
‘Content Developed/Prepared Absolutely From Home’ 

   Class Notes 

Class: XII Topic: CH-3 Kinship, Caste and Class 

Subject: HISTORY 

 

Mahabharata, a colossal epic to understand social behaviour of early historic period 

1. Historians often use textual traditions to understand Social history. Some texts lay down norms of 
social behaviour. Others describe a wide range of social situations and practices. 
2. Texts like Mahabharata allow us to understand practices that shaped social histories. 
3. In focusing on the Mahabharata, a colossal epic running in its present form into over 100,000 
verses with depictions of a wide range of social categories and situations. 
4. It is one of the richest texts of the subcontinent. It was composed over a period of about 1,000 
years (c. 500 BCE onwards), and some of the stories it contains may have been in circulation even 
earlier. 
5. The central story is about two sets of warring cousins. But the text also contains sections laying 
down norms of social behaviours. Occasionally the principal characters seem to follow these norms. 
 
SHORT ANSWER TYPE OF QUESTIONS (3 MARKS) 

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

Ans. Patriliny is the system through which descent from father to son and grandson is traced.  
The principle of patriliny would have been essential for the elite families for the following reasons: 
 

 Continuity of Dynasty: As per the Dharmashastras, it was an established belief that the son 
carried forward the dynasty. That was the main reason that the families wished for sons not 
for daughters. A couplet of Rigveda also substantiates this view. In this couplet, a father at 
the time of the marriage of his daughter wishes that she should have best sons with the grace 
of Lord Shiva. 
 

 Inheritance: In royal families, the acquisition of throne was included in the inheritance. After 
the death of a king, his eldest son was supposed to inherit the throne. After the death of the 
parents, the property was to be equally divided among all the sons. In fact, parents avoided 
disputes in the family after their death. Most of the royal families followed the patriliny since 
600 B.C. But sometimes this system had exceptions also. 
 
•The brother of the king ascended the throne in case the former had no son. 
•Relatives also claimed inheritance of the throne. 
•In some special cases, women also ascended the throne like Prabhavati Gupta. 

2. How did Brahmanas develop a sharper social divided? Give two examples.  

Ans: Brahmanas developed a sharp social divide in the society by laying down a social order in which 
they ranked first.  
 

1. Positions as well as occupation in this order were determined by birth. They classified certain 
categories as ‘untouchables’ and placed them at the bottom of the order. 

2. The upper three varnas considered themselves as pure and avoided taking food from the 
‘untouchables’. 

3. What do you know about the authors and the period when   
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Ans:  

 The original story of the Mahabharata was probably composed over a period of 1000 years. 
The original story was composed by charioteer –bard popularly called sutas.  There were 
different stages through which the Mahabharata was completed. 

 Initially these compositions of charioteer-bards spread orally. From 500 BCE, Brahmanas 
began to write the story. This was the time when kingdoms of the Kurus and Panchalas were 
becoming Kingdoms. 

 Another important phase in the composition of the text was between 200BCE and 200 CE. 
During this period, the deity Vishnu gained importance. 

 One of the important characters of this epic was Krishna. He came to be identified with 
Vishnu. Between 200 BCE and 400 CE, large instructive sections similar to Manusmriti were 
added. 

 With all these additions, the epic grew to comprise about one lakhs verse. This enormous 
composition is credited to a sage named Vyasa. 

4. Explain the language and content of Mahabharata.  

Ans: The language and content of Mahabharata are discussed below: 

 Language: Mahabharata was written in Sanskrit language (although there are versions in 
other languages as well). However, the Sanskrit used in the Mahabharata is far simpler than 
that of the Vedas. 

 Content: Historians usually classify the contents of the Mahabharata under two broad heads: 
 

 Narrative: This section contains stories. 

 Didactic: This section contains prescriptions about social norms, designated as 
didactic. 

 

 But this division is by no means watertight as the didactic sections include stories and 
the narrative often contains a social message. 

 However, generally historians agree that the Mahabharata was meant to be a 
dramatic, moving story, and that the didactic portions were probably added later. 

 Interestingly, the text is described as an itihasa within early Sanskrit tradition. The 
literal meaning of the term is “thus it was”, which is why it is generally translated as 
“history”. Historians are in a doubt that the war really took place or not, which is 
described in the epic.  

 Some historians think that the memory of an actual conflict amongst kinfolk was 
preserved in the narrative while other point out that there is no other corroborative 
(authentic) evidence of the battle. 

 5. Explain how you will prove that the text of Mahabharata was a dynamic one.  

Ans: The following points prove that the text of Mahabharata was a dynamic one: 
1. The growth of the Mahabharata did not stop with the Sanskrit version. 

Many version of the epic were written in a variety of languages through an ongoing process of 
dialogue between peoples, communities, and those who wrote the texts. 

2. Several stories that originated in specific regions or circulated amongst certain people found 
their way into the epic. 

3. The central story of the epic was often retold in different ways, and episodes were depicted 
in sculpture and painting. 

4. They also provided themes for a wide range of performing arts i.e. plays, dance and other 
kinds of narrations. 
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 6. Critically examine the duties as laid down in ‘Manusmriti’ for the Chandalas.  

Ans: Certain sections of society who handled corpses and dead animals were called Chandalas or 
‘untouchables’. They were placed at the very bottom of the caste hierarchy.  

1. They had to live outside the village.  
2. They had to use discarded utensils. 
3. They were supposed to wear clothes of the dead and ornaments of iron.  
4. They were not permitted to walk in villages and cities at night.  
5. They served as executioners and had to dispose of the bodies of those who had no relatives.  
6. They had to sound a clapper in the streets, so that people could avoid seeing them.  

 Chinese scholars admitted that the Chandalas led a life of degradation 
7. Mention any two features of gotra as per the Brahmanical practice. What evidences do we get 
from the Satavahana inscription regarding the inheritance of gotra? Explain.  
Ans: From 1000 BCE onwards, one Brahmanical practice was to classify people in terms of gotras. 
The two important features of gotra were: 
 

1. Each gotra was named after a Vedic seer; all those who belonged to the same gotra were 
regarded as his descendants. 

2. Women were expected to give up their father’s gotra and adopt their husband’s gotra at the 
time of marriage. Again members of the same gotra could not marry. 

 The evidences we get from the Satavahana inscriptions regarding the inheritance of gotra are 
as follows: 

1. Inscriptions provide information which permits historians to get the family ties, including 
marriages. Several women who married Satavahana rulers had retained their father’s gotras. 
They had names derived from gotras such as Gotama and Vasistha which were their father’s 
gotra, instead of adopting the name from their husband’s gotra. 

2. Some of the women of Satavahana belonged to the same gotra which was against the ideal of 
exogamy, which refers to marriage outside the unit. 

 
8. “The Dharmasutras and Dharmashastras also contained rules about the ideal occupations of the 
four categories of varnas.” Critically examine the statement. (HOTS, All India 2009)  

1. Ans: The Dharmasutras and Dharmashastras contained rules about the ideal occupations of 
four categories of varnas. 
These categories are as follows: 

2. Brahmanas were supposed to study and teach the Vedas, perform sacrifices and get sacrifices 
performed and give and receive gifts. 

3. Kshatriyas were to engage in warfare, protect people and administer justice, study the Vedas, 
get sacrifices performed and make gifts. 

4. Vaishyas were also assigned to study the Vedas, get sacrifices performed and make gifts as 
the Kshatriyas and in addition were expected to engage in agriculture, pastoralism and trade. 

5. Shudras were assigned only one occupation i.e. of serving the three ‘higher’ varnas. 
In addition to assigning these occupations to the four varnas, the Brahmanas evolved two or 
three strategies for enforcing these norms. 

 
LONG ANSWER TYPE OF QUESTIONS(8 MARKS) 
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1. Discuss whether the Mahabharata could have been the work of a single author. 
 
Ans. 

1. Probably composed by charioteer - bards known as sutas. 
2. From the fifth century BCE Brahmanas took over the story and began to commit it 

              to writing. 
3. Also possible that the upheavals that often accompanied the establishment of these states. 
4. Where old social values were often replaced by new norms. 
5. Another Phase in the composition of the text between C 200 BCE and 200 C.E. 
6. Between 200 BCE and 400 BCE Large didactic sections were included the Manusmriti. 

 
2. Explain different social dimensions propounded by historians from the central episode of 
Draupadi’s marriage in the Mahabharata. 
 
Ans: One of the most challenging episodes in the Mahabharata is Draupadi’s marriage with the 
Pandavas, an instance of polyandry that is central to the narrative.  
If we examine the section of the epic, it is evident that the author(s) attempted to explain it in a 
variety of ways.  
1. Present-day historians suggest that polyandry may have been prevalent amongst ruling elites at 
some point of time.  
2. Polyandry gradually fell into disfavour amongst the Brahmanas, who reworked and developed the 
text through the centuries.  
3. Some historians note that the practice of polyandry may have seemed unusual or even 
undesirable from the Brahmanical point of view.  
4. Others suggest that there may have been a shortage of women during times of warfare, and this 
led to polyandry. In other words, it was attributed to a situation of crisis.  
5. Some early sources suggest that polyandry was not the only or even the most prevalent form of 
marriage.  
The reason for the authors to choose to associate this practice with the central characters of the 
Mahabharata is that creative literature often has its own narrative requirements and does not 
always literally reflect Social realities. 
 


