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T O D AY ' S  M I S S I O N

Today's mission

1 Explain patriliny, gotra exogamy, and the main marriage types — with the Draupadi example.

2 Lay out the four-varna order and how Brahmanas tried to enforce it.

3 Describe groups beyond the varnas (untouchables, nishadas, Ekalavya).

4 Score 8/10 marks on this chapter's slice of the board paper.
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W H Y  T H I S  M AT T E R S

Why this chapter matters

1 8-10 marks every CBSE board paper — the source-based Mahabharata question is near-annual.

2
It teaches the historian's core skill: reading a NORMATIVE epic as evidence of social ideals and

debates, not literal fact.

3 Kinship, varna, jati, and gender here underpin every later chapter on Indian society.
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T O P I C

A thousand-year text and how scholars fixed it

A  DY N A M I C ,  L AY E R E D  T E X T

The MAHABHARATA is a Sanskrit epic that grew

over roughly a THOUSAND YEARS (c. 500 BCE to

c. 400 CE). Tradition credits the sage VYASA, but

historians see a layered work composed by many

hands. It began as a story recited by charioteer-

bards (SUTAS) for Kshatriya audiences; later,

BRAHMANAS wrote it down and inserted large

DIDACTIC (instructional) sections on dharma. The

text swelled from a core of about 10,000 verses

to nearly 100,000, making it the longest epic in

the world. Because it absorbed new material

T W O  S T R A N D S :  N A R R AT I V E  +  D I D A C T I C

Scholars divide the Mahabharata into two broad

strands. The NARRATIVE strand tells the story of

the Kuru lineage — the rivalry of the Pandavas

and Kauravas, ending in the great Kurukshetra

war. The DIDACTIC strand consists of long

passages prescribing social norms — duties of

varnas, rules of kinship and marriage, the conduct

L A N G U A G E ,  A U T H O R S H I P,  A U D I E N C E

The Mahabharata was composed in SANSKRIT,

but in a relatively simple, accessible register

c. 500 BCE

Original core
composed

c. 200 BCE

Didactic dharma
sections added

c. 400 CE

Text reaches
~100,000 verses

1919 CE

Critical Edition
begun (BORI)

1966 CE

Critical Edition
completed (47 yrs)



T H E  C R I T I C A L  E D I T I O N  ( S U K T H A N K A R )

To deal with the many versions, a major scholarly

project began in 1919 at the BHANDARKAR

ORIENTAL RESEARCH INSTITUTE (BORI) in Pune,

led by V.S. SUKTHANKAR. A team collected

MANUSCRIPTS written in many scripts and

languages from across the subcontinent,

compared the verses line by line, and selected

those common to all versions to produce a

CRITICAL EDITION. The work ran to many thick

volumes and took 47 YEARS. Its great finding was

the SHEER SCALE OF REGIONAL VARIATION —

evidence that the epic was constantly retold and

never fixed, reflecting the diverse social worlds

that received it.
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Kinship —
patriliny and
lineage
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T H E O R E M   ·   L O A D - B E A R I N G  R E S U LT

Patriliny — Descent Through the Father

" PATRILINY is the practice of tracing descent and inheritance through the FATHER'S

line — father to son to grandson. It existed before the Mahabharata, but the epic's

succession story reinforced it as the social ideal.

S TAT E M E N T

Under patriliny, SONS inherit

their father's power, throne,

and resources on his death;

daughters are generally

excluded from the lineage

claim. The central

Mahabharata plot — the

dispute over who (Pandavas

W H Y  T H I S  M AT T E R S

Patriliny mattered because it

determined SUCCESSION TO

KINGSHIP and the inheritance of

property

■

Ruling families across early India

claimed patrilineal descent to

legitimise their authority.

■

WAT C H  O U T  F O R

NOTE  Patriliny was an IDEAL, not a

universal fact. Where there was no

son, brothers or other male kin

succeeded; some dynasties (e.g. the

Satavahanas) used METRONYMICS

(names derived from the mother),

showing the mother's line could

matter. Never present patriliny as

something rigidly followed

everywhere.
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W O R K E D  E X A M P L E

Reading patriliny in the Mahabharata

1 DEFINE: Patriliny = descent traced through the father; sons inherit the father's power and property.

2 EVIDENCE IN THE EPIC: The whole Kuru dispute (Pandavas vs Kauravas) is about who has the rightful PATRILINEAL

claim to the throne.

3 THE IDEAL REINFORCED: By making succession the heart of the story, the text strengthens patriliny as the proper

order.

4 EXCEPTIONS SHOWN: No-son situations (succession passing to brothers), and elsewhere metronymics (Satavahana

kings named after mothers) reveal variation.

5 HISTORIAN'S POINT: The text gives us the NORM (patriliny) AND, through its complications, evidence that real

practice was more flexible.
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Marriage rules —
gotra and types
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T O P I C

Who could marry whom — rules and realities

GOTRA AND EXOGAMY

A GOTRA was a clan or

lineage group, each

named after a Vedic seer

(RISHI). From about the

first millennium BCE two

gotra rules applied,

especially to Brahmanas.

First, on marriage a

WOMAN gave up her

father's gotra and

adopted her HUSBAND'S.

Second, members of the

SAME gotra could NOT

marry — a rule called

GOTRA EXOGAMY

ENDOGAMY AND EXOGAMY

Two opposite principles

governed marriage.

ENDOGAMY means

marrying WITHIN a

defined group — the

same jati, varna, or kin-

community. It was used

to preserve the

supposed 'purity' and

resources of a group,

and became central to

the caste system.

EXOGAMY means

marrying OUTSIDE a

defined group — most

POLYGYNY AND
POLYANDRY

The texts and epic

record several marriage

forms beyond

monogamy. POLYGYNY —

one man with several

WIVES — was common

among ruling and elite

men; it built political

alliances and ensured

male heirs. POLYANDRY

— one woman with

several HUSBANDS —

was far rarer and

frowned upon in

THE DRAUPADI  QUESTION

DRAUPADI'S marriage to

the five Pandavas is one

of the most discussed

passages in the chapter.

Brahmanical norm

favoured a single

husband, so the

polyandrous union sat

uneasily with the

dominant ideal. The

Mahabharata handles this

by EXPLAINING and

DEFENDING it rather than

condemning it —

attributing it to fate and
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T H E O R E M   ·   L O A D - B E A R I N G  R E S U LT

The Fourfold Varna Order

" The Dharmashastras — above all the MANUSMRITI (c. 200 BCE-200 CE) — laid

down an IDEAL fourfold social order, the VARNA system: Brahmana, Kshatriya,

Vaishya, Shudra, each with fixed duties and rank determined by BIRTH.

S TAT E M E N T

BRAHMANAS (priests/

teachers): study and teach

the Vedas, perform and

receive sacrifices, give and

receive gifts. KSHATRIYAS

(rulers/warriors): protect the

people, fight, administer

justice. VAISHYAS

W H Y  T H I S  M AT T E R S

The varna scheme gave Brahmanas

the highest rank and a divine

sanction for social inequality (the

Purusha-sukta origin myth)

■

It was the master IDEOLOGY of

social order that authorities sought

to impose.

■

WAT C H  O U T  F O R

NOTE  Varna is PRESCRIPTIVE — what

the texts said SHOULD be — not a

description of how society actually

worked. Reality was the messy world

of JATIS (many birth-occupation

groups) and constant exceptions.

Always flag this gap between ideal

and practice.
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T O P I C

How the varna order was upheld — and where it
broke down

BRAHMANAS'  STRATEGIES

Brahmanas defended the

varna order in several

ways. First, they declared

it DIVINELY ORDAINED —

citing the Purusha-sukta,

in which the four varnas

emerge from parts of the

cosmic being, making

hierarchy seem natural.

Second, they advised

KINGS that it was the

ruler's duty to ensure the

rules were followed,

harnessing Kshatriya

power. Third, they tried

JATI  — THE L IVED REALITY

The neat four-varna

theory could not contain

real society, so

Brahmanas used a

second category: JATI. A

jati was a group defined

by BIRTH and

OCCUPATION, and there

were FAR MORE than

four. When new groups

had to be placed —

forest peoples, craft

groups, or foreigners —

they were ranked as jatis

within or below the varna

FOREIGNERS AND
CHANGING STATUS

The varna model was

repeatedly STRAINED by

groups who did not fit.

Foreign rulers and

peoples such as the

GREEKS (Yavanas),

Shakas, and Kushanas

held real power but had

no place in the fourfold

scheme. Brahmanical

texts often labelled them

MLECCHAS (outsiders,

barbarians) or degraded

Kshatriyas, yet kings of

NON-BRAHMANICAL
VOICES

The varna ideal did not

go unchallenged. Several

texts and traditions

QUESTIONED birth-based

hierarchy. Buddhist and

Jaina teachings rejected

the claim that worth was

fixed by varna and

admitted people of all

backgrounds. Even within

the epic tradition,

characters debate

whether conduct, not

birth, should determine
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T O P I C

Those placed outside — untouchables and forest
peoples

UNTOUCHABIL ITY AND
THE CHANDALA

Some groups were

placed OUTSIDE the

varna order altogether

and treated as

'UNTOUCHABLE'.

Brahmanas held that

certain tasks — handling

corpses, dealing with

dead animals, work seen

as 'polluting' — should be

done by specific groups,

above all the

CHANDALAS, ranked at

the very bottom. The

FA XIAN'S  TESTIMONY

Evidence that these

prescriptions had real

social force comes from

foreign travellers. The

Chinese Buddhist pilgrim

FA XIAN, who visited

India in the early 5th

century CE, recorded

that UNTOUCHABLES

had to strike a wooden

CLAPPER (or sound a

warning) in the streets so

that others could keep

away from them,

avoiding 'pollution' by

NISHADAS AND FOREST
PEOPLES

Beyond the settled varna

society lay groups whom

the texts viewed as

outsiders — the

NISHADAS, forest-

dwelling hunter-

gatherers, are the prime

example. Brahmanical

writers treated such

peoples with suspicion

and placed them low in

or outside the social

order, even while their

skills (hunting, tracking,

THE EKALAVYA STORY

EKALAVYA, a NISHADA

(forest people) youth,

wished to learn archery

from the teacher DRONA

but was refused because

of his low birth. He

practised before a clay

image of Drona and

became a superb archer

— surpassing even the

Kshatriya prince Arjuna.

To protect Arjuna's

supremacy, Drona

demanded Ekalavya's

right thumb as
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T O P I C

Women's access to property and rank

PATRIL INY AND PROPERTY

Because descent and

inheritance ran through

the MALE line, the main

estate — land, cattle, and

the bulk of family wealth

— passed from father to

SON. Daughters generally

had no share in the

patrilineal estate; on

marriage a woman

moved to her husband's

family and gotra. This is

why kinship and property

are studied together: the

rules that traced lineage

STRIDHANA — WOMAN'S
WEALTH

The Manushmriti did

recognise a distinct

female property called

STRIDHANA — literally

'woman's wealth'. This

consisted mainly of

GIFTS received by a bride

at the time of marriage

(from parents and

relatives) and certain

later gifts. Stridhana was

the woman's OWN: she

could keep it, use it, and

pass it to her CHILDREN,

VARNA AND THE POSIT ION
OF WOMEN

A woman's social

standing was tied to the

varna of the men of her

family — her father

before marriage and her

husband after. The texts

laid down ENDOGAMY

(marrying within the

varna/jati) partly to keep

this status 'pure'; an ideal

Brahmanical marriage

matched a man and

woman of the same

varna. The Manusmriti

VARIATION IN  PRACTICE

As with varna and

kinship, the textual rules

on women were IDEALS

that practice did not

always match.

Inscriptions and other

evidence show women of

standing acting in public

life — making religious

DONATIONS in their own

names, being

remembered in dynastic

records (the

metronymics of the

Satavahanas again), and,
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T H E O R E M   ·   L O A D - B E A R I N G  R E S U LT

Using a Normative Epic as Evidence

" The Mahabharata is a NORMATIVE and literary text, not a factual chronicle.

Historians use it carefully — as evidence of social IDEALS, DEBATES, and practices,

cross-checked against other sources.

S TAT E M E N T

Steps in handling the text: (1)

note its LANGUAGE

(accessible Sanskrit) and

AUTHORSHIP (collective,

layered, attributed to Vyasa);

(2) separate NARRATIVE from

later DIDACTIC additions; (3)

read prescriptions (e.g. varna

W H Y  T H I S  M AT T E R S

A normative text tells us what

authorities WANTED society to be
■

The gap between that ideal and the

practices the same text cannot help

revealing is precisely where the

historian learns how society

actually worked.

■

WAT C H  O U T  F O R

NOTE  Never treat the Mahabharata

(or the Manusmriti) as a literal record

of how everyone lived. In source-

based answers, always state that it

gives the NORM and that real

practice, shown by inscriptions and

exceptions, varied.
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T O P I C

Mahabharata authorship

T R A P  →  T R U T H

✗ MISTAKE The Mahabharata was written by one author, Vyasa, at a single point in time.

✓ CORRECT The Mahabharata is a DYNAMIC TEXT composed and expanded over roughly a

THOUSAND YEARS (c. 500 BCE to c. 400 CE). Tradition attributes it to the sage Vyasa, but

historians see it as a layered work: an original Sanskrit core grew from ~10,000 verses to ~100,000

verses through additions by many hands — bards (sutas), Brahmanas, and others. The didactic

(instructional) sections, including much of the dharma material, were later insertions.
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T O P I C

Critical Edition

T R A P  →  T R U T H

✗ MISTAKE The Critical Edition is a modern translation or a shortened version of the Mahabharata.

✓ CORRECT The CRITICAL EDITION is a SCHOLARLY RECONSTRUCTION, not a translation. Led by

V.S. SUKTHANKAR at the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute (BORI), Pune, from 1919, a team

compared MANUSCRIPTS in many scripts and languages collected from across the subcontinent to

establish the verses common to ALL versions. The project took 47 years and ran to many volumes.

It revealed huge regional variation — proof that the text was never fixed.
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T O P I C

Patriliny

T R A P  →  T R U T H

✗ MISTAKE Patriliny means only men existed in the family or that women had no place.

✓ CORRECT PATRILINY means tracing DESCENT through the FATHER'S line — son, grandson, and

so on. It existed BEFORE the Mahabharata, but the epic's central succession story reinforced it as

an ideal. Sons inherited their father's power and resources; daughters were generally excluded

from this lineage claim. It does not mean women were absent — but it did structure inheritance and

authority around males.
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T O P I C

Gotra exogamy

T R A P  →  T R U T H

✗ MISTAKE Gotra is the same thing as caste / jati.

✓ CORRECT A GOTRA is a clan / lineage group, named after a Vedic seer (rishi). Two rules applied

especially to Brahmanas: (1) women married into the husband's gotra and gave up their father's; (2)

people of the SAME gotra could NOT marry — this is GOTRA EXOGAMY (marrying outside one's

clan). Gotra is a kinship category, NOT a varna or jati. Evidence from the Satavahana dynasty shows

queens who retained their father's gotra, contradicting the rule.
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T O P I C

Varna vs jati

T R A P  →  T R U T H

✗ MISTAKE Varna and jati are the same and there were always exactly four social groups.

✓ CORRECT VARNA is the IDEAL fourfold scheme of the Dharmashastras — Brahmana, Kshatriya,

Vaishya, Shudra. JATI is the actual, lived category based on BIRTH and OCCUPATION, of which there

were MANY (far more than four). When new groups had to be fitted into society (e.g. forest

peoples, foreigners like the Greeks/Yavanas, craft groups), Brahmanas slotted them as jatis. So

varna is the theory; jati is the messy reality.
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T O P I C

Untouchability source

T R A P  →  T R U T H

✗ MISTAKE Untouchability is described positively or neutrally in the texts.

✓ CORRECT Brahmanical texts treated certain groups (the CHANDALAS and others) as

'UNTOUCHABLE' — outside the varna order, polluting by contact. The Manusmriti laid down

DEGRADING rules: chandalas had to live outside villages, use discarded utensils, wear clothes of the

dead, and announce their presence. The Chinese pilgrim FA XIAN (5th c. CE) recorded that

untouchables had to sound a clapper in the streets so others could avoid them. These were

PRESCRIPTIVE norms — actual practice may have varied.



R E A DY  F O R  B O A R D S
CBSE 2027  ·  History  ·  Class 12

readyforboards.com 26

T O P I C

Women and property

T R A P  →  T R U T H

✗ MISTAKE Women had no property at all in early society.

✓ CORRECT Women's access was LIMITED but not nil. The Manusmriti recognised STRIDHANA

('woman's wealth') — gifts received at marriage, which a woman could keep and pass to her

children; her husband could not claim it. BUT she could not store wealth without her husband's

knowledge, and inheritance of the main estate was patrilineal. Land, cattle, and money were

generally controlled by men. So: a restricted female sphere (stridhana) within a male-controlled

property system.
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T O P P E R  T E M P L AT E  ·  M A R K- B Y- M A R K

8-mark: 'Explain the rules of kinship and
marriage in early society (patriliny, gotra,
marriage types).'1 DEFINE PATRILINY

1 m

PATRILINY = tracing descent through the FATHER'S line (father → son → grandson). It existed before the

Mahabharata, but the epic's succession story (the Kuru lineage, the Pandava-Kaurava claim to the throne)

reinforced it as the ideal. Sons inherited the father's power and resources on his death.

2 THE IDEAL AND ITS
EXCEPTIONS

2 m

The patrilineal ideal was not always neat. The Mahabharata itself shows variations: where there was no

son, brothers succeeded (as Pandu after Bhishma's renunciation); some lineages claimed descent from a

common ancestor. Inscriptions of dynasties like the Satavahanas show metronymics (names from the

mother), so practice differed from the textual norm.

3 GOTRA AND ITS TWO
RULES

2 m

A GOTRA was a clan named after a Vedic seer. Two rules (especially for Brahmanas): (a) a woman gave

up her father's gotra and adopted her husband's on marriage; (b) members of the SAME gotra could

NOT marry — GOTRA EXOGAMY. Yet Satavahana queens who retained their father's gotras show the rule

was not universally followed.

4 TYPES OF MARRIAGE +
DRAUPADI

2 m

Marriage forms included ENDOGAMY (within a group), EXOGAMY (outside the clan/gotra), POLYGYNY (a

man with several wives, common among elites), and POLYANDRY (a woman with several husbands). The

DRAUPADI episode — her marriage to the five Pandava brothers — is a striking instance of polyandry

that the text both records and tries to justify, showing such practices existed even if not approved by

Brahmanical norm.
5 CONCLUSION

1 m

Kinship rules (patriliny, gotra exogamy) were IDEALS laid down largely in Brahmanical texts, but the epic

and the inscriptions reveal a far more varied social reality — exceptions, polyandry, and metronymics all

coexisted with the norm.
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T O P P E R  T E M P L AT E  ·  M A R K- B Y- M A R K

8-mark: 'Describe the varna order in the
Dharmashastras and how it was enforced.'

1 THE FOUR VARNAS

2 m

The Dharmashastras (esp. the MANUSMRITI, c. 200 BCE-200 CE) laid down a fourfold VARNA order:

BRAHMANAS (priests, teachers — study and teach the Vedas, perform sacrifices), KSHATRIYAS (rulers,

warriors — protect people, fight, administer justice), VAISHYAS (farmers, herders, traders), and

SHUDRAS (the lowest — to serve the other three). The order was claimed to be divinely ordained (the

Purusha-sukta origin myth).

2 OCCUPATIONS FIXED
BY BIRTH

2 m

Each varna was assigned specific OCCUPATIONS and STATUS, fixed by BIRTH, not ability. Brahmanas

claimed the top rank; only the top three were 'twice-born' (dvija) and could perform Vedic rituals.

Shudras and women were barred from Vedic study. This was an IDEAL hierarchy — the texts are

prescriptive (what should be), not descriptive.

3 HOW BRAHMANAS
TRIED TO ENFORCE IT

2 m

Brahmanas enforced varna in three ways: (a) they claimed the order was DIVINELY ORDAINED and

unchangeable; (b) they advised KINGS to ensure the rules were obeyed (Kshatriya power backed

Brahmanical norm); (c) they tried to persuade people that STATUS was determined by BIRTH.

Punishments in the Manusmriti for varna violation were graded by rank.

4 LIMITS — JATI AND
REALITY

1 m

The neat fourfold scheme could not contain reality. Many groups (forest peoples, foreigners/Yavanas,

craft groups) did not fit, so Brahmanas slotted them as JATIS — birth-and-occupation groups, far more

numerous than four. Non-Brahmanical texts and inscriptions show people did not always follow the

prescribed occupations.

5 CONCLUSION

1 m

The varna order was an IDEAL social model created and defended by Brahmanas; the lived society of

jatis, exceptions, and occupational mobility was far more complex than the four-varna theory allowed.
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T O P P E R  T E M P L AT E  ·  M A R K- B Y- M A R K

5-mark source-based: Read a Mahabharata/
Manusmriti excerpt (Draupadi, Ekalavya, gotra,
varna), answer 3 sub-questions.1 IDENTIFY +

CONTEXTUALISE

2 m

Name the text and episode the passage is from. State the social rule or theme it illustrates. E.g., 'This is

from the Adi Parva of the Mahabharata; it describes Draupadi's marriage to the five Pandavas — an

instance of polyandry that the text records and seeks to justify.'

2 EXPLAIN THE SOCIAL
NORM + TENSION

2 m

Explain the rule/norm at stake AND the tension the passage reveals. E.g., 'Polyandry was unusual against

the Brahmanical ideal; the text justifies it through a divine command and a past-life boon, showing how a

normative text accommodates a practice it cannot ignore.'

3 HISTORIAN'S USE

1 m

State what a HISTORIAN learns. E.g., 'For the historian, the passage shows that kinship/marriage rules

were contested and varied — the Mahabharata is evidence of social norms AND of the debate around

them, not a simple description of fact.'
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P YQ  PAT T E R N S

Top PYQ patterns to drill

#1
Explain the rules of kinship and marriage (patriliny, gotra exogamy, endogamy) in early

society. (8 marks)
Annual

#2
Source-based: read a Mahabharata excerpt (Draupadi's marriage / Ekalavya / a gotra or

Manusmriti rule) and answer 3-4 sub-questions. (5-8 marks)
Annual

#3
Describe the varna order as laid down in the Dharmashastras. How was it enforced? (8

marks)
2018, 2020,

2022

#4
How did Brahmanical texts treat people outside the four varnas (e.g. the nishadas,

untouchables)? (5 marks)
2019, 2021,

2023

#5
Why is the Mahabharata considered a dynamic / evolving text? OR What is the Critical

Edition? (3 marks)
Most years
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M A R K S  D I S T R I B U T I O N

10-year marks distribution

1 0 -Y E A R  P YQ  M A R K S  D I S T R I B U T I O N

Kinship, marriage rules — patriliny, gotra
exogamy, types of marriage, Draupadi 30%

Source-based passage on the Mahabharata
(Draupadi / Ekalavya / gotra / Manusmriti) 26%

The varna order and the Dharmashastras /
Manusmriti 18%

Social differences beyond the four varnas —
untouchability, nishadas 16%

Gendered access to property and resources
— women, Stridhana 14%

The Mahabharata as a source —
composition, Critical Edition, Sukthankar 12%

Jati and the limits of the varna model 8%

Handling the text — historians' methods,
language, authorship 6%



R E A DY  F O R  B O A R D S
CBSE 2027  ·  History  ·  Class 12

readyforboards.com 32

R E C A P   ·   M E M O R I S E  T H E S E

Recap

1 Source —

Mahabharata —

Sanskrit epic

grown over

~1000 years

(~100,000

verses),

attributed to

Vyasa; Critical

Edition by V.S.

Sukthankar at

BORI (47 years).

2 Kinship &

marriage —

Patriliny

(descent through

father); gotra

exogamy (no

same-gotra

marriage);

endogamy/

exogamy/

polygyny/

polyandry —

Draupadi the key

3 Caste, class & gender — Four varnas

(Brahmana>Kshatriya>Vaishya>Shudra)

as ideal vs jati as reality;

untouchables/chandalas + nishadas

(Ekalavya) excluded; women's

stridhana limited within patriliny.



polyandry

example.
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W H AT ' S  N E X T

What's next

→ Chapter 4 — Thinkers, Beliefs and Buildings (Buddhism, Jainism, and the critique of

varna).

→

Sit the 15-MCQ Quick Drill under a 20-min timer.→

Then the full Board-Pattern Paper — 30 marks.→



You've mastered kinship, caste
and class.

readyforboards.com

Helpline: +91 70330 05444

Patriliny, gotra, varna, gender — now prove it.

Boards prep that builds confidence, not anxiety.
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