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Women in Medieval Indian History: The Problem of Finding Them

This is an ambitious book, whose aim is to bring âa
gendered perspectiveâ to the social and political history
of North India in the early medieval period, ânot merely
to locate important women figures in Indian history but
to acknowledge the agency of women in any contextâ
(p. 10). Sharply critical of other historical studies which
have the effect of âinvisibilizing the identities of wom-
enâ (p. 459), Rangachari seeks to challenge âthe appar-
ent irrelevance of women to the political and social or-
derâ of medieval times (p. 497). She divides the book
into three major sections, each treating a different re-
gion of North India–Kashmir, Kanauj, and Bengal-Bihar.
Over five hundred pages in length, with extensive notes
and bibliography, this volume provides a virtually ency-
clopedic survey of the secondary literature, not only that
pertaining to the history of these three regions, but, more
interestingly, that concerned with the problem of wom-
enâs history–going back to the âclassicsâ of the 1980s
produced by American and Indian scholars and coming
up to very recent works treating women in Indiaâs his-
tory.

Each of the three sections is structured similarly, with
an introductory chapter providing a âpolitical frame-
workâ for the region in the period of the seventh to
twelfth centuries, followed by one or two longer chap-
ters devoted to a treatment of the presence of women
in the available primary sources, and a short sum-
mary of the findings for each region. These three

lengthy sections are bracketed by a general introduc-
tion and a brief conclusion, which emphasizes the vari-
ations in the roles and influence of women among the
three regions, and across the period surveyed. Al-
though there is some overlap among the three sec-
tions in terms of the themes explored or the types of
women considered–e.g., queens, female attendants in the
court, non-royal women, prostitutes, and courtesans–
each of the sections is quite different with respect to the
kinds of primary materials that are used. In the sec-
tion on Kashmir, Rangachari relies almost exclusively
on KalhanÌ£aâs RÄjataranÌginÌ£Ä«, with some reference
to NÄ«lamatapurÄnÌ£a, the KuttÌ£Ì£Ì£anÄ«matam, and
the SamayamÄtrÌ£kÄ. For Kanauj, there is some atten-
tion paid to inscriptional evidence, but literature pro-
vides the bulk of the primary-source material employed,
especially BÄnÌ£aâs HarsÌ£acarita and KÄdambarÄ«, the
plays of HarsÌ£a, and BhavabhÅ«tiâs MÄlatÄ«mÄdhava
and Uttara-RÄmacarita. In the case of Bengal and Bihar,
literarymaterial being relatively sparse, more use ismade
of epigraphical sources.

It is surprising that this book has so little space ded-
icated to the analysis of inscriptions relevant to the au-
thorâs aims; even though these sources are the founda-
tion for the treatment of Bengal-Bihar from âa gendered
perspective,â the number of pages in the entire book
which are concerned with the presentation and discus-
sion of epigraphical evidence adds up to just over fifty
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in total. (A further problem lies with the incomplete ci-
tation of the published texts of the inscriptions, so that
it is in a number of cases impossible for the reader to
have a look at the evidence for herself.) With refer-
ence to Kanauj, Rangachari tells us in the introduction
to her book that the inscriptions provide âinformation
[which] can be integrated very usefully with the liter-
ary evidenceâ (p. 12). Yet on the first page of chap-
ter 7 (a gendered perspective on Kanauj in the time of
HarsÌ£a), inscriptions are disqualified from having any
contribution to make–apparently because of âtheir to-
tal silence on RÄjyaÅrÄ«,â HarsÌ£aâs sister and âa cru-
cially important figure at the time,â or perhaps because
the inscriptionsâ accounts of HarsÌ£a ancestry âis at com-
plete varianceâ with BÄnÌ£aâs genealogical account in
HarsÌ£acarita, an account which âin an important sense
… seems more relevant for a gendered reconstructionâ
(pp. 230-31). Chapter 8 (on Kanauj in the reign of YaÅo-
varman, the PratihÄras, and the GÄhadÌ£avÄlas) shows
somewhat more appreciation for what the inscriptions
have to offer–although when âthe epigraphic sources for
YaÅovarmanâs reign can, at no point, be corroborated by
the literary evidenceâ (p. 300), these sources are rapidly
passed over. But Rangachariâs discussion of the in-
scriptions produced in Kanauj under the GÄhadÌ£avÄlas
(where there is no literary evidence) demonstrates the
potential for these sources–these particular inscriptions,
recording the grants made by royal women, perhaps hav-
ing more to offer than some of the others surveyed in
this volume. It is clear, for example, that the PÄla in-
scriptions, discussed in the section on Bengal-Bihar, are
a source of frustration for their failure to provide infor-
mation about queens, while those of other dynasties, like
the Senas, are richer in this regard–but may fail to give
us any insight into the activities of non-royal women.

Rangachari is very explicit in her intention to subject
the work of earlier historians to scrutiny, with a focus on
their deficiencies with respect to the portrayal of wom-
enâs actual presence and power. She mentions several
times the way in which certain historical works relegate
this topic to a brief section on the âPosition of Womenâ
sandwiched between considerations of âVarna,â âFood
and Drink,â âDress and Ornament,â etc.–and I am ab-
solutely sympathetic to her impatience with this mode
of presentation, removing women from ârealâ history.
At the same time, it seems to me that this kind of ap-
proach has in the last twenty years become increasingly
less fashionable, and at too many points in the book, I
felt that Rangachari was squandering her energies by de-
voting herself to extended and detailed critiques of other

scholars–whom, in fact, I am very unlikely to read. What
I wanted instead was a less critical and more constructive
history, one of Rangachariâs own making.

This author does indeed provide a great deal in
the way of information gleaned from her sources and
thought-provoking explorations of this material. And
she expresses her findings most confidently in the sec-
tion of the book devoted to Kashmir, where she builds on
her extensive earlier research on the RÄjataranÌginÌ£Ä«,
a source that she regards as a âlargely objectiveâ histor-
ical account (pp. 46-47), concluding that medieval Kash-
mir provided a political and social context âthat enabled
Kashmiri women to subvert the patriarchal edifice time
and againâ (p. 193). But elsewhere in this volume, the
result of Rangachariâs analysis is quite inconclusive, her
findings expressed tentatively or as possibilities. Fre-
quently a subsectionwill endwith a series of unanswered
questions, which contain certain suggestions, but leave
us guessing how Rangachari herself would like to answer
them. This is especially the case in the section on Kanauj,
where the attitudes of BÄnÌ£a, HarsÌ£a, and BhavabhÅ«ti
as suggested in their literary compositions give rise to
speculations about the relation of their characterizations
and plots to their life experiences and social contexts.
Thus, for example: âDid BÄnÌ£a, then, approve of women
taking independent decisions regarding their lives? Was
his awareness of an asceticâs life gleaned from his friend,
the ascetic widow, CakravÄkikÄ? Was his awareness of
the social predicament of an independent woman based
on her situation?â (p. 278). The implication often seems
to be that these authorsâ âunconventionalâ views about
women challenged current norms or provided a sympa-
thetic commentary on the way in which the âBrahmani-
cal patriarchal milieuâ (p. 321; also pp. 274, 310) shaped
the circumstances of women of this time and place. Yet
what and how do we know about the actual salience of
such Brahmanical norms in the lives of medieval women?

In undertaking a historical reconstruction on the ba-
sis of sparse and scattered primary-source material, as
Rangachari attempts in this volume, one encounters se-
rious methodological problems. As Gabrielle Spiegel has
described one such problem with reference to her own
research on medieval Europe, it is an âepistemological
cheatâ to use a text both as a document describing a his-
torical situation and as a self-reflective commentary on
that situation; historical contexts must be defined and
constructed before one can engage in an interpretation
of the past through, for example, the reading of liter-
ary texts.[1] But I believe that there is really no way to
escape this trap. One encounters the identical problem
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with the corpus of inscriptions for a particular place and
period–how does one decide that part of the informa-
tion provided is evidence for an historical background
and another part useful for constructing a narrative that
plays out against this background, for example an ac-
count of the changing roles and activities of medieval
Indian women? The hope that using inscriptions and
literary texts together might provide a resolution, com-
plementing one another as background and foreground
sources, cannot, unfortunately, be sustained. The opti-
mism that Rangachari expresses in the introduction to
her book, that in the case of Kanauj âthere is a largely
fruitful conjunction of literary and epigraphic evidenceâ
(p. 10) turns out in chapters 7 and 8 to be unjustified. Yet
even if they cannot be coordinated, it is of the utmost im-
portance to bring these various kinds of historical materi-
als into relation with one another, and, as Romila Thapar

suggests, the manner in which we do this is most realisti-
cally and effectively a juxtaposition, where we attempt to
discern both the links among and the distinctiveness of
our sources. From this point of view, Devika Rangachari
surely deserves our admiration. The scope of her inquiry,
the willingness to engage with source materials of such
disparate types, and the courage to accept the challenges
that her project involves are all praiseworthy. So Devika
Rangachari is to be congratulated, not criticized, both for
her caution and for her ambition in this book.
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