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Introduction: Context and Relevance
A.S. Altekar's The Position of Women in Hindu Civilization remains one of the foundational works in the study of Indian women’s history. Written in the early 20th century and first published in 1938, the book represents one of the earliest systematic efforts to trace the historical evolution of women’s status in Hindu society from the Vedic period to the 13th century CE. Using a range of textual sources such as the Vedas, Upanishads, Smritis, epics like the Mahabharata and Ramayana, and Buddhist and Jain literature, Altekar reconstructs women's social, educational, legal, religious, and economic roles. Though limited by its time and largely elite-centric in its orientation, Altekar’s work remains vital for understanding how women were positioned within normative Hindu frameworks.



1. Women in the Vedic Period: A Golden Age?
Altekar begins by emphasizing the relatively high status of women in the early Vedic period. Women were active participants in religious life, could perform sacrifices, and even compose Vedic hymns—e.g., female seers like Ghosha and Lopamudra. Marriage was considered a sacramental union, and there was no practice of child marriage. Women received education and could engage in philosophical debates, as shown in dialogues from the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad. Monogamy was the rule, and widow remarriage was allowed.

However, Altekar is cautious not to romanticize the period entirely. Patriarchy still existed, and women's freedom was contingent on caste, age, and familial status. Nevertheless, compared to later times, women had more opportunities to exercise agency in religious, educational, and domestic life.



2. Post-Vedic Changes and the Emergence of Patriarchy
From the later Vedic and Epic periods onward, Altekar notes a gradual curtailment of women’s freedom. The rise of Brahmanical orthodoxy, ritualism, and increased emphasis on lineage purity began to restrict women’s roles. Women were increasingly seen as gatekeepers of family honor and morality. Manu’s Dharmashastra played a significant role in institutionalizing patriarchal norms, prescribing obedience to father, husband, and son as a woman’s lifelong dharma.

Girls were increasingly denied access to education and married off early. Widow remarriage began to be stigmatized, and in some regions, the practice of niyoga (levirate marriage) was debated and then phased out. Altekar argues that this period saw a retreat from earlier freedoms, as society prioritized lineage control and caste purity over women’s autonomy.



3. Marriage: Norms, Customs, and Variations
Marriage is one of the most detailed sections in Altekar’s study. He categorizes Hindu marriages into eight types as defined in the Dharmashastras—from the ideal Brahma marriage (a gift of the bride to a learned groom) to less desirable forms like Asura (bride price) or Rakshasa (abduction).

Child marriage emerged gradually, fueled by fears over girls’ chastity and changing inheritance patterns. Dowry and the increasing ritual importance of kanyadaan (the gift of a virgin) also contributed. The text explains how marital norms varied by class and region. Polygamy was mostly limited to royalty and elites, while monogamy remained common among the general population.



4. Property and Legal Rights
A major concern for Altekar is the legal autonomy of women. In the early period, women could inherit and own property—especially stridhan (gifts given at the time of marriage). Daughters inherited property if there were no sons, and widows had usufruct rights over their husband’s estate. However, by the time of the Manusmriti, daughters were largely excluded from inheritance except in rare situations.

Altekar also surveys legal debates over the validity of gifts, contracts, and religious acts performed by women. While upper-class women had limited legal standing, they were often required to act through male guardians, especially in litigation or land grants. Still, inscriptional evidence from South India and parts of Maharashtra suggests that some women retained control over landed property and religious endowments.



5. Education and Intellectual Life
Education for women was an accepted norm in the early Vedic age. Altekar documents the presence of brahmavadinis—women who pursued Vedic study and remained unmarried, and sadyovadhu—those educated until marriage. Girls learned grammar, philosophy, and sacred texts. Women like Gargi and Maitreyi were respected scholars and appear in philosophical debates in the Upanishads.

However, post-Vedic literature reveals a sharp decline in female education. The increasing ritual complexity of Brahmanism, coupled with the notion of female intellectual inferiority, led to the marginalization of women from formal learning. Buddhist nunneries and Jain orders offered alternatives, but these were limited by sectarian affiliation.



6. Women’s Role in Religion and Ritual
In the Vedic age, women could participate in rituals and sacrifices. Wives took part in domestic rites and sometimes performed them independently. Some women became seers or composed hymns. Later, however, their ritual status declined. The notion that a woman could not achieve moksha independently became prevalent in many orthodox circles.

Still, Altekar notes that women were essential to grhya (household) rituals and served as patrons of temples and religious institutions. In Bhakti movements, particularly in South India, women like Andal and Akka Mahadevi achieved spiritual renown. Thus, while excluded from formal priesthood, women created new paths for religious agency.



7. Economic Participation and Labor
Altekar discusses the economic roles women played, especially in agrarian and artisanal economies. Women spun cloth, managed household industries, worked in agriculture, and sometimes traded in markets. Upper-class women were usually confined to domestic management, but lower-class women and courtesans had greater economic mobility.

Widows and single women often had to support themselves through work, despite social stigma. Altekar emphasizes that despite normative texts restricting women’s visibility, real-world economic conditions necessitated their participation. Inscriptions also show women donating to temples and public works, suggesting access to resources.



8. Political Power and Queenship
While political power was predominantly male, Altekar identifies several royal women who played significant roles. Queens were involved in administration, temple building, diplomacy, and patronage. The Rajamata (queen mother) was often a powerful figure in court politics. Notable examples include Prabhavati Gupta, the Vakataka queen who issued royal charters.

Women in republics and tribal societies sometimes had more visible public roles. Although rare, some women led armies or served as regents. Altekar argues that political power was not formally barred to women, but practical realities and succession laws often sidelined them.



9. Women in Literature and the Arts
Altekar explores how classical Sanskrit literature and drama depicted women. While heroines in Kalidasa, Bhasa, and Sudraka are often idealized, they also exhibit wit, agency, and emotion. Women played central roles in narratives, and their portrayals reflected contemporary attitudes.

In performing arts, women were active as dancers, singers, and courtesans. Temples employed devadasis, whose roles combined artistry with ritual service. While sometimes stigmatized, these women preserved cultural traditions and enjoyed unique freedoms.



10. Decline in Status: Causes and Debates
Altekar attributes the decline in women's status to a mix of social, religious, and economic factors. The consolidation of caste hierarchies, growth of Brahmanical ritualism, foreign invasions, and economic instability reinforced patriarchal control. Child marriage, dowry, seclusion, and educational deprivation became widespread.

However, Altekar also critiques the view that Hinduism alone caused this decline. He argues that external factors, especially during medieval invasions and Islamic rule, further curtailed women’s freedoms. Nonetheless, his analysis has been critiqued by later scholars for underplaying internal patriarchal structures.



11. Conclusion: Legacy and Modern Relevance
Altekar concludes that while Hindu civilization once gave women dignity and respect, a slow but continuous decline set in after the Vedic period. He calls for reforms based on ancient ideals, arguing that modernization and education can restore women’s rightful place in society.

From a contemporary feminist and historical standpoint, Altekar’s work is both foundational and limited. It sparked important debates but remains focused on upper-caste Hindu women and textual sources. Yet, for teaching MA history students, it provides a critical entry point into gendered historiography and the long durée of women’s status in South Asia.

A comparative analysis
1. A.S. Altekar – The Position of Women in Hindu Civilization (1956)
2. Uma Chakravarti – Gendering Caste: Through a Feminist Lens (and other writings)

3. Kumkum Roy – works on gender in early Indian history, e.g. The Emergence of Monarchy in North India and essays on women in the early texts.

Here’s a structured comparison for you:



1. The Nature of Sources and Methodology

· Altekar:
· Used mainly Sanskritic, Brahmanical texts (Dharmashastras, Smritis, epics).

· His method was descriptive and textualist, trying to reconstruct an “authentic” picture of women’s status from canonical literature.

· He did not systematically engage with archaeology, material culture, or subaltern traditions.

· Uma Chakravarti:
· Adopts a feminist and Marxist lens, interrogating not just what texts say but what they conceal.

· Focuses on the intersection of caste, gender, and class.

· Emphasizes how patriarchy was historically constructed and institutionalized, particularly through Brahmanical ideology.

· Kumkum Roy:
· Uses historical materialist and structural analysis, studying both texts and socio-political changes.

· Examines gender as a category of power within the emergence of state structures and social hierarchies.

· More cautious in using normative texts—reads them as ideological constructs rather than factual accounts.



2. View on Women in the Vedic Period

· Altekar:
· Sees women in the early Vedic period as enjoying high status—participating in rituals, education, even philosophical debates.

· Believes there was a decline later, especially in the post-Vedic and Smriti periods.

· His approach is somewhat romanticized, idealizing the past.

· Uma Chakravarti:
· Rejects the “golden age and decline” thesis.

· Argues that even in the Vedic period, gender inequality existed, though forms varied.

· Women’s ritual participation did not translate into real autonomy, as kinship and property structures already placed them under patriarchal control.

· Kumkum Roy:
· Agrees that women had some visibility in early ritual and public life, but stresses that this was limited to certain elite, upper-class women.

· Notes that the transition from lineage-based society to state systems further marginalized women from political and economic power.



3. Post-Vedic and Early Historic Period

· Altekar:
· Argues women’s position deteriorated over time due to rigid varna system, increasing Brahmanical dominance, and foreign invasions.

· Stresses restrictions like loss of property rights, denial of education, and subjugation under patriarchy.

· Uma Chakravarti:
· Sees women’s subordination as linked to the consolidation of caste system.

· Control over women’s sexuality was central to maintaining caste purity.

· Patriarchy was systematically strengthened with the rise of Brahmanical codes, which imposed restrictions on marriage, widowhood, and female autonomy.

· Kumkum Roy:
· Highlights the role of state formation and political centralization in curtailing women’s roles.

· Notes that patriarchal family structures became integral to the state, and women’s labor (productive and reproductive) was appropriated.

· Women became more invisible in inscriptions and public records, though they still had some roles as patrons (e.g., donors in Buddhist sites).



4. Agency and Resistance

· Altekar:
· Does not emphasize women’s resistance or agency. His work tends to be normative, reproducing the textual voice.

· Uma Chakravarti:
· Actively looks for women’s subaltern agency—e.g., in Bhakti movements, heterodox sects (Buddhism, Jainism), and popular traditions that gave space to women’s voices.

· Kumkum Roy:
· Also points to spaces where women could exercise agency—ritual patronage, donation, or within kinship networks—but underscores that these were structurally limited.



5. Overall Characterization

· Altekar:
· Presents a linear narrative of decline—from freedom in Vedic times to suppression in later periods.

· His work is pioneering but now seen as dated, idealistic, and male-centric.

· Uma Chakravarti:
· Offers a feminist critique—arguing that caste and patriarchy were mutually reinforcing.

· Sees women’s subordination not as decline but as a continuous structural process, shaped by class and caste dynamics.

· Kumkum Roy:
· Provides a nuanced, socio-political reading.

· Focuses on how state formation, property relations, and class structures marginalized women.

· Rejects sweeping generalizations—emphasizes regional, class, and caste variations in women’s experiences.



Comparative Table (Quick View)

	Aspect
	A.S. Altekar
	Uma Chakravarti
	Kumkum Roy

	Method
	Textual, descriptive
	Feminist-Marxist
	Socio-political, materialist

	Early Vedic Women
	High status, educated, respected
	Gender inequality existed; ritual role ≠ autonomy
	Limited participation, mostly elite women

	Later Period
	Decline due to varna & patriarchy
	Consolidation of patriarchy & caste system
	State formation & class structures reduced women’s roles

	Agency
	Neglected
	Highlights subaltern resistance
	Notes limited but existing roles (donors, patrons)

	Overall Thesis
	Golden Age → Decline
	Continuous subordination linked to caste & patriarchy
	Gender roles tied to political economy & state structures




✅ In sum:

· Altekar: Romanticized, decline model.

· Chakravarti: Feminist, caste–patriarchy nexus, continuity model.

· Roy: Materialist, links patriarchy to state and class structures, nuanced regional/social variations.

