
CHAPTER-3 

SOCIAL HISTORIES: USING THE MAHABHARATA 

Very Short Answer Questions: 

1. What is Kula? 

 Sanskrit text use the term Kula for families and Janata for the larger network of Kinfolk.  

2. What is the main feature of Polyandry marriage system? 

 The main feature of polyandry marriage system is the practice or condition of having 

more than one husband at one time.  

3. Who was the father of Dhritarashtra and Pandu? 

 King Vichitravirya was the father of Dhritarashtra and Pandu. 

4. Who classified people in terms of Gotra? 

 The Brahmanas classified people in terms of Gotra.  

5. Who were Kauravas and Pandavas? 

 Pandu had five sons who were called Pandavas and the sons of Dhritarashtra who were 

100 in number were known as Kauravas. 

6. Why did the citizens of Hastinapur like and prefer the Pandavas? 

 The citizens of Hastinapur like and prefer the Pandavas because they were more capable 

and virtuous than the Kauravas. 

7. Who came to the throne of Hastinapur after the premature death of Pandus? 

 Dhritarashtra came to the throne of Hastinapur after the premature death of Pandus.  

Short Answer Type Questions- I 

1. Why is the social history called “grassroot history”? 

 Social history is called the grassroot history because issues like caste, class, social 

groups, kinship, family and gender of the common people were studied and understood 

because it is the common people who shaped the history. 

2. Define a social class. 

 A social class is ‘one of the two or more broad groups of individuals who are ranked by 

the members of the community in socially superior or inferior positions’.  



3. Give two definitions of the caste system. 

 V. A. Smith defines caste as ‘a group of families internally united by peculiar rules for the 

purpose of ceremonial purity, especially in the matter of diet and marriage’ 

H. Cooley says ‘when a class is somewhat strictly hereditary, we call it a caste’.  

4. What is the meaning of gender discrimination? 

 Gender discrimination means discriminating people or a person on the basis of his/her 

sex. In India, gender discrimination means discrimination against women.  

5. About how many Shalokas does the Mahabharata contain? 

 The Mahabharata contains about 1 lakh Shalokas (verses).  

6. What is the approximate date of Mahabharata? 

 The approximate date of Mahabharata as calculated by Aryabhatta was 3100 BC which 

is approximately 5000 years ago.  

7. Give the names of the languages in which the manuscripts of the Mahabharata have been 

discovered.  

 The names of the languages in which the manuscripts of the Mahabharata have been 

discovered are: Sarda, Nepali, Maithili, Bengali, Devnagari, Telugu, Grantha and 

Malayalam.  

8. Into which two versions the manuscripts have been divided? 

 The two versions of the manuscripts have been divided into North and South versions. 

9. Give the names of any two eminent foreign writers who have written books on 

Mahabharata. 

 The names of two eminent foreign writers who have written books on Mahabharata are 

Michele Karbekar and E. P. Rice.  

10. Give the views of C. Rajagopalcharya about the influence of Mahabharata.   

 C. Rajagopalcharya said that the Mahabharata was an inspirational epic which gives a 

spiritual strength to the people of India and teaches them about love, heroism and 

humanity.  

Short Answer Type Questions- II 

1. Explain why patriliny may have been particularly important among the elite families. 



 The elite families were the section of society who owned and controlled land, resource 

and power. Therefore patrilineal or determining descents from the father to son may 

have been very important among the elite families.  

2. Explain the meaning of social history. 

 Social history is considered as a social science that attempts to view historical evidence 

from the point of view of developing social trends. Social history may include area of 

economic history, legal history and the analysis of other aspects of social society that 

show the evolution of norms, behaviour and more. It is often described as history from 

‘below’ or ‘grass root’ history because it deals with the everyday people, the masses and 

how they shape history rather than their leaders. Social history covers the issues such as 

caste, class, social groups, kinship and gender, as the sections of the society comprise 

the everyday people to shape history. 

3. Discuss whether kings in early states were invariably Kshatriyas. 

 According to the Hindu Varna System, only the Kshatriyas could be king but there were 

many instances where the kings were chosen from other Varna or Caste. The institution 

of Kinship developed in the early times not on the basis of a person’s birth as a Kshatriya 

but it was based on human choice. It is understood that the entire community of people 

required a person to govern and protect them. In return they agreed to pay taxes as a 

form of payment for the services rendered by debt person who eventually became the 

king.  

 There were many controversies regarding the origin of different dynasties. The 

Brahmanical describe the Mauryans as belonging to the low caste while the Buddhist 

text suggested that they were Kshatriyas. The Sunga and the Kanva rulers were not 

Kshatriyas but Brahmanas. The Shakas who ruled India were foreigners who were 

treated as Barbarians or outsiders by the Brahmanas. Thus, the ruling power depended 

upon support or resources and rarely depended upon birth as Kshatriyas.  

4. Give the arguments in favour of the authenticity of the Mahabharata.  

 Dr. Prasad Gokhle gave some points to prove that Mahabharata was not a myth but a 

reality: 

i) It has been written in the Mahabharata at many places that it is ‘itihas’ which 

exclusively means that ‘thus occurred’. 

ii) It is mentioned in Adaiparva, Adhyaya that the annals of the Bharata dynasty are 

recorded in the work.  

iii) The Adiparva, Bheshmaparva clearly states that this is itihas. If the intention of the 

writer was to write a poem or a fiction, he would have stated it to be a ‘mahakavya’ or 

‘katha’ meaning ‘the great poem’ or ‘story’ respectively.   

iv) The Mahabharata was written in a poetic form which was a custom of those days. 



v) Ved Vyas has meticulously noted down all the possible details. If it were a work of 

fiction, why would a person like Vyas want to do his work with such minute and 

unnecessary details.  

vi) The astronomical recordings in the Mahabharata recordings in the Mahabharata epic 

and the other scriptures give the correct position of the planets and the stars during 

that time.  

vii) It was a custom to keep track of the king’s lineage. A large number of dynasties with 

their long lineage of kings have been presented in the Mahabharata. More than 50 

kings, from king Bharata to the Pandava king have been recorded. Additional to the 

information about the king, his wife, his scions, his relations have been accounted in 

great detail.  

viii) The archaeological excavation have discovered the submerged city of Dwarka in the 

state  Gujarat which was also mentioned in the Mahabharata and was believed to have 

been drowned in between 2000 and 3000 BC.   

5. Explain the work of the research scholars of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute.  

 The work for the preparation of a critical edition of the Mahabharata and the 

publication of the parts of the Mahabharata was undertaken by the Bhandarkar 

Oriental Research Institute. The Bhandarkar Institute formed an Editorial Board of 

eminent scholars for the critical lines with critical examination of the text and the 

sources.  

 The preliminary work consisted of the preparation of the tables of available 

manuscripts and coalition of the texts of the Parvasamgraha and consideration of the 

Javanese version of the Virataparvan. The tentative edition of Virataparvan based on 

16 manuscripts was published by the Bhandarkar Institute in 1923. It contained 2050 

stanzas divided into 67 chapters. The complete Adiparvam was published in 1933 

which covers practically all the aspects of the Mahabharata text criticism.  

Long Answer Type Questions- I 

1. Discuss whether the Mahabharata could have been the work of a single author. 

 The Mahabharata is the largest epic poem in the world. It contains more than 1 lakh 

Shalokas (verses). It is a story about dispute over land and power between two groups 

of cousins, the Kauravas and the Pandavas. It is said to have been written by the Ved 

Vyas. However, originally the story was composed by Bards who accompanied the 

warriors into the battle and wrote poems, celebrating their victories and achievements. 

This was done orally. In the meantime, the Brahmans began to convert these stories to 

writings.  

This was probably done by different scholars at different points of time. It has also been 

pointed out by the scholars that an epic as vast and great as the Mahabharata might 

have taken centuries to evolve and to complete. Since it is impossible for a person to 



live for centuries, modern scholars are of the view that the Mahabharata was not only 

written by Ved Vyas but by different writers. The inclusion of Bhagvat Gita (200-400 BC) 

to Mahabharata had been written at all stages of history. We can see the records of 

ruling dynasties and lineage of kings, at a record 50 kings from king Bharata to all 

Pandava king along with the information of their wives and relatives were given in 

details. Therefore, all this evidence suggests that different authors were involved in the 

writing of Mahabharata. 

From the ancient period, versions of Mahabharata were written in different languages 

through a continuous process of dialogues between people, communities and those 

who write the text.  

2. Discuss the controversy about the dating of Mahabharata and its historical authenticity. 

 Refer Short Answer Type Questions-II (Q. No. 4) 

3. How important were gender discrimination in early societies? Give reasons for your 

answer.  

 Gender differences play a very important role in early Indian society because in order to 

understand the society, understanding the complex relationship between men and 

women, position and status of women and the social treatment given to women is very 

important.  

There were many variations regarding gender discrimination or differences in early 

Indian societies. Women were highly respected and education was also imparted to 

them, therefore historians of names of women scholars as composers of Vedic hymns. 

Marriage was considered a sacred ceremony in which the women had the liberty to 

choose her partner which is proved by the practise of Swayamvar. Polygamy was rare, 

widow remarriage were not prohibited, and child marriage and female infanticides were 

unknown. Therefore, women enjoy an honourable position in the society to some 

extent.  

But during the later phase the Indian society especially of that of women declined. The 

practise of Sati, child marriage, prohibition of widow remarriage, female infanticides 

began to enter the society. As a result, daughters were looked upon as a source of 

misery and the birth of a son was favoured. Moreover the son was looked upon as a 

source light in the highest heaven. Women could not own property or take part in 

politics but was expected to raise children, prepare food and remain obedient to her 

husband throughout her life.  

In the Mahabharata and other Hindu law books like the Dharmashastras and 

Manusmriti, women were not given any share of the resources and the property of their 

family. But some epigraphical and textual evidences shows that upper class women like 

the Vakataka, Prabhavati had access to the resources, land, money and property of their 

menfolk.  



4. What does the Mahabharata tell us about the social history of its time, quoting the 

sources of study? 

 The Mahabharata gives much information about the social history of India of its time. It 

mentions early practices such as cow killing and human sacrifices and some non-Aryan 

customs such as polyandry of the Pandavas who all shared one wife.  

During the Mahabharata period, the caste system was growing more rigid. Shudra had 

come to be looked down upon. The Brahmanas were highly respected in the society and 

were considered next to the gods. All the political power was vested in the Kshatriyas 

and the Vaishyas were not of much importance. The caste distinctions had become 

more pronounced and it now becoming difficult to pass from one caste to another. The 

higher castes were still free to inter-marry with the lower order though the marriage 

with the Shudras were not liked by the high society. The position of the women had not 

undergone much change. They were hold in high esteem as mothers and wives. The 

women were given equal place in the religious ceremonies. Sometimes, they even chose 

their husbands by the custom of Svayamvar, i.e., self-choice of the husband by a 

princess from among the assembled suitors. Polygamy was quite common among the 

royal and rich families and classes. The custom of Sati of which there is no reference in 

the Vedic literature was practiced in the Epic age. Women made a great mark in the 

learning and philosophy. Women like Draupati and Savitri are celebrated for their 

eminence in one or the other branches of learning. 

There were striking changes in the religious ideas of the people. The very spirit of the 

religion had become rigid and mechanical. New gods arose in the period which 

superceded the Vedic gods. The simple nature worship of the Vedic age had given place 

to elaborate rituals and ceremonies. The nature gods of the Vedic Age now took a 

subordinate position and new god and goddesses such as Brahma, Vishnu, Mahesh and 

Pravati began to be worshipped. The doctrine of Karma and rebirth as well as the 

practice of tapasya meaning medication accompanied by physical torture were 

prevalent in this Age. These beliefs and practices were fully adopted by Brahmanism. 

5. Discuss the evidence that suggests that Brahaminical prescriptions about kinship and 

marriage were not universally followed.  

 The Brahmanas laid down codes of conduct of social behaviour to be followed by 

themselves in particular and by the rest of the society in general. 

From about 1000 BC onwards, the Brahmanas began to classify people in the terms of 

gotras. Each gotra was given the name of a Vedic sun. All belonging to the same gotra 

were regarded as his descendants.  

There were two important rules about the gotra: 

i) Women were expected to give up their father’s gotra and adopt that of their husband 

on marriage. 

ii) The members of the same gotra could not marry each other.  



However, there were some instances when people ignore the Brahmanical views about 

kinship and marriage. Even if the Brahmanas emphasise on women giving up their 

father’s gotra and adopt that of their husbands, there was some evidence in early India 

which suggests that the rules were not universally followed. Many of the sadavahanas 

rulers adopted their mother gotra instead of their father’s. Wives of many of the 

Sadavahana rulers has names derives from their fathers such as Gartama and 

Vaishishtta instead of adopting the gotra of their husbands. There were also marriages 

within the kin group which suggests that the rulers laid down by the Brahmanas were 

not strictly followed by the people.  

 

 


