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Abstract

The Telangana Armed Struggle (1946-1951) stands as one of the most significant peasant uprisings in
modern Indian history, marked not only by resistance against feudal oppression but also by the remarkable
participation of women. This study explores the transformation of women from confined domestic roles to
active agents of political and social change within the Hyderabad State under the Nizam’s rule. It highlights
how women from diverse social backgrounds, including Dalit, tribal, and peasant communities, engaged in
guerrilla warfare, acted as couriers, and contributed to mass mobilization through cultural expressions such
as folk songs and khadi movements.

The paper also examines the contributions of prominent figures like Mallu Swarajyam, Chityala Ailamma,
Belli Lalitha, and Durgabai Deshmukh, who symbolized resistance in both rural and urban contexts.
Through a socio-cultural and historical analysis, the study emphasizes the dual struggle faced by women
against feudal exploitation and patriarchal norms. It further evaluates how feminist historiography has
reclaimed the voices of these women, redefining their role from passive participants to active creators of
history. Ultimately, the paper argues that the Hyderabad liberation movement was not merely political but
also a transformative social revolution.
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1. Introduction

The princely state of Hyderabad, ruled by Mir Osman Ali Khan, the Seventh Nizam, represented one of the
most rigid feudal systems in pre-independence India. Unlike British-administered regions, Hyderabad
remained insulated from democratic reforms, maintaining a hierarchical structure dominated by landlords
and an elite ruling class. The Telangana Armed Struggle emerged within this socio-political environment as
a powerful expression of peasant resistance.

Traditionally, historical narratives of this movement have emphasized political leadership, armed resistance,
and ideological frameworks, often overlooking the significant contributions of women. However, recent
scholarship has re-examined these narratives, bringing to light the indispensable role played by women in
shaping the movement. Women were not merely passive observers but active participants who challenged
both external oppression and internal patriarchal structures.

For women in Telangana, the struggle assumed a dual dimension. On one hand, they resisted the exploitative
feudal system imposed by landlords and supported by the Nizam’s administration. On the other, they
confronted deeply rooted gender inequalities within their families and communities. This “double
resistance” marked a radical shift in their social identity.
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Women entered public spaces, participated in armed struggle, organized communities, and contributed to
cultural mobilization. Their involvement transformed the nature of the movement, making it not only a
political uprising but also a social revolution aimed at redefining gender roles and societal norms.

2. Objectives of the Study

The present study is guided by the following objectives:
o To analyze the role of women in the Telangana Armed Struggle within Hyderabad State.
o To examine the socio-cultural factors that facilitated women’s participation.
o To explore the intersection of caste, gender, and class in shaping women’s experiences.
e To study the contributions of key women leaders and reformers.
o To evaluate the role of cultural tools such as folk songs and khadi in mobilization.
o To assess the representation of women in historiography and feminist scholarship.

3. Review of Literature

The role of women in the Telangana movement has been explored through various scholarly works, though
earlier studies often marginalized their contributions. P. Sundarayya’s work remains foundational, providing
insights into the political and organizational aspects of the struggle, including references to women’s
participation.

Lalita and the Stree Shakti Sanghatana’s seminal work We Were Making History marked a turning point in
feminist historiography by documenting the life stories of women participants. This work challenged
dominant narratives and emphasized women’s agency.

Rowbotham and others introduced the concept of “double oppression,” highlighting' how women
simultaneously resisted feudal and patriarchal systems. Similarly, Sen’s work on South Asian feminism
contextualizes these struggles within broader debates on gender equality.

Scholars like Dhanaraju have examined the cultural dimensions of the movement, particularly the role of
folk songs in political mobilization. Studies by Adhikari and Saha have focused on institutional reforms and
the contributions of women like Durgabai Deshmukh.

Recent works by Kazmi and others explore urban femininity and the changing roles of elite Muslim women,
offering a nuanced understanding of gender dynamics in Hyderabad. Collectively, these studies demonstrate
a shift from viewing women as passive victims to recognizing them as active agents of historical change.

4. Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative and historical research methodology, drawing upon both primary and
secondary sources. Primary sources include autobiographies, oral histories, and documented life stories of
women participants in the Telangana movement. Secondary sources consist of scholarly books, journal
articles, and feminist historiographical studies.

The research employs a socio-cultural analytical framework to understand the role of women within the
broader context of feudal oppression and social transformation. The study also integrates an intersectional
approach, examining how caste, class, and gender influenced women’s experiences.

Content analysis has been used to interpret narratives, cultural texts, and historical accounts. This approach
allows for a comprehensive understanding of the multifaceted roles played by women, ranging from armed
resistance to cultural mobilization and institutional reform.
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5. Results and Discussion

5.1 Feudal Oppression and Gendered Violence: The socio-economic conditions in Hyderabad were
characterized by extreme inequality. The vetti system imposed forced labor on peasants, while women were
subjected to systemic abuse and exploitation. The Razakars intensified this oppression through violent
tactics, creating an environment of fear and insecurity. These conditions acted as a catalyst for women’s
participation in the liberation movement. Their involvement was not merely ideological but driven by the
need for survival, dignity, and justice.

5.2 Caste and Subaltern Experiences: Dalit and Adivasi women faced unique challenges, including sexual
violence and social exclusion. Their participation in the movement represented a struggle for both social
equality and personal autonomy. The intersection of caste and gender played a crucial role in shaping their
experiences.

5.3 Women as Guerrilla Fighters and Organizers: Women actively participated in armed dalams,
demonstrating courage and leadership. Figures like Mallu Swarajyam and Chityala Ailamma became
symbols of resistance. Their actions challenged traditional gender roles and inspired other women to join the
movement. In addition to combat roles, women served as couriers and organizers, maintaining
communication networks and mobilizing communities. Their contributions were essential to the success of
the movement.

5.4 Cultural Mobilization and Resistance: Culture emerged as a powerful tool for mobilization. Folk
songs, particularly those composed by Suddala Hanumanthu, played a significant role in spreading political
awareness. Belli Lalitha’s contributions in later movements highlight the _) <) of this cultural tradition.
The Dhoom Dham culture became a medium for expressing resistance and preserving collective memory.

5.5 Economic and Institutional Empowerment: Khadi centers provided economic independence and
served as spaces for political engagement. Similarly, institutions like the Andhra Mabhila Sabha, founded by
Durgabai Deshmukh, played a crucial role in promoting education and social reform.

5.6 Historiographical Transformation: Feminist scholarship has significantly altered the understanding of
the Telangana movement. By documenting women’s experiences, scholars have challenged patriarchal
narratives and highlighted the importance of gender in historical analysis.

6. Conclusion

The participation of women in the Hyderabad liberation movement represents a transformative chapter in
Indian history. Their contributions extended beyond political resistance to include social reform, cultural
mobilization, and institutional development.

Women challenged both external oppression and internal patriarchal norms, redefining their roles within
society. Their legacy continues to influence contemporary movements for gender equality and social justice.

The Telangana Armed Struggle thus emerges not only as a political movement but also as a profound social
revolution that reshaped the cultural and gender dynamics of the region.
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