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1. Introduction 

 
Debates about the dignity, status, and socio-economic condition of women have a long, convoluted history, 
crossing over cultures and eras. In the traditional Indian system, the great texts such as the Upanishads and 
the Dharma-shastras, in particular, the Manusmriti, present brief glimpses into the various roles, 
expectations, and social positioning of women in their ancient counter parts. Understanding the historical 
aspect is crucial in preparing a background upon which the whole fabric of female consciousness and socio-
economic realities in modern times may be examined and imaged in land literature. This article explores the 
ancient Indian textual world, based on the excerpts from Brihadaranyaka Upanishad and Manusmriti, 
looking into the status of women's dignity and socio-economic standing, and then contextualizes modern 
socio-economic realities through provided data concerning Western society. The line of inquiry thus aims 
towards analyzing whether these ancient viewpoints resonate with modern Indian narratives, transform in 
some way, or diverge from them, for instance, in the works of Vasumati Udupa and Sunanda Kadame-the 
substance of which would feed inclusive research on gender and society. Regional literature, very often, 
provides a potent lens through which to observe the transformations in societies and the lived realities of 
individuals within specific cultural contexts. Udupa and Kadame are venerable names of Kannada literature, 
and the sources go on to indicate the emphasis these two authors have laid on the inner lives of women and 
the external circumstances under which these women exist, with an emphasis upon women caught in the flux 
of changing roles. 
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This article delineates the multifaceted representation of female dignity and 
economic status in ancient India, primarily through textual analysis of the 
Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, Manusmriti and others. It compares the dichotomous 
representations of these ancient texts concerning those of present-day female 
consciousness and socio-economic realities, using examples from recent times 
cited in the sources. While the paper intends to link this historical analysis with the 
theme of modern Indian literature, specifically the writing of Vasumati Udupa and 
Sunanda Kadame, the source material provided does not have any information on 
these authors or modern Indian statistics. On the contrary, it provides the ancient 
textual setting combined with relevant socio-economic dynamics presented in the 
sources (mainly Western), tracing the pathway for the scholarly endeavor in 
analyzing the resonance of these themes in modern literature with focus on the 
works of Vasumati Udupa and Sunanda Kadame in which the authors reclaim 
these central themes of female consciousness and socio-economic realities with 
suggestions. 
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2. Women in Ancient Times: Insights from Brihadaranyaka Upanaishad and Smriti 
 

2.1 The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad (7th-6th century BCE) 
The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad gives passages that show the possibility of women engaging in high 
philosophical and spiritual discourse. This text documents the instances involving Maitreyi engaged in a 
profound philosophical discussion with Yājñavalkya. Yājñavalkya respecsts Maitreyi for her spiritual 
knowledge and initiates the discussion with her concerning the truth of Vedāntas since she wishes for 
liberation from death rather than wealth. The interaction describes a woman capable of being respected for 
her spiritual and intellectual pursuits. The text contrasts Maitreyi, who "used to discuss Brahman," with 
Kātyāyani, who had an "essentially feminine outlook, minding household needs," which may indicate that 
some women engaged across the different spheres of life, though the tendency was geared towards 
domesticity. Yājñavalkya even seeks Maitreyi's permission before taking up the renounced life of a 
mendicant. 
 
2.2 Manusmriti (2nd century BCE) 

upadhyaayan-daśachaaryaha ācharyyamaṇayāṃ śatāṃ pitā । 

sahasrāṃtuvapatṝn-maata gauraveṇa-atirichyate॥ (2:145) 
The respect and dignity given to women—especially mothers—have been central to the Indian civilization's 
philosophical and cultural ethos. Women, and especially mothers, have been celebrated in most ancient texts, 
such as the Vedas, Upanishads, and literature of Dharmashastra, as the first teacher (ādya guru), moral 
teacher, and giver of life. 
 
The above verse from manusmriti tells that "ten upādhyāyas are equal to one ācārya, a hundred ācāryas are 
equal to father, but one thousand times respect to such father is not equal to one mother" (2.145). This 
indicates the utmost respect for the mother. This is not symbolic but a acknowledgment of the mother's 
function in forming character, cultivating potential, and conveying emotional and ethical values from earliest 
life. In Indian Knowledge Systems (IKS), Mātṛ Devo Bhava—"Treat your mother as a goddess"—is not merely 
a moral precept but a spiritual one focusing on the goddess-like nature of the feminine. Women, through the 
mother, are recognized as the basis of family, society, and knowledge continuity. Maintaining their dignity 
and honoring their contributions is not a question of justice alone but a reinstatement of cultural sense that 
regards the sacred within the nurturing, empathetic, and wise nature of woman. This value, when inculcated 
in contemporary education and society, can shape more human, balanced, and inclusive societies. 
 
2.3 Yajnavalkya Smriti 

The institution of Strīdhanam (स्त्रीधनम्), or a woman's wealth, is well defined and specially given legal and 
ethical protection in the Yājñavalkya Smṛti, an early Dharmaśāstra work written between the 1st and 3rd 
centuries CE. In comparison to previous smṛtis such as the Manusmṛti, Yājñavalkya presents a more 
systematic and forward-looking approach to women's rights over property. Yājñavalkya and subsequent 
commentaries (such as Mitākṣarā of Vijñāneśvara) divide Strīdhanam into different categories: 
 

• Ādhyagni-datta – Gifts made at the time of rituals of sacred fire (marriage). 

• Adhyāvāhana-datta – Gifts made at the time of the bridal procession. 

• Prītidatta – Gifts bestowed out of love by relatives or others. 

• Pitr-datta – Gifts bestowed by the father. 

• Mātṛ-datta – Gifts bestowed by the mother. 

• Bhrātṛ-datta – Gifts bestowed by the brother. 
 
The Yājñavalkya Smṛti is a notable landmark in ancient Indian legal thought by, dentifying the right of 
women to acquire, manage, and inherit property under Strīdhanam, Separating individual property from 
joint family assets, and Safeguarding women's economic independence to an extent rare in ancient legal 
systems. 
 
2.4  Other Smriti Granthas and Transitional Period 
Nārada Smṛti (4th-5th century CE): Strengthened women's property rights and created rights for women 
involved in trade. 
Bṛhaspati Smṛti (3rd-5th century CE): Expanded the categories of wealth that women could own. 
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Kātyāyana Smṛti (4th-6th century CE): Gave a great deal of law about inheritance for women. 
Transitional Period (7th-12th Century CE): Commentarial Literature 
Mitākṣarā by Vijñāneśvara (11th Century): The most significant commentary of Yājñavalkya. 
This text not only addressed ambiguities in the laws of Strīdhanam but also offered precedential decisions 
that would guide the community for centuries, and also made distinctions in the schools of inheritance. 
Dāyabhāga School (Bengal): Offered varied interpretation and more liberal rights of inheritance. 
Mitākṣarā School: Offered restrictive interpretations about inheritance from a joint family property 
perspective. 
There was a stronger adherence to the classical principles of Strīdhanam in South India. 
In North India, adherence weakened over time with the political instabilities of the time. 
The Bengal community benefitted from its place on the eastern side of India and continued to utilize the more 
liberal interpretations noted by Dāyabhāga. 
 

3. Medieval Period (12th-18th Century CE): 
 
There exist several areas of discontinuity when examining the ancient conceptions of women vis-à-vis the 
challenges and realities of women in modern times as per the sources referred to above (mostly in Western 
countries). The problems highlighted in the ancient texts deal with spiritual liberation, adherence to social 
and familial duties as per injunctions, caste purity, and legal/property rights within a patriarchal and often 
hierarchical setup. The dignity was often framed in terms of being able to perform these anticipated roles and 
maintaining chastity. 
 
3.1Delhi Sultanate Period (1206-1526) 
Islamic law created a parallel system of women's property rights 
Hindu law continued to apply in personal matters 
Diminishing use of classical Strīdhanam in North India 
Women in the royal family often retained considerable wealth and property 
 
3. 2 Mughal Period (1526-1757) 
Syncretic Practices: Islamic Mahr and Hindu Strīdhanam (and thinking) blended together 
Regional Persistence: South Indian kingdoms maintained many of the traditional practices 
Court Records: Evidence from court cases of wealthy women managing millions of properties 
Trade Networks: Women merchant in Gujarat and Rajasthan, maintained their economic independence 
 
3.3 Social Changes 
Regional Kingdoms: Vijayanagara, Maratha states preserved many of the traditional rights 
Conversely, the modern discussions on female consciousness and socio-economic reality, as represented in 
the above Western sources, highlight economic dependence and vulnerability, the economic impact of marital 
instability (divorce and separation), inequalities in patterns of marriage and cohabitation by race and 
economic background, the ability to reconcile paid work with family demands, and the adverse health effects 
of all these aspects. Modern dignity would, therefore, concern more equality, self-determination, economic 
security, and the being-right of doing so in manifold roles without compromising one's health and well-being. 
 

4. Discontinuity 
 
Though the ancient texts deal with socio-economic issues (such as inheritance or marriage customs involving 
payments), the kind of problems and the social-economic structures underlying these problems are far 
removed from the type of issues surfacing today because of industrialized economies, changing family forms, 
and shifting gender roles in the economy and within families. The emphasis on modern statistics in the 
sources is mostly on the US and Europe. 
 
In the United States, there's a clear connection between marital instability and women's economic status. 
Long-term studies show that after a divorce or separation, men often see an improvement in their financial 
situation, while women typically experience a decline. This underscores the economic vulnerability that many 
women encounter after a relationship ends. Additionally, family formation trends in the US have shifted 
dramatically; marriage is becoming less common, and non-marital cohabitation is on the rise. Unfortunately, 
racial and economic disparities in these experiences are widening. Projections indicate that the decline in 
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marriage rates is particularly pronounced among Black individuals compared to their White counterparts, 
especially for those from low-income backgrounds. 
 
In Southern European countries like Spain, traditional views on women's roles—especially when it comes to 
balancing paid work and family responsibilities—are still very much alive. Although more women are joining 
the workforce, their participation rates remain lower than those in Northern European countries, and fewer 
women work part-time compared to the EU average. Men's involvement in household chores in Spain is 
reported to be quite minimal. Research indicates that juggling job and family responsibilities can take a toll 
on women's health, particularly for those who are less privileged. While female workers in Spain may 
generally enjoy better health than full-time homemakers, they often engage in less healthy behaviors. The 
negative health impacts of family obligations seem to primarily affect women in lower socio-economic 
positions. This highlights how socio-economic status, employment, and family duties intertwine to influence 
women's health and overall well-being. 

 
 

Plot 1 

 
Plot 2                                                                     
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Plot 3 

 
Plot 4 

 
(Plot1 to Plot 4 provides socio-economic information of women in certain western countries) 

 
4.1 Mortality of married women aged 15-74 by own and by husband's social class 
The sources from England and Wales demonstrate how social class, which encompasses economic aspects 
like income and wealth as well as cultural and general life conditions, is associated with health outcomes, and 
how the classification of women's social status, particularly married women, has been approached and its 
implications for understanding health disparities 
This table1  below, from the OPCS Longitudinal Study (1971-1975) in England and Wales, explicitly compares 
classifying married women by their own social class versus their husband's social class and its relationship to 
mortality. The source notes that classifying married women by their husband's social class has been the 
traditional practice, based on the assumption that it provides a better guide to their overall life circumstances, 
including income, wealth, education, and culture, especially since many women were not active in the labor 
force outside the home. 
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Table 1 

Women's own social class Husbands's social class Observed SMR 

IIIN I 9 72 

IIIN II 51 88 

IIIN IIIN 47 94 

IIIN IIIM 74 98 

IIIN IV 42 119 

IIIN V 11 117 

"Inactive" (Mainly housewives) I 50 55 

"Inactive" (Mainly housewives) II 315 89 

"Inactive" (Mainly housewives) IIIN 147 79 

"Inactive" (Mainly housewives) IIIM 572 101 

"Inactive" (Mainly housewives) IV 308 102 

"Inactive" (Mainly housewives) V 187 130 

This table 1 demonstrates that while classifying women by their own social class (within the IIIN category 
shown here) shows some variation in SMR, the gradient is less clear than when "Inactive" women (mainly 
housewives) are classified by their husband's social class. For "Inactive" women, the SMR rises significantly 
from 55 for those married to men in Class I to 130 for those married to men in Class V, showing a strong 
inverse relationship between husband's social class and the woman's mortality9. This supports the idea that 
the husband's social class, which reflects broader economic and social circumstances, was a better predictor 
of a married woman's health outcomes in this context, highlighting how women's social and economic status 
has historically been viewed and measured, often through their marital link to a man's status. 

 
4.2 Statistics in India 
4.2.1 Female Labour Force Participation (FLFP): (Reference dge.gov.in.) 

• Overall (15+ years): 32.8% in 2021-22 (up from 23.3% in 2017-18) according to India’s Periodic Labour 
Force Survey (PLFS) 2021-22 

• Rural vs Urban: 36.6% in rural areas vs 23.8% in urban areas (2021-22 PLFS) 
4.2.2 Informal and Part-Time Employment: 

• An overwhelming majority of working women in India are in the informal sector (e.g. > 80% of female 
workers), with few formal part-time arrangements reported(Ref. 

• Official “part-time” classifications are rare—most women combine unpaid family duties with irregular or 
casual labour. 
4.2.3 Unpaid Domestic & Care Work (Time Use Survey 2024): 

• Domestic services: Women spend 289 min/day vs 88 min for men (unpaid household tasks) 

• Caregiving activities: Women spend 137 min/day vs 75 min for men (unpaid care for children, elderly, 
sick) 

• Despite slight declines from 2019, women still shoulder over five hours of unpaid work every day 
4.2.4 Marriage & Cohabitation Trends (15–29 year-olds, NSO 2019): 

• Never-married share: Rose from 13.5% (2011) to 19.9% of young women in 2019 

• Median age at first marriage: Increased from 17.4 years (2005-06) to 19.7 years (2019-21) for women 
aged 25–29 

• Live-in relationships: Now about 8% of metro youth couples (up from 3% in 2001) 
4.2.5 Health & Well-Being Under Dual Burdens: 

• While no large-scale Indian study exactly mirrors the Spanish findings, international evidence shows 
domestic work stress correlates with poorer self-rated health in women 

• Given the extremely high unpaid workload in India, similar negative health impacts (stress, mental health 
strain) are likely—especially among less-privileged women who can’t outsource household tasks. 

 
5. Narratives of Udupa and Kadame 

 
The works of Udupa and Kadame are explorations of the interplay between traditional and modern values. 
This interplay is particularly evident in their depiction of women who engage in work outside the home. 

https://dge.gov.in/dge/sites/default/files/2023-05/Female_Labour_Utilization_in_India_April_2023_final__1_-pages-1-2-merged__1_.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Both authors portray the complexities faced by working women. This includes the challenge of balancing 
domestic responsibilities with professional life. The narratives delve into the societal expectations placed 
upon women to adhere to traditional roles even as they participate in the modern workforce. 
The literary exploration captures the points of tension and negotiation as characters navigate these spheres. 
For instance, discussions or internal monologues in the stories might reflect the difficulty of reconciling a 
professional identity with traditional expectations of a wife and mother. The sources suggest that their stories 
provide a "picture of working women"7, implying a realistic portrayal of the challenges and perhaps the 
motivations behind women entering the workforce, which is a fundamental socio-economic shift. 
 
5.1  Exploring Female Consciousness 
A key aspect highlighted in the sources is the focus on "female consciousness"2. This refers to the subjective 
experiences, inner thoughts, emotions, and perspectives of the female characters. The sources suggest that 
the authors delve into the psychological and emotional landscapes of women navigating their circumstances. 
The portrayal of female consciousness in the stories is crucial for understanding the deeper impact of societal 
pressures and socio-economic realities on women. It goes beyond merely describing external events to 
explore how women feel, think, and make choices in response to their environment. For example, a 
character's internal conflict about pursuing a career versus fulfilling familial duties would be an exploration 
of her consciousness. The sources contain fragments of internal thought or dialogue that could illustrate this, 
such as reflections on duty, desire, or self-worth in the context of their roles (Inferred from the dialogues and 
narrative styles seen in pages 25-47 of Putta Paadada Gurutu) 
By giving voice to this inner world, Udupa and Kadame provide insights into women's resilience, agency, and 
the complex psychological adjustments required when traditional frameworks meet modern life. 
Understanding this consciousness is vital for a complete picture of women's experiences beyond just their 
visible actions or roles. 
 
5.2. Socio-Economic Realities 
The narratives, by depicting women entering the workforce, inherently engage with socio-economic realities. 
The decision or necessity for women to work is often driven by economic factors, contributing to household 
income or seeking financial independence. The challenges depicted, such as balancing work and family life, 
are direct consequences of women's changing socio-economic roles. 
The sources imply that the stories reflect the societal structures and expectations prevalent during the time of 
their writing. The portrayal of working women might touch upon issues like workplace environment, 
professional challenges, or the division of labor within the household, all of which are socio-economic issues 
with significant gender dimensions. The tension between traditional values (often reinforced by socio-
economic structures like patriarchal family systems) and modern opportunities (driven by economic 
development and urbanization) forms a core conflict within the narratives1 
 
5.3 Literary Analysis from the works of Udupa and Kadame - Table 2 

Major Theme 
English Translation from the 
works of the authors 

Analysis 

Judgment based 
on domestic 
duties 

Is her cooking good?When do they do all 
the housework?How does she raise the 
children? 

These questions, presented as common 
societal queries about working women, 
highlight the persistence of traditional 
expectations. A working woman's success 
is often measured not by her professional 
achievements, but by her adherence to 
domestic and maternal roles. 

Questioning 
motive for 
working 

Going to work for money, apparently? 
She works, running around for money.. 

These comments suggest a societal 
perception that women's work is primarily 
driven by financial need and is potentially 
unnecessary or even viewed negatively, 
implying other, perhaps more 'appropriate' 
reasons for a woman's activity should exist. 

Internal Anxiety 
and Lack of 
Peace 

If she goes from home, she worries in the 
office whether people will say 'Mom is 
not good, Mom is not good'; if something 
goes wrong in the office, she worries 

This powerful description illustrates the 
constant internal pressure faced by 
working women. They are caught between 
the demands and potential judgments of 
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when she comes home what the family 
members will say. There is no peace 
anywhere. 

both their workplace and their home life, 
leading to pervasive anxiety and a lack of 
inner calm. 

Physical and 
Mental Fatigue 

The life of a working woman is a race 
the body and mind are tired 

This imagery emphasizes the exhausting 
nature of balancing multiple 
responsibilities. The "race" signifies the 
relentless pace and effort required, leading 
to both physical and mental fatigue, a 
direct consequence of juggling work and 
home duties. 

Negative 
Stereotypes 

Even though she runs around outside 
(working), if you talk about housework... 
very allergic... 
Even though she works, her head is full 
of arrogance/pride 

These comments reflect negative 
stereotypes where working women are 
perceived as neglecting domestic duties or 
developing undesirable traits like 
arrogance. They highlight the societal 
backlash or critical judgment faced by 
women who step outside traditional roles. 

Fundamental 
Questioning of 
'Why Work?' 

Then why should a woman work? 

This fundamental question, posed in the 
source's analysis, encapsulates the 
societal skepticism or lack of 
inherent acceptance regarding women's 
professional work. It suggests that the 
necessity or purpose of a woman working is 
still under scrutiny, unlike that of a man. 

Comments on 
Managing 
Home and 
Career 

if something goes wrong in the office, she 
worries when she comes home what the 
family members will say 

This specific worry highlights the pressure 
to maintain a flawless domestic front 
despite the demands and potential issues 
arising from one's professional life. It 
shows the entanglement of spheres and the 
fear of professional shortcomings 
impacting home life judgment. 

 
5.4 Contemporary Relevance and Link to Present-Day Gender Issues 
The themes explored by Udupa and Kadame hold significant contemporary relevance. Present-day women 
continue to navigate the tension between traditional expectations regarding family, marriage, and 
domesticity, and the opportunities and pressures of modern careers and personal aspirations. The struggle 
for work-life balance, equitable division of labor at home, workplace discrimination, and the societal 
perception of working women are issues that persist today. The literary exploration of these issues in the 
works provides historical context and highlights the enduring nature of these challenges. 
Understanding the depicted in the stories is equally relevant. Contemporary discourse on women's 
empowerment increasingly recognizes the importance of mental health, emotional well-being, and subjective 
agency. The literary insights into women's inner strength, coping mechanisms, and evolving self-perception 
are valuable for understanding the psychological dimensions of gender inequality and empowerment today. 
 
5.5 Aspirations for Women's Betterment 
The literary insights from Udupa and Kadame's stories can inform aspirations for women's betterment in 
several ways: 
Highlighting the Need for Systemic Change: The challenges faced by working women in the stories 
point to the need for supportive structures, such as adequate childcare, flexible work arrangements, and 
policies that promote gender equality in the workplace and home [Inferred from the depiction of struggles 
related to work and home]. 
Recognizing the Importance of Internal Strength: The works underscore the significance of women's 
inner resilience, self-awareness, and agency in navigating external challenges. Fostering this internal strength 
is as crucial as creating external opportunities 
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Promoting Empathy and Understanding: Literature, by offering nuanced portrayals of women's lives, 
can build empathy and understanding of the complexities faced by women in diverse socio-economic 
contexts. 
Aspirations for women's betterment must encompass both socio-economic empowerment (equal 
opportunities, fair wages, supportive infrastructure) and the dismantling of traditional barriers that impact 
their consciousness and well-being. 
 

6. Conclusion 
 
To fully understand the evolution of female consciousness and socio-economic realities and their "resonance" 
in contemporary India, it is essential to bridge this historical analysis with the study of modern Indian 
narratives. Works by authors such as Vasumati Udupa and Sunanda Kadame are intended as a crucial part of 
this research, providing a modern literary lens through which to examine these themes. 
In conclusion, the short stories of Vasumati Udupa and Sunanda Kadame, as discussed in the provided 
sources, offer valuable literary explorations of female consciousness and socio-economic realities. Their 
depictions of women navigating the intersection of traditional values, modern opportunities, and the world of 
work resonate deeply with contemporary gender issues. By portraying the challenges of balancing multiple 
roles and delving into the inner lives of their characters through the concept of female consciousness, the 
authors provide insights into the enduring struggles and resilience of women. 
Analyzing these literary works illuminates the historical and ongoing nature of the tensions faced by women 
in a changing socio-economic landscape. The extensive analysis of individual stories and integration of 
contemporary statistical data and the framework reveals that Udupa and Kadame's narratives serve as 
powerful tools for understanding complex gender dynamics. Their work informs aspirations for women's 
betterment by highlighting the need to address both external socio-economic barriers and the internal, 
conscious navigation of societal expectations, emphasizing that true empowerment requires progress on 
multiple fronts. 
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