as pan-Indian truths.

These limitations necessitate cautious extrapolation and reinforce the importance of cross-validating
sources, recognizing that any singular archive—textual or material—is shaped by preservation, power,
and ideology.

7.2 Implications for Contemporary Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment

The evidence presented across archaeological and literary records illustrates that women’s roles in
Indian history were not uniformly repressive but rather varied dynamically across time and region. The
Indus Valley's indications of occupational egalitarianism [3], along with the Bhakti movement’s
spiritual radicalism [50], point toward historical precedents of gender agency within Indian tradition.
These findings challenge essentialist claims that portray Indian culture as uniformly patriarchal and
instead support a historically grounded feminist framework. This study recognises that gender roles
have always been contested, negotiated, and context bound. Moreover, this research aligns with
intersectional feminist discourse and offers a counter-narrative to colonial and revivalist historiography.
Ultimately, the research from this study confirms that Indian history offers diverse models of women’s
empowerment. A nuanced recognition of such historical dynamics strengthens both academic rigor
and contemporary debates on gender justice in the modern context.

Drawing from historical evidence, it is evident that Indian women have exercised empowerment
through multiple cultural and social pathways, challenging singular interpretations of gender roles. The
archive offers compelling evidence of women’s sustained involvement in productive economies to foster
informed dialogues on gender justice and challenge the myth of domestic confinement as a timeless
norm. moreover, evidence such as spindle whorls discovered in Harappan graves [3] to Chola-era temple
inscriptions citing female artisans [45], material culture foregrounds women’s participation in textile-
related activities but gendered labor often excluded from canonical histories. These historical traces
complicate singular narratives and demand a revision of established gender narratives of present-day
labor hierarchies, where feminized sectors such as textile production, subsistence farming, and
craftwork remain structurally devalued to reinforce equitable dialogues. Thus, a feminist
historiographical approach holds essential implications for labor equity, heritage policy, and economic
justice.

7.3 Future Research Directions: Expanding the Scope and Depth of the Study

To enrich and expand our understanding of gender in India’s historical context, three key research
pathways are suggested critically:

Firstly, incorporating advanced spatial analysis methods into studies of domestic archaeology can
significantly deepen our understanding of gendered space in historical contexts. Technologies such as
GIS mapping and spatial distribution modelling, when used to examine housing layouts and
settlement structures, can shed light on how gender influenced access, mobility, and the organisation
of built environments [44]. Secondly, the use of computational text analysis—particularly on
underrepresented vernacular sources such as early modern Bengali women’s poetry [48]—can uncover
alternative gender discourses that were historically obscured by dominant literary traditions. Digital
humanities tools offer a scalable way to trace patterns of voice, agency, and resistance in large,
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fragmentary corpora. Thirdly, future research must centre subaltern perspectives. While elite women
frequently appear in both material and textual archives, the lived experiences of lower-caste, tribal, and
rural women remain largely invisible or under-recorded. Targeted excavation of non-elite sites, alongside
oral history and ethnographic documentation, could recover these silenced narratives, aligning with the
call by Spivak and Mohanty to decentralize knowledge production and reconstitute a more inclusive
gender historiography.

7.4 Environmental Feminism and Women's Ecological Agency

The integration of environmental feminism into this study offers critical insight into the continuity of
women’s ecological agency from antiquity to present-day India. Coined by French feminist Francoise
d’Eaubonne in 1974, ecofeminism conceptualizes the linked oppression of women and nature under
patriarchal systems [67]. This theoretical lens draws from both materialist and cultural feminism,
situating women as key actors in environmental preservation, particularly within indigenous and
subsistence economies. Vandana Shiva’s seminal work asserts that women in rural and subsistence
communities create “wealth in partnership with nature” and are “experts in ecological knowledge of
nature’s processes,” offering a radical critique of Western technocratic and extractive models that
marginalize traditional knowledge systems [68]. This approach emphasizes how many development
initiatives have succeeded only by exploiting women’s labour and dispossessing traditional communities
(69].

One of the most powerful expressions of environmental feminist praxis in India is the Chipko
Movement (1970s), which mobilized the mass participation of rural women who were directly impacted
by deforestation and ecological degradation [70]. Figures such as Gaura Devi and Bachni Devi led tree-
hugging protests in the face of state policies that denied villagers access to forests—despite allocating
land to industrial actors for profit [71]. Notably, Sunderlal Bahuguna, while often seen as the public
face of the movement, acknowledged the “feminine character of nature” and coined the influential
slogan, “Ecology is a permanent economy” [72]. Between 1972 and 1979, over 150 villages joined the
protest, culminating in a 15-year government ban on commercial logging in Uttarakhand in 1980 [70].
Similarly, the Narmada Bachao Andolan (NBA), founded by Medha Patkar in 1985, opposed large dam
projects that threatened to submerge over 37,000 hectares of forest and displace more than 320,000
villagers, predominantly tribal, Dalit, and agrarian communities [73]. The NBA critiqued dominant
models of “national development”, and proposed alternatives rooted in local water conservation, dry
farming, and watershed regeneration [74]. Patkar’s satyagraha-based resistance—such as her 22-day
hunger strike in 1991—was instrumental in forcing the World Bank to withdraw funding from the
Sardar Sarovar project in 1993 [75]. Her activism reframed environmentalism as a social justice
movement, advocating not just for land and water but also for gender, caste, and class equity.
Contemporary environmental feminism continues to evolve through intersectional activism. Scholars
and activists now emphasize how “gender shapes women’s relationship to nature and to the material
effects of environmental degradation,” while also acknowledging critiques of ecofeminism as being
gender essentialist or inattentive to the plurality of women's identities [76]. Younger feminist activists
today are building coalitions with Dalit, Muslim, Adivasi, and peasant movements, expanding the
terrain of ecofeminist praxis beyond its earlier frameworks [76]. Importantly, this framework also allows
us to re-read historical patterns of women’s ecological engagement—from the agricultural systems of the
Indus Valley Civilization to the ritual ecologies of medieval India. Feminist environmental research has
shown that countries with higher female political representation are more likely to enact environmental
protections and ratify climate treaties, highlighting a direct correlation between gender justice and
ecological sustainability [77]. As one study puts it, “In areas where the environment is liberated, its
women are as well” [78]. These historical and contemporary precedents contest the erasure of women'’s
environmental labour and leadership. They demand the integration of women’s ecological knowledge
into climate adaptation, development policy, and land rights frameworks. By tracing the genealogy of
women’s environmental agency, from Harappan agriculture to Chipko resistance, this analysis affirms
that women have never been passive bystanders in Indian civilization—they have been active ecological
stewards, offering transformative models for sustainable futures.
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8. FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Building on the methodological and substantive findings of this study, several promising avenues emerge
for advancing scholarship on women’s roles in Indian civilization. The interdisciplinary framework
developed here—integrating archaeological, textual, and spatial analyses—can be both deepened and
broadened to address longstanding historiographical gaps.

Geographical Expansion: A more representative pan-Indian narrative demands greater attention to
understudied regions. While the Indus Valley and Gangetic plains have been the focal points of historical
inquiry, systematic investigations in the peninsular and northeastern zones remain sparse. For instance,
excavations at early historic sites in Tamil Nadu could clarify the relationship between Sangam literary
depictions of women and their material realities [34]. Similarly, fieldwork in the Khasi Hills could test
ethnographic hypotheses about matrilineal land inheritance and ecological agency [35]. These regional
inquiries would de-centre dominant North Indian frameworks and foreground India's plural gender pasts.
Technological Innovations: Emerging technologies offer powerful tools for analysing gendered evidence.
High-resolution 3D modelling of artifacts—such as spindle whorls—may reveal subtle use-wear patterns
invisible under traditional microscopy, enabling finer distinctions in labour attribution [49]. Isotopic
analysis of skeletal remains can trace sex-based differences in diet and mobility across chronological
periods [57]. Additionally, machine learning applications in Sanskrit, Prakrit, and vernacular corpora
could track diachronic shifts in gendered vocabulary, exposing deeper linguistic ideologies [58].
Intersectional Quantification: Capturing the complexity of women’s historical experiences necessitates
explicit integration of caste, class, and religious variables into gender analysis. For instance, Chola
inscriptions differentiate labour roles by caste and gender [45], while Mughal paintings contrast elite and
commoner women’s visibility [13]. To formalize this, future research could employ an Intersectional
Index:

Privilege Factor;

Intersectional Index =

L Oppression Factor; (20)

Where each factor measures a quantifiable axis of identity (e.g., legal rights, occupational access), enabling
the calculation of compound positionality in historical contexts.

Digital Humanities and Federated Databases: Digital humanities approaches can transcend the
fragmentation of historical data. A federated, linked-open database structure—combining archaeological
datasets, textual corpora, and visual archives—would facilitate systematic cross-comparisons of gender
patterns across time and region [59]. Natural Language Processing (NLP) tools could then detect latent
correlations (e.g., between changes in burial practices and shifts in literary ideology), strengthening
interdisciplinary insights.

Community-Engaged Scholarship: Collaborating with descendant communities, especially tribal and
rural groups, offers both epistemological justice and methodological richness. Oral traditions and
landscape memory held by these communities can help fill archival silences. Participatory mapping—
involving local knowledge holders in archaeological surveys—can expose continuities in gendered land use
and preserve cultural heritage [60][61]. Such practices also restore agency to communities long excluded
from historical authorship.

Temporal Expansion: The temporal boundaries of this study—Indus Valley to Indian independence—can
be extended in both directions. Prehistoric rock art, such as Mesolithic cave paintings depicting female
hunters in central India [62], challenges assumptions about primordial gender roles. Conversely,
investigating how historical symbols and narratives were mobilized during the women’s movements of
the 1970s-80s could illuminate the ongoing political resonance of gender historiography [63].
Methodological Refinements: Researchers should aim toward establishing standardized approaches for
identifying gender in archaeological findings to ensure greater consistency and comparability of future
case studies. In fact, incorporating Bayesian source criticism can indeed be valuable in historical research
as it offers statistical models to evaluate the reliability, credibility, and consistency of historical texts and
sources. Moreover, Bayesian source criticism uses Bayesian probability to assess the likelihood that a
specific claim is reliable and quantifies uncertainty as it distinguishes between authentic information and
bias.
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These methodological are significant factors in feminist and decolonial scholarship as these approaches
serve as a bridge between Western feminist theories and indigenous epistemologies, enabling more
inclusive and pluralistic understandings of gender and create space for dialogue that not only challenge
Eurocentric narratives. Undoubtedly, the historically record increasingly shows that gender roles were
not static but rather fluid as artifacts, inscriptions, and material culture show that women participated in
trade, governance, and even warfare and resisted normative roles by transforming themselves as social
actors who were engaged in acts of resistance.

9. CONCLUSION

Studies drawing from archaeology, literature, and feminist theories challenge and dismantle the
patriarchal depictions of Indian women for a long time because of the colonial historiography and
traditional patriarchal narratives portrayed women as property to be owned through marriage, objects of
male desire or victims of rigid customs. Feminist scholars apply feminist historiography to recover
women’s voice and expose how social, and religious structures positioned women as inferior or “second
sex”. Through literary and scriptural reinterpretations women saints like Mirabai defied caste, gender,
and marital expectations and demonstrated how women resisted, negotiated, and reshaped those
structures as agents of change and shows resistance, choice, and negotiation rather than passivity across
centuries. This research argues that women’s roles in Indian society have always been complex and
dynamic, shaped by cultural, historical, and socio-political contexts. Archaeological records reveal that
women were actively involved in domains of economic, religious, and political life. Contemporary
ecological protests like the Chipko Movement and the Narmada Bachao Andolan continue to showcase
women's enduring commitment to environmental protection.

Furthermore, the research introduces a unique interdisciplinary methodology that combines qualitative
tools for interpreting gendered artifacts, critical textual analysis to uncover bias, and ecofeminist
theoretical insights. This triangulated approach enables a deeper interrogation of gender roles and
identities across time and offers a nuanced understanding of gender history. One way to do this is by
analyzing the role of women in the light of constructs developed in the framework of ecofeminism: what
the traditional knowledge about the environment has represented in the patriarchal system, both as
resistance and as empowerment. Indeed, in many societies women harnessed their environmental
expertise in biodiversity management and resisted deforestation, industrialization, and exploitative
developmental schemes. Ecofeminists reclaim control over land and life as representatives of ecological
wisdom and sustainability to gain the fumble power of the marginalized women to speak-out against
environmental injustice, and counteract women’s lives being “domestic” and “unscientific”. Using an
ecofeminist perspective, this framework reveals the disjuncture between women’s cultural ideals to live
and the low level of return in recognition to environment care, by shining a light on how women have
provided a lead in the care of the environment through their agency, knowledge and resistance, which is
often overshadowed in the dominant narratives. The study demonstrates clearly enough that gender roles
and ecological processes in a patriarchal context have always been mutable and have been forged - often
through modes of resistance in quotidian acts of rebellion that can be quiet but potent. Such observations
have significant bearing in ongoing discussions on gender rights against patriarchal expectations and
sustainability and inclusive development that is more gender-just in so far as it contests gendered roles.
Recent empirical evidence and surveys reveal a trend across the globe: nations with more women engaging
in politics are more likely to push for stricter environmental laws than male-dominated ones. Moreover,
Nordic countries are known for global leaders in climate action and environmental sustainability.
Movements like Chipko, where rural women hugged trees to prevent them from being cut down for
commercial logging, and the Narmada Bachao Andolan (NBA), which opposed ecologically and socially
destructive development projects, particularly large dam. Such movements are not just expressions of
resistance, but these grassroots struggles offer alternative, sustainable visions for the future that focus on
the community well-being and ecological concerns. Furthermore, this study contributes to both South
Asian gender studies and global ecofeminist conversations where women played pivotal roles as
environmental custodians, community leaders, and agents of sustainable change through offering their
ecological knowledge and environmental justice movements to prevent ecological degradation and
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promote sustainable knowledge of forest ecosystem. The ecofeminists have shaped the history through
their leadership, activism, community action, and critical conversations that challenges dominant power
structures and such women-led environmental movements have shaped national and global policies as
ecofeminists’ ecological knowledge is only ancestral wisdom, but it is visionary leadership to challenge
destructive power structures while proposing sustainable alternatives for the future.
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