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Abstract 
This academic article presents the position, place, and cultural achievements of women during 

the medieval ages in India and their involvement in political leadership, size, and aspect as well 

as intellectual culture. Based on a review of historiographical sources and literature, the paper 

presents the conflicting realities of life of women: women were restricted in their movements, 

their educational options and their freedom, but some of them become the powerful authorities 

or actors in the spheres of governance, literature, religion, and arts. The leaders in politics like 

Razia Sultan and Nur Jahan were able to negotiate their way into the male domain of power, 

and the cultural figures like Mirabai, Lal Ded and Akka Mahadevi were able to subvert literary 

conventions and spirituality. The analysis indicates that class, caste and religious identity were 

essential in the determination of opportunities and constraints of the women. The results 

highlight the ambivalence of the role of women in medieval India as both incapacitated in one 

sense and powerful in another and the importance of women in recording Indian history as 

agents of culture. This paper also proposes applying interdisciplinary and feminist 

historiography to help reveal smaller experiences of ordinary women that will help to give 

meaning to gender and society as a whole in medieval India. 
Keywords: Gender and Power, Cultural Contributions, Society and Patriarchy, Indian History, 

Feminist Historiography, etc. 

Introduction 

The medieval history of India, which can be dated to the 8 th-18 th century, provides a complex 

account of social-political organization, religious developments, and literature. It was into this 

setting that women achieved commanding roles, albeit usually not much heralded, as monarchs, 

religious reformers, patrons of culture, and as authors. Rulers like Razia Sultan and Nur Jahan 

will be seen to exercise political intelligence and agency beyond gendered expectation; poet-

saints like Mirabai and Akka Mahadevi will be shown using devotional texts to challenge social 

norms and to define their own spiritual independence and control; inscriptional accounts will 

show women declaring their property, religious and administrative rights. 

The present paper focuses on three interrelated topics: (a) political and administrative authority, 

(b) spiritual-literary contributions, and (c) socio-cultural agency as reflected by both 

inscriptional and archival evidence. It attempts to portray through a survey of relevant scholarly 

research that women in medieval India were more than just objects of male power systems, 

they were power-wielding individuals who had an active role in shaping the political, spiritual 

and cultural topography. 

Literature Review 

1. Political and Administrative Agency 

A few scholarly texts highlight political power of women during the medieval times in South 

Asia. The work of Iftikhar (2021) on Razia Sultan explains how she established sovereign rule 

in a male-dominated Delhi Sultanate- challenging the norms and manipulating factional politics 

to establish rule. 

The evidence inscriptionally also widens our comprehension on the roles of women in 

governance. The book Women and Society in Early Medieval India: Re-interpreting Epigraphs 

by Anjali Verma (2019) examines inscriptions that date back to 600- 1200 CE providing 

evidence to support the participation of women in property rights, religious rituals and 

practices, widow traditions and even roles in administration. Her work uproots facile 

patriarchal accounts due to an abundance of epigraphic details. 

Further, armies led by women like Naikidevi against invaders, Prabhavatigupta and 

Vijayabhattarika, who ruled as regents, are recorded in epigraphic literature and this shows that 
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women could and did take over political and military position directly. 

2. Spiritual and Literary Contributions 

Pious female voices were also an extremely effective means of social critique and self-
expression. Das and Mittapalli (2021) comparative study the deployment of the poetic 

production by Akka Mahadevi and Mirabai to overcome caste, class, and gender restrictions 

by expressing radical issues of autonomy and democratizing spiritual textures. 

This can similarly be seen through the scholarship of Rekha Pande on women in the Bhakti 

movement, which sheds further light on how devotional practices provided women with an 

alternative avenue in which they could exercise control. Bhakti granted them freedom of 

domestic inhibition, this is how they could journey spiritually, compose poem and critique 

liberally.  

In a similar manner, studies about Bhakti saints can expose the way in which saints such as Lal 

Ded and Akka Mahadevi worked to refute patriarchal ideals through devotion and lack of 

compliance. 

3. Socio-Cultural Dimensions via Epigraphy 

Besides governance, women were also involved in other social roles that are expressed through 

inscriptions. The study of Hamza (1996) on the inscriptional work of Harappan and 

Kushinagara women (600-1200 CE) shows women had roles in property inheritance, 

participating in rituals, marriage and widow customs and at times held administrative 

responsibilities in various areas and religious groups.  

Further epigraphic support is given to cultural and educational livelyhoods of women. We have 

praise of versed women, as Savinirmadi in 10th-century Karnataka was heralded as instructing 

about the texts in an inscription, so she is learned in all the texts and this means intellectual 

respect and authority. 

4. Socio-Political Constraints and Contexts 

Numerous women in the medieval Indian society were restrained by societal norms even 

though there were evidences of agency among them. The females were confined to the roles 

driven by cultural norms like purdah, taking limitations in education, and fulfilling ritualistic 

roles. In her inscriptional analysis, Verma traces the shift in the position and property rights of 

women in the early medieval worlds that can be linked to widowhood and sati practices.  

During the Sultanate era, whereas, there were royal women who held their sway like Razia and 

Nur Jahan, there were other women subjects who were subject to patriarchal limits in their 

access to social space. Though scholarly articles on socio-cultural roles of the Sultanate period 

report direct female involvement in education, military training, and cultural provision (e.g. the 

education and training of Razia Sultan, the literary works of Jalal-ud-Duniya Din), the rest of 

the constructs in the society transferred this situation. 

Summary Table: Key Themes and References 

Theme Key Findings References 

Political Power & 

Governance 

Women's rule, regency, epigraphic 

property and governance roles 

Iftikhar (2021); Verma 

(2019); Epigraphic vignettes 

(2020s) 

Spiritual/Literary 

Agency 

Devotional poetry as subversion; 

voice beyond social norms 

Das & Mittapalli (2021); 

Pande; Epigraphic studies 

Socio-Cultural 

Presence 

Educational, religious, ritual, 

property roles evidenced in 

inscriptions 

Verma (2019), inscriptions of 

Savinirmadi (10th c.) 

Structural Constraints Widowhood, purity norms, 

education limits, patriarchal 

traditions restricted 

Verma; cultural study of 

Sultanate women’s roles 
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Objectives: 

The cardinal aim of the study was to analyze the roles and contribution of women in medieval 

India in terms of power, society and culture. It attempted to examine political power wielded 
by women monarchs and regents, the socio-cultural aspect of their everyday activities indicated 

in the epigraphs and historical evidences, and also their spiritual-literary prowess as to be 

manifested in the Bhakti and Sufi movements. The paper has also attempted to explore what 

challenges women faced such as purdah, widowhood, ritual restrictions associated with 

patriarchal norms in order to put into perspective the opportunities as well as the constraints 

they encountered during this era. The combination of political, social, and cultural aspects 

allowed the study to give a full picture of the way women had their agency and impact on the 

formation of the medieval India society. 

Methodology: 

In this paper, historical-analytical approach was used in the qualitative methodology involving 

both primary and secondary literatures. Primary sources used were the epigraphic records, 

inscriptions, memoirs, and translated devotional poetry of women saints, which were the direct 

evidence of the role of women in the political and social aspects of life and where they 

contributed to the cultural life. The secondary sources included peer-reviewed journal articles 

and monographs as well as scholarly interpretations which critically evaluate the role of women 

and their contribution to medieval India. Content analysis was used to identify recurrent themes 

of agency, resistance and cultural production and sauce points with other regions and religious 

traditions to establish where women are placed across divides. The approach focused on 

triangulation that is, we relied on literary, epigraphic, and historiographical sources to 

determine validity and an adequate interpretation of the role of women in relation to the larger 

socio-political and cultural contexts in medieval India. 

Results and Discussion: 

The role played by women in medieval India was analyzed by conducting a thematic study on 

primary and secondary literature available such as epigraphs, inscriptions, literature and other 

historical records. The results indicate that although women were limited by the male power 

framework to move and to engage in life given privileges, various women demonstrated agency 

on political, cultural, and spiritual grounds. The data have been categorized into three broad 

areas; political power and governance, cultural-literary contributions and socio-religious roles. 

1. Political Power and Governance 

There is evidence in inscriptions and chronicles that there was a break in traditional gender 

texts as women like Razia Sultan and Nur Jahan exercised sovereign or near sovereign power. 

The women also have a presence in epigraphic data because they were the regents, temple 

patrons, as well as being property owners. This indicates that political agency was not 

completely out of the picture to women of higher classes (though its scope was smaller). 

Table 1: Political and Administrative Roles of Women in Medieval India 

Example/Source Period/Region Role/Contribution Interpretation 

Razia Sultan 

(Delhi Sultanate) 

13th century, 

Delhi 

Only female monarch 

of the Sultanate 

Demonstrates women’s 

ability to rule despite 

patriarchal opposition 

Nur Jahan 

(Mughal Empire) 

17th century, 

Mughal court 

Issued farmans, coins 

in her name, political 

advisor to Jahangir 

Reveals direct political 

authority within Mughal 

governance 

Prabhavatigupta 

(Vakataka 

dynasty) 

4th–5th 

century, 

Deccan 

Regent after her 

husband’s death 

Shows early precedent for 

female regency and 

governance 
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Epigraphs of 

temple donations 

(South India) 

10th–12th 

centuries 

Patronage of temples 

and land grants 

Indicates women’s 

participation in socio-

religious governance 

The table 1 shows the strong political influence of women in medieval India although the 

general structure of the patriarchate is predominant. There is no doubt that the rule of Razia 

Sultan (12051240) is unique in terms of the capability exhibited by women in the exercise of 

the independent rule and sovereign powers in a world of heavily masculine polity. At the same 

time however, her conflicts with nobility and resulting demise can also be seen as signifying 

the opposition women had obtaining their validity in becoming rulers. Equally, the rulership of 

Rudramadevi, who ruled in Kakatiya dynasty, reflects any role of women in the power structure 

in the region, who effectively led the reign and conducted military actions. Another aspect of 

power in men as portrayed by women is Ir Jahan (15771645) who influenced political issues 

and policies in Mughal court and policies by virtue of closeness to the emperor Jahangir thus 

depicting how women could have an indirect but significant power. In the case of Jahanara 

Begum (1614- 1681), contributions on both cultural and religious patronage are interlaced with 

political patronage, whereas Chand Bibi of Ahmednagar illustrates how women could also 

contribute to military defense in addition to negotiation in times of crisis. 

Collectively, the data shows that women in medieval India had ways of wielding power, mighty 

ways as rulers themselves, regencies, as well as court politics and command of military forces. 

Although their power was disputed more often than not, the presented examples demonstrate 

how women with agency and adaptability defined the course of politics. Importantly, the 

predictability of roles imply that women did not participate politically in even ways but rather 

according to regional, dynastic, and cultural circumstances. This table thus reiterates the 

necessity to delink women as political actors as something out of the ordinary but as an 

inextricable element of medieval Indian politics as the special exception. 

2. Cultural and Literary Contributions 

Women poets and saints of the Bhakti movement, including Mirabai, Akka Mahadevi, and 

Andal, created devotional works that challenged societal norms and emphasized personal 

spiritual liberation. Their compositions reflect resistance to patriarchal control and provide 

valuable insights into women’s voices in medieval culture. Similarly, courtly and inscriptional 

evidence highlights women as patrons of literature and education. 

Table 2: Cultural and Literary Contributions of Women 

Example/Source Contribution Interpretation 

Mirabai (Rajasthan) Devotional poetry to 

Krishna, rejection of marital 

norms 

Assertion of personal spiritual 

autonomy through poetry 

Akka Mahadevi 

(Karnataka) 

Vachanas (devotional 

poems) 

Voice of radical nonconformity 

within the Bhakti movement 

Andal (Tamil Nadu) Bhakti hymns to Vishnu Elevated to divine status, shaping 

temple traditions 

Chandrabati 

(Bengal) 

Feminist reinterpretation of 

the Ramayana 

Critique of male-centric epic 

tradition 

Epigraphic evidence 

of learned women 

(e.g., Savinirmadi, 

10th c.) 

Recognized as scholars in 

shastras 

Suggests female participation in 

intellectual traditions 

Table 2 describes the socio cultural practices that influenced the role and status of women in 

the medieval Indian society. The Sati (widow burning) practice is a good example of how the 

identities of women were associated with such concepts as chastity, honor and sacrifice and 

was thus subject to the strict grasp of patriarchy in dictating what they could do and how they 
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could act. The Purdah code largely influenced by the Delhi Sultanate and the Mughal, 

strengthened the isolation of women and restricted their presence in the outside world although 

it was to some extent optional between regions, religions, and classes. This was more orthodox 
among the elites but moderately orthodox among low classes women, who engaged actively in 

farming and artisan jobs. 

The marriage institution e.g. child marriage, dowry among others supported and enhanced the 

patriarchal rule and suppressed the autonomy of women. Child marriages were regarded to 

bring family honor and in many cases, dowry imposed economic pressures on women families, 

making women into economic burdens. But the table also notes other practices that differed 

sharply and in these ways gave women a space to have spiritual and cultural agency such as 

widowhood and the rise of bhakti and sufi traditions. Although in general widowhood nullified 

women in society, some of them became poets, saints and reformers and joined devotional 

movements. 

The analysis of this information implies that though medieval India society was dominated by 

the practices aimed at enslaving women to household activities and minor status positions, 

there were also other forces that help women to rebel, make concessions, and other 

acquaintances. Therefore, women were not unanimously regarded; their status was different, 

differs by regions, religions, and classes, and elite women had to follow harsher rules of honor, 

whereas non-elite women had access to productive work and religion movements. Such 

divergent realities indicate the complexity of the medieval Indian society in which vile 

suppression and power could co-exist and influenced the lives of women in lived experiences. 

3. Socio-Religious Roles and Constraints 

Although some women were powerful and culturally visible, majority were engaged in limiting 

norms. Women were not free because of the purdah system, lack of access to education and 

other practices like sati that chained the women in their homes. It is shown through inscriptions 

that widows usually lost their property status, but not always. Bhakti and Sufi movements 

helped women find a breather, allow a social and spiritual mobility, despite all the restrictions 

put upon them. 

Table 3: Socio-Religious Dimensions of Women’s Lives 

Practice/Source Description Interpretation 

Purdah (Sultanate & 

Mughal period) 

Seclusion of women, 

particularly among elites 

Restricted mobility but reinforced 

symbolic honor 

Sati (Rajput & elite 

Hindu practice) 

Widow immolation Extreme patriarchal control, 

though valorized in some contexts 

Bhakti Movement (South 

& North India) 

Women saints (e.g., 

Mirabai, Lal Ded) 

Created egalitarian spaces 

challenging caste and gender 

hierarchies 

Sufi traditions Female participation in 

devotional practices 

Alternative spaces for spiritual 

inclusion 

The contribution of women in medieval India is mostly in the fields of literature, art, 

architecture, and religious- spiritual spheres as brought out in table 3. Irrespective of the 

oppressive social system, there were a number of prominent women who made an impact on 

the cultural and intellectual life. Other women who employed poetry as the form of devotion 

and dissent were Mirabai, Akka Mahadevi, and Lal Ded in literature. Their texts not only 

expressed individual spirituality, but also dominated caste, gender and religious hierarchies so 

that women could emerge as a significant voice within the bhakti and sufi discourse. But such 

contributions embody the capacity of women to carve out space in a male-dominated literary 

culture to leave a lasting legacy. 

Within the sphere of art and architecture, female elites, such as Razia Sultan and Mughal 

queens, such as Nur Jahan, could serve as important patrons. An example is that Nur Jahan in 
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a way affected the aesthetics of the Mughal court, fashion, and architectural works, and left 

behind a legacy which would not be wholly possible without her involvement with political 

control and influence, and cultural patronage. This kind of involvement shows that nobility 
women were not just receptitories of history but they were movers and shakers, who accessed 

their status to be manipulators of artistic and cultural expressions. 

Women were also helped by religious and spiritual movements to claim their own presence. 

The bhakti and sufi movements were less institutionalised, and thereby enabled women saints 

and poetesses to achieve fame. The figures, such as Mirabai became the meters of spiritual self 

reliance and have inspired spiritual enthusiasts over times and generations across geographies. 

They had their devotional songs that were full of emotional and philosophical appeal and 

prevented them to link to God without going through the formal religious hierarchy. 

All in all, the table exemplifies the contradictory status of women in medieval India: they lived 

under the strict patriarchal traditions although they enacted vital cultural aspects. Not only did 

they prove a source of enrichment to India, their involvement in literature, art, architecture and 

religion were all means to break the bounds they had been placed in. This shows that women 

in medieval India were not silent spectators of the history; they were creators, patrons, and 

leaders who left their marks to the society. 

Findings of the study: 

The critique shows the fact that women in medieval India were the subjects of the patriarchal 

traditionality and at the same time amazing agents. The case of Razia Sultan and Nur Jahan 

depicts that women could be real power under extraordinary circumstances. Such figures as 

literary and spiritual Mirabai and Akka Mahadevi reflect countercultural views to the social 

order and the building of alternative realms of expression. Epigraphic evidence also 

demonstrates the role of women in religious patronage, in religious education, and in local 

government, especially on the higher levels. Meanwhile, systemic gender inequality is present 

through practices that weakened women, e.g. purdah, sati and widowhood. 

Therefore, focused on the medieval India, most evidences indicate that the position of women 

depended on the context and the circumstances: elite women could enjoy political or cultural 

opportunities whereas other women had to endure patriarchal restrictions, at best devotional 

movements could provide women with limited opportunities of independence. 

Conclusions: 

The analysis indicates that women in Medieval India stood in an ambivalent situation within 

the patriarchal society, dominance hierarchy, and the cultural norms, but not completely 

deprived of agency. Although patriarchal order restricted them in obtaining access to the world 

of education, economic independence, and political power, many women managed to acquire 

spheres of influence in the field of politics, literature, art, religion, and the sphere of cultural 

life. The figures like Razia Sultan and Nur Jahan, show the possibilities of women to become 

powerful politicians and state rulers, whereas saints and poets, such as Mirabai, Lal Ded and 

Akka Mahadevi, demonstrate how transformative a woman can be in terms of spirituality and 

literature. The analysis also demonstrates that the contributions of women were mediated by 

their class, caste and religious identity whereby elite women had more resources availed to 

them to do cultural patronage than their lower caste counterparts. Notwithstanding restrictions 

in the system, medieval Indian women contributed lasting legacies by having an impact on 

governance, spirituality and culture production, which serve as a testament to the fact that they 

were historical agents in their own right. 

Recommendations: 

The next aspect of medieval women history which future research should consider is enlarging 

the depth of analysis of the role of women beyond the elite and royal. In folk history the voice 

of common woman is often lost in the haze of missing accounts. A more cross-disciplinary 

Avenue, such as the combination of literary studies and archaeology, folklore, oral traditions, 
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etc., can give further insights into women lived experiences in various regions and 

communities. As well, the traditional historiography with their lesser role of females they play 

in medieval society has to be critically revisited an alternative approach feminism and subaltern 
historiography, which puts women at the centre of the process of making the medieval society 

can be adopted. Integration of regional studies will also help to enlighten the differences in the 

experiences among women in north, south and eastern India. Finally, this study invites the 

modern society to benefit by the example of warrior and cultural prowess of medieval women, 

and stresses why the role of women in history and culture should never be underestimated. 
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