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Abstract 

This research paper has examined the political leadership and gendered aspects of power in the case of Rani 

Durgavati in early modern India. She was the first female ruler of the kingdom of Gondwana as a regent between 

1550 and 1564, which was a pivotal time of Akbar consolidating the Mughal territory. The clash between her and 

Mughal army under Asaf Khan I ended her life in 1564, a fact which has been commemorated since that time as 

a heroic opposition. Although the classic accounts focus on her martyrdom, this paper revisits her reign in the 

context of the larger arguments on regional autonomy, empire and feminist power.  The combination of political 

history with gender historiography shows in this paper that Rani Durgavati was a leader who disrupted the 

normative view that early modern politics and war belonged solely to men. Her internal reforms, army structure 

and unwillingness to give in to the imperial authority indicate not just local opposition, but an important claim to 

female sovereignty in a male-dominated political system. The paper also looks at how the historical narrative has 

been created about her in historical writing and contemporary commemoration to place her as a historical monarch 

and a historical agent of women. 

 

 Introduction  

The 16th century India was a time of tremendous political change characterized by the unification of the Mughal 

Empire and the gradual integration of the kingdoms into a centralized imperial system. Within this dynamic 

political system, the sovereignty and uprising of Rani Durgavati is a major exhibitor of regional political freedom. 

She was the political ruler of Gondwana because she succeeded her husband after his death.  Led by Dalpat Shah, 

and acting on behalf of her underage son.1 Her rule was concurrent with the policy of expansionist ambition of 

the Mughal state, which wanted to capture strategically important lands in central India.  

In 1564, when the Mughal troops led by Asaf Khan I entered Gondwana, Rani Durgavati preferred to fight instead 

of surrendering, and this move and her martyrdom has been glorified in the history and popular culture. 

Nevertheless, simplifying her narrative to just another heroic moment of sacrifice would be a mistake that would 

undermine the much wider political and feminist context of her reign. This work places her in the context of the 

broader forces of state building and the imperialist expansion on the one hand and at the same time looks at how 

her power upset the established patriarchal structures that relegated women to the roles of government and warfare.  

Through political analysis and exploring the history of gender, this paper aims to reevaluate the reign of Rani 

Durgavati as a regional struggle and at the same time as a pivotal point in the history of female sovereignty in 

South Asia. Her leadership provides clues as to how women maneuvered and bargained through male political 

structures and her leadership is therefore critical in the consideration of the historical Indian history as well as the 

development of gendered power relations. 

 

 

 



 

Anusandhanvallari 

Vol 2025, No.1 

January 2025 

ISSN 2229-3388 

 

 

Available online at https://www.psvmkendra.com  4533 

Literature Review  

Historiographical reports on Rani Durgavati provide evidence of her role as a political actor in the region as well 

as her symbolism in subsequent cultural memory. The history of her life is also found early on in works like the 

Akbarnama of Abul Fazl, which recognized her as a ruler who defended.  The opposition of Gondwana with 

Mughal during the Akbar regime. The Akbarnama focuses on the military engagement but subsequent historical 

accounts expound on her administrative and strategic capabilities in the organisation of state defence and 

administration. According to the modern-day encyclopaedic sources, Durgavati was regent in the Gondwana 

kingdom between 1550 and 1564 on behalf of her young son, Vir Narayan and she managed to repel early 

invasions of the Malwa and this marked the martial prowess and strength of a woman in power.3  

This story is furthered by regional and popular histories that have put Rani Durgavati in the context of the socio-

political life of central India. Literature on the Gond kingdom reports that she employed the shift of her strategic 

base to fortified areas like Chauragarh and enhanced the defensive infrastructure in order to counter external 

aggressions. Historians such as R. C. Majumdar emphasize how her reign was not only characterized with military 

opposition but also a successful administration and interest in people, both in irrigation and the management of 

resources.4 These interpretations reflect her leadership outside the war front, as an administrator who managed to 

balance civic interests with military readiness. Also, regional polity historiographers, such as B. D. 

Chattopadhyaya, point out that the core Indian kingdoms such as Gondwana were dependent on local mobilisation, 

such as tribal forces, which suggests a high level of regional involvement in defence.5 This interpretation of Rani 

Durgavati is a counterpoint to simplistic views of her as an exclusively warlike queen and highlights her as a ruler 

who was part of a larger social-political and cultural complex. 

Gender historians have also started to reconsider the example of such a woman as Rani Durgavati, as a female 

political actor. In The Power of Gender and the Gender of Power, Kumkum Roy contends that women in the early 

Indian history were not only inactive observers but could take power under some socio-political circumstances.  

With all these diverse accounts, however, there are those historians who warn of ahistorical interpretations that 

impose modern gender categories on people of the early modern period. Instead, they promote placing her success 

in the political and material realms of the 16 th century state formation, where the sovereignty was determined by 

alliances, military organizations, and local politics of power. The method mediates the gendered analysis by 

making it based on the rigorous political history.  

Nandini Sengupta reviews the rule of Durgavati in a gendered perspective based on the fact that her power went 

against the patriarchal 16 th century culture. As we can see, Durgavati demonstrated the female agency of early 

modern India through sovereign power, leading armies, and independent political decisions. Moreover, Sengupta 

also highlights the role of memory and oral traditions in preserving her own legacy and in particular in Gond 

communities which she remains symbolic to this day as a symbol of resistance and courage. The fact that she 

chose to die instead of give up is seen as an act of independence and honour, which strengthens her long-standing 

brand of sovereignty and self-determination in Indian historiography.  

 

Conclusion  

Instead of wrapping up the story, this work-study opens the critical reflection of the construction of power and 

history. Rani Durgavati begs us to transcend traditional oppositions victory and defeat, centre/periphery, male 

authority/female silence, but perceive history as a stratified place in which authority could be challenged and 

renegotiated. Her narration breaks the chronological histories of imperial rule through foregrounding. The 

continued existence of regionalism and the developments of local shaasn in early modern India.  Deeper down the 

line, this analysis questions the manner in which the historical memory is formed itself. It hypothesizes that the 
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things that make it through history are not only decided by power but also by remembering, reconsidering, and 

healing. The analysis of gender as a critical prism allows the research not to merely inject women into history but 

to challenge the principles by which the historical significance is gauged. Through this, it turns the subject into 

the object of historical subject matter but a place of inquiry - where agency, identity and resistance remain audible 

beyond their own time.  

 

References 

[1] Abu’l Fazl, Akbarnama, Vol. II, trans. H. Beveridge (Delhi: Low Price Publications, reprint). R. C. Majumdar 

(ed.), 1974, The History and Culture of the Indian People, Vol. VII: The Mughal Empire, Bharatiya Vidya 

Bhavan, Mumbai.  

[2] B. D. Chattopadhyaya, 1994, The Making of Early Medieval India, Oxford University Press, New Delhi.  

[3] Kumkum Roy, 2010, The Power of Gender and the Gender of Power, Oxford University Press, New Delhi.  

[4] Nandini Sengupta, 2018, The Forgotten Life of a Warrior Queen: Rani Durgawati, Penguin Random House 

India, New Delhi.  

 


