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Abstract 

The history of Assam is deeply enriched by the contributions of women in political leadership, social reform, 

cultural preservation, economic production, literature, and resistance movements. From ancient and medieval 

periods to the colonial era and post-independence Assam, women have played significant roles in shaping 

Assamese society. Assamese women enjoyed relatively better social status compared to many other regions 

of India due to tribal influences, economic participation, and cultural traditions that valued women’s 

contribution to society. Historical figures such as Sati Joymati, Mula Gabharu, and Kanaklata Barua symbolize 

courage, sacrifice, and patriotism. During the colonial period, women participated actively in educational 

reforms and the Indian freedom movement. In modern Assam, women continue to contribute in politics, 

literature, arts, education, entrepreneurship, and social activism. This article examines the historical evolution 

of women’s roles in Assam and analyses their contributions across different periods. 

Introduction 

Assam, located in the northeastern region of India, possesses a rich cultural and historical heritage shaped by 

diverse ethnic communities, languages, and traditions. Women in Assamese society have historically occupied 

an important position in both domestic and public spheres. Unlike several patriarchal societies where women’s 

participation was severely restricted, Assamese women traditionally contributed significantly to agriculture, 

weaving, trade, family administration, and cultural life. 

The role of women in Assam’s history cannot be understood through a single narrative because Assam has 

always been home to multiple communities including the Ahoms, Bodos, Mishings, Karbis, Rabhas, Tiwas, 

and many others. Tribal traditions often granted women greater mobility and participation in economic 

activities. The weaving tradition of Assamese women became not merely a domestic skill but a symbol of 

cultural identity and economic independence. 

Historical records from the Ahom kingdom reveal examples of women participating in administration, 

diplomacy, and warfare. During British colonial rule, women emerged as active participants in social reform 

movements, education campaigns, literary activities, and nationalist struggles. In contemporary Assam, 

women continue to shape public life through leadership in politics, arts, education, civil society, and 

entrepreneurship. 

This article explores the role of women in Assam from ancient times to the modern era by examining their 

political, social, cultural, and economic contributions. 

Women in Ancient and Early Medieval Assam 

The early history of Assam reflects the influence of indigenous tribal customs where women often enjoyed 

comparatively higher social status. In many tribal societies of Assam, women participated actively in 

agriculture, food production, weaving, and community rituals. Their labour was central to the rural economy. 

The ancient kingdom of Kamarupa, which flourished between the fourth and twelfth centuries CE, provides 

evidence of women’s social participation. Though historical records are limited, inscriptions and literary 

references indicate that royal women occasionally exercised influence in religious and political matters. 

Women also played important roles in preserving oral traditions, folk songs, and indigenous rituals. 
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Assamese society traditionally recognized the productive contribution of women. Weaving was especially 

significant. Almost every Assamese household possessed a loom, and women produced clothing for the family 

as well as textiles used in religious and ceremonial occasions. The famous Assamese silk traditions, including 

muga and eri silk, were preserved and transmitted largely through women. 

Religious traditions in Assam also provided women certain cultural visibility. The worship of female deities 

and mother goddesses formed part of local spiritual traditions. Temples associated with goddess worship 

became important centres of cultural life. The prominence of the divine feminine in religious practices 

indirectly reinforced respect for women in society. 

Women During the Ahom Rule 

The Ahom dynasty ruled Assam for nearly six centuries from 1228 to 1826 and profoundly influenced 

Assamese culture and administration. During this period, several women emerged as influential personalities 

in politics, warfare, and royal administration. 

Political and Administrative Role 

Royal women in the Ahom kingdom occasionally exercised political authority and influence. Queens and 

noblewomen participated in diplomatic affairs and palace administration. The Ahom system accorded certain 

privileges and responsibilities to royal women, especially during periods of political instability. 

One remarkable example is Kuranganayani, a Manipuri princess who became queen of the Ahom kingdom. 

She is remembered for her political intelligence and courage during internal conflicts within the kingdom. Her 

intervention helped restore political order during a turbulent period. 

Women associated with the royal household also acted as patrons of art, religion, and charitable activities. 

Their support contributed to the growth of Assamese cultural traditions. 

Women in Warfare and Resistance 

The Ahom period produced legendary female figures associated with bravery and sacrifice. 

Sati Joymati 

Sati Joymati occupies a central place in Assamese history. She was tortured to death in the seventeenth century 

for refusing to reveal the whereabouts of her husband, Gadapani, who later became King Supaatphaa. Her 

sacrifice is remembered as an act of extraordinary loyalty and courage. Joymati became a symbol of resistance 

against tyranny and injustice in Assamese cultural memory. 

The story of Joymati later inspired literary works, theatre, and cinema in Assam. She remains an enduring 

icon of womanly courage and sacrifice. 

Mula Gabharu 

Another heroic figure was Mula Gabharu, who fought against invading forces during the Ahom-Mughal 

conflicts. After the death of her husband in battle, she personally took up arms to defend the kingdom. Her 

bravery reflected the active participation of women in moments of political crisis. 

These examples demonstrate that women in Assam were not merely passive observers of history but active 

participants in defending their society and political institutions. 
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Women and Neo-Vaishnavite Movement 

The Neo-Vaishnavite movement initiated by Srimanta Sankardev in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 

transformed Assamese society culturally and spiritually. The movement emphasized devotion, social 

harmony, and cultural integration. 

Women participated in Vaishnavite religious practices through devotional singing, community gatherings, and 

preservation of oral traditions. Although institutional leadership within satras remained largely male-

dominated, women contributed significantly to sustaining the movement at the community level. 

The movement also encouraged vernacular literary culture, which indirectly benefited women by 

strengthening shared cultural identity and social cohesion. Women preserved devotional songs, folktales, and 

ritual practices within households. 

At the same time, scholars argue that certain patriarchal restrictions became more structured under organized 

religious institutions. Thus, the Neo-Vaishnavite movement had both empowering and restrictive effects on 

women’s public roles. 

Economic Role of Women in Assamese Society 

One of the most distinctive features of Assamese society has been the economic participation of women. Their 

contribution to household and community economies has historically been substantial. 

Agriculture 

In rural Assam, women participated extensively in agricultural activities including sowing, transplanting, 

harvesting, and food processing. Tribal and peasant communities particularly depended upon women’s labour 

for agricultural productivity. 

Women also managed household livestock, fisheries, and kitchen gardens. Their economic role extended 

beyond domestic responsibilities into productive labour essential for family survival. 

Weaving Tradition 

The weaving tradition of Assam represents one of the strongest examples of women’s economic and cultural 

contribution. Assamese women traditionally learned weaving from childhood. Handwoven textiles became 

symbols of Assamese identity and artistry. 

The production of mekhela chador, gamocha, and silk garments reflected both creativity and economic skill. 

Weaving enabled women to contribute materially to household income and preserved indigenous textile 

traditions. 

Even today, handloom production in Assam remains closely associated with women artisans. Rural women 

continue to sustain traditional weaving practices despite industrial competition. 

Market Participation 

Women in Assam historically participated in local trade and weekly markets. In several tribal communities, 

women sold agricultural products, woven goods, and handicrafts. This economic visibility distinguished 

Assamese women from women in many other conservative regions of India where market participation was 

limited. 
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Women During British Colonial Rule 

The British annexation of Assam in 1826 brought significant social, political, and economic changes. Colonial 

rule introduced modern education, administrative restructuring, and new political ideas that affected women’s 

lives. 

Spread of Women’s Education 

The nineteenth century witnessed the gradual emergence of women’s education in Assam. Missionaries and 

social reformers established schools for girls despite resistance from conservative sections of society. 

One pioneering figure in women’s education was Chandraprabha Saikiani. She advocated strongly for female 

education, social reform, and women’s rights. Saikiani challenged gender discrimination and encouraged 

women to participate in public life. 

Educational opportunities enabled Assamese women to enter professions such as teaching and social work. 

Literacy also encouraged the growth of women’s writing and participation in intellectual discussions. 

Social Reform Movements 

Women actively participated in reform movements aimed at improving social conditions. Reformers 

campaigned against child marriage, illiteracy, and restrictions on women’s mobility. 

Organizations led by women emerged during the early twentieth century. The Assam Pradeshik Mahila Samiti 

became an important platform for women’s social and political engagement. It worked toward female 

education, health awareness, and social upliftment. 

Women reformers also promoted hygiene, maternal care, and rural welfare activities. Their work contributed 

to broader modernization processes within Assamese society. 

Women in Assam and the Indian Freedom Movement 

Women in Assam participated actively in India’s struggle for independence. Inspired by Mahatma Gandhi’s 

movements, many Assamese women joined protests, boycotts, and nationalist campaigns. 

Participation in Non-Cooperation and Civil Disobedience Movements 

During the Non-Cooperation Movement and Civil Disobedience Movement, women organized 

demonstrations, spun khadi, and participated in public meetings. They boycotted foreign goods and 

encouraged nationalist sentiments within communities. 

Women from both urban and rural backgrounds participated in these movements. Their involvement 

challenged traditional gender norms and expanded women’s public presence. 

Kanaklata Barua 

One of the most celebrated freedom fighters from Assam was Kanaklata Barua. During the Quit India 

Movement in 1942, she led a procession carrying the national flag despite police warnings. She was shot dead 

while attempting to hoist the flag at a police station. 

Kanaklata became a symbol of youthful patriotism and sacrifice. Her martyrdom inspired generations of 

Assamese youth and women. 
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Bhogeswari Phukanani 

Another important figure was Bhogeswari Phukanani, who participated actively in nationalist activities during 

the Quit India Movement. She was killed during a confrontation with British authorities while defending the 

national flag. 

The participation of women in Assam’s freedom struggle demonstrated their growing political consciousness 

and commitment to national liberation. 

Women in Literature and Culture 

Women have made remarkable contributions to Assamese literature, music, theatre, and cultural preservation. 

Women Writers 

The rise of women’s education enabled Assamese women to emerge as writers and intellectuals. Women 

authors addressed themes such as gender inequality, social reform, identity, and emotional experience. 

Prominent literary figures include Indira Goswami, also known as Mamoni Raisom Goswami, whose works 

explored social injustice, women’s suffering, and human relationships. She became one of India’s most 

respected literary voices and received major literary honours. 

Another notable figure is Nirupama Borgohain, who contributed significantly to Assamese literature through 

novels and essays focusing on women’s lives and social transformation. 

Performing Arts and Cultural Preservation 

Women have played essential roles in preserving Assamese folk traditions, dance forms, songs, and festivals. 

Traditional Bihu celebrations prominently involve women performers and singers. 

Women artists contributed to classical music, cinema, theatre, and dance in Assam. Their participation 

strengthened Assamese cultural identity across generations. 

Tribal Women in Assam 

The history of women in Assam cannot be fully understood without acknowledging the contributions of tribal 

women. Assam’s tribal societies often granted women relatively greater freedom in economic and social 

activities. 

Women from Bodo, Karbi, Mishing, Dimasa, and other communities actively participated in agriculture, 

weaving, and local governance traditions. Tribal women preserved indigenous languages, oral histories, songs, 

and rituals. 

In several tribal communities, women participated in collective decision-making and community festivals. 

Their role in maintaining cultural continuity remains highly significant. 

However, tribal women also faced challenges including poverty, displacement, limited educational access, 

and exploitation. Contemporary movements for tribal rights and cultural preservation often include strong 

participation from women activists. 

Women in Post-Independence Assam 

After India’s independence, Assamese women entered new fields including higher education, politics, 

administration, journalism, medicine, and entrepreneurship. 
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Political Participation 

Women gradually increased their participation in electoral politics and public administration. Female leaders 

represented Assam in legislative assemblies, parliament, and local governance institutions. 

Women’s organizations continued to advocate for gender equality, legal rights, education, and social welfare. 

Grassroots women leaders played important roles in rural development and self-help initiatives. 

Education and Professional Advancement 

The expansion of educational institutions enabled more women to pursue higher education and professional 

careers. Women entered universities, research institutions, civil services, and corporate sectors. 

Today, Assamese women contribute significantly in medicine, engineering, law, academics, media, and 

entrepreneurship. Educational progress has transformed gender relations within many sections of society. 

Social Activism 

Women activists in Assam have addressed issues such as domestic violence, trafficking, ethnic conflict, 

environmental protection, and human rights. Women’s groups have also contributed to peace-building efforts 

during periods of political unrest. 

Self-help groups and microfinance initiatives have empowered rural women economically by promoting 

entrepreneurship and financial independence. 

Challenges Faced by Women in Assam 

Despite historical achievements, women in Assam continue to face numerous challenges. 

Gender-Based Violence 

Domestic violence, trafficking, and sexual harassment remain serious concerns. Women in conflict-affected 

areas have often experienced insecurity and displacement. 

Economic Inequality 

Although women contribute significantly to agriculture and informal labour, many lack access to land 

ownership, financial resources, and formal employment opportunities. 

Educational Disparities 

While literacy rates have improved, educational inequality persists in remote and economically disadvantaged 

areas. Tribal and rural women often face barriers to higher education. 

Health and Social Issues 

Maternal health, malnutrition, and healthcare accessibility continue to affect women, especially in rural 

regions. Social expectations and patriarchal attitudes also limit opportunities for many women. 

Conclusion 

The role of women in Assam’s history is both dynamic and transformative. From ancient tribal societies to 

the Ahom kingdom, from colonial resistance to modern professional achievements, women have continuously 

shaped Assamese society through courage, labour, intellect, and cultural creativity. 

Historical figures such as Sati Joymati, Mula Gabharu, Kanaklata Barua, and Chandraprabha Saikiani 

represent different dimensions of women’s contribution to Assamese history. Their lives symbolize sacrifice, 

resistance, leadership, and social reform. 
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Assamese women historically enjoyed relatively greater social and economic participation compared to many 

other parts of India, particularly due to the influence of indigenous and tribal traditions. Their contributions in 

weaving, agriculture, literature, education, and politics formed the foundation of Assamese social life. 

In modern Assam, women continue to play important roles in preserving cultural heritage while also 

participating actively in contemporary fields such as education, governance, literature, and entrepreneurship. 

However, challenges related to gender inequality, violence, and economic disparities remain significant. 

The study of women’s role in Assam’s history is therefore not merely an examination of gender but an 

exploration of the broader historical development of Assamese society itself. Recognizing women’s 

contributions is essential for constructing a more inclusive and balanced understanding of Assam’s past and 

present. 


