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Abstract:
However, the pre-colonial Indian history presents us with many examples of women rulers who

have wielded considerable political powers, administrative skills and military capabilities,
despite the dominant patriarchy. This research paper shall discuss the roles of some important
female political figures in India like Rani Durgavati, Razia Sultan, Rani Rudramma Deuvi,
Ahilyabai Holkar, Nur Jahan and Jijabai. Through qualitative analysis of the historical events,
the research shall try to find out how these women not only acquired powers but also set new
standards of leadership.

The observations point out that such leaders had chosen different governance styles that ranged
from the use of welfare administration and meritocracy to military innovations and
decentralization. The defense strategies as well as development plans of Rani Durgavati
contributed to the stabilization of her region. On the other hand, the stress on merit by Razia
Sultan questioned the established aristocratic hierarchies. The Nayankara system by
Rudramma Devi helped in better military planning as well as social inclusion, while Ahilyabai
Holkar served as an example of ethical governance by involving people in decision-making
and ensuring their welfare.

According to this paper, the women leaders are not just exceptions to the rule but are essential
players in the governance and statecraft in pre-colonial India. Their leadership is based on the
principles of inclusiveness, resilience and foresight that continue to be pertinent in the modern
context of gender equality and public management. Through this paper, we have learned more
about the history of women leaders and challenged the traditional marginalization of their role
in the historiography.

Introduction:
Leadership in the Indian context has always been studied in terms of a male-dominated

narrative, where the important roles played by women have always remained ignored. On the
contrary, one finds that there are several examples of powerful women who have made
important contributions to the politics, administration and society of pre-colonial India, who
not only ruled successfully but also proved themselves to be competent and visionary leaders.
They defied the traditional norms of patriarchy and proved themselves to be great rulers,
military leaders and cultural patrons.

India before colonization had a variety of political systems like kingdoms, empires and
regional powers which each had their own social-cultural environment. In this context, the role
of women had been limited by cultural norms, which made them confine themselves to the
domestic realm. Nevertheless, there were women who went beyond the limitations of society
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and held powerful positions, thereby proving that leadership did not depend on gender but
depended on competence, availability and opportunity. Such women attained power positions
due to favorable historical circumstances, such as succession crises, political instability, or lack
of men successors; yet, their success in governing was attributed to their competence and
devotion to public welfare.

The importance of examining women leaders of pre-colonial times goes beyond
appreciating their accomplishments individually. The impact that these women had on shaping
the processes of governance was such that led to the adoption of governance structures that
ensured justice, inclusiveness and socio-economic development. For example, most of them
were involved in formulating policies that promoted the development of agriculture, improved
military defenses, promoted trade and business as well as ensured harmony in the cultural and
religious beliefs of the people under their jurisdiction.

In addition to this, the leadership styles of these women defy the usual distinction made
between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’” power. Whereas some leaders like Rani Durgavati and Rani
Rudramma Devi possessed excellent military skills and leadership qualities, others like
Ahilyabai Holkar and Jijabai were endowed with high levels of moral power, administration
and vision. The example of Nur Jahan shows the power of influence and the story of Razia
Sultan indicates the problem of legitimation in an extremely patriarchal system of politics.

In the present day, when gender equality and female empowerment constitute an
essential aspect of the debate, the importance of reassessing the contribution of these women
cannot be overstated. In fact, through the study of their accomplishments, one is able to dispel
the myth that the empowerment of women is something relatively new. Rather, it shows that
women have been participating in government and politics from a long time ago, making
important contributions to the formation of public administration and politics. Through the
study of their lives and accomplishments, this research tries to address this void in the historical
literature.

Hence, this paper intends to offer a detailed evaluation of the legacy of certain female
leaders of pre-colonial India. This paper analyzes their leadership style, governance approach,
as well as the social and political influence they have had on the Indian history. Also, it
evaluates the difficulties they encountered as women leaders in a patriarchal society. Finally,
this paper shows the importance of their contribution in the context of today’s understanding

of leadership, governance and equality between the sexes.
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Literature Review
The presence of women in the pre-colonial history of India is gradually getting its due

importance, though it continues to be less recognized in the historiography of India. The
historical accounts that have been written until now have mainly concentrated on the men rulers
and elite politicians of India and their contributions to the society. Nevertheless, some recent
accounts attempt to give an alternative assessment of the contribution of women in India.

Earlier historical writing has largely depicted women as objects who could not do
anything other than stay at home. Their qualities were largely those of dedication, sacrifice and
submissiveness. All these were mainly due to the influence of colonial history which had seen
India through the eyes of Europeans. Postcolonial feminism has brought forth cases of exercise
of power and independence on the part of women in different spheres of life.

There have been some research studies like that of Sharma (2018), who has studied the
contribution of women in the political affairs of the Delhi Sultanate era and after, focusing on
the example of Razia Sultan, who challenged all the patriarchal norms of those times. Sharma
believes that Razia’s rule was not an exception but rather a sign of what could be achieved by
the women of medieval India. It is evident from her focus on meritocracy and efficiency of
administration, which indicates her advanced perspective on political affairs, which were not
biased towards gender. In a similar context, there is a detailed study done by Singh (2017)
about the contributions made by Nur Jahan in the Mughal Court.

The role played by the female rulers from the regional dynasties has also been
considered by several historians. As mentioned by Rao (2020), in the case of the Kakatiya
dynasty, the importance of military and administrative reforms made by Rani Rudramma Devi
has been discussed. The Nayankara system established during her tenure is often considered
an innovative form of decentralization that has contributed to making the military strong as
well as increasing the power of sections of the society that did not belong to the aristocracy.

Kulkarni (2019) provides an elaborate narrative about the rule of Ahilyabai Holkar,
which is considered to be a golden era of peace, prosperity and justice. She underscores the
people-oriented form of governance that she practiced and which had elements of transparency
and accountability and was primarily focused on the welfare of the citizens. Her efforts towards
developing the infrastructure by building temples, ghats, wells and rest-houses all over India
have been considered to be major contributions towards the development of economy and
culture.

The importance of women’s role in military struggles and regional politics is also

evident through researches conducted about Queen Rani Durgavati. According to Sharma
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(2018), she was an outstanding leader in the struggle for the protection of the Gondwana
kingdom from Mughal invasion. Her deployment of guerrilla warfare tactics as well as efforts
to improve the economy of her kingdom indicate the use of a comprehensive style of
governance that was geared towards development and protection.

Along with rulers and administrators, the concept of female leadership as ideological
and cultural leaders has been considered as well. In the work of Gokhale (2021), the impact of
Jijabai on the creation of the vision and personality of Shivaji, the creator of Maratha Empire
is considered. Gokhale notes that Jijabai influenced not only as a mother, but also as a political
and ideological leader as well. It was the focus on values like justice, Swarajya and tolerance
which were essential in the creation of the Maratha state.

The discussion has been enriched even more by feminist historians who have discussed
how gender, power and society interact. According to them, the role played by women leaders
in pre-colonial India should not just be considered a few examples in isolation but rather as a
continuous process of women’s empowerment. These historians highlight the point that while
women had to negotiate social, political and familial institutions to acquire power, they
managed to do so very well. Furthermore, women adopted an empathic, inclusive and welfarist
style of leadership.

However, despite the developments in the field, several shortcomings can be noticed in
the literature. The bulk of the research has been devoted to analyzing individual biographies
and no comparative analysis has been done to comprehend the overall trends in the leadership
of these women. These individuals have often been glamorized by many researchers who may
have ignored some of the difficulties that these women had to face. There has also not been
any application of an interdisciplinary approach especially to the disciplines of public
administration and political science.

Another important dimension that has been noted in the current body of literature is the
significance of these historical figures in the current debates about gender and governance. It
has been argued that the stories of female leaders from the pre-colonial period can be useful in
developing policy in the present day concerning such dimensions as inclusive governance,
decentralization and social welfare.

In summary, the academic study of women in pre-colonial India has come a long way,
from marginalization of women to acknowledgment of their participation in governance and
societal affairs. There have been significant gains made in this field; however, a greater need

exists for more analytical works that merge history with current theory. In this regard, this
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paper aims at contributing to this developing literature through the comparative analysis of

selected women leaders and their pertinence in current governance.

Research Gaps
Although there have been many studies carried out on the role played by women in pre-colonial

India, some gaps need to be filled by more research:

1. Lack of Comparative Studies:
There is a tendency for most of the studies to focus on particular women leaders without

comparative studies on their governance models, styles of leadership and contributions.

2. Public Administration Viewpoint:
The current research mainly takes a historical approach without much analysis through the lens

of public administration, theories of governance and policymaking.

3. Lack of Focus on Governance Models:
Current research lacks the study of the contribution of these women in governance and the

development of institutions and administrative frameworks.

4. Inadequate Focus on Concept of Power Structures:
The research lacks analysis of the role that these women played as power structures within

society and how they affected the governance process.

5. Unsatisfactory Connection with Contemporary Issues:
Very few studies link these past leadership experiences of women with current concerns such

as gender equality, inclusiveness in governance and leadership ethics.

6. Spatial Imbalances in Research:
There are regional imbalances in research regarding the study of certain regions and female

figures.
Contributions of Study
. Carries out a comparative study on several female leaders
. Sets history in relation to public administration theories
. Recognizes the importance of formal and informal leadership
. Establishes the present-day significance of their styles of governance

Research Methodology
The research is anchored in qualitative historical analysis and relies on secondary

sources, including historical documents, biographies and literature reviews. The research
employs an analytical and interpretive approach to examine the leadership styles, governance
approaches and socio-political contributions of specific female individuals.
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Leadership Roles of Women in Pre-Colonial India: Conceptual

Understanding
Women in pre-colonial India had to confine themselves only to household activities,

but history bears testimony to the fact that many women broke these conventional barriers.
Leadership roles of women can be understood from the following perspectives:

. Political and Administrative Leadership Roles

. Military Leadership Roles

. Cultural and Religious Patronage Roles

. Social Reform and Welfare Governance Roles

Case Studies of Prominent Women Leaders
1. Rani Durgavati: Champion of Sovereignty and Public Good

The reign of Rani Durgavati on the throne of Gondwana state was an example of her
great military skills and concern for welfare of her subjects. Her contribution was not only
limited to safeguarding her kingdom but was also about creation of stable and prosperous state
(Sharma, 2018).

o Military Skills and Sovereignty: She was an outstanding military leader who adopted
guerilla warfare tactics in order to defend her kingdom. In light of the significance of
defence, she moved the capital of her kingdom from Singorgarh to Chauragarh fort
which provided better protection. The greatest stand of Rani Durgavati was against the
mighty Mughal army of Emperor Akbar.

o Economic Development: During her reign, Gondwana was a prosperous kingdom. She
was a capable administrator and handled the kingdom’s financial affairs in such a way
that there was ample money to invest in public infrastructure projects. The construction
of reservoirs such as Ranital, an important water management and irrigation project,
increased the production of crops in her kingdom.

« Patronage of Culture and Learning: Apart from being an excellent military leader
and administrator, Rani Durgavati was also a patron of culture and learning. This can
be seen through her support to religious establishments. She even established a seat of
the Pushtimarg cult.

2. Razia Sultana : Trailblazing Modernity
Being the first and sole female ruler of the Delhi Sultanate, the legacy left behind by

Razia Sultana was truly revolutionary. A modernist, she introduced something new into a
rigid system by changing its dynamics of governance (Sharma, 2018).

o Merit-Based Appointments: The reign of Razia Sultana brought an end to the

dominance of the Turkish nobility through merit-based appointments. By appointing an
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Abyssinian slave named Jamal-ud-Din Yaqut, she introduced something completely
revolutionary, as it was against both class and racial prejudices.

o Symbolism of Kinghood: Razia had used the symbolism of kingship which was meant
to be a male preserve. She had stripped off the veil and had donned the male garb while
riding on an elephant. It was symbolic of her efficiency and assertion of power rather
than just being a mere puppet in the hands of men.

« Social and Economic Changes: Razia was concerned with the welfare of her people.
She had lowered taxes and had encouraged trade and commerce and also worked on
developing the infrastructure. She had built roads and water wells. She had also paid
attention to educational development of her society by building libraries and schools.

3. Rani Rudramma Devi: Enabling Common People & Enhancing Military Power
During the rule of Rani Rudramma Devi, many military and social reforms took place.

The efforts by her were vital in ensuring that her kingdom was secured through empowering
her people (Rao, 2020).

« Innovative Military Reforms: She adopted the Nayankara system, an innovative
military reform in which she rewarded non-aristocratic people with land and taxes in
return for military service. This ensured the decentralization of the feudal lords’ power
and the formation of a strong military through common people.

e Infrastructure for Prosperity: Rudramma Devi built significant infrastructure
facilities; some of the important infrastructures were the Warangal Fort, which was a
key defense system for her. She also developed irrigation facilities; the importance of
irrigation facilities was to increase agricultural production and to ensure the economic
prosperity of her kingdom.

o Breaking Stereotypes: In order to prove her authority and gain the respect of the
patriarchal society, she took the identity of a man. It was a bold step that broke all
gender stereotypes and established the fact that women can also become warriors and
rulers.

4. Ahilyabai Holkar: The Philosopher Queen and Patron of Culture
Ahilyabai Holkar's rule over the Malwa kingdom is well known for being highly

benevolent and an example of a holistic form of governance. The period of Ahilyabai Holkar's
rule has been considered a golden era of peace, justice and culture (Kulkarni, 2019).

e An Innovative Form of Government: Ahilyabai Holkar was a hands-on ruler who
was unique in the sense that she used to conduct open sessions for all and sundry on a
daily basis from peasants to nobles. Such interactions made the legal system more
transparent and just; hence, she was named a philosopher queen.
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Construction Projects: The largest contribution she made to India is through her
extensive projects of constructions and reconstructions. She reconstructed Kashi
Vishwanath Temple and constructed many ghats, wells and rest houses in holy places
such as Dwarka and Gaya. She took a very good decision in investing in religious
tourism in order to benefit pilgrims.

Socioeconomic Policy: Ahilyabhai transformed her capital, Maheshwar, into an
economically and artistically prosperous city. She developed a prosperous weaving
industry that resulted in the development of a world-renowned sari named Maheshwari
sari. This is an example of a policy that she developed for the welfare of marginalized
communities.

5. Nur Jahan: The Hidden Empress and Culture Builder

Nur Jahan’s power is unique to its era and is an example of how a queen can actually

be the one ruling the entire empire. Her power was not only political; she was able to leave her

imprint on the Mughal Empire culturally as well (Singh, 2017).

The Highest Level of Political Power: For quite some time, Nur Jahan was the actual
power sitting behind the throne of the Mughal Empire. She created a “junta” of her
relatives and ran the affairs of the state. Her power was so supreme that orders used to
be issued in her name and coins were minted carrying both her and Jahangir’s names.
Legacy in Architecture and Arts: Nur Jahan was a very refined patron of arts. The
beautiful tomb she constructed for her father called "Tomb of I’timad-ud-Daulah” is a
marvel of early Mughal architecture and is considered as a prototype of the Taj Mahal.
She was herself a poet and designer of fashions as well.

6. Jijabai: The Visionary Mentor of an Empire

The contribution of Jijabai was special since it was not that of a direct ruler, but that of

the builder of a king and an empire (Gokhale, 2021).

Building of the Maratha Identity: Being the mother of Shivaji, Jijabai was
instrumental in bringing up the future ruler. She imbibed a sense of patriotism and the
concept of "Swarajya" or self-ruling by telling the stories of Ramayana and
Mahabharata. Such early education formed the very spirit of the Maratha Empire.
Administrative and Moral Guide: Managing the jagir of her husband in Pune, she
exhibited her administrative capabilities. Even more importantly, she was the moral
guide of Shivaji who taught him about proper governance, treating women with
reverence and religious tolerance. Also, she took care of repairing the old temples like
the Kasba Ganpati temple to restore the sense of cultural identity.

Emperor’s Co-Founder: The vision of Jijabai was such that she is considered a co-
founder of the Maratha Empire by many historians. She helped form the identity of the
Maratha empire which was a symbol of righteousness and freedom.
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Leadership Styles Comparison Table
Name Description Governance Style

Military resistance and

Rani Durgavati Development and defense

welfare
Razia Sultana Meritocracy Inclusive governance
Rudramma Devi Military reforms De-centralization
Ahilyabai Holkar Welfare and justice People’s governance
Nur Jahan Political leadership Authority without governance
Jijabai Ideological leadership Nation-building

Relevance to Modern Times
The work of these ladies is still relevant to our times in the following manner:

e Gender Equality: They act as leaders in leadership for women.

e Good Governance: The principles employed by these ladies are good governance
principles.

e Public Administration: These examples form the bases of governance theory.

o Nation-Building: These leaders embody principles of unity, justice and resilience.

Conclusion
The women of pre-colonial India were not passive subjects but rather played an

important role in shaping political and social institutions. Their involvement has provided us
with lessons regarding inclusive leadership and good governance. Their experiences are not
just historical but act as a model for today’s world in establishing gender equality and

governance.
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