Empowering Women In India: A

Comprehensive Historical, Social, and
Policy Analysis

Women in India have been architects of its cultural, social, and economic identity for over 5,000 years,
from the Vedic scholar Gargi to global figures like Priyanka Chopra and Indra Nooyi. Constituting nearly
50% of India's 1.4 billion population, their contributions are indispensable, yet their journey is marred by
persistent inequalities. This thesis provides a multidimensional analysis of women's roles across history,
their contemporary breakthroughs, and the systemic challenges they face.



Introduction

Women in India have been architects of its
cultural, social, and economic identity for over
5,000 years, from the Vedic scholar Gargi to
global figures like Priyanka Chopra and Indra
Nooyi. Constituting nearly 50% of India's 1.4
billion population, their contributions are
indispensable, yet their journey is marred by

persistent inequalities—economic gaps,

educational barriers, and safety threats.

This thesis provides a multidimensional analysis

As India stands at a pivotal moment in 2025, of women's roles across history, their

with its demographic dividend and growing contemporary breakthroughs, and the systemic
global influence, empowering women is not just challenges they face. It draws on statistical data,
a moral necessity but a strategic imperative for personal stories, cultural depictions, and policy
sustainable development. frameworks to argue that achieving gender

equality, as outlined in SDG-5, is critical to
unlocking India’s full potential.

By proposing actionable strategies, this work charts a path toward a more inclusive future by 2030.



Historical Evolution of Women's Status:

Ancient India

Early Vedic Period (1500-1000 BCE)

Women held a revered status as co-
participants in intellectual and spiritual Llife.
Gargi Vachaknavi challenged sage
Yagnavalkya in philosophical debates, while
Rig Vedic poets like Ghosha, Apala, and
Vishvara composed hymns.

Women enjoyed property rights, ritual
participation, and widow remarriage, with no
evidence of sati or rigid purdah.

Gupta Period (320-550 CE)

This era further entrenched patriarchal
norms, with sati emerging and widow
remarriage fading. Yet, exceptions persisted—
Lilavati excelled in mathematics, and Khana's
astronomical verses remain celebrated.

Buddhism offered a counterpoint, with nuns
like Sanghamitra spreading the faith to Sri
Lanka, though access to Vedic learning

remained limited.

Later Vedic Age (1000-500 BCE)

A shift toward patriarchy emerged, driven by

caste consolidation and purity norms. Texts

like the Manusmriti curtailed women's

autonomy, introducing child marriage and

restricting education.



Medieval India: Resilience Amid

Restrictions

The medieval era (1206-1757) saw intensified
gender constraints under the Delhi Sultanate and
Mughal rule. Practices like female infanticide,
child marriage, and purdah became widespread,
particularly among Hindus, while Muslim women
retained rights to divorce and inheritance under
Sharia.

The Bhakti movement provided resistance, with
poets like Mirabai defying norms through
devotional songs to Krishna. Sufi saints like Rabia

Basri inspired spiritual equality.

Notable Women of Medieval
India

e Razia Sultana (1236-1240) ruled the Delhi
Sultanate, issuing coins as "Pillar of Women"

e Rani Didda of Kashmir (980-1003) governed
with strategic brilliance

e Chand Bibi defended Ahmadnagar (1596)

e Rani Padmini's jauhar in 1303 epitomized

extreme resistance to dishonor

Despite such resilience, societal norms largely confined women to domestic roles during this period.



Colonial Era: Reform
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Resistance

1857 Rebellion

The 1857 rebellion highlighted women's
valor, with Rani Laxmi Bai leading cavalry
against colonial forces and Begum Hazrat
Mahal rallying Awadh's resistance.

Social Reforms

Social reformers like Raja Ram Mohan Roy
abolished sati in 1829, citing Vedic equality,
while Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar's Hindu
Widow Remarriage Act (1856) restored lost
rights.

Educational Progress

Education gained momentum with the
Bethune School (1849) and missionaries like
Pandita Ramabai, who founded widows'
homes.

Freedom Struggle

Women's roles in the freedom struggle were
pivotal—Sarojini Naidu's poetry fueled
nationalism, Aruna Asaf Ali hoisted the flag
at Quit India (1942), and revolutionaries like

Bhikaji Cama designed India’s first tricolor.
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British rule

(1757-1947) brought dual impacts—

exploitation and reform. Legislative gains, like the Hindu
Women's Right to Property Act (1937), laid foundations for

modern equality.




Post-Independence Movements: Building

Modern India

1950s

The Kasturba Memorial Trust
empowered rural women through
education and healthcare initiatives.

1970s

The Chipko Movement showcased
women'’s environmental stewardship,
with Gaura Devi hugging trees to halt

deforestation.

2012

The Nirbhaya movement spurred
nationwide protests, leading to stricter
rape laws.
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1972

The Self-Employed Women's Association
(SEWA) united informal workers,
growing to 2.5 million members by
2025.

1980s

Anti-dowry campaigns, led by groups

like Nari Raksha Samiti, tackled violence,
while the Shah Bano case (1985) ignited
debates on uniform civil codes.

Regional efforts, like Tamil Nadu's anti-liquor drives and Maharashtra's water conservation initiatives,

underscored women's grassroots leadership.




Lesser-Known Pioneers Across Eras

Beyond prominent names, numerous lesser-
known women have made significant
contributions to India’s social and cultural
landscape across different time periods.

Ancient and Medieval Pioneers

e Avvaiyar - Sangam-era Tamil poet
e Akkamahadevi - 12th-century Lingayat mystic

e Tarabai Shinde - 19th-century feminist author
of Stri Purush Tulana

Post-Independence Pioneers

e Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay - Revived
handicrafts, empowering rural women

artisans

e Durgabai Deshmukh - Pioneered legal aid for
the marginalized

These unsung pioneers highlight the breadth of
women's contributions across India’s diverse
regions and eras, often working outside the

spotlight but creating lasting impact on society.



Contemporary Achievements: Economic

Leadership

Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw

Founded Biocon which became a biotech giant,
employing thousands globally and revolutionizing
affordable healthcare.
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Chanda Kochhar & Arundhati
Bhattacharya

Transformed ICICI Bank and digitized SBI's
operations respectively, modernizing India’s
banking sector.

Falguni Nayar

Launched Nykaa in 2012, which expanded to over
100 stores by 2025, redefining e-commerce in the

beauty industry.
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Indra Nooyi

Her PepsiCo tenure (2006-2018) set global
standards, influencing India’s corporate landscape
with sustainable business practices.

Women lead 20% of MSMEs in India, with innovators like Upasana Taku (MobiKwik) driving fintech

growth and creating new economic opportunities.



Political Influence

Women have made significant strides in India’s political
landscape, from national leadership to grassroots

governance:

¢ Indira Gandhi's 16-year premiership shaped modern

India, from Green Revolution policies to nuclear tests

e Regional leaders like Mamata Banerjee (West Bengal),
Jayalalithaa (Tamil Nadu), and Mayawati (Uttar Pradesh)
have balanced populism and governance

e At the grassroots, women sarpanches like Chhavi
Rajawat (Rajasthan) modernized villages, while Neeru
Yadav electrified hamlets in Haryana

By 2025, over 1.5 million women lead panchayats, driving
local change and implementing innovative solutions to
community challenges.

¢

I Rajya Sabha
B Panchayats

Lok Sabha

B state
Assemblies



Social Progress and Scientific
Contributions

O

Social Reformers Breaking
Barriers

Kiran Bedi, India’s first female IPS
officer, reformed Tihar Jail

Medha Patkar's Narmada Bachao
Andolan amplified tribal women's
voices

Diplomat Nirupama Rao and journalist
Barkha Dutt elevated India’s global and
media presence

Organizations like Azad Foundation
train women as taxi drivers,

challenging stereotypes

Scientific and Technological
Pioneers

Tessy Thomas led Agni-V missile
development, earning the "Missile
Woman" title

Anna Mani's meteorological
instruments modernized weather
forecasting

Dr. Indira Hinduja delivered India’s first
IVF baby in 1986

Sunita Narain's climate advocacy
influences COP summits

Kalpana Chawla's 1997 space mission
and Ritu Karidhal's Mars Orbiter
leadership inspire STEM pursuits



Cultural and Sporting lcons

Priyanka Chopra Sania Mirza Mary Kom

With 70+ films and a prominent Her six Grand Slam titles Olympic bronze and 2014 Asian
UNICEF role, she bridges redefined tennis in India, Games gold broke gender
Bollywood and Hollywood, inspiring a generation of young barriers in boxing, particularly
representing Indian culture female athletes. significant coming from the
globally. Northeast.

Other notable icons include Mithali Raj with 7,000+ cricket runs setting WODI records, PV. Sindhu's
badminton medals at the 2016 and 2020 Olympics, and Hima Das's sprinting golds at the 2018 Asian
Games earning her the title "Dhing Express.”



Emerging Leaders of the 2020s

By 2025, a new generation of women leaders
emerged across various fields, bringing fresh
perspectives and breaking new barriers:

Military and Sports

e Gunjan Saxena - India’s first female combat
pilot (celebrated in a 2020 biopic)

e Avani Lekhara - Paralympic shooter winning
gold in 2021 and 2024

Business and Activism

e Ghazal Alagh - Co-founder of Mamaearth,
pioneering sustainable personal care

products

e Trisha Shetty - Founder of SheSays, tackling
harassment and advocating for policy
changes

These emerging leaders reflect a dynamic

generation reshaping India’s social, economic,
and cultural landscape. Their work spans
traditional barriers and leverages technology and
social media to amplify their impact.

Unlike previous generations, these women are
more globally connected while remaining rooted
in addressing India’s unique challenges, creating
models that blend innovation with cultural
sensitivity.



Persistent Challenges: Economic
Disparities

34% 18.6% 2% 95%

Wage Gap Workforce Asset Ownership Informal Work
Participation

Women earn 34% less Women own just 2% of Over 95% work
than men (WEF, 2021) Only 18.6% of women assets despite legal informally, often in
in the workforce (ILO, inheritance rights agriculture, facing wage
2020)—a drop from theft and lack of
30.5% in 2000 benefits

Technology biases, like machinery designed for male physiques, further limit women's access to

economic opportunities and advancement in various sectors.



Educational Inequities and Safety
Concerns

Educational Inequities
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Female literacy stands at 70.3% versus 84.7%
for males (NSO, 2021)

Rural girls drop out due to early marriage,
with only 24% of countries achieving upper-
secondary parity (UNICEF)

STEM fields remain male-dominated, with

girls pushed toward humanities

Kerala's 96.2% literacy contrasts with Bihar's

61.8%, highlighting regional gaps

1
Kerala Tamil Nadu

Safety and Security Concerns

e Domestic violence affects 32% of married
women (NFHS-5), with only 14% seeking help

e Rape cases rose to 77 daily in 2020 (NCRB)

e Workplace harassment persists—505 "insult
to modesty" cases were reported in 2019, a
likely undercount

e Human trafficking and cybercrimes, like
revenge porn, compound safety risks

Maharashtra Uttar Pradesh Bihar



Cultural Barriers and Health Challenges

Son Preference

Son preference skews the
child sex ratio to 918 (Census
2011), with 45.8 million
"missing women" (UNFPA,
2020)

Mental Health

Mental health issues, fueled
by violence and economic
stress, lack support—only 1%
of healthcare budgets address
this (WHO)
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Cultural Practices

Practices like female genital
mutilation (Bohra community)
and temple entry bans reflect

resistance to equality

Health Issues

Maternal mortality is 130 per
100,000 (NFHS-5), and anemia
affects 57% of women

Regional disparities compound these challenges—Kerala boasts high literacy and health indices, while

Uttar Pradesh lags in safety and education. Northeastern states face insurgency-related violence, and

southern states grapple with workplace gender gaps despite progress. These disparities demand tailored

solutions that address the specific contexts of different regions.



Statistical Insights: Quantifying the
Gender Gap

[ ) ) 18.6% 14% GRS H 70.3%
Female Workforce Political Representation Female Literacy
Participation Women occupy 14% of Lok National average with

India ranks 121st globally in Sabha seats (2021), below the significant regional variations
female workforce participation 26.1% global average (NSO)

(ILO, 2020)
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India ranks 135th in the Global Gender Gap Index (WEF, 2021), behind Rwanda (7th) and Bangladesh
(65th). Workforce participation trails Vietnam (33%) and China (60%), highlighting significant room for

improvement.



Inspirational
Narratives: Historical
Figures
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Rani Rudramma Devi

Ruled Kakatiya dynasty, lauded by Marco Polo for

justice and fair governance despite facing opposition

as a female ruler.
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Razia Sultana

Defied norms as Delhi's first female ruler,
implementing progressive policies and defending her
throne against gender-based opposition.
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Devi Ahilya Bai Holkar

Protected widows' rights in the 18th century and was
known for her administrative skills and infrastructure

development.
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Other remarkable historical figures include

Prabhavatigupta, who served as the Vakataka regent aiding
her father's Gupta empire, and Lal Ded, the Kashmiri poet
who spread messages of equality through her Vakhs

(verses).



Modern Trailblazers and Grassroots
Movements

Modern Trailblazers Grassroots Movements

e Irom Sharmila: Conducted a 16-year hunger e Kudumbashree: Kerala's poverty alleviation
strike against AFSPA in Manipur model led by women

e Arunima Sinha: Became the first female e Lijjat Papad: Rs. 800 crore women's
amputee to summit Mount Everest cooperative starting from just 7 women

¢ Ira Singhal: UPSC topper with a disability, e Amul: Dairy empowerment model in Gujarat
breaking multiple barriers transforming rural economies

e Sindhutai Sapkal: Advocate for orphans after e Fatima Bi: UN-awarded sarpanch
surviving child marriage implementing innovative governance

e Mary Kom: Olympic boxer breaking e Nauroti Devi: Dalit sarpanch promoting
patriarchal norms in sports education in rural Rajasthan

These women and movements demonstrate the power of resilience and collective action in overcoming

systemic barriers and creating sustainable change at both individual and community levels.




Unsung Heroes of Rural India
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Dayamani Barla

Jharkhand's tribal land rights
activist who has fought against
displacement of indigenous
communities and advocated for
sustainable development

models.

2N
LLLI

Chetna Gala Sinha

Founded India’s first rural
women's bank, providing
financial services to those
traditionally excluded from the

banking system.
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Khabar Lahariya

Women journalists in Uttar
Pradesh who created a rural
newspaper run entirely by
women from marginalized
communities, bringing local

issues to light.

Other significant but often overlooked figures include Phoolan Devi, who transformed from a bandit to

an MP advocating for the marginalized, and Kamla Bhasin, whose feminist work shaped rural gender

discourse across South Asia.



Cultural Reflections: Women in Media

and Literature

Cinematic Representations

e Dangal: Phogat sisters' wrestling triumph
e Queen: Solo travel as empowerment
e Mary Kom: Boxer's biopic

e Padmaavat: Rani Padmini's contested

portrayal
e Thappad: Stand against domestic violence
e Gangubai Kathiawadi: Sex worker's resilience
e Raazi: Female spy's patriotism

e Piku: Career-family balance

Literary Works

"The Palace of Illusions": Draupadi's

perspective

"Pinjar": Partition’s female lens

"The High-Caste Hindu Woman": Ramabai's

critique

"Difficult Daughters": Pre-independence

struggles
e "l Am Malala": Education advocacy
e "Women in Science": STEM pioneers
e "Sultana's Dream": Feminist utopia

e 'The Forest of Enchantments”: Sita’s retelling

Poetic Expressions and Digital Narratives

Poetry like "The Unbound Spirit" about Mirabai's defiance and "Roots and Wings" celebrating rural

women's strength capture female experiences. Digital movements like #MeToo India emerged post-2018,

while traditional folk expressions like Maharashtra's Lavani songs and Assam'’s Bihu narratives have long

told stories of women's resilience and labor.



Policy Framework: Constitutional
Safeguards and Legal Protections

Q Constitutional Safeguards Legal Protections
e Articles 14-16: Equality and non- e Dowry Prohibition Act (1961): Bans
discrimination dowry
e Article 15(3): Special provisions for e Sexual Harassment Act (2013):
women Workplace safety
e Article 39(d): Equal pay mandate e Domestic Violence Act (2005): Broad

e Article 243: 33% local governance

reservation °

abuse protection
POCSO Act (2012): Child safety laws

Maternity Benefit Act (2017): 26-week
leave

These constitutional provisions and legal frameworks provide the foundation for gender equality in

India, though implementation and enforcement remain ongoing challenges that require continuous

monitoring and improvement.



Government Schemes and International

Commitments

Government Schemes

Beti Bachao, Beti Girl child education

Padhao and protection

Janani Suraksha Maternal health aid

MUDRA 70% loans to
women
entrepreneurs

Ujjawala Anti-trafficking
support

Swachh Bharat 91% rural women

safer (UNICEF)

Emerging Initiatives

e NARI Portal: Scheme access hub
e She-Box: Harassment reporting
e Mahila E-Haat: Online entrepreneurship

¢ Nirbhaya Fund: Safety projects

International Commitments

o CEDAW: Anti-discrimination pledge
e SDG-5: Gender equality by 2030

e |LO Convention: Workplace harassment ban

Effectiveness and Gaps

While schemes like panchayat reservations and
MUDRA loans have empowered millions of
women, challenges remain in implementation.
Programs like Beti Bachao show urban bias, and
weak law enforcement persists across many
initiatives.

The effectiveness of these policies varies
significantly by region, with states like Kerala and
Tamil Nadu showing better implementation than
others.



Visionary Voices: Quotes Shaping the

Discourse

4 N

"Nations thrive where
women are honored.”

- Swami Vivekananda
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"Women's education transforms generations.”

"Empowered women drive
economic progress.”

- Christine Lagarde

"Where women are respected, divinity flourishes."

- Brigham Young

e

for sustainable

development.”

\_

~

"Gender equality is essential

- Kofi Annan

J

- Manusmriti

Other influential quotes include Rosa Luxemburg's "Women's freedom mirrors societal liberty," Justice

Indu Malhotra's "Justice requires gender diversity in leadership,” Mahatma Gandhi's "Women alone can

emancipate themselves,” Michelle Obama’s "There is no limit to what women can accomplish,” and

Amartya Sen's "Women's education reduces child mortality."



The Path Forward: Strategies for

Empowerment

Educational Equity
Economic

e Achieve 100% female
Empowerment

literacy, emulating Kerala

e Boost STEM via KIRAN
and scholarships

e Formalize 95% informal
women workers with

benefits
e Build rural school
e Enforce equal pay,

Safety and Justice

Expand POSH Act
enforcement and distress
centers

Train police on gender
crimes (30% rise, 2021)

Promote helplines like

infrastructure 181
targeting a 34% gap
reduction
e Scale MUDRA to 50%

women-led firms by

2030
Political and Social Reforms Health and Global Models
e Pass 33% legislative reservation bill e Fund mental health for survivors
e Educate 50% female voters on representation e Cut maternal mortality to 70 by 2030
e End proxy leadership in panchayats e Adopt Rwanda's 61% female parliament
e Eradicate son preference with campaigns model

e Dialogue on practices like FGM

e Emulate Iceland’s wage transparency

e Pilot Finland's mental health framework



Conclusion

Indian women have shaped history—from Gargi's
debates to Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw's biotech
empire—demonstrating resilience against
systemic odds. Data reveals stark gaps: 18.6%
workforce participation, 32% domestic violence
rates, and a 918 child sex ratio. Policies like
MUDRA and constitutional rights signal progress,
yet enforcement lags.

"When a woman moves, the nation moves."

- Jawaharlal Nehru

By dismantling patriarchy, ensuring safety, and
amplifying voices, India can lead globally in
gender equality by 2030, fulfilling the
Manusmriti's vision: "Where women are honored,

divinity blossoms.”

Population

Women constitute nearly half of India’s 1.4
billion population

Potential

The goal for women's full participation in all

aspects of society



