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Abstract: The role of women in traditional Indian knowledge systems has been profound yet underappreciated in the historical
narrative. Ancient Indian texts, philosophies, and practices reflect the significant contributions of women in various fields such as
education, medicine, arts, and spirituality. This paper explores their contributions, the socio-cultural contexts that influenced their
participation, and the gradual marginalization they faced over time. Understanding this role not only sheds light on women’s
intellectual and spiritual heritage but also provides insights into fostering gender equity in contemporary knowledge systems.

Introduction

India’s traditional knowledge systems encompass a wide range
of disciplines, including Vedic studies, Ayurveda, classical
arts, mathematics, and spiritual practices. Historically, women
were not mere participants but, in many cases, leaders and
innovators in these domains. Their contributions, however,
have often been overshadowed by patriarchal norms that
emerged over time. This paper examines their involvement in
key knowledge systems and the factors that facilitated or
hindered their roles.In the Vedic era, women such as Gargi and
Maitreyi were prominent philosophers. Gargi, in particular,
engaged in profound metaphysical debates with Yajnavalkya
during the Brihadaranyaka  Upanishad, challenging
foundational concepts of existence and knowledge.

Women like Lopamudra, Ghosha, and Apala contributed
hymns to the Rigveda, showcasing their intellectual and
spiritual capabilities. These compositions reflect their deep
understanding of theology, cosmology,
relationships. Women were integral to the preservation and
practice of Ayurveda, particularly in areas like midwifery,
pediatric care, and herbal medicine. In rural India, they acted as
local healers, using traditional knowledge passed down through
generations.Some Ayurvedic texts attribute knowledge to
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women healers, highlighting their expertise in preparing
medicinal formulations and treating ailments.Women were
custodians of classical art forms like Bharatanatyam, Odissi,
and Carnatic music. Devadasis (temple dancers) not only
performed but also played a role in preserving these art forms
through oral traditions.Medieval poets like Mirabai and Akka
Mahadevi used their literary skills to explore themes of
devotion, spirituality, and social justice, contributing
significantly to Bhakti and mystic traditions.

While historical evidence of women mathematicians in India is
sparse, oral traditions and lesser-known texts suggest that
women were trained in these disciplines in ancient and
medieval periods, especially within scholarly families. Women
from scholarly households, particularly in South India, were
known to teach Sanskrit, scriptures, and mathematics to the
next generation.

During the early Vedic period, women enjoyed relatively high
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status, with access to education and intellectual pursuits.Over
time, patriarchal norms and socio-political changes led to the
marginalization of women in knowledge systems. Practices like
child marriage and purdah curtailed their access to education
and public intellectual roles.There is a need to identify and
document the contributions of women in traditional Indian
knowledge systems through archaeological evidence, oral
histories, and textual analysis.Encouraging the study of
traditional knowledge in modern educational
frameworks can inspire women to reclaim their intellectual
heritage.

systems

Review of Literature:

The historical, philosophical, and sociocultural dimensions of
women’s roles in traditional Indian knowledge systems have
been explored in various studies. This section reviews key
literature to provide a comprehensive understanding of the
subject, highlighting scholarly contributions, gaps, and
emerging themes.Altekar (1956) in The Position of Women in
Hindu Civilization emphasizes that women in the Vedic period
enjoyed educational and intellectual freedom, citing figures
such as Gargi and Maitreyi as exemplars. He argues that their
engagement in metaphysical debates reflects the gender-
equitable ethos of the early Vedic society.Doniger (2005) An
Anthology explores female composers of Vedic hymns, like
Lopamudra and Apala, illustrating their theological depth.
However, Doniger points out that the recognition of such
contributions declined with the rise of patriarchal structures
during later periods.Sharma (2002) in Women in Indian
Religions analyzes the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, where
Gargi’s philosophical engagement challenges Yajnavalkya,
emphasizing the intellectual parity of women in spiritual and
philosophical discourses.

Nambiar (2009) in Ayurveda for Women: A Modern Guide to
Traditional Wisdom explores how women historically served
as custodians of healthcare knowledge, particularly in maternal
and child health. She documents oral traditions where women
played pivotal roles in preserving and disseminating medical
practices.

Mukherjee (2016) critiques the limited mention of women in
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classical Ayurvedic texts despite their practical contributions.
He attributes this omission to the textual bias introduced during
later patriarchal codification.

Narayan (1998) in The Devadasi System in South India
examines the dual role of women as performers and custodians
of temple arts. While their contributions preserved classical
dance forms, Narayan critiques the socio-political factors that
later stigmatized their roles.Ramanujan (1994) in Speaking of
Siva explores the poetic works of women mystics like Akka
Mabhadevi, highlighting their spiritual rebellion and feminist
undertones. Similarly, Tharu and Lalita (1991) in Women
Writing in India document the devotional and literary
contributions of Mirabai and other women poets, emphasizing
their socio-cultural impact.Studies such as Subbarayappa
(1992) in Science in India acknowledge the scarcity of
historical records on women’s roles in Indian science and
mathematics. However, anecdotal evidence suggests their
involvement, particularly in household-based teaching systems.
Ramaswamy (2004) highlights women’s roles in transmitting
knowledge within scholarly households in South India,
particularly in mathematics, astronomy, and
texts.Kapur (1993) in The Social History of Women in India
traces the decline of women’s participation in intellectual fields
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to sociopolitical factors, such as the codification of laws during
the Smriti period and the rise of child marriage. Feminist
historians like Chakravarti (1998) Life and Times of Women
in Ancient India argue that women’s intellectual contributions
were deliberately erased or marginalized in patriarchal
reconstructions of history. Banerjee (2010) emphasizes the
importance of oral histories in reconstructing the role of
women in knowledge systems, especially in rural and tribal
traditions where written documentation is scarce. Feminist
scholars like Uma Chakravarti and Kumkum Roy advocate for
reinterpreting ancient texts and traditions through a gender-
sensitive lens to recover the lost narratives of women’s
contributions.

Objectives of the Study
1. To examine the contributions of women in traditional
Indian knowledge system.

2. To examine the shifts in women’s roles across
different historical periods from vedic era to medieval
times.

Methodologies

To comprehensively study the role of women in traditional
Indian knowledge systems, a multi-disciplinary and mixed-
method approach will be adopted. Historical Analysis and
Chronological Mapping used to understand socio cultural
influences. Secondary Sources like Study existing research,
books, and journal articles related to women in Indian
knowledge systems. Conduct interviews with practitioners,
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storytellers, and rural women involved in traditional knowledge
transmission. Qualitative methods also used for data collection
and analysis.

Result and discussion

Objective 1:- To examine the contributions of women in
traditional Indian knowledge system.

In India, women have made important contributions to
traditional knowledge systems in a variety of fields, including
spiritual activities, literature, medicine, education, and the arts.
The significant contributions that women have made to the
development of India's intellectual and cultural legacy are
documented in historical accounts and oral traditions.In the
Upanishads, female academics like Gargi and Maitreyi are
praised for their philosophical discussions and intellectual
talks. One example of how women were included in ancient
scholarly circles is Gargi's involvement in King Janaka's court
discussions. In Literature and the Arts Women poets like as
Andal and Akka Mahadevi made substantial contributions to
spiritual and devotional literature, demonstrating the depth of
women's intellect and emotions in articulating religious
devotion and philosophical ideas Women's contributions to
folk medicine and Ayurveda, which are frequently handed
down through the generations, emphasize their function as
keepers of health and healing customs in rural and indigenous
communities.

Transmission and Preservation of Culture

Women were essential to the transmission and preservation of
traditional knowledge:

Oral Traditions: Cultural transmission occurs through folk
songs, stories, and rituals that are frequently told by women.
Mythological stories, folklore, and regional languages have all
been preserved large part because to
Handicrafts and Textile Arts: Women's proficiency in weaving,

in women.
stitching, and dyeing is a reflection of their command of
traditional crafts, which serve as both creative manifestations
and archives of information about sustainable techniques and
natural materials.

Contemporary Implications

Patriarchal rules have led to the undervaluation or disregard of
women's contributions, notwithstanding their historical
significance:

Acknowledgment and Record-keeping: Numerous women's
efforts are still underrecognized, therefore conducting thorough
research is essential to honoring and recovering their legacies.
Difficulties with Marginalization: Indigenous knowledge
systems were devalued by the transition to formal education
systems and the arrival of colonial power, which
disproportionately affected women's responsibilities as
knowledge bearers. Initiatives to Revitalize: Women can be
empowered and their contributions to cultural and intellectual
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legacy acknowledged through current campaigns to revive
traditional crafts, indigenous knowledge, and folk traditions.
Regional Differences and Case Studies

Additionally, the study emphasized geographical variations in
women's contributions:

Southern India: The Devadasi tradition first highlighted
women's duties as keepers of temple dance and music, despite
later controversy.

Northeastern India: A more egalitarian social structure was
demonstrated by the important roles that women played in
traditional healing, weaving, and agriculture in tribal groups.

In rural North India, women have played a crucial role in
maintaining customs that combine creative expression with
social criticism, such as Madhubani painting and oral epics.

Objective 2: To examine the shifts in women’s roles across
different historical periods from vedic era to medieval
times.

Women’s Roles in the Vedic Era The Vedic period (1500
BCE — 600 BCE) marked a time when women enjoyed
considerable autonomy and played significant roles in social,
intellectual, and spiritual domains:

Education and Intellectual Pursuits: Women like
Gargi and Maitreyi were celebrated as scholars and
philosophers who actively participated in intellectual
debates and discourses. The Rigveda mentions several
female seers (Rishikas) who composed hymns,
showcasing their role spiritual and literary
traditions.

Marriage and Social Status: Women were allowed to
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participate in family and social decision-making and
were able to select their partners through the
swayamvara tradition. For the most part, marriage was
viewed as a partnership rather than a position of
authority.

Ritual and Religious Practices: Women were
frequently regarded as equals in spiritual issues and
took part in religious rites with males. Their
contributions to the preservation of rites, songs, and
oral traditions were essential to the fabric of the
culture.

Changes in Women’s Roles During the Post-Vedic
Period

The Post-Vedic period (600 BCE — 200 CE) witnessed
gradual shifts in women’s roles due to evolving societal
structures:

Decline in Autonomy: The rise of hierarchical caste
systems and patriarchal norms began to restrict women’s
access to education and religious practices.
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Codification of Laws: Texts like the Manusmriti
emphasized women’s subservience to male authority
figures, framing their roles primarily within the domestic
sphere as daughters, wives, and mothers.

Exclusion from Rituals: Women’s participation in
religious and intellectual activities decreased, and their
roles became confined to household responsibilities.

Women’s Roles During the Gupta Period

The Gupta Empire (circa 320 CE — 550 CE) is often
regarded as a “Golden Age,” but for women, it marked a
period of further restrictions:

Education and Mobility: Access to formal education for
women became limited to elite families, with few
exceptions. Literary references to educated women
declined during this period.

Marriage Practices: Early marriage became more
prevalent, curtailing women’s opportunities for personal
development.

Symbolic Roles: Women continued to be represented in art
and literature as idealized figures of beauty and virtue but
rarely as active agents of change.

Women’s Roles in the Medieval Period

The medieval period (circa 6th century CE — 18th century
CE) saw a significant transformation in women’s roles due
to foreign invasions, political instability, and societal
changes:

Restricted Social Roles: The practice of purdah and jauhar
emerged, reflecting heightened restrictions on women’s
mobility and autonomy.

Decline in Status: Women’s roles became largely confined
to the domestic sphere, with limited participation in public
life. Practices like sati symbolized their subjugation.
Exceptions to the Norm: Despite these restrictions, figures
like Razia Sultana, the Bhakti poets (e.g., Mirabai), and
the women saints of the Sufi tradition highlighted the
potential for women to challenge societal norms and assert
their agency in unique ways.

Key Findings

1. Prominent Roles in Vedic and Philosophical Traditions:
Women actively engaged in intellectual debates and spiritual
practices, with their contributions recognized and valued in
early texts.

2. Contributions to Ayurveda and Healthcare: Women’s
expertise in midwifery, herbal medicine, and community
healthcare reflects their critical role in traditional medicine.

3. Leadership in Classical Arts and Literature: Women
preserved and innovated in fields like dance, music, and
devotional poetry, shaping cultural and spiritual traditions.

4. Impact of Patriarchal Structures: The rise of patriarchal
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norms systematically reduced women’s and
recognition in recorded history.

Future Directions

To further this research, it is essential to:

1. Document oral histories and regional practices where
women have preserved traditional knowledge.

2. Reinterpret ancient texts through a gender-sensitive lens to

uncover overlooked narratives.

visibility

3. Develop educational programs that highlight women’s roles
in traditional knowledge systems.

Conclusion

The research emphasizes the importance of acknowledging and
incorporating contributions into a  more
comprehensive understanding of India's ancient knowledge
systems. By doing this, we not only honor their heritage but
also motivate current initiatives to protect and modify these
knowledge systems for coming generations. Women have
played an indispensable role in shaping and transmitting
traditional Indian knowledge systems. Their contributions,
though often overlooked, reflect a legacy of intellectual rigor
and cultural richness. Recognizing and celebrating these

women's

contributions is essential not only for historical justice but also
for fostering a more inclusive knowledge paradigm in
contemporary times.
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