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Governing Gender: Familial, Social, and 
Institutional Arrangements Shaping the 

Status of Women in Indian Society
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ABSTRACT
Scholarship examining the status of women in Indian society has frequently relied upon  

descriptive historical narratives emphasising social practices, legal reforms, educational  

participation,  and  changing  gender  relations  across  historical  periods.  While  these  

approaches remain valuable, they often provide limited explanation of the institutional  

processes  through  which  inequalities  are  reproduced  and  normalised.  This  study  

reconceptualises  women's  status  through a  governance  framework  that  examines  how  

familial, social, religious, caste-based, economic, and legal institutions collectively shape  

women's participation, mobility, labour, sexuality, and access to resources. Governance is  

conceptualised as dispersed institutional processes through which behaviour is directed and 

social  expectations  are  embedded  across  both  formal  and  informal  institutional  

arrangements.  Drawing  upon  feminist  scholarship,  socio-legal  theory,  and  historical  

analysis,  the paper argues that women's experiences cannot be adequately understood  

through  isolated  discriminatory  practices,  because  regulatory  processes  operate  

simultaneously across multiple sites of authority. Examining ancient, medieval, colonial,  

and contemporary India, the paper demonstrates that although institutional forms have  

transformed  significantly  over  time,  the  systems  organising  women's  participation  

frequently adapt rather than disappear. Families, marriage institutions, labour systems,  

caste  arrangements,  legal  frameworks,  and  technological  environments  continue  to  

function as important  sites through which participation and autonomy are negotiated.  

Understanding  women's  status  through  a  governance  framework  therefore  provides  

stronger analytical  foundations for examining continuity,  institutional  persistence,  and  

structural inequality, while moving beyond linear narratives of empowerment and decline.

Keywords:  governance, patriarchy, socio-legal studies, institutional regulation, women's  

status, India, gender governance.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The status of women in Indian society has historically occupied a central position within legal, 

historical,  sociological,  and feminist  scholarship,  because  women's  experiences  frequently 

reveal broader transformations occurring within political, economic, and social institutions. 

Existing  scholarship  has  commonly  evaluated  women's  status  through  indicators  such  as 

literacy rates, labour force participation, educational attainment, inheritance rights, marriage 

practices, and political representation (Altekar, 1956; Forbes, 1996). These indicators remain 

important because they provide measurable insight into changing social conditions. However, 

descriptive indicators alone often provide limited understanding of how inequalities emerge, 

become normalised,  and persist  despite  institutional  reform.  Measuring  unequal  outcomes 

without examining the organisational arrangements producing those outcomes risks reducing 

structural inequality to descriptive observation rather than institutional explanation.

Historical discussions concerning women's status in India have frequently oscillated between 

narratives emphasising empowerment and narratives emphasising decline. Earlier scholarship 

often portrayed ancient periods as comparatively egalitarian while describing medieval periods 

as  periods  of  restriction  and  deterioration  (Altekar,  1956).  Contemporary  scholarship  has 

increasingly challenged such binary interpretations by demonstrating that women's experiences 

differ significantly across caste location, class position, geography, religion, and economic 

status (Chakravarti, 2003; Rege, 1998). These interventions have been important because they 

move analysis beyond generalised narratives and toward an understanding of differentiated 

experiences.  Nevertheless,  even  sophisticated  historical  accounts  frequently  privilege 

chronology over institutional explanation.

Women's  experiences  cannot  be  adequately  understood  through  isolated  discriminatory 

practices,  because  access  to  labour,  mobility,  sexuality,  education,  property,  and decision-

making is shaped through interactions between multiple institutional sites. Families organise 

caregiving responsibilities and marriage decisions; caste arrangements influence social mobility 

and legitimacy; religious institutions shape behavioural expectations; labour markets structure 

economic opportunities; and legal institutions determine access to formal rights and remedies. 

Women's social position therefore emerges through interacting systems of social organisation 

rather than singular institutions operating independently.

This  paper  adopts  governance as  its  central  analytical  framework for  understanding these 

interactions.  Governance,  for  the  purposes  of  this  study,  refers  to  dispersed  institutional 

processes through which behaviour is directed, expectations are normalised, and authority is 
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exercised across both formal and informal structures. Governance therefore extends beyond 

state  institutions  and includes  households,  kinship  systems,  religious  organisations,  labour 

markets,  educational  structures,  community  arrangements,  and  legal  institutions  that 

collectively shape participation and access to resources (Foucault, 1977). Such a framework is 

particularly  useful  within  the  Indian  context,  because  regulation  concerning  women  has 

historically  occurred simultaneously  across  multiple  sites  of  authority  rather  than through 

centralised institutions alone.

Importantly, governance is not used here as a replacement for patriarchy but as a broader 

institutional  lens  through  which  patriarchal  relations  become  operationalised.  Feminist 

scholarship has long conceptualised patriarchy as a primary explanatory framework because it 

identifies gendered power relations embedded within social structures (Walby, 1990). However, 

patriarchy alone does not always explain how those relations are reproduced institutionally 

across multiple domains simultaneously. Governance frameworks extend feminist analysis by 

examining  how  power  circulates  through  dispersed  arrangements  connecting  households, 

communities, labour systems, educational institutions, and legal structures. Patriarchal relations 

rarely operate through singular institutions; instead, they become embedded within multiple 

organisational arrangements shaping everyday life.

Familial arrangements provide an important illustration of why governance frameworks matter 

analytically. Families are often conceptualised primarily as private spaces associated with care 

and  socialisation.  However,  households  simultaneously  function  as  organisational  sites 

regulating  labour  distribution,  educational  investment,  marriage  decisions,  caregiving 

responsibilities,  inheritance  practices,  and  mobility  (Kandiyoti,  1988).  Such  arrangements 

frequently operate through normalisation rather than direct coercion. Expectations concerning 

domestic labour, caregiving responsibilities, educational priorities, and marriage timing become 

embedded  within  ordinary  practices  and  reproduced  across  generations.  Consequently, 

inequality often appears socially desirable or culturally appropriate rather than institutional.

Intersectionality  further  complicates  analysis,  because  governance  processes  rarely  affect 

women uniformly. Gender interacts significantly with caste location, class position, religion, 

geography,  disability,  and economic  status.  Rege  (1998)  argues  that  women's  experiences 

cannot be understood through universalised categories, because social location substantially 

shapes access to resources and institutional treatment. Similarly, Chakravarti's (1993) analysis 

of  Brahmanical  patriarchy  demonstrates  that  regulation  concerning  women's  sexuality 

historically functioned simultaneously as regulation concerning caste preservation and social 
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hierarchy. Examining women's status therefore requires attention to intersecting arrangements 

rather than singular categories of disadvantage.

This  paper  argues  that  women's  status  in  India  should  be  understood  as  the  outcome of 

interacting familial, social, religious, economic, and legal arrangements that shape autonomy, 

participation,  mobility,  labour  distribution,  and  access  to  resources.  Examining  women's 

experiences through governance frameworks shifts analytical attention away from descriptive 

chronology and toward the institutional processes producing continuity and change. The paper 

proceeds historically while maintaining governance as its central analytical lens. It argues that 

although the institutional forms regulating women's participation have transformed significantly 

across  historical  periods,  the systems organising participation frequently adapt  rather  than 

disappear.

The paper proceeds in several substantive sections. The following section develops governance 

as an analytical framework and explains its relationship with patriarchy, intersectionality, and 

institutional  regulation.  The  subsequent  sections  examine  ancient,  medieval,  colonial,  and 

contemporary India to demonstrate how the organisational arrangements regulating women 

evolved historically while maintaining continuity in shaping participation and autonomy. The 

final sections evaluate governance as an analytical framework for understanding women's status 

and consider its implications for socio-legal scholarship.

II. GOVERNANCE, PATRIARCHY, AND INSTITUTIONAL REGULATION

Understanding  women's  status  through  governance  frameworks  requires  moving  beyond 

descriptive indicators and toward examining the processes through which institutions shape 

behaviour, distribute opportunities, and normalise unequal relations. Traditional approaches to 

women's status frequently rely upon measurable indicators including literacy rates, labour force 

participation,  educational  attainment,  inheritance rights,  and political  representation.  While 

these indicators remain important for identifying patterns of inequality,  they often provide 

limited explanation of how those inequalities are institutionally produced. Unequal outcomes 

rarely emerge spontaneously; rather, they are shaped through arrangements organising labour, 

resources,  mobility,  sexuality,  and  participation  across  multiple  social  sites.  Governance 

frameworks become useful precisely because they redirect attention from outcomes toward the 

institutional processes generating them.

For the purposes of this study, governance refers to dispersed institutional processes through 

which behaviour is directed, expectations are normalised, and authority is exercised across both 

formal  and  informal  settings.  Governance  therefore  extends  beyond  state  institutions  and 
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includes households, caste arrangements, labour markets, educational institutions, community 

networks, religious systems, and legal structures that collectively shape participation and access 

to resources (Foucault, 1977). Such a conceptualisation is particularly useful within the Indian 

context,  because  women's  experiences  have  historically  been  mediated  through  multiple 

authorities operating simultaneously rather than through centralised institutions alone. Families 

regulate labour allocation and caregiving responsibilities; communities influence marriage and 

social  participation;  labour  systems  shape  economic  dependence;  and  legal  institutions 

determine access to rights and remedies. Women's experiences consequently emerge through 

interacting organisational arrangements rather than isolated institutional sites.

A central contribution of governance frameworks lies in their ability to explain how power 

frequently operates through normalisation rather than direct coercion. Foucault (1977) argues 

that modern systems of power increasingly function through disciplinary processes that shape 

behaviour and produce conformity through ordinary practices rather than explicit force. Such 

insights remain particularly useful for examining gender, because many constraints affecting 

women  operate  through  social  expectations  embedded  within  everyday  life.  Expectations 

concerning caregiving, marriage timing, domestic labour, educational priorities, mobility, and 

sexuality  frequently  become  internalised  through  socialisation  processes.  As  a  result, 

behavioural conformity often appears voluntary despite emerging within unequal organisational 

contexts.

Normalisation is important analytically because it explains why institutional continuity persists 

despite  changing  legal  and  political  arrangements.  When  expectations  become  routinised 

through  everyday  practice,  unequal  arrangements  frequently  remain  invisible.  Caregiving 

responsibilities become framed as natural obligations; restrictions concerning mobility become 

justified  through  safety  concerns;  and  labour  inequalities  become  interpreted  as  personal 

choices rather than structural outcomes. Governance frameworks therefore enable analysis of 

subtle forms of institutional power that are frequently overlooked within approaches focusing 

exclusively upon formal restrictions.

Importantly,  governance  should not  be  interpreted as  replacing patriarchy as  a  theoretical 

framework. Feminist scholarship has long conceptualised patriarchy as a central explanatory 

category because it identifies gendered power relations embedded within social institutions 

(Walby,  1990).  Patriarchy  explains  hierarchical  relations  between  genders;  however, 

governance  frameworks  extend  this  analysis  by  examining  how  those  relations  become 

operationalised institutionally across multiple domains simultaneously. Governance therefore 

addresses mechanisms rather than replacing structural critique.

https://www.ijlmh.com/
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Walby's (1990) theorisation of patriarchy remains particularly useful because it conceptualises 

patriarchal systems as operating through interconnected structures including households, labour 

systems, culture, sexuality, and state institutions. Governance frameworks complement this 

approach by focusing upon the interactions connecting these domains. Women's experiences 

rarely  emerge  from  singular  institutional  failures.  Instead,  they  are  produced  through 

overlapping organisational arrangements that reinforce one another across different spheres of 

life.

Familial arrangements provide perhaps the clearest illustration of this interaction. Households 

are  frequently  conceptualised  primarily  as  private  spaces  associated  with  care,  emotional 

support, and socialisation. However, households simultaneously function as important sites 

organising labour allocation, marriage decisions, educational investment, inheritance practices, 

caregiving responsibilities, and social participation (Kandiyoti, 1988). Such arrangements often 

remain invisible because behavioural expectations become embedded within ordinary practices.

Kandiyoti's  (1988)  concept  of  patriarchal  bargaining  further  complicates  simplistic 

understandings  of  domination  by  demonstrating  that  women  frequently  negotiate  within 

institutional constraints rather than outside them. Agency therefore should not be conceptualised 

as existing independently from governance processes. Women often exercise agency within 

organisational  environments  structured  by  unequal  access  to  resources  and  opportunities. 

Governance  frameworks  become  useful  because  they  capture  these  negotiations  without 

reducing women either to passive subjects or to entirely autonomous actors.

Intersectionality further strengthens governance analysis, because organisational arrangements 

rarely affect all women uniformly. Women's experiences differ significantly according to caste 

location,  class  position,  religion,  geography,  disability,  educational  access,  and  economic 

resources. Universalised understandings of women's experiences consequently risk obscuring 

differentiated forms of inequality.

Chakravarti's (1993) conceptualisation of Brahmanical patriarchy provides important insight 

because it demonstrates how the preservation of caste hierarchies historically depended upon 

regulating women's sexuality, labour, and reproductive roles. Governance concerning women 

therefore frequently functions simultaneously as governance concerning social hierarchy itself. 

Marriage regulation, reproductive expectations, and control over sexuality historically operated 

not simply as gendered practices but as mechanisms preserving caste boundaries and lineage 

continuity.

https://www.ijlmh.com/
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Similarly,  Rege (1998) argues that  experiences of gender cannot be separated from social 

location, because caste structures shape access to opportunities, institutional treatment, and 

social legitimacy differently across groups. Examining women's status through governance 

frameworks therefore requires attention to intersecting organisational processes rather than 

singular explanatory categories.

Religion also functions as an important site through which behavioural expectations become 

institutionalised. Religious systems frequently transform social norms into moral obligations, 

thereby strengthening the legitimacy surrounding particular forms of behaviour. Expectations 

concerning caregiving, sexuality, obedience, and family responsibilities often acquire additional 

authority when embedded within moral frameworks. Governance through morality frequently 

proves  durable  because  institutional  expectations  appear  socially  desirable  rather  than 

restrictive.

Economic arrangements constitute another critical dimension of governance, because access to 

productive resources substantially shapes autonomy and bargaining power. Labour systems, 

ownership structures, wage distribution, and access to assets influence participation within 

households  and  communities.  Agarwal  (1994)  argues  that  unequal  access  to  productive 

resources contributes significantly toward dependency, because ownership shapes negotiating 

capacity and decision-making authority. Economic organisation therefore remains central to 

understanding how organisational inequalities persist.

Understanding governance as dispersed institutional processes consequently shifts analytical 

attention away from isolated discriminatory practices and toward broader systems organising 

social  life.  Such  an  approach  becomes  particularly  valuable  historically  because  the 

organisational arrangements regulating women rarely disappear entirely. Instead, they adapt 

institutionally while continuing to shape access to mobility, labour participation, sexuality, and 

resources.

The following historical sections apply this framework to examine how these arrangements 

evolved across different  historical  periods.  Rather than treating historical change as linear 

progression or decline, the analysis focuses upon how organisational forms transformed while 

maintaining continuity in shaping women's participation and autonomy.

III.  ANCIENT INDIA:  KINSHIP,  PROPERTY,  AND EARLY ORGANISATIONAL 

FORMS OF GENDER GOVERNANCE

Historical discussions concerning women's status in ancient India have frequently been shaped 

by polarised narratives oscillating between claims of relative empowerment and arguments 

https://www.ijlmh.com/
https://www.ijlmh.com/


3140 International Journal of Law Management & Humanities [Vol. 9 Iss 3, 3133]

© 2026. International Journal of Law Management & Humanities [ISSN 2581-5369]

emphasising institutional decline. Earlier scholarship often highlighted women's participation 

within religious activities, intellectual traditions, and educational spaces during early periods, 

while  subsequent  analyses  focused  upon  increasing  restrictions  associated  with  social 

stratification and the consolidation of patriarchal authority (Altekar, 1956). Although these 

narratives  provide  important  historical  insight,  binary  framings  frequently  obscure  the 

organisational arrangements through which women's participation, labour, mobility, and access 

to resources were structured.  Understanding women's status during ancient India therefore 

requires shifting analytical attention from descriptive accounts toward examining how kinship, 

property systems, social hierarchy, and normative institutions collectively shaped everyday life.

Ancient social organisation operated primarily through dispersed authority structures rather 

than  centralised  institutional  arrangements.  Families,  lineage  systems,  religious  authority, 

community relations, and economic organisation collectively structured participation and social 

legitimacy. Women's experiences consequently emerged through interactions between multiple 

sites of authority operating simultaneously. Such arrangements remain historically important 

because many contemporary forms of social organisation regulating women's participation have 

roots within earlier institutional configurations. Examining ancient India through governance 

frameworks therefore enables analysis of continuity rather than treating historical periods as 

isolated stages of development.

A. Kinship systems and familial organisation

Kinship represented one of the most significant organisational mechanisms shaping social life, 

because lineage systems regulated inheritance patterns, labour allocation, social legitimacy, 

reproductive  expectations,  and  family  continuity.  Familial  arrangements  extended  beyond 

private life and functioned as important institutional sites determining access to resources and 

participation within broader social structures.

Earlier scholarship frequently suggests that women within early Vedic periods experienced 

comparatively greater participation within educational and religious activities than women in 

later periods (Altekar, 1956). References to women intellectuals including Gargi Vachaknavi 

and  Maitreyi  are  often  used  to  demonstrate  women's  participation  within  philosophical 

traditions. However, isolated examples of participation should not obscure the broader social 

arrangements shaping everyday experiences.  Participation within intellectual  life  coexisted 

alongside  institutional  arrangements  emphasising  familial  responsibilities,  reproductive 

expectations, and lineage continuity.
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Kinship systems frequently organised women's social identity relationally. Women's access to 

resources, legitimacy, and authority often remained mediated through relationships with fathers, 

husbands, and sons. Such relational positioning mattered institutionally because dependence 

upon family structures shaped participation within economic, religious, and social spheres. 

Social organisation therefore functioned not simply through explicit restrictions but through 

arrangements embedding women within networks of dependency.

Kinship structures also regulated labour allocation. Domestic work, caregiving responsibilities, 

and  reproductive  labour  were  increasingly  embedded  within  family  arrangements  and 

normalised through everyday practice.  These arrangements  became particularly significant 

because labour distribution frequently appeared natural rather than organisationally produced. 

Care work and household responsibilities therefore became institutionalised through repetition 

and socialisation rather than explicit compulsion.

Importantly, familial organisation should not be understood as separate from broader social 

structures.  Decisions  concerning  marriage,  inheritance,  education,  and  labour  frequently 

reflected  wider  concerns  regarding  lineage  preservation,  social  legitimacy,  and  status 

maintenance. Families therefore functioned as intermediary institutions connecting private life 

with broader systems of social organisation.

B. Religious authority and normative ordering

Religious  institutions  represented  another  significant  source  of  social  ordering,  because 

behavioural  expectations  increasingly  acquired  legitimacy  through  moral  and  spiritual 

frameworks. Governance through religion often proved particularly durable because obligations 

embedded within moral systems frequently appear natural or divinely sanctioned rather than 

socially constructed.

Historical scholarship has frequently emphasised women's participation within ritual practices 

and educational traditions during earlier periods (Altekar, 1956). However, participation within 

religious life should not automatically be equated with institutional equality, because religious 

institutions simultaneously expanded and constrained opportunities.

Normative  systems  frequently  shaped  expectations  concerning  caregiving  responsibilities, 

obedience,  sexuality,  family  obligations,  and  social  conduct.  These  expectations  acquired 

additional force because they were embedded within broader moral frameworks. Religious 

authority therefore functioned not merely through ritual participation but through everyday 

behavioural expectations regulating social life.

https://www.ijlmh.com/
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Chakravarti  (2003)  argues  that  gender  relations  increasingly  became  embedded  within 

ideological  systems  organising  labour,  sexuality,  and  social  hierarchy.  Such  arrangements 

demonstrate  that  normative  authority  operated  beyond  formal  institutions  and  became 

embedded within ordinary practices. Consequently, behavioural conformity frequently emerged 

through internalisation rather than direct coercion.

Importantly, religious authority rarely operated independently. Moral expectations interacted 

continuously with kinship systems, economic organisation, and social hierarchy, producing 

overlapping arrangements shaping women's participation. Examining religion separately from 

broader  institutional  contexts  therefore  risks  obscuring  how  authority  circulated  through 

multiple sites simultaneously.

C. Property relations, economic participation, and resource dependency

Economic  organisation  significantly  influenced  women's  autonomy,  because  access  to 

productive  resources  shapes  bargaining power,  participation,  and social  mobility.  Property 

relations  should  therefore  be  understood  not  solely  as  economic  arrangements  but  as 

mechanisms influencing authority and decision-making capacity.

Inheritance patterns increasingly reflected concerns surrounding lineage continuity and the 

transmission  of  resources  through  male-controlled  family  systems.  Women's  access  to 

ownership  frequently  remained  mediated  through  familial  arrangements,  reinforcing 

dependency upon household structures.

Historical inheritance practices demonstrate these dynamics clearly. Although certain forms of 

property ownership existed through concepts such as stridhan, control over productive assets 

largely  remained  embedded  within  lineage  arrangements,  limiting  independent  access  to 

resources (Agarwal,  1994).  This distinction between ownership and control  is  analytically 

important  because nominal  rights do not  necessarily translate into autonomy when access 

remains institutionally mediated.

Economic  participation  also  frequently  coexisted  alongside  restricted  authority  over  the 

resources  generated  through  labour.  Women  contributed  significantly  within  agricultural 

systems, household production, and domestic economies while often exercising limited control 

over wealth accumulation and distribution. Such distinctions reveal why participation alone 

should not be interpreted as empowerment.

Agarwal (1994) argues that ownership structures substantially influence bargaining capacity, 

because access to resources shapes negotiating power within households and communities. 
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Economic  dependency  therefore  should  be  understood  as  socially  organised  rather  than 

individually produced.

D. Social reproduction and the organisation of gender roles

Social reproduction represented another important mechanism shaping women's status, because 

societies  reproduce  labour  systems,  social  values,  and  institutional  expectations  across 

generations.  Women's  responsibilities  concerning  caregiving,  reproduction,  and  domestic 

labour  therefore  extended beyond household  activities  and became central  to  maintaining 

broader social organisation.

Regulation concerning reproduction became increasingly important because lineage continuity, 

inheritance arrangements, and social hierarchy depended substantially upon family organisation 

(Kosambi,  1962).  Women's  reproductive  roles  consequently  acquired  broader  institutional 

significance beyond family life alone.

Expectations  concerning  caregiving,  obedience,  domestic  work,  and  social  responsibility 

gradually  became  embedded  through  socialisation  processes.  Behavioural  expectations 

therefore operated through routinisation rather than constant enforcement. Social organisation 

proved durable precisely because expectations became normalised within everyday life.

Examining  ancient  India  through  governance  frameworks  consequently  demonstrates  that 

women's  experiences  were  shaped  through  interacting  kinship  arrangements,  normative 

systems, property relations, and labour organisation rather than isolated customs or singular 

practices.  These  early  institutional  configurations  established  patterns  influencing  later 

historical  periods  by  embedding  gendered  participation  within  broader  systems  of  social 

organisation.

While  kinship systems,  religious authority,  and property relations established foundational 

arrangements regulating women's participation, later historical periods intensified these patterns 

through stronger community surveillance, expanding social stratification, and increasingly rigid 

control  over  sexuality  and  mobility.  Medieval  India  therefore  represents  institutional 

consolidation rather than complete transformation.

IV.  MEDIEVAL INDIA:  INSTITUTIONAL CONSOLIDATION,  SOCIAL 

SURVEILLANCE, AND THE INTENSIFICATION OF GENDERED CONTROL

The medieval period occupies a central position within scholarship examining women's status, 

because it is frequently associated with expanding restrictions concerning mobility, sexuality, 

education, labour participation, and public visibility. Historical accounts often characterise this 
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period through narratives of decline, arguing that women experienced increasing exclusion from 

public life and stronger patriarchal control. While evidence suggests intensifying restrictions 

across many communities and regions, framing medieval India exclusively through decline 

risks  oversimplifying  the  institutional  transformations  shaping  women's  lives.  Women's 

experiences  during  this  period  emerged  through  interactions  between  households,  caste 

hierarchies, religious institutions, marriage systems, and community networks that collectively 

reorganised participation and social legitimacy. Understanding this period therefore requires 

attention not merely to changing customs but to the expanding systems of social organisation 

regulating everyday life.

A defining  characteristic  of  medieval  social  organisation  was  the  increasing  diffusion  of 

authority  across  multiple  institutional  sites.  Regulation concerning women rarely operated 

through singular institutions. Families structured marriage and labour responsibilities; caste 

arrangements governed sexuality and lineage preservation; communities enforced behavioural 

conformity;  and  religious  systems legitimised  expectations  concerning  social  roles.  These 

overlapping arrangements created durable mechanisms of social ordering because expectations 

were reinforced simultaneously across multiple domains. Restrictions concerning autonomy 

therefore frequently appeared socially necessary rather than institutionally produced.

Importantly, intensification during this period occurred alongside changing political, economic, 

and  social  conditions.  Expanding  social  stratification,  concerns  regarding  lineage 

preservation,  political  instability,  and  transformations  in  agrarian  organisation  contributed 

toward stronger control over women's sexuality, labour, and mobility. Gendered regulation 

should therefore be understood as connected to broader social  transformations rather than 

isolated cultural developments.

A. Marriage systems as organisational mechanisms

Marriage represented one of the most important institutional arrangements shaping women's 

lives, because it regulated sexuality, labour allocation, inheritance patterns, family continuity, 

and social legitimacy simultaneously. Marriage functioned not simply as a social practice but 

as an organising mechanism structuring broader relations of power.

Practices associated with child marriage, restrictions concerning widow remarriage, and limited 

marital autonomy illustrate how intimate relations frequently became institutional sites for 

preserving broader social arrangements (Sharma, 1990). Child marriage, for instance, regulated 

reproductive capacity, reinforced familial authority, and reduced opportunities for independent 
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participation outside kinship networks. Marriage therefore organised both intimate life and 

wider social hierarchies.

Marriage systems also shaped labour distribution. Women's productive and reproductive labour 

increasingly became embedded within marital arrangements, where caregiving, domestic work, 

and household management were normalised as expected responsibilities. Such arrangements 

influenced access to education, mobility, and participation within economic life.

Importantly, these arrangements operated significantly through internalisation. Expectations 

surrounding caregiving responsibilities,  sacrifice,  obedience,  and family honour frequently 

became  embedded  within  everyday  practices.  Marriage  therefore  functioned  as  an 

organisational site where behavioural expectations were reproduced across generations.

Economic dependency reinforced these arrangements further, because access to resources and 

social security frequently remained mediated through marital relations. Consequently, marriage 

systems simultaneously shaped economic participation, social legitimacy, and labour allocation.

B. Caste organisation and control over sexuality

Caste arrangements constituted one of the most significant systems organising gender relations 

during the medieval period, because the preservation of hierarchy frequently depended upon 

regulating women's  sexuality  and reproductive  roles.  Control  over  marriage and sexuality 

became central  mechanisms through which lineage continuity and social  boundaries  were 

maintained.

Chakravarti's (1993) conceptualisation of Brahmanical patriarchy remains particularly useful 

because  it  demonstrates  how  regulation  concerning  women  simultaneously  functioned  as 

regulation concerning caste itself. Marriage choices, reproductive expectations, and restrictions 

concerning  sexuality  consequently  operated  not  merely  as  gendered  practices  but  as 

mechanisms preserving broader social organisation.

Women's bodies frequently became sites through which concerns surrounding purity, honour, 

and status were negotiated. Social expectations concerning sexuality therefore extended beyond 

individual households, because communities participated actively in monitoring conformity 

with accepted norms.

Importantly, caste-based organisation produced differentiated experiences rather than uniform 

restrictions. Women located differently within social hierarchies experienced distinct forms of 

control shaped by economic resources, labour participation, and social position. Upper-caste 

women frequently encountered stronger restrictions concerning mobility and sexuality linked 
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to status preservation, whereas marginalised women often participated more visibly within 

labour  systems  while  simultaneously  experiencing  heightened  vulnerability  and  social 

exclusion.

Rege (1998) argues that experiences of gender cannot be separated from caste location, because 

social  position  substantially  influences  institutional  treatment  and  access  to  opportunities. 

Examining medieval gender relations therefore requires attention to differentiated experiences 

rather than universalised narratives.

C. Community surveillance and collective enforcement

Community  networks  increasingly  functioned  as  important  mechanisms  for  maintaining 

behavioural conformity, because social regulation often depended upon collective monitoring 

rather  than  formal  institutions  alone.  Expectations  concerning  mobility,  sexuality,  public 

participation,  and  family  responsibilities  were  frequently  reinforced  through  community 

observation and social sanctions.

Restrictions concerning visibility, dress, social interaction, and participation within public life 

illustrate how behavioural expectations were enforced collectively rather than individually. 

Families  regulated behaviour  within  households  while  communities  reinforced conformity 

through reputational consequences, exclusionary practices, and social pressure (Forbes, 1996).

Community surveillance proved particularly effective because regulation frequently remained 

informal. Compliance did not always require formal punishment, because legitimacy itself 

depended significantly upon conformity.  Women therefore often navigated expectations in 

anticipation of social consequences rather than direct intervention.

Collective  enforcement  also  contributed  toward  internalisation.  Behavioural  expectations 

became routinised because surveillance operated continuously within everyday interactions. 

Such arrangements demonstrate how social organisation frequently functions through ordinary 

practices rather than visible forms of coercion.

Importantly,  community-based monitoring extended regulatory authority beyond household 

institutions.  Control  over  women's  behaviour  became a collective social  project  involving 

multiple actors simultaneously.

D. Mobility, spatial organisation, and public participation

Control over mobility constituted another important mechanism shaping women's participation, 

because  access  to  movement  directly  influences  education,  labour  opportunities,  political 
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participation, and social interaction. Restrictions concerning movement therefore affected much 

more than physical mobility; they shaped access to resources and autonomy itself.

Practices associated with seclusion and gendered separation illustrate how spatial organisation 

became linked with social legitimacy. Systems associated with purdah and seclusion operated 

unevenly across caste and class positions, demonstrating that regulatory arrangements produced 

differentiated rather than uniform experiences (Forbes, 1996).

Spatial restrictions also interacted closely with labour organisation. Reduced access to public 

spaces  frequently  limited  economic  opportunities  while  reinforcing  dependence  upon 

household structures. Control over movement consequently contributed toward maintaining 

broader inequalities concerning resources and participation.

Importantly,  spatial  organisation  frequently  operated  through  narratives  concerning 

respectability, protection, and honour. Restrictions therefore often appeared protective rather 

than  exclusionary,  strengthening  their  social  legitimacy.  Such  normalisation  contributed 

significantly  toward  institutional  durability  because  behavioural  expectations  became 

embedded within everyday life.

Examining medieval India through governance frameworks therefore demonstrates that this 

period should not simply be understood through narratives of decline. Rather, medieval social 

organisation  intensified  earlier  arrangements  by  embedding  control  more  deeply  within 

marriage systems, caste hierarchies, community surveillance, and mobility restrictions. These 

developments remain historically important because they consolidated organisational patterns 

that later periods modified but rarely eliminated.

Colonial  intervention did not replace these arrangements.  Instead, reformist  projects,  legal 

codification, and administrative restructuring interacted with pre-existing familial, caste-based, 

and community institutions, producing layered forms of regulation operating simultaneously.

V. COLONIAL GOVERNANCE, REFORM, AND THE REORGANISATION OF GENDER 

RELATIONS

Colonial intervention occupies a significant position within scholarship examining women's 

status in India, because it introduced legal codification, administrative expansion, educational 

reforms,  and  new  forms  of  political  authority  that  substantially  altered  existing  social 

arrangements.  Colonialism  is  frequently  interpreted  through  competing  narratives.  One 

perspective emphasises modernisation processes that expanded women's access to education, 

legal  recognition,  and  public  participation.  Another  highlights  how  colonial  authority 
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reproduced paternalistic relations by constructing Indian women as subjects requiring rescue 

and intervention. These competing interpretations illustrate that colonial governance cannot be 

understood exclusively through either emancipation or domination, because reform and control 

frequently operated simultaneously.

Colonial rule did not simply replace earlier social arrangements organising women's lives. 

Instead, colonial institutions interacted with pre-existing kinship systems, caste hierarchies, 

religious authority, and community practices, producing layered forms of social organisation 

operating  simultaneously.  Women's  experiences  during  this  period  consequently  emerged 

through interactions between older institutional forms and newly introduced administrative 

mechanisms.  Examining  colonialism  through  governance  frameworks  therefore  reveals 

continuity alongside transformation rather than rupture.

Importantly,  women's  status  became  central  to  colonial  political  projects,  because  gender 

increasingly functioned as a site through which colonial legitimacy was produced. Questions 

concerning marriage,  sexuality,  widowhood, education,  and domesticity became politically 

significant,  because debates  concerning women frequently operated as  debates  concerning 

civilisation, tradition, and authority. Governance during this period therefore expanded beyond 

social  regulation  alone  and  became  deeply  embedded  within  administrative  and  political 

projects.

A. Colonial narratives, civilisational discourse, and the production of women's status

Colonial discourse frequently represented women's status as evidence through which Indian 

society  itself  could  be  evaluated.  Social  practices  affecting  women  increasingly  became 

symbols used to justify intervention and administrative authority. Colonial narratives often 

framed Indian  women as  victims  requiring  protection  from oppressive  cultural  traditions, 

thereby positioning colonial institutions as agents of progress (Mani, 1998).

These narratives had important consequences because women increasingly became objects of 

reform  rather  than  autonomous  participants  within  political  debates.  Colonial  discourse 

frequently constructed women as passive recipients of intervention while limiting opportunities 

for  self-representation.  Governance  therefore  operated  not  only  through  legal  reform  but 

through the discursive production of gendered identities.

Debates  surrounding practices  such as  sati illustrate  these  contradictions  clearly.  Colonial 

abolitionist interventions increasingly framed reform as evidence of civilisational superiority 

while simultaneously marginalising women's voices within reform processes (Mani, 1998). The 

significance of the sati debates therefore extends beyond abolition itself, because these debates 
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reveal how women's bodies became sites through which competing claims concerning authority 

and legitimacy were negotiated.

Colonial narratives also institutionalised particular understandings concerning vulnerability and 

protection.  Women  frequently  became  represented  through  paternalistic  frameworks 

emphasising dependency and rescue. These representations proved influential because later 

institutional responses toward women's issues often retained protective rather than autonomy-

centred approaches.

Importantly,  intervention  remained  selective.  Certain  practices  received  extensive 

administrative attention while structural inequalities concerning labour participation, economic 

dependency,  and  property  ownership  frequently  remained  under-addressed.  Selective 

intervention demonstrates that reform priorities were shaped significantly by political objectives 

rather than by comprehensive commitments toward equality.

B. Legal codification and contradictory reform processes

Legal  intervention  represented  one  of  the  most  visible  colonial  transformations,  because 

regulation increasingly shifted toward codified legal systems. Questions concerning marriage, 

widowhood, inheritance, and family relations increasingly became matters of administrative 

regulation.

Reforms concerning sati abolition, widow remarriage, and inheritance rights expanded formal 

legal  involvement  within  social  life.  However,  legal  recognition  alone  rarely  transformed 

everyday experiences, because the social arrangements mediating access to rights remained 

largely intact (Forbes, 1996).

Socio-legal  scholarship  consistently  demonstrates  that  formal  legal  change  does  not 

automatically dismantle embedded inequalities, because implementation remains shaped by 

economic resources, social legitimacy, and institutional accessibility. Colonial reforms illustrate 

this contradiction clearly. Legal change frequently coexisted with continuing dependence upon 

families, caste networks, and community structures.

Codification  itself  functioned  as  an  important  organising  mechanism,  because  colonial 

institutions increasingly categorised social practices into administratively manageable forms. 

Marriage systems, inheritance rules, religious practices, and family relations were transformed 

into bureaucratic categories subject to state interpretation. Governance therefore expanded not 

merely  through  rights  creation  but  through  administrative  classification  and  institutional 

oversight.
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Importantly, legal intervention produced contradictory outcomes. Reform initiatives expanded 

certain forms of protection while simultaneously strengthening colonial authority concerning 

social organisation. Legal change therefore functioned both as intervention and as consolidation 

of administrative power.

C. Reform movements and institutional persistence

Social  reform  movements  significantly  expanded  public  debates  concerning  education, 

widowhood,  marriage  practices,  and  women's  participation  within  social  life.  Reformist 

initiatives increasingly challenged discriminatory practices while advocating broader access to 

opportunities.

However,  reform frequently  remained institutionally  constrained,  because  many initiatives 

continued conceptualising women primarily through familial  roles rather than autonomous 

citizenship. Women were frequently represented as mothers, caregivers, and moral guardians 

responsible for maintaining social order rather than as independent political actors (Sarkar, 

2001).

Similarly,  reforms  concerning  widow  remarriage  and  women's  education  expanded 

participation  while  remaining  shaped  by  expectations  surrounding  domesticity  and 

respectability. Educational participation, for example, often remained linked with producing 

better wives and mothers rather than autonomous individuals.

These  contradictions  illustrate  that  reform  frequently  altered  organisational  arrangements 

without  fundamentally  restructuring  social  expectations.  Opportunities  expanded  while 

dependency persisted; participation increased while household responsibilities remained largely 

unchanged.  Institutional  continuity  therefore  frequently  survived  within  transformed 

organisational contexts.

Reform movements also reveal  how multiple arrangements increasingly operated together. 

Families, communities, educational institutions, and administrative structures simultaneously 

shaped women's experiences rather than functioning independently.

D. Education, domesticity, and gendered modernity

Educational expansion represented one of the most important colonial transformations, because 

formal schooling increasingly influenced labour opportunities, public participation, and social 

mobility.
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However,  educational  opportunities  frequently  expanded  within  frameworks  emphasising 

morality, domesticity, and caregiving responsibilities. Education therefore functioned not solely 

as empowerment but also as an instrument shaping acceptable forms of femininity.

Educational institutions themselves acted as important sites of social organisation, because 

curricula,  behavioural  expectations,  and  institutional  practices  influenced  perceptions 

concerning  gender  roles.  The  expansion  of  schooling  therefore  produced  contradictory 

outcomes by simultaneously creating opportunities and reinforcing normative expectations.

Women's educational participation increasingly generated new forms of visibility within public 

life. Yet access frequently remained mediated through class position, caste location, geography, 

and familial support. Educational expansion consequently produced uneven outcomes rather 

than universal transformation.

Importantly,  colonial  educational  projects  also  contributed  toward  constructing  ideals  of 

gendered  modernity  where  participation  within  public  life  remained  conditional  upon 

maintaining respectability and domestic responsibility. Inclusion therefore frequently operated 

alongside continued regulation.

Examining colonial governance through institutional frameworks consequently demonstrates 

that colonialism transformed rather than replaced earlier arrangements organising women's 

lives.  Administrative  expansion,  legal  reform,  educational  opportunities,  and  reform 

movements  altered  social  organisation  while  preserving  substantial  continuity  in  how 

participation, labour, and autonomy remained mediated through families, communities, and 

social hierarchies.

Contemporary institutional arrangements therefore emerged not through rupture but through 

accumulation. Legal modernisation and constitutional transformation modified the mechanisms 

shaping women's participation while preserving significant continuity in how labour, sexuality, 

family responsibilities, and autonomy remain socially mediated.

VI.  CONTEMPORARY INDIA:  ADAPTIVE INSTITUTIONS,  PERSISTENT 

INEQUALITIES, AND EMERGING SITES OF GOVERNANCE

Contemporary discussions concerning women's status in India are frequently characterised by 

contradiction. Expanding educational participation, increased legal recognition, greater political 

visibility, and growing access to professional opportunities often appear to suggest substantial 

movement toward gender equality. Simultaneously, continuing inequalities concerning labour 

participation,  unpaid care work,  violence,  mobility restrictions,  economic dependency, and 
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social surveillance remain significant features of everyday life. These contradictions indicate 

that women's status cannot be adequately understood through linear narratives of progress, 

because the organisational arrangements regulating participation frequently adapt rather than 

disappear.

Understanding contemporary women's experiences therefore requires attention to institutional 

continuity alongside transformation. Historical systems organising labour, sexuality, marriage, 

caregiving  responsibilities,  and  mobility  continue  influencing  contemporary  life  through 

modified arrangements embedded within households, labour markets, educational institutions, 

digital  spaces,  and  legal  systems.  Women's  experiences  consequently  emerge  through 

interactions  between  multiple  sites  of  authority  operating  simultaneously  rather  than 

independently.

Importantly, contemporary governance frequently operates less through explicit restrictions and 

more  through  internalised  expectations  embedded  within  ordinary  practices.  Expectations 

concerning caregiving, marriage, productivity, domestic labour, mobility, and respectability 

often  appear  voluntary  despite  being  shaped  through  unequal  social  arrangements.  Such 

normalisation helps explain why substantial legal reform frequently coexists with persistent 

inequality.

A. Families, care work, and continuing labour inequalities

Families remain among the most influential institutions shaping women's participation, because 

households  continue  organising  labour  allocation,  caregiving  responsibilities,  educational 

opportunities,  marriage  decisions,  and  mobility.  Although  women  increasingly  participate 

within higher education and professional spaces, household arrangements frequently mediate 

access to these opportunities.

Labour participation illustrates these contradictions particularly clearly. Expanding educational 

attainment has not translated proportionately into workforce participation, demonstrating that 

employment outcomes remain significantly shaped by household responsibilities and social 

expectations. Sen (1999) argues that inequalities frequently persist despite economic growth, 

because access to resources alone does not automatically transform the social arrangements 

shaping everyday decision-making.

Unpaid care work remains one of the clearest illustrations of institutional continuity, because 

caregiving responsibilities continue shaping women's economic participation despite changing 

educational patterns. Responsibilities concerning childcare, elder care, household management, 

emotional  labour,  and  domestic  maintenance  remain  disproportionately  concentrated  upon 
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women. Such unequal distribution matters significantly because labour outside formal markets 

directly affects income generation, professional mobility, and economic independence.

Economic participation consequently cannot be understood solely through workforce statistics, 

because  invisible  labour  substantially  shapes  opportunities.  Women  frequently  experience 

interrupted  career  trajectories,  reduced  professional  mobility,  and  constrained  access  to 

leadership opportunities due to unequal care responsibilities.

Family  institutions  also  continue  influencing  educational  investment,  migration  decisions, 

employment choices, and marriage timing. Participation within professional spaces frequently 

remains negotiated through relational arrangements rather than individual preference alone. 

Menon (2012) argues that family institutions remain central sites through which expectations 

concerning femininity and social responsibility are reproduced across generations.

Importantly,  these  arrangements  often  operate  through  internalisation  rather  than  direct 

enforcement. Sacrifice, caregiving, and domestic responsibility frequently become framed as 

desirable personal qualities rather than socially organised expectations. Such normalisation 

contributes  toward  persistence  because  unequal  arrangements  appear  culturally  legitimate 

rather than institutional.

B. Marriage, sexuality, and social legitimacy

Marriage continues functioning as one of the most  influential  organisational arrangements 

shaping  women's  lives,  because  it  regulates  sexuality,  labour  allocation,  caregiving 

expectations,  inheritance,  and  social  legitimacy  simultaneously.  Historical  arrangements 

concerning marriage have transformed institutionally but continue influencing participation 

through modified forms.

Marriage  governance  increasingly  operates  through  family  expectations,  community 

monitoring, and broader ideas concerning social respectability. Decisions concerning partner 

selection,  marriage  timing,  reproductive  expectations,  and  post-marital  responsibilities 

frequently remain influenced by family networks rather than individual autonomy alone.

Regulation  concerning  sexuality  remains  central  to  these  processes.  Women's  personal 

relationships frequently continue to be mediated through expectations surrounding honour, 

family  reputation,  and social  legitimacy.  Historical  concerns  regarding sexuality  therefore 

persist within contemporary contexts through modified forms of social monitoring.

Contemporary regulation concerning relationships demonstrates  this  continuity particularly 

clearly.  Familial  intervention  in  partner  choice,  social  monitoring  of  relationships,  and 
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community  responses  toward  inter-caste  relationships  illustrate  how  personal  autonomy 

frequently remains socially mediated rather than individually exercised.

Chakravarti's (1993) analysis of Brahmanical patriarchy remains particularly relevant, because 

caste  preservation  continues  intersecting  significantly  with  marriage  regulation  and 

reproductive expectations. Marriage choices therefore frequently operate simultaneously as 

questions concerning family, caste, and social hierarchy.

Marriage also remains closely connected with labour distribution. Domestic responsibilities 

frequently intensify following marriage, influencing economic participation and professional 

continuity. Marriage therefore continues functioning as an institutional arrangement organising 

broader social relations rather than merely intimate relationships.

C. Legal reform, rights expansion, and institutional limitations

Post-independence  constitutional  guarantees  and  legislative  reforms  have  substantially 

expanded formal protections concerning inheritance rights, political participation, workplace 

discrimination,  violence,  and  property  ownership.  Legal  recognition  has  undoubtedly 

transformed women's access to institutional remedies.

However, formal rights frequently coexist with continuing structural limitations. Socio-legal 

scholarship  consistently  demonstrates  that  legal  accessibility  remains  mediated  through 

economic  resources,  geography,  caste  position,  education,  and  social  legitimacy.  Rights 

therefore cannot be evaluated solely through legislative existence, because implementation 

remains institutionally uneven.

Economic dependency frequently affects access to justice, because financial insecurity shapes 

individuals' capacity to pursue formal remedies. Similarly, social stigma and family pressure 

often influence decisions concerning legal mobilisation. Access to rights consequently remains 

relational rather than purely formal.

Law itself  functions  as  an  important  site  of  governance,  because  legal  institutions  shape 

acceptable behaviour while creating categories through which experiences become recognisable 

administratively.  Legal  systems  therefore  influence  social  expectations  alongside  dispute 

resolution.

Importantly,  legal  reform  frequently  transforms  rather  than  eliminates  inequality.  Formal 

equality may coexist  with continuing dependency because the organisational arrangements 

shaping everyday life remain unevenly distributed.

https://www.ijlmh.com/
https://www.ijlmh.com/


3155 International Journal of Law Management & Humanities [Vol. 9 Iss 3, 3133]

© 2026. International Journal of Law Management & Humanities [ISSN 2581-5369]

D. Labour markets, economic participation, and resource control

Labour markets represent important organisational spaces, because access to income, assets, 

and  employment  significantly  influences  autonomy  and  bargaining  power.  Economic 

participation  therefore  extends  beyond  employment  numbers  toward  broader  questions 

concerning control over resources. Women continue experiencing occupational segregation, 

concentration within informal labour sectors, wage disparities, and interruptions associated with 

caregiving responsibilities. Such patterns demonstrate that labour markets themselves remain 

socially organised rather than neutral spaces.

Women's  economic  participation  frequently  remains  concentrated  within  care-oriented 

professions, precarious employment, or informal sectors characterised by lower wages and 

reduced protections. These patterns influence not only income generation but broader access to 

decision-making power. Agarwal (1994) argues that ownership remains particularly important, 

because  access  to  productive  resources  substantially  shapes  bargaining  capacity  within 

households  and  communities.  Economic  autonomy  therefore  depends  not  merely  upon 

employment but upon control over resources.

Importantly, labour participation alone should not automatically be equated with empowerment, 

because  participation  occurring  within  unequal  organisational  contexts  may  reproduce 

dependency rather than eliminate it.

E. Digital spaces, visibility, and emerging forms of social regulation

Technological  environments  increasingly  function  as  important  sites  through  which 

participation, surveillance, communication, and visibility are negotiated. Digital spaces have 

expanded  opportunities  for  education,  activism,  professional  networking,  and  political 

participation. Simultaneously, these spaces have generated new mechanisms through which 

regulation occurs.

Online  harassment,  digital  surveillance,  image-based  abuse,  and  monitoring  practices 

increasingly  reproduce  historical  concerns  surrounding  visibility  and  social  participation. 

Women's  presence within  digital  environments  frequently  remains  shaped by expectations 

concerning  behaviour,  appearance,  and  respectability.  Digital  regulation  is  particularly 

significant because surveillance increasingly operates through decentralised actors. Families, 

communities,  workplaces,  and  peer  networks  frequently  participate  simultaneously  in 

monitoring  online  behaviour.  Social  regulation  therefore  becomes  distributed  across 

technological  and  interpersonal  systems.  Importantly,  technological  environments  do  not 
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replace  earlier  organisational  forms.  Instead,  digital  spaces  frequently  amplify  existing 

inequalities by creating additional spaces through which expectations are reproduced.

Contemporary  India  therefore  illustrates  that  the  organisational  arrangements  regulating 

women's participation have transformed significantly while maintaining substantial continuity. 

Families,  marriage  systems,  labour  markets,  legal  institutions,  and  digital  technologies 

collectively shape participation, autonomy, and access to resources. Understanding women's 

status consequently requires attention not only to legal progress or social change but to the 

adaptive institutional processes through which inequality persists across changing historical 

contexts.

VII.  STRUCTURAL GOVERNANCE AS AN ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK FOR 

UNDERSTANDING WOMEN'S STATUS

The historical analysis presented throughout this paper demonstrates that women's status in 

India cannot be adequately understood through descriptive accounts of  social  practices  or 

isolated institutional developments, because women's experiences have historically emerged 

through  interactions  between  multiple  organisational  domains  operating  simultaneously. 

Families regulate labour allocation and caregiving responsibilities; caste arrangements shape 

social  legitimacy  and  marriage  practices;  labour  markets  influence  economic  autonomy; 

educational  institutions determine access to opportunities;  and legal  systems shape formal 

recognition and access to remedies. Examining these domains independently risks obscuring 

the processes through which inequality becomes embedded within ordinary life. Governance 

frameworks  provide  stronger  analytical  foundations  because  they  emphasise  interaction, 

continuity,  and  institutional  adaptation  rather  than  treating  social  practices  as  isolated 

phenomena.

A central contribution of governance-based approaches lies in their ability to explain continuity 

alongside  change.  Historical  discussions  concerning  women's  status  frequently  rely  upon 

binaries  of  progress  and  decline,  where  historical  periods  become  categorised  as  either 

emancipatory  or  restrictive.  Such  approaches  remain  descriptively  useful  but  frequently 

struggle  to  explain  why  inequalities  persist  despite  expanding  legal  rights,  educational 

participation,  and economic  opportunities.  Governance  frameworks  address  this  limitation 

because  they  focus  upon  organisational  continuity  rather  than  singular  moments  of 

transformation.

Importantly,  continuity  should  not  be  interpreted  as  stagnation.  The  mechanisms  shaping 

women's  participation  have  changed  significantly  across  historical  periods.  Kinship 
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arrangements  characteristic  of  ancient  social  organisation  differ  substantially  from 

contemporary labour markets or digital environments. However, institutional transformation 

does not necessarily eliminate regulatory effects. Systems organising women's participation 

frequently adapt by shifting institutional location while maintaining broader patterns of unequal 

distribution concerning labour, mobility, sexuality, and access to resources.

Historical  examples  throughout  this  paper  illustrate  this  adaptive  continuity  clearly.  Early 

kinship systems organised dependency through lineage structures and inheritance arrangements. 

Medieval  social  organisation  intensified  regulation  through  marriage  systems,  community 

surveillance, and mobility restrictions. Colonial institutions introduced legal codification and 

educational  reforms while  preserving paternalistic  assumptions  concerning women's  social 

position. Contemporary contexts increasingly organise participation through labour markets, 

technological  environments,  and expanded legal  frameworks.  Although institutional  forms 

differ substantially, many continue shaping similar domains of social life including labour 

allocation, caregiving responsibilities, sexuality, mobility, and access to opportunities.

Governance frameworks therefore enable a stronger understanding of why formal equality 

frequently coexists with substantive inequality. Expanding educational participation, increased 

political  representation,  and  constitutional  protections  have  undoubtedly  altered  women's 

access  to  opportunities.  Yet  unequal  labour  distribution,  caregiving  burdens,  occupational 

segregation,  and  social  monitoring  continue  affecting  participation.  These  contradictions 

suggest  that  rights  expansion alone does  not  automatically  transform the broader  systems 

organising everyday life.

Normalisation processes remain central to explaining this persistence. Foucault (1977) argues 

that behavioural conformity frequently emerges through ordinary practices rather than direct 

coercion. This insight remains particularly useful, because many contemporary inequalities 

operate  through  expectations  that  appear  natural  or  socially  desirable.  Caregiving 

responsibilities become framed as expressions of familial duty; mobility restrictions become 

justified through narratives concerning safety; and unequal labour allocation frequently appears 

voluntary despite being socially organised. Governance approaches therefore illuminate forms 

of power that remain difficult to capture through frameworks focusing exclusively upon law or 

formal institutions.

Intersectionality further strengthens governance analysis, because women do not experience 

social organisation uniformly. Gender intersects significantly with caste location, class position, 
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religion, geography, disability, and economic resources. Universalised approaches consequently 

risk obscuring differentiated experiences across social groups.

Rege's  (1998)  intervention  remains  important  because  experiences  of  gender  cannot  be 

separated from social  location. Similarly, Chakravarti's  (1993) theorisation of Brahmanical 

patriarchy  demonstrates  how  regulation  concerning  women  frequently  functions 

simultaneously as governance concerning caste hierarchy and social reproduction. Governance 

frameworks become particularly valuable because they permit examination of these intersecting 

processes rather than isolating categories of disadvantage.

Importantly, governance should not be interpreted as replacing feminist analyses centred upon 

patriarchy.  Patriarchy  remains  crucial  because  it  identifies  hierarchical  gender  relations 

embedded  within  institutions.  Governance  extends  this  analysis  by  examining  how those 

relations become operationalised through dispersed arrangements shaping behaviour across 

multiple  domains  simultaneously  (Walby,  1990).  Patriarchy  explains  unequal  relations; 

governance explains how those relations circulate institutionally.

Another significant contribution of governance approaches lies in shifting analytical attention 

toward relational processes rather than isolated actors. Women's experiences frequently emerge 

through interactions between institutions rather than singular sites of discrimination. Labour 

markets  interact  with  household  expectations;  marriage  systems  intersect  with  caste 

organisation; educational opportunities remain mediated through economic resources; and legal 

rights operate within broader social contexts.  Governance frameworks therefore encourage 

examination of institutional interaction rather than institutional isolation.

Understanding  women's  status  through  governance  consequently  moves  analysis  beyond 

descriptive accounts of empowerment or decline and toward examination of the processes 

through which inequality becomes organised, normalised, and reproduced. Such an approach 

provides  stronger  explanatory  foundations  because  it  recognises  both  transformation  and 

persistence simultaneously.

Governance frameworks therefore offer an important contribution to socio-legal scholarship by 

demonstrating that women's experiences are shaped not solely through law or culture alone but 

through  interacting  institutional  arrangements  regulating  participation,  autonomy,  labour, 

sexuality, and access to resources across changing historical contexts.
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VIII. CONCLUSION

This paper has argued that understanding the status of women in India requires moving beyond 

descriptive  historical  narratives  and  isolated  indicators  toward  examining  the  institutional 

processes shaping participation, autonomy, labour, mobility, and access to resources. While 

conventional approaches frequently assess women's status through literacy rates, educational 

attainment, labour force participation, or legal rights, these indicators alone provide limited 

explanation  of  how  inequalities  are  produced  and  reproduced  across  social  contexts.  A 

governance framework addresses this limitation by directing attention toward the dispersed 

arrangements through which behaviour is organised, opportunities are distributed, and social 

expectations are normalised.

The historical analysis demonstrates that women's experiences in India have consistently been 

shaped through interactions between multiple institutional domains rather than singular forms 

of authority. Ancient kinship systems, lineage arrangements, and property relations organised 

access  to  resources  and  social  legitimacy.  Medieval  social  organisation  intensified  these 

processes through marriage systems, caste preservation, community surveillance, and mobility 

restrictions.  Colonial  intervention  altered  these  arrangements  through  legal  codification, 

education,  and  administrative  expansion  while  simultaneously  reproducing  paternalistic 

assumptions  concerning  women's  social  position.  Contemporary  India  illustrates  further 

institutional  transformation,  where  households,  labour  markets,  legal  systems,  digital 

environments, and educational institutions collectively shape women's experiences.

A central argument advanced throughout this paper is that the systems organising women's 

participation  frequently  adapt  rather  than  disappear.  Institutional  transformation  should 

therefore  not  automatically  be  interpreted  as  institutional  liberation.  Expanding  legal 

protections, greater educational participation, increased political visibility, and wider economic 

opportunities have undoubtedly altered women's access to public life. However, unequal care 

responsibilities, labour market segmentation, continuing social surveillance, and differentiated 

access  to  resources  demonstrate  that  organisational  continuity  frequently  persists  within 

transformed contexts.

The paper also highlighted the importance of normalisation processes in sustaining inequality. 

Restrictions affecting women often operate through expectations embedded within everyday 

life rather  than through explicit  coercion alone.  Family responsibilities  become framed as 

personal obligation, labour inequalities become interpreted as individual choice, and mobility 

restrictions frequently appear as protective practices. Such normalisation contributes toward 
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institutional durability, because unequal arrangements often become socially embedded rather 

than externally imposed.

Importantly, this analysis also demonstrated that women's experiences cannot be understood 

through universalised categories.  Gender intersects significantly with caste,  class,  religion, 

geography, and economic position, producing differentiated experiences across institutional 

settings. Governance frameworks therefore provide stronger analytical foundations because 

they permit examination of multiple interacting systems rather than singular explanations.

Conceptualising women's status through governance ultimately shifts analytical attention from 

isolated practices toward the broader organisational processes shaping everyday life. Such an 

approach contributes to socio-legal scholarship by demonstrating that inequality persists not 

simply  because  discriminatory  practices  survive,  but  because  institutions  continuously 

reorganise how participation, labour, sexuality, and autonomy are structured across changing 

historical contexts. Understanding these adaptive processes remains essential for examining 

both continuity and transformation within women's experiences in India.
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